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The House at Pritchard Place
 

 

Chapter One
 
It was different when they shared a room. Things didn’t seem to happen

quite as much when she had her sister asleep not far away. But as it was at
thirteen Cassandra Ashford felt she was too old to share close quarters with
her younger sister Elise who then was only ten. At the time, it didn’t really
bother Elise. In many ways she was a pragmatist and the idea of spreading her
treasures more decoratively throughout the square footage of the room did
appeal to her. And it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that once Cassie
vacated, Elise might finally be able to convince her mother to buy her a
rocking chair. In the past she’d made the request more than once, and it had
fallen with a resounding thud on deaf ears. After all it was a rather bizarre
request for a little girl. “Wouldn’t you rather a nice dollhouse?” Or in Elise’s
case they’d even offered her a train set. She did have a bit of a tomboy aspect
to her personality. But no, she was set on a rocking chair. So her lovely
mother had smiled a bit and placatingly informed her that there simply wasn’t
enough space in the girls’ bedroom.

Well now that Cassie was moving out into the former sewing room
across the hall that argument wouldn’t hold water anymore. And Mrs.
Lavender would so enjoy a rocking chair. Of course Elise knew that wasn’t
her real name, but she seemed quite complacent in allowing Elise to call her
that. In truth they hadn’t really been on any sort of speaking terms until about
a year ago. Elise was quite young when they first moved into the house at
Pritchard Place, just three. And as long as she could remember she would
catch glimpses of the old woman with the ivory colored cane and long
lavender shawl lurking around the house. For a time Elise just assumed she
lived there with them. Then on her fifth birthday she mentioned Mrs.
Lavender and realized quite disturbingly that everyone thought she’d made
her up. The lady that she saw often with the long crocheted lavender
everyone thought Elise had dreamed up. And then it became the running joke
in the house: “Did you see Mrs. Lavender today Elise?” or “Did Mrs.
Lavender help you pick out your school clothes?” Her father had deemed the
old woman to be her imaginary friend and everyone else followed suit.
Except of course Cassie, Cassie believed her although Elise didn’t confide
much in her. It wasn’t her way. So she simply stopped mentioning her, but
Mrs. Lavender didn’t go away.



Sometimes she’d wake up at night and find the old lady softly patting
her hand. Elise knew very well that the old woman was sad. She could feel it
although with determination she blocked that aspect out. After all there was
only so much a young girl could handle. She had her own worries growing up
and all. And then after a very long time Mrs. Lavender started talking to her,
sort of mumbles at first as though she was talking to herself. Seems she’d lost
some children in that very house, three to be exact — scarlet fever or was it
yellow fever? Elise couldn’t be sure, and then the lady had died herself.
Although now it seemed she was a bit confused and kept looking for her kids.
It was a bit much for a nine year old to take on. But Elise being an
exceptionally smart girl tried her best. She tried to coax Mrs. Lavender to
move on, to go into the light so she could be reunited with her lost children.
But as deaf as her parents’ ears seemed to be about some things it was
nothing compared to this woman. She simply would ignore Elise completely
and start mumbling her antiquated lullabies. It was at that point that Elise
learned what she deemed one of the more important lessons in life: “Nothing
before its time,” or more succinctly “Everything has a time.” At any rate Mrs.
Lavender wasn’t going to budge until she was good and ready. But it was a
fact that the elderly lady did always seem to be looking around for a good
place to sit. She seemed to think if she could just rock in her “rocking chair”
and sing her lullabies maybe her lost children would find their way back to
her. Elise very much doubted that things would turn out the way the old
woman hoped, but she could try to make her more comfortable.

Thus the rocking chair. Tenth birthday: “What would you like for your
birthday Elise?”

“A rocking chair.”
Wrinkled nose, her mother had a lovely little sharp nose that she tended

to wrinkle when she was displeased. “Wouldn’t you rather some toys, dolls,
or well more trains?”

Eleventh birthday: “What would you like for your birthday Elise?”
“A rocking chair.”
Wrinkled nose plus the frown, not at all a good sign. “How about a new

bicycle, a pink one?”
“Purple, I can’t stand pink.”
Twelfth birthday, “What would you like for your birthday Elise?”
“A rocking chair.”
More wrinkling and frowning, “Now wouldn’t you—”
“No, nothing but the rocking chair! That’s all I want!”
“But—”



“Don’t you want me happy? It’s my birthday,” feigned hysterics which
truly chafed against the grain of her somewhat pragmatic and at times stoic
nature. After all if she wasn’t a tad detached how could she deal with, well, all
she seemed to constantly have to deal with.

“Now don’t cry Elise.”
She wasn’t really crying, just pretending to. Having a time working up

any semblance of fake tears although she did manage to put her index finger
in one eye, and it was tearing up and hurting more than a bit. She dearly
hoped Mrs. Lavender would appreciate the lengths she was going to for her.
“I just,” sob, sob, “want,” gurgle snort, “a rocking chair, nothing else.”

Her mother was still frowning but did put her arms around her. After all
she wasn’t a block of ice. And that birthday Elise got a lovely white rocker
for her room and little else. And truth be told she’d had her eye on a lovely
model train kit to add to her collection. But Mrs. Lavender did seem pleased,
although she grumbled a bit about the chair not being the best fit for her. But
Elise would find her and quite often rocking in the chair and murmuring her
lullabies to her lost children. Then when Elise was fourteen Mrs. Lavender
stopped visiting her and stopped rocking in the chair. Elise had a feeling that
the time had arrived and her children might have just showed up to lead her
where she needed to go. She was happy for her but would miss her more than
she liked to admit. It had been a comfort having her around, particularly
reassuring to have an ally when she had begun seeing everything else.

“And no one has seen him.”
“Really? No one at all?”
“Well, I don’t know if no one. But no one I know. I asked Adele, you

know Adele Caswell. She lives directly across the street from the old
Warrick house, and she said she hasn’t seen the new owner, but he has two
rather over-sized German shepherds patrolling the yard.”

“Hmm, but isn’t Adele Caswell out quite a bit. She owns—”
“Yes, yes, The Flower Stop on the corner of Zimpel and Joliet St. Poor

dear works all the time. She lost two of her best employees. Young people
back to college for the fall couldn’t even wait until she replaced them. Young
people these days. No sense of responsibility.”

She nodded delicately sipping her hot cup of peppermint tea so that it
didn’t scorch her lips. “So Adele being out so much may have just missed Mr.
—mmm what did you say his name was again Martha?”

The elderly lady wrinkled her nose a bit, trying to recall. And in that
moment Elise was again struck at her resemblance to her late mother, at least



when she was vexed. “Oh dear, what was it again? Peculiar name, McCaully?
No that wasn’t it. McMurty? No, no he’s the fellow that writes westerns.”

Elise smiled softly, “Did you say Mcginvale?”
Martha’s features became quite animated. “That’s it Elise, Mcginvale,

John, no no, Joseph maybe. Mcginvale, what does that make him Irish or
something Elise?”

“Hard to say Martha,” she commented. She heard a rumble over their
heads and noted that some dark menacing looking clouds had rolled in
directly over Martha Densford’s lovely white wooden lattice patio cover. No
doubt it would cut short their Saturday morning tea and gab session that had
become somewhat of a routine for she and Elise. Martha lived in a lovely
white house right on the corner of Freret and Cambronne St that oddly
enough had a huge cobble stoned patio right out in the front yard surrounded
by a white picket fence. Martha was Elise’s senior by about thirty-five years,
but Elise did enjoy spending time with the elderly white-haired lady who had
quite a grasp on the history of New Orleans. Unfortunately these days, she
only seemed interested in gossiping about the residents of this several block
area of streets near the Riverbend area where they lived.

“Well I find it odd that no one has seen the man.” Elise smiled. Martha
was eccentric in her way, actually in many ways and tended to hang onto an
idea once she got her fingernails into it.

Elise glanced up again in response to the low rumbling overhead. She
supposed she should warn Martha and cut this tête-à-tête short, but on a level
she had to admit that she was interested. The Warrick house, quite a huge
sprawling sort of place was a curiosity to her. She’d never actually stepped
foot into it. The residents, and as far as she’d known there had always been
one sort of Warrick there or another, had been a bit on the reclusive side.
Although the Warrick family who owned it recently, cousins of the original
Warricks, had built a lovely little tree house up in one of the great oaks on
the property. And there had been children, and they’d waved and smiled at
Elise as she strolled down the street on one of her late afternoon walks. But
the place itself undeniably had a strange vibe, not bad exactly but surely
complicated.

“I’m surprised the place passed out of family hands,” Elise commented
almost to herself. “So you say he doesn’t have a family.”

Martha nodded, “Yes that’s what, now who told me that? Oh yes, Cora,
Cora Moran. You know lovely girl just a bit younger than you Elise lives up
on Dublin St. but was out walking with her two girls, twins you know. I think
they’re about ten now. Well I was sitting here, just about a week ago, and she



stopped and we got to talking. She said he isn’t married, and has to be middle
aged, maybe late forties, maybe fifties, but nice looking man. Apparently he
was moving in, and she welcomed him to the neighborhood. She said he was
pleasant but didn’t seem to want to spend a lot of time talking.”

Elise sipped her tea to stop from commenting about the “no one has
seen him” supposition. “You have to admit that’s a large house for one
person.”

Martha’s eyes narrowed a bit. “That is exactly what I was thinking Elise.
What exactly is he going to do rattling around that huge place all alone? I
guess those big dogs could keep him company, giant German shepherds. Did
I tell you that?”

Elise smiled and nodded, feeling the slightest spray of a rain shower
beginning to fall from overhead.

 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
Elise slowly walked back up Freret St. The shower that had threatened

to douse her and Martha’s Saturday morning tea had diminished once she’d
said her goodbyes, although the sky was still rumbling and an occasional
raindrop grazed the top of her head. It was just as well that she not have to
return home right away as Elise was deeply lost in thought. So many thoughts
that kept wandering several blocks in the other direction down Dante St,
straight down to the old Warrick house, and the man who had now taken
possession of it.

She frowned to herself. Elise certainly didn’t consider herself a gossip,
but she wasn’t beyond indulging other gossips to gain information. And it was
Saturday, her day off from her work as a part-time archivist at The New
Orleans Historic Collection down on Royal St. in the French Quarter. It was a
job she’d held for over fifteen years and she enjoyed it — enjoyed putting
together collections, researching, and categorizing old documents. But lately,
she sighed deeply; well nothing extraordinary had happened.

She stopped walking and glanced back up at the sky. The storm could
just pass over, or it could rain cats and dogs. It was pretty much a toss up, or
as she preferred to look at it, a gamble. The truth was she was bored. She was
itching for something interesting to happen so she spun around and headed
back down Freret St. toward Dante St. Toward Dante St. and the old Warrick
house where she just might find something interesting.



She was due for Sunday supper over at Cassie’s house tonight. And
there were many things that needed her attention before she headed over
there. But nothing that particularly interested her, nothing that pulled her like
Martha’s suppositions about the new owner of the Warrick House. Not that
she gave much credit to her assertions about the mysterious nature of the
new owner, but Elise did have to admit there were a few facts that lay
enmeshed in Martha’s rambling accounts. Joseph Mcginvale had moved into
that sprawling house; she hesitated in calling it a mansion though it did have
more acreage and square feet than any other structure in a several block
radius. He did have two large dogs on the property that while could simply be
his personal liking for large dogs, or it could be in an effort to discourage
anyone from approaching the residence.

And on top of all of that Elise was restless. She’d felt a restlessness in
her skin actually ever since she’d returned from her trip to Southern France
nearly ten months before. It had ignited something within her; something she
hadn’t been able to quite put her finger on. Like that nagging little feeling
that you aren’t quite doing what you’re supposed to be doing. As her feet
continued to meander down Dante St. she mused that she might be heading
into the Underworld as in Dante’s Inferno , and she wondered if it were
possible for people to become so dissatisfied that they sought out danger,
actually actively craved it.

And then she stopped, hearing the sky rumbling overhead with a
threatening reminder that the storm might not be over, not over at all but just
beginning.

Staring at the wrought iron gate and metal fence surrounding the
property she remembered now why she seldom traveled in this direction.
There was undeniably something about the Warrick House that felt, well,
tragic. And then she crossed the street.

When Mrs. Lavender left, Elise was of a mixed feeling on the subject.
On the one hand she was more than pleased that the unhappy lady had moved
on to hopefully find solace in a much more pleasant afterlife than her earthly
existence had been. But on the other hand Elise was left behind with Mrs.
Lavender ’s white rocking chair that in truth she didn’t care for in the least
although she did muse occasionally about painting it an eye-popping orange
or perhaps a psychedelic purple. Beyond the problem with the chair, which in
the big scheme of things was minor, there were the other things. Things that
Elise had the sneaking suspicion now that Mrs. Lavender ’s presence had
somehow held at bay.



Suffice to say there were bugs at Pritchard Place and not bugs that one
could easily rid oneself of with a can of spray, but bugs that not everyone
could see. They were nasty oversized bugs, which it became more than clear
that she was the only one aware of.

“Did you see that?”
Cassie looked up from a magazine she’d been reading rather bleary-

eyed. “See what?”
“Behind you on the wall, I think it was a roach.”
Of course Cassie jumped up out of her chair practically leaping across

the den. “What! Where, where did you see it?”
And then not unexpectedly a massive hunt took place in the room,

ending with her mother declaring that it had left or more likely Elise had
made an error.

But she hadn’t and she saw it again, big as life in her own room.
Actually it was in the middle of the night, and she thought she’d been
dreaming when she woke up and saw it slowly scurrying around on the
ceiling of her room. She thought to scream, but there was an analytical side
to Elise’s nature that had come in quite handy when such things occurred. And
in her fourteen years of life more than often such things, unexpected, unusual
things had occurred.

So she lay back in the bed and watched it, not at all sure now that it was
a roach, because it didn’t act like a regular roach. It was scurrying in circles,
and the more she observed it, the more she saw that the thing was shifting
colors — from black to reddish in the middle, to a weird sort of orange glow
around it. And Elise watching it so closely began to feel odd, irritated, as
though it undeniably was giving off a really bad feeling.

She found herself feeling angry, contemplating throwing a shoe at it.
And the more she became upset the bigger its middle seemed to be until all
of the sudden another bug popped out from inside it — just like it but of
course smaller.

She felt vexed. What was this in her room? And then in her infinite
wisdom she told herself to be calm, calm and not angry. It took a little while
perhaps twenty minutes, perhaps half an hour of watching the bugs scuttling
around. But in time they lost some of their ugly orange glow and dare she say
seemed to shrink a little. Then finally they left, didn’t just disappear but ran
out the doorway still clinging to the ceiling. So they weren’t gone, just had
left her room.

She stood across the street from the old Warrick house that it was



popularly known as now in the small neighborhood. And Elise remembered
now why she didn’t travel down this way often. It was an unusual house for
the area, larger than most but not all, particularly as one got closer to
Carrolton Avenue. She had to admit some of the houses on that street did
rival those mansions on St. Charles Avenue. But back here, around these few
blocks comprised of Zimpel, Freret, Burthe, Joliet, Cambronne, Dante, and
Dublin Streets the homes while largely individual were predominately wood
framed doubles, shotguns, and camelbacks with an occasional exception of a
one story rambling ranch style like that of Martha Densford. But the old
Warrick house was unusual, its privacy fence, a large brown wood wrapping
around its acreage. From what she could see large oak trees, magnolias, and
possibly pines stretched above the fence that was not so high that travelers
could not gaze over the top of through its partitions to see the residence.

It was not exactly what she would call a formal house, large yes but a
sort of grayish wood, three columns supporting an upper story porch and
several layers of brick steps leading down into the long walkway. And the
main structure was flanked on the sides by several supporting wings of the
place. She didn’t know if the house had been added onto at some point. She
had no idea how old it was, but something told her it was—at least a century
she thought with no real evidence.

The sky overhead rumbled, but Elise crossed the street over to the
cement sidewalk directly in front of the Warrick house. It was undeniable that
the atmosphere thickened as she moved closer to it. There was a heaviness, a
density in the air although the impending storm leant some natural
atmospheric humidity to the equation. But Elise was sure she was feeling
something else. Sort of like moving through an emotional molasses; this was
the closest description she could provide for what she was feeling.

She stood in front of the high wrought iron gate that blocked her
entrance onto the property. The monstrously sized German shepherds that
Martha had described were nowhere to be seen at the moment. She breathed
deeply letting her eyes wander to wherever they were drawn. It wasn’t
exactly a “bad” feeling per say that she was getting from the place, but
dulling somehow indeed as though there were an odd sort of energy at work
here.

New Orleans, she’d found, was a complicated city filled it seemed with
so many different manners of existence, on both the earthly plane and on a
more psychic plane. There were so many divergent phenomena in fact that
many she simply ignored. She did not take time to seek them out. And she
was wondering in the moment if perhaps she should do that very thing with



the old Warrick House — walk away leave its mysteries to itself.
But just at that very instant that particular decision was taken out of her

hands as the heavy front door of the house swung open. And her eyes took in
the full appearance of that very mysterious gentleman that Martha Densford
had sworn so few had seen.

He stepped out onto the porch and in response Elise took a step
backward but found that the back of her foot was already on the edge of the
street.

The tall man hesitated for a moment focusing on her she was certain,
and then proceeded to wave. “Well hello there,” he said in an almost clipped
English accent.

Elise frowned. No one had said the fellow was English. She thought to
quickly walk away from this very awkward situation. But she didn’t, she stood
there a bit rooted to the spot.

In several quick strides he was on the other side of the wrought iron
gate which actually came only up to her neck. “So are you a neighbor?” he
said rather jovially.

She forced a smile. “No, not really just a passerby.”
He was smiling, tall, slim, clean-shaven dark haired man, with hair just

graying. “Ah, so you don’t live around here?”
“Well, I, not on Dante St. actually over on Freret.”
“So that’s not really far?”
“No, I was just out taking a stroll.”
He nodded, still smiling but looking her over a bit. “Well I’ve just

moved in, haven’t met many of the neighbors.”
“Yes well, it’s a lovely area. I’m sure you will enjoy it.”
“Joseph Mcginvale.”
She waited; damn there was no way around this. “Elise Ashford.”
“Well Ms. Ashford as it seems that it will be raining rather soon. How

would you like a cup of tea in my sunroom?”
She felt a little jolted. This certainly was unanticipated. “Um, well,” It

was rather ridiculous for her to even contemplate going into a stranger ’s
house, after all how many murders did begin in such a manner. But there was
a part of her, a rebellious part that really wanted to see the inside of that
house. And there might never be another opportunity.

“I see you’re hesitant. Understandable, but I assure you all my intentions
are quite honorable.”

She smiled, feeling tired, reckless and a few drops of rain falling on her
shoulder. “Well maybe for just a cup of tea Mr. Mcginvale.” And then he



smiled and swung open the gate.
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