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Part 1

The Visit








Chapter 1 At
Grandma Judy's


Jeremy thought his great grandmother might be a
witch. Not that anyone had told him so, but there are some things
that seven-year-olds have a pretty good instinct about.

She didn't look like any other woman he knew. She was little,
wrinkly and had deep-set eyes that Jeremy was sure could see right
into his mind and read his thoughts. So he was always careful what
he thought when he was around her, or at least he tried very hard.
Fortunately, he didn't see her very often, and never alone.

Her name was Mirabella. She was nearly ninety. That much he'd
heard from his mother Cyndi and his grandma Judy when they thought
he wasn't listening. But Jeremy always listened. That's how he
heard about the crows.

The three of them, Jeremy, Cyndi and Judy were in the kitchen
together. The women were making a big batch of popcorn balls for
the trick or treaters. Halloween was only two days away and Grandma
Judy was famous around the neighborhood for her supersize
multi-colored treats.

Jeremy didn't mind spending time at Grandma Judy's, most of the
time. She had a big old fashioned attic for him to poke around in.
His mom, Cyndi, wasn't half as much fun as Grandma Judy and just
wanted him to keep his clothes clean, his room organized and his
video games out of her sight and hearing.

Whenever Cyndi would nag him, Grandma Judy would scold her with
"He's only little once."

And Jeremy would go scampering off to the attic and dig through
the neat stuff up there until his mom finally had to come up and
drag him down when it was time to go. Home was a cramped little
apartment, where there was no one to play with.

"All we can afford," Cyndi would say.

"Since the divorce," Jeremy would mentally try to add before she
could and always did.

Jeremy didn't miss his dad much, anyway. He'd never been around
and that didn't change "since the divorce." He'd wished they'd gone
to live with Grandma Judy, like she was always asking them to do,
yet Cyndi was adamant that she had to "make her own way."

Jeremy didn't figure it made a lot of sense, since his mom was
borrowing money and stuff off of Grandma Judy all the time,
anyway.

 

 

 










Chapter 2
About Mirabella


Great Grandmother Mirabella was confined to the
third floor of Grandma Judy's house. Jeremy knew it actually had
been Mirabella's house to begin with, and Grandma Judy moved in to
take care of her, when Grandpa Charlie died, back when Jeremy was
just a baby. There were a couple of creepy nurses with crepe-paper
necks who took shifts and cared for Great Grandmother Mirabella,
who never left her bedroom. Jeremy had never seen her out of
bed.

Every now and then, Grandma Judy took him up to "pay his
respects" as she put it. The third floor room was dark and always
hot and smelled like dead flowers and dust. He had to stand there
listening to the old lady complain about everything and say things
that didn't make any sense, like "Nobody ever brings me anything to
eat" and "We're going home soon, and you people won't stop us."

Grandma Judy tried making things cheerier, turning on more
lights, and opening the shades, but it was a scary place with
photos of grim-looking people on the walls and a big black stuffed
bird sitting on a perch by her bed. Grandma Judy once told him it
had been a family pet. From the crumbs on the floor, it looked like
someone had been trying to feed it.

Finally, the wavering old voice would say, "Take the boy away
now," and he could escape from that suffocating heat.

Jeremy figured they were all waiting for Mirabella to croak,
like old people do, and then maybe his mom would agree to move in
with Grandma Judy.

At least today hadn't been one of the times he'd had to go to
see her, and he was still hanging around the kitchen. First, he'd
gotten a bowl of popcorn and a soda and then pretended to watch a
comedy show on the little black and white TV that Grandma Judy kept
in the kitchen. He was just about to get bored enough to slip up to
the attic, when the conversation got more interesting. His mom and
grandma just assumed he wasn't listening, and he didn't let on.

Sometimes the two of them, his mom and his grandma acted sillier
than the girls in his second grade class, giggling and poking each
other over something one or the other of them said. Like now, when
his mom accidentally spilled some of the popcorn she was pouring
into a bowl onto the floor instead.

"That's for the crows!" Grandma Judy announced and giggled.

His mom Cyndi quickly scooped up the offending kernels into a
paper towel and tossed it into the waste can.

"Too bad for them," she said and giggled in return.

"Now Mirabella will never find her way home," Grandma Judy
declared.Jeremy waited for more about the crows, but the two just
got sillier, making crow sounds and swooping hand gestures.
Finally, he snapped off the T.V. and stood up.

"Can I go play in the attic?" he asked.

The two women froze in mid-gesture. They'd been having such a
good time, they'd completely forgotten about Jeremy.

His mom came over to him with that concerned look he
hated. 

"Are you tired, honey? We'll be done soon. Do you want something
else to eat?"

"No, I just want to find an old game I saw in the attic," he
said.

"Let him go, Cyn. We still have the packaging to do."

"O.K. I'll come and get you when we're ready to leave," his mom
said.

 

 

 

 










Part 2

The Third Floor








Chapter 3
The Key


Jeremy gratefully escaped the kitchen, scampering
up the back stairs. His Grandma Judy had told him that this was the
way the servants moved about the house in the old days. They had
their own world behind the scenes. This stairway wasn't as fancy as
the one in the front of the house, but it was a more direct route
to his destination. They only drawback was that he had to pass
right by Mirabella's room on the third floor.

He'd tiptoe and hope that door was closed, but when he reached
the third floor landing, he could see it was wide open. He could
see his great grandmother looking old and tiny under a comforter.
Her eyes were shut, but his next step brought a creak from the
floor beneath his feet. Then the dark eyes were on him.

"Boy," she said. "Come here." She motioned to him with a
bone-thin hand.Jeremy glanced about, hoping for rescue by the
creepy-crepy nurse; but no one appeared. He resigned himself to his
fate and slowly approached the door.

"Quickly now," she called out. "Shut the door behind you."

Jeremy did as he was told, but once inside the room, remained
pressed against the closed door. As they confronted each other, the
silence seemed to last forever, until she spoke. 

"Over here, boy, where I can see you better."

He edged closer to her, but still kept his distance. He'd never
been alone with her before.

She held out a cupped hand to him and hissed, "Here take this,
before someone sees you."

He reached out his hand to take what she offered and her other
hand grasped his wrist and drew him close to the bed. She opened
her hand to reveal a small tarnished key.

"Take it," she said. "Put it in your pocket."

He obeyed, but she kept holding his other wrist.

"Now pay attention," she told him. She pointed to a tall wooden
closet across the room. "Open it."

Jeremy found himself following her directions. He inserted the
key into the old lock, turned it, and opened the door that extended
to the floor. To his surprise, instead of clothes hanging on a
rack, there was a large painting on the back wall of the closet.
Pictured was a child in old fashioned clothes standing on the edge
of a path that led through a strange marsh-lined field of corn.
Overhead, crows circled.

A noise sounded down the hall. 

"Hurry, take the key out of the lock and get inside and shut the
door," Mirabella called to him. "Someone's coming."

 










Chapter 4
The Path


Jeremy didn't want to climb into the odd dark
space, but before he could object, someone or something drew him
inside, and the door shut behind him. He had expected it to be
dark, but a glow coming from the painting illuminated the inside of
the closet. It was like a small, bright room. Suddenly it came
alive as the child turned to face him, smiling, beckoning to him.
Her dark eyes sparkled as she spoke.

"Jeremy, it's Mira. Come on, let's follow the crows."

Her hand extended from inside the frame, and as the old woman
had a few minutes before, grasped his wrist. With a sudden surge of
strength, she pulled him forward into the painting. It felt real.
Too real. Jeremy looked back, but all that lay behind him now was
an overgrown field.

"Wait," Jeremy cried, "I don't want to go!"

Her eyes met his with a laughing challenge. "Too late," she
said. "You belong to the crows, now. And they'll never give you
back."

Jeremy was so scared he couldn't speak, but his betraying feet
followed the little girl onward through the field. Her grip on his
wrist loosened, but he couldn't stop, he had to follow her, on and
on and … .

"Jeremy!" The voice was inside his head, calling him. His
mom, back there somewhere was calling him.

But Mira was urging him on. "The crows, Jeremy. We've got to
catch the crows. They'll lead us home."

And on he went. Sometimes a thought would flash through his
mind, like a reflection way, way behind him.

"Mother, I can't find him anywhere! Jeremy, where are you?" His
mother's voice called from the attic doorway.

But the sound became weaker, further away. He concentrated on
following Mira, who danced and laughed her way ahead of him, as the
crows circled overhead, cawing and calling to one another.

"Where are we going?" he asked breathlessly, having to almost
run to keep up with her.

"To the crow's nest, of course," she answered, bending down to
pick up a dark feather from the path . "Where we'll live forever
and never die."

A faraway, faint voice came through his mind one more time,
fading out at the end: "Cyndi, come quick, Mirabella's dead, and
she's got a feather in her hand.

Jeremy closed his inner ear to the shrieks that dimmed out
against the cries of the crows. He only wanted to look ahead, not
back.

"Wait up, Mira," he said. "Wait for me."

 

THE END
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