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Dr. Marc St. Clair sat outside the emergency room with his face in his hands. “I can’t believe we lost a third one, Brad. Summer wants a baby more than anything. Why can’t she carry one?”

Dr. Bradley Graham, OB-GYN, laid a hand on the younger physician’s shoulder. “You know the answer as well as I do, Marc. Sometimes we just don’t know. Most spontaneous abortions in the first trimester result from chromosomal irregularities. We don’t usually test for those abnormalities this early. You know that. Because after a few such miscarriages, some women are often able to continue another pregnancy to term. That’s something to consider after so many failures. The embryonic period seems to be a prime time for miscarriages, and the reasons are not quite understood.

“Maybe it’s stress,” Dr. Graham continued. “Perhaps her body isn’t strong enough yet.” He paused a moment then added, “Maybe the same psychological issues that kept her from walking might also have prevented her from carrying a pregnancy to term. But you’ve probably already considered that.”

“Yes, I have. But—”

“I know how upset you are, but I see no reason she can’t try again,” Dr. Graham said. “You’re both young. Perhaps allow more time to elapse before trying again. But many women are able to conceive faster right after a miscarriage. And don’t forget Summer couldn’t even walk three years ago. Well, she actually could have, but she didn’t realize she could until her life was in danger. What a horrible ordeal that must’ve been.”

Marc looked up and nodded. “Exactly! The fear of dying in a raging fire shook her out of it.”

“Yes, she’s suffered a lot of trauma in just a few years,” Dr. Graham said. “Maybe that threw her whole system out of whack.”

“Who knows? Damn, three miscarriages. She can’t even carry one for three months.”

Dr. Graham nodded. “Her spinal nerves were damaged in the riding accident, too. So that may contribute to the repeated miscarriages.” He remained silent for a few moments, then asked, “How do you feel about children, Marc? Do you want them or is this all on your wife?”

“What? Of course I want children! Why wouldn’t I?”

“Just asking.”

Marc rose and faced him. “I want children, but only if they don’t destroy my wife in the process. She’s become obsessed with having a baby.”

“I understand,” Dr. Graham replied. “For some women, once the mothering instinct kicks in, there’s no reasoning with them. I suspect that’s what happened to Summer. But she’ll be all right, so don’t worry.” He checked his watch. “Oh, I have another appointment, Marc. Take care.”

Marc waved him on. He was glad his colleague hadn’t suggested birth control again, because Summer would have none of that.

They were keeping her at the hospital overnight for observation, and he wanted to see her again before returning to the house. But there were things he had to do before she could go home.

For one thing, he had to clean the bathroom, a chore he dreaded. Summer’s emergency had left it a shambles—water, blood, and towels all over the floor and toilet seat, even on the sink and countertop. A few drops had splattered the mirror above the counter from her thrashing around as he tried to help her. She hadn’t lost that much blood with previous miscarriages.

He recalled she’d been concerned and disappointed that her period had started after all, that it was probably just late, with a few drops of blood and occasional cramps. She hadn’t seen a doctor yet, but with all the symptoms of pregnancy, including nausea and tender breasts, she suspected she might be pregnant again. After all, who wouldn’t know after experiencing the same symptoms twice before? Scant period or not, she had gone ahead and made an appointment with Dr. Graham... and received positive news. Yes, she was definitely pregnant.

Summer was overjoyed, but she also knew the signs of trouble. Though Marc had shared her excitement, he wasn’t sure either of them could handle another failure. So he’d tried to reassure her, hoping against hope that the bleeding would stop and she wouldn’t lose this one, that it wouldn’t happen again.

Then it did.

The least he could do now was to scrub everything down and remove all traces of another failed pregnancy before she returned. When she’d left for the hospital, the bathroom had looked like someone had been murdered in there with a machete.

Summer had screamed repeatedly this time, and when he hurried to the bathroom to see what was wrong, he found her hysterical, standing before the toilet staring into the bowl where the intact membranous sac floated in a sea of fresh blood, dark red clots, and what appeared to be mucus and bits of uterine tissue, and toilet paper. He doubted she even realized what she was looking at, overwrought as she was.

At this early stage of development, it was difficult to tell if the embryo was human or creature. He’d managed to prevent Summer from flushing the toilet. Unlike the other two miscarriages, the gestational sac had not burst. He wanted to remove the membrane from this one and examine the embryo closely.

Fraught with panic, Summer had struggled desperately as he helped her clean up. He found her sanitary pads and managed to fit one on her, then let her sob against his chest until she was exhausted. Through all that, he had somehow called an ambulance, though he could not accompany her to their hospital in Platteville. He was on call that weekend and had to find someone to cover for him. No problem with that, since his colleagues were aware of his and Summer’s situation; someone would surely step up and help out. He was lucky to find a replacement on such short notice. A young intern offered to take his calls Saturday and Sunday, and whenever else he might be needed. That issue settled, he would join Summer at the hospital as soon as possible. But first there was a mess to clean up.

After watching the ambulance leave with his frantic wife, Marc returned to the bathroom, pulled on a pair of sterile exam gloves, then fished the sac out of the water with a tea strainer. He carefully rinsed off the blood under a gentle stream of warm water before submersing it first in a fluid preserve of isopropyl alcohol, then transferred it to one of Josephina’s pint canning jars containing formalin, a fixative composed of formaldehyde and water. He always felt like holding his nose when the pungent smell of the colorless gas hit his nostrils. It’s a good thing Summer hadn’t found the stinky solution and thrown it out, or thrown up.

He capped the jar with a Mason lid and set it aside. It would go to the haunted storage room and sit on a shelf beside the other two, both of which had produced an embryo without its sac. He was certain Summer would never find them, terrified as she was of that room after a traumatic incident she had experienced there three years ago, when he’d found her sitting among the cast-off furniture and steamer trunks full of old-fashioned dresses and hats, clutching a broken doll and staring straight ahead. He had no idea what was going through her mind, if she still possessed one. He would examine this specimen later, the embryo of his third child that didn’t make it. But now his wife needed extra attention, and love. He could do with some love himself after finding his wife so distraught.

Summer had no knowledge of the two specimens he’d already saved—her lost children—her broken dolls? Only his colleague Dr. Muhle knew, and the old doctor had been aghast when he learned Marc had first planned to keep them in his office at their clinic in Belmont.

“Are you crazy?” Karl had exploded. “Nobody in their right mind saves their miscarried embryos. Nobody! They either flush, bury, or cremate them. They’re nothing but little bits of tissue at this point. They don’t have a mind or a soul, so they’re not even human yet.” His steely eyes drilled into Marc’s. “Have you told Summer?”

“Of course not!” The question had surprised Marc. “Maybe I’m not in my right mind, but I’ve always been interested in how the human body works, or doesn’t work in this case. Have you forgotten I have a deep interest in Pathology? I’ve even considered going back to school for another degree.” He paused to let that sink into Dr. Muhle’s stubborn head. “Much has changed since you went to med school, Karl. How many years ago was that?”

“Too damn many.” Dr. Muhle threw his hands up. “And we saved lives, that’s what we did. We didn’t go meddling outside our chosen fields.” He paused a moment. “God only knows what’ll become of this clinic after I retire and you take over.” When Marc remained silent, he sighed, shook his graying head then added, “Anyway, what does that have to do with your wife’s spontaneous abortions?”

“It’s personal,” Marc replied. “I shouldn’t have to explain it to you of all people, and I’m not going to stand here all day debating the issue. The fact of the matter is, someone’s body didn’t work as it was designed to work, my wife’s and the new life in her womb. If I can, I’d like to understand why. Maybe I’ll accidentally turn over a stone and find new information.” He started to leave, then glanced over his shoulder as Karl cleared his throat and spoke again.

“As you wish, Marc. I still think you’re crazy, but I prefer you do your research somewhere else, instead of our offices here at the clinic. Suppose our patients got wind of this?” Dr. Muhle shuffled some papers on his desk and adjusted his bifocals. “By the way, where’d you get the formalin?”

“Don’t ask.”

“I should think you’d have no use for it outside the lab.”

Marc stared at him. “I needed it, okay? That’s all you have to know, not to mention I don’t even work in the lab, so how could I use it there?”

Karl slammed his hand on the desktop. “I swear, Dr. St. Clair, you’re becoming more like Miriam every day, the most infuriating woman on Earth.”

Marc suppressed a smile. And you tolerated my eccentric aunt in spite of that, because you loved her.

Marc’s parents had gifted their son a smart, antique-leather medical bag when he graduated from med school. And though his work at the clinic rarely required a house call, he was nevertheless proud to carry the saddle-tanned satchel to work, but often left it in his car all day for emergencies, such as snack attacks when he hadn’t found time for lunch. And of course, as a practicing physician, he also carried the tools of his trade, a stethoscope, a blood pressure cuff, and a few first-aid supplies, just in case. Now he retrieved it, squared his shoulders, and strode out the door. Wait till he finds out I’m adding a third one to the collection.
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The stream of Friday afternoon traffic was light as Marc drove from Calico Acres to Platteville. He tried not to think about the latest miscarriage, but instead reflected on how their lives had changed since he and Summer had first met; their marriage, the disastrous honeymoon, followed by a near-fatal fall from a horse that damaged her spinal cord and left her a bitter, helpless paraplegic, or so everyone had thought. A later diagnosis confirmed hysterical paralysis. Three years ago, he had wondered if there was any marriage left to save. Another man in that situation would likely have moved on long before.

In sickness and in health until death do us part. No matter what happened, Dr. Marc St. Clair was determined to honor his marriage vows. How could any physician abandon someone who was ill through no fault of their own? When Summer had been her most hateful, he had persisted and stuck it out.

But as the months passed, their lives mellowed enough for them to sort out their differences without blaming each other. Summer’s therapy had worked miracles after the barn fire she herself had caused, and she finally understood why she had suffered so many years of misery. Moreover, she no longer blamed herself for the trauma that upset their lives, or for the traumatic childhood sexual abuse by a family member, someone she had loved and trusted. With all that behind her, hopefully, she now found time to plan their own family. No longer a moody, complaining bitch lashing out at everyone she came in contact with, Summer seemed happy at last.

If not for Aunt Miriam willing them her house at Calico Acres—a century-old mansion haunted by memories long past—Summer might still be struggling. The house and its former inhabitants had been the catalyst that broke the fears she refused to face.

Now the horizon was clear; there was nothing stopping them from achieving the happiness they deserved. His work at the clinic had picked up new patients, and he was now able to buy himself another car, and Summer, to her dismay, was stuck with the old Ford station wagon until they could afford a better one for her.

Their future looked brighter, especially with Raven out of the picture—Raven Bear, alias Roberta Behrend, that sexy, trouble-making horse thief whose Chippewa name was Keezheekoni, meaning ‘Fire Briskly Burning.’ Indeed, the name had fit her perfectly, as her fire raged continuously.

Marc often wondered what had happened to the flirty young woman who’d masqueraded as a therapist for his wife. And when he’d asked why she had changed her name, she had admitted to a crime, though he didn’t realize it at the time: “If you’d lived with people who didn’t trust you, who didn’t even like you, you’d want to change your name, too. Being from a background like yours, I’m sure you can’t understand. Anyway, I thought if they came looking for me, I’d better find a more American name. I got it from the phone book.”

She had sucked him into her aura until he’d become so frustrated that he forced himself on his crippled wife, a shameful act for which he’d never forgiven himself. Time would tell that he had needed that girl like he needed a cardiac arrest!

As for the mansion’s reputation for hauntings, the “ghost” had turned out to be Miriam’s lingering spirit, her family history with dates in a well-worn Bible, her handwritten, leather-bound journal detailing a failed romance and an illegitimate child, plus a bag of human bones he and Raven had discovered in a creepy storage room. Calico Acres had become a house of horrors.

Now, as he rounded a wide turn in the country highway, he recognized the same scene he’d fallen in love with the day he’d signed the papers for Calico Acres. Though it was still August, the leaves were already turning yellow, and the brilliant fall colors of southern Wisconsin would soon paint the hills, valleys, and farms bordering the winding roads between his home and the hospital.
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Arriving at the hospital a short time later, Marc eased the four-year-old Honda Civic into the physician’s parking lot, entered the building and found they’d already moved Summer from ER to a nearby observation room. She had received a sedative on admission and now lay quietly dozing, her long, natural blonde hair spread untamed across the pillow. Marc checked her vital signs on the monitor at the head of the bed and observed the IV bags dripping fluids into her veins, one of which was a transfusion to replace the considerable amount of blood she’d lost. Her face was deathly pale. The RN at the nurse’s station had informed him that a dilation and curettage—D&C—would be performed early the next morning to check for infections or other problems and to clean out what was left of the pregnancy.

Now, seeing her lying there so helpless, Marc leaned down and gently kissed Summer’s cheek, smoothed a strand of hair from her forehead, and spoke softly, “I know you’re hurting, but it’s going to be all right. I promise.”

Summer opened her eyes and whispered, “Marc? ... my baby... oh, not again...” then drifted off. He didn’t know if she’d heard him. He wanted her to know he was there, but he didn’t know how to keep his promise to make things right for her.

He pulled a chair closer to her bed and sat observing her restless sleep for about an hour, then went out to the waiting room, pulled a Coke from the vending machine, popped the tab, then sat wondering how much more his wife could take. How much could he himself take? Those lost babies were mine, too.
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Three years had passed since they’d received the deed to Aunt Miriam’s Victorian house at Calico Acres, the property Summer had hated on sight, her ugly gingerbread house, whose siding had needed a new coat of paint. She’d finally weathered the storms of those hectic days in the old two-story house haunted by memories of Miriam, her sister, her lover, and five husbands, plus Meredith, her child with Down Syndrome. Their housekeeper, Josephina Fleckenstein, had died from shock when she discovered Summer walking without her wheelchair.

Raven Bear had suspected all along that Marc’s wife could walk if she’d wanted to, that Summer had probably played them all for fools to gain their sympathy after the riding accident. Well, if that had been true, it was all on the unconscious level; Marc seriously doubted she’d had an inkling as to what was really happening. Her parents, Professor Boyd Hanson and his wife, Dora, had suggested counseling and therapy, both physical and psychiatric. In time, as the days, months, and seasons rolled by, the young mistress of Calico Acres had improved enough to claw her way out of the emotional abyss.

And now this.

Summer would fall apart for sure if she discovered that the jars in the storage room contained the embryos he’d rescued and sneaked in there. They were small and delicate, floating in their formalin bath. But if one knew what to look for, they could see the minute buds and dark dots where eyes and limbs would’ve developed. They’d found the first one on a sanitary pad, barely the size of the nail on his little finger. And having never seen an embryo before, Summer had thought she’d only passed a large clot.

Marc wondered if it was legal to collect those specimens, though everything he’d read pointed to burial or cremation of embryos after twenty weeks’ gestation. Since Summer’s miscarriages had happened before eight weeks, he felt safe in that respect. He also understood that hospitals incinerated those early ones, unless the parents wanted to bury them at home. But he could not bear the thought of disposing of them yet; the untested, unlicensed pathologist in the back of his mind wanted to examine them. In the meantime, his wife desperately needed him, and life had already thrown him a few curves he hadn’t asked for.

Though it had been Summer’s decision to try for a baby, Marc felt it was much too soon to start a family. Their whole lives lay ahead of them, so what was the hurry? They were still young, and a few years without children would give them both a chance to grow up a little more. On the other hand, if she was so determined, how could he say no after what they’d already been through?
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Dr. Marc St. Clair now found himself in the middle of something out of the ordinary, something absurd—an impossibly weird situation not of his own making—and he wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. Tell someone? Hell no, he couldn’t do that! His wife was the one with the mental and emotional issues. The fact was, he’d somehow stepped into a sort of dream world that, while not exactly frightening, was distracting and puzzling enough to make him wonder if something was wrong with his own mind.
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As he waited for Dr. Graham to return and discuss Summer’s condition, Marc recalled the flickering lights no one but himself had seen: Colored lights sometimes appeared in the two jars already in the storage room when he went to check on them, like the embryos were happy to see him. To his inquisitive mind, that could possibly mean that those specimens still contained life, maybe not a physical life or enough to survive a few more months of development in their mother’s womb, but a life on a different level, perhaps spiritual? It was a crazy idea, but his unborn sons or daughters now had another undeveloped sibling to frolic with. If he hadn’t seen the lights with his own eyes, he would never have believed such a thing was possible. But after dealing with his hysterical wife for over a year, he was ready to believe almost anything, even if it blew his entire medical training to hell.
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Reassured that Summer would rest comfortably in the hospital, Marc decided to go home, get some sleep, and return the next morning, when she was likely to be released after the D&C. The Honda seemed to find its way home by itself, for he had no knowledge of operating it. The drive from the hospital in Platteville to Calamine to Belton, then finally to Calico Acres, had lulled him into a meditative state. He didn’t even recall turning on the headlights as the sun sank toward the horizon. After driving that route so many times, often half asleep, his car had seemed to know exactly where it was going, even if its weary driver had not.

Home finally, he turned up the long driveway and immediately sensed something was amiss. Thinking his eyes were deceiving him as he glanced toward the front of the house, he switched off the headlights and ignition, removed the key and reached for the door handle, then slowly pulled his hand away and watched the lights from the embryo jars flickering and dancing across the front door.

Oh, surely not! How bizarre! Those are undeveloped—dead—embryos! How did they get out of the jars?

Raven Bear, if she were here, would likely say it was the curse of Charity Tawer, the witch of Indian lore she had believed was buried at Calico Acres. But level-headed Marc St. Clair hadn’t believed in witches and curses then, and he wasn’t about to start now... in spite of watching those animated balls of light leaping around on his front porch.

And yet...

“What th—?”

He spoke aloud, observing the orbs with increasing interest. They could not be the same lights from the jars. There were more than three lights of different colors the size of ping-pong balls—red, blue, green, yellow. He looked over his shoulder, expecting to see someone behind him aiming laser beams at the house, and the thought of an intruder lurking in the darkness behind the trees gave him a start. He took a deep breath to shake off the feeling of being observed as the lights zipped and floated across the door and bounced on the old wooden porch. Holy shit, my imagination’s working overtime. I have to pull myself together! Beads of sweat collected on his forehead and neck, and he found himself shivering though the night was warm.

He climbed out of the car and surveyed the darkness again, hoping to find the source of those lights, some explanation that made sense on this planet.

“What the hell’s going on?”

Then, as he started up the walk to the porch, the lights began to pop out, and as they vanished one by one, the air around him tightened and the night became tomb still. Yet through that silence came a faint whisper followed by a barely perceptible laugh that sent chills down his spine.

“Marc?”
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After letting himself in, Marc locked the door behind him and went through the dark house turning all the downstairs lights on—in his den, the living and dining rooms, the kitchen, the mudroom, at the foot of the back stairs, the sunroom, and Summer’s sitting room—then circled back and trotted up the front staircase, flipping the bird at each of Miriam’s five husbands somberly staring at him from their portraits all the way up the wall. At the top of the stairs, he switched on the hall light, then cautiously walked to the end of the hall and turned on the light outside the storage room.

“Enough!” he called to the empty house that was now lit up like the inside of a circus tent. “If someone—or something—is playing tricks with my mind, I’m going to end that charade once and for all!”

His words echoed back to him as he unlocked the door and stepped into the dark room, flicked the light switch and lit up the unused area everyone else was afraid of. He couldn’t say he blamed them after finding a child’s bones in there; Meredith’s bones, Miriam’s daughter with Down Syndrome, whom his aunt had probably been forced by one of her husbands to hide in that creepy room; a small child alone with a few toys, including a wooden rocking horse with peeling paint, a cradle with the letter M carved into the headboard, some other items of baby furniture, and only dark, dirty windows that blocked the sunshine. No wonder she hadn’t thrived, or survived.

Back then, few people had understood Down Syndrome, and sometimes parents were ostracized because their genes had produced what some considered a freak of nature. Of course, Marc knew none of that crap was true, though Miriam and her various spouses may have believed it.

Poor Meredith—Merry—such a pretty little girl in the only picture he’d found of her. Karl had said that Miriam doted on her and that she had died from pneumonia. Marc imagined Miriam cuddling her daughter in the final moments before she passed, coughing and gasping as her fever raged out of sight. And the mother had surely been beside herself with grief, sobbing long and hard after Merry was gone. It was too bad someone hadn’t insisted on taking the child to a hospital, where she may have survived with professional care. Poor Merry; poor Aunt Miriam. What woman in her right mind would’ve allowed such treatment of her child by a man she eventually divorced, or killed?

Well, of course he was just guessing. He would never know for sure; they were all dead, except for her friends, Dr. Muhle, the realtor Robert Jablonski, and their local handyman, John Hatchett. But if they knew, they weren’t telling.

Marc had not told anyone, but on occasion, he’d received weird vibes inside this room, a feeling something was wrong, though he couldn’t put his finger on it. As much as he hated to admit, the place may actually have been haunted, perhaps by a second cousin who died in her eighth year.

He wished he could turn off his mind for a while. But this eerie room at Calico Acres was the only place he could be alone with his thoughts and feelings, memories and ideas, not to mention a place to hide the embryos and the formalin he’d sneaked out of the hospital lab. He hadn’t needed to do that, though, because he knew the formula for the solution and could easily have mixed it himself. But the idea hadn’t occurred to him at the time, and if he’d been caught, it would’ve given Dr. Muhle something else to grouch about, and maybe turn him in for theft. Was it really theft? As a physician, was he not entitled to conduct his own exams and experiments? It was a question neither he nor Dr. Muhle were prepared to answer. At any rate there’d be nothing to examine had he not saved the specimens from slipping down the drain. In his opinion, what he did was not a crime; he had not killed anyone nor robbed a grave.

Now, he glanced around the room at the mess of boxes, old carpet scraps, mice- and squirrel-shredded drapes and droppings, plus odds and ends of other junk. Many times he’d thought of giving the place a more thorough cleaning; he hadn’t touched it since coming in with a mop, pail of hot water, and a bottle of Pine-Sol three years before. But he’d only done a half-assed job then, just hit the grubbiest areas without moving a bunch of useless items, and their housekeeper, Josephina, had refused to help or even step foot in that scary room full of spooks. A well-baited mousetrap had cleared out most of the rodents, but Marc suspected squirrels might still be nesting behind the walls. He hadn’t wanted to spruce the place up too much, though, lest people take a clean room as an invitation to invade his quiet hideaway.

So it had stayed dingy, dusty, and musty, with an abundance of cobwebs but plenty of privacy for the morbid thoughts that pricked his mind at odd times. Like tonight, when he’d arrived home and faced the display of colored lights. Sooner or later, he’d have to investigate and see if he could learn where they’d come from. Maybe a short in the house wiring? Squirrels gnawing the wires? Well, those lights had certainly startled him, but he tried to convince himself they were just part of the charm of the old house and nothing to worry about. Perhaps only a reflection of lights from a plane flying high overhead, however unlikely. The lights may have been there for years, and the realtor forgot to inform him. But then, Dr. Marc had never saved the results of spontaneous early abortions before, either. Was there a connection?

Who was he kidding? Those lights could only have come from the embryo jars. But how they’d escaped from the closed containers in the first place was anybody’s guess. And he could not imagine a supernatural explanation; the idea was laughable.

He shook his head at the absurd thought and went over to the shelf where he’d placed his own children’s undeveloped wee bodies in individual glass jars containing formalin. He realized he needed more information about preserving these specimens, and he wasn’t sure what the expiration dates might be for them to remain preserved in the solution, if any. But he examined them closely for signs of decay. Finding none, he breathed a sigh of relief.

There were no lights in the jars tonight. Maybe they’d exhausted themselves on his front porch, as Marc himself was worn out from the hectic day he’d experienced with Summer, the trips to and from the hospital. He wished he had someone to discuss the lights with, but if so, they’d probably consider him out of his fucking mind and lock him up for a hundred years. Ha! Everyone had thought Miriam was an eccentric recluse who’d kept herself cooped up in the mansion. What would they think if he did the same? Madness wasn’t inherited was it?

Dr. Marc St. Clair’s overactive mind
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