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Prologue

What I did this summer...

My name is Perry. I guess I'm a bad boy, bad in the
wrong sort of way. Sometimes I try to be good like
everybody wants you to be, but it's just not as much fun.

This summer, my sister and me went to visit my
grandmother, at separate times, of course. After the first
time, we went to visit, Grandmother said she couldn't
take both of us at the same time anymore. We visited
every year, except never together, which makes it a dead
week.

My parents think we need to learn to love her, I
guess, but she isn't a lovable grandmother. That's my
mother's mother. We just call her Grandmother.

My dad's mother is really cool. We call her Gran,
and she likes it. She lets us do lots of stuff, so naturally,
we don't get to spend as much time at her place.

Grandmother is strict and makes us do stuff that she
says is for our own good. Sometimes, she says it's for
our "edification," whatever that means. They say things
like that to kids to justify almost anything that's not fun.



She's an old woman. White hair on her head like a
mop, old clear plastic rimmed glasses on her nose, and
she always wears this old dress like you see in pictures
of ancient women in the country. Kind of long and
saggy, almost touching the tops of her shoes, she looks
like what you'd think an old woman ought to look like.
And something else weird about her is the shoes she
wears. She has these old black lace-up clodhoppers.
Heels like black blocks of wood about two inches high.
If it rained, she could walk across the parking lot and
never get her feet wet.

During the mornings, Grandmother makes me go to
the Vacation Bible School that they have at the Baptist
church down the road from where she lives. I hate it. I'm
always the outsider, so every day I just count the
minutes until I can get out of there. And every year, I
make Mom promise that if [ go down there, they won't
send me. And every year they promise, and every year |
have to go.

It's a big con. Don't know why I believe them every
year. How stupid is that?

Grandmother lives in an old Airstream travel trailer
and drives a beat-up old Chevy pickup truck. The truck
is pretty cool. It's got a two-tone paint job, faded gold
and white color, only rusting. And it has a big old 454
cubic inch motor with dual exhausts that make a lot of
noise. The interior is shot, pretty ratted out, except that
works for that kind of truck.



It’s the kind of truck you could drive through a wall
and not worry about messing up 'cause it was already
messed up. Like it had already been driven through a
wall once or twice before.

Her trailer is dented in a few places, and instead of
shiny metal like the other Airstreams I've seen in this
park, it's almost gray. One time I asked her why she
didn't live in a regular house like everybody else. She
just stared at me from behind those glasses of hers and
made me wish I'd never said anything.

Then she said she wanted to be able to take off and
go anywhere, anytime if she needed to.

That was weird 'cause who needs to do something
like that? Unless you're trying to escape from a hurricane
or something terrible like that. But they don't have
hurricanes in Austin that I know of; so it didn't make any
sense.

Another thing about Grandmother was she had this
long scar on her throat like she had been cut. Mom said
it was from an operation she had when she was young,
only nobody could say what it was an operation for.

I didn’t like her much even if I did have to go visit
for a week every summer.

Her trailer isn’t mega, and when I’'m there, [ have to
sleep on the sofa. It isn’t that bad, really, but I didn’t like
it. When I was at my Gran’s house, I’d be sleeping in a
real bed.



In the room where Grandmother sleeps, she has this
wooden box that she keeps locked. My sister and me
have tried to open it every year we visit when
Grandmother isn’t around, but no luck until this year.
For some reason, [ was able to open it. I guess all the
practice I did finally paid off. I slipped my lock-pick
back into its case.

Normally, we’d never have been too interested in
her things except she made a big deal about us never
opening that box. Yeah, right. Like that was going to
make us not want to see what was inside.

This year though, while she had gone over to the
little QuickShop store for some smokes, [ was able to
open it. She always locked her bedroom door, only it
was one of those cheap locks and my sister and me
figured out how to open it that first year we stayed there.
We didn’t even have good tools back then.

Grandmother had a weird room even for being in a
trailer. It had more stuff in there than you'd think just by
looking at it from the outside. She even had a real full-
sized bed in there.

She had these carved sculptures, a glass box holding
a kind of necklace in it, and a big cabinet in there. The
cabinet's where she kept some old clothes. Really crazy
looking things like you would wear at Mardi Gras or
even Halloween.
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I never messed with the necklace. Hey, it was a
necklace! One time my sister said she tried it on, but it
felt weird, so she took it off and never touched it after
that.

The thing that we were after was always the box. |
guess because it was locked, and that first year when we
were back there with Grandmother and asked about it,
she said not to ever open it. Naturally, from that point
on, we tried every year. During the year, we practiced
opening locks so we could try again the next time we
went.

So, there I was, with the latch lifted and the lid
swung open expecting to see something either really
great, like handfuls of diamonds, or really gross, like a
dried head or something wicked. Instead, it was just
some books.

I was really disappointed.

Some of the books were really old, like the Princess
of Mars and The Gods of Mars. They had some really
wild covers, except the paper crumbled when you
touched it, so I didn’t mess with those. Wasn’t any point
really, 'cause you couldn’t read them.

There was another book in there that was old, but at
least it didn’t crumble when you touched it. It had a
plain green leather cover. The crazy part was that it was
written out by hand. But the worst was, about that time, I
felt a hand on my shoulder.
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Grandmother was standing behind me.

“I see you finally figured out how to open this lock

ER]

too.

Busted. I didn’t know what to say. All I could do
was say, “Yes, Ma’am.” We always had to say Ma’am
when we talked to her 'cause those were her rules.

“Do you know what this is?” She lifted the big book
out of'its place in the box.

“A book?”

"Don't be smart with me, boy." She always called
me "boy" when she was angry. Which was usually most
of the time she was talking to me.

“No, Ma’am.”

“It’s the story of how all of this,” she motioned
through the air around us, “came to be.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She laughed. I had never heard her laugh or anything
before, so it scared me. I guess I looked it 'cause she
said, “It’s alright. If you can open the lock, then you are
ready to read the book.”

She must have thought the book was what scared me
instead of her laughing. It was a weird kind of laugh,
kind of squeaky like a rusty lid opening.

“Is this about how you got that scar?”
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She smiled. Another first. “That’s just a small part
of it.

“What are these other books in here?”

“Just some old books someone used to read a long
time ago.”

“Are they any good?”
“He liked them, but I’ve never read them.”

“They’re too old to read now. The paper is just
crumbling away.”

“Sad isn’t it. Something once new and beautiful can
one day disintegrate at the touch of a finger. They turn to
dust when you try to reach it. You know, often that’s
how things turn out.”

"Yes, Ma'am," I said that 'cause I didn't know what
else to say. I don't think she was really talking to me,
though.

“Your sister was able to open the box this year too.”
“What?”

She laughed again. “I made her promise not to tell
you. It’s something you had to do on your own, not
because someone coached you. And you can’t read the
book unless you have opened the box.”

“So, opening the lock was a test.”

“All of life is a test, boy. But, yes, it was.”
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“I don’t understand. Why did you tell us not to ever
open the box?”

“You wouldn’t have tried so hard. Would you?
You’ve been working on this lock for four years. I have
to compliment you and your sister on not damaging the
lock or the wood.”

“Thank you. I think.”

“So, now that you’ve opened the box and have the
book, what are you going to do?”’

I said, “I don’t know. I didn’t know what was in it
before.”

She started to return the book to the box, except I
reached out and grabbed her arm.

“Can I read it?”

“If you’d like. It’s a bit long. I don’t think you can
finish it tonight. But you can get a start and, next time
you visit, you can read the rest. Provided you can still
unlock the box.”

I'd forgotten that I was leaving first thing in the
morning. There was an early flight back to New York
that I was supposed to be on. In fact, [ had begged Mom
to be on the earliest flight possible out of Austin. I felt
like kicking myself if that was physically possible.

“One thing you must know before you begin the
read. Knowing what is in the book places you in danger.

XV



However, it’s hard to know with these things to what
extent you might be in danger. Knowledge always
comes with an obligation and a risk. You should be
aware there’s a risk before you start.”

I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know what was in it
after she said that. Or she could have been tricking me
again, like telling me not to ever open the box so that [
would. I wasn’t sure.

But my sister was already reading it, and [ wasn't
going to be left behind.

That night [ read as much as I could...
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GREENB OOK

Part 1

How it began...

many years ago, a boy and a girl lived in a small
town in West Texas...
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The Imagincerium Engine — Green Book

1 One Saturday morning in late
October...

Jamison's mother called out, "Jamison. I need you and
Maggie to change the sheets on the bed in room 12. We
have guests arriving today."

Jamison sighed and closed his book. “Yes, Ma’am.”
He had just started Chapter 3 in The Gods of Mars. John
Carter and Tars Tarkas were trapped in a chamber in the
depths of the Golden Cliffs expecting certain death. His
mother didn’t approve of John Carter, so he put the book
back in the drawer of his dresser, slammed the door to
their apartment, and stomped down the hall to the stairs.

“I heard that,” his mother shouted from the front
desk.

“Yes, Ma’am. Sorry.” He had been waiting two days
to get back to the book. He only got the chance to read it
when Mother was working at the front desk.

He wanted to be like John Carter, strong, powerful,
and respected by all who saw him. Instead, he was just
the tall skinny red-headed kid covered in freckles that
everyone in school made fun of - he hated school.
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Next year he would be 16, and, as soon as he could, he
was going to quit.

Jamison shouted, “Maggie, get the sheets,” and
climbed the stairs to room 12.

Maggie’s real name was Lorenda Wells, but her
mother had always called her Maggie. And so, did
everyone else in town. No one really knew why and they
never thought of her as Lorenda. Not even her. Lorenda
had been her great-grandmother’s name.

Maggie had jet-black hair and ice-blue eyes.
Jamison told everyone that she didn't look like a
"Maggie," only it didn't change anything. Everyone still
called her Maggie, so last year he finally stopped
complaining.

No one ever called Jamison by a nickname even
though he wanted one. A good one though like Spike or
Cowboy. Not a bad one like Stick or Freckle. Sometimes
Maggie called him those, but only to tease him.

Once, when he asked his parents if he could have a
nickname, his dad said, “Why? Jamison is a good name.
That’s your great uncle’s name. He never had a
nickname. Besides, you can’t give yourself a nickname.
Somebody else has to do that.”

But everyone thought of Jamison as Jamison and
never called him anything else. At least anything that he
liked.
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By the time Maggie arrived with sheets, Jamison
had stripped the bed down to the mattress and was
standing by the window watching the street below.

Fort Richards, the town where they lived, was old,
and built at its center in two-story limestone block
buildings was the town's square. In the center of the
square was the courthouse. It looked like a castle and
had a tower with a clock in it. The clock had four faces
facing the compass points of north, south, east, and west.
You could see it from anywhere in town. And, from the
room below the clockworks, you could see everything
for miles around. Sometimes it seemed like you could
see as far as the Davis Mountains. A faint blue smudge
on the horizon southwest of town, however, that was just
imagination. No one could really see that far.

Every day, the clock's bell struck on the hour. It
wasn't like the bells at the church. The courthouse bell
made a single deep sound when it rang, while the church
had three bells that would ring in high, middle, and low
tones. The church bells rang during holidays, on Sunday
morning when it was time to start the preaching, and
when the preaching was over, and in the evenings at
sunset, when they should go inside. The bells rang when
someone in town died. The courthouse bell also rang
when there was a tornado or a fire or if something
unusual happened.
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Jamison let the curtain drop back across the window
glass. “I hate changing sheets.”

Maggietossedastack offoldedsheets andpillowcases
at him. “Me too.” He caught them clumsily.

“Do you ever wonder what Dad is doing? I bet he’s not
changing sheets.”

She laughed. “I don’t think Dad ever has to do that.”
“Yeah. I wonder where he isnow.”

“Dunno. Let’s get finished, so I can get back
downstairs. [ have to finish folding clothes.”

Saturday was chore day. They had a list of things to do
that seemed endless.

“Sure. I guess I’ll start cleaning the floors.” He grabbed
a corner of the sheet and tucked it under the mattress.

They lived in an apartment built onto the back of an
old hotel located on the square. Their mother, Judith, ran
the hotel for their grandparents.

She was tall and thin with long red-blond hair that she
wore in a braid coiled into a bun and had a scattering of
freckles across hernose. When she smiled, she had dimples
in her cheeks and laughed so lightly that Maggie
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would tell her she sounded more like a bird singing than
anything.

Judith would always tell Maggie, "You're just
teasing me. I laugh like anybody else." And Maggie
always replied that she knew she was not like anybody
else.

After they moved into the apartment, their father
was gone most of the time. He became a roughneck and
traveled around North Texas working on drilling rigs.
He was stocky like a south Texas live oak. That's how
their mother described him, with fire red hair and beard.
Lately, he had been working on rigs in north Oklahoma
and seldom came home. When he was able to get back,
they could hear his voice booming out their names as he
climbed out of his truck. It seemed like he enjoyed
making a lot of noise. He wore heavy boots and would
come stomping in the front door of the hotel, rattling the
windows and china when he walked. Their mother didn't
like that and would immediately tell him to, "Hush that
stomping. This is not the oil patch."

And he would get quiet.

But lately, he didn’t come home often, so that was
just something that she remembered from the first few
years when he went to work on the rigs.
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That all happened after one morning, when they
were ten and twelve, and their dad had called them into
the kitchen of their real home. He told them that he had
lost his shop and the bank was going to take their house.
“Just like they did to the Millers last year.”

They all remembered that. When the Miller’s lost
their house, Dad had told them, “That’s why they’re
calling it a Depression. Thousands of people are out of
work, so we’re better off than most.”

When she heard her dad say they were losing their
home too, Maggie didn't believe they were better off
than most people. She remembered what happened to the
Millers.

After the bank took the Millers' house, they had
gotten in their car and driven west, to Abilene or maybe
Lubbock. No one ever knew what had happened to them.
The Millers were just gone, and no one knew where.

When her dad said they were going to lose their
house, Maggie was terrified. She was sure it was going
to be a disaster and that they would disappear just like
the Millers.

But Dad told them, “Grams and Old Pa are going to
let us live at the hotel while your momma runs it for
them. Grams wants to move to Fort Worth, so that works
out fine for everyone. Not many people come through
town now, so it won’t be that bad. And we’ll have aplace

8
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to live until things get better.”

They had said, “Yes, sir,” only they didn’t
understand what it meant, to live somewhere else, in a
place that wasn’t their home.

That’s when he told them, “I got on with a crew
drilling oil wells for a company out in Lubbock.”

They just stood there not saying anything. The
words didn't mean anything to them. They didn't know
anything about drilling oil wells.

He told them, “I was lucky. A friend got me hired
on. While I’'m gone, you have to help your mom. Can
you do that?”

But it wasn’t really a question.

They said, “Yes, sir” and looked around the kitchen
wondering what was going to happen to all of their
things.

Within a week, they moved into the hotel, the bank

auctioned their house, including most of their things, and
then their dad left for Lubbock.

Now, Jamison was 15, and Maggie was 13. Their
dad still worked on drilling rigs, and their mother took
care of the hotel.
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In the early afternoon, a Greyhound bus from Fort
Worth stopped at what had been the old stage depot. The
October air had suddenly changed overnight the way it
does in West Texas, from burning summer to hints of
cold. High above their heads, a high-speed wind tore the
clouds into wisps of mare’s tails. It carried them east,
past Fort Worth and the Trinity River toward the
Mississippi. The light in the air had also changed, from
white summer glare into soft gold autumn hues. It was a
day when everything began to change.

A lady and her young son stepped off of the bus. She
wore a long black dress with a veil and a wide-brimmed
black hat. Long black gloves covered her hands. Beneath
the veil, large black frame and lensed sunglasses hid her
eyes.

The boy was dressed in a fancy black suit that had
short pants with matching dress shoes that were polished
until they looked like black glass. He wore black-framed
sunglasses like his mother. His hair was jet black and
combed slick against his skull. His skin was white
marble.

10
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They stood on the sidewalk in the shadow of the
bus, looking around them, waiting for the driver to
unload their bags.

The bus driver placed two small suitcases on the
sidewalk, tipped his cap to them, stepped back up into
the bus, and pulled back out on the road that would take
him up to Lubbock.

The lady and her son picked up their suitcases and
walked slowly down the street to the hotel.

The hotel was an old two-story limestone block
building that Jamison and Maggie’s great-grandfather
built on the city square when he was young. It had a
front porch and a gloomy central hall that ran from the
front to the back with a staircase that went up to the
second floor where the rooms for guests were located.

The apartment where Jamison and Maggie lived
with their mother was only three small rooms built onto
the back of the hotel. Years ago, before Maggiec was
born, their grandfather had added it onto the hotel for
him and their grandmother to live in. Now it was their
apartment. It was small but, with the hotel for the rest of
their house, it didn’t seem that bad.

Jamison and Maggie had finished their chores and
were sitting in the lobby playing Crazy Eights when the

11
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woman and her son opened the front door and quietly
stepped inside.
Maggie nudged Jamison. “Look,” she whispered.
“I know. I see them.”

No one in town dressed like that. No one they knew
even looked like that.

“Who do you think they are?”

“Must be the guests.”

“Scary. They look like vampires.”

“Yeah. Or dead people.”

The mother and her son walked up to the front desk.

Mrs. Wells, Jamison and Maggie’s mother, smiled
and said, “Welcome to the Fort Richards Hotel. How
was your trip?” She slid the register across the counter to
the woman so that she could sign her name.

“Uneventful, however it was long.” The woman
signed the guest register, Mrs. Penelope Johnson and
son, Hiram L. Johnson, New Orleans, LA. “I’m quite
tired. I believe we’ll just go up to our room and lie down
for a while.”

“Of course.”

“What time is dinner?”

12
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“That will be 6. Breakfast is served at 8 and of
course lunch is noon. I can send one of the children up to
fetch you for supper if you want.”

“That’s quite alright. We will be down at 6.” She
paused a moment, “But, if we are late, please send one
of them to fetch us.”

“Certainly. How long do you plan on being with us,
Mrs. Johnson?”

“We haven’t decided. Possibly a week. We’re
waiting for my daughter.”

“I see. Well, if there’s anything I can do while
you’re here, just let me know.”

“I appreciate that. For now, I just need to rest a bit.”
Mrs. Johnson smiled politely and bent to pick up her
suitcase.

“Here’s your key. It’s room 12. Do you need help
with your bags?”’

“Oh, no.” They held their suitcases close. “We’re
quite alright. They aren’t heavy at all.”

"Alright, then. Maggie will show you to your room."

Mrs. Wells motioned for Maggie to come up to the
desk. Maggie placed her cards on the table, walked
across the room to the two strangers, said, "If you'll
follow me...," and then set off down the dark hall.

13
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During the day, the only light that made it into the
hall came in from the front and rear doors. The doors
had glass panels in them that had etched scenes of pine
trees and a single mountain peak. At night, her mother
would turn on a couple of sconces mounted along the
wall, but they only provided dim light.

“The hallway’s always gloomy,” she told them.

When they entered the hall, she heard the woman
exhale a long slow breath as if she had suddenly relaxed.
Maggie turned for a second to look at her. The boy
flashed a wide grin at Maggie that made the hairs on her
arms stand, and goosebumps crawl across her skin.
Maggie quickly turned around and climbed the stairs to
the second floor, where room 12 was located.

She opened a door. “This is it. Do you need anything
before I go? There’s a bathroom in here with fresh
towels and washcloths. Over here is a closet with some
blankets in case you need them. It might get cold
tonight.”

The boy, suitcase still in hand, had walked to the
window and was staring across the street in the direction
of the old courthouse. The woman placed her suitcase on
the bed and waited for Maggie to leave.

The boy looked at Maggie. He still wore his dark
glasses. “We noticed the old buildings on the way into
town. Do you know anything about them?”
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The strange woman interrupted, "Oh, she doesn't
have time to talk about that. I'm sure, do you, dear. You
probably have a number of other errands to perform.

Besides that, [ would really like to rest a bit before
dinner. If you don't mind. And please, I've changed my
mind, do come and get us when dinner is served."”

"Yes, Ma'am." She realized as she left the room that
both of them stared at her without moving, still wearing
their dark glasses, and the woman was still wearing the
veil and wide-brimmed hat. Like black tarantulas
waiting for a meal. She hurried down the stairs to the
lobby.

“Did you get them situated?”” Her mother was
excited to have guests. Few people came through town
anymore and even fewer stayed at the hotel. At night,
she talked about it sometimes during supper.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Paying guests for a week. Mrs. Wells smiled at the
thought of that. Sometimes they had cattle buyers who
came through on the way to Amarillo in one direction or
Fort Worth in the other. Other times they might have
ranch foremen coming through on their way between
jobs. The foremen only stayed the night before moving
on in the morning, early morning. The cattle buyers and
foremen ate breakfast early, so they could get on their
way to wherever it was that they had business.
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That meant work in the kitchen before dawn getting
the food cooked and the tables set. The kitchen had to
open at first light for them.

However, the woman and her son were different
guests. They would eat at times when people from the city
ate. No pre-dawn cooking or setting tables tomorrow. It
would be life like normal people. Or close to it. Mrs. Wells
chuckled. It was going to be the best week they’d had in a
long time.

Jamison and Maggie sat quietly in the lobby, holding
their cards, but no longer playing. Maggie had told him
how the woman and her son watched her without
moving, shrouded in black, and wearing their creepy
black sunglasses.

That killed any feeling or thought of having fun they
might have had.

When Maggie got back from showing them to the
room, Mother had told them, "Her name is Mrs. Johnson
and her son's name is Hiram. Mrs. Johnson is waiting for
her daughter, so I imagine that after she gets here, they
will continue their travels. She said it could be a week. |
don't know any more than that."

The grandfather clock in the corner filled the room
with its tick-tocking. Before this afternoon, Jamison had
never thought much about the sound of it. Now, after
hearing Maggie's description of the freaky guests, to
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him, the sound was that of the pendulum in Poe's The Pit
and the Pendulum. Poe was one of his favorite writers.
Next to Edgar Rice Burroughs. For some reason, his
mother hated Poe.

“Mother,” Jamison called across the lobby. “All of
the chores are done. Can we go outside before we have
to get supper ready?”

“As long as you’re back in time to help.”

“Yes, Ma’am. Maggie, let’s go over to the
courthouse while we still have a chance.”

They ran from the hotel before their mother had time
to change her mind.
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2 Mr. Munroe

“Look, it’s that creepy kid from the hotel.”

Maggie had been watching the streets below from a
window in the clock tower room. That’s what she did
every time they went up to the tower room. She saw the
boy when he stepped out of the hotel and into the town
square.

“He’s writing in a notebook. Wonder why he’s
doing that.”

Jamison walked over to the window and looked
down at the boy. “Maybe he’s some kind of history nut.”

“He asked me if [ knew about the buildings in
town.”

“Look, he’s walking this way.”
“Do you think he sees us?”

Jamison scoffed, “No, we’re too far up. He can’t see
where we are.”

“But he’s looking up.”
"He's probably looking at the clock. It's about the
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only thing in town that’d be interesting to somebody
from the city.”

“Maybe he’s checking the time.”

“Could be. Look he’s stopped. See, he’s just looking
at the clock.”

"I think he knows we're here. He's grinning at us just
like he did in the room." It made the hairs on her arms
stand, and goosebumps crawl across her skin just like
back at the hotel.

“Now that’s scary.” Jamison took a step back from
the window.

Maggie whispered, “We should tell Mom.”

“She wouldn’t understand. Besides, I don’t know
what we could tell her. And maybe he doesn’t know
we’re up here.”

“I hope you’re right.” Maggie stood by the window
with her arms crossed. “But I don’t think so0.”

Jamison pointed, “He’s going back. He’s probably
just out exploring while his mother takes a nap. You said
she was tired.”

“Yeah. She said she wanted to rest before supper.”

“There you go. That’s what it is. He was exploring,
saw the clock tower, and came over here to investigate.”
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Maggie dragged one of the chairs over to the window
and sat in it while she watched the boy until he was under
the awning and out of sight. “He’s gone back to the hotel.”

“See, I bet he was just out looking around and wanted
to get a closer look at the clock.”

“I wonder why he didn’t come over here. [ would
have. If T had taken the trouble to walk all the way over
here from the hotel, I’d take a closer look at it.” She
pushed the window open.

In the afternoons, whenever they had the chance,
usually after chores and before schoolwork, they would go
to the old courthouse in the town square and, when no
one was looking, sneak up the stairway to the observation
room below the clockworks. It had tall windows set in all
four walls and, from there they could look out over what
seemed like the entire world.

Their friends from school thought the tower was scary,
haunted. They said the same things about the hotel. That
it had ghosts.

They wouldn’t come over to the hotel after dark.

Maggie teased them about being afraid of ghosts,
although it didn’t change anything. So, she stopped
teasing them after a while.

Besides, it was more fun when it was just her and
Jamison anyway.
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The tower room was high above the tops of the
surrounding buildings, and the wind always seemed to
blow from some direction. In winter, it was freezing, and
the wind would storm out of the north from Oklahoma.
Even with the windows closed, the cold found its way
through the smallest crack. In summer, the wind was a
southern blast of heat up from the Chihuahuan Desert
that could transform it into a furnace.

They went up to the tower room every day unless
something stopped them. Today was a good day, and the
air was velvet across her skin.

Most days in the tower room, they would look out of
the windows that faced west and hunt for signs of
soaring hawks and buzzards or imagine Kiowa riding
out on the plains to the west of town.

With the creepy kid wandering around their town,
today was different.

“How’re you chaps today?”” It was Mr. Munroe.

He never called them children or kids, always chaps.
They didn’t know what it meant, but it was always better
than being called a kid or a child.

“Hi, Mr. Munroe.”

He was a gentle old giant and moved slowly around
the building.
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When they first met him, he told them he’d been a
cowboy before he took on the job at the courthouse.

"I did my cowboying back when I was a young man.
Until I couldn't ride out all day long. That's when me and
Mrs. Munroe had to move into town. Once I left
working for the cattle company, we had to get our own
place. Took this here job. They said I was the custodian
for the new courthouse, but really, all that means is I'm
the handyman and janitor. I clean floors and windows,
change burned-out light bulbs, repair broken things, and
keep the clock running."

And that was what they believed. They couldn’t
imagine him ever doing anything in a hurry. It just
wasn’t his way.

Mr. Munroe was the one who showed them the
secret door to the stairs that led up to the clock tower.
Before he showed them, he made them promise on their
ancestors’ graves not to tell anyone about the door or
that there was a room up there.

He said, "Most folks don't think about things on
their own. If they don't get an idea about something, then
they'd never think to look for it. That's how the door and
room 's stayed secret all these years."

He told them that they were the only two people in
the entire town he’d ever shown the room to. They liked
that. It confirmed that they were special in some way.
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One time, Jamison almost blabbed to their friends
that he knew about a secret room and they didn’t, but
Maggie had been able to stomp on his foot before he did,
so the secret was saved. He promised not to tell anybody
even when they were calling him skinny and stupid.

Mr. Munroe gave him a dark look that afternoon
when they went up to the tower, even though he never
said a word to them about it. He didn't need to. Jamison's
blood ran cold when he saw Mr. Munroe's face, and he
never slipped up again after that.

One afternoon when they were looking out to the
west of town, Mr. Munroe told them, "The builder of
this courthouse was a man named William P Williams.
When Texas created the county, Mr. Williams won the
contract to build the courthouse. He was from old
England and loved castles and wind. So, he built it like a
small version of a castle near the town where he grew
up. Like all magic castles, Mr. Williams added its share
of secret passages and secret rooms. The secret passage
that leads to the clock tower stairs is only one of 'em."

Mr. Munroe wouldn’t tell them where the others
were. When they asked, he always said, “Someday.
Maybe.”

The passage to the tower stairs was hidden behind a
secret door built into a wall in the storage room. The
door opened by pushing a decorative stone set at the
bottom of the wall. The stone was marked with the
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design of a horse. Other stones were marked with other
animal designs, so you had to know it was the one with
the horse.

The door itself was narrow, barely wide enough for
Mr. Munroe to fit through when he turned sideways.
Sometimes he joked, “I’ll have to quit this job if I eat too
much barbeque.” Somehow, though, he always seemed
to be able to go through the narrow door.

"So, what are you chaps up to today?" He eased
himself down into one of the chairs that they had put in
the room. They were old kitchen chairs from their real
house, and every time he sat in them, they creaked, and
Maggie waited for them to collapse.

They never did.

Maggie smiled and told him, “Nothing much.
There’s a creepy kid and his mom who checked in at the
hotel this afternoon.” She pointed down at the corner
where the boy had stood. “He was standing down there a
little while ago looking at the clock tower.”

“You don’t say. Creepy in what way?”

“He wears black clothes and glasses all the time.
Even indoors. And he has a scary grin when he smiles at

bR

you.
“Scary, huh.”

“Yes, sir. You can see all his teeth when he grins.
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And he has perfect white teeth. His mother is creepy too.
They look like vampires, only they don’t have fangs.”

Mr. Munroe walked over to the window and looked
down at the corner where she had pointed.

“Let me guess. She’s dressed all in black too and
wears dark glasses.”

Maggie whirled around and stared at him. “How’d
you know?”

“Just guessed.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin.
Mr. Munroe didn’t have a beard, although he always
looked like he hadn’t shaved.

“Oh.” She was disappointed. “I was hoping you
knew who they were.”

Mr. Munroe looked at Jamison. “What’d you think
of them strangers, young man?”

“Maggie’s right. They’re real creepy, ‘cept I didn’t
see them up close like she did.”

“How close up was that?”
“She had to show them to their room.”

“You got a good look at them then. Tell me more
about what you saw.”

So, she told Mr. Munroe about taking them to the
room, their holding their suitcases and not taking off
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their dark glasses even in the dark hall. And he listened.

That’s another thing they liked about him. He
listened.

“Well, I got to say, you chaps have seen some
interesting folks today.” He walked over to the window,
clasped his giant hands behind him and looked down at
the street where the boy had been. “Real interesting.”

None of them said anything for several minutes. The
sun was dropping closer to the horizon.

Mr. Munroe told them, “Going to be a big moon
tonight, but not a full moon, yet. We got a few days
before that, only no clouds tonight and it’ll be bright.”

Mr. Munroe’s voice was soft. He wasn’t a loud
talker anyway, and it seemed to Jamison and Maggie
that he was talking more to himself than to them.

“Yes, sir.”

"You children should be sure and stay in tonight.
When I was a chap, my dad used to call this a killin
moon. Predators are out and about when it's bright like
it's going to be tonight. Best to be inside where it's safe.
OK?"

“Yes, sir.” That was the first time he ever called
them children.
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“Y’all ought to be getting on back to the hotel. It’s
almost 4. Your mom will be wanting you to help her get
things ready for supper.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I got to start locking up for the day, anyway. Miz
Monroe will have six fits if 'm late getting home. She
takes it serious if I’'m late for supper.”

Any other day and they would have laughed
thinking about her getting mad at Mr. Munroe. She was
as tiny as Mr. Munroe was large.

Maggie always imagined her as an elf, slender and
agile. She wore her hair pulled over her ears and
fastened in a tight bun at the back of her head, so it was
easy to pretend that she was an elf. At least Maggie
didn’t know for sure that Mrs. Monroe’s ears weren’t
pointed. The Munroe’s were an odd pair. They didn’t
have any kids that Maggie knew of. When they walked
in town together, they weren’t like anyone else either
and always seemed a bit alone.

Jamison stepped away from the window.

“You know something about those people at the hotel
that you aren’t telling us.”

“No.” Mr. Munroe rubbed his whiskery cheek. “No.
I don’t know anything about those folks that you didn’t
tell me, but they sound pretty strange to me. Anyway,
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you chaps ought to head on back home now. I got to get
things locked up.”

They looked at each other. He never started locking
up at 4. But they said, “Yes, sir,” anyway, took one last
look through the tower windows at the western sky, and
hurried back to the hotel.
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3 Dinner Service

Jamison and Maggie slipped into the kitchen just as their
mother was turning around.

“Caught you. It’s about time you got here. [ was
getting worried I was going to have to get all this supper
done and served by myself.”

“We were just at the courthouse.”

"I knew where you were, although that was cutting it
close. It'll take a couple of hours to get things set. And
we have guests tonight. Hotel guests."

“Yes, Ma’am.”

"I have the roast ready to go in the oven. I need
Maggie to finish that up and Jamison I need for you to
go to the dining room and make sure the tables are set,
and things are straightened up in there. Once you got
that done, come on back in here and help Maggie get the
food ready to serve. I've got to get back to the front
desk."

“Yes, Ma’am,” they said in unison.
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“Maggie, the roast needs to cook for an hour. After
it’s done, it needs to come out and rest for 15 minutes
before we serve it. Timing is everything. Set your
timers, so you’ll know.”

Maggie and Jamison smiled at each other. Every
evening before preparing supper, their mother told them
the same thing, “Timing is everything.”

“Then there are the potatoes, beans, and greens. You
need to start those cooking in an hour. Don’t want to
cook those into mush. | have them already in the pots.
The bread is already made.”

“I know, Momma.” Maggie tapped her foot in subtle
annoyance.

“Of course, you do.” Her mother smiled at her and
cupped the palm of her hand to Maggie’s cheek. “Yes,
you do. I’m just going down the list of things for tonight.

You're so grown up now. Call me if you need me.
Any questions?"

Maggie and Jamison looked at each other and said,
“No, Ma’am.”

With that, Mrs. Wells quickly left the kitchen to
return to the front desk.

Jamison sighed in relief, “That was close.”
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Maggie shrugged, “At least she didn’t seem to be
angry.”

“Yeah. I'm glad we weren’t any later getting here. I
got to go get the dining room ready.”

Jamison entered the dining room through a pair of
swinging doors that separated it from the kitchen. The
dining room was a long narrow room with six small
round tables and matching chairs.

Their mother had hung paintings on the walls to
make it look more like their home. Images of mountains
and horses running on the prairie. She painted them
herself.

By the wall, between two windows, was a mahogany
sideboard with marble top and ornate carvings of forests,
hunters, hounds, and stags leaping from riverbanks into
space. His mother had it moved from their house before
the bank could take it.

Jamison thought he remembered grabbing the vines
carved into its edges and pulling up with those when he
was learning to walk.

Today he opened its intricate doors and removed a
stack of plates.

Several old people in town ate supper at the hotel
and tonight there would be two guests.
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After he set the plates, he took the napkins from a
drawer and neatly placed them by each setting. From the
next drawer, he removed the silverware and correctly
arranged the forks, knives, and spoons on each napkin.

Each evening that was his job. He did it without
needing to think about the sequence of steps or the order
of items. When the food was ready to be served, he
would place the serving bowls and plates of vegetables
and meat on the sideboard's marble top.

In the kitchen, Maggie stood at the oven a moment
before she crossed the room to her mother’s pantry. She
rummaged through the bundles and jars of herbs before
pulling down three cloves of garlic and several anise
basil leaves. Mrs. Wells had just picked the basil that
morning, so it was fresh and pungent.

Her mother kept a small hothouse at the back of the
hotel where she grew her herbs.

"Fresh is best," was what Mother always told them
when she brought in a cluster of fresh-picked herbs.

Before she left the pantry, Maggie reached down
and picked up several clusters of beetroots. Three reds
and three yellows, she liked the yellow just because they
were different. Everyone expected beets to be red, and
the yellow contrast was excellent.
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It just seemed like they were needed with the meal.
Maggie wasn't sure why.

Quickly she peeled the garlic, topped and quartered
the beetroots, opened the oven door, slid out the pan
containing the roast, dropped the beet quarters around
the edges of the roast, cut three slits in the meat,
wrapped the cloves in the basil leaves, and then pressed
the small bundles of herbs into the cuts.

Satisfied, she smiled, returned the pan to the oven,
set the timer for one hour, and closed the door. After a
few minutes, the faint aroma of herbs began to spread
into the kitchen.

kkkok

When the timer went off, Maggie took the roast out
of the oven and set it on the counter to cool. It would
need to rest before it was sliced.

Time to start the pies and vegetables cooking.

After several minutes had passed, Maggie picked up
a large wooden spoon, went to each pot on the stove, and
gently stirred the beans and then the greens. The
potatoes were covered in their pot, so she peeked at
them.
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They were doing fine. Maggie gave them a turn
anyway, just to be safe. Everything was cooking and
would be ready on time.

At 5:30, Jamison and Mother came back to the
kitchen to plan the dinner service. Every night this was
the routine.

"We have the Weston's and the Wagner's tonight as
well as our two guests. Might be a couple of others
arriving later. The Montour's always seem to straggle in
about thirty minutes after we start serving." Mrs. Wells
paused in midbreath. "What's that smell?"

“What smell?”” Maggie tried to sound innocent.

“Smells like garlic and basil. Did you add beetroots
as well?”

Maggie blushed. She hadn’t thought out what to say
when her mother commented about the change in the
roast. So, she said, “Yes, Ma’am.”

Her mother thought a moment. "It smells good but
ask next time before you start making changes in the
food. I just hope everyone likes it. The Montour's aren't
very adventurous in what they eat. Well, we will just see
how it goes, won't we! Might do to have some ham
ready in case they prefer something they're used to
eating.
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“Anyway,” she said as if brushing that to the back of
her mind, “Maggie, put the greens in that big blue
serving bowl. Jamison, you go ahead and take the bread
and the ice tea out to the sideboard. Be sure to ask if
anyone wants water to drink.

“After he has that set out, Maggie, put the beans in
the red serving bowl. I think that will look nice together.
The red bowl and the blue bowl.

“Hand me that knife, Maggie, and I'll slice this
roast.

“Wait a minute, Jamison. Before you put the food on
the sideboard, take that ham out of the locker, and place
it on the table here, so we can have it ready in case we
need it.”

Dinner service always began a bit frantic while they
placed the food in the dining room. As soon as Jamison
had the main dishes in place on the sideboard, Mrs.
Wells returned to the dining room to welcome guests.

Each evening that was the time when Maggie could
relax. The food was served, the guests were dining, and
the only thing left that she would have to do was to wash
the dishes, which she actually didn't mind.

While she rinsed and dried the dishes, she could let
her mind wander far away from the hotel and the town,
off to exotic places that only she could imagine.

37



C. G.Wayne

Tonight, though, after changing the recipe of the
roast, she was nervous. Jamison was in the dining room,
as usual, filling empty glasses with tea and water, getting
fresh napkins, whatever the guests needed.

Maggie was in the kitchen, wondering what the
creepy woman and her son were doing.

She slipped over to the swinging doors that opened
into the dining room and peeked inside to see what was
happening. She gasped. Her mother was sitting at the
table with the hotel guests, the strange woman, and the
creepy kid, talking and smiling as if they were friends.

Her mother never sat with guests at dinner. That was
one of her rules.

Jamison was standing silently by the sideboard in his
usual spot.

Maggie watched her mother, expecting to see her
move back to her own table at the front of the room. She
didn't. Instead, she turned to the swinging doors where
Maggie was standing and called, "Maggie, come out
here for a minute. Mrs. Johnson would like to thank you
for the dinner tonight."

Maggie didn’t move. She was riveted to the floor
behind the swinging doors.
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“Maggie,” her mother called again. “Come out here
for a minute, please.”

Maggie slowly pushed the door open and walked
across the room to the table.

"Here, she is." Her mother's voice was cheerful. The
creepy woman and her son stared at her with their freaky
black glasses.

The woman said, "That was a wonderful roast, dear.
Just the right amount of garlic and basil. So often people
over-season with garlic, however, you found a nice
balance. I also have to compliment you on the use of
beetroots in the dish. The yellow beets were a pleasant
addition. So many people don't realize that beets don't
have to be just the red variety. A very nice combination.
I never expected to have something so fine tonight. It
was as good as any that I've had."

Maggie stared at the floor, “Thank you, but my
momma prepared it.”

“She’s just being modest,” her mother said. “Maggie
has a gift.”

Mrs. Johnson gave her a tight-lipped smile. "I would
have to agree. The dinner was quite spectacular. Thank
you again, dear for such a wonderful meal."
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Her son said nothing but never took his gaze off her.
She couldn’t see his eyes behind the dark glasses, even
though she imagined they were staring at her.

Maggie murmured, "You're welcome," and looked at
her mother. Mrs. Wells smiled at her with eyes that
seemed to sparkle. That was confusing. Surely, her
mother could see how bizarre these people were. She
glanced at Jamison, who was standing by the sideboard.
He was watching the tables like he always did. Doesn't
seem to be too worried about the freaky people. "I need
to go get the pies out of the oven."

“Pies?” Mrs. Johnson sounded surprised. “What
kind?”

Maggie told her, “Peach, apple, and cherry.”
“Sounds wonderful,” said Mrs. Johnson.

Mrs. Wells leaned forward slightly in her chair.
“And ice cream if you would like that too. We have
vanilla and chocolate. It’s absolutely divine. Made each
afternoon by a local epicurean from the choicest
ingredients. I believe you will find it most enjoyable.”

Immediately, Mrs. Johnson said, “The apple pie
sounds absolutely enchanting to me. And with a small
scoop of the vanilla ice cream on the side.”

Her son said that he wanted a slice of cherry pie
with lots of chocolate ice cream.
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Maggie glanced at her mother, who was still smiling
with twinkling eyes, and then stammered, “Well, let me
go serve it.” She turned to Jamison, “Would you ask
what the others want?”

"Sure." He began to go to each table, collecting
orders for dessert.

As he did that, the Westons, Wagners, and Montours
all called out to Maggie that they thought the dinner was
terrific, while she ducked her head in embarrassment and
quickly left the dining room.
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4 Night Terrors

In the kitchen, Maggie prepared the dishes of pie and ice
cream for the strange woman and her son. The warm
slices of pie melted the ice cream in dark brown and
white rivulets. It smelled delicious.

Mrs. DePrym made the ice cream every evening for
the hotel, a half-gallon of vanilla, and a half-gallon of
chocolate. She used chocolate from Belgium. She said
that was the best. But, her family was from Belgium, so
Maggie wasn’t sure if that was true or just Mrs.
DePrym’s opinion. Maggie’s favorite was the vanilla.
Mrs. DePrym made her own vanilla from vanilla beans
that came from Madagascar and soaked them in rum
from Jamaica. She knew about that sort of thing. Mrs.
DePrym was different from anyone else that Maggie
knew.

Jamison stepped through the swinging doors. “I need
three peach with vanilla, a cherry with vanilla, and two
apple with chocolate.”

Maggie held out the dishes of apple and cherry pie.
“Here are the pies for the woman and her son.” She was
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going to say for the two freaks, but decided that might
be a bad idea, just in case they overheard her.

You never know what could happen. Better not to
tempt disaster. That’s one of the things dad used to say.

She wished he were here. A sudden wave of sadness
crashed into her. A wave that left her momentarily
empty and lost. She brushed that emotion aside and
quickly prepared the rest of the orders while Jamison
carried them out to the diners.

That was the end of the evening’s dinner service.

Maggie and Jamison cleared the dining room tables
while Mother made sure that the guests were back in
their rooms, and the townspeople had left for their
homes. After the smiles, laughter, and saying
"Goodnight" had ended, Mother walked into the kitchen
where Jamison and Maggie were waiting at the table.

They had already fixed their plates with food left
from the guests’ supper. Mrs. Wells sat in the chair at
the head of the table and began placing the remaining
slices of roast beef with beets, potatoes, beans, and
greens on her plate. “Well, I thought that went well.
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Maggie, what made you put that garlic and basil in the
roast tonight?”’

“I don’t know,” she murmured.

Jamison blurted out, “She thought the guests were
vampires.”

Maggie swatted him on the arm. “I did not. Well,
maybe a little. That’s just because they are so peculiar.”

“They’re not vampires, but everyone liked the roast.
Even the Montours. Not too much garlic flavor, just
enough really. So it all turned out well.”

The table was silent with only the sounds of knives
and forks clinking on plates as they ate.

Suddenly, her mother glanced up as she cut her roast
into delicate bite-sized portions. "Why would you think
they were vampires?" It was one of those hard-eyedd
looks that always made Maggie feel like she had stolen
something or lied about something serious, even though
she hadn't. She called it Mother's Inquisition Look.

“Because that’s what they look like. Dressed in
black and so pale like they never go out in the day.”

“I see, but they aren’t vampires.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Arguing with Mother never worked.
Better to just let it go.
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“Besides, since they ate the roast, they couldn’t be
vampires, although that doesn’t mean vampires don’t
exist. Lots of things could exist without you seeing
them. Like unicorns.” Then her mother added, “At least
in this world.”

“This world?” Maggie’s eyes widened.

“Certainly. Who knows what worlds might be out
there.” She motioned around them with her fork. “It
would be foolish to think that this was the only world
that could be.”

“Like in John Carter!” Jamison blurted that out
before he could stop himself.

“That’s science fiction, son. I don’t think those
books are the kind of reading you should be doing.”

“But, Mother. It’s about Mars. That’s a real planet.”

“I already told you what I think on that subject.
There are no people living on Mars. I know you’ve been
reading those books despite what I said.” She sighed and
looked down at her plate. “I wish your father could be
here.”

Mrs. Wells placed her knife and fork on the edge of
her plate. “Maggie, what made you think to use the basil
tonight? Garlic I can understand, however bundling basil
with garlic was innovative.”
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Maggie shrugged, “I don’t know. It just seemed like
the right combination.”

Mrs. Wells smiled at her. “I said you had a gift and
you do.”

Jamison crossed his arms and leaned back in his
chair. “Do I have a gift? Why is it just Maggie?”

“Everyone has a gift. They just don’t always know
what it is. You haven’t found yours yet, but you will.”

Maggie frowned. “I don’t want a gift. | don’t even
know what that is.”

“That’s alright. It’s just a part of life. We’ll talk
more about it tomorrow.” She took her plate to the sink.
“I’m going to the front desk and close the books for the
day. Finish cleaning the dishes and, when you’re done,
it’ll be time to get ready for bed.”

In unison, Maggie and Jamison said, “Yes, Ma’am.”

While Jamison and Maggie washed and dried the
dishes, Mrs. Wells began her final rounds for the day.
She closed out the ledger, checked the windows, locked
the doors, and when she was satisfied that all was
secure, turned off the lights in the lobby and went to the
apartment.
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“Why do they keep saying I have a gift?” Maggie
was washing one of the pots, the one that she had used to
cook the greens.

“Maybe because you can cook without having
anybody tell you how to.”

“That’s just talented. I’ve got a talent for cooking.”

“Being talented seems different from having a gift. I
think it’s like a skill. Being gifted is something like from
God.”

“All I did was put some garlic and basil in the
roast.”

“But how did you know to do that.”
"Maybe [ watched Momma cook, and she did it."

“You’ve never seen her do that. Especially that basil
part.

ER]

“It just seemed like the thing to do.”

"I think that's why it's a gift, not a talent. It's not
something you know. That's the gift."

“Maybe.”

“It’s not a knowing thing. It’s just something you
have inside you. That you feel.”
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“Yah. Sure.” She rolled her eyes in exaggerated
frustration. “I’ll put the food in the fridge if you finish
these last dishes. There’s only a couple left to do.”

They worked quietly until the kitchen was clean and
ready for the morning.

Jamison looked around the room. I think we have it
all done.”

“Yeah. No broken dishes tonight!”
“You’re never going to forget that are you.”
“Never!” And they both laughed.

One night, Jamison was trying to put a stack of
plates away in only one trip to the sideboard. Naturally,
he dropped them, and the crash brought Mother running
from the apartment. She punished both of them for a
week. No activities after school unless it was working at
the hotel.

Maggie told her it wasn’t fair. Jamison was the one
that dropped them, not her. It didn’t make any
difference. Mother said they were supposed to be
working as a team.

Jamison turned the lights off in the kitchen, and they
went to the apartment.
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Mother was sitting in the room that they called their
living room. Each night she would sit in her rocking
chair and sew, which was usually only repairing their
clothes. On good days, Mother would hum and sing
along with the tunes on the radio. On bad days, she
would be lost in thought, and there would be no singing
while she patched and mended clothes.

Tonight was a good night. The guests, creepy as
they were to Maggie, had brought in enough cash to pay
their bills for the month.

“It was a good day today,” Mrs. Wells said and then
smiled. Her face glowed. “We have a few minutes
before bedtime, so after you brush your teeth and get
your pajamas on, you can stay up a bit and read.
Jamison, you can even read a bit of that John Carter
book you have hidden away.”

Jamison and Maggie looked at each other. She had
never told him he had permission to read any of John
Carter before.

“Thanks, Mother.” Jamison said.

Maggie fumed, “That’s not fair. You told him he
wasn’t supposed to be reading that book.”

“I did, didn’t I. Well, tonight we’ll make an
exception. Just a few pages and, when it’s time to turn
out the light, I don’t want to hear any complaining.”
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“Yes, Ma’am.” Jamison grinned and pulled his copy
of John Carter from its hiding place.

“But what about me? I don’t have anything like that
to read.”

“You could read your Little Women book. Or maybe
Secret Garden. You like that one.”

“I know, but you always let me read those.”

“You can read a new book I just got, 7o the
Lighthouse. 1t’s by an English writer.”

“Sounds boring.”

"Try it and see. It's about a family in England who
spend their summers at a house on the coast. You'll only
have a few minutes, though, so you better get going."

The bathroom was only large enough for one person,
so they had to take turns brushing their teeth. Tonight, it
was Maggie’s turn to go first. While she was in the
bathroom, Jamison quickly changed into his pajamas,
opened his copy of The Gods of Mars, and started
reading.

Maggie called out from the bathroom, “Momma,
that’s not fair. Jamison is already reading.”

“It’s alright, Maggie. You’ll get your chance.”

“Will I get to read as long as him?”
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“Yes, dear. Now brush your teeth, so you can get
your pajamas on.”

“I’m done.”
“No, you aren’t. Go back and do a good job.”
She grumbled, “Yes, Ma’am.”

After a few minutes, Maggie came out. “Your turn,
Jamison.”

Her mother handed her To the Lighthouse, and
Maggie settled into her chair.

At nine o'clock, their mother stood and said the
words that they hated hearing, "It's time to go to bed."

Maggie gave the book back to her mother.
“What’d you think?”
“It’s alright so far. Like watching a British movie.”

“I imagine the author would be interested to hear
you say that. You can read it when you want. I’ll leave it
out on the end table for you.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

“Goodnight, Maggie.”
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“Yes, Ma’am. Goodnight.” She went into the small
room where her bed was waiting.

The room had been her grandmother's sewing room
when she had lived there. Now it held two pieces of
furniture, a single bed, and a small chest. Maggie used
the chest as her dresser, her table, and, when she put a
cushion on it, her chair. Tonight, she climbed into bed,
pulled the covers over her head, and was asleep in a
minute.

In the living room, Jamison pulled out a folded quilt
and spread it over the sofa. That was where he slept.

Mrs. Wells cautioned him, “Don’t stay up reading.
We have to get up early tomorrow to fix the breakfasts.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

He pulled the quilt around himself, and Mrs. Wells
switched off the light in the living room. "Goodnight,

n

son.
“’night, Mother.”

She went down the short hall leading to her room
and closed the door behind her.
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Maggie's eyes opened, and it was still dark. Something
had awakened her. She lay very still in her bed, listening
for unexpected sounds and waiting for her eyes to adjust
to the dark. That's when she heard a soft rustle and then
a metallic click from something outside her door.
Perhaps it was a latch snapping into place.

“Vampires,” she whispered to herself. / knew there
was something wrong about that woman and her son.

Maggie quietly slid out of bed and put her slippers
on.

The wood floor was cold.

She wrapped her flannel robe around her. When
Grandmother gave her that for Christmas last year, she
said, "Winter gets cold in that old hotel. You'll need
this," and handed Maggie the present.

It was a pale blue robe with a crocheted flower, a
daisy, sewn onto a pocket positioned over her heart.

Maggie crept into the living room in time to see a
hand, her mother's, on the door's edge as she slipped
outside into the hallway. Maggie was about to call out to
her but stopped. She decided to follow her instead and
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find out what was going on.

Maggie waited for her mother to move into the hall
and then tiptoed to the door. Carefully she opened the
door a fraction of an inch and then put her eye to the
crack between the door’s edge and the frame to see what
her mother was doing. Maggie was surprised to see her
sneaking out the back door of the hotel.

Maggie padded into the gloomy hallway. The only
light came from a tiny nightlight glowing in the lobby.

The latch on the back door clicked as it snapped into
place.

Her mother had gone outside.

She never goes outside at night. At least not that 1
know of. Maybe she's gone out before, and I just didn't
know! I could just scream!

But that would wake Jamison.
Don't do that.

One second it felt as if her heart was going to beat
its way out of her chest in panic and in the next second
the edges of her ears were burning hot from being angry
that Mother could do something like that and they
wouldn’t know about it.

Maggie quickly tiptoed to the back door and peered
through the glass. She saw her mother stand on the back
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porch a moment and cautiously look around the area
before she gingerly stepped down into the alley. Once
there, she walked briskly toward the courthouse.

Maggie turned the doorknob and eased the door
open.

Jamison whispered, “We aren’t supposed to go
outside tonight.”

Maggie jumped but managed not to scream. "What
are you doing out here. You scared me to death."

She didn’t wait for him to reply before she started
walking down the alley, trying to catch up with her
mother. Jamison hurried behind her.

“I heard you sneaking out of the apartment. Does
Mother know you’re out here?”

“I’m following her. She’s gone to the courthouse.”
“You’re joking.”

“No, dead serious. Now hush, or she’ll hear us.”

They slipped into the shadows under a store awning
next door to the hotel where they watched their mother
stand in the street with her face raised, looking at the
clock tower. Blue light streamed from the windows of
the clock tower and flowed over her.

Jamison whispered, “What’s she doing?”’

“I don’t know. That light’s really scary.” Maggie
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wrapped her arms around herself. She had slipped on her
dad’s old army trench coat as she left the apartment. It
was October cold outside.

“Looks like giant spotlights.”

“There aren’t any spotlights on the tower,” she
snapped. He can be such an idiot.

“That’s what it looks like.”

That’s when Maggie saw the freaky woman and her
son standing in the shadows of the hotel. Maggie pointed
at them and whispered, “Look over there. It’s the freaky
woman and her son. What are they doing out here?”

“Don’t know. I wonder if Mother knows they’re out
here.”

“Maybe. Maybe that’s why she came outside.”

"Could be." He didn't sound very sure about that.
"Maybe they really are vampires, and she's lured them
out here."

“That’s stupid. You got to let go of that vampire
stuff.”

Maggie shrugged. He didn’t have any better
explanation.

The light around Mrs. Wells grew brighter until it
was blinding and impossible to see her.
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The freaky boy tugged on his mother’s sleeve and
pointed at Jamison and Maggie. He had the same scary
grin and was wearing the same dark glasses.

Maggie saw the glasses. How is he able to see with
those things in this dark?

She nudged Jamison and pointed. “He sees us! The
freaky kid sees us!”

The strange woman turned and looked at them, and a
smile began to spread across her face. She raised her arm
and pointed toward their mother now lost to view inside
the blue light streaming from the clock tower.

Suddenly there was an explosion of white light and
sound that blanked out everything.

58



The Imagincerium Engine — Green Book

5 Hiding in a Limestone Grotto

When Maggie's eyes recovered from the shock of white
light, she saw that she was standing in the center of a
limestone grotto. Mr. Munroe was standing beside her,
holding a glass in his giant hand.

“Here you go,” he held it out to her.
She looked at it and asked, “What’s this?”

“Water. It’s for you. It’s from the stream,” and he
pointed at a stream flowing near where they stood. “It’s
an artesian spring. A million years ago it cut through the
limestone to create this place.”

Ignoring him, she demanded, “Where’s my mother?
What am I doing here?”

“She’s still at the courthouse, but she’ll be here later.
You’re safe here.”

She emptied the glass on the ground. “I want my
mother NOW.”

“It’s ok, Ma’am.”
9

“It’s not ok. I want to go home.”
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“You can’t. It’s not safe yet. I told you not to come
outside tonight. Not during a killing moon.”

“Oh,” that’s right. Forgot about that.
“Ma’am, once your Mother gets here...”
“But I want to go now.”

“Not until your Mother gets here.”

“Why isn’t she here now?”

“She had to finish something. Don’t you worry
though, everything’s going to be fine.”

“Where’s Jamison?”

“Last I saw, he was standing on the sidewalk, but I
expect he’s back at the hotel by now. You should have
sipped some of that water. You’d feel better. It’s good
for you.”

The grotto was large enough for Mr. Munroe to
stand without stooping and wide enough for several
benches that were placed around the walls. A stream
flowed across the center of the floor. It entered from a
crack in one side and exited through a crack in the
opposite side.

In the center of the grotto, the stream formed a
shallow pool that gleamed in silver and blue. At several

60



The Imagincerium Engine — Green Book

places onthe walls, light from stone sconces cast pale
patterns across the walls. Light strong enough to see
details, yet not so strong that there were no shadows.

Maggie sat on one of the benches and wiped her
eyes. She didn’t cry. Ever. Except now. She was mad
and scared and couldn’t do anything about it.

She demanded, “How did I get here?”

“I carried you. We used to hide here during the
Indian raids long ago. You sort of fainted back there.”

“I see.” She tried to sound calm.

She looked around the grotto, imagined families
huddled in close groups whispering among themselves
trying not to be heard by Kiowa or Comanche raiders.
She believed she could feel their fear.

She asked him, “Who put these lights in here?”

“I did. I still come down here sometimes. It’s
peaceful in here. A good place to think on things.” He
sighed and looked around the grotto. “These lights are
better’n the candles and kerosene lamps we used to use.
Those things smoked it up. And the kerosene would
stink, especially in this little area.”

“The stream is nice.” She struggled to find
something positive that she could say.
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“Never had to worry about running out of water.
Cool water in the summer too.”

“What makes the pool gleam like that?”

"It's the moonlight. It comes down from the clock
tower on nights like this and reflects on it. There's a
place in the top of the grotto where the light comes in."
He pointed up, and she looked at the place he pointed
out. It was a small silver circle of light high above her
head.

Mr. Munroe sat on the bench next to hers. He was so
big that he filled the space.

He told her, "The light from the moon collects in the
tower. Then it gets reflected down here through a bit of a
hole in the floor of the basement. Been like that since the
time the courthouse was built."

“I didn’t know this place existed.”

"Nobody talks about it anymore. Most folks have
forgotten it. Except for the old-timers, like me. Most no
one in town has been here."

She paused before asking, “What was that light at
the clock tower? There was blue light everywhere.”

“Some new floodlights. They just installed them last
week.”

“I don’t remember that.”
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“You were probably in school the day they did that.
Didn't take 'em long to get those in.”

“I guess. Mrs. Monroe isn’t worried about you?”

“No, she knew I was going to be down there at the
courthouse tonight testing the lights and I ‘spect your
Mother’s told her where we are.”

“Why didn’t you just take me back to the hotel?
Seems like that would have been the right thing to do.”

Silence. “I couldn’t get you back there 'cause of a
hunter that was out in the street. It was ‘tween us and the
hotel. So, I brought you here, straightaway."

“What kind of a hunter?”

"A panther. Yeah, that was it. It come walking down
the street, and that was about the time you keeled over.
So, I just picked you up quick and brought you in here."

The stream gurgled as it flowed from the crevice in
the rock. The gurgling sounds echoed off the walls
around them, sounding more like a small waterfall than a
brook.

“I guess I’d like some water.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He reached out, scooped water from
the pool, and handed her the glass.

“Thank you.” She took a sip. "It is cool, isn't it?"
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“Not so cool in August though. The rocks heat up
and warm the water pretty good.”

“I imagine” She stared at him. “Are you telling the
truth about the panther?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“You didn’t sound honest.”

“I see. Your mother said you had a gift.”
“That was for cooking.”

“And other things.”

“Well. Are you telling the truth?”

“Not exactly, but mostly.”

“What was it? Really.”

“Kiowa would call it a panther spirit. You seldom
see one, but if you do, it’s usually going to be during a
killing moon.”

“Then how do you know that’s what it was!”

“When I was a boy, my momma told me about them.
They have other spirit animals. You see them
sometimes. A panther spirit, though, is one you almost
never see.”

“But how do you know it wasn’t a regular panther.”
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“I guess I just knew.” He shrugged. “They appear in
places a normal panther wouldn’t be. It was looking at
you the whole time it was walking down the street. I was
thinking it was coming for you. That’s why I brought
you in here where it’s safe. Panther spirit won’t come
here.” He chuckled, “In the night you can believe almost
anything.” Then he quickly turned somber, “I wish I was
imagining that.”

She stood and slowly walked around the grotto.
“What happened to the weird lady and her son?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t see them.”

“They were standing across the street from me. [
remember she smiled at me then pointed at my mother.
And the creepy boy was grinning too. With those black
glasses on. [ don’t see how they can see anything with
those on. Especially at night.”

"I didn't see them. I'd just come out of the
courthouse when I saw you and the panther. [ was
testing the new floodlights. That's what I was doing out
there so late."

Second time he said that. He’s lying.

She had always trusted Mr. Munroe, had known him
all her life, and now she wasn't sure about him.
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“When’s my mother going to get here? I want to go
home.”

“Should be here any minute.”

She looked more closely at the walls around them,
and there was no sign of a way to get into the grotto.

Suddenly, she panicked with a jumble of thoughts
running through her brain. I'm trapped in a cave
somewhere. Underground, [ don’t know where. It’s no
place I know of, or ever even heard of.

Maggie fought to keep her voice steady but couldn’t.
“How do you get in here?”

“What?”

Her head was spinning now. “How do you get in
here? There’s no opening.”

Mr. Munroe rubbed the stubble on his chin.

“It’s over there, where the stream runs out. You
have to look close to see it. The way the rock is cracked,
it looks like it’s solid, but it's not. There's a set of steps
cut in the rock that leads up to the courthouse
basement."

1t won't help if I'm so afraid I can't think. Maggie
calmed herself. After all, this is Mr. Munroe. ['ve known
him all my life, and he was always the nicest man.
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She took a slow breath and then asked, “Is that one
of the secret passages?”

"You could say that. People don't remember it's
there." He seemed to think a moment before saying,
"Guess that makes it like a secret, I suppose. Before they
built the courthouse, it was just a narrow gap in the
ground that got covered up by bushes. It leads the way
down here. That's how folks would come down here to
hide. Back then, there wasn't no steps. It was just raw
rock and slippery. When we cut the steps in, we widened
it out a bit. When they built the courthouse, they just
made the opening into part of the basement."

She felt her breathing, and her heartbeat slow to
normal.

1 will not imagine things to be afraid of. There are
enough real things in life to fear.

That’s what her father would tell her at night when
she woke up crying after a nightmare and couldn’t go
back to sleep.

She asked, “What’s a panther spirit do?”

Mr. Munroe sighed a long, tired sigh, and said,
"You'll have to ask your mother about that. All I know is
what little my momma told me. Some people think they
are dangerous. That they're messengers from
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the underworld. When you fell over, it seemed it was
best not to take any chances. The underworld never
sounded too inviting to me either. Of course, tomorrow
when the sun is up, I expect I'll just feel foolish."

That sounded almost normal. Maggie sipped some
water.

Then she sat on a bench across from him. The pool
lay still like a gleaming silver mirror between them.

"Why would Mother know about it?"

“She knows all sorts of things. I don’t know so
much.”

After the panic attack, she felt like herself again, but
an exhausted self. "I'm just going to close my eyes a
minute."

"You go ahead, Ma'am. I'll let you know when your
mother arrives."

Maggie's eyes closed, and she was asleep while
sitting on the bench.

kkkk

The sound of whispering ended her dream of

walking on the prairie among sleeping buffalo, and her
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eyes opened to see the strange woman from the hotel
standing in the grotto, head bent, and whispering to Mr.
Munroe.

The woman stopped talking and looked at her, a
broad smile across her face. "I do believe she is awake."

Mr. Monroe said in his slow way, “She’s strong.”

Mrs. Johnson replied proudly, “Yes, she is. As she
should be.”

Maggie quickly sat up. “What are you doing here?
Where’s my mother?”

Mrs. Johnson stared at her. “I can see this is going to
be difficult for you. I was afraid it might be.”

“What are you talking about?” Maggie couldn’t
keep the sound of panic out of her voice.

Mrs. Johnson crossed her arms and stood looking
down at Maggie. “Yes, I think this is going to take some
time.”

Maggie turned to Mr. Munroe and said, “Mr.
Monroe, I want to go home now.”

He looked at Mrs. Johnson and asked, “What do you
want me to do, Ma’am?”

Mrs. Johnson sighed and said softly, “Take her
Home.”
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“Now?”
“Yes, it’s time.”

“Yes, Ma’am. Mr. Munroe stepped around the pool
and gently took Maggie’s arm. “Miss Maggie, I'm
gonna get you Home now. Don’t be afraid.”

And then he quickly stepped into the pool of water
taking her with him.
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