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A Fateful Holiday Tradi on

W
ishing they all could leave, Natalie stayed

one step behind the chattering woman,

watching her fling her be-ringed hands

this way and that as she described her work to

convert the old mansion into a nursing home. She

was so proud. Natalie felt odd in this atmosphere.

This rundownmonstrosity didn’t feel like a nursing

home. Natalie’s eyes flicked over the odd clientele

once again. This felt like a home for transients who

didn’t care one way or the other where they slept as

long as they slept inside, on a bed, in a warm room.

The two-hundred-year-old mansion, although

impressive and imposing, was visibly antique, in dis-

repair…andsomehow…creepy. It had, of course, been

fitted with modern appliances and plumbing, but

they made the home seem disjointed somehow; as

if drawing attention to the home’s age. Fluorescent
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lights had been installed some time ago, and they

hung from the high ceilings by chains. Theywere too

bright, and they highlighted the shiny green sheen

of the faded silk wallpaper and the scuffed wood of

the floors. The light drew attention to the overall

dinginess.

Mrs. Jackson, the owner and proprietor of the said

nursing home, gestured to Natalie. She motioned

that she should follow her to the wide entry area.

“And my heater,” she said as she continued a

conversation Natalie had not been faithful to, “I had

to place something over it to hide it! Haha!”

Natalie stood behind Mrs. Jackson and stared in

dismay at the unappealing sight. A gutted television

set from the 1970s was shoved up against a large,

modern radiator. Piles of bags and purses sat atop it

in a mish-mash of poor housekeeping. Unnerved

and unsure how to respond, Natalie smiled and

nodded. Whywould someoneplace thehome’s single

radiator for an entire floor in a place people did

not remain? No one stays in an entryway. Her

eyes flicked up, down and around at the off-putting

area. One lone wall sconce was placed above the

heater—it provided a poor, orange-hued glow. The

light illuminated nothing beyond a two-foot radius,

and it was situated too far from the door to be useful.

Mrs. Jackson continued to fling her hands about

as she chattered, explained, and declared. She was
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inordinately proud of her home, her clients, and

her work. Natalie looked back to the group of home

tourists huddled together at a bare table, stirring

cups of watery hot cocoa. Everyone seemed eager

for this particular tour to end. The mansion they

visited before this one gave everyone little gift bags

of product samples, and the group received real

homemade eggnog in little gilt-edged glasses. The

owners had lit the fireplaces—although it wasn’t a

particularly cold day—and it was cheerful and fun.

A tour of a small home from the 1920s got some of

the group a little tipsy when they were treated to a

boozy Christmas concoction from amedieval recipe.

This home tourwas a shabby contrast. This placewas

depressing.

The Tour Of Homes was a Christmas event in

Frowsby, South Carolina, and anyone could request

their home be added to the lineup. This “home” by

far was the strangest. A few seniors in wheelchairs

wheeled around the main floor bundled in blankets

and coats. Quite a few young people sat huddled in

layeredclothingonperiodsofasor aroundcard tables

in different rooms and hallways. As she passed by,

avoiding their eyes, she pitied them. She took stock

of their shabby clothes, dirty shoes, and unkempt

hair. She thought of her home that was comfortable,

pleasing, and warm. Were their lives so off track

and chaotic that they enjoyed being in such a place?
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She pushed away thoughts of want and lack. All she

wanted to do was to leave this unsettling place and

see a better homemore suitable for holiday cheer.

The mansion’s main floor was situated in the

form of a cross. There were doors at each of the

cross-sections and four oversize rooms—full of

bare floors, displeasing fluorescent light, inadequate

furniture and cold air—were situated at the four

corners. A couple of interestedmembers of the group

congregated to speak toMrs. Jackson. Natalie drifted

off to pick her way around on her own, hoping to

see something fascinating and impressive. Several

doors, scattered about abandoned areas, proved to

be locked when she tried to open them. She came to

a hall tucked so far away from themain functionality

of the house that Natalie assumed this was an old

servant’s hall. Looking about quickly, she slipped

down the hall. A barred door at the end was her only

discovery. As she stood, frowning in disappointment,

she felt like her presence was being observed. Not

wanting an employee —if there were such a thing

in this monstrosity—to scold her from leaving the

tour, she rejoined the group. Mrs. Jackson smiled in

delight as she approached. Her brown face was wide

and round. Her cropped curls showed off a face that

was full of instant joy, prominent cheeks and small,

beady eyes that didn’t quite smile as the rest of her

face did. She grabbed Natalie’s arm in a vice grip.
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“I’ve been wanting to show you this room. I

think you’re going to like it.” She said, manhan-

dling Natalie toward a room she hadn’t discovered.

Natalie was confused and repelled by the strange

camaraderie that had been forced on her. The short,

waddling and overbearing woman pushed open the

door. Natalie gasped in delight. Here were the

same unpleasant fluorescent lights, the unsettling,

gummy and dingy silk wallpaper and the high shine

of the wood paneling and framework. But also here,

was theperfectmazeof ahome library. The shoulder-

high, bevel-edged, wood shelves started at the door

and wound around the narrow room in a maze to its

center. Natalie gazed at the antique books that filled

the shelves. Her hands caressed thewood framework

and the leather spines of the books. Other members

of the tour group congratulated Mrs. Jackson on her

extensive library as they filtered in through the door

one-by-one.

Mrs. Jackson’s voice carried throughout the room

as she described the books here. She declared that

this was her husband’s favourite room in the entire

mansion. She had it built for him back in 1960, and

he enjoyed it till the day he died. She continued

to describe how she had bought the mansion after

receiving her inheritance from her parents, two

wealthy owners of laundry services in South Carolina.

She wanted to own something of the South’s history,
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in homage to her ancestors. After her husband died,

she decided she wanted to do something good for

those who weren’t as fortunate as her. It took her a

long while, but she finally converted her house into

a refuge for down-and-out people.

Natalie had been lost in the beauty of the library for

a little while when she noticed Mrs. Jackson’s voice

was coming from further away. She shook herself

from her reverie and went to join the group at the

opposite end of the library. The group stood before a

previously unnoticed full-length cast iron door.

“This door is solid iron! No one knows why the

original owners had it installed! Records weren’t

well-kept in those days, and I haven’t found any

ironworker permits from that time to say whomight

have made this door. I think it’s beautiful,” she

looked around at each of the groupmembers by turn

stopping at Natalie, “but it’s a little unsettling, isn’t

it?” Some tourists smiled a little and nodded. A few

shifted uneasily. Natalie tilted her head up sideways

to see the door in its entirety. The dark iron was

engraved with period designs and Latin phrases.

“Now, I might need a little help from some strong

gentlemen in the group! I’m old and not as strong

as I used to be (another coy giggle)!” Mrs. Jackson

looked around and smiled coyly at the four men who

had been dragged on this tour begrudgingly. They

laughed nervously, looking at each other, neither
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wanting to be the first to volunteer. Natalie stared

in admiration at Mrs. Jackson. She had to be at least

eighty-years old, but that woman had to be stronger

than almost everyone here.

Mrs. Jackson tugged two of the men who were

nearest to her and stood back as if leaving it all in

the men’s hands. Didn’t they realize she had opened

the door by herself millions of times? Mrs. Jackson

had excellent showmanship. The men pushed and

tugged without success until they were joined by the

two other men who felt they were needed. The door

groaned as it opened. A faint rumbling sounded from

the ancient hinges, and it took several seconds to

push it as far as it could go.

The room revealed was dark was empty. It seemed

unfinished as the floor was not wood, but a kind

of tamped down dirt floor. The group entered the

room and gasped as they walked further in. The

floor slanted steeply upward. Natalie felt the familiar

strong grip on her arm.

“I didn’t want to tell the rest of the group,” whis-

pered Mrs. Jackson into her ear, “but I know why

this door is iron. They tried to keep things from coming

into the rest of the house. Come with me.”

Bewildered, Natalie allowed herself to be led to the

space behind the open cast iron door. She looked

down at her companion. In the gloom lit only by the

light in the library next door, she could only see the
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form of Mrs. Jackson standing with her arms out-

stretched before her. Natalie stared, unimpressed, at

an occasional table by the door. A large, rolled up and

folded area rug sat atop another object, unseen on

the table. It looked precarious in this position, and

Natalie wondered how it didn’t topple over. An odd

light glowed beneath the objects on the floor. She

turned to look at the rest of the tour group, hoping

someone would join them and relieve her from this

woman. The groupmembers had all made their way

up the slanted floor to a door that opened to the

outside. She sighed internally. Why had this woman

decided to make a friend of her?

“This,” began Mrs. Jackson, dramatically, “is

where my sister comes to visit me every year at this

time. She stays for a little while and leaves before the

New Year…” She caressed the strange totem of sorts,

“…they aren’t necessarily pleasant visits.”

As Natalie expected—the set-up shifted a bit to-

wardMrs. Jackson. She expected Mrs. Jackson to put

her hands up to stop it, but she just stood there, a

strange expression on her face. Her eyes glittered

oddly in the reflected light.

“She’ll come now, won’t she? I need this work,”

Mrs. Jackson muttered, anticipation in her voice.

Natalie frowned at the ridiculous situation, about to

turn away. Theobjects shifted again, definitely about

to fall. Natalie put up a hand to stop themovement
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and Mrs. Jackson grasped her arms, pulling them

down.

“No! Don’t touch it! I don’t knowwhatwill happen

if you do!”

The objects swayed in the opposite direction, then

back toward them both. Natalie, on impulse, cried,

“No!” IgnoringMrs. Jackson’s warning—believing

her to be completely insane by now—she put her

hands up to stop the heap from falling onto the

diminutive woman. The light below the occasional

table snuffed out. Mrs. Jackson stumbled backward

andwatchedNatalie as she stared at her in confusion.

Natalie reached out to pat her shoulder, “It’s

alright, Mrs. Jackson. I stopped it.”

The woman wrenched away from her eyes shifting

between the pile of objects and Natalie.

“Mrs. Jackson?”

The woman’s body shuddered and a look of pity

came over her features. She looked past Natalie

and put out a small, chubby hand, “Treat her

well…please?” She turned and ran back toward

the library after one last look.

Natalie shrugged. Mrs. Jacksonwas a battywoman

who obviously believed in ghosts. Thoroughly an-

noyed with Mrs. Jackson and her creepy nursing

home, she left the woman standingmournfully be-

fore the table and rolled rug. She headed toward the

door that led to freedom outside. The dark room

9



felt darker. The cold felt more chilling. It seemed to

take her an interminable amount of time to leave the

strange, slanted room. She felt caught between the

library behind her and the door to freedom before

her. A feeling of malevolence surrounded her. She

walked and walked for minutes, never reaching the

door. She breathed quickly, panicked.

One of her tour mates, who had been waiting

outside, peered around the door. The odd feeling

dissipated quickly and with relief, Natalie reached

the door, breathing hard.

“You okay?” One of the group peered into her face

with concern.

Natalie nodded, silent. She swallowed the lump in

her throat.

Faces observed her strange expression and tried to

console her, “Strange, creepy place, isn’t it?”

A conversation began about the odd iron door, and

how the house was a strange addition to the tour

of homes. Natalie climbed into the extended golf

cart shuttle that would take them around to the tour

bus parked at the front of the mansion. Two of the

members waiting in line behind her were deep in

conversation and looked up toward her to look for a

space to sit. One of the pair’s eyes shifted just to the

seat nearest Natalie and gasped. Her mouth dropped

open and she grabbed her companion’s arm, shoving

her to another seat far fromNatalie. Natalie stared
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after them in confusion and looked behind her. Just

empty seats.

From the front of the shuttle, the woman whis-

pered to her friend, “Did you see it?”

“See what?”

“A-awoman. I don’t knowwhat to call it. It scared

me! She almost looked like the owner and was kind

of there and not there. She looked so evil! It was right

behind her!”

As the shuttle drove off to meet the tour bus,

Natalie looked back at the mansion and wondered

aboutMrs. Jackson’s strange reaction inside that odd

room by the iron door. She shivered and wondered

about the strange feeling of malevolence that she

simply could not shake. She just needed to go home

and everything would be alright again.

The end.
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