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The Old Spook House


The Old Spook House

“They say it's the hardest winter in over a decade. We’re expecting 20 foot snow drifts” said the blonde. 

“I know, and we only reached the eye of the winter vortex” said the brunette.

“I want you both to shut it until the heat goes back on” said the ginger.

Hazel, the sweet brunette with natural golden highlights furled her walnut colored eyebrows behind her thick rimmed bifocals as she bit her lip. It was replaced by a strong draft that dug into her bones. It stabbed like daggers as the wind outside rattled the old rafters and frosted the windows of the old Spiritualist college built in the late Neo Classical style.

It didn't have an archway like the stone counterparts out east. It was more of a glorified plantation house as Kanneria once described its solid oak columns. And just like the school itself, Karennia was built tall and sturdy. 

And while standing at almost six feet tall, Karennia stood dwarfed next to what was left of the three story columns. They once helped prop up the roof that sloped steep, similar to a church steeple. Its peak flared with leaflets. 

However what remained of the Institute was a grim facade of better times. Several of the columns out front had rotted away into sawdust. While what remained of the whitewash remained unwashed for decades; now stained black with mildew. And the roof, once dignified, now drooped on rotted boards. While its cedar shake shingles waiting for repair remained covered by heavy duty canvas tarps.

And still, uncondemned; the state now collected rent every month from the local nursing school. However, as the semester settled into another busy holiday season: three girls were left alone to the house's musty draft. 

Where they watched the steam rise from their mouths before the heater roared into action. The old piping like a hellbound train as the fresh heat worked its way floor by floor through the property. They relaxed once the steam no longer rose. Hazel was the first to unbutton her coat. 

“1880. I read it on the foundation stone” said Hazel.

“You mean the one stained grey from moss and mildew?” asked Daisy. 

“No, the one just painted yesterday” replied Karennia. 

“The war years weren't any easier on the old girl. Her ornate Roman pillars dry rotted by the war's end. It's a shame” said Hazel. 

“It’ll be 1978 in a couple of weeks. What do you mean by which war?” asked Karennia.

“Obviously she meant the second world war”.

“Yes and no, I was thinking neglect on this place started far back as the first. The Spiritualist movement was all but extinct by then”. 

“So it's been uninhabitable for over 50 years?” asked Daisy.

Daisy, the daintiest of the three was scared of the place ever since she cut her foot after she fell through a rotted floorboard on the third floor. She pulled her sock back and inspected the scar as Hazel talked their ears off. She wasn’t supposed to go up there but curiosity got the best of her. Well that, and Hazel’s bad habit.

“No. More like an old tractor you run to the ground. Look, I did some digging on this place. It's an odd origin story but she was sturdy built. It’ll eventually get condemned but that won’t be anytime soon. Anyway, the economic downturn dried up the donations, and the war bled new recruits to less than 20 per calendar year. It filed for bankruptcy in 1943 and the building was bought by the Nursing college in 1958 as a dormitory”. 

“Yeah, yeah. It was later reinstated as the nursing branch of the State University” said Karrenia. 

“The thing I hate most, even more than the rats, is that my chocolate candy hurts my teeth,” said Daisy.

Both Hazel and Karrenia, thrown off topic; had to stop and think it through before they both started to laugh. Daisy joined in before they divided up her chocolates. And when the score was whacked between the two women, they sat with them around the candle near the heater in the corner. Daisy only rubbed her as they ate. 

“So, Hazel. Tell us the origin story about this place. I’m curious" said Karennia.

“Right, yes, so. Um. Ok. That’s right. So there was a medicine woman who lived around here. Back during the Civil War, she gained a reputation as a local healer. I can't remember her name but I know she moved to California. Anyways, she was a Spiritualist and convinced a local businessman that her sons struck gold in Northern Michigan. But as part of the deal, he had to build this institute. And you have to remember, this used to be an important railroad hub. So there was money moving through this town. Any hoot, it wasn’t gold but copper they found up there. And a lot of it. And that’s it. That’s what I remember of it”. 

“Say Daisy, you say these candies hurt your teeth. Yeah, well they insult my taste buds” said Karennia.

“And yet I watched you eat them,” she said.

Karennia grew solemn as she stared Daisy down. They both grew red in the face until Hazel snorted. They both cracked smiles at her before the three girls burst into tears. And together, they took turns mocking their current situation until all the tears were wiped away. However, it didn’t last as another draft reminded them of their situation.They had no place but here at the moment. 

Hazel couldn’t leave with her children until she graduated from nursing school. Daisy grew up in a farmhouse the next county over but felt safer in town ever since her ex boyfriend got out of prison. And Karennia, well she had no solid roots, no place to go until this chapter of her life was over.  

So as they fought through the pain, they decided to huddle together wrapped thickly in blankets, their beds pulled close to the heat source until they fell asleep. 
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THEY WERE RUDELY AWAKENED late morning by a loud thud from upstairs. They all looked at each other as the roof groaned. The whole house rattled on its foundations. They looked at each other speechless, the room pleasant in the little bit of sunlight that pierced through the frosted window panes. 

“I would open the window but I’m afraid it’ll break the glass,” said Karennia. 

“I’ll go down and check the front door,” said Daisy. 

“I’m going with” said Hazel. 

“I’ll lay here and watch for leaks,” said Karennia.

They put on their boots as Karennia stared up at the cracked ceiling plaster with its molded borders and finely crafted corner pieces stained at the far end of the room. The door locked as usual before they stepped into the hallway. It was like ice hit them when they closed the door behind them. Their footsteps, ominous echo down the long empty halls. They didn’t speak until they reached the bottom where a raging blizzard hissed through the trim around the door. Hazel took a deep breadth as she unlocked the door. 

“Wish me luck, kiddo”.

“I’ll be in the office. I better call my mom”.

She walked into the first door on the left by the front entrance. It was a modern looking room with a desk and bookshelf. On a side table between two old worn out parlor chairs was a rotary dial phone where she called her mother. 

“Hi, mom. It’s Daisy- yes, everything is fine- no mom, I don’t want dad to drive out here to pick us up in the middle of a blizzard- no, I’m not worried about Rex. He always hated the snow- no, I’m just calling in- alright, love you. Bye”.

She hung up the phone out of breadth. 

“Everything alright, Daisy girl?”

“I don’t know, my mom might have a heart attack," she said. 

“There is no Rex, is there?”

Daisy didn’t answer as they made their way back upstairs. The sound of the radio coming from upstairs. It was the news. They reluctantly opened the door.

“Bad news, I turned on the radio and turned on the news”. 

“How bad, Karennia?”

“A few days at most. We’re expected to get 18 inches”. 

“Oh, the whole roof will cave in by then” said Daisy. 

“Put on some rock, disco, anything” said Hazel. 

“Does anyone have any board games? A deck of cards? Anything?

***
[image: ]


THEY CHECKED IN PERIODICALLY on the third floor collapse. The snow was piling up in the middle of the room, leaking down to the hallway below. It blocked the only safe passage to the rooftop. The wood otherwise warped, mush in some areas, dry rotted in others. The safest section was the stairwell that crackled under their winter boots. And lay a bucket under the leak on the second floor as instructed by the custodian department when Daisy called them. They were also instructed by the school to vacate the property immediately until further notice. She went upstairs and told the others. Blizzard winds still ablaze, stirring the fresh dust into drifts. She thought about the twenty foot snow drifts as she walked in from the cold dark hallway.
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THE SNOW RESIDED LATE into the night. However, the first two nights remained trafficless as they went about their daily business. The water pipes hadn’t frozen however they avoided the led piping at all costs. So they showered in the downstairs auditorium, never alone; and brushed their teeth with melted snow. 

They took turns shoveling the front steps carved from stone. However Daisy kept busy tidying up while Karennia cooked. Hazel did most of the shoveling. And it was on the Friday after the storm started that Hazel walked up the stairs with her normal pep.

“Great news, I just saw a plow truck. You said we could stay at your parents' farmhouse until the semester starts?” asked Hazel. 

“And what about your kids?” 

“He won't hurt the kids. It's me he takes it out on. And when I’m not around, he’ll find a prostitute to beat on. It’ll catch up with him eventually” she said.

Karennia turned towards the radio.

“I have nowhere else to go” she said. She walked over and sat on the bed, her head down.

“Its all been arranged. I just needed to hear it from the both you incase we get a second blizzard” said Daisy.

“I’d rather hide in the basement then ride out a blizzard with my husband” said Hazel.

“I’d stay here if I could but I can’t afford to get kicked out of my nursing program. Its my last semester”. 

“I’ll probably have my program rolled over somewhere closer to home” said Hazel.

“Anyone up for a game of Sheeps Head?” asked Daisy. 

***
[image: ]


THE DAY SLOGGED ON into night as the trucks worked the streets. And yet, as the food dried up and the radio batteries died out to a buzzing static; the playing card left unused hours earlier. 

Hazel read a book as Karennia stared at yellow wallpaper. Their was a stain forming on the back wall. Eventually it would become black mold and white aspestos under sun stained wallpaper. She wondered it was always yellow. The king in yellow. She read that in a book somewhere. 

But unlike the other girls, Daisy stirred where she lay rubbing her foot. Hazel was the only one content until Daisy shut off her filter and opened her mouth.

“I’m bored to death,” she said. 

It was a big mistake as Karennia stared at her with a devilish grin. She had a little scar buried among the freckles on her right cheek. 

“Its our last night here, right? You girls wanna do something crazy?”

“Like what?” asked Daisy.

She pointed at Hazel.

“You, Poindexter. What was the name of the spook house?”

She rolled her eyes.

“The Morris Pratt Institute, named after its founder, Morris Pratt.  Its first headmaster was a man named Moses Black. He was a fanatically devout Spiritualist”. 

“Say, what was Spiritualism about anyways? Is that like New Age crystal stuff? Sounds like a scam”.

“Well sort of, the Wicca community got its roots from Spiritualism. Spiritualism was often used as a scam”.

“What, like fake fortune card readings, and such?” asked Karennia. 

“Oh, much worse. Edward Pinkerton wrote a book about a forged marriage license used in a blackmail attempt involving a Spiritualist”.

“That’s nasty business,” said Karennia. 

“Yes it is, however this Institution itself was built to train others on how to communicate with the dead- hold on just a moment”.

Hazel’s eyes grew wide before she stood up, walked over and pulled out an old book from her travel case. She rummaged through it until she came across a picture of the old school. It looked nothing like her first impression. It looked dignified, an asset to the community instead of the reliability it had become. Its lawns all well kept as well dressed servants carried French crystal to their eager guests. 

Its ornate décor was well built as it hung unnoticed in the background. She could imagine sipping coffee in the summer sun under a silk umbrella as she observed the clouds. It was a bitter reminder that there was once: style, refinement
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