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The Limbgate Visions

A Novel

Sean Jackson
April 20, 2015



Introduction

Charlotte Crow was Kkilled on her eighth birthday.

Or perhaps Charlotte never existed, and the whole tale was a product of a few
children’s fevered imaginations.

Perhaps those children were themselves driven to murder by their
imaginations.

Perhaps Charlotte’s dream world outlived her. Or perhaps it was her father’s
dream.

[ cannot judge the truth or presume to understand this story. I can only
present the testimony of a few witnesses, to judges more knowledgeable than I.

[ went to immense lengths to compile these diaries. My search began a few
months ago when my grandfather, Robert Lamb, passed away. I found in his
possession a memoir of his life at Limbgate Orphanage, but there were numerous
gaps in the narrative. So I traveled to Limbgate, which is now the home of a close
friend of mine, Clara Candlewright. Together we searched the house for clues, and
succeeded in finding a number of diaries. A few of the names mentioned by my
grandfather, though, were still unaccounted for, so we continued our search. We
found that a handful of the orphans remained alive, and visited each in turn. They
gladly provided us with the missing diaries.

We did our best to arrange the diary entries in chronological order. Just
when we thought we had completed our project, Clara found a package on her
doorstep. Within, to her astonishment, was Charlotte’s diary. The entries were
sparse, but helped shed some light on the mysterious girl. After adding the new
diary, we congratulated ourselves with a glass of wine and a good night’s rest. We
hope that this chronicle will prove useful to any who may read it.

-E. Lamb, December 21, 2012



Chapter I

Robert Lamb’s Memoir

I am deeply afraid to tell my story. The memories alone are bitter enough, but to
persuade someone that my bizarre tale is the simple, unadorned truth seems a hopeless
endeavor.

I am going mad with silence, however, and I must write. Every night I dream I am
back in the old orphanage with all those familiar faces. Sometimes I am sitting before a
weak candle as young Charlotte whispers to me. Sometimes I am sharing a cup of tea
with Janice. I have decided to write this private memoir for my own sake, no matter what
people may think of me when they find this little black book after I am dead.

I was born to a middle-class family. My father was a schoolmaster and my mother
wrote children’s books. I was hopelessly spoiled. They took me to the movies, the zoo, or
some other attraction every weekend, though I doubt they could well afford such
extravagance. That is not to say we got along perfectly. I think they wanted me to become
a doctor, but I wanted to become a poet. My father in particular felt that such a pursuit
was not only unprofitable, but unmanly, and urged me to seek a more seemly vocation.
Try as he might, he could not stop me from winning the adoration of my literature
teachers. We were a peaceful family, content to eat dinner at home every evening, go to
church every Sunday, and generally live quiet lives.

That changed when I was fourteen years old. I was staying at Uncle Croxley’s
house in Sheffield while my parents went on a trip to Dover for the weekend. Uncle
Croxley was a single man, gaunt and red-eyed. I always got a bad taste in my mouth
when I saw him. I am not sure if it was because of his dragging way of speaking or his
leering eyes. His house was almost as decrepit as he. Numerous cobwebs hung from the
rafters, the bedrooms smelled like unwashed clothes, and the dishes were never done. He
was only forty, but to my young eyes he looked like some wicked old misanthropic
wizard.

On April 18, 1950, my childhood ended. I was watching television, though I
cannot recall the program. Uncle Croxley was whispering to someone on the phone.
“That’s . . . regrettable,” I heard him say. “Yes. A tragedy indeed . . . indeed . . .yes ... I
will inform him. But of course. Goodbye.” I ignored him, assuming that his words had
nothing to do with me. I nearly jumped when he crept behind me and laid a spindly-
fingered hand on my shoulder.

“Robert,” he said, “I have some unfortunate news for you.”

“What is it, Uncle Croxley?” I pulled away from him and stood to my feet.

“Well, um, how to say this? Bad things happen, you see, and no one is safe. Not
even you, Robert.”

“What is it?” I asked again.

“Well, you understand your parents were driving down to the seaside to have a
little time together, don’t you? Well, regrettably, they had an, um . . . an automobile
accident. The both of them are quite dead.”



The words hurt. I didn’t want to breathe. All that I loved was gone forever, and I
couldn’t move or think or feel anything.

“Robert?”

My shock turned to anger. I awakened to the senselessness of the moment and
screamed. I grabbed the television and threw it on the floor, smashing the screen and
putting an end to the dull driveling voices of the actors. Uncle Croxley seized me by the
shoulders and shook me.

“What’s gotten into you, boy?”

I wrenched myself free, fell to the floor, and cried. Croxley watched.

Three days passed. I ate little and lay in bed most of the time. I never turned on
the light. I entertained myself by scrutinizing the swirling patterns on the curtains above
my bed. I felt half alive and, if I’d had the will to move, would have ended my life. My
uncle would not have cared.

On the morning of April 21, he knocked at my door. “Robert! It’s time to wake
up!”

I rubbed my eyes and wondered at this violation of routine. He never told me
when to wake up. I looked at the little clock by my bed. It was only 4. I groaned and lay
down once more.

Uncle Croxley knocked more adamantly. “For shame, nephew! You must — you
simply must wake up at once!”

Reluctantly I slipped out of bed, put on my slippers, and shuffled to the door. I
opened it and scowled at Uncle Croxley.

“Pack your things, child, we mustn’t miss the northward train!”

I hated the thought of travel, but I obeyed. Most of my belongings were at home,
but I was afraid to mention this lest Croxley lose his temper. I had a suitcase large enough
to carry several changes of clothes, my toiletries, and a couple of books.

As I packed and dressed, Uncle Croxley prepared breakfast. Whatever else
may be said of the man, he was an admirable cook. | dragged my suitcase down the
stairs and set it by the door, then went to the kitchen.

Croxley mumbled as he fixed a plate for me. “After much consideration, my
dear nephew, I have come to a decision concerning you.”

“What is there to decide?”

“Your fate.” He set the plate before me. The enchanting smell of eggs and
toast and fresh mushrooms eased my mind. “I am an old man,” he continued. “And
you are young. While my mind is set upon heavenly things, yours is set on cars and
music and girls. I fear that you would find life here unpleasant.”

I nodded in agreement, though I suspected his thoughts were far from
heavenly.

“The point being that you, being young, would be better off making your own
way in the world. That said, I have found an orphanage for you where you will be
made comfortable.”

“You're putting me in an orphanage?”

“If it is any consolation, there will be girls.”

“You think that’'s—"

Croxley held out a mug of coffee. “Take this. It will please you.”



I hated him, but I took the coffee.

“Where is it?” | asked.

“It is on the outskirts of Dalby Forest. It is called Limbgate.”

“Odd.”

“It is indeed an odd name, and that’s coming from a man named Croxley!” He
chuckled. “But I digress. You will find it agreeable, I am sure. The master of the
house is a man of intellect, though sullen and unpleasant in character. But he is not
cruel like some foul men. You will have a room of your own. There will be eight or
ten other children, I believe, but I cannot remember the precise number. But as for
Master Denford, I like him generally, though he is an admirer of Kant, whom I cannot
abide. I met a few of the children on my visit. There was a delightful young man
among them, though his name has slipped my mind. I feel he would be a good
influence upon you.”

Uncle Croxley continued to rattle away as [ finished my breakfast. The
moment I drained the last drop of coffee from the mug he hurried me to my feet and
out the door. He clenched my arm with his vice-like fingers and dragged me halfway
across Sheffield, through crowded thoroughfares, disreputable neighborhoods, and
dark alleys until we reached the train station. We arrived a full two hours before the
departure time. Uncle Croxley explained that he hated being late. I diverted myself
with my books until the train arrived and we hurried on board. [ managed to secure
an excellent view through a window. The train screeched and howled. We were off.

For the first time that day I had time to think. Even when I thought
everything was over, life went on. [ was being spirited off to a new beginning. I only
wondered whether it was the beginning of my life or the end. At that point [ could
not quite consider suicide, but I still felt that it would be very convenient to die. And
then what? Despite my upbringing [ was inclined to think of death as a cold dark
place where everyone, good or evil, became nothing. A little like a train ride without
a destination.

[ watched the grey weather worsen into black. The rain became a torrent and
the sky crackled with lightning. My uncle was rather irritated, but I found the storm
thrilling. I felt I was standing on the verge of a terrible, wonderful thing.

After a lusterless journey lengthened by a monstrous delay due to an engine
failure, the train stopped in Pickering. We alone stood to disembark. The other
passengers carried on with their various doings. One man quickly glanced up from
his newspaper, but just as quickly buried his head in the pages. I clumsily lugged my
suitcase over the gap.

The station was a cold and lonely place. The platform was exposed to the rain
and I had no umbrella. My uncle opened his own and smugly hummed an old hymn.

There was a man there. He noticed us and nodded to my uncle, then
approached with a firm gait. He extended his hand first to my uncle, and then to me.
Only after this did he speak. “Good afternoon. I am Mr. Douglas Denford. Robert
Lamb, I assume?”

[ cannot quite explain my first impression of him. His deep, commanding
voice filled me with fear, fascination, and admiration. He was somewhat tall, but not
lanky. His face was firmly set in an expression of grim determination. His eyes were



small and black, but a little hard to see beneath the scratched lenses of his glasses.
His hair was light brown, a little long, and poorly cut. He wore a long black coat,
unbuttoned, reaching his knees. He had no umbrella, but did not seem to mind the
rain. He looked like a hardened soldier in the guise of an eccentric scholar.

“Yes, this is my nephew Robert,” my uncle answered for me.

“Good. We can discuss the regulations, your living arrangements, and the like
later. [ prefer to conduct business in my office. For now, allow me to show you to my
car.” He turned abruptly and led us through the main building, where a tired mother
watched her two young sons race back and forth across the room. Mr. Denford held
the door open for us and pointed to a weathered black car with a cracked
windshield. “That one is mine.”

Uncle Croxley snorted in disgust. “Surely you intend to buy a new car soon?”

“She has served me well enough.” He coughed and trudged through the mud
to the car. He unlocked it with a quick hand. I climbed in and pressed myself against
the far door. I had always found it more comfortable to seek the edges of things,
whether rooms, cars, trains, crowds, or classrooms, and now I needed that comfort
more than ever. Uncle Croxley sat beside Mr. Denford and hummed as we drove
through the countryside. The city soon vanished and left only the violent landscape
of the moors. The trees were sparse at first, but the occasional knotted trunks grew
in number until the road was flanked on either side by crooked brown hands. I could
see no sign of human dwellings until, with a sudden turn, Mr. Denford drove onto a
gravel path leading directly to the Limbgate Orphanage.

Limbgate was built of grey-brown stone towering four stories above the
earth. Countless windows overlooked the path, some lit with weak electric light and
others black. A lonely silhouette watched from an upper room. After a hundred
years of storm and battering rain, the walls were badly cracked and eroded. Vines
and ivy climbed the walls, the path, and the trees. The merciless assaults of time and
nature would soon topple the old stonework to the ground, one more sacrifice to
whatever gods dwelt in the trees.

Mr. Denford cruised to a stop before the five steps leading to the double door.
[ eased the car door open and, mindful of the puddles, set my feet upon the ground. I
put my hands in my pockets and climbed the steps. The doors were old and rusted,
inlaid with images of angels and devils. At the center of each door, a serene angel
held a candle high above her head. Her eyes were closed to the war raging around
her. The Latin phrase “Respice Finem” was inscribed above the door.

“Why is that written there?” I asked.

“I cannot say,” Mr. Denford said after a moment’s thought. “The building is
much older than [ am.”

“How old?”

“I never did care to know.” Mr. Denford took a rusty key from his pocket and
unlocked the door. I walked into the dark front hall. Mr. Denford groped at the left
wall and switched on the lights. “It was a nightmare to install the electricity,” he said.
“Perhaps it was wrong to corrupt the old with the new, but what is done is done. It
will be dinnertime soon. I wish to speak with you in my office. Mr. Croxley,
goodbye.”



“Goodbye, sir. Farewell, young nephew. This almost brings a tear to my eyes,
but I am sure you will be good and happy. Farewell, farewell.”

“Goodbye.” 1 shook his hand and hoped I would never lay eyes upon him
again.

[ could barely keep up with Mr. Denford as he strode through the winding
halls of the orphanage. I studied my surroundings as much as [ could, but only
formed half-impressions of Baroque paintings, statues of angels and muses and
peasants, and many strangely colored doors and rooms. Mr. Denford stopped in
what looked to be the main hall. A chandelier filled the room with shimmering light.
There were curved twin stairways leading to a higher floor overlooking the main
hall, guarded by a white railing. A row of eyes peered over the railing at me. I
counted three girls. The smallest waved at me.

“Introductions later.” The girls hurriedly retreated to the shadows, but I
could hear repressed giggling as we left through the far door. We were in a bare,
darkened passage now, with an oak door at the end. Mr. Denford slowed his pace
considerably. He guided me through the door and asked me to stand in front of a
desk. He took a seat behind it in a great armchair.

[ had never seen such a strange office. For all his rigor, Mr. Denford seemed
to care little for personal tidiness. The office was littered with hundreds of sheets of
paper. Some seemed mathematical in nature, while others were purely artistic.
These latter were a little unusual. Most were half-finished sketches of disfigured
monsters. Only one was perfectly complete, a pencil drawing framed and signed at
the back of the room. Its face was blurred, with hints of heavy eyelids. It was entitled
“Man of Dust, or the Sand-Man.” A medieval sword was mounted above the drawing.

“What are they?” I asked.

“The drawings? Dreams. I suffer from nightmares. I draw to keep myself
sane. Now, business.” Mr. Denford cupped his hands together. “Let me state from the
outset that I am not fond of children. Don’t expect me to go around patting you on
the head and handing out sweets or being like a second father. [ will spend most of
my time in my office. You may not enter unless I ask you to enter or there is an
emergency. [s that understood?”

“Yes sir.”

“On the other hand, you need not fear any cruelty from me. [ expect very little
of you during your time here. Once you are settled in you will begin attending school
in the village. Upon your return each afternoon, you will devote your time to
reading, the arts, or your chores. I do not ask for obedience, only discipline. You
must make your own life here.”

“Sir, do you mean to say I will not be punished for bad behavior?”

“Eviction is the only punishment. Unless you would like to be sent to a
harsher facility, I would advise you to remain in good standing with me.”

“Yes sir.”

“You will share a room with Jack Rake. There you will find a complete list of
rules, as well as a bed, a closet, and other necessities. I believe it is dinnertime now,
so you may see your room afterward. Follow me.”



Dinner was a fine but meager meal of roast chicken and rice. The children
drank water while Mr. Denford drank wine. The black wood table was draped with a
white cloth and adorned with three unlit candles. Eight children were present, along
with Mr. Denford, leaving three empty seats. I took one between a black-haired girl
and a nervous-looking boy.

Mr. Denford muttered a brief, subdued prayer, then glanced around the table.
“Well, it is time for introductions. Please stand, Robert.”

“Um, my name is Robert Lamb. [ am from Sheffield.”

“Have you nothing more interesting to say of yourself?”

“I like poetry.”

Mr. Denford did not look impressed, but he nodded. “Very well, Robert. You
may sit down.”

As though they had rehearsed, the other children took turns making
introductions. One after another they stood and spoke, proceeding clockwise around
the table.

“Richard Weslow. Twelve years. Murder.”

“Celeste Wight. Fifteen years. Illness.”

“Jack Rake. Seventeen years. Unknown.”

“Christina Burns, but I prefer Christie. Sixteen years. Abandonment.”

“Ava Leann. Sixteen years. War and heart attack.”

“Emily Weslow. Ten years. Murder.”

“Daniel Dimling. Thirteen years. Stroke and madness.”

“Agnes Violet. Seventeen years. Living but unfit.”

Mr. Denford looked at me. “Robert?”

Shaken, I stood again. “Robert Lamb. Fourteen years. Automobile accident.”

[ sat down again and tried not to think about what had passed. It was then
that I first began to feel uneasy about Limbgate, and Mr. Denford in particular. How
could he be so unapologetically morbid that he could ask his wards to introduce
themselves by the manner of their bereavement?

The children did not seem quite so disturbed. Richard, the nervous one, kept
unfolding and refolding his napkin. Celeste was tense and timid. She never uttered a
word. Jack was tall and handsome. His blue eyes glowed with energy. Christie had a
quiet but warm manner. She was a bit darkly dressed and wore a rosary. Ava Leann
had large black eyes with a haunting stare. She would fix her eyes on one thing after
another and slip into some kind of trance. Once she stared at me, but [ found it
curiously comforting. Emily Weslow looked considerably younger than the others.
She had long blond hair and wore a faded light blue dress. I paid little attention to
Daniel, a dark-haired, sulking boy. Agnes Violet talked a great deal, but once in a
while she would lean on her hand, smile, and breathe a long sigh of contentment.

Christie looked at me and asked if I had to come a long way to reach the
orphanage.

“Far enough. I lived in Sheffield.”

“Do you have any family there?”

“Only an uncle. We don’t like each other.”

“Why not?” Emily said. “I would die to have relatives.”

“Not all relatives are worth having.”



“Why doesn’t he like you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think he likes anyone, actually.”

“And that’s why you don’t like him?”

“It's one reason.”

Emily turned to Ava with bright eyes. “Ava, Robert needs to hear you play!
Please?”

Ava shook herself out of a reverie. “What? Play ...?

“Please play the piano?”

“I don’t know. I'll be a disappointment.”

“I, for one, agree with Emily,” Jack said. “Only an idiot wouldn’t want to hear
music.”

“But...Ithink...Mr. Douglas Denford has a Rubinstein recording. Yes. That
would do just as well.”

“Play for us, Ava,” Mr. Denford said. “If you want to perform in public some
day, you must learn to control your nerves.”

Ava, now sick with embarrassment, relented. “I will play, then. But only one
song.”

So, when dinner was over, we gathered round the black grand piano in the
music room. Ava sat before the piano, laid her ghost-white hands on the keys, and
began playing a tender, rolling melody.

)

When sickness cripples me,
Will you stay and sing?

When shadows cloud my heart,
Will you light my room?

When blackened waters blind me,
Will you lift me free?

On paths of twisted terror,

Please lead me home.

When madness descends,
Calm me.

When I cower alone,
Hold me.

When pain devours me,
Forgive me.

When love betrays me,
Mourn me.

When I look at you with bloodied hands,
Will you wash me clean?

When I am gone to an early grave,

Find me and guide me home.

[ felt numb. “What is it called?” I asked.



o«

Forest Song.”
[ now realize the song was not Ava’s. She was only the medium of the spirit of
Limbgate. [ glimpsed it in her eyes.

That night, in the security of my room, I had the chance to learn more about
Jack Rake.

“How do you like it here, Robert?” he asked, reclined on his bed, eating an
apple.

“Well enough. This room is more than I expected.” Indeed, it was far more.
My romantic imagination had threatened me with rats and spiders, cold gruel and
whippings, and cruel, foul-mouthed boys. It was true my situation was humble, for
the room was small and poorly furnished. Nevertheless there was a still, sad comfort
about the blue wallpaper, the innocent angel in the painting by the window, and the
unlit candle on the desk.

“Denford’s a good man, as far as any of us can tell,” Jack said. “A bit boring,
though.”

“The others... are they nice?”

“You don’t need to worry about them. You're in good company. Ava’s a bit
crazy, but she never causes trouble.”

“Crazy?”

“Perhaps that’s a bit unfair. She has that stare, though. She could melt iron
just by staring! And she can cry over anything: dead birds, spilt water, once even a
crack in the wall. But for all that she’s a good girl.”

“I was afraid it would be worse than this.”

“We all were when we first came. Sure, Limbgate isn’t home, but it’s the next
best thing.”

[ sat cross-legged on my bed and glanced at the rule-sheet taped to the wall.

“I should tell you now, the rules are for show. Denford doesn’t care about
anything, really, as long as we behave and stay out of danger. Hell, I think he saw me
kiss Agnes once and he pretended not to notice!”

“Are you and Agnes..."

“We’ve been in love for a year now. She’s an angel, I tell you.” Jack finished his
apple and threw it in the wastebasket. “Any girls catch your eye?”

“I don’t know, I'm still feeling rather rotten.”

“At least you have someone to miss. [ don’t know who my parents are or
what happened to them. I don’t know if they loved or hated me, or if I'm just a lost
bastard.”

“I don’t know. It hurts to lose someone.”

“It hurts to have no one there to begin with.” He looked angry for a moment,
but calmed himself. “We shouldn’t argue over who’s got it worse, should we? Let’s
talk about something else.”

And we did. We talked late into the night, well past the rule-sheet curfew.
Jack was my first friend.
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Christina Burns’s Diary

Concerning Ava and the new boy

Note: Finish reading Dante for class. Mr. Peeks is threatening to kill me.

The others must think I'm weird to spend so much time in the graveyard. It’s
their fault, though. I used to write in my room but the girls kept trying to read over
my shoulder. They drove me here. At least the dead don’t try to read your diary. Or
do they?

It's a nice place, really. Mr. Denford says this house once belonged to an old
noble family, the Crows. [ see the name on many of the tombstones. I've found the
crest here and there. And then there are the crow sculptures. They’re everywhere. |
suppose they’re a kind of gargoyle? They scare me, with their wide wings and empty
eyes.

[ sat with Ava as she practiced this morning. She told me Schumann could
hear the voices of angels - [ wonder if it's true. The others tease me for my religion,
but Ava believes more strongly in angels and demons than I ever could. Sometimes |
think she’s more spirit than flesh. Maybe that’s why she’s so beautiful.

Yesterday we received a new friend. His name is Robert Lamb. He looked so
timid and distressed that I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. I want to tell him
everything will be all right. I want to lie to him and say life goes on, even though it
doesn’t. Limbgate will eat him alive.

He needs love. You can always tell the ones that have hurt themselves, if you
look in their eyes. Thousands walk the world in agony. If only those of us still
breathing would look in their eyes and tell them -

Hang it, someone’s here.

Agnes Violet’s Diary

Dance

I'm quite excited about my newest dress. I couldn’t decide whether to make it
red or blue, so [ asked Emily. She said to make it violet, to match my name. I've
pricked myself with the needle twelve times or so, but I'm very nearly done, and
while it may be a bit plain, at least I can call it my own.

This morning I awoke from a distressing dream. [ was at a ballroom dance
when a handsome young man approached me. | remember wishing that he would
leave me be, but he kept begging me to dance with him. As he talked he began to age.
His hands stretched out till they were thin and wrinkled. I screamed and opened my
eyes.

The night before I stayed up rather late in Christie and Ava’s room. [ had felt
anxious for no particular reason, and blathered on about my future and how little I
had to which I could look forward. Christie soothed my anxieties. She has such a
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loving heart. [ asked her if she ever wished to marry. She claimed she had never
been in love. [ am sure her time will come.

Ava was sullen. I mean no insult to her, but she is somewhat like an animal.
They say animals are restless on the eve of a storm. She clawed at her bed sheets
and growled like a disgruntled cat.

My God, she must be a cat. Her eyes...

Ava Leann’s Diary

Songs

In the morning, I lost my comb. In the afternoon, [ found a piece of string. And
in the evening?

In the evening, I had a vision of black water. | wrote it down on the wall with
the other visions. There are so many now, and so few of them are happy. I can tell
Christie is upset when she sees my wall, and who wouldn’t be? Sometimes I wonder
how [ have managed to stay sane.

[ wish I had wings. Then I could fly with my angels to heaven and escape
Limbgate forever. Here I am, caged and lightless. Yet somehow, [ am happy. Happier
than any of them. For at night my angels sing to me, and at day I sing their song to
the world.

[ hear things the others cannot hear: the spinning of the world, the distant
roar of the night-seas, the burning of the life-stars. I hear the whirlwind and the fire
and the whisper, the laughing and the screaming and the mourning of all humanity.
The song of the universe will be my song forever and always, even in death, when I
am reborn in the body of spirit.

When Robert came I could see his soul burning. I could see demons stoking
the fire and telling him terrible things. I wish to love him and quench the fire in his
soul. If only I could save all my friends from the coming desolation.

Daniel Dimling’s Diary

Rain

It looks like another miserable day of rain is at hand. It isn’t helping to relieve
the oppression of this damn orphanage.

I don’t mind the way of life so much as the building. I hate seeing modern
conveniences like telephones or electric lights juxtaposed against the old
architecture. And then there are my fellow wards - dull, shallow people, especially
the girls. Agnes is all over Jack, Emily’s too young, Christie’s too religious, Ava’s too
strange, and Celeste’s too shy. Jack’s an ass who thinks everyone loves him. Rick’s a
bore. Robert, if my first impression is right, is an emotional wreck who is always
bawling his eyes out.

12



And who does Mr. Denford think he is? He shuts himself in his office with his
books on demonology and pretends to the outside world that he is taking care of us.
We don’t need him. [ wish he would die.

[ wish there was a proper girl here. Someone beautiful.

Charlotte’s Diary

Robert

Welcome to my home, Robert. [ am happy to have a new friend.

If only you could hear what I hear. Ava knows, and I know, but you don’t.
Soon we're all going to have a nightmare. I hope you wake up. Dear Robert, please
be very brave.

Robert’s Memoir

The next morning I awoke in a strange room and did not know where I was.
Panic became sorrow as I remembered the truth: my parents were dead and [ was in
a secluded orphanage.

My emotions are always intense but brief. Days ago [ had intended to remain
forever grief-stricken. Now, though I remained broken, my brokenness was
overshadowed by curiosity. Any boy left unsupervised in a decaying, mysterious
mansion will seek an adventure.

[ did not discover much. The second floor was devoted mostly to bedrooms.
One, at the end of the hall, was locked. A door near the stairs revealed a half-
furnished billiard room lacking sufficient equipment for a game of any kind. It did,
however, have a full shelf of books about demons. I saw a hatch in a back hall that
must have led to the attic, but I feared to open it without help.

[ noted an abundance of empty rooms. Some had one or two useless pieces of
furniture, and some had nothing at all. One whole wing of the house, in fact, was
bare. I concluded it was a natural consequence of Mr. Denford’s singleness.

The first floor was only slightly more interesting than the second. It
contained the kitchen, a large affair from a time when the house was actually staffed
with servants. There was a piano room with a window to the garden, a living room, a
dining room, and, of course, Mr. Denford’s office. On the first floor as the second,
there were many unused rooms. In one I found a series of penciled messages on the
wall in the corner.

“15/05/1948. Piano string broke. Bored to death.”

“15/05/1948. I saw you writing on the wall. Shall I tell on you?”

“15/06/1948. How could you see me? [ shut the door.”

“15/06/1948. 1 looked in the keyhole.”

“15/07/1948. Who are you?”

“15/07/1948. A friend.”

“15/08/1948. What is your name?”
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The messages ended with a childish drawing of a little girl with angel’s wings.

Now I chose to see what lay outside. Having seen the driveway, I took the
back door and found a garden. I could not have guessed that such vibrant colors
could thrive in Denford’s grey-black world. Lush green vines and violet flowers
graced winged stone dragons and tunic-clad nymphs, gentle goddesses that lured
me deeper into the garden. The farther I ventured the more the bright colors stifled
me. [t was too green, more like poison than life. There were many thorns and many
serpents. I found an apple tree enclosed in a circle of hedges in the middle of the
garden.

Though I was sick of the greenery, there was still more to be seen. I followed
a narrow dirt path and escaped into a graveyard on a hill. The rain-marked
tombstones stood proudly and declared the legacy of their ancient families. While
the common dead slept beneath dull ignominious stones with little more than a
name and an epitaph, the Crows had all been buried in splendid graves watched
over by the black guardian of their family.

At the height of the hill, there stood a mausoleum, the jewel of the cemetery.
And there, Christie Burns leaned against the door and wrote in a white notebook.
She looked up at me and waved meekly. Meaningless moments remain with me.
Whatever else [ have forgotten in old age, I remember flawlessly the day I saw
Christie waving from the mausoleum, like an old friend found in a dream. She
hurriedly wrote a few last words in her diary, then beckoned me to come talk to her.

I walked up the hill and glanced at the name on the mausoleum. It said
simply, “Charlotte.” She had no surname, no epitaph, nor even a birth or death. Only
a name. I then turned to Christie. Her long chestnut hair straggled down her
shoulders and her face. Although she often brushed it out of her eyes, one way or
another it would blind her again. She wore a plain black dress.

“Good morning, Robert,” she said.

“Good morning. Am I interrupting anything?”

“No, [ was only writing a little. I've got all the time in the world, in a place like
this. Are you sure you’'re comfortable standing there?”

“I'm fine.”

She looked at me skeptically. “You worry me more than anyone.”

“Why should you care about me?”

“We're all trapped in this place. We have no choice but to look after one
another.”

“I guess.” I hesitated. “What do you mean ‘trapped?”

“Nothing, really. But none of us chose to live in Limbgate, did we? We’re not
allowed to leave. Live here long enough and you begin to feel . .. dead.”

“Oh.”

“That’s why we need each other. Rick and Emily have each other, but the rest
of us have no family. We have to make one.”

“But won't we lose that too, in the end?”

“I don’t know.” She looked past me and seemed sad. “Robert, do you ever
want to kill yourself?”

[ bowed my head in shame. “Sometimes. At night, usually. I just don’t
understand why I'm here. It isn’t fair.”
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“l understand.”

[ had heard many people say that lightly, but when I saw tears stream down
Christie’s cheeks [ knew she meant it.

“I was abandoned. I don’t understand why I'm here either. And it isn’t fair.”
She wiped away her tears and smiled.

[ didn’t want to talk about it anymore. “I have a question.”

“What is it?”

“Is there a ghost at Limbgate?”

An eerie voice behind me answered. “I met one.”

[ turned around and almost fell backward in fright. Ava had been standing
three feet behind me.

[ caught my breath. “How did [ not hear you coming?”

“Maybe you weren’t listening,” she said. “But yes, there is a ghost at
Limbgate.”

“You and your ghosts!” Christie sighed.

“Hello, fairy girl,” Ava said.

Christie noticed that I was confused. “Only a nickname,” she said.

Ava squinted at me. “I don’t know what I'll call you yet. You're really strange.”
She paused. “But you wanted to talk about ghosts?”

“Uh...yes. [ saw some strange writing in the corner of a room not long ago,”
[ said.

Ava nodded. “Ghost.”

“I don’t believe you,” Christie objected.

“I'll summon it, then. Let’s all meet in the attic tonight. We’ll have fun.”

“I'm not breaking the curfew!”

“You'll come to the attic, won’t you Robert?”

“Um, sure,” | said.

“Please, Christie? Mr. Denford doesn’t mind anything as long as we don’t
smoke or curse. He wouldn’t fault us for summoning ghosts.”

“If you insist. I'll go to the attic with you.” Christie crossed her arms. “But only
to make sure nothing gets out of hand.”

Ava smiled and clapped her hands. “We’ll have such fun. And there will be
candles! Dozens of thin white waxy candles! Robert, try to stay awake tonight. I'll
knock three times when it’s midnight.”

“This is absurd,” Christie muttered.

That night I had little trouble staying awake. The real world was so much like
a fever dream that I feared what sleep might bring. For the first time in several days
[ tried to turn my mind away from death and loneliness. I thought about the other
orphans and whether we might become friends. To all appearances, Jack and
Christie had accepted me as one of their own. Ava, in her own way, was doing the
same. | had not spoken to the others much, but all except Daniel were friendly.

There was no clock in the room. I had no idea what time it was until, as
promised, there came three gentle knocks. I rose and looked at Jack to make sure he
was fast asleep. Hastily I slipped into my clothes and cracked open the door. Ava
was there. Christie peered over her shoulder and held aloft a candle in her left hand.
In her right she clutched three more unlit candlesticks.
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“Are you ready?” Ava whispered. With pale face and large eyes, she looked
like a ghost herself.

“Yes.”

“Follow me.”

Nighttime made Limbgate look wild and fantastic. Christie’s faint candle
could not penetrate the deep black emptiness of the many rooms. Anyone could lurk
unseen in a lonely corner, waiting for us to come near. If I were lost here, unable to
call out, would anyone ever find me again?

We arrived at the back hall. Christie held her candle high so we could see the
hatch.

“There’s a chair in the room to the left of us,” Ava said. “Or was it the next
room down? No, no, no, it was this room. I'll get it.”

“Let me give you some light,” Christie said.

“Oh, I don’t mind. | wander the house in the dark all the time.”

Ava vanished through the door. After a few seconds, she shrieked. Christie
nearly dropped the candle. “Are you all right?”

“I found it! My comb!” Ava returned with the chair in one hand and a small
silver comb in the other. “You're not afraid, are you, Christie?”

Christie frowned.

“It's a family heirloom, and it’s very pretty. I think I had good reason to be
excited.”

“If you say so.”

“Robert, [ will open the hatch. I need you to catch the ladder and let it down
ever so gently so we don’t wake the others.”

“Why don’t you want anyone else here?”

“If there are too many of us, we might scare away the ghost.”

We managed well, considering we had only candlelight. The ladder did not
break my skull, at any rate. With the hardest part out of the way we climbed into the
attic in single file.

I did not like it there. Stacks of boxes, most nailed shut, tottered over our
heads. Cobwebs draped the boxes and stretched across the rafters above us. A high
window at the far end looked into the black night.

We sat in a circle in the middle of the room. Christie set the candle before
herself. She passed two candles to Ava and me, and placed the fourth in the middle
of the circle. She lit the candles with her own.

Ava closed her eyes. “We are here, spirit. We wish to see you. We wish to find
you.”

“I don’t like this,” Christie whispered.

“We wish to speak with you. What is your name?”

We closed our eyes and waited. A minute of silence passed.

Ava gasped. Christie and I looked up.

“What is this?”

“What?” Christie urged.

“This. It appeared in my hand.”

“Hold it to the candlelight.”

She did. It was an iron stake. Its tip was crusted in dry blood.
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She dropped it and staggered back into the darkness. Somewhere in the
black, she whimper