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      Eddie’s truck belched a final cloud of exhaust as the engine rattled into silence.  He opened the door slowly, his eyes trained on the car just ahead of him.  A sleek silver foreign job was parked at an angle and blocked the drive, its nose tucked almost to the basin of the huge fountain.  He couldn’t see a person behind the wheel, so he figured the owner was already out.

      “Shouldn’t be walking around here,” Eddie muttered.  “Break his fool neck.”  He struggled out of his seat and dropped the few feet onto the weed strewn ground, his boots hitting the earth with a muffled thud.  He was huffing from tobacco stained lips by the time he had mounted the stairs to the front porch.  His heart jumped as a figure separated itself from the front of the house.

      “Didn’t see you there, sir,” he said keeping his voice even.  “I’ll have the place open in a jiff.”   There was no audible response, but he thought he could see a nod.  He dug into the deep pocket on his jacket and pulled out the old key.  It was oversized, ridiculous really, but with the formal ornamentation, the key matched the overall look of the house.  He tried not to think of the shadow beside him.  Pale skin, dark hair, shadowed eyes.

      With a harsh intake of air, Eddie struggled to open the door, the hinges protesting as the crack widened.  Inside the foyer, clouds of dust stirred by the draft of air swirled up the staircase like a figure racing for cover.  A sweet stench of mold and mildew drifted out, and Eddie turned his head away in disgust.  It was his job to take care of the lawn, to slice through the rapidly growing weeds that led up the pitted driveway to the collapsing front porch.  It was not his responsibility to get near this cursed house. Talitha.  The name seemed too sweet to belong to a place such as this.  But here he was, standing next to a man that looked more like a ghost than flesh and blood, opening the place up.

      He coughed and covered his mouth and nose with the stained collar of his work shirt.  “Well, here we are, Mr. Edwards.  If you need anything else, you let me know.”  He started to back away, heading down the porch steps.

      “Do you have a light?”

      The voice was as dry as the wind gusts, scarcely loud enough to be heard over the buzz of the insects nesting in the weeds.  But Eddie knew the man had been sick so he paused, handing over his flashlight he had tucked in his work belt.

      “It works.  The batteries are fresh.  But as I said before, I don’t think I’d be going in there.  No one’s been caring for it, and I’ve seen some serious signs of rot.”

      “That’s all right.  I’ll be careful.” The voice was cool and dispassionate.  “I’ll give this back as soon as I’m finished.”

      Eddie took this as a dismissal and was grateful.  He paused on the steps as the man opened the door wider and flicked on the flashlight.  Briefly, the figure of the man was outlined by the failing glow of sunlight leaking in through the windows, then the door was closed.  Eddie shook his head and descended the rest of the stairs.  Never in his days would he have thought anyone would want to go back in that house.  And now he was back.  The only remaining member of the family that had been cursed by that house had come home.
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      An ant moved purposefully across the floor, so tiny it was barely visible against the scuffed linoleum.  Climbing determinedly up the cabinets, it stopped at the rim of the mustard yellow countertop and paused.  The 13 others following it did not and ran rampant over their companion and the counter, searching for crumbs.  Claire felt an uncomfortable sympathy with the trampled ant.  She knew what it felt like to be downtrodden.

      Claire knew there were 14 ants.  She had counted them.  She also knew there were three tiny holes in her tee shirt, just around the collar, caused from excessive use of bleach, and four stray threads at the bottom where the hem was coming undone.  Even her jeans were starting to wear thin at the knees.  Her hair hung in a straight ponytail down her back, almost to the waist of her jeans, and she pushed her hands through the soft strands in silent frustration.   With slow deliberation, she stood and began mopping the counters with the cheap paper towels. Sitting here and waiting for the inevitable would do her no good.  She was still scrubbing at the table, a pile of towels on the old tabletop, when the door was flung open and her roommate backed her way into the tiny kitchen.

      “Hey, give me a hand, will you?”  Noel questioned as she held the door open with an elbow.

      Claire quickly got up and took a grocery bag dangling from Noel’s fingers.  She held the door open as Noel nudged a third bag in with her foot.  The odor of spicy chicken filled the air as Noel pulled the top container out of the bag at her feet and pried the lid off.

      “I’m starving.  You know, you’re never supposed to go grocery shopping when you’re hungry.  I can see why now.  I think I bought too much.”  Noel took a large bite of chicken and put the container in the middle of the table.

      Claire frowned at the bags.  Then she looked up at her impetuous roommate.  “Where did you get the money?  I thought you were broke for the rest of the week.”

      Noel looked innocently at Claire.  “I found a $20 in the couch cushion.  I might have emptied the penny jar.  I knew we needed to eat…”  Her smile was contagious, and Claire decided to drop the subject.  With the bind they were in now, no $20 was going to save them.

      “We got our eviction notice,” Claire said calmly.

      Noel didn’t look surprised.  They had been expecting it, dreaded it, with no way to catch up on their bill.  They had been skating on promises and smiles for long enough, and they both knew it wasn’t going to last forever.

      “Okay, now don’t panic,” Noel said, pacing the kitchen.” Don’t panic” had become their theme and echoed hollowly in Claire’s ears.  Noel stopped her pacing abruptly, and her hands dived into the grocery bag and emerged with the daily newspaper.  “I’ve got two really good ads for today.”  She opened the paper and spread it out on the table.  “I scanned it while I was checking out.”

      Claire sighed and sat down in the nearest chair.  For weeks, they had been combing every want ad and newspaper, website, and email posting they could find in the Louisville area, including the small towns that radiated from the larger Kentucky city, hoping to find a situation that would allow them work and a place to stay.  But it was a tight economy, and jobs were hard to come by, especially if someone could only work part time and hadn’t finished her degree.

      “Listen to this,” Noel continued, pointing to one of the tightly printed ads.   “‘Wanted, help for light house work, care of senior citizen’,” she stopped and scanned the ad quickly, “some cooking involved.  It looks like it’s located in J-town, so not a far drive from campus.”

      Claire bent over the paper, elbows on the table, and wisps of hair tickling her cheek.   “Does it include a room?”

      “Yes, I think so.”  Noel examined the ad, using a thick red marker to outline it with a bloody loop, her brow marked with a frown.  “Now that one would be a live-in situation for one of us, but listen to this...”  She flipped to the next page and paused dramatically.  “‘Wanted, housekeepers for large renovation’ see, it says ‘housekeepers,’ plural, right?  I figure we can both apply for this one.  And it provides a room, flexible hours... It sounds perfect.”  She repeated the mark, circling the other ad as well.  “I was reading this in the car and nearly peed myself, I was so excited.  I think this might be it!”

      “I don’t know about perfect,” Claire responded, glancing at the text.  “Large renovation.  I wonder how large they’re talking about.  And I wonder who lives there.  And, where is it?  It just says Shelby County.  The ‘Talitha’ house.  I’ve never even heard of the place.”

      Noel made a face and took the paper again to fold it neatly.  “Okay, Debbie Downer, I see where you’re going with this.  But it sounds good to me, and our options aren’t exactly wide open.  Besides, it can’t hurt to phone them and ask our questions.  I’m going to call about both jobs tomorrow morning.”  Her face sobered.  “How long do we have here?”

      “One week starting tomorrow.  Mrs. Chambers gave us an extension, but if it was up to George, we’d be out tonight,” Claire responded, taking a piece of chicken for herself.

      “How could a nice lady like that end up with an ass like him?”  Noel was on her feet, rinsing her hands in the sink before pulling more groceries from the bag.

      “I don’t know.  Maybe he was a real looker in his day.”

      Noel rolled her eyes dramatically, and Claire chuckled at her expression.

      “There must have been some reason,” Noel said absently.  “Remember her apartment?  Sad how it was, like, so empty.”

      “Just her and her old man,” Claire agreed.  “It was sad.”

      Noel nodded and then shook her head briskly as though shaking the thoughts from her head. “Are you going to start packing?” she asked stowing the paper bag under the counter as she neatened up.

      “No, don’t have time,” Claire responded between mouthfuls.  “I’ve got to study tonight for the exam.  I won’t be able to call on any ads either.”  She looked apologetic.

      “It’s okay,” Noel responded. “I’m going to call tonight and follow up whenever they’ll see me.  We’ll get it figured out.  Worst comes to worst, is there any way you can ask your folks for some help?  Just for a few months?”

      “No,” Claire interjected, frowning.  “Definitely not.  I can’t go back to them and ask for money...” she trailed off, feeling defeated. She only had until May, then she could go home, master’s degree in hand, and help her parents.  “Just not now.”

      “You’re right,” Noel said quickly.  “I sometimes forget how rough things have been for them.”  She turned and pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes.  “How’s your dad doing? I haven’t seen him in a month at least.”

      Claire’s father had had a sudden and severe heart attack at the beginning of the summer, and it had changed the world dramatically for their family.  Claire shuddered at the memory.  She had been walking the University campus early in May, one final exam left, her mind full of equations from the last test she had taken.  All her troubles had seemed so simple then.  Just passing the classes, going to the cozy bookstore where she stocked the shelves, getting the first glance at books she would get to read during her free time. The sun had been glaring and hot, and the heat had been a heavy pressure in the air. That hadn’t bothered her though.  The sun was hot because summer was coming.   But for a moment, a sudden splash of panic, she felt a bone deep chill rush along her skin and then beneath it, into her flesh, muscles, organs, the marrow of her.  She knew something was happening.  A stutter of the sunlight, like a flash of shade darker than night, made her catch her breath and hold it.  Her panicked gaze had revealed nothing, but she had stopped and stood so very still, feeling the weight of the air, now cold, the chill that came from within.  The sensation was quick and now gone.  She had forced her feet to move on, traveling over the smooth green lawns without seeing any of the students passing around her or hearing their chatter of conversation.  She had reached her classroom building and was mounting the front steps when her phone had vibrated in her pocket.  Her mother’s number was lit in sour green, and her fingers trembled as she answered the call.  Heart attack, surgery, called in family, calling a priest, all a terrifying reality she never wanted to experience again.  The memory alone could bring her to her knees, in prayer and in desperation.

      But her father had miraculously and successfully undergone the surgery and was progressing through rehabilitation with only minor setbacks.  Her mother had aged frighteningly during the ordeal but the little family unit that was she and her brothers had stitched up tightly into a rigid support for her parents.  Because of the surgery, her father had been off work for several months and still able to tolerate only part time.  All the spare money had gone into paying the medical bills, leaving little for Claire’s tuition.

      And Claire would have been fine with her student loans and her own paycheck if her part time job hadn’t gone up in smoke, literally.  When the small book store in the Highlands where she had been working burned to the ground a month ago, it had taken with it all the money the owners had, and insurance was only going to cover part of the rebuilding.  Claire had said goodbye with regret.

      Now, unemployed and up to her neck in student loans to cover tuition, books, and living expenses, Claire was losing her apartment.  Noel wasn’t much better.  Her hard-earned money from waitressing covered groceries and the car insurance for the tiny Ford Escort parked out back.

      Together they had made enough to eke by and continue to go to classes.  With Claire’s lost income, the rent money had disappeared.  Noel’s family was unable to help much but had generously donated the car and some of the furniture.

      “Dad’s fine, getting better every day.”  Claire pushed a stray lock of hair from her face, forcing a smile, and picked up another piece of chicken.  “Mom says he’ll go back to work full time in a few weeks, but only on light duty.”

      “Well, that’s still good news.  I know he’s driving your mom crazy while he’s home.  He’ll be happier when he can be back in the office.”  Noel had spent much of her senior year at Claire’s house and had seen the family in action.

      Claire smiled and stretched her arms above her head, easing her stiff muscles.  “Yeah,” she said and then looked at her watch. “I’d better hit the books, and you’ve got calls to make,” she said.  Seeing that the kitchen was mostly picked up and the few groceries were put away, Claire took her mug into her bedroom to work.
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      An hour later, Claire was still reading, a half-empty cup of cold coffee at her elbow.  Noel came in, a smile of victory illuminating her face.

      “Well, calls are done and guess what?  The house sitter job is already filled, but the guy about the house cleaning seems interested in us.”  She paused and looked at her notebook.  “His name is Charles Danwood, and he’s managing the renovation of the house, or rather, the ‘estate’.”  Noel’s gesture indicated the term was the one Charles had chosen.  “They’re going to turn it into a hotel, like an upscale bed and breakfast with all the amenities.  I think they’re considering the horse racing crowd.”  Noel shrugged.  “Anyway, the workers are there already and have been muddling around in their own mess.  They need someone to clean up after them as they go so they can avoid tracking in construction dust into the finished spaces.  It would be easy work, you know, dusting and sweeping and keeping the bathrooms decent.  He said he could use as many people to help as he could get, so we’re both in if we want it.”

      “No interviews?”  Claire interrupted.

      “Well, yes.  I’m going in tomorrow to talk to him, but I think it’s just a formality.  They seriously need the help and apparently there haven’t been many responses.”

      “I wonder why,” Claire said, raising an eyebrow.  Instantly she could envision a bleak old house perched atop a hill, a single light shining from the window like the house in the movie “Psycho.”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll find out tomorrow,” Noel responded.  “Now, let’s break out the ice cream! I feel like celebrating.”
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      The next day, for Claire, was one disaster after another.  She arrived late for her first class because her bus was running behind schedule, and Noel had taken the car for her interview.  By the time Claire had sat down in the classroom, her hair was falling loose around her face, and she could feel the sweat inching down her back from the run.  Her books felt as though they weighed 50 pounds each, and the cute sandals she had gotten on sale had rubbed a painful blister on her heel.  After settling into her seat, she realized she had forgotten her breakfast bagel and spent the next two hours in agony with her stomach burning from a cup of coffee and too little sleep.

      During lunch, Claire studied while she ate, her mind wandering to Noel and the interview.  On one hand, it could be the answer to all their problems.  A place to stay, part time work, and they wouldn’t need to ask for help from anyone.

      But on the other hand, the idea she would be moving into an old house, an old house with a long history, made her a little sick inside.

      The voices flitted through her mind, and she physically shook her head as though to dislodge the thought.

      There was no reason it should come back.  That tiny chemical imbalance that had descended like a black cloud in adolescence, puberty rearing its ugly head.  The whole thing had been ridiculous.  It had started as an accident, a stupid kid prank that had gone terribly wrong.  Her mind flashed to a quick view of scenes, the empty house with the papers taped to the windows, Noel’s pixie face alight with mischief, the odd murmurs, lights, and shadows.  Haunted.  Dead.  A dead house.  She shook her head again and forced herself to focus.  Her hands felt damp and cold and she stood up quickly, a wave of lightheadedness making her sway on her feet.  She grabbed the tabletop and just stood for a moment, getting her balance back.  Slowly, she grabbed up her purse and slipped into the bathroom as quietly as she could.  She stood at the sink and turned on the hot water, waiting for it to warm.  Staring at herself in the mirror, she had studied the blue eyes rimmed with red, and the wild hair falling around her shoulders.  Her face was angular and her expression tended to be too serious.  She had been called plain or striking, but never pretty.  But this was fine with her because she was generally unconcerned with her appearance.  She wore little makeup, and that was only on special occasions. She was often too busy to check the mirror at all.  Now the girl in the mirror looked haunted, frightened, and frightening.   She had to remind herself she was far from that long-ago event, that house exploration when she was a teenager.

      Realizing her lunchtime was ending, Claire put her chilled hands into the heated water.  With quick efficiency, she grabbed a wad of paper towels and soaked them in the warmth.  She pressed them to her face, her cheeks and eyes, feeling the tension drain.  She dabbed at her face with another dry towel and checked her watch.  Not much time.  She scooped up her purse and returned to her table.  Quickly she stuffed her books and notebooks back in her bag.  She heaved a sigh.  She was ready for a break, a break from the stress and worry, worry about her family, her job, money, and her future.
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      Her irrepressible roommate was already there when Claire got to the apartment.  It took only a minute to realize Noel was pacing and wringing her hands with excitement.  She had changed from her waitressing clothes into her favorite jeans with painted hearts trailing down one leg.  Her tee shirt was several sizes too small, showing her figure to an advantage, and a rainbow peace sign emblazoned across her chest.  Her dark hair was close cropped around the sides and back with a longer layer on top that fell in attractive waves around her face, but now it was standing up in choppy locks where she had run her hands through it.

      Claire dropped her book bag to the floor and, getting a glass of water, sat at the scarred kitchen table.  “Okay, what’s the story?  You’ve hit pay dirt, right?”

      Noel sat down opposite and paused dramatically.  The sunlight from the window framed her like a halo.  “Our problems are solved.  We met over at Applebee’s to talk.  He even paid for lunch.”

      “He who?” Claire interrupted.

      “Oh, Charles, the man in charge of the renovation.”  Claire nodded and Noel continued.  “He asked me some background questions, our experience and all that.  But really, I don’t think it mattered that much.”  Noel’s hands fluttered as she spoke, her nervous energy fairly bouncing off the walls.

      “That desperate?” Claire asked suspiciously.

      “Well, I’m not sure about that but...” She looked cautiously at Claire, “I did get to see the house.  Talitha.”

      Claire had grown accustomed to reading her roommate.  It became surprisingly easy after being friends with someone for 10 years to know exactly what someone was feeling.  Noel was good at covering her thoughts generally and had managed to build up a protective face for most people, but Claire could see through her with almost no effort, and she was holding something back.

      “The house?” Claire prompted.

      Noel frowned.  “You know, maybe it’s better if you see it for yourself.”

      “I will soon enough,” Claire responded.  “Just tell me what it’s like.”

      Noel’s expression cleared.  “I think I’ll just wait and let you decide.”

      Claire looked surprised. “Well, at least tell me something about it!” she demanded.

      “It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen before,” Noel responded cryptically.

      The rest of the evening Noel remained determinedly reticent.  She refused to elaborate about the house or Charles and instead, decided to let her serious friend stew for a while.  She knew Claire well enough to realize by the time they actually saw the house, it could never be as bad as Claire had imagined it.
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      The next morning both girls slept in late and woke to the sound of the phone ringing.  It was Charles on the line, and Claire listened to Noel’s side of the conversation.

      After she hung up, Noel wiped her face slowly and yawned.  “So, we’re meeting Charles at McDonald’s, and he’s going to lead us out to the house.  It’s kind of hard to find, and I got a little lost when we went out there before.”

      “What time?” Claire asked curling up on the tattered couch.

      “10:30. We’ve got an hour.  But we might want to leave a little early to grab some coffee.”

      Claire agreed and slowly stood.  “I’ll be ready in a few,” she reassured Noel, and headed toward her tiny room.

      The weather had warmed up slightly when they left the apartment, and they kept the windows rolled down as they drove.  Their building was close to downtown Louisville, one of the many larger residences that had been chopped up to provide apartments for the ever-growing University of Louisville student body.  The morning air was comfortable with the fading scent of exhaust and cut grass rushing in as Noel increased speed.  The antique Escort rattled in protest, but continued forward, the whine of the engine making conversation impossible.  Claire took the extra minutes of silence as a time to lean back against the seat and close her eyes, relishing the breeze brushing her face and stirring the strands of hair drifting against her cheeks.  They arrived early and got breakfast and a cup of coffee as they waited in the car.  Noel kept the window rolled down and let the warm air flavored with the spicy smell of sausage surround them.  Claire carefully reviewed the information about the job with Noel before Charles arrived.  She wanted to be forewarned of any possible catches before facing the house.  Noel continued to smile as she answered the questions.

      “It’s not as though we’re doing brain surgery.  All we have to do is clean where they tell us to,” she said wryly.  “Trust me, you’re worrying for nothing.  I think we were the only applicants so far.”

      But Claire didn’t feel so secure.  Something still hovered in the back of her mind that warned her nothing in her life was ever as easy as it first seemed.  She just hoped this time she was wrong.
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      Charles arrived exactly on time, which appealed to the perfectionist in Claire.  He was a tall man with an average build, leaning toward the middle age spread that came with a happy marriage and good food.  He was nicely dressed in a pair of casual slacks and a dress shirt.  He wore no tie and the top two buttons were unbuttoned, revealing a tanned V of skin.  His face was also tanned with sandy brows and hair, lightly tipped with gold highlights from the sun.  Claire thought he looked as though he was working on maintaining a business-like demeanor, but was failing miserably.  Claire noted when he smiled, deep dimples appeared, giving him a boyish charm when combined with the lock of hair that was continually falling onto his forehead.

      “So, Noel tells me the two of you have been friends for a long time.”

      Claire smiled and pushed the wisps of hair out of her face.

      “We met in middle school.  We weren’t as close then.  We kind of bonded in high school.  We’ve been friends since then,” she replied, nerves making her give a little too much information. She found she was watching his expression for a sign of what he was thinking.  But he appeared genuine, mildly curious and slightly amused, as his eyes skimmed back to her roommate.

      “Has Noel told you much about the house?”

      “No, actually she’s been holding out on me.  She said it was something I needed to see.”

      Charles grinned boyishly.

      “Well, if that’s how Noel wants it, I guess we’ll have to go along.”  He turned back towards his car and disengaged the locks.  “If you are ready to go, we’ll be on our way.”

      Claire noted as he pulled his car onto the road he had two car seats in the back and a brightly colored duck stuffed into the back window, its felt eyes pressed against the glass.

      “I think I’m going to like him,” she told Noel, smiling.

      Noel drove their car with more excited style than finesse, and they followed Charles out of town.  Although she had been there once before, Noel admitted she didn’t think she could find it again without help, so Charles drove slowly to avoid losing them in the Louisville traffic.  They caught Interstate 64 and headed away from the city, watching as the busy streets and neighborhoods gave way to open fields lined with stubby pines or clumped forest trees bending and beckoning in the wind.

      Charles followed the interstate until he had passed the Jefferson/Shelby County line and exited at the Simpsonville sign.  This was mostly new territory for both the girls.  They had grown up in Northern Kentucky and hadn’t ventured this far from the city of Louisville.  Now as the road stretched away from the main thoroughfare, the scenery changed again.  Paved roads split curved hillsides of farmland and pasture.  Fences of wood and wire stitched the landscape into quilted patterns, and stately horses or staid cows meandered in their own personal kingdoms.  They turned off again, the tires bumping over the less smoothly paved track. Here the road narrowed until no dividing line for the lanes could be seen.  The trees closed in more closely and hung over the road like a tunnel of greenery with the sun shut out in places and showing like a bright squinting eye farther down the lane.  Driveways became few and far between, and the road began a progressive ascent.  There was a parting of the trees, and Claire was surprised to see a one-lane concrete bridge crossing a tumbling spring.  The water widened into a frothy marsh to their left as they passed.  The bridge was in poor repair, a white concrete painted structure so chipped and beaten it looked more like a skeleton stretching over the water.  The road turned abruptly after the bridge, hiding it from sight, but Claire still felt its presence, like a Déjà vu.  Where had she seen it before?  The car was still rattling from the rough pavement when the road had given way to a gravel drive that wound its way for another mile of rough terrain.

      This ended at a gate, huge and forbidding, which blocked the drive.  The walls were bent in a curved arch ending in a line of hedges, growing wild and blending into the forest.  Beyond the black iron bars of the gate, a cleared drive could be seen going uphill to the most indescribable house Claire had ever seen.  She felt her heart speed up slightly and her palms grow damp.  She had another feeling of Déjà vu, as though at some other time, in some other life, she had seen the house at this angle, the light dappling the darkened face of the old structure, the windows like empty wells.

      Charles slid out of his car, unlocked the gate, and pulled it open towards the cars.  Noel waited impatiently until he had pulled his car through so she could follow.  Claire watched with something like dismay when he closed the gate behind them.   The ring of metal against metal made her shiver involuntarily.

      The house towered in front of them, rising four stories of stone centered in a large plot of cleared weeds.  The lawn was sadly overrun with brambles and coarse vegetation, which choked off the grass leaving tangled vines with bare patches of earth beneath.  The vines continued to the gravel drive and stretched out their spiny limbs across the steps and crept up the walls.  The driveway ended in a large loop in front of the house with a fountain rising in the center.  The fountain had once been a group of wildly rearing horses, heads thrown back, eyes rolling, hooves pawing at the air.  Two of the horses had lost pieces of their heads or ears and several others had lost legs or hooves over time.  Streaks of dark gray and black ran down their faces like tears, and the sleek mains had been worn by wind and rain. The water pooling at the base was a dark oily green.

      Behind the fountain, steps rose in two flights to the front door of the house, a black railing that matched the curved metal of the gate on either side.  The door was a double panel, heavy dark wood with a strip of stained glass flanking each side.  The main part of the house rose in a solid block, a large square window in the center over the door winking crimson and blue.  The other windows were narrow; some with colored glass and others with thick clear panes.  There were visible cracks or broken panes in some of the upper floors, but the windows on the first and second floor were in good condition, and some showed recent scrubbing.   No ornamentation could be seen around the windows or at the roofline, and the stone was a light gray, which caught the color of the sunlight.  The impression was austere, almost to the point the house reminded Claire of a prison.

      The two wings stretching out from the center hall were very different in style.  The walls to the right and left were made of the same stone, but a deep porch supported by carved stone columns broke up their façade. A narrow balcony accessible through French doors on the second floor stretched the entire length of the wings.  The windows in the wings of the house were large rectangles with clear glass, which sparkled when the morning light stuck them but would be shadowed as the sun rose overhead.

      The walls ended with an angular roofline above broken only by large chimneys.  On the far end of the wings were rounded turrets, topped with whimsical pointed roofs like witches’ caps. Each of the turrets boasted four long narrow windows with beautiful stained glass that glowed in the flickering sun as the beams cleared the treetops.  French doors had replaced the windows in the first few rooms on the bottom floor as well, and above, the small balconies with ornate railings added a gingerbread effect.  The clash of the two architecture styles should have been unattractive, but for some reason it seemed right to Claire, and she found herself both attracted to and repelled by the house.

      They parked both cars in front of the house and Noel turned to Claire.  “What do you think?”  Her eyes were fairly dancing, and she smiled as though she had a great secret.

      “We’re supposed to clean that?”  Claire asked.  She couldn’t help but smile back.  For all her dread about the house, her first impression was benign after they passed the entry gates.  The house was big, no huge, and cleaning it would undoubtedly be challenge, but it held none of the dark feelings Claire had expected.  Perhaps she had been overly sensitive, and the stress from exams had impacted her more than she had thought.

      Charles had gotten out of his car and was approaching the front door, moving briskly.  Claire and Noel scrambled out after him, leaving their purses in the car.  They had purposely dressed casually in jeans and loose shirts because Charles had warned them about the condition of the house, and now Claire was grateful for her old tennis shoes.  There was mud mixed with the gravel, and the long grass painted stripes of muck on the cuffs of her jeans.

      Now, seeing it close up, Claire was glad she hadn’t gotten any descriptions from Noel.  It would be nearly impossible to put the overall impression of the house into words.

      They caught up with Charles on the porch.  It was obvious that work had already started as soon as he opened the door.  Tools were piled in untidy groups just inside the doorway.  Walking into the front room, Claire was struck again by the size.  The ceiling rose several floors high with two curving staircases descending from above to join at a landing on the bottom step.  The floor was marble, a few tiles cracked or scratched, but still very elegant.  The tiles ranged in color from a pearly gray to a soft taupe and formed a pattern that was difficult to discern due to the protective mats that had been thrown on the floor from the front door to the stairway and beyond.  The stairs themselves were wooden, the spindles and railing carved into ornate loops with great lions displaying sharp fangs at the newel posts above and below.  A threadbare runner covered the center of the stair tread, and it was gray from traffic and age.

      To the left and right were doors leading to adjoining rooms, but Charles continued straight back to open the door behind the stairway.  This next room appeared to be a huge dining room stretching across most of the middle of the house.  In the center was a long table, as heavily carved as the stairway, with mismatched chairs.  Only two of the chairs appeared to belong with the table, the rest a variety of seats from card table chairs to cushioned armchairs that must have belonged to the parlor.

      The dining room appeared to be relatively untouched with dark paneled walls and scratched wooden floors.  Great pieces of furniture flanked two of the walls, but sheets had been thrown over them to protect them during the renovation.  A layer of dust covered every surface except the tabletop and spider webs hung in lacy ribbons from the crown molding.

      Charles did not hesitate but continued into the adjoining room, the kitchen.  This room had been renovated extensively with gleaming stainless-steel appliances and granite counter tops.  The floor was a utilitarian terra cotta tile, and the walls a shiny white gloss.  He stopped and looked around the room, clearly pleased.

      “This is the first room we finished.  We knew some of the men would be staying over and would need the facilities.  It will eventually be used to make all the meals for the hotel.”

      Noel looked around with awe.  She was a closet cook, someone who loved to try new recipes but seldom had the time or money to indulge herself.  At her job in the restaurant, she had been known to whip up a special dish for certain customers, and the results were delicious.

      “This is great,” she said enthusiastically, running a finger over the slick surface of the counter.  “Can we use it to cook?”

      “Of course,” Charles responded.  “You’re welcome to use it as long as it’s kept in good order.  It’s already stocked with utensils, pots and pans, food basics,” he listed as he opened the cabinets to reveal the contents.

      “Great,” Noel repeated, clearly enthralled with the set up.

      “If there is anything else you need, we can make sure and get it,” Charles continued.  Then they moved through the kitchen to the next room.  This was obviously the office for the hotel.  Tasteful wallpaper covered the plaster, and the hardwood floors had been refinished. Three large bookcases lined the back wall with a wooden desk in front.  The window was open, letting in a soft breeze that ruffled the papers on the desk.  Building plans, catalogs, and printed receipts were scattered carelessly, and a laptop computer was pushed off to the side of the desktop.  Charles sat behind the desk, apparently most comfortable in this room.

      Claire decided the interview was about to begin.  And 15 minutes later, Claire found Charles was more serious about the job than Noel had alluded.  His pointed questions reviewed her education and work history as well as her goals for the future.  Claire found herself discussing her major, her plans for her life after graduation, and her family.  Both girls had brought their resumes, and Charles appeared to be very familiar with those as well.

      Charles seemed to be satisfied and went on to discuss the terms of the job.  He wanted them to agree to stay at least four months.  After that they were welcome to stay on as long as they wanted since he was sure it would take longer to complete the renovation.

      Claire was reluctant to agree to an extended contract that specified time, but when Charles mentioned the hourly wage, Claire was pleasantly surprised.  It was more than twice as much as she’d been paid at her other job, and this job included a free place to live.  Charles also agreed to give them mileage money due to the commute to and from the University.

      When Claire left the office she felt as though, once again, fate had taken a hand in her life.  There was no question, Claire thought grimly.  They would take the job and smile, even if they had to clean the toilets with a toothbrush.  They hadn’t any choice.

      [image: ]

      Claire quickly realized why Charles had sealed the deal in the renovated office when they continued upstairs.  Halls stretched out in either direction, angling at the wings to continue to the end of the corridor where it widened into an ornate doorway.  Beyond that were the turrets, which Charles explained contained a wooden spiral staircase that led to one room at the top of each tower overlooking the landscape below with enormous glass windows.

      Charles backtracked down the hall and paused to open the four doors to the right, throwing open each rather dramatically.  He stepped back with a flourish.

      “These are the first bedrooms we’ve completed.  You can have your choice to stay in, these or one in the wings.  We’ve got six completely ready.  You can bring any furniture you need or take some pieces from the other rooms.  Just let us know what you need or what you have found, and we can help move some of the heavier stuff.”

      Claire and Noel walked doubtfully into the first room.  The ceilings were impossibly high giving the room a feeling of unending space.  The walls were neatly painted with neutral colors, the wooden floor polished to a mirror shine.  A carved wooden fireplace dominated the room and massive bed, carved from the same wood, stood built on a pedestal.  The windows were small, and the light was colored in a dozen shades by the stained glass.  The carvings appeared to be related to the ones seen on the staircase out in the hall with hunting scenes of wild animals, hounds, and formally dressed hunters.

      Claire suddenly felt a strong draft and turned to look behind her.  But the hallway was still, and the house was silent.  She turned with an odd feeling of distaste and walked out of the room to the next.  To her disappointment, all the rooms in the cluster appeared to be alike with the violent scenes being played out on the headboard of the bed and the fireplace.

      “You don’t have to choose your rooms now.  We’ve got several others that are close to being finished in the wings, but these are the largest.  It was the master suite for the older part of the house and rooms for the first sons.  The people who completed the house a little later built their own suite in one of the wings and gave these rooms to visitors.  Our architect, John, has chosen one of these rooms to stay in.”  Charles turned and led the way down the hallway and up the stairs at the center to the next floor.  It was an almost exact copy of the hall below with long rows of doors opening to the right and the left.

      They trudged over most of the public spaces, went out one of the back doors to look at the lawns, and back in to front foyer.  By the time Charles had shown them some of the unfinished bedrooms and dressing rooms, both girls were tired, overwhelmed, and hungry.

      Claire checked her watch and noted it was after 2:00 in the afternoon.  She and Noel both needed to get back in town for classes and explained this to Charles.  Charles instantly agreed to lead them back into town.

      “I don’t want to chance ruining your grades this early on,” he said cheerfully.  “Now that we’ve got you, we want to make sure to keep you.”

      “Well, thanks,” Noel said, looking decidedly satisfied.  They wound their way over the stone and weeds of the driveway and stopped at the parked cars.

      “Let me take you to lunch in town before you go back to class,” Charles offered.

      “Sure,” Noel responded before Claire could say anything.  Not that she minded too much.  She was hungry and the fact was, they were short on funds.  A quick lunch would be a nice ending to their adventure.

      “We’ll follow you,” Noel assured Charles and slipped into the driver’s seat.

      Charles nodded and pulled open the gate before climbing into his own car.  They had to pause again once through the gate so Charles could close it after them.

      “Okay, so what do you think now?” Noel asked, glancing at Claire as they started crossing the one-lane bridge.

      “Umm, well, it’s going to be a whole lot of work, but the money is fantastic!  We’ll be able to pay our bills off and start on our savings.”  She looked out the window, squelching a stab of unease as the trees closed around them.

      “This is going to be a whole new life for us,” Noel said confidently.  And Claire felt a cold breath trace her spine.
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      The morning sun pierced the yellow curtains and cast a soft light over the bedroom.  The carpeted floor was littered with papers and boxes, the drawers of the dresser hanging slightly open.

      Claire and Noel had begun packing days ago, pulling posters off the walls, boxing up books and papers, and cleaning out closets.  They had managed to empty several boxes into the car but had quickly run out of space.

      Claire squinted against the light and rolled over to bury her face in her pillow.  Today was the big day, moving day.

      She heard Noel already moving in the kitchen.  The sputter of the coffee maker blended with the sound of the news over the radio.  The smell of the coffee drifted across the hall and into the bedroom the two girls shared.  Claire couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have a room of her own.  She had shared a space with someone for the last six years, and the idea of her own domain was a luxury she couldn’t wait to indulge in.

      Claire swung her feet to the floor, bending over to roll up the braided rug at her bedside.  She dropped it into a box as she went out into the kitchen.  The carpet under her feet was gray with large stains of brown in the hallway.  The kitchen linoleum’s yellow surface was also graying with burn marks near the stove.  Claire sat at the table slumped with her head in
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