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Prologue
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Daddy . . . Daddy . . . won’t you come down here and play with me? Please, Daddy, it’s so lonely here.

The voice echoes up through the passages of time, and along with it, another voice.

“Yes, son,” I hear myself say, nearly stumbling in my haste to locate the source of the voice. “I’m coming. But, where are you?”

Down here in the dark.

I stop and close my burning eyes, my body trembling. I know it isn’t him. How can it be? 

I’ve been here before, of course, many times, but only in dreams. Coming back for real was not an easy decision. All roads may lead to Rome—as the saying goes. All roads do not, however, lead to the town of Davenport, Maine. After ten years, I had come to the realization that, as a road can carry one away, so again it can carry one back.

I stand on the rim of the ancient cellar hole and stare down into the water-filled pit trying to see into its murky depths. Something shifts down there causing a ripple on the surface, like a large fish coming up for bait. I flinch, frightened that what I am seeing might actually be real. Then the surface calms, and I cannot say with any certainty that I’d seen anything at all. 

I back away from the rim and let my breathing settle down.

A lot has happened in those years since leaving this place; success beyond my wildest expectations; a host of best-selling novels; admiration from legions of fans. Isn’t that what every writer wants? Of course it is, but . . . at what cost? 

Suddenly the same old doubts and fears, the same horrors I thought I had become immune to cling to me just as surely as tendrils of morning fog cling like silken ghosts to the ruins of this place I had once called home. 

Traffic murmurs in the distance. A new highway was recently built across town, and its incessant whisperings are like voices from the past, succeeding only in unnerving me.

On trembling legs, I advance a few yards along the wet walkway. Toward the back of the foundation, a child’s shoe, blackened by fire, and twisted like seared flesh, lies half in and half out of a murky puddle. A gold-plated picture frame that once held a long-lost photograph—perhaps her photograph—lies burnt and misshapen in a thicket of tangled weeds. 

Someone once wrote that terror is most probably life’s purest emotion. If that is so, then grief is certainly its most debilitating. I can no longer deny its hold on me. I wipe the tears from my eyes with the sleeve of my overcoat, not wanting to accept their intimations.

The distant highway’s whispering ceases momentarily only to be followed by a silence so profound it is almost supernatural. I hold my breath and the silence is complete.

This old granite-lined hole in the ground does not, in itself, seem like such a terrifying place. A curious pedestrian might be intrigued by remnants of ruin, as people in all their incomprehensible complexity sometimes are. I suppose that over the years a host of errant curiosity seekers must have visited this site. It is easy to imagine children playing here, tossing stones into the water-filled pit, innocently unaware of the malevolence that must surely still be lurking somewhere beneath that gloomy surface.

I continue along the path and stop at a place where the trail clings much closer to the rim of the cellar hole. Again, I peer down into its dark heart, both hoping and terrified that I will see something tangible in its depths. Perhaps they are still down there, floating in that pool of impenetrable gloom, unseen but seeing. The thought paralyzes me, and I am powerless to look away. The ghost of Farnham House rises suddenly up out of the dark, watery depths and becomes whole and substantive before me, and along with its reconstruction comes the flood of memories that I am powerless to stem.
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Chapter 1
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We bought the old house in Davenport, Maine simply because it was cheap. Not that architecture didn’t play a role in our decision. It did. We found the best of both worlds. We were lucky. Or so we thought at the time. 

I was still trying to hammer out my first novel, an epic work of fiction, based in part on a bizarre incident that occurred when I was a teenager. It wasn’t working. Writers block had set in like constipation. I was frustrated, and several times even flirted with the idea of setting a torch to the manuscript. Linda, however, had come to the rescue with cool practicality.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she told me. “Why waste two years of hard work? You and I both know that once we’re settled in everything will come together for you. What you need is a break, a time for introspection.”

She was right, of course, and I knew it. But I also knew that in the immediate future at least, there wouldn’t be much time for introspection. We were faced with the prospect of living with Linda’s parents during the repair and restoration processes, and I was not looking forward to it. Not that I didn’t like Meg and John. I did; I was just afraid that everyone’s style would get a little cramped. I knew that writing would become a virtual impossibility, and in some small way, I suppose I was grateful. 

Linda and I shared the same romantic notion of what a house should be. Our house anyway. So, after the stark sterility of most of the architecture we’d encountered in Florida (where we had lived for seven years) the old Carlisle place was like a breath of fresh air.

We arrived there at nine o’clock on an early May morning. The house did not set directly on Farnham Road as I had first imagined. Instead it had its own convoluted driveway—with a tall and somewhat ornate wrought-iron gate at the road. There was an old, rusted metal sign attached to the gate that said simply ‘Farnham House’. The gate stood open and so I drove through. For nearly half a mile, I wound our minivan through a forest of deep, dark hardwood trees. Toward the end of the drive, the woods gave way to openness as the terrain gradually rose to a grass covered hill. And there atop that hill overlooking the countryside sat the most splendid house I had ever set eyes on. I was speechless and so was Linda. I parked the minivan and we got out, gazing up at it in awe.

We’d answered an ad in a local paper:

FOR SALE, BY OWNER.

OLD HOUSE. CHEAP!

A GREAT FIXER-UPPER.

The advertisement hadn’t contained a picture, so I was totally shocked at what stood before us. The place was splendid, amazing, magnificent, all those adjectives, yes, and more, but it was also in the most horrific condition imaginable. 

“Oh . . . my . . . God,” Linda said, taking my hand and giving it a healthy squeeze. “I think we just found the house of our dreams.”

I looked at Linda askance. “You’re kidding, right? This place is too far gone.”

“No, Sam, look at it. Just step back and see it objectively. See the lines and curves? Think of it as a beautiful woman who just needs a little makeover. Look at the amazing stature of it. See it with your inner architect’s eye.”

“I gave up architecture a long time ago.”

“You gave up studying architecture,” she reminded me. “You didn’t give up your appreciation of beautiful and interesting buildings.”

“No,” I confessed, “You’re right, I didn’t.” In that moment I felt a small pang of regret that I’d left Linda in the lurch. True, I wasn’t a great architect. I never would be. I’d discovered early on that it wasn’t my calling. But Linda was right, I certainly did appreciate the artistry of great buildings. And this one was a masterpiece. Or at least it had been at one time in history. But it wasn’t now and it would take a massive amount of work to bring it back. Linda’s enthusiasm was contagious, however, and before long I was thinking about how we could turn this sow’s ear into a silk purse.

*
[image: image]


LINDA AND I MET AT Columbia University. She was studying interior design and I was majoring in architecture. We were both idealists, very much interested in the romanticism of classic buildings. It wasn’t long, however, before my interest in becoming an architect had been supplanted by another far greater interest. I had always been a voracious reader, and I had begun flirting with the idea of writing a novel. A friend of mine had recently sold a book to one of the top New York houses and I was jealous. It was easy to imagine myself spending my days hunched over a computer making my living conjuring eloquent sentences. I’d written poetry and short stories in high school but had never attempted anything as grand as an entire book. I told Linda my plans and dropped out of the architectural program with my sights set on creative writing courses.

Unfortunately I ran out of money. Unlike Linda, who had parents with the means to see her through to graduation, both my parents were gone and I had no fallback plan. So I decided to join the army and continue my education through the G.I. Bill.

I discussed my plans with Linda, who at that time was just a close friend. Or so I thought. My decision to join the army at the onset of the war on terror worried her, however, and it was then that I began to realize there was something more than friendship brewing in our relationship. 

The night before I left for basic training Linda and I spent the night together walking the cold, nearly deserted streets of Manhattan. It was during that week between Christmas and New Years and it felt like we were the only two people left in the world. With a sense of urgency, as though we might never see each other again, we each told the other the entire story of our lives.

We ended the night back at her apartment where we made love until dawn.

It was six months before we saw each other again and by then I was on my way to Afghanistan. It was then that Linda and I made an informed decision to spend the rest of our lives together. We were in love and at the time that was all that mattered.
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“OH, SAM,” LINDA GASPED, gazing up at the house. “I don’t care what the inside looks like. I want it. I just love it. Please, can’t we buy it?” Her question, spoken almost in a whisper begged for a reply in the positive.

I loved it too, almost immediately, despite my initial reservations. Although I knew that Linda would have no problem tackling the interior, no matter the condition, everything about the place screamed for me to walk away and pretend I’d never laid eyes on it. It looked like more work than any one family could possibly wish for. It was a rambling structure that hadn’t seen a coat of paint in probably a hundred years. In a multitude of places, old clapboard siding hung loose, flapping in the breeze like so many disembodied pigeon wings. Porches and steps were rotted and falling away. Windows were broken, roofing tiles were missing. A closer inspection proved the problems to be mostly superficial, however; items which could be repaired without affecting the house’s character and solid construction. As we found out on that day, the underpinnings were sturdy and free of rot. The foundation was of granite and sound as the Rock of Gibraltar.

“Are we gonna buy it?” Sean asked, looking up at me with big blue eyes. Sean was six at the time, a rambunctious little blond-haired fellow with a wide smile and an innately curious nature.

“I don’t know,” I told him. “The place sure does need a lot of work.”

“We can do it,” Linda said. “I know we can. It’s just the challenge we’ve been dreaming about.”

The challenge you’ve been dreaming about, I thought but did not voice. Although we had been talking about the possibility of finding a reasonably priced fixer upper, I was more anxious to finish my first novel than to immerse myself in a project that could take the better part of a year to complete. 

Sean was staring fixedly toward the house’s canted front porch. I looked too, and started when I saw the white-haired man who occupied the shadows there. He was sitting in an old rocking chair staring back at us. I don’t know how I’d missed him. I was nearly certain he hadn’t been there the moment before. There was no car in view, just a shiny red and chrome fat-wheeled bicycle that looked to be nineteen-fifties vintage leaning against one of the skewed porch columns.

I approached the porch. The man sitting there was an odd-looking character. He was lanky and lean, hawk like, his skin pallid, the color of spoiled milk. Despite that, his complexion seemed curiously unlined, as though neither time nor the elements much affected its perfect indifference.

“So . . . you folks just moved up from Florida,” was the man’s initial greeting.

We’d spoken on the phone the day before and that’s what I’d told him. “That’s right,” I replied. “And you must be Mr. Carlisle.”

“Francis to you,” he said getting up and extending his hand. “Or just plain Carlisle would be even better. That’s what all the locals call me. Never did take much to the idea of answering to Francis. Hate the name. Always have. I think it was my father’s idea of a sick joke, if you want the truth.” He grunted and gave us a sour little smile.

“Pleased to meet you . . . Carlisle,” I said, “We’re the Cabots—I’m Sam, this is my wife Linda, and that rambunctious little fellow over there doing somersaults on your lawn is Sean.”

“Humph!” Carlisle grunted again. “These days more like a hayfield than a lawn.” He was watching Sean carefully and his small pale-blue eyes had sharpened to dazzling pinpoints. “Might not be a good idea for the boy to be playin in it. No tellin what manner of kid-trap might be layin in wait. Place ain’t been lived in for nearly forty years, you know. Where you folks stayin, anyways?”

“With my parents,” Linda replied. “They live at Davenport Commons. You know the place?”

“Sure,” Carlisle replied with another slightly sour expression. “Lived in this town the better part of my life. I keep an eye on what’s goin on around these parts, you can be sure of that. Those damned condominiums are springing up everywhere, destroying the pristine beauty of our pleasant little community.” His mouth turned up into something that vaguely resembled a smile, or it could have been a sneer. It was hard to tell. The expression seemed to convey equal parts humor and contempt. “Live down near the pier myself. Love the salt air. Good for the lungs.” He was still watching Sean.

“Come over here, Sean,” Linda called, “Mr. Carlisle said it’s not safe to play in that grass.”

“Oh, Mommy, do I have to?”

“Yes, this instant.”

“Oh, all right,” Sean said sulkily. He turned and began making his way back through the tall grass.

“Do I know your folks?” Carlisle asked Linda, his eyes now small blue beads. “I’ve met a few of the new folks down at the Commons. Good people, for the most part.”

“Maybe,” replied Linda. “They’ve lived there for a little over a year now. John and Meg Roberts.”

Carlisle’s face drew down into a mask of intense concentration, his lips pressed firmly together, the skin of his brow pulled tightly against the bony architecture of his skull. “Name doesn’t ring a bell,” he replied finally. “But I’m not surprised. There’s lots of them Johnny-come-latelies around here nowadays. Can’t expect to know em all.”

Linda squinted her eyes in irritation at Carlisle’s comment. I’m not sure she appreciated her parents being referred to as Johnny-come-latelies.

Sean began to bellow.

“See, now he’s hurt himself,” Linda said, looking at me as if it was my fault instead of his own.

“Can’t say I didn’t warn ya,” Carlisle said, and I could have sworn there was a small tone of satisfaction in his voice. 

Linda went to Sean. He was standing in the tall grass screeching like a banshee. “He’s cut himself,” she said, inspecting his knee. “I don’t think it’s bad, though. Not much blood. Sean, give us a break. It’s just a scratch.”

“It hurrrrts!”

“I’ll get the first aid kit out of the car,” I said, and did an about face.

“I think just a Band-Aid would do the trick,” came Linda’s reply. “There’s a box in the glove compartment. There, there,” she soothed. “It’ll be okay.”

As I turned back toward the car my eyes passed over the house and I froze in my tracks. A darkness came over me, a feeling of dread so debilitating I thought my heart might actually stop beating. My breath went shallow as a cold sweat engulfed me. Even now I’m not sure if it was in my mind or if it actually happened, but in that moment the facade of the house melted away, and inside I could see ghostlike people from another time moving about, lots of them going about their business, oblivious to the activity outside. Suddenly all the ghost people burst into flame and began writhing like burning moths. Terror hammered my heart. I blinked my eyes and the vision vanished.

My first thought was panic attack.

Following my experiences in Afghanistan PTSD had come down on me like a vast weight and panic attacks, coupled with an intense sense of paranoia had been pervasive and sometimes debilitating. I’d imagined all sorts of things that weren’t real during those attacks. Medication coupled with psychiatric counseling through the Veterans Administration had helped to relegate the attacks to a place that wasn’t wholly bothersome. Now, as my heart hammered my ribcage and cold sweat slicked my body, I began to wonder if the stress of moving and searching for a house was getting the better of me. I also wondered if all of the Afghanistan shit was going to come back on me again. But why would it? My God, I was happy. Linda was happy. Why now? Why here?

Saaam . . .?

Where the hell did that voice come from?

I looked up at the house, at the reflecting sun off the dirty panes of glass, and for the first time I began to question why fate had led me to this place. I caught myself wondering what secrets waited for me beyond those dark windows.

Welcome home, Sam, We’ve been waiting for you.

I stood frozen, hearing the voice but totally unable to determine whether it was real or imagined.

It’s in your head, you idiot. 

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Sam! Who the hell are you talking to?” 

That was Linda’s voice. No doubt about it.

I realized my trembling hand was over my heart and Linda was staring at me with concern.

“No one,” I said.

“Sam, are you okay?”

“What?”

“Are you okay? Your hand is over your heart.”

I looked over at Carlisle and he was staring impassively at me, his cold, impassionate eyes seeming to look directly into my soul. Suddenly my legs began to move. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. “Just admiring the house.”

“Sam, Sean is hurt. You were on your way to the car, remember? To get a Band-Aid.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Sorry.” 

At the car, I opened the door with a hand that shook and paused, waiting for my heart to settle down. I turned and saw that Sean had wriggled out of his mother’s grasp. His crying had ceased. He’d spied an old rusty red wagon which lay on its side, wheel-less in the tall grass and had begun making a beeline for it. Guess he wasn’t hurt that bad. I saw what he was doing and shouted a warning. That was the spell breaker I needed as I flipped open the glove box and grabbed the Band-Aids.

“Not on your life,” Linda said, grabbing the boy by the arm and leading him away from the booby-trapped lawn.

I came back from the car and handed the Band-Aid to Linda who looked at me like I had two heads. She tore the strip out and attempted to stick it on Sean’s knee.

“Ouch! Ouch! That hurrrrts!” Sean whined, pulling away.

“Your bottom is going to hurt in a minute,” Linda said, grabbing his leg and forcing the bandage on. “There, that wasn’t so bad, now was it?”

“I wanta play, Mommy.”

Linda rolled her eyes. “You stand right there and don’t you move a muscle, or so help me God, you’ll be sitting in the car all by yourself.”

Sean’s mouth curved down into a severe pout.

“Active little feller, ain’t he,” commented Carlisle. His cold eyes were fixed on Sean as he spoke.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Linda replied with a rueful shake of the head. Last year he was diagnosed with ADHD. It stands for—”

“I know what it stands for,” Carlisle said, cutting Linda off. “Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. Seems like half the kids in the world have it nowadays, or so the ‘experts’ would have us believe. Back in my day if a kid acted up he got a switch on his backside. You straightened your act out pronto. Didn’t really have a choice. Not like today. Back then you made your own choices. Nowadays you’ve got expensive doctors and drug companies making up all sorts of ailments so they can sell you designer drugs and expensive treatments.”

“So, you don’t believe ADHT is real?” Linda said.

“Not sayin that at all. What I am sayin is kids were dealt with differently back in my day. They weren’t coddled and spoiled, made to believe they were special because they were lazy and didn’t want to learn or behave. These days everything passes for an ailment. I think it’s man’s way of justifying his own inadequacies, if you want the truth. Make up an illness and a new drug will soon follow. Or maybe it’s the other way around. Call me skeptical. Call me old fashioned. I don’t care. That’s just the way I see things.”

Carlisle didn’t know our son. And he didn’t know what we’d been through with him. Just the same, I understood his point of view. Back in his day, the “switch” as he’d called it, was the only help they had. But times had certainly changed. It seemed the world had passed old man Carlisle by.  

“I wanta play in the grass,” Sean said, this time a little more listlessly. The statement was followed by a big yawn and Linda and I both knew it wouldn’t be long before he was napping in the car.

“It’s okay, son,” I said, tousling the boy’s hair. “If we buy the place we’ll get that lawn cleaned up and you can play on it all you want.”

“Really, Dad?”

“Really.”

Sean’s blue eyes sparkled through his tears.

Carlisle settled back into his creaking chair. “So,” he said, “what made you folks move down to Florida in the first place? I can tell you’re from around here cause of the way you talk.”

“Actually, we’re from Massachusetts,” I replied. “But Linda’s parents moved here about a year ago and suggested we buy a house near them.”

Carlisle glared reproachfully at me. “Massachusetts!” he said with incredulity. “Wouldn’t be braggin about it if I was you. Ain’t nothin but a welfare state for them minorities nowadays. I suppose it used to be a decent place back in the day. Now it’s all suburbs and highways and bad drivers.”

I stared speechless at Carlisle, convinced now that confrontation was a way of life for him, and determined that I was not going to take the bait. 
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