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I KNOW not whence it rises,
This thought so full of woe;
But a tale of times departed
Haunts me, and will not go.
The air is cool, and it darkens,
And calmly flows the Rhine,
The mountain-peaks are sparkling
In the sunny evening-shine.
And yonder sits a maiden,
The fairest of the fair;
With gold is her garment glittering,
And she combs her golden hair:
With a golden comb she combs it;
And a wild song singeth she.
That melts the heart with a wondrous
And powerful melody.
The boatman feels his bosom
With a nameless longing move;
He sees not the gulfs before him,
His gaze is fixed above.
Till over boat and boatman
The Rhine’s deep waters run:
And this, with her magic singing,
The Lore-lei has done!

The Loralei

By Heinrich Heine (English translation)
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Chapter 1
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Something had drawn her to this rocky perch in Pokegama Lake near Grand Rapids, Minnesota. Maybe it was her grief. Or maybe it was the affinity she always had for water. Whatever it was, it gave her a peacefulness that helped her momentarily arrest the disturbing thoughts and disappointments she suffered throughout her first 25 years. Now Loralei was eager to make the rest of her life more tolerable and satisfying. That’s why she defied her mother’s advice and returned here to the place of her birth.

Much had changed since her mother left Slaughter when she was a baby and moved to the Twin Cities. Not that she could tell or appreciate the changes. Slaughter was no longer its own incorporated township, rather, subsumed into greater Grand Rapids. County officials christening it unimaginatively as East Grand Rapids. A lackluster moniker that, unlike its original name, didn’t conjure up horrific images of a bloody bludgeoning and, foremost, didn’t celebrate the memory of Enoch Slaughter or the family that ruled it like a monarchy for 80 years.

For the Slaughter name had been sullied by the greed and corruption of Enoch Slaughter’s namesakes discovered after the family was swallowed up in the freak fire and brimstone earthquake in June 1972. Shortly thereafter, county and state officials audited the results of the ballot measure that allowed Slaughter to annex five neighboring towns of Coleraine, Bovey, Cohasset, Deer River, and La Prairie. Concluding that Mayor Enoch Slaughter III had tampered with the election and paid off election workers to rig the results in favor of annexation. Leading officials to reverse the results.

In short, by 1974, the State granted Grand Rapids permission to annex Slaughter. After which it ceased to exist as a town and the family name was purged from all businesses and services. As if doing so would sanitize a past that had become a blight on the area. And 25 years hence, much of the populous in the area had forgotten about the tumultuous times under the Slaughter regime.

One thing that couldn’t be purged from residents’ memories, however, was the scourge of Old Lady Ketchel. Her home on 33 Tailings Way still stood, albeit a derelict, ramshackle structure in a yard overgrown with vegetation from years of neglect. Not that town officials hadn’t tried to raze the eyesore, hoping to convert it to a small neighborhood park. But every time a demolition crew stepped foot on the property, some misfortune would befall them. One time, none of the demolition equipment would work. Another time, the excavator operator died of a heart attack. And yet another time, lightning struck and killed a worker operating a field and brush hog mower. Worst of all, two high school kids died when on a dare, they broke into the house and were unceremoniously crushed when a ceiling beam inexplicably fell on them.

But none of this mattered to Loralei, at least not at the moment. She had other things on her mind. And as she looked out across the lake, she hummed a tune that her mother had sung to her as a baby. She had forgotten the words, but the melody was enough to soothe her soul. 

Morning fog hovered above the lake’s mirror-like surface, giving the scene an eerie, haunted feel, and shrouding pine tree covered islands in the distance like wedding veils. A lonely fishing boat trolled along in and out of view. To Loralei, the fog looked and felt like a soft, warm, white blanket, and the solitude granted her a temporary reprieve from the suffocating, claustrophobic press of the betrayal she had suffered.

All was well until she noticed that whoever was captaining the boat had ceased fishing and was navigating the vessel in her direction.

“No, please don’t come this way,” she cried, interrupting the tune she had been humming.

But her plea did nothing to change the boat’s advance, and the glass-like surface of the water surrounding the rock began to boil and swirl.

“Turn away before it’s too late,” she said, as the sun, which had been slowly burning off the fog, went behind a cloud. Darkening the day like a dimmer switch had suddenly just been turned down.

Ripples appeared on the lake as the wind kicked up, but the boat kept on coming. Loralei could now see the man in the boat. He was old enough to be her father.

“Go away, old man. Turn away and save yourself.”

But he continued heading in her direction, as the ripples grew into waves and the swirling vortex surrounding the rock quickened and expanded. The boat was now close enough for Loralei to see the man’s lustful leer. She had seen that look before and she knew what it meant—it was too late.

She watched as he kept advancing, unaware of the danger that was evident all around him. Waves turned into whitecaps as the wind howled. The boat’s bow hit the swirling vortex, now a full-blown whirlpool. The outboard motor was no match for the powerful cyclonic pull, and the craft spun in a counter-clockwise direction. Water spilled over the gunwale, dragging the boat down. Yet the man never broke his gaze as the whirlpool literally swallowed him and his boat, and commending them to their watery grave.

Then, as quickly as it had begun, it was over. The wind subsided, the whirlpool and waves disappeared, and the sun broke through the clouds. Leaving Loralei with anything but a sunny disposition. It wasn’t the first time she had attracted the unwanted attention of a man, or, for that matter, watched as they floundered and drowned. The first time had been at Lake Nokomis when she was 8-years-old. But this time, she thought she had taken precautions to prevent just such an occurrence. Why couldn’t he just have minded his own business?

Loralei couldn’t afford to waste her time worrying or wondering about the old fisherman or whether someone would miss him. She had more important things to do, like finding the home of her great-great-grandmother. She had questions. Questions only her great-great-grandmother could answer.
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David Kennedy grew up with a silver spoon in his mouth. Raised by his mother in a palatial lake home on Pokegama Lake’s Sugar Bay, he never lacked for anything, except for a father. And while he wished to know, his mother never fed his curiosity about his father except to say that he died before David was born. But she had plenty of boyfriends as he was growing up that occasionally acted like surrogate dads, playing catch, taking him fishing, and the like. She also had plenty of money, despite never having worked a day for as long as David could remember. He was curious about that too, but that subject was also off-limits. So, eventually, David stopped asking, even though these mysteries gnawed at him and were always in the back of his mind.

What David never lacked, however, was the motivation to create his own wealth. Even as a child, he was always scheming to make a buck. In the spring and summer, he’d mow lawns and operate a lemonade stand. But his most lucrative summer business was selling fishing bait out of the garage and off their dock. He’d dig for worms, seine for minnows, and harvest leeches from under submerged rocks, package them up and undercut the price that bait shops would charge in town. Occasionally he’d even operate a mobile bait supply service by taking out their 14-foot Crestliner with a 9.9 horsepower Johnson outboard motor and make boat-to-boat sales. In the fall and winter, he’d rake leaves, shovel snow, and sell hot chocolate to ice fishers.

He was always hustling, and always looking for the next opportunity. But for as commendable as this might have been, some of his ventures weren’t as noble or legal as others. For example, he sold two versions of hot chocolate—one straight hot chocolate, the other spiked with Peppermint Schnapps taken from his mother’s always well-stocked liquor cabinet. He also raided the liquor cabinet to sell booze to high-schoolers looking to party.

But far and away, his most profitable enterprise was selling candid photos of his mother. An idea born when one of his high school friends made the following comment.

“Your mom’s a real MILF. I know she’s too old to be a Playboy centerfold model, but if she was, I’d probably whack off so many times my dick would fall off.”

After David got over feeling nauseated by his friends’ lewd comment, his entrepreneurial drive kicked in. He bought a Poloroid camera and spent a few days covertly taking pictures of his mother laying out by the pool in a bikini, exercising to the Jane Fonda Workout video in a skintight leotard and leggings, and parading around the house in her nightgown or underwear. All things that she had been doing all of David’s life that he never thought twice about, let alone found titillating.

But such was not the case with most of the boys in the 9th thru 12th grades at Grand Rapids High School in 1986. They gladly scraped up $10 for a photo of David’s mom, more than twice the cost of an entire issue of Playboy. Before David knew it, he had made over $600, triple what it had cost him for the camera and film. Not bad for the 14-year-old entrepreneur. And he could have made even more if his conscience hadn’t finally gotten to him. That and the disgust of knowing dozens of boys were beating their meat to images of his mother. But it taught him a valuable lesson. Sex sells. And in years to come, he’d put that learning to good use. Just not using his mother as the object of desire.

At 18 years of age, David struck out on his own to embark on building his empire. He moved out of his mother’s house and into a small apartment in town, above Video Views, a video rental store where he worked. Not because being a clerk there was so lucrative. He was making a paltry $5 per hour. But the job gave him the opportunity to learn the business for when he would open his own store. He also augmented his video clerk pay by selling pirated copies of movies. A side hustle that had him clearing over $400 a week. But that was just the beginning.

Eventually, the owner of Video Views had to sell his business. Blockbuster, a new video megastore, had opened up in town and Video Views couldn’t compete. David was right there to purchase the business. He renamed the store Voyeur Video, keeping the alliterative name, but renting and selling an entirely different species of entertainment—adult videos. Which had a conservative faction of the populous in Grand Rapids up in arms, including his mother. 

“I can’t believe you’re selling that trash. Why not have a store that sells something useful and not so controversial? Why porn, of all things? People are going to think you’re a pervert. And how do you think that reflects on me as your mother?”

David would have had a powerful argument against her protests had he known that his mother was a stripper as a teenager and had come into her wealth by prostituting herself and giving birth to him, Enoch Slaughter, Jr.’s baby. But he didn’t know and Susan Kennedy wanted to keep it that way.

“It’s not trash, Mom. The store made more last week than it ever made in a month at Video Views. Some people may complain, but more are happy paying customers. And no one is going to look at you like you’re a terrible mother,” he added, swallowing the fact that it was the success of selling candid Polaroids of her a decade earlier that had fueled his idea for Voyeur Video.

“Well, I’m not so sure. Making money is great, but not at the expense of your reputation or mine.”

David bit his tongue. His mother’s reputation, since he moved out of the house, wasn’t as pure as she made out. It was like his moving out had flipped a switch in her. Freeing her to seek her own satisfaction. Satisfaction that was often bringing younger men back to the house after a night of clubbing. She was a 42-year-old cougar, frequently on the prowl. In fact, David wouldn’t have been surprised if some of those men she brought home weren’t the teenage boys that had once purchased and masturbated to her Polaroids. If anything, her recent behavior only weakened her argument and supported his business decision.

As for David’s reputation, the store and parade of mostly blond Scandinavian girls and women in and out of his apartment told the story. He was a playa. And on his way to being a very wealthy one, at that.
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Loralei attracted lots of attention wherever she went. If it wasn’t her long, flowing white hair, it was her mesmerizing, iridescent sapphire blue eyes, or her tantalizing, sensuous figure. And if those failed, her alluringly melodic voice called to people, men in particular, who’d come running like dogs to a dog whistle. Or, in the case of the unfortunate fisherman, making the fatal mistake of motoring across a lake.

There had been a time in her life when she welcomed all that attention with open arms. But that was before she knew the true nature of most of the people whose attention she attracted. This even included some people she thought she could trust. People who were supposed to love and never hurt her. Before they spoiled it all, causing her to withdraw and remove herself from life’s fast lane.

But even being a recluse in her mother’s house didn’t shield her from unwanted attention. At wit’s end, Loralei was seriously considering suicide. Until salvation came in the form of a dream, prompting her journey to Grand Rapids from Richfield. But not until after her mother helped her decode the dream. When Loralei first awoke from the dream, she didn’t even know what to think. And had her mother known she’d bolt from the house and hop in her car and drive 200-miles north to Grand Rapids, she wouldn’t have ever mentioned Loralei’s great-great-grandmother. But she did, and now Loralei thought she had a reason to live and a path to leave her traumatic past behind.

Even Loralei’s car attracted attention—a 1992 Sunburst Yellow Mazda Miata that her mother and step-father had bought her five years earlier on her 21st birthday. She had been ecstatic at the time. Mazda Miata’s were all the rage in the early 90s, and Sunburst Yellow ones were rare. The color was only offered in the 1992 model and only 1,500 were manufactured. Unique color aside, it was rare to see Miata’s in Minnesota. A state whose long and severe winters didn’t make owning or driving a little convertible sports car very practical. But she had wanted one and, as was usually the case, what Loralei wanted, Loralei got. Now, of course, she abhorred the flashy, attention-getting sports car. But if things went as planned, she’d eventually wash her hands of it. 

Careful to confirm no one was watching, Loralei climbed off her rocky perch and walked across the water to a nearby isthmus where she had parked her car. Had anyone seen her, they would have thought she was an apparition. Floating just above the water with her white hair blowing in the wind, along with her long, white chiffon dress. Just another talent that set her apart from mere mortals. A miraculous gift not seen since Jesus walked across the Sea of Galilee to rescue his disciples from stormy seas 2000 years earlier.

Normally, she would have swum the distance to shore, so as not to risk discovery and creating near certain pandemonium among the locals. But she had tarried too long at the lake. Long enough to drown another man who probably had ill intentions. And she still had to find her great-great-grandmother’s house. If it even still existed. Her paper map was no longer useful, lacking the street-level detail of the area. But Loralei wasn’t worried. Ever since her dream, she had felt the pull of her great-great-grandmother, Hagatha Ketchel. It had started as a gentle tug, but now had grown to a powerful pull.

So she got in her car and drove, trusting that Hagatha would guide her. A spiritual navigation system that was even more reliable than the first-generation in-car GPS navigation systems that wouldn’t be available for a few more years. And ten minutes later, she pulled up to the property at 33 Tailings Way.

The house and the lot looked like an ugly scar on an otherwise tidy neighborhood. Profanity-laced graffiti covered the tiny white clapboard house with boarded-up windows. The roof line sagged in the middle, like the house had a broken back. Red barricade tape with ‘Danger Do Not Enter’ in bold black lettering criss-crossed the doors of the dilapidated home. Heavy-duty padlocks hung from steel hasps on the doors to further discourage entry. 

But none of that, nor the jungle of weeds, dissuaded Loralei from her mission. She waded through the overgrowth to the side door, tore down the tape, and laid her hand on the padlock, causing it and the hinge to fall apart and clatter to the ground.

She opened the door and stepped into the dark, dank kitchen. Stopping just inside the door as the floorboards beneath her groaned. A shaft of light from the open door illuminated the first few feet of the room before giving way again to impenetrable darkness.

“I’m in here, child,” came an other-worldly voice that Loralei recognized from her dream.

“Where are you, great-great-grandmother? It’s so dark in here,” Loralei whimpered.

“Just walk and trust, child. I am the light of the world. Follow me and you shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.”

Loralei took a few cautious steps into the darkness, and the floor suddenly shifted below her.

“I’m afraid great-great-grandmother,” she cried out, freezing in place as if paralyzed.

“Fear not, Loralei. For I named you, and I am your shield and glorious reward. Proceed and call me Oma,” Hagatha commanded. Oma being German for granny.

Loralei took a few more tentative steps into the abyss, and this time, with each step, the darkness abated. Illuminating the entryway to the front living room and a fallen beam, the source of the sagging roof. She walked through the opening, climbed over the beam to the middle of the room, where a glowing orb floated in the air.

“Is that you, Oma?”

“Yes, child,” she replied, the intensity of the orb’s light increasing as she spoke, then dimming again.

“Why have you called me here, Oma? My mother didn’t want me to come here.”

“Your mother doesn’t have the powers that you do. She should know better. I spoke to her through you when you were a baby.”

“And what did you say to her?”

“I said, I am the vine; you are the branches. Abide in me, and you will bear much fruit. For without me, you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in me, they will be cast out as a withered branch. And they will gather and be thrown into the fire. Forever to burn.”

“I don’t understand. What does that mean, Oma?”

“It means that we’re connected and as long as you trust in me and do as I command, you will find happiness and prosperity. But betray or disobey me and fire will consume you and you will perish.”

“Is my mother going to die because she didn’t want me to come here?”

“No, child. Your mother can’t fully appreciate or understand our powers or our mission. She didn’t want you to come here out of fear and ignorance. I used to work through her, but now I work through you.”

“Why do I have these powers and my mother doesn’t?”

“That’s a long story, Loralei, and one day I might have the time to tell you. But right now, I need you to listen.”

Loralei sighed in frustration.

“Okay, Oma. I’m listening.”

“There is a male descendent of Enoch Slaughter, Jr. who was born after I left your world for this one. You must find and kill him, along with any male children he may have sired.”

“Why? What has he done?”

“You ask too many questions, child. Just do it and happiness and prosperity will be yours. But fail and I’ll commend you to the flames of eternal damnation.”

The orb’s light filling the room with a blinding light before suddenly going out, casting the room into darkness.

“Oma? Are you still there?” Loralei called out.

“What’s his name? Where does he live? How am I supposed to kill him? Oma?”

But Oma and the orb were no longer there. Loralei stood in the darkness, unable to see anything. All was silent except for an eerie scratching sound, like someone trying to claw their way through one of the boarded-up windows.
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David Kennedy couldn’t believe how gullible some women could be. And it wasn’t just teenagers or young adult women, it was all women, at least all the women he could entice to his apartment to strip and do lewd things while being videotaped. All for the empty promise he used to get them there. When in reality, he was copying and selling the videotapes to stock his Voyeur Video store.

You would think that eventually he’d get in trouble or sued over his homemade porn videos of local women, and you’d be right. Many had threatened him, and a few boyfriends and husbands had roughed him up. Several women even tried to sue him, but David was no fool. He had them sign a release. A valid legal document that they quickly signed, usually without reading, for the promise of being “discovered by Hollywood” and becoming rich.

That’s where the empty promise came in. David told these aspiring movie stars that he’d forward their video to a friend who worked in the movie industry in Hollywood. Which was technically accurate. However, David’s friend, the same friend who gave him the idea of selling pictures of his mother, was now a sound engineer for a movie production company in Hollywood. And David religiously sent copies of the videos to him. As his friend’s male appendage had yet to fall off, you can guess what he did with the videos. And it wasn’t remotely related to helping Hollywood find its next star actress.

So those boyfriends and husbands that assaulted him only made David richer after legal settlements. And lawsuits filed against him were determined to be without merit and quickly dismissed. This didn’t endear David to the community, but he didn’t care. Truth be told, the videos of local women were some of his most rented videos, which had him laughing all the way to the bank.

Presently, David was filming Lena Abrahamson, the 18-year-old daughter of one of the Luthern pastors in town. Lena was the quintessential blond, blue-eyed Swedish beauty. But it wasn’t just her physical endowments that made her alluring. She had a bubbly, engaging personality combined with a strong moral compass that made her both achingly desirable but also hopelessly untouchable. Add to this that she was the daughter of a buttoned up, conservative man of the cloth, and you had all the makings of irresistibility. 

Which is why David couldn’t believe she was lying naked on his bed, writhing in ecstasy as she pleasured herself. David had a firm policy not to get romantically involved with the women he videotaped. A policy that was hard to comply with, but essential if he was to remain safe from any legal entanglements. And up to that point, he had successfully fought off any urge to break that rule. But Lena was different. So, when she suddenly turned her smoldering gaze to the camera and repeatedly curled her index finger in a come here gesture, David’s resolve melted. He paused the camera and quickly shed his clothing as he made his way to her. But she stopped him just as he was about to climb into the bed.

“I’m a virgin. And I made a promise to God that I wouldn’t have intercourse until I was married.”

He couldn’t hide his arousal or his disappointment at her declaration. He did an about-face and began picking up the clothes he had shed along the way.

“Where are you going?” she called out.

“Back to the camera. Assuming you still want to do the shoot.”

“I want you more than doing the video. Now get back over here,” she commanded.

“But what about your promise to God?”

“Boy, for a man who runs an adult video store, you don’t seem to have much of an imagination. There are a lot of things we can do that aren’t intercourse, David.”

He didn’t waste any time returning to the bed. And over the next several hours, there was no shortage of imagination shown on either of their parts.

“I better get home before my parents start worrying about me,” she said, hopping out of bed and grabbing her bra off the floor.

David couldn’t respond and just sat in bed with a forlorn look.

“Is something wrong? You look like a lost little puppy?” she cooed, latching and adjusting her bra.

She had hit the nail on the head. He felt lost. Their liaison had changed him. Not only did he not want her to leave, but he didn’t want to sell the video he had shot of her. For that matter, he was questioning whether he wanted to continue to be in the adult video business. But all this was too much for him to package and divulge. So, he said the first thing that came to mind.

“Can I see you again?”

“I don’t know, David. It was fun and all, but I can’t be just another one of the many girlfriends in your stable,” she said, stepping into her underwear.

“You wouldn’t be.”

“Well, if you’re going to lie to me, then for sure I won’t be seeing you again.”

“I’m not lying,” he protested. “I’ve never so much as touched any of the women I’ve videotaped. You’re the first and only.”

She shot him a look of skepticism as she put on her jeans.

“I’m being honest, Lena. Please believe me. I can’t even imagine selling the video I shot of you, let alone send a copy to Hollywood.”

“But I signed the contract. You have nothing to worry about,” she replied, grabbing her blouse off the back of a chair.

“I know, but I can’t do it. I’m going to erase the tape. You’re too special and,” he said, swallowing the amorous three-word phrase that was bouncing around in his head.

“And what?” she asked, as she buttoned her blouse.

“And, and, I care about you,” he replied, wisely watering down his response.

“You care about me? David, you hardly know me.”

“I know you enough to care about you. And I want to get to know you even better. So, can we see each other again?” he pleaded.

“Okay, on one condition.”

“What’s that? I’ll do anything,” he replied eagerly.

“You come to my house for dinner and meet my parents.”

David hadn’t expected that, and it threw him for a loop.

“Ah, shouldn’t we go on a few dates before I meet your parents?” he suggested.

“I know that’s how most couples do it, but my parents are different. They want to approve of the men before I date them.”

“Okay, I guess that makes sense, but I have a question.”

“What’s that?”

“How many guys have received your parent’s approval after the dinner test?”

“None.”

“None?” David replied in shock.

“Yes, because you’d be the first guy to agree to the dinner test. All the guys who previously wanted to date me bailed when they learned of the dinner test.”

“Okay, I’ll do it,” he replied. “I’ll come to dinner with your parents.”

“Really?” she exclaimed, sliding into her shoes.

“Yes, really,” he replied, despite having immediate misgivings about the chances of her parents approving of her dating an adult video store owner.

“Okay, I’ll talk to them and call you with the date and time of dinner,” she said, leaning over the bed to give him a kiss.

David mustered all his willpower not to pull her into bed for an encore performance. Then watched longingly as she walked towards the door, her form-fitting blue jeans accentuating her delectable derriere.

Lena turned abruptly when she got to the door, catching David admiring the view.

“And David?”

“Yes?” he replied, lifting his eyes to meet hers as his face flushed with embarrassment.

“Thanks for today. You’re my first and I care about you too,” she said with a smile, as she opened the door and exited.
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Loralei felt her way back through the pitch black darkness, over the fallen beam, bumping into furnishings and walls along the way. Then exiting the derelict house through the same door she had entered. She waded through the yard’s tangle of briars and vegetation to the front walkway, where she saw the source of the scratching noise she had heard. A tree branch that looked like it was reaching out to embrace the front of the house was scraping a boarded-up window. That minor mystery solved, Loralei was left with the much more weighty matter. That being what her Oma had asked of her.

As she stood there, considering what to do next, a male voice from a house across the street drew her attention.

“Hey, can’t you read? That place is dangerous! Get away from there!” he hollered as he descended his front steps.

“I can read just fine. And what I do and where I go is none of your business!” she hollered back.

“I beg to differ,” he replied, continuing to make his way towards her. “It’s bad enough living across the street from that eyesore. But it’s worse when idiots like you don’t observe the warning signs and stir up bad juju. Now, get out of here before I call the police.”

Loralei felt her venomous anger brewing as adrenaline and noradrenaline spilled into her sympathetic nervous system. Her heart rate and blood pressure increased as her dazzling sapphire blue eyes blazed like they were about to shoot deadly laser beams. Stopping the man in his tracks.

“Now, now, I don’t want any trouble,” he stammered, stumbling backwards as he held his hands out, signaling surrender.

“Who is the idiot now?” she asked, just before humming her high-pitched siren song.

The man tried to speak, but what came out was more of a strangulated gurgle, like he was swallowing water and choking. He fell to his knees, his face beet red as his hands pawed at his throat. Then flopping to the ground, his arms paddling frantically in the air as though he was underwater, trying to swim to the surface for air. His face progressively turning from red to blue as his efforts to reach an unreachable surface failed and his oxygen stores depleted. A death spiral that ended with a final shudder as he laid there on his front lawn. His face a whitish pale except for blue lips. His mouth agape as if still struggling to breathe. But it was his eyes that told the story. Frozen open in horror, as if he had seen something terrifying. And he had. But Loralei’s vengeful countenance had already transformed back to the alluringly beautiful visage that made men ache with desire and made women jealous.

She turned back to look at the run-down house and was shocked by what she saw. The house and the yard looked as if they were rehabbing and renovating themselves. The jungle of weeds was shriveling and dying, leaving a pristine carpet of grass behind. Likewise, the home’s sagging roof line was creaking its way up towards plumb and the graffiti was disappearing. The tree branch causing the scraping noise retreated and the boards covering the windows fell away to reveal brand new crystal-clear double-paned glass. A garden towards the back of the property appeared filled with lush vegetable plants and herbs. Old broken clapboards were magically restored and an elegant, columned portico replaced a dented sheet metal awning that had hung precariously over the front door. Flowers, trees, and bushes grew along the front and sides of the house looking as if professional landscapers had planted them. 

What had been a frightful blemish on the neighborhood was suddenly a desirable model property. Loralei couldn’t believe her eyes. So enthralled by the transformation that it compelled her to see if the dark, dusty, dank interior had experienced a similar makeover. She marched up the attractive stone walkway and scaled the portico steps to the new front door painted the same Sunburst Yellow as her car. The door swung open to a clean, cozy, fully furnished living room with a fireplace and hardwood flooring that led to a tile floor kitchen with modern appliances, plentiful cabinetry, a small but serviceable granite-topped island, and a banquette under the kitchen window. From the kitchen, Loralei walked down the hall and found two furnished bedrooms and a bathroom, which, like the rest of the house, looked newly renovated and tastefully appointed.

Loralei opened the door to a large walk-in closet in the larger, back bedroom and was surprised to find it filled with clothes and shoes.

“Whose clothes are these?” she asked herself, suddenly worried someone must live here, and she was trespassing.

But closer inspection of the women’s clothing and shoes revealed that not only were they new, but they were Loralei’s size and taste.

“How is this possible?” she questioned, then bolted out of the closet and made her way back to the kitchen. Where she opened the refrigerator and found it filled with her favorite foods and beverages, as if she had been the one to do the shopping. But that was not all. She also found favored and familiar non-perishable foodstuffs in a cupboard.

“What the hell does this mean?” she asked, now even more mystified.

Finally landing on the only explanation she could come up with. This was the work of and a sign from her Oma. She was to live here and fulfill her Oma’s mission. But as Loralei was trying to come to terms with this, the wail of sirens shattered her reverie.

She went to the living room and peeked out the window. A police car and an ambulance had pulled up across the street and emergency personnel were attending to the man on the lawn. A gaggle of people, presumably neighbors, looked on. Some watching the fruitless efforts of medical personnel, but many others looking and gesticulating towards the house Loralei was in. Fearful of being discovered, she moved away from the window and pulled the cord to close the curtains. Realizing that, besides the dead man across the street, her bright yellow car out front and the sudden renovation of the property were bound to raise questions and draw people’s attention.

As there was no way for Loralei to escape without being seen, she had no choice but to shelter in place. Hoping against hope that no one would come to the door. Not only did she not want to answer questions about the dead man, but she had no suitable responses for what she was doing in the house or how it was refurbished in a blink of an eye.

After ten minutes, she was beginning to think she might get through this undiscovered and unscathed. Only to have someone knock loudly at the front door moments later. She stood paralyzed in the kitchen, hoping that if she didn’t answer the door, whoever it was would just go away. She thought she was home free when another knock occurred and she almost jumped out of her skin. But this time, the knock was at the side kitchen door and there was no ignoring it, as two police officers could see her standing there through the door’s window.

“Good afternoon, officers,” she greeted sweetly upon opening the door. Hoping that her mesmerizing beauty, being saccharine sweet, and her cleavage peeking out of the top of her dress might save her from too much suspicion and scrutiny.

“Good afternoon, ma’am. Didn’t you hear us knock at the front door?” one officer asked, immediately putting her on the spot.

“Oh, I’m sorry, but no, I didn’t. I must have been in the bathroom.”

The officer looked at her as if he didn’t believe her excuse, as the other officer spoke up.

“We’re here because your neighbor was just found dead on his front lawn. We’re wondering if you heard or saw anything that might help us determine how he died.”

“Oh, my, how awful! No, I’m sorry officer, I’m afraid I can’t help you. I didn’t see or hear anything. That poor man,” she lamented, hoping her compassionate response would get her off the hook.

“Well, that’s strange,” announced the other officer. “Another neighbor said he saw you outside earlier and you looked to be talking to the man when he collapsed. Care to explain that?”

“Well, that other neighbor is mistaken,” she replied confidently.

“So, is there another woman matching your description living here?” he followed up.

“No, it’s just me.”

“So, then you’re saying your neighbor’s a liar?”

“Not a liar necessarily. Maybe he was just confused.”

“What’s your name, ma’am?”

She thought about making up a name, but knew that she was stacking up too many lies already. She took another
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