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			Chapter One

			The October sky hung like an artist’s easel, brushed with a myriad of multi-shaded gray clouds that, when illuminated by the sun they were trying to hide, painted a day that was cold, windy, and overcast. A typical fall afternoon in New England, if there were such a thing as typical when referring to the mercurial weather of the state.

			On this particular day in 1975, however, the ever-changing weather and unique beauty of the colorful foliage lay lost on the man who sat waiting in the silver Porsche, his gloved fingers drumming the black steering wheel in a rhythm of impatience. Being a punctual individual himself, Matthew Cross loathed being made to wait. He firmly believed that if you set aside a time to be somewhere, there were limited, acceptable reasons why you couldn’t be there at that time. The fact that this was the seventh time he was to meet this particular real estate agent, which was habitually late, only added to his increasing impatience, which had begun the moment he laid eyes on the desolate house before him. To say that it did not look promising was a gross understatement. It was, beyond doubt, the worst house he’d seen thus far. The driveway alone was a nightmare. It was steep and unpaved, deeply rutted and narrow, causing the Porsche to complain loudly over the unaccustomed and hostile terrain. The nightmare descent ended at what could only be a condemned home. A classic Halloween haunted house, he thought in disgust. 

			Irritated to the point of anger, it was with no relief that he finally spotted the sunset orange Chrysler sedan pulling into the driveway behind him. He scowled at his rear view mirror, thinking that it was about time. He left the comfortably warm Porsche and immediately drew up the collar of his gray wool coat against his neck in a useless attempt to ward off the biting chill of the wind. It did nothing to improve his temper when the aggravating woman proved completely indifferent to her tardiness, breezing past him to the front door of the house without so much as a, ‘I’m sorry I made you wait.’ Forced to follow, he muttered everything negative he could think about the female sex under his breath. The gender impossible at onset was magnified in the infuriating woman who stood waiting complacently at the decrepit door.

			“Do you still want to see the inside?” The real estate agent asked in a voice that said she didn’t think he did. 

			If anything, her tone made him more determined to like the unlikely place. “Yes, I would,” he answered irritably. “Unless you rather I freeze to death out here.”

			Looking as if she were considering the idea, which obviously appealed to her, the agent searched through a hefty collection of jumbled keys until her brown gloved hand came upon a rusted, mangled piece of black iron, which she promptly inserted into the lock. 

			Matt thought it entirely appropriate that the forlorn piece of metal should be the key that opened the sad-looking house. He stepped inside, and all hope of warmth faded. The outside chill had permeated the rooms, and the damp, musty smell seemed to have solidified, hanging frozen in the entombed air. By silent agreement, the two of them began prying open any of the windows that would budge in hopes of circulating the cold breeze. As silent as the ghosts who might have haunted the rooms they moved through, the pair continued their efforts until the ice-tipped wind cleared the stagnant air enough to allow them to breathe through their noses again.

			The moment it began, he closed off the soft voice going through the ritual spiel he had come to expect that would relate all the pros of the house—which he found hard to believe were any and none of the cons. He concentrated on his own inspection instead, for it would be that, along with his own feelings about the house, that would ultimately make his decision, and not what she did or did not say. The house turned out to be somewhat smaller than Matt had expected. The two medium-sized rooms upstairs and the four smaller ones downstairs did not quite explain the larger outside appearance. The house was in desperate need of renovation, if not demolition, he thought testily. Despite the size curiosity, the building itself appeared surprisingly well intact, ignoring, of course, the tell tale warped floors, rotted wood, and occasional water stains on faded and dated wallpaper that was indicative of leakage, either from plumbing or weather. There was also no furniture, but that was the least of its problems. 

			His inspection complete, Matt turned inside the small bathroom he was investigating and nearly collided with the agent who had somehow managed to come up behind him without his hearing. He backed up since he obviously couldn’t go through or around her in the too cramped room, and she seemed decidedly unwilling to move. Was she honestly trying to annoy him, first with the house and now with her presence?

			Unperturbed by the abrupt meeting, she said, “I’m sure this house can’t interest you. Perhaps you’d like another look at the others?”

			“On the contrary, Mrs….” he paused, knowing he would stumble over the damnable name.

			“Petrier, as in derriere,” she offered with a hint of mischief in her blue eyes.

			Now that, Matt thought, he could remember. He grinned.

			“So you can smile,” she observed.

			Uncomfortable again, he cleared his throat. “As I was saying, Mrs. Petrier. I want to rent this house.”

			The agent’s face mirrored her astonishment. “You’re joking.”

			“No,” he spoke the word quietly.

			“But—you can’t possibly stay here!” she argued, obviously upset. The building was little more than an eyesore, hopeless, with the exception, perhaps, of being leveled.

			“No,” Matt agreed. “I’ll stay at the hotel until it’s ready.” He turned from his study of the house to face her. “Will you do that, or do I?”

			The agent closed her open mouth to stammer, “Look, Mr. Cross. It was a joke, okay?” she confessed. “I wanted to get back at you for being such a pain in the ass. I’m sorry. Now, can we go?”

			He raised his eyebrows, but he shook his head. “I’m serious. I want to rent this house.”

			“But you can’t,” she protested.

			“Why?” he asked, frowning. “Isn’t it available?”

			“Well, yes. Of course, but…”

			He walked to the door without bothering to see if she would follow. “Your company said it could be furnished, which I expect you to do, but who cleans it?”

			Resigned to the fact that he was serious—Francis Petrier answered his query when she caught up with him outside. “We’ll hire someone to come in and renovate and clean it up, which, of course, we’ll add to your cost, but you’ll still be getting this place a lot cheaper. If you and your wife have a child, that second bedroom can be specially decorated,” she offered lightly.

			Matt bit the inside of his cheek. She was so transparent. He considered not satisfying her curiosity. Unlike her address of Mrs., which immediately recognized marital status, his own could either be married or not. “No wife, no child,” he extended, not adding the fact he had no plans to include either.

			Professional once more, she smiled. “You can stop by the office for the rental contract when you pick up the key. I’ll call when it’s…” She hesitated, looking back at the house as if it would mock her words. “Livable.”

			Matt waited for the realty agent to return to her car and back the vehicle out of the single-vehicle driveway before following. He took one last look at the house and wondered at his rather abrupt decision, mentally questioning if he had undergone some form of temporary insanity. Looking at the hopeless building, he might conclude the possibility, but he knew he was neither insane nor even foolishly stubborn. The truth was, there had just been a feel about the house that the others had lacked. Somehow, the interior had drawn him in a way he couldn’t begin to explain despite its formidable appearance. Maybe, he mused. It was the seclusion. After all, it had been the driving force behind his leaving the warm and sunny West Coast, and the house was definitely secluded. Surrounded by dense woods, there was not another house in sight. It was exactly what he needed: a place to get away by himself, something not possible at home where there were just too many well-meaning friends and family. It was this last ditch effort that Matt was hoping would prove the solution to the writer’s block he was suffering, had been for too many years now. Although his financial situation was not bleak, it also wasn’t good. He needed another book to return to a comfortable existence, both mentally and financially.

			Granted, it was a drastic step, running away from everyone and everything familiar, but it was also the only thing he hadn’t yet tried. He knew he had to start writing again, no matter what it took. It was the only thing he knew how to do. The only thing he had ever wanted to do. Writing had always provided him with everything he believed he ever needed: money, a fair amount of fame, a sense of self-worth, and pretty much the ability to do whatever he damn well pleased, and more than anything, he wanted that notoriety back. “You better be worth it,” he told the building, shaking his head at the house in comic dismay. He backed the Porsche out of the driveway, offering up a silent prayer to any listening deity that this would be the key to unlocking his imagination.

			He had no inkling of who or how that prayer was to be answered.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Four weeks to the day that Matthew Cross decided upon the house, the telephone rang in his hotel room, waking him from a sound sleep. Since no one was privy to his whereabouts, his phone calls were as limited as his patience. Sick to death of the hotel, take-out food, and just about everything in general, he snatched the phone from the bedside table to growl out the one word, “What?!”

			The sound of the feminine voice that only seemed loud made him pull the instrument away from his over-sensitive ear. He had been up late with a bottle of Chivas Regal and an accommodating woman he could not now remember. As a result, his head ached, his stomach complained, and his mouth tasted sour.

			“Mr. Cross,” the female voice stated rather than inquired. “This is Mrs. Petrier from the realty office.”

			The ass, he remembered. “Tell me you’re waking me up because my house is ready.”

			“Yes, it is,” she said. “And I’m sorry if I woke you, but I didn’t think you’d be asleep at one o’clock in the afternoon.”

			He scowled at the empty hotel room. He was beginning to feel like a peripatetic. It wasn’t a feeling or lifestyle he appreciated. He heard the slight cough on the other end of the phone, reminding him of her presence. Not only was the woman antagonizing, habitually late, and married, but she was now criticizing his sleeping habits. She was definitely a bitch. “When can I move?” he asked curtly.

			“Whenever you can pick up the key. I see you’re paid in advance plus deposit.” When she didn’t receive a reply, she added, “I took the liberty of having your utilities connected since I noticed you didn’t get around to it.”

			Most definitely a bitch, he thought. With a capital B, but he said, “I’ll be in this afternoon.” He glanced at his watch. “At three.” Not that it mattered, he thought, since she would undoubtedly make him wait. 

			He almost wondered if he had spoken aloud when she said, “I’ll endeavor to be here and not keep you waiting.”

			“How unique,” he mumbled. She hung up before he could ask her if she had also done his food shopping. He made the painful mistake of slamming the receiver down and winced with the sound. Sleep now lost to the phone call, he resigned himself to the unwelcome reality of waking up, which he accomplished one shower and multiple aspirins later.

			At exactly three o’clock, Matt opened the single glass door to the rental agency and was pleasantly surprised to see the attractive blue-eyed, raven-haired woman waiting on him for once. He rewarded her with a smile. A smile, he was quick to note she did not return. She also didn’t hand him the key but dropped it onto the counter before turning her back on him.

			He frowned. “Something wrong?”

			“What makes you think that?” she asked, turning to face him again.

			Her expression, like her words, was a trifle too innocent for his liking. “Your attitude,” he suggested.

			“My att…” she choked, stopped herself, and recovered with an unpleasant laugh. “You are un-completely-believable!”

			His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

			Although she didn’t yell, her lowered voice vibrated with obvious anger. “You have the audacity to stand there and criticize my attitude after driving me crazy for over a month with your constant demands, not to mention downright rudeness.” She paused, but it was only to take a step closer, her red face splotched with anger. The dam had burst, and she was swept forward to lean on the counter that separated them. “I go out of my way to get that piece of shit you decide you want ready. Plus, take my own time to get your lights, heat, and phone working, and for what?” She didn’t wait for his answer. “I’ll tell you for what. To not get so much as a please or thank you out of you.”

			Unable to help himself, Matt laughed. 

			Too flustered to think past her anger, she glared at him murderously.

			“I’m sorry. You’re right,” he conceded. “Would it make you feel better if your husband took a swing at me?” He realized then his character assassination had been erroneous. She was neither controlling nor a bitch. She had simply been nice.

			It was her turn to look surprised. “That would be difficult,” she told him coldly. “Since my husband lives in Colorado.” Seeing his apparent confusion, she admitted, “We’re divorced.”

			“Sorry,” he offered awkwardly.

			“I’m not,” she answered when the office door suddenly burst open.

			Matt turned in time to avoid being run over by a young boy clad in jeans and a black tee shirt bearing something called WWF in wide orange lettering. 

			“Marc!” the woman scolded. “How many times do I have to tell you not to run inside?! You almost knocked Mr. Cross over.”

			The boy turned to stare up at him with eyes a smaller version of the woman’s. “Sorry,” he muttered.

			“No problem,” he assured easily.

			Softening with the boy’s repentant look, the realty agent smiled. “I didn’t forget. It’s in the car.”

			“Alright!” he whooped and disappeared out the door at a run, the reprimand already forgotten.

			“Yours?” he asked needlessly.

			“My son,” she confessed. “He’s a wrestling fan, and the latest video just came out.”

			“When I was his age, it was baseball.”

			“Eleven-year-olds do change,” she observed. When he made no move to leave, she looked toward the door suggestively. “Was there something else?”

			“Actually...” He looked at her sheepishly. “I don’t remember how to get there.”

			Tossing him a sideways look that told him she didn’t believe him for a second, she reached across the black and white marbled counter for the note pad resting there.

			While he waited, he fingered the key to his new home. At first glance, he thought the dark metal was merely warped, but upon closer inspection, he realized the key was actually forged in the shape of a typewriter, complete with a tiny etched keyboard. What are the odds of that? he thought. It was a most curious coincidence, considering his line of work. The real estate agent slid the directions back across the countertop, and he held up the strange key. “I couldn’t help noticing.”

			“Unusual, isn’t it?” she agreed with the question.

			“Do you know why it’s shaped like a typewriter?”

			She nodded. “The original owner of the house, Jack Wray, was a writer. I guess he had it made.” She nodded at the key. “I only know it’s the original and the only one. It came with the house.”

			Matt didn’t recognize the man’s name. Figuring he probably wrote under a pseudonym, he probed. “You wouldn’t happen to know his pen name, maybe what he wrote?”

			“I don’t know of any other name,” she said. “But I do know he wrote about the occult. You know, devil worship.”

			Matt smiled. He couldn’t help himself. “What happened to him?”

			“Suicide.”

			He groaned.

			She laughed. “Not in the house.” She moved away from the counter to lean across the metal desk behind her. Somehow, he didn’t think the décor was her choice. It was too commercial for someone who looked to be a romantic. It would have been a simple thing to imagine her a governess in some gothic castle. The ebony hair swept up into curls. Clad in a high collared lace blouse complete with brooch, tucked into a simple cobalt blue skirt that matched her eyes. His reverie was gratefully interrupted by the slip of paper she handed him. He glanced at the scribbled handwritten address. If you’re really interested, you might want to talk to Russ Berkley. He’s your nearest neighbor and a friend of Jack Wray’s. He could probably tell you more than I could.”

			Matt accepted the address absently. “Thank you, Mrs.…”

			“France,” she interjected.

			“France?” he echoed, lost.

			She laughed at his confusion and explained, “Short for Francis. If you need anything or run into any problems, give me a ring.”

			He studied her thoughtfully, again rethinking his estimation of her before dismissing her entirely. Last thing he needed, he reminded. “Thanks again,” he told her, and because there was no more reason to remain, he left.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The overhead sky was still gray, and the resulting temperature had dropped considerably by the time Mathew Cross exited the supermarket. He placed the grocery bags in the back behind the passenger seat since the Porsche’s trunk was now occupied with the few belongings he had brought with him and headed home, following the directions France Petrier had given him. He hadn’t lied when he said he didn’t know the way. He had only been to the house the one time, and that had been via directions both lost and long forgotten.

			Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the now-paved driveway of his new home. He turned off the ignition and sat in the car, listening to the gentle clicks of the engine while he stared at the house. The doors and the windows had either been fixed or replaced, and a fresh coat of white paint lay on the building like a plaster cast on a broken leg. The difference was remarkable, to say the least.

			Deciding that it was time to see just how big a mistake he had made, he wrestled the groceries to the front door and rested them on the stoop while he fished in his coat pocket for the key. It wasn’t hard to find. The metal was ice cold. He stepped inside the house and immediately felt along the wall for the light switch, turning the newly installed dimmer all the way to the right, blasting the slowly darkening living room with bright electric light. He stared in amazement at the transformation. The remembered musty smell was gone, replaced with an artistic cover of paper and paint and what he thought suspiciously was potpourri. The house had obviously been furnished with use in mind. The heavy wood of the pieces glowed with a fresh polish, matching the hard wood floor that was broken only by a single tan carpet. He whistled softly. No mistake here, he thought. He tossed the key onto one of the two end tables absently and retrieved the bags from the stoop, carrying them into the brick-walled kitchen that boasted all the modern conveniences, including dishwasher and microwave.

			Matt put the groceries away, his mind working on a way to adapt the strange key to his key chain. There was no hole in the key itself to slide onto his ring, and he was afraid that if the unique key stayed separate, he would lose it. Somehow, he felt it would be a shame to replace the locks because of simple carelessness since the odd key seemed to fit him so neatly. The bags were now empty. He scooped up the paper remains, and that was when he uncovered the note. He smiled. Francis Petrier had left both her home and work number on his kitchen table. The thoughtful action made him momentarily regret his previous rudeness with the lady before he shook himself mentally. He glanced at his watch. It was too late to call in a thank you, so he slipped the note into a bottom cabinet drawer and let it slip from his mind as well. He was there for solitude, he reminded, to start writing again. He didn’t need anything or anyone taking up his time or his thoughts.

			Given the lateness of the hour, he delayed the laborious move from his car to the house until the following morning. He made his way upstairs, where he chose without debate the larger room with the double bed overlooking the front of the house rather than the smaller room at the side. The bed had already been made, the stiff sheets indicative of a recent washing, and he wasted no time crawling between them. The last thought on his mind before sleep was a mental reminder to get an extension for the telephone. If the phone rang now, he would be forced to dash downstairs to the kitchen, and given the disoriented way he usually greeted the day, he figured he would probably fall down the stairs and break his neck.

			The night passed uneventful in curious dreams of typing, causing Matt to wake uncharacteristically early to the sunshine pouring into the room through the double windows, the navy blue drapes he had forgotten to close the previous night doing little to block the sunlight’s intrusion. Still buried under the blue marshmallow quilt, he sat up and rubbed his face briskly, then, almost as an afterthought, added his head in hopes of stimulating the brain’s process. His first night in the house had been spent in restless dreams of typewriters. The only thing he could clearly recall was the determined sound of someone typing. He didn’t wonder at its origins and easily attributed the dream to his subconscious desire to write. 

			He dressed absently, pulling on the same clothes he had worn the day before, jeans and a pullover knit sweater, before he made his way downstairs on bare feet, quick to notice the baseboard heat worked well. He greeted the knowledge with something of a relief. He would not have to utilize the clean fireplace downstairs for added warmth. He made a quick breakfast of scrambled eggs and toast while dumping the necessary ingredients into the Proctor‐Silex’s Coffee Magic, making far more coffee than he might drink. The brew he found would not be as reliable in taste with anything other than a full pot. He would rather risk the remains than risk the watered-down taste. By the time the coffee had brewed, he had finished eating, standing upright at the counter. Unlike the coffee, it seemed a waste to set a place at the kitchen table for the solitary meal. Sitting or standing had little effect on the taste of the food. 

			The mark of bachelor-hood established in the dirty dishes and unmade bed, he began the several trips out to the car to bring in the rest of his belongings. Three
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