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 This book is dedicated with love to God who gave it His blessing, and to my mother who encouraged me to always pursue my dreams and believed in me when no one else did and Dedicated to all those young or old who have dreams and aspirations; don’t ever give up on them. Some day they may come true!
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 The House That Was Alive I looked up above a house rose tall and wide. I marveled in its mystery for I could see it was alive. Its corridors so empty Until the shadows—they spilled forth… a legacy of loneliness the way its life was born. Afraid of its silence, and enticed all at once— of the tragedies the house encountered, Its eyes watched me, as it mourned… The house it came alive, right before my eyes. It’s windows became possessive borders the silence broken, only after its sad sigh. Its windows apparently braced to shut out the cruel world the doors became its eyes as raged and shouted and mourned. Sonnet by Renee Hall Bagley
 
 Part One The heart is deceitful above all things, And beyond cure. Who can understand it? JEREMIAH 17:9
 
 Prologue
 
 I almost feel compelled to begin my strange tale with the saying Hell hath no fury as a woman scorned. But somehow, even that doesn’t seem appropriate, but rather I think of myself more as a fallen angel, once so hopeful, luminous, and bright but now only dark, bitter, full of mistrust and hate. Yet, as I look over my old memoirs that I wrote when I was incarcerated for those long torturous months, I try to make some sense out of it and to understand why I was held captive like a beautiful princess locked in a tower, so that the truth would never get out…but the truth always has a way of eventually surfacing and bringing with it, its own type of self-destruction. I realized early on that my life was never going to be like the children’s fables that I used to read as a child with a happily ever after, but more like a grim gothic fairytale. Most people I find do not believe in the supernatural, fairy tales, or believe that there are things that go bump in the night, but I surely did, and perhaps still do. “Pure hogwash!” Grandma Rhoda would say to me, “it’s all in yer head, li’l girl. There are no such things as family curses, ghosts, and haunted places! You’ve been reading too many fairy tale stories again.” However, I did believe in such things as the possibility of ghosts as living entities that could linger on long after death and could be hiding in the walls of an old grieving mansion, residing in the deep-rooted trees, and in the dreary gray colors of the clouds hovering above it. Every house has a story to tell about the people who have either lived or died in them. Houses not only exist to provide shelter and comfort from the elements, but some houses are alive. What I mean by that is simply this: they exist through us, sharing our emotions and experiences. They feed on our subconscious minds, our joys, our wraths, and even our sorrows. I know all this because I have seen it with my own eyes, felt it in my bones, and heard ghostly whispering with my own ears! I know it to be true, for I have seen a
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 real ghost and dwelled in a malevolent old mansion that once tried to destroy me. And whenever I lay eyes on that old Victorian mansion, I again hear the jingle-jangle of the giant chandelier’s crystal prisms swaying, tinkling, and whispering of the dark secrets in the attic, of the mysteries best left buried in the foundation, and hints of danger lurking in the shadows of every dark corner of that house. This was a house and a family built on secrets and lies. The labyrinth of rooms, the miles of twisting hallways, the spiraling staircases, and the secret passageways in the walls only added to its mystery, beauty, and intrigue. I thought that happiness lay only in rainbows, roses, sunrises, and in flawless love, but ah, how naïve I was! And sometimes I have to stop and ask myself if I will ever be truly free from hearing the mournful wail of that house whenever the wind starts to blow. Probably not, I tell myself, nor do I ever expect to be free of the chains that bind me to him…they are of course invisible chains that only I can see, but I can still feel their tug on my heartstrings. And I ask myself: does anyone ever really forget his or her first forever-green-springtime-romantic love? And does that first love set the standard for all the loves that follow? I lay awake many a sleepless night pondering such questions that still intrigued and beguiled me, as well as eluded me. And around my neck I still wear the silver cross necklace that reminds me to stay optimistic, to always have hope, and belief in myself, and it wards off those gloomy brooding thoughts that still linger in the deepest darkest recesses of my brain. But like a fallen angel out of grace with God, I will someday seek the vengeance that is my due and bring down all those who have hurt me and tried to destroy me. If I am to tell you how it all came about, I must start with my mother’s family’s own deep dark-seated secret that was revealed to me when I was only fourteen….
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 My Peculiar Family Tree
 
 “All the women in your family are like a disease, infecting the whole town!” Olivia Franklin told me one day at our middle school. “You’re all strange, impure, and inbred!” Her voice was high and shrill. “Whole town knows about you and your weird family!” “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I childishly cried back. Then all the girls huddled around me chanting the same thing, loudly over and over again, “Inbred and impure! Inbred—impure!” With tears of frustration, I ran from the schoolyard and from those cruel girls. The townsfolk in Centerville, California, population: 13013, would say the scandal that plagued my family had lasted for generations and ruined our once-good name. I was still very young when I first realized my family was not just different, but rather odd. In times past the Devour family had been greatly admired and deeply respected by the townspeople, but we were despised, shunned, and pitied now. And every time I ventured into town the rich townies would stop, point and stare and loudly whisper not caring if I heard or not. “The Devours used to be such a nice family, such an admired family…ah, such a disgrace…and the shame…just look at them now.” And then they would shake their heads with pity for me. My mother often looked so lost and sad at times just staring off into space, looking as if life had cheated her. And I think it had a lot to do with the fact that there was an invisible barrier between the townspeople and my family…yes, to say my family was odd was an understatement. Other families did not whisper in the shadows or hide behind closed doors to speak in hushed voices whenever they thought I might be listening. I longed in my heart for a more normal way of life, but who knew what that was? Every so often, in the middle of the night, I would awaken to hear my parents’ arguments growing louder and more violent behind those closed doors. I would get out of bed, tiptoe down the hall to listen at their bedroom
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 door. I was terrified of being discovered, but I never was. Their voices were muffled and incoherent, but I knew from the very tone of my mother’s voice that something was terribly wrong. Then they would stop, silence would blanket our house, and all the secrets would go to bed with them. But, I wondered as I crept back to bed, didn’t every family have skeletons in their closets? Those dark family secrets that were never spoken of, but were never forgotten either? Mother was often so unhappy and moody that I was afraid to ask her what she and Daddy fought about so late into the night. Daddy would always come home from a hard day’s work, looking so tired and withdrawn, while forcing smiles in my direction to mask the pain behind his brown eyes whenever he glanced over at our growing amount of bills. I would try to act bright and cheery for their sake to lighten the sullen mood that hung over our heads. But my mind and heart pounded out the same unanswered question: what was the silent conflict that made Mother so indifferent and Daddy so gloomy? Sometimes, I longed to escape this house of deception, which was more like a carnival funhouse full of mirrored illusions that distorted the real image of our true selves. I also longed in my heart to escape this town of disapproving people as much as I wanted to stay. I clearly remember another day at school when yet again I endured the relentless taunting from the other children, until I was unable to take much more: I grew red-faced and angry. “Stop it! Stop it, please!” I yelled at them through my tears. Covering my ears with my hands, I left the playground and my cruel classmates behind, and ran all the way home, my chest hurting, my breathing labored, and sharp cramping pains piercing my side when I arrived. I was determined to confront Mother, once and for all. I needed to know what everyone in town seemed to know except me. I would make her tell me why the townsfolk treated us so strangely. Though I didn’t think that I looked different than the other children at school, I felt and knew that I was indeed different, but maybe that was okay…. I found Mother outside in our garden planting rose bushes; she had a passion for all things red. She was on her knees in the dirt, the sun shining down on her hair, making it gold near the scalp and flaxen on the ends. Oh, she did look pretty even in an old T-shirt and jeans. A smudge of dirt stained her cheek. “What is it? What’s wrong, Sabrina?” Mother asked, alarmed at the way I flew out the back door and raced over to where she was crouched on the
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 ground. She set down a small gardening tool and pulled off her gloves. She paused to wipe the perspiration from her forehead with the back of her hand. It was a warm spring day in early April and the flowers were in full bloom. “Mother,” I was out of breath and breathing fast, “I need…to…talk…to you about something!” I leaned over to catch my breath, tugging down the blue and white plaid skirt on my school uniform and pulling up my knee socks. “Oh, is that all? You had me worried there, for a moment…why don’t we go inside, okay? You get yourself a glass of water and catch your breath and we’ll go inside and talk.” She didn’t even bother to ask why I was home in the middle of a school day, but she stood up and brushed the dirt from her jeans with a dainty swipe. She was barefoot and her tiny toes were painted bright red. I followed her silently into the house, then into the kitchen. She watched me pour myself a glass of water, drink it, and then I followed her into my parents’ bedroom. Once we were in her bedroom, Mother crouched down on all fours and reached under the bed to pull something out. She lifted what appeared to be a thick, leather-bound book, and sat down heavily on the bed. Her face betrayed a range of emotions, from sad and perplexed, to weary. In her lap, she held an old tattered photo album. I glanced at the cover that was once blue, but was now faded to a grayish color. The name Devour in gold lettering graced the cover. It was my mother’s maiden name. I plopped down beside her on the frilly bedspread to stare at that worn album and wondered what secrets it would reveal. Mother very slowly opened the album, letting out a long sigh. The pictures in the album were old, most of them in black and white. The people in the photographs she explained were her family. One photograph in particular stood out from the others and she carefully lifted it out for me to examine more closely. It was the picture of a young pretty, blonde girl that closely resembled my mother. “This was the last photograph taken of your great, great-grandmother.” I reached out and took the photograph from her, to stare into the eyes of that young lady, an ancestor I’d never met. The young lady in the photograph was smiling, but her eyes looked lost and sad. The hackles on the back of my neck rose as all of a sudden I had a strange feeling as though unseen eyes were watching us. A chill crept over me even though the room was warm and sunny. Mother sighed again and fell into a moody silence as if trying to figure out where to begin what must be a difficult tale.
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 I can still remember that day with special clarity even though I am grown now. This is how I remember it: Mother and I alone for what seemed like hours, her hands slightly trembling as she held open that leather bound book in her small lap. She must have been no more than thirty back then, and still so fair and beautiful. Her hazel eyes captured my brown ones. I knew it must have been the look on my face that afternoon, like a mirror reflecting all my inner turmoil and emotions that made Mother realize at once what I needed to know before I even had to ask. Did all mothers possess some kind of intuition when it came to knowing their own children? But then Daddy had always said I was like an open book that others could easily read; he only had to look into my brown eyes, so much like his own, to know what I was feeling. One of the things that I both loved and hated about my mother was the fact that she never said anything ordinary. She never said things like: “Don’t forget to brush your teeth before going to bed,” “You’d better eat every bite of food on your plate,” or “Make sure you finish all your homework.” On the contrary, she usually weighed her words carefully before speaking, and I think she rather enjoyed more often than not communicating in a cryptic manner, leaving me to come up with my own conclusions. On this particular occasion, though, I remember her being unusually direct and forthcoming. I watched tears glisten, then trickle down her high cheekbones, but she did not bother to wipe them away. Why was this old photo album making her so pensive and sad? My eyes floated about her bedroom decorated in cool tones of blue, white, and coral to complement Mother’s own fairness. Wooden framed pictures of ocean landscapes adorned the sky blue walls. A vase of wild flowers sat in the middle of the dresser. “I knew sooner or later you’d want to know the truth about our family history, but it won’t give you peace nor will you fully understand until you’re much older.” Mother forced a small smile that quickly faded. I was so intrigued that I sat very still, waiting impatiently for her to reveal all those dark family secrets kept from me. “Sabrina, every family has some sort of indiscretion or scandal—ours is just more publicly known and not easily forgotten.” Mother could turn her delicate features cold and hard as if whatever had happened long ago ruined any chance she might have had at happiness. She stared so long and intensely into my eyes, I felt myself squirm. Again, she fell into that moody silence that appeared to glue her tongue. What was so awful she couldn’t tell me? She must have found her voice because she cleared her throat and began in a
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 tight emotional tone with tears that sprang to cloud her lovely hazel eyes. “This is going to be difficult to understand; it’s still hard for me to fathom. I guess I should have told you long ago, but I was waiting until you were old enough to understand. I’m going to tell you the story about your great-greatgrandmother. She is the cause of our alleged family disgrace. My family has lived in this small town for as far back as the early 1800s and the townspeople have kept this nightmarish disgrace alive! I only wish…wish that they would forgive and forget.” By the strange way she was acting some inner voice told me that she was going to hold back and not tell me everything, only what she thought I needed to know. I tried to read her eyes as she stared straight ahead. I waited, my hands twisting nervously in my lap, my heart pounding. “Mother, what could possibly be so awful? Am I inbred and impure?” I started to cry, remembering those cruel girls and their hurtful chanting. Mother reached out and grasped my hand, squeezing my fingers; her hand felt clammy and warm in mine, and then she released it. “Of course you’re not! That’s just pure mumbo jumbo…the townspeople take pleasure in hurting us. They hate us for many reasons, even though not all of what has happened in the past was all our fault or our doing.” Her eyes moved away from mine and focused instead on the mirror above her dresser across from were we sat. The reflection staring back at us was one of a mother and daughter that looked nothing alike. One dark and one fair, but both had the same blood running in their veins. I watched her in the vanity mirror as if transfixed. I felt so grown up suddenly, sitting there with Mother, her confiding in me a mystery, the first of many that I would spend a lifetime unraveling. “I first heard this story from my grandmother because my own mother would never speak of it…may they both rest in peace. She showed me the same family album that I’m showing you now. But, please, listen closely, Sabrina, and try not to interrupt until I’m through.” I quickly nodded to reassure her I would do nothing of the sort. Her pretty face collapsed into one of despair. We stared at each other in that mirror across from where we sat side by side. My long dark brown hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was disheveled with long strands that had sprung loose from their confinement, and my brown eyes were wide with anticipation. She seized my hand again and squeezed it so hard that it hurt, but I did not cry out. I was too overwhelmed with curiosity to do more than wait for her to collect her thoughts, and continue in that emotional tone.
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 “It all started way back in the early 1920s with that girl in the picture you’re holding so tightly. Her name was Charlotte Devours and she grew up in the same house as your Aunt Velma and I. Did you know that the name Charlotte means tiny and feminine? Just like all the women on my side of the family.” My eyes were glued to that photograph of a girl no more than sixteen years old with blonde curls framing a delicate face standing on the porch of a grand Victorian house. I tried hard to imagine what it must have been like for her so long ago as Mother told me Charlotte’s strange tale. “As I said before, she grew up in this small town and in her time our family was considered high society! That house in the picture you’re holding used to be quite impressive and elegant, unlike the ruin it is today. Your great-great-great-grandfather was president of the bank and made quite a fortune for himself through several lucrative stock market investments. Our family was highly respected and Charlotte was thought of as the prettiest girl in town and every man, young and old, sought her attention. By the time she had reached her early teens she grew quickly and blossomed into a beautiful young woman. Her blue-green eyes and her long golden curls enticed almost every man and boy in town. Charlotte had everything a young girl could ever dream of having: expensive clothes, a place in society, lots of parties, and adoring parents. Much to her domineering parents’ dismay, they soon became painfully aware of their daughter’s growing beauty and the effect she had on the opposite sex. “Her parents spoiled her, indulging her every whim, but they were strict in only one area of her life: she was never allowed to date or accept gentlemen callers. But love knows no boundaries and can and will happen when and where you least expect it.” She sighed, dreamily. “At the tender age of thirteen Charlotte fell in love with the boy who grew up across the street from her. I think his name was…Jonathon Tate. Anyhow, they were best friends and a strong bond formed between them, probably because they were both only children and came from wealthy families. Both of them lived rather sheltered lives and learned to depend on each other. He was the only boy her parents would allow to visit the family or attend special occasions, but they were hardly ever left unchaperoned. Fearing Charlotte’s overbearing parents, they had to keep their love a secret from the world. Four years passed and their passion grew; so on Charlotte’s seventeenth birthday they decided to elope.” Mother paused to catch her breath, releasing my hand, and then slowly
 
 18
 
 EVEN ANGELS FALL
 
 turned the pages as she spoke. “When they were heading back from one of those mid-west states that marries underage teenagers, they grew apprehensive, for they did not know what to expect upon their arrival home. They had been gone for about four days, but in those four days their families were in a complete state of panic and reported them missing. The local authorities found them on the outskirts of town and brought them to the police station where both sets of parents were impatiently waiting. “I can only imagine that they were proudly holding hands and beaming as newlyweds do when they faced their distressed families. Charlotte and her young husband nervously tried to explain their whereabouts to his father and her parents, but all were too upset to listen. Charlotte’s father kept insisting they all return to the house. The parents quietly thanked the authorities, claiming that this was a private family matter now, and they released the young lovers.” She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “So, the newlyweds waited until everyone was back at Charlotte’s house before they tried again to explain their whereabouts.” I looked at the photos of Charlotte and her lover as Mother flipped through the pages of the album. The couple grew older in each photograph. Each picture showed them together at every social function the families had: Christmas, birthday parties, and special occasions. Charlotte’s beau was very tall and dashing with thick blond hair and dark eyes. I could see why Charlotte must have found this boy irresistible. I held my breath for what would come next. “Finally, once they all returned to Charlotte’s house, Jonathon stepped forward and happily announced that he and Charlotte had been married the day before, and had come home to share their wonderful news! I’m sure they expected their families to be surprised, but instead they were shocked and outraged! The newlyweds were no doubt confused and troubled at the strange way everyone was reacting with such animosity. I’m sure they expected some small protest, but not this! Jonathon’s father went into a rage! Yelling, ranting and raving, he threw an accusing glare at Charlotte’s parents asking them ‘How could this have happened?’” Eager to spill it all out, Mother began to talk excitedly with her hands as she rushed on, “When her parents finally got his father to calm down a bit, they told the couple to sit down, for Charlotte’s mother had something awful to tell them…she told them that she had had an affair years ago with the boy’s father! The two newlyweds must have stared in disbelief at the three adults, who wore guilty expressions.” I wondered how Charlotte and Jonathon felt, hearing them confess an
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 affair that happened long ago and why were they telling them now? “Well,” she continued, “Charlotte’s parents then demanded that the marriage be annulled at once! Her mother mumbled to herself that the unholy union would shame the family. The sweethearts looked bewildered and protested vehemently, saying that they did not care about the sins of their parents because they were in love! However, Charlotte’s mother kept saying over and over again that her sin was their sin too. That it was all her fault.” “But Mother,” I interjected, “is this story true or just another one of Granny’s old wives tales that she was telling us when she was alive? A sin? How is it that our family name was ruined by two childhood sweethearts marrying each other?” “I thought I told you not to interrupt me!” She snapped and closed the album in her lap. “How can I make you understand and believe me? It is true, all of it—I tell you! Since this unforgivable sin, it is like a dark cloud has befallen our family—like a curse! You see, none of the women in my family have ever married where their hearts lay—” “But…you love Daddy!” I hotly interrupted. “Oh, Sabrina you’re such a child.” She sighed heavily. “Shut up and listen for a change. I do love your father in my own way, but once…once I did love another…” Her voice died away as fresh tears swam to invade her lovely hazel eyes. Choked up by emotion she could not speak for a long moment while I sat on in stunned silence! “Your great-grandmother told me that they did finally convince the unhappy couple to annul the marriage. The way she told it to me, both were crestfallen and Charlotte refused to speak for several years after that. They say she almost died of a broken heart. She never did leave the house again, even after both her parents passed on. She lived out the rest of her lonely life, alone in that big house.” Mother leaned down to shove the album back under the bed from whence it came. “Well, I don’t believe all this nonsense! Family curses? Unholy unions? Mother, really! You don’t honestly believe all this, do you?” When I looked into her eyes, I saw that she did indeed believe it…yet some inner voice told me there was much she was not revealing to me as she turned away from my burning stare. “You must try and believe, Sabrina. All those fairy tales I read to you as a child…well, the truth is that prince charming never comes and they don’t live happily ever after.”
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 Sometimes Mother enjoyed talking in enigmas. I gripped her chin, forcing her to turn her head and look at me. Our eyes locked before she spoke again. “I knew eventually you’d start asking questions about my family and I wish to God I did not have to be the one to tell you, and that this was just another grim fairy tale, and that the townspeople really didn’t look down upon us with disgust.” She jerked her chin from my grasp. “There’s something you’re not telling me—something you’ve left out!” I searched her face for the answer, but she turned her head so I could not read her eyes. “Mother, please tell me!” “Are you sure you want to hear all this?” she asked with a heavy sigh, finally meeting my steady gaze. I silently nodded my head. “All right, if you must know the truth…Charlotte’s parents demanded to know if the marriage had been consummated. They didn’t answer at first, and then looking rather sheepishly, Jonathon said yes, they had. Still, the couple was dumbfounded and confused by their strange behavior. Finally, Charlotte insisted on knowing why they were so dead set against this union. They loved each other and saw nothing wrong with the next natural step being love, sex, and then marriage.” Mother gazed out the window at the garden in our backyard with a look of sadness on her face before going on. “Charlotte’s mother broke down then and admitted that the boy whom Charlotte had chosen for a husband was the result of the affair between herself and the boy’s father—” “Her own brother? She married her brother!” I blurted out in bewilderment. Mother ignored my outburst and kept talking as if I had not rudely cut in. “Charlotte was devastated and quickly informed everyone she was with child, and that’s why they had to sneak off to be married.” “Oh, my goodness!” “Shocking, isn’t it? Well, the poor girl did end up having the baby and her family tried in vain to keep the pregnancy hidden and a secret from the townies by keeping her in the house most of the time. It was by a sheer miracle of God that the baby, a girl, was born normal and healthy without deformities.” “What happened to the boy named Jonathon, her husband?” “He joined the service, went off to war, and was killed in action. Sadly, he never saw or spoke to Charlotte or his father again. “Still, the vicious gossip quickly spread like wildfire and soon the whole town knew the awful truth about the incestuous relationship. That is why Charlotte could never leave the house again. And because we are descendants of that unholy union, even though we live in a middleclass neighborhood
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 now, and even though your father keeps insisting we can’t really afford it, we are still despised and pitied! And once we were considered a respected family. “Well, soon after the scandal, her father was let go at the bank and they eventually went bankrupt. All they had left was the house, but they refused to sell their ancestral home. They were eventually cast out of all good society.” Her voice turned cold and bitter. She stared off moodily into space, looking as if life had truly cheated her. “I had hoped against hope that I would never have to tell you about our dark family secret. I had hoped things would be different for you, but I can see that they’re not. I went through the same kind of hell you’re going through now…I had to learn to lift my chin and meet the townies’ icy stares, pretending that I did care what they thought of me. You must be strong, Sabrina. Stop hanging your head and trying to go through life unnoticed, as if you were invisible. Harden your heart and close your ears like I have learned to do and you’ll be better off. Now it’s up to you, Sabrina, to lift the unseen burden that hangs over our family like a dark cloud of shame. You must marry well and restore our tarnished family name. “So, now you know why the townspeople frown upon our family and why my maiden name, Devour, is ruined. Some day, it will all be forgotten…someday.” But would that some day ever come?
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 The Silent War
 
 If there was an invisible wall built between the townies and everyone else, it was doubly true for my family. There was something peculiar about my own family; with its own invisible boundaries built between two people who had promised to love and cherish each other until death they do part. The silent battle going on in my house during the daylight hours did not shed blood, and there were no bodies to bury, only insults to hurdle, tears to fall, and secrets to hide. But at night, the silent war turned violently loud and aggressively threatening; awakening me with feelings of dread, panic, and melancholy, which even long after the arguments had ended still lingered in the shadows and dim corners of our house. At times I had wanted to just disappear behind a book and pretend I was someone else, someone from a honest, decent, normal family. As much as I yearned to understand the awful disgrace that hung over my family like a dark cloud of shame, still I could not understand the townspeople’s infatuation with a story that happened so long ago. I was not born out of incest or an unholy union, but raised by two caring people. So why were we still to blame? Vaguely, I remember wanting to put my head in the sand like an ostrich might do to hide from those unanswered questions that might destroy my contentment as much as I longed to know them. I was irresistibly drawn to my mother’s and her family’s dark mysterious past almost as strongly as a bee is drawn to the prettiest flower. If only I had been able to mind my own business and not dredge up the past that always fascinated and eluded me like a normal way of life. I thought my grim house would be a better, brighter place without all the skeletons in the closets, mysteries, and secrets dwelling only at twilight and disappearing by dawn. I read a quote once in a book that simply said, “It is better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at all.” Did anyone honestly believe that? Not I! When I was very young, as most young girls tend to do, I was full of romantic illusions about love, for I believed love to be like one long perfect
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 summer day. I admit that I looked for love, yearned for it like every adolescent girl does. I was the eternal cock-eyed optimist always awaiting her prince charming to come and carry her off far, far away. I was so idealistic and dreamy-eyed when I was young looking for a silver lining in every cloud and believing in a pot of gold at the end of every rainbow. That summer I was finally blossoming into a young woman. A “late bloomer” is what Grandma Rhoda liked to call me. That year my girlish figure took on a more curvaceous form, even though I wanted to remain invisible, the boys in school stared when they started to notice the changes in me. My breasts grew fuller and round, and my stick figure finally developed to a more womanly shape; my complexion was clear, and the summer tan I had acquired gave me a healthy rosy glow. I kept my brown hair very long at waist length, scared to cut off even an inch for fear of breaking my father’s heart, for he loved my long straight mane. At the tender age of fifteen, my body was finally blossoming, and taking on the shape of a lovely young woman and I was delighted with the newfound changes in my body. And sometimes when I caught my reflection in a mirror by surprise, I saw a lovely beautiful girl emerging from out of her shell—and then the shocking revelation that it was me! I would be in the tenth grade at Centerville High School in the fall, but I had never been more than lightly kissed. I planned to stay virtuous until the day I married. Many of the girls in school would brag loudly in the girls’ locker room about sex while we changed for gym class. They would share all the sordid details of their adventures in the world of sex and I always wondered if some of them were just lying to try to fit in. There was a very tight-knit niche at my middle school. Only the prettiest, most fashionable girls and the popular, good-looking boys belonged. The rich girls in this crowd were thought to be wild and precocious, and they talked and boasted about having sex with casual indifference. I always remained silent, trying to blend into the background when one of these discussions came up. And because I refused to join in their smutty talk, the leader of the in-crowd, Olivia Franklin, my archenemy and top tormentor, would eye me suspiciously as I returned from changing in one of the bathroom stalls after gym class. “Sabrina, why are you hiding behind those lockers listening? Trying to learn a thing or two, perhaps?” Her smile was false. I stepped out of the shadows and looked around nervously at the other girls staring back at me,
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 all in different arrays of dressed to undressed. “ I was…just putting my gym clothes away in my locker…not listening to your ridiculous gossip.” “Oh you weren’t, huh? You’re such a silly prude, Sabrina Marie Ayers! You like to eavesdrop, but you don’t wanna join in, huh? Does that mean you’re still a virgin, church mouse?” She cackled loudly and gave me a snide look with one eyebrow raised in mock salute. I hurried out of the room, hearing the girls’ laughter trailing close behind. It was hard not to care what those mean girls thought of me, but I did care, and oh, how it hurt when they called me terrible names. I never understood why those girls hated me or treated me the way they did like some sort of insect that needed to be squashed. And yet, I couldn’t help longing in my heart to be more like them. I admired their pretty clothes, their trendy hairstyles, and the way they carried themselves with an air of confidence. I would watch them in the shadows how they nonchalantly talked and flirted with the best-looking boys in school. Oh, how I wanted very badly to be more like one of them, in their influential little group, and get to go to all the parties, the sleepovers, and the football games. I did not have any friends at school, though I longed for just one. In my daydreams, I was popular, well-liked, and respected. Respect is what I longed for most of all from those townies, those rich kids. I naively thought that I would not experience fulfillment or happiness until I finally escaped this town and headed off to purse my dreams; so then it wouldn’t matter what those cruel and affluent girls thought of me. My early childhood was happier than my teenage years were until the day we moved out of our small apartment and into a modest two-bedroom house located in a nicer part of town. It was a step up for us, out of the povertystricken area and into middle class! That is also when the fights between my parents got steadily worse. Daddy kept insisting that we really couldn’t afford to move, but he would do just about anything to please my mother. Though Daddy seemed to like our newfound home, I could tell he was worried about the high mortgage that was hanging over our heads now. The town of Centerville is located off the coast of the San Francisco Bay. Very few people have heard of our quaint little town that held no real attractions or historical landmarks to see. Our town remains invisibly divided up into three very different but distinct sections. The wealthiest families lived in grand houses in lush neighborhoods, the lower-income or middleclass folks lived on nice tree-lined streets, and the less fortunate lived on the
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 fringes of town. Frequently out-of-towners driving up the coast would stop for gas or lunch and would comment that it was such a picturesque, charming little town. Our town had lots of bed and breakfasts, antique shops, and outdoor cafés for visitors to enjoy. Weeping willows, tall redwoods, and birch trees could be seen in abundance making the setting peaceful and majestic. The fog that rolled in from the bay would linger in the winter and quickly burn off in the summer. My parents married very young, right out of high school, and Daddy struggled to make an honest living. I was never sure, but always suspected, that I was born almost immediately after they wed. My mother liked to tell me that she never knew or heard of another man who loved a child more than my father loved me. Mother would smile to herself whenever she retold me the story of the day they first brought me home: “Your father would just stand over your crib for what seemed like hours just watching you sleep and gushing that you were the cutest baby he had ever seen.” Then she would laugh and tell him all babies were beautiful; he, nonetheless, would insist that I was special. He always made me feel special, too, because every day he told me that I could accomplish anything that I set my mind and heart to. What I dreamed of most was being a journalist someday. Mother called that particular profession the job of a dreamer and not a real job. A real job was what my hardworking father did, day in and day out. Daddy was an assembly line worker for a large car company across the Bay. Although it was a long commute for him, he never complained and there were not many well-paying jobs in our area. He told me how he had always planned to go to college, but that all changed the day he met and married my mother. I assume my unplanned birth changed any plans either of them might have had for their future, but he never put it that way. Daddy worked for the same car company for fifteen years, and though the company kept promising promotions and raises, unfortunately they never came through. He did make a decent enough wage so that my mother could stay home and raise their only child. I had always secretly wanted brothers and sisters, but whenever I asked Mother why she and Daddy did not plan to have more children, she would just get a strange look on her face and ask me why? I think Daddy had wanted more children just by the way he poured all his love and attention onto me. Mother often criticized him for indulging me so often. He would just chuckle and remind her that he was the luckiest man alive to share his life with two such beautiful creatures and that remark would always make her smile, for she too was spoiled by his modest income.
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 However, Daddy did complain on more than one occasion (usually they saved their bickering until after I went to bed) that Mother would put them into debt with her spending. Once he even cut up all her credit cards, but she just got new ones. Sometimes late at night, I would awake to hear the two of them arguing behind closed doors in hushed angry voices. “Trisha, you need to spend more time at home! What is it you do all day, besides go shopping? I cannot imagine what you could possibly want or need! You have a closet full of clothes, jewelry, and are all those artsy-fartsy classes really necessary? For Pete’s sake, look at my uniform shirts that need new buttons, my socks that need mending, and all the laundry piled up! Trisha, can you at least look at me when I’m speaking to you!” His voice took on a sharp edge. “Twice just this past week, you did not even bother to have dinner ready for me when I got home…. Aren’t I providing enough for you? I know you’re fully aware that we are living way beyond our means now with this house, which you said you had to have! I’ve been going over and over our checkbook and I still can’t figure out why we never seem to be able to get ahead. I want you and Sabrina to have nice things and to live in a nice, safe neighborhood, but we have to watch closely what we spend!” “Fine, Jack, I understand,” she retorted. His voice took on a deeper register. “Do you?” He sighed. “And do you realize that we haven’t even made love in over a month, or have you lost interest in that too? A man has needs, Trisha.” He was quiet a moment, but then, in a voice choked up by emotion, he spoke again, “Sometimes, I feel like you just used me to get out from under your domineering father…or do you still think about him?” “I don’t know what you are talking about, Jack, you’re being ridiculous as usual. Now, let’s just go to bed before we wake up Sabrina.” Mother’s voice was pure detachment as if she was a doctor talking to an ill patient. “Trisha, turn around and face me! Do you still think about him, do you?” His voice took on a strange high pitch. “Why are you constantly on me! Why are you always criticizing me? I’M NOT PERFECT, JACK! You just want some mealy-mouthed, little house wife—well that’s not me!” she shouted back. Then after a brief silence her voice took on an icy tone. “You should have married my sister when you had the chance…look, things just aren’t working out between us anymore and I’m tired of having to defend myself. Why do you nag at me so? Please, Jack, I need to get some sleep. Let’s not fight about this anymore tonight….” Then a deep silence followed as I listened at their bedroom door.
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 “Jack,” she began in a softer approach, “I have raised your daughter, done the li’l wifey bit. I feel I’ve more than done my duty. Sabrina’s almost grown, there’s no need for either one of us to go on like this, pretending for her sake. Let’s just—” “But…but I am still in love with you.” I heard him heavily sigh. “Please don’t be angry with me, Trisha. How come every time we have a fight, you want to leave me?” She didn’t reply right away and the silence that followed was unnerving. “Jack, I can’t pretend to be someone I’m not…take it or leave it. We had an agreement, remember?” In a defeated tone he said, “Yes…how could I forget? I’m sorry if I put too many demands on you lately, I guess I’m just tired tonight. You’re right, let’s just go to bed.” He sounded weary and, suddenly, terribly drained. I crept back down the hall to my own bedroom, but I do not remember getting much sleep that night. Our next-door neighbor was a widow named Gladys; she was plump, in her late sixties, and always smiling. I adored Gladys with her flowery, flowing dresses and silvery hair put up in a tight bun. She was like a grandmother to me and with no family of her own, she adopted us. She was always coming over to our house to visit, gossip, and help Mother out around the house. With Gladys to grace our lives and help Mother out around the house, Mother began pursuing more of her own interests. She started taking various art classes, home decorating, clay pottery, entered the local ladies gardening club, winning first place for her prized roses, and spent less and less time at home. Already working long hours, Daddy was growing increasingly more pensive and quiet when he was at home, so most of the time I was left in the house alone with only my books for company. I realized early on that there was some dark unspoken agreement between my parents, but what that was I was much too afraid to ask. Mother was always telling me that I had an overactive imagination anyway, and I did. I just wanted to put an end to all the anxiety that put flashes of anger in Mother’s eyes and a look of unhappiness in my father’s. Most mornings after their many nightly quarrels, they both would show up at the kitchen table, reserved and sullen, and it was up to me to break the silence. I tried in vain to stay cheery and sunny in this house of gloom just to put back a smile on my father’s sad face. It was the month of June and the weather was already getting steadily warmer. As usual, Daddy was hiding behind his morning paper at the kitchen
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 table, sipping his coffee, and Mother was busy with some mundane task to keep from talking. “Breakfast this morning, Sabrina?” she asked as I entered the sunlit kitchen. Cooking was one of the few domestic things Mother enjoyed doing. The clean up after was a different story. “No thanks. I’m not really hungry this morning. But I’d like some orange juice, please.” She mutely poured me a glass of fresh squeezed juice and handed it to me. “Daddy?” “Um?” he replied from behind his newspaper. “That short story that I wrote for extra credit got an A…Daddy, are you listening to me?” “Yes, sweetheart, I’m listening.” “Wanna hear some good news?” I asked trying to break the tension in the room. “Sabrina, do not use that slang. It sounds as if you’re uneducated. Proper usage would be ‘do you want to hear some good news.’ What kind of education are you getting from that public school anyway?” he lectured from behind the paper which he camouflaged himself with. “Never mind.” I glanced over at mother who wore a blank expression. He folded his newspaper in half, laid it on the table, and tried hard to force a smile. “Okay—shoot.” I stood up and gulped down my glass of orange juice before I answered him. “I made the honor roll again! My principal thinks I have a real chance at getting that scholarship.” I beamed brightly with pride at my father. “Next year will be what really counts… when I start high school. It will be tough but I’m aiming high. I just know I will get that scholarship as long as I can keep up this grade point average.” “That’s terrific! I’m very proud of you, sweetheart,” he said with that infectious grin that lit up his brown eyes with approval. Mother just cleared away the breakfast dishes without comment. I gathered up my schoolbooks and said good-bye. When they thought I was out of earshot, they started squabbling again. Mother would again tell him about her impoverished upbringing and how she had suffered, growing up without any modern luxuries.
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 I stayed out of sight, half-hidden by one of mother’s huge potted plants. My heart was beating fast, wondering what they would do if they caught me eavesdropping. I saw his face soften with pity and love as he stood up. Then he gathered her in his arms and kissed her forehead. She tried to pull away. She was sulking and her bottom lip was slightly sticking out. “Come on, Trish…let’s make up, what’d say? Please?” Mother relaxed against him, and looked up into his handsome face. “Okay…how about a truce, Jack?” she asked quietly. “Truce, darling.” He sounded relieved and happier. “I could use some money…I need to do some shopping later.” She sweetly smiled up at him. “Of course, dear. How much do you need?” he asked pulling out his wallet. “Oh…that much,” she said, tilting her head to kiss him, and slowly taking the money from his hand. A heated flush stained his face after that long kiss and he looked dazed. He glanced down at his watch. “I’m going to be late.” Then he turned, blew her a kiss, and went out the side door to his car in the driveway. I stepped out of the shadows. “What are you still doing here, lurking around?” “I wasn’t lurking around, Mother! I forgot my algebra book.” She shook her blonde head at me. “It’s not nice to eavesdrop, young lady.” I watched her pull out a compact and lipstick from her purse, and draw a pouty red mouth. “Mother, are you happy?” I blurted out, and then held my breath. “What a strange question…don’t look at me like that, you look just like your father does. I’m running late this morning—don’t have time to waste on foolish questions.” “But, Mother!” “But Mother, what?” She let out a long sigh. “Sabrina, look, you’ll figure out for yourself soon enough that life is like a deck of cards—you play the hand that you’ve been dealt.” “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked exasperated by her answering me in riddles. She laughed at my expression. “You’re smart, and a straight A student— you figure it out!” Then she whirled past me, leaving behind a trail of her overpowering rose scented perfume. As always, Mother had eluded me and I stood there baffled trying to figure out her latest confounding enigma. She had a clever
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 way of avoiding any questions that she clearly had no intension of answering. Daddy was the one person that I knew I could turn to if I needed a confidant and friend. He was the only person I could tell all my hopes and dreams to without getting a pessimistic remark. In my eyes Daddy could do no wrong; he was just about as perfect as perfect could be. He was very dashing with dark good looks, his face and body suntanned by wind and sun from playing golf on his weekends off. Daddy possessed a noble, sensitive quality that made people instantly like him. He was not very tall at five feet ten, and he had ageless handsome features, ebony hair and warm brown eyes that sparked with intelligence. His robust frame and dark features were in stark contrast compared to Mother’s small frame and fairness and it made them a striking couple. I have no doubt that he deeply loved my mother. It was in the way he looked at her. His brown eyes following her about, watching her, absorbing her, fascinated by her. Daddy would just gaze at her with a look blended with desire, idolization, and admiration on his face. Other times his face held a look of bewilderment that a man of his stature had been able to marry a woman of my mother’s fair beauty. My mother knew she was beautiful, for I watched her too, eager to learn all the ways it took to capture a man’s heart. Mother was the classical type of cool blonde that stopped traffic. She was always looking in the mirror for flaws that would mar her perfect appearance. She worried endlessly about her figure and wrinkles that would steal her youthful good looks. I eagerly drank in everything she did to turn heads, cater to a man’s needs, and charm every man she met. I observed the way she could purposely make her voice drip, like sweet honey when she wanted something. She had Daddy wrapped around her little finger, though he would deny this. I prayed that God would pass some of her fair beauty onto me, but I ended up looking more like my dark-haired father. People who would meet us for the first time would often comment on how much I resembled my father. Mother told me I took after Daddy’s side of the family. All of them had olive complexions and a wealth of dark hair inherited by Native American ancestors. The women were slim, but shapely, and the men all masculine and robust. I did not wish to look like them; I wanted to look like my fair-haired mother, but I did not look like her at all. She was only five feet two while I was five feet five. Mother had the tiniest waist and dainty features. I think our noses were similar, but that was all. She was petite, flowerlike, with a mouth the shape of a rosebud. My skin
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 was bronze and hers was milky white. Mother’s hair was a cap of flaxen blonde, mine the color of dark chocolate. My mother and I were as different as night is to day, not only in our appearances, but also in our dispositions as well. Mother found fault with almost everything around her and I saw only beauty. She liked to joke that I was born with an invisible halo floating above my head and she was born with two small horns. Daddy, on the other hand, was a moral, pious man and his quiet, gentle demure made him a pleasant fellow. When I was not poring over homework, I spent most of my free time with him. We liked sitting on the wicker rocking chairs on the veranda together when the weather permitted just talking for hours about books, life, and the future. He took me to museums, art galleries, and beautiful parks, and of course libraries for we shared a love of literature, too. He was always thinking up ways to educate and expand our minds, and sharing books was one of our ways of doing just that. I read everything from the classics to modern-day fiction. Reading was an easy escape for me, taking me away to various places and different times. It was a way to close my eyes to what was going on around me, in my own house and outside of it. I had always wanted to go away to college to become a journalist, but maybe that too was just another way for me to escape reality. Writing about other people’s lives would be a safe and sheltered way for me to stay invisible. All my English teachers encouraged me to pursue my dream of becoming a writer. It was one way to get out of this judgmental small town and head out into the unknown. I did not know at the time, but the unknown was soon to seek out me….
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 That summer went swiftly by, and I spent most of my time either reading or going on day trips with Daddy; sight seeing or visiting local museums, art galleries, and book fairs. Sometimes Mother accompanied us on these trips, but most times it was just he and I. With the school year rapidly approaching, Mother decided we had better buy me some new school clothes. While Daddy was at work, we drove over to the local K-Mart store, which was located in the center of town with all the other local merchants. It was one of the few times that I can remember my brooding Mother being in a good mood and she was humming to herself along with the car radio (Daddy had carpooled with some of his co-workers that day, so we could use the car), and she was actually wearing a smile. Once we parked and went inside, we both headed straight over to the clothing section. The store was enormous and brightly lit, with elevator music playing softly in the background. The clothing department was crowded with other back-to-school shoppers. “Oh, look at this, Sabrina! This is a really cute outfit, do you wanna see if they have it in your size?” She held up a fuzzy black sweater and cotton skirt for me to examine. I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “You know, I don’t like the color black, it’s too depressing. I detest dark colors, I prefer pastel colors, spring tones, which remind me of summer, of flowers blooming and all the glorious colors of the rainbow.” I looked at her. “How about these white pants and this lime-green knit top?” I asked with a smile. Then it was her turn to wrinkle her cute little nose in repulsion. We were having fun and enjoying each other’s company for a rare change. “I don’t understand you teenagers these days. The boys all wear baggy, wrinkled clothes with their underwear showing and the girls all wear faded blue jeans and shrunken little tops without a bra…in my day, the kids dressed much more appropriately,” she quipped. We stood together digging through the circular clothes racks. She pushed the shopping cart, already piled high with a new lavender-colored sweater,
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 five pastel shirts, two pairs of jeans, and new socks. “Mother, in your day everyone was wearing poodle skirts and sweaters and saddle shoes!” We both laughed as we drifted by the cosmetics and perfume counter. “I think it’s time you started wearing a little makeup, young lady. What’d you think? Why don’t we buy you a few things. Hum?” She paused looking over the bottles of colognes. “Daddy doesn’t like for me to wear makeup. He says natural beauty is better without all that junk women slather on their faces.” I looked at her with an expression of uneasiness. “Oh, fiddly-dee! What does he know, anyway! All teenage girls should experiment with makeup—now go ahead and pick out what you need.” We stood at the counter surveying all infinite amounts of different brands to choose from. Where did one start? I had never worn makeup before, but I secretly always wanted to wear just a little like the other girls in school. Overhearing our conversation the older woman at the cosmetics counter approached us. “Can I help you ladies this morning?” The saleslady had a nice warm, friendly smile. “Yes, as a matter of fact you can. My daughter here needs some cosmetics, and we would like to know what colors would look best on her.” Mother smiled back. I hesitated, looking from the saleslady to Mother and back to the saleslady. Daddy would not approve of me wearing makeup; he had said on more than one occasion that I did not need to wear any of that stuff on my face. The woman behind the counter must have read my mind for she said, “Look, dear, all fathers want their daughters to stay little girls forever, but we all have to grow up sometime.” The lady and Mother laughed, exchanging a knowing glance. I hesitated again, idiotically standing there unsure of what to say or do and not wanting to disobey my father, but still…I wanted to wear makeup like the other popular girls in school. Was it disobedient to want to look pretty and be admired? My father would think so. But oh, how I desperately wanted to fit in and be thought of as pretty…and deep down inside, I wanted to start wearing makeup, and wearing pretty clothes like the other girls in school. The saleslady gave Mother a conspiring wink. “Now, let me take a look at you, dear.” She cupped my face in her hands. “Sit down on this stool, dear.” She closely scrutinized my face with a twinkle
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 in her eye. “Today, I’m going to give you a free makeover!” I did as she said and sat down on the stool next to the counter. Mother stood next to me with the most peculiar expression. “How old are you, dear, fifteen perhaps?” she asked, smearing a funny smelling lotion onto my face. I said yes, I was almost sixteen and looked over in wonderment at the selection of cosmetics that she placed on the counter; there were several different bottles, tubes, and brushes. “Your mother is right, it’s about time you started wearing makeup—bet all the other girls in your school do already; though a lot of the young girls wear too much makeup nowadays. Just wait until I’m done, you’re going to look gorgeous! You have such luminous, flawless skin, and a very symmetrical nose, and such a pretty pout. Good bone structure, that’s what my momma would say! But…honey, do you always wear your hair so severely pulled back from your face like that?” I had put my long hair in a high ponytail that day and I was wearing a pink top under a pair of denim overalls. I looked over at Mother watching, dressed in casual attire too, wearing a tight red sweater, and jeans with red highheeled boots. I just ignored her rude remark, and sat there very still while she dabbed a cream concealer under my eyes. With great skill and concentration she selected just the right shades of makeup to brighten up my skin tone and emphasize my best features; which she said were my big brown eyes and my full, pouty lips. The saleslady was smiling the whole time as Mother watched with that queer expression on her beautiful face. After that, the saleslady handed me a small hand mirror and showed me how to apply lipstick. When I glanced in the mirror, my expression made her smile wider, pleased with herself. “Your daughter’s very, very pretty. Such nice coloring and features. She could model if she were taller. I have a niece that models—such good money too!” The reflection that stared back at me was of a striking, maybe even a breathtaking, beautiful young woman with vivid, cat-shaped brown eyes with flecks of gold, high cheekbones, and unblemished olive skin. With growing astonishment, I realized that the girl in the mirror was more than just a plain Jane after all! I smiled over at the nice lady gratefully. Just wait until the other kids at school got a look at the new and improved me! My confidence soared. Delighted, I preened and stared at myself in the hand mirror. “We’ll take it all, including some of that lavender perfume on sale and
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 some of that red nail polish too.” The lady gathered up the array of cosmetics and started ringing them into the cash register. I put the mirror down and leaned over to whisper in Mother’s ear. “Can we afford all this? What’s Daddy going to say, Mother?” It was one of the few times in my life that I actually felt really close to her. I knew she loved me, but I had always felt as though she held me at arm’s length. Mother just smiled and handed the lady her credit card. “Maybe you should take her over to the beauty parlor next. I don’t think the girls nowadays wear their hair in that style anymore. Kind of old-fashioned, isn’t it? She’d look so nice with something shorter, smarter.” The sales clerk suggested handing Mother back her credit card. “Not today, her father can only adjust to so much at a time. Cutting her hair, too, might put him over the edge, so to speak.” Mother and I shared a meaningful glance. Then Mother decided to take us out to lunch, and we dined on salads, sipped iced tea, and talked about my upcoming birthday party. On the drive home, Mother took a different route, and we slowly drove through the affluent area of town past all the grand estates with curving driveways, spacious lawns, and dozens of shade trees. There was row upon row of expensive houses and some were the size of mansions. They were referred to as estate homes built in the San Francisco style of the grand Victorian age that had swept the nation at one time, and these fine homes were mostly located on Maple Street and Meadow Drive. We rolled down the car windows of our green sedan station wagon. We drove past a rather strange dark mansion with a very high retaining wall around it, covered in jasmine. The huge mansion was so big it looked as if it swallowed up the sky and blocked out the sun. It was barely visible through the wrought-iron gates and it looked mysterious and brooding. Sudden fear gripped my heart as though I’d looked upon that shadowy, rioting place with the boarded-up windows and overgrown foliage before in one of my dreams…or rather nightmares. It was strangely out of place among all the fine well-kept homes on either side of it. The feeling vanished as soon as the car was well past it, but I found myself glancing back over my shoulder at that enormous house that seemed to be silently trying to tell me something, but what? Mother slowed the car down in front of one of the biggest two-story houses on the block with double front doors, and four imposing Corinthian columns that stood like protectors of the great house. To my dismay, I saw my worst
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 enemy emerge from that house with her slim fashionable mother in tow. Quickly, I slouched down as far as I could in the front seat. “What on earth are you doing?” Mother asked, looking down at me with amusement. “That’s Olivia Franklin and her mother…she hates me.” “Why are you whispering? They can’t hear you, silly.” Mother looked up at the house again as we leisurely drove by. “Mother, please, can’t you drive any faster!” I said with deliberate irritation in my voice. She pushed harder on the accelerator, and only after we had turned the corner and were safely out of sight, did I sit back up. “I’ve heard of Mrs. Franklin. Rumor is she’s been married, something like…four or five times. Each time she gets a huge settlement, it’s like she can’t keep a man happy, and I heard she got divorced this last time because her husband caught her cheating, in their own bed! Ha—what a stupid fool she is, he was loaded too! No, she surely doesn’t know how to keep a man….” “What do you mean, Mother?” “Oh, never mind…Olivia and those girls don’t really hate you, they’re just jealous of your pretty looks and that you are one of the brightest kids in your school. Don’t let them get to you! Now sit up straight and tall!” she commanded. I sat up in my seat and deeply sighed. Those girls weren’t jealous of me…they hated me. But I couldn’t tell Mother this, she just wouldn’t understand. We drove home in silence, both lost in our own thoughts. I went home that day with a bundle of new clothes, nylons, a new satin dress to wear for my party, a pair of high heels, and a bag stuffed full of cosmetics. I was on cloud nine! No sooner were we out of the car and carrying in our packages than Mother turned to me wearing a very serious expression. “Now, honey, don’t let your father see all the new clothes and stuff we bought you. Especially all that makeup, put it away in one of the dresser drawers in your room, okay? I don’t feel like fighting with him tonight…so, can you do that for me?” “Okay.” I smiled at her reassuringly. I did not like keeping secrets from Daddy, but darn if I was going back to return all my new pretty things! Shopping like this came only once a year in my family. I was determined that my first year of high school would be different, and I felt I needed those nice things to hopefully gain some new friends. Maybe those rich girls at school would finally accept me into their
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 midst or at least leave me alone. Like I have said before, I was impossibly naïve! My first day of high school started a few days later, and to my dismay, not that much had changed except for the fact that I started wearing makeup daily. I received a few stares and could hear the whispers behind my back, but I reminded myself of what Mother had said. I lifted my chin and stared straight ahead even though inside my confidence was quickly spiraling downwards. How very foolish of me to think that new clothes and cosmetics would make me fit in with those popular boys and girls. I knew it was only store-bought courage, but still I honestly thought that it would make a difference…and I thought it would give me more confidence in a place that considered me different; inbred and impure. How I hated those two words that could slice through my heart like a sharp knife wounding my self-esteem. Centerville High School had an impeccable reputation for turning out bright students and had an unbeatable basketball and football team. The main building was a one-level structure with a brown slate roof and a crème-colored painted exterior. The front of the school had rolling green lawns and many tall redwood trees. To the right of the building was the parking lot for both students and facility. Today the parking lot was full of cars and students mulling around and greeting each other. A big yellow school bus pulled into the lot and parked near the side of the building. I watched the new students descending the bus steps and glancing up at the looming building ahead. The atmosphere buzzed with students loudly laughing, chatting, and talking all at once. I saw some of the popular kids leaning up against someone’s brand new sports car, sharing a cigarette. They were all laughing, talking, and smiling. I stood there and watched them looking like they were having such a good time together while I was alone and friendless. I felt envious as I watched the other students renewing friendships and caught snatches of their conversation, asking each other about their summer vacations and what classes they were taking this year. I looked over with jealousy at the other girls in their new stylish outfits and trendy shoes. The girls were all admiring and complimenting each other’s fashionable tops and short skirts and loudly bragging about their brand new wardrobes at home and already talking about what they would wear to school tomorrow. I felt awkward dressed in my plain pastel blouse, blue denim ankle-length skirt, and ballet flats, and wished I’d chosen something else. For the first day of school, I had put my long hair into a single braid that hung down my back to my waist and had applied some makeup. This morning, before leaving the
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 house to walk to school, I had thought that I looked very pretty and well groomed, but now I felt unattractive and out of place in my prudish blouse and long skirt. I slowly walked up the wide steps alone and entered the building. I sighed and told myself, just three more years…three more years. I soon realized to my frustration that I would have two classes a day with those snobby privileged girls, PE and history class. Though I loved school, I thought that this was going to be the longest three years of my life! One morning a month after school had started, Daddy made a remark about my approaching birthday party while we were eating breakfast. “What did you say, Daddy? Sorry, I wasn’t listening.” “I asked you if you made any new friends at school that you might want to invite to your sweet sixteen birthday party. Anyone special you’re inviting— a boy perhaps?” he asked while simultaneously reading his morning paper and sipping his steaming mug of coffee. For once, both my mother and father were in good spirits. “No…not really,” I said weakly, with a trace of unhappiness in my voice I could not conceal, “I don’t want to be friends with those snobby, mean kids.” He knew I was lying and how desperately I longed for a friend. I went back to reading my paperback book at the kitchen table. “Well, never mind that…I think a certain birthday girl may get her wish this year!” My ears perked up and I glanced up from my book. I swallowed the piece of toast I had been chewing and stared at him. He smiled mischievously at Mother and me. She was leaning over the sink filled with dirty dishes and washing them for a change. “What are you hinting around about, Jack? Sabrina’s birthday is still over a month away.” Mother momentarily looked up; she was buried up to her elbows in suds. “What is it, Daddy? Is it what I think it is?” I stuffed another piece of buttered toast into my mouth. I was already going to be late for school, so I stood up, gulped down the rest of my orange juice, and put my backpack on. “You’ll just have to wait and see, sweetheart, but it’s definitely something you’ve been wanting.” He finished his coffee and put aside the newspaper he had been reading. He was wearing his work uniform, a light blue buttonup shirt with his nametag pinned above his left breast pocket and dark cotton slacks. “Jack, you just can’t keep a secret—can you? Don’t you dare tell Sabrina
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 what her birthday present is.” From the skylight above Mother’s head the sun shone brightly. “Come on, tell me what it is, please! Is it a car?” I asked hopefully. The kitchen where we gathered most of the time had a long butcher-block counter, and white ceramic tiles, and the walls were painted in yellow along with the cupboards, which were trimmed in white. A wide-open archway divided the sunny kitchen from the dining room, and from the dining room’s huge bay window, you could view the side yard and driveway. The striped wallpaper in gold and apricot hues complimented the dark oak dining room table and chairs. A miniature chandelier hung above the table over the silk flower centerpiece. “Not another word, young lady! Now, scoot! Or you’ll be late for school and you’ll be late for work.” Mother said with a faint smile, “Really, Jack, you’re such a tease.” Though I disliked school, I loved most of my teachers who were both kind and inspiring, wanting to see me reach my goals. My English teacher, Mr. Radcliff, was very nice and extremely handsome. The way he had smiled at me my first day sent my pulse racing and my heart jumping. He seemed more than a bit impressed by my writing skills and ambitions. After class he asked if I would be interested in working on the school newspaper and I quickly said yes. This would give me a chance to shine and excel at being a journalist. In study hall, instead of using the time to study, I wrote my first article for the school newspaper. When I turned it in the following afternoon after class, I told Mr. Radcliff how anxious I was to graduate and go off to college, but without a scholarship, there was not much chance of that. He just smiled and told me not to worry. I also told him that I liked to daydream about being a rich and famous journalist someday, and coming back to this stuffy ole town just to show off to all the people who were unkind to me. I told him about how some of the students, mostly the girls were heartless in their taunting. They said hateful, mean things to me. He kindly smiled at me with pity in his eyes, and told me to hang in there, that some day things would be different. I wondered how he knew that and if it were true.
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 Is Too Much Beauty an Asset or a Curse?
 
 The school days were long, and though I tried to blend into the crowd and stay close to the walls with my head down, I could still feel the stares and hear the whispers behind my back. The leader of the popular crowd at high school was still Olivia, who was not only the tallest girl in school, but also the cruelest. She had a long slender neck and very long, jet-black hair that flowed from a center part. Olivia had big brown eyes and pale, pale skin. I tried to avoid her as much as possible, lest the ridicule start. At school one day when I tried to change unnoticed in one of the bathroom stalls before gym class, those heartless girls were waiting for me with sly smiles on their faces when I opened the stall door. Olivia stood front and center, a sinister look upon her face. I stepped away from the stall and over to the sink to wash my hands as all the girls just stood and watched. My heart began to pound and I could feel sweat dampen my armpits. I crushed my neatly folded clothes against my chest for protection, then, quick as a flash of lightning, one of the girls grabbed the clothes from my arms, and she ran from the room, laughing! “So, you wear makeup, now? Why? It still doesn’t make you one of us!” said Barbie Fenton, the captain of the cheerleading squad and Olivia Franklin’s best friend. She was your typical, tan, all-American blond beauty. She also dated the star of the basketball team, Phillip Rice, who was considered by most the handsomest boy in school. Everybody had a mad crush on him including me. Once while working in the school office he had come in late and smiled at me and I don’t think my feet touched the ground for the rest of the day. Today Barbie was still wearing her red and white cheerleading uniform. I noticed that the group hovering around me had not changed into their gym clothes yet, making me feel more self-conscious about being the only girl clad in a T-shirt, shorts, and tennis shoes. I walked briskly past them into the locker room where I spied the girl that had stolen my clothes. “Give me back my clothes! Where are they?” I demanded, but felt my
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 confidence quiver when the other girls slowly came out of the bathroom area and joined us in the locker room. I sighed for they’d taken my favorite lavender cable-knit sweater. A cruel smile spread across Olivia’s thin lips as she backed me up against the lockers. Already the bell had sounded and we were all late for gym class now. The small herd of girls surrounded me, and their expressions were dark and mean. They were scheming something and provoking Olivia Franklin. Olivia parted the half-circle of girls; she had to slightly bend over to put her face very close to mine. She towered above me by several inches. I envied the nice clothes she was wearing, the expensive, black sweater that clearly revealed that she was not wearing a bra, the large gold hoop earrings that adorned her ears, and the designer jeans with black shoes. “Since when do you care about wearing makeup and looking pretty?” she asked with a smirk. Her next words came out in a mocking singsong voice, “Are you trying to fit in, Sabrina?” I shivered with apprehension, and my eyes grew large and wide with fear. I tried to appear calm, but my heart was beating too fast in my chest! “No…” I said, but it was barely audible. “What, little church mouse? Speak up! What did you try to say?” She chuckled. “Look at the scared little church mouse about to pee her pants!” They all laughed at that. I nervously glanced around the locker room and noticed a few girls off to one side watching, but none coming to my rescue. “Everyone in town thinks your bizarre family are just plain freaks! If you had a brother, would you have to marry him? Is that what your family does? Well, my mother says she knows all about your mother, and you’re all just a bunch of white trash!” she announced in a loud shrill voice that seemed to drown out all the others. Her dark eyes flashed with hatred and envy as they swept over my face and body. My eyes flew nervously from one girl to the next then back on Olivia. Why in the world did this girl hate me? She had all the clothes, all the friends, all the money, and all the popularity! “The Devour women are all strange! Don’t you have some crazy aunt that was locked up in an institution?” Her laugh was harsh, brittle, and loud. “All the women in your family possess too much beauty so they must not have any brains! My mother says anyone in your situation can only end up as some man’s kept whore!” “Leave me alone, Olivia Franklin! What have I ever done to you to make you hate me so?” “Done to me? She wants to know what’s she done to me!” She looked
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 around at the other girls with a satanic smile. “Your very presence offends me! Just the fact that you live and breathe the same air as I do, and walk down the same halls at school as I do—offends me! I just don’t like your kind! Think you’re better than everyone else, think you’re high and mighty, with your nose in the air…YOU’RE NOBODY—NOTHING!” she screamed, her sour breath on my face. My blood ran, fast, and hot. My pride flared up and I lifted my chin to meet her icy stare as I choked back tears that threatened to spill forth. “I pity you, Olivia, I really do! Do you really think I care what this town or you, for that matter, thinks about my family or me? Why are you all so obsessed with something that happened a hundred years ago, and has nothing to even do with me! You just dislike what you don’t understand—my morals and my beliefs! You evidently don’t have any.” I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin and in a much louder voice said, “Every one of you hates anyone else who doesn’t think or act the same way you people do! Well, let me tell you something, that there’s a GREAT BIG WORLD out there! And there are lots of people who think and act and believe the exact same way as I do, but I suppose that takes more maturity to comprehend than you possess!” I fired back in her ugly face. Her long nose and brown eyes sparked with hatred and jealousy. Her long, straight, thick black hair could have made her look like an Indian princess, but her ugly disposition spoiled her looks, and she looked more like a witch. I could find nothing pretty about this strange, cruel girl. I resented Olivia Franklin and the others, who were like a thorn in my side constantly trying to draw blood. I felt the power of her background, her wealth, her family name, and the friends she had and I didn’t, forming a protective barricade around her. “Oh, yeah? Well, my mother also says that you’ll never be able to hide behind the name of Ayers. So, I guess you’re not so high and mighty now! Jeez, where do you get your clothes, at the thrift store? No boy with any class would date a girl who shops at K-mart!” All the girls huddled around me broke into shrieks of laughter. Someone lit a cigarette when we weren’t supposed to smoke on school grounds, and causally passed it around. “What would you know about dating, Olivia? I’ve never even seen a boy LOOK AT THE LIKES OF YOU!” I shouted back, my face and ears red hot. “Listen up, little church mouse! You think because you have a beautiful face, you’re better than the rest of us. Stuck up, that’s what you are! That’s
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 why you don’t have any friends.” She placed her hands on her narrow hips; she was tall and skinny and looked like a beanpole compared to me. Resting at my sides, my own hands clenched and unclenched into tight fists. Olivia watched this, threw back her head, and laughed, but it sounded more like a cackle to me. My breathing was coming out fast and labored as I tried to regain control of myself. Please, God, make them just leave me alone! Were they so rich and powerful that they thought they could get away with their hurdling insults, destroying my pride, and breaking all the school rules? One of the other girls shorter and prettier in a tight cashmere sweater standing next to Olivia spoke out next in a hateful tongue. “Why do you always have your face stuck in a book? What’d ya reading, one of those trashy, romance novels to find out how a woman gets a man?” “Ha, ha, ha!” All those girls loudly cut up again, clearly enjoying this. Anger welled up inside me, but I tried hard to suppress it so they would not realize that they had hurt me yet again. “What’d you gonna do, Sabrina Ayers, hit me?” Olivia asked eyeing my balled up fists. I was no match for her height or strength, and I was outnumbered, and she knew it. It was six against one! “Go ahead…I dare you little, church mouse!” Her eyes narrowed and hardened, and her piercing voice ricocheted off the walls, and bounced back at me. “You think your looks can save you now? You conceited, stuck-up freak—just like your mother!” Her hand rose high in the air to deliver a stinging slap! Tears sprang to my eyes but my pride quickly blinked them back. My face felt hot and burned as if on fire. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw those girls at the far side of the room gasp in horror, and somewhere I heard a door open and slam shut. “Don’t you dare say another mean word against my mother! For I have heard gossip about your mother as well. It is no secret that your mother sleeps with the hired help! The reason your father ran out on you was because your mother’s the real whore in town!” I was livid now, daring her to do her worst. She could scratch out my eyes, pull out my long hair, but she could not take away my self-respect! I refused to be a victim any longer, and submit to their daily ridicule and torture. “Take it back! Take back what you said about my mother or I’ll make you sorry, church mouse!” she threatened as her face screwed up harder and meaner. Her mouth a thin angry white line. “No, I won’t take it back! How dare all of you pass judgment on me and
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 mock my family. You don’t even know me!” I snapped without regard to the fact that she was bigger than me. Wham! She punched me right in the nose, like a prizefighter. The pain shot up my temple and I went reeling back against the lockers. Blood trickled down my chin. My hands instantly covered my throbbing wound and protected my face. Just before she could deliver another striking blow, a pretty brunette stepped out from between the lockers, and into the center of the ring. I recognized Anne Griffins, who was only five feet five like me, but still had to raise her big, blue eyes to meet the witch’s. “Lay off her, Olivia! She has had enough. What has she ever done to you but try to be nice? You know something? Most days I curse God for taking away my family, but then there are other times, I feel as though it happened for a reason…so I would not turn out like all of you!” She stood up to the witch and met her icy stare, but if the witch was intimidated, she did not show it. The other girls seemed to cover and back away. “Well, well, if it isn’t Anne Griffins, and we’ve all heard about you, too! All your family is dead—dead and buried. They left you in the poorhouse; you’re too poor to even bring a sack lunch to school! Poor, poor little orphan Annie….” “Olivia, you’re a hateful, jealous person! What makes you so special, huh? I hear it is true about your mother and that young boy…wasn’t he the pool boy?” By Olivia’s pale, pale face and her lips tightly pressed together, I thought she was going to scratch her eyes out. I felt fear for this girl who had shown me kindness, but before the wrath of the Olivia could be released the physical ed teacher, Miss Albright, stalked into the room, glaring at all of us. “What the heck is going on in here?” She caught sight of my bleeding nose, and sympathy momentarily replaced her look of obvious anger. “Sabrina Ayers, are you all right?” Olivia, Barbie, and the other girls looked from one to the other guiltily. “I asked a question, ladies! What is going on here? Why aren’t any of you changed and ready to go to gym class?” she asked again in a harsher tone. Anne moved away from the herd and faced our angry teacher. “The girls were just quarreling over a hairbrush. I guess it got out of hand, Miss Albright,” Anne said, handing me a Kleenex from her pocket. Miss Albright’s expression was full of doubting disbelief.
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 “Nice try, Anne. Sabrina, go to the nurse’s office and have your nose looked at. As for the rest of you—GET TO CLASS NOW!” They dispersed faster than a herd of cattle. “Not you, Miss Franklin. You’re coming with me to the principal’s office.” “Me? I didn’t do anything! It was her!” She pointed over at Anne and I. The teacher just shook her head and grabbed Olivia by the elbow, dragging her toward the door. Olivia threw me a hard look over her shoulder and in a deep, harsh voice spewed these words at me, “This isn’t over by a long shot, church mouse!” Four of the girls who had observed the whole confrontation slowly came over to me. “Better put some ice on that…does it hurt much, Sabrina?” asked a girl I knew as Kathy O’Brien. “I’m okay…” I said even though the pain was excruciating. “Boy, you sure told off that sourpuss, Olivia! I just wish I had the guts to stand up to her the way you did!” said an attractive, feisty, redhead named Amanda Brooks. “Me too!” chimed in another student, “I guess we’d better change out of our gym clothes…” The girls started turning toward their lockers and pulling out their clothes. Slowly they began to undress, except for Anne who remained by my side, helping me clean up my bloody, swollen face. She was so kindhearted and sweet, and I felt an immediate kinship with this sensitive girl. She knew how cruel and nasty Olivia, Barbie, and the others could be. “Oh my goodness! My clothes! What am I going to do?” I cried and looked at Anne for help, but she appeared dumbfounded. “Well…we only have a few classes left today. Hey, what’s wrong with wearing an old smelly T-shirt, baggy cotton shorts and dirty tennis shoes? After what you’ve just been through, I don’t think anyone’s going to say another word to you for at least the rest of the day. And so what if they stare! You may start a new fashion trend!” she said with a lopsided grin and tried to suppress her laughter. Slowly a smile spread across my face and we both burst out laughing. “What’s so funny, Anne?” asked Kathy with a look of confusion. “Nothing much,” she replied giggling, “Sabrina’s just starting a new fashion trend—gym clothes!” We fell into hysterics again, and I didn’t know if I was laughing or crying more…. For the rest of the day I had to endure the pointing, snickering, and the laughter behind my back from my other classmates. Besides being clad in
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 my gym clothes, humiliation was mine to wear the rest of the school day. Unfortunately, in my last class, which was history, I had to face them again. Olivia, Barbie, and the girl who had stolen my clothes were all sitting directly behind me. To make matters worse, Phillip Rice was also in this class. As I walked in the door, Olivia loudly whispered something to the others and they all loudly cut up and pointed at me. I kept my head down as I took my seat, staring at my dirty sneakers. “What is that smell? It smells like someone’s dirty old sweat socks,” I heard Barbie loudly say. “Oh, that’s just Sabrina Ayers!” Olivia quipped and the entire class roared with laughter. I shrunk further down in my seat, my face turning crimson. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. Just as I was ready to get up and bolt for the door, Mr. Edwards, the history teacher, walked in wearing his eternal tweed-suit and gave me a strange look, then when realizing that something wasn’t right with his normally quiet classroom, he immediately began to loudly whack his long wooden ruler stick on his desk. “Quiet down, everyone!” A hush came over the room as everyone stopped laughing, sat up a little straighter and glanced up at Mr. Edwards as he said, “Open your books to page 221 and read the first chapter…Miss Ayers, I would like to see you outside a moment.” I groaned silently inward as I stood up and the classroom again erupted into laughter. Mr. Edwards threw a menacing glance over his shoulder and the room immediately settled down. With my head hung, my long hair hiding my red face, I walked over to the door and stepped outside into the hall with Mr. Edwards. “You are disrupting my classroom, Miss Ayers. Why are you still clad in your gym clothes? You know the school has a very strict dress code…well?” His tone was stern and his brown eyes bore into mine. I felt about two inches tall as fresh tears instantly stung my eyes. “I…I…oh, heck!” I stammered and turned and ran down the hall in the opposite direction before more tears ran down my face, but I didn’t look back even after he called out my name several times. I made it to my locker, grabbed my homework and my schoolbooks, and quickly stuffed them in my backpack. By the time I was outside of the building, halfway down the main steps of the school, the last bell rang, and I started to run. I ran all the way home and threw myself down on my bed and really bawled.
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 I heard the next day that Olivia was suspended from a whole day of school. It was a while before she harassed me again, but instead she mocked and laughed at me behind my back with the other girls whenever they saw me walking down the halls at school. I knew eventually another confrontation was due. After that horrible day at school, I did at least manage to make a few friends. A few days later after school had let out, Anne caught up to me and we walked to the bus stop together. As we walked and talked, we became fast friends. When we neared the bus stop, Anne had to take a different bus home than me, to a trailer park in the shoddy part of town. I had an aunt myself that lived over there as well, though we did not see much of her. It was due to some unexplained family dispute between Mother and my Aunt Velma before I was born. Whenever the subject of my aunt came up, Mother would put that hooded look over her eyes, and pretend as usual to ignore my persistent questions. My Aunt Velma was another confounding mystery that I pondered during many a sleepless night.
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 Rich and Poor Alike
 
 Neither my family nor I ventured into the part of town that my aunt and Anne still lived in now that we had moved to a middle-class neighborhood, nor did Mother see any reason to look back. Our new home was in one of the duplicate, tract housing areas; it used to be rental, I think Mother used the words, a fixer-upper. Ours was the Mediterranean-style, one-level home in the shape of an L; it needed a lot of work, but Mother was determined to spruce it up. The house was painted a crème color with a rosewood trim with a large stretch of green lawn to mow. Potted plants, hanging ferns, and wicker rocking chairs adorned the veranda that wrapped halfway around the house. Instead of a fence around our modest home, Mother had planted a long stretch of boxwood hedge, and two large rosebushes were placed on either side of the front stoop. It was the backyard that Mother was most proud of. She had turned a large, sparse, weed- ridden yard into what resembled a charming garden setting. The garden contained a soft, green lawn with marble benches that sat in a semi-circle around the fountain of a mermaid holding a jug which water flowed out of into a shell at the base. Long rows of wooden flowerbeds full of blooming blue iris, pink rhododendrons, and perennials were assembled against the back of the house and on either side of the screened-in-porch. An assortment of Mother’s prize rosebushes lined the back fence in between two overgrown weeping willow trees and three old, mature under trees giving shade and adding their own splendor to the garden that looked like Mother Nature at her best. This is where I did most of my reading on the weekends. I would go for a long jog in the mornings, come home, shower and change. Then I would curl up on a cushioned lounge chair in the garden and read for hours at a time glancing up now and then to witness the harmony of colors like a rainbow against the setting sun. This is also where I did my dreaming and planning
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 for the future. Now that I was back in my routine of going to school each day my life took on certain sameness. High school seemed to be rushing by and I kept busy with my studies and loads of homework; however, the weekends were my only time to just read and dream. I put my book aside, folded my hands behind my head, and closed my eyes feeling the warmth of the afternoon sun on my face. Even in early October, it was still pleasantly warm. I dressed in my most comfortable pink sweater and faded blue jeans with holes in the knees, though Mother hated these pants, claiming I looked like a slob, but I argued they were comfortable and was wearing a pair of brown boots. I heard Daddy’s strong voice calling to me from within the confines of the house. “Sabrina! Sabrina, come inside, I want to show you something!” he bellowed from the back door. I yawned, stretched, flipped my long hair over my shoulder, and gingerly got to my feet. “Sa-brin-a!” This time it was my mother’s voice calling me through the back screen door. “Coming!” I leaned over to snatch up my book and strode through the back door as the screen door’s rusty hinges squeaked out in complaint. The kitchen was sunny, bright, and warm. “Aren’t you cold out there?” Mother asked, glancing up from scooping rich brown soil into a rustic adobe pot. “It’s too cold this time of year for me, even if the sun is out. Your father wants you, he’s in the living room.” “It’s not that cold today, and I like sitting and reading in the garden, I find it peaceful.” I watched her plant seeds into the moist soil then cover them with more fresh dirt. “Sabrina—get in here!” Daddy called out from the next room. I went through the archway into the dining room, turning left to cross the small entrance hall connected to the living room. My eyes scanned the living room congested with greenery. Throughout the room there were real and imitation plants in all shapes and sizes. The walls of the house were primarily painted eggshell white with a myriad of painted landscapes, except for the dining room, which had wallpaper. The house had only two bedrooms and one large bathroom. Hardwood floors dominated most of the house as well as Mother’s collection of adobe clay pots filled with plants. In the cozy living room, where Daddy was sitting, white blinds hung under the drapes in a warm coral shade that matched the couch, the loveseat, and the overstuffed armchair. Accents in tones of gray, mushroom, and ivory were displayed in the pillows
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 and in the antique Indian rug. The furniture was placed around an oblong wooden coffee table in front of the fireplace. Daddy sat on the couch with his long legs up on the coffee table. He was reading the newspaper, but he looked up at me and patted the empty space next to him when I entered the cozy room. “How’s school going?” “Fine…what did you want to see me about, Daddy?” I asked, sitting down on the edge of the coffee table facing him. The TV in the corner was turned on, but the volume was turned down very low. “There’s an article in here about a short story writing contest and the winner will get a summer internship with our local newspaper.” He handed me the newspaper and I skimmed the article and wondered if I were good enough to win. I sighed and handed him back the paper. Did I stand a chance? “Hey now, wipe that skeptical look off your face, sweetheart. You can accomplish anything you set your mind to! Haven’t I always told you that? I’ll cut out the article and you can think about it…you have a good enough chance as anybody else and maybe more because you want it more.” His smile was warm and gentle. “What good are dreams if we don’t try to make them come true?” he asked quietly with a touch of wistfulness in his voice that tugged at my heartstrings. When Daddy was a young man he had wanted to be an engineer, but he had given up his dream to raise a family. Oh, how I loved him and needed his confidence in me, more than he knew. I sighed again; could I have done the same thing, give up my dream for love? His brown hair was waved back with a side part and I noticed for the first time flecks of gray at his temples. He looked tired even as he smiled at me. Dark circles had formed under his brown eyes and small lines gathered at the corners. “You look tired, Daddy. Are you feeling okay?” “Just a little more tired than usual today; that over-time at the plant is killing me.” He yawned. “Maybe I’ll take a nap before dinner, but I’m glad it’s Saturday and I have the weekend to relax and enjoy with you. I wasn’t going to ask…but curiosity got the best of me. What happened to your nose…it’s kind of bruised and swollen. Are you having problems at school again, sweetheart?” What could I really say that wouldn’t put anxiety and worry into his eyes? I did not like being different. I longed to be like the others, but I was different and in every way possible, those townies made me feel it.
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 “Everything is fine, please don’t worry…I just got hit by a ball in gym class.” I looked away so he could not read my eyes and see right through the obvious lie I told him. “I made a new friend at school this week, her name is Anne Griffins. I think I’ll invite her to my birthday party.” “Was her father Stan Griffins, who owned the hardware store in town?” “I don’t know…her parents were killed in a car crash,” I added lamely. “That’s right! I remember reading about it in the local newspaper. Her whole family as well as her older sister, too! Nice-looking family, too, and Stan was a real nice person. He helped me out every time I went into the store for something. Such a tragic shame…I read that they were all headed for the mountains over to Lake Tahoe to do some skiing, and their car skidded on the slick icy roads, and they went over a cliff. A guy at work who was a friend of the Griffins said the car caught on fire then exploded on impact.” He sighed and shook his head. “Such a tragedy, really. I heard too that they had mortgaged their house and most of their assets to do some remodeling on the hardware store, but there was not enough money to cover the debt even after they sold the store and their house…that poor kid lost her family and her home all in the blink of an eye.” He looked into my eyes. “And I’m glad you made a new friend, sweetheart. Sounds like she could use a friend, too.” “Oh, gosh. I never realized how bad she had it…we went to the same elementary school and junior high, but we never talked much because she was one of the rich kids, but she’s not like them now.” “Sabrina, don’t let the bigots or the idiots of this town make you turn prejudiced too. Those people are small-minded, snobs…we’re better than them, right?” His voice was quiet and soothing. We were lost in thought for a moment and before I could stop myself I blurted, “Right, Daddy. I just get so fed up with the rich townsfolk always looking down their noses at everyone else. I hate the names the other girls call me in school, so I can’t blend into the crowd…and they always leave me feeling like such an outsider.” I chewed nervously on my bottom lip wishing I hadn’t revealed my inner feelings. “I know, I know, sweetheart, but we must keep praying for God to open their eyes and change their hearts…you know something, many people came up to me when I first started dating your mother and asked me why are you dating one of them? A Devour? But do you know what I said?” I shook my head with wide eyes. “No, what?” “I told them to go to the devil because I saw a beautiful, unhappy woman
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 and fell in love with her almost at first sight. And it’s funny, looking back now; I almost married her sis—” He cleared his throat and quickly continued on. “Well, anyway, the point I’m trying to make is, it did not matter to me who or where your mother came from. All that mattered is that I saw something in her I had longed for all my life…and some day, some young man is going to waltz his way into your heart and it will not matter to him who your ancestors were or what sins they committed. He will only have to look into those big brown eyes of yours to see all those wonderful qualities that you alone possess. He’ll see your intelligence, your kind nature, and the passion within you, just like I do. Just hold off for love, sweetheart, and don’t fall for the first man that knocks on your door…let love develop and mature. Find out everything about each other before you go rushing into anything. I worry about you sometimes. I guess all fathers worry about their little girls because I just want you to be happy. You’re such a romantic at heart and I pray to God that some day you find your prince charming.” A snappy grin lit up his face as he smoothed my long brown hair off my forehead and leaned over to plant a kiss there. If only I had heeded his warning to me, but those words would not come back to haunt me until much later, but by then it would be far too late for me. “By the way, what are you reading now?” he asked, spying the book I was holding. “Oh, just a Stephen King novel called Carrie.” “He’s a good writer, but some of his stuff is too dark and scary for me.” He chuckled. I moved to sit beside him on the couch and we fell into a long comfortable silence. He went back to reading his paper as I stared at the television. I heard the back door’s squeaky hinges as it was opened and shut, and wondered if Gladys were here. After a while I took notice of the soft, rhythmic sounds of his snoring. Poor Daddy, I thought, he was so tired and over-worked. I yawned, I stretched, and got to my feet. I looked over at Daddy, his head against the back of the couch, his mouth partly open, fast asleep. I placed the chenille throw over his sleeping form and slowly slipped the paper from his fingers. I stood over him for a moment and smiled, for what would I do without my eternal, cockeyed, optimist father to believe in me? I left the living room and headed for the kitchen to help Mother with dinner. Gladys was with her and they were gossiping and preparing dinner together. Gladys pleasantly smiled when I entered the room and poked my head into the icebox. I asked them what was for dinner.
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 “Spare ribs with cream corn, a salad, and chocolate mousse for dessert. Now sit down on that stool next to the counter and Gladys will teach you to be a gourmet cook.” She had on a flowered housedress with an apron tied around her plump waist. Gladys had her silvery-gray hair fastened in a tight bun at the nape of her neck and her watery blue eyes held wisdom and understanding. “Gladys, are you staying for dinner again?” “Of course. And anyway, I like cooking for your family, it makes me feel useful…keeps me young. No use cooking a big dinner just for myself.” She laughed. I smiled. “Don’t forget my birthday is next weekend. Are you still going to be able to make it to my party?” However, it was Mother who answered, giving me one of her moody looks. Her hazel eyes were tearing from the onions she sliced on the cutting board. “Sabrina, don’t be in such a hurry to grow up. You’ll find that life offers too many disappointments as an adult—enjoy your youth while you can.” Mother and Gladys exchanged an odd look. What did she mean by that remark? “What are you talking about, Mother? Do you have to be so gloomy all the time?” I asked staring from one woman to the other. Both of them busied themselves with the dinner preparations. Gladys glanced over at me and winked. “Never mind, honey…you’ll understand one day when you’re older. I’ll be at your party on Sunday, and I’m making a special three-layer chocolate cake in your honor!” Gladys handed me the plates and silver to set the table. Why shouldn’t I be in a hurry to grow up, then maybe I would understand what in heaven’s name these adults were talking about! That same night I was suddenly awakened in the middle of the night. I heard loud boisterous voices that came through my closed door and perked my ears. In a flash, I was up, pulled on a robe, and tiptoed down the hall. A stream of light came from under my parents’ bedroom door. I crept up to the door, paused, and listened. “Trisha, you spend money like it grows on trees! How am I ever going to save enough money for Sabrina to go to college?” Daddy sounded weary. “Well, if you had a decent job than maybe we wouldn’t have to worry about money. Why don’t you just quit and look for something else that pays better?” “Just up and quit? That’s your solution?” His voice turned bitter and
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 cynical. “Then how could I possibly afford to take care of you and Sabrina? What do you suppose I do? Sell my soul to the devil…like you did?” She laughed. “Jack, get a grip. And by the way if I had sold my soul to the devil…do you really think I’d still be here? Living with you in this dump? I had dreams, too, you know.” “Dreams? What dreams? Dreaming of a snaring a rich husband? And now you are filling my daughter’s head with fanciful notions and pressuring her into thinking that she has to marry well. But I want her to have an education first and have opportunities that neither one of us had. You like to act so high and mighty, like you’re above everyone else, but deep inside you’re still afraid, afraid that someday the truth will come out and your sins will be exposed!” “Don’t you threaten me, Jack Ayers. My sins are no worse than yours!” She yelled back, “Your mother’s right, we’re playing a game we can’t possibly win and tempting fate to do its worst…sometimes I despise you! You’re weak and spineless. Why don’t you stand up for yourself at work and demand that raise and promotion, or just quit!” “Oh, Trisha…I would but…” His voice was softer and weaker losing its momentum like a train drudging up hill. “If I lose this job, what would I do for a living? I don’t know anything else.” “Ugh,” she muttered in disgust. “You had such potential when you were younger. Quarterback of the football team in high school and class president…what happened to you?” “You and your sister is what happened to me! You and your sister…” His voice died away. They were quiet a moment and my heart began its nervous throbbing under my breast. Their nightly quarrels were leaving me with a heavy heart, so I turned and quietly as possible crept back to my own room.
 
 ~~~ The following Sunday was my birthday and I awoke earlier than usual to shower, and put on my favorite long, flowing, dusty-rose colored dress with quarter-length puffy sleeves which flowed down to my ankles and my pink ballet flats. I put on a touch of makeup and then put all my long hair in a single braid that hung down the center of my back. My parents were already showered and dressed in their Sunday best. Daddy
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 looked handsome in his dark suit and tie and Mother was stunning in her ruby, velvet outfit. We attended church in the heart of town. The building was pure white with a tall steeple. The bell tower’s ringing could be heard in the next town over. Those bells announced Sunday morning service was about to begin. The inside of the church was lined with two sets of pews with a red carpet that ran between them and beautiful stained glass windows which depicted Biblical scenes that threw colorful patterns into the room. Our beloved minister talked about the word of God with feverish zeal and had the choir sing upbeat, celebratory hymns that lifted the spirit and gave glory to God. I considered myself a moral, virtuous person who tried to remember to kneel and do my prayers every night before bed. Rain or shine every Sunday morning the townspeople gathered under one roof. Nevertheless, even here, under God’s watchful eye, it was still the affluent snubbing the less fortunate as it has been all through recorded time. Everyone went there, rich and poor alike, as we sat in the pews together for two whole hours without regard to race, wealth, or background. We entered the church and sat in a middle row. Anne caught sight of us and dragged her aunt over to our pew. We introduced our families and then made room for them to sit down next to us. I saw Mother wrinkle her nose in disgust at the intense smell of liquor that eluded from Miss Griffin’s breath. Anne sat very close to me, scooting as far away as possible from her father’s sister. Her aunt had dressed herself in a dowdy, plain frock without nylons, and black shoes. She had coarse, shoulder-length black hair with streaks of silver, white, and pale yellow. Anne wore a smile that did not quite reach her big, blue eyes. She was wearing a blue sweater over a simple, faded black dress and a pair of wornout sandals. Her long bangs that needed trimming fell into her eyes and she quickly secured them back with a piece of blue ribbon. I glanced over at Daddy, who was reading the bible spread open on his lap, his lips silently moving as he read the page. A group of children had gathered on the front platform to sing hymns and their innocent voices filled the building with joyous song and glory to God. The congregation stood to sing along and I could hear Anne’s sweet, clear voice loudly singing out. I caught some movement out of the corner of my eye that made my head turn. A tall attractive man rushed in, taking a seat in the pew directly across from ours. He sat up very straight with a commanding air of self-confidence.
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 I watched him as he sang out looking devilishly handsome in his expensive dark suit. Unexpectedly, he cocked his head to the side and caught me staring as a heated blush stained my cheeks. His dark, dark eyes captured mine as we stared at each other as if caught in a spell. A premonition came over me as though I had gazed into those eyes before as a ripple of apprehension shot down my spine. I glanced at Anne to see if she’d seen the stranger too, just as she turned her head to look at me. She smiled, but I could only weakly smile in return. Unwillingly, I found myself studying him as I drank in his fair skin that magnified the inky blackness of his eyes. His dark brows and eyes were at startling odds with his pale skin and light hair. His long blond hair was pulled back in a low ponytail at the nape of his neck. His strong features held a certain sensuality that was both alluring and alarming. I moved my eyes away as he smiled over at me, giving a dazzling display of straight white teeth. My breath caught and my heartbeat quickened as I stole yet another glance and saw he was looking my way with approval. I could tell by his very demeanor that I was affecting him as well. A broad, arrogant grin lit up his dark eyes making them glow. Neither he nor I were singing now. Anne nudged me with her elbow. Quickly, I jerked my head and put my attention back towards the podium trying to keep my focus on our beloved preacher. Everyone loudly applauded the children as they single-filed down the three steps to the nearest pew as the minister took his place behind the podium. “Hello, everyone, glad you could make it on this fine October morning! Everyone, please be seated.” He gestured with his hands. “Today I’d like to talk about loving thy neighbor. In our large congregation, I know at lot of you have felt unloved or felt hatred at some point in your life, but remember that God’s love is eternal. And so I ask you all…are we hating each other or judging each other even here under God’s watchful eye? Do we hate in our hearts as well as in our minds? Does Jesus love that person to whom our hatred or dislike is centered on? Yes. Does Jesus love us? Yes. “Some people hated Matthew, but Jesus loved him and so you should love each other. Let’s turn to our bibles now…to the book of Matthew.” The minister’s words flowed through the air, through me and past me as I struggled to listen to his compassionate voice. Before long I dared another peek to examine his breathtaking profile and never in my life had I seen a man as handsome as he was. Who was this attractive stranger and where had he come from? Daddy was a rugged kind of handsome, but this stranger exuded
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 masculinity making me aware of my prolonged stare and the way he was making me blush all over. Anne elbowed me harder in the ribs. Her voice was a low whisper. “Stop staring, Sabrina,” she giggled, “and close your mouth, I think your tongue’s hanging out.” Daddy sharply turned his head to throw us a scolding look that told us to be quiet. I straightened up and soon lost myself in the pastor’s hypnotic smooth voice. I did not have the nerve to glance his way again. When the church service ended and everybody stood to leave, I could not catch sight of the stranger in the hordes of people as we shuffled out the open double doors. Once outside of the crowded church, I looked up into the bright afternoon sunshine as we headed over to our station wagon parked in the back lot. High above streaking across the sky, a commercial jet flew by heading east. Someday, I thought, I’ll be on that plane headed east toward New York and I’ll become a real writer. Anne waved good-bye to her aunt from the back seat of our car. She was going home with us to spend the afternoon. “Do you know who that man was?” I whispered in Anne’s ear sitting beside. She leaned over close to me so my parents in the front seat would not overhear. The car radio was on and Mother hummed to a popular tune. “That’s Richard Alan Tate! I can’t believe you’ve never heard of him or his elusive father. He’s one of the townies, and his father is that multimillionaire who travels abroad…Richard’s been away at medical school; I heard he just graduated and is interning at Centerville Memorial Hospital. “He was sent to some boarding school in Switzerland or something, and hasn’t been back to Centerville in like over ten years, but I remember him! Who could forget someone like him?” “I’ve never laid eyes on him before…how much older is he than us?” I whispered back. “I don’t know—he’s got to be at least twenty-two or twenty-three.” “Gosh, he’s so tall and good-looking….I wonder if he has a girlfriend,” I said dreamily with a heavy sigh. “I don’t think so, the gossip around town is that he’s a playboy, a real womanizer. You’d be better off staying clear of his type!” “Oh,” I breathed, but I could not deny the spark of excitement that had coursed through my veins and pumped its way into my heart. Nor could I deny the persisting desire of wanting to see him again. He was almost too beautiful, too perfect in looks, manner, and dress. Yet there seemed to be a
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 maddening sense of arrogance about the way he had looked me over, as if I were the prey and he were the hunter. Daddy’s voice lifted above the car radio and Mother’s singing, “What are you two whispering about back there?” His soft brown eyes caught mine in the rearview mirror. We both just giggled and refused to answer him. Daddy dropped us off at the house saying that Mother and he had errands to run before my birthday party that evening. We scrambled into the empty house and headed straight for my bedroom. We laid out our schoolbooks on the carpet and sat crossed-legged on the floor. “I hate math. I hate homework too. Teachers should only give out homework during the week and not on the weekends,” I complained loudly to Anne beside me on the floor. “Sabrina, quit complaining. If you did not leave your homework to do until the last possible minute—” She looked over at me mimicking her and threw a pillow at my face. “Math is important—brat!” “Important to you maybe, but not to a future writer!” I declared slamming my math book closed. I did not want to catch up on my homework; it was my birthday after all and I wanted to just sit and daydream about that handsome stranger. “I’m not going to do your homework for you—miss lazy. If you do not pass this class you will not graduate on time, and you will not be eligible for that college scholarship,” Anne said and patiently explained the math problem again as I rolled my eyes in utter confusion. She was a wiz at math. She got straight A’s without really trying, while I struggled to just get Bs in most of my classes. “Let’s do our homework later…I wonder if my parents are getting me a used car for my birthday.” “Do you really think you’ll get a car? Can your parents afford it?” she asked with wide-eyed interest. “I don’t know, but I’ve been hinting around forever… since my last birthday. Daddy and I passed this used car lot about a month ago where I spotted this used black Jeep, but he did not say much about it either way.” “If you had a car we wouldn’t have to take the bus to school anymore,” she said excitedly, for we hated riding the jam-packed bus. We sat lost in thought for a moment. When my head turned to look at Anne, she had a mischievous grin on her pretty face. “What are you thinking about, Anne?”
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 “I’ve got an idea! Something I’ve always wanted to do, but never had the nerve to.” She jumped to her feet. “What?” I asked catching some of her excitement and looking for any excuse not to do homework. I too got to my feet while she rummaged through her overnight bag. I stood next to her peering into that jam-crammed, leather tote bag as she shifted through her clothes. I glanced around my messy room; at the pile of clothes that sat in one corner of the room, and at the mound of books stacked under the windowsill that awaited a bookshelf to place them on. The walls were painted a dusty rose with a plush crème colored carpet. I had a dressing table of pine with a three-winged mirror and a velvet purple stool. My bed and the dresser were made out of the same light-colored pine, too. It harmonized well with rosecolored walls and curtains over the single window. My queen-sized bed had a down comforter and pillow cases in pink with white trim. The single window overlooked the backyard. I looked out that window now at Mother’s prize rosebushes “Let’s do something outrageous. Let’s change our hairstyles for your party tonight! No one will recognize us at school tomorrow. All those afternoon cosmetology classes I’ve been taking should be good for something even if I don’t make it to college…” “Anne, don’t talk like that, you’ll get into college! That cosmetology course will at least teach you a trade so you can put yourself through college! I hear some hairdressers make a very good living for themselves.” “I know you’re right…it’s just sometimes I can’t help feeling sorry for myself since my family was killed in that car accident last year. But I’m not one to dwell on the past and I’m trying to stay optimistic, like you…. So what do you think? Feel a little daring, Sabrina?” Her vivid blue eyes smiled with mischief. “What do you have in mind, Anne?” I muttered uneasily. Change my hair? Daddy was always saying how much he loved my long straight mane. Anne caught my worried expression. “Don’t be such a baby! I’m going to bleach my mousy brown hair blonde! We can cut yours shorter, whatdya say?” “Your aunt will kill you! Blonde? I don’t know,” I said cracking up despite myself. “Who cares! Come on, Sabrina, you’re turning sixteen today; don’t you wanna look more grown up? Not like you still did in grade school? Honestly, Sabrina, your look is somewhat…out-dated, do you know what I mean? I am
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 not trying to hurt your feelings, but sometimes I get the impression that you just…well, that you just don’t want people to notice you,” she said then added, “Well, I want to be a blonde! I hate my drab, brown hair—it’s so boring!” She crinkled her cute nose in disgust. I looked her over standing there. Her hair did not look mousy or drab to me, but just plain like mine. Anne’s light brown hair hung loose halfway down her back. She had a long graceful neck, and a gentle slope to her nose, but what really stood out were those big blue eyes that now danced with devilment. “I don’t know…” I stammered, for I loved my long hair even if it was an old-fashioned hairstyle. “Please, Sabrina.” She pleaded with her eyes as well as with her voice. “Teenagers are supposed to experiment with their hairstyles, I mean Olivia Franklin and Barbie Fenton change their hairdos once a month! Don’t you wanna be popular and more attractive, like them?” Of course I wanted to be popular, pretty, and well liked, but it would take more than just changing my looks to fit in with that crowd, I thought and sighed, still undecided. “Oh, come on! It’ll make us appear glamorous and mysterious! You’re going off to college in a year or two and you don’t want to still look like a teenybopper does, do you? And by the way, I don’t think Richard Tate dates plain Janes, do you?” Anne asked coyly. That last small piece of information was all I needed to hear. She was right, Richard Tate did not look like the type of man who dated plain or common looking women. Before I could protest further, she grabbed my wrist and dragged me into the bathroom. In her hand was a large brown paper sack filled with bottles of hair products. “We better do it now before your parents get home.” I attempted again to try to talk her out of it but failed. Instead, she soon had me convinced the reason we didn’t have any dates was because we weren’t alluring enough…and after all, all the popular girls in school were constantly changing their hairstyles, I reminded myself. It took three big bottles of peroxide to transform Anne’s brown hair into an ash-blond. After two hours and a trim to her damaged ends, we witnessed the results. Wow! What a bottle of bleach could do to change a pretty girl into a ravishing beauty! Anne was delighted with the outcome and my reaction. I told her repeatedly that she did not look like the same person, and she said that was the whole point! Anne disappeared into the other room for a few moments then
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 reappeared showing me a picture on the cover of one of Mother’s fashion magazines of a young model that closely resembled me. The model had shoulder-length hair that fell seductively over one eye. It was my turn next, and I hesitated to cut off even one inch of my long hair, let alone thirteen! Still, I found myself nervously sitting on the commode as she began to cut. I squeezed my eyes tightly closed after witnessing the first few long strands that fell to the floor at my feet. With some skill, Anne shaped and cut my long locks. Then she applied some leftover bleach in long streaks through my hair and then wrapped it in tinfoil. When she finished washing and drying my hair, I was stunned and amazed at the difference. My stringy hair now had bounce and body as it graced my shoulders. The golden streaks of color highlighted and gave depth to my dark brown hair and color to my cheeks. I felt my confidence spiral upward! I did not look sixteen, but more like twenty! Anne looked around the small bathroom, her long blonde hair fanning out at the mess we had made. “We’d better clean this up before your mother gets home.” I followed her gaze to the piles of hair that covered the floor and the empty scattered bottles. Mother’s blue bath towels were now discolored from the bleach. Water had splashed onto the bathroom rug making it wet. I glanced at my watch; it was nearly six o’clock, and my party would be starting in one hour! The guests would soon be arriving and we weren’t even dressed yet! As if on cue, I heard a stern voice from behind us. “What on earth are you two up to? And what in heaven’s name have you done to your hair, Sabrina?” Mother’s expression was tight with strain as she looked from one of us to the other. Anne’s eyes were downcast as she apologized to my mother. “Your father is going to be very upset with you, young lady! I’ll have to break it to him gently. Just look at this mess you’ve made and the guests are due any minute! Jeez-wiz, Sabrina, why did you have to cut off all your long hair?” She batted her eyelashes and looked at the ceiling, barely tolerating me. “Is this what you’d call teenage rebellion?” “Give it a rest, Mother. I’m old enough to change my hairstyle if I want to. I remember you telling me that you used to change your hairdo weekly!” I spat full of defiance, which caught Mother off guard. Mother’s coolness was evidence enough that she was not amused but she would not make a scene in front of Anne. “Just clean up this mess at once!” she ordered hotly and stalked from the doorway. We could hear her high heels clicking down the hall.
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 A small laugh escaped my lips, and I had to smother it by clamping a hand over my mouth. Anne’s wide smile returned. “Boy, was your mother mad!” “Don’t worry about it; they never stay angry for long, and it is my birthday. And it’s too late to undo it now anyway. What’s done is done. We can’t very well glue my hair back on!” I smiled spitefully making Anne giggle. I was enchanted by the new me. I thought I looked very mature and sophisticated. Anne was right: my long hair had made me look like I still belonged in grammar school. I felt sure when we met again, someone like Richard Tate was bound to notice me now!
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 The Birthday Party and the Surprise Guest!
 
 Quickly we rushed to straighten up the bathroom and sweep the hair from the floor, and then we hurried back to my room to put on our party clothes. Anne slipped into a turquoise gown that made her eyes a deeper shade of blue and told me that the dress had once belonged to her older deceased sister. She tied a piece of blue satin ribbon in her long hair and fussily rearranged her thick bangs. I hastily dressed in a modest, apricot-colored, long-sleeved blouse with a knee-length beige skirt and low, matching heels. I stared at myself in the mirror, enraptured by my new smarter hairstyle as I skillfully applied my makeup. I preened before the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my closet door. I was dazzling, and for the first time in my life came the astonishing revelation that the gorgeous creature in the mirror—was me! I admired my hourglass figure, and my legs that looked long and shapely as I turned this way and that. My hair was blow-dried under in a classic one-length bob and when I tilted my head primping a few strands fell over my forehead to slightly cover one eye. Anne hugged me close and wished me a happy birthday. “Wow…Sabrina, you sure look radiant tonight and that hairstyle makes you look so different…still you, but different. Do you know what I mean? How do I measure up?” I felt different too as if my life were about to change and I was perilous to stop it. I had never considered myself clairvoyant, but still I felt something, like an unseen presence that was watching me, waiting for me to take the plunge into adulthood and all the turmoil and heartache that came with it. I trembled and thought, Why were such strange feelings entering my head on what was supposed to be a joyous occasion? My heartbeat quickened and I tried to brush aside such eerie thoughts that were more Mother’s way to see only the bad and never the good. “You look great, Anne, really you do. Should we see if anybody is here yet?”
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 Slowly as the hour neared seven some of the guests began to arrive. The dining room had a festive appeal with colorful paper steamers draped near the ceiling and multicolored balloons. Covering the dining room table was a bright pink tablecloth with napkins shaped into rosebuds, and laden with tiny sandwiches, an assortment of finger foods, and a huge crystal bowl filled with punch. I could see Gladys in her flowery, flowing dress through the archway in the kitchen whipping up more refreshments. In the background, I could hear music playing softly from the stereo. Oh, the room looked so pretty! Gladys and Mother had obviously slaved to transform our dining room into a fairy wonderland! I spotted Daddy standing next to his parents whom had made a special trip here from the mid-west just for my birthday. Daddy started to see all my long hair cut off to medium length. He quickly recovered and gave me a smile of approval. My eyes searched the cheery room for Mother and found her standing near the buffet table observing with keen interest. Anne left my side to mingle with a few of our school chums who had just arrived. Daddy signaled me over to where the three of them stood huddled together. “Sabrina Marie, come here, child, and give yer granny a kiss hello who hasn’t seen ya in months.” She spoke with a slight country twang. Grandma Rhoda reached out with both her hands and crushed me against her large, brick-like bosom. She reeked of cheap perfume that I tried not to inhale for fear of sneezing. Grandma Rhoda wore her brown hair in a bouffant style that was teased up like a beehive. “Oh, Sabrina Marie,” she cooed kissing both my cheeks and hugging me repeatedly. Grandma Rhoda and Grandpa Clarence were the only two people to refer to me by both my first and middle name. I tried not to stiffen and pull away as she hugged me for the fourth time in a row. “So glad to see ya. Missed ya, I did! Grandpa too.” She held me at arm’s length as she did every time she saw me. Her brown eyes raking over my hair, face, and body, right down to my toes. “Looky here, Clarence, she’s all grown up and looking like a li’l lady.” She sighed and clutched her heart. “We drove all the way out here just to be with ya on yer birthday.” My grandparents had moved back to their hometown and were overseeing a small farm they had inherited in Kansas. I stared at them both trying to hold my smile without annoyance. “And I’m glad you did, Grandma.” I thought Grandma Rhoda was too heavily made up with dark blood-red lipstick, and two blotches of rouge on her cheeks. She was wearing a plum65
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 colored dress; her ample bosom looked like two lumps of cement, hovering over her plain black shoes. “Rhoda Jane, let the girl alone. I think we’ve embarrassed her enough. Now it’s my turn to say hello to our only grandchild.” He stressed the word “only” and both of them cast Mother an accusing glare. Mother stiffened and turned away. Grandpa Clarence hugged me close; my head only reaching his chest. He was taller than Daddy at six feet three, while Grandma Rhoda stood at about five feet seven. “We don’t get to see enough of ya, child. I really like yer new hairdo, but don’t try and look too grown up, ya hear?” Grandpa advised, his thin lips smiling down at me. I wish everyone would stop telling me that! What was wrong with wanting to look older and be older? I gazed upon a gray-haired man and woman, both tall and distinguished looking, cross the crowded room. I tilted my head to look back at Grandpa Clarence who seemed to be aging faster than his wife, and then back again at the older couple who looked extremely regal dressed in their fancy clothes. I realized it was Daddy’s boss and his wife. Grandpa Clarence’s brown hair was now faded to a silvery gray. He was lean with gaunt cheeks and gray-blue eyes. Once he’d been as handsome as Daddy, but years of backbreaking work on the farm had aged him. He looked ill at ease in the sober black suit he wore; he tugged at his tie to loosen it. “Dad, let Sabrina greet her other guests now,” Daddy said, so I could move away from them and seek out my school chums. Three of the new friends I had made at school had come, but the fourth had not arrived yet. Candace Thompson, Kathy O’Brien, and Jennifer Jones who were all in the tenth grade like me. “I absolutely love your hair! You look so changed and so much older too!” cried Jennifer Jones, a tall attractive girl with long golden hair that cascaded down her back in waves. Most of the guests had divided up into small groups around the dining room and the living room. I thanked Jennifer for the nice compliment. “Look at all the food. Everything smells delicious, I’m starving!” Candace exclaimed as she made her way over to the table laden with food and helped herself to the tiny sandwiches. The strong aroma of coffee, the sweet scent of chocolate, pastries, and fruit filled the air. Candace smiled over at me, her thin auburn hair curled about her shoulders and her pretty face. I turned to Kathleen, a saucy brunette with amber eyes and a petite figure. “Where’s Amanda Brooks? She told me she was coming to my party.”
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 “Amanda is still coming. She phoned me this afternoon, and said she was bringing a friend.” Kathy said in her sexy, raspy voice, “She told me she just met him this afternoon and decided to bring him to your party.” “Who is she bringing? Is it that cute guy from history class—the one that’s always staring at her?” asked Anne, a note of envy in her voice. I was envious too. I rarely had any dates myself; Daddy always said that none of the boys I brought home were good enough for his daughter and that I was still too young to date. Maybe now that I was turning sixteen, Daddy would have a change of heart, and then my thoughts turned to Richard Tate as his handsome face and those fathomless dark eyes flashed before me. “No not him, someone else. He’s from out of town, I think,” Kathy replied. “Why would she bring a date to your birthday party? It’s not like you even know him…”Anne said more to herself than to me. My eyes skipped about the room upon the other guests, then on the stack of brightly wrapped gifts. My eyes jumped from the presents to a frail looking woman alone in the corner of the room, whom I hadn’t even noticed before now. I watched her move to a nearby chair, her thin fingers tensed in her lap as our eyes met, and a tremulous smile played at the corners of her lips. Oh, gosh, it was my Aunt Velma! Some unknown force drew me to her side. At once, she got to her feet as I slowly approached. “Hello Aunt Velma, I didn’t know you were coming.” I gave her a quick hug; her thin body felt almost bony beneath her prudish emerald green dress with a high neckline which flowed down past her knees with simple low black heels. So this was my mother’s disgraced sister that we rarely saw. The last time I had seen her was over five years ago at the supermarket, but Mother had pretended she hadn’t seen her that day. Who had invited her and why hadn’t anyone bothered to tell me? “Thank you for having me to your birthday party, Sabrina. Your father phoned me yesterday, and so I changed my plans to be here. You look…look lovely.” She spoke softly in a thin whispery way with tears that sprang to cloud her lovely eyes. I had always thought that Aunt Velma could have been even more attractive than Mother with her sweet demeanor if only she had had an ounce of Mother’s poise, self-confidence, and strength. She seemed so fragile, like a strong wind could blow her over and she made me feel sorry for her; she looked so darn helpless. She had an hourglass figure and delicate features and she wore her long strawberry-blond hair loose, which reminded me of spun gold, the kind of lovely hair I had always envied and longed to have. She took my hands in hers and spread them wide, admiring my dress
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 with an expression of admiration. “Are you still teaching the third grade?” She dropped my hands and stared into my eyes with such a beseeching look that it made my heart skip a beat. “Oh, yes. I love my job and all my little third graders,” she gushed and smiled. “Gosh, I can hardly believe you’re sixteen now. It seems like only yesterday that I…” Her thin voice trailed off as Daddy strode over to us. A wide grin overtook his handsome features. He took Aunt Velma’s hand and brought it to his lips. Her face flushed as she faintly smiled, and her lovely, cat-shaped green eyes lit up with an inner vitality I had not witnessed before. “Hello there, sister-in-law, how are you?” he asked with a wink. “Such a lovely dress, and it really brings out the color in your eyes. Can I offer you some punch?” Aunt Velma’s face flushed a deeper shade of red as she stared so long at Daddy. Her face lit up and her eyes held a faint twinkle. I stared and stared at the two them. “Thank you, Jack. Thank you for having me in your home. And yes, I would love a glass of punch.” I gaped fascinated by this curious exchange between them. Aunt Velma glowed in her dark green dress, making her eyes appear a deeper shade of blue-green. I sighed; women were always fawning over Daddy, or was it something more? I fixed my eyes on Mother watching the three of us. I saw a shadow flicker across her face; then she turned those hazel eyes on Daddy. I caught sight of Grandpa Clarence and Grandma Rhoda watching this odd exchange too. My heart and mind hammering out the same unanswered question, what was really going on here? The room grew thick with undercurrents and built up-tension that I could feel, but didn’t understand. I felt a gamut of perplexing emotions making me feel hazy and unreal. My grandparents saw me watching them and thinly smiled. Daddy returned with Aunt Velma’s cup of punch, and I could have sworn his fingers lingered on hers when he passed her the glass. Just then, before I could pull Daddy aside and insist on knowing what was going on, the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it, Sabrina!” Mother hollered from the kitchen doorway. As she passed us, Mother glanced at Daddy, and something dark passed between them that I could not read. Mother’s hips swayed in the racy, red dress she wore with four-inch heels that went click-clack against the hardwood floor, which gleamed as she made her way through the throng to our front door. From where I stood, next to
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 Aunt Velma and Daddy, I could not see who had arrived. Who could it be at this late hour? My eyes were glued to the entrance hall with growing curiosity. An attractive young couple strode into the foyer and Mother took their coats. My heart pounded and my breathing grew faster when I saw his strong and confident profile. My breath sucked in. No, it couldn’t be…but there he was standing in my house, at my birthday party! I strolled nervously about nodding at a few people as I moved to the center of the room where I had a better view. I still could not believe my own eyes, there he was! I stood motionless as if such an attraction would be perilous. Now, why was I thinking and feeling this way? I felt all eyes on me then shift to gape at the three of them standing in the doorway. I could hear a hushed murmur all about the room. “Hello, Amanda. I’m glad you could make it,” Mother said, but she was looking at him. “I wouldn’t dare miss Sabrina’s birthday party. This is the friend I phoned you about earlier,” Amanda said linking her arm through his. “Richard, this is Sabrina’s mother, Mrs. Ayers.” “How nice of you to let me attend your daughter’s birthday party on such short notice.” His voice was low, deep and sexy as he introduced himself. “I’m Richard Alan Tate, how do you do?” He held out his hand, but Mother just stared at it. “I know who you are…please, come in.” Mother led them into the dining room where the rest of my guests were assembled. I gazed at Anne with wide bewildered eyes. I was trembling and my stomach fluttered as I saw him pause just inside the archway. What was it about this total stranger that made my emotions spin out of control? I had never felt this way before; so completely enthralled. I could sense the maddening sexual magnetism that made this man so darn confident, yet left me so darn jittery. What was he doing here? I was as excited as I was perplexed at his suddenly being in my home. A burning flush came over me as his intense gaze riveted on me. His dark eyes drank me in, lingering on my face, on my eyes, my shoulders, on my breasts, on my hips, and then on my legs before he looked up directly into my eyes. Again, he was mesmerized by my eyes, my face. Those remarkable dark, dark eyes were compelling and magnetic. As if caught in a fuzzy dream state, the room seemed to pause for a brief moment and there was no one else there, except for the two of us. Oh, God, those dark eyes! Eyes that made me feel as though I had gazed into them before in a dream. I licked my dry lips; my underarms grew damp with
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 nervous anticipation. Why was I so damn nervous at the mere sight of this total stranger? I yearned to be more like Mother, poised and detached without wearing my heart on my sleeve. As quickly as the spell was cast, it was broken as the room returned to the raucous sounds of laughter and snatches of song refilled the room. Anne slid up beside me and touched my arm, making me jump. “Are you all right, you look as though you’ve seen a ghost…” Anne said softly and then smiled knowingly at my expression. “Sabrina Ayers, you are positively smitten!” I gave her a small troubled smile and whispered, “I can not believe he’s here!” He strolled forward and extended a manicured hand. He looked so elegantly casual in his white silk button-down shirt, black slacks, and black loafers without socks. Amanda Brooks slid up beside him standing there awkwardly staring from him to me. Reluctantly, my heart pounded with hesitation as if by touching him my life would forever be changed, I thought, before I could stop my hand from slipping inside the warmth of his outreached hand. I felt danger signals going off in my head. Be careful, Sabrina, this is no ordinary schoolboy! “Happy birthday, Miss Ayers. I’m Richard Tate, a friend of Amanda’s.” He gave a functionary nod in her direction. “Thank you for allowing me to intrude on your little soirée.” His extraordinary eyes still held mine and I found it impossible not to return his disarming smile. That smile alone sent my mind reeling and my pulse racing. Richard Tate pulled his hand free of mine and said hello to Anne. Anne returned his greeting in a meek voice. Amanda was gnashing her teeth and forcing a smile in my direction that did not quite reach her blue eyes as they scanned me over from head to toe competitively. I thought she looked very pretty in her navy blue dress and low heels. She threw Richard a scathing look that he seemed to be unaware of. “There’s something different about you…” A light of recognition came into his eyes. “It’s your hair. That’s what’s different about you…your hair.” He looked me over yet again. “This morning at church your hair was longer and darker. I prefer it this way, don’t you, Amanda?” He turned to bestow a winsome smile upon her. “Yeh, it’s okay,” she mumbled, giving me a hard resentful look. I lit up inside; he had noticed my hair. What a peculiar man he was; most men would not have even noticed or bother to comment on such a drastic
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 change. My blood ran fast and my heart beat with it. I knew it was my shorter, sexier hairstyle and the makeup that I had learned to skillfully apply that made his eyes yet again scan my face, my hair, and then my body as if he were spellbound. A cocky self-assured grin lifted the corners of his beautiful mouth, and I sighed as I looked him over too. His face held a fine aquiline nose, a full generous mouth, and his fair skin magnified the inky darkness of his eyes. His long, honey-blond hair was pulled loosely back in a low ponytail. He was so incredibly attractive, not just handsome, but beautiful. “What are you doing here?” I asked. “What am I doing here, hum? I came to a birthday party.” His cocky grin was irritating. “You’re truly dazzling, Miss Ayers. Strange to discover someone of your obvious beauty in this small town…there’s an angelic quality about you…you shine with pure innocence blended with brains and sophistication, and it’s quite a heady, intoxicating combination. But ah, it’s too bad you’re only a child…and so very young, too young perhaps…” “Not that’s it’s any of your business, but I’m sixteen today. And I’m not as young as you are vain,” I said straightening my shoulders and tried to appear haughty; I looked around nervously at Daddy, my touchstone. Daddy was watching us with a worried frown and then he put on a smile. Richard smiled amused. “Sweet sixteen, huh, that old?” For a moment we just gazed at each other, then he broke the silence. “There’s something special about you, you’re not like other girls, are you? It’s like an aura of goodness surrounds you. You remind me of someone…” He paused; his eyes glazed over. “Almost like an imaginary halo hovers above your head. It’s almost as though you give off an inner light, an inner fire…I can’t quite put my finger on it…” His voice died away as he shook off the spell I had unknowingly cast upon him. I looked into his eyes to see if he was being serious or not, and from his bemused expression, I believe he astonished himself. With a deep, gentleman’s bow he strolled away from us, leaving me speechless. Anne leaned to whisper in my ear, “That was surreal. He’s an odd bird, don’t you think, Sabrina?” “What?” I asked, lost in thought. Daddy walked over to us wearing a deep frown and a wrinkled brow. “Hello, Amanda.” He smiled her way, then in a tight voice asked, “Would you girls please excuse us for a moment?” Amanda headed straight for the punch bowl where Richard Tate stood, chatting to Kathy and Candace. Anne
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 drifted off alone to the side of us to watch and listen. I gave her a wink and turned to Daddy. “Sabrina, do you know that man? Did you invite him?” “No Daddy, but I saw him in church this morning. I only just met him a moment ago…he came with Amanda,” I added lamely. I followed Daddy’s eyes over to Richard Tate who was getting himself a glass of punch from the crystal bowl. Daddy’s brown eyes darkened. “I don’t like him, Sabrina. There’s something about him that’s…” he paused as if choosing his next words carefully, “arrogant, and almost disrespectful and troubling in the way he was looking you over like a piece of meat hanging on a hook.” I looked at Anne for understanding, but she just shrugged her shoulders with raised eyebrows. What did Daddy mean? I wondered. Men looked at Mother in the same way all the time and I liked the way he had looked at me with his heart in his eyes. That’s when Daddy handed me a tiny black box with a pink ribbon tied around it. “I wanted to wait until after the party to give this to you in private, but I think I’d like you to have it now.” With trembling fingers, I undid the bow and removed the lid. Inside the box was a gleaming, silver cross charm on a delicate silver chain. Daddy reached down, took the necklace out of the box, and held it up. “Oh, it’s beautiful, Daddy,” I breathed, “but it looks very expensive! Oh, Daddy, you shouldn’t have.” He just smiled with love in his eyes. He draped the necklace over my throat and fastened the clasp in the back. Automatically my hand reached up to touch the small cross with tears in my eyes. I stood on tiptoes to thank him again, kissing his cheek. “Remember, Sabrina, to always have faith. Someday I won’t be here to look out for you, but remember even when I’m not with you, you’ll have this cross to wear…and this cross necklace will always remind you of how much faith I have in you, and how much I love you, and how very proud of you I am.” Daddy drifted away from me and disappeared into the kitchen. Anne came back over to me. “That’s a beautiful necklace, Sabrina.” I blinked the tears back that came to blur my vision and threatened to run my mascara. Anne took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m so glad we’re friends, Sabrina. You’re really the only person I feel close to anymore.” She then added, “Happy birthday and best wishes!” I barely heard her, distracted by Amanda’s cold, resentful blue eyes that rested upon me from across the room. She stiffly walked over to us with a
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 strained smile on her lips. Amanda was what I’d call a sloth-eyed dark beauty with short reddish-brown hair and deep, blue eyes. She was model height with an ample bosom, and she had exactly the kind of beauty I figured Richard would be attracted to. I felt resentment and jealousy towards her…and yet I knew that I really had no reason to feel that way. “Happy birthday, Sabrina,” she said in a formal tone. “Here’s your present.” She thrust a small wrapped box into my hands and turned away. She pranced over to Richard, who was introducing himself to my weary-looking father. Someone turned the lights down low and a chorus of voices sang out, “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Sabrina…” Gladys carried in a white birthday cake with pink roses and sixteen glowing candles; the throng of well-wishers gathered around me. As I leaned over to blow out the candles a deep sensuous male voice whispered close to my ear, “Don’t forget to make a wish.” I lifted my eyes to join Richard Tate’s across from me. I closed my eyes and shut out the voices around me. God, give me the courage and the strength to pursue my dream! I blew out all the candles except one. Oh God, was this some kind of omen? Would I never have my dream come true? Would I never become a writer and travel to New York City? Everyone started laughing at my bleak expression. “Let her try again!” someone yelled from behind me. “Forget it and cut the cake,” I heard Mother say. It was soon after that my party went sour. I’m still not sure to this day what actually started the argument between mother-in-law and daughter-inlaw, but it cast a long, dark shadow on what should have been a happy occasion. No sooner had we cut the cake and dished it out than I noticed Mother’s eyes were red-rimmed and she swayed. She refused any cake, but somehow another glass of red wine ended up in her hands. Mother did not drink much, so I knew at once that something was bothering her by the way she glared at Daddy, at his parents, then at her own sister. I watched her glossy hazel eyes roam the crowd to settle on Richard Tate and then such an odd expression of yearning passed over her face. She looked him up and down, then stared long and hard at his face with intense gimlet eyes. What was she seeing in him that put that faraway look in her eyes? Mother was so lost in thought that she didn’t see Grandma Rhoda steal up beside her. “Soooo,” Grandma Rhoda drawled, “that’s Alexander Tate’s boy. Um, all grown up now, and looking just as handsome and dashing as his father did at
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 that age. I heard Alexander’s boy saying his father was due home for a visit real soon.” Grandma narrowed her beady eyes to watch Mother’s reaction. Mother looked troubled and sipped her wine as she scanned the room, as if looking to make sure that Daddy was well out of earshot. I stole over closer to them, but neither one of them seemed to notice me, half hidden by the dining room windows’ long, heavy drapes. “What are you implying, old woman! I love your son, and I’ve done the best I can by him.” Mother whined, which seemed unnatural for her. “Love? Did ya say ya loved my son? Ya may love Jack, but yer not in love with him.” Grandma Rhoda’s face contorted into a scowl. “Jack is happy! I know how to make a man happy! Just look at how far we’ve come! Take a long, hard look at where we are—we are living in a middle-class neighborhood! Not in the slums of poverty stricken area that you raised him in! If I hadn’t pushed and prodded your son to better his life and ours, where do you think he’d still be? Living at home with you and Clarence, that’s where! I have bettered his life, enriched it! Not you…me! And if I made foolish choices when I was younger,” Mother said through clenched teeth, “I’ve more than paid for them!” Her eyes blazed with sudden anger at the older woman. “Ha! I just bet ya know how to please a man, ya and yer half-crazy sister. Ya used my son! As women like ya only know how to do. Ya Devour women ruin every man that crosses yer path. Someday the truth will be known and God help ya all then!” Their voices began to rise above the chatter and the contemporary music that played. I felt helpless to interfere with this heated debate between the two women. People began to gawk at the quarreling pair; they resembled two caged tigers ready to rip each other to bloody shreds. Daddy’s ears must have perked up, for he jerked his head around to glare long and hard at his mother. The room became deathly quiet at Mother’s next outburst. “The truth? Well the truth is that I don’t have to answer to you or anyone else for that matter! Just who do you think you are, to come into my house, and try to toy with me? Your annoying little cat and mouse games don’t intimidate me, Rhoda.” “Watch yer tone with me, Trisha, before I tell ya-know-who the truth about ya and yer weird sister! Sometimes I think Jack would have been better off, if he had never married the LIKES OF YOU!” Grandma Rhoda’s head swung around to throw a critical glance at Velma who paled and seem to shrink in her chair. In Mother’s dainty hand was a glass of burgundy wine
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 that threatened to spill as she prowled around Grandma. She gripped the glass so tightly her knuckles turned white. I waited and watched to see if that wineglass would shatter in her hand. “You don’t know anything! I saved your son from making a huge mistake and saved him from public disgrace. Don’t you get it, old lady? Jack is better off with the likes of me!” They glared at each other then Mother regained her calm and controlled manner. “The years have not been kind to you, old woman. You’re a wrinkled old prune, and once I heard you were quite lovely.” “Public disgrace did ya say?” She snorted with contempt. “You mean he saved ya! And don’t feel sorry fer me youth and beauty fade like the morning light, and it can only last so long. I just hope and pray that Sabrina doesn’t suffer yer fate. I pray to God that she doesn’t turn out like ya or that sister of yers.” I watched in horror as the guests stared at my mother and my grandmother who looked like two wild cats with their fur up. Mother suddenly lost her poised cool yet again as she glowered up at Grandma. Even in her four-inch heels, she wasn’t as tall as my grandmother. “Your just jealous, just pea-green with envy, Rhoda Jane Ayers. You’re just old, ugly uneducated, and bitter!” Mother’s eyes grew to mere slits as she paused to swallow the last of the red wine in her glass. “Say what ya will about me, Trisha, but I’m not the one whose family is tainted with a incestuous past!” Grandma sneered her crimson lips, a knife slash in her pasty face. Her tone was fire and ice. “I may be old and ugly, but I would neve’ use men like ya do! I love my son, but he’s a fool! He should have stayed clear of yer family. Velma used Jack to get out from under her prettier sister’s shadow, and ya used him to make some other man jealous that neve’ even cared fer ya! Well, I guess it backfired on ya.” Grandma’s laugh was dry and cynical. Mother’s pretty features became a marble effigy of raw contempt. Then she smiled, a dark, sinister smile that made my heart fill with sudden dread. Mother held onto her rigid aloof demeanor and reined in her anger towards the older woman. I felt myself flushing miserably at the spectacle they were making. Didn’t they realize they were ruining my special day? Everyone at the party appeared uncomfortable, casting long looks filled with sympathy for me. Mother and Grandma glared at one another. My eyes darted back and forth; it was hard to determine who had actually won this round. I closed my eyes in embarrassment only to open them and find Richard Tate looking at
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 me with pity. With long purposeful strides, Daddy crossed the room and confronted the two women whom he loved. “Momma, stop this ridiculous nonsense at once! Look at yourself! I don’t understand either one of you. Can’t you learn to put your differences aside and be civil to each other for my sake? Do you want to ruin Sabrina’s party?” Daddy voice was ever so soft as he pleaded with them and closely watched his mother. Defeated, Grandma bowed her head in shame. “I’m sorry, son, really I am. I don’t know what gets into me. I just wanna make sure yer happy.” “I am happy, Momma. You need to stop meddling in affairs that don’t concern you.” Mother watched this display smugly, a small smile on her full red lips. Daddy took a hold of Grandma’s upper arm and led her back over to Grandpa. “Dad, I think you should go back to the hotel…I’ll call you tomorrow.” What was the deep dark family secret everyone knew but me? For the rest of the evening Mother pouted and in a defensive gesture folded her arms across her small chest. I glanced at the stack of unopened presents, not quite sure what to do. Gladys came up behind me and gave my shoulder a quick squeeze, then headed off to take Mother into the other room and I presumed to try and make her go to bed. “I think we’d better go, Sabrina, it’s getting late…happy birthday,” Kathy said as she put on her coat. Slowly, the other guests followed suit, saying hasty good-byes and wishes of many more happy birthdays to come. Daddy mutely disappeared into his bedroom as soon as the last guest had departed. I went outside to sit on our porch swing and stare up at the full moon set against an inky black sky. I was filled with disappointment, my party had been a shambles, and I didn’t even get the chance to say goodnight to Richard Tate. Richard. To think of him made my heartbeat quicken and I bit down hard on my lower lip. Pensively, I looked out into the darkness and wondered if his look of enthrallment had mirrored my own. My hand aimlessly sought out the silver cross charm that hung around my neck as if by touching it, it would give me some insight into what had occurred that evening. I rocked and pondered the evening’s events and the strange things that Richard Tate had said to me as if he could look inside my very soul and see things about me I hadn’t even known myself. Richard had walked out with his arm around Amanda, a look of embarrassment on their faces. The full moon above seem to be mocking me too and I unhappily thought, why me?
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 The next morning Daddy handed me the keys to a used, black Jeep Wrangler, which only slightly lifted my spirits. Daddy said a friend from work sold it to him for next to nothing. I soon realized that now I had a real sense of freedom, and though I drove through town often, I did not run into Richard Tate, though I hoped I would. One Saturday on a frosty day in November, Anne and I headed over to San Francisco to browse around the Embarcadero. We window shopped, wearing our warmest, winter coats over our sweaters and jeans to fight off the icy winds that blew in off the San Francisco bay. “Hi, Anne! Hello, Sabrina!” We halted briefly, when we both heard a voice call out from behind us. “Doing some Christmas shopping?” Amanda Brooks asked, looking very trim and fit in her brown leather bomber jacket, and crisp white shirt with jeans. This was the first time I had spoken to her since my birthday party. “We’re just browsing. Do you want to go with us to get cup of hot chocolate?” I asked her. “Okay…” “If you’re not too busy for us,” Anne added sharply. Amanda’s blue eyes clashed with Anne’s, then softened. “Sabrina, I am sorry for the way I acted at your birthday party. I was just so peeved at Richard Tate!” Anne and I looked at her with wide-eyed interest. We stepped out of the cold into a small warm coffee shop and ordered three hot chocolates. Anne found a table near the window for the three of us. Amanda brought the tray with the steaming mugs over to the table. We shed our jackets and sipped our cocoa. “What did you mean?” I asked, “why are you mad at Richard Tate? You looked like you were having a good time, to me.” I was surprised by the deliberate sarcasm in my voice.
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 “Well, sometimes looks can be deceiving.” Amanda heaved a sigh with her blue eyes downcast. “Let me tell you, I ran into Richard Tate at church the morning of your birthday party. My father is an X-ray technician at the same hospital where Richard is interning. My father introduced us and I was completely attracted to him, he is so damn irresistible and charming, not to mention gorgeous. Anyway, you can imagine how flattered I was when he immediately asked me out. “Just then, you and your parents were passing us by and he pointed over to you and asked me if I knew who you were. Well, I really didn’t think anything of it at the time and just gave him your name. I told him we were friends and that we went to the same high school and that I couldn’t possibly go out with him that evening because I was already going to your birthday party.” She paused to catch her breath and sip her hot chocolate before rushing on. “He then said he’d like to escort me to the party if I did not already have a date to bring. I was so excited I told him ‘yes’ and I was sure you wouldn’t mind.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Well, to start off he picked me up late without apologizing and as soon as we were alone in his car, he started asking me all kinds of questions about you, Sabrina! If you had a boyfriend, how old you were, what your interests were and so forth. Then to make matters worse, he spent the entire evening staring at you and ignoring me! I was just so damn jealous and hurt that evening; he had obviously used me just so he could meet you. And I thought he had asked me out because he was interested in me!” The shock of discovering all this put butterflies in my stomach and I could only nod at her. Did he really like me? I had assumed Mother and Grandma’s embarrassing quarrel at my birthday party had scared him off. “I just thought you should know…the jerk even had the nerve to try to kiss me goodnight—as if! I was so angry and disappointed that I just went into my house and slammed the door in his face. Well…I gotta run, I’ll see you guys later.” She stood up to leave. “I am sorry for acting so cold towards you lately, Sabrina, just plain jealousy got the best of me, I guess. Well, I’ll see you guys around.” Amanda gathered up her packages and strolled out. Anne’s surprised eyes met mine. I could tell she didn’t know what to make of Amanda’s explanation either. “I feel sort of sorry for Amanda, but happy for you. Though I think your dad’s right, Richard’s too old for you. What a cad he is!” Anne said. “So, the mysterious Richard Tate likes you.” My heart soared with delight as a warm glow flowed through me. He
 
 78
 
 EVEN ANGELS FALL
 
 liked me! Me! I could hardly contain myself. Then I wondered if he liked me, why hadn’t he come by or phoned to ask me out properly? We continued to shop, but for the rest of the day my thoughts were preoccupied with Richard. I could think of nothing else. Later that night when I climbed into bed, instead of falling into sweet dreams of Richard, I found only nightmares. I dreamt I was trapped in a dark, old house with many rooms and locked doors and could not find my way out of that shadowy house and into the sunlight that I assumed would protect me, but from what I was running from, I was not sure.
 
 ~~~ Before I knew it, another Thanksgiving and Christmas passed while I struggled through midterms; time seemed to drift by as I turned seventeen then eighteen. Then the glory of spring arrived yet again to chase my winter blues away. Springtime was the time for romantic notions and I was full of plenty of them. Beauty was making a statement everywhere you looked; in the trees which regained their leaves and their vibrant green colors, and in the flowers that were hidden beneath the cold, hard ground sprang up tall and proud to bask in the sun. The wind stopped blowing and the rain clouds drifted away. The sun, kept concealed all winter long, came out to dry up the earth and brighten dreary days. I loved the month of April that told me the promise of summer was not far ahead. Our own backyard garden seemed to flourish in the warm weather and birds returned to chirp and sing merrily about the glory of springtime. With the change in the weather came a change in me too. That spring I, too, became like the flowers that bloomed. The boys at school my senior year started asking for dates, but none held my fancy for long. I thought them tongue tied and immature. The close relationship I had always had with my father changed as well. Suddenly I found myself turning to Mother for knowledge and advice. She showed me different ways to wear my hair, what the latest fashion trends were, and how to skillfully apply makeup. She seemed charmed by all this and flattered too. At the mall one day, she insisted I needed a more suitable bra, so we browsed around the lingerie department. “Why do teenage girls think it’s fashionable to run around without a bra? I think it looks trashy and it’s high time you started wearing one all the time
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 too. A girl your age should never leave the house without being properly dressed!” She picked out a lacy, padded bra. “Hear try this on.” I groaned and rolled my eyes. She followed me into the fitting room to talk to me through the stall door. “Sabrina, some day you’re going to marry well. You’ll need to learn about style, clothes, makeup, poise, and posture. Those are all very important, if you are to marry above and beyond your station in life.” Mother told me matter-of-factly, “I wish we could send you to one of those fancy finishing schools or charm schools for young ladies…you’ll need perfect etiquette if you’re going to pass for one of them.” “Mother, those schools are terribly expensive and I don’t care about things such as perfect manners and decorum,” I cried. “You will,” she said cryptically. “You’re what most people would consider an intellectual, and those types bore men. If you are too much the bookish type, what sort of man do you think you’re going to attract?” She did not wait for an answer. “You should be intelligent in your conversation skills and know what you’re talking about but still appear demure at the same time and never, never let on that you’re smarter than a man is…you’ll only bruise their fragile egos. If only I had had a mother who cared about such things, then maybe I would have married better myself.” She sighed heavily. “Now, come on out and let me take a look at you.” I did not want to come out as I stared at myself in the full-length dressing room mirror. The padded bra made my breasts appear fuller and exaggerated. I felt ridiculous and embarrassed. I wanted to rip that bra off and put back on my thin plain cotton one. “Get out here!” she ordered hotly. Slowly I opened the door and stepped out. My face flushed miserably as she scrutinized me in that white bra that my bosom was overflowing up and out of. “That’s enough cleavage for a girl your age.” She looked me over once more with an odd expression. “Yes. Yes, that will do nicely and we’ll get you another one in black and some of those black panties too.” We spent each Saturday morning together at the beauty parlor, to pluck and tweeze unwanted hair, have our hair styled, our nails and toes manicured and polished, and facials to keep our skin tight and youthful. No wonder we never seemed to have any money! It cost a small fortune to keep a woman like my mother young and beautiful! I was no longer Daddy’s little girl, but was now Mother’s constant shadow, learning to speak softly, mimicking her
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 mannerism and poise, and most of all studying her beauty regimen. Men’s heads turned to stare in my direction now like they still did for my beautiful mother. All men young or old turned to gape at me when I passed by; for I knew I was attractive, and relished in my newfound air of self-confidence that men seem to admire. All those gaping stares from those men only helped to build my confidence more, though on more than one occasion I caught an odd expression of envy pass over Mother’s face. It was in church that spring that I finally saw the mysterious Richard Tate again. When we parked the green sedan in the church parking lot, I scanned the faces swarming in front of me for Anne. We went inside and took our usual seats in one of the middle rows. A handsome, wealthy couple with their son sat down next to us, but none of them glanced our way, keeping their eyes straight ahead. I recognized the boy from my school, but said nothing to him or he to me. The choir assembled on the small stage down front and began to sing, their lovely voices ringing out with joyful worship. The pastor stood up clapping loudly before announcing, “We’ll have the choir sing one more hymn while the collection plate is passed along.” Daddy handed me a dollar to drop into the gold plate being passed by the ushers. When the golden plate reached my end of the pew, I glanced up at the usher who delivered it onto my open palms. Oh God, it was him again. I couldn’t breathe, my heart began to hammer in my chest. An amused grin quirked his lips as he winked at me. Startled, I nearly dropped the collection plate filled to the brim with coins and bills. Daddy took it from my hands with a disapproving look on his face. Richard Tate moved away from our pew to the one directly behind ours. I felt a hot blush run up my neck and I stared straight ahead, fighting the urge to turn around and look at him. What was the pastor saying? “All those who give onto the Lord, shall receive from the all mighty Lord. So give with a glad, joyful heart and Our Father in heaven will bless you and your family. Let’s turn to our bibles now…Proverbs 5:6…she gives no thought to the way of life; her paths are crooked, but she’s knows it not.” The pastor’s rich baritone voice rang out through the still church. Everyone flipped open their bibles. I could feel someone staring at me, but I was afraid to turn my head. I squirmed on the hard wooden bench and reread the verse from the bible resting on my lap. Her paths are crooked, but she knows it not. Was the Lord
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 trying to tell me something? My heart started a faster rhythm that didn’t stop, but sped up as the service came to an end. My legs felt weak and shaky as everyone stood to exit the building. Even with all of Mother’s instructions and advice, I still didn’t feel confident enough to be of interest to someone of Richard’s social standing and his precarious womanizing reputation. Outside, the spring day was cool in the shade and warm in the sun. The trees were leafing out from the warm weather and migrating birds returned to their nests. The azaleas planted along the sides of the church made a riot of lovely vibrant colors. My parents stopped to chat with a handsome, young black couple and the same older pair that had attended my birthday party. The tall man named Daniel had smooth caramel skin, brown eyes, and was dressed immaculately in a three-piece suit. His wife looked as though she had stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine in her trim, tailored outfit and perfect set hairdo. These two couples were upper-class society and just the kind of people Mother adored talking to. Mother could have passed for a socialite herself in that crimson crepe suit trimmed with fake fur on the collar and cuffs. Her perfume was French and very heavy. “Jack, your review for the raise and promotion is next Friday. Are you prepared to take on more responsibility at work? I mean the long hours are hard, but the extra money should help. Just don’t be intimated by the review board, a charming fellow like you will be hard for them to resist or to turn down,” said Daniel and gave Daddy a hearty slap on the back. “I hope so, I really need this promotion to come through if I’m going to save up enough money for my daughter to go to college, Daniel. But thanks for the encouragement,” Daddy said. “Don’t worry, Jack, I’ll put in a good word for you, and I can’t think of a harder working man than you down at the plant,” Daniel replied, ushering his fashionably dressed wife towards their car. “Bye now, see you at work tomorrow.” The older couple started talking to my parents about some stock market scheme they had, while I waited beside them impatiently. I stared down at my feet clad in white open-toed flats, which already showed scuffmarks. I was wearing a prim periwinkle blue dress with a butteryfly collar, which fell just below my knees, and I modestly tugged down the hemline. Mother always told me you could judge a man by the shoes he wore. The
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 shoes that moved my way now were large, shiny, and new. No sign of scuff marks. Slowly my eyes drifted upwards to long strong legs in dark trousers, on up to a muscular chest, and massive shoulders that filled out the coat he wore. The suit he wore was tailored to a perfect fit and I could see the outline of chest muscles rippling beneath his navy blue, button-down shirt opened at the throat under the jacket of his suit. I looked up into his face, his nose a perfect slope, and full lips that spread into a wide grin. Oh God, those eyes again! Richard’s dark eyes seem to search mine. His honey-blond hair was again caught in a low ponytail at the nape of his neck. I breathed in the tantalizing smell of his after-shave. “It’s Eternity by Calvin Klein. Do you like it?” My eyes flew open and I was helpless to halt my embarrassment as I hadn’t realized that I had inhaled so deeply. He was standing very close to me and he smelled wonderfully male. “Oh…yes, I do. It smells nice on you.” How dumb did that sound? I was sounding like a tongue-tied schoolgirl. I tried to become aloof and poised like Mother. “Did you enjoy the service today, Miss Ayers?” His voice was calm, his gaze steady. I promptly straightened my spine, chest out, stomach in just like Mother had instructed. “Oh, yes. I like Pastor William’s sermons, but they always make me feel as though each of his sermons are directed at me…do you know what I mean?” My voice sounded more like a husky whisper betraying my feelings. Boy, he took my breath away! Oh, that smile, that smile sent my pulse racing and my heart a flutter. I hoped and silently prayed that he could not see how nervous he was making me or notice the way my body responded at the nearness of him. “That’s funny, I constantly feel that way, too. You seemed somewhat distraught at your birthday party, so I never had the chance to say goodbye. I’ve meant to call on you to ask you for a date, but I’ve been swamped between interning at the hospital and finishing my last year of medical school.” His dark eyes scanned over my demure dress. “Are you almost done with school already?” I asked confounded. “And aren’t you still dating Melissa Winfield?” The rumor around town was that he was dating one of the local debutantes who was supposed to inherit a small fortune on her twenty-first birthday. She was a richy, a townie…one of them. “No, I am not seriously dating anyone. And to answer your first question,
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 I skipped a few grades in school.” He cleared his throat; looking slightly discomforted. “They say I am some sort of genius or prodigy with this amazingly high IQ, but the best part is, I’m in an a accelerated program for medical students. If I can keep up my grade point average, I’ll be done with school and done with my pre-med courses within two years.” He waved his hand in the air nonchalantly like it was no big deal. “My father thinks medical school is a waste of time and he wants me to partake in the family business, Alexander Tate Enterprises.” He cleared his throat again as if mentioning his father irked him. “I saw you earlier in the parking lot.” He smiled smoothly with a devilish glint in his eye. “Were you looking around for me? Hoping I’d come today, sweet innocent Sabrina?” For some reason what he implied really seemed to annoy me. He was attractive and unscrupulous enough to have any woman he chose; why was he bothering with me? I’d never met such an arrogant, vain man in my life! Maybe Anne and Daddy were right about him. “No! I was hoping to see my good friend Anne Griffins who’s been ill,” I snapped. “Her aunt brought her into the hospital late last night.” Concern for Anne washed away any trance of irritation that was left on my face. “Is she all right, is she still there?” “She’s fine. Came down with mononucleosis and a high fever so she stayed over night, but she was released this morning with antibiotics to kill the infection and orders for lots of bed rest.” He took on a professional air as he spoke of Anne’s condition. He rambled on about all the dangers that could accompany her illness. While he talked on and on, I looked him over with half-mast lids, slightly tilting my head to one side. He had to be at least twenty-three or twenty-four years old. I watched a heated blush creep into his cheeks from my prolonged stare. His eyes fled mine. “As I was saying, she’ll be fine in about a week or so.” “That’s a relief…I’ll call her later to see if I can bring her anything.” “You sound like a thoughtful friend.” His smile never wavered. “Would you like to join me for dinner this evening, my fair Sabrina? Or is that cross around your neck used to ward off scoundrels like myself?” He laughed at his own little joke. “I don’t expect a man of your experience to understand my beliefs or principles—” “A man of my experience? What is that supposed to mean?” His smile
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 turned upside. “Nothing, just means I’ve heard some rather interesting stories about you since you’ve returned to Centerville.” “From who?” he demanded, placing his hands on his hips and his lips thinning with displeasure. “Why? What does it really matter?” I found I rather enjoyed toying with him and couldn’t hold back the smile that quirked my lips. “You’re just not my type…that’s all.” I tilted my head trying to act blasé and aloof. His cocky smile returned which put a faint twinkle of light in the depths of his dark eyes. “Not your type…huh?” I found myself smiling back as our eyes locked. All of a sudden, I was painfully aware of several girls from school lingering behind who were murmuring in low voices and pointing in our direction. I knew exactly what they must be thinking: why was he, a townie, talking to the likes of me? I lifted my chin with defiance and shot those callous girls a look of pure disdain. For a moment, I couldn’t find my voice, but when I did, it was raspy, betraying my feelings toward him. “Okay, Richard. How about seven o’clock?” Out of the corner of my eye I could see them still gawking at us. I smiled brightly up at him and he smiled back, amused by my display of rebellion. “Make it seven thirty and wear something black. Not like this prudish dress you’re wearing now.” He leaned over and said in a husky whisper, “I adore women in black.” He started to laugh, then smiled with winsome charm, before he strode off to his gleaming sports car, parked at the curb lined in red paint. I watched him drive off and round the corner, out of sight. Only then did I look over at those snobby rich girls and then I childishly stuck out my tongue. Those young women appeared appalled and turned their backs to me and I couldn’t help but smile. Then I caught Daddy’s disapproving expression. I didn’t know what to say to take away that distressed fleeting look that invaded his brown eyes. I tried not to think about Daddy’s hurt face or grave predictions. I was much too excited about my dinner date that very evening! The azaleas and orange poppies lifted their faces toward the sun and I wondered did the flowers bloom just for me, much like the love I soon hoped to find? I took an extra long, hot shower that filled the blue bathroom with enough
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 steam to fog the mirror over the sink. From out of the medicine cabinet, I picked up my bottle of perfumed lotion and rubbed it into my skin to make it silky soft. Over that, I lavishly sprayed on a fragrant body spray. Feeling clean and refreshed and smelling like flowers I slipped on my thick, terrycloth robe. After looking long and hard into my closet, I could find nothing suitable to wear. I wanted to look more mature, worldly, and sophisticated like the other women that I imagined he dated. I made my way down the hall and timidly paused at my parents’ bedroom door. I could hear the television on in the living room and Daddy’s chronic cough from smoking cigars. I nudged the bedroom door further open with my foot and peered inside. Mother was sitting at her wicker vanity table lavishing cold cream on her face and neck. She smiled at me as I stood in the doorway, watching her wipe off the white creamy substance with a tissue. “What is it, Sabrina? Don’t just stand there, come in!” She started to apply cherry-apple colored polish to her fingernails. I perched on the edge of the bed near her. The nail polish had a strong unpleasant smell to it. “Mother…?” “What is the matter with you, sweetie?” She blew on her freshly painted hands. “Out with it!” Her smile returned as she glanced over at me. “I was wondering if…I could borrow something to wear tonight— something black?” “Black? Since when do you wear the color black?” She laughed at my anxious expression and tossed her golden head back. “Let me look in the closet and see what I have that might be suitable.” She rose and disappeared into the depths of the walk-in closet. I heard her mumbling to herself, “Um…ah…no, um…ah!” She pulled out a demure red dress on a hanger and I immediately drew my brows together. She chuckled and tossed it on the bed, nearly missing me. She went back into the closet shuffling around her immense wardrobe. “Black, Mother. I want to wear black tonight.” “Give me a sec…black, huh?” she asked from somewhere within the closet. She reappeared minutes later with a slinky, short, cocktail dress with a Vshaped neckline that dropped very low. Too low, I thought. Did I have the nerve to wear such an adult, revealing dress? “You’d better try this on in your own room, sweetie.” Her voice dropped to a stage whisper. “Don’t let Daddy see you wearing it. He would not approve. Just put your long coat over it before you leave the house.”
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 Stiffly, I nodded staring at the black dress draped over her forearm. I stood up and took the dress by the hanger to my room. About fifteen minutes later, someone rapped softly on my closed bedroom door. Fearing it was Daddy, I nervously asked who it was. “Sabrina,” Mother called out, “may I come in?” Without awaiting my reply, she opened the door and stepped into the room wearing a filmy, scarlet negligee and feathery high heels. She shut the door behind her. “Are you nervous, honey? Don’t be. All men are like little boys at heart and a wise woman knows how to manipulate a man into giving her what she wants.” She said this mundanely as she paced the room. My eyes followed her as I slipped on my sheer-black pantyhose. She glanced my way, staring at me clad in a mere lacy, black padded bra and black panties under my pantyhose. She sat down on the bed and leaned against the stack of pillows to chat while I finished dressing. I sat down at my vanity table to brush my hair. “I do like your hair that way now that I’ve had a chance to get used to it. It was such a shock at first, seeing all your long hair cut off up to your shoulders, but it does make you look more grown up.” She paused, looking at herself in my full-length mirror on the back of the closet door. “Sabrina, a youthful appearance can only last so long and then you must face growing old.” She seemed to be saying more to her own reflection than to me. “But, Mother, you’re not old! You’re still very beautiful!” My outburst made her sigh heavily and faintly smile. “You’re no fool, Sabrina. You’ll make better choices in life than my sister and I did. Listen to me now…put down your mascara for a minute.” I did as she instructed and swiveled around on the stool to face her. Her hazel eyes were like a kaleidoscope of changing colors and emotions; golden when she was happy, green when she was angry and soft brown when she was melancholy. As I stared at her, her eyes changed to a dewy, soft brown. I tried to read the meaning behind those eyes. Maybe Mother did not like me dating someone so much older either. “Your father would surely disapprove of me lending you that dress. If he had his way, you would still be wearing pink baby blouses and long wool skirts! He’d lock you in a tower like my father tried to do but failed…” She laughed at her own little joke. I sensed her trying to reach out to me by sharing intimate, womanly secrets when she usually acted so indifferent toward me. I wondered why she was so attentive tonight when I had had
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 other dates over the past few months. “Don’t mistake sex for love, Sabrina. That’s where men and women greatly differ. Men will demand you to fulfill their lust or they’ll leave you. Most men only want one thing, I’m sure I don’t need to explain what that is. Don’t be persuaded by their pleas or foolhardy ploys. Most men will use a pretty girl, then throw her away! Especially an exceptional beauty like you, Sabrina.” She was telling me a lot about men I needed to know, but surely all men weren’t that way. Not Daddy; he worshiped her. “Your father doesn’t think very highly of Richard Tate. I had a hard time convincing him to let you go out with him tonight. Your father needs to realize you’re not a child any more, but you are a young woman now, ready to make her own choices in life, good or bad.” “Why doesn’t Daddy like him?” “Oh, he thinks he’s too old for you and a cad. Your father just thinks Richard’s a womanizer just like his father was…God, he looks so much like him.” “Mother, did you know Richard’s father?” “Um?” She seemed distracted. “Oh, yeah. A long, long time ago, before you were born. We all grew up together; your Aunt Velma, your father, Alexander Tate and I.” “Anne told me that he’s rarely in town but travels overseas on business.” “Alexander lost his wife years ago and I suppose he travels to forget or to avoid heartache. If I remember correctly, Richard was very young when he lost his mother and ended up in one boarding school after another.” “Oh, how sad! Poor Richard. Why didn’t his father take care of him?” I wondered aloud. “How should I know?” she said sarcastically. “Now don’t stay out too late tonight and worry your father. I assured him you could be trusted and reminded him that you have a good head on your shoulders. Don’t prove me otherwise or I can guarantee you won’t be allowed to see Mr. Tate again!” I swiveled around on the stool to face the mirrors. I picked up my taupe lipstick with slightly trembling fingers and colored my lips. My stomach was all a quiver as the hour neared seven thirty. My eyes met Mother’s eyes reflected in the mirror. She thoughtfully watched me brush my hair, until it gleamed and fluffed out upon my shoulders. Her lovely face looked lost and poignant like that of a stray, hungry kitten. Her eyes fled from mine to bounce from one object in the room to the next. “Have you really read all these books?” she questioned staring at the
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 rows of books lining the shelves of my bookcase and the stack on the floor. “I only like to read those historical romance novels I pick up at the supermarket. I’ve never even read the classics. It’s funny, in some of those romance novels men see women as sex objects or trophy wives not like real women…. Remember what I’ve told you on how to keep a man from getting bored or tired of you. You must dumbfound him with your wit, elegance, beauty, and charm. Always keep him guessing because a man like Richard will look elsewhere if you don’t.” Her eyes stayed glued to the bookshelf. “I’ve never asked you this before because I assumed you were still very innocent, yet I know you’ve been on a few dates with boys older than yourself…so are you?” “Am I what?’ “Sabrina, I’m asking you if you are still a virgin,” she repeated with great impatience. With wide-eyed shock, I turned to look at her. “Of course I am! I never let a boy do more than hold me or kiss me, but never more than that! Never!” Her eyes refused to meet mine as they studied the titles of my books. “Richard Tate is not a boy, Sabrina. He’s a grown man with a grown man’s wants, needs and desires.” Her eyes moved to the mirror, examining her own reflection and then she smiled. She had an incredible youthful beauty that I hoped she’d pass on to me. “Remember that afternoon when you were fourteen and I told you about our family history? About the women in our family?” I numbly nodded in response to her question. How could I have forgotten? “Well, I meant every word I said. Your father and your grandparents think it’s foolish nonsense, but it’s not! Your Aunt Velma believes it as much as I do. Don’t fall in love with him or any man, Sabrina. Only ruin, damnation, and heartache will follow. And never let a man know you’ve fallen for him, he’ll just treat you badly and take you for granted. The dark shadow that hangs over our family will bring its own unhappiness to your life,” she said in a voice that seemed to come from a long way off. “You have opportunities I never had growing up. I envy you, your whole life ahead of you…um, if only I had a chance to do things over, I would have made better, smarter choices instead of hasty ones led by my emotions just like my sister did.” “Mother, what choices? What about you and Aunt Velma?” “My sister wanted a simple, modest way of life. She also loved that old house we were raised in…not me, though. I had high hopes and dreams, like you, of living a better life. By the time my mother inherited that old, Victorian
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 house it was in shambles and badly in need of repair. My father tried to do many of the renovations himself, but found the house just devoured every extra cent he made. That house put him in an early grave and left my mother a widow with two young girls to raise…my mother never married again.” She stared at herself, completely lost in her own thoughts of the past. “Someday you’ll inherit that money pit and if I were you I’d sell it! That house is cursed just like our family. That is why I never wanted to live in it. So, when my sister and I inherited it, I told her she could have it…then I had to persuade your father to get a loan to buy this house.” How doleful and wistful she looked with her weak smile as if remembering the past still pained her. Her eyes grew serious as they met with mine. “Don’t marry to escape life or hide behind some man’s shadow, Sabrina. You’re too smart for that. If you must marry, only marry for money, never for love. Find a man that meets your needs, but never, never fall in love…do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?” “I understand, Mother, but to marry just for money seems very shallow.” “Shallow, huh? You won’t think so once you have a taste of what money can do for you…and it’s even worse if you’ve had money then lost it. So, you’d better heed my warning! What good is love? It doesn’t pay the rent or put food on the table—” “But Mother, who hurt you?” Her smile was thin and ironic. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. You’d better hurry or you’ll be late for your big date. Have a good time tonight and tell me all about it in the morning.” She stifled a yawn. “Mother, wait! What happened to you that made you so bitter and disappointed about life and love?” She quickly got to her feet and floated out of the room with those unanswered questions following closely at her feathery heels. I scratched my head in puzzlement. I shed her gloomy predictions like an unwanted garment. I was determined to have a good time tonight, but her words kept haunting me long after she was gone: “Don’t fall in love with any man, Sabrina…” I slipped into the cocktail dress that hugged every curve of my body. After putting on a pair of strappy silver high heels, I stared at the girl in the mirror. She looked more than just pretty, but sensational! Tonight I would be worldly and seductive. Then Daddy’s troubled look flashed before me and I paused. Whether Daddy liked it or not, I was rushing headfirst into adulthood. Oh Daddy, I
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 thought, please just give me a chance to be my own person…and grow up and experience a love of my very own.
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 Exactly at seven thirty; true to his word, I heard the doorbell’s urgent ring and I hurried through the dimly lit house to the living room. Daddy rose from his favorite armchair and faintly smiled in my direction as I rushed past him. I had on a long winter coat to conceal my revealing dress from Daddy, but when I glanced back, he was gone. Whew! I did not want Richard to be made uncomfortable by Daddy’s obvious dislike for him. Better to wait and introduce them at a later date, if I decided to continue to see the mysterious Richard Tate. I took a deep breath, slowly letting it out before I opened the front door. And there he stood all six feet of him, smiling down on me. I stepped on to the lighted porch and quietly shut the door behind me. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” he asked. “Well…no. My parents have already gone to bed. My father’s not feeling well.” “Oh, okay then…shall we?” He put his arm out for me to take it. “Why thank you, kind sir. How gallant of you to take a lady by the hand.” “My pleasure, my lady,” he said, taking my hand and leading me towards his car parked at the end of our drive. “Your carriage awaits you, fair maiden.” I giggled and smiled. He looked splendid in an ivory silk shirt open at the collar under a dark sports jacket with khaki slacks. He had on soft brown leather loafers with white socks, peeking out beneath his cuffed khakis. I thought Mother would approve of his expensive shoes and good taste in clothing. His silky long, blond hair was still damp, styled in the low ponytail. My heavy coat fell open to reveal my dress, which made me suddenly feel it was exposing too much and was much too adult for a girl my age. My hands fluttered upward to my daring décolletage to hide my cleavage as he stared and stared, making me blush all over and wish I had chosen a different kind of dress. His dark, brown eyes seductively raked me over, taking in my face, my revealing bosom, waist, hips, and legs. When his dark eyes roamed
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 back to my face, he smiled, and his eyes gazed deeply into mine. I could not move, I could not breathe, I could only stand there frozen in time while my heart seem to ache under my heaving breast. “You look very beautiful tonight, Sabrina. You could pass for twenty-one in that dress! I knew you would look fantastic in black.” He whistled low and soft. “Thank you, Richard…you look nice too. I like your shoes,” I muttered at a loss for words around him. He just laughed and guided me toward his flashy red sports car parked at the curb. “Wow, this is a pretty car!” I exclaimed as he opened the car door for me. “You think so? It’s all right. I had a Jaguar last year that I liked better before I crashed it.” He grinned sheepishly. “Is it very expensive, this car?” “Not really. This is an older model Porsche, but a classic. I buy a new car every year. I get bored driving the same model car all the time.” “Oh,” was all I could think of to say as he closed the car door and made his way to the driver’s side. The engine purred and it seemed to float over the paved city streets. I glanced at the speedometer. Were we really going sixty miles per hour? It didn’t feel like we were driving that fast, until I heard the screaming wail of the police siren signaling us to pull over. “Damn!” Richard said under his breath and swiftly pulled the sleek car to a screeching halt. I glanced over my shoulder at the approaching officer. Richard pressed a button and the window automatically went down. A bright light shone in our eyes, momentarily blinding us before he shifted the large flashlight he held. “License and registration, please.” The police officer was stout and chubby with a horseshoe of hair. Then the officer was shining the light in my direction, eyeing me closely before returning his attention to the driver. Richard fumbled in the glove compartment and handed the officer his information without looking at him. He held the flashlight up to examine the driver’s license more closely. His manner was stern and his voice gruff until he scanned the license and then a spark of recognition lit up his brown eyes. “Richard Tate? Your father’s Alexander Tate?” Richard stiffly nodded in response. “You need to slow down, son!” Richard snatched back his license from the police officer’s outstretched hand. “We’re late for a dinner reservation at that new restaurant.” “The classy one they just opened on the east side—” 93
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 “Yes, now if you can just write the ticket, we’ll be on our way.” Richard rudely cut him off. His mercurial dark eyes sharpened with sudden irritation. “Gosh, son, I wasn’t going to give you a ticket just let up on the gas pedal…and have a nice evening, Mr. Tate… miss.” The officer smiled at me before he turned and climbed back into the black and white vehicle with flashing lights. Richard didn’t say a word but put the car in drive and sped off. We arrived at the restaurant with time to spare, pulling up front to the valet parking. I was badly in need of the restroom and excused myself to freshen up. After relieving myself, I double-checked my appearance in the bathroom mirror. Be confident, Sabrina! It’s just like any other date. But I knew it wasn’t; he was definitely different. When I returned, Richard took our coats to the coat check. The seafood, bar and grill restaurant was dark and crowded. The waiter led us to a dimly lit corner booth. White linen tablecloths were placed over all the tables, and small vases with flowers sat on the center of the tables. Someone had placed a single red rose in the center of the vase at our table. I glanced at Richard who was smiling at me. “That red rose was put there especially for you,” he whispered, his lips brushing my ear sending a brief shiver rippling through me. The waiter pulled out my chair for me and waited until after we were seated and then handed us two menus. “Richard,” I leaned over in a low voice, “this looks very expensive!” “Don’t worry about it. I can afford this place, really, it’s no big deal.” I was impressed with the posh surroundings and the piano that sat off to one side of the room. A man dressed in formal attire played lilting, heartrending music that put me in a melancholy mood. When the waiter reappeared, Richard gestured for him to bend down, and in a low voice took the liberty of ordering for both of us. I was distracted and did not pay much attention as I timidly glanced around the elegant crowd of diners. Then I caught the way Richard kept gazing at me, and though it made me feel flattered, I felt a touch uncomfortable too. To make myself feel less awkward and nervous around him, I asked why he chose this particular place for our first date. “Because it’s the best,” he simply stated, sipping his glass of red wine. The maître d’ came over to our table with a broad, proud grin. “Good evening, Mr. Tate! Good evening, young lady. Can I get you anything special tonight, Mr. Tate?” He hovered over Richard as if he were royalty and should be treated as such.
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 “No thank you, Randolph. Let me introduce you to the lovely Miss Sabrina Ayers.” Richard gallantly gestured toward me sitting across from him. The maître d’ did a double take as he laid eyes on me, but quickly recovered to hide his apparent shock. “How do you do, Miss Ayers?” Nervously, I wrung the linen napkin in my lap. “Hello,” I said quietly, so afraid they would ask a nobody like me to leave their establishment at once! Richard just smiled my way as if nothing out of the ordinary had just happened. I kept glancing around me, feeling out of place and fidgety. The waiter brought two small plates to our table and laid them down in front of us. “What is this?” I asked wrinkling my nose in revulsion at the four hard shells on my plate. “That is Escargot. It’s a delicacy, try some,” he said eating the slimy cuisine with a tiny fork. Childishly, I just sat there unwilling to try something new. Especially something that looked disgusting and slippery, not to mention something smelly and fishy. Richard ate all of his then started on mine with enthusiasm. Yuck! I just hoped and prayed the entrée would be something more edible than the hors d’oeuvres. “This place is very up-town…I feel kind of out of place here,” I said in a low voice with a sigh, glancing around at all the elegantly dressed patrons who pretended not to be staring at us. “Richard, tell me about yourself. Tell me why you chose the medical profession.” “All in due time, my sweet, all in due time. Now, if you could stop from being so fidgety for two seconds and relax, we could enjoy dinner.” He bent forward and put his hand over mine to softly add, “Let’s wait until we are away from here, alone somewhere more private to talk. Okay?” What did he mean by more private? Alone? Alone with him? My goodness, that devilish look in his eyes set off alarm bells, ringing in my head. Richard smiled mysteriously when the waiter returned with two gourmet hamburgers and French fries. “Do you approve?” I just laughed and bit into my huge, mouth-watering hamburger. I tried to smile and I made it through dinner, dropping my fork a few times, and ate most of my dinner. I was terrified of making any mistakes in etiquette, so I nervously copied everything Richard did and watched the other
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 affluent women seated all around us. Some of them looked over our way with keen interest and smiled mostly at Richard, who seemed the center of attention, but if he knew all eyes were on him, he simply remained refined and deferential. After dinner, Richard suggested we drive over to the pier and walk along the beach. The San Francisco city lights twinkled as we drove over the Bay Bridge into the city. I loved San Francisco with its tall buildings, hilly terrain, Victorian houses, and spacious parks. We parked in one of the many parking garages and strolled hand in hand over to the seashore. The tide was coming in and seagulls flew overhead screeching and crying into the surf. We slipped off our shoes and walked along the beach; the sand felt gritty and hard under my nyloned feet. The round moon glowed above us casting luminous strands on his dark-blond hair. “Why is it we’ve never met before? I thought I knew every pretty girl in town.” What he said seemed to slightly irritate me. I was angered and not entirely sure why. “Maybe, because our families do not travel in the same social circles, Richard,” I lashed out at him. Maybe he was just like all the others with their arrogant opinions and sudden anger lit my eyes. “So, is it true what they say about you? Are you just another chauvinist pig?” I pasted on a smile of nonchalance just to watch his vexation. “What are you doing here with me, Richard? I really want to know!” “Why would you ask me such a thing? Because I like you, that’s why! And I am not a chauvinist pig. I could ask you the same question, what are you doing here with me?” I had to think about that a moment before I could answer, but the truth was somewhere in the depths of my very being; I already knew him. How I knew this I can’t explain; it was just an overwhelming sense of déjà vu that he invoked in me and maybe that was why I felt I had to test him. “I’m not entirely sure myself…let me be completely honest with you, Richard. I’m sure you’ve heard all kinds of rumors about my family, my mother and me, but I’m not that kind of girl. So, you can just take me home if you want. Furthermore, I don’t think we have much in common anyway, you being a townie and me being—well let’s just leave it at that!” I pulled my hand free of his and stopped walking to turn and face him. “Why are you acting this way? I don’t listen to casual gossip or partake in it, so I’m sorry if I don’t know what you mean. I thought you liked me. Have I unknowingly insulted you in some way?”
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 “Well no…it’s just that I live my life one way and you live yours another. My faith in God and striving for a higher education are the most important things in my life.” Despite my resistance to be won over, he was charming me. “This superficial town and the townies that live here only worship the all-mighty dollar.” My voice dripped with sarcasm. “And haven’t you already been with every woman in town, and so now you thought you’d have me? Well, I do not sleep with men on the first date, despite what you may have heard about my family or me. “The rich townies hate me and despise my family! They would like to drive us out of town and regardless of what you may think of me—I have dreams that are bigger than this small town!” It was not fair to test him, but I had to. I sat there floundering, hoping, praying he was the one man who would be different and not be judgmental like all the others in this town. “Well-ll,” he drawled, “you must have me confused with my father because he’s the one that worships the all-mighty dollar! And for your information, sweetheart, I had no intentions of forcing myself upon you, despite what you may of heard about me!” He sounded cross with me, but his tone quickly softened. “So, you think you know me and I bet you’ve have heard all the idle town gossip about me as well.” His smile was faint and cynical. “Sabrina, you’re a confounding young woman full of spit and fire! Ha! I like my women to be a bit of a challenge and not fall easily for my many charms.” He laughed to make a mockery of this. “I don’t think I like you, Mr. Tate, or what you’re implying. You’re just a skirt chaser looking for your next conquest. You think you can wine me and dine me and I’ll just fall all over you like some idiotic fool? Well, then you’re dumber than you look!” His beautiful dark eyes flashed with anger and hurt. “You have a sharp tongue, Miss Ayers, and it seems that I obviously bring out the worst in you!” We stood and stared at each other under the moonlight with the sound of the waves rushing up to the shore. I was ruining what should have been the most romantic night of my life but I didn’t care. I did not want to get hurt and I just knew by the very way my heart was already feeling that I would be terribly hurt if he thought of me as just another casual conquest. His anger faded with the change of tone in his voice. It was soft and husky again as he reached out to forcefully restrain my departure. His powerful hands gripped me by the shoulders as he gazed into my eyes. “Sabrina, play
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 fair. I know it’s hard for you to trust people and I realize you’ve been hurt, but you’re the one making crude misjudgments about me. Now, is that fair? Come on, don’t you know me? I am the one man who’s going to love you like no other.” When he said that, somewhere deep inside me, I shivered or maybe it was just the wind that blew in from the ocean. “Let’s not build up walls between you and me. You are by far the damnest female I have ever met!” He smiled bitterly. “You’re beautiful, smart, witty and sexy, and I have never known a woman to tweak my interest the way you do and I have been with many different women. You’re a strange combination of prude little girl and womanly seductress, who knows exactly how to entice a man…though you do remind me a lot of my mother, what I can remember about her.” We stopped walking and sat down on a smooth piece of driftwood. “I like you, Sabrina, and I think you’re the type of beautiful, headstrong woman I could fall in love with. Let’s be friends, okay? Tell me, what is your full name?” “Why?” I asked staring out at the crashing waves, absorbing all that he had just professed. My mind and heart were whirling from his passionate speech. I turned my head to look at his profile as he looked out into the sea. One lock of hair fell forward onto his forehead. His eyes turned to meet mine and he smiled. Oh, God, that smile again. That smile of his that warmed up my insides turning them to mush. My heart was beating along with the pounding surf. “Humor me, please. I have a theory about middle names.” He caught my hand in his. We were sitting so close together that our shoulders touched. “Sabrina Marie, but only my grandma calls me that and I hate it.” He softly chuckled. “Let me guess…you were named after one of your grandmothers?” He laughed at my surprised expression. “Yes, my mother’s. My grandmother was named Marie Devour.” “Now can you guess mine?” “I’m not very good at guessing games…Eugene? Just tell me!” I said with laughter in my voice. “It’s Alan. Richard Alan after my grandfather’s middle name. He’s the trustee of my estate and my inheritance, if anything should happen to my father. They tell me that I’m worth millions.” A cynical smile formed on his sensuous lips. “I’m not particularly fond of my father or my grandfather.” “Oh, but it must be comforting to never have to worry about money. Both my parents grew up in very poor families that struggled to just put food on
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 the table and keep a roof over their heads. I’m lucky, I guess, that my father has provided for us so well.” In my own crude way, I was trying to make him realize our very different backgrounds, but he did not seem to care about that and that made me like him even more than I already did. Go slow, Sabrina, listen to your head and not your heart; he is a lion and you are just a stray lamb! “Centerville thinks it’s a smaller version of Beverly Hills or Palm Beach, and the townspeople here place too much importance on money or lack thereof it. I judge a person by their character—what they believe in, don’t you?” What he said made me smile and I lit up inside. “Richard…why did you decide to come back here? To Centerville, I mean.” “Well. It still holds many good memories for me…memories about my mother. And I came back because on my twenty-first birthday, I inherited the family mansion, and she really loved that house. I want to make it as beautiful as she would have, if she were still alive today.” He bestowed upon me the strangest look. “You really do remind me of my mother…headstrong, but sensitive and vulnerable too.” “Oh.” I looked up into the heavens at the millions of stars. “Do you believe in God, Richard?” “I’m not sure what I believe. Honestly, I believe in a higher power that someone or something controls the universe or else how did we all get here? As for the theory of evolution, I don’t buy into that at all! I mean why would some of the primates evolve, but not others? I suppose I do believe in God….” His voice fell away as we gazed upon the water. Every time his gaze left the ocean and met mine, my heart turned over in response. He struck a vibrant cord in me that was building something between us that I couldn’t deny. Was this love already making my heart pound like the surf? The starry sky and full moon added its own blend of romantic ambience. I shivered. “Are you cold? Do you want my jacket?” He quickly shed his sports coat and draped it around my shoulders. How could I tell him that it wasn’t the cold ocean spray making me shiver, but him? The crisp, salty night air filled my lungs as soft breezes kissed my hot face and lifted my hair. We stood up to stroll along the water’s edge once more. Often his head would bend down so his dark eyes could meet mine. “Tell me, Sabrina,” his voice low and intimate, “what are your plans after you finish high school? College perhaps?” We fell into a casual stride together, and again he reached out for my hand. His warm hand in mine sent a surge of unexpected excitement through
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 me. “Yes, I hope to go to college someday, but I don’t think my parents can afford it. I may have to settle for working part-time and attending the community college unless I get a scholarship, but the chances of that are one in a million.” I hung my head and glued my eyes to the sandy beach. I felt shame and embarrassment that Daddy could not afford to send me away to college. Then guilt dealt a hand, changing my feelings because I had never felt ashamed of Daddy or my circumstances before. I ducked my head to peer into his face and saw only admiration shining in those dark eyes. “What would you major in? Psychology, the science of the mind?” “Why would you think that?” “Because of the charming way you are always trying to read people’s eyes as if everyone has some hidden motives or deep, dark secrets.” He had a low, derisive laugh. “Don’t they?” I laughed half-seriously. “No, prying into a person’s mind is not for me. I want to write about human behavior, not study it. Did you always want to be a doctor?” He stopped walking and bent to pick up several small rocks to throw into the sea. “A doctor is all I have ever wanted to be. I find medicine and the human body fascinating. I plan on being a heart surgeon some day.” He gestured for us to sit upon another large piece of driftwood. We sat facing the ocean and the glowing lights of the cities across the bay. I was ripe for romance, and in this idyllic setting, he inclined his head until his lips brushed against mine. Oh, the sensation of such a sweet, feathery first kiss! I had been kissed before, but not like this. He knew only too well how to kiss a woman and I could only imagine that making love to him would be wild, sweet, tender, and harmonious. Again, he dared another kiss and I felt his lips touch mine like a whisper. A vague sensuous light passed between us and it was an awakening experience of my own sexuality that left me reeling. I looked up into the dark, starry sky and I felt as though God were gazing down upon us with forewarning. Richard’s face and eyes were dreamy as he looked upon me in the moonlight. I hadn’t noticed he had taken my hand and turned it over to study it. “I wasn’t any good at reading palms so I took up medicine instead.” We both stared down at my open palm as he traced a finger over its etched lines.
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 “What does my palm tell you?” My own voice came out low and hoarse. His face lifted so his eyes could look intensely into mine. “Your palm tells me that there will never be another man in your life that will love you like I will.” A cold knot formed in my stomach when he said that…as if…as if I would never be free to love another as long as he loved me. I pushed this feeling down into the pit of my belly, ignoring all the warning signals flashing in my head that said to slow down and get to know him better. His eyes downcast studied my hand yet again. “This is your lifeline, it is very long. Here’s your success line…um, looks like you’ll be very wealthy some day…um, very, very interesting.” “What?” I asked, leaning to peer at my palm as he did. Our foreheads collided and we laughed. “This line way over here to the left is your heart line…it tells me you’re a hopeless romantic and that you put the men you love on high pedestals. And that you’re loyal and faithful to the one man who is fortunate enough to capture your heart.” My eyes drifted up toward his. Our dark eyes met and clung. My heart jolted and my pulse raced at the smoldering flame of desire reflected in his own eyes. No one had ever looked at me that way before. It was the same way that Daddy longingly gazed at my mother. He cupped my chin in his hand and tilted my face to his. I was shocked by my own eager response to the touch of his soft lips on mine. His lips parted and his tongue, which lightly played with mine, was a delicious sensation that I didn’t want to end. His arms drew around me, drawing me closer to him. Our bodies pressed together in a tight embrace. Richard’s warm breath fanned my face and neck as he placed his lips there as well. When he pulled away, his face was ruddy and his breathing as fast as mine. “I have to go home…I promised I would be home by midnight,” I said softly, but I did not move to go. He bestowed upon me a wicked grin. “What happens at midnight, does Cinderella turn into a pumpkin?” I shoved him away from me, the tender moment between us ripped to shreds. “Ha ha! No, Richard, she doesn’t! However, I have rules and values that I live by and when I promise something, I tend to keep my word. You’re being a sarcastic bore, Richard.” And I yawned loudly to prove it, and to think I was really feeling something for him! I was annoyed at his flippant
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 remark and his constant reference to my age. I knew I was swimming in an adult sea of sharks, treading just to keep my head above water. I hated to be reminded that I was still very young and naïve! “Why are you calling me names? Now, play nice, Sabrina! I am not a bore. Why are you angry with me?” “Why do you insist on irritating me so? Why all the nasty references about my age? If you considered me too young, why bother with me at all? Why bring me here to kiss me under the moonlight at the seashore with hundreds of stars out, or is this your way of masterful seduction?” I said, mocking him. “Well, well, Miss Ayers, I guess I’ve got my work cut out for me with you, don’t I? Does anything get past you? Even my attempt at witty banter before I move in for the kill?” He laughed spitefully at me. “I did not force you to respond to my kisses or my embrace! I forgot you’re just a teenager, just a silly little girl.” He shoved me further away from him. “And besides, I never had a curfew growing up,” he added, stood up and swiped at the sand clinging to his pants. He bent to pick up his shoes and tossed me mine. “Didn’t your father want you home at a certain time?” I asked cautiously, realizing my childish behavior would drive him away, and suddenly I was afraid I’d never see him again, and I wanted to see him again. Despite the warnings in my head, I did! “What father?” His voice dripped with sarcasm as he sat back down again. “I never had a father who was around long enough to enforce curfews, etc. He would either leave me with relatives or put me into one boarding school after another, until I was eighteen and no longer under his roof or his control. He has an overpowering need to control everything and everyone around him, but he could never control me! “He gave that old mansion to my mother as a wedding present, but she left the entire estate to me. And now it’s all mine and boy, was he angry about that!” He laughed low and scornfully. “I’m sorry, Richard…how awful for you to grow up without a mother or a real father around. Did you see much of your father at all?” “I saw him when he breezed into town or made an attempt to spend time with me, which wouldn’t last long before he made up some flimsy excuse about having to work then leave me behind with relatives that did not want a child around. When my aunts and uncles grew tired of the burden of raising a small child not their own, my father would put me into very expensive boarding schools—as if that would make up for losing my mother and not
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 having a father around. “So, after a sad attempt at trying to gain his attention by getting expelled from five different boarding schools, a high school counselor gave me this advice: to get the education for myself as a way of striking back at my father, instead of the path I was headed down, which was getting kicked out of one school after another and getting failing grades. So, he said to me why not just apply myself so that I would never be obligated to my father in any way once I was an adult. Best damn advice I’ve ever gotten! Since that day I started studying like crazy, got straight A’s after that and graduated from high school two years early and headed off to medical school.” “Oh! Not wanting to educate yourself? I find that hard to believe; an education is everything! I don’t understand people like yourself that do not value what an education can do for you! Education can take you out of poverty, out of a horrific situation, and beyond. It can open doors for you that maybe you thought were closed, but now are flung open! An education can change who you are and where you’re going…you were very fortunate to have an opportunity to study at some of the top schools in the country and receive the finest education money could buy! And to think you almost threw it all away because of a neglectful father,” I exclaimed breathlessly. “Gee, Sabrina…you have so much passion and conviction in you…it must be terribly exhausting.” His smile was small and ironic. “I did complete my education for my dearly departed mother, but not for him. I don’t think my father ever really wanted me, and I could tell even as a young child that he just needed an heir. Always with him, business came first and he never attempted to hide the fact that having the responsibility of raising a small child on his own was not what he had in mind. Of course, he didn’t expect Momma to do what she did either. And I think he blamed me for her untimely death.” “Why would he do that? You were just a small child when your mother died.” “I was too young to fully understand at the time what happened, but I gathered bits and pieces of the whole story from various family members that I was forced to live with during summer vacations and public holidays when I was out of school.” I took Richard’s hand in mine and looked with great concern into his eyes. “Richard, you can tell me anything. I am a very good listener and we’re going to be friends, right?”
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 “More than friends, I hope.” I ignored his remark, nevertheless the hammering in my heart began again. “Please tell me what was so awful and painful about your mother’s death that would make your father blame a young child?” “You know it’s strange, we barely know each other and yet…it feels as though I’ve known you all my life. I feel as though I could tell you anything. You’re the first person I’ve ever had the desire to share this part of my life with somehow knowing you won’t judge.” I smiled to myself knowing exactly how it felt to be judged by others unfairly, but I said nothing; just waited for him to continue his sad tale. “Well…this is what I know from the countless times I have overheard my aunts and uncles discussing it. My father met my mother while on a business trip to Charleston in South Carolina. She was a southern belle whose father was in a business venture with my father and they met at a formal dinner party held in my grandfather’s home. They tell me my mother was very young and beautiful, full of charm and grace. And after three months of courting her, my father proposed and then went to her father to ask for her hand in marriage. Her father refused—” I interrupted, “But why didn’t he like your father?” “I don’t know why, maybe because she was barely sixteen or because her father could see down into the depths of his black heart and knew what evil lay there…my father was twenty-one at the time and he was co-running the company with my grandfather. My father is the type of man who always, I mean always, gets what he wants no matter who gets hurt or what the consequences are. My father was a powerful man even at that young age and a force to be reckoned with. He can be a ruthless businessman who manipulates people into getting them to do his bidding…so, he talked my mother into foregoing a traditional wedding for a quick ceremony at City Hall. “She told me, when I was eight years old, the story of how they met and fell in love. Later she told me the rest…that when they returned to her house to confront her father, he went into a rage. He even threatened to kill my father! My mother was thrown out of the house and she was cut off from all ties with her family. Heartbroken, she told me she left with my father and then he brought her here to live. “He purchased the old mansion for her as a wedding gift. I guess he was hoping to cheer her up. My mother loved the estate and was enchanted with her new home. Once my father had her moved into the mansion, the
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 honeymoon was apparently over and it was back to work as usual for my workaholic father. What I mean by that is that he was constantly out of town or away on business trips abroad. My mother was left alone in that big lonely house, cut off from her family, friends, and in a new town where she didn’t know a soul. Though she visited with my aunts, she always felt separate and alone.” Boy, did I know how she felt! I had felt the same exact way most of my life. He gazed out at the crashing waves, pausing for a moment before going on. “After years of this sad existence my mother told my father that she wanted to start a family and have a baby to fill up her lonely days and to make up for the family she had lost by marrying him. He flat out told her that he just needed a son, an heir, and beyond that really didn’t want any more children to complicate his life. “Finally, after a year or more of trying to conceive a son for him…she grew depressed and weary. He blamed her for being barren and telling her again and again that he needed children to carry on his family name…and if she couldn’t provide him with children, he would divorce her. “She was crushed and so disappointed that she cried to my aunts, who prudently advised her to leave him and go back to South Carolina where she was from.” Richard cleared his throat and squeezed my hand before continuing in a distant voice as he looked out at the sea. “I never understood why but he was not pleased when she informed him some months later that she was finally with child. And my mother refused to tell me why…wanting to protect him, I suppose. I suspected he had had affairs with other women, but I never said this to my mother. “But despite all this, my mother told me she was thrilled. She silently prayed and hoped he would change his mind after I was born, that if he laid eyes on his own flesh and blood he would reconsider his decision not to have more children, for she wanted a houseful…but he never did. He only wanted a son, a single heir to carry on the Tate name and oversee the family fortune. “However, after my birth, he told her she had done her duty and provided him with his heir, and after all she was just a trophy wife, a pretty ornament on his arm and wasn’t much use to him now. “For some reason after my birth my father grew steadily colder towards her and left on extended business trips not telling her where he was going or when he would be back. When he was home, he ignored me and tormented her with snide hurtful remarks that humiliated her. She loved me and clung
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 to me as her only solace in her drab, secluded life. “I don’t know what happened between them that soured their marriage, and she would never tell me, but it must have been something awful…because once they had loved each other very much. “When my mother was younger, she was so vivacious and strong willed, full of life, just like you. And she also had an invisible light that surrounded her like you do, and all heads turned her way as soon as she entered a room. She tried many times to salvage her relationship with her own father, but every letter she sent was returned unopened. “In the end, my father killed her lively spirit with hurtling insults and slowly distinguished her inner fire…and I can see some of her in you, because you, too, possess those same qualities. “I was only ten years old when she took her own life…hung herself in her bedroom. I was the one who found her dangling from a rope tied to a chandelier, her lifeless body swinging back and forth, her face a pale blue color. A maid heard my frightened screams and called for an ambulance, but she was already dead…she did it to get back at my father. I suppose she thought it was a lifetime of revenge for making her life so miserable,” he said bitterly with tears he tried to hide by blinking them back. “But if it was revenge she was seeking…it backfired.” “You sound as though you hate your father; as if you blame him for causing her death.” He refused to look my way but stared moodily out at the tide rolling in. “Hate is a strong word; it’s more like dislike than anything. I would like to forgive him, but I can’t, so we blame each other for her suicide. She was selfish and took the coward’s way out. She could have run off with me, but she chose to end her life instead, maybe in the hopes that it would bring my father and I closer together but it didn’t…. He was so distraught at her sudden death that he drank all the time and then buried himself in his work as if it would give him some sort of escape from his own guilt and shame.” “How often did you see him after that?” “I did not see him again until I was fifteen years old,” he said in a tight voice. “I will never understand him or forgive him for what he did to my mother or for what he put me through.” His laugh was short and brittle. “Now the old man wants a relationship with me, now that I’m a grown man and I don’t need a father. He wants to reconcile after all these years. He finally realizes his own immortality and the guilt of abandoning me and shipping me off to expensive boarding schools…he showed up at the mansion
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 and I threw him out! He didn’t even bother to show up at my high school graduation and I was valedictorian of my graduating class.” I was touched by his sad childhood that must have left shadows across his heart. We were both pensive and quiet on the drive home. When he pulled up in front of my house, he told me he wanted to see me again. I told him I wanted that, too, and he tenderly kissed me goodnight, promising to call me the next day. It took me forever to fall asleep that night; replaying the evening over and over again in my head. The way he had held me, kissed me, and then being a true gentleman he had taken me home with only a light peck goodnight. Unlike my other dates who had tried to go further than I wanted at the end of the night. Was this what falling in love was like? Was love like a blissful happiness that spread from your heart through your whole body? Was it a warm feeling that made you feel whole and complete just knowing there was someone who cared for you and you cared for him? And looking deep into his eyes and seeing only love and tenderness? That was what falling in love for the first time was like for me in the beginning, or the honeymoon stage as I liked to call it. Until the hidden inner person rears its ugly head, but back then I was much too infatuated with him to see what shadows lay across his heart or mine for that matter.
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 As the days and weeks passed, Richard and I began to spend more and more time together. He was much too busy during his long workweek to see me, but we managed to talk on the phone every day. On the weekends, he would pick me up to go sailing, horseback riding, dining, dancing, and go for long moonlit walks on the beach. We talked for hours; about our childhoods, our hopes, our dreams, and our plans for the future. Richard hypnotized me with his sophistication, his magnetism, and his striking good looks. Although, at times he seemed too good to be true and still other times I felt as though he were hiding something from me; he would act so distant and guarded. I was sometimes suspicious of his intentions toward me. However, I tried not to dwell on his moodiness or uncouth remarks that made it harder to understand such a complex fellow, and I thought of him as more an enigma for me to unravel. When the weekend would come around, I would rush about in eager anticipation of Richard’s arrival. Daddy looked apprehensive when I told him I was going out to dinner yet again with Richard, but Mother only flashed a knowing smile. They sat together on the couch watching television. “When are you planning to invite him in? Or doesn’t he want to meet your parents? You know, Sabrina, a gentleman caller with good intentions always meets the parents of his date,” Daddy said, puffing on his cigar and eyeing me closely, trying to read my eyes. “Soon, Daddy. What is the rush? We’ve only been dating a few months.” “Well, still I think it would be proper if we got a chance to sit down and talk to this boy of yours. I would like to know his intentions toward my daughter.” I groaned out loud, “Daddy, are you going to embarrass me, like you did with my other dates?” Mother cut in, “Sabrina, your father is right. Look, invite him for dinner and I promise your father and I will be on our very best behavior…all right?”
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 I had to agree just so I could run out the door as Richard pulled up and honked. I heard Daddy say something to Mother as I hurried out the door, “I just don’t think much of a man who can’t even get out of his car and greet a lady properly!” “Jack, that is just the way boys are nowadays. Chivalry is long dead I’m afraid.” I heard her gentle laugh. This time the restaurant was less formal, but still very classy. It was an Italian restaurant, which was dimly lit with only a few customers. The small round tables had red and white checkerboard print tablecloths and music playing softly in the background. The atmosphere was cozy and charming. We sat near the window and his dark eyes give me the once-over in my double-V knit top with a blue and black design and a short black skirt with high-heeled slingbacks. He was dressed in his usual yuppie-style attire wearing a refined white short-sleeved polo shirt, and twill, pleated Dockers with soft brown, leather loafers. A basket of warm bread sat in the middle of the table and smelled wonderful. I put a slab of butter on a slice of the bread and let it melt in my mouth, savoring the taste. Richard ordered red wine and the waiter did not ask my age like I feared he would. I sipped the wine, which made me feel lightheaded and warm. By candlelight, we ate our dinner of pasta and Caesar salad. It all smelled divinely and tasted delicious. We were both somewhat quiet this evening, as if something magical were happening between us, and we did not want to spoil it. We reached for the salt at the same time, his fingers brushing mine, and we looked at each other and smiled. When we had finished our meal and our plates were cleared, Richard ordered two more glasses of wine. Already, I had drank too much and felt tipsy. The waiter treated Richard with extra attentiveness and I saw why when he put down a huge tip. Did he always carry around one hundred-dollar bills? “This is a good year, so drink up.” He sipped the wine that made his full lips ruby red. After only drinking half my glass, I felt flushed. I wanted to go outside for some fresh air and he quickly agreed, leading me out unto the restaurant’s outdoor patio. The music could be heard outside from speakers placed near the roof. A love song from an old Italian opera came on with the singer’s voice soaring above the melody. Richard reached out to me, swinging me around to face him and draw me into his arms. We danced slowly with the music, cheek to cheek, as he rubbed his smooth cheek against mine. “I think I am already halfway falling in love with you, Sabrina. I think I started falling for you from the first moment I saw you in that demure, pink 109
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 dress, looking like an innocent enchantress,” he murmured into my hair, as he placed a series of slow, soft, shivery kisses onto my neck under my hair. Oh, what a delightful shiver of wanting coursed through my veins as my heart throbbed. I smothered a soft moan. I felt a strange yearning stirring within me—what was he saying? “I looked and looked for someone like you, but never found her.” His voice, deep and sensual, sent a ripple of awareness through me. “You’re an intoxicating combination with your voluptuous body and an angel’s delicate face. Could you still be untouched and pure as the driven snow?” “Richard, behave yourself!” I warned half-seriously. We danced on and on as the music was carrying us away. I put my head on his broad shoulder and inhaled the scent of his strong aftershave that tickled my nostrils. I could feel his hands through my thin blouse caressing my back. He leaned into me, our bodies pressed together. Must his every movement remind me of his sexual attractiveness? He held me so close against him I could tell that I excited him as well. As we danced, his hand reached around to stroke my breast and when I didn’t pull away, he dared more. He slipped his hand into the open neckline of my shirt. His hand cupping my breast and sliding under my bra sent a low throbbing all the way through my body as my nipples grew hard and erect. I felt a heady sensation as his lips kissed the hollow pulse of my throat and behind my ears. His lips that found mine were more insistent this time. I felt weak with desire and my heart was thumping. Oh, God…I shouldn’t be letting him do this! Abruptly I snapped out of the spell he’d cast. I jerked my head up and shoved him aside. A puzzled expression took over his handsome features. His eyes searched mine with fervent desire. “Stop that! You go too fast, Richard…I need to get to know you better,” I cried, backing away when he tried to pull me into his arms again. His mouth was thin with annoyance. “But you do know me, Sabrina. We have so much in common—you and I. You want a fairy tale prince and I want a pure woman who’s never been touched by another man. Someone who will love me and adore me, because honestly only one other woman in my life has ever loved me that much…and I don’t care about your background or who your family is in view of the fact that I have grown up in a different world than you, because I’m the only man who will ever truly love you without reservations. I’ve always wanted someone like you—clean, special, decent, and honest.” He smiled at me confidently, in that arrogant way of his.
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 “It’s a beautiful night and it’s filling me with fanciful, poetic and romantic notions. You’re the only real thing in my life and though it scares the hell out of me to admit it, I’m not sure I could live without you now that you’ve invaded my heart…and my soul. So why can’t you learn to trust me?” “It’s not you, Richard. It’s me. I don’t trust myself when I’m with you….” I moved a step closer to him, caught once again by his magnetism. Those mesmerizing dark eyes met mine and clung. We stood there a moment listening to the passing traffic before I spoke again. “You sound melancholy tonight. You’re not a romantic at heart, are you, Richard?” “A romantic? Yes, I suppose I am…why do you keep backing away from me, Sabrina? Why are you trembling?” My heart was beating wildly. Why did he have to stare at me like that with his heart in his eyes? He reached out to me and I flung myself into his arms, burying my face in his chest. He stroked my hair and kissed the top of my head in a fatherly way. “Don’t be frightened of me, Sabrina. Haven’t you ever experienced love before? I have, but never quite like this and never quite this strong. I want to be with you all the time. I can’t stop thinking about you when we’re apart. I reach for the phone a dozen times a day, just wanting to hear your sweet voice, but then I stop myself. I wonder about what it will be like when you finally let me make love to you and I can hold you all through the night and wake up to your lovely face. Knowing you belong to me and only me, forever.” I sighed and tried to cast away those shadows across my heart and let only love enter there. All my defenses seemed to subside and melt away. He had said all the right words I longed to hear; words that every woman longed to hear from a man she was attracted to. This time, when he tilted my lips upward to meet his, I let myself surrender and be wrapped in his arms like a warm blanket. I returned his deep kiss with reckless abandon before a sudden realization hit me and I pulled away breathlessly. “Are you saying you want to marry me someday, Richard?” He just smiled. My hands reached to pull his head down so I could greedily put my mouth over his, as I kissed him with a hunger I’d never known before. My unruly fingers twined into his loose silky blond hair. That kiss lasted and lasted and lasted, making me feel unreal. When we finally parted, his face was as flushed as mine. He was breathing hot and heavy as he motioned for us to go out the side gate to his flashy car parked outside. He drove us back slowing down and parking a few blocks from my house near a street lamp.
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 Almost at once, I was in his arms again, kissing with so much urgency I was afraid he would try to make love to me right then and there. Both of us were hot and panting when he lifted his head and looked down, dazed, into my face. “I can’t take this—I must have you!” He tried to take off my blouse and reached to tug down my skirt. I couldn’t let him, not here—not yet! I slapped his hand away and shrank back against the car door. The windows were foggy and I couldn’t see out of them. I pressed a button on the door that sent the window automatically down and a burst of cool air came in. His breath felt hot on my face as he turned my head toward his. His eyes were full of anger and frustration blended with desire. “You’re just a child—a little girl trying to play grownup games. What could you possibly offer a man like me?” He shoved me further away from him and started the car. Immediately, I realized I was losing his interest if I pushed him away and played coy innocent. So, I was quiet, waiting until he parked in front of my house with the engine running to speak, hoping he wasn’t still angry with me. “Earlier tonight you asked if I was still a virgin. Does it still matter to men if a woman sleeps around before she marries?” I reached over a timid hand to turn off the ignition and he did not protest. I watched his strong profile soften and his dark, dark eyes locked with mine. I looked up into his face and seductively batted my long lashes to entice him the way a woman would to draw and keep a man’s attention. “Yes, it does matter to some. It wouldn’t matter to me whether you were or not, but I have to admit I’m intrigued by the thought that you may still be a virgin. You see, most men want a lady on their arm and a whore in their bed.” He laughed at his own crude joke. “I thought men wanted their brides to be pure, untouched, and virtuous on their wedding night.” “Hah! Maybe, but I’m not the marrying type, so what do I care?” I didn’t fail to catch the note of sarcasm in his voice. “Women either see me as a good catch or a meal ticket. The wealthy women around town try to get me into bed and when that fails, they try to fix me up with their daughters—like I’m some rich, dim-witted bachelor that they can con into marrying their snobby daughters. They just want a good family name. And the women I meet who don’t come from respectable families see me as a way out of their pitiful existence. How could I ever tell if a woman cares for me or only cares
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 for my money or my family’s rank and position—tell me that?” He sounded melancholy and disheartened. I was amazed at his sudden revelation. My heart went out to him because women would use him to gain a place in society for their daughters or use him for financial gain. “You’d have to look long and deep into her eyes, into her very soul.” I lowered my voice, being purposely mysterious. “If she truly loves you and not your money you’ll know. She won’t be able to hide her heart, for most women wear their hearts on their sleeves.” Our eye contact held for a long, long time, making me blush and look away. Why was he looking so deeply into my eyes? I was not sure what love was or if this strong attraction would last. What was he seeing that made his eyes glow with some inner light? Was my face revealing a love I hadn’t known was there? “It’s late. I’ll walk you to the door.” He sighed and reached for the door handle, got out and came around to my side of the car to open my door and help me out. At the front door under the porch light, he grabbed me forcefully around the waist and drew me hard against him. I wove my arms inside his leather coat around his back. He gazed down into my eyes. “I’ve traveled all over the globe. Been all over Europe on my summer vacations where they claim the most beautiful women live…but I come home to discover they were wrong and an angel sent straight from heaven was here in this hick town all along waiting for me.” His mouth crushed mine, tasting like the rich wine we had had with our dinner. I felt as if transported on a soft, wispy cloud of love. I returned kiss for kiss with reckless abandon. His tongue parted my lips and darted in and out of my mouth. The sleeping woman inside me woke up and I became aware of a warm shudder heating my lower body. When we finally parted, I was left weak and confused. Was I experiencing love for the first time? Was it an intoxicating sensation that warmed up your insides and left you breathless? Leaving you, wanting more and more never wanting it to end? Abruptly, the front door was flung open and Daddy stood there with a scowl on his face, dressed in his striped pajamas. “I told you to be home by midnight! I did not expect you to be out here on the porch groping one another! It’s well after two o’clock in the morning,
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 now tell your gentleman caller—goodnight!” Daddy was glaring at Richard. I never heard his voice so cold. Embarrassed by the whole incident, I quickly thanked Richard for dinner and bid him farewell. Daddy yanked me roughly by the sleeve into the house. “Sir, I’m sorry it got so late—” SLAM! The front door closed with a bang, rattling the whole house. Daddy turned off the porch light and locked the door. There was only one lamp left on in the living room by the front window where Daddy had been waiting for my return. I whirled around to face him. I was seething with anger and humiliation! How dare he treat me like a child in front of Richard. I was not a little girl anymore and he had to understand and learn to accept that. “How could you embarrass me like that? I am not a little girl anymore, Daddy!” I blinked back tears of frustration that had formed in my eyes. He had to learn to let go, to let me grow up and be my own person. I hated that I was so overly emotional and easily cried. I bit down hard on my lower lip at his cross expression. “You know darn well your curfew is midnight! When I awoke to get a glass of water and saw your bed empty—I got worried. You’ve always been responsible in the past and always managed to come home on time before. That boy is a bad influence!” Hot tears stung my eyes as I lashed out at him. “You’re smothering me, Daddy! Don’t you trust my judgment anymore? Have I ever given you cause to worry?” I stormed weakly. His dark brows drew downward in a frown and a vein quivered in his forehead. “I’m not smothering you, Sabrina. If you want to be treated like an adult then you had better start acting like one! We have set rules in this house, rules that you yourself agreed to. The last few months your grades have fallen behind, your demeanor has drastically changed, and I don’t appreciate this insolent attitude toward your mother and me! If I tell you to be home at a certain hour, I expect you to obey! As long as you live under my roof, I decide what time is suitable for you. You’re too young to be out with a man so much older than you! I did trust you, but you’ve changed! Lately, I feel as though you’re a stranger to me. You’re only eighteen, Sabrina, and it is not you who worries me—it’s him!” “Daddy, Richard’s a gentleman, really!” I started to cry. “I really like him and he likes me…I’m sorry if I disappointed you. Please, don’t be angry with
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 me.” I hung my head and my hair fell forward to hide my face. “Nice try, Sabrina, but you’re grounded for a month! And you are not to see that boy again until your grades improve!” he said exasperated, then added, “You’ve really disappointed me, Sabrina.” My head jerked up in surprise! He had never grounded me before. “But Daddy, a whole month? That’s not fair!” “Life isn’t fair, and until you start acting like a proper young lady, you’re on house arrest.” A dark cloud passed over Daddy and shadowed his face. “I want you straight home from school every day.” He threw me one more hard look before spinning on his heel and heading toward his bedroom. I ran to my own room, throwing myself face down on the bed and really bawled! I was too old to be grounded! Oh, how I hated him at that moment. He had to let me go, he just had to! I had always done the right thing, been a good, obedient little girl, but I was becoming a woman now and had finally found someone that I genuinely liked, maybe even could love…was that what frightened Daddy the most? Could it be the fact that I had someone else that I wanted to spend my time with besides him? Was he just jealous and hurt by my growing up and growing independence? I cried and cried until I had no more tears of self-pity left to shed. Not see Richard? Oh, how was I going to survive? Finally, sleep overcame me and took me into strange, eerie dreams where I was lost in a huge old English maze with tall hedges all around me, closing in on me. Every turn I made led me deeper and deeper into the labyrinth. My heart pounded with foreboding and panic as I tried desperately to find a way out. Then the towering hedge seemed to shimmer and harden into the solid walls of a dark, rioting, old house. All around me in the house, there were eerie, ghost-like shadows and dark, chilling corridors that led to nowhere. I opened doors to find them bricked over on the other side and staircases that led to nowhere. Boarded up on the outside the windows only shed a minimal amount of light into the shadowy house. There was a rioting smell, too, the rioting smell of death and decay. I tried to run but my feet sank deep into the thick carpet, and the more I struggled the deeper I sank into the floor, which seemed to be made of quicksand. With only my head left above, I tried to scream though no sound escaped my throat…then the house pulled me under in its death-like grasp. I jolted awake; my thin nightgown clung to me like second skin, soaked with perspiration. Icy fear twisted around my heart as I sat up gasping for air.
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 The dream seemed so vivid, so very real, that it took me several minutes to get a hold of myself. I got out of bed and went into the bathroom to strip and jump into the shower. The warm spray, tingling my skin, revived me and made me feel calmer. When I stepped from the shower, I put on my bathrobe and put my wet hair up in a towel. The house was strangely quiet as I made my way to the kitchen. I glanced at the clock on the wall. 11:30! Had I really slept that late? I peered out the window at the driveway; my parents’ car was not parked in the driveway. They left me here and had gone on to church without me. I sighed and poured myself a glass of orange juice. I tried to call Richard first at his apartment, then at the hospital to no avail. I went back to my room, threw on some clean clothes, and curled up on my bed with a book. I must have drifted off to sleep, for it was hours later that I heard my parents come home. I lay there not moving, just listening to them moving about the house. Neither of them came to check on me, even though I had unlocked my bedroom door just in case Daddy wanted to see me. I tried to read my book, but found it extremely hard to concentrate. Soon enough sleep overtook my tired limbs and forced my eyelids closed. Sometime after sundown, I awoke to the sounds of loud angry voices. I lay in the warmth of my bed for some time just listening, trying to fall back asleep, and hoping it was all just another bad dream. I don’t know what time it was when I finally, on silent feet, snuck out of my room and down the dimly lit hall. I heard voices coming from the kitchen and at the mention of my name, I froze and keened my ears to listen. “Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on Sabrina?” I heard Mother say. “No, and don’t you go taking her side on this! She has a total lack of respect for authority lately. Her grades have gone from A’s and Bs to Cs and Ds and it’s all because of that boy! She’s changed….” His voice fell away. “She’s just growing up, Jack. She can’t stay a little girl forever, and need I remind you that I was only seventeen when we started dating? You’re just going to have to accept the fact that one day she’ll leave this house and move on with her own life…and if we’re lucky she’ll include us in that life. But not if we push her away. Listen to me, Jack, if you forbid her from seeing Richard Tate, it will only make matters worse, it’s like that old saying: forbidden fruit is always sweeter…my domineering father tried to do the same thing to me once.” “I don’t care! He’s too old for her and he’s such an arrogant, conceited
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 young man, and not the sort I want to date my daughter! The subject is closed!” Daddy shouted and sounded exasperated. “Okay, Jack, but don’t say I didn’t try to warn you…the more you try to hold her here, the more Sabrina is going to pull away in the opposite direction. And just think…this is a chance for her to marry well. Way beyond our expectations! ” Mother said matter-of-factly. “Your expectations, not mine! She’s just too damn stubborn, like you. I just don’t want to see her get hurt and I just know that boy is going to hurt her!” I drew in my breath. Why didn’t Daddy want to give Richard a chance? He was not being fair. Next, I heard Mother’s tone change icy cold with forewarning. “Now listen to me, Jack Ayers, and look at who is being stubborn!” Mother went on. “So, she stayed out too late, so her grades are slipping…it’s called hormones. Can’t you see she’s a flower in full bloom, discovering her own sexuality? She is becoming a young woman, like it or not. Now listen to some common sense for a change, she will just fight you, and then you’ll be the loser! Is that what you want, to drive her away?” she pleaded on my behalf. “Are we talking about Sabrina or are we talking about you, Trisha? And I don’t like the Tate family. Alexander Tate is too arrogant and he thinks he runs the whole town and I bet his son is the exact same way…she could do so much better.” “Better than the Tates?” Mother’s laugh was dry and sarcastic. “They’re as rich as the Rockefellers!” “There’s more to life than having money, Trish,” he said softly. “Says who? Face it, Jack, some day our little bird is going to leave the nest. This is her chance to soar! Or she might just run off with him…wouldn’t that be something?” “Oh, God.” I heard him groan, “she gets this rebellious nature from you! I hate to say this but I don’t even know my own daughter anymore,” he said wearily. “Oh, don’t be so melodramatic, Jack. You know her, maybe better than she knows herself, and I think you’re being too harsh and unreasonable—” The telephone’s shrill ring interrupted their conversation. It rang several times before I heard Daddy answer it in a gruff voice. “Hello?” “Who’s calling.” He was quiet a moment listening to the caller while I
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 held my breath wondering if it was for me. “Look, your apology is not necessary, son. Sabrina is grounded for the time being and we would appreciate it if you would not call here for a while. I think you’re spending too much time together and Sabrina’s priorities are getting all mixed up. She’s still in high school, for Pete’s sake! Now, Richard, I hope you will respect our wishes—goodbye!” I heard the phone crash back down onto the receiver. A short silence followed before I heard Mother speak again with a bitter edge of cynicism in her voice. “Well, now you’ve done it! I can’t wait to see what happens next!” She laughed at him as I heard the heavy tread of his feet stalk out of the room. I crept back to my own room and didn’t leave it again for the rest of the night. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through the next couple of weeks without being able to see or talk to Richard. As I lay in the drowsy warmth of my bed, staring up at the ceiling, I realized I was slowly drifting away from my parents and wanting to branch out on my own. My mind filled with bitter thoughts of how Daddy was trying to hold me back and not let me find myself or find someone to share my life with. I could not stay his little girl forever and wasn’t he the one who told me one day a man is going to waltz his way into my life and into my heart? Now that love was knocking on my door, what could I do but let it in?
 
 118
 
 Growing Up Fast!
 
 Those first two weeks dragged by. All I could do was bury myself in my studies and try to avoid Daddy’s disapproving frown. He would not speak to me or look at me and that really hurt worst of all. It was if I were a fallen angel out of grace with God. I got down on my knees every night to pray for God to soften my father’s heart toward Richard and take away the disappointment in his eyes, but if God heard my prayers, he did not answer them for another long, dreadful week. My daily morning run kept my sanity intact, but I missed Richard terribly. Richard. Richard filled my every waking thought. I couldn’t push his face, his soft lips or his hands from my mind. I sat down at my desk in my bedroom, started my homework, and decided to work on a poem for my English class. I had a hard time concentrating, my thoughts turning again and again to Richard. It was late and lit a few candles to brighten my room. Clink. I swirled around in my chair to face my small bedroom window. Clink. What on earth could that be? I crept over to the window in my short pink baby doll nightie that showed off my pretty legs and parted the curtains. It was pitch black outside, but I could just make out the faint unmistakable outline of a man standing a few feet from the window. He moved in the darkness, taking a step forward and emerging into the stream of light that my bedroom window provided, and I slid open the window and smiled. “Did I wake you?” he whispered. “No…what are you doing out here, it’s after midnight.” Mischief lit up Richard’s fair handsome features. “Love has brought me here in the middle of the night…I haven’t seen you in days! My heart was beginning to ache from loneliness.” “You sure know how to charm a lady, sir,” I whispered back, my face and lips pressed against the screen.
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 “Can you come out to play…please? Just for a moment.” “Yes, I’ll meet you out front.” I shut the window. I walked over to the closet and put on a coat over my very flimsy, see-through nightie. On bare feet, I tiptoed out of my room, pausing to listen to Daddy’s noisy snores coming from their cracked open bedroom door. I went through the dark house and over to the front door, which I quickly and quietly unlocked. I stepped onto the porch, softly closing the door behind me. I glanced around me; if we were caught, there’d be hell to pay! But, I reasoned, it was worth the risk and Daddy’s anger. Outside it was dark and still, except for the low chirping sound of the crickets and passing cars on the main highway near our home. “Richard?” I crept on pussywillow feet to the other side of the veranda near our back fence. The gate was closed and there was no sign of Richard in the yard. I shivered and hugged the coat tighter around me. It was so quiet and my eyes searched the darkness for my love. “Where are you?” I loudly whispered, fearing any second I would wake my parents. I folded my arms under my bosom as a light breeze tickled my face and hair. I pushed back a wayward strand of brown hair from my face, only to have it fall forward again. Just then, two strong hands spun me around and gathered me up snugly against his body. “Hello there, sexy. I missed you.” His voice deep and sensual sent a ripple of desire through me. “Kiss me.” His last words were smothered on my lips. I felt a flush heat my bosom, my face, and a stirring grow between my legs as that kiss intensified and deepened. The idea of his actually missing me, the womanizer, the man of fire and wind, the legendary skirt-chaser, aching for me, and the eagerness of his kisses, excited me. My feelings for him were intensifying and making my body respond and my heart ache for fulfillment that only his lovemaking would bring. Lifting his mouth from mine, he gazed deep into my eyes. I couldn’t breathe and my heart was pounding with anticipation. I wanted to go on kissing him and once again be filled with that hunger for romantic fulfillment. I wanted to never stop being held in his strong embrace, to drown in his eyes that were limpid pools of desire. I wanted to let my self-restraint dissolve and leave my morals behind in the embrace of his muscular arms. “I want you so badly, Sabrina.” His eyes scanned over my thin pink nightgown peeking from beneath my coat and his gaze lingered on my pink
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 hard nipples visible through the sheer fabric, and down to my bare legs, to my toes, and then back up again to look at my lips. “My mother used to wear those baby doll nightgowns….” His eyes took on a shadowy intensity as if suddenly lost in the past and remembering a mother he had loved more than life itself. I felt goose bumps travel up my arms and legs as the queerest expression darkened his handsome features. Was seeing me in this short girlish nightie somehow bringing back old memories for him? I wasn’t sure that I wanted to remind him so much of a dead mother…or look like her. His voice came out low and husky and full of unfulfilled desire. “You look so beautiful in the moonlight in your pretty sheer nightgown. You are mine, aren’t you? You’ll never let another man touch you again, right?” For a moment, I didn’t answer. My lips parted to speak but he silenced me with his lips firmly pressing to mine. When that passionate kiss ended, both our faces were flushed and he was breathing hot and heavy, grown aroused by that long, deep kiss. “You belong to me. You know it and I know it. I’m the man you’ve dreamed about, fantasized about, and longed for your entire life…who could ever love you as much or want you as much as I?” That’s what began to scare me. The way he said it, so low, so serious, so determined as if it were true. And he would never love another as long as we were together, and because of the fact that I reminded him so much of someone else and that both exalted me and troubled me. I hurried back inside after that, before my father caught us together yet again. One evening three weeks into my punishment and imprisonment, Daddy finally rapped softly on my bedroom door. “Sabrina?” His strong voice came through the closed door. “May I come in and talk to you?” He edged open the door and peered inside. I did not say anything but just lay on my back on the bed, looking at him trying to read his eyes. He sighed and then came further into the room. “Oh, Sabrina. This is just really hard for me, seeing you all grown up and not the sweet little girl that used to adore me and rush to the front door to greet me when I came home from work. I miss our daily talks, our outings together to museums and libraries.” Again, he heavily sighed. “I do trust you and your judgment, but it’s not really you that I’m concerned about. I was a young man once with a young man’s strong sexual urges.” What he said made me blush. He moved to sit down on the edge of the bed. “I remember being his age, attracted to a pretty girl trying to get her to satisfy my lust. Men don’t respect girls that go all the way…they’ll just use
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 you. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, Sabrina. So, can you forgive an old man for having old-fashioned values and being overly protective of his only daughter?” Tears shone in his beautiful brown eyes. I sat up and hugged him close. “Can’t you give Richard another chance, please? For me? Get to know him before you make harsh judgments about his intentions or his behavior. I’ll invite him to dinner this weekend…if I’m not still…grounded,” I said slyly. He smiled in defeat. “Okay, but if your grades fall behind again you won’t see Mr. Tate until school’s out!” “Fine, whatever you say, and I promise to spend more time on my studies. I know you’ll think differently of Richard when you get to know him better. I don’t have a lot in common with the boys my own age; I feel so much older and more mature than them. Richard’s the first man that makes me feel as though everything I say and think is important. Do you know what I mean?” I pleaded mutely with my eyes. “I do know what you mean, sweetheart. I think that I am partly to blame. You’ve spent more time around adults than around people your own age. I guess it’s only natural to want to be young and act young and irresponsible sometimes…though, I must admit sometimes I did not always heed the warnings of my own parents. You’re different, Sabrina, I mean that in a good way. You’re a young woman with rare spirit and passion. You’re more adult than most adults I know. So, we will have your young man to dinner and we shall see, we shall see.” He straightened up and rose from the bed but paused to look back at me from the doorway. “You look sleepy. So, go to bed now and I promise to give Mr. Tate another chance.” “Daddy? “Yes, sweetheart?” “Do you think dreams are like a premonition or forewarning of what is to come, even our nightmares?” He just stared at me with a peculiar, worried expression. “Why do you ask?” “Just wondered…do you?” I studied his face closely. “I think, sometimes dreams are merely our own subconscious trying hard to work out our everyday problems or perhaps even our inner struggles. Dreams can have many different interpretations or meanings. It’s how you choose to interpret your dreams that is the key to unlocking the mystery.”
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 Thorns Come Up Everywhere
 
 Warm breezes tickled strands of my hair over my face as the sun warmed my skin. I was in Mother’s immaculate garden admiring all the blossoms coming into flower. I read a book, sprawled out on a lounge chair. Every once in awhile I would glance up from my book to stare at the cloudless blue sky. My thoughts kept drifting back to Richard. Richard’s flowing blond hair, his full lips, his charming way of laughing. It was as though I knew his face by heart. All these overwhelming emotions surfaced that I had not known were there. My heart leaped at the thought of seeing him again in a few hours. He was at long last coming over for Sunday dinner after his rounds at the hospital. A robin flew overhead and settled on the fence post. I heard the squeaky hinges on the back door open and shut and the startled bird flew away. I pretended to be reading my book as soft footsteps approached. “What is my dear, sweet daughter reading now?” “A story about four children locked up in an attic of a southern mansion while their greedy mother awaits to inherit a fortune.” Mother laughed. “Sounds intriguing. How are you surviving without the dashing, young Mr. Tate?” I looked over at her, leaning back on her elbows on the green grass beside my chair; her legs were crossed at the ankles. She was wearing a snug red halter-top with a pair of blue jeans, and her feet were bare. She lifted a delicate hand to shield the sun from her eyes. I sighed with the wind. “It’s been hard, but it’s given me some time to think and concentrate on my school work…he’s not like other guys I’ve dated in the past,” I said, stretching out my limbs. “He has the most compelling, magnetic eyes and when he kisses me it is as if the world has stopped spinning and my feet seem to be drifting along on a cloud. I have never known anyone like him. He listens, really listens to me, and treats me like a grown up instead
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 of a silly teenager. Is that how it was with you and Daddy?” She laughed again. “Sabrina Marie, you are a romantic idealist through and through! Really, the crazy notions you get in your head! Love is not all sunshine and roses, my dear. Men do not love in the same way woman tend to do, with all their heart and soul. Sabrina, don’t expect a man to fulfill your every want or need or depend on him to bring happiness to your life, for you’ll be disappointed time and time again. Learn to love yourself or no one else will.” Was she talking about herself or me? “Mother, do you have to be so darn gloomy all the time? Look around you at all the beauty that nature possesses. See that blue jay singing in the tree, the garnet roses you’ve planted blooming—opening up in the warm afternoon sun?” “Those roses have thorns. Even beauty has a sharp edge that can draw blood.” She was sullen, moody, and grim. Her extremely short blonde hair was almost spiky in some parts. Her face was clear of any trace of makeup and she looked fresh and young and pretty, but not happy. Never happy. “I heard you and Daddy quarreling last night…is there anything you want to talk about? You still love Daddy, don’t you, Mother?” “Love your father? Why would you ask such a thing?” If only she would smile once in a while. She quickly got to her feet when Daddy appeared with the garden hose watering the lawn. He waved at me and half smiled. I lowered my eyes to the book and read another chapter before I went inside to bathe and dress. After soaking in the bathtub, I emerged, smelling of roses from my long perfumed bubble bath. I applied minimal makeup, but lots of mascara. After that, I put my hair up in a French twist and quickly dressed in black from head to toe in a new sleeveless button-front shirt and skort, which was casual but sexy. Then I slipped on a pair of black mules. Though black was not my favorite color, I wore it anyway wanting to please Richard and make him smile. When he smiled at me with so much winsome charm it sent my heart thumping and my senses spinning. At times, I felt as though I could not think clearly whenever I was in his charismatic presence. My heart sang with delight as the hour drew near for Richard’s arrival. The wall clock said it was after five; where was he? I paced back and forth in the living room, whirling about every time a car’s headlights flashed through our bay window.
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 I went back to the bathroom to touch up my makeup and fiddle with my hair, pulling some strands free so they hung slovenly, loose about my face. Then I dashed back when I heard a car approaching our house. An hour passed and still, he had not shown up. I paced, I sat, and I fidgeted and then paced some more. “You’d think the scoundrel would at least call,” Mother said with sarcasm. “Stop pacing! You’re making me nervous. For crying out loud, Sabrina, stay still!” I sat down on the loveseat with my back to the window, but restlessly whipped around at every sound. My father sat quietly in his favorite armchair reading the paper and smoking a cigar. Mother coughed and threw Daddy an irritated glare. After another long, long hour had passed, I got up again to pace and worry. What could be keeping him? This was not the kind of first impression I wanted my parents to have. I wanted them to be impressed by his intelligence, his wit, good looks, charm and not by his tardiness. At last, a red car flashed its headlights onto our driveway and slowed to a stop next to the curb. I watched from the open front door; his long, strong legs unraveling from the small sports car and casually making their way up my driveway. He was wearing a white long-sleeved, linen dress shirt, dark blue jeans, and brown leather oxfords. He pushed up his sleeves revealing strong forearms and a gold Rolex watch. Then came his smile. That irresistible devastating grin of his warmed my heart and I instantly forgave him for being so very late. A faint light twinkled in the depths of his dark eyes as he made his way over to me. “Sorry I’m so late. I was delayed at the hospital, but I’m here now.” I ushered him in and introduced him to my parents with breathless anticipation. I desperately wanted them to like Richard and nervously watched my parents’ reactions all evening. The rest of the night I felt as though I was watching a stranger; someone who I had never met before. It was almost like he was acting out a part in a play. His etiquette was perfect and refined. He charmed Mother and impressed Daddy. He was so sickeningly sweet, agreeable, and overly complimentary during our late supper that his manner really seemed feigned. Richard wore a plastered smile and made funny comments about his job, making us all laugh. He even complimented Mother’s pot roast, which was dried out, and the hard potatoes, forcing every morsel down with the wine Daddy poured.
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 He delicately wiped his mouth with the linen napkin and even helped Mother clear away the dishes. I thought he tried too hard and it showed. Around 9:00, Richard suggested we see a movie and we bid my parents farewell. We both fell into a solemn mood. I stared out the passenger window at the passing cars and he stared straight ahead. Neither he nor I spoke a word. I was growing increasingly more irritated with him by the second. I secretly wished he’d hold my hand during the movie, but he made no attempt to. Something was different about him; he was dark and brooding and hardly looking my way. It was a chilly April evening and the outfit I’d chosen was much too summery for this time of year. In a defensive gesture, I folded my arms across my chest. For some reason his odd behavior caused me to lit into him like a shrew. “What’s the matter with you? Why are you acting so cold towards me tonight? If there’s somewhere else you’d rather be than here with me, just say so!” I yelled, losing my lady-like poise. “Get in the car!” he said gruffly, taking me by the arm and forcing me into his car. “Fine! Just take me home, Richard, and I don’t think I ever want to see you again! Are you listening to me? Don’t ignore me when I’m talking to you!” With extreme patience he said, “Of course I can hear you, you’re shouting in my ear, Sabrina.” He turned on the ignition and guided the car with easy skill onto the main road. The tension grew with chilly intensity. I had to break the silence that stretched between us with each passing mile, or go mad. I swiveled in my seat to look at his profile. I tucked a strand of hair that kept falling over one eye behind my ear. He was pretending not to notice my hard glare. “What was that act you were putting on tonight?” I put a sharp edge to my voice. “Did you really think you were fooling anyone with that smoothtalking performance? My parents could see right through it!” His knuckles turned white; he gripped the steering wheel so tightly. He slightly turned his head and smiled at me benignly as if dealing with an illtempered child. I lowered my voice and spoke more calmly and yet my words had the impact of bullets: “Wipe that drunken smirk off your face this instant! You must have had at least a whole bottle of wine to yourself while the rest of us had only half a glass. Did you have to go on and on about the importance of
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 your job at the hospital making my father feel like his job is inferior to yours? Oh, then you had to mention your car and how expensive it is to have worked on. When clearly, this car alone could pay off the mortgage on our house!” He downshifted, grinding the gears and veered off the highway. Without looking my way he mumbled, “You spout about the injustices of this town and yet, you sit there condemning me with those big brown eyes of yours.” He sped down one street after another, only slowing when an enormous house hidden behind a retaining wall loomed ahead. On this quiet street, the houses were widely spaced apart with long drives and high iron gates. He pulled the car over and the headlights briefly illuminated the front of the great house, which loomed high and wide over the destitute estate. The full moon and twinkling stars in the blue-black sky cast enough light to view the front of the mansion through the wrought iron gates. A twelvefoot high wall that guarded the house and grounds enclosed the entire estate. I was enchanted, awe-struck and at a loss for words at the sight of this dark, run-down Victorian mansion. Tall thorny weeds grew wildly rampant and huge trees threatened to overtake, overwhelm, and engulf both house and grounds. An owl hooted from one of the skeletal tree branches making a ghostly sound in the evening breeze. I stared and stared at that malevolent building which reminded me of a haunted house in a child’s fable. Some of the black shutters were closed and some of them were half hanging from the windows. They looked bare like a mouth with missing teeth. Growing up and over the surrounding wall the heavy scent of Jasmine filled the night air. It was a bewitching place and looked like an enchanted castle that both beguiled me and frightened me at the same time. Dried up, dead-looking rosebushes with spiky, sharp thorns gathered around each side of the wide front stoop that led to the heavy, imposing double front doors. Oh, the stories I could write with the inspiration this house conjured. “Like it? No one’s lived in it for over ten years. This is my ancestral home and I plan to move back into it as soon as I hire someone to air out the house and clear away the cobwebs.” He leaned forward and crossed his arms over the steering wheel. I thought it would take a lot more than just that! “Some day soon, I would really like to show it to you.” His tone was soft and his smile flashed bittersweet, then quickly faded. I weighed him with a critical squint not speaking. “Sabrina, you have a quick temper and a venomous tongue, but you’re too quick to judge. Give me a chance to explain before you chastise me further.”
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 I looked from him to that mansion beyond the high black iron gates, which seemed to be keeping something out or someone in. The house loomed empty, dark, and sinister, or was it just my imagination working overtime? A dense, billowy fog covered the ground and encircled both house and terrain. The curling mist drifted over to the car to shroud over us like a ghostly hand trying to reach out and pull us through the gates. A flicker of cold fear coursed through me as I gazed upon that house. I could have sworn I heard movement in the trees, but it was just the wind moving the bony, twig-like branches against the sides of the house making scary, scraping sounds. Then I could have sworn I saw a ghostly figure emerge from the dark and murky mist. It looked like the specter of a young woman with long streaming red hair which flew wildly around her pale transparent face. Was she floating towards us? I had the strong urge to lock my door. The huskiness of his voice broke into my eerie thoughts. “You’re absolutely right, Sabrina, I was acting pretentious tonight, but for a darn good reason. So, hear me out and don’t reprimand me with your harsh glare. I was a nervous wreck! I wanted so much for your parents to like me and I know how close to them you are, especially your father. So, I tried too hard and drank too much wine to help me loosen up and take the edge off. I wanted your father to think me responsible and mature. I figured my occupation proved that. You said before that your father liked to tinker with old cars on the weekends and that he was an assembly line worker for a huge car company, correct?” I whipped my head around to stare angrily at him. “What of it? He brings home a modest income!” “I was not implying that what your father does for a living is inferior to my line of work, but merely thought that if we talked about cars it would give us something in common which we could converse on.” He paused to stare at the dark house and deeply sighed before glancing my way. “You see, I was only trying to make them like me and trust me with their only daughter…did I blow it?” His beautiful dark, fringed lashes were at half-mast as he turned to me and mutely pleaded with his eyes for understanding. My anger began to dissolve and my heart beat with forgiveness. His voice sounded so distant as he spoke again, “Do you want to go inside? I have the keys to the gate and the house…” “No.” I breathed, glancing quickly at the house; the ghostly apparition vanished into vapor with the fog. For some reason I can’t explain I did not want to go into that dark, brooding place or maybe it was just the way the
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 glow of the moon fell upon the house or the strong winds making it seem haunted, scary and threatening. My stomach churning with fear and dread which I tried to shake off when he spoke again in a whispery voice, “Why are you acting so strangely and looking so frightened? You’re sitting there, staring at that house, trembling and not speaking.” He gripped my chin and turned my head forcing me to tear my eyes away from that menacing, old house and look at him. “I’m sorry, Richard, for acting so strange; it’s just this place…it puts me in a melancholy mood. As though I’ve been here with you before…like being caught in a grim fairytale.” I shivered and my fingers fluttered to my neck to touch my silver cross necklace as if it were a safeguard against all my fears. “This house…this place is where you lived before your mother died? I bet it was beautiful, once upon a time…sometimes I have strange dreams, more like nightmares where I’m lost, trapped in a house such as this, trying hard to find the one thing that has eluded me my entire life and I must hurry and catch up or lose it forever….” My voice died away as it dawned on me that I was revealing a dark side of me, which I usually kept hidden. He nodded gloomily and inclined his blond head to peer at my face to see if I were being serious or not. “I’m sorry, too, for acting so ugly towards you a moment ago. Can you forgive me for being so childish?” I asked softly meeting his eyes. “Richard, you take yourself way too seriously!” I said, making a funny face at him that broke the tension and made us both laugh. He didn’t say a word but took me in his arms and kissed me. I quivered all over from that kiss which was surprisingly tender and not at all like the hot, demanding kisses that he had bestowed on me before. “Sabrina.” Between his words, he planted kisses on my lips, eyelids, nose, face, and neck. “You look…so…beautiful…in the moonlight…let’s go…inside the house…now.” I silenced him with a passionate kiss that left me feeling unreal. The owl hooted once more in the far distance and I flinched. “It’s only an old owl…or are you afraid of the big bad wolf?” His laugh was low, throaty. I wasn’t sure if it were he that I was more afraid of or myself when I was with him. I was sure about one thing, though, and that was I did not want to go into that house, not now, not at night, not in the dark! Therefore, I quickly changed the subject, asking him about his plans for making that house into a home. He went on and on about all the ideas he had to turn this dismal place into a grand home that others would surely envy. We
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 kissed, talked, and kissed some more until the first rays of dawn’s early light crept over the distant hillside. He dropped me off around the corner from my house near daybreak so I could sneak in unnoticed through the back door. The outside of the house was dark, still, and quiet as I silently approached on bare feet. The back door’s squeaky hinges moaned as I slowly, slowly opened and shut the door behind me. Something lightly touched my arm causing me to whirl around almost dropping my shoes which I carried in one hand. I gasped in fright! “What are you doing sneaking in at this hour?” “Gladys, you nearly scared me to death! Are my parents still in bed?” “Yes, dear. I just put on a fresh pot of coffee, do you want a cup?” she asked in her sweet grandmotherly way. I shook my head and rubbed my tired eyes with a sleepy yawn. “No thank you. I’m off to bed. What are you doing over at our house so early?” I produced another loud yawn and eyed her through heavy, drooping lids. “Can’t sleep. My old bones just cannot seem to get comfortable anymore and I just toss and turn. I’m up by five o’clock anyway, and I told your mother I’d help her do some of the dirty laundry…Sabrina, is that a love bite on your neck?” she asked with a teasing smile. “You shouldn’t do that, Gladys.” “Oh, I don’t mind, really I don’t. I like having someone else to take care of and look after. Your family is all I have now.” “I know…I know,” I said and leaned over, kissed her plump cheek, and crept down the hall to my room and ever so quietly shut the door behind me. Whew! I let out a sigh of relief that I had not awakened my parents, who would surely be upset with me coming home in the early hours of morning. I shed my outer garments and pulled on a warm flannel nightgown, before slipping between the sheets and into dreams I went.
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 School Days Woebegone!
 
 As much as I thought I hated school, as the school year came to a close, I was reflective. One more month and I would be released from the daily torture of those insensitive girls. The few friends that I had managed to make at school were busy with exams, applying for colleges and making their plans for a better and brighter future beyond our small town. I was green-eyed with envy that they had the opportunity to escape this place…and yet, I was reluctant to leave now that I had Richard in my life. Various ailments afflicted poor Anne, keeping her out of school leaving me lonely and friendless most of the time. Now that I owned a car, I could drive over to her house after school. She lived on the outskirts of town across a set of railroad tracks, but not once did I stop to visit my Aunt Velma, even though she lived close by. I found myself slowing down as I passed her tall, Victorian house with peeling paint and over-grown shrubbery. A cluster of birch trees and a white picket fence that needed mending could have made the house look quaint if someone had the time and money to spruce it up. I could see lights on inside the house, glowing through the thin lace curtains of the front windows. Was she lonely and in need of a friend too? I sped up, rounded the corner, and drove down another two blocks to park outside of the mobile home park where Anne and her Aunt Helen lived. The outside of the mobile home was not in much better shape than the inside. A couple of rusty, decomposing cars sat in the narrow driveway with weeds that grew between the cracks in the cement pavement. One of her aunt’s mangy cats meowed at me and came to rub against my bare leg. I could feel its bony body and felt pity for the hungry gray cat. The cat followed me up the three steps to the rotting, wooden sun deck that perched on the side of the home on cement bricks. I rang the bell and seconds later Anne opened the door and the cat ran between my legs into the dimness of the room. “Shoo, you pesky cat!” she cried.
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 “Howdy, stranger! When are you going to be well enough to come back to school? I brought you your assignments.” A fit of coughing overtook her before she could answer. Her blue eyes appeared hollowed out, shrunken in her head, and red-rimmed. She had lost a considerable amount of weight and her cheeks were gaunt. The old gray Tshirt she wore under her denim overalls hung on her slender frame. Her long blonde hair was pulled back from her face by a headband, except for the fridge of bangs gracing her forehead. She weakly smiled at me. “Do I look that bad? It’s just a touch of the flu, nothing too serious. Come in and tell me all the gossip I’ve missed at school this week.” She coughed again and sniffled. “You’re sweet to check in on sickly ole me.” I stepped inside overwhelmed by the stench of cat urine and rotting food. A tall lamp dimly lit the living room and I longed to pull the shades and open a window. As if reading my thoughts, Anne suddenly leaned over the back of the sofa behind her and tugged on the window shade. Whoosh! The shade whizzed up and sunlight poured in. She cracked the window open. Anne turned to me and pulled a tattered afghan around her slim shoulders. “Now, that’s better. Sorry about the mess; my aunt has been working double shifts at the coffee shop and her new beau is a real slob.” I sat down on the other worn sofa opposite her, the sofa springs poking my bottom. I glanced around the room with its yellowish-brown sofas and stained blue carpet. The house reeked of stale cigarettes and a strange foul odor came from the direction of their kitchenette. Dirty ashtrays filled to the brim were left on the wooden coffee table next to empty beer cans. Unfolded laundry was askew all over the sofa and on the floor near the television set, which was never turned off. “What happened to the truck driver she was seeing?” I asked her, trying to keep from crinkling up my nose in disgust at the pungent smell. She blew her swollen, red nose. “He got back with his wife. Now she’s dating the sleazy owner of the coffee shop she waitresses in. He’s fat and ugly, but at least he’s a step up from the usual bunch of losers she brings home.” “Are you going to be well enough to go to graduation, and what about the senior prom?” She just shrugged her thin shoulders in reply. “I miss you and I thought you ought to know that Olivia Franklin is telling everyone in school that you’re pregnant—that’s why you’ve been missing so much school!”
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 Her blue eyes narrowed to mere slits and her frown deepened. “That witch! One day she’ll pay for all the nasty lies she’s told about us! And to think once we were friends before the accident.” She slumped into the couch and sighed. “When I go back to school I’m giving her a piece of my mind! Aghhh!” “Do you miss your family, Anne?” Her laugh came out hard, resentful, and bitter. She spread her thin arms wide in a mocking gesture. “When I can live here in poverty? Na, what is there to miss?” Tears glistened in her blue eyes before sliding down her pale, heart-shaped face. “Come on, Anne, be serious. Don’t you miss your mom and dad? You haven’t mentioned them in a long, long time.” “Oh, Sabrina…of course I miss them. Miss them so much it hurts and I wish I had died that day, too, but God saw to it that I stayed home that trip. I was supposed to go with them, you know, but I came down with a bad head cold that very morning and my parents told me it would be better for my frail health if I stayed home to rest. “Later that night the police knocked on my door and I knew even before I answered the door that they were dead. The highway patrol officers told me that the car skidded quite a ways…my father must have tried to keep from swerving into the oncoming traffic, but instead, he lost control of the car on that slick, icy road and plunged through the guardrail down into that steep, narrow ravine. There were of course no bodies to bury because the impact caused the car to catch on fire and explode. I sometimes have nightmares that one of them is still alive when the car caught on fire and they were burned to death, unable to escape the car in time.” I shuddered at the grim image of her family’s burning bodies. I got to my feet and went over to embrace her. We sat hugging while she softly sobbed on my shoulder. “Dear, sweet Anne. Please don’t cry,” I said, starting to cry myself. “Things will get better—I know they will. They have to! You’re smart, pretty and someday you’ll leave all this behind and it will just seem like a distant dream that belonged to someone else. Don’t give up hope, it’s all we have!” Tears leaked from my eyes and I stroked her long hair the same way Daddy did mine when I was feeling low. She straightened up and blew her nose, forcing a smile. “I know you’re right, sometimes I just can’t help feeling sorry for myself,” she said. “Once I lived in a grand house with fine china filled with beautiful, fancy things, and now I am poor and live in this dump. If you take life for
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 granted God will make sure that it’s taken away.” She sounded so bitter and unhappy, much like my mother. “Anne, you don’t really believe that, do you? Life will be good again, just wait and see…you’ll get a scholarship to some Ivy League university and forget the time you’ve spent here in this superficial town.” I returned her teary smile and patted her hand. “Cheer up, school will be out soon, and summer will be here. We’ll go biking, jogging together and swimming and get plenty of fresh air and sunshine!” I stood to leave and waved her back down, placing the afghan around her shoulders. “Don’t get up, I can see myself out. Just do me a favor and get plenty of rest and drink some orange juice and open a window to let out the stale air…I’ll call you in a few days.” She laughed. “Yes, Doctor Ayers. And tell Richard I said hello…wait, Sabrina?” I spun around and looked down at my sickly friend. “Yes? What’s with that look?” “People in this town are going to talk…particularly those girls at school,” she said. “I mean they will try to break you and Richard up. The rich townies may not accept you into their midst. I’m only telling you this for your own good.” I sighed, someone was always telling me something for my own good. Anne looked seriously into my eyes. “I simply do not want to see you get hurt. I know first hand how easily they can turn on you because I used to run with that crowd.” “Richard doesn’t care about all that, and neither do I. Let them talk and make their snide, hurtful remarks. I think my relationship with Richard is worth putting up with their constant stares and whispers. Anyway…I think I might be falling in love with him.” “You’re stronger than most, Sabrina, but even those snobby townies can wear you down. You’re right about Richard, though; he isn’t like the others. But has it ever occurred to you that he might be using you to get back at his father?” She spoke in a odd, yet gentle tone. “But Richard hates his father.” “Exactly my point, Sabrina. You would be the perfect weapon for Richard to use against him, if that’s what’s he is doing, and I’m not saying that he is, but still—” “Do you think Richard would do that?” I was completely dumbfounded and more uncertain than ever.
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 “I really don’t know…but I do know that they’re all dying of curiosity. All those townies must be asking themselves why Richard breezed back into town and almost at once started dating a poor girl like you—no offense, Sabrina.” “None taken,” I said. “I guess I’d wonder the same thing…he told me the townies tried to fix him up with their young daughters, but he just snubbed them all.” I added a dry, cynical laugh for her benefit. “It is easy to snub them and not care when he has loads of money,” she retorted evenly. “I don’t care if he has money or not; I just like him. Richard’s a bit dangerous and exciting, which is alluring, I guess. He’s different, and I find that very attractive. He’s like a wild animal I’m hoping to tame.” “Well, I hope it works out for you and for him. Just be careful, this affair could damage your reputation further…your family has already been through enough. Listen to your head and follow your heart, and if you suspect Richard of false intensions or suspect he’s not being totally honest with you—” “Stop worrying about me and just get yourself well!” I said with a slight smile of defiance and opened the door. I paused in the doorway and turned to look over my shoulder at my best friend. A wade of tissues at her feet, she was dully staring at the TV and I softly shut the door behind me. Later I pondered on what Anne had said to me and started to notice the subtle changes in the townspeople’s attitude. Though Richard did not say it, I considered him my boyfriend and so did everyone else in town. I was treated differently now by some of the rich townsfolk as if by Richard’s acceptance of my family and me, they would in turn finally accept us too. Richard never looked down on me and didn’t mock my clothes or my background. Wherever I went with Richard people stopped and stared at us or at least I thought they were. They would stare or, rather, gawk at the two of us linked arm in arm strolling about town in broad daylight no less! Everywhere we went together I could hear the loud whispers and speculations of the townspeople as we strolled past. “What does he see in her? Why is a man from one of the wealthiest families in town dating that inbred Devour? A white trash girl with no hope for the future is trying to latch onto one of our own. She must be trying to marry one of us to improve her family’s social standing…yes, that has to be it!” If Richard heard their snide remarks he did not comment or throw dirty looks their way like I did. He had a captivating way of drawing everyone’s attention as soon as he entered a room. He had an air of confidence, of
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 authority and the outward appearance of one who demands instant attention. I tried in vain to act self-assured and smug, too, but I thought everyone in town could see right through me. I held my head high and tried to shut out the rest of the world that clearly did not want to see us together as if it were against God’s plan. Richard’s cultured manners and arrogance were both exciting and aggravating at times, but the soft way he had of gazing into my eyes whenever we were alone together told me much that he did not say and made me braver whenever the townies pointed and stared. I knew we made a sensational looking couple with his fair skin and hair, which complemented my olive complexion and dark hair. Every so often, I would glance at him and think him someone I had conjured up from a dream. I often wondered about his mother and if she, too, possessed the same strange blend of light and dark. Even though I brought up the subject from time to time, Richard would not say much else about his deceased mother or his lonely childhood. He would not speak of his estranged father either, making me all the more curious and intrigued because of his silence. Maybe we weren’t so different as I had once thought. Maybe somehow his tragic childhood paralleled my shameful family history. I contemplated on more than one occasion that his house held the key to his mysterious past because, quite honestly, it was like he had just appeared out of thin air to grace our small town with his presence. His silent indifference just made me want to reach out to him and somehow save him from himself when all my instincts told me to run and to run fast! My head told me that I would never be able to tame a man of his character, for I knew him for what he was, a womanizer, a wolf, fire and wind, a renegade! And yet, in my heart I longed to ease the hurt that left scars across his heart, which his family had caused so many years ago. I yearned to replace the deep shadows that would frequently darken his eyes and put a sparkle of hope in them. I teased him often that he was much too good looking to be brooding all the time about his unhappy childhood. I would tenderly kiss away all his pain and hurt and replace it with kindness, compassion, and most of all, love. With each new passing day that I spent in his arms my infatuation grew into something more, something my heart could not deny even if my head wanted to. One evening Richard came over to my house for Sunday dinner and a peculiar thing happened. I suddenly became aware of Mother staring at Richard every few minutes with the oddest expression on her face as if she were gazing upon a ghost from her past that still haunted her. Richard was droning on and on about all his plans for his house which he referred to as
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 The Tate Mansion. I listened quietly as he kept steering the conversation back to the topic of that house. When I caught Mother’s prolonged stare yet again, she simply moved her eyes away to hide whatever they might reveal. Daddy tried, he really did, to be polite, courteous, and kind to Richard, but underneath I could tell that he was still concerned about our growing relationship, but he kept it to himself. After Richard had left to do some rounds at the hospital, I decided to confront Mother. “Look, I already know how Daddy feels toward Richard, but you…you’re always acting oddly around him. Don’t you like him either?” I coldly demanded. If she detected my cruel tone, she did not show it, for she just casually replied, “He just looks so much like Alexander. Tall, charming and devilishly handsome. I even think his hair is the same honey-blond color as his father.” Mother told me repeatedly how much Richard resembled the ever-elusive Alexander Luke Tate. When I asked her if she had ever met Richard’s mother she immediately wrinkled her cute nose in revulsion at the mere mention of her name. In a tight voice, she told me, “No, I have never met his mother.” But warily, I did not believe her.
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 Back in school, the other girls more or less left me alone now that I was dating one of them. Everyone in school was busy talking about the upcoming senior prom and about who was wearing what and going with whom. I knew they all wondered if I were going with Richard, but I had not even thought to ask him yet. The in-crowd still whispered and giggled behind my back, but a few of them on occasion offered smiles my way. I hardly had time for the few friends I did have between final exams, homework, and Richard. My school chums seemed impressed and more than a little envious of my dating an older, college man. The fact that Daddy was turned down again for the raise and promotion meant that he didn’t have the money to send me away to college and it left me with little to talk about with my girlfriends because that’s all they talked about! Anne was really the only close friend I had left, but she was always missing school. So, sadly enough, we all slowly drifted apart. The other major factor in my dissolving friendships was the fact that I spent all my free time with Richard and even my studies were affected. Fearing Daddy’s threat that if my grades got below a C average I would be grounded again, I studied like mad to graduate on time whenever Richard was interning at the hospital. On more than one occasion at school a few of the boys who had ignored me all year long gathered up the courage to ask me to the prom, but I politely declined, telling them that I already had a boyfriend who was taking me. After I had given it some more thought, I decided that I wanted to go to the senior prom, face up to my fears and rejection and asked Richard if he would escort me. Was I going to let those snobby rich girls intimidate me from going? Let them get the best of me time and time again? I decided that nothing was going to stop me from going to the prom! Not even them! I would be the prettiest girl there with the handsomest man in town escorting me, and the envy of them all! Richard reluctantly accepted, telling me he
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 would have to turn his schedule upside down just to find the time. I timidly approached my parents asking them for some money for a new dress and if I could go to the prom with Richard. With a heavy sigh and a scratch of his head, my father said that I could go and he would help. After a whole day spent shopping, I found the perfect dress. The pink satin ball gown had an off-the-shoulder, sweetheart neckline trimmed in white lace and flowed down to my ankles and made me feel like a princess. The day of the prom, I spent the entire day getting ready. Mother drove me over the beauty parlor to have my hair washed and set on big, fat rollers. While I was under the dryer, a woman manicured my nails and toes putting on a pearly pink polish that gleamed. Next, the hairdresser named Maurice teased, smoothed, and fluffed out my hair until it framed my face becomingly. Then the makeup artist went to work on my face. Five hours later, I left the hair salon, transformed into a beauty and promising to be careful not to mess up my hair or smudge my makeup. I phoned Mother at the receptionist desk and she said she would come pick me up. On the drive home, she was pensive and quiet, glancing my way every few minutes. “Mother, what’s wrong? Is it my hair? Is it going flat all ready?” I asked pulling down the sun visor to peer into the mirror on the other side. She stopped at the red light and reached over to push the visor back up. “You look fine, Sabrina.” “What’s the matter then, Mother?” She did not answer right away but instead pushed on the accelerator and we lurched forward. “Your father doesn’t want you to go tonight.” “Why not?” I asked alarmed…not go? “Because he says he knows all about prom nights and what boys expect after the prom.” “What happens after?” I turned to look at her profile. She was all made up with bright red lipstick. Her short hair was curled in soft waves and she was wearing a simple crimsoncolored knit dress. She was not wearing any jewelry, not even her wedding ring. I wondered where she had come from before picking me up this afternoon. She threw me a quick side-ways glance with raised eyebrows. “You really don’t know?” She snorted. “After the prom most boys rent a hotel room for the night…kind of a tradition.” She paused, lost in thought with a funny look on her face. Was she remembering her own night at the 139
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 prom? “So you can understand his concern. He wants you home by one o’clock sharp, otherwise you can’t go.” I didn’t know what to say, so I just sat there turning my head to stare at the passing traffic. “By the way, you look very pretty, and your hair turned out nice.” “Thank you,” I said softly. Why couldn’t Daddy learn to trust me? When I gave it more thought I realized that over the last few months my actions and my attitude had proven me untrustworthy. I sadly sighed. “Daddy bought you a wrist corsage with pink roses to match your dress.” We drove the rest of the way home in silence. Back at our house, I asked her where Daddy was. “Golfing with someone from work.” She quietly helped me to dress, put on my rhinestone jewelry, a fake jeweled Tierra and made me a small snack to nibble on to settle the nervous butterflies in my stomach that kept fluttering around. I was so keyed up and anxious that I could hardly contain myself. I stood before the full-length mirror in my bedroom and was unable to believe my own eyes. The pink dress gave my cheeks color and I was glowing with radiance. The gown fit perfectly, hugging every curve of my body; also, I wasn’t sure how I would get through the evening without burping in this tight dress! Mother stepped up behind me to peer in the mirror at my reflection. “You look lovely, Sabrina. Pink is a very pretty color on you.” She smiled. “You’ll be the most beautiful girl at your prom. Oh, geez! I almost forget your corsage!” She dashed from the room and reappeared minutes later with a lovely corsage with three small pink rose buds and baby’s breath. She turned my wrist over to fasten it on as I peered at myself in the mirror double-checking my makeup and hair. “Ouch!” I felt a sharp prick on the skin of my forearm. “Oh dear…you’re bleeding.” I tilted my head to examine my wrist that had a small cut and a trickle of blood flowing down my arm. “Quick, into the bathroom before it stains your dress!” Together we hurried into the bathroom and Mother stopped the bleeding and cleaned me up. Puzzled she said, “I thought they had removed all the thorns on these corsages.”
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 “Hello?” I heard Daddy bellow from the other room. “Is anybody home?” “In here, dear,” Mother replied. We stepped out of the bathroom as Daddy was coming down the hall dressed in a brown polo shirt, plaid pants, and spiky shoes. He stopped short and let out a long, low whistle. “Wow, good golly! You look like a princess!” “Oh, Daddy,” I said smiling broadly. “Do you know what time it is?” “Nearly seven. Your young man should be here shortly. I’m going to go change,” he said with a wink and leaned to dutifully kiss my mother’s cheek. “What’s for dinner, Trisha? I’m starving.” “Spaghetti and meatballs. I’ll go warm you up a plate,” Mother said, heading off down the hall toward the kitchen. I went into the living room to wait. I settled on the couch carefully, spreading my dress out before sitting down. Mother came in a few minutes later, sat on the loveseat, and picked up her knitting. A half an hour later Daddy entered the room in his lounging robe and slippers. He lit a cigar, flipped on the television, and settled into his favorite armchair. Another half hour passed as we watched a silly game show. Sighing, I clasped my hands together in my lap, nervously twisting them. Where could Richard be? I got up, went into the kitchen to phone him, but got his answering machine, so I left a short message asking him to call me the minute he got in. I looked at the kitchen clock as the big hand met with the twelve and the little hand met with the eight. The prom had already started without me. We had planned to have dinner before going, but now there wouldn’t be time. Back in the living room, I sat back down again on the sofa to fidget and wait. I fussily rearranged my gown again before sitting down. Mother glanced my way but said nothing, and Daddy just looked at me with sad eyes. One more hour went by. Once more, I went to the phone to dial Richard’s number but when the answering machine picked up again, I slammed down the phone. Near tears, I wondered what I should do. Should I drive over to his apartment or check the hospital to see if he were still there on his rounds? What if he were in a car accident or worse? My misgivings increased by the second; where on earth could he be? Could he have forgotten we had plans this evening? I was starting to feel terribly sorry for myself and did not want to return to the living room to see my parents’ faces full of pity. Then growing fury almost choked me and formed a cold hard knot in the pit of my stomach. How could he have forgotten? We had spoken on the phone last night confirming our plans, and he had told me he had picked up
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 his tuxedo that afternoon. I was hurt and angry now! Then I recalled his dark and brooding mood, was he doing this on purpose? Silently fuming, I snatched up my purse and car keys and headed for the door. “Sweetheart? Where are you going? Did you get a hold of Richard?” I just kept walking straight for the front door, slamming it behind me. I hopped into my Jeep, not caring now whether or not I wrinkled my dress. I wasn’t even sure where I was going until I pulled into the school parking lot. I just sat there behind the wheel and started to really bawl. I barely took notice of the car parked next to mine with a couple in the backseat groping each other as the windows of the car fogged up. A tap on the driver’s side window made my head jerk up. “Sabrina?” It was Mr. Radcliff, my English teacher. He looked very dashing with his brown hair neatly combed back, dressed in a dark blue suit and tie. “Yes?” I rolled down the window, wiping the tears off my cheeks with the back of my hand. “What are you doing out here all alone and crying?” he asked, his brown eyes framed a handsome, square face filled with sympathy. I sniffled, reached into my purse for a tissue, and blew my nose. I tried to produce a smile but my lips rejected it. “I’m okay, Mr. Radcliff.” Then I blurted out, “I got stood up for the prom!” Fresh tears welled up in my eyes and I quickly blinked them back. I felt miserable and needed someone to confide in, but instead I bit my lower lip to keep from blurting out anything else. My heart felt hollow in my chest. He offered me a warm smile. “Humm…now who on God’s green earth would do such a thing to a pretty girl like you?” he said, teasing me. “Well you might as well come on inside and try to enjoy the rest of the prom. You’re only young once, and you don’t want to miss out on all the fun, now do you?” When I made no attempt to move he added, “I saw Anne Griffins inside with some boy…she’s your best friend, right?” I nodded but did not move. He reached over to open the car door and put forth his hand to help me out. With a small groan of protest, I reluctantly accepted his hand and climbed out of the car. “I don’t think I can go in there, alone Mr. Radcliff…they’ll all just stare at me.” “Wait here a minute and I’ll escort you inside.” I watched him go around my car and rap on the car window of the vehicle parked next to mine. From where I stood, I could see the embarrassment flood their faces as they quickly pulled their clothes back on. “Get back inside or I’ll notify your parents!” he
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 said, shaking his head at the half naked couple. “Yes, sir,” I heard the pimply-faced boy answer. Mr. Radcliff came back over to me and put his arm around my waist to gently urge me forward. Deep in the recesses of my mind, I avoided the nagging feeling of awkwardness that his hand on the small of my back produced. The night air felt cool and I unconsciously wrapped my arms protectively around me. The parking lot was dimly lit by the faint glow of the street lamps. I glanced around at the parking lot; there were a multitude of cars and a few limousines parked on the lot. As I watched that couple drive off, I realized that the parking lot was now completely deserted. He causally lit a cigarette. “Now stop crying and dry your eyes.” He handed me his handkerchief. I thanked him and wiped up my tear-streaked face. “You’re much too young and pretty to be out here all alone and not be inside dancing with all the guys. If I were fifteen years younger, I would have taken you myself.” He had a low hearty laugh. We walked toward the gymnasium where a huge banner hung over the entrance, which read: Class of 2000 senior prom. “How’s everything at home, Sabrina?” Smoke bellowed above his head like a wreath. “Fine, Mr. Radcliff.” “Please, call me Steve. For a while there I was wondering what was going on with you. I thought I had lost touch with my favorite student.” He smiled in the darkness and his brown eyes shone in the moonlight. His arm around my waist drew me closer to his side. My heartbeat quickened and my nerves were as taut as a steel drum. “I have been having a little trouble at home…my parents don’t like my new boyfriend that much, and they can’t afford to send me to college.” “I see…I see. Well, sometimes going through adolescence can be harder on the parent than on the child.” He laughed. “Sabrina, there is something I have been meaning to tell you for some time now…I really liked your poem. I know that last assignment was tough, but the sonnet you turned in really touched me. It was dark and melancholy, not like your usual stuff, but really good. Excellent work. I know you have your heart set on being a journalist, but if you ever wanted to become a poet instead it would be with my blessings.” “Thank you but it wasn’t that good—” “Oh yes, it was! You’re a very talented young writer, Sabrina. It breaks
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 my heart to hear that you won’t be able to afford to go to college. I know, I shouldn’t be saying this because I’m your teacher…but you’re a very bright, gifted young lady, besides being a great beauty.” He tossed the burning cigarette into the gutter. I felt a flush heat my face and my heart was knocking in my chest. I sweated, though I was cold. His eyes under the yellow streetlight glowed with desire. “Steve, I think we’d better go inside…” My voice trailed off as he smiled at me in the oddest way. It felt weird to address him by his first name, but he seemed to like it and had smiled when I said it. He removed his arm from around my waist and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I hear you’re dating Richard Tate…is that true?” he asked and stopped walking to turn toward me. “Yes, it’s true. Look, I know what you’re going to say! Why is a townie dating a girl like me!” My eyes blazed with indignation. He laughed again and held his hands up in front of him. “Wait a minute, I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to ask, why are you dating him.” “Oh.” I blushed and smiled. “Sorry…I think we’re like two kindred spirits, who have found each other. Do you believe in fate, Steve?” He shook his head. “Well, I do…you see, I think fate stepped in and lent a hand.” Steve smiled. “Very romantic, indeed.” “You’re making fun of me!” “No, I’m not.” He lowered his voice. “I admire you, Sabrina. You know what you want and you go after it. You don’t let anything get in your way and I think that is a very noble quality. I wish, I wish I were more like that…then maybe, I would have enough courage to leave this small town.” He sighed. “Me too…but some day I’m going to leave and head to New York and become a real writer.” “You don’t need to go back east to become a real writer…you can do that anywhere,” he added softly. All of a sudden, he swung me around to face him, placing his hands on my shoulders. His fingernails dug into my exposed flesh. Alarm filled me. I was growing frightened and tried to remain calm. Should I pull away to let him know he shouldn’t be doing this? “Steve…Mr. Radcliff—” Slowly and seductively, his gaze kept wandering over every hill and curve
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 of my body. He was an extremely attractive man, and I, like the other girls in school, all had a mad crush on him. And here stood a grown man, an educated man who appeared at this very minute totally infatuated with a girl of barely eighteen. A glazed look of desire sparked his eyes, as if I had unknowingly pushed a switch somewhere deep inside him. My eyes scanned his face as it grew dark and sinister, or maybe it was just the way the glow of the streetlamp shadowed his face. But in the dim, deserted parking lot, he suddenly seemed very dark and dangerous. And the way he was gazing at me now and holding me so tightly against him, I grew frightened. “No…we mustn’t…please, Steve…Mr. Radcliff.” “Oh, Sabrina…Sabrina.” He tilted my face upwards and inclined his lips toward mine. The very air around me seemed electrified. My pulse skittered alarmingly. I shouldn’t let him do this. I shouldn’t be letting him hold me this way…what about Richard? His parted lips found mine, sending a shockwave through my entire body. The sweet tenderness of his lips brushing against mine made me feel unreal and more than a little bit aroused. My breasts tingled as his lips seared a path down my neck to my shoulders. Somehow my arms stole up around his neck when I didn’t send them there. Was I just doing this to get back at Richard? Oh, yes, this was all his fault! And so I kissed him deeper. I felt a wave of weakness ripple through me, my resistance diminishing as his lips continued to glide over my lips, my neck. His tongue playfully darted around my ear as he whispered into my hair, “I wish you were older…and not just a beautiful young student in one of my classes. I can see exactly what Richard Tate sees in you…if I had a woman like you maybe I’d find the courage I needed to leave this town.” He planted a tantalizing kiss in the hollow of my neck, and when I made no move to stop him, his arms drew me even tighter against him. That’s when we heard a loud gasp! Twisting in his arms and arching my body, I sought to free myself from his tight embrace. My face felt hot and I blushed miserably. My heart plunged to my feet. I froze in shock and mortification. He just stood there, like man turned to stone, and I had suddenly sprouted snakes for hair. “Oh, my God! That’s Sabrina Ayers and Mr. Radcliff!” I heard Olivia Franklin say to the other girls dressed in their expensive floor-length gowns and their dates in black tuxedos standing in a semi-circle sharing a cigarette. The clique stared, their hands over their open mouths with wide-eyed disbelief.
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 “Let’s go,” Barbie Fenton said to the others and they hurried back inside the gym. When the gymnasium door was flung open, I could hear the music blaring and the sounds of laughter and chatter. Oh my goodness! They had seen! Oh God, what were we going to do now? Olivia and the others already had it in for me, but now I had dragged poor Mr. Radcliff into it. No telling what they would do to him! Would I get expelled? Would he get fired? All these questions and more hammered at me. I turned to Mr. Radcliff who was slowly backing away from me and wiping at his mouth with the back of his hand as if my lips had burned him. Then he turned and practically ran to his car and drove away. I stood there, feeling a shudder of humiliation course through me. Shock of the situation quickly yielded to fury. This was all Richard’s fault! If he had taken me to the prom like he had promised, I wouldn’t be in this awkward predicament! I debated going inside to search for Anne, but decided against that idea, for fear that I might run into some of those girls and boys. I quickly made my way through the parking lot back to my car. By the time I reached the house, only the porch light was left on. Slowly, I lifted the bottom of my dress up and went inside the house. In my room, I ripped off the dress and put on my nightgown. I went into the bathroom to scrub my face, removing any trace of makeup, using scalding hot water that stung my eyes. My face was red and blotchy when I glanced into the medicine cabinet mirror. I brushed my teeth and rinsed my mouth with a glass of water. Taking another gulp, I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirror and spit the water out all over my reflection. I opened the medicine cabinet door and grabbed Mother’s sleeping pills off the shelf, shoving two of them into my mouth, and then crawled into bed pulling the blankets up to my chin. Tonight there would be no dreams or nightmares. The next morning Richard showed up on my doorstep with a dozen red carnations with a lone white carnation in the center. Thirteen in all…and thirteen was such an unlucky number. He profusely apologized, claiming he was stuck at the hospital when two men were brought into the emergency room with gunshot wounds and he didn’t have time to call. Even though I was still angry with him, my own bitter guilt and shame over what had happened the night before made forgiving him easier to do. However, he looked somewhat surprised that I wasn’t going to stay angry with him and wanted to just drop the subject. I just hoped and
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 prayed that he wouldn’t find out about my little indiscretion. The following day in school, only days away from graduation, while I was in one of the bathroom stalls at school, I heard two girls enter. I recognized the girls’ voices immediately. It was Olivia Franklin and my own friend Kathy O’Brien! Ever so quietly, I put my feet up on the rim of the toilet and crouched there. My heart was beating like mad. “Come on, Kathy! Tell me: is Sabrina really dating Richard Tate?” “Yep, for some time now…I think they make an attractive couple, don’t you?” I could tell they hovered before the sinks and the bathroom mirrors. I heard a match strike and the sound of someone puffing on a cigarette. I saw a billowy cloud of smoke circling above the bathroom stall. “I guess so…Kathy, do you know anything about Richard’s family?” I peered through the narrow slit between the stall doors to watch them passing a lit cigarette back and forth, which was against school policy. “No. Why?” “He’s only the most eligible bachelor for miles! Every girl in the county would love to get her claws in him!” Olivia said. “His father is like this huge millionaire and Richard’s worth twice that if you include his grandfather’s estate and wealth. Richard has also inherited the biggest house on Maywood drive! And if he were to marry Sabrina it would improve her social status and help restore the reputation of her mother’s family.” I teetered, almost falling over trying to balance myself on the toilet seat as quietly as possible, fearful that any minute they would discover me hiding there. “Sabrina is not using him, Olivia, she really likes him, and anyhow she’s not like that,” Kathy said in her raspy voice. “I just love your Cashmere sweaters, where do you buy them?” “Oh, this old rag? Momma buys them at Macy’s. Don’t you shop there?” There was a brief pause. I wondered if Kathy caught on to Olivia’s sarcastic remark. “Oh, yeah, all the time,” Kathy said. “Do you really have one in every color and style?” Olivia loudly yawned as if she was bored with such a display of awe from the other girl. “Yup! Momma spoils me rotten. In that last divorce she ended up with a huge settlement…now, the honest truth—is Sabrina sleeping with Richard Tate?”
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 “Not that I know of. Sabrina’s not that kind of girl,” said Kathy. “Well, she must be or why else on earth would he be dating someone of her…her stature?” My blood boiled at that mean assumption! Oh, how I hated her! “Olivia Franklin, what’s wrong with you? Why do you dislike her so much?” “Never mind, I have my reasons and I happen to know something you don’t. If you want to be friends with me then you’d better start answering my questions!” Olivia said in a shrill voice that indicated she was losing patience with the other girl. Oh no! Was she referring to that kiss? The kiss I had shared with Mr. Radcliff? I groaned silently inward. “How stupid of me,” Kathy bit out bitterly. “I thought you were being nice to me because you wanted to be friends with me, but how could you possibly be friends with how did you put it?” She paused for effect before she retorted tartly, “Someone of my stature? You just wanted to gossip about Sabrina and Richard. Well I’m not going to sink to your level. Have you ever cared about anyone but yourself?” “Don’t get your feathers all ruffled. I was merely curious, that’s all. Everyone in town thinks they’re sleeping together anyway—that’s what he’s telling people. I just wanted to know if it were true that our little miss church mouse had finally thrown up her knickers.” Olivia’s laughter had a sharp edge that pierced right through my heart. “And did you hear that she was caught in a tight embrace with Mr. Radcliff!” I breathlessly waited for the other shoe to drop like a bomb exploding. “What are you talking about? Sabrina and Mr. Radcliff?” Kathy sounded perplexed. “Yeah, you heard right! And they were kissing too! Just wait till everyone at school hears about this! I bet they fire Mr. Radcliff or throw him jail! And I hope Sabrina gets suspended!” “If you knew Sabrina like I do, you would know that’s not true!” Kathy sounded unsure even as she came to my defense. “She’s the most decent, kind person I know.” “Well, I guess you don’t know her as well as you think.” “Oh, it’s just got to be a hideous lie! I don’t believe you! Mr. Radcliff is such a nice man and Sabrina would never!” “Oh yeah? Well she did, the little no-good tramp. What’d you think Richard sees in her anyway? Just another notch on his belt, I bet!”
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 “Did it ever occur to you that Richard might really like Sabrina? If he’s spreading gossip then he’s just a chauvinist pig!” I heard the stomping of angry feet, the bathroom door being opened and then Kathy paused to cry out, “I didn’t like your ugly sweaters anyway!” Bam! The bathroom door slammed shut with a loud thud. Hurray for Kathy! She had stood up to that cruel girl. It was quiet now, but I sensed that Olivia was still there. I held my breath while my heart pounded. I thought any moment she was sure to hear my thudding heart and call me out of the stall. I listened intently and heard the sounds of a hairbrush being raked through long, coarse hair. When I heard a stall door being opened and the click of the latch, I bolted out and for the door. Before I could dash out, I heard Olivia call out, “Who’s there?” but I did not stop to answer! For the rest of the day and that evening I stewed over what Olivia Franklin had said to Kathy in the ladies’ room. And then I started to notice the stares. As I walked to my locker, my heart began to pitter-patter with growing apprehension. My other classmates jeered, snickered, and whispered as I passed them in the crowded noisy halls. I felt as if a storm was brewing, like a black cloud of despair was shadowing me the rest of the day. My keen ears heard some of the loud whispering and pointing directed solely at me! “She’s the one.” “She was kissing Mr. Radcliff at the prom!” “Those Devours are no-good inbreeds.” I heard their loud murmurs and hurtful comments. By the time I had reached my locker, tears were burning my eyes and my heart had sunk to my feet. I kept my head down and grabbed my history book. In my last class of the day, I shuffled my feet with dread and sank into my seat and moodily sulked. The back of my neck was on fire from the stares of my other classmates, and it felt as though their eyes were burning a hole in the back of my head. I could hear the ripple of giggles as Olivia kept loudly whispering things to the other girls and boys in class. When the history teacher, Mr. Edwards, entered a brief hush came over the room. “Sabrina Ayers…you’re wanted in the principal’s office,” he said without looking my way and the room erupted into hushed speculations. I gathered up my books and backpack quietly before anyone would see the hot tears now streaming freely down my cheeks. In a kind of paralyzing daze, I walked slowly down the quiet hall to the principal’s office. By the time I had reached the office, my heart was thumping nervously. “Have a seat.” The plump school secretary with the beehive hairdo and
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 glasses perched at the end of her nose said as soon as I appeared in the doorway. I went over and sat down on a chair near the office door to wait. Within seconds the door opened and Mr. Radcliff came rushing out and his face was pale and he looked half-sick, and he looked startled to see me sitting quietly outside the door. I opened my mouth to say something, but he averted his brown eyes and hurried away. “You can go in now,” the secretary said. With a stomach clenched like a tight fist, I entered the office and shut the door behind me. “Please seat down, Sabrina,” Principal Stein said seating very erect behind his big oak desk. The room was small crammed with his desk, a few chairs, a filing cabinet, with a single window facing east. The walls were painted off-white and had many plaques, certificates, and awards on them. He was wearing a tight expression, and he just sat there looking intently at me and with one hand was drumming his fingers on the desktop. His gray hair was parted to the side and his blue eyes searched mine. I thought his tweed suit was too warm a choice for this time of year. I sat down, I figured the bomb had dropped and I waited for the explosion to follow. But to my disbelief, Principal Stein’s voice was tender and soft. “It has come to my attention that a teacher at this school has acted inappropriately toward you, Sabrina. The school board has some very strict policies regarding this issue…can you tell me in your own words what happened the night of the prom.” He sat back and took a sip of his coffee. “Nothing happened, Principal Stein.” I couldn’t tell by his blue eyes whether he knew I was lying or not. He just sat there quiet a moment. “Okay, I can see I’m not going to get anywhere with this…and if you say nothing happened and are willing to sign a statement to that fact, I would like nothing more than to drop the matter.” He leaned forward again with his eyebrows knitted together. “I know that school has not been very easy for you…I’m not blind, I see how the other kids shun and taunt you and I am proud of the way you’ve handled it and the fact that your grades haven’t suffered because of it. But Sabrina, if you send out signals that you want to be different…then the other kids will pick up on that and you will be treated differently.” He sighed and dismissed me with a wave of his hand. “Go see the school secretary, Ms. Myers, she has the paperwork for you to fill out and sign.” “And Mr. Radcliff? What about him?” Principal Stein slightly smiled. “He will be given some much needed
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 vacation time before he returns to work next year.” I sighed with relief and got up. I quickly filled out a statement declaring that nothing had happened between Mr. Radcliff and myself, then signed it. The last bell rang just as I was handing it to the secretary. I lingered a few minutes to read the bulletin board, wanting to waste some time before facing all the other students and giving myself a chance to slip away unnoticed. The next few days were pretty much the same. I had to look straight ahead, lift my chin, and harden my spine into cold steel and ignore all the heckling and ridiculing. After about a week, with relief the gossip slowed down along with the pointing, staring, and jeering. One single thought kept hammering away at me though: Once again shame and humiliation had been brought down on my mother’s family name, Devour. It was only a matter of time before the gossip reached my mother’s keen ears and she would be furious! Not to mention the disappointment I could picture in my father’s soft brown eyes. Reckless and impulsive, I sadly thought, yes that was me! Later that day, I put on an old T-shirt, shorts, and my running shoes and went for a jog hoping to clear my mind and release some of my anger. Exercise in the past had always done that for me, but today it wasn’t working. Perhaps Richard did care about what the townsfolk were thinking and trying to justify dating me by telling everybody outlandish lies about me! Mother tried to ask me what was wrong, but for some reason I did not want to confide in her and I could not tell Daddy, either, about what had happened at school or about what Olivia had said about Richard, for he already harbored serious doubts about Richard’s integrity. By that evening when Richard finally phoned me from the hospital on his break. I could hold it in no longer and I was beside myself with doubts about him…and myself. “Hello,” I said, my tone chilly. “Hi there, sexy! Miss me?” “Richard, there’s something we need to talk about.” I tried to keep the anger from my voice. “You sound kind of funny, is there something wrong, Sabrina?” he asked with a deceptive calm. “I miss you.” “I miss you, too, but there is something wrong, Richard. I overheard two girls at school today, and one of them said that you were telling everybody in town that we have slept together, and it’s been heavy on my heart and mind every since! Is that true?” I demanded in a shrill voice. My hand tightly clutched the phone. “Or are you just using me as a way to get back at your father?”
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 A long pause followed. I could hear him breathing into the phone and then there was a long exasperated sigh. “Richard? Are you still there?” “Yes…I’m trying hard to control my temper and not let their gossip get to me and you should do the same. Darling, the townies are going to try and break us up. They want to split us apart because it’s not socially acceptable by their snooty standards for us to be together, do you know what I mean?” What Anne had said to me came flooding back: “The rich townies may not accept you into their midst! Richard may just be using you to strike back at his father.” “Yeah, I get it. You’re a wealthy, upper class gentlemen, and I am from a white trash, inbred family. You don’t need to explain it to me, I live it every day!” I had a tremor in my voice that he fortunately did not notice, and I was slightly shaking as I held the phone to my ear. “Darling, don’t talk like that!” he cried. “You’re not any of those things; you’re just Sabrina and I happen to like you just the way you are and I don’t care what anyone else says!” “You do?” I asked in a voice barely audible. “Of course, I do! Now stop listening to their idle chit-chat, okay?” “Okay, but Richard…you never said those things about me?” The doubting Thomas in me did not quite believe him, though I am not sure why I thought he was lying. “Sabrina, if we are going to be together you’re just going to have to learn to trust me, right? And do you think I’m the kind of insensitive jerk that kisses and tells?” He suddenly sounded evasive and aloof. He was quiet for a few minutes, just breathing into the phone and I had to ask him if he was still there. “Yes, I’m still here…anyway, aren’t you getting a little too old to believe everything you hear? I mean, come on, we just have to weather the storm, ride it out so to speak, and all this gossip will eventually simmer down. Okay? Jeez, sometimes I don’t get you! You act so childish one minute and then so intellectual in the next. Why can’t you just learn to ignore them?” “Right…whatever. You seem to have all the answers!” “I don’t! Nor do I pretend to! I just want us to be together and ignore all the comments we get from others by being together. Sometimes you can be just as narrow-minded as the shallow people of this town. Who puts these malicious thoughts in your head?” “I don’t know, Richard…it’s just sometimes, I am not sure whether you
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 really like me or if…” My voice was thick and unsteady. My heart beat with a timid thump of uncertainty. “If…you really like me or just want to strike back at your father!” “Look, Sabrina, I can’t keep on reassuring you every time you hear malicious gossip or feel unsure about us. I happen to like you, Sabrina, just the way you are. Sensitive, stubborn, moody, and unpredictable!” We both laughed and I began to relax, letting go of my myriad of insecurities. We made plans for the upcoming weekend and I pushed away my suspicious thoughts and felt a warm glow flow through me every time I replayed those ten words in my head: I happen to like you just the way you are. He really liked me! Me! I danced around the house humming a hapless tune hardly able to contain myself. Mother gave me a puzzled, questioning look, but I ignored her and relished my newfound happiness. Mother could be so depressing and glum at times that I did not care to hear any words of doom from her lips. Daddy just looked pensive as he pretended to read his newspaper, glancing up occasionally at the program Mother was watching on TV. With relief, the school year ended and I was free! Richard could not attend my graduation ceremony, and that disappointed me, but my parents and Aunt Velma (who came, but sat away from my parents) loudly cheered when they called out my name and I proudly walked across the stage to accept my high school diploma. I glanced at Mr. Radcliff who quickly adverted his eyes from mine. I sighed, silently praying that the one kiss we had shared would not come back to haunt me. My eyes darted over to Olivia Franklin and Barbie Fenton, who were watching me with interested gimlet eyes. I almost tripped on the hem of my long black robe and I heard them giggle. Principal Stein had tears in his eyes as he handed me the certificate and leaned to whisper in my ear: “You’ve made it through, Sabrina. Good luck with your future. I have a feeling you’ll accomplish whatever you set your mind to.” Then he proudly smiled down at me. Summer was finally here! My favorite time of year which made me feel young, exuberant, and fully alive! Though the doubts about Richard surfaced often, I pushed them aside and focused on what was important to me, striving to get a college education and become a journalist. How I would accomplish these dreams was still a mystery to me now that I had lost the college scholarship. There were many other programs out there, but sadly, I did not
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 seem to be able to qualify for any of them, which left me with few options for my immediate future. The truth was I wasn’t sure what I wanted anymore.
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 The House on Maywood Drive
 
 When Richard told me he wanted to show me his ancestral home, The Tate Mansion, I was very intrigued and yet somewhat apprehensive. So, I agreed, reluctantly, and the following weekend we drove over to the mansion. At first, I was very impressed with that remote, uninhabited, decaying old house hidden by dense trees, overgrown foliage, and the immense surrounding wall. The exterior of the house was unreal and magnificent; it reminded me of a Gothic novel I’d read once by the author Ann Radcliffe. The house, grounds, and deep-rooted snarling oak trees all whispered of mystery, lost lives, and past loves. The seven-foot high wall guarding both house and grounds was smothered in heavily fragrant Jasmine. During the day, with sun shining brightly from above, the house appeared less threatening and more appealing. I kept my profile in check wondering to myself why my reactions to this mansion seemed so important to him. What did it matter to him whether I was impressed or not? He was raised with wealth and beauty, and I was not. Did he find my gaping stare and utter awe of this great house as bad manners? But when my head turned to catch his stare, it was not disapproval I saw on his handsome face, but rather enjoyment. As if by showing the house to me, it made it exciting for him, too, and he was seeing it through new eyes. He pulled the car to a slow stop before the wide wrought-iron gates that electronically opened and we drove down the long driveway with (I counted thirteen) California fan palm trees lining the drive that stood like giant sentries. He parked in front of the mansion and I saw steps that led to two large double doors with leaded stained glass that were pretty, but imposing. Now that daylight shone down upon the house and us, I had a chance to really get a better look at it. The flaking, peeling paint on the rambling rooftop was a reddish-brown, the outline was tawny, and the rest of the exterior was painted in a golden-yellow hue. The four-story mansion had a long veranda, which wrapped halfway around the side of the house, many turrets, witch’s caps,
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 curved walls, cupolas, and balconies. The sprawling mansion loomed up so high and wide it cast a long dark shadow over the grounds and us. I turned in a slow circle, scanning the grounds and taking it all in. I saw ivy clinging and climbing up the sides of the four-story house which looked as big as a hotel. Two more towering palm trees stood on either side of the front veranda. Overgrown flowerbeds full of various flowers and weeds were at one time supposed to add color to the courtyard. I glimpsed a large gazebo with peeling paint off toward the back of the house where a garden used to be, but now there were only tall, thorny weeds. Countless dry, dead leaves, scattered by the wind, heavily covered the porch and crunched under foot. Richard searched his pockets for the key. “Here, it is in my shirt pocket.” He looked dashing in a tucked-in shortsleeved, blue Chambray shirt, jeans, and sneakers. His long blond hair in the low ponytail at the nape of his neck made him look casual, but with a blend of wealth, which only the sophisticated seem to be able to pull off. He paused at the door, glancing at me as if to build up the anticipation while he turned the key slowly in the lock with a devilish grin. As he pushed the door open, a gust of cold air, like a deep sigh, escaped from the bowels of the house. It made me shiver. The dry, crackling leaves blew to and fro following us into the foyer. It was dark and damp inside, and Richard entered first as I hesitated on the porch. From the open doorway, I saw him cross the foyer and enter what must be the drawing room off to the left. I heard the swoosh of the heavy tapestry drapes being pulled apart to shed sunlight into the dim rooms. Something creaked behind me like a heavy step. I spun around, my heart in my throat, startled and scared, expecting to see a ghost or worse! But there on the porch stoop was just a fallen tree branch, just nearly missing me. I froze, glancing out at the yard yet again, staring around me at the dead leaves that scuttled and danced across the lawn over the portico and through the open doorway. I struggled to keep my thoughts from roaming to dark avenues that were full of fears and disconcerting trepidation. Why is this house affecting me this way? I drew a deep breath, determined to be brave. There was nothing to fear, and Richard was with me to lend me courage, but even as that thought entered my mind, my hand instinctively lifted to feel my cross necklace and the reassurance it brought me. So, why be afraid of a spooky old house? I pirouetted around, my brown hair swinging about my shoulders as I finally convinced myself to enter the house.
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 “Are you coming in, or are you going to just stand there on the porch all day?” His tone was light and playful, and I laughed at myself for being such a scaredy cat only moments ago. I stepped lightly into the house, but I had the growing premonition that by crossing the threshold I would be changing the course of my life forever. I turned in slow motion, eyeing all the enormous rooms, and I could hear the house settling all around us. The heavy drapes kept the house in shrouds of darkness as if sunlight dare not enter. Richard made his way over to another window and drew back the drapes to expose more light into all the dark corners. He started opening some of the windows to let fresh air into the stale, musty smelling lower domain. Huge slivery cobwebs clung to everything in sight. A thick layer of dust had formed over several large pieces of what I assumed to be furniture, which were covered by white sheets that were dirty and grayish in color. I lifted one corner of a sheet to examine what lay beneath and it was mostly heavy, huge antique furniture that needed to be refurbished. The architectural features of the mansion were a Victorian marvel with its winding stairways, labyrinth of corridors, and numerous wings jutting this way and that. The front foyer was easily large enough to be used as a grand ballroom. Boy, you could easily get lost in a house as big as this! Fanning the dirty air with my hand as dust rose upward to the ceiling, that must have been at least twenty feet high! I fell prey to a fit of coughing as the stale air resettled and filled my lungs. “Leave those dirty sheets alone!” Richard snapped. “We can uncover all the furniture after we open all the drapes and let some fresh air in.” I loudly sneezed and followed him into the adjoining room. He continued to throw open the heavy drapes, and the more light flooded into the dark, dingy room, the better I felt. I looked around lost in deep thought. It would take a year to restore this place to its former grandeur! It would take months just to clean away all the dust, cobwebs and kill any insects, especially spiders which had taken up residence during the past ten years. Not to mention rodents that it must have acquired during its long vacancy! As that thought came to me, I whirled around as something scurried by my foot and out of sight. I shuddered and backed away from the unseen creature. Who knows what else could be lurking and watching us from some dark corner? “Sabrina? Are you all right in there?” Richard called from the other room. I collided with a tall, oak grandfather clock and let out a loud gasp of fright! “Sabrina, it’s only mice. They’re more scared of you than you should be
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 of them,” he said, lounging against the doorframe of the next room. “We can set a couple of traps and catch them, but I’m sure once the workmen arrive in a few days, they’ll move out.” He winked and smiled at my childish behavior as I stared at a big black spider spinning a web from the grandfather clock to an oil painting hanging on the wall. Leaning against the clock for a moment, I tried to gather my poise. I knew how to disregard all my silly superstitions and childish fears…so, I deliberately moved very slowly toward him, my hips slightly swaying in the short, slinky, flowered sundress I wore. I moved toward him leisurely and seductively, the way women like my mother did: with beauty and confidence to draw all eyes her way. I liked the way his eyes lit up with desire while his gaze lingered on my face then moved over my breasts to my hips then down to my legs and back up again. I smiled smugly to myself, relishing in my own power over men. I was seducing him in my own subtle way, trying to recapture some of the magic that had swept us away before. He crossed the distance between us in one quick movement, and he picked me up by the waist and swung me around breathlessly. Around and around he spun me, our laughter echoing throughout the empty, lonely house. We were stirring up dust and awakening old ghosts that still haunted here. At least that is what my wild imagination still thought they did. He finally released me and I felt out of breath and dizzy for a moment. A brief silence came over the room. He gazed at me in that soft, dreamy way just like the way Daddy so often stared at my mother. My heart danced with delight. He reached out suddenly and pulled me roughly, almost violently to him. I pressed my body into his and rested my cheek against his chest. I could hear the faint beat of his heart calling out to me. He cupped my chin tenderly with his hand and tilted my face up toward his. He smelled so clean, so nice but also musky and masculine. He brushed his lips lightly over mine, making my heart skip a beat. “My goodness, Sabrina, but you are beautiful, young, and desirable.” He leaned over to plant a kiss on the tip of my nose. “Have you ever thought about dyeing your hair red?” he asked, staring at me with the queerest expression on his face. I laughed. “No…my father would peel the skin from my back with a willow switch!” “Really?” he asked, quite seriously. “No, silly, I was only kidding.” “Oh…you could help me clean up the place and make it elegant again.
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 My father told me when my mother ruled this house it was the grandest one in all of Centerville. I want it to be that way again, and more. I think if my mother were looking down on me from heaven she’d be happy to finally see me reopening the house and using it as a home. It will need some subtle feminine touches to make this mansion sort of homey, but I know with your help, I could call this home again. ” Reclaiming my lips he crushed me to him, our bodies pressed together and our hearts beating as one. Other boys had kissed me awkwardly and clumsily before, but Richard obviously knew how to hold a woman in his arms and arouse and awaken the sleeping woman inside her that wanted what he wanted. My own body responded in such a way that surprised me and frightened me. My fingers found their way around his neck and undid the ponytail that held all that silky fine hair in place. His long hair fell loose around his broad shoulders as he gazed down at me with his eyes on fire. I heard a soft moan, not sure if it came from him or me. I started to pull away, afraid that God was gazing down on me from heaven with a look of scolding disapproval, my conscience, and my faith keeping me from going further than I would let him. Richard kissed the pulsing hollow at the base of my throat, sending delicious shivers of ecstasy through my body. I waited for him to claim me right then and there. He could lift me up into his arms and carry me up the staircase to one of the many bedrooms, but he didn’t. His hesitation only made me want him more. I wondered how many other women had kissed his lips and his arms held. No doubt, women of breeding, culture, and class. Women far more beautiful and sophisticated than a girl at the tender age of eighteen; however, when I opened my eyes to find him watching me, I knew there was love shining there. I searched those dark, extraordinary eyes that melted into mine and all my insecure thoughts vanished. I realized that he had unconsciously been looking for someone like me. He needed someone like me, someone who was like a breath of fresh air to fill his stuffy, upper-class, boring life. New, fresh and innocent mixed with beauty and brains, that was the type he desired. I knew I was the type of woman who would never bore him with idle chitchat or humdrum gossip like those spoiled, pampered rich girls would. I was different, and for the first time I found this realization very satisfying and basked in the knowledge of my own power over men, especially over a renegade like Richard! That I was in fact different made me more alluring than the other women he was accustomed to. My endless passion and enthusiasm would never make me dull or tiresome to be around.
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 Oh, how I wanted him just then! He moved his mouth over mine devouring its softness. Eventually he released me and both of us were left breathing hot and heavy. Then, to my utter disbelief, instead of claiming me, he began to talk! “Let’s remove all the sheets covering the furniture on this floor and then we can work our way up to the second and third floors. This house needs some airing out and lots of sunlight to brighten it up in here.” He glanced around, noticing just as I did; that the house remained shadowy and dim in spite of all the open curtains. Strange. He smiled and began to remove the dirty coverings. Hurt, I jerked away. “Richard, I am not exactly dressed for house cleaning! As you can see I’m not wearing old clothes to go around this house removing all theses dirty, dusty sheet coverings,” I cried out in a hateful tongue. He could be so hot and cold when he wanted to. He acted as though he wanted me one moment and was impassive towards me the next. Was I only overreacting, as usual? My feelings were hurt and I moodily stared out the window into the garden; if you really could call it that. The vastness of the yard seemed to go on and on in the midst of an empty swimming pool and tennis courts. Richard came up behind me, his arms encircling my waist. He pressed his body against mine, resting his chin on the top of my head. He ignored my moody outburst. The enormous crystal chandelier with long teardrop prisms that refracted dazzling colors of the rainbow suddenly distracted me; glinting on the floors, walls, furniture, us—what was that Richard was saying? “I wish we’d met sooner…I never want to be without you, Sabrina, not ever. We belong to each other; we are so good together. We share the same desires, we think the same, have the same yearning to be loved and accepted for who we are, not judged by who our families are…your passionate nature overwhelms and inspires me.” His voice was low and intimate. “I want you to consider moving in with me. I know it seems like I’m moving too fast, but it’s how I feel—don’t say anything yet, until you’ve had a chance to really think it over and have a chance to search your feelings. I know you’ll make the right decision.” It was sweet to hear him offer to give me more time and I easily shook off the sudden chill of apprehension that shot all the way through my soul, to my heart, then through my conscience. Masterful persuasion seemed to be his charming style. I sighed and leaned into him. What would my parents think? What would Anne say? Live here with him, sharing the same bed? There was
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 a tingling in the very pit of my stomach. The very idea both appealed to me and frightened me. I liked the thought of waking up with him every morning, sharing breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Nevertheless, he was a doctor, or at least he would be soon, and they were always on call and never home. And did I want to be all alone in this big, empty house? All alone with only the servants for company while he was gone working those long days and nights…who would hear me if I screamed in this remote house so far from the main road? Now why was I being so paranoid? There would never be any reason to call for help with all the state-of-the-art security Richard intended to have installed. Yet, he had not mentioned marriage…maybe deep in his heart he did not think me good enough to marry, or was it something else? Did I love him enough to sacrifice my own values and beliefs? Once he had me in his bed, would he quickly tire of me? Would this old house make me despondent and eventually cloud my judgment like it did his poor lonely mother? I would be safe here…wouldn’t I? I quickly banished such menacing thoughts by shaking my head clear of them and stepped out of Richard’s tight embrace. I turned to face him and smiled. The floorboards above us creaked and groaned. It sounded like soft footsteps, then the sound of a door being closed. I froze, listening attentively. I looked up, straining my ears. Was someone crying? A woman’s faint sob came from the ten-foot ceiling above me. Was someone else in the house? “Richard! Did you hear that?” “What? That pesky cat outside?” Richard replied ripping off a dingy sheet from one of the armchairs. Dust flew into the air making me choke and cough. “Richard!” I exclaimed, annoyed. “Meow…meowww.” I heard a small kitten’s plaintive cry. I stepped near one of the windows and opened it. Staring up at me from the grass below was a wee tiny kitten. “Meowww.” Even though I knew it had just been the small black cat crying, the spooky feeling stayed with me as we toured the house. I followed his lead around the lower level of the main floor, which consisted of a small parlor, sitting room, drawing room, a library (with bookcases that reached the ceiling, containing hundreds of books), the vast foyer, dining room, an enormous kitchen, and the servant’s quarters. I thought some of the ceilings must be at least thirty feet high! When I lingered too long in the library, he grew impatient. “Come on, there’s lots to see and do!” I glanced up from reading the titles on the books to the large gold-framed
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 portrait above the fireplace. It was an oil painting of a young woman with flowing red tresses in a fancy velvet green dress. What caught and held my attention was the fact that the face of the woman in the picture had been slashed and part of the painting peeling away. Curiously, I moved closer to examine the portrait that must have been costly and lovely at one time but now was tattered and torn. What an odd thing for someone to do… “My father sliced the painting with a hunting knife right after Momma’s suicide…it’s too bad though…it was a lovely portrait of her.” Richard sighed and gently urged me from the room where I could have happily spent hours. In the center of the main entrance hall hung several enormous chandeliers with crystal prisms the shape of long teardrops. The prisms swayed, jingled, and tinkled with the breeze, refracting rainbow patterns on the hardwood floors and on the walls. We lifted dingy sheets, parted the heavy drapes exposing filmy lace curtains underneath, and opened all the windows. Fresh air and sunlight poured into the gloomy house. The overabundance of stained glass windows cast incandescent colorful patterns into all the rooms. I whirled about in wonder, gawking at the Tiffany lamps, gold chandeliers, marble fireplaces, and all the antiques. The furniture had many different styles, all of them elegant and refined. The ornate and extravagant gold-framed mirrors in every room made the mansion appear twice as big. As I admired all the fancy furnishings, I realized I had simple, modest tastes. I liked my home with its rustic homey quality. This mansion was much too elegant and ostentatious for me with its plush antique furniture, its expensive wall hangings, and vast rooms. Would a simple middle-class girl ever feel truly at home in a place such as this? It was more a museum than a home. Each piece of furniture seemed to be in competition with the others. The outside breeze rattled the shutters and whipped through the house, suddenly causing all the long drapes to lift, twist, and turn. The giant chandelier’s long crystal prisms shaped like teardrops were swaying, jangling, and sparkling. Suddenly my heart was tripping along so fast, I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. My eyes seemed locked onto those dangling, teardrop prisms that swayed, shimmered, and tinkled throwing luminous strands of color and light all around the room blinding me. “Sa-brin-a.” A soft whisper by my ear made me turn, but Richard was across the room trying in vain to pry open a window that seemed painted shut. I shuddered though it was warm. I watched his lean taut muscles ripple beneath his short-sleeved cotton shirt. I was full of yearning and hungry for
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 romantic fulfillment. He looked so handsome and desirable. My pulse quickened, watching him tug at the window with all his might. His face looked strained and tiny beads of sweat rolled down his forehead. He radiated a vitality that drew me like a magnet closer to where he stood struggling. BAM! The windowpane shot up. “Whew! I thought I’d never get that window unstuck…odd though…it seemed as if it were painted shut, but now it seems just fine.” He looked puzzled at the open window. The sheer drapes blew back and forth. “It was weird; I couldn’t get it to budge a moment ago as if someone were pushing down, while I was struggling to pull it up and then when you stepped closer to me it finally flew up as if it were light as a feather.” He leaned out the window, parting the lace curtains and placing his hands on the windowsill. He peered out and said, “Beautiful day—” WHAM! Unexpectedly the window slammed back down hard onto Richard’s wrists! He screamed and withered in pain. I quickly went into action, trying to force the window back up, but it refused to budge. “Hurry…please, pull it up!” Richard managed to say with pleading eyes. “Please, God! Give me strength,” I prayed under my breath. “Sa-brin-aaaa,” said a soft whisper carried on the wind. Cold icy fear ran down my spine as if someone had put a block of ice against my back. Sweat dampened my underarms and trickled down between my breasts as I struggled with all my might to pull the window back up. That’s when I saw her, the ghostly figure I had witnessed from the other night, floating toward me from across the yard, her long gray dress flowing around her. She was smiling at me. “Sa-brin-aaaa,” it whispered, but the eerie apparition’s mouth did not move. I heard Richard moan and it snapped me back into the present. With a willful determination and using all my strength, I managed to lift the window back up, freeing Richard’s hands. Tears stung his eyes as he rubbed the red marks on his wrists. A long eerie silence fell between us. “Are you alright?” “I’m fine!” he snapped. “Stupid old house! Everything in here is falling apart…this is going to cost me a fortune! Now I’m going to have to replace all the windows too.” My eyes drifted out the window, looking around for the ghostly figure,
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 but she had vanished. He glanced at my frightened expression, and it must have snapped him out of his dark mood, for his next words were spoken in a calmer tone. “Don’t look so spooked. Really, I’m fine. Let’s move on, shall we?” I gave a forced smile and a tense nod of consent. I tried to appear nonchalant and cheery the rest of the afternoon, though a nagging feeling of dread crept over me. This house had more tricks up its sleeve, and for the rest of the day, I felt a presence following us, watching us, listening. Perhaps the grieving house felt abandoned and wanted to seek revenge…but who was the woman I kept seeing? Every now and again, I heard the distinct sound of little feet scurrying about, but not once did I glimpse a mouse. Each room we entered smelled old, sour, and musty. Dust rose and resettled. The heavy drapes were dirty, tattered, and moth-ridden. They would all have to be mended or replaced. Already my mind was spinning with ideas for turning this dismal place into a real home for Richard and maybe even me. When we were done with the downstairs, we headed back into the foyer and to the main staircase, which looked as though it belonged in the epic movie Gone With the Wind. It must have been custom built to duplicate the one in the house called Tara. I pictured Richard as a dashing Rhett Butler, carrying me up those stairs to the bedroom— “Sabrina? Hello…earth to Sabrina!” “Huh, what?” “You sure daydream a lot. Hold this end of the banister so I can nail it back down.” He hammered the balustrade back securely with a mighty blow. Then we started up the stairs to repeat the same tiresome chore. The second and third floors had two wings that jutted east and west. Mostly, the upstairs consisted of several unused bedrooms, bathrooms, huge closets, and lofty dayrooms. Richard paused in front of one door to search for the key to unlock it. Inside was a large playroom with spider webs that clung to everything, and dust coated the toys, furniture, and shelves. I watched a black spider spinning a web from a shelf, cluttered with toys to a nearby armoire. A lone rocking chair in the corner slowly, slowly rocked, startling me until I realized the window was partly open behind it. A child’s empty playroom is a sad, spooky place to see, and I quickly backed out of the room, closing the door on all those ghostly childhood memories of the past. I glanced down the hall. Where had Richard gone? I drifted from one
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 room to the next. I counted over a dozen fireplaces; however, there was not much furniture in some of these unused rooms. A few of the bedrooms held massive dark, oak furniture. These rooms were decorated to meet a man’s taste in furnishings; there was nothing delicate, womanly, or flowery in these masculine rooms. I wondered who had used these rooms. Could it have belonged to Richard’s mysterious father? I wandered leisurely about glancing into the other rooms. I found an infant’s nursery, several bathrooms, and large linen closets. The dark corridors jutted this way and that like a labyrinth of uncertainties. I heard the sound of a door slowly, slowly creak open, and soft footsteps coming toward me. I spun around, looking right then left, my heart knocking against my rib cage. I breathed in shallow, quick gasps. I could feel intense panic rioting within me. My nerves tensed immediately and my hearing became more acute as I held my breath and listened. Silence. “Hello? Is anyone there?” Silence. Silence as deep and shallow as the grave. Slowly on pussy-willow feet, I backed up back down the hall from whence I came. My eyes were wide and stark with fright. After several failed attempts to find my way back to the main rotunda, my heart began a slower, more normal rhythm, and I began to relax again almost laughing out loud at myself for being such a scaredy cat and for being so terribly childish. I moved from room to room admiring all the opulent antiques and lovely furnishings. I discovered several of the doors were locked and wondered why. “Richard?” I stood in the middle of the long hallway and listened for a reply but only silence answered. “Richard! Where are you?” He could be anywhere, I thought, there were so many bedrooms, so many closets and so many antechambers— “In here! Down the hall,” I heard his strong male voice call out from a room I had overlooked further down the corridor. I found him sitting on a bed in what must have been a young boy’s bedroom. “This used to be my room…wow, here’s my old baseball glove.” He sat there marveling at an old, worn brown glove that was too small for him now. He looked as if he were transported back in time by simply picking up that baseball glove. I examined the room of his boyhood. The blue nautical, sailboat wallpaper was faded with peeling paint that matched the discolored bedspread and dust ruffle. The large room held a twin bed made into the shape of a boat,
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 a small oak desk, a highboy, and a bulky wooden chest, which a thick layer of dust had settled on. Silvery spider webs clung to everything in sight. Over the bed were two criss-crossed wooden oars, and the room had many sailing pictures adorning the walls. It was of course the perfect boy’s room, charming yet masculine. His mother must have had excellent taste and flair with decorating, like my own mother did. The stuffed animals adorning the shelves seemed to be watching us with their lifeless, black button eyes. I felt a cold draft that made me shudder as the black lifeless eyes of those plushy animals observed us with keen interest. “Maybe I’ll sleep here tonight,” he said softly with a touch of wistfulness in his voice, which the room evidently evoked. “Sometimes if I had a bad dream and cried out, my mother would come to my room and get into bed beside me and wait until I fell asleep again before returning to her own room. I used to beg her to stay and sleep with me cuddled up in her arms the entire night, but she always insisted it wasn’t proper.” He deeply sighed as he looked over at me and flippantly smiled. Then he straightened up and stood. “Come on,” he said, taking my hand as broodingly he stared down into my eyes. After another hour of exploring, we were both too tired and hungry to investigate the attic on the fourth floor. The mansion seemed grateful for occupants, and my eerie thoughts were quickly forgotten. I was growing more and more excited as Richard talked on and on about how great this place would be when he was done with the renovations. I was intrigued by the challenge of making this into a livable home again. He rattled on about us living together, but I refused to give him an answer one way or the other. He had not yet mentioned marriage, but I was sure he would bring it up soon. Maybe he just wanted my help as some sort of test of my commitment to him. Yes, that was it! Of course…I would prove myself to him by turning this rundown, haunted-looking place into a cozy, elegant home. I would prove to him that I was not after his money or his family name. I would prove to all those wealthy townies, too, that a person could learn to be just as cultured, witty, fashionable and self-assured as they were! I would show them that a person could achieve and acquire those qualities and traits without breeding or extreme wealth, but by quiet strength and a willful determination. I would be refined with wisdom and good taste. I would prove once and for all to those snobby Centerville Brahmins that a Devour could be just as cultured as they were, and if Richard, a respected man of quality and good breeding, could accept me, they could too! Even as I thought all these things to boost my confidence, all around me
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 the mansion whispered of dark secrets best forgotten and threatened me with danger and apprehension that lurked in the dark shadows and dark corners of this house. Would there be any chance of escape once I decided to move in? My overly suspicious imagination was working double time. I told myself it was merely caused by this mysterious and bewitching place. This house was nothing but an empty, lonely old mansion. And it wasn’t haunted, or was it?
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 After my visit to the Tate Mansion, the place began to consume all my thoughts. Back home, I walked around in a kind of daze. “What’s going on inside that head of yours, Sabrina Ayers?” “Daddy, I…” “What, dear? You know you can talk to me about anything. What’s on your mind?” I looked over at Daddy sitting in his favorite armchair, his face thoughtful staring at me oddly. “Sabrina, really…I can tell by your face and the way you’ve been moodily wandering around the house all day that something is clearly bothering you.” He put his newspaper aside. It was Sunday and my father liked to spend the afternoon reading the Sunday paper and smoking his cigars. He lit one now, still closely eyeing me. “Is something wrong?” he gently prodded. “Daddy, Richard wants me to help him this summer. He is planning to renovate that old mansion he has inherited. He wants me to oversee some of the remodeling being done next month. You know, the old Tate Mansion on Maywood Drive?” He nodded, blowing smoke rings above my head. “I don’t know…it’s just, what do I really know about remodeling or interior decorating? This would be a better job for Mother than for someone like me. She is so good at this sort of thing. I mean, I want to be of help to him.” I paused and then added in an uncharacteristic whiny voice, “I want him to know that he can depend on me but…this seems a bit overwhelming!” I collapsed onto the sofa across from him. “Well, I assume this is very important to him and you are very important to him. He wants to share this special project with you and to include you in a way, I suppose. You see, all men would like for their wives or girlfriends to be just as enthusiastic and interested in everything they are. No matter what
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 it is; sports, their jobs, their hobbies, but not all women are like that. Your mother, for instance, is not one to feign interest in something just for my sake. That’s why I’m always dragging you to museums and art galleries with me.” When he laughed, he looked ten years younger and I smiled at him. “If it’s important to him and his future, I’m assuming he expects it to be just as important to you as well.” I sighed. “It’s not like I’m not intrigued and flattered by the idea—you know how much architecture has always held some fascination for me, but a job of this significance is slightly scary! Richard keeps insisting that he doesn’t have anyone else whom he can depend on.” “What have I always told you?” Daddy’s face was reflective. I smiled and rolled my eyes. “Oh, Daddy! You’ve always told me that I can do anything I put my mind to. I guess you’re right.” We shared a smile as I rose from the couch. “It’s true…it’s true.” He grabbed the folded newspaper beside and began to read again. I stood there as if rooted and lost once again in quiet thought. One corner of the newspaper folded down to expose half his face. “Is there something else, dear?” he asked with his eyebrows raised quizzically. I shuffled my feet nervously, avoiding his eyes lest he’d find in them something that revealed my true feelings and doubts. “Daddy…why don’t you like Richard?” Instead of meeting his steady gaze, my eyes fled from one object in the room to the next. Mother’s clay pots were placed everywhere, cluttering up an already crowded room. It was like a mini jungle in here with all the flowering cactus plants, wildflowers and greenery potted in her ceramic and adobe pots. “Um…why don’t I like Richard? What is there not to like?” he said with a lopsided grin, teasing me, affectionately, not maliciously. “Does my opinion still count in this house?” he asked with a wink. My eyes fixed on his for a long moment. “Oh, Daddy, of course it does! I really need to know.” My eyes searched his face for the truth. Once again, he put his paper aside and took a drag from his cigar before answering me. “Richard seems to be a highly educated, intelligent, and motivated young man, but still…there is something that troubles me about him.” He looked away, then stared off into space. “What? That he’s rich and a townie?” My heart was thumping so fast in my chest it was making me dizzy. After a moment, Daddy shifted his brown eyes, eyes that were now shadowed and troubled, and fixed them on me. 169
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 “No, it’s not that, dear…it’s his dark eyes.” His tone turned grave and foreboding. “His mouth says one thing and his hawk-like eyes say another…as if…as if he has some dark side to him that even he is unaware of. People are multi-faceted, dear; I guess what I’m trying to say, and putting rather badly, is that Richard still has a lot of growing up to do and maybe even some soul searching too. It’s as though he’s hiding something… pretending to be someone he’s not. He has shifty eyes, which tells me he’s a fraud and a rogue.” He sighed heavily and shook his head. “Mother likes him and approves of him,” I said weakly, so afraid he might be right. I sat down again, my eyes, my ears, my very heart fixed on him and his every word. “Your mother likes the fact that the Tate family is one of the oldest and wealthiest families living in Centerville. I don’t want to see you get hurt, for most of those families only approve marriages that will keep up their social standing, and they often mix business with marriage for financial gain or they try to maintain their blue blood. In her estimation, he’s a good catch: do people still use that phase? Anyway, as far as I’m concerned those are not the only qualities one looks for in a mate or spouse.” I perched on the end of the sofa, absorbing all that he had just said to me. The harder I tried to ignore the truth, the more it persisted. At least having a conversation with my father did not include enigmas or cryptic banter as it so often did whenever I tried to confide in Mother. He was right. Sometimes I felt it too when I was with Richard. He was so guarded at times and mysterious. It was as if he were afraid that if I ever got to know the real Richard, I would not like what I’d see. And I was falling hopelessly, desperately, and idiotically in love with him. My father’s ominous warning and revelation disturbed me and left me with growing doubts about Richard and his intentions. Somewhere deep inside me, I had sensed the same thing about Richard, but my heart had refused to believe or acknowledge it. Mother was right: I was full of romantic illusions and notions about love. I thought love was to burn with yearning; to want to die locked in your lover’s embrace like Romeo and Juliet or Heathcliff and Cathy. “This is your first big romance and Richard is quite a compelling fellow. I don’t want to say anything against your beloved Richard that will make you hate me and only push you further away from us, but since Richard Tate has entered our lives you have drastically changed and not for the better!
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 You stay out late, you hardly speak to your mother or me anymore, and you are rarely home for dinner and just stay locked up in your room all the time. Not to mention the fact that your grades dropped so drastically that you’ve lost any chance of getting that scholarship! “You will have many loves during your lifetime, Sabrina; you’re too young to be setting your cap already for this boy when you could have your choice of young men to choose from once you get out of this town…don’t you still dream of going off to college and getting out of here?” He sat up straighter, looking intensely into my eyes. “Richard may not be the one. Don’t make more out of this current infatuation than it really is, okay? Look, all I’m saying is this: I know that in a lot of ways I disappointed your mother…made promises to her that I couldn’t keep and she stopped believing in me and lost her admiration—” Suddenly Mother appeared, breezing into the room, her arms laden with packages. “Hello there, you two!” She whizzed past us and into the other room. “I’ve bought some wonderful things on sale today!” she shouted from down the hall in her bedroom. Daddy leaned back in his chair, relaxing and puffing on his cigar. Mother had warned me about putting men on a pedestal. “Sabrina, I know it’s important to you that your mother and I like Richard, but you’re a very head-strong individual and I’m sure any objections or doubts I have pertaining to that young man, you will no doubt be able to persuade me otherwise. Just go slow with this one; you’re still very young and naïve about men and…I’m only telling you all this for your own good.” Oh, how I wished people would stop telling me things for my own good! Standing, I straightened my shoulders, tossed my hair over my shoulder, and cleared my throat. “Look I know what you’re getting at, but I’m not a child anymore. I want to be treated like a woman and I guess it’s high time I stopped acting like a child and behaving like one.” I gazed out the living room’s big bay window as if speaking more to myself than to Daddy. “Richard’s just a lost, lonely, haunted man who needs someone to love him for himself, rather than for his wealth or family name. If he is guarded at times it’s because he has to be…people he trusted have wounded him deeply and let him down again and again—he felt as though he could not let people in or he’d be hurt again. At times he reminds me of a sad, tormented little boy, still searching for someone to love and be loved in return.” I turned my brown eyes to my father’s, which were so much like my own.
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 “He’s a very lucky young man, and I hope my dire predictions are wrong. If anyone could bring out the best in a man, it would be you, Sabrina. Just look into those dark eyes of his—the eyes are like the windows of the soul, the eyes can never lie.” “Sabrina, come in here!” Mother called impatiently. Biting my lower lip, I looked away now that I knew how my father truly felt toward Richard. How could I tell him now that Richard wanted me to live with him in that big house? I left him sitting there, staring after me. I followed Mother’s voice calling me into the other room. I found her arranging clothes on her bed. She glanced up as I stood in the doorway, watching her. She was wearing a red low-cut shirt with khaki shorts. She slipped off her sandals and tossed them aside. Shoeboxes, price tags, and shopping bags were askew near her feet on the floor. “Come in here a sec.” I drifted into the room, gazing at all her parcels. “I want to show you all the great bargains I got today.” She smiled as she rummaged through the pile of clothes and things on her bed. I perched on the edge of the bed to watch her, my face expressionless. She rattled on about all the great stuff she bought and all the great bargains she found. I just sat there impassive, not caring about new clothes or her shopping spree at the Macy’s sale. Mother gave me a sideways glance and stopped what she was doing to devote her full attention on me. “What were you and your father talking about so intensely? You haven’t stayed out past curfew again, have you?” “No.” Raising her fine, arched eyebrows, she asked, “You were talking about Richard again, weren’t you? Your father still disapproves of him, is that it?” I hung my head moodily, and stared down at my feet without answering her. With one swift movement, she swiped everything off the bed and onto the floor in a heap. Then she sat down beside me on the bed and reached for my hand. “You know, Sabrina,” she said matter-of-factly, “I know there are vast differences between you and Richard; not just your backgrounds but your beliefs, convictions, and principles. Richard was brought up in another world….” She sighed and her hazel eyes were filled with a curious, deep longing. “Don’t let that stop the two of you, for if you have found love or something like it, then maybe you’ll be the one to prevail over the family curse!
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 “Sabrina, you must learn to trust your instincts and your woman’s intuition. It is clear to me how infatuated he is with you and you with him. Richard is your forever-springtime, romantic first love and he will always remain in your heart no matter what…only don’t expect him to be perfect, without flaws or imperfections that might mar your opinion of him or tarnish your love. You do love him, don’t you?” I mutely nodded at her without speaking. Tears welled up in my eyes. “Good.” She continued, “He is only human and if you put him on a pedestal you may find he has feet of clay. Sabrina, you are too hard on yourself and sometimes you are much too judgmental of other people.” What was she talking about? Me, judgmental of other people? No, she was wrong! I pulled my hand free from hers. I folded my hands in my lap, unconsciously, twisting them together. She pushed herself to a standing position, looking down at me with a faint smile, which held a touch of sadness. “All these changes in you the last few months have your father in turmoil. You’ve always been his little girl, his only child, and he feels like he’s losing you; you’re growing up so fast. Devote a little of your extra time to him, make sure he still feels important in your life instead of being second best. Richard will understand if you don’t spend as much time with him. Maybe it will quench any doubts your father is still harboring against Richard. I mean, he’s just plain jealous of all the time you’re spending with Richard now, instead of him…. Now have you gotten Richard to ask you to marry him yet?” “No,” I said quietly. “Well, what’s taking you so long? You have him wrapped around your little finger! Just move in for the kill. Seduce him, like I taught you. Use your assets, your charms and make him think he can’t live without you. You could announce your engagement at that housewarming party, you said Richard is planning to have, hum? What’d you think?” Bending down, Mother resumed admiring and showing me all the pretty things she’d bought. I dully watched her, my mind filling with sour thoughts. Why was Mother being so pushy and so insistent that I make a decision regarding my whole future, right now? I wanted to do the right thing and help my family…but would it mean giving up my dreams? Giving up my dream of going away to college? Yes, I told myself, it would most definitely mean just that. Once I was Richard’s wife, a doctor’s wife there would be no time for furthering my education. There would be many social obligations,
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 society parties to go to, and a huge household to run. I would mistress of the Tate mansion…both feared and admired. Such a huge responsibility…not to mention children, assuming Richard wanted to have them. I knew that some day I did. But raising a family and all the responsibilities that came with it would no doubt put in end to my own wants and desires. Could I manage to have a career and a family? Was Richard the type of man to let me have both or would he demand that I stay home and be housewife and mother…just like his mother had? I wondered what dreams and ambitions Catherine Tate had had for herself. I quickly realized that my dreams would be left behind, scattered to the four winds. My thoughts roamed to the Tate Mansion and the fear and the fascination it equally held for me. Suddenly I was overcome with the urge to show Mother the house. I wondered if it would affect her the same way as it was affecting me— “Look at this silk dress, I got half off!” she announced, interrupting my thoughts and held up a chic red party dress. “Mother, would you like to see the old mansion that Richard has inherited? I would love to show it to you. Richard is making me a key.” She hesitated. For some odd reason, her hesitation put butterflies in my stomach, which were flying around my heart. Mother was acting so strangely. I felt uneasy and shifted from foot to foot. Finally, she spoke in a cold voice, totally unlike her customary soft cadence. “No. I don’t want to see that house, nor do I wish to set foot into it ever again!” My heart pounded with apprehension and my mouth felt dry as I managed to find my voice. “Have you been in that house before, Mother? Just how well do you know the Tate family? What happened in your past that you refuse to talk about? Does it have something to do with Richard’s father?” I fired these questions at her like bullets coming from a firing squad. Her faced flushed a deep red, and her eyes fled mine before she replied in a stranger’s voice. “I…I don’t know…what you mean….” She sounded flustered and pretended to busy herself by straightening up the stack of clothing on the floor. She picked up several items and placed them on hangers, then laid them on the bed. I floundered, sinking in the adult world where my parents had led full lives before my birth. Could Mother possibly have had an affair with Alexander Tate? Was he the reason my parents fought so late into the night?
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 But how and when? My heartbeat quickened and I swallowed hard, trying to find my voice. The nagging in the back of my mind refused to be stilled and my eyes widened as I stared and stared at her. She was trembling and moved quickly to the closet to hang up her garments. When she reappeared, she had regained her composure and she smiled, but something about her smile seemed false. “Why would you accuse me of such a horrible, indecent thing? I already told you, I grew up with Alexander Tate and so did your father and your Aunt Velma. What difference does it make?” “Just tell me the truth, Mother, for once! I’m old enough and mature enough to handle the truth, please, Mother!” I grew angry and frustrated with her blatant attempt to cover up her past. “Someday…when you’re older. I promise to reveal all my secrets, when you’re older,” she replied in her usual cryptic manner. “Someday you’ll know everything, I promise.” My mouth fell open in dismay. “But…but.” I threw my hands up in defeat, knowing full well how incredibly stubborn she could be; much worse than me. The subject was closed, unless…unless I did my own sleuthing. I was no Sherlock Holmes, but I could always pay a visit to my Aunt Velma; maybe she knew things about the past that I didn’t. I stood there, plotting and contemplating my next move. Satisfied that the matter was dropped, Mother returned to her normal, haughty self. She held up a long, wine-red silk scarf and draped it around her neck. It was hard to stay angry with her, and I deeply sighed. “The minute I spied this dress on the hanger, I knew I had to have it. You can borrow it if you like.” Her voice was as smooth as honey and just as sweet. “It was such a great bargain too! And then I found the matching shoes half off! I had to practically wrestle with this other woman who wanted the dress, too, but she was no match for the likes of me!” She threw back her blonde head and let out a great peal of laughter, and I couldn’t help but laugh too. I was picturing my domineering mother wrestling another woman in the middle of the department store over a dress just for a great bargain, as she liked to put it. I just shook my head and tried to let go of the feelings of anxiety that shadowed my heart. “This is the kind of dress that never goes out of style.” She lay the dress on the bed and turned toward me, thoughtfully. “Our wedding anniversary is only a few months away, maybe I should save it for that. I was thinking of having a party to celebrate.”
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 Mother having a party to celebrate a marriage that she seemed to want out of seemed rather odd, but then it occurred to me that she merely wanted a party. She probably intended to show off her new clothes as well. “You’d better hide all these new clothes before you and Daddy end up in another fight,” I said dully. “Don’t worry about me, I know how to handle your father.” I got up and left the room, leaving her and those dark unspeakable family secrets behind. I went out for a jog early the next morning, pondering what both my parents had said. My feet pounded the pavement as my heart and mind pounded out the same unanswered questions. Strange, I thought, Daddy usually only saw the good in people, while it was Mother who could find the tarnish even on the brightest coin. I realized my father just wanted what was best for me and I could tell he was afraid I would give up my dream. It was his dream too. But could I go away to college now? I wasn’t sure what I wanted anymore. All I was sure of was that I did not want to leave Richard. A man like him would be easy prey to some young socialite as soon as my back was turned! I wondered if Richard was trying to keep me here by having me supervise the renovations on his house. I tried to tell myself that one year at the junior college wouldn’t hurt and I could stay here and be with Richard. Suddenly, a sharp cramp pierced my side. I stopped, breathing fast, and bent over clutching my side. My chest felt tight and I briefly closed my eyes. When I opened them, I realized that I was on the sidewalk outside the gates of the Centerville cemetery. The immaculate grounds had rolling hills of green grass that seemed to stretch for miles with an abundance of shade trees and weeping willows. I stared at the rows upon rows of monuments and headstones. The town of Centerville had lost many lives during the great depression and had many unmarked graves. Such a peculiar and eccentric town this was, I thought as I gazed upon those granite tombstones. So many scandals, indiscretions, and heartbreak had occurred in this small community, that I wondered how the odd town had survived it all. Not to mention all the sorrow and heartache that had occurred at the Tate Mansion estate itself. When the pain seemed to subside, I glanced up at a huge black crow flying by overhead. The giant bird let out a long, loud screech as it landed on a large headstone. It feasted its two beady, black eyes on me, making me feel impaled by its steady gaze. I gazed down at the name of the tombstone it was perched on…. Catherine Tate, beloved wife and mother…1941 to 1981.
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 I gasped as my eyes grew wide with disbelief and fright and slid up to look at the giant crow as it watched me, watching it. Then it opened its large beak and let out another loud cry of outrage and then just flew away. Needless to say, I never did jog in that neighborhood again.
 
 ~~~ By the end of June, the weather warmed up considerably. Summer was upon us now with the sun waking up bright and early every morning through my bedroom blinds to signal another marvelous day ahead. Summer was my favorite season, reminding me once again that I was free! Free from ever having to walk the halls or share a classroom with those mean, snobby rich girls and boys. Most of them would be heading off for some Ivy League school in the fall. I was both jealous and glad to see them getting ready to go. I heard that a few of them were staying behind, not interested in attending college, which confounded and amazed me! If I had the money and the right connections—nothing would have stopped me! And then there was Richard telling me again and again that he needed me. So, I decided that I would take a year off and maybe attend the community college the following fall semester. That would leave me all summer, fall, winter, and spring to help Richard with his house, if only I could just make up my mind. I needed a part-time job, but Richard just laughed when I told him I had applied at the pizza place in town. “What do you want to waste your summer slinging pizzas into a hot oven for when you can be with me? I could pay you for your time if it’s money you need,” he offered, but I did not feel right about taking money from him. Yet, I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do with my summer…spend it flinging hot pizzas into the air or supervising the renovations on Richard’s ancestral home. I knew Daddy was heartbroken that he could not afford to send me to college. On more than one occasion, he told me he would gladly sell our home if it would see me through college, but one glare from Mother quickly put an end to that idea. Anyway, I could never let him do that. He had struggled and worked so hard to get us to where we were: in a nice, safe middle-class neighborhood. I could still hear Mother’s voice echoing in my head. “Nothing was ever handed to me on a silver platter; you can work your way through college if
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 that’s what you decide to do.” Mother had added sarcastically, “What do you need college for when you’re dating Richard Tate?” I knew that’s what other people would think too. In fact, people still huddled together like busy bees, buzzing about whenever we were seen together in town. I could feel the stares, could hear the whispers and speculations from the townies’ mouths: “Look at her trying to act as though she were one of us! Oh, the nerve! I guess she thinks she’s hit the jackpot now!” they said in haughty voices that reached my keen ears. Something hard and heavy grew in my chest, making it ache, although I tried hard not to let them see. Richard said he never noticed or heard any of these uncouth remarks, but I think he just said that for my benefit. I pretended, too, keeping my chin up instead of hanging my head like I used to do. I stiffened my backbone, looked straight ahead, and avoided their staring eyes as if they did not exist. I linked my arm through Richard’s proudly and on tip toes leaned up to kiss him full on the mouth, much to the indignation on their astonished faces. Richard laughed. Then we strolled off further down the street where we could no longer hear their hurtful comments. We would walk and talk for hours, losing ourselves in our own little world where the outside world did not exist. Richard eventually convinced me to watch over the construction on his beloved house, while he was finishing up his internship under the chief of staff at the hospital. If I still harbored reservations, he quickly silenced them with his unwavering confidence in me. I was nervous and felt inadequate to have so much responsibility. How much help could I really be? Wouldn’t someone with more experience and sophistication than I be better at this task? Would an eighteen-year-old without the vaguest idea as to how to supervise a bunch of handy men, construction workers, and groundskeepers really be much help? When I tried one last time to voice my doubts and concerns to Richard, he just shrugged them off. “Darling,” he began, as we sat together in his car parked on the curving driveway gazing up at that malevolent looking house. The stars were out twinkling in an ebony sky. “Why do you worry so much? You’re making a big deal out of nothing. I told you I have hired an architect and a restoration expert to oversee most of it. You’re just there to fill me in on what’s being done and what’s not being done…I need this house done as soon as possible!” “Why, Richard? What is the big rush?” I asked, glancing at his profile silhouetted in the moonlight. He looked so serious and determined, suddenly.
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 What was he out to prove? And to whom? “You wouldn’t understand…it’s just important to me, all right?” he snapped. Tentatively I reached to touch his arm. “Richard?” “What?” he mumbled, staring up at the house through the windshield with a look of forlornness on his handsome face. He was acting so moody and pensive. “I’m sorry if I have been complaining again, but it’s just that this is so important to you and I would never want to do something wrong or make a wrong decision. Sometimes,” my voice sounded far away and wistful. “Sometimes, I think you’d be happier with one of the rich townies’ daughters than unsophisticated old me.” He slowly turned his head toward me; his eyes shone brightly in the moonlight. Our eyes locked and my heart started beating a faster rhythm. “You’re my girl.” He put emphasis on the word “my,” which sent a chill down my spine. “You’re the type of girl I want and I need. It’s your innocence, your vulnerability, your graceful manner, and that strong-willed pride, which stiffens your spine that I admire. It is not those silly, insecure debutantes that make my blood run fast and hot, but it is you! You’re special, different, clean and decent…and it’s the way you look at me…as if I were ten feet tall incapable of doing wrong. “But, please, Sabrina, don’t form too high of an opinion of me…you may find out one day that I am not perfect, not a prince or knight in shining armor, but just an ordinary guy.” His tone was a thin whisper. “And I don’t think I could live with myself if I let you down. You make me strive to be a better man and change my womanizing ways. You’re like an angel sent to watch over me and keep me from my otherwise self-destructive behavior.” He heavily sighed. “Your beautiful, soft brown eyes melt my heart and stir my soul, and calm the beast within me. I have a dark and brooding side of me that I don’t ever want you to see; it even frightens me at times. So forgive me when I’m moody or my temper rears its ugly head. I just want to be as perfect as you think I am, to be that gallant, white knight you want.” “How poetic and romantic you sound tonight.” “It must be being here, with you, under the stars with that romantic quarter moon hovering above that makes me feel this way.” I leaned over to gently tilt his face toward mine. Our lips were only inches apart. “I love you, Richard Alan Tate, and I will be honored to help you out in any way I can with the renovations of such a grand house.”
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 I kissed him then. There was a dreamy intimacy to that kiss which lasted and lasted, until we parted and both of us were left with a sense of urgency which I can’t explain. It was something about the nearness of this house that made it seem as though I had just sealed my fate. It was as if the house were watching and listening…silently calling to me.
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 It was soon after I had agreed to help Richard with the remodeling of his house that I realized that I would be overseeing most of it by myself. He, however, would be busy interning at the local hospital or volunteering at a nearby clinic for a doctor who was retiring in a year. I think Richard planned to take over the older doctor’s patients, but I could not be sure of his motives. One morning, being unable to sleep any longer, I got up to quickly shower and dress. It was the first day the house was to go under construction and I found myself feeling both excited and anxious. I felt as though my dormant wits had renewed themselves and I could not wait to meet Richard over at the mansion. I awoke with a dazzling determination and self-confidence, and if Richard and Daddy thought I was capable of such an undertaking, I would cast away all my self-doubt! I went into the kitchen to grab a banana and then be on my way. “My, my, you’re up early this morning. Going for a jog?” Mother asked, yawning over her cup of coffee. She was still clad in her ruby-red bathrobe and slippers. “No, I’m meeting Richard at the mansion this morning—gotta run…bye!” I hurried out the back door trying to avoid one of her one-sided conversations. I drove over to the house, turning the Jeep’s radio up loud to sing along to a popular tune. I was in such good spirits this morning. I was overly eager and arrived before Richard did. Richard had rented a furnished apartment in town until his house was ready to live in again. When I pulled up, the gates were already open and two old pick-up trucks, one van, and a luxury sedan were all parked in the circular drive in front of the house. I noticed three men all clad in jean overalls, T-shirts and work boots stood huddled together staring up at the house. I parked the Jeep and climbed out as all eyes shifted my way. I saw one of the men nudge the other one to look back up at the house pointing up toward one of the upstairs bedroom windows. My gaze followed his, but I saw nothing out of the
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 ordinary, only shutters that needed mending. All eyes once again turned in my direction and scanned me over in my black sleeveless knit top, cut-offs, and sandals. I wore little makeup today and had pulled my hair up into a loose ponytail. One of the men standing by the porch, a tall burly fellow with thick disheveled brownish-red hair, stepped away from the rest. “Good mornin’, ma’am. My name is Judd McCabe and these men here are my brothers Ted and Henry James. We were hired by Mr. Tate to do some reconstruction and repaint the house and any other odd jobs that need to get done. Do ya mind if we go ahead and get started?” I tried not to stare at the missing front tooth in his lopsided grin. “Has anyone seen Mr. Tate yet this morning, gentlemen?” “No ma’am. He telephoned early this morning and said to take orders from ya ma’am. Yer Miss Ayers, correct?” Judd McCabe asked as one of his brothers came to stand beside him. The two were identical twins; both sturdy large men had blue eyes with a mop of reddish-brown hair. The third brother was just as tall. He had lots of freckles with the same hair color. “Isn’t Mr. Tate meeting you here this morning?” I sounded surprised and perplexed. One of the twins smiled; maybe it was Ted, the quiet brother. “No, ma’am. Said he’d be over later on this afternoon to check up on us and Miss Ayers would be in charge till then.” Judd scratched his head and raised both thick eyebrows my way. “All right then, go ahead and get to work; I want those shutters mended today.” I moved past the three men over to a fourth leaning against the brown sedan. He was staring up at that same eastern window, lost in thought. I cleared my throat to make my presence known. “May I ask what you do, sir?” His eyes shifted toward me and his lips curled into a half smile. I tried to appear confident, so I straightened my spine; my courage and determination became like a rock inside me. I would not let these men intimidate me. “How do you do? Miss Ayers, I presume?” He pushed himself to a standing position and offered me a warm smile. I returned his smile. “Yes, I’m Miss Ayers.” I put forth my hand and he heartily shook it. “I’m a friend of Mr. Tate’s. I’m here to help oversee the renovation of his ancestral home, and you are?” “Nice to meet you, Miss Ayers. I’m Anthony Nielson, the restoration expert. I guess you and I will be working closely together, huh? I was very
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 flattered when Mr. Tate approached me about working on this house, besides the extremely generous sum of money he offered me.” His left eyebrow rose a fraction and he cleared his throat. “Did you know that a famous architect redesigned this eight-room farm house back in the late 1800s for a wealthy family, I think their surname was Marriott, which never even lived in it?” I managed to shrug and say offhandedly, “No. I didn’t know that.” My pulse quickened as I glanced up at the house. Its tall windows as sinister, slotted eyes were watching us. “The house was originally built in 1887 and has quite a history behind it…the story goes that when the mansion was near completion, Mr. Marriott had a fatal heart attack while he was in the parlor of the house, and a month later, their young son, no more than seven, drowned in the swimming pool. “However, in 1890, tragedy struck again when their infant daughter, Angie, died of the then mysterious childhood disease marasmus. “The construction on the sprawling complex immediately ceased after that. Following those disastrous incidents, the wife, Mrs. Marriott, fell into a deep depression from which she never fully recovered, and she refused to set foot in the house again, claiming the house had caused the deaths. Mrs. Marriott insisted that the house was haunted. After having a séance in the house to try to commune with her dearly departed family, the psychic medium explained that spirits, which haunted her family and her home, were, in fact, the spirits of American Indians and Civil War soldiers who had died on the property. The medium implied that the untimely deaths of her family were caused by these spirits.” He added with a dry, nervous cough, “The other tall tale is that a few people have claimed to see a woman in a long white nightgown with a robe around her neck…in the house and around the estate.” “Really? How strange…what else?” I was more than a bit curious about this great house and its macabre tales surrounding it. He scratched his head and looked up at the house…as if it, too, were listening and watching with keen interest in its own morbid history. “When the Tates purchased the secluded four-story mansion, rebuilding would begin yet again. This time the eccentric Mrs. Tate herself oversaw it, at a great cost to her husband. The construction was lengthy and costly and went on at all hours of the day and night. My theory is that it gave her a never-ending hobby and distraction from her dull, quiet life. “After Mrs. Tate’s shocking suicide in the early 1980s, the house was closed up and left in the care of a hired groundskeeper and his daughter who
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 lived on the property and who were left to watch over things…but he recently passed away from a broken heart. I guess the rumor goes that his teenage daughter, Katie, was covering over some of the furniture with sheets and he was outside closing up the storm shutters before the rains came and winter was upon them. She must have wandered upstairs, into the attic. He heard a scream and raced up there, but…they never found her.” “What exactly do you mean never found her?” “Just that, they never found her. As if she had vanished into thin air.” “Really? I mean that sounds pretty farfetched.” “Oh yes, it’s true…and the employees constantly heard creaking and moaning and some say they’ve heard footsteps in the attic that are just too big to be mice.” “Mr. Neilson, old houses make lots of noises…groaning and creaking sounds. It just means the house is settling or it’s the wind.” “I guess…but you may have trouble hiring workmen around here. Nobody wants to work on a house with a past like this! I think Mr. Tate had to hire workmen from out of town.” He smiled and slightly blushed. “Sorry if I’m getting carried away, I’m just fascinated with this house, I guess. Oh, yes, before I forget, Mr. Tate was good enough to provide me with some photographs of the mansion in its original state. Would you care to see them?” He opened his car door and picked up a large envelope sitting on the passenger seat. I moved closer to him, watching as he pulled out several large black and white prints. While he shuffled through the stack of pictures trying to put them in some kind of order on the hood of his car, I looked over this so-called expert. He was in his late fifties; he had gray hair, pale blue eyes and he was wearing an old-fashioned pair of round wire-rimmed glasses. He was of medium height and build. He was dressed much too warm for this time of year, clad in his dark slacks and a long sleeve dress shirt. Beads of sweat formed on his upper lip and forehead. The temperature was already nearing eighty degrees. The sun shone brightly down from a cloudless blue sky upon the house and us. He handed me a few of the photographs to scan. “Lots of detail went into the external facade of the mansion which is bursting with Queen-Anne style Victorian architectural features and the grounds surrounding it…” He traced a finger along one of the pictures I was holding. “See the thirty-foot water tower on the east side of the house? It used to be the mansion’s main water supply back in the 1940s, but when Mr. Tate bought the house for his young bride the first thing he had modernized
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 was the plumbing! “There are 113 rooms in all, modern heating, both gas lighting and electric, and twenty-six fireplaces. There even is, as you can see from this photograph, exquisite hand inland parquet floors and gold and silver chandeliers, and toward the back of the mansion, there is a large aviary.” “What is an aviary?” “A room or sanction of a house enclosed with wire, kind of like an elaborate chicken coop where you can keep several species of exotic birds. It is extraordinary, isn’t it? It seems strange to think that this ruin was once such a magnificent home.” I sighed. The mansion had once been so lovely once upon a time, but now it was only a shadow of its former self. Mr. Nielson continued on in a animated way, looking over the photographs of the house and grounds. “This mansion is a architectural marvel with its Tiffany art glass windows, rambling roof tops and all the sheer detail that went into making this one of the most impressive houses in our area. Of course, there are some oddities too.” He looked up, his face both pensive and doleful. We were both quiet a moment as he gathered up the pictures then shoved them back into the envelope and into his car. “Like what?” He stood there as if in a trance. I lightly touched his arm bringing him out of his reverie. “Mr. Nielson?” He looked at me with a sad little smile. “Secret passageways in the walls, windows that open not into open air, but into another apartment and other things I’d love to show you…it just breaks my heart to see a house such as this fall into such decay and deterioration.” His light blue eyes scanned over the house and he spoke his next words with such reverence. “They just don’t make houses like they used to. Now, it’s all about tract housing! Mansions like these give but a glimpse of an earlier grand lifestyle and show us a peek of the elegance of a lost but amiable era. Even the statues and fountain pieces in the Victorian gardens are a reflection of that gracious decade.” We started to slowly walk around the house as he continued to point out things that needed attention. “We can plant more boxwood hedges here, rosebushes over there, and we need to prune those Carolina cherry laurels…plant some more flowers to brighten it up and repair the swimming pool.” He smugly grinned, clearly pleased with himself. As we neared the front of the house again, we paused by the front steps.
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 “I’m very impressed, Mr. Nielson. You definitely know your stuff. This house is going to be a sight to behold by the time you’re done with it!” I caught some of his enthusiasm; his passion was tireless and inspiring. He was quiet a minute. “You do realize that the land the house was built on has a bizarre history too.” His voice was haughty. “And everyone in your town thinks this place is either cursed or haunted. No one else would live in it, until Mr. Tate purchased it. ” That took me by surprise. “Why wouldn’t anyone live in it? Just because of a few bizarre incidents?” My eyes met his to see if he was serious or not. What an odd thing to say, I thought. I gave him a sideways glance of disbelief. “Come on, Mr. Nielson, you don’t honestly believe that, do you? That’s just idle vicarious town gossip.” I smiled at him and winked playfully. His look and tone became grave. “I’m deadly serious, Miss Ayers. Well, some simply feel it is cursed because this land was once used by a tribe of Northern Indians as an ancient Indian burial ground, almost a hundred years ago. “Subsequently, the Indians were massacred, defending their homeland. The only survivors were a few of the men and one medicine man. The medicine man believed that the malevolent spirits of the soldiers who had burned their village and murdered their women and children lingered behind and therefore would never find peace in the afterlife. The tribe or what was left of it buried their people and moved on. “Thus, the land and house onto which it was built has a long history of disturbing fatalities and unfortunate disasters. Then there are the other incidents reported here and there over the years too.” He tugged at the stiff collar of his shirt and pushed up his eyeglasses. “I think the property is contaminated with the blood of innocents, hence all the unusual occurrences. I believe in spiritual warfare, Miss Ayers. There are a lot of unexplained or unsolved phenomena and mysteries in the world…and what a dull world it would be if everything had a clear-cut explanation. Don’t you agree?” His lips curved into a small smile. “And only moments ago, I saw her staring down at me from that upstairs eastern window. Her long red hair blowing in the wind.” He pointed his index finger at the second floor windows. “Mr. Nielson, surely an educated man like yourself does not believe in such rubbish. The noonday heat is just getting to you and there isn’t any wind today—not even a slight breeze—” “I know it sounds like rubbish, but when you’ve been around old houses as long as I have, you witness some pretty strange things.
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 “Anyway, following the deaths of her family, the previous owner, Mrs. Marriott, put the house and property up for sale and it sat dormant for years until the Tate family purchased it over thirty years ago. Then after Mrs. Tate’s tragic suicide the dormant house became active again. “Apparently, several servants and groundskeepers kept hearing strange noises coming from within the house…a woman moaning, soft crying, whispering, a child laughing, and other peculiar accounts. Didn’t Mr. Tate ever mention it?” He looked bewildered. “No…he never said a word. I mean I’ve heard some of the town rumors, but never put much belief into it.” My head was swimming with ceaseless inner questions making my blood chill and my spine turn mushy. I closed my eyes, feeling myself sway off balance, and I tried to regain control over my labored breathing. “Are you all right? You look strange; I hope I have not offended you in any way, Miss Ayers.” He pushed his glasses back up that kept sliding back down his long thin nose. “I’m fine, just taken a little bit off guard by your haunted house story…but when we first opened up the house…I felt…something.” I floundered, blushing, and stared at him in hopeless confusion. It was so hot, and standing in the midday heat was making me swoon. “Well, you see, after all these strange events I heard that most of the staff quit and would not return,” he said. “So I suppose that is when Mr. Tate decided to close up the house yet again and it has remained vacant until now. Such a shame really, a magnificent house such as this just needs a big family to breathe new life into its dark corners and dust away the cobwebs…do you know what I mean?” We stood there, lost in thought, staring at the mansion. Why hadn’t Richard mentioned any of this to me? Had he heard the stories surrounding the house since his return? He must have heard some of them, even though he did not grow up here. Surely his aunts and uncles that still lived in or near town had repeated some of the morbid tales to him. Maybe he thought it was drivel too. I crossed my arms and hugged my chest and told myself that some things were better left unsaid and forgotten lest one stir up the shadows of the past. My own family had its own share of strange dark stories and unspoken secrets. Although it was an extremely warm day, I got a chill recalling the first time I had laid eyes on this grieving old house. My veins had sung with alarming foreboding just like they were doing now. My mind was spinning and diving like a roller coaster ride.
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 Shaking my head, I peered up at those windows, like slotted evil eyes, looking down at us. The house appeared to shimmer in the heat and I felt suddenly dizzy just looking up at it. Mr. Nielson reached out to grab me by the elbow to steady me. “Miss Ayers, are you all right? You look like you’re about to faint.” He released my arm and removed his glasses, then took out a handkerchief from his pocket to dab at his face. “Sure is hot today.” He put his spectacles back on. “Thank you. I haven’t eaten anything yet today, and I’m feeling a bit lightheaded.” I leaned against the porch post, feeling horribly hot and sweaty. He raised a hand to shield the sun from his eyes. “I hope my morbid interest in this house hasn’t shocked you.” He paused to scratch his head. “I just find the history of this grieving, old mansion rather fascinating, don’t you?” I shrugged my shoulders and tried to gather my strength. My stomach made a loud grumbling noise; embarrassed, I let out a dry little laugh. “I suppose I should get to work now. It was lovely to have met you and it will be a pleasure working for you. Excuse me, Miss Ayers.” He started past me up the porch steps. A strange thought occurred to me suddenly. “Wait!” I called out after him before he disappeared into the mouth of this giant house. He spun around with raised eyebrows. “You said you saw her. To whom were you referring?” “Well…to Mrs. Tate, of course. She reportedly hung herself in that eastern bedroom. Now, if you’ll excuse me I have a lot to do today. And Mr. Tate was very anxious that I get started at once.” He turned and vanished into the house. I was left standing there staring at the imposing double doors with their beautiful Tiffany art glass. I wavered, trying to comprehend all of what Mr. Nielson had just told me. The ghost of Mrs. Tate? Absurd! Again I glanced up at that open window and thought I saw someone peering out at me. I squinted into the bright afternoon sunlight, straining to get a better look. I shook my head and shuddered. Me and my overactive imagination! Something brushed my shoulder and I jumped. My heart hammered in my chest. “Miss Ayers?” a timid voice said from behind me. My hand flew up against my thudding heart and I let out a loud gasp. “You scared me to death!” I said, turning around and coming face to face
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 with a tall thin black man with short hair and dark kind eyes. He wore a Tshirt that said Saved by the blood of Jesus on it. His blue jeans had dark green grass stains on the knees and he was wearing dirty white tennis shoes. “I’m Charles, the landscaper. Don’t let him spook you, miss…he’s an odd fellow.” He softly chuckled. “If you need me, I’ll be working with my crew in the backyard today.” He smiled, displaying perfect, straight white teeth. I watched him walk away as I raised a hand to my throbbing temple. Whew! What a strange morning this was turning out to be! And where was Richard? I stalked up the steps into the house to wait for him. My eyes darted to the grandfather clock that revealed it was after one o’clock. My stomach rumbled again. I knew there was no food yet in the kitchen, so to get my mind off eating I went into the library. I roamed around until I found the perfect spot on one of the cushioned window seats in the downstairs parlor and made myself at home with a book. It was well after four o’clock when Richard finally showed up. He breezed into the room like a man without a care in the world. I lay my book aside and sat up. I glared at him refusing to return his disarming smile. “Hello there, gorgeous! Miss me?” He strode over to me and leaned down to plant a kiss on my lips, but I turned my head so that he kissed the air. I crossed my arms over my chest in a defiant gesture. “Ah, don’t be mad, darling,” he cooed. I threw him a scathing look. “Where have you been all day?” I demanded. “I was at the hospital until noon and then I had to meet with my lawyer downtown. I had to sign the lease for my new medical offices. I found a great spot, overlooking the city.” Then I got a whiff of lady’s perfume. He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand nervously as if he could read my thoughts. My eyes narrowed on his face and my back became ramrod straight. Clenching my teeth, “Good…for…you!” I was trembling all over with anger. “Hold on a minute—” “You could have at least have phoned me and why do you reek of expensive lady’s perfume?” I spat out the accusation. “I told you I was at my lawyer’s! I tried to phone you this morning, but your mother told me you had already left…the phone lines aren’t working in the house yet.” A small smirk played on his lips. “I swear, I was just at the hospital, then my lawyer’s. She gave me a hug before I left her office; you can call her if you want—”
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 “You left me here all alone! I didn’t know what to do or tell all these men! I must have looked like an idiot.” “I knew you could handle it, and what’s to tell? They know what their job is and what I hired each man specifically to do! I just need you to supervise to make sure they don’t take long breaks and slack off. You can be my eyes and ears, okay?” I refused to return that irresistible smile of his, though I felt my anger dissolving. “I’m starving! Let’s get out here and get some dinner.” He waited closely, watching me. Finally, I muttered, “Okay.” “That’s my girl.” He stood there holding out his hand to help me up. I accepted it and he raised me up and into his arms. “You’re incorrigible, Richard Alan Tate. Take me to dinner; I haven’t eaten a bite all day,” I said playfully, all traces of anger gone. “Is that how you manage to stay so slim and trim?” He smiled, and I threw him another hard look then we both burst into laughter. “Do you wanna stay on my good side or not!” I pinched his arm. “Ouch! That hurt!” he cried, still smiling. This teasing banter was just what I needed to brush away all the gloom and doom from this morning. Arm in arm we went outside to his sleek sports car. He paused to bark some orders to the workmen who halted briefly and glanced our way; then we drove off. A large white van with a logo that read merry maids drove up the long drive past us. The cleaning crew had arrived to sweep, dust, mop, and clean away the cobwebs and turn that dismal ruin into something livable again. Richard drove the car across town to a quiet little outdoor café that had large umbrellas sticking out of the middle of the tabletops, which resembled a French café. The young buxom waitress kept looking over smiling at Richard. I tried to disguise my annoyance as she passed by our table for the third time. “What can I get you folks?” she asked Richard, ignoring me. He smiled up at her. “I’ll have the…” He glanced down at his menu. “The French dip sandwich with a coke.” He handed her the menu, still smiling. I kicked his shin under the table. “Ouch! What’d you do that for?” He leaned down to rub his shin. Forcing a false smile at the baffled waitress, I handed her my menu. “I’ll have a salad and an iced tea, please.”
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 “Okay…be right back with your drinks.” Richard drummed his clean manicured fingertips on the table, staring at me rather oddly. “Jealous?” he inquired with a short dry laugh. I shook a finger at him. “You’re being very rude and you were just getting on my good side again.” “Oh yeah?” His dark eyes meet mine. He smiled wider, trying not to laugh at me. I knew in my heart what kind of man he was when we met…a womanizer, a flirt, and a skirt-chaser. Anne had tried to warn me. Anne. I had not thought of her in some time and suddenly I missed her. They had all tried to warn me. When I gave it some more thought I realized it was his exciting, somewhat dangerous, bad-boy image that he portrayed that made him so damn appealing. Would any woman be able to tame him? “You think too much. Daydreaming again, Sabrina?” “Do you know that waitress? Why does she keep looking over here?” “Is she? I hadn’t noticed.” He leaned back in his chair, one corner of his mouth was pulled into a slight smile. “No, I do not know her, though she’s very attractive…but she doesn’t hold a candle to you, my sweet. Are you feeling insecure or just possessive?” I eyed him; still clad in his light blue hospital attire. “Maybe a little of both…maybe you’re just a rude, rakish brute!” My quick temper flared hot and I started to get up as the waitress made her way over to us with our food. “Oops! Silly me, forgot your drinks.” She nervously laughed. I sat back down when Richard made no attempt to stop me. “I might as well eat,” I mumbled more to myself than him. He just sat there with that irritating, conceited look on his face. “Stop smiling like that; you’re a very bad boy, Richard Tate!” I playfully slapped his hand. “Ah, you wouldn’t have me any other way,” he said with a soft chuckle. “Do I need a spanking, or maybe you had something more erotic in mind?” I laughed despite myself, and again he chuckled. Our drinks arrived and with them the pretty waitress, but Richard completely ignored her, even when she purposely bent over to reveal a glimpse of cleavage. Discouraged, she hurried on to the next table where an attractive older man sat alone. The man smiled my way as I looked up, but I quickly averted my eyes.
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 “If you can behave yourself,” I lowered my voice and leaned across the table. “You may get dessert…if you’re lucky.” I batted my eyelashes seductively. “Oh, goody! Sabrina, do you have something in your eye?” “Nooo.” I sighed with exasperation and rolled my eyes. He put down his half-eaten sandwich and captured my hand across the table. “My, aren’t you quite the little seductress.” His voice deep and sensual sent a ripple of awareness through me. We ate in silence for a few minutes. Richard devoured his food quickly while I moodily picked at my salad. He wiped his mouth with the paper napkin; then he threw it down on his empty plate. “I’ve hired the best workmen in the Bay area. Are you impressed? Aren’t they doing a wonderful job already?” “Yes, they all seem very polite and professional. That Mr. Nielson is somewhat weird though. Where’d you find him?” He sat up, raised his glass, and brought it to his lips, taking several loud gulps before answering me. “Mr. Nielson may indeed be weird, but he’s the best restoration man around. He is going to help make sure that all the reconstruction on the house is authentic to the Victorian era. He is going to make my ancestral home beautiful again. Wait till it’s finished, Sabrina—it’ll be the most fantastic house in our area!” I caught some of his boyish charm and excitement. Richard was a complex fellow; he was worldly and pretentious one minute, then boyish and charismatic the next. “Did you know that Mr. Nielson has overseen the reconstruction of most of the Victorian homes in San Francisco? He was referred to me by my father.” I stabbed into my salad but paused with my fork halfway to my mouth when a thought occurred to me. “I thought you didn’t talk to your father.” His brows drew together in a frown. “Of course I talk to him, silly. He is the trustee of my estate. When I need extra money or when I exceed my monthly allowance, I have to get in contact with him to ask for more. And he never says no, guilt will buy you just about anything. He’s pleased that I’m having the mansion restored.” “Does he know about me? About us?” I sat my fork back down on the edge of the plate. I looked at Richard quizzically. And I thought Richard told me everything! What else was he keeping from me? I thought we were going
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 to be honest with each other. Did he somehow feel as though he could not confide in me? “Yeah, I did. He said he heard you were a nice girl. He actually sounded happy for me. He mentioned he knew your mother.” “Funny…Mother mentioned the same thing.” “Pardon?” “Nothing. Mr. Neilson told me today that the mansion is haunted.” He almost knocked over his drink. “What? That old man is crazy! If he weren’t the best restoration man around, I’d fire him for telling you something so outlandish! He’ll be spooking all my workmen…jeez, all I need is for some old fool to be filling the workmen’s heads with ghost stories!” “Richard, why didn’t you tell me about the history of the house or about the haunting? Did you think I wouldn’t believe you?” He heavily sighed and slumped back in his chair. “There is nothing to tell. My father went a little mad after my mother died; said he heard her ghost coming back to haunt him.” He looked at the traffic passing by. “I never saw or heard anything out of the ordinary.” “Richard…I have…felt…something too.” I hesitated then blurted out, “Almost like an unseen presence, and I get the strangest eerie feeling every time I go near that house!” He rolled his eyes and loudly sighed as if all this talk of ghosts and haunted houses was boring him to death. “Oh, God. Not you too! I am sick to death of all these ludicrous myths surrounding my house! I don’t want to hear another word about it!” He was practically shouting and several patrons glanced our way. “Just plain ridiculous,” he muttered under his breath. I quickly decided to change the subject. “Your father had a nervous breakdown or something?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and templed his fingers under his chin just staring off into space before answering me. “I guess… he was acting strange after my mother died and he was drinking all the time. So, in his delirium he fired all the staff and put me in a boarding school. He had the house closed up right after the funeral.” His eyes avoided mine. “Where’s your father now? Will he be coming here to see the house?” “He’s in New York with his stockbroker, and no, he won’t be coming here anytime soon.” He squinted into the sun and put on his sunglasses. Now I couldn’t read his eyes. “Why not?” I asked, taking a bite of my salad, but I had lost my appetite.
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 “My, aren’t we full of questions this afternoon. Because, darling, I didn’t invite him here. Got it?” He reached to pull out his wallet throwing down several large bills on the table. He stood. “Let’s go. I want to check on those men. I’m paying them good money to double their efforts and get the work done on time, and if you leave them alone too long they get lazy and take too many breaks.” He dropped me back off at the mansion, then sped off, saying he had to go back to the hospital and would be back in a few hours. I wandered aimlessly about, watching the gardeners plant flowers and the men re-shingling the roof. The hours passed and soon enough the setting sun was on the horizon. It was starting to cool off a little and a gentle breeze ruffled the trees. A cold shiver traveled down my spine making the hairs on the back of my neck rise. I could feel invisible eyes watching, burning into my flesh as though the house itself were watching me. I whirled around, my heart jumping in my chest. My eyes flew to that upper east-side window. I saw a slim grayish figure standing there looking out. Looking straight at me! The lace curtains stirred with the evening breeze and I caught a glimpse of long red hair, swaying in the wind half covering her face. I squinted into the fading sunlight, lifting my hand to shield my eyes for a better look, but the apparition vanished as though it were never there. Maybe the heat and too much sun were playing tricks on my mind. It had been a very warm day and I hadn’t eaten much. Was it the ghost of Mrs. Tate trying to warn me of something? I pushed such eerie thoughts aside. And yet, sadly somehow I felt as though her soul was not at rest but chained to this house in some strange unexplainable way. Our hearts linked by the Tate men that we loved and were bound to forever. I moved toward the shade of the porch and saw Richard standing there watching me. It came as no surprise to see him there as if I were caught in a dream. He smiled and moved forward until he was standing beside me. He placed his arm around my waist and gestured me slowly toward the house. My gaze lifted towards that window, and I could have sworn I heard a woman’s quiet sigh.
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 Over the next several months, Richard hired still more carpenters who arrived by the droves with wood, brick, paint and other construction materials. They restored the crumbling chimneys, the shutters, replaced some of the windows, and then started to repaint the entire house in its identical former color scheme. They barely finished one project then got started onto the next. On such a massive structure the restoration process was very demanding work. Richard instructed the foreman to have his men work diligently, around the clock; even on the weekends as if his life depended on the completion of this house. With the exterior near completion, the carpenters began work on the interior renovations under the scrutiny of Mr. Neilson. He had them go over everything in great detail including all the floors, doors, moldings, and archways. Nothing got past his careful eye and perfection-like personality. I was there only to keep an eye on the workers and dole out weekly paychecks. To complete the restoration process, Mr. Neilson hired artisans, painters, craftsmen, and interior decorators. The landscaper employed more groundskeepers to breathe new life into the overgrown yards, importing trees, shrubs, and flowers from all parts of the world. Without Richard there to bark out orders at the workmen, I had to make some of the decisions myself. I insisted that the landscaper leave the ivy growing up the trellises on the sides of the house and the Jasmine that spilled over the retaining wall. Then more workmen came to pour cement to fill in the cracks of the driveway and the swimming pool. They built a lavish poolside terrace and a bungalow for guests to change in and out of their swimwear. After that they refilled the kidney-shaped pool with sparkling blue water. The transformation was amazing to behold! Golly, how quickly that grieving mansion was brought back to life. Everything was going according to schedule and without delay, but the house seemed to be still waiting…and then some strange occurrences began to happen whenever I was at the mansion. On more than one occasion I heard music being played from somewhere
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 in the house. A soft lullaby that drifted down the stairs and into the library where I was standing, staring up at the portrait of Richard’s dead mother. I wondered why Richard’s father had destroyed the painting; a crooked knife slash across her face, exposing only one brilliant blue eye that seemed to swing my way and hold. I often wondered why Richard didn’t take the portrait down or have it restored, but whenever the subject of his mother came up it always seemed to put Richard into a dark mood, so I never asked him about. I leaned over to take a closer look at the gold metal plate fastened to the bottom of the frame: Catherine Tate. I sat back down and tried to concentrate on my book and ignore the chandelier overhead that began to stir, though there was no draft in the stuffy room. The music seemed to grow louder and I glanced up at the twelve-foot high ceiling. I felt my blood chill as it coursed through my veins like an awakened river. I rose from the window seat, stretched my limbs, and started in the direction of the music. I went directly to the staircase, pausing midway to keen my ears once more. …Hush little baby don’t you cry…Momma’s gonna sing you a lullaby…hush little baby don’t say a word, Momma’s gonna buy you a mocking bird… Unconsciously I began to hum along with the soft melody traveling down the stairs. I took the steps two at a time until I reached the center rotunda. I wandered down all the halls, peering into rooms in a kind of frantic daze. The hardwood floorboards moaned and creaked under my feet. It was such a hot, muggy day and the heat upstairs was stifling. The cotton sundress I thought would keep me cool, already clung to me with perspiration. It was very hot up here and I longed for a tall glass of ice cold water. I wished the air conditioner had been installed to cool all these stuffy rooms. The house was empty for a change and strangely quiet…except for that tranquil lullaby. …And if that diamond ring turns brass…Momma’s gonna buy you a looking glass…if that looking glass should break… I looked out one of the bedroom windows and could hear the faint sounds of pounding, hammering, and the casual chitchat of the workmen below. Somewhere off in the distance I heard the low hum of a lawn mover. Gosh, how lonely and isolated this place could make you feel. It was comforting to hear the sounds of children’s laughter that floated up to the second floor windows…or was it coming from inside the house? Had one of the workmen been thoughtless enough to invite his children
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 here? A dangerous construction zone was certainly no place for small children. …Hush little baby, don’t you cry… I stalked out of the room and back down the hall. Someone must have let his or her child into the house to play. Was it their music box that I heard faintly playing? My mind was racing like a steam engine at full speed. Where was the music coming from? I felt a cold draft and I shuddered uncontrollably. I folded my arms across my bosom and marched down the hall. No wonder Catherine Tate had been driven to do what she did. Such a huge lonely house could make anyone feel lost and forlorn in the world. Would the same fate befall me? Would the mansion’s quiet isolation drive me mad as well? Would loneliness and despair torment me as it had her? Was I losing my firm grip on reality? I forced myself to drive away such black thoughts from my mind and concentrate on the task at hand…finding out where that music was coming from. I turned down another corridor letting the music lead the way. I told myself that I would stay cheerful, happy, and content. I would try to be the constant optimist, looking for the silver lining in every cloud of hope that drifted my way. I would chase away all the bad memories and horrific incidents that had once occurred in and around this house by my faith in God and my headstrong determination. I wasn’t going to let those silly ghost stories or my own overactive imagination get the best of me. My hand rose to my cross necklace to feel its quiet strength. I would make this a happy home filled with laughter, love, and hope. After all, I loved Richard and he professed to love me. He told me time and time again how much he cared for me. He told me he had wanted to take care of me…or was it just pity he felt toward someone less fortunate than him? No, he loved me, and two people from drastically different backgrounds could find love, couldn’t they? Richard and I would be content here, when we married the blackened name of Devour would once again be admired and respected, and I would lift the imaginary curse from this house and my mother’s family name. The music was growing steadily louder. It was drawing me toward the eastern wing of the house. My pace slowed as I entered the corridor. I drifted along, caught in a hypnotic trance that the music had lulled me into. I tried to figure out what room I had glimpsed that vision from. The music stopped. Silence blanketed the house. I kept moving, checking all the rooms and discovered all the doors on this
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 floor were unlocked except for one. Puzzled, I tried to force it open, thinking it was jammed or stuck, but it refused to budge. Why was this door locked and who had locked it? I rushed back down the hall and down the stairs to fetch my set of keys, determined to face my fears and satisfy my own curiosity. Richard had provided me with a skeleton key that opened all the doors in the mansion. When I tried my key, it did not fit the lock. That’s when I finally noticed that a new doorknob had been installed. Odd, I thought. Who had ordered a new doorknob for this particular door? Had Richard? Yet again, I raced back down the stairs to question Mr. Neilson standing in the garden, who claimed he had no idea what I was talking about. I found myself outside the door for a second time, pressing my ear to the door…then I got a hold of myself. What was I doing? Was I going crazy, thinking I was hearing voices and strange music being played? Listening for ghosts of the past? I shouldn’t let the workmen or Mr. Neilson’s crazed ghost stories haunt me too.
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 The Garden of Lost Souls
 
 That evening when Richard showed up, I pounced on him before he could even make it through the front door. My curiosity was overwhelming me, or was it something else? He slipped off his long white lab coat and removed his stethoscope, casually tossing them onto a chair. I lit into him. “Richard, there is a locked room upstairs…why? What is in that room?” At first, he looked puzzled, then a light of recollection lit up the dark of his eyes. “That, my darling, is none of your business.” His head turned in such a way that he kept me from seeing his eyes. “None of my business? I beg to differ! You of all people should know full well how I feel about secrets. What is in that locked room?” He moved past me through the house. “Is there anything to eat? Did you stock the pantry like I asked? I’m hungry.” I trailed behind him into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator door, staring at its contents. He was so damned casual I wanted to slap his arrogant face. “We need to start interviewing servants soon. I will need a full staff of at least a dozen or so good men and women…and someone qualified to run the whole household. I’ll call a local agency next week,” he said nonchalantly. He had an irritating way of avoiding my direct questions just like my mother, I thought. I tried to remain calm and collected. “When are you going to be around long enough so you can do it yourself?” I spread my legs and placed my hands on my hips. “Are you just using me, Richard?” He whipped his eyes to me and flared them with anger before he slammed the refrigerator door shut. “Moody little thing, aren’t you?” He smiled blandly. “I’m sorry, darling. I know that we haven’t spent much time together lately, and I plan to remedy
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 that. Is this what this is all about? Us not spending enough time together?” He sat down at the butcher-block table and crossed his leg. He meticulously ran his hand down the sharp crease of his trouser leg and rolled his eyes. “No. I just don’t like secrets of any kind, Richard!” He sighed with growing impatience. “Oh. I see.” He leaned back in his chair and stared at me. “Look, that room is simply private. You’re acting terribly childish about this, Sabrina. Can’t we just drop it? I simply don’t want anyone in there, do you understand?” “I heard someone in that room.” He jumped to his feet. “What? That’s impossible! That room is always locked and I am the only one with the key!” “Someone was in there, Richard,” I repeated in the same cool tone. “What are you saying? That people can go through walls now? You have a very active imagination, darling. No one could possibly go in or out of that room without the key or without my prior knowledge.” “Well, I’m telling you, someone was in that room and I did not just imagine it!” My spirits went limp, sagging out by disappointment. I sighed, he didn’t believe me. Was I slowly losing my mind? “I’m sorry if I was harsh before.” He saw something on my face that baffled him and put anxiety in his dark eyes. “Darling, please don’t cry.” “Then tell me what is in there!” I persisted. “You can trust me, Richard…is that the room your mother died in?” A hot tear trickled down my cheek. “Is that it?” His temper flared red-hot and our eyes clashed. “You just won’t let up, will you? It is nothing that concerns you, so just drop it!” The longest, most fearful silence fell between us. “Look who’s acting childish now.” He laughed suddenly, finding me terribly amusing. He stood up and came over to me. He smiled down at me and gathering me into his arms, he held me snugly against him. “You definitely keep me on my toes! You’re as observant as a hawk.” He sighed, I sighed, and I think the house sighed along with us. He smelled of soap, disinfectant, and sweat. I cleared my throat, pretending not to be affected by the nearness of him. He leaned over to nibble on my earlobe and the mere touch of his lips was a delicious sensation. What could I do but yield to his kisses? His lips brushed over mine, then his kisses deepened and I felt his tongue part my lips, sending shivers of desire racing through me. He lifted his head
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 to stare into my eyes with such longing as if he were torn in two about something. “God, you remind me so much of my mother…” My mouth curved into an unconscious smile. “I’ll take that as a compliment, kind sir.” “Wait here. I’ll go upstairs, shower, and change. I keep some clothes here in one of the master bedrooms and I’ll order some take out on my cell phone.” He released me and dashed out of the room and up the stairs two at a time. A few minutes later, I could hear the water running overhead and went over to the kitchen drawers to search for the silverware. Why was I acting so pushy? He would tell me when the time was right, I hoped. I was acting like an impulsive, demanding child. He has a right to his privacy, said a little voice inside my head. I stood in the middle of the room, looking around me. I spotted a crystal vase on the counter and decided to go out into the garden and cut some fresh flowers for our centerpiece. I stepped out the back door and snipped off several yellow carnations from the flowerbed, then went back inside humming to myself. I fussily arranged the table and put the vase of flowers in the center, then looked through the kitchen drawers once more for some candles and linen napkins. One of the workmen outside, passing by the window, waved and smiled. I smoothed out my short dark blue cotton dress with thin spaghetti straps and slipped off my sandals, and tied an apron around my waist. I put two long-stemmed white candles on the table and lit them. I stood back to admire my own creativity and smiled. The table looked very festive and romantic. I wondered what was taking him so long. I could hear the loud ticking of the giant grandfather clock and the booming bong telling the house another hour had passed Twenty minutes later, he had showered and shaved and changed into fresh clothes. Still wet from his shower, his long golden hair was held in a low ponytail at the nape of his neck. He looked completely refreshed and he had changed into a pair of dark slacks and a shirt made of the softest white Egyptian cotton. “The food should be here any minute.” Then, looking rather mischievous and without saying a word, he walked over to the back door, opened it and stepped outside. What was he up to now, I wondered. I moved over to the row of diamond-shaped kitchen windows to peer out. Then I heard him shout to the foreman: “Hey Roger! Why don’t you guys call it a night, okay? Send everybody home; they can resume work in the morning.” “Yes, Mr. Tate. Thank you, sir, and have a good evening.” Then the foreman
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 turned and bellowed to the men to pack up their things and go home. I heard a few of the men let out a cheer and a whistle, and I smiled to myself. Richard breezed back through the back door and looked me up and down with a quiet smile. “You look cute and sort of wifey, barefoot with that apron on. Wanna play house?” he said with a wink. “Richard?” The doorbell’s chimes rang throughout the house. Richard swept past me, grabbing his wallet and headed for the front door. The aroma of the food entered before he did. He carried a large paper sack and set it down on the counter. “May I serve you, my lady?” “Why, yes. Thank you, kind sir.” The house was quiet and calm now as I heard the last car pull out of the circular drive. Stillness settled around the house like a sleeping infant. I lay my napkin in my lap, and my stomach made a loud grumble as he dished out the Chinese food from the white cartons. The spicy aroma tickled my nostrils and made my mouth water. I was suddenly ravenous. He set my plate down in front of me and set down his own plate laden with food. Everything looked delicious: sweet and sour chicken, steamed rice, and vegetables cooked in soy sauce. We ate slowly and Richard poured us two glasses of red wine. It was so quiet that I felt as though conversation was needed just to drown out the silence. “How’s your internship at the hospital going?” I asked between bites of my food. “Fine, I guess. The chief of staff told me I had a job waiting for me if I wanted it when my internship is over and I finish with medical school.” “How soon will that be?” “Soon…I’ll be done with my internship within two years.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin, then threw it down on his empty plate and pushed his chair out. He was strangely quiet a few moments then looked up from his plate, his brown eyes shadowed, grew deep, dark. “I want to show you something.” He sounded moody, hopeless, and forlorn suddenly making him seem a different person. My heart jumped. “What is it? What’s wrong?” I pushed my plate away suddenly losing my appetite. “Nothing is wrong…I just wanted to show this to you,” he said, pulling out of his pocket a long piece of red hair woven into a tight braid with a dark
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 blue satin ribbon tied to the end of it. “It was my mother’s hair…she left it for me.” He gazed upon the lock of hair as a man caught in a hazy dream state. I watched in horror as he rubbed it against his cheek. “Richard, just what kind of relationship did you have with your mother?” I hotly demanded. My knees began to click together nervously as I stared at the lock of hair he twirled in his fingers. “What is that supposed to mean? Huh? Were we respectable?” His dark eyes blazed red, hot. “Well, of course we were decent!” “Just how decent?” I implored, looking grim and belligerent. My heart frantically pounded against my breast. He winced and jerked his head back into profile as if I had slapped his face. “What are you really asking? If I loved her too much? If I believed in her too much? Then the answer is YES!” He shook his head, glaring his eyes at me like someone I didn’t know…and didn’t want to know. After a long awkward silence that seemed to stretch forever between us, he suddenly got to his feet, carrying that long strand of red hair and disappeared into the other room. I sat there a moment, thunderstruck and bewildered, and trying to figure out what had just happened. As in a nightmare, I stood up and started to clear away the dirty dishes and put away the food. When I had almost finished, he returned seeming more himself again, and he no longer had that piece of hair in his hand. “Sorry,” he began in a crackling, dry voice, “sometimes those dark moods take over, and…well, anyway, I’m really sorry.” Two shiny, glistening tears sparkled and hung without falling from his eyes. He sniffled. “I just miss her, that’s all.” “I understand, and it’s okay. Let’s just enjoy the rest of our evening. Shall we?” He smiled wider and our eyes locked, and then he said in the weirdest voice, “You just remind me so much of my mother…the way she was in the beginning, shiny and bright and full of life…I was wondering, have you thought anymore about what I asked you?” “About moving in here?” I sat down again. “Yes, have you spoken to your parents yet?” There was a hopeful glint in his eyes as he picked up his glass, sipped his red wine, and sat down again too. I shifted in my seat nervously and chewed on my lower lip. “No, not yet. I’m waiting for the right moment.”
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 He swallowed the last of the red wine in his glass and said, “Now you know practically all my deep dark secrets.” But common sense told me that there still much about him that I didn’t know. “Come on, it’s a beautiful night; let’s take a moonlit stroll,” he suggested, standing up and stretching out his hand. I started to finish cleaning up. “No, just leave it for now.” I rose and he held open the back door for me. Outside, the ebony sky held a quarter moon full of glittering stars. The grass felt soft and cool beneath my bare feet. He captured my hand in his and a twinkle of moonlight caught his eyes as he glanced at me. The night was pleasant and the sky above was filled with glowing stars. I gazed out over the backyard that seemed to stretch for miles. The marble statues, fountains, and benches were placed unconsciously around all the lovely, pungent roses. I silently counted thirteen statues and fountains placed in a semi-circle in the formal garden area. There was a large Koi pond with lily pads floating on the surface in the middle. There were so many multicolored rosebushes planted everywhere you looked that it was like a rainbow against the setting sun. We walked along the walkway of stones that delineated a path from the house towards the swimming pool. “Penny for your thoughts?” “I was just thinking the house is nearly finished…what were you thinking about?” “About you.” His voice was so soft it barely was a whisper. “It is awfully romantic out here under the stars, in the moonlight, strolling hand in hand in the garden.” He stopped walking and he swept me, weightless, into his strong arms. My heart fluttered wildly in my chest. When his mouth covered mine, I was shocked by my own eager response to the touch of his lips. I kissed him long and deep. We kissed for a long time, lingering, savoring every moment. Finally, we came up for air. A rush of pink stained his cheeks and I knew mine were flushed with desire as well. The moonlight, the stars, the house, all conspired against that part of me that struggled to remind myself how close I was to finally surrendering myself completely to him. “Let’s go back inside,” he whispered into my hair sending a shiver through my body. “Okay,” I said breathlessly. We rushed back into the house and up the back stairs to one of the master
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 bedrooms. Shining through the lace curtains the moon dimly lighted the room. Somewhere I heard the chandelier’s crystal prisms tinkling. Gently, he eased me down onto the bed while lying on his side beside me. Reclaiming my lips, he crushed me to him. Our bodies pressed together so tightly that I felt his maleness harden and I grew frightened. His lips seared a path down my neck to my shoulders, and then he gently moved the straps of my dress down. His hand crept up my thigh, moving under my dress to my hips. My breathing was fast and my heart was drumming a steady beat. A delightful shudder heated my body as his hands explored every inch of me. I shouldn’t let him do this, I thought, but I made no move to stop him; surrendering to the ecstasy his fingers gave and his mouth devoured my flesh, which was on fire. I moaned and breathed. My mind was spinning as I closed my eyes, trying to drown out the voice in my head that whispered: he would be merely filling a moment of lust, while I would be allowing him to tear apart my soul. Oh God, how I loved him and wanted him. I was going under, deeper in the tide of his hungry kisses as he lifted my dress off me and eased off his shirt. His chest had a patch of hair that trailed down his stomach ending somewhere beneath his trousers. His powerful well-muscled body moved on top of mine. I was almost completely naked now except for my pink string bikinis. He lavished hot, wet kisses over my face, neck, and shoulders; then slowly lowering himself so the tip of his tongue grazed my nipple and my body was aflame. The tingling that stirred in my breasts radiated and excited me down there. He groaned. I quivered all over, as if God above were watching and condemning me and I would surely go straight to hell for letting him do this. I had to put an end to this before we went too far; I wasn’t ready and he was coming at me so fast! The ferocity of his passionate, drowning kisses was frightening as well as exalting. I gasped, realizing a shiver of panic as he tried to ease my panties down. I choked back a cry, terrified, electrified. No…no! But no sound escaped my lips. Then he reached for my hand to touch him there. I was hurdled back to earth as reality struck my heart. “Stop,” I said, but he wasn’t listening. “Richard, stop please!” I said a little louder this time. He just kept touching, fondling, and caressing deaf to my pleas. “Richard! Don’t!” I sat up and forcefully shoved him off. He just stared at me, perplexed; then his handsome features turned cold and angry. “You tease!” he spit out and stood up in all his splendid naked glory
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 bathed in moonlight. I snatched my dress up to cover my nudity. I couldn’t look at him. I sat there on the bed wearing my shame like a cloak. “I’m sorry…Richard, please understand. I want to, I do. But I must wait until I am married properly in a church under God’s blessing.” He snorted. “You’re such a prude sometimes. Why do you go around wearing those tight, little dresses if you’re not trying to seduce me? Huh?” He started to put one leg through his pants. I started to cry. “Great. Just great,” he mumbled, pulling up the other leg of his trousers. “Richard, please try and understand…it’s my faith and my own conscience that keeps me from surrendering…even if my body wants to…in my heart, I’m afraid.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and nodded stiffly to indicate he was at least a little bit understanding. He looked so beautiful standing there, his chest broad and muscular like some mythical Greek God before me. “Get dressed; I’ll meet you downstairs.” He picked his shirt up off the floor and pulled it over his head as he strode from the room. Was the house already doing “things” to him—making him different, like a stranger now, someone I didn’t know, and one I didn’t care to know. Then the little things that he had recently said and done started to total up…oh, yes, he was slowly changing. I found him downstairs staring out the front windows into the darkness. He was completely dressed now. His white lab coat was thrown over his forearm. He turned and looked my way as I approached on timid feet. “I guess I have to learn to respect your morals and beliefs even if they differ from mine…if I ever try to go too far again just whack me upside the head,” he spoke in an odd, yet gentle tone. His skin glistened as if he had splashed cold water on his face. He handed me my purse and sandals and locked the door behind us. He told me he’d call me tomorrow and briskly walked to his car without looking back and drove off. With a heavy heart, I climbed into my Jeep and sat there for a moment. The wind had picked up and I could hear the faint rustling of the leaves in the trees. I thought I could still hear the jingle-jangle of those dangling crystal teardrops…tinkling, tinkling. I started the engine and drove off into the night.
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 The Chandelier Prism’s Forewarning
 
 The next day I was puffy eyed and red rimmed from crying most of the night and still feeling badly about the way things had gone the night before with Richard. He hadn’t phoned that morning and there was no answer when I called his house. So I drove over to the mansion, hoping to see him there but of course he wasn’t. The early morning fog rolled in off the bay as if trying to tell me something. A fog so thick it blanketed the house and our small town like a dense cloud of smoke. It was still muggy even with the light drizzle that followed. With the house close to completion, last-minute details, and late-night phone calls from the foreman, who worked the graveyard shift, left Richard and I little time to be alone. All our private time together seemed to have quickly evaporated. When Richard wasn’t at the mansion barking orders at the foreman he was at the hospital or at the clinic. He only laughed when I voiced my complaints, saying soon enough we’d see so much of each other we’d grow bored with one another. As if I ever would! The mansion was so stuffy and hot, I decided to clear my head and went outside to get some fresh air…maybe Daddy was right; I was spending too much time cooped up inside this house. Boredom and my overactive imagination were getting the best of me. I sat on one of the lounge chairs near the pool for a while and watched the gardeners tending the rosebushes, their heady scent filling my nostrils with their perfume. Spread over several acres, the entire estate was coming to life. Where once only thorny weeds and overgrown trees lived, there were now sprawling green lawns, pruned trees, and blooming flowers of every color. And although I did not glimpse the apparition, I felt her presence everywhere I went. That same afternoon while Mr. Neilson and I looked over wallpaper samples, a dozen long, stemmed sterling pink roses arrived at the mansion. The card read:
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 Sorry about the other night! Go home, change, and meet me back at the mansion at eight o’clock. Don’t be late! All my love, Richard I bid a hasty goodbye to Mr. Neilson and dashed out to my car parked outside. Mr. Neilson just smiled and waved from the porch. A whole evening alone with Richard! I took so long in the bathroom getting ready, Daddy pounded on the door telling me to hurry up. I emerged from a hot fragrant bath, wrapped in a towel, and one wrapped around my head. Daddy raced past me and slammed the bathroom door behind him, making me laugh. Once back in the privacy of my own room I removed both towels and stared at myself in the fulllength mirror. I saw a pretty girl with an oval face, a short delicate nose, and damp brown shoulder-length hair that gleamed in the light. My body looked smooth and soft with full breasts, a slender stomach, and hips that tapered down to pretty legs. I stood there preening in all my naked glory, twirling around and dancing. I couldn’t help staring at myself in the mirror, marveling at all the changes that womanhood had brought about. Until I heard a rap on my door. I snatched up my robe off the bed and quickly put it on. “Who is it?” “It’s Daddy. Richard phoned to say he’s running a little late,” he said through the closed door. “Okay…thanks, Daddy,” I replied and heard the sounds of his feet retreating back down the hall. I selected a black clingy jersey dress, cut low on the bias, and omitted putting on pantyhose with my black high-heels. Richard had bought this four hundred dollar cocktail dress for me on a whim, claiming he thought it would look sensational on me. I thought the dress needed something more, so I put on a fake pearl necklace and earrings. The dress showed off my curves and shapely legs. The dress was so flattering that I kept admiring myself every few minutes in the mirror. Was it wrong or sinful to love your own image? Was I acting more like Mother who was more in love with herself and her own beauty than of anything else? Would I someday stare in every mirror that I passed looking for flaws and constantly fearing wrinkles that would age me before my time? No…that was not me. I was only self-confident, not conceited like her! I would never depend on my looks as Mother had. I was smarter, more intellectual, and much more resourceful than she. It felt good to feel beautiful and to be appreciated…what was wrong with that? Didn’t everyone long for that feeling? Was it sinful to
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 fall in love with your own image? Perhaps…yes, perhaps it was. I put on a minimum amount of makeup and drew a pouty mouth with a bright pink lipstick before I left and I didn’t glance back in the mirror even once. As I drove through the black wrought-iron gates, I noticed at once the quiet surroundings. Where was everybody? Not a single car, van, or truck in sight. The funeral pall it imposed on me was thickened by the lack of activity around the mansion. The Tate Mansion always looked like a busy beehive with lots of buzzing and hustle and bustle surrounding it. I found the front doors locked, rang the buzzer, and heard it echo throughout the great house. Within seconds, I heard Richard’s heavy stride coming to the double doors and flinging them open. He stood there gaping at me and my new dress. A small smug smile played on his lips. “There is no color more sexier on you than black.” His gaze covered every inch of me in that dress as if he had never seen me before tonight. I felt a surge of confidence in my own femininity and the power of a simple black dress. Mother was right…all men can fall prey to a beautiful face and body. He ushered me inside where the parlor was faintly lit by dozens of glowing candles, a huge roaring fire and with classical music playing softly in the background. “I thought we were going out?” “Going out? Why?” he asked, closing the doors behind me. “I don’t feel like dining in a crowded restaurant, when we can stay here and have the house all to ourselves…don’t you agree? Hmm?” “Yes…I guess,” I replied, not hiding the disappointment in my voice and own my face. Why didn’t he ever want to go out anymore? Why did he always insist we had to dine here? A flutter of panic made my heart skip a beat…I guess the truth was, I needed to get away from this house and its strange hold over Richard…and myself. I moved further into the room and closer to the fire that flickered with red, orange, and yellow flames. The room, the shimmering candles, and the glowing fire gave the room a cozy and romantic appearance. I sat down on the Oriental rug near the fire curling my legs to the side and dreamily staring into it. I watched Richard looking dashing as usual in his white silk shirt with a blue tie, dark trousers, and wingtip shoes. He looked dapper, casual, and elegant all at once. He poured two glasses of white wine and handed one to me. Next he brought over a silver platter overflowing with cheese, grapes,
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 crackers, caviar, and brie. He sat down next to me and we nibbled and sipped our wine gazing into the fireplace. From time to time our eyes would meet and our gazes would lock. The stretch of silence between us began to pulsate with sensuality. I saw him glancing at me as I keep gazing at him. I felt like there was two of me: the prudent, sensible Sabrina, and the full of yearning, lovesick Sabrina. And in this idealistic romantic setting, I heard myself sigh. My whole being seemed to be filled with wanting…and waiting. His gaze dropped from my eyes to my shoulders and lingered on my cleavage. The implication of that long stare sent waves of excitement through me. It was too easy to get lost in the way he dreamily looked at me. My cheeks flooded with color under the intense heat of his smoldering gaze. His hands slipped up my arms, bringing me closer until we were only inches apart. He moved his mouth over mine. He tasted like grapes and the sweet wine we’d drunk. That long passionate kiss sent the pit of my stomach into a wild swirl. He was kissing and nibbling on my ear lobe and softly groaning with pleasure. He surged a path down my neck, to my shoulders…and continued over the top of my breasts. I softly moaned as he eased me down onto the floor. I hovered somewhere above watching him kiss me, hold me, and fondle me until I was breathing fast and heavy. His fingers were fumbling and trembling as he tried to take off my dress. His hands moved gently up and down the length of my back trying to find the zipper. I shifted my weight, cupped his face in my hands, bringing his lips to mine and crushed him to me. His lips felt hard and searching…and more demanding this time. “Sabrina…I want you so much,” he muttered between his kisses. I tried to sit up and catch my breath but he sensed my hesitation and placed his lips over mine to silence my protest. When we came up for air, I saw the desire like the roaring fire blazing in his eyes. Just then I heard a sound from above us…the undeniable sound of soft footfalls. Was someone else in the house? Had one of the workmen returned, possibly forgetting something? Richard tried to reclaim my lips, but I quickly sat up and straightened my dress. I could hear the faint pitter-patter of my heartbeat over the dangling prisms that instantly began to chillingly tinkle and sway like a forewarning. “Richard…I heard something upstairs,” I whispered and glanced up at the ceiling. “I didn’t hear anything…now come over here.”
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 “No! I really heard something! Now are you going to go upstairs and check or not?” I cried with growing fear. “Maybe it’s the ghost,” I muttered under my breath as I gazed up at the ceiling, but he still heard and threw me a look of disgust. He seemed annoyed but stood up. “Fine. I’ll check the upstairs,” he said and left in a huff. I sipped my wine and nibbled on some cheese while I awaited his return. The candles that cast a charming glow about the room now seemed to cast long dark shadows and ghostly shapes on the dim walls and ceiling. The fire crackled, sparked, and spit flames. I could hear him moving around above me, and then the heavy tread of his feet returning. He looked more than a little irritated with me when he reappeared in the foyer. He heavily sighed and shook his head at me as he entered the parlor and sat down on the settee across from the fireplace and me. “Sabrina, I am getting sick and tired of these obtuse games you play! You don’t have to pretend you’re hearing things every time we go further than you want.” He ran a hand through his long rumpled hair and loosened his tie. He looked tired and sad. Even unshaven and weary he was still the sexiest man I had ever seen. He was such a strange blend of light and dark. Good and evil. Rage and passion. Oh God, but he was beautiful with his long dark blond hair that hung just below his shoulders and those dark eyes that followed my every move and studied my every reaction. “Darling…I just don’t understand this strange obsession of yours. This house is not now, nor has ever been haunted. Just stop all this silly nonsense once and for all!” Jumping to my feet, outraged, my nostrils flared with sudden fury. “Silly nonsense, huh? Well it isn’t silly to me! There is an evil presence hovering about this house! And it’s changing you and not for the better, I might add!” My rebellious emotions were getting out of hand. “I haven’t changed! But you have!” He studied me as I froze. My eyes filled with apprehension because maybe he was right…though I wouldn’t admit it to him. I put my hands on my hips and shook a finger at him. “Every since the moment you reopened this grieving old house you’ve been different. All you seem to care about is restoring this estate and preserving your dead mother’s memory! It’s sick, Richard, and just plain morbid.”
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 He visibly snapped. A vein throbbed in his neck. “Leave my mother out of this!” “Well, I can’t! She’s still mistress of the Tate Mansion! I can still feel and see her presence everywhere I look! You are trying to duplicate everything the same way she had it before she died. All the same details…down to identical-looking furniture, fixtures, and even redecorating with all the same wallpaper, rugs, and portraits on the walls. I could never be the mistress of this great house because your mother never left it! You’re the one with the strange obsession, Richard!” I challenged, knowing full well I shouldn’t have. I couldn’t help but wonder; could there still be secrets even darker and deeper than the ones I already knew? He looked angry, red-faced, and irrational. His dark eyes were bulging with fury and his sculpted face grew hard and mean. He moved towards me. I backed away. I wondered if he could somehow sense my growing terror. “Richard, I’m sorry…I didn’t mean it.” I floundered too late. His expression was malicious like that of a stranger. I started to shake all over with trepidation. He was upon me gripping both my shoulders painfully. I screamed, but there was no one to hear. His eyes grew to mere slits. He snapped with rage and backhanded me across the face. I reeled back by the mighty blow. The teardrop prisms began to loudly clink and chime in sync, making my heart clang in response. Then he moved forward again, knocking me back into the wall with another slap across my other cheek. I was stunned and just stared up at him as tears filled my eyes. Both my cheeks were burning and felt red and swollen. I crumpled into a heap on the floor sobbing. I heard him back away, turn, and run out of the room. My crying subsided enough to watch him from across the room enter the adjoining bathroom and turn on the faucet. He washed his hands so vigorously it was as if he were trying to wash away any trace of what he had just done. He came back after drying his hands and knelt beside me, cradling me like a baby in his arms. I whimpered softly against his chest, soaking his silky shirt with my tears. My nose was running and he produced a tissue for me to blow my nose in and dry my tears with. “Oh darling. You know I didn’t really mean it. I tried to warn you…that dark side of me, that violent temper of mine sometimes rears its ugly head.” He rained soft kisses on each swollen, red cheek. As in a hazy dream I felt his soft lips move on my cheek, in my hair, then lightly over my eyelids, and finally tenderly on my lips.
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 “Oh God, I love you so much…too much. Don’t ever leave me, don’t ever hurt me by turning away,” he whispered into my hair near my ear as his tongue grazed my earlobe. I turned my head and responded to his kisses and put my arms around him and twined my fingers into his silky fine hair. “It’s all right,” I heard myself say in a raspy voice, “it’s okay…I forgive you, I shouldn’t have said those things. I’m sorry.” He silenced me with a deep kiss that took me far, far away.
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 More Heartache and Tragedy
 
 The next few weeks slowly dragged by as I wandered around, watching the carpenters working and chatting with Charles. One late afternoon I curled up with a book I’d found in the library and went into the adjacent study. Richard used this room as an office and I suspected at one time that it had belonged to his father, for it held many masterpieces on the dark paneled walls, had many leather couches and a massive mahogany desk. It was another smoldering day with the temperature nearing ninety degrees. I felt hot and sticky in my indigo colored halter top, khaki shorts and an old pair of tennis shoes without socks. I noticed that I was getting a nice olive-colored tan on my face, arms, and legs. I glanced up at the grandfather clock as it let out a loud bong as it struck the hour of three o’clock. I laid the book aside and closed my eyes, leaning my head back against the cool leather couch, trying to drift off, but the loud noises of the constant hammering, scraping, and pounding thudded in my ears. Over all the racket, I heard the chandelier’s crystal teardrops clinking softly together and tinkling, tinkling. Like all the teardrops that this house had shed. Just then, I heard a loud howl. My eyes flew open and I bolted upright. Then I heard it again. “Help! Help me, please!” It was coming from somewhere inside the house. Quickly I got to my feet and ran out of the room. “Mr. Neilson! Mr. Neilson, where are you?” I bellowed through the lower domain of the huge house. I heard movement and shuffling around in the back of the house near the kitchen and headed in that direction. The shrill screams grew louder. My heart jumped into my throat as I heard yet another deafening scream. I started to run through the house until I came upon the kitchen.
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 The first thing I saw was all the blood. A great pool of blood was seeping through the doorway. There was so much blood that I would have to step around it. Someone had left the back door wide open and my eyes followed the trail of blood to several workmen hovering near the sink. A weak voice came from one of the men, “Help me, please! My hand…oh, God, my hand!” My stomach lurched and my hand flew up to cover my mouth to stifle a scream as I caught a glimpse of the bloody stub. Blood sprayed up and out of the wound as the other men worked vigorously to wrap a cloth over the man’s exposed limb. I reached to steady myself against the archway, feeling nauseous and woozy. Oh, jeez…all the blood. I took a small step back as the red gob covering the floor inched its way toward my feet. “Somebody call for an ambulance! HURRY! He’s losing a lot of blood.” The workmen eased the injured man down holding his arm up in the air. The young man lying on the linoleum floor looked deathly pale; he was trembling all over and his hazel eyes were wide with shock. Mr. Neilson suddenly appeared in the back door, looking around frantically at all the blood, the man, and then over at me. He moved inside, leaned over the hurt man, and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You’re going to be all right, son. Just hang in there. Help is on the way. Does anyone know what happened to this young man?” He glanced up at Judd McCabe shrugging his shoulders. “What happened, Judd? His…hand…is completely severed.” “Dunno…saw him earlier pruning the fruit trees out front with the chainsaw. Must have got away from him, I reckon,” he said taking off his baseball cap and scratching his head. Another man stepped forward. “The paramedics are here! Everybody clear out!” I stared down at the young man as his head fell to one side; he had apparently blacked out. Everyone in the room slowly backed away to observe as the medical technicians arrived in their orange and blue jumpers, carrying their lifesaving equipment. Mr. Neilson came over and put his arm firmly around my waist. He slightly bent over to whisper in my ear, “He’ll be okay…I think.” We stood and watched the emergency medical technicians kneel down beside the unconscious man checking his pulse and asking the workmen 215
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 several questions before they placed him on a stretcher to wheel him out. I couldn’t move as though my feet had been firmly planted into the floor and I shook my head in utter shock and disbelief. Through the open doorway, I watched the injured man as he was loaded into the back of the orange-andwhite van that was idling with its flashers going. “Do you think we should contact Mr. Tate?” Mr. Neilson inquired removing his arm from around my waist. He pushed up his glasses that kept sliding down his long nose. “No…I don’t think so. It was just a freak accident. I’ll call him later…I’ll tell him what happened. Can you please just get the men to get back to work now,” I said, rubbing my temple with my hand. “Of course, Miss Ayers. I’ll see to it.” He gestured the men outside as I slumped against the doorframe. How awful, that poor, poor man! I began to shake as the fearful images built in my mind of the chainsaw, the screaming, and the bloody raw stump. The rest of the afternoon I wandered about the house and grounds in a kind of daze. Finding myself suddenly in need of a bathroom, I hurried back inside the house. I hurried up the steps, into the house, through the parlor, the drawing room and past the library until I came upon the downstairs lavatory. By then, I could barely control my urge to pee and rushed in, slamming the door behind me. When I went to undress, I noticed that my underpants had a dark red stain. I relieved myself and searched my purse for something to use but found nothing. Strange, I thought, my period was not due for another week. Because of irregular periods most of my life, Mother had finally taken me to the gynecologist and put me on birth control pills to regulate my monthly flow, but I didn’t tell Richard that…I wanted him to think of me as pure as the driven snow. Well, almost, anyway. I rolled up a wad of toilet paper and stuffed it into my underpants. The blood had leaked through my panties to stain my khaki-colored shorts. Embarrassment flooded my face as I wondered how I could sneak off the grounds undetected past all the workmen. All I wanted to do now was to go home, take a long hot shower, and get into bed. I felt sharp cramps in my abdomen, my limbs felt tired to the point of exhaustion, and I felt suddenly very, very drained. Sleep was all I wanted. I eased open the bathroom door glancing to the right and left of the narrow hallway. I stepped out and began to slowly, quietly walk back from whence I came.
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 I heard a man’s hearty laughter ring out through the house and several other male voices from behind me and spun around. But no one was there, only the house. The men must be working on the back of the house, I thought. So, I put some speed in my step, swiftly finding my way back through the other rooms without daring to look back. I made it to the front doors and rushed down the steps to my Jeep parked in the circular drive. A sigh of relief escaped my lips as I climbed inside and started the engine. “Hey! Miss Ayers!” Mr. Neilson called out, waving at me from across the vast yard. “Wait a minute, where are you going?” I waved back, threw the car into drive, and sped off down the long driveway. Once I was home, and curled up under all the soft blankets, the horrific images returned to cloud my mind. I couldn’t get the images out of my head. It was the house, the house…my mind kept whispering over and over again. Oh, Daddy, I thought as my heavy eyelids began to droop, what have I gotten myself into?
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 Felt Like Snow in Summer
 
 Now it was fall, and Indian summer was upon us. Every morning there was a deep ominous fog that encircled the house, the grounds, and our small town yet quickly burned off by late afternoon. It had seemed like the summer months had flown swiftly by. The leaves on the trees were starting to change colors; red, gold, and brown. The sun was setting a few hours earlier and quickly cooling off sweltering days with chilly nights. Another two months passed without incident, but I was waiting…waiting to see her again, waiting for the house to…to what? I wasn’t sure. Was I losing my grip on reality? Was my sanity in question, now? Perhaps, one could never be too sure, when you resided over what you believed to be a haunted house, and I was still waiting on edge for the house to reveal itself once more. It wasn’t something you could see or touch, but everyone working in or around the house felt it like an electric current. The workmen’s idle chitchat and teasing banter was now just a thing of the past. And I couldn’t help but wonder, would I be its next victim? While I sat, reading in one of the wicker porch chairs, I glanced up as I heard the sound of a car coming up the drive. Even at this distance, I recognized my father’s late-model Sedan. He got out of the car and waved. He looked sporty and tan dressed in a white polo shirt, khaki shorts, and tennis shoes. Daddy showed up at the mansion to surprise me with a picnic lunch. He had in one hand a tall bottle of water and a small red and white checkerboard blanket, and a basket laden with food in the other. I also noticed that he was carrying his black gold monogrammed bible. I watched his reaction in the same way that Richard had closely watched mine the first time I had seen the house. His smile lit up his face as he gaped at the mansion still under the last bit of construction and was impressed with the park-like grounds. “Gee, Sabrina, this place is terrific, and Richard has really let you oversee all this?” He turned around in a slow circle taking it all in. “I can’t stay long,
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 wish I could, but I’m playing golf this afternoon with Daniel. I just wanted to come by, check up on you, and see how you were doing. Anyhow, I thought we could have lunch together.” “I’m glad you came,” I replied, taking a hold of the bottled water and the blanket he carried, and gestured toward a shady spot underneath one of the big oak tress. I waved at Charles who waved back. He and his crew had just finished unrolling the last bit of green lawn. “The landscapers should be done this afternoon,” I said, spreading out the blanket and sitting down Indian-style on it. I straightened my black mesh top and tugged down on the hem of my shorts as I sat down and slipped off my leather thongs and setting them on the grass beside me. “It’s hard to believe they started only six months ago.” Daddy planted himself next to me, stretched out his long legs in front of him, and opened up the lid of the picnic basket. He removed a couple of ham sandwiches, a bowl of potato salad, olives, diced raw carrots, plastic silverware, and two Styrofoam cups. “Golly, this looks great, Daddy! Who prepared all this food?” “Gladys did. She’s worried you’re not getting enough nutrition, spending all your time here munching on junk food. Oh, before I forget, Richard phoned the house, said to tell you he’d be by after his rounds at the hospital. He sounded surprised when I told him I was going over to the mansion this afternoon to see you.” He handed me a sandwich and unwrapped one for himself while spreading out the rest of the food in front of us. The sandwich tasted delicious and I managed to devour it along with a generous helping of potato salad and most of the carrots. Daddy ate very little; he was completely absorbed by the all the noise and hustle and bustle going on around us. After we packed back up what was left of our meal, we stood up to stroll along the side of the house. I pointed out some of the changes to him. “We had the landscapers put in these concrete pavers that lead through this white arbor archway to the side garden. The main formal garden will be in the front of the house. Over there is the gazebo that sits center stage around the yard. I had them plant rose bushes along here to soften the path and all the flowers we have selected capture all the colors of the rainbow.” We held hands and he paused to lean over and smell the fragrant red roses. I pointed to the swimming pool and the tennis court on the other side of the yard. “Richard loves to play tennis. He’s very good at it. We’ve already used the swimming pool—the very first day they filled it!” I giggled, delighted 219
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 to be the one to show him around. “The restoration expert, Mr. Neilson, is the real genius behind the scenes. Richard relies heavily on his opinion. I just add my two cents now and then. Richard lets me make some of the decisions on my own, especially concerning the interior of the house.” I watched and waited for his approval. He was the one person who always believed in me and encouraged, me and I longed for his admiration. “Do you like all the flowers I’ve selected? Pretty, aren’t they?” I asked him and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “It certainly adds lots of color and brightens up the house. I don’t think it was as pretty before. The house had always looked dark like a long shadow was cast upon it, but now it looks as though it’s coming back to life. And I really like that sunburst of stained glass on the front doors and on the windows; it is breathtaking to say the least. Very nice…I’m really very proud of you, Sabrina. I hope you think this was time well spent.” “Oh, I do, Daddy. Restoring all those beautiful Tiffany stained-glass windows—thirteen in all—was my idea. Daddy, would you like to meet him? He’s around here somewhere…” I looked around the immense grounds searching all the faces before me. “Who, sweetheart?” “Mr. Neilson, the restoration expert Richard hired. I’ve really learned a lot from him. He says I’m a big help, but I think he’s just being nice.” I laughed. “When is the lord and master of this fine estate planning to move in?” We sat down side by side on the front steps. Every now and then, I caught one of the pretty gardeners looking up at my father. One in particular was planting azaleas in the front flowerbeds and she was very pretty. He looked over and returned her smile. When he was younger, he must have broken many hearts, I thought. “I don’t know. I think he was talking about moving in toward the end of the month, maybe sooner.” I sighed along with the wind. Even though the day was hot, bright, and sunny, a soft breeze lifted the branches of the trees and cooled off the mid-day heat. “Daddy…do you believe in ghosts?” He was thoughtful a moment. “No…you either go to heaven or hell, there is no in between. That’s what I believe anyway.” “Well, I’ve been reading several books on the subject of the paranormal; it’s really quite fascinating…and I am starting to believe there are weird and wonderful phenomena that common sense, logic, and science will never be
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 able to explain. And truthfully….in any case I wouldn’t want all the magic or mystery taken out of the world. “As for ghosts, well, I’ve read that some souls may be earthbound. Lingering long after they are dead among the living or around a certain place or area they lived in when they were still alive. For whatever reason their souls are not at peace; perhaps they died tragically or too young and feel cheated or else they have unfinished business and possibly they do not realize they have passed on.” I glanced over at him to read his eyes and see his reaction to all this. He listened contemplatively not interrupting so I continued, “Daddy, could houses harbor evil spirits? Does God allow the devil or malevolent spirits to taunt you? Does the cross ward off evil?” I asked all these questions quite seriously looking deeply into his brown eyes. “Evil? Aren’t you being a tad superstitious, sweetheart? What do you mean by evil spirits?” His eyebrows furrowed into a deep grimace. “I don’t know…mischievous or wicked specters, playing tricks on you.” I lowered my voice and quickly looked around to make sure that no one else was within earshot. “I don’t believe in such things, and you know that I am a God-fearing man,” he said with concern in his voice. “And I firmly believe that God would never allow Satan to torment any one individual or a place. Or a house.” He gave me an uneasy look. “You invite Satan into your life when you turn your back on God…have faith, Sabrina. You haven’t been to church or read your bible in weeks, since the day you let this house take over your life. What about going off to college someday? Will this house and Richard take priority over that too?” “No, Daddy…I still have my faith and I still believe in God—it still is a priority in my life! And, I still carry my small book of Psalms with me everywhere I go.” I fingered the sliver cross necklace he had given me on my last birthday. “Sabrina, why are you asking me all these strange questions? Is everything all right? Are you trying to tell me something, sweetheart?” “No, Daddy…oh, never mind. I guess I am just letting the workmen’s superstitions get to me too. I have been too cooped up lately, and I suppose boredom is making my imagination run wild. Some days I feel so isolated and lonely, and Richard and I are hardly spending any time together.” I wished now that I hadn’t said anything to him about my suspicions and fears that had put a look of anxiety into his eyes. I almost laughed out loud at myself realizing how crazy I was beginning to sound.
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 “Is everything all right with Richard? Are you happy?” he asked softly. “Yes, Daddy, I am happy. I like being here and helping Richard…though sometimes lately I feel torn in two. I want to stay virtuous and hold fast to my beliefs, but then another side of me wants to experience the wonders of love and sex—before I’m married. My body and my heart respond even when I try to hold back, even when my head tells me to relay on my morals.” Tears blinded my eyes and choked my voice. “I want to be good, but my sinful nature sometimes wins out! Daddy, am I sinful and immoral?” He blushed and laughed. “No, just human, sweetheart. I remember struggling myself when I was your age. No one is perfect. Only God is perfect.” I desperately needed someone to confide in; someone who wouldn’t laugh or mock me. Richard’s denial and refusal to listen to my wild ideas frustrated me and I felt as though I had to get this off my chest and unburden my heart. Who better than my down-to-earth, sensible, optimistic father? Without thinking I blurted out, “When I mentioned evil spirits before, it’s because some very peculiar and strange unexplainable things have taken place since Richard reopened the house. I mean….” I searched my heart for just the right words to make him believe. “I think there is a malevolent presence that hovers around the house and it plays stupid little tricks or haunts. I don’t always see it, but I know it’s there.” I did not tell him about the injured man’s freak accident, for I already knew he’d say the same thing that Richard had said, “Accidents happen.” I glanced around us, making sure no one else was within earshot of our conversation, purposely lowering my voice barely above a whisper. The workmen were spooked enough, and I felt it was my duty to try to act natural…even as my heart started to beat faster. My eyes grew wide, my face earnest, as I scooted closer beside him. “What is this all about, Sabrina?” “Well, one day I went around the house and set all the clocks to the correct time, but the very next day when I arrived—all the clocks chimed at different times again! What’s more, I will go downstairs after checking on the workmen to find the front doors wide open, when only moments earlier I had shut them…I hear strange noises too; when I’m sure that I am alone in the house. I’ve heard a woman crying, a soft sigh in my ear or someone whispering my name, and when I turn around no one is there!” I rushed on breathlessly. “Another time I had been in one of the upstairs bedrooms rearranging the furniture and hanging pictures. Then suddenly I was needed downstairs, but when I returned to the same room, all the furniture had been returned to its
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 former place and the pictures had fallen from their hooks! Once I even heard music playing in one of the upstairs bedrooms and when I wandered upstairs to investigate, I found a child’s music box with a ballerina spinning around and around on top and it was playing such a sad melancholy tune—” “Sabrina, there is a reasonable explanation for everything.” He shook his head of dark hair at me. “I do not think it’s the devil or a ghost playing tricks on your mind. The fact that you have at least fifty or sixty people working on the mansion around the clock should clarify many of these strange events. “Let’s look at this rationally, shall we? Now you told me that there were another set of narrow steps that lead from the kitchen near the servants quarters to the upstairs bedrooms, right?” I simply nodded. He stood up and leaned against the porch banister to light a cigar. “All right then, what you heard was just one of the craftsmen or workers snooping around upstairs probably planning on stealing that music box and when they heard you approaching they quickly disappeared down the back stairwell. As for the other occurrences, you have to remember that you have people trampling in and out of this house all day long. It’s no wonder you’re hearing voices in your head and seeing odd things—you’re too wrapped up in this house! Your whole summer will be gone and you’ve spent it caged up in this place. You were always the type to be outdoors if the sun was shining; you’d be out jogging or swimming.” He sighed, his soft brown eyes capturing mine. “I don’t like the fact that you spend all your time here—a girl your age should be out having fun…look, I’ve got to go. I’m already late as it is.” He sighed with worried eyes. “But wait! You haven’t seen the inside yet!” I jumped to my feet to stop him. We never spent enough time together lately. I reached out and grabbed his elbow. “Don’t go yet, please stay awhile longer.” I was half begging and tears welled up in the corners of my eyes. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’ve been working so much that I haven’t had a chance to enjoy any of my own guilty pleasures. I’ve been so frazzled lately with the bills and keeping up with your mother’s spending that I haven’t been feeling like myself. Also I didn’t want to say anything before but…they are laying people off at work. The company is in some financial trouble. I might lose my job.” He patted my hand. “But don’t worry, God will provide for us.” He softly smiled. “So instead of fretting about it, I thought I’d spend the rest of my day,doing what I want…playing golf, then I’ll head home and take a nap and have some supper with your mother…if she’s home.” He
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 sighed again. “Do you think you’ll lose your job, Daddy?” I asked, shocked. He quickly averted his eyes and stared at the ground, shuffling his feet and putting his hands in his pockets. I suddenly noticed there were age lines around his mouth and eyes, muting his youth and strength. Dark circles had formed under his eyes and he had lost some weight. He did look awfully tired and worried. I fiercely hugged him. He kissed the top of my head and stroked my hair. “I miss your long hair, Sabrina.” He sounded wistful, and I clung tighter to him. He smiled and looked down into my troubled brown eyes. “By the way, tell that young man of yours to get a haircut!” We both laughed. Daddy spoke again. “Don’t worry about me, sweetheart. We’ll be fine, honest.” He pulled away from my tight embrace. “Hey, I got an idea, why don’t you and Richard have us over for dinner once he gets settled in. Then you can give both your mother and I the grand tour…sound good?” He started to back away toward his car. “I sure hope Richard appreciates all the time you’ve sacrificed for this project of his. He is being good to you, isn’t he?” He opened the door of his car, but paused when I touched his arm. “Yes…but Daddy?” I was quivering all over and didn’t know why. “Yes, what is it, sweetheart? Something still the matter?” Concern for me washed over his face and he shut the car door to lean against it. “Sabrina?” “Richard…Richard wants me to move in with him.” I waited and held my breath. What would he say to my sudden outburst? “Are you asking me or telling me?” He froze and looked into my face. I tried to search his eyes to see if they might reveal what he was really thinking and feeling. I decided that he appeared more disappointed than upset. “Neither, I guess. I’m in love with him.” I said it so flatly it surprised me. “Don’t you think you’re too young for such a grownup relationship? I know you’re eighteen now, and I can’t really tell you what to do…has he mentioned marriage at all?” I didn’t answer him right away and I could tell my hesitation made him grow more suspicious of Richard’s less than honorable intentions. His brown eyes widened with concern. “No, not yet, but I’m sure he will though, Daddy. I haven’t decided anything yet; I’m only considering his offer. I know it seems fast, but I have to listen to my heart. You do understand, don’t you?” My voice held a note of pleading. “No, quite frankly, I don’t understand.” His voice took on a surprising deeper register. “You’re much too impulsive at times, only thinking with
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 your heart instead of with your head! And you’re too darn headstrong to listen to all my objections and I’m sure you’ve convinced yourself you’re in love with this man…but for goodness sake, Sabrina, don’t rush into anything. I think you should stay at home another year or at least wait until you’ve finished with college before you become some man’s wife!” “But—” That’s when we heard the shouts for help. We both spun around to face the house when we heard a second shrill scream coming from the west side of the house. We froze, listening attentively but all was quiet. “HELP! We need some help, back here!” we heard someone shout. “It sounds as though someone is in trouble or hurt. We’d better get moving and see what happened!” Daddy exclaimed. Suddenly, we heard more workmen frantically shouting out for help. We both started running around the other side of the mansion, following the cries for help into the side yard. My heart was beating so hard and so fast, it thudded against my ribs. Out of breath, I stopped short, and stared at the Hispanic man who was pointing at the swimming pool. In the deep end of the pool was a man floating face down. Without giving it a second thought, I dove into the water; as another man followed suit. Once I surfaced, I swam over to the bobbing man and struggled to turn him over. The other man swam alongside me and together we pushed his lifeless body over and then over to the side of the pool where Daddy and a handful of men were waiting to pull him out. “Call for an ambulance!” Daddy yelled at the other men. One of the men turned to dash off and grab his cellular phone. Daddy leaned over the man and began to administer CPR. “Tell them to hurry! Carlos needs help!” a man cried behind me. I stood there as if rooted, watching them try in vain to revive that poor man. The man’s face was a bluish color and his lips were white. His lifeless dark eyes stared right through me. “What happened?” I unconsciously muttered to the man beside me. Water dripped from my hair, down my face and my clothes clung like second skin. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mr. Neilson walk over to me with a large bath towel which he draped around my shoulders. He put a protective arm around me. “Oh, dear God! Oh, my…this is dreadful, just dreadful—poor Carlos,” he said, quietly shaking his head. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped at the drops of moisture that clung to his damp forehead.
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 The hairs on the back of my neck tingled and some force or feeling drew my eyes toward the house. It stood there; its formidable size, sinister, and imposing. The many stained glass windows with their dark shutters like heavy lids over stony eyes were watching…always watching. “La casa es malvada,” said the man beside me and then crossed himself. “What does that mean?” I whispered to Mr. Neilson who removed his arm from around my shoulders. “I think it means…this evil house is haunted or something close to that,” he replied with wide frightened eyes. Fearful, unable to breathe, and feeling weak and dizzy I swayed. “The house did it…it was the house,” I said weakly, shaking uncontrollably. Daddy looked up sharply, our eyes clashing. “Sabrina, stop it! Just stop it!” He got to his feet, hovering over the dead man laying on the soft, new green lawn. Off in the distance, growing closer as each second passed, was the wail of the ambulance. I watched in a daze as the speeding, red and white van came to a screeching halt. Two men in identical orange jumpers hastily dashed over to the small crowd gathered around the body. They worked feverishly over the deceased man’s body to no avail. Clinging to the towel, my hair hung loose and wet clinging to my face and neck. “What happened?” I repeated in someone else’s small frightened voice. A flicker of apprehension coursed through me, making my heart skip a beat. The Latino gentlemen next to me turned his soft brown eyes my way. He was a stout man dressed in a dirty white T-shirt and baggy jeans. “Carlos, he cleaning the dry leaves from the pool. I go into the pool shed to get more chlorine, when I come out—there he is laying in the water. Before that, I hear nothing—no splash or scream, no nothing! Carlos, he no swim, like me.” “Se frecuenta la casa. This place is very bad…something bad lives here,” another man said, though I couldn’t tell which one in the small crowd had repeated that cryptic message. After a few more minutes of futile attempts to save the drowned man, the paramedics pronounced him dead. They stuffed the body into a black zippered container that closely resembled a large garment bag. Chills swept over me. The warm day felt suddenly cold. The sun suddenly took a fugitive position behind the passing dark clouds. I glanced upward at
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 the sky, which turned stormy and foreboding. Daddy came to stand by my side as we watched the men load the body into the back of the ambulance. They approached us afterwards, informing us they had some routine questions and a form to fill out. Another car was racing up the drive. It was a police car with flashing red lights. The car slowed and parked beside the ambulance. A powerfully built black man fully clad in a dark blue uniform and big black boots emerged from the vehicle. He did not approach us, just simply folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the hood of his car. His dark eyes were sharp and assessing. His bulbous nose dominated his meaty features and he wore his hair in a short crew cut. I could tell that nothing hardly ever got past this man. One of the paramedics moved toward him and they spoke together in hushed voices. The policeman nodded several times at whatever the other man was saying. When their brief conversation ended, the officer looked straight at me, saluted me with a stiff hand with a strange smile on his full lips. The sky turned abruptly gray as dense clouds formed above the great house. The warm summer breeze was replaced with a cool wind that whipped at my face and hair. A summer storm was brewing above, making the colorful yard look dark and damp. I thought I felt a touch of rain on my face. “Are you all right, sweetheart? You look a bit shaken up,” Daddy asked. He looked stunned, weary, and troubled. Awkwardly, I cleared my throat and at last found my voice. “I’m fine. Really.” I choked. “Thank you, Daddy—you were a lot of help…that poor man.” I hoped my small smile was noncommittal. I gulped hard, hot tears slipping down my cheeks as I looked into his warm brown eyes. Daddy hugged me close. “There, there now. No tears.” He looked up into the heavens at all the dark, dismal clouds that had gathered over the house like a long dark shadow. His voice, though quiet, held an ominous quality. “Must be that summer storm they were predicting on the news for this week…better have the men work inside today before the rains come.” He paused and turned his eyes on me. “Let’s get you home and into some dry clothes. You’ve had enough excitement for one day.” He kept one arm around me, urging me forward. Charles the landscaper came up to us, blocking our path. “You should go on home, miss. It’s quite a shock what happened here today. I think under the circumstances and the change in weather, my crew and I will head home for the day. If that’s alright with you.” “Yes, of course,” Mr. Neilson said. “Go home, and take the rest of the day
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 off. I’ll inform Mr. Tate of the unfortunate mishap that occurred here today,” Mr. Neilson added, leading Charles and the others away. “Let’s go now,” Daddy gently prodded. Mr. Neilson’s head whipped around. “Don’t worry about a thing! I have everything under control. Do as your father suggests and go home and change before you catch a cold,” he said kindly, briefly meeting my teary eyes. I didn’t answer, just numbly let Daddy lead me over to where his car was parked. Leaning against his car the officer watched us pass; our eyes met, but he said nothing. Daddy put me in the passenger seat and shut the door. I watched the officer finally move with long purposeful strides over to Mr. Neilson. When I heard the start of the engine, I raised my eyes to that eastern bedroom window. I caught just a glimpse of a young woman with beautiful blue eyes gazing down at me. I shut my eyes as my head began to pound, and when I opened them again, she was gone. The rain began with a soft drizzle, splattering against the windshield like the tears I felt sting my eyes.
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 “Sabrina!” Mother burst into my room, flinging open my bedroom door with a loud thud. “Get up, sleepyhead! You’ve been in bed for three whole days. What’s the matter with you?” In the dim room, I heard her moving about and the scent of her strong oriental perfume tickled my nostrils. She briskly walked over to my bedroom window. Swoosh! She drew back the curtains and opened the blinds. A burst of bright light flooded the dark room. I was momentarily blinded and lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the glare of sunlight. I sunk deeper into the safety of my bed. I clung to the blankets, yanking them up over my head. “Go away,” I grumbled from beneath the warm, thick comforter. “What are you? Some kind of vampire? Afraid of a little sunlight? Hum?” Mother wrestled the blankets from me and laid them at the foot of my bed. Now I was cold and angry with her. “Just leave me alone, Mother!” I barked at her, sitting up to reach for the covers. She sat down on the edge of the bed crossing her shapely legs, between my bedding and me. I flopped back down in defeat. I lay there not moving, my arms folded tightly across my chest. I stared up at the ceiling trying to ignore her, but she was not one to be ignored. “Richard has phoned you about a dozen times. What do you want me to tell him, that you’re too busy feeling sorry for yourself to come to the phone or get out of bed?” she demanded. I could feel her hazel eyes focused on my face. “When was the last time you washed your hair or took a shower?” She wrinkled her cute nose in repulsion for emphasis. I shot her a cold look. I remained somber and refused to answer her. “Don’t you roll your eyes at me, young lady! Lying there full of self-pity, acting spineless and pathetic isn’t going to do you any good! Your father told me everything…about all these supernatural claims surrounding that house and about the tragic events of late. Since when do you, miss sensible, believe
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 in all this tomfoolery? What’s eating you, dear?” My eyes swung her way and my voice was velvet, yet edged with steel. “You believe in curses, Mother! You’re the one full of superstitious nonsense! And aren’t you the one always spouting about crazy, evil plights and making your grim profound statements. You hide your past and enjoy talking in a labyrinth of riddles that no one understands but you!” Mother’s laugh was hollow, hard, and brittle. “You’re starting to sound exactly like me; cynical and disillusioned with life and love. I think you suffer from a case of an overactive imagination or is this just your way of getting attention?” Her eyes turned into hard stones and she spoke again before I could answer. “Well, your self-pity act won’t work with me! Now, get out of bed, take a long hot shower, and put on some fresh clothes—you look a fright. No daughter of mine is going to act cowardly—you must face your fears head on!” Her face became serious and she shook her blonde head at me. “Don’t be an unhappy ole pessimist like me and remember Sabrina, you’re still a Devour and once that meant something very special…it’s up to you now, sweetie. Our destiny, our tarnished family name, rests upon your slender shoulders…now, the world has not come to an end just because some fool who couldn’t swim drowned in the swimming pool.” Mother stood up, her hands on her hips. “He wasn’t some fool, Mother. For your information the deceased man’s name was Carlos and he had a family that loved him. And I don’t believe his drowning was merely an accident!” Her eyes narrowed on my face. “Sabrina Marie Ayers, get up this instant! It was just an accident…do you hear me—just…an…accident! Look at me when I’m speaking to you.” My eyes slid to meet hers. “Life’s thrown you a curve ball, that’s all. Now up!” I stared moodily at her, challenging her with my eyes. I refused to budge. She swallowed hard, squared her shoulders, and with amazing strength pulled me to my feet. Her long red nails digging into my shoulders hurt. Keeping her hands on my shoulders but loosening her grip, she said, “We already have one crazy in the family, we don’t need another! Your dear Aunt Velma spent two years in an institution. Do you want to suffer the same fate?” Mother looked intensely into my brown eyes before she said next in a harsh tone, “I didn’t think so. You’re a dreamer like your father. You always have your nose stuck in a book avoiding reality. You’re a sentimental, cockeyed optimist full of grand illusions about that mansion and about Richard Tate…love is usually preconceived by romantics like yourself as a
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 withstanding and everlasting thing that will survive even the coldest winters. But this is a foolish notion; love may wither and die suddenly from a careless thought or word….” Her voice faded, losing its steely edge. “Mother.” I ripped out my next words impatiently. “This is not about Richard. Stop all the double-talk and your annoying riddles. I’m not in the mood!” A shadow of pure annoyance crossed my face. I jerked away from her, throwing her an icy glare. “Then what is it? Are you trying to get back at me for something I’ve said or done?” Her tone was softer, sweeter than before, and her face a mask of impassivity. “I really don’t want to talk about it and no one believes me anyway.” I let out a long exasperated sigh. “This is not about you, but has everything to do with me! Something is happening to me—and to that strange house! It’s…it’s that house. I don’t want to go back there!” I stormed weakly. My brown eyes slowly drifted to hers. “Why in heaven not?” She sat back down, momentarily rebuffed. “Because of that one accident?” I wasn’t sure how to put it into words. I wasn’t sure myself what was actually happening to me; or why these confusing emotions tormented me. I was angry with Richard, though none of this was his fault. I felt he should have warned me. I was angry with myself for behaving like a frightened child, being afraid of my own shadow. Why was I letting that house get to me? An even more terrifying realization washed over me…what if I was losing my mind like Aunt Velma? Would I end up in an institution, or worse, end up committing suicide like poor Catherine Tate? I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, I sat up and I caught a glimpse of a young woman in the mirror across from me that I did not recognize. Where was the sweet, cheerful, smiling girl I used to be? Vanished. She had vanished, and all that was left was a pathetic, timid version of her former self. And I didn’t like what I saw in the mirror…a pale girl with wide, frightened, hollowed-out eyes, limp, stringy hair, and slouching like an old woman. I was little by little losing my self-esteem, my self-pride…my belief in myself that had always seen me through the worst times in my life. I hated the weak girl staring back at me: she was pathetic and despondent. I looked deep into her eyes…there was still an undeniable glimmer in her brown eyes. I sighed with great relief; I was still there. “I’m not sure, Mother…it’s something…a feeling—I can’t explain it.”
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 “I’ve never known you to be a quitter, Sabrina. Devours are not quitters!” “What are you talking about? Charlotte Devour was! She locked herself away in that old house that Aunt Velma has inherited and now lives in. And you! You suppress your past, hide your feelings, and live in some fantasy world you’ve created for yourself. Pretending you’re something you’re not, pretending to be someone you’re not! You think love is a game you play to win. You believe in family curses and that we Devour women are incapable of experiencing true love. It seems to me that all the Devour women are quitters!” Mother laughed low and mockingly. “Oh, Sabrina…” she started as if speaking to a dim-witted child, “do you remember everything I say?” She laughed again with an amused smile, quirking her lips. “Yes, I suppose you do.” We stared at each other for a long moment…the tension between us seemed to melt away. I sighed, and I think she sighed too. She stood, paced the room, studying her pretty legs in the full-length mirror. She was wearing a red cotton, mid-thigh summer dress with bare feet. “When is that house going to be finished?” “I don’t know. In a few more months, I guess.” She paused to peer at her reflection then, satisfied, she turned her attention back to me. “Why is Richard leaving all the supervision of his estate on your shoulders?” “He’s not,” I said defensively. “I am only there to make sure the workmen carry out Richard’s instructions and keep an eye on things when he isn’t there.” “So in other words, he’s using you.” She pivoted around to face me. “No, Mother, it’s not like that at all! I want to do this for him. To be perfectly honest, I find the whole process fascinating. It makes me feel good that he has so much confidence in me.” “Sounds positively boring. A whole year of your life wasted and you haven’t even seen your friend Anne,” she said with an accusing glance. “Anne slipped on some stairs and broke her leg. I saw her at the hospital when I visited Richard for lunch. She’ll be in a cast for six to eight weeks and then physical therapy for another three months.” “That poor girl. It’s always something with her, isn’t it?” She made her way over to my bedroom door, but she paused in the doorway. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Someone else phoned for you…a Mrs. Goldsmith, she said that she was Richard’s aunt.”
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 “What did she want?” I asked, with a note of surprise on my face and in my voice. Richard had not yet introduced me to his family. I knew almost next to nothing about his elite relatives. He had told me that most of them lived across the bay and the rest in New York. “I don’t know, and she didn’t say. She just wanted to speak to you…as soon as possible, and she was rather pushy. I told her you were in bed with a headache and you’d call her back eventually.” I groaned, fell back against the stack of pillows, and raised a hand to rub my throbbing temple. “My head does hurt.” “Well, it’s no wonder. You’ve been sleeping too much and you haven’t eaten since yesterday. Now, run along and get into the tub. I’ll make you something to eat.” I let her draw me a hot bath where I sleepily soaked in the midst of the rose scented bubbles. The bath revived me and made me feel more like my old self again. When I emerged, I used the towel to wipe away the steamedover bathroom mirror and peered at my reflection. I was there…not completely but definitely still there. I went to my room and put on an old pair of jeans that used to fit like a glove but now were loose and baggy on me. I put on a blue tank top and looked down at my thin body. I had lost considerable weight and my womanly curves I once was so proud of were almost nonexistent. I found Mother busy in the kitchen. She made us hot, buttery rolls and fresh brewed green tea. I felt my strength returning as I ate silently, devouring everything and drinking my steaming cup of herbal tea. Mother stayed unusually quiet, sensing my need for silence. She remained strangely reserved and thoughtful throughout our meal until we had finished, refilling my cup of tea before she uttered a word. “Do you want to talk about it now?” No, I didn’t want to talk about it or confide in her when she easily turned from friend to foe. The thing of it was…I was not sure myself why I felt so strongly about the bizarre goings-on at that mansion. I was making too much of this; I knew I was, but still I couldn’t speak of it. What would I say? Who would believe me? Surely, not Mother. Afraid of a house? she’d say, mocking me. So I lied. “Yes…you guessed it earlier: Richard and I had an argument.” I said this dully, chewing on my bottom lip. “Why didn’t you say so? Silly girl, you’re so overly dramatic sometimes. Your father and I quarrel all the time; it doesn’t mean anything. You’ll patch things up and before you know it, he’ll be on our doorstep with a handful of
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 roses begging your forgiveness.” “Yeh, you’re probably right, Mother,” I muttered, relieved the subject had changed. “Why are you so dressed up?” I finally took notice of her flamecolored jacket and very short matching skirt. Her makeup was done to perfection; her ruby lips tilted up into a grin. She turned around in a slow circle. “Do you like my new suit? I’m headed over to the Centerville Ladies Gardening Club.” Intense astonishment touched my face. “But Mother, I thought that particular club had turned you away?” She smiled and raised one fine arched brow. “They did, but they changed their minds, I guess. I suppose it helps that I have a daughter dating one of the wealthiest and most eligible bachelors in town.” She glanced down at her gold-plated watch. “And I’m terribly late! I must dash, sweetie.” She grabbed her purse and car keys off the counter. “Oh, yes—before I forget, here’s Mrs. Goldsmith’s number. You’d better call her back and Richard, too, so he’ll stop calling here every hour on the hour.” Mother handed me a piece of pink paper and off she went, her heavy perfume trailing after her. I sat there at the kitchen table a long time just staring at that phone number. Now what? Why was she calling me? Was it about the house or could it be about Richard and me? There was only one way to find out. I dragged myself over to the phone and picked up the receiver. It rang several times before someone answered. I heard a woman’s curt voice on the other end of the line say hello. “May I please speak to Mrs. Goldsmith?” “Sabrina Devour Ayers?” “Yes, this is she. Is Mrs. Goldsmith there?” I asked. “Well, it took you long enough to get back to me!” the woman snapped. “Are you ill?” “No ma’am, I’m fine,” I said timidly. “Good. Listen up, honey. I’m Richard’s aunt…we need to have a nice little woman-to-woman chat. Now honey, why don’t you meet me later on this afternoon at that new French restaurant in Berkeley. We’ll meet halfway. I have to drive in from the city, so let’s say about…five o’clock?” “Why? What is this about?” I tried to stifle a yawn. “We just need to talk, honey. And do me a favor and don’t tell anyone we’ve spoken, especially Richard. Okay then, I’ll see you at five o’clock
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 sharp.” I stood there puzzled and a little suspicious of that woman who had called me honey as if we were old friends. “Honey? Are you still there?” Her voice took on a sharp edge. “Yes…all right. I’ll meet with you this evening.” She quickly gave me directions and we hung up. I glanced at the kitchen clock. It was a quarter past three o’clock. I hurried out of the room leaving my dirty dishes behind. Nervously, I scoured my closet for just the right thing to wear. I wanted to make a good first impression with Richard’s family. I felt uneasy about not telling Richard. I paused debating whether to call him or not. Then I decided I’d handle this alone; act like a grownup until I found out what this woman wanted of me. Dissatisfied with my own wardrobe, I went to rummage through my mother’s closet. I found a brand new midnight blue suit that still carried a price tag that said $350.00! Wow! Where had she gotten the money for this? I admired the outfit…now this rayon suit looked expensive and refined. I thought it was perfect for my first meeting with someone from Richard’s stuffy upper-class family. Back in my room, I pulled my hair up into an elegant French twist, and dabbed a floral scent to my wrists and behind my ears. Then I slipped on a lacy white camisole and over that I put on the waist-length fitted jacket and matching slacks. I looked around and found a pair of strappy gold heels. I looked myself over in the mirror before departing; I thought I looked very grownup and sophisticated and much older than a girl of eighteen. But something was missing…I hurried back to Mother’s room to peer into her open jewelry box. I came across a pair of small diamond studs and put them on. Now I looked just right! I snatched up my purse and headed for the door. I arrived at the restaurant with five minutes to spare. I scanned the room for a cultivated lady. “May I help you, miss?” the brunette hostess asked me, clad in a crisp white shirt and black slacks. “Yes. I’m here to meet Mrs. Goldsmith.” “Please follow me, right this way, miss.” I followed closely behind her through the crowded elegant room. Several large chandeliers dimly lighted the restaurant. The walls were wallpapered in red velvet, with red tablecloths and dark heavy furniture. In the center of the smoky room was an enormous rectangular-shaped bar.
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 The hostess led me to a dark corner booth. Sitting alone was a tall handsome woman sipping a cocktail. So, this was Mrs. Goldsmith, one of Richard’s relatives, I thought. There wasn’t much of a family resemblance, and I guessed her to be in her forties from the crow’s feet around her eyes and the small lines around her puckered mouth. She was smoking an expensive French cigarette. Mrs. Goldsmith’s reddish-gold hair had just a touch of silver and her cerulean-blue eyes looked me over intensely. Her gray silk outfit looked sophisticated and chic. She sat poised with a malicious smile plastered on her face, putting me instantly on guard. Her eyes were keen, clear, and observant. Mrs. Goldsmith was obviously assessing and mentally weighing me. I stood there awkwardly waiting for her to invite me to sit down. She seemed to enjoy toying with me and watching my obvious discomfort. Annoyingly she sipped her drink from a long straw while her cerulean eyes roamed over me from head to toe. Her long manicured fingernails sparkled burgundy-red, which she was drumming on the tabletop. I was measured, weighed, and appraised. And by the envious yet audacious expression on her long face, she found me wanting. But why? Wanting how? I felt ill at ease now in my ordinary, dark blue suit. I fidgeted, shifting my weight from one foot to the next. She was clearly letting me know that I did not measure up to her high standards. I was put on the defense while I watched her watching me. “Well…well. You’re not what I expected…you’re very pretty…maybe even exquisite.” She took a long drag from her thin cigarette, her eyes never leaving my face. “Such dark exotic looks, but I’ve heard all the Devour women like your mother possess enough beauty to make any man fall prey to her many charms.” She said the word “Devour” as if it put a bad taste in her mouth. Her eyes held a look of jealousy as they scanned over my face and body as if life had cheated her or disappointed her in some way. She set her drink down on the table and motioned with a queenly gesture for me to sit down. My instincts were on full alert and my heart pounded with nervous anticipation. I felt on guard with this peculiar woman. I sat down across from her in the booth. Mrs. Goldsmith had short auburn hair at chin length, which was fluffed out, with wispy bangs, which fell across her forehead in an attempt to soften her long, pale face. Her features were regal and handsome: her nose short and straight, her face austere, and her manner haughty. Her lips curved into a crooked red grin like a false smile that was like a warning to me; watch out! She needed to sharpen her long claws on
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 someone and it would no doubt be me. Yet once more, I wondered why? She did not even know me, or did she? Her voice was smooth and cultured. “Oh, yes, Miss Ayers, I can see why my nephew is so infatuated with you. You remind me a lot of someone else…Richard’s mother perhaps. Oh, not in looks, but perhaps it’s your blend of wholesome good looks and innocence that must be hard for any man to resist. Yet…you’re not at all like those dizzy debutantes he is forced to date…hmm.” She kept drumming her long red nails against the table top, closely eyeing me. I squirmed in my seat. “Maybe you’re just my nephew’s way of rebelling, perhaps? Getting back at his father by dating outside his station?” I looked up sharply. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” “Of course you do, honey. Oh, Richard and I used to be very close. Very close indeed. I was like a surrogate mother to him. He spent all his summer vacations and holidays with me.” She paused thoughtfully. “No, I can tell you are different…. Smart, pretty, sensitive, and modest….a very interesting combination.” “How do you know so much about me when I’ve never heard anything about you?” My face flushed with anger and irritation. She held onto that haughty grin which made me bolder. “Mrs. Goldsmith, what did you want to see me about?” She took her time before answering me, crushing out her cigarette butt, and reaching for her pack of imported cigarettes. She casually lit another one, blowing the smoke into my face. I coughed and fanned the air with my hand. All the while, that smug look told me she knew much that I did not. “You’ve never heard of me? I’m not surprised. Richard likes to pretend he doesn’t have a family. He’s considered the black sheep, you know. But I do know a great deal about you, Miss Ayers. So young…so lovely too.” She heavily sighed. “You’re in the prime of life with your whole life still ahead of you.” She sighed again and looked off into space. “Mrs. Goldsmith?” I said to bring her back from whatever disturbing memory caused her eyes to water. She blinked back the tears and smiled again. “I envy you, I do, Miss Ayers. Youth and beauty are fleeting, but ah, while they last what joy they bring. I was considered very attractive once. Handsome, but not a great beauty like you…you have such a nice olive complexion and I bet you keep that healthy glow even in winter. I never could go into the sun; I’ve got the kind of fair skin that burns so easily.” Mrs. Goldsmith’s eyes
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 darkened as they scanned my face and hair yet again. “You don’t look a thing like your mother.” “You know my mother? My family?” I asked surprised that a woman of her stature would know someone like my mother. She was one of them, a richy, a townie. They lived in another world. A world of wealth and privilege. Not my world where ordinary people went to work each day for a measly wage. I stared at her white hands that flashed with many jeweled rings: rubies, diamonds, and sapphires. They were the hands of a woman who had never done a hard day’s work in her life. She had the kind of manicured smooth hands of the upper class. My own hands were dry with brittle ragged nails from working on the grounds at the mansion. I hid them in my lap. Her hooded eyes watched my reactions like those of a hawk, surveying what she must think timid prey. A waitress arrived and I ordered an iced tea from the bar. “Oh, how sweet,” she said and chortled. “Yes, I know your mother and your aunt, though they are a few years younger than me, and even though your family and I obviously never moved around in the same social circles.” “My, what a snob you are, Mrs. Goldsmith,” I said, and kept my face deceptively composed. A flash of humor crossed her face at that; she loudly laughed, shaking her head and smiling. “You may not have your mother’s fair looks, but you have her inner fire! I admire that, you’re a spirited young filly. I don’t seem to intimidate you—that’s good! You have to have some backbone if you’re going to last in my family. Otherwise, you’ll be a lamb for the slaughter.” She laughed again. “I know your type, Miss Ayers. You’re the type of woman with old-fashioned ideals and morals, which is rare in this day and age. It’s no wonder my nephew is fascinated with you—so fresh and pure!” I unconsciously fiddled with my silver cross necklace. The waitress returned with my tall glass of iced tea. “I take it you’re not religious, Mrs. Goldsmith?” “Religion? What is that? No, can’t say that I am. Though I was raised a Catholic. I find that religion is too stifling and pretentious. I believe in a higher power, but not religion.” “You don’t need religion to have a relationship with God,” I said sincerely. “Are you trying to witness to me, Miss Ayers?” She thinly smiled. “I’m too old and set in my ways, and I did not come here today to talk about my religious beliefs—” “Then why did you come here today?” I interrupted, wishing she would
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 get to the point so I could leave. I lifted my glass and took a long gulp of my drink, but my mouth still felt dry. “You look puzzled, honey. Let me try to explain. I just wanted to meet you. Look you over, so to speak. See what you’re made of, before you meet the family. I hear you’ve been helping my nephew with that house of his. That’s awful generous of you: to give up all your precocious free time for his indulgences. I guess it’s not every day a man like Richard finds a woman as devoted as you clearly seem to be. I used to be like you when I was younger, thought my first love would last forever, ah. “Yes, I used to be a dreamy-eyed romantic, but four husbands later— twice widowed and twice divorced—you get rather cynical about love and marriage.” She looked sad again for a moment, while she smoked her thin, brown cigarette, and I almost felt sorry for her. What an odd woman she was and such a queer conversation this was turning out to be. So, the Tate family wanted to check me out and interrogate me. I drew a long, deep breath and forbade myself to tremble or be intimidated. I would show them what I was made of! I would be like fire and water, unwavering, resilient, and tough as steel hidden beneath a pretty face! This odd woman was just plain mean, hateful, and jealous. It was hard to believe she was ever charming enough to have four husbands! I felt nothing but loathing and pity toward her. It felt like the leather booth in which we sat was closing in on me. I started to get up but she quickly waved me back down. “I see I’ve offended you, honey. You don’t like me, hmm? I don’t really care, you see. You’re just a distraction for my young, impulsive nephew, just another conquest. Do you think you’re the first young pretty girl to try and rise above the slums from which you came? Didn’t you used to live in a trailer park? Wasn’t your aunt put into a mental institution?” “I don’t see how that is any of your business! Now, if you would just get to the point so that I can leave, I would appreciate it!” I was practically shouting into her face, but she didn’t flinch. “Now, now honey—don’t get all flustered and red faced. What’s your hurry? Aren’t you the least bit curious as to why I asked you here today? And Richard’s spoken so often about you that I just wanted to meet you.” “So now you have. Thank you for the drink but I must be going—” “Wait!” she interjected and mysteriously smiled. “What is it about you Devour women that make the men in my family act like such idiots?” Her lips thinned in a red slash in her milky-white face.
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 Impatiently I stormed, “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I squirmed in my seat from her prolonged stare. “I suppose you wouldn’t. You’re not as intuitive as I first thought you were…Richard’s been very different the past few months and I suspect the change in him—is you, Miss Ayers.” I shrugged my shoulders indifferently. I strived to appear detached and cool like her. I tried to copy her mannerisms by sitting up straighter, crossing my legs and looked her squarely in the eyes. My mouth felt dry and my stomach was a tight ball of tension. After a long awkward moment, during which I fought for self-control, I demanded, “Can you just get to the point please, Mrs. Goldsmith—I don’t have all night!” “All right,” she said coolly, “I’m here to represent the family, honey. We don’t just let anyone into our tight-knit little group. Of course, we had to do a thorough background check on you and your family.” My heart was racing, for I had never told Richard about my family’s incestuous breeding or my family’s impoverished upbringing. I assumed he had heard the townspeople’s chronicles, but he had never asked me about it. I guess, I thought and had hoped that he didn’t ask because he just didn’t care about all that. Mrs. Goldsmith took another drag from her cigarette and tapped the ash into the tin ashtray. The restaurant was becoming crowded, and the bar area was full of businessmen in suits enjoying happy hour. An older handsome man standing at the bar lifted his drink in our direction and smiled. Mrs. Goldsmith snickered. “As I was saying, honey, we had to run a check on you…especially if Richard plans on marrying you.” Marrying me? We’ve only dated a few months and he had not yet mentioned marriage. Did she know something that I didn’t? Was this what all this secret meeting was all about? I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. Richard was going to ask me to marry him! As if reading my thoughts she laughed wickedly. “I did not say he was going to marry you—I said if he does. You Devour women will never give up, will you?” She sat up, her elbows propped on the table and her hands templed under her chin. “We can’t let just let any little nobody off the street into this family. All of the Tate family are true bluebloods dating back to queens and kings!” She held her smile. “Now, from what I was able to gather….” Mrs. Goldsmith sat up and lifted a vanilla folder that
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 was sitting beside her and slid it across the table to me. Her casual disdain was like a warning of what was to come. I sighed miserably. I had so wanted Richard’s family to like and accept me. I realized then that I would never be good enough for the Tate family or the heir to the Tate family fortune. She picked at invisible lint on the arm of her silk dress. With growing dread, I flipped open the folder in front of me. I hated that vixen sitting across from me. How dare she invade my private life or Richard’s! What gave her the right to try to intimidate me! I stared and stared as the contents of the folder spilled out all over the table. “We hired a private detective to take photographs and find out what he could about you and your family. Actually it was my father, Gordon Tate the third, who phoned me from the East Coast to do the check on you.” She smashed out her cigarette and quickly lit yet another. Smoke floated around her head like a false halo. I scanned the photographs taken of me, the house and of Richard. Most of them were recent pictures taken of me at the mansion while it was still under construction. In one of the photographs I was sunbathing by the pool clad in a skimpy bikini, reading a book. There were several other snapshots of Richard and me together; walking hand in hand through town, of the two of us at the mansion kissing, his arm around my shoulders. I quickly flipped through the rest of the stack and the typed pages of information pertaining to my family and me. It felt uncanny and surreal to be reading about my life, summed up on clean, white legal paper. I felt violated, exposed. Embarrassment heated my face and dampened my armpits. I knew this was exactly how she wanted to make me feel. I was outraged! We lived in the twentieth century for Pete’s sake! Oh, how her prejudiced remarks hurt. My eyes filled with tears of frustration and humiliation. I tried to blink back those tears that threatened to spill forth and show weakness. The dark leather booth we sat in seem to grow smaller. All around us people were eating, drinking, laughing, and smoking. The smoky room made me feel lightheaded and I fought the urge to get up and run. I did not want to hear whatever else this hideous woman had to say. Mrs. Goldsmith continued in that flat monotone; wearing that sweet smile which looked pasted on her pale face. “I have to admit, despite your underprivileged background, you’ve even managed to surprise me…and I consider myself a very good judge of character.” She took a drag from her cigarette, then glanced down at my file. “Your father’s family dates back to the Mayflower. Your ancestors were of pioneers and of Indian descent.
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 “After the civil war most of them relocated to the mid-west and became farmers and miners, who made a meager and pitiful existence.” She waved her cigarette at me; the long ash fell off onto the table. “But your mother’s family, the Devours, are quite a different story.” She leaned closer to me, lowering her silky voice full of undercurrents that threatened to drown me. She was about to tell me much that I longed to hear. All the while a multitude of questions popped into my head, and I knew they would have to wait until she’d had her say. I was on edge while she again puffed on her eternal cigarette. She collected her thoughts before she spoke again. “The Devours were a strange breed of fair beauty and intelligence. It was a lone woman who would make the long voyage across the ocean. The Devour family is originally from England and it was one of your ancestors who bought a ticket aboard a ship heading for America. She was trying to escape an arranged marriage to a wealthy cousin, and it seems some people will do anything to gain wealth and power; even marry their own…do you want to know what is terribly ironic about your family history? She came here penniless, married a shipping tycoon, and years later after that dishonorable business with your great, great, greatgrandmother, Charlotte, the Devour family became desolate once again! “So anyone with eyes can plainly see that you come from a family of lowclass, poverty-stricken degenerates. There is not a drop of blueblood in any of you! Did you honestly think that someone of your stature would somehow manage to get into this family again?” Her blue eyes were full of distaste and her upper lip pulled up to one side. She no sooner finished one cigarette, than quickly lighting another. What was she so nervous about? Was I unconsciously making her nervous as well? I hoped so! My dislike for this cad woman growing stronger every second that I forced myself to stay seated. She ordered another drink and laid down a crisp new fifty-dollar bill. Her thin brows furrowed together, as our eyes clashed in silent combat. And to my surprise, her eyes fled and I was the winner in this battle of wills. “I hate to admit this because the family has sent me to have this little chat with you; they want me to persuade you to leave Richard alone and find someone else…that I’m actually quite impressed with you, Miss Ayers. Besides being beautiful, you’re exceptionally bright, a bit of an intellectual, and very high-spirited for a girl in your situation.” “My situation?” I repeated, taken aback. Mrs. Goldsmith picked up the file that I had pushed aside and flipped it open. She produced a pair of small, square bifocals, which she perched on
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 the end of her nose. “It says here you were a straight-A student in school, always making honor roll, and editor of your school newspaper. You even managed to have an article published in the local paper on low-income housing for the homeless and the need for a better solution. You have a lot of heart, I’ll give you that, and a strong sense of integrity.” She slid a white envelope across the table toward me, her eyes never leaving my face. One eyebrow shot up quizzically when I made no attempt to open the envelope in front of me. She cleared her throat and removed her glasses. “I can tell by looking into those intelligent brown eyes of yours that you’re no fool. A bit naïve, perhaps, but no one’s fool.” She sat back, folded her arms across her chest, and her eyes narrowed in on my face. I glanced down at that envelope and wondered what it contained. Slowly with trembling fingers, I opened the white envelope. But before I could remove the contents, she said, “That check will see you through college and then some.” I gasped. My vision blurred as I stared and stared at that check. I caught her steady gaze. She was looking me over like I was a bad taste in her mouth; a bug that had to be squashed. I let the check slip through my fingers onto the tabletop. “Does Richard know about all this? This snooping around into my private life?” I hotly demanded. “No, of course not, honey…you can’t possibly hope to marry my nephew. He is the sole heir to a vast fortune! He needs to marry someone refined with good breeding and class; a Vanderbilt or a Kennedy—not some country bumpkin! You are from two different worlds, and it’ll never work. And Alexander, his father, will never allow it. Richard will be disinherited! My nephew will lose everything, including that beloved house his mother left him. Do you want that for him? He has a reputation to think about, not just as a man, but as a respected doctor in this community.” She was trying hard to wound me and hurt my fragile ego, but I would not give her the satisfaction of seeing me crumble. I was infuriated. I stood then and ripped up her check, letting the pieces float down all around her onto the table. My pride came back in full dress parade. I squared my shoulders, stiffened my spine and my heart, so full of anger, turned to quiet indifference. I surprised her and myself with the control in my voice, which made every word drip with sarcasm. “Thank you, again, Mrs. Goldsmith, for a
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 very entertaining performance.” I softly clapped my hands together, for emphasis. “I may be young, I may be naïve, and I may even be less fortunate than you, but I am proud of who I am and where I come from. And not you nor anyone else who comes along can make me feel ashamed or bad about that. You think just because you’re wealthy and arrogant, that it makes you better than me? Money, Mrs. Goldsmith, does not make you a better person….it’s one’s morals, beliefs, and values, and it’s what you stand for that makes you a better person. “All your life you’ve had everything you’ve ever wanted handed to you on a silver platter…you see, I know your type as well, madam.” I sneered and my eyes glowed with fire. She jerked back her head as though she’d been slapped; which gave me the courage to go on and speak the truth. “You’ve never had to work or earn an honest living for what you have, so you take everything for granted and do not appreciate what God has generously bestowed upon you. “You judge, ridicule and dislike anyone who doesn’t act like you do or think the same way as you do. How very ignorant you people are! HA! Let me tell you something, lady, I don’t need your family’s name or your family’s money…and oh, by the way, Richard warned me that his family might try to do something like this to break us up. “You say that you’ve been married four times?” I laughed, imitating the way she did; the way women of culture knew how to laugh. “What could you possibly know about love? For you it’s an occupation! If Richard and I want to defeat the odds and be together—who are you to tell me otherwise? Richard and I are in love and when you truly love someone, there are no problems too great that love cannot overcome. You townies are all the same, turning your noses up at us! “Well, I don’t care if Alexander Tate, or you, or the family disapprove and thinks I’m not good enough for Richard. Let him decide that! Let us face whatever obstacles or challenges, which may come our way—alone without your interference. I do not need or seek your approval, madam. So, go right ahead and state all your objections—for it won’t do you any good. I happen to love and care about your nephew and I’ll stand by him no matter what!” I was trembling with anger, glaring at her, and waiting on a hot bed of coals for her next snide remark. Mrs. Goldsmith stood up, looked deep into my eyes and to my utter amazement a genuine smile appeared. She threw down several large bills and then turned to me; that ironic smile was still on her lips.
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 Like a mother, she patted my shoulder. “Good for you, Sabrina. Good for you,” she said without a trace of sarcasm in her voice. That said, she spun on her heel and walked away, leaving me standing there staring after her.
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 Part Two I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. Romans 7:18
 
 Attic Mysteries
 
 I realized looking back that it was Richard’s intention all along to include me in the restoration process, therefore making me have a strong tie to his house and grow to love it as much as he did, and as much as his mother had, so that in time I would be more willing to move into his house, heart, and life. With all the construction completed and the landscaping done, it was only Mr. Neilson who stayed on to help me hire interior decorators. Richard wanted only the best, so he had Mr. Neilson pick out original art pieces, lavish new fixtures, tapestries, and expensive knick-knacks. And he even located real suits of armor for the upstairs rotunda! The winter months dragged on, and another Christmas passed without an engagement ring from Richard. But he did give me a sparkling diamond tennis bracelet instead, and I think Mother was more disappointed than me. While Mr. Neilson was absorbed with ordering wallpaper, draperies, Oriental rugs, and furniture, all that was left for me to do now was to hire a small staff: a head housekeeper, a butler, a cook, a gardener, and a few maids. I contacted a local agency that quickly sent over a stack of resumes and references for us to review. I sat hunched over the kitchen table going through the stack when Mr. Neilson appeared in the doorway. He smiled and took a seat. I had never seen him dressed so casually in an olive-green T-shirt, beige shorts, and white tennis shoes. “Any prospects yet?” he asked. I shook my head. “Oh, yes…there are so many qualified people. I’ll have to have Richard look over the ones I think best fit his needs.” “Wise decision, Mrs. Ayers.” “Please, call me Sabrina.” His smile widened. “It seems strange to be here without all the constant noise and chatter that usually surrounds this place.” “Yes it does, rather nice though. Don’t you think?”
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 I nodded in agreement and sat back with a sigh. I smoothed out my black crochet halter top, tugged at the hem of my long jean skirt, and crossed my legs clad in black boots. “I just wanted to say goodbye and it was a delight and an honor working with you, Sabrina. Someday you’ll make some man a fine wife.” “You’re not married, Mr. Neilson?” “Nope. Confirmed bachelor…though sometimes I regret not having children, but they probably won’t have turned out as nice as you.” I smiled. “Mr. Neilson, you’re too kind.” We both softly laughed. He stood up and put forth his hand. “I hope we meet again someday…I have a few more houses in the San Francisco area that I am overseeing. I could use a good assistant like you. It doesn’t pay much, but—” He paused, and something he saw on my face made him shake his head. “No, I guess not. Well, I suppose it’s time I got going.” We shook hands and he gave mine a quick tight squeeze. “Goodbye, Mr. Neilson. Thank you for all your help.” “The pleasure was all mine…are you staying here today? Alone?” “Yes,” I said and sat up to resume my search for hired help. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine, really.” He seemed reluctant to leave me. I walked him to the double front doors and watched him head over to his car. He opened his car door and then paused to gaze back at the house, then at me in the doorway. I waved and shut the heavy door, planning to return to the kitchen and the stack of resumes. Instead, something else pulled my interest in the other direction, and I headed over to the staircase. I felt almost like a sleepwalker who was hearing a whispering voice calling out to her. This was the first time I’d ever been completely alone in the mansion. But was I anxious or scared? You betcha! But my curious nature was getting the best of me, and I hurried up the stairs to that forbidden locked room. I listened, my ear to the door. I thought I could hear the sounds of shuffling feet. I hesitated, my heart pounding. I touched the doorknob and froze. Should I go in there? Was I invading Richard’s privacy? As I stood struggling with indecisiveness, I heard a thud. Once more, I pressed my ear to the door. Nothing. Only silence. “Is somebody in there?” I called through the closed door and waited breathlessly. Slowly, slowly I tried to turn the knob, but the door was, of course, locked.
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 In that same moment, I heard the sound of heavy footfalls on the stairs at the end of the hall. It was the stairwell that led to the attic. My head spun around and I gazed down the long corridor. It seemed I heard someone walking overhead. I turned back to the door, tried the doorknob, but it was still locked. I waited for footsteps. The wind whistling outside was the only sound to be heard. And then, when I should have listened to reason, I moved slowly toward the other end of the corridor. There, at the end of the hallway, was a small triangle-shaped window and, to the right, the steep and narrow stairwell that led to the attic. I paused at the first step and looked up. It seemed I could faintly hear the chandelier’s crystal teardrops jingling, tinkling, and whispering. Whispering things my heart and mind did not want to hear. I glanced up to the top of the stairwell; it looked dim and spooky up there. There was someone or something in this house, and I was determined to discover who or what it was. With legs, which felt made of lead and a racing heart, I ascended the steps into the attic. I counted thirteen steps in all as I ever so slowly made my way up. The attic door was partially ajar, and so I pushed it open. “Hello! Is anybody up here?” I said to the darkest corners of the enormous room. It was one large open space that looked as if it spanned across the entire length of the great house. Sunlight poured through the pale ivory curtains over the set of dormer windows along the sides of the room. At each end, there were large circular, art glass windows. A few pieces of furniture were draped over by white sheets that dust had turned dingy gray. The width of the large room seemed to echo with every step I took on the hardwood floor. It was so very stuffy and the unpleasant musty odor of dust and decay hung in the air which forced me to try to pry open a window. The window would not budge of course; it looked as if it was painted shut. Finally, I found a large screwdriver and wedged it underneath the window and it slid open. Clean air and a cold breeze flowed through the window into the hot room, clearing away the stale air. “Hello…is anyone up here?” I held my breath, glanced around the room, and waited. There were several sections where bulky square redbrick structures stretched from floor through the ceiling rafters that I assumed were part of the mansion’s chimneys. I glimpsed more dark wings that jutted this way and that. The ceiling peaked and arched with thick, wide rafters and square upright beams that supported the roof. Shimmering silver spider webs
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 garlanded the rafters and far corners of the immense room. Something small and black with many legs scurried across the floor in front of me, making me take a step back. I gasped and screwed up my face in repulsion. There were probably hundreds or even literally thousands of spiders in residence up here! Yuck! I moved to one of the dormer windows and parted the lace curtains with my hand. I peered out at the ground below, but I only glimpsed the slated reddish-brown rooftop, then my gaze drifted up. Wow! You could see the whole town from up here! I could almost make out my tiny house through the trees on the other side of town. I moved to another window to glance out. Most of the road, cars, and houses were obstructed by the treetops and the enclosing retaining wall. A gauzy fog drifted around the house and grounds. The overcast sky was peppered with dark gray clouds that were playing peeka-boo with the sun. I wondered if it were going to rain. I jumped then and spun around. I thought heard a woman’s laugh. Perhaps it was my overworked imagination; perhaps not? Some sixth sense warned me to get out! Run…run, run, fast! it said. But I did not heed its strong warning. Curiosity killed the cat, I thought…would it kill me too? I wandered around peeking under sheets, looking into the giant armoires full of moth-ridden garments, and gazing at the dozen or so framed photographs. These must be Richard’s ancestors, I thought. The people in most of the black and white photographs were dressed in dark, drab clothing, without smiles and cold, sad eyes and pale skin. The stillness of this enormous space was so deep and hollow I could hear my own pounding heart and quick breathing. However, mounting curiosity overcame my fear and apprehension and before long, I found myself enthusiastically exploring the vast room. I spent hours alone up there, opening all those big trunks with brass locks that I had to pry open with the screwdriver. I came across one trunk full of pink baby clothes. I noticed a monogram on some of the frilly dresses. The initials were: M.C.T. Some of the items looked fairly new with the price tags still on them. These clothes must have been bought for a baby girl…but whose? In several of the trunks, I found hundreds of old moth-ridden books. In still others, I found the strangest things and wondered why they had kept them; dress patterns, yards and yards of fabric, dozens of old hats, a rusty revolver and three shotguns and ammunition, old warped records and a whole trunk stuffed with hairpieces and wigs! It was in one of the old trunks that I found her diary. It was a leather-
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 bound book and the first page had a moldy flower pressed into it. On the inside of the cover were the words: property of Catherine Tate. I gasped! I was turning the pages before reason could tell me to do otherwise. Catherine Tate had a small scrawl, but it was easy to read. I made myself comfortable sitting on a dusty, purple velvet chaise lounge against one of the walls and began to read her diary. I don’t know how long I was up there but it grew dark by the time I had finished. July 2, 1967 Dear diary, I met a man yesterday. I fear that Papa does not like him even though he tells me that they do business together. The man who was supposed to come, couldn’t so he sent his attractive son instead and I’m glad he did! I am sixteen now and last night was my coming out ball and I was introduced to all of South Carolina’s high society. I wore a very grownup, formal dress of dusty pink with my long red hair pinned up, and Papa said I looked beautiful! At dinner, I stared and stared at the handsome, blond gentlemen seated across from me. His name is Alexander Luke Tate and he has the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen. He told me I was prettier than a rose in my new dress. I had such a good time and danced most of the evening with Alexander Tate, but Papa wore a scowl on his face all evening. September 20th Dear diary, After only two months of courting, Alexander has asked me to marry him! I was so excited, I told him to go ask Papa for my hand, right away, but Papa said no! He told me that Alexander was too old for me. But Alexander is only five years older than me, I argued. I cried and cried that night. I hate my extremely mean Papa. Papa informed me the next day that I couldn’t see Alexander anymore and he broke off all his business transactions pertaining to Alexander Tate and his father. What I am I going to do? I’m heartbroken and miserable.
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 October 13th Dear diary, I have married Alexander Tate, against my father’s wishes. We ran off in the middle of the night and eloped! I know what will happen tonight…for this is to be my wedding night, but I’m scared to death Alexander will hurt me. I don’t have much experience with men. My bridegroom is waiting for me to come out of the bathroom. I’ve locked myself in here to take a bath and now he’s pounding on the door complaining that I’m taking too long. I love him so much and want to be a good wife but do I have to do…it? We rented this hotel room for only one night and tomorrow we face Papa. Oh, please stop pounding on the door Alexander! I have to go now, I’ll write again soon. October 14th Dear diary, Papa is furious and threw us out of the house. He said he no longer has a daughter. Alexander has tried to console me but my heart is broken. I miss Papa so much…Alexander told me that Papa will forgive me in time and that we should go on with our plans for the future and not dwell on the past. Despite Papa’s anger, I am genuinely happy and so much in love with my new husband. He is the kindest, gentlest man I have ever known. He told me he has a surprise waiting for me when we arrive in California. First we are going to Los Angeles to see a business associate of Alexander’s and have a honeymoon there at a bed-andbreakfast on the beach. Then it is off to Centerville, Alexander’s hometown, to see our new home. I’ll write soon, diary, the plane is boarding now… She only made one other entry before she was introduced to her new home. All through this account of Catherine Tate’s life with Alexander, she sounded optimistic and happy. Then he moved her to Centerville and bought her the mansion as a wedding present. She loved the house and devoted all her time and energy into it…just like I was doing now.
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 She delighted in writing her new name over and over again: Mrs. Catherine Tate, Mrs. Alexander Luke Tate, and Mrs. Alex Tate. January, 1st Dear diary, I have started off the new year with Alexander introducing me to what the townspeople now refer to as the Tate mansion. The house is enormous and impressive. A cold chill touched my heart when I stepped inside, but I did not dare speak of this foreboding feeling to Alexander who is so excited about our new home, that I don’t want to spoil it. The townspeople are a strange lot. They are not particularly friendly to newcomers or to outsiders. They stare at me and whisper when I pass them on the street. Such odd behavior, but because I am married to the wealthiest man in town they all try to be overly nice, but I can tell it is all false…I do not care what they think of me. I have my handsome husband who adores me, and a beautiful grand house to live in. I have never been this happy in my whole life! What else could a young lady ask for? And then, she changed…she wrote about constant loneliness, depression, and drifting around the mansion admiring her own good taste and all her fancy furnishings. She didn’t know how to fill up her long empty days. The servants were her only company. She had no family, no friends, and an absent husband who turned a deaf ear to her complaints of boredom and seclusion. Many long business trips kept him from home and he told her repeatedly that she’d only be bored and alone stuck in a hotel room, when it was better to have her at home to run their household affairs. But he didn’t understand that she wanted to be with him, and anywhere he was, was home to her. So, that was when she began building onto the house; adding new wings and new rooms. December 15th Dear diary, One lonely year has passed and I have neglected to put my thoughts and feelings down on paper. Oh, where do I begin? I love the house even with its strange noises, dark
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 shadows, and whispers in every corner. One of the servants tried to tell me that the house was haunted, but I do not believe such poppycock. Yet…since we have moved into this strange house, Alexander has slowly begun to change. Sometimes he is a stranger to me, acting like someone I do not even know or would care to know. The solitude and quiet isolation is starting to unnerve me…how does a young wife keep her workaholic husband at home? I’m so awfully lonely and depressed. Even with Christmas just around the corner, I am still feeling glum. The house loudly creaks, groans, and moans as if it, too, were having bad dreams at night. The construction continues on the house, and yesterday a workman was reported missing. Though we searched high and low, from top to bottom, there was no trace of him to be found. It was all very disturbing and strange, to say the least. Loneliness and isolation are the cruelest chapters in my life now, sending my heart into deep hibernation. The howling winds and the billowy fog are both romantic and eerie keeping the house and grounds shrouded in misty shadows. It’s the shadows that unnerve me the most, for the house seems dark even during the daylight hours. Alexander’s aunties that live close by are my only company, but they are all in their sixties, and there is no one near my own age. They have me over to play bridge, but I find the game pointless and dull. The only one I like is Alexander’s sister, Gloria, who is recently widowed, and not much company. Who wants to spend all day playing cards and gossiping about this monotonous little town? Not me…so today I went for a long walk and ended up downtown. I met a woman at a coffee shop and she was very nice to me. Her name is Trisha and she is close to my own age. Maybe I’ve found a friend at last! I admire her self-confident poise and her gregarious personality. I wish I were more like her. We talked for hours and hours with me doing most of the talking. She is married too, but not happy either. Trisha was very kind and tried to give me some good advice on how to fix my
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 crumbling marriage before I lose Alexander forever. And diary, I still love him so much it hurts! My mouth dropped open. Could Catherine Tate be referring to my own mother or someone else with the same name? Another year had passed in her secluded existence. My eyes flew over the next few pages, absorbing it all. March 28th Dear diary, I want and need a baby to fill up my empty days and lonely nights and give me someone I can nurture and love. Alexander insists that he needs a son. I think Alex just wants offspring to carry on his family name. Though I have tried to get pregnant for almost a year now, still there is no baby! I have suffered through several miscarriages…all dead baby girls. I had the workmen build me a small gravesite in the backyard with a small white picket fence around it. I have given my dead daughters, my little angels, all names and buried them in the miniature cemetery. Alexander thinks this is a morbid thing to do, but it gives me peace. The house has taken my precious babies, but Alexander doesn’t understand this either. To make matters worse, Alexander’s father keeps asking me where his grandchildren are. I never know what to say! I want a child so badly. I cried all night and Alexander just ignored me. When I woke up, he was already gone. I telephoned Trisha with this heavy burden in my heart, but she was not very sympathetic. She cautioned me that maybe I should wait and give it more time or just move back to South Carolina to my family, if I’m so unhappy. But how can I go home when Papa refuses to answer any of my letters and returns them postmarked return to sender? What can I do? I went to the aunties seeking comfort for my broken marriage, but they are not much help and act as though my problems are better solved in private and best kept between husband and wife. So, do I keep putting myself through this daily torture? Or risk losing Alexander because I cannot conceive an heir or be alone and childless? What choice do
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 I really have? January 20th Dear diary, Wonderful news! I am pregnant again, confirmed this morning by young Doctor Nickels. I am so excited and jubilant! A living baby! I constantly feel my expanding belly. There is finally a baby growing inside me. I am over five months pregnant and just starting to show. This baby will be my whole world and reason for living. I pray that when I tell Alexander about the baby our life together will change and we’ll be a real family at last. When I told Trisha about the pregnancy, she told me to get rid of it! I couldn’t believe my own ears! Afterward she told me to just leave Alexander and to make a new life somewhere else…that he must not really love me. She said if she were I and that lonely of a young bride that she’d find a lover in town. I know that she just doesn’t want to see me get hurt but I just can’t leave him! And now this secluded, lonely house will be filled with the laughter of children and joy and love. The ghosts of the past will haunt me no more! I will ignore the shriek of the wind and the lull of the crystal prisms calling my name… August 12th Dear diary, I have finally told Alexander, praying for hours on end for his reaction to be a happy one. After all this time, God has chosen to hear my earnest prayers, but Alexander seemed sad and distant. When did this happen? he asked shocked. I told him that I decided to keep this pregnancy a secret until I was sure that I would not lose this baby too and I was further along. Then he told me the staggering truth…another woman with whom he had had been having an affair with is also pregnant with his child. He told me that this other woman was his childhood sweetheart and though he had tried to forget her, he can’t. He said he was planning to
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 divorce me, but how can he now? I’d be penniless with nowhere to go and no family to turn to. I don’t know how to handle this! I called Alexander’s father who was overjoyed by the news, and when Alex got off the phone with him he seemed calmer and more rational but still despondent. In spite of everything, I still desperately love my husband and the sweet side of him that I know is still there. When I told Trisha what had happened, she told me coldly to flat out just leave him. Why does she keep saying that? I don’t want to end my marriage, and I just keep hoping and praying that God will change his mind once he lays eyes on our baby. And please, God, if you’re listening: this time give me a son. A look-alike son. To cheer myself up I am having a nursery and playroom added to the eastern wing of the house near my suite of rooms. It’s strange, now I can not fall asleep without the constant sounds of sawing and hammering to lull me into dreams… I skimmed over the other entries filled with her descriptions of Alexander’s quick temper, coldness, and hurdling insults. It seemed as though once they had moved into the mansion, he slowly began to change…just like Richard was changing now. He told her repeatedly that she was fat, ugly, and undesirable now. Remarks and demeaning comments that shred the heart and bruise the soul. As I read on, I became aware that she grew quieter and more withdrawn as time went by. She endured all his mental abuse that somehow was more damaging than if he had physically beaten her. And she never once put the blame on him! She foolishly believed it was all her fault because of the toll it took on both of them during the long years, which it took her to conceive. Oh, how some men could twist and distort the truth to hide from their own guilt and shameful behavior toward the women that they are supposed to honor and cherish. I felt genuine resentment toward Alexander Tate, although we’d never met. Yet, I felt sympathy for her and not once did she mention in her diary she was even considering to leave that insensitive brute! She poured all her time and energy into the renovations of the mansion constantly remodeling more and more of the rooms.
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 February 6th Dear diary, My child is born at 3:13 this morning! God has blessed me with a healthy baby boy. A look-a-like son at last! Trisha said she could not come to the maternity ward to visit me, but she said she’d see the baby and me soon. I am disappointed, but she has been very ill for months. I am positive once Alex sees him, he will have a change of heart. The aunts and uncles have come to the hospital and attempted to contact Alexander, but he is again away on business. They found out he’s in the South of France and cannot be reached by phone. He returns on Friday. I know he’ll welcome his newborn son and wife with open arms! February 13th Dear diary, It is Friday the thirteenth and such a bad day for such good news…Alexander has arrived home late this afternoon, and when he looked at our infant son sleeping in his crib, not a word did he utter. He gazed down at his perfect little cherub face with annoyance then he turned to me and he cast upon me a long disapproving look, informing me that I would never regain the figure he once thought desirable. My heart shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. Then he stormed out of the house and I have no idea if he is going to come back. I called Trisha at once and poured out my heart to her, but she sounded disgusted with my pathetic plight and told me I was just being weak. She said to stay in a marriage with a man that clearly did not love me or our child was stupid and foolish. Trisha advised me to gather up what wealth I had acquired and go home…but how can I, if I still love him despite everything? She laughed at me and called me a fool and maybe she’s right. But how can you stop your heart from loving?
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 The undeniable and dreadful facts hammered away at me. Could the woman she kept referring to as Trisha possibly be my own mother? If so, then Mother did know Catherine Tate! This woman named Trisha was constantly giving this poor woman bad advice. She had befriended her but why lie about it? All her advice was ill given and destructive…was she trying to get Catherine to leave her husband? But why? And Mother had continuously lied and said she did not know Catherine Tate…why? What was she hiding? I had to be sure Catherine was referring to my mother before I could confront her. Curiosity made me read on: February 6th Dear diary, My son is one year old today. I have named him Richard after my father’s middle name and Alan after Alexander’s father’s middle name. I thought that might have pleased him but he showed no emotion when I told him. He just refers to him as “boy.” Richard Alan Tate, I love the name. The staff adores him. They say they’ve never seen a more beautiful baby than my Ritchie. Mrs. Bylock, our head housekeeper, has taken to him like a grandmother to her first-born grandchild. He is such a cranky baby at times, but the staff enjoys taking turns doing silly things to make him smile, but it is a weak smile at best, as if he knows and feels my anguish too. Ritchie fills my lonely days and nights, giving my life new meaning and purpose now. I will plant rosebushes on either side of the front entrance today to celebrate the birth of my first child! Alex has taken to sleeping in another wing of the house whenever he is at home. My bed feels so big and empty without him beside me. Alex won’t touch me now, and though I long to go to him, I am afraid of rejection. We no longer speak to each other unless the servants are around to keep up the impression that we are a happy family. I suspect that there is still another woman. He tries to be discreet, but sometimes he stays out all night and comes home in the morning still wearing the same clothes…once, I found red lipstick on his shirt collar and another time he smelled like ladies French perfume. When I tried to phone Trisha, all I
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 got was a recording telling me that the number had been disconnected. Strange…where had she gone and why doesn’t she call? September 28th Dear diary, Alexander’s father, Richard’s grandfather has paid us a visit to finally see his grandson and heir. Gordon Alan Tate the third is a strange, intimidating man like my husband. I am not very fond of him, but he is still family, and has come all the way from New York City to see us. Ritchie has inherited his grandfather’s long legs and will no doubt have his robust frame. I can tell that he will grow up to be just as tall as his father and grandfather. I suppose eventually Ritchie will lose his blond baby hair. The aunties say it will fall out and grow in darker but I hope it doesn’t. His hair color is a darker blond than Alex’s. I think his extraordinary dark eyes and light hair color will make him into an exotic looking man. Though I wish I saw a bit of myself in him… I read on and on as another year then two passed in her life with Alexander’s cold indifference making her feel hollow inside. They rarely made love anymore and she suspected he had a mistress in town whom had borne him a child, but she never once demanded that he leave her. I wondered if Richard had a half-sibling out there somewhere that he didn’t know about or maybe he did. Could the child possibly still be living with its mother somewhere in town? I wondered how I could approach Richard with this information without putting him into one of his silent, dark moods? As I read her diary with her heart poured out onto the pages, I realized that the silent war going on between her and Alexander was putting a giant wedge between them and destroying their marriage. I thought of my own parents’ unspoken conflict, which was doing the exact same thing to their marriage. My heart went out to this woman who had been through so much verbal abuse. Catherine no longer wrote about the woman named Trisha who had befriended her. She only wrote about her beloved son and the adverse effect his father was having on both of them. I decided to skip to the final pages of
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 the book to read her last few entries, made when Richard was only ten years old. Out of nowhere, something small and black whizzed past my head and ruffled my hair. Alarmed, I jumped up and frantically searched the rafters above. Swoosh! It swooped and dived at me for a second time. Quickly, I dodged and spun around to see where it had gone. Bats! I shuddered. The very thought of bats made my skin crawl! I moved nearer one of the windows and opened it wide. Just as I had hoped, several small black bats took flight straight out the window into the great beyond. I sat there staring off into space…had Catherine silently willed me up here from the grave to find her diary and unlock the mysteries of the mansion? All these strange occurrences might be explainable but then again maybe not…could there be a presence in the house or was it just my imagination? I tried to recall all the peculiar incidents over the last few months. Maybe Daddy was right and there was a clear and simple explanation for everything. Because…because the alternative was too frightening to even consider! Could a haunted house and an eerie apparition whispering my name really be trying to harm me? Craziness! They were no such things as houses that could read our minds or cause us harm…no such things as the pale specter from the sunken grave…right? I shivered and felt a cold draft sweep through the room and past me. It was almost as if the house were aware! As if it were feeding off my emotions: my fears, suspicions, worries, and doubts. Pure hogwash! That’s what Grandma Rhoda would say. I shook off all these dark thoughts that were traveling at the speed of a freight train into the deepest corners of my mind and were lingering there. Relieved by the departure of the bats, I made myself comfortable once again on the velvet chaise lounge and picked up the soft leather-bound book. August 17th Dear diary, I look into my son’s sweet face, into his dark eyes and my heart bleeds. It is the look on his face that makes me do what I feel compelled to do to make things right. The house whispers to me and the dark shadows haunt me, telling me that it is time to go. Every time Ritchie’s face crumbles as his own father, his own flesh and blood, ignores him and lashes out at me, I want to scream out in outrage. But I am
 
 263
 
 SHERRY A. MAURO
 
 afraid that once I start screaming, I’ll never be able to stop. My son’s dark, mute pleading eyes look up into his father’s cold face with a heartfelt yearning that breaks my heart. Seeing Ritchie’s hurt and rejection mirrored on my own face kills me a little more with each passing day. Why can’t Alex see what I see? An adorable little boy who desperately needs a father’s love! When I finally spoke with my friend Trisha she told me that I had no life at all…why go on living this way? And I’m afraid she’s right. It has been ten long years and I no longer love Alex. I feel nothing for him now, except for pity. All those years of mental torture have taken their toll on me. I despise and loathe him! That other woman can have him! He has ruined what could have been the best years of our lives together! I should have listened to my father’s dire predictions long ago…but my father is dead now. Papa saw into Alexander’s black heart and what evil lay there. Alex’s own selfishness, womanizing, and domineering ways have wrecked what we could have had together. He is a self-centered, cruel man without a heart and I want to hurt him. Hurt him the way he has hurt me all these long years. I know he still loves me but it does not matter anymore. For all the hurt he’s caused our son I want him to pay and pay dearly! I want that other woman to pay, too! I would like to humiliate her the same way she has humiliated my family and me all these long years. I wish harm to fall upon her offspring, my husband’s bastard child. I vow that some day, some how I will seek vengeance against that woman that has come between my husband and me! September 26th Dear Diary I don’t know why it hasn’t taken me so long to realize what must be done. I have poured out my heart onto these pages and as I reread some of them it seems painfully clear what the house wants of me… So, I have decided to end my life and seek the revenge
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 that is my due to give my son a stronger spirit. It is what the house wants and I can hear its mournful wail every time the wind blows and stirs the crystal prisms that jingle and jangle throughout this remote lonely house. I fear that I’m finally going mad…I constantly hear voices that whisper my name like a soft caress. To drown out the voices in my head, the boisterous construction on the mansion must carry on day and night! So now I say, farewell, my son, my own sweet love. Forgive me for being weak, but I can no longer live this way, this lie and in this strange, eerie house. I can no longer look into your dark brown eyes and see the heartache that your father has caused you. My heart has turned to stone. I feel cold and hollow inside. How can I be a mother if I feel nothing? Farewell, Alex, for now you and you alone must raise our son. You will have to give up that woman you say you still love…you’ll have no choice but to after I’m gone… I felt hot tears on my cheeks that I hadn’t felt fall from my eyes. I sighed and thought I heard the whole house sigh too. Maybe this diary was a way to give me insight into Richard’s heart and mind. I now understood his mood swings and coldness. His fear of really getting close to anyone or letting anyone into his heart was dangerous for him, because he was so afraid of being hurt again. I now understood how people could live on. Their ghosts resided in the places they’d been, and in the people whose lives they had touched. The ghosts of our past haunted us through our dreams and lived on in our hearts and memories. Somehow, I thought that Catherine Tate’s ghost still lived on in this house seeking either revenge or still seeking love. Perhaps it was only a house and nothing more…perhaps. When I sat up and glanced out the set of dormer windows, I saw that twilight had taken over the sky, turning it pink, blue, and orange. Twilight, the signaling of the end of a day. Silent tears steadily rolled down my cheeks and fell upon the pages of her diary smearing her small neat handwriting. I cried for her and her son. I cried for the abuse she had endured and her weakness. I cried for Richard’s loss of a doting parent. Poor, poor Catherine, as the day faded into night, I cried for you.
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 I ate dinner the next evening with Mother and Daddy. We were all a bit on the quiet side, as all of us seemed lost in our own deep, troubled thoughts. “What?” Mother asked, her hazel eyes grew dark as she focused them on me with suspicion. “It’s nothing.” “Then why in heaven’s name do you keep glancing over at me with those suspicious brown eyes?” she asked, taking a bite of her meatloaf. I suddenly became aware that she had had her hair cut and it fell in soft, blonde waves across her forehead. She was wearing a simple coral-colored blouse, taupe cotton shorts and her makeup looked perfect and fresh. “I wasn’t!” “Yes, you were! You keep giving me that funny look. What have I done now?” “Trisha,” Daddy interjected. “Sabrina’s not looking at you in any certain way…can we just enjoy a meal together without squabbling for a change?” He sighed and stared down at his half-eaten plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes. He was still dressed in his blue work shirt and dark slacks. His brown hair was neatly combed to one side and there was a dark stubble on his face. I had not realized that I had been staring at her, but Catherine Tate’s diary still refused to go away from the dark corners of my suspicious mind. The same question was burning into my heart and mind and on the tip of my tongue to spit out: Mother, did you know Catherine Tate? But this wasn’t the time or place…I had to bide my time and find the perfect moment to confront her. So, I decided I had better change the subject, fast. “I was going to keep this a surprise, but I know how much Mother despises any type of surprises.” Her hazel eyes turned a darker green as they eyed me warily. I cleared my throat and continued on, “Now that the Tate Mansion is completely renovated and refurbished…Richard and I would like to throw
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 you and Daddy an anniversary party.” I waited for their reactions to my big announcement. Daddy looked pleasantly surprised; however, Mother beamed and clapped her hands together. “Really? Well, that is very generous of the both of you. Oh, I will have to get the invitations out this week! Oh my, there is so much to do. I will have to make a list of things that need to be done and people to invite.” She stood up so quickly she nearly knocked over her chair. Daddy and I exchanged an amused smile as we both watched her excuse herself and head into the other room. She would probably be on the phone for the rest of the night. “Whose idea was this? Yours or Richard’s?” Daddy asked. “Well, in truth it was Richard’s idea. He had planned on having a grand inaugural when he reopened the house and when I mentioned your wedding anniversary, I guess he decided to combine the two.” “He’s not trying to win me over, is he?” Daddy asked with a soft chuckle and a twinkle in his eye. “Maybe…probably…who knows? I still don’t understand the inner workings of the male mind,” I said, rolling my eyes. Daddy laughed. “Nor are we as men supposed to understand you females…tell him that the party is a nice idea, but we will have to think about it.” Suddenly Mother reappeared. “Think about what?” she demanded, challenging him with her eyes and her hands on her hips. She must have been listening through the open kitchen doorway. “About the party, of course. We can’t possibly afford a big lavish party, Trisha.” He pushed his plate aside as if he had suddenly lost his appetite. Mother lowered and batted her eyes flirtatiously. Her smooth honey-coated voice echoed her own longings. “Now, sweetheart. I’ve always wanted a big, fancy party and it won’t cost much…please?” “I don’t know…” Daddy was falling under her spell and was faltering in his indecision. I thought, I was truly watching a master at work. Mother lowered her thick, black lashes and a light smoldered in her gold-flecked eyes. She could have been a snake charmer, she was so good at manipulating men. Mother turned those lovely eyes on me and raised her thin eyebrows. “Well?” “Well…Richard has offered to pay for everything.” “See? We don’t have to pay for a thing, Jack!” she said, as if the matter 267
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 were already settled. “Will Alexander Tate be there?” Daddy asked softly. I saw Mother freeze and her eyes grow wide with alarm. “I…I don’t think so. Why?” “Just wondered, that’s all…we were good friends in high school, but we had a bit of a falling out over something.” He cleared his throat. “But maybe some things are better off as they are. Now if you ladies will excuse me, I think I’ll retire for the evening and let the two of you sort out all the details for our upcoming party.” He got up from the table, threw a glance at Mother and a quick nod of consent. I watched his back as he left the room almost dragging his feet. Mother loudly clapped her hands together again, wearing a smile that was eager and alive with excitement and delight. “Oh, a party! I love parties and I’m sure most of the socialites will be attending, right?” “I guess so. Would you like me to ask Richard to invite those people.” Almost too nonchalantly, I thought she said, “It’s his house, of course, he can invite whomever he wants…well is Alexander planning on attending?” “I doubt it. Richard and his father barely speak to each other.” I shrugged my shoulders. She sat down again with a big pad of scratch paper and we hammered out the details together. I had to smile to myself, watching Mother so animated. Mother had very distinct ideas for the type of food and refreshments she wanted to be served. She wanted lots of decorations and ornaments and a small orchestra to provide the music. I grew exhausted by her rambling on and tried to stifle a yawn. “Go to bed. You can give Richard my instructions on the party tomorrow.” It had been so long since I had seen her this happy. “Are you coming?” I asked. “No. Not yet, want to jot down a few more ideas I have before I go to bed.” I stood up and leaned down to dutifully kiss her cheek. “What is it now?” she asked, when I still stood by her chair. “I love you, Mother.” Her smile deepened. “Go to bed; otherwise, you’ll wake up with bags under your eyes.” I did as she instructed and I think I was asleep before my head even hit the pillow. The following morning bad dreams woke me up, leaving me with a
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 dreadful feeling that I could not shake off. I found Mother still at the kitchen table, pouring over recipe books, scribbling down her ideas on the paper in front of her, and drinking a steaming cup of coffee. “There’s fresh brewed coffee if you want some,” she said without looking up. “Mother, have you been up all night?” She looked up and smiled. “Yep. I was too excited to sleep and I wanted to work on my party list and a few other things. I just washed my face, put on my sweats, and sat here brainstorming all night.” She went back to writing on the legal pad. “This is my chance to show those townies that we Devours are not easily broken! I’m going to wear the sexiest, most extravagant dress I can find!” She said all this without looking up. I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table. I watched her with envy and wonder. Mother was only thirty-six years old with an amazing hold on the fountain of youth. People often thought she was years younger than she really was. She always basked in the compliments that came her way. Even Richard had commented on how beautiful my mother was and it made me feel a tinge of jealousy towards her. Alone with her in the sunny, yellow and white colored kitchen, I closely studied her face. Without makeup to hide her crow’s feet and slight wrinkles around her mouth she looked more her age. She had never gained any extra weight, always somehow managing to stay slim and trim without exercise. “I was thinking about moving in with Richard,” I blurted, scarcely aware of my own husky voice. She glanced up, stopped writing, and put the pencil in her hand down. “Tell me, are you truly in love?” “I think so…yes, I am. I’ve never felt like this way before about anyone. He treats me like a woman and not like a silly teenager with a crush. I don’t know exactly when it happened…when I realized I was first in love with him; I just woke up one day and my heart ached beneath my breast at the mere thought of him. What made you and Daddy change your mind about Richard?” “The fact that he’s a good catch. He’s wealthy, charming, admired and educated. And just think, you’ll be a doctor’s wife! One of the most highly admired and respected positions in town.” She followed it with an efficient little laugh. “He hasn’t asked me to marry him…yet.” She ignored my comment and asked, “I meant to ask you, what did
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 Richard’s aunt want?” I tried to keep my expression blank. “Nothing much…she was trying to track down Richard.” I purposely shifted my eyes from hers, lest she look into them and see that I was lying. She looked thoughtful for a moment. “So, the Tate family knows that the two of you are dating, I take it?” She caught my eyes and held them. “Yes…I don’t think they know that we might be living together, though.” She took a sip of her coffee, looking at me over the rim of the mug. “So you’ve decided then?” she asked, casually. “I guess, I suppose…I don’t know!” She looked around her and then turned her face to me. “Why stay here when you can live like a grand duchess?” She laughed again and stood up to stretch her limbs. “I’m gonna jump in the shower then hit the sack. When do you start your spring classes?” “I told you next month, but I am only taking three courses…so that I can find a part-time job.” “That’s nice,” she said with a loud yawn and drifted out of the room. Moments afterward I heard the water running in the bathroom. Hours later there was a soft knock on my bedroom door. Mother poked her head in. “Can I come in?” “Sure,” I said, tossing aside the book I had been reading. I wondered what she wanted now. Mother opened the door and glided into my room. “Reading again? Huh, how boring—when we have a party to plan.” She softly laughed, smiled at me, and sat down next to me on my bed. “Mother, how come you didn’t seem surprised that I wanted to move in with Richard?” She turned her head to look directly into my eyes. “Look, he’s your first love and a first love can be a very powerful force. And this is our chance to rise above the slums from which we’ve come! Money, my dear, is the key to happiness, and Richard is the road you must travel to get there.” “Huh? What does that mean?” I asked and gave her a quizzical look. “It means, silly girl, that if you manage to marry into the Tate family we will all benefit…you do want that for your family, don’t you?” She paused for a dramatic affect. “You have to get him to marry you! Or have I been wasting my time and my wisdom on you? It is easy to make a man fall in love with you, especially if you have brains and a pretty face, both of which you possess…I will help you pack. You can move into the mansion right after my
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 big party, all right?” Her voice rose an octave. “I don’t know…I’m nervous about…well, you know.” “Why? It’s no big deal…I lost my virginity when I was sixteen.” “You did? But if I move in with him without being married first, Daddy will be so disappointed in me, and what about my education?” I sighed with exasperation. “I’m so confused and I don’t think I should move in with him just yet…” She crossed her legs one over the other and leaned back on one hand while the other rested on her lap. She looked so fresh, beautiful, sexy, and earthy, dressed in a casual burgundy boat-neck top, khaki pants, and rubber thongs. She heavily sighed growing impatient with me. She slightly tilted her head and shadows darkened the hazel of her eyes into a deep green. “Geez, Sabrina, grow up! Do you think men like Richard Tate are easy to find?” Her eyes watching me, trying to read my body signals. “You’re a fool if you don’t move fast and hold onto him. But maybe you’re still too young to understand…maybe when you’re a few years older and have experienced a love so deeply felt and intense you’ll be willing to sacrifice everything and everyone just to hold on to it! I’m talking about a love that will linger in your heart forever.” Her eyes skipped away from mine and rested on her reflection in the vanity table mirror. “Wow, Mother! Talk about a romantic notion! You’ve always been a bit cynical about love, but how can you stop your heart from loving? Have you ever loved like that?” I asked expecting a vague answer from her. “Yes, I have, and it almost ruined my life….” Her voice died away as she got to her feet. When I tried to question her another time, she refused to elaborate further leaving me with the growing suspicion that she wasn’t talking about my father. She immediately changed the subject back to me. “As I was saying before, I realize you’ve just turned nineteen, but I was your age when I married your father. You’re very mature for your age…too trusting, but very mature. That’s probably one of the traits that Richard likes best about you, Sabrina. I just hope you won’t let me down…the Devour family name can and will be respected again! Go to him, tell him you are ready and then just don’t ever look back. Do we understand each other?” she asked, her hazel eyes narrowing. “Yes and no…well, I think so. But I don’t think I’m ready for sex and all those adult emotions that come with it. Why are you pushing this? You are
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 beginning to sound a lot like Richard. Couldn’t I just live there with him and not share the same bed?” She laughed out loud, tossing her golden head back. “Of course not, he will expect you to share his bed.” Her eyes narrowed on my face again. “I really believe that Richard is wholeheartedly in love with you, though he doesn’t know it yet. Has he mentioned marriage at all?” “Well, kind of. He tells me that he never wants to be without me. We haven’t been dating that long and he’s knows that I want to go to college before I settle down…we’re both still very young, don’t you think it’s kind of soon for him to be thinking about marriage?” “Who knows? But, I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you…so when have you decided to make the big move into the mansion?” Was that sarcasm or jealously I detected in her voice? “I’m not sure yet…what do you think Daddy is going to say? Do you think he’ll become disillusioned with me?” I absently touched my cross necklace dangling around my throat. “Leave it to me to soften the blow…and don’t worry your pretty head about it. I think you should move in with him as soon as possible. What have you got to lose? And maybe it will finally show this town that we’re just as good as the rest of them! But maybe it would be a good idea if you didn’t mention this to your father again until after the party…all right?” “Okay, Mother.” She left then and I decided to throw on a pair of faded jeans, a black chemise top, my black boots, and take a drive over to the mansion. My mind was still spinning from the heavy burden that was now placed upon my shoulders…could I sacrifice my own morals for my parents’ sake? Was money all that Mother cared about? I didn’t like all this pressure she was placing on me. It was a gray overcast day and the dark clouds that threatened rain kept the sun partially hidden. When I arrived, the house was strangely still as if awaiting my return. I unlocked the door, went inside, and crossed the foyer as the sun burst through the clouds and instantly brightened the perpetually dim house. The abundance of stained glass windows shed luminous displays of dazzling colorful patterns onto the walls and floor. I was planning on going back into the attic to retrieve Catherine Tate’s diary and give it to Richard to read…perhaps it would ease the pain in his heart and grant him some understanding into the hearts of his parents…but would he end up hating his father even more, or worse, hate me for showing
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 him the diary and revealing what a monster his father really was. Would I destroy any chance they might have at mending their relationship? I sighed and stood at the bottom of the attic stairwell floundering in my indecision and weighing the consequences. I turned back around and decided the diary could wait. I would go back downstairs and finish looking through that stack of resumes. I made my way slowly back down the hallway, wandering around and peering into some of the rooms. I whirled about, startled by the sound of a woman quietly sobbing, but when I checked all the rooms in that wing, I found no one there. Some imperceptible force willed me toward the nursery, and I paused in the doorway looking around and wondered if the baby items I had discovered in the attic were for a baby that had once graced this charming room. Unexpectedly, all the windows burst open, immediately startling me as a violent gust of wind whipped through the room. The long sheer curtains blew wildly about. I felt immobilized, my heart thudding in my chest, and I forced myself to take a step into the room. The curtains lashing my face temporarily blinded me and I frantically tried to close each window. When I had the last window closed, the room seemed to resettle with a uncanny peaceful calm. “Sa…brin…aaa.” I glanced back into the room that I had just ventured out of and I pulled my breath in. Oh, my goodness! I froze, my heart thumping under my heaving bosom as I stared at the closet door, which was slightly ajar, and I saw someone standing there watching me. They stood very still, but I could hear their breathing. I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, as cold stark fear gripped my heart. I saw them retreat a step into the dimness. I took a step closer, with a scream strangled in my throat. There is nothing to be afraid of! I repeatedly told myself, and I wanted to believe it so badly. I thought I heard the sound of a sliding door, followed by footsteps down the hall, and I whirled about, but there was no one there. My, what a strange and spooky house this was! Then I remembered what Mr. Nielson had told me about hidden rooms and secret passageways in the walls of the mansion. Was someone deliberately playing tricks on me? Were they deliberately trying to drive me mad? Sheer black terror swept through me as my eyes grew wide with fright…there at the other end of the long corridor was the dark silhouette of someone trying to hide in the shadows. “Who’s there?” I demanded, “this is not funny, and if you think your
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 childish pranks are scaring me—they’re not!” But I did not sound very convincing with the quiver in my voice. All I could hear was the howl and shriek of the wind outside that bent the tree branches so that they made scary scraping sounds against the sides of the house. My wild imagination took flight and the branches brushing up against the house sounded more like fingernails scrapping against a coffin lid, like someone trying desperately to get out! We stood there, staring at each other for the longest time. It was a woman…a young woman with reddish-gold hair and milky-white skin. What was she doing here? “Wait!” I screamed, as the figure quickly moved and disappeared further down the hallway where I knew the back stairs were. Something touched my shoulder making me jump and I spun around. “Richard! You nearly scared me to death!” I eyed him in his light blue hospital attire and white tennis shoes. “What are you doing up here?” he coldly demanded. “What are you doing here? I thought you were volunteering at the clinic today?” I countered. He slightly smiled. “I just finished my rounds at the hospital and I came by to grab some lunch and look over those resumes you left out for me to review…what is with you? Why are you acting so weird?” “There is someone else in this house, Richard! Don’t try pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about either! I saw her!” I spat out the words contemptuously. “Saw who?” “Your girlfriend! Your playmate or mistress, whatever you want to call her!” I shoved past him and headed for the main staircase without looking back. How could I have been so naïve and stupid! Oh, I was such a fool! I was seething with mounting rage and I felt tears stinging my eyes…I was determined to harden my heart against him by building walls of anger and distrust around it. He aggressively grabbed my arm and spun me around just as I was halfway down the stairs. “Where do you think you’re going?” “Away from you, away from this house and out of your life for good!” Hot tears burned my eyes and slid down my cheeks. “Let me go, Richard! Please, just let me go!” “You like to play the coy innocent, but I am growing tired of you and your games! I saw you yesterday outside flirting with that young man who mows
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 the lawns!” “Christopher Stonewall? He’s just a boy I went to high school with…and I was not flirting with him!” I protested with my nostrils flaring and my eyes blazing. Richard’s voice took on a deeper register that cooled my anger and frightened me enough to make my legs began to slightly tremble. “I love you, Sabrina. Are you listening to me? I said that I love you. Now stop all this foolishness and nonsense with these tiresome ghost stories! You’re becoming unglued and it’s just your imagination getting the best of you…I have no mistress and I am not seeing another woman.” Richard sighed and his eyes clouded with pain. His voice grew low and sinister sounding. “You were flirting with him, don’t try and deny it.” His eyes looked me over intensely with strange lights flickering behind them, and as I looked into the depths of those dark eyes something in them snapped and made them grow darker still. I thought I was looking into the face of a stranger, someone I’d never seen before. “You’ve made me wait long enough,” he said in that unfamiliar deep voice. Alarm signals flashed in m head: Run, get out! Get away from him! Get away from this house! But my legs didn’t move; I was weak and trembling as if he were the spider and I were the fly snared in his web of desire. He roughly grabbed my upper arms, drew me hard against him, and crushed his lips brutally down on mine. And though I was withering and squirming, he somehow managed to keep his mouth over mine. He thrust his tongue into my mouth, parting my lips and lightly darting his tongue over mine. I tried to push him off, but he just clung tighter to me as if he was a drowning man and I was the only woman that could save him. He held me closer and I found myself yielding, giving into him as his mouth devoured mine. We were kissing so long and with so much passion that soon he was quietly moaning into my hair. He lavished soft wet kisses over my lips, cheeks, neck, and eyes. I grew excited but frightened too. “No, Richard…we mustn’t. Stop.” He managed to pick me up into his arms and carry me back up the staircase. I was screaming and flailing my arms and legs as he carried me into one of the bedrooms. He set me down upon the huge sheer canopy bed and lay over me, pinning me down. I was breathing fast and hard gasping for air under the weight of his muscular frame. He reclaimed my lips, more demanding this time, sending my blood raging around my body. He was incredibly strong,
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 and before I knew what was happening he had my clothes off and then wiggled out of his. Several times I could have kicked him, bit him, or hurt him there, but I did none of those things. I felt his maleness swell against my thigh and my face grew hot as fear lodged itself firmly in my stomach. I wanted to scream, but I bit down on my lower lip instead and tasted blood. Twisting and wrestling in his arms, I sought to get free. He cupped my breasts nuzzling, fondling them, and kissing me…everywhere. I tried to stop him, I tried to say no, but somewhere deep inside me I wanted what he wanted, even if it were a sin. “Oh, Richard…we mustn’t. Please, stop…. Please, you’re hurting me!” Skin to skin we pressed, with his muscular body molding into mine. Our hearts pounding together, pounding out the same beat and rhythm as our breathing. Then he parted my legs with his own and viciously thrust into me. Pain ripped and tore my tender flesh. With tears in my eyes, I stared over his shoulder through the lacy canopy top at the ceiling, silently thinking, oh, dear God, forgive him, and me! I felt my emotions swell up and out of control like a tidal wave threatening to drown us both. “Oh, Sabrina…I love you so much, darling,” he whispered, his breath hot against my ear. I couldn’t look at him and turned my head to stare at the wall as tears of shame ran silently down my face. Then he threw his head back and loudly moaned and it was all over. We were both wet with sweat and he leaned up over me, trying to meet my eyes. Drops of perspiration clung to the moist shimmering skin on his chest and fell upon my face and hair. I tightly squeezed my eyes shut, trying to deny what had just happened and pretend it hadn’t…but it had. Now he had heartlessly satisfied his lust. “Sabrina?” he asked softly looking into my face. I didn’t answer, I didn’t move. He had forced me, and savagely took what should have only been given lovingly on our wedding night. Then in that unfamiliar gruff voice, he said something that still haunts me to this day: “Now you belong to me, Sabrina. You’re mine and no one else will ever love you, or touch you…not ever.” Richard’s words hung in the air between us as he slowly sat up. I slightly opened my eyes to peer at him beneath my lashes, pretending to be asleep. I felt as though I had aged ten years in the course of one night. His tall, perfect, beautifully proportioned body glistened with sweat in the glow of the moonlight through the pale ivory curtains. His blond shoulder-
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 length hair was damp and fell forward, half covering his face. He got up and clumsily got dressed. I could feel his dark eyes watching me, never leaving my face. He leaned down and kissed my cheek. I heard him quietly move toward the door where he paused, glanced back at me and then disappeared down the hall. I kept my eyes closed and turned over on my side and pulled the blankets over me to cover my shame and my nakedness. He hadn’t meant to do it…to hurt me. It was the house making him act this way. Ever since the day he had restored life to this mansion and started the renovations, he had slowly begun to change. That dark side he had tried to keep hidden and the part of himself he had warned me about had finally reared its ugly head. I knew why he had done it…long, long ago, a woman he loved beyond reason had hurt him. His mother had disillusioned him about love and life…hurting him when he was so very young and needy. Now there was only me that reminded him of his dead mother and there was only me he could believe in. I’m not sure how long I lay there crying, listening to the jangle of those crystal prisms jingling and tinkling in the cool evening breeze, but it grew very dark outside. I felt too exhausted to move or get dressed, so I lay there until a drowsy peacefulness stole over me and fell into a deep, deep asleep. Hours later, I awoke, hazy at first as morning came and the sun’s rays rose above the treetops to reach the upper bedroom windows. I stretched, yawned, and slowly rose to my feet. I cleaned myself up in the bathroom and straightened up the bed, all in a kind of dreamlike daze. I glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand: nine o’clock. Had I really slept that long? A deep hush had overcome the house as if it were sleeping too. I went downstairs into the front parlor, and looking out the set of windows, I saw a big black car pull up and a man and a woman get out. They stood before the house feasting their eyes on its vastness and splendor. I watched them move forward toward the double front doors and heard a loud knock. I moved to the foyer and opened the door. “Yes, can I help you?” “No miss. We’re here to help you. I am Mrs. Bylock and this is my husband, Mr. Bylock.” When I did not respond or move the older woman said, “You weren’t expecting us? Strange…Mr. Tate hired us through the agency. We are here to help run the household, dear. He told me that you would be here today in his absence to show us to our quarters.” Still, I stood as if dumbfounded just staring at the two of them clothed in
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 all black and white attire. She was a sturdy large woman dressed in a long black dress uniform that was trimmed in white with hard-soled black shoes. Her black hair streaked with gray strands was severely pinned back in a granny’s knot. I glanced over at her husband. He was a tall willowy man who did not look weak, but in fact appeared quite strong. He was clad in a black suit and white shirt and was almost completely bald except for a few strands brushed over the top of his thin scalp. Both of them had piercing blue eyes. She sounded slightly English. “Come in.” I finally moved aside to let the couple into the foyer and they smiled with approval as they glanced around. “How many rooms now, dear?” Mrs. Bylock asked me as she surveyed the lower domain of the great house. The man beside her remained silent. “About one hundred, I think. Maybe more.” In amazement, I followed the two of them across the enormous front foyer, past the staircase, through all those rich grand rooms, and straight into the kitchen. She seemed to already know her way around this great house, but how? Mrs. Bylock scrutinized the room and then whirled around to face me. “Are the head housekeeper’s quarters still adjoining the kitchen? Over there?” She pointed her long finger to the doorway off the side of the kitchen, where there were two small adjoining rooms near the back stairway. “Yes, but how did you know that? When did Richard hire you? You seem to already know your way around, have you been here before, Mrs. Bylock?” She had a crooked knife slash smile. “Sorry, dear, should have explained before…we used to work here, my husband and I. Oh, it was many long years ago, when Mrs. Alexander Tate was mistress of the house…Mr. Tate inquired about us at the agency and as luck would have it,” she clasped her hands together, “we were just let go at our former jobs. Some of our best years and fondest memories were spent in this house. We are grateful to be back…well, if there is nothing else miss, Mr. Bylock and I will fetch our belongings and get settled in.” “Oh, all right then.” I handed her a set of keys to their new rooms. Mrs. Bylock and her mute husband went back through the house to their car. As I watched them unload the trunk of their black Cadillac, I thought, what an odd pair they were. Then I laughed to myself; they would fit in perfect here! I gave Mrs. Bylock my keys to the house, thinking that I would have no more use for them. I wasn’t planning on returning…ever! I got into my vehicle and drove home. I quickly showered and changed
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 into a sweatshirt, baggy jeans, and tennis shoes. The house was quiet and empty…then I remembered it was Saturday. I figured that Daddy was probably off playing golf and Mother was at one of her social functions. But it didn’t matter because I had some place to go and didn’t want to be questioned about my comings and goings. I realized it was very cold outside as I stepped out the door and onto the porch, but I did not turn back to fetch my jacket. On the drive over a thousand questions entered my mind, causing my head to ache and my hands to tremble. What was I expecting to find? And would the answers bring me peace, or would they tear down the invisible walls around my heart and my home? Once those barriers crumbled, would there be any way to ever rebuild them? Would I shatter my parents’ very existence with the truth, or would they use those carefully guarded walls for protection? I wasn’t sure what I expected to discover about my mother or my family, but whatever it was, I was determined to uncover the truth. I parked the Jeep in front of Aunt Velma’s house, but I did not get out. I just sat there and stared up at that old house. It was an aged Victorian house with white flaking paint, broken shutters, and a white picket fence that needed mending. I thought I saw a slim figure draw back the upstairs curtains and peer out at me. I gathered up my courage, took a deep breath and climbed out of the car. I walked up the three steps to the porch and rang the doorbell. I stood there for a few minutes then rang the doorbell again, a little longer and more persistent this time. I could hear its loud buzzing sound alerting the house. When I was about to give up and go home, the door slowly opened a crack, revealing half a face with one green eye, reddish-gold hair and a rusty chain lock that kept the door from opening further. “Aunt Velma? It’s me, your niece Sabrina.” “What do you want? Who sent you here?” That brilliant green eye narrowed on my face. “You’re not supposed to be here!” My face screwed up with a look of pure confusion. “Aunt Velma, may I come in and speak with you, please?” She appeared hesitant, so I quickly rushed on, my words tripping over themselves before she could shut the door. “Please! I need to talk to you…to someone. Won’t you please just let me in?” She sighed and one lone tear gathered in that green eye and rolled down her cheek. “I can’t…I just can’t. I’m so terribly sorry, but I promised…they don’t know you’re here?”
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 “Who? Who are they, Aunt Velma? You mean my parents?” She nodded and moved to reveal her lovely, but haunted face. “Yes,” she whispered through the opening in the door. “Please, Aunt Velma, I just need to ask you a few things…about my mother.” I could hear the pleading in my voice as it raised an octave. She blanched, looked suddenly ill, and vigorously shook her head and said, “No…go away now! I can’t talk to you…if they find out you’re here…oh, my goodness! I promised that I would never speak of it…of any of it…I swore to them, but I wish I could.” She wavered and blinked back tears. “Please….can’t you just let me in….just for a little while?” “No, I can’t, now you must leave at once! I am so sorry, sweetheart, really I am, but you must go before someone sees you! Please get off my porch and go home. No use drudging up the past, haven’t you heard the saying: let sleeping dogs lie?” “But—” The door shut and I heard the click of several locks snapping back into place. I stood there dumbfounded. Then it struck me like a thunderbolt….she was scared of my mother! Mother must have threatened her somehow or had made some shrewd promises to her…maybe in order for her to keep this house! Yes, I just bet that was it! Slowly I made my way back to my car. Now my attempt at sleuthing was growing even more confusing than ever! How was I ever going to learn the truth? That’s when it dawned on me…the truth was waiting for me back at the Tate Mansion. It lurked in the dark shadows, waited in those dangling crystal prisms, and lingered in the billowy fog that encircled that malevolent old house. My life suddenly seemed to be more like some dark grim fable without a happily ever after in sight.
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 A few days later, Richard called me with an apology, but I hung up on him. Within an hour a florist truck showed up at my house and a young man climbed out with a clipboard in hand. I opened the door before he could ring the doorbell. “Hi, are you Sabrina Ayers? I have a delivery for you and I need you to sign here.” He handed me a pen and the clipboard. I signed the receipt and then he handed it to me. “Be right back,” he said with a shy grin. He carried the huge flower arrangement into my house and put it on the dining room table. The crystal vase holding a dozen long-stemmed white roses had one red rose bud in the middle of the arrangement. The small ivory card read: You are more beautiful than a rose and I love you more than words can say. Forgive me, Richard I read and reread the card trying to decide what to do. I carried the heavy flower arrangement to my car and dumped it on the seat. I went back into the house, paged Richard at the hospital and told him to meet me at the mansion at eight o’clock. He quickly agreed, asked if we could talk over dinner and I numbly said yes. We did need to talk, I thought, or rather say farewell. Towards the end of the conversation when he said I love you and then waited for my reply, I just hung up the phone. It was nightfall and the moon was obscured by some thick ominous clouds. It was a little after eight o’clock when I left the house. I was running late but arrived before he did. The mansion was completely dark except for a solitary light left on in one of the upstairs bedrooms. A hazy fog hovered over the grounds and surrounded the house. Richard had instructed for me to wait outside for him until he arrived to take me to dinner, but something was
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 silently calling me into the house. I hurried up the porch steps and was surprised to find the door unlocked. I turned on one of the Tiffany pole lamps. I could hear the click of my high heels echo off the parquet floor. I hung my wool jacket on the tall wooden coat holder in the parlor. I straightened my short black, fluid jersey dress, tucking a few stray strands of hair out of my face and behind my ear. “Sa-brin-aaa,” I heard a singsong voice say. I whirled about, turning this way and that. Terror jumped into my heart, widening my eyes. “Who’s there?” I whispered to the house. I saw the chandelier crystal prisms swaying, twinkling, and sparkling in the soft moonlight. The house was dim and shadowy, every piece of furniture looked like some big monster with long sharp fangs ready to come alive and devour me whole. I shrieked, when I heard the voice yet again, only closer this time. Very close. As if it could reach out with the bony hands of death and grab a hold of me. “Mrs. Bylock?” Laughter reverberated through the room. A woman’s child-like laughter. Laughter of the insane, I thought, or was that me laughing? My heartbeat quickened and my face paled. I could feel my blood drain down to the very soles of my feet. I put my hands over my ears. “Stop this! Stop, please!” I cried out hysterically. That’s when I heard the screaming. Shrill, wild animal like sounds that tore from my throat and echoed through every chamber of the mansion. Unexpectedly, another lamp was switched on. Bright light flooded into the room causing me to squint and step back until I collided with the wall. “Sabrina! Stop screaming. It’s me, Richard.” I felt his hands roughly grab my shoulders and he shook me until my head lolled from side to side like a limp rag doll. When he released me, I crumbled into a heap on the floor. “Get a hold of yourself!” I heard him say. “You’re scaring me and….Madeline.” Through my blurry, teary-eyed vision, I looked up into his handsome face and I struggled to find my voice, but it was a stranger’s voice I found. “What? What did you say?” I was trembling all over, terrified that I was finally going mad, and losing my grip on sanity. He sighed and gently reached down, put his hands under my arms and lifted me to my feet. “Oh, Sabrina…where do I begin? Come. Sit down. There’s so much to tell. I know I should have told you sooner…I was worried that you might feel differently towards me—about us.” He heavily sighed
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 again and tenderly eased me down onto one of the overstuffed armchairs. He shed his long, wool coat, throwing it over another chair and tugged nervously at his tie. He looked somber and subdued in his dark blue, pinstriped suit and shiny wing-tip shoes. His long blond hair was loose for a change, resting on his broad shoulders. He nervously paced the room, glancing over at me with a worried, tight expression. “The house…the house is haunted. It’s trying to kill me! Don’t you see? It is trying to drive me mad like it did your mother!” My voice sounded high pitched on the verge of hysteria. “Leave my mother out of this!” His tone became hard and cold. “The house is not haunted!” “But it is! It is!” I insisted, suddenly sitting up and preparing to flee this house and him once and for all. Why wouldn’t anyone believe me? “Just wait here, please.” He waved me back down with his hand. “I’ll be right back, I promise…and I will tell you everything, I swear it. Only please don’t leave until you hear me out. Okay?” I silently nodded and slumped back into the thickness of the chair. I could hear him bounding up the stairs two at a time and the heavy tread of his steps on the floor above. I listened to him open one door after another and I sat up again staring up at the ceiling wandering what in heaven’s name he was up to. Looking for ghosts? Or perhaps his dead mother that I was now firmly convinced still lived or haunted this house! Next, I could have sworn I heard him speaking in a hushed voice to someone and a young woman’s voice answer. I froze in terror. My heart beat out a mad tune of growing panic that spread to every pore of my being. My hand fluttered nervously to my throat to clutch my silver cross. My suspicions loudly whispered the house is evil, the house is sinister; it wants to drive you insane like all the others! My instincts were screaming: Get out while you still can! Run, run, run and never look back! But I stayed and sat there with a helpless, hopeless feeling like a giant boulder in my chest. With tears in my eyes, I glanced up as Richard reentered the room. He paused in the doorway. He glanced over his shoulder then came into the room and sat down heavily on the chair across from mine. He leaned forward and captured my hands in his. Once more, he turned his head to momentarily look into the dim adjoining room before he turned back to me. My eyes flickered into that dark room expecting to see a phantom step from the shadows.
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 He cleared his throat as two silent tears zigzagged down his cheeks. Even though I heard the forewarning in his voice, still I was not prepared for what he was about to tell me. “I have not been completely honest with you, Sabrina.” His dark brown eyes grew even darker as he studied my face. “I am not an only child like I led you to believe…my mother gave birth to twins. I have a sister.” “I don’t understand…a sister?” I asked in total astonishment. “Yes, a sister born only a few minutes after me.” “Where is she? Why haven’t you told me about this before?” I demanded, yanking my hands free of his. “In short, because she’s been locked up in a sanatorium for many years, most of her life actually…she’s not exactly normal. Don’t misunderstand me, she’s a beautiful young woman.” A strange sad smile played on his lips before he spoke again. “I wanted to prepare you before you two finally met.” “She’s in a mental institution? Like my Aunt Velma was? What’s wrong with her, is she insane?” He softly laughed at my bleak expression. “No…no, of course not. She is only mildly retarded. At least that is the prognosis of her therapists and specialists, but I think of her more as a gentle, simple spirit who has graced the earth…I should have told you sooner. I had hoped in time that you would help me prove all those doctors and specialists wrong. You see, darling, all those strange things you’ve been hearing and seeing are not ghosts or specters haunting this house, but my own sister who wanders the hallways and plays her music box.” “Your sister?” Then it sunk in. “She’s here? In the house with us, now? Where?” I quickly got to my feet and pivoted around. “I want to see her!” He stood up, sighed and went into the other room. I could just make out the slim silhouette of a young petite woman. “Madeline, someone very special to me wants to meet you. Come on, that’s it. Yes, take my hand.” He slowly advanced back into the room with a young woman clinging to his arm. I pulled up short and took a sharp intake of breath. Oh, God, those remarkable eyes! Madeline’s eyes seemed unfocused and glossy when they swung my way and fixed on my face. She timidly entered the room, almost dragging one of her feet, which looked twisted almost like a clubfoot. I looked her over from head to toe, before my eyes caught hers once more. I knew even before she made it fully into the room whose child she really was. Madeline was indeed beautiful. She had classic, delicate features; a small nose that charmingly tilted upward, a full rosebud mouth, and remarkable
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 soft brown eyes bejeweled with flecks of gold, green, amber and blue. She had long dark curling lashes and such…such pale skin as though she’d never been allowed outdoors into the sunshine and fresh air. She couldn’t have been taller than five feet. Her head tilted unnaturally to one side and one of her arms was folded against her breast as though it were held in a invisible sling. In her other arm, she carried a small raggedy Ann doll. Her bright auburn hair gleamed with luminous strands of spun gold and blonde and hung in loose cascading waves down her back. Beautiful strange hair that didn’t know if it was either more dark blonde than cinnamon or spun gold. Oh, but she was lovely. She was like a beautiful wildflower with a radiant natural beauty. Madeline looked so petite and flower-like, clutching Richard’s arm. She was wearing a simple, flowing dress of cornflower blue covered over with a tiny daisy flower design. Her small feet were bare and her tiny manicured toenails were painted pink. A small trickle of drool escaped the corner of her mouth and Richard quickly pulled a tissue from his pocket to wipe it off her chin. I could have sworn that suddenly those glassy hazel eyes narrowed to mere slits with jealously burning deep within them. She did not like me, it was clearly apparent on her pretty face. “This is your sister?” I repeated, to confirm what my ears had heard and my mind was still trying to comprehend and absorb. He smiled broadly. “Sabrina, I would like you to meet my sister, Miss Madeline Catherine Tate.” He beamed with pride as he brought her further into the room. I watched her in horror and fascination. He sat her down on the embroidered loveseat, but she still clung to his arm in a protective, and I thought, almost possessive manner. I shook my head. “Richard, I don’t understand any of this.” “Let me try and explain.” He reluctantly sat down beside Madeline when she refused to let go of his arm. “To begin with, Madeline has spent most of her life in institutions…not unlike myself. They say she is only slightly retarded…however, she is in fact autistic. It is a mental condition, which causes self-centered mental activity. Her psychologists and specialists tell me that she was born with the inability to interact socially. She has some repetitive behavior and sometimes has trouble articulating.” Something he saw on my face made him say next in a haughty voice, “But she’s not dumb, if that’s what you’re thinking. She’s quite smart actually, although she has the mental capacity of a seven-year-old. She’s quite harmless, I assure you, and very affectionate…once she gets to know you. Isn’t that right, Madeline?”
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 But she looked over at me warily; as if I dared to touch her, she would scream. She just giggled and looked up at Richard as if he were her knight in shining armor…and all this time I had thought he was mine. “She understands a great deal…and I swore when I was old enough, and able to, that I would bring her home to live with me. She is part of the reason I wanted to become a doctor. I feel I owe it to my mother’s memory to do what I can for Madeline now. “My father didn’t tell me about my sister until after Momma died…and you know the rest, I was shipped off to boarding schools and she remained locked up in an institution. “So, you see, darling. There are no ghosts in the mansion or evil spirits…I brought Madeline home a few months ago on special leave from the hospital to get her used to the house, but now I have brought her home permanently! I swear on my mother’s grave that I was going to confess everything at dinner tonight and ask you to—” “Why do you think you’re twins? Or even related? You look nothing alike,” I stammered, my heart beating too fast in my chest. His smile turned upside down. “Don’t you see the family resemblance?” “No…not at all.” But I couldn’t bring myself to speak the truth out loud. Tears welled up in my heart and in my eyes. Couldn’t Richard see how much Madeline closely resembled someone else? I tried hard to swallow down the lump of pride caught in my throat. I watched Madeline’s eyes skip from one object to the next, never focusing on one object for more than a few seconds. Until…until those dazzling, bewitching hazel eyes fell upon me and darkened. “Who…she…be, Rich-ard?” she asked in her child-like singsong voice. “That is Sabrina.” “Sa-brin-aaa.” “That’s right, sweetheart. I told you all about Sabrina and about how she is going to live with us…and take care of us and be like a mother to you.” “She hardly needs a mother,” I bitterly pointed out. “I know that!” he snapped. “She just needs someone to love her, like my mother did. We’ll be her family now.” He put a reassuring arm around her slender shoulders. I could have sworn I saw her smugly smile as she snuggled in closer to her brother like a jealous lover. So much seemed vividly clear to me…and yet so much still remained a mystery. I pressed both hands over my eyes that burned with weariness. I felt drained, hollow and lifeless. “Oh, Richard…” I heard my own voice, which sounded stifled and
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 unnatural, say into my palms as my shoulders slumped over. The tears that fell from my eyes were the result of pure melancholy. When I spoke again, it was in that stranger’s voice. “Why didn’t you tell me? You know how I feel about secrets and lies! Why all the secrecy and deception? This whole time I thought I was going crazy and you knew the truth!” I jumped to my feet, standing over the both of them, my hands on my hips and my legs spread apart. My expression stilled and grew serious. My brown eyes shadowed, narrowed and my back became ramrod straight. My voice was rising, taking on a harsh, accusatory tone. “How could you have lied to me? Why do you feel as though you can’t trust me?” Madeline cowered, hid her exquisite face in her hands, and looked as if she were crying. Richard just sat there stunned as Madeline rose from her seat as if propelled by an explosive force. “Me…no…like…Sa-brin-aaa. She be mean…girly,” she said in that child-like voice, flaring her eyes at me and turning them from soft brown to dark green. I heard the great, towering grandfather clock behind me loudly ticking away the time, and those damn crystal prisms, chiming, tinkling, and whispering. I moaned and took a step back. The walls of the room seemed to be closing in on me. My head throbbed and I kept backing away from them, raising both my hands as if I were warding off evil. “You lied to me…you lied,” I said it over and over like a rational, sensible woman gone mad. Oh, dear Lord, am I completely losing my mind? When I glanced back over at the two of them huddled closely together, my mother’s face swam before me…Madeline threw back her head and snorted and laughed, apparently mocking me. Richard just sat there with that strange look on his face. “For goodness sake, Sabrina…are you all right?” he said, his voice ragged and torn. All of a sudden Madeline rushed past me, nearly knocking me down, and raced up the stairs. We heard a door slam from one of the upstairs bedrooms. I saw her limp raggedy Ann doll left behind, resting on the sofa, and the doll’s two shiny black button eyes gleaming and staring up at me with more wisdom than I’d ever have, I thought. I was going under into a sea of blackness that threatened to pull me under and was rapidly overtaking my arms and limbs…I swayed off balance, crashed against the grandfather clock that let out a long loud bong! I screamed and brought my hands to my throat to feel for my necklace. My fingers clawed at my throat…where was it? I couldn’t feel it! The room spun around and around…Richard’s face loomed before me, I saw two…no three of him. I
 
 287
 
 SHERRY A. MAURO
 
 turned and ran! I ran up the stairs, down the long halls, until I came to the narrow attic stairwell. I raced up the stairs and in a wild frantic panic, I flung open the trunk that held Catherine Tate’s diary. I had to show him the diary…make him realize whose child Madeline really was, for I already knew…I clutched it to my chest and hurried back down the stairwell, through the halls, and toward the center rotunda. Suddenly, someone stepped from the shadows of the giant suit of armor, and I was seized by two powerful hands and the diary was wrenched from my tight grasp. I teetered off balance…I was losing my footing on the top of the staircase! I staggered backwards. “Help me!” I shrieked, as out of the darkness those two hands sharply pushed me, sending me down…I fell backward, my arms flailing out in front of me and tumbled down the stairs…extreme abrupt pain exploded through me as I fell over and over…tumbling down the rabbit hole…battering my body all the way down…down, down…until the loud thud as my head collided with the banister and then the darkness came and took me far, far away….
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 I tried to lick my lips, but my tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth. My eyes fluttered open, then shut. I felt the tides of darkness wanting to take me under again. I felt waves crashing over my head, holding me under then slowly releasing me. I couldn’t catch my breath as the sinking feeling threatened to pull me back under into the sea of inky blackness. I had to force my eyes to open. Then slowly, reluctantly, my eyes opened, but my vision was blurry and fuzzy. I could barely make out the slender outline of a woman drifting towards me. It was as though her feet drifted above the ground…all around her a white light illuminated her transparent gray skin. The apparition glowed, shimmered, and sparkled with invisible radiance. She smiled and said, “Don’t be frightened of me, Sabrina…I have come from the great beyond to tell you to be brave…to seek the truth…in the mansion…seek the truth…” I heard her speak but her lips did not move. “Wait!” I tried to say though my mouth felt so terribly dry and I had a horrible thirst that plagued me. I took deep breaths until I was strong enough to raise my head, but it throbbed liked a drum that someone was beating upon. I struggled to raise myself up, but as I leaned up on one elbow, the apparition was already turning into a vapory golden mist. The door to the small room opened and a large woman bristled in and walked right through the ghostly figure instantly dissolving it. “So, we’re awake now…let me fetch the doctor.” The woman had very short fiery red hair and she was wearing a white dress uniform along with white nursing shoes. She stood at least six feet tall; she had a large build and her bosom resembled twin hills of concrete. She wore an indifferent expression and had cold calculating blue eyes that raked over my hair, face, and body. I was sure that I looked a fright. Then she whipped around and was gone almost as quickly as she had appeared. I heard the click of the lock. Where was I? Was I caught in some sort of bizarre nightmare? I slumped back down on the bed. I was in a very small stark white room.
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 There were no pictures on the walls and the only furniture besides the metalframed bed was a small nightstand. One solitary window had black bars. In the upper part of the huge door was a small square window, which now held a man’s face. His gray eye studied me then disappeared. Was I in some kind of hospital? Then the events of what had happened previously flashed like pictures in my mind. The mansion, Richard’s astonishing confession, and Madeline’s pretty face and milky-white skin and then my tumbling down the stairs. Oh, good golly! I looked down at myself; I was clad in an off-white hospital gown. My right arm was held in a sling and I had bruises all over my arms and legs. When I raised my hand to feel the gauze wrapped tightly around my head, I saw the white hospital band on my wrist: Valley Grove County Treatment Center: Ayers, Sabrina Then I saw the small puncture wound on my arm where someone had inserted a needle. Oh, gosh! I was in the lunatic asylum! Had I finally gone mad? But I wasn’t crazy…or was I? I was definitely having weird dreams. Was that Catherine Tate’s ghost in my dreams, trying to tell me something? I tried to remember the dream that seemed fuzzy and distant now. I wondered what the dream was supposed to mean. I was scared…really scared. Where were my parents? And where was Richard? I desperately wanted to get out of here. The door opened and shut. An older man no more than fifty-five, with salt and pepper hair, a thick moustache, and gray eyes, entered the room wearing a white lab coat over his wrinkled clothes. Standing no taller than five-foot ten, he had a stout frame with very large hands. I noticed he had hairy knuckles too. His pompous face was reserved as he glanced down at his clipboard. “Hello, Miss Ayers. I’m sure you have lots of questions…I’m Dr. Douglas Matheson, chief of staff here at Valley Grove Treatment center.” “How long have I been here?” “You were admitted two days ago by a….” He glanced again at his clipboard. “A Mr. Richard Tate and your mother Mrs. Ayers.” “I don’t understand…why am I here?” My hands, folded in my lap, were actually trembling now.
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 “You don’t have any recollection of the events leading up to your admittance?” “No…I mean, yes, but I’m not crazy!” My outburst made him slightly smile. “Nor do we think you are, Miss Ayers. You’re just here for a brief stay and an evaluation.” I sat up straighter, yanked off the bedcovers, and swung my legs around the side of the bed. I noticed a huge ugly purple and black bruise on my outer thigh. “Now wait just a minute, Doc…there has to be some sort of mistake.” I was so confused and upset…couldn’t he see that I didn’t belong in here! My voice was so hoarse it sounded gruff and strange to my ears. “I was pushed down some stairs…I don’t belong here, I belong in a regular hospital, but not here!” “You look agitated, now don’t start screaming again or I’ll have nurse Atkins come back in here and give you another sedative…your memory must be a bit fuzzy. You got those wounds when you tried to throw yourself down a flight of stairs and you were already bandaged up when you got here.” “But that’s a lie!” “Now just relax, Miss Ayers, or I will call the nurse in here,” he warned, his gray eyes watching me, studying me and appraising the situation. When I made no attempt to move he visibly relaxed. “How did I get here?” “About two nights ago, your mother and your fiancé brought you in heavily sedated. They informed us of the situation.” “What situation? I still don’t understand,” I choked out, my eyes instantly filling with tears. “Apparently you had some sort of psychotic episode at your fiancé’s house. You were hysterical…you had lapsed into a child-like trance. You tried to harm yourself by leaping from the upstairs rotunda…then they told me, you had crouched into a tight ball at the bottom of the stairs and were sucking your thumb and mumbling and rambling on incoherently. You were bleeding from a head injury, which might be the cause of the regression you experienced, and you had apparently sprained your wrist. Mr. Tate did a nice job of tending to your injuries before they brought you here, and I saw no reason to whisk you off to the local hospital where they would just start asking a lot of questions. Your mother and Mr. Tate made it very clear that they did not want any sort of embarrassing indiscretion. Your mother, a lovely woman, was very concerned for you. Most of the time we do not take patients
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 without a proper evaluation first, but since it was Mr. Tate who brought you in—” “Don’t tell me…his family owns the hospital,” I bit out sarcastically. He nervously cleared his throat. “No, young lady, but his family does contribute a great deal of money to this sanatorium.” I sat there numb, dumbfounded and trying desperately to remember what had happened to me and how I ended up here. “Does my father know that I’m here?” “Your father? No, I said your mother brought you in, aren’t you listening to me?” “Who signed the admittance forms?” “I hardly see how that matters…now if we can just continue—” “Who sighed the papers!” I demanded, with growing anger and aggression toward this stupid man who called himself a doctor! Had Richard and my own mother both schemed against me to keep me from revealing the truth? No, I was almost positive that Richard was still oblivious to the true facts…or was he? Had he known the truth along? Dr. Matheson eyed me uneasily and approached the bed. He stood near me, but not too close I observed. “I don’t belong here…there’s been some sort of mistake. I’m over eighteen and you’re keeping me here against my will,” I insisted. “Look, Miss Ayers, you can make your stay here either difficult or easy, it’s simply up to you…now, if you don’t settle down and remain calm until I’m finished speaking I’ll have to call the nurse back in here and give another one of our little cocktails, as I like to call them.” He smiled, let out a short dry cough, and then he straightened up at my annoyed expression. I started to cry, my stomach tied up in knots, and I stiffened under his withering glare. Oh, dear God, I have to get out of here! I am so terribly frightened! I didn’t want to be here, but how am I going to convince this man of anything…let alone the truth? His deep, soft voice broke into my thoughts. “Your fiancé, Mr. Tate—” “He’s not my fiancé!” “As I was saying, your mother and your, I mean Mr. Tate, brought you in for treatment and an assessment…they are both very worried about you and concerned for your welfare, Miss Ayers.” “I just bet,” I said, eyeing the door and trying to devise an escape plan. “Now that kind of attitude will only prolong your stay here, Miss Ayers…and I am inclined to agree with Mr. Tate’s amateur evaluation of
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 you…do you feel threatened? Are you experiencing bouts of paranoia, depression, or feeling as if your life were in danger, Miss Ayers?” I didn’t answer, just kept my eyes fixed on the door. “Miss Ayers?” He waited, then spoke again in a more impatient tone. “Perhaps what you suffer from is what we call paranoid delusions…have you heard of that condition?” “No…I’m not suffering from anything! Please, I just want to get out of here!” He looked displeased and then he pursed his lips and tightened his cheeks that turned bright red. “Well, I think we’ve covered enough for today. I’ll give you a chance now to adjust to your new surroundings.” “I wanna go home,” I moaned. He went over to the door and softly knocked. He turned back to me. “If you behave yourself, I’ll see to it that you get some nice fruit Jell-O for dessert with dinner, okay?” I rolled my eyes. I heard the latch on the door turn and tensed. Every fiber of my being pulled tighter than a steel drum. My heart started beating faster and faster. I sat up, ready to pounce…the door opened and Dr. Matheson grabbed the handle and when he had it open almost all the way, I sprang into action. I practically leapt from the bed, violently shoving him aside and shot out into the stark hall. I glanced down the long corridor not sure which way to turn. This place was like a giant maze with wings that jutted this way and that. “Nurse! Nurse!” I heard Dr. Matheson shout. I saw two big men, one white, the other black, approach me in white uniforms. I turned and ran down the corridor, flying past the nurse’s station as one of them stood up in shock. I got to the elevators and pushed the button; simultaneously the double doors opened and I dashed in, just as the two men were almost on top of me. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the sheen mirror-like walls and didn’t even recognize myself. My reflection was somewhat distorted, but I could see that my brown hair was wild and tangled and the gauze wrapped around my head had a bloody spot on it near my temple. My face was sickly pale from shock and my eyes appeared sunken in my head and clouded. The thin hospital gown I had on was loose and the backside was almost completely exposed except for the two strings tied in the back. At least I was wearing underwear, I thought. I was breathing so fast and hard my chest hurt. I looked up at the elevator’s
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 glowing number panel. 13…12…11…10…9…8…7…. The elevator suddenly jerked to a stop, and I was thrown off balance, crashing into the side of the car. I loudly whimpered at the ache in my wrist. I could hear the piercing scream of the building’s alarm system going off. Panicking, I tried to pry the doors open and get out. With every ounce of strength left in my body and even with the great pain in my wrist, I tried desperately to pull those two solid doors apart. Then all of a sudden the elevator dinged and the double doors flew open. But to my dismay, I realized that I was stuck between floors! The base of the floor between the elevator was barely twenty inches apart. I would just be able to scarcely squeeze through the opening. I jumped up to grab the ledge and pull myself up, scraping my knee. Pain shot through me but I ignored it. I got my head through, then my shoulders, but my bottom half seemed stuck. I squirmed and shifted my weight, pulling myself through on my hands and knees. I heard the elevator start up again as I hurried to pull my legs out before they were sliced off by the closing doors. I sat there a moment, catching my breath. “THERE SHE IS!” I heard a man’s deep baritone voice shout, but I was up and running, my hospital gown fanning out behind me, before they even reached the hall. I ran down one hallway to the next, bumping into a startled nurse carrying a tray with little colored pills which flew into the air and scattered all over the floor. I saw two more double doors up ahead of me and forcefully thrust them open. It was a very large room I entered with lots of other patients; either standing by the windows, sitting on the couches watching the TV, or just sitting at small card tables staring off into space. This must be the recreation room, I thought. I quickly became aware of the fact there were only women in this ward of the hospital. I pushed through the crowded room but crouched down as I saw two orderlies frantically looking through the thick paned glass window that partially covered one wall. I waited and watched, until they headed further down the hall and then crept, bent over, to the set of windows to peer out. Unfortunately, there were bars on these windows, too. I had to get out of here, but how? I gazed down at the ground below, longing for my freedom and feeling defeated. I knew I was only making matters worse. I had to somehow convince Dr. Matheson that I wasn’t crazy or paranoid but brought here by a gross miscalculation. With brute force, I was knocked over and seized by two very strong hands and pulled to the ground. I fell over so hard and swiftly that the breath was
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 knocked out of me. The two attendants were trying to pin me down, but I fought back hard! I tried in vain to get away and inflict some pain of my own. So, I kept right on struggling, writhing, squirming and thrashing about; trying to break free of their ironclad hold. I raked my nails down the side of the orderly’s face and heard him cry out; next I bit into the tender flesh of the other man’s arm that was trying to wrestle me to the ground. I breathed in shallow, quick gasps as I tried to wiggle free. The same red-haired nurse, with an unsympathetic expression came into view, standing over me with a long shiny needle. “Hold her still!” she commanded. I tried to jerk up and head butt the man on my right, but he must have anticipated what I was going to do and with all his might he slammed me back down flat against the hard, unforgiving linoleum floor. I cried out as I felt the sharp prick of the needle inserted in my arm and suddenly the fight went out of me. The robust black man held me up while the other hefty man put me into the white straightjacket. I screamed and tried to squirm, but my limbs were drugged now and I felt submissive, drained, and weak. And then the whirling blackness came again. I don’t know how long I had been unconscious or what day it was when I finally drifted out of the deep arms of sleep. My brain felt foggy and sluggish. I tried to sit up, but I was held down by tight leather restraints on my wrists and ankles that were connected to the bed. My body and limbs felt so incredibly weak, fatigued, and lethargic as if I had just run a marathon. The feeling of being confined and restrained was unbearable. The door to my prison opened and Dr. Matheson poked his head in. “How are we feeling today?” I wanted to shout and scream; that I was feeling, hopeless and helpless in this vulnerable and defenseless current situation, but I remained somber and submissive. I did not want that nurse to come back in and drug me yet again. My head felt like a pound of cement when I tried to lift it and I ached all over. Tears spilled forth as fear, stark and vivid, glittered in my brown eyes. Dr. Matheson saw this and his face softened with pity. I felt like a bird in a gilded cage…oh, Daddy come save me! Please hurry, my very being cried silently inward. “Now, if you can behave yourself…I can have those restraints removed and let you sit up. I’ll even have nurse Atkins come in and bring you some water to drink,” he said. I licked my dry, cracked lips at the mere mention of water. I had never felt
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 so parched in my entire life…my stomach suddenly began grumbling too. I silently nodded and he went back out the door. Moments later, the large nurse and one of the male attendants walked briskly into the room. Without uttering a word, nurse Atkins went about unfastening my restraints. The tall beefy, dark-haired attendant stood with his arms folded across his chest, over his bulging middle and he eyed me closely. I sat up and rubbed my wrists and ankles. “Thank you,” I hoarsely whispered, but if she heard me, she did not reply. She removed the soiled and bloody gauze around my head and replaced it with a square bandage. Nurse Atkins then turned her stern face and cold blue eyes on the attendant and said, “Michael, make sure you watch her closely; this one is a real hellcat. I’ll be right back.” He nodded and didn’t move. He stood so still he looked like a wooden cigar store Indian brought to life. Nurse Atkins left the room and then reappeared with a tall cup and a straw. She leaned over me and held it to my lips. I took several long, hard gulps of the cold water. “Not too much, now. Go slow,” she warned. “It may make you sick.” I looked up gratefully as she straightened up and stared down at me. She shook her head and sighed. “Dr. Matheson would like to take you to the observation and evaluation room later today…if you’re feeling up to it.” “All right…whatever,” I said obediently with a sinking heart. “Good. I’ll inform the doctor.” Her thin smile did not quite reach her eyes. She left once more with the hefty attendant in tow, locking the door behind them. She returned shortly thereafter with a tray laden with oatmeal, milk, and an apple. I devoured everything and washed it down with the cold glass of milk. My body felt nourished and replenished, but my mind was still reeling…and my heart was still aching.
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 My Prison Cell
 
 Finally, after what felt like hours and hours had passed, there was a knock on my prison door. The door was unlocked, and the hefty orderly and nurse Atkins appeared. She approached the bed and said in a stern voice, “Please, follow me calmly, Sabrina. Dr. Matheson would like to see you now.” I stood up, followed her out of the room and down the hall. The orderly tagged along behind us. He was staying very close at my heels, and anticipated my desire to flee. Nurse Atkins led me back down the corridor, then down another; we were buzzed into another wing of the hospital past the recreation room. Finally, we stopped at a door and nurse Atkins unlocked it. She led me into a fluorescent-lighted room that contained only a table, two chairs, and what looked like an enormous observation mirror. She motioned for me to sit in the chair that faced that huge mirrored wall. Then she gave the thumbs up to the orderly and they started out and shut the door behind them. The loud click of the lock felt like fate sealing my doom. I heaved a long sigh, waiting and squirming in my seat. I sat there groggily looking around the room and feeling as though I was in one of those low-budget crime dramas where the police interrogate the prisoner with a bright light and use brutal force to get him to talk. The door was unlocked and reopened by Dr. Matheson, who stepped into the room. “How are we feeling today, less agitated?” he asked, shutting the door behind him and taking a seat across from me with his back to the mirrored wall. He put down a folder with the word CONFIDENTIAL stamped onto it in red letters, a notebook, and a pen on the table. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the tabletop and templed his hands under his chin. “When my father finds out that I’m locked up in here against my will, you’ll all be sorry! He’s a big-time lawyer and he’ll make you all pay!” I threatened, but I suspected by the amused expression on his face he knew I
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 was lying. “Now, Sabrina…why don’t you just try and cooperate? Hum? Now, I want to talk to you about your hallucinations and these paranoid delusions you’ve been experiencing, all right?” He sat up and looked at his notes. “So, I hear that you’ve been having some unusual delusions…you think that you’re seeing and hearing poltergeists or whatnot, is that correct?” I mutely nodded as I chewed nervously on my lower lip. I looked past him at my reflection in the mirror in disbelief and shock! All my hair had been chopped off to a mere two to three inches! It was still disheveled, matted and tangled looking; there was a lump under the bloody bandage near my temple and my rosy tanned skin was now drained of color and pale with shock. My brown eyes looked lost and frightened, and I started to cry; I looked so ugly! Oh, God…my hair! He noticed my horrified expression as my hand automatically reached up to touch what was left of my once beautiful hair. “We had to cut your hair: it’s procedure here as a sort of punishment to those who blatantly disregard and disobey the rules. It is another way for us to break a spirited horse.” “But I am not a horse, I’m a young woman with feelings and a heart, two things of which you obviously do not possess! This is just another form of cruel and unusual torture! I can’t believe you did this to me!” I shouted, feeling what was left of my once pretty silky hair. I quietly sobbed as sour thoughts filled my heart and mind. It would take years to grow back the hair they’d hacked off! Somehow, someway I had to get out of this torture chamber! “Just settle down…or I can make things even worse for you…” “What could be worse than this!” I fired back feeling the tuft of hair on my head yet again. He wore an oily smile. “I have had enough of this insubordinate behavior from you. Your mother has informed us about your disrespect at home and you’ve been a handful to say the least: getting into trouble at school and that indecent incident with your high school teacher, a man at least fifteen years your senior.” I gasped in shock and felt as though I had been kicked in the stomach and all the breath went out of me. When had Mother found out? Why hadn’t she ever questioned me about it? “It wasn’t what you think,” I muttered helplessly. I felt beaten and that sinking feeling was trying to take over and cloud my mind. I couldn’t stop staring past his shoulder at the stranger staring back at me in the mirror. What was he saying?
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 “I want you to try and understand, Sabrina…we aren’t the enemy here. I hope from this day forward we won’t have anymore episodes or defiance from you.” “Yes sir.” “That’s better. Now let’s continue. From what I gathered from talking with your family is that you think that someone is trying to kill you or that the mansion that Mr. Tate owns is haunted…and you’re seeing manifestations in the house?” He paused, looked over his notes, then his gray eyes again met with mine. “And you’ve been hearing voices in your head, is that a correct assessment?” Oh, boy, did I sound like some sort of nutcase! How was I ever going to convince this doctor otherwise? I tried to remain composed and docile…and sane. “No. First of all, I don’t think anyone is trying to kill me…well, not really. Though I believe someone did purposely push me down a flight of stairs.” “Okay, I won’t argue that for the time being. Now tell me why you think the Tate Mansion is haunted?” Dr. Matheson asked in a soft, deep-timbred voice. I drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Look, Dr. Matheson…I know all this nonsense sounds like I’m some sort of raging lunatic, but I firmly believe that there are houses that are alive! I don’t mean alive in the same sense that they live and breathe, but more as if they feed off our wants and desires and our emotions. I think if a horrible tragedy happens at a certain place or in a house for example, perhaps whatever malevolence or sin which occurred there still lingers behind…or maybe dead people can’t find peace in the afterlife until they have concluded whatever unfinished business they’ve left behind.” He quietly jotted down some notes and weighed what I had said before speaking again. “Hum. Very interesting observation…tell me about the voices.” With my eyes drooping and my fingers twisting and turning on themselves nervously in my lap, I replied, “I am not hearing voices. I…I thought I heard the ghost of my boyfriend’s dead mother trying to forewarn me of something…I think she needs my help to unravel the truth surrounding her suicide and it involves my mother and that spooky old house!” He looked up sharply, evaluating me from beneath his craggy brows. “And you honestly believe all this? So, what you’re trying to tell me is that you believe that Mr. Tate’s mansion is indeed haunted and there’s a ghost trying
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 to warn you of something? Come on now, Sabrina, and listen to yourself…don’t you see how foolish this all sounds?” He paused and gave me a skeptical look. Then looking over his notes again, he said, “Your mother thinks this is some ploy to gain attention…and well, I haven’t spoken with your father yet.” “It’s not foolishness! There are respected leading paranormal investigators proving the existence of haunted houses and poltergeists every day! Why is it so hard to believe in something just because you can’t touch it or see it? You know, Doctor, it’s like having faith in God, you can’t see him or touch him, but you know He’s there!” He smiled. “Very true, Sabrina…you make a good argument, but all this flight of the imagination and improbable delusions you’ve been experiencing can only hurt you and those around you. Do you understand?” Tears sprang to my eyes and my iron will returned. “Please, Dr. Matheson, I don’t really care what you believe or think about me, but a huge mistake has been made here and I demand to be released at once! Now get off your butt and call my father or you’ll all be in a heap of trouble!” I was suddenly shaking with rage. “Really?” He almost looked as if he were about to burst out laughing. “Look, Miss Ayers, that sort of rude behavior doesn’t fly around here, and your insolent attitude is only going to get you into more trouble and extend your stay here in my facility.” He stood up and gruffly put his notes and paperwork in order. He walked to the door and hit the buzzer, then turned back toward me. “Unless you’d like a session of shock treatment, I strongly suggest you rethink your aggressive behavior, Miss Ayers. “Now until you see how foolish and crazy this all sounds, I want you to continue to take the meds. Don’t you see now that all those horrific accidents at the mansion were just that…just accidents?” “Fine. I see that now, but not for the same reasons as you do.” “And what reasons are those, Miss Ayers?” “Well, for one, I do believe there are strange occurrences that we can’t just always simply explain away…do you understand?” I bit out sarcastically. “Ah, I see. Yes.” His expression didn’t change, just remained sober and serious. “Well, that may be so, but in this instance the testimonies surrounding Mr. Tate’s house are in fact explainable and just coincidental. There are no such things as ghosts.” I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “Fine. Whatever.” The door opened and he was gone.
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 I sat there for about fifteen minutes until nurse Atkins appeared with the big lug attendant in tow to escort me back to my room where I was locked in for the rest of the day without lunch or dinner. The next few days I remained locked in my cell and was given my sparse cold meals in there. The boredom was dreadful, and to be given nothing to do but to think and reflect on my life and wonder how all this happened to me so quickly and what would happen to me next. To pass the time, I mostly slept and took whatever pills the nurse offered me. Finally, nurse Atkins showed up and told me that Dr. Matheson requested an audience with me in the interrogation room once more. And like a condemned man walking death row, I reluctantly returned to that stark room and was yet again told to sit in the chair facing the mirror. This time when Dr. Matheson entered the room he brought along with him a portable tape recorder and quickly switched it on after taking his seat. “How are we feeling today, Sabrina? You don’t mind if I call you by your first name, do you?” “Yes, as a matter of fact I do.” I refused to look at him and turned my head to stare at the white wall instead. “Fine then…Miss Ayers, we are here to help you… and you should know that we have a ninety percent recovery rate at this facility,” he boasted very proudly and shifted in his seat. “Now tell me, are you taking all the medications I’ve prescribed the nurse to give you each day?” “Yes,” I said weakly. “Good. You’re a very bright and pretty young girl and I would really like to help you, if you would just let me…I think we started off on the wrong foot. Can we try again?” I turned to meet his steady gaze and he smiled. “Now, that’s better…let’s continue.” He quickly scanned his notes and then looked up into my eyes as if trying to read something there. “Now, as my colleagues and I see it, you’re suffering from paranoid delusions brought on by stress and sleep deprivation. Do you still believe that there are such things as haunted houses and evil plots against you?” I tilted my head beguilingly, the way my mother often did to charm men. I flirtatiously batted my eyelashes, lowered and then raised them demurely looking through them at him. I smiled, turned my shoulders and smoothed out my hair that felt dirty and greasy. I sat up and primly straightened my thin gown. I felt like a complete idiot, but what other choice did I have? “You’ve been very kind to me, Dr. Matheson, or can I call you by your first name, Doug?” My voice dripped honey-sweet imitating Mother’s soft
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 manner of speaking. His bushy eyebrows shot up in surprise, as he uneasily cleared his throat and licked his lips under his moustache. “No…Dr. Matheson will do fine. Now please answer the question.” “Well, yes and no, Doctor. Clearly, I’ve been under a great deal of stress and disappointment…I couldn’t afford to go away to college.” I batted my eyelashes at him. “Hmm…I see.” He shifted in his seat and pretended to busy himself with arranging the papers on the table before looking back over at me with the queerest expression. “Well, today I thought we’d go over a few health questions I have to have for medical purposes, and I would like for you to be as direct and honest as you possibly can, all right?” “Okay. Anything I can do to help, sir.” “I understand you’re almost twenty years old?” “Yes.” “Are you getting enough sleep at night?” “Not much.” “Having nightmares and waking up frequently?” “Yes.” “Frequent headaches or dizzy spells? Blackouts or lapses in memory?” “No. Not until recently.” I touched the bandage on my forehead. Nodding and frowning, Dr. Matheson noted this down. Without looking up he inquired, “Are your periods normal, coming every twenty-eight days?” “No…my mother put me on the pill.” “Is there any chance you could be pregnant?” When I hesitated, he looked up and quirked one eyebrow questioningly. “No,” I said. “Have you ever had a panic attack? Shortness of breath, pounding heart, or a terrified feeling that overwhelms you?” He glanced over his shoulder into the mirrored wall and I wondered who was back there watching and listening. I wanted to say, yes, I was having one right now, but instead I said, “Not that I know of.” “I see. Now tell me about the Tate Mansion, why you think it’s haunted.” I tossed my head back and laughed nonchalantly. “Who told you that? Of course it’s not haunted.” He gave me long quizzical look. “Okay then…let’s move forward. Describe to me the voices you’ve been hearing in your head…what do the
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 voices say to you?” “Come on, Doc! Everybody talks to themselves. It doesn’t mean you’re crazy,” I said, but that only brought a smile to his pompous round face. “I know it sounds as if I’m having some sort of nervous breakdown, but I’m not. Doesn’t everyone feel confused and overwhelmed sometimes?” He jotted down some notes then glanced back to me. “So you’re not hearing voices or experiencing any type of paranoid delusions, is that what you’re trying to tell me?” he probed. Did all doctors have to answer questions with questions? “Nope…not me,” I said. Fortunately, I don’t think he noticed the tremor in my voice. “Okay, you’ve answered enough questions for today, I think. Now if you behave yourself and can remain cool, calm and collected, I will let you go to the recreation room tomorrow with the other patients. Unless you want to end up back in that straightjacket and in one of our little padded cells.” He stared at me a moment. I saw his face become softer and his gray eyes filled with compassion for me. This was my chance to make a plea for my life! “Please, help me. I don’t belong in here…really I don’t. They lied to you! I never said any of those things…I’m not paranoid or suffering from neurosis or anything else for that matter. Please, I feel like I’m being held hostage!” My heart began to tap a rapid beat against my ribs. “Now, Sabrina, doesn’t that sound a bit paranoid to you? You’re not being held hostage, so don’t look so destitute; just think you’re well on your way to recovery. Sabrina, just give us a chance to help you,” he said, his voice soothing, yet oddly disconcerting, and one of his gray eyes gave me a conspiratorial wink. I realized he said all this for the mere benefit of whoever remained observing behind that mirror. “Well…I think that will be all for today.” He stood and gathered up his belongings and my file, then paused and stared at me for the longest time. “Do you think by pretending and lying, you’ll get out of here any faster?” Without waiting for my reply, he headed out the door and I was dead bolted in again. A short time later, the beefy attendant and nurse Atkins entered and escorted me back to my room. Before locking me back in my prison cell, she asked if I wanted anything to help me sleep. “No thank you…the nightmares will come.” She sadly nodded. At the door she turned to say, “We all have our demons
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 we have to contend with…some are visible and some are not.” And leaving me with her words of wisdom, she closed the door and bolted the lock. I lay on that hard mattress and wondered if my father knew where I was or whether he was worried about me. I speculated on what my mother and Richard had told him. What must he be thinking and why hadn’t he come to see me? Where on God’s green earth could he be? I quickly got back out of bed and knelt to say my prayers. On my knees by the bed, with my palms together under my chin in the dimness of that cold bleak room, I prayed for hours on end until my knees were screaming out in excruciating pain from the hard floor. Stiff jointed and stiff hearted, I rose and crawled back into bed pulling the scratchy sheet and the thin blue blanket up to my chin. Still the question of who had caused my fall down the stairs remained a mystery. Who or what had initiated my fall, nearly breaking my neck? Why would anyone want to kill me? I lay there a long time staring up at the ceiling, and I realized that even here in my prison cell, far from that malevolent old mansion, the dangling crystal teardrops still jangled and tinkled and whispered my name.
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 What would you do if you had time in great abundance? When minutes could seem like hours, hours could seem like days and days turned into weeks. What else would you have to do, but think and dream and wait…wait to be freed from your prison. That’s how I felt, like a prisoner of cruel fate. I was held captive by past sins, deadly secrets, and malicious lies spun like spider webs clinging to my hopes, dreams, and my realities of yesterdays. As I lay in my bed and stared at the white walls, I planned how it would be once I was released from this psychiatric ward. My heart was torn in two, cracked, and bleeding. My fiery spirit and pride were stung and every pore and vein in my body screamed out for revenge! I was full of hate and mistrust…and my chest felt hollow now. What could I feel but hatred for those that I had loved and trusted? I was hurting inside and wanted those around me to hurt too. To pay for their sins and mine. I was tired of being a victim…a victim of secrets, lies, and betrayals. I was fed up with being ridiculed by the townspeople and taunted by those rich girls. One day soon I would make them all pay, and then they would be sorry for the way they treated me! Watch out, Mother, watch out, Richard…I’m coming for you both and before I’m through, you’ll be suffering worse than I’m suffering now! Vengeance boiled my blood and seeped through my pores, twisting love into hatred…and oh, how I hated. The next few days seem to move listlessly by, pretty much all the same. Breakfast was in the cafeteria at seven a.m. sharp. Then it was back to our rooms to wait until midmorning and off to that interrogation room to have a long session with Dr. Matheson, then came lunch. After lunch, we were allowed to spend the rest of the afternoon in the recreation room with the other patients. In there, the girls were allowed to play checkers, cards, and board games or do various arts and crafts. Some read books or the bible. And still others went back to their rooms to nap or to gather in small groups to
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 play records or watch TV. At three o’clock, we had to gather again in the recreation room for roll call and then we had a light snack of cheese and crackers or graham crackers and milk. Afterward, we watched TV or played cards or whatnot. Five thirty was dinnertime, then after that we were escorted back to our rooms for another roll call and then were given two pink pills to help us sleep and locked in for the night. I tried to keep my eyes downcast and stay close to the walls and tried to keep to myself and avoid any contact or interaction with the other patients. I was feeling sorry for myself and full of rage, mixed and blended with hatred and self-pity. I did not plan to make friends with any of these other disturbed neurotic young women. I told myself that I had nothing in common with these drooling vegetables, these neurotics and psychotics…I was not like them, I wasn’t! The other girls in my ward were of various ages, backgrounds and races. There was one saucy brunette that looked a lot like Anne, I thought. She was very pretty and seemed to be more lucid than the others. Another one of the girls with a dark stubble of hair and sad jade-green eyes, which always looked glassy and unfocused, frightened me. She had two large scars on each wrist and looked as if she’d been through shock therapy or something worse. She didn’t talk or move, just sat on the leather couch staring out the window for hours. “Whaddya staring at Claudia for?” “I didn’t mean to stare…what’s wrong with her?” I turned to look into the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen of the girl I thought looked so much like Anne. Suddenly, I missed Anne so much it hurt, and it made me realize how very much I needed a friend. On closer examination, this girl didn’t look that much like her after all. This girl was tall and slender with an ample bosom and a tattoo of barbed wire that went around her upper arm. She had full pouty lips and very long straight brown hair with clumsily cut bangs which framed a stunningly perfect oval face. I was positive on the outside of this prison she must have turned a lot of heads. “Oh, she tried to kill herself a few times…her stepfather raped her and got her pregnant. She slashed her wrists trying to kill herself but only succeeded in killing the baby.” Her voice was deep and dusty. I watched her pull out a cigarette and light it. “Want one?”
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 I shook my head. “No, thanks.” She smiled. “There’s nothing else to do in here but smoke, watch TV and eat.” “How long have you been in here?” I asked in a low whisper, which only made her laugh. “Geez…I’ve been in here for about four years.” I gasped. “It’s not so bad, I don’t really have any place else to go. Where are you from?” “Centerville. What about you?” I leaned over the card table closer to her. She blew out a long stream of smoke. “I’m from San Francisco. Born and raised there.” She leaned close to my face. “Whaddya in for?” “I’ve…I’ve been experiencing some bouts of disorientation, paranoia and hallucinations.” She tossed back her head and let out a loud peal of laughter. “What’s so funny?” I asked. “Dr. Matheson is a sadistic jerk, don’t ya think? We’re all in here because of confusion, paranoid delusions and hallucinations!” She laughed again and took a long drag off her cigarette. I couldn’t help but laugh too. Another girl neared our table and she called her over. The chubby girl that didn’t look much older than fifteen came over and sat down at our table. She shyly said hi with a wide grin and a nervous laugh. “I’m Deana,” the pretty brunette said and waved her cigarette at the other girl. “And this here is Mary Margaret.” “Hello, my name is Sabrina…Sabrina Ayers.” “Ya, we know,” Deana said, crushing out her cigarette on the floor. “Mary Margaret’s in here for trying to gorge herself to death on sweets and not being able to cope with stress. Ain’t that right, Mary Margaret?” She turned toward her, slapping her on the back. “Uh huh,” Mary Margaret said with a giggle. “But the truth is I tried to kill myself after this boy in school called me a big, fat blubber whale and told the teacher about my stash of goodies in my locker. So, I swallowed a bottle of aspirin…but they just pumped my stomach and sent me here.” She giggled nervously. I looked back at Deana. “Why are you here?” Her wild sapphire eyes glowed with mischief and her smile was crooked and sinister. “I’m in here because I’m a nymphomaniac.”
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 “No you’re not, Deana!” said Mary Margaret with another giggle. “Oh, shut up!” Deana said still wearing that mischievous grin. “Okay, fine. I’m actually not a nympho, but I guess I’m what Doc Matheson likes to label as a pyromaniac…just this one time I started a teensy-weensy little fire and I ended up here. AND IT WASN’T REALLY MY FAULT!” she added, shouting at the room. One of the nurses standing in the corner just rolled her eyes. In her perpetual merriment, Mary Margaret brought a chubby hand up to stifle her uncontrollable giggles. Mary Margaret looked over at me and winked. She was very heavy and not very tall or very pretty. She had a wealth of dark hair that framed her rosy round face. Her soft brown eyes raked over my face and hair with a twinge of envy. “I see they gave you a little haircut….what’d ya do, break one of their stupid rules?” “Sort of….can they really inflict such cruel punishments here?” “Sugar, that’s the way it is in this Godforsaken place….because nobody on the outside cares whether we rot in here or not!” “As soon as my father finds out what’s happened to me, he’ll get me outta here. And he’ll make them sorry that they ever touched me.” But I didn’t sound very convincing even to my own ears. “Sure,” Deana softly replied, looking away. I had finally been allowed to brush my teeth, take a shower, and wash my hair under the close supervision of Nurse Atkins, but not permitted the use of a razor. I was given a fresh pair of underwear and a clean faded green shapeless gown to wear. Well, at least I was clean and I smelled a whole lot better, I thought, even if I was getting a bit hairy. The girls here were permitted to wear makeup but I noticed that very few of them bothered. Some of them were clad in loose-fitting gowns, while others were allowed to wear casual regular clothing. I asked Deana why. “Because the good little girls that behave themselves get special privileges…like grooming kits, getting to wear ordinary clothes and not the ugly standard green clothing and slippers. As you can see, like you, I still have to wear this STUPID UGLY DRESS!” she shouted to the far corners of the huge recreation room. Some of the other patients threw her hard looks, while still others looked frightened or annoyed at her sudden outburst. “Settle down, Deana,” warned the nurse near the door. I looked over at Mary Margaret wearing everyday clothes; a bright orange top, baggy jeans and tennis shoes.
 
 308
 
 EVEN ANGELS FALL
 
 “I get to go outside today…for a walk!” Mary Margaret said with another giggle. God, how this girl liked to laugh. “Good for you, little miss hoity-toity, kissing all the nurses’ butts!” Deana said, and I watched Mary Margaret’s bottom lip tremble and her big brown eyes fill with tears. She got up and joined some of the other girls watching TV. “That wasn’t nice, Deana.” “So? Sometimes she gets on my nerves…what time are your sessions with Doc Matheson?” “About ten thirty each day.” “Hmm. Mine are right after yours. Does the Amazon lady walk you over?” “Amazon lady? Who’s that?” “That’s what we nicknamed old sourpuss face. You know, the head nurse, Ms. Atkins.” I smiled and let out a small laugh. “Yeah, I can see why.” “Uh oh, here comes the Amazon lady now.” Her eyes went downcast and she demurely folded her hands in her lap. Nurse Atkins stopped at our table looking from me to Deana. “Have you been picking on Mary Margaret again?” Deana looked up with a look of pure innocence. “Who, me?” “Come off it, Deana. She told me that you were being vindictive to her again.” Deana sat up straighter and threw a hard look over at Mary Margaret standing across the room beside one of the other nurses. Deana stuck out her tongue at Mary Margaret, and she hid behind the nurse while I tried not to laugh. “Find her antics amusing, Miss Ayers?” “No ma’am, sorry ma’am,” I quickly answered and hung my head. The Amazon lady turned back to Deana. “Deana, you’re a sure candidate for some shock treatment if you don’t watch yourself,” she threatened before turning about face and marching out of the room. We were both quiet a moment, while Deana gave Mary Margaret a hard, cold-eyed smile. “They can’t really give you shock treatment, can they?” I asked with a tremor in my voice. “Sugar, they can do whatever the heck they want to us…obey the rules or watch out!” A notion occurred to me. “Deana, did you know a Madeline Tate? I think
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 she might have been a patient here.” Her blue eyes grew wide, she rose up on her elbows and fiddled with the dominoes scattered on the table. “Yeah, I knew her. She was here for a long time until that handsome guy that used to visit her took her out of here.” “Oh…did you ever speak with her?” She was thoughtful a moment. “No, she didn’t talk much. She was sort of quiet and kept to herself mostly.” “Did anyone else ever come to visit her?” “Hmm…yeah, yeah. This one time, this fancy looking broad in a black hat and a veil came in here to see her. She didn’t stay long, though.” “What did she look like?” I asked, while my heart skipped a beat in my chest. “Umm, not very tall, kind of petite with a real pretty face and short blonde hair. She looked like a movie star…the way she walked and talked. We all thought that maybe that broad was her mother.” I gasped! So it was true…it had to be her. There was no mistaking the truth now. Madeline was my mother’s daughter and my sister. But why did Richard think she was his sister? Why had his father lied to him and claimed a child not his own? Why had my mother and father not told me about her sooner? And why on earth was Richard’s father footing the bill for so many years? My mind was a whirl and I felt puzzled by the incessant questions that popped in my head. Deana touched my arm and I looked up. “Madeline’s retarded, I mean, autistic, right?” I asked. “I guess…she seemed kind of smart to me and these doctors here diagnose you before you even get your foot through the door.” She lit another cigarette. “They let you smoke and have a lighter…and they labeled you a pyromaniac?” “Yeah, and I’m the nutty one!” We both laughed. Then I thought, maybe I was wrong about these girls…they were just lost and searching too. They were just trying to come to terms with who they were and what their place in the world was, just like everybody else…just like me. “I have to get out of here,” I said sadly. “Yeah, me too.” The bell sounded and everyone leisurely got up and headed toward the double doors and we were ushered into the adjoining cafeteria. I shuffled along in my ill-fitting gown and cloth slippers into the long line and grabbed a tray off the stack. Deana followed behind me, doing the same.
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 I chose the over-cooked meatloaf and lumpy mashed potatoes smothered in a brown gravy sauce with a chocolate pudding cup for dessert. I noticed that Deana copied my food choices and then we turned and headed over to a nearby table where Deana knew some of the girls. We put our trays down on the long table and sat down. I picked at my cold food without much enthusiasm. I glanced around me at the crowded room and sighed. The girls at my table looked and acted normal enough to me. I wondered why most of them were prisoners in this ward and wondered if they were put in here by a heartless misjudgment, like me. Deana gulped down her food then reached for my cup of pudding and began to eat that as well. One of the girls that looked around our age offered me a wide smile and asked why I was in here. I told them all honestly the real reason why I was brought here, against my will, and not one of them looked at me as if I were crazy or weird. They shook their heads with sympathy at my bizarre account about Richard, the house, the grisly accidents, and my sister, and about my fall down the stairs. After a few questions and comments, the girls fell into a casual banter. I glanced over at Claudia a few tables over with her shaved head and blank eyes, just quietly sitting and not touching the food in front of her. I tried to keep my attention on the group around me, but every so often I glanced her way. I half-listened to the girl’s gossip and chitchat about the other patients, and they teased and kidded one another until the bell sounded again, announcing that dinnertime was officially over. We stood up and formed a single file line to empty our trays of food into the garbage can. I saw nurse Atkins standing queenly stiff near the exit. “Sabrina, can I see you a moment?” the Amazon lady asked when I drew near. The other girls giggled and chanted, “Uh oh…somebody’s in trouble!” Then erupted into laughter once more. I watched them go, laughing and talking and dragging their feet back down the corridor to their own rooms. “Yes, nurse Atkins? Did I do something wrong?” I asked, looking up into her stern face and wondered if she ever smiled. “Look, Sabrina, be careful who you make friends with here. I know all the girls look up to Deana and think she’s amusing, but she’s here for a reason.” She looked around, making sure no one was else was listening before continuing. “She is quite disturbed. Deana was sexually abused by her father and beaten daily by her mother. When she was twelve years old, her mother
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 OD’d and things got a lot worse for her.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Deana burned her house down while her father was sleeping…now I know in her mind she saw it as her only way of escape, but she took another life out of pure vengeance…if you let revenge and hatred eat away at you, eventually you just become another type of victim. “Though, I feel some pity for her…and understand why she did what she did, it didn’t make things better for her, only worse. Deana is a very pessimistic young lady with a wild, violent streak in her. Do you understand why I’m telling you all this?” I shrugged my shoulders. “No…can’t really blame her for what she did. Sounds like her father deserved it.” “He probably did, but that doesn’t make it right. Holding onto hate and seeking revenge will only end up hurting the person who’s harboring all the hatred in their heart, and only exceed in making matters worse for themselves more than the person or people they’re lashing out at. You can make it out of here, Sabrina. I see it in your eyes…just hang in there. Deana is in here for life…but you have a real potential of getting out of here very soon…just don’t make yourself crazy.” She gave my shoulder a quick squeeze and briskly turned and went over to the nurse’s station. She was probably right, but someone had to pay…and pay dearly! I walked back to my room, falling in line with the other girls, and once inside my cell, I closed the door. I wasn’t making myself crazy! They were the crazy ones…not me! The next day in the recreation room, Deana and a few of the other girls including Mary Margaret came over to me sitting on the couch, watching TV. I noticed that one of the nurses was taking down the cutout paper hearts from Valentine’s Day off the walls…Valentine’s Day. Was it February already? Or was it March? “How was your session with the doc this morning?” Deana asked, nudging my arm and interrupting my thoughts. I rolled my eyes. “Psychiatrists just like to probe and pick your mind until you began to think you really might be crazy.” Deana and the other girls laughed. Then she leaned very close to me and whispered in my ear, “We have a plan on getting outta here. Do you wanna join us?” “Yes…but how and when?” I whispered back. Her face was so close to mine. I felt uncomfortable; I had the weird feeling as if she might try to kiss me.
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 Her breath was warm as she put her slender arm around my shoulder and murmured into my ear yet again, “The guy that drives the laundry truck has the hots for me,” she said, making Mary Margaret giggle. Deana told her to shut up and then turned back to me. “He comes to pick up the dirty linen every Monday afternoon. Some of us have earned demerits and therefore have to work downstairs in the basement where the laundry room is or scrub toilets. We’re going to hide in the laundry bags with the dirty linen and when he comes, he’ll just load up the bags and us with them! Anyway, we just have to wait three more days. And on next Monday, we can all escape.” “Today is Friday?” I asked, and of course this question made Mary Margaret fall into fits of laughter. Deana gave me a weird look and said, “Yeah…and the next day is Saturday, followed by Sunday and then Monday.” All the girls huddled on the couch laughed except for Deana. “Don’t you even know what day it is?” “No…I don’t even know how long I’ve been here,” I confessed. She shook her head with pity. “We gotta get you outta here and fast, before you end up like Claudia over there.” All heads turned to glance over at Claudia who just stood there facing the windows in her faded pink robe and fuzzy slippers. Her eyes glossed over and unfocused as she just kept vacantly staring at nothing. I shuddered and silently prayed, please dear God; don’t let me end up like that. One of the other girls named Priscilla with short spiky dark hair and dark eyes said next, “Tomorrow is visitors’ day and my mom and dad and my brother are coming to see me.” Mary Margaret’s plump face brightened. “My mommy’s coming too.” “And she’s as fat as you are,” Deana said with a scornful laugh. “Every other Saturday afternoon is visitors’ day for the patients with good behavior and special privileges,” Pricilla explained. “Got anyone coming to see ya tomorrow, Sabrina? You are off probation, right?” Deana asked, taking out a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of her thin gown and passing them out to the other girls. Everyone took one, except for Mary Margaret. I watched them pass around a lighter and light their cigarettes. Pretty soon, I was enveloped by a cloud of smoke. I waved the air with my hand and coughed, which of course made Mary Margaret giggle and then take a big bite out of the candy bar in her plump hand. “I don’t know…how do I find out?”
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 “Go over to the nurses’ station after lunch, they usually have the visitors list posted on the bulletin board there,” Deana said, and then added, “are you in or out?” “I’m in, definitely, you can count on me,” I quickly answered. “Good. Now you’re going to have to get yourself demoted somehow…so you’ll end up on work-detail like the rest of us,” Deana informed me. “What are you going to do, Sabrina, to get demoted?” asked one of the four girls sitting around me. All heads turned toward me with wide-eyed interest. I sadly became aware that most of the girls in this ward had had their hair cut off, like me. “I don’t know…I’ll have to think about it.” The bell sounded, broadcasting dinnertime and we all obediently stood up to go to the cafeteria. When dinner was over, I went over to the nurse’s station and found the corkboard with flyers, newsletters, rehabilitation information packets, and the visitors’ list posted on it. My name was the fourth one down on the list and directly across from it was my father’s name…Jack Ayers. I breathed a sigh of relief, then felt confusion. I knew that I had been in here for some time…what had taken him so long to visit me? I went back to my prison cell with a heavy heart…wondering if I should still try to escape and risk not being able to have visitors or wait and see if my father could get me out of here. That night when the nurse came by with the little pink, sleeping pills in the cup…I took two of them.
 
 314
 
 Going Home
 
 I awoke Saturday morning with butterflies in my stomach that put uncertainty in my heart. I wasn’t sure what to do now…wait to escape with the other girls or just wait until this evening and see what happened when I saw Daddy before I made up my mind. Kneeling beside the bed, I put my hands in prayer position under my chin and silently asked God to help Daddy figure out some way to get me out of here. If the other days seemed to go monotonously by, it was doubly so for today…all day I constantly fidgeted and frequently asked the nurses for the time. After my session with Dr. Matheson instead of going to the recreation room with the other girls, I went back to my private cell to try and take a nap. I tossed and turned for about an hour before finally giving up and decided to read the small black bible I found in the nightstand drawer. As I reread the book of Ruth, I tried to draw quiet strength from it. My hand subconsciously lifted up to my throat to feel for my cross necklace which of course wasn’t there. I wondered where and when I had lost it. Finally, lunchtime came and went, and soon it was time for visitation hours from three to five. All the girls who had visitors were brought into the recreation room and assigned a table. I took my seat and anxiously fidgeted while I watched the other families reunited with their daughters, granddaughters, or nieces. Deana had been right, Mary Margaret’s mother was a huge fat lady with a cheerful smile and teary eyes as she hugged and kissed her daughter. I scanned the room and noticed that almost every girl in my ward had a visitor except for Deana. I waited anxiously with my heart in my throat for Daddy’s handsome face to appear in the doorway and come over to greet me with apologies, hugs, and kisses. My eyes kept skipping back to the doorway every time someone would enter, but it was never Daddy. An hour passed.
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 I caught the Amazon lady looking over at me with a solemn expression on her face. I looked down as my eyes filled with tears and my heart sank with disappointment. Where was Daddy and what could be keeping him? I heard nurse Atkins’ pager go off and she hurried from the room. I sighed and started to get up and go to my cell, when nurse Atkins burst back into the room, rushing over to me. She took me by the arm and in a low, hushed voice said, “Now just come quietly with me, Sabrina.” My heart jumped in my chest and my eyes grew wide with trepidation. What now? Had something happened to Daddy? Oh, God where was she taking me? Nurse Atkins led me out of the room past the curious faces of the other patients and their families. We went down the corridor, then were buzzed through to another wing of the hospital and then stopped at a door. The steel plate on the door was labeled, Dr. Douglas Matheson, Ph.D, Chief of Administration. She hesitated then softly knocked. “What’s the matter, nurse Atkins? Is every thing all right?” I asked in a broken whisper. She turned her flaming red head my way and actually faintly smiled. “Everything’s fine. I think you’re going home.” When there was no response she opened the door and I was whisked into the doctor’s office to wait. Before she shut the door, she paused and said, “Good luck, Sabrina.” This time when the door closed, I didn’t hear the click of the lock. I stood there wondering if she was lying and if this was some kind of test or sadistic trick they played on patients. I sat down in one of the leather seats to wait. The room was carpeted and held a massive desk, swivel chair and across from it two leather cushioned seats. There were several tall bookcases and a huge world globe on a gold stand. Behind his desk, hanging on the wall, were all his diplomas, certificates, and awards. I sighed as I noticed that even the windows in here had bars on them. I rose, moved around the desk over to the window to glance down at the ground below. The grounds were immaculately kept and had lots of shade trees, benches, and fountains. I watched a car going up the long curving drive and pull into the parking lot on my right. My eyes drifted up to the gray sky which was filled with dark clouds just as it started to rain. The raindrops tapped against the windowpane drumming out the same bitter tune as my heart. I turned around, focusing my attention on Dr. Matheson’s desk; there were stacks of papers, books, framed pictures of his family, and a phone.
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 I stared and stared at the phone…then slowly I reached over and picked up the receiver. I quickly dialed Anne’s number and held my breath. The other end just rang and rang…I hung up and dialed my house, but after several rings and no answer, I hung up. The small calendar on his desk caught my eye and I picked it up and tried to calculate how long I’d been here. Oh, good golly day! I’d been held a prisoner of this psychiatric facility for almost six months! I sadly realized that my twentieth birthday was only a month away. I went back around the desk, dropping the calendar onto the floor and flopped back down in the chair as the shock of discovery hit me full force. Then to my disbelief and utter surprise, when I turned my head as the door opened, it wasn’t Daddy who appeared, but Dr. Matheson and my Aunt Velma! He strode into the room with her at his heels and closed the door. He was wearing a crisp white lab coat over his blue shirt and black slacks. I watched my aunt move gracefully over to the desk, dressed in a blue waistlength top and a diamond broach at the throat of the butterfly collar with a matching knee-length skirt and low black pumps. I thought she resembled Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Her strawberry-blonde hair was neatly pinned up in a French twist and she was actually wearing a little makeup. Her green eyes instantly looked bewildered and taken aback as she noticed my very short hair and then, to hide her apparent shock, she forced a smile. She sat down in the seat next to mine, folded her long coat on her lap, and took my hand giving it a reassuring squeeze before focusing her attention on the doctor, who had gone around the desk to take his seat on the other side. He appeared tense and nervous. He shifted the papers on his desk, cleared his throat and tentatively offered us a smile, before glancing at my aunt. “There seems to have been some sort of misdiagnosis and gross misunderstanding.” His attention immediately shifted to me. “We are releasing you immediately, Miss Ayers. I’m having nurse Atkins draw up the paperwork as we speak.” “Fine,” replied my Aunt Velma. I smiled gratefully over at her with fresh tears in my eyes. In a low, smooth voice she said, “Don’t worry about a thing, dear…you’re going home now.” I still couldn’t believe it. My eyes looked up at the ceiling as I silently mouthed the words, thank you, Lord. Then I thought, but where was home? Certainly not at the mansion with Richard or with my mother…still I wondered, where was Daddy? A few seconds passed then there was a rap on his office door. “Come in,”
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 he said. The door opened and Nurse Atkins’ huge frame practically filled the doorway as she gestured for Dr. Matheson to step out of the room. Excusing himself, he stood up and followed her out the door, shutting it behind him. I turned to Aunt Velma. “How did you find me?” She smiled and tears sprang to her lovely green eyes. “Your father called me this morning, and I just had to come…I’d do just about anything for your father. But I do have some rather bad news though: he’s been in the hospital.” “Oh, my goodness! Is he all right? What happened?” “Your father suffered a heart attack about five months ago. Now, don’t fret, dear. The doctor says he’s going to be fine…he just needs lots of rest and has to avoid any stress. Nobody knew where you were until a few days ago…apparently your mother and Richard concocted some story that you had a mental breakdown. But she finally broke down and told him the truth when he keep insisting that he didn’t believe it. “He’s at home waiting for you, but he felt too weak to make the trip out here to get you himself, so he called me and asked me to come in his place.” “Where is my mother?” A dark shadow flickered over her face as her eyes fled mine. “Your mother? Oh, you know how she is. Melancholy runs in our family like that curse we’re plagued by. She said she couldn’t face you…felt too ashamed for agreeing with Richard Tate about putting you in here. She’s convinced you hate her now.” “Hate? Maybe not hate but I am bitter…Aunt Velma?” Her golden head turned and her eyes captured mine. There was something tortured and raw behind her eyes that I didn’t quite understand as if my own pain was reflected in them. “Yes, dear?” She dabbed at her eyes with a lacy handkerchief. “Do you know about Madeline?” Her face grew pale and her thin brows flickered a little with startled surprise. Her mouth fell open, but before she could speak, the door flung open. Dr. Matheson and the Amazon lady advanced back into the room and locked the door behind them. Alarm bells went off in my head. My heart began to thump hard against my chest. He reclaimed his seat behind the desk and she stood next to him. “Mr. Tate is on his way over and asked us to keep you here until he arrives,” Dr. Matheson said, glancing at his gold wristwatch.
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 Oh, God! My eyes widened in panic as I quickly glanced over at Aunt Velma who instantly read the fear on my face and turned back to Dr. Matheson and nurse Atkins. She stood up, smoothing down her skirt and extended her hand. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Matheson, but I’m sorry, we can’t wait. We’re leaving. Now go and get my niece’s things at once!” she demanded in a very authoritative voice so unlike her usual soft cadence. He rose and stiffly shook her hand. “But Mr. Tate was quite adamant that you wait for him to arrive. Please, Miss Devour, take a seat and I’ll have nurse Atkins fetch us some nice hot tea.” “No thank you.” She looked down at me. “Sabrina, get up! We’re leaving.” Nurse Atkins and Dr. Matheson exchanged a look. Quickly, nurse Atkins went around the desk and blocked our exit. I was frightened and not sure what to do. Nurse Atkins outweighed us both by at least a hundred pounds. “We can’t let you leave us just yet…Nurse Atkins, block that door until Mr. Tate arrives!” he ordered and I knew she had no choice but to obey. I looked from nurse Atkins to the doctor to my aunt then back to nurse Atkins again. Before I even knew what was happening I picked up an expensive looking crystal knick-knack off the bookshelf and held it over my head. Both nurse Atkins’ and Dr. Matheson’s jaws dropped with shock and wide-eyed bewilderment. My aunt gasped and her hand flew up to her mouth in startled surprise. I turned sharply, facing the Amazon lady; I glared up at her so tall, so stern, so menacing. My heart was pounding. My voice slightly quivered as I glanced from one of them to the other. “I swear, I’ll bash your head in with this if you don’t get out of our way!” I threatened, closing in on nurse Atkins, my spine stiffening, and my eyes narrowing in on her face. “Please!” Dr. Matheson screamed, waving his hands in the air. “That is a priceless heirloom! I don’t want this to turn ugly. Please, just put it down, Sabrina….can’t we all just sit down and talk this over rationally?” Without taking my eyes off nurse Atkins, I said, “The time for talking things out is over! Now tell Ms. Atkins to move or…or I’ll kill her.” The Amazon lady gnashed her teeth as her cold eyes raked over me and my aunt. A strange hush came over the room as they weighed my blatant threat. “Just let them go, Ms. Atkins,” Dr. Matheson said wearily, sagging back
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 down in his chair. And then deliberately slow, nurse Atkins moved aside and folded her hands in front of her. Her eagle eyes searched my face, and then she said in a flat tone, “You’re free to go.” I hesitated a moment and we stared at each other until she slightly nodded, silently telling me to just go…while I still had the chance. I slowly moved around the desk and yanked the phone cord from the wall. Then I set the heavy crystal glass decoration on his desk, grabbed my aunt’s hand, and backed out of the room. Once we were outside the door, I slammed it shut and locked them in. I turned to Aunt Velma. “How do we get out of here?” “This way!” We started running down the hall, the click-clack of her low pumps echoing off the floor. She seemed to know her way through the maze of corridors and found the elevators. Luckily, someone was stepping out as we got there and we quickly stepped in and pushed the button for level one. The elevator started to descend. I’d fight to death if anyone else tried to prevent my escape. My heart stood still as I waited for that glowing panel to reach one and arrive at the bottom floor. The elevator came to a stop and the double doors slid open. I held my breath, fearful that any minute someone would try to stop us. “Come on and act casual,” whispered my aunt. She handed me her long wool coat and silently indicated for me to put it on over my gown. She laced her arm through mine and held her head high as we pasted the main security desk and two security guards that just casually glanced up at us as we passed by. It was freezing outside and I shivered under her coat as the cold winds seeped through my thin gown. The dark and cloudy sky above heralded rain. We moved quickly across the main grounds to the crowded parking lot. Chatting and sharing a smoke a few nurses glanced our way then continued talking. A cloud burst and rain fell upon my face. I lifted my head to sniff the air and feel the cleansing sensation of the raindrops. My aunt tugged at my sleeve, urging me forward when I stopped and closed my eyes, my head bent back and my arms opened wide. The tears from heaven were cleansing my soul and purifying my heart. “Please, hurry, Sabrina, my car is just over there.” I followed her, staring around with a bedazed expression. How wonderful
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 and strange it was to be outside again. We crossed the parking lot over to her two-door silver Mercury Monarch. She fumbled with the keys and glanced over the roof of the car at me. “You were very brave, Sabrina. Correction, are very brave.” We shared a smile. Then we got into the car and drove off. As we rounded the bend, I looked back and caught sight of several figures on the ninth or tenth floor standing near the windows. It was Deana, Mary Margaret, and the others! They looked down at me in the car and then frantically started waving. I waved back and saw Deana blow me a kiss farewell. I had mixed feelings about leaving them and told myself that I wouldn’t forget to include them in my prayers. I turned back around and slumped in my seat. Aunt Velma glanced over at me with a faint smile. “You’re safe and sound now…I won’t let them ever hurt you or lock you up again,” she said with such conviction that I think she even surprised herself. She faced forward, keeping her eyes straight ahead as we got onto the freeway heading home. After a few miles had put some distance between us and the hospital, she turned to me. “I have something for you…from your father.” She handed me a wrapped wad of tissue. Wrapped inside was my silver cross charm, dangling from the thin delicate chain. I quickly put it around my neck and fastened the clasp. I put my head back against the headrest and closed my eyes. I could feel Aunt Velma’s warm smile as she said, “It’s over an hour’s drive, if you want to try and get some rest.” But I didn’t answer because I was already drifting off into the tempting arms of sleep.
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 Mother’s Dark Past Revealed
 
 I awoke just as the car was pulling off the main highway onto the exit ramp. I stared out the car window a while, watching the traffic, buildings and trees go by before I turned to her. “Aunt Velma…what do you know about my sister Madeline?” Her thin knuckles turned white, she clutched the steering wheel so tightly. At the next traffic light, she turned toward me. “What do you know about her?” “Not much…just that I know she’s my sister.” She faced forward again, deeply sighed and shook her head. “Gosh, Sabrina…where do I start? Let’s stop in at that coffee shop over there and get a cup of coffee and I’ll tell you what I know.” She pulled into the parking lot and we got out and went into the coffee shop. We sat down in a nearby booth and she handed me a paper sack. “I thought you might need a change of clothes. I’ll order us some coffee and two slices of pie while you get dressed.” I hurried into the bathroom and put on the navy blue sweater, jeans and the tennis shoes she had brought me. I put the hospital gown and slippers into the sack and shoved them in the trash. I tried to yank off the hospital band on my wrist but it wouldn’t tear. I used the bathroom and then went back to the booth. Aunt Velma smiled as I approached and sat down. Two steaming cups of coffee and two giant slices of apple pie were waiting on the table. I was suddenly ravenous and dug into the pie and sipped the coffee. In between bites, I asked Aunt Velma again about my sister. I noticed that she hadn’t touched her pie and merely quietly sipped her coffee before answering. “Okay.” She sat up straighter and looked me squarely in the eye. “Many years ago before your parents were married….” Her voice died away as tears filled her eyes. She looked lost in thought for a moment before coming back to herself and smiling at me through her tears. “When we were all still in
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 high school your mother had a thing for Alexander Tate, and he with her. But his father didn’t approve of him going steady with a Devour and made him stop dating her. Trisha was devastated and vengefully went after his best friend, your father. Before she even realized what she had done, it was of course too late…for everyone. “Soon after graduation Alexander went to work for his father and traveled the world on business. Then came the fateful day that gossip spread through our town that Alexander had purchased the old mansion estate on Maywood Drive and had married a southern belle and was bringing her home for a big reception. “I suppose when my sister found out later that he was married and was bringing his new bride back to live here in Centerville, Trisha grew jealous and resentful of the new Mrs. Tate. I have never met Richard’s mother, but I’ve heard she was a beautiful, fine, and noble woman and a devoted wife in spite of the fact that she had trouble trying to bear him children. “So eventually the marriage went sour and that’s when my sister made her move. Now, I know she loves your father in her own way, but…I guess you never really get over your first love.” She started to sob and buried her head in her hands. I looked around in embarrassment at the other patrons, which consisted mostly of truck drivers. “Aunt Velma?” I leaned over the table and lowered my voice. “What’s wrong?” “Oh, talking about the past brings up so many painful memories for me, I’m sorry. Where was I? Oh, yes.” She blotted her face with the napkin and continued in a soft voice, “My sister pursued Alexander with a vengeance and constantly threw herself at him every chance she got until finally she got him into her bed. She told me later that she got pregnant on purpose and perhaps thought Alexander would leave his wife for her, but in the end he didn’t…the ironic thing was that, finally, his wife had conceived! He told Trisha that he couldn’t leave his wife now and that she’d be better off staying with Jack anyway…that they would just be destroying too many lives. “So she lied to everyone. At first your father thought the child she was carrying was his, but gossip soon spread and the truth was out.” She sighed and took a small bite of her pie. I took another sip of my coffee, wiped my mouth, and stared at her in fascinated disbelief. “Go on,” I urged when she paused too long. “Where was I?” She looked off into space, then her green eyes captured my brown ones. “Oh, yes. To save face and not have a bigger scandal on 323
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 their hands—the three of them—that is your parents and Alexander sat down and decided that they, your parents, would just pass the baby off as their own. And they wouldn’t tell poor, fragile Catherine about the baby, but I think she found out anyway. “Ah, but then came the day that sweet Madeline was born and from what the doctors say the umbilical cord got wrapped around her neck and she didn’t get enough oxygen to her brain…so she was born handicapped. She was slow but oh, so delicate and beautiful. But Trisha didn’t want her, just took one look at her and didn’t want her…said she couldn’t be a mother to a difficult child like that. So in the middle of the night, Alexander came and took the baby away and we’ve never heard a word about her since. So, tell me now how did you find out about her?” I sat in stunned silence for a few minutes just staring down at my halfeaten pie. “From Richard actually…he thinks that Madeline is his full-blooded sibling, his twin and not just a half-sister. His father told him after his mother died that she had given birth to twins of whom he was one and she the other. She’s spent most of her life in institutions and now Richard’s brought her home…she’s going to live with him at the mansion.” “Oh dear. But how did you figure it out?” “Well, just by looking at her. Madeline is the spitting image of my mother except that her hair color is more like yours.” I wasn’t sure but I thought I saw my aunt wince when I said the word mother. “Aunt Velma, I’d really like to go home now and see my father…I just have one more question. What happened between you and my mother? And why couldn’t you speak of this before?” Her smile faded and her eyes went stark and bleak. Her hand fluttered nervously to her throat to touch her broach. “I…I don’t want to talk about that or all the reasons why! Some things are just too painful to speak of or…dwell on. What’s done is done. Can’t we just leave it at that?” She sounded so miserable suddenly that I quickly decided to let the subject drop. At my house she let me out and I profusely thanked her again for coming to my rescue. Slightly embarrassed, she replied, “Anytime, Sabrina…anytime.” And then she drove away. As I watched her car drive off down the tree-lined street, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was so much more she couldn’t or wouldn’t tell. I stood for a moment just staring up at my house that looked dark and
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 quiet. Gladys greeted me at the door with teary eyes and a huge bear hug. “Thank God you’re home now, Sabrina. Your poor, dear father…I’ve been over almost every day helping out, making his breakfast and lunch. Your mother has been gone almost every day this week! Busy gal, isn’t she? Well, your father has been asking for you…he’s lying down right now, resting, but I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you poked your head in.” Then she stood back and stared at my head. “New look?” She teased and hugged me again. “Don’t ask,” I said with a heavy sigh. I could smell Gladys’ home cooking drift over to tickle my nostrils from the kitchen. God, it felt good to be home again. “Stew?” I asked and she smiled. “Yes, your father’s favorite. Gosh, I’m so glad you’re home, Sabrina. Are you feeling better, dear?” she asked with concern written all over her sweet plump face. “I will be,” I said cryptically with a small smile and took off into the other room. I paused at my parents’ closed door, then softly knocked. “Daddy?” “Come in,” his weak voice called out. I slowly eased the door open. Instantly, tears choked up my voice and blurred my vision when I laid eyes on him. “Oh, Daddy,” I said, beginning to cry as I rushed over to take his hand and kneel beside the bed. I couldn’t stop myself, it was as though a dam had been broken inside me and the floodgates were opened, releasing all my anguish and pain. My shoulders shook as my body was racked with sobs. I buried my face in his hand while his other hand gently stroked my hair. “There, there now. Why all the tears? I’m going to be fine and you’re home now,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. But I couldn’t answer, I was so relieved to be home that I clung to his hand and cried an ocean of tears until there was nothing left. Finally, my sobbing subsided and I went into the bathroom to blow my nose, wash my face, and then quickly rush back to his side. I perched on the edge of the bed and took his thin hand in mine. He looked so pale, frail, and weak. My ruggedly handsome, robust father looked as if he had aged ten years; he had lost a considerable amount of weight and his cheeks were gaunt, and his eyes had dark circles under them. The room was dimly lit and felt cold. It was like a death room, I thought and shivered. No, Daddy, I can’t lose you too, my heart cried. He was my touchstone, my rock of Gibraltar, my
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 cock-eyed optimist always looking for the next rainbow and always believing in me and loving me…what would I do without him? He turned his head so his brown eyes could meet mine. He lay in bed with the bedcovers up to his waist, dressed in striped pajamas. He had thin tubes in his nose that were attached to a tank. On the nightstand there were a dozen or so prescription bottles and a glass of water. He weakly smiled. “It’s not as bad as it looks, sweetheart. I’m okay. I’ll be fine soon enough and back to work by next week. How are you doing? Tell me the whole story, sweetheart. Including what happened to your beautiful hair.” I tried not to start crying again as I went into all the details of my stay at Valley Grove. I told him everything, everything except for the rape. I was partly to blame and it was still too painful and raw to talk about yet…someday but not yet. “Oh, dear Lord, Sabrina. I’m so, so sorry, sweetheart…really I am. Your mother only did what she thought was best for you. I’m sure she had no idea that they would do anything so horrible to you!” He rubbed the top of my head, feeling what was left of my stubby and unevenly cut hair. “Don’t worry; it will grow back…and you still are beautiful to me, inside and out. So, you know all about your sister?” He looked pensive and sad as he swung those brown eyes to meet mine. “Oh, Sabrina… please don’t place all the blame on your mother…or me. I had hoped you’d never find out. I guess your mother hoped the same thing. She’s not perfect, Sabrina. She was very young when she had that affair and I forgave her indiscretion. We all do irrational and impulsive things when we’re young…you know what I mean. I see that same traits in you sometimes.” No, I thought, I was nothing like her…I would never try to steal another woman’s husband to gain a fortune and I would never give up my own child so easily, no matter what difficulties I faced! He continued in that dismal tone. “I would have gladly raised Madeline as my own…but everyone thought it was best in the end if she was institutionalized and it really wasn’t my decision to make. Alexander of course had the money to cover all her expenses and he reassured us that she would be well taken care of. And we had you to think about. But let’s not talk about that now…you’re home now and that’s all that matters.” “I wish it were that easy, but unfortunately it’s not. I can’t stay here…I’m going to stay with Anne and her aunt for a few days and clear my head. I would appreciate it if for the time being you didn’t tell Mother about me being released from prison.”
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 “Prison? I don’t understand—” “Just a crude joke, Daddy. Where is Mother anyway?” “Well…she’s with Richard over at the mansion, planning the party.” “Oh, yes! I almost completely forgot about your anniversary party and Richard’s inaugural ball for the mansion. Are you still going to be able to attend?” “No…I’m not going. I’m still too weak and just not feeling up to it, but I insisted that your mother still go.” I leaned over to plant a tender kiss on his forehead. “Daddy, you’re a saint…and I love you very much.” It figures that she would still attend the party with or without my father, I thought bitterly to myself. Mother miss a good party? Especially one given in her honor? Ha, never! “I love you too, Sabrina. Is there something else wrong, sweetheart?” He had always been able to read my eyes and hear my thoughts. Daddy was my refuge in this cruel world and I hesitated, wanting to tell him everything…but he would only say that he had tried to warn me about Richard, and yet I hadn’t listened. I knew in my heart that I was much too headstrong and I always had to learn the hard way. Oh, I had always been impulsive and reckless at times…much too sensitive, and that was my curse and my undoing. I sighed, because that was the saddest part about being me. “Why did she do it, Daddy? Why did she agree with Richard to have me committed, I need to try to make some sense out of all of it. I just really need to know. The whole truth.” His eyes fled mine and I knew by the way he did that, it was because he loved her beyond reason, and would forgive her anything. I realized for the first time just how much he loved her and thought he needed her. Oh, yes he would forgive her anything…even at the expense of losing me. Oh, Daddy, I thought you’re such a fool to love that conniving woman so much, but who was I to judge? You couldn’t help whom you loved or whom your heart refused to let go of. Would I really be able to set my heart free of Richard? I felt miserable and all tied up in knots. Tears streaked my cheeks again as I watched his tortured face struggling to make sense of it himself. But his eyes were closing, his chest rose slowly up and down, and his breathing became deep and regular. I wondered if later he’d wake up and think my visit was merely a dream. I went back to my room and put together some things into a duffel bag and my toiletries in my cosmetics case. Then I went into the kitchen to call a
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 cab (I assumed my car was still over at the mansion) and sat down at the kitchen table to have a bowl of Gladys’ home-cooked stew that smelled wonderful. Food was one pleasure that I had sorely missed. The food at the hospital had not been very nutritious or appetizing, and it was always cold and undercooked. Gladys gave me a blow-by-blow account of the past few months and told me about Daddy’s near-fatal heart attack. I didn’t tell much about my stay at the hospital and didn’t tell her where I was going. When the cab pulled up out front and honked, I gave her round cheek a quick kiss and dashed out the door.
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 Settling of Scores
 
 I arrived at Anne’s house half an hour later, lunging my bags with me. As well as my two pieces of luggage, I had brought along a large garment bag with a formal dress Mother had bought for me months ago. Oh, it wouldn’t be long now, until I could put my plan into action. I had spent months in that Godforsaken hospital plotting and planning my revenge…while a fierce anger was growing in my heart. It had started as a small smoldering piling but now it was a burning blaze of hatred and anger that would not be distinguished until I’d had my revenge! I’d waited long enough to deliver what I must…too long. Anne looked happy to see me, giving me a tight hug that hurt my ribs. She looked over my head, face, and thin body. “Howdy, stranger…that is you, isn’t it?” she teased. I had warned in advance on the phone about my shocking appearance. “Gosh, I missed you so! Has it really been almost a year since we’ve seen each other? Feels like forever. And what an awful summer I’ve been having! Come in and I’ll make us a nice hot cup of coffee and you can tell me everything!” Oh, yes, I would tell her the entire story and she would help me avenge myself and make them all pay! I already knew exactly how I would make them all suffer and it would lead to the destruction of all those lives that had caused me so much pain…including Olivia Franklin! I would punish those who had made my life hell and harden my heart against those whom I still loved…despite the hurt they had caused me. Oh, yes, I knew it was a sin to carry all this hostility and vengeance in my heart, but I could no longer ignore the jingle-jangle of the Tate mansion’s chandeliers crystal prisms. We went straight to her room and sat down cross-legged, Indian style, facing each other on her small bed. Anne sat stunned and thoughtfully listened to my macabre tale of the mansion, Richard’s strange behavior, my sister Madeline, the sanatorium, and my father’s poor health; never once interrupting
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 or asking a question until I’d finished. I vowed this would be the last time I would tell this story to anyone…ever. “So do you really think that the Tate Mansion is haunted? I mean I’ve heard the stories surrounding that place like everyone else, but I never really believed them. This town is full of old ghost stories and macabre tales and all those old families with their dark, dirty little secrets. Even my own family had some,” she confessed, hugging a pillow against her chest with a strange expression on her pretty face. “They did? But your family sounded perfect!” “Not really…on the outside we were, but behind closed doors it was a different story altogether. My sister was an awful bully and terribly selfcentered. She was very beautiful and I envied the way she would just enter a room and drew every man’s attention her way, but we were never what you’d call close. “I was extremely close to my parents but my selfish sister often found ways to disturb our quiet serenity. Both my parents were very doting, kind, generous people…and I miss them terribly.” Tears were in her beautiful blue eyes when they met mine and I knew then that many people had crosses to bear and shadows across their heart, not just me and Richard…and my odd family. She shook her blonde head and patted my shoulder. “Whatever you need, please just ask. And Sabrina, someday you might find forgiveness in your heart…so be sure this is really what you want. The settling of scores may be all that’s inside your heart now, but later you may wish you’d done things differently.” “Maybe…maybe not, but it’s a chance I’m willing to take,” I said. “Do you think that Olivia and Barbie will be there at the party too? I wonder if Philip Rice will attend as well. I’ve heard Richard practically invited the whole town!” “I’m hoping.” It felt suddenly like a dark cloud had passed over the room. I felt moody, pensive, and melancholy, thinking of those hateful girls that had tortured me on a daily basis for most of my life. “I still can’t stop from remembering how they used to snicker and laugh behind my back whenever I passed them in the halls at school or in gym class. I don’t understand how some people can be so mean and cruel to someone they don’t even know,” I said bitterly. “Well, I guess they’re just caught up in trying to prove they’re better than everyone else and one way to do that is to pick on someone less fortunate
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 than them. They’re all just as insecure as we are, but they’re just better at hiding it. It’s weird to think that I used to run with that fast crowd, but I did try not to get caught up in their mean pranks or their stupid mind games. Believe it or not, they’re even mean and ruthless to each other.” “Now, that’s hard to believe! They always looked like they were having fun to me and enjoyed breaking the rules at school,” I replied. “Yeah, it’s true they got away with a lot more because of who their families are. I’m glad we’re finally done with school and we don’t have to see them every day.” “Boy, me too.” “I used to have the biggest crush on Phillip Rice. I used to daydream about him taking me to the prom, but I went with Bobby Holster instead.” She giggled and looked over at me with a fresh smile and no more tears. “But he’s so terribly shy and a terrible dancer! He kept stepping on my feet all night!” We both laughed and then she grew serious again. “I know it’s none of my business and I usually don’t listen to gossip, but the eyes of Centerville are on you now and more than ever, since you’ve started dating Richard Tate.” “Did date, Richard Tate,” I corrected. “Did date…did you really kiss that dreamy English teacher, Mr. Radcliff?” I hesitated and blushed looking down at my feet. “Yeah…but it wasn’t what you think. I felt ashamed and awful about it afterwards.” “Why? I would have kissed him and maybe more!” “Anne, you’re incorrigible! You won’t have!” I threw a pillow at her and laughed. She dodged the pillow and threw one back at me, hitting me square in the face. We both laughed again and it felt so good to be silly and having girl talk with my best friend, who felt more like the sister I’d always wanted to have. “Oh, yes I would have…I’ve only been kissed twice and they weren’t even as cute as Mr. Radcliff or Richard Tate.” She sighed. “Don’t worry, once you get out of this eccentric town, there will be plenty of boys just lining up to kiss you.” “You really think so?” “Yep…positively!” I leaned over and gave her a big hug. Anne’s trailer was cramped and stuffy, but I made the best of it. Anne and I shared her room which was no bigger than a closet and shared her twin bed. Her aunt was hardly ever home and I’m not sure that she even noticed or
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 cared that I was now living with them. Anne was working part time in the local beauty shop, washing hair, and sweeping the floor, while she finished beauty school. Her aunt was still waiting tables at the coffee shop located near the main highway and offered me a job, too, but I quickly declined and thanked her anyway. I had to remain invisible a little while longer…and I didn’t want anyone to find out where I was or what I was up to…at least not yet, anyway. Late at night, as we lay in her twin bed side by side, Anne told me all about her plans for the future; she wanted to move to Florida and try to look up her other relatives as soon as she could save up enough money. She would then go to college down there and work part time in a hair salon. She asked me to go with her, but I told her that it wasn’t my destiny to follow…my destiny lay right here in Centerville for now. I envied Anne who had her whole life planned out, which was more than I could say for myself. When I unpacked some of the things that I had brought with me, Anne gasped in awe. “Oh, I love this black top and this skirt! Can I try them on?” she asked. “Go ahead…on second thought you can keep all of these clothes too,” I said, handing her an armload of black tops, skirts, and pants. “I was never very fond of the color black anyway, but it looks great on you.” “Oh my. I can’t take all these nice things…some of them still have the price tags on them!” Her eyes caught mine with questioning. I laughed bitterly. “I didn’t steal them if that’s what you’re wondering. Richard bought most of those clothes for me…and I would really like for you to have them.” She stood looking down at all the clothing spread out on the bed. “I don’t feel right about taking your new clothes.” But I knew by her face that she really wanted them and hadn’t had new clothes to wear in a very long time. “How about a trade then?” I suggested. “I adore those ivory cotton pleasant blouses you’ve handmade on your sewing machine and those old jeans you never wear anymore.” She quickly agreed and gave me three of her embroidered, flowing pleasant blouses and a pair of faded blue jeans. She gushed with excitement and went about trying on all her new clothing for the next hour, while I sat back on the bed with my hands folded behind my head wearing a small smile. From the gossip that Anne had heard in town, the party was set for the following Saturday evening. All the following week, I calculated and planned
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 my scheme of retribution, though Anne attempted to discourage me from my course of action, but I could not be persuaded otherwise. “Can you drive me over to the optician at the drugstore in town, today? Something I ordered a week ago is in,” I asked her one day while we both sat home cleaning up the breakfast dishes; she was washing, and I was drying. Since I had moved into the trailer, together Anne and I had (much too her aunt’s delight) scrubbed, swept, mopped and dusted everything in sight, making it as clean, sterilized, and decent smelling as we possibly could. “Okay, but what do you have to pick up?” “Oh…you’ll see,” I said, sounding purposely mysterious. I wasn’t sure if I would use it or not…but better to have it just in case, I rationalized. At last, the night of the big party at the Tate Mansion had arrived, and Anne had called in sick to work to help me get ready. “Are you sure you want to go through with this, Sabrina?” she softly asked as I emerged from a long hot shower smelling of roses. “Positive,” I said with such certainty, I surprised myself. I took my time getting ready as Anne hovered near by. I painstakingly applied my makeup with great skill and perfection. I put on foundation, powder, then applied a mauve eye shadow, emphasized my cheekbones with a hint of blush, and put on loads of black mascara. My lipstick was rose red, giving my mouth a perfect sultry pouty look. Anne helped me with my short hair: she trimmed it up and even put a few streaks of golden highlights through it to give it depth and warmth again. I stood back from the mirror when she had finished and smiled. “You did a really nice job, Anne. I almost look human again.” Next I stepped into the formal winter white sequined gown with a very deep empire V-neck and A-line shape. The dress hugged every curve of my body like second skin. In the few weeks that I had stayed with Anne, I had regained some of the weight I’d lost and had returned to my womanly hourglass figure. I tugged on my nylons and then slipped on a pair of silver slingback heels. I used the blowdryer to finish drying my hair. Then she began to style it, softly waving it back off my forehead and fluffing out the rest of my hair becomingly around my face, styling it into soft waves. She did a wonderful job with my hair and I told her so. I almost felt normal and pretty again…almost. I stepped back to admire myself in the elongated mirror. “You know, there’s something missing with your outfit,” she commented,
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 stepping back and quirking her head to the side. “What?” I said turning to face her. She got down on her hands and knees, reached under the bed, and pulled out a red velvet jewelry box. “This used to be my mother’s. And I live in fear that someday my aunt will discover it.” She laughed and went about unlocking the jewelry case. I gasped and brought my hand over my mouth. “These were my mother’s heirlooms. They’ve been in my family for generations and when she died it was in her will for me to have them,” she explained, lifting out a one-inch thick diamond and sapphire bracelet and one-carat sapphire stud earrings. I waved my hands in front of me, taking a step back. “Oh, Anne, I couldn’t!” “Oh, yes you can,” she said softly. “I want you to borrow them for tonight…I trust you and they will go perfect with your dress.” She handed me the earrings and fastened the sparkling bracelet on my wrist. “Now you look fit for a ball!” she exclaimed and stood back to shower me with compliments. “Jeez, you look Snow White in that dress…or at least how she would look on her wedding day.” “Thanks…but I’m afraid I’m not quite that pure and innocent anymore.” “Sabrina, you sure look sensational tonight…are you sure that you don’t want me to go with you?” she softly asked. “No…this is something I need to do by myself, but thank you for offering.” “Okay then…well, it’s almost eight o’clock and the party should just be getting started. Do you want me to borrow my aunt’s car and drive you over?” “Yes, that would be great.” After she had left the room, I took one more long look in the mirror at my reflection before leaving. “Well, I guess there’s no turning back now,” I said to the girl in the mirror with the big cat-shaped brown eyes, short brown hair and full pouty red lips in the tight white party frock. “Nope, there’s no turning back,” I repeated and grabbed my purse off the bed and headed for the door. On what I was to realize later it suddenly occurred to me that my death was at hand. The death of sweet innocence lost, the death of a pretty but naïve girl…. the death of a fool, which was, of course, the death of the old me.
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 We were both silent as she drove me over to the Tate Mansion in her aunt’s old yellow Volkswagen Bug. Maybe Anne was right…maybe my planned confrontation with Richard and Mother was a stupid idea and would only end up hurting me worse than them. I almost asked Anne to stop and turn the car back around…then the Tate Mansion loomed up ahead, its high witch’s cap peaking above the tall trees and the surrounding wall. Yet, seeing the great house again put sour black thoughts back in my mind and squelched my reservations and returned the hatred to my hurting heart. All the bitter lies, deceit, and betrayal replaced my doubts and vengeance and once again boiled my blood. What was about to happen was fate taking control of all our destinies and not entirely all of my own doing. I knew who and what I was now. I was the most dangerous kind of female the world has ever known. I was, of course, a woman scorned. I recalled suddenly an old saying, “Hell hath no fury as a woman scorned.” And how true those words would ring tonight as I planned to bring down the Tate Mansion and everyone in it! I was no longer what everyone had told me I was since birth: a romantic idealist, a dreamer, an innocent…and I would never again just be another foolish victim of some man’s doing. But I sadly realized too that I would just be a victim of my own undoing…and all that was left of the old me was a pretty outer shell of my former optimistic self, and this new me only knew how to hurt, destroy, and self-destruct while bringing down all those around her that had tried to love her and tried to destroy her! All these dark thoughts, mixed with bitter blood and sour gall, replenished my growing desire to seek out vengeance. Like a fallen rose petal carried off by the wind, I felt myself being swept along, carried on the winds of reckoning and damnation and self-destruction. I didn’t say a word or turn to look into Anne’s sad eyes as I climbed out of the car as it sat idling on the street near the curving driveway that led up to
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 the mansion. If I had turned my head then I would have seen the two tears glistening in her eyes and their silent plea for me to turn back and not go inside. I quickly waved goodbye and dashed behind some tall bushes as the headlights of a parade of limousines, Rolls Royces, Jaguars, Mercedes, and towncars turned onto the long drive leading up to the great house. It was a cold dark night even with the full moon glowering down at me from above. A billowy fog swelled and swirled around the house and grounds, rolling in off the San Francisco Bay only a few short miles away. Even from this great distance I could see that the house was all lit up inside and had hundreds of tiny stringed lights gleaming, wrapped around all the trees and bushes near the entrance. The Tate Mansion and grounds looked lavish, extravagant, and festive. It was the kind of party every young girl dreams of attending with affluent and well-dressed people. Richard must have invited the entire town of Centerville and then some! I recognized a few of the prominent businessmen, the town mayor, doctors from the local hospital, our beloved minister, and all the oldest most respected families in our community were attending tonight. I saw some men dressed in black and white uniforms parking cars as the rich and influential drove up to the front entrance of the mansion. I spotted my Jeep, the soft top up, only yards away with the front driver side tire flat. I wasn’t sure how I would get home now. Oh well, I wouldn’t think about that now…maybe later. The ground was damp and drops of water still clung to the trees and bushes as I stealthily passed unseen. It had rained the night before and a warm breeze transmitted snatches of laughter and conversation over to where I stood. Suddenly I spotted my mother and Richard. They stood side by side in the entranceway greeting the guests. Mother’s arm was draped over Richard’s and she smiled warmly at everyone that Richard introduced. Richard looked so dashing and gorgeous in his black and white Armani tuxedo with his rich blond hair fastened in a low ponytail, and looking so incredibly handsome that it tugged at my heartstrings. Next I quickly scanned over Mother in her formal flame-red dress of silk, so low in the front that it exposed quite a bit of cleavage and flowed down to her ankles with a wide slit up one leg to reveal her four-inch gold high heels. She had a long gossamer gold scarf around her neck and draped around each arm. Her short blond hair was styled in smooth finger waves against her head and I thought she looked
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 like a movie star attending a big première. Even from where I stood some fifty feet away, I could see the diamond and ruby earrings twinkling and dangling from her lobes and the matching jeweled necklace sparkling at her throat. I wondered when and where and from whom she had acquired such extravagant jewels. I stood for some time just observing the two of them like an old married couple with smiles plastered on their faces as they greeted their visitors, shaking hands and kissing cheeks. I felt sick to my stomach just watching the two of them together and bitterly thought that at last Richard had found himself a replacement for his dearly departed mother…or a new lover, perhaps? My stomach turned over in repulsion at the mere image of the two of them making love brought to mind. I had to steady myself against the trunk of the tree I was hiding behind. Then Mother turned her lovely hazel eyes in my direction and I froze in the shadows of the great oak tree. My heart pounded with alarm and fright. Could she somehow sense that I was here? Slowly her head turned back around and graciously continued to greet her guests and I let out a long sigh of relief. I gathered up the hem of my snow-white dress and hurried around to the back of the house. I heard Mrs. Bylock’s stern voice shouting orders to the hired help as I neared the back door. I paused and peeked through the window at all the hustle and bustle in the kitchen. There must have been at least a dozen people in there pouring drinks, making hors d’oeuvres, and pastries. Everything smelled delicious and divine, making my mouth water and my stomach grumble, but I wasn’t here to savor the wine or taste the food. I slowly eased open the back door and quickly darted over to the narrow back staircase unseen amongst the fast-paced preparations. I heard the small band playing a waltz as I crept up the steps to the second-floor rooms. I tip-toed down the hallway, staying close to the walls and hiding in the shadows. Then, startled, I pulled up short and let out a gasp. “Sa-brin-aaa.” Madeline’s crooked smile greeted me in the hallway. She looked pretty with her long strawberry-blonde hair freshly washed, smelling of flowers with a white satin ribbon tied in her hair. She was dressed in a lovely blue satin party dress trimmed with tiny white flowers. I noticed that her blue mary janes matched her dress. She had some color to her high cheekbones, making them rosy and I wondered if she’d finally spent some time outdoors. Her arm was caught in that invisible sling against her chest and her wrist dangled unnaturally. In her other hand she was holding another doll, a delicate china doll with a pretty blue dress that matched her own. Her
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 feet shuffled over closer to me. “He-llo, Sa-brin-aa.” “Hello, Madeline…you look very pretty.” A bitter smile quirked my lips as I shook my head…I had been discovered by my own sister no less. My breath caught. I jumped back behind the suit of armor when I heard a familiar male voice and the heavy tread of footsteps approaching the hallway. “There you are! You look great, sis! Now, come along…you have to help me greet our guests, darling,” Richard said gently taking her by the arm. “Wha…bout…Sa-brin-aaa?” she asked in her sweet child-like voice glancing over at me hidden in the shadows, watching. I held my breath, but couldn’t stop my heart from loudly pounding. “I told you, darling, that Sabrina can’t come tonight…she’s…she’s not feeling well. She had to go away. Now, come along, darling.” He sounded sad as he urged her forward and as they reached the top of the main staircase, she glanced back over her shoulder and down the hallway and gave me a little wave before descending the stairs with the man whom she thought of as her full-blooded brother…or perhaps her lover? Whew! I let out a long breath of relief. I went through the house until I came to the second-floor balcony near the magnificent staircase that led down to the grand foyer that now was being used as a ballroom. For a while, I stood hidden in the darkness just watching the other partygoers down below and trying to locate my enemies amongst the crowd. Jeez, there must have been at least two hundred people or more here! The enormous gold and crystal chandeliers were sparkling like teardrops of ice that refracted beams of iridescence all over the ballroom below the brightly lit room. There were dozens of servants in black and white uniforms bustling about with silver trays laden with champagne, wine, and fancy finger foods. A long buffet table with a bright red tablecloth was placed against one wall. It was overflowing with party food and a huge crystal punch bowl. I saw the small orchestra off in one corner on a miniature stage playing the foxtrot and several guests got up to dance in roaring twenties fashion. I was bedazzled and a bit in awe of all the new furniture, the fixtures, and the enormous beautiful, gold-framed mirrors lining the walls, making the room appear twice as big. The marble floors were freshly polished and gleamed like glass. All the richly dressed guests were gaily eating and drinking, and laughing and talking, and dancing. I felt a touch overwhelmed by the huge party in full swing below.
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 I saw my mother in her formal red dress, flickering like a bright flame, which all the men like moths were attracted to. I sighed as I saw Mr. Radcliff, my English teacher, looking at my mother with big sappy lovesick eyes as she laughed and chatted…like a woman without a care or worry in the world. Slowly scanning the crowd, I saw Olivia Franklin and her fashionable mother enter with Barbie Fenton and Phillip Rice in tow. Olivia wore a rosecolored short formal gown and all her long hair was piled up in ballerina fashion with a few loose strands curled to flatter her face. I hated to admit it but she did look awfully pretty tonight and different than she had looked at school. Her mother looked like a woman on the prowl in her very slinky tight gold gown of lame. I watched as Barbie protectively hung all over Phillip in her daringly sexy emerald-green party frock with a low-cut bodice that more than revealed her generous bosom. Her blonde hair was done up like some southern belle in tight ringlets brushing the top of her off-the-shoulder dress. Phillip looked very handsome with his dark brown hair slicked back and dressed in a black and white tuxedo. I thought that Phillip must have had some Italian ancestors because of his olive-complexion and dark eyes, and tonight he did indeed look like a teen heartthrob. He seemed very arrogant and pretentious the way he kept whispering things in Barbie’s ear, which made her cover her mouth and giggle. He waved over at his parents who were standing near the punch bowl drinking from stemmed goblets. The other women were all wearing elaborative formal gowns, and decked out in sparkling jewels on their ears, necks, wrists, fingers, and even in their hair! The men were clad in dark suits and tuxedos with their hair neatly combed, without even a single hair out of place. And then I spotted Richard with Madeline, her arm linked through his. My heart did a little flip flop. Even from my high perch, I could see him surrounded by pretty young admirers. I felt a pang of jealousy and resentment toward him as well as toward his harem. But I didn’t care, because I didn’t love him anymore…I didn’t! Someone standing off to one side drew my attention and my head turned in that direction to get a better look. It was Mrs. Goldsmith, Richard’s aunt! She was standing alone just gazing at the crowd and watching her nephew with a faint little smile on her lips. Her formal gown was black velvet, very long and modest. Her short auburn hair was fluffed out with wispy bangs gracing her forehead and one side of her hair was swept up in a jeweled
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 barrette. Mrs. Goldsmith had a mink stole draped around her shoulders and her makeup was nicely done with bright red lipstick giving some added color to her pale face. Diamonds sparkled from her ears and from around her throat. I thought she looked quite elegant and handsome in her chic ensemble. She was of course smoking one of her long imported brown cigarettes and sipping a glass of sparkling champagne. As if she could feel my eyes on her, she gazed upward, directly where I was standing in the dark shadows. Then suddenly, she headed for the staircase and marched up the stairs, her long gown trailing behind. I stepped back, frightened of being discovered as she strode right over to where I hid, wearing that same small smile playing on her thin lips. “So, there you are! I didn’t come all this way just to see my nephew.” She closely eyed me with a mysterious twinkle in her cerulean-blue eyes. “Richard told me you couldn’t come tonight…said you were in some kind of sanatorium because of a nervous breakdown of some sort. But ah, here you are,” she said in an arrogant tone and smiling just like a Cheshire cat. I came out of hiding and couldn’t help but smile back at her…at least I had an ally at the party. “How on earth did you know I was up here?” I asked with a short dry laugh. “Just sensed your presence, I guess… well you look fine to me,” she said with raised penciled-in eyebrows. “I am fine, thank you. And you look well.” “Thank you, honey. But my, isn’t that white dress you’re wearing simply stunning, and may I add that you look like a tall proud lily in it.” I blushed. “Thank you…you’re very kind. Has Richard been fabricating tall tales about my recent whereabouts?” “Oh honey, in this family we have never bred very good liars.” And we both laughed at that. “Were you really in the hospital?” she asked quite seriously. “Yes…but I’d rather not talk about that now.” “And Richard has no idea you’re here, I suppose?” “None, and I’d like to keep it that way for the time being. Okay?” “Of course, honey…and I thought this party was going to be dull,” she added with a wink. “Well, I guess I’ll head back downstairs now…I’ll see you later?” “You can bet your life on it.” “Very well. Nice to see you again, Sabrina, and may I also add that my nephew’s a fool?” I just smiled in reply as she turned and headed back down
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 the stairs to join the festivities. I laughed at myself, and thought, well, I’ll never make a very good spy or cat burglar! My hiding place wasn’t safe anymore so I stole away like a thief in the night along the dark corridors of the malevolent old house that had done its best to try and destroy me. I went a little further down the long hall to another room that I had discovered some time ago…though I didn’t know at the time that it was soon to be my half-sister Madeline’s new room. I closed the door behind me as I gazed around the only room in the house done in soft pastel colors. Muted pink, light blue, yellow, and soft green decorated the room with plush stuffed animals and china dolls sitting on top of the dresser and the bed. The main piece of furniture that dominated the room was the huge beautiful finely crafted pinewood bed. Matching pinewood furniture adorned the rest of this very feminine room. On the walls, there were framed pictures of landscape scenes with meadows and fields of wild flowers. On the nightstand sat a small silver framed picture of Richard’s mother in younger days. I sighed as I picked up that photograph and looked into his mother’s eyes. “How could you have been so weak and naive?” I bitterly said aloud to the picture and my words echoed throughout the empty room. I sat down on the frilly bedspread with all the fancy satin shaped pillows lining the headboard. This particular room was right next to the nearest upstairs bathroom…and eventually everyone would venture up at one time or another to use it. All I had to do now was wait. Loud and soft voices came and went as one long hour passed and I feared I would be stuck in this room most of the night. I looked back at Catherine Tate’s photograph. “Maybe this is all your fault,” I whispered to her pretty picture. I was suddenly hushed by footfalls and the voices of two people approaching. I stopped moving and froze. Well, I don’t have to wait any longer, I thought as I heard the distinct voices of Olivia and Barbie loudly gossiping about this person and that who were attending the party. Then I heard them pause just outside the bedroom and I jumped up on quiet feet to listen at the closed door. “I wonder if they’ll keep Sabrina locked up for good?” I heard Barbie ask on the other side of the bedroom door. “Not with any luck, but it doesn’t surprise me one bit. Can you imagine being born into a family like hers? You couldn’t help it if you went completely nuts!” Olivia replied with a sarcastic cackle.
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 “This estate is amazing! Remember what a ruin this place used to be? And Richard Tate is so incredibly handsome. Are you still gonna flirt with him tonight, now that Sabrina’s out of the picture?” Barbie asked. “Sure, if I can get him away from his retarded sister. She acts as if he were her date.” They both giggled. “Yeah, and did you see the way Mrs. Ayers keeps looking toward the doorway as if hoping you-know-who will show up,” Barbie commented. They both loudly cut up. “Trisha Devour Ayers is acting like the belle of the ball and did you see how she’s been coming onto the handsome Mr. Radcliff all night? A man at least ten years younger than she!” Olivia responded, her voice sounding thick and garbled. “Well, even if he’s just an English teacher, he still comes from a very wealthy family; you really can’t blame her for trying. They say he’s the black sheep of the family for taking a mere teaching position and not a respectable job in his father’s law firm.” “And she’s married no less.” Barbie slurred her words and she sounded tipsy from too much liquor. I wondered if they were sneaking glasses of champagne or beer. “Scandalous!” “Yeah! Remember when we caught Sabrina kissing him the night of the prom?” Olivia asked her half-drunken companion. “Yep and I told everyone, including Richard Tate, what a slut she is! Now her mother is going after him and flirting with every other good-looking man in the room.” “Totally disgusting! Ugh!” “YEK!” Barbie chortled. I heard them maliciously gossiping about another young couple downstairs before they must have paused near the bathroom door. “Wow, look at this old portrait painted of Richard’s grandfather, Gordon Alan Tate the third…ole polar bear face himself. Even his green eyes look frosty!” Olivia declared. “That picture gives me the chills…is he gonna be here tonight, ya think?” “Who knows?” Then I heard Olivia purposely lowering her high-pitched voice. “The Tate family are as odd as the Devour family. But the Tates are from distinguished old money descendants. They can get away with a lot more, I guess.”
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 “Yeah,” Barbie answered. Finally, I heard them go into the bathroom together and shut the door, before I made a move. This was finally my chance for vengeance! I poked my head out the door to make sure no one else was loitering in the hallway. The coast was clear, and luck was on my side for a change, and I stole out into the hall and crept up to that closed door. I vigorously shook and shook the huge bottle of champagne I’d taken from the kitchen and aimed it at the door. My thumbs resting on the neck of the bottle near the cork…waiting. I couldn’t help but smile to myself. I heard them flushing the toilet and laughing amongst themselves and then…the turn of the doorknob. I spread my legs and took careful, deliberate aim…the door opened. POP! The cork flew into the air as the bubbly liquid rocketed up and out of the bottle…spraying, soaking, and saturating their carefully done-up hair, ruining their makeup and drenching their beautiful party dresses! They both screamed, twisting and turning, raising their hands to shield their faces from the shower of pink champagne. I turned and ran, holding in my hysterical laughter at their loud howls and screams and cries. I heard people rushing to their rescue as I turned the corner to hide and watch and listen with gloating satisfaction! I could have sworn I heard Olivia bawling as she suddenly came into view. Half of her long black hair fell out of the ballerina bun and hung in long wet strands against her face, in her eyes, and on her neck. She held both her arms out at her sides, shaking them and quivering all over. Her velvet gown looked ruined with wet stains darkening the rose-colored dress. Barbie emerged from out of the bathroom doorway a second later with a trembling bottom lip and bitter tears running down her cheeks. She obviously had gotten the worst of it. Her entire blonde head of curls was flat and dripping wet and she had big black pools of mascara under each blue eye. Barbie’s emerald-green dress of silk was turning blue in spots and her low-heeled pumps made loud sloshing sounds as she moved about. “OH! Just look at the two of you! Have you two been sneaking booze up here and drinking with the boys again?” Olivia’s mother demanded the minute she came up the stairs hearing her daughter’s loud squeals that were like the howls of someone being murdered…and not just a wet head and one ruined dress. I had no doubt that Olivia had at least a dozen more pretty party dresses at home crammed in her closet, I thought bitterly. “Momma! Just look at my new dress and my hair! Someone has purposely
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 soaked us with champagne!” Olivia screamed at her mother’s astonished face. I thought Olivia looked just like a younger version of her mother with the same thick blue-black hair and unpleasant disposition. Her mother stood there with hands on her narrow hips, shaking her head at the sight of her very soggy daughter. “Just great, Olivia! Now I suppose you’ll want to leave the party? Well, I’ll just have the car brought around and get our driver to take you home. You smell like a brewery!” With that, she turned and sashayed back down the hall and back down the stairs to the party. “But Momma!” I heard Olivia cry out, her bottom lip out and trembling. She began to loudly whimper. The other guests who had come running to see what had happened just stared and smirked and snickered at the two sopping wet girls. And that was satisfaction enough…now they knew how they had made me feel time and time again! I clamped a hand over my mouth to stifle the laughter bubbling in my throat at the sight of their humiliation and vexation. I waited until they began their descent down the staircase and heard the ripple of laughter all the way through the enormous crowd. Two down and two to go! Once everyone had disappeared from the corridor and back downstairs, only then could I let out the laughter held back until now that threatened to betray my whereabouts only moments ago. Then when my laughter subsided, I slowly made my way down one hallway after another and finally ended up outside the bedroom door of my own humiliation, dishonor, and disgrace. Back to sit on that antique canopy bed with the filmy covering. Outside the set of triangle windows, a long string of dark clouds gathered above the great house and swept across the full moon glowing into the dim room. The wind whistled and screeched through the trees causing the branches to scrape against the sides of the house, making an eerie scary sound. It was a perplexing and strange kind of night as if destiny was taking over and had planned my fate long ago. My gratification was short-lived though, and I almost felt sorry for those two girls having to pass through that crowded ballroom and endure all the pointing and staring and having to listen to the chuckling and snickering behind their backs. Then I recalled that awful day they had stolen my clothing after gym class and I had to spend the rest of the school day clad in my dirty, smelly gym clothes enduring all the stares and sneering from the other students.
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 Maybe what I did was somewhat childish and immature, I thought…but they deserved worse than they got, I quickly reasoned. I went to the window and opened it and a gust of wind invaded the room and I heard the instantaneous sound of the prism teardrops jingling against one another from somewhere in the house. They woke up my dormant wits…yawning and whispering…the chandelier’s long teardrops yet again tinkling and clinking. All around me the house seem to stir, move, and wake up too, as if it had waited all this time for my return and the revenge that was my due…and perhaps hers as well.
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 I stayed in that bedroom that was now Richard’s for only a few minutes until I found what I needed in his dresser, hidden underneath his neatly folded shirts. On a whim, I grabbed his keys off the dresser. I gathered up my courage and the hem of my long formal gown, and I went through the halls turning left then right until I came upon that locked door. Without the slightest bit of hesitation, with my hands slightly trembling, I used Richard’s keys to unlock that forbidden bedroom door. I felt an icy draft that made me shiver, and it was like the sour breath of death coming from the grave. I knew whose room this was all along…but I had to see it for myself. I softly closed the door behind me and leaned up against it. It was dark in that room and there was a very peculiar odor coming from within it; it wrinkled my nose and made my stomach turn over in repulsion. It smelled of mildew and mold…of death and decay, like something rotting. I moved to the windows, parted the lacy curtains, and opened one wide. The chandelier in the room began to slowly swing and the crystal teardrops…jingled and tinkled. I thought I heard a whisper on the wind as it swept past me into the dim room. I slowly moved through that dank room like in a dream that I couldn’t wake from and fumbled in the darkness until my finger felt the switch at the base of the Tiffany lamp. I had to squint for a few seconds until my eyes adjusted to the soft light. I gasped and stepped back in shock, my hand automatically flying up to cover my nose and mouth. A short scream tore from my lips! Terror jumped into my heart, flooded up in my eyes that grew wide, stark, and bleak. I couldn’t move. Like a statue of marble, I stood frozen. Something gently swaying had caught my eye in the center of that room…draped securely over the cobwebbed gold and crystal chandelier was a long, thick cord of robe frayed at the end…just dangling there. I couldn’t take my eyes off that robe. I was quivering all over and fear was making me feel faint and vulnerable.
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 No, it couldn’t be! But my mind screamed it was! The same robe that she had hung herself with…left for me to find. I had to force my eyes away, as I slowly inspected this eerie room which was clearly trapped back in some strange time warp. There was a giant four-poster bed with the dusty satin bedspread turned down as if waiting for someone or something to climb into bed. Little goose bumps traveled up and down my arms and my heart began to beat wildly like a jungle drum. The strangest thing about this room was the fact that it had been left exactly the same way, untouched…as though still awaiting her return. The walls were wallpapered with a chintz fabric, as were the chairs near the windows. The three stained-glass windows were covered with lacy offwhite curtains and there was a small sofa at the foot of the bed. A small table sat between the two dark oak chairs. Everything shimmered in the light and was covered over with a thick layer of dust. The huge walk-in closet doors were open and I stepped near it and peered inside. There were dozens of moth-ridden dresses, blouses, and new clothes still hanging up in that huge closet. There was another open door to my left and I quickly realized it was the adjoining bathroom. Next, I drifted over to her dressing table to pick up and examine all the silver-framed photographs covered with thick cobwebs. Framed pictures of Richard and his mother in younger and happier days. One large framed picture stood out from the others. The picture of a beautiful woman with flowing red hair, dressed in a soft pretty, lacy white nightgown with three-quarter inch, billowy sleeves that reached the floor. She was holding the hand of a small blond boy near a twinkling tree on Christmas morning. Her blue eyes were what held my attention the most…vacant, dead eyes. Her smile was faint and she looked so sad and lost. My heart broke for her. I had finally uncovered the mystery of the locked room and had laid eyes on Catherine Tate’s suite of rooms. More like a shrine, I thought with a cold shiver that shot down my spine. I saw one or two fancy perfume bottles sitting atop her dressing table, and on impulse I sprayed on a musky oriental scent. Her scent…just like the exact same bottle of perfume that Richard had bought for me only a few months ago. Tonight I would smell like her too. I was distracted by a strong, foul smell that seemed to be coming from near her bed, and on timid feet, I approached the far side of the huge room to locate the source. I pulled up short and groaned in disgust and disbelief! On the bed, spread 347
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 on one of the pillows was a huge handful of loose human hair! Red hair streaked with gold! Who would do such a thing? I reached out and touched it…it still felt fine, soft and silky, just like Richard’s hair. But it smelled funny…and I quickly dropped the hair as if it were fire, burning my hand! I spun around and raced out of that death room…that death shrine! As if unable to wake from a nightmarish dream I drifted back down the hallway and headed back to the narrow stairwell that would take me back up into the shadowy scary attic of the mansion. I went up into that gigantic room, which was softly lit by the full moon suspended in the hazy, starry sky just outside the windows. A moon so big, so bright, and round that it looked as though I could open a window and touch it. The kind of night made just for lovers and dreamers, I sadly thought, but I wasn’t either one of those anymore. I wondered when this was all over, would I someday find that perfect love that I had longed for my entire life and find peace in place of my troubled soul? I walked over to the trunk where I had first found Catherine Tate’s diary and rummaged through her things. The dream I had in the hospital came back to haunt me once more. “Seek the truth…in the attic…seek the truth,” the ghostly apparition had said and here I was seeking out the truth. I lit an ivory candle I had with me and placed it in an a old-fashioned brass candleholder. Against one wall of the attic, there was a huge painting in an intricate gold-frame. I moved closer to the oil painting. On closer examination, the beautiful image was a rainbow peeking through the clouds after a storm. The major portion of the painting was covered in dark hues of black, gray, and blue. The dreary colors stood in stark contrast to the lighter pastels. Actually, I realized that they served to emphasize the dazzling angel of light in rich flowing white robes, which appeared luminous floating in between the clouds over the dark tempestuous waters. The painting put me in a melancholy mood as if it represented the stormy sea of my own life. The angel’s long golden hair fanned out around her head, which was inclined toward the heavens with her arms, spread wide as if asking God, why? The radiant colors made me think there just had to be a purpose and goal for my own life that lay ahead in a brighter, happier future filled with love, laughter and hope and perhaps I was focusing too closely on the darker murkier sections of my own canvas. I knew now that God had purposely allowed those dark dreary shades to be brushed upon my canvas from time to time to make me into a stronger
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 person who could weather the storms of life. Sadly, I wished I could be more like Daddy, the eternal cock-eyed optimist, like the bright colors of light and not the dismal shades of darkness and the doubting Thomas that I was now inclined to be. I wished I had stayed forever with my head firmly buried in the sand like an ostrich…but that was the old me. I grabbed the candle to bring it closer to the strange painting and read the signature….Catherine Tate. Finally, after staring at the picture for some time, I thought that maybe there was a reason for me finding this depiction of an archangel descending from the heavens and trying to quiet the tempest below. And did it really seem like only yesterday that I only worried and stressed over which colleges to apply for and which book I would read next? I backed up from the canvas with a heavy feeling in my heart and raised my eyes to the ceiling. I wondered if God was at this very moment gazing down on me from heaven with tears in his eyes and disappointment in his heart. I was a woman scorned and doomed. Doomed to repeat the same impulsive and rash mistakes over and over. For a split second, I almost changed my mind and then I heard the silent call of the chandelier’s dangling teardrops. “WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO TELL ME?” I shouted, spinning around and around stirring up more dust, ghosts, mysteries, and memories of the past. “Why won’t you let me be?” I screamed to the room, not caring who heard me or not anymore. “Oh, yes I can hear you…I hear you!” I sadly said, hanging my head in shame and defeat. They were always tinkling, jingling, and whispering…always whispering. And then, when I should have known better, I took the burning candle and went back to that same old trunk filled with her things and pulled from it a dingy white, lacy, princess-like nightgown with full three-quarter sleeves and beaded through with a pink satin ribbon and a big pink satin sash to tie in a big bow in the back. It had once been a very pretty cotton nightgown which was just what a prim and proper young lady would have worn, perhaps on her wedding night. In another old leather-bound trunk, I found a long red wig that needed brushing out and dusting off. There were several elongated mirrors placed together on top of each other against another wall by a sewing machine and an old faceless mannequin to design dresses on. I moved over to the mirrors which caught my reflection a dozen or more times so that if someone had ventured into the room they could hardly tell the image from reality. I took off my formal gown and
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 carefully laid it over a chair and slipped off my silvery hose and heels. Caught up in some deep compulsion, I yanked the smelly, moth-ridden nightgown over my head and when I gazed in those mirrors, my reflection told me that I looked very virginal and innocent…but I knew in my heart that a white nightgown could not restore those qualities. I felt like a woman playing with fire by resurrecting Richard’s memories of his dead mother. Next, I slicked all my short hair back tight against my scalp. I took my hairbrush from my evening bag and sat down to brush and arrange that long mane of red hair in my hand. I brushed and brushed and then styled the wig until the hair gleamed and looked like a soft cascading dark red mane. Then I put it on my head and went before the mirror yet again to fussily arrange the hair so it fell in luxuriant, crimson cascades of soft waves down my back; then I buttoned up the front of the gown, and tied the pink sash into a big bow in the back. I stood back and gazed into the mirror once more. Well…not an exact duplicate of her but pretty darn close, I thought. Something wasn’t right…on impulse I drew a tissue from my purse and wiped off my bright red lipstick and replaced it with a light shimmery pink one. Ah, now, that was better. Afterward I fished the blue contact lenses out of my purse and put them over my brown pupils. Revenge blazed my eyes, blurring my vision until all I could see was red. In the mirror my image was hazy, then went out of focus then returned and when I stepped closer I saw her staring back at me! Ahhh, now that was more like it! A rippling sensation on the back of my neck gave me the strangest feeling that someone was near, and watching. Just my wild imagination again, I told myself. Looking myself over in the many mirrors, I thought that I could more or less pass for…I spun around, the floating panels of the flimsy gown fanning out and stirring up the dust…and the specters. Was someone there, watching? “Who’s there? Mrs. Bylock?” I felt immobilized and exposed like being caught naked. “Mrs. Goldsmith?” Only the deep sigh of the attic responded as the house settled and yawned. I took the flat dead flower that had been pressed between the pages of one her books out of the trunk and the long braid of red hair I’d taken from Richard’s room and held them both tightly against my bosom. I closed my eyes and waited, trying to summon the spirit of a dead woman back from the grave or from the very bowels of this house. I stood there very still, clutching
 
 350
 
 EVEN ANGELS FALL
 
 that flower and that braid until I started to feel very foolish. I sighed and opened my eyes. I guess Daddy, Richard, Dr. Matheson, and Mother had all been right…it was all in my head and this house was not really haunted. All of sudden I felt a cold draft sweep through the room making me shudder. Some slight noise came from my throat. The candle, sitting on top of one of the trunks flickered and the wooden cradle in the corner began to slowly rock back and forth by an unseen motherly hand. The candle flickered again…threatened to go out and leave me in the darkness with all the dead memories and ghosts of the past. The draft felt stronger, more forceful, and colder as it swept through the gigantic room. My instincts were screaming! A chill of apprehension and fear shot down my spine feeling like a leaden weight bearing down on my soul, my heart, and my conscience. Did I still have the nerve to go through with this? “Catherine, are you here?” I loudly whispered to the darkest, remote corners of the room. I looked out the window at that big full moon which looked more like the great eye of God condemning me. An owl hooted…maybe the same one that had paid a visit to the house the same night that I had first glimpsed the mansion through the black wrought-iron gates. Happier memories of days past broke through my eerie thoughts. Memories of Richard’s passionate kisses, soft caresses, and tight embraces flashed briefly before me, making my heart hammer foolishly. Oh, Richard. Why? I caught some movement out of the corner of my eye, interrupting my thoughts. A shimmering, slow-moving apparition in a light blue, grayish looking gown seemed to float towards me, reaching out for me with both arms thrust forward. “Sa-brin-aaa,” it said as it drew closer to me. I felt paralyzed with fright and my hand rose to my throat as I held back a scream of terror. “You…look…fun-nay,” I heard her say with a girlish giggle. “You practically scared me to death, Madeline! How did you find me?” She stepped out of the long shadow and into the glowing candlelight. She reached up to feel my scratchy wig. She looked puzzled and unsure and quirked her head to the side, shuffling her feet. I sighed, half laughed, and shook my head. I shook a finger at her. “Madeline, you shouldn’t sneak up on people like that. You nearly gave me a heart attack!” She just kept smiling at me. “Well, I guess this is as good a time as any to get to know each other…I am your sister. Your half-sister, do you understand?” Impulsively, I reached
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 out to fiercely hug her close and kiss her cheek. “I’ve always wanted a brother or a sister, and now at last I finally have one!” “Sa-brin-aa…is…my…sis-ter,” she said with a lopsided grin, a spindle of saliva dripping down one corner of her crooked mouth. “Yes, that’s right. Oh, there’s so much to tell you. I guess we have a lifetime to get to know each other and I vow here and now to take care of you! You can come and live with me and our…I mean, my father.” I had almost said our mother…but I wasn’t sure she was my mother anymore; she was some stranger I didn’t like, maybe hated, and someone that I no longer cared to know. “Sa-brin-aaa…my sis-ter, Sa-brin-aaa. Rich-ard my bro-ther…mine.” “Yes, Richard is your half-brother,” I corrected. “No! My bro-ther!” I shook my head at her obvious display of possessiveness over Richard…well, I reasoned, she could have him! I sighed, and I think the house sighed too, and Madeline along with it or maybe she had yawned. We stood there just gazing upon each other until I felt the urgent call of the house quietly beckoning me to come out of the attic and do what I now felt compelled to do…for it’s what the house wanted…and I felt obliged to obey. “Look, sweetie, I have to go back downstairs now. Will you show your sister Sabrina the way?” I stooped down to pick up the cord of robe I’d taken from one of the trunks and had tied in a loose noose and put it over my head, the tail end of it trailing down my back. “Yeah…I show ya…thee wayyy.” She spun around so fast that the candle blew out. We were wrapped in darkness with barely enough moonlight to see our way back out of the attic and down the narrow stairwell…toward my destiny or was it still hers? Madeline led the way with her slow jaunty steps; back to stand together at the center of the second-floor balcony. We stood quietly for some time just gazing down at the crowd below, mingling, dancing, eating, and drinking. I had no idea what time it was as I heard the loud bongs of the grandfather clock below. I felt suddenly silly, dressed in this white nightgown, satin slippers and wearing a long red wig, not to mention the blue contact lenses over my brown eyes. I started to say something to Madeleine about returning to the attic and taking off this soiled dress when I heard a bloodcurdling scream!
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 My mother had lost her poised cool and she was frozen in shock. I could see her trying to regain her composure and the screams that threatened to break free, so that she had to clamp a hand over her mouth. Every one of the guests turned to stare upward at me in the old-fashioned white nightgown, the long red wig, and the noose dangling from around my neck. Madeline beside me was stupidly smiling and waving at Richard who slowly turned as in a nightmare to see why everyone had seemed to freeze and even the orchestra had stopped playing. Richard’s eyes grew wide and dark as he stared and stared at an apparition from his haunted past. Yes, I was now a ghost…the ghost of Catherine Tate! A terrible silence hushed the room. Outside I heard the first rumblings of a winter storm brewing. The lights blinked once…twice but did not go out. The wind howled and shrieked outside with a growing fury as suddenly the rains came to beat against the roof and windows. I made some small sound that choked my throat, feeling Richard’s apparent pain and anguish at seeing a dead mother back from the grave like a specter in the night. Oh, God…what had I become? Some sort of twisted, bitter woman? Down below, Mother, the belle of the ball, in her crimson silk dress froze, her eyes wide with fright. Her hands nervously working together, twisting and turning the plain gold band on her ring finger. I didn’t know what to do or say so I just awkwardly stood there with one hand resting on the rosewood railing staring down at all of them, gawking up at me. Richard was staring at me with his dark eyes, wide, frozen and his face held a look of enthrallment as if lost in time gone backward…to when his mother was still alive. He looked at me with blank eyes gone dead themselves as tears choked his throat and spilled from his eyes just like the blood that would soon be spilled that very night. “Momma?” he said in the faintest voice just barely loud enough to drift up to where I stood with our sister. The rain made a loud steady staccato beat, drumming along with my pounding heart. Mother’s hazel eyes turned dark and shadowed with disbelief and doubt at what she was seeing and then she put both her hands up in a gesture that seemed to want to ward off evil…or just me. “Oh, Catherine…it wasn’t my fault you lost your husband. Not my fault! You brought this upon yourself!” All the guests’ eyes grew wide as they jumped from her, to me, then back to her. Everyone staring at her now and not me.
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 “You couldn’t have children…couldn’t produce an heir, but I did! Just look at the little girlish freak that I produced for your husband, a husband that should have been mine!” Her voice was high-pitched, on the verge of sounding hysterical when she spoke again, pointing an accusing finger at a dead woman. “Catherine, you always thought you were better than me! But Alexander never loved you the way he loved me!” Richard looked confused and half sick as he stared from me to my mother in a daze that put him nowhere. “What? I don’t understand. Madeline is my twin sister…” I sadly shook my head. In someone else’s low voice I said, “No, not your twin, but your half sister.” It took a few moments for his brain to grasp the reality of what my mother was saying and I was acknowledging. The guests milled about and whispered amongst themselves and shook their heads with pity for my mother…a Devour. Oh, no what had I done, now? I had ruined the Devour name once again, bringing shame down upon my family…and if the guests hadn’t heard the whole terrible story yet, they were about to. Outside nature was raging too as the thunder clapped and then lightning briefly lit up the room. Richard started toward the bottom step, smiling with his eyes glassy unfocused, as if caught in the enchanted evil spell that I’d unknowingly cast upon him. Again, he cried, “Momma!” And I was the crazy one, I thought! Couldn’t he see that it was only me under this dress and wig? I saw Richard’s aunties, Mrs. Goldsmith, and some of his other relatives just standing back and watching me. Mrs. Goldsmith stood queenly stiff, just staring at me with the queerest expression, but she didn’t look surprised or shocked to see me standing there like everyone else clearly did. My eyes fled hers and rested upon my mother again who had gone quite pale and was trembling all over…with rage! For a moment she couldn’t move; only her hands which were frantically warding me off and I could see the screams bubbling in her throat, trying to get out and then…she laughed. Hysterical wild laughter, like someone demented! Laughing, cackling until tears ran down her cheeks and she clutched her side. Then her cackle turned into inhuman screams of rage and hate before those blazing hazel eyes met with my blue ones yet again. The lightning flashed, followed by the roar of thunder and the sounds of
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 the rain pelting against the roof and loudly clanking into the metal rain gutters. “I just knew someday you’d be back! Faked your death just to torment us all, didn’t you? Catherine, you were always such a romantic fool.” Again, she let out that high-pitched unnatural laugh. “You were just jealous of me! You were weak and vulnerable and so easy to fool…and to manipulate like a pawn, I played you!” She spread her arms wide and twirled around the room, her dress flaring out to expose those lovely, shapely legs. Slowly everyone seemed to back away from her, and now she stood alone in the center of the room. “It was Alexander who devised the brilliant plan to slowly drive you insane by making the house seem haunted…and I just went along. He was hoping, as was I, that you’d you just leave and make no prior claim to his fortune. And you were so weak and spineless!” She laughed again. “And you never even suspected that I wasn’t really your friend, but Alexander’s lover! “Alexander was my one great love! And then you had to come along and spoil everything! EVERYTHING!” she screamed, looking half-mad. Her hazel eyes turned dark and blazed with hatred and fury. “This house and everything in it should have been my wedding present! Not yours!” I stood there petrified, gone stiff inside. My feet felt as if they were nailed to the floor. “How could you? You drove me to this by your own greed and jealousy!” I accused, my tone sterile as if my heart had been removed. I noticed Richard ever so slowly making his way up the staircase, but paused only three steps from the top. His dark eyes took on a frightening queer glazed look and he seemed to want to reach out to me but was holding back. I was trembling all over, uncertain as to what to do to bring this nightmare to an end, which I was now trapped in and couldn’t seem to wake from. A real gale was building outside like a giant climax with the deep and ominous thunder grumbling and the strong winds growling, tearing at the sides of the house and banging the shutters. The rain and the wind beat the limbs of the trees so that they scraped and banged against the windows and the sides of the house. “How could I?” Mother hollered up at me. “You are so much like my daughter with her fanciful romantic notions! Yes, I tried to steal your husband, but he was never really yours to begin with! He was always mine! I just married Jack Ayers to make him jealous and then you came along…but you weren’t woman enough for a man of Alex’s sexual appetite. But I was! “Then when I told you to end it…to leave him, you made one last desperate attempt to save your dissolving marriage,” she bitterly laughed again and her eyes narrowed to mere slits. “You thought you would give him a child, a son
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 and he would come back to you…but I was there to dazzle him and fulfill his every sexual want and desire. I should have been the mistress of this great estate and the one to restore my family’s name and rebuild our lost empire! And I would have too….if you hadn’t…if you didn’t.” Mother’s hazel kaleidoscope eyes turned green then brown, became shadowed, which then grew deep, dark, and stormy. “But you did. Took your own life, like the weakling you really are and always were…and in the end you won and again I lost Alexander, only this time to guilt and shame and despair….” Her voice died away as she appeared to droop and sag limply like a wilted flower and her head hung now…and I wondered what she must be thinking…or scheming now. When she slowly lifted her head to meet my gaze—something in her hazel eyes broke, grew deep, dark, bleak, and stark. She seemed a shadow, an empty shell of her former vivacious self. My eyes flew back to Richard’s haunted face. Time seemed to stand still as he gazed upon me…no, not me, but at the ghost of his dead mother. The long cotton nightgown felt suddenly very hot and I felt perspiration under my arms, and my heart began a fierce, mad throbbing, full of panic. The rain outside beat down with growing fury and rage as if beating out the same rhythm as my heart. The grandfather clock below began to bong and all the clocks on the many mantels, in the many rooms chimed in. It was twelve o’clock…the witching hour. “Momma…it’s me, Richard, your little boy!” He all of a sudden appeared elated as tears of happiness glistened in his eyes, making them sparkle under the chandelier’s glowing lights. Slowly, as if caught in the same nightmare, he moved forward, until we stood only inches apart. He leaned down as if he were going to kiss me full on the lips, but I quickly turned my head so his kiss landed in air and I forcefully shoved him away from me. “Ugh! Leave me alone, Richard! There’s something malevolent residing in this house. And it rules here and keeps everyone who sets foot inside its cold walls and dark corners from ever being normal, content, or sane…” “But Momma…I love you so much.” The tears in his voice and in his breaking heart matched the tears in his dark eyes. Unexpectedly, Madeline jumped between us with surprising cat-like agility and shoved me backwards…dangerously close to the top stairs. I faltered and looked from him to her and then back to him. “I hate you now, Richard!” I spat out, with my blue eyes searing into his.
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 He looked cold and rigid like a man turned to stone by the very harsh glare that came from my eyes. He moved forward again. “Please don’t hate me…I didn’t mean to hurt you!” he pleaded with his mouth and his dark eyes were beseeching. I wasn’t sure if he were pleading with me, or with her. Tears burned my eyes and blurred my vision; I just wanted to get out, get away from all of them, my sister, my mother, the house, and most of all Richard. I started to turn around and head toward the back stairway and escape this place, but Richard reached out like a drowning man and clung to me, sinking to the floor and wrapping his arms around my legs and softly crying. I was hurtled back to earth as reality struck my heart and pity flooded the very core of my being as I gazed down at him looking like a lost hurt little boy clinging to the only woman who had ever truly loved him…although once I had loved him very much, almost as much as she must have. I wavered and the walls seem to grow close than retreat again, neared, then retreated and I realized that I was still very much in love with him. The lights blinked again, then went out and we were all left in total darkness. This was my chance to flee! I could run away unnoticed and unseen before anyone would even know that I was gone. The darkness seemed to wrap itself around me and I wasn’t sure which way to turn and not end up falling down that flight of stairs again. If only I could wiggle free of Richard’s strangle hold of my legs, and now he was nearly dragging me down with him. I felt as if the cold hands of death were closing around my throat, choking my voice, and keeping me from screaming. I unconsciously reached up to fiddle with my cross necklace and feel its quiet strength that made me stand up a little straighter, reinforcing that steel rod in my spine and lifting my chin up a little a higher. Then just as suddenly as they went out, the lights flickered back on. I glanced back down at the foyer, looking for Mother but she had vanished into the darkness. The crowd below had come together in a tight gaping bunch to gawk and stare and whisper. A hot tide of passion, embarrassment, compassion, and sympathy for Richard washed over me, all at once as his guests stared on and on. I knew now that I was destroying his life, his mother’s memory, my mother’s life, my own father’s, his father’s and possibly Madeline’s as well…as well as my own. My vow not to love him anymore, not to feel anything but hatred and loathing for him, and not to become involved with him again was shattered
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 in that instant. I was forever doomed…I was a scorned woman with a bleeding conscience and a sinking man, going under in the sea of her own destruction which was still clinging to her soiled skirts and legs like a life-raft. “I love you…I love you so much. I’m so sorry, please forgive me. I love you. I need you,” he said repeatedly and I was shocked and surprised to hear his words echo my own thoughts. The nightgown was slowly creeping up my bare thighs as his hands roamed the creamy flesh of my legs… no, her legs! My mouth opened to say I was sorry for pulling such a terribly childish prank on him and my mother. I bent down to lift him up and take him in my arms and beg for his forgiveness… Wham! I was hit with such force the wind was knocked out of me, the wig flew off, and I twittered near the top step again, and would have fallen backwards, if I hadn’t quickly reached out and steadied myself by grabbing the banister. I saw Richard fall forward on his knees, looking dazed and perplexed as to what had just happened. “My…bro…ther! You…go…a-way…Sa-brin-aaa!” “No! Madeline, don’t!” I screamed as she charged at me again like a raging bull gone mad! Richard shook his head and snapped out of his deep fog and lunged forward, shoving me out of the way…just as Madeline plunged head first down the great staircase. Down, down, down, down she tumbled into the dark rabbit hole… There was a scream stuck in my throat…then I heard someone else screaming down below and I didn’t have to. “Someone call for help!” I heard a man shouting just as loud mournful sobs broke free and escaped from my lips, eyes, and heart. Richard reached for my hand and said in a trembling voice that barely reached my keen ears. “It wasn’t my fault…I didn’t mean to hurt her.” When I looked at his face, his eyes were dry. The whole house seemed to shudder as Madeline’s body hit the foyer floor with a booming thud, which preceded a loud clap of thunder and a brilliant flash of lightening. An eerie hush came over the room, the house, and all its inhabitants. Even nature raging outside seemed to pause. Then all at once people were crying, speaking in hushed voices, gasping in shock, and were breathlessly rushing about. Someone was calling for an ambulance on their cell phone as someone else hurried forward claiming he
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 was a doctor. He bent over my sister’s lifeless body and checked her pulse…then slowly shook his head. But I knew she was already dead. She lay face up and very still with one leg, still up on the last step, twisted abnormally beneath her. Her pretty, strawberry-blonde hair was fanned out all around her. Her arms were crooked and her pink panties were peeking from beneath her blue party dress that was crumpled up around her waist. As Richard and I ever so slowly descended the stairs hand in hand, I could hear the faint tinkle and jingle of the crystal teardrops…whispering that it was over or perhaps it was only what my heart wanted. When we reached the foyer and the last step, we paused. Madeline’s head was turned unnaturally to one side and I could see the protrusion of the bones sticking out of her neck and the trickle of blood that oozed from her parted lips. Her glassy hazel eyes gazed up at me, and through me. She was dead…and it was all my fault. I had unknowingly brought about my own sister’s death. Richard let go of my hand and bent down to gently close the lids of both her lifeless eyes. Now she looked like she could have been sleeping. I looked up and into Mrs. Goldsmith’s ominous face and she slowly shook her head and dabbed at her eyes with a lacy hankie. She patted my shoulder, threw her nephew a look of disdain and then I watched her straighten up, cross the foyer and head out of the room. I slowly eased myself down to sit on the bottom step to bury my face in my hands and my whole body shook with uncontrollable sobs for a sister that I would never know. I felt so weak all over and emotionally drained. Everything seemed unreal and I wanted to be angry and bitter and blame someone else, but I had no one to blame but myself and my own impulsive actions that had lead me down a self-destructive highway that brought about these tragic events. The police came next, then the paramedics and finally the coroner with his long black Hearse. The police milled about, asking questions, taking statements, and photographing the scene. They asked me all sorts of indirect questions about the evening’s events. My mind was spinning, I felt tonguetied and I had trouble swallowing. My heart felt as if it had slid down into the pit of my stomach. To my surprise, every guest that they questioned said the same thing. “Just another tragic accident.” “Must have lost her footing,” said another. “Such a shame…so young and pretty.” This odd town was standing beside Richard and protecting him. Then I quickly realized it was not Richard they were protecting, but his family, his money and what they did for our
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 community. Just before dawn, the police finally ended their questioning and put her stiff corpse in the big black zippered bag, and carted her away and told us we were all excused. I pushed myself up, stood on shaky feet, and headed for the front door. Outside the weather had calmed down just like the storm of rage within me had resided and retreated and was now calm and still. I walked out those double doors and down the porch steps even as I still felt the tug of emotion from that house that didn’t want me to leave. My steps became lighter and sped up as I crossed the lawn. On the horizon, the sun was just waking up, rising over the hillside, and peeking through the clouds. Shades of orange, pink, yellow, red, and purple streaked the overcast sky, turning it crimson then gold blended with violet and bringing with it the promise of a new day and a brighter future. Was it just a coincidence that Richard and I met and fell in love? Was it just destiny or fate dealing a hand that lead me to find Catherine Tate’s diary, which sent me on a quest to uncover the secrets of the mansion? Or did Catherine Tate herself plan my destiny long ago? I may never know, but I like to think that maybe just maybe she was finally at peace. Whatever the reason now I must learn to try to put it all behind me and somehow go on, and the tempestuous ordeal had at least taught me one thing…that I am a survivor. My canvas was blank now and it was up to me to pick the colors in which all my future days would be painted. Would I pick the bleak, dark hues of green, gray and black? No, I thought, I wanted the sunny yellows, the bright blues, the vibrant oranges, the luminous pastels, and the happier, brighter tomorrows that came with them! “Sabrina, where are you going?” Richard called out, for he must have stepped out onto the porch to watch my sudden departure. It started to sprinkle as I started my long walk down the driveway towards home…wherever that was. “SABRINA! SABRINA, DON’T LEAVE ME!” I heard him frantically shout. But I didn’t stop. I didn’t turn my eyes or my head neither left nor right but just kept my gaze focused straight ahead and fixed on the horizon and the promise of morning and a fresh start. My hair was getting wet and the nightgown was clinging to my legs as I walked on in that cleansing, light drizzle. The tears from heaven were cleansing my soul and mending my
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 broken heart. I knew that eventually God would probably send more gray skies my way and paint my canvas from time to time with the black hues to cover the lighter shades I painted there, but with an inner strength and a renewal of heart, I felt ready to face whatever lay ahead. Something or someone was willing me to stop and turn around…to return, but I resisted. I shook my head, for I didn’t want to have any doubts or second thoughts about leaving! “SABRINAAA!” I heard him scream, but he didn’t come after me or chase me down the drive. My steps quickened, scared now that he would come after me, and try to bring me back to him and to that house, so I walked even faster as if pursued. I’m not sure I would have kept on walking and made it through those gates if he had tried to stop me. The damp ground fog swirled about my legs, and far behind me I heard him still screaming my name. “SABRINA, SABRINA PLEASE WAIT!” And as I rounded the corner and started to go through those tall black wrought-iron gates, the rain stopped and a brilliant sun broke free of the dreary clouds and only then did I pause for one second to look over my shoulder and saw the sunlight shine down upon that malevolent old house for the first time, as if a long dark shadow had been lifted from it, and it was finally at peace after all these years. Maybe God had sent the rainbow, which filled the sky to lift my spirits and bring me hope that His light was going to shine down on me after all. And maybe, just maybe the mysteries of this place would never be solved…then my eyes lifted toward that eastern bedroom window on the second floor. The window was partially open and the lace curtains blew to and fro and though I can’t be sure I thought I saw her face smiling down at me…perhaps it was just my overworked imagination; perhaps not. I looked to see Richard, but he was no longer on the porch. The storm was over. The rainbow that appeared in the sky, made me remember the fragile promises that I had made to myself long ago: to somehow succeed at being a journalist, going off to college, and to somehow overcome the obstacles that were sure to still darken my path. I vowed then and there that I would never, never let love rule my heart or my life again. My hand reached up, out of long habit, to feel my silver cross necklace and the solace it provided me with, and it reminded me to always have faith and trust in God, even when my impulsive nature wanted to rule my head
 
 361
 
 SHERRY A. MAURO
 
 and my heart. I figured that someday God would forgive my past sins…and maybe someday, just maybe, I could finally forgive myself. As I stepped through those gates, I could have sworn I heard a woman’s quiet sigh and the jingle-jangle of the crystal teardrop prisms still calling my name….
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