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BOOK I

Blessed is he that readeth, and
  they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein for the time is at hand.





Revelation: 1:3

Chapter 1

BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS
Sometime during the mid-eighteenth century, the Pilgrim House Inn was built by, and was the home of a rather infamous sea captain. These days the stately Victorian building is a home only in the sense that it is a bed and breakfast hotel that hosts endless streams of vacationers.   


Unlike those other vacationers who may visit once every year or two, for reasons I can’t explain, I seem compelled to return every few weeks. My attraction to Newport, Rhode Island is akin to a magnet drawing a nail.  

I would like to believe that it is my love of old architecture and antiques, but that somehow strikes a false note.  It is much more than that, and I am blissfully unaware that on this particular visit I will discover just how much more.  


As I park in front of the inn, I wonder again at my preference for Newport to the exclusion of other possible vacation destinations, and once again chalk it up to the town’s fantastic coastal beauty, its colorful history, and the intriguing mansions I find so addictive.  

Newport is the perfect weekend getaway, and at the end of each visit I return to Boston with a marvelous sense of renewal and contentment. 

What I find most charming about the Pilgrim House is its fragile elegance, which manages to prevail despite a vague sense of wear.  Its beauty, like a trick of mirrors, is partly accomplished with lovely antique furnishings, profusions of freshly cut flowers, and the perpetual aroma of a New England countryside wafting through the air - in the form of fragrance de potpourri.


The bedrooms are large and comfortable with enormous, old four-posters, however my favorite part of the house is the rooftop deck. There, on clear, breezy mornings guests are served a delicious assortment of home baked pastries, rich gourmet coffees and aromatic teas, all accompanied by a stunning view of the ocean.  Breakfasting on the deck and nesting there peacefully each evening has become a ritual on these visits.  


“Please watch your step,” the tour guide cautions the twenty or so people trailing behind her.  

At the moment we’re touring the largest of Newport’s mansions and as usual, I’m completely mesmerized by the extraordinary opulence.

That these immense palaces were used only several months of each year as summer homes is far beyond my understanding.  Even more difficult to understand is my fascination with them … and the town.  

            “The servant’s quarters and the wardrobe rooms were on the third floor,” the guide says, as she points to a winding staircase that curves up out of sight.  The group hesitates, but she walks briskly on.


“We’re not going to see the servant’s quarters?” A middle-aged woman inquires irritably of the retreating back.  

The question succeeds in bringing the harried docent to an abrupt stop, and we’re surprised when she turns back around. 

“No, we’re not. Those rooms are closed to the public.”  
Then, possibly aware of her brusqueness, she offers a little more on the subject. 
“Each morning the servants climbed those stairs to the wardrobe rooms and brought down the family’s attire, which generally included several changes during the course of the day and evening; sometimes as many as four or five.  Actually,” she adds after a moment’s reflection,  “The servant’s quarters took up very little space compared to that reserved for the family’s clothing – maybe an indication which was considered more important.” 


A tall man walking next to me leans down and whispers conspiratorially …


“I agree with the lady who wants a look-see up there.” He jerks his thumb upwards.  

I smile noncommittally as we hurry to keep up with the guide who is moving again.  Keeping in step with me he asks,  “Think we missed anything interesting in the wardrobe rooms?”  

“I’ve never been in this particular mansion, but I’d be willing to bet that unless they have some authentic, period clothing up there – which I seriously doubt – it’s just empty rooms,” I answer.  


“You’re probably right.”  

After a brief pause, “I’m Chuck Jacoby,” he says, extending his hand.


“Pleased to meet you.  Alexis Ashley.”  We shake.


In front of me now, Jacoby leans his tall, lanky frame down to pass beneath a low archway. I smile as I think that except for the silver hair and casually expensive clothes, damned if he doesn’t look a lot like Abraham Lincoln.  

I wonder if he’s singling me out for attention because I’m the only black person on the tour and he thinks I might be uncomfortable. But, since the two of us are the only participants without companions, it’s more likely that I’m simply the logical receptacle for his comments.

Unfortunately, my first thoughts turn too quickly to race these days.  Since moving to Boston it’s been difficult not to notice that the response to racial differences are more ‘in your face’ than in my hometown of Chicago. Not that Chicago’s perfect, just different in that respect.  But, like my Uncle Milt always said, it doesn’t much matter where you go – there you are.  

According to Uncle Milt, where we are right now in the late eighties seems to be somewhere between the struggle to hold on to previous advances, and the decision of what to do next.    

We’re now in a lovely boudoir and the guide is treating us to vivid descriptions of the furnishings interspersed with salacious details about the life of the room’s original, long-departed occupant; who would probably spin in her grave if she knew what was being revealed about her to a group of nosy strangers.   

Leaving the bedroom we take a narrow, back stairway down to the kitchen and I’m about to share with Jacoby that the stairs were the old servants’ route – a shortcut to the kitchen, but close my mouth as I wonder how I would know such a thing.  

I am stunned by the size of the kitchen.  It is a football field of a room.  
Two gigantic stoves stand side by side, and a multitude of gleaming, outsized pots and utensils hang from hooks over a long wooden table in the center of the kitchen.  

The guide is giving her spill and we’re listening attentively when suddenly I feel uncomfortably warm, and slightly dizzy.  
Hardly ever sick, I’m wondering what can be the problem when the room starts spinning wildly.  In an effort to make it stop, I grab the table for support and close my eyes.  When I open them again, the world has undergone a terrifying change.  

A dozen or so people move rapidly about the kitchen in a sort of controlled frenzy.  Steam rises from huge pots on both stoves, and the tantalizing aroma of cooking food fills the air.  
With a tremendous effort, I manage to turn my head a little to look for the guide and the group, but they have mysteriously vanished. 


What the ----! I close my eyes several times, but each time I open them again, the frightening scene is still there.  Then, as if someone has turned on a radio that is not quite on the station, I hear the static babble of conversation.  I strain hard, but whatever is being said is beyond my ability to hear.


My impulse is to run, but when I try to move, I’m solidly locked in place.  I try to speak …  do something, anything, but am totally incapable of action.  I can’t even scream.  So, I just stand there trying to not have a heart attack and trembling so violently my breathing has become erratic.  

   
I really look at the people in the room and realize they are all oddly dressed. The women move rapidly about in short sleeved, floor-length gray dresses worn underneath equally long, old-fashioned white pinafores. 
Their hair is hidden beneath small, white puffed hats that cover their heads and hang down the backs of their necks like thick hairnets. 


The men are wearing simple gray jackets, black trousers, and similar hats that only cover the front and crowns of their heads.  As they talk, bushy mustaches quiver above their lips while peculiar long, thick sideburns are reminiscent of Elvis.  


Some of the workers are black, but most are white, and not surprisingly seem to have greater authority.  They are all bent to their work with admirable concentration, but not without humor as I see them talking and occasionally breaking into laughter.  

Judging from the huge joints of meat, vegetables, breads and other foods spread out in various stages of preparation on the table, they are cooking a feast.       


I can’t decide whether it is comforting or frightening that I can see them, while they can’t see me.  

Then, as if someone has switched off the radio, the babble of conversation abruptly stops, and except for the sounds of their toil, the room is silent.  

I sense their sudden tension, and my fright increases several notches.


I understand the abrupt silence when a woman comes sweeping into the room, her long, black dress swirling vigorously as she moves from one spot to another apparently examining their work.  

Light brown hair is swept up in a pompadour style, and her only accessory, a large cameo pendant, is worn at the throat of her high-necked dress.


The woman seems to be giving instructions to the workers, so I assume she’s the mistress of the house, but as she turns to say something to one of them, she pauses and appears to look directly at me.  

But, she can’t see me, I think.  None of the others can see me, so she must be looking at someone behind me.  

She smiles slightly and cocks her head to one side while a questioning expression settles over her hawk-like features.  
Then she is walking straight towards me. When she gets close enough our eyes connect and I know with terrible certainty, she does indeed see me.


“Miss Ashley! Alexis!  Are you all right?” 

Someone shouts close to my ear.  And as quickly as the people appeared, they are gone.  I blink several times to assure myself they are truly gone. They are. I test my ability to move, and that has returned as well.  

Slowly comes the realization that Chuck Jacoby is standing directly in front of me and is holding on to both my arms.  If he had let go of me a moment ago, I realize I would surely be on the floor.  As it is, my legs are still watery.  

All eyes are glued to me, but I’m so filled with relief and joy at being back to normal, I couldn’t care less. I struggle to answer Jacoby, but can’t yet speak.

Despite my confusion and fright however, I notice that everyone is still standing pretty much where I remember them standing before whatever happened to me happened – which in all probability means very little time has elapsed. 
Although my brain is sluggish, it still is working and I quickly decide to make light of the incident.


“Are you all right?” Jacoby asks again, giving me a last hard shake.

“I’m fine,” I find my tongue.  “Just got a little dizzy for a moment, but it’s gone now.”  The words tumble out in a rush.  

By this time the tour guide is clucking around me. 
“Are you all right?   If you can’t go on, I’ll have someone walk you back to the front office and call a taxi to take you back to your car,” she offers.


“No, I’m fine, really … just a passing dizzy spell.”


“You sure?”


“Positive,” I assure her.

Obviously relieved, she immediately starts to gather her chicks.  “Okay everyone, everything is all right; just some momentary dizziness. Let’s keep moving. There’s another tour right behind us.”  


And, with many a surreptitious glance in my direction, the group follows her out of the kitchen.


“What happened?’ Jacoby asks softly as we fall in behind them.


“I was just going to ask you that,” I counter.


Something about the way he’s looking at me tells me that he feels whatever happened amounted to more than dizzy spell.

“Well, you seemed to freeze all of a sudden.  You stood there for several minutes perfectly still … except you were trembling.  You appeared to be staring at something; like maybe you were seeing something the rest of us couldn’t.  Then, you gasped and started to sway.  I thought you were going to faint, so I grabbed you.  Forgive me if I was rough,” he concluded.

I feel terrible doing it, but I lie again. 
“I don’t remember anything other than feeling a little lightheaded and then you were asking if I was okay. Thanks so much for your help.  I’m sure if not for you, more than my feet would have a close acquaintance with the floor.”

“Glad to be of assistance,” he answers, sounding both totally unconvinced and definitely not amused.


We silently follow our guide through several more rooms, including an incredible library.  

I think it is nothing short of miraculous that I don’t feel any ill effects from my experience but still, all kinds of thoughts race through my mind.  

I doubt I have suffered a mental breakdown, or I wouldn’t be so completely lucid now. It was obviously some kind of hallucination, or delusion.  But, caused by what?  I’ve certainly never been prone to any kind of delusional episodes. Just the opposite; I’m considered a very solid, levelheaded person – to the point of boring predictability.  So, where had it come from?  And, why?


As we walk into a dining room … that is roughly the size of a gymnasium … there’s no dizziness, no warm sensation, or warning bells.  The people are simply not there one minute, and there the next – apparently in the midst of a large dinner party.


I look frantically around hoping to verify that the group is seeing what I am, but of course … the group is gone.


The table is so long, it’s difficult to tell how many people are seated in the brocaded, mahogany chairs.  

In the background servants quietly move about with huge platters of food and draped bottles of wine.  

Supervising the activity is the hawk-faced woman in the black dress, and I irrationally wonder if this is the same meal I had seen them preparing in the kitchen, or is it another day and a different occasion.


At the head of the table with his back to me a young blond man with long sideburns is talking and laughing with the people on his right.  At the opposite end of the table is a woman that I assume must be his wife and the real mistress of the manor.  Hawk-face is apparently a servant.  

The woman has flaming red hair, and is strikingly beautiful in a daringly low cut dress with a tightly fitted bodice. The sparkle of her eyes, as she joyously laughs, rivals the out-sized jewels that glitter at her ears and throat.  

In mid-sentence she glances up and apparently sees me. She looks startled, but then, incredibly, she smiles and rises from her chair stretching out her hand in my direction. 
I’m gripped by a suffocating panic and my already pounding heart begins hammering so hard, I feel I can actually hear it.    

When the blond man abruptly stops speaking and turns to follow her gaze, the scream bubbles explosively up in my throat.
