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In a thickly forested gully miles from
anywhere, a solitary man tramped home to his quaint cabin and his
quiet wife. He glowered straight ahead as he trudged along the wide
dirt path at the bottom of the ravine, a path he had created
himself over the years. He didn’t gaze around him as he went. He
seemed unaware of the natural beauty around him. He was intent upon
reaching his destination.

As the soil of the path was packed so
tightly from his twice-a-day trip through the gully, he was able to
travel swiftly, making no more noise than necessary. Squirrels and
other small fauna took no notice of him, even as he passed within a
few feet of them. They knew he posed no threat and so they ignored
him. In a way, he was one of them. He went about his business, not
bothering anything or anyone. Live and let live.

Up ahead the forest tightened like a
sphincter on the path, which eventually disappeared into a thick
batch of brambles. He plunged headlong into the brambles,
frequently brushing back the spiny branches that clawed at him. It
occurred to him that he would soon need to trim them back
again.

It was dark inside the brambles, as if
sunlight refused to penetrate the armored brush. Unflinching, he
pushed ahead, oblivious to the shroud that had fallen around
him.Eventually, the brambles gave way and there was his house at
the other side of the clearing. It was nothing special to look at
but it was home. It was the typical log cabin one would expect to
find in this part of the country, except for the fact that every
room but one had a glass window. While that didn’t necessarily help
with heating in the winter, it made for a much lighter, airier
home. He had hand built the one room cabin and over the years he
had added rooms as needed. When the time had come for him to bring
a bride into his simple abode, it had proved to be too dark an
atmosphere. The young woman had smiled politely and requested
windows.

“I can do that,” he offered.

“Leave one room with no windows. That
will give us greater warmth in the winter and safety from animals.”
He smiled and nodded. Practicality was important out here on the
frontier.

It was two years before they added
their first child—a girl. She was the apple of both their eyes. Jet
black hair that developed into an incredible mane and almond shaped
brown eyes framed a smile that melted any heart that crossed her
path.

She was precocious, this little girl.
She immediately picked up on everything she was shown. It was rare
for her to need a second lesson in anything. Often, she picked up
details her parents had never noticed. She could tell how many eggs
a chicken was sitting on without having to see them. She sensed
which mushrooms were edible and which ones weren’t. She knew what
animals lived in the various boroughs scattered throughout the
gully by the size of the entrance holes.

Bitty was her given name, but they took
to calling her “The Spirit of the Glen” because of her affinity for
all living things.

Bitty was such a curious little thing
that her parents sometimes became frustrated with her. She had a
voracious appetite to understand the world around her and how
everything fit together. It seemed that she started every
communication with the word, “Why.” Why was the sky blue? Why did
some of the maple tree leaves turn over when a storm was coming?
Why did the foxes try to kill chickens but not the great fat
pig?

It wasn’t enough that she asked so many
questions, but she was forever trying to make friends with wild
animals, even the deadly ones. There weren’t a lot of those in this
ravine, but a few types of native snakes and spiders could quickly
dispatch a child. Bitty loved all of them and tried to make
friends. Her inability to see animals as predators had her parents
worrying over her incessantly.

Arriving at the cabin, the man marched
purposefully into the humble abode and hung his coat on a wooden
peg in the wall next to the door. He dropped the few items he’d
been carrying onto a simple wooden bench below the peg and took a
seat at the roughhewn table in the corner of the room that passed
for a kitchen.

His wife emerged from the windowless
room and quickly prepared him a meal. It was a simple dinner, all
of it having been grown in the ravine, excluding a few strips of
beef jerky that they had received in a trade with a nearby cattle
rancher. There were greens, mushrooms, and an egg.

“How was work?” she asked.

“Same as always,” he replied stoically.
He munched on the greens.

She sat down at the table, clasping her
hands together as if to give thanks. She sat silently, staring at
him.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she answered.

There was excitement in her face. That
much he could see, but he didn’t know what it meant.

“What?” he repeated.

“Nothing, nothing.”

“You’re excited,” he said.

She tried to hide it but his comment
only made her smile wider.

“What is it, woman?” he said between
bites of egg. Then, with an air of concern in his voice, “Are you
with child?”

Her spirit sagged momentarily.
“No.”

He bit into the beef jerky. “Then
what?” he asked, exasperated by her secrecy. “What is
it?

Her knuckles were so tightly clenched
they were white. “I don’t want to say until you’re done eating, but
I have a surprise for you.”

He searched her face thoughtfully for a
hint of what the surprise might be but could find no answers, so he
continued to eat. It would do no good to pester her. She’d set her
mind in such a way that she would tell when she was ready and that
was obviously not until he’d finished his dinner. He loved that she
was strong and true to her word, but some days her behavior was
exasperating.

“Just like your daughter,” he sighed.
Instantly, he was ashamed. His wife’s face melted.

 


It had been a warm July afternoon. A
thunderstorm had just passed, making everything wet. Lily, or Lily
of the Valley as they had nicknamed their second daughter, had been
playing at the mouth of the ravine, which opened onto the banks of
the mighty Wabash river. She was only six and so full of life. She
had been picking flowers and filling a little woven basket with
them. She slipped in the mud.

They both heard the scream—just
one—“Mommy, help!” and then she was gone, sucked under by the fast
moving chocolaty water. She didn’t resurface until she was several
miles downstream. Two young boys were fishing. One of them hooked
what he thought was a large catfish. To their horror, it was
Lily.

They knew very few people. His boss and
the tiny congregation from the church they sometimes visited helped
them through the burial process. Lily was buried next to the plain
white clapboard church. As she was the first death in the
congregation, she was the first occupant in the little cemetery
that would eventually become the final resting place of 87 other
members of the flock.

 


“Jane,” he groaned, “I’m so sorry. You
know what I meant.”

“It’s okay Harrison,” his wife
returned. “I know what you meant.” In a moment, the wild gleam of
her surprise returned. It shocked him.

The grieving process had been hard for
Jane. They were so isolated out here in the middle of nowhere, over
a thousand miles from her family in New York and where the nearest
town, almost a dozen miles away, consisted of thirteen main
families and a few strays on their way west. They had spent all
their time getting their homestead up and running, not making more
friends than they had at the nearby farms and of course, the
church. But during the summer people were busy raising crops and
livestock, preparing for the harsh winters that always came, and so
no one was around to help her process her feelings. Harrison, true
to a man’s form, shrugged off the child’s death as best he could by
throwing himself into the business of preparing for the winter. He
worked harder than ever, often coming home well after dark and so
worn out that he could only manage to crawl into bed and pass out.
Sometimes he didn’t even eat dinner.

The preacher had visited him at his
boss’s farm one day, instructing him to make time for his wife.
“Give her another child and she will be okay,” he told him.
Harrison promised he would, but Jane was so withdrawn that she
refused to participate in the marital act that the preacher
believed would ‘cure’ her. As he had neither the energy nor the
desire to coerce her, he let it go and pushed deeper into
work.

Winter came and went and to the
couple’s credit, they managed to work through their grief. As it
was impossible to go anywhere Jane one day started talking and
crying and didn’t stop until she had expended every last bit of
emotion inside her. Harrison didn’t know how to respond to her, so
he took a page from his own father’s method of dealing with women
and kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t necessarily the accepted method
of spousal interaction, letting your wife run her mouth, but it
seemed the easiest path to him. Honestly, he was happy to hear her
talk again. The months of silence and indifference were agonizing
for him. He really did love his wife and he valued her insight and
loved her personality. She was more than just a good wife, she was
as smart and strong as any man.

By the time the snow had retreated the
following spring, they were both looking forward to life again.
Jane was with child again and though she was tired and moody, she
was a much happier woman. Surprisingly, the preacher seemed to be
right about that point. On many other things, blasphemous as it
might be, Harrison did not agree with what the man said, but on
this one point, he had been accurate.

With the return of the sun and warm
temperatures, the mail came back again, too. Unfortunately for
Jane, it brought only bad news. Her father had passed three days
before Thanksgiving, leaving her mother and sisters to fend for
themselves. By Christmas, they were homeless. A friend had taken
them in, but with no other ways to support themselves, one of her
sisters had accepted a marriage proposal and the other had gone to
live with the happy couple. Only, happiness hadn’t lasted. The
husband had made several drunken overtures to the younger sister.
The older sister had caught her husband attacking her sibling and
had plunged a letter opener into his back as he attempted to have
his way with her. She severed his spinal cord and he bled to death
before the police could even arrive.

This older sister had been tried and
found guilty of murder. She had been sentenced to death and was
hanged quickly on the courthouse lawn as a lesson to other wives
who ‘might get ideas.’ Jane’s mother had collapsed at the hanging
the second the rope tightened around her daughter’s neck. She had
an aneurysm and died right then and there.

Orange, the younger sister, so named
because of her color at birth, had sent all that news in a one page
letter, choosing to end it with, “Dear sister, if you would have me
at your home, please reply as soon as possible to the address on
this envelope and I will come at once.”

Of course Jane had sent word to her
sister to come quickly to her, but received word back that her
sister had taken to working in a meat packing plant while awaiting
her sister’s response, which never came. However, a letter from the
same lawyer who had handled the estate of her other sister’s
husband had sent her a quick post. It read, “I feel it my Christian
duty to inform you that your sister has perished in a mishap with a
coworker and was buried in a pauper’s graveyard as no one came
forward to claim the body.”

The stress of it was too much for Jane.
She lost the child she was carrying and then she lost her mind. She
lay in bed for days at a time, in their marriage bed, in the room
with no windows.

Harrison had summoned the preacher but
he could work no heavenly magic on her. She lay catatonic in the
bed. The only sound that came from her was the sound of her low,
rhythmic breathing.

Some of the church wives came and tried
to coax her back to health, but with no success. Harrison didn’t
know what else to do, so he threw himself into work even more than
before, leaving Bitty to take care of herself and her mother while
he was gone.

Sometime the next spring, Jane began to
come out of her cloud. One day, Harrison came home to her making a
huge pot of stew, something she hadn’t done since the letter
regarding her family had arrived.

“Are you okay now?” he asked
her.

She deflected his question. “We are
family. We do what we need to do to survive. Are you hungry? It’s
mutton stew. One of the ladies from church brought the meat. Those
women are gifts from God.”

She was different somehow—flatter—but
he knew better than to poke a rattlesnake with a stick. No good
ever came of that. Again, using a page from his father’s lesson
book, he kept his mouth shut and let her dictate the progress of
matters. She would be fine. It would just take time and they had
nothing but time.

 


He finished his dinner, licking the
last bits of flavor and salt from his lips. He sucked his fingers
and drank an entire cup of water. Jane stared at him expectantly,
her hands clasped together in a prayer pose.

“Okay, I’m ready for your surprise,” he
smiled.

Her face lit up. He hadn’t seen her so
happy since she first laid eyes on their daughter.

She took his hand and excitedly led him
toward the inner room. She stopped at the doorway, staring
expectantly into the darkness.

Harrison waited for her to say
something or to do something but she just stared. Finally, he
quietly prompted her. “Jane, what’s the surprise?”

“Hmm?” she replied, seemingly dazed.
“Oh, in the bed.”

She didn’t elaborate. Harrison repeated
himself. “Jane, what’s the surprise?”

 

She seemed to be in another world. She
barely registered her husband’s presence. If they hadn’t been
holding hands, Jane would have had no contact with the real
world.

It made him nervous. That smile on her
face, the faraway look in her eyes. Something was wrong.

“Go, look,” she whispered, thrusting
his hand toward the darkness. He took a step forward and entered
the room. Immediately, the thick smell of earth assaulted him. It
rose up in his nose and made him cough. There was something else on
the backside of that earthy aroma, though, and he realized it
wasn’t a smell that should be here.

There was something in the bed. “What
is that, Jane?”

He took another step into the room.
“Jane, what is that? What’s in the bed, Jane?”

Slowly, inexorably, he was drawn into
the darkness. His eyes adjusted, as they always did, and he could
tell the thing in the bed was a person.

“Jane, who is that?” he muttered.
“Jane. Jane. Who is that, Jane?”

He was at the bed now, the earthy scent
was overpowering. The person, this silhouette, did not move.
Whomever it was, he or she was sitting up against the wooden
headboard.

Harrison kept at his wife even though
he was right there, inches away from this pungent specter. “Jane,
tell me who this is.”

Empty eye sockets, black as midnight,
emerged out of the darkness. “What is this, Jane?” He reached out
to touch an arm.

“Oh my sweet lord,” he breathed. “Jane,
what have you done? Who is this, Jane? Answer me!”

He turned on her but she was locked on
the visage in the bed. She had a crazy, strange look on her face.
She wore a thousand yard stare on her face, rimmed with an
unbelievably huge smile on her face.

“Jane!” he shouted at her, trying to
break her out of her daze. “Jane!”

He grabbed her by the shoulders and
shook her. “Who is in the bed Jane? Who is it? Who?” He kept
shaking her, harder and harder until finally her head whipped
backward. There was a pop and a gasp.

Her head snapped forward. Harrison let
her go. Her head, hanging down, slowly rose. The look on her face
indicated that she had snapped out of her daze but didn’t know
exactly what was happening.

She looked around the room, finally
locking eyes on Harrison.

“Jane?”

“Hmm?” she replied.

Quietly he repeated, “Who’s in the bed
Jane? Is that the surprise? Who is it Jane?”

She looked at him quizzically. She
started to say the name but he already knew and his heart was
already sinking into his stomach.

“It’s Lily,” she blinked. “She came
home to her family, Harrison, to us.”

Then she went into a daze
again.

He was mortified. Temporarily paralyzed
while he processed her words, he stood statuesque. A few moments
later, his faculties returned. Horror and rage welled up within
him.

He ran to the kitchen, searched for
matches to light one of the oil lamps. The room was too dark to see
anything more than he’d already seen. He needed light. Stumbling
upon a box of matches, he lit one of the lamps on the table and
quickly adjusted the wick.

Brushing past Jane, who stood in the
middle of the doorway, staring into the now illuminated room, he
took two steps into the room and froze. His jaw went slack and he
felt as if he was melting into the floor.

There was a small body in the bed,
sitting up, leaning against the headboard, but it was impossible to
tell who it was. It was a badly deteriorated corpse, obviously
female, judging on the length of the filthy, dirt covered hair that
hung limply from a skull that peeked through clods of petrified
scalp and mud.

His eyes scanned downward to the dress.
“The flower.” It was the same dress they’d buried Lilly in. It was
tattered and ruined and coated in grave muck.

“It can’t be,” he whispered. He turned
to his wife, who stood dumbly in the doorway, smiling in her own
world. He looked back at the gory ragdoll in the bed and then at
his wife again.

That smile. “Woman, wipe that smile off
your face,” he commanded her. She continued to stare lovingly at
her little girl, completely unaware of her husband, who took a
menacing step towards her.

“I said wipe that smile off your face,”
he repeated angrily as he advanced on her again.

Something snapped in his brain and he
screamed and rushed at her, knocking her to the ground. His hands
found their way around her neck and began to choke the life out of
her. He couldn’t stop himself. She was screaming or gagging, he
couldn’t tell which and he didn’t care.

At some point, as he began to register
what he was doing, he realized that he was the only one screaming.
Her face, the beautiful face of his lovely bride, the woman he
wanted to have more babies with, was turning a purplish blue. And
then a searing pain flared up in his chest like a hot knife. It was
so sharp, so painful that he instinctively let go of his wife’s
neck and clutched his chest. He rolled over onto his back, fumbling
at something jutting from his breastbone. It was the hilt of one of
his hunting knives.

“But, but,” he murmured. Where had the
blade come from?

“Jane,” he whispered. But Jane was
lying motionless next to him. He stared at her cold dead face and
felt the blood pumping out of the hole in his chest. It pooled
around the junction between the blade and his skin, puddling up in
the swale of his chest until it finally overflowed down his sides.
It felt like fire. The pain was intense.

“Jane,” he cried out. She didn’t
respond. She was dead and he had killed her and he was pretty sure
that she had killed him, too. He wasn’t sure if either of them
would meet again in the afterlife. He knew which way he was headed.
Murdering your wife regardless of the cause was a one way ticket to
Hell, but what would her penalty be for digging up their long dead
daughter and bringing her home to bed? Was madness a
sin?

His eyes rolled toward the bed. There
were the empty eye sockets of his once beautiful daughter staring
back at him, beckoning him to the Great Beyond. “My sweet pumpkin…”
he mumbled, reaching out to her with a bloody hand.

The pain began to fade away. His ears
began to ring. The hard edges of reality softened and faded away
until there was nothing but darkness. His outstretched hand dropped
to the floor. It was over. “Lily.” Where was Lily?

 


Late the next spring, a solitary man
made his way toward a small cabin in the middle of nowhere. He was
dressed in the fine clothes of a city lawyer—clean, dark, pressed
cloth of the finest cut. He wore a bowler on his head. Bowlers were
somewhat fashionable at the moment. His young face, clean shaven
and smooth, showed a clear disdain for his country surroundings. No
well groomed civilized man liked to come out to such god forsaken
country places.

But he was there to do a job, to
deliver a document from family members back East. As the document
had been sealed, he had no idea whether he was the bearer of good
or bad news. Either way, he had already been paid to make sure that
the papers arrived at their destination unopened and safely in the
hands of one Jane Addamms and so he would see to it that the job
was done and then hurry back to the comforts of his home in
Indianapolis.

He followed the path prescribed to him
by a neighboring farmer, the one who employed Harrison as
needed.

“Haven’t seen the man since last
summer,” the farmer told him when he’d asked when the two had last
spoke. “Sure could have used him last harvest. It was a big ‘un. If
you see him, tell him that I’d be willing to negotiate a higher
wage for him if he’d just come back. Wonderful worker that
‘un.”

The lawyer tipped his hat and headed in
the direction the man had pointed. Eventually, he came to a thicket
of thorny bushes. The path led right through the worst of it. “My
oh my,” the man proclaimed, “How ever will I get through this?” His
suit was not brand new, but it was still in very good shape, too
nice to want to have it destroyed by brambles.

It took a long time for him to solve
the problem, but he managed it. Two long sticks served to help him
part the thorns enough to creep slowly through the hungry brush
with only a few knicks here and there.

Emerging into a small clearing, he
found himself in front of a nice log cabin. Eerily however, there
was no sign of life anywhere about the place. No smoke coming from
the chimney, no people or animals in sight nor any noises that
would indicate their existence. He wondered if this was the right
place.

It was the only place in the gully, he
reckoned, so it must have been the right one. Besides, there were
very few homesteads out here in the boondocks, so the nearby farmer
would surely have known where his neighbors lived.

“No way to know unless you knock,
Samuel,” he told himself. He straightened his suitcoat and went to
the door. He knocked boldly.

Initially, there was no sign of life
from within the cabin. But after a second solid knock on the thick
door, there was a rustle, followed by light footsteps. Something
slid along the wood—a lock of some sort?—and then the door opened a
crack.

“Yes?” a mousy, feminine voice
questioned him.

“Good afternoon, ma’am, I am looking
for one Mrs. Jane Addamms. I have a letter for her.”

The woman behind the door leaned closer
and peered out. Samuel could only see a small slice of her face and
a single eye through the crack. She looked him over from head to
toe, blinked, and then slowly opened the door, revealing a haggard
looking housewife in an old dirty dress.

Samuel pulled out the letter and handed
it to her. “Might I trouble you for a drink of water, dear
lady?”

She took the letter and peering at the
beautifully scripted name on the front of it, her own name, she
seemed to go into a daze.

“This is from my sister,” she gasped.
“But she’s dead.” She stared at him.

“I do not know anything of the sort,”
he shrugged. “Might I trouble you for a drink of water, ma’am? It
was a very long walk here and it will be equally as long back
home.”

It took her a moment to process his
request, but she promptly remembered her manners and invited him
in.

“Sit,” she said to him, pointing at the
table. He took a seat while she fetched him a cup of cold well
water. He noted a faint smell of decay in the air, but didn’t all
these country places smell like that?

He drank the water quickly and sighed
happily. “Very nice, thank you.”

He waited expectantly for her to offer
him a few pennies for his efforts, but she was engrossed in the
letter, though she still hadn’t opened it yet. “Well, then, I must
be on my way,” he said slowly, rising from the chair as if he were
a hundred years old. He stood hovering over her, waiting for her to
take the cue, but she did not.

Loudly, slowly, he stomped toward the
door, hoping to shake her from her daze. He reached the door and
ever so slowly, he pulled it open.

“Wait,” the young woman called after
him. He smiled to himself and turned.

“Yes?”

“Please, will you have a seat while I
read this? No, wait. Can you please read it to me?” She gulped and
added, “I don’t think I can manage to do it myself.”

“Well, that’s beyond my normal range of
services, but for a small fee…”

Moments later, it occurred to her what
he was asking for. Gasping, “Oh yes, of course. You’ll want some
money. I can pay you a little when you’ve finished, if that’s
okay.”

“That’s fine,” he replied in a more
jovial mood. He sat down and read the letter slowly and clearly.
The gist of it was that her sister had managed to escape to upstate
New York and had only sent the letter through the other lawyer as a
way of throwing off the bad souls at the meat packing plant, to
whom she owed a good deal of rent money, and was wanting to come
live with Jane and her family and to start her life
over.

“I only ask that you allow me to stay
with you until I can be matched to a husband. Yours eternally,
Nola.” Samuel put down the letter and looked at his newest client.
There were tears in her eyes.

“Joy, I assume?” he said to her. She
nodded and burst into a crying fit. He didn’t move. She was
married. To make any sort of move on a wife in her home while the
husband wasn’t there was scandalous, even if it was
innocent.

She finally produced a handkerchief
from some unseen pocket in her dress and wiped her eyes. Then she
stood up and straightened her blouse. “It will be nice to have the
rest of my family here,” she said, trying to smile. “Now, if you’ll
wait a moment, I’ll get you some money. It’s in the other room,
with my husband.”

Into the interior room she went. He
heard her speaking in a near whisper to someone and then a jangle
of coins. Immediately she returned, holding the coins out to him in
the palm of a hand.

He caught a sour whiff of decay as he
took them, inspected them. It seemed to be an aromatic cloud that
had travelled with her from the inner room. He coughed, then
covered his nose. The stench grew overpowering and he nearly
gagged.

Jane recognized the look on his face.
“I’m sorry about the smell. My husband is sick and in bed. The
entire room smells that way. It will take a lot of cleaning to get
that out, I’m afraid, but there’s no point in cleaning until he’s
done being sick.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Samuel asked,
feigning interest even as he was standing up to leave.

“Oh,” she sighed, guiding him to the
door. “He’s had a great deal of bloating these last few months. I’m
not sure what caused it.”

Samuel stepped into the daylight,
breathing deeply. The sweet scent of wildflowers wafted through the
air, washing the stink of her husband’s disease from his nostrils.
He faced her and smiled. “Well, I hope he gets over it soon. Your
sister will not be long behind the letter, I fear.”

Jane smiled back. “That’s okay, she
said. We’ll all be ready for her when she arrives.”

Samuel couldn’t help but ask, “All of
you?”

Jane smiled again and replied, “Yes, my
daughters and husband and I. We’ll all be waiting for her like peas
in a pod.”

“Ah, well, good day then Ma’am,” Samuel
said, tipping his hat to her.

“Good day to you, good sir. Take care
when you pass through the briars. They will bleed you dry if you
get too close to them.”

He nodded and headed for home,
wondering how long it would take to get the stench of her modest
cabin out of his nose.
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McAtee as a boy,
waiting for the old lady ghost that inhabited his childhood home to
come and scare him to death.
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