
©P J Parsons 2016 
 

 

 

IN THE SHADOW OF THE RAVEN 

 

Online Serialization 

CHAPTER 2 

 

A novel 

 

By 

 

Patricia J. Parsons 

 
 

Copyright © 2013 by Patricia J. Parsons. 
 

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any 
manner whatsoever – including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or 

otherwise stored in a retrieval system –  without written permission of the 
publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and 

reviews. 
 

This book is a work of fiction.  Several historical characters including Poe and his 
family are used in fictitious situations. All other characters are creations of the 

author. 
 

ISBN978-1-4357-0833-4 
 

Cover Image Credit: © Petrafler | Dreamstime.com 

  



©P J Parsons 2016 
 

  



©P J Parsons 2016 
 

TWO 
 

Halifax, Nova Scotia, Autumn, 1975 

  
 
The Americans pulled out of Viet Nam two weeks after I 

confirmed that I would, indeed, accept the teaching position in 
Canada.  As a scholar and a gentleman, I felt that I had to be as 
good as my word, and since no other university seemed to 
want me anyway, I packed all my worldly belongings in my 
ancient green VW Beetle and headed north.  

It was of course 1975, and I was twenty-five years old.  
With the reckless confidence of youth and my new parchment 
proclaiming my PhD in American literature in hand, I thought I 
knew everything.  I would be the dashing young professor 
whom the coeds would discuss long into the night.  They would 
live for my classes, and perhaps I would be caught in an affair 
or two.  Couplings between professors and students were 
frowned upon even then, but were not entirely out of the 
question, and there would certainly be coeds who would be 
mesmerized by the young professor.  Sadly, this scene, of 
course, was completely a figment of my imagination and 
remained ever so, fueled as it was at the time by youthful 
enthusiasm for learning, the crispness of the protest 
movements, and simple hormones.   

The reality of the situation was of a virginal, figuratively 
speaking, young professor who realized that his career 
depended completely on the approbation of his more senior 
colleagues, such as is the tenure system of our universities.  He 
knew that he would be studied and scrutinized in everything 
he did, from publishing about his research to voicing opinions 
at faculty meetings.  And, on top of everything, this young 
professor’s deepest, most closely guarded secret was that he 
was horribly homesick here on this foreign campus. 

I thought I knew everything, but I was yet to discover how 
little I really knew, a lesson that keeps returning to haunt my 
daily existence. I sometimes laugh aloud at myself when I think 
of the sweat and blood and tears I poured into my research for 
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my doctorate, analyzing and dissecting the work of a drunken, 
possibly drug-addicted genius, in a misguided attempt to 
divine the well-spring of creativity.  Ah, such are the pursuits of 
the young!  

Seized by a romantic notion of the ocean and its inspiring 
qualities, I took a small house outside the city on the shores of 
St. Margaret’s Bay.  An inlet of the north Atlantic, the bay was 
beautiful and the tiny house had an outstanding view of the 
water and the horizon beyond.  I harbored a secret hope that 
St. Margaret, whomever she might have been, might be 
haunting the shores yet, and made a mental note to do some 
research on the origin of the name of the locale.  Had 
practicality however, played a larger role in my thinking than 
did romanticism, I might have reconsidered the wisdom of this 
choice.  On more than one occasion I thought that my old 
Beetle might not make the thirty-five minute trip. I didn’t 
cherish the thought of wintry mornings on that narrow, 
winding highway.   

I had been in that first assistant professorship for only 
three months, a mere six weeks into the first semester, when I 
was summoned to Baltimore to deal with the funeral 
arrangements for my grandmother who had finally succumbed 
to her bad heart at seventy-five.  My female ancestors had all 
lived to fairly old ages, while the males had been consumed at 
much earlier ages by their own passions for drink, smoke of 
various sorts, and work.  This was my legacy.  

As the only remaining male in the family, either by 
birthright or marriage, it fell to me to arrange the funeral, 
escort my mother in her time of grief – although she and her 
mother had barely spoken in some years – and dispose of the 
matriarchal home that had been in the family since some 
indeterminate time in the 1800’s.  Although I had never 
understood why, Mama had never liked the house and didn’t 
want it now.  In fact, she had avoided it entirely and had been 
grateful in the extreme when my father had taken a job in 
Boston, sometime during my infancy.  

When I approached him about my need to absent myself 
from my academic duties for a week, the Dean was wholly 
unimpressed by my need to deal with a family tragedy so soon 
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after the beginning of the semester, and he made his 
displeasure perfectly clear.  I had quickly come to know that he 
had a well-deserved reputation for strictness and adherence to 
rules.   

I can still see him standing above me, ramrod erect, hands 
behind his back, as I sat beneath his supercilious gaze.  

“Dr. O’Hara,” he said, emphasizing the “doctor” part, “Do 
you realize the seriousness of your commitment to teach these 
fledgling undergraduates?  They will come to look to you for 
guidance and knowledge.”  He paced slowly back and forth 
behind his desk.  “When you arrived on this campus, I was 
under the impression that you aspired to a serious career at 
the university.  We cannot be letting one another down.”   

I agreed with him wholeheartedly and went anyway.  
I had not been in my grandmother’s house in over five 

years.  It was amazing to me how little it had changed.  I 
imagined that it had changed rather little since it was built as 
well.  As I stepped inside the front door, I was swept into the 
nineteenth century.  My grandmother used to say that one of 
her ancestors had been responsible for the decor which had 
been meticulously maintained over the decades.     

The funeral itself was uneventful and not particularly 
mournful. After all, Grandmama Cecilia had lived a long life and 
all her friends had left this world years before.  It was a quiet 
affair.  The priest droned on endlessly about life in the 
hereafter, a quaint concept that I could not quite grasp.   

Later, we were faced with the disposition of Grandmama’s 
worldly possessions. It posed little problem for us. My mother 
was at least helpful now that her own mother was dead and 
couldn’t contradict her. Argument, it seemed, was the 
cornerstone of their relationship. 

Grandmama’s will had been clear and explicit.  According 
to her solicitor, the will had been drawn up immediately after 
Grandmama’s own mother Catherine died, and it had been 
updated several times since. There was, however, one 
provision that had not changed since the beginning.  The old 
leather trunk that had been moldering in a corner of the attic 
for how many years I didn’t know at the time, was bequeathed 
to the first male offspring of this matriarchal line.  I was the 
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first and only male to spring from this line of ladies for an 
unknown period.   

After the reading of the will, I became so caught up in 
arranging for the auctioneer to dispose of everything else that 
Mama and I could not see our ways clear to take home, that I 
didn’t notice my mother had taken it upon herself to ship the 
trunk home to Canada for me.  When everything was finished 
in Baltimore and I was readying myself for the long trip back to 
the university, I was grateful that I didn’t have to deal with the 
dirty old trunk.  

Curiosity had given me pause to consider the contents of 
the trunk several times during that busy week of the funeral, 
but I had been otherwise occupied and hadn’t pursued my 
interest.  Canada Customs being what it was, the trunk was not 
available to me for pick-up for some two months, at which time 
I was too busy marking term papers from my freshmen to even 
notice it.  Considering the thickness of the mantle of dust that 
still covered it when it finally did arrive, it occurred to me that 
the customs officials hadn’t even bothered to open it to check 
its contents.  As busy as I was with freshman papers and other 
departmental activities, it had to harbor its mysteries for just a 
bit longer. 

It was the night of the English department’s Christmas 
party.  It was an unusually mild December night, with a strong 
breeze whipping up leftover fallen leaves.  More than once on 
the walk to the car after I left the festivities I had the 
hallucinatory experience that the leaves were so many rats, 
swirling about my feet in the darkness and I was momentarily 
overtaken by a feeling of panic.  I was in no condition to drive 
and cannot now even remember the drive home.  Fortunately, 
we had received no snow yet this season and the Royal 
Canadian Mounted police whose cars, not horses, patrolled the 
highways, seemed to have missed me. 

I arrived home just after midnight, having imbibed more 
than my usual quota of holiday cheer, and having stumbled my 
way down the old stone steps of the Faculty Club building. 
Unlike those party-goers who become more and more jolly as 
they sink into inebriation, I was given to despondency that was 
ever more pronounced during the Yuletide season.  I only 
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hoped that I had not said or done anything embarrassing as, 
even in my partially inebriated state (which I seemed to reach 
after considerably less alcohol than most other young men), I 
never lost sight of the fact that it would be a long road to 
tenure.  

A leaden melancholy enveloped me as I trudged through 
the door of my silent little house.  These feelings of gloom and 
loneliness were becoming my ever more constant companions, 
and I missed the cold, crispness of the Christmases of my 
youth. Although my family Christmas memories were not 
entirely warm and jovial, resembling more a colloquium of 
learned colleagues than the quaint gathering of kinsfolk 
around the blazing hearth, I still saw the season in images 
conveyed by so many Yuletide cards. I missed the familiar faces 
and the conversation. And over the years, my memories of 
family gatherings had warmed in my imagination as I 
embellished them with the longings of a thing neglected.  The 
one singular real memory of warmth was the remembrance of 
Grandmama Cecilia and her ancient old house in Baltimore.  

So, thus I sat in my dark den, imbibing yet more of the 
holiday spirit, descending deeper and deeper into a haze of 
self-pity when a sudden sharp breeze through the open 
window blew the curtain back from where it kept out the night.  
I shivered slightly thinking that I ought to close the window 
before the temperature dropped further then noticed a ray of 
pale gray light had fallen onto the dusty trunk pushed deep 
into the corner of the room.  The light gave it a momentary 
aura of unreality.  

I placed my half-empty glass on the edge of the heavy oak 
desk that was my pride and joy, and reached to turn on the 
small reading lamp.  It lit just enough of the desktop to mark 
student papers or write in my journal while I was still 
enveloped in darkness.  I arose from my leather chair rather 
shakily and was momentarily startled by the characteristic 
squeak of the leather releasing me from it grip.  I stepped 
across the room to the trunk which I had unthinkingly begun to 
use as a catchall for journals that I had meant to read and for 
all manner of other papers that seemed to have no immediate 
home.  I steadied myself on the edge of the desk. 
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I knelt down and slowly placed the papers on the floor 
thereby disturbing the thick layer of dust that had settled on 
the brown leather over the years and that the trip north had 
not entirely removed.  As I began to search for a way to 
unfasten the tarnished black lock, my fingers involuntarily 
traced the engraved initials “B.R.”   Even in my drunken state, I 
realized that these were not Grandmama Cecelia’s initials at all.  
Who was the original owner of this obviously one-time 
handsome piece?  I was now caught by the mystery.  I 
examined it more closely still.  It stood about eighteen inches 
high and three and a half feet long.  As I rubbed away some of 
the years of dust, it was clear to me that this was a very 
expensive piece of imported leather that had probably set the 
owner back quite a penny.  It was too small to be a steamer 
trunk and too large to be a lady’s cosmetic trunk, or so I 
thought.  My knowledge of women at that time in my life was 
confined to one night stands, relationships lasting barely 
weeks and one brief live-in experience with a seriously young 
undergraduate, all based on a profound respect for lust.  My 
fingers found their way back to the lock. 

But my curiosity would have to wait a bit longer as the lock 
was fastened solidly, and in my current state, I could scarcely 
remember my name let alone where I had stashed the key that 
had been in the Customs envelope attached to the trunk.  I was, 
however, not to be deterred.   

In a sudden burst of frenzied energy, I raced about the 
room in the semi-darkness, out the door and down the hall into 
my bedroom where I commenced to rifle through the contents 
of my junk drawer while my unmade bed screamed for me to 
descend upon it and sleep off this depression.  I groped for a 
moment and then, I had it!  I leapt back toward the den.  I put 
the key in the lock. 

Then I remembered the possible owner of the initials.  
There had long been a rumor in my family that great-great-
great-grandmother Bridget Ryan had taken her own life when 
she was seventy years old which by my calculations, would 
have been in about 1880 in the house in Baltimore.  At that 
time, she was considered to be extremely elderly, most of her 
contemporaries having succumbed to one hysterical malady or 
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other years before.  By all accounts, Bridget was hale and 
hearty to the end and her sudden death was shrouded in a 
cloud of mystery as her Victorian family tried to keep the 
details as private as possible.  

This mystery had often played upon my mind during my 
own darkest moments when, in despair, dying by my own hand 
had seemed preferable to living by someone else’s.  Although I 
had brooded, I had never had the courage to do it.  Evidently 
Bridget had more courage than I. 

I returned my thoughts to the present and to the lock.  It 
was not easy to open, apparently wanting to keep its secrets 
just a bit longer.  When I finally managed to loosen it, it was 
with shaking fingers that I raised the lid to expose the contents.   

My hand first uncovered a small black, velvet-covered box.  
Its bronzed edges were old and marked but it opened easily 
when I lifted the lid.  Inside was an astonishingly beautiful 
piece of what appeared to be jewelry.  I lifted it out of the box 
by its long gold chain to find a crystal scent bottle threaded 
upon it.  I recognized it at once.  During the research for my 
doctorate, I had spent a great deal of time examining materials 
that had played a part in the everyday life of America during 
Poe’s era and it was clearly from that period.  I wrestled the top 
off and held it up to my nose to determine whether a scent 
could last through the decades. 

I was immediately assaulted by an unfamiliar and entirely 
foul odor emanating from the inner aspect of the delicate 
crystal.  I threw my head back and coughed, quickly replacing 
the top to once again trap the malodorous material.   

I turned the piece over and over in my shaking hand and 
felt a slight chill make its way from my lower back into my 
neck where it settled to prickle the hairs.  I replaced the 
necklace in its box and continued my perusal.  

Between two pieces of discolored lace, I uncovered a small 
picture in a tarnished silver frame. It was a daguerreotype.  My 
physical reaction to the eyes in the portrait was strangely 
visceral.  My stomach turned and I thought for a moment I 
might be sick for I gazed upon what looked to be a genuine 
likeness of Edgar Allan Poe. I knew that few authentic portraits 
existed and I had never seen this one before. The thought that I 
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might hold yet another in my hand was overpowering. Perhaps 
this was the feeling psychics experienced when they held 
objects belonging to others.  Where had it come from?  Who 
had owned this trunk?  Perhaps the next item that I put my 
hand on was to give me my answer.   

It was a thick, leather-bound book – a diary.  A private 
collection of another human being’s thoughts and feelings.  
Private. I felt somewhat obscene as I loosened the clasp and 
turned to the first yellowed page written in flowing, romantic 
script.  It could only have been written by a woman.  A loose 
page that had been tucked inside the front of the journal fell 
free.  Reaching down to pick it up, I noticed that my hand was 
shaking uncontrollably.  I placed the page on the desk under 
my lamp where it seemed to glow in the spotlight.  I had the 
eerie feeling that I was no longer alone in the house.  

 What I read that night was a journal, painstakingly kept 
for fifty years by a woman ahead of her time in many ways.  As 
I read, I could see her clearly in my mind’s eye and I began to 
see myself with new eyes. 

The loose page began the story.  
 
“Baltimore, Maryland, October 7, 1880 
 

I am an old woman.  Yet within me live the dreams and 
hopes, the needs and lusts of the young woman that I was.  
They are with me always, waking and sleeping.  Beneath the 
leathered and deeply furrowed skin, beneath the coarse hair, 
the failing eyesight is the body of a lithe and vibrant woman. 

 
I am now ready to die.  I have lived too long, and 

perhaps too well.  And yet I have lived not half long enough, 
nor nearly well enough.  At least if I could not live my life on 
my own terms, I shall die on my own terms...” 

 
 

…to be continued 


