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The Inhabitants of Applegate

No one in Sullivan ever expected Alma Bennet to be the kind of woman who would believe in ghosts – much less who would fall in love with one.  So as yet another snowstorm blew into town one January, Alma had no qualms about curling up with a good ghost story next to the old cast iron stove that was supposedly associated with a ghost of its own.

The stove was not the focus of the room.  On the contrary, it sometimes struck the eye as a black hole in the bedroom wall, forcing the eye away and yet ultimately drawing it back.  Alma had considered taking it out when she re-did the basement, but it had so much history, she felt it had to stay.  

Because the old farmhouse was built on a hill, one side of the basement was actually at ground level, allowing Alma to put in French doors and enough windows to effectively light the rest of the suite during the day.  The basement had first been open for her bed and breakfast guests after the renovations had been completed last March, and the construction seemed to have been well worth it.

No guests wanted it this weekend, though.  And with the snow falling and the sun going down, it was the perfect place to curl up with cocoa, blankets, and a good, thick book.  With a fire in the cast iron stove and the blinds drawn at the other end of the room, the world constricted to hold nothing more than Alma’s cocoon.

The bed and breakfast itself was a fairly recent development in Alma’s life.  She had moved to Sullivan six years ago after being transferred to the local branch of the Green Mountain Bank, and she had always been drawn to the idea of B&Bs.  She had also always been drawn to the idea of living in a large old house, so when Barbara began to talk about moving in with her daughter, Alma began to toy with the idea of buying her friend’s two-hundred-fifty-year-old farmhouse.  Of course, it was far too large for one person, so opening the Applegate Bed and Breakfast was the logical solution.  

Alma had met Barbara almost as soon as she moved to town.  Barbara distrusted ATMs, preferring to do all her banking through a teller, so everyone at the local branch knew her.  When a co-worker discovered that Alma was an amateur painter, he made a point of telling Barbara, who had had her paintings exhibited in local shows on several occasions.  The women had started to meet for lunch on Fridays, and Alma began to spend a lot of time at Applegate.  When she suggested to Barbara that she might like to buy the house, the older woman was delighted.
“Maybe you’ll even meet the ghost,” said Barbara, “Did you know that Applegate has a ghost?”

“Oh really?” Alma laughed, pouring refills of lemonade.

“Oh, sure.  My aunt used to claim she saw him in the basement sometimes.  Applegate Johnny, he’s called.”

“Is that like Johnny Appleseed?”

“No, the house has only been called Applegate since the orchard was planted in the 1870s.  As far as I can figure, Johnny was one of the earliest inhabitants of the house – might have even helped to build it.  The story goes that he died of exposure at Valley Forge, but he had solemnly sworn to his mother that he would come home, so he did.  Scared the poor lady half to death.  There was Johnny, warming his feet by the stove when his mother came in from the pantry to see that his feet were actually in the stove – and moreover, that she could see the stove through his feet!  He’s apparently a very shy ghost, and he hides in the stovepipe most of the time.”


“But you’ve never seen him.”


“I’ve never seen him.  But that doesn’t bother you, does it?  Some people wouldn’t want to live alone in a house that might be haunted.”

Alma laughed and tossed off a line from Ghostbusters.  “There are few things I could possibly fear less,” she added.
It wasn’t that Alma was really such a skeptic:  her ex-husband’s nieces had argued for months about whether she believed the stories she told them about fairies in the forest.  It wasn’t that she was such a pragmatist, either:  she had been known to give directions using routes that rambled through speed traps all for the sake of scenery you simply couldn’t miss.  It wasn’t even that she lacked the capacity for faith:  though she was a lukewarm Christian, she firmly believed that humankind would make peaceful contact with alien life and only hoped it would happen before she died.

Death, in fact, was something that she felt quite certain about.  She made no bones about the fact that she held heaven and hell, reincarnation, re-animation, resurrection, and life on the spaceship behind Comet Hale-Bopp to be equally fictitious – metaphorical at best.  That didn’t keep her from playing the organ at the First Lutheran Church on Easter Sunday same as any other week, and it didn’t make her bitter or vindictive.  On the contrary, it gave her an almost morbid fascination with old cemeteries, which quickly became Sullivan’s worst kept secret, something a local might tell a visitor while giving him the low-down on Alma’s bed and breakfast.  But if Alma was considered a bit eccentric, everyone knew she was harmless enough.  She brought potato salad and cheesecake for the Fourth of July picnic every year and tried to remember all the children’s birthdays.  And once she opened the B&B, there began to be a lot of children.  
There were also a lot of older people like the Howards, a pair of Floridian retirees who came north to escape the summer heat.  They stayed in the basement suite that first year for the whole month of July and enjoyed teasing Alma every time she suggested that Vermont summers were hot or humid.

“Sometimes the suite is almost chilly at night,” Mr. Howard said lightly.  “But of course, you expect a basement to be cold and damp.”

“Yes, Ernie, but we did come because we needed a more moderate climate this time of year,” his wife reminded him.

“Right you are!” he agreed, hurrying to explain that Alma’s basement was not at all unpleasant.  
Changing the subject, Mrs. Howard told her that they had been just outside the basement door the previous evening when they thought they saw someone kneeling in front of the stove.

 “We thought it must be you with your dark ponytail and those capri pants you wear sometimes,” Mrs. Howard said.  “But when we got in, no one was there.”  She admitted that it might be nothing more than an odd reflection in the glass, but when Alma heard a more detailed description of the figure, she told them that it might have been Applegate Johnny.  Guests always enjoyed a little local color, so perhaps she could put the silly little tale to some use.

“And yet you still keep the bed right there by the stove!” said Mrs. Howard.  “I trust he isn’t a violent sort of ghost.  After all, you say he fought in the Revolutionary War.”  
Alma hastened to reassure her.  For herself, she simply couldn’t concede the existence of any ghost, harmless or otherwise.  

At dinner, she found that her guests liked local color more than she had thought.  As she brought out the roast, the Howards were telling the young man who was staying in the back bedroom and the family who were in the two rooms on the second floor all about their ghost sighting.  
“If he had a ponytail, how could you tell it was a boy ghost?” asked a daughter of the second-floor family.  

“Well, we could see his army uniform,” Mrs. Howard explained, “and girls weren’t allowed to be soldiers back in 1776.”

“I bet he was killed in a big battle,” the daughter said, egged on by the whimpering of her little sister, a three-year-old who had burst into tears at breakfast at the mere mention of Halloween.  “Could you see the holes where the bullet went right through him?”  

Alma walked back into the dining room with the beans and potatoes.  “Alma, dear, do you know any more about your ghost?” said Mrs. Howard.  “The children want to hear all about him!”

The girls’ mother shot Alma a warning glance as she pulled her younger daughter onto her lap.  Deciding that the older sister’s interest in gore could be satisfied some other time, she reached over to ruffle the younger child’s hair.  “Applegate Johnny is just a story, Lydia.  Sometimes it’s fun to make up stories about things that aren’t real.”

Mr. Howard wisely began to talk about fishing.


A sudden gust of wind rattled the stovepipe, startling Alma.  Emerging from between the pages of her book, she glanced around the room to reassure herself.  It was the off-season now, with only the occasional weekend guest or two, leaving the house large and empty.  Instead of knowing that there was usually someone watching her, Alma found herself imagining that someone was watching her.  The sensation was particularly strong now, as the heroine in her book was wandering around in a creepy old English manor and would probably find herself in danger on any page.  Alma closed the book on her finger for a moment to bask in the friendly glow of the bedside lamp and crackling fire as it ate up the kindling she’d been putting aside all year.  It was a cheerful sort of sound, like nuts crackling in someone’s teeth.  

The girl in Alma’s book got herself out of trouble for the moment, and Alma’s pulse slowed somewhat.  Laughing at the absurd description of the butler, she looked up, intending to read it aloud for her companion before she suddenly remembered that she was alone.  She shut her mouth.

So who was eating nuts?  It really was more of a crunching than a crackling, and now it was clearly distinct from the noise of the fire.  Alma got up and went to see how high the snow was.  Good grief, she thought.  Forget the fire, I’m the one who’s cracking up!  Time to go do something mundane like laundry.  She checked the stove to make sure the fire would burn itself out quickly and headed for the stairs.


At the door, Alma turned back to survey the room once more.  From beside the stove, the soldier paused with one hand in the nut bowl to smile and wave at her.


Alma ran.  

Alma barely set foot in the basement for the rest of the winter, and when spring travelers started to ask for reservations, she was reluctant to book the basement suite.  But when she realized that she would have to start turning guests away, she tied back her hair and went to clean more thoroughly.  

As she dusted and vacuumed, whichever way she moved, Alma tried to keep the cast iron stove in sight, determined not to be caught a second time.  Finally, she plopped down on the edge of the bed and stared at the stove, chin in her hands.  She had finally convinced herself that there was no ghost when he spoke.


“You’re waiting for me aren’t you?”


“Damn it, if you’re going to talk, I want there to be someone there.  I don’t allow disembodied voices in my house.”  I sound like an idiot, Alma thought as the words came out of her mouth.  “My house,” when he’s been here for two centuries?  But the soldier obligingly materialized next to the stove.  He mirrored Alma’s posture, chin in his hands.

“Consider yourself complimented.  As a rule, I don’t appear on command.”


“I want to know: What’s the trick?” She raised her voice.  “Is this somebody’s idea of a joke?”

“If I walk through a wall, will you believe in me?” the ghost said.

Alma gaped.  “I’m not having this conversation with you, because you don’t exist,” she said, and walked out of the room.  She closed the door very securely, then remembered what he had said about walking through walls and frowned.  Then she remembered that he really did wear his brown hair in a ponytail under his tricorn hat.  That made her think of the Howards and try to remember if there had been signs of a gunshot wound.  She couldn’t picture one, but her mental image grew fuzzier even as she tried to concentrate on it.  Tall and lanky was her general impression, but the rest was increasingly indistinct.  

Alma went about her work very resolutely for the rest of the day, trying to puzzle out what she had seen and heard.  A hidden tape player was an easy trick, but how did you create the illusion of a person standing there?  And who was behind it?


If it were really a ghost, how did he know her name?  But it wasn’t a real ghost, of course.


All evening, Alma couldn’t shake the feeling that she would have believed herself – if she hadn’t needed to say “of course.”  When a family called to request the basement suite, she told them she would put them in the second floor rooms instead.  Then she called her brother.


“Luke, hi, it’s Alma.  Stupid question for you.”


“Hi, sis.  Shoot.”


“Your buddy at MIT – is he still working on holograms?”


“Um.  Yeah, actually.  He’s got a couple that actually make a tiny image appear in mid-air, but they still look a bit flat.  And you can’t tell what they are unless you see them straight on.”


“Wow.  Really?  So, would it be harder or easier to make a really big image?”


“How big are you thinking?”


“Person-sized?”


“Harder.  He hasn’t got anything bigger than his hand as far as I know – no point in scaling the tests larger than that.”


“Oh.”

“Alma, what’s going on?”


“Oh, just wondering if I can accuse you of booby-trapping my haunted house.”


“Your haunted – hey, Alma, don’t tell me that ghost of yours has actually shown up.”


“Well, it’s clearly some kind of trick.  I just have to figure out how it’s done.  And who put it there,” she added pointedly.


Luke laughed.  “You know, Mom pulled out all my old Ninja Turtle and Ghostbuster figures for Nicholas last time we went over.”

“Oh, geez, you used to have those movies on constantly.  Do you remember when the Ghostbusters tape wore out and you cried until Matt and I recited the whole movie for you?”


“You guys will never let me live that one down, huh?”


“Oh, that’ll be nothing.  Just you wait ‘til I find out who’s playing this juvenile trick in my basement.”

That was Monday.  The following week took all of Alma’s patience to keep from snarling.  


On Tuesday, the kitchen light refused to stay on for more than five minutes at a time.  Alma tried to change the bulb four times.  The moment an electrician crossed the threshold, the light was fine.

On Wednesday, every clock in the house told a different time – all of them wrong.  

On Thursday, the clocks had disappeared entirely.  The businessman from Buffalo found them under his bed at seven-thirty.  They knew it was seven-thirty because all the clocks said so.

On Friday, the egg carton was empty.  So was the pepper shaker.  The pepper was in the salt shaker, the salt was in the sugar bowl, the sugar was in the flour canister and the flour was all over the living room.


On Saturday, Alma went down to the basement.  “You’ve made your point,” she yelled.  “What do you want me to do?  Put out a sign?  ‘Haunted B&B – Sleep with the Ghost of the Cast Iron Stove!’  Is that what you want?”

The soldier appeared, arms crossed and smoldering.  “Why have you left this floor empty?”  


“Because people don’t want their vacations interrupted by a ghost who can’t chew quietly!  If you popped out on any of my guests like you did to me last winter, I couldn’t pay people to stay here!”


“I wouldn’t do it to your guests.  I only get distracted by interesting people.”


“Like the Howards?  They caught a glimpse of you last summer.”  Nice as they had been, that was as far as Alma was prepared to go in defense of the Howards.

“Interesting like what the Howards were saying when I happened to wake up one evening.  Something about an eccentric hostess.  I wondered who that might be.”

Alma finally remembered to close her mouth.  The silence lengthened but the soldier didn’t leave.  Alma let several minutes pass as she racked her brain for an explanation that would tell her she wasn’t standing across from a ghost, but she came up dry.  On a whim, she reached out to pass her arm through his chest.  He flinched and stepped back.  


“Please,” he said.  “That’s embarrassing.”


“Embarrassing?”  Alma laughed in spite of herself.  “You really are a ghost, aren’t you?”


“You’re very perceptive.”

“Is your name really Applegate Johnny?”


“No, because we didn’t have apple trees here when I was a boy.”


“I knew that.  You’re skirting the question.”


“Johnny I am indeed.  John Morris, but you may call me Johnny.”


“And I’m – no, you know my name.  How do you know my name?  How much do you know about me?”


“Bits and pieces only.  I tend to sleep a great deal with there isn’t anyone interesting around.”

Alma blushed.  “Barbara wasn’t interesting enough for you?  Some people would call her eccentric.”


“Some people thought General Washington should be king.  I watched Barbara a bit, though.  Great art but no opinions.  Made me drowsy to listen to her.”


Alma smiled.  That was a simplistic view of the old lady, but not inaccurate.  “So you’ve been spying on me.”


“Naturally, I feel a professional interest in knowing something about the inhabitants of my house.”


“Your house?  You live in the antique stove!”


“Only because it’s comfortable.  I’ll have you know that I helped my father build this house.”

Alma couldn’t quite picture a time when Applegate was new.


Johnny was hesitating.  “Do you suppose,” he said, “that if you can fight with a ghost, you could also be friends with one?”

There was only one answer to a question like that.


But as she made her truce with the ghost of Johnny Morris, Alma couldn’t have guessed what his presence would grow to mean.  That she would start to look forward to laughing with him on warm summer evenings.  That she would discover the gentle breeze of a ghost’s hug.  That her presence would make eternity more bearable for him, and his presence would, make her world more vibrant, more worthwhile, more – well, lively.  It became a love like Alma could never feel for a flesh and blood man, because no living man was ever quite like Johnny.  

The ghost grinned broadly for the first time and hopped up to perch on the stove.  “Want to know where I put the eggs?”
