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E o

Jereny Marsh sat with the rest of the live studio

audi ence, feeling

unusual Iy conspi cuous. He was one of only half a dozen nen
I n attendance

on that m d-Decenber afternoon. He& squo;d dressed in
bl ack, of course,

and wth his dark wavy hair, light blue eyes, and

f ashi onabl e stubbl e, he

| ooked every bit the New Yorker that he was. Wile
studyi ng the guest

onst age, he managed to surreptitiously watch the
attractive blonde three

rows up. Hi's profession often demanded effective

mul titasking. He was an

i nvestigative journalist in pursuit of a story, and the
bl onde was j ust

anot her nmenber of the audience; still, the professional
observer in him

coul dné&rsquo;t help noticing how attractive she | ooked in
her halter top

and jeans. Journalistically speaking, that is.

Clearing his mnd, he tried to focus his attention on the
guest agai n.

This guy was beyond ridiculous. In the glare of television
lights, Jereny

t hought the spirit guide | ooked constipated as he clai ned
to hear voices

from beyond the grave. He had assuned a fal se intinacy,
acting as if he

were everyone& squo; s brother or best friend, and it
seened that the vast

majority of the awestruck audi ence&nrdash; i ncl uding the
attracti ve bl onde

and the woman t he guest was addressi ng&rdash; consi der ed
hima gift from

heaven itsel f. Wi ch nade sense, Jereny thought, since



t hat was al ways

where the | ost | oved ones ended up. Spirits from beyond

t he grave were

al ways surrounded by bright angelic |ight and envel oped in
an aura of

peace and tranquillity. Never once had Jereny heard of a
spirit guide

channeling fromthe other, hotter place. A lost |oved one
never nenti oned

that he was being roasted on a spit or boiled in a

caul dron of notor oil,

for instance. But Jereny knew he was being cynical. And
besi des, he had

to admt, it was a pretty good show. Tinothy C ausen was
good&ndash; f ar

better than nost of the quacks Jereny had witten about
over the years.

& dquo; | know it é& squo;s hard, & dquo; C ausen said into
the m crophone,

&l dquo; but Frank is telling you that it& squo;s tine to
| et himgo

now. & dquo;

The wonman he was addressing wth oh-so-nuch enpathy | ooked
as if she was
about to faint. Fiftyish, she wore a green-striped bl ouse,
her curly red
hair sprouting and spiraling in every direction. Her hands
wer e cl asped
so tightly at chest |evel that her ?ngers were white from
t he pressure.

Cl ausen paused and brought his hand to his forehead,
drawi ng once nore on

&l dquo; the worl d beyond, & dquo; as he put it. In the
silence, the crowd

collectively leaned forward in their seats. Everyone knew
what was com ng

next; this was the third audi ence nenber C ausen had
chosen today. Not

surprisingly, Causen was the only featured guest on the
popul ar talk

show.



&l dquo; Do you renmenber the letter he sent you?& dquo;
Cl ausen asked.
&l dquo; Bef ore he di ed?&r dquo;

The woman gasped. The crewran beside her held the

m crophone even cl oser

so that everyone watching on television would be able to
hear her clearly.

&l dquo; Yes, but how coul d you know about &rdash; ?&r dquo;
she stamrered.

Gl ausen di dn&rsquo;t let her ?nish. & dquo; Do you renenber
what it
sai d?& dquo; he asked.

&l dquo; Yes, & dquo; the woman croaked.

Cl ausen nodded, as if he& squo;d read the letter hinself.
&l dquo; It was
about forgiveness, wasn& squo;t it?& dquo;

On the couch, the hostess of the show, the nost popul ar
af ternoon talk

show in Anerica, sw veled her gaze from C ausen to the
wonman and back

agai n. She | ooked both anazed and satis?ed. Spirit guides
wer e al ways

good for ratings.

As the woman in the audi ence nodded, Jereny noticed
mascara beginning to

stream down her cheeks. The caneras zooned in to show it
nore clearly.

Daytine television at its dramatic best.

&l dquo; But how could you . . . ?&dquo; the wonman
r epeat ed.

& dquo; He was tal ki ng about your sister, too, & dquo;
Cl ausen nur nur ed.
&l dquo; Not just hinsel f. & dquo;



The woman stared at Cd ausen trans?xed.

&l dquo; Your sister Ellen, & dquo; C ausen added, and with
t hat revel ation

the woman ?nally let | oose a raspy cry. Tears burst forth
i ke an

aut omat ed sprinkler. C ausen&nrdash;tan and trimin his
bl ack suit with

nary a hair out of place&nrdash;continued to nod |ike one
of those bobbi ng

dogs you stick on your dashboard. The audi ence gazed at
the woman in

utter silence.

& dquo; Frank | eft something el se for you, didn& squo;t he?
Somet hing from
your past. & dquo;

In spite of the hot studio lights, the woman actually
seened to pale. In

the corner of the set, beyond the general view ng area,
Jereny saw t he

producer rotating an upraised finger in a helicopter
pattern. |t was

getting close to the commercial break. O ausen gl anced
al nost

i nperceptibly in that direction. No one but Jereny seened
to notice, and

he often wondered why vi ewers never questioned how
channeling fromthe

spirit world could be tined so perfectly to ?t with
comrer ci al breaks.

Cl ausen went on. & dquo; That no one el se coul d know about .
A key of sone
sort, is that right?& dquo;

The sobs conti nued as the woman nodded.

& dquo; You never thought heé&rsquo;d save it, did
you?&r dquo;

Ckay, here&r squo;s the clincher, Jereny thought. Another
true believer on



t he way.

&l dquo; It & squo;s fromthe hotel where you stayed on your
honeynoon. He

put it there so that when you found it, you would renmenber
t he happy

times you spent together. He doesn& squo;t want you to
remem

ber himw th pain, because he | oves you. & dquo;
& dquo; Goohhhhhhh . . . | & dquo; the wonman cri ed.

O sonmething like that. A noan perhaps. From where he was
sitting Jereny

coul dn&rsquo;t be certain, because the cry was interrupted
by sudden,

ent husi asti c applause. Al at once, the m crophone was
pul | ed away.

Caneras zooned out. Her nonment in the sun conpleted, the
wonman fromthe

audi ence col |l apsed in her seat. On cue, the hostess stood
fromthe couch

and faced the canera.

&l dquo; Renenber that what you&r squo;re seeing is real.
None of these

peopl e have ever nmet with Tinothy C ausen. & dquo; She
sm | ed.

& dquo; We&rsquo; || be back with one nore reading after
this. & dquo;

More appl ause as the show broke for conmmercials, and
Jereny | eaned back
in his seat.

As an investigative journalist known for his interest in
sci ence,

he& squo; d made a career out of witing about people |ike
this. Most of

the time, he enjoyed what he did and took pride in his
wor k as a val uabl e

public service, in a profession so special as to have its
rights



enunerated in the First Amendnent of the Constitution of
the United

States of Anerica. For his regular columm in Scienti?c
Aneri can,

he& squo; d i ntervi ewed Nobel | aureates, explained the

t heories of Stephen

Hawki ng and Einstein in lay terns, and had once been
credited with

spar ki ng the groundswell of public opinion that |led the
FDA to renove a

dangerous anti depressant fromthe nmarket. He& squo;d
witten extensively

about the Cassini project, the faulty mrror on the | ens
of the Hubble

spacecraft, and had been one of the ?rst to publicly decry
the Utah cold

fusi on experinent as a fraud.

Unfortunately, as inpressive as it sounded, his colum
di dn&r squo;t pay

much. It was the freel ance work that paid nost of his
bills, and |ike all

freel ancers, he was always hustling to conme up with
stories that would

I nt erest magazi ne or newspaper editors. Hi s niche had

br oadened to

i ncl ude & dquo; anyt hi ng unusual , & dquo; and in the past
?fteen years,

he& squo; d researched and investigated psychics, spirit
gui des, faith

heal ers, and nedi uns. He& squo; d exposed frauds, hoaxes,
and forgeries.

He&r squo; d vi sited haunted houses, searched for nystical
creatures, and

hunted for the origins of urban |egends. Skeptical by
nature, he al so had

the rare ability to explain dif?cult scienti?c concepts in
a way the

aver age reader could understand, and his articles had
appeared in

hundr eds of newspapers and nmagazi nes around the worl d.
Sci enti ?c

debunki ng, he felt, was both noble and inportant, even if
the public



di dn& squo;t always appreciate it. Frequently, the mail he
recei ved after

publishing his freelance articles was peppered w th words

li ke

&l dquo; i di ot, & dquo; & dquo; noron, & dquo; and his personal
favorite,

&l dquo; gover nnent ?unky. & dquo;

I nvestigative journalism heé& squo;d cone to |learn, was a
t hankl ess
busi ness.

Re?ecting on this with a frown, he observed the audi ence
chatting

eagerly, wondering who woul d be chosen next. Jereny stole
anot her gl ance

at the bl onde, who was exam ning her lipstick in a hand
mrror.

Jereny already knew that the people chosen by C ausen

wer en&r squo; t

of ?cially part of the act, even though C ausen& squo; s
appear ance was

announced i n advance and peopl e had fought wildly for
tickets to the

show. Wi ch neant, of course, that the audi ence was | oaded
with

life-after-death believers. To them C ausen was

| egiti mte. How el se

coul d he know such personal things about strangers, unless
he tal ked to

spirits? But |ike any good magi cian who had his repertoire
down pat, the

il1lusion was still an illusion, and right before the show,
Jereny not

only had ?gured out how he was pulling it off, but had the
phot ogr aphi ¢

evidence to prove it.

Bri ngi ng down C ausen woul d be Jereny& squo;s bi ggest coup
to date, and

it served the guy right. C ausen was the worst kind of con
man. And yet

the pragmatic side of Jereny also realized that this was



t he kind of

story that rarely cane along, and he wanted to nmake the
nost of it.

Cl ausen, after all, was on the cusp of enornous celebrity,
and in

America, celebrity was all that mattered. Though he knew
t he odds were

utterly inprobable, he fantasized about what woul d happen
i f C ausen

actual ly picked himnext. He didn& squo;t expect it; being
chosen was

akin to winning the trifecta at Santa Anita; and even if
It didn&r squo;t

happen, Jereny knew he& squo;d still have a quality story.
But quality

and extraordinary were often separated by sinple tw sts of
fate, and as

the commerci al break ended, he felt the slightest tw nge
of unjusti ?ed

hope that sonehow Cl ausen would zero in on him

And, as if God hinself wasn& squo;t exactly thrilled with
what C ausen
was doi ng, either, that was exactly what happened.

Three weeks later, wnter in Manhattan was beari ng down
hard. A front

from Canada had noved in, dropping tenperatures to nearly
zero, and

pl unes of steamrose steadily fromthe sewer grates before
settling over

the icy sidewal ks. Not that anyone seened to m nd. New

Yor k&r squo; s hardy

citizens displayed their usual indifference to all things
weat her-rel ated, and Friday nights were not to be wasted
under any

ci rcunstance. People worked too hard during the week to
wast e an eveni ng

out, especially when there was reason to celebrate. Nate
Johnson and

Alvin Bernstein had al ready been cel ebrating for an hour,
as had a couple

of dozen friends and journalists&rash; sonme from Scienti ?c
Aner i can&nrdash; who&r squo; d assenbled in Jereny& squo; s



honor. Most were

well into the buzz phase of the evening and enjoying
t hensel ves

I mrensely, nostly because journalists tended to be
budget - consci ous and

Nat e was picking up the tab.

Nat e was Jereny& squo;s agent. Alvin, a freel ance

camer aman, was

Jereny& squo;s best friend, and they& squo;d gathered at
the trendy bar

on the Upper West Side to celebrate Jereny& squo; s

appear ance on

ABC&r squo;s Prinetinme Live. Comercials for Prinetine Live
had been

airing that week&ndash; nost of them featuring Jereny front
and center and

the pronise of a najor exposé&rdash;and interview requests
wer e pouring

I nto Nat e& squo;s of ?ce fromaround the country. Earlier

t hat afternoon,

Peopl e nagazi ne had called, and an interview was schedul ed
for the

fol | owi ng Monday nor ni ng.

There hadné&rsquo;t been enough tine to organize a private
room for the

get-together, but no one seenmed to mnd. Wth its |ong
granite bar and

dramatic lighting, the packed facility was yuppieville.
Wil e the

journalists from Scienti?c Arerican tended to wear tweed
sport jackets

Wi th pocket protectors and were crowded i nto one corner of
t he room

di scussi ng photons, nost of the other patrons | ooked as if
t hey&r squo; d

dropped by after ?nishing up at work on Wall Street or
Madi son Avenue:

Italian suit jackets slung over the backs of chairs,
Hernes ties

| oosened, nen who seened to want to do nothing nore than
to scope out the

wonen i n attendance while ?ashing their Rol exes. Wnen



strai ght from work

I n publishing and advertising were dressed in designer
skirts and

| npossi bly high heels, sipping ?avored martinis while
pretending to

i gnore the nen. Jereny hinself had his eye on a tall
redhead standi ng at

the other end of the bar who appeared to be glancing his
way. He wondered

i f she recogni zed himfromthe tel evision ads, or whether
she just wanted

sonme conpany. She turned away, apparently uninterested,
but then | ooked

his way again. Wth her gaze lingering just alittle

| onger this tine,

Jereny raised his gl ass.

&l dquo; C& squo; non, Jereny, pay attention, & dquo; Nate
sai d, nudging him

with his el bow. &l dquo; You& squo;re on TV! Don&r squo;t you
want to see

how you di d?& dquo;

Jereny turned fromthe redhead. G ancing up at the screen,
he saw hi nsel f

sitting opposite D ane Sawer. Strange, he thought, I|ike
being in two
pl aces at once. It still didn& squo;t seemquite real.

Not hing in the
past three weeks had seened real, despite his years in
medi a.

On-screen, Diane was describing himas

&l dquo; Aeri ca&r squo; s nost

esteened scienti?c journalist. & dquo; Not only had the
story turned out

to be everything he& squo;d wanted, but Nate was even
talking to

Prinmetinme Live about Jereny doing regular stories for them
with a

possibility of additional features on Good Morning
Aneri ca. Though many

journalists believed television was | ess inportant than
ot her, nore



serious fornms of reporting, it didn& squo;t stop nost of
them from

secretly viewing television as the Holy Grail, by which

t hey neant big

noney. Despite the congratul ations, envy was in the air, a
sensation as

foreign to Jereny as space travel.

After all, journalists of his stripe weren& squo;t exactly
at the top of
t he nedi a pecki ng order&rdash; until today.

& dquo; Did she just call you esteened?& dquo; Al vin asked.
&l dquo; You
write about Bigfoot and the | egend of Atlantis! & dquo;

& dquo; Shh, & dquo; Nate said, his eyes glued to the

t el evi si on.

&l dquo; | & squo; mtrying to hear this. It could be

| nportant for

Jereny& squo; s career. & dquo; As Jereny& squo;s agent,
Nat e was forever

pronoting events that & dquo;could be inportant for
Jereny&rsquo; s

career, & dquo; for the sinple reason that freel ancing
wasné&rsquo;t al

that lucrative. Years earlier, when Nate was starting out,
Jereny had

pitched a book proposal, and they& squo;d been worKki ng
t oget her ever

since, sinply because they& squo;d becone friends.

&l dquo; What ever, & dquo; Alvin said, dismssing the
scol di ng.

Meanwhi | e, ?ickering on the screen behind D ane Sawyer and
Jereny were

the ?nal nonents of Jereny& squo;s performance on the
daytime tel evision

show, in which Jereny had pretended to be a man grieving

t he boyhood

death of his brother, a boy C ausen clained to be
channeling for

Jereny& squo; s bene?t.



&l dquo; He&r squo; s wth ne, & dquo; C ausen coul d be heard
announci ng.

& dquo; He wants you to |l et himgo, Thad. & dquo; The
picture shifted to

capture Jereny& squo;s rendition of an angui shed guest,
his face

contorted. O ausen nodded in the background, either o0o0zing

synpat hy or
| ooki ng consti pated, depending on the perspective.

&l dquo; Your not her never changed his roonm&dash;the room
you shared with

him She insisted that it be kept unchanged, and you still
had to sl eep

t here, & dquo; Cl ausen went on.

&l dquo; Yes, & dquo; Jereny gasped.

&l dquo; But you were frightened in there, and in your
anger, you took

sonmet hing of his, something very personal, and buried it
in the

backyar d. & dquo;

&l dquo; Yes, & dquo; Jereny managed again, as if too
enotional to say nore.

& dquo; Hi s retainer! & dquo;

&l dquo; Goooohhhhhhhhh, & dquo; Jereny cried, bringing his
hands to his
face.

& dquo; He | oves you, but you have to realize that
he& squo; s at peace
now. He has no anger toward you . . .&rdquo;

&l dquo; Goooohhhhhhh! & dquo; Jereny wail ed agai n,
contorting his face even
nor e.

In the bar, Nate watched the clips in silent
concentration. Alvin, on the



ot her hand, was | aughing as he raised his beer high.
&l dquo; G ve that man an Oscar! & dquo; he shout ed.

& dquo; It was rather inpressive, wasn& squo;t it?& dquo;
Jereny said,
grinni ng.

& dquo; |l nean it, you two, & dquo; Nate said, not hiding
his irritation.
&l dquo; Tal k during the comrercial s. & dquo;

&l dquo; What ever, & dquo; Al vin said agai n.
&l dquo; What ever & dquo; had
al ways been Al vin&r squo;s favorite word.

On Prinetime Live, the videotape faded to black and the
canmera focused on

Di ane Sawyer and Jereny, sitting across from each ot her
once agai n.

&l dquo; So not hi ng Ti not hy C ausen said was true?&r dquo;
Di ane asked.

&l dquo; Not a thing, & dquo; Jereny said. & dquo; As you

al ready know, ny

name i sn&rsquo;t Thad, and while | do have ?ve brothers,
t hey&r squo;re

all alive and well. & dquo;

Di ane held a pen over a pad of paper, as if she was about
to take notes.
&l dquo; So how did C ausen do thi s?& dquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, Di ane, & dquo; Jereny began.

In the bar, Alvin& squo;s pierced eyebrow rose. He | eaned
toward Jereny.

& dquo; Did you just call her D ane? Like you& squo;re
friends?& dquo;

&l dquo; Coul d you pl ease! & dquo; Nate said, grow ng nore
exasper at ed by
t he nonent.



On-screen, Jereny was goi ng on. &l dquo; What C ausen does
is sinply a

vari ati on on what people have been doing for hundreds of
years. First of

all, he&r squo;s good at readi ng people, and he& squo;s an
expert at

maki ng vague, enotionally charged associ ati ons and
respondi ng to audi ence

menber s& squo; cues. & dquo;

&l dquo; Yes, but he was so speci?c. Not only with you, but
w th the other
guests. He had nanes. How does he do that ?&r dquo;

Jereny shrugged. & dquo; He heard ne tal ki ng about ny
br ot her Marcus
before the show. | sinply nade up an inmaginary life and

broadcast it |oud and cl ear. & dquo;

& dquo; How did it actually reach C ausen& squo; s
ear s?& dquo;

& dquo; Con nen |ike C ausen have been known to use a
variety of tricks,

i ncl udi ng m crophones and paid & squo;|listenersé& squo; who
circulate in

the waiting area before the show Before | was seated,
made sure to

nmove around and stri ke up conversations with |lots of

audi ence nenbers,

wat ching to see if anyone exhi bited unusual interest in ny
story. And

sure enough, one man seened particularly concerned. & dquo;

Behi nd them the videotape was replaced by an enl arged
phot ogr aph t hat

Jereny had taken with a snmall canera hidden in his watch,
a high-tech spy

toy he& squo;d pronptly expensed to Scienti?c Anmerican.
Jereny | oved

hi gh-tech toys al nost as much as he | oved expensi ng them
to others.



&l dquo; What are we | ooki ng at here?& dquo; Di ane asked.

Jereny pointed. & dquo; This man was mngling with the
studi o audi ence,

posing as a visitor fromPeoria. | took this photograph
ri ght before the

show while we were tal king. Zoomin further,

pl ease. & dquo;

On-screen, the photograph was enl arged and Jereny notioned
toward it.

&l dquo; Do you see the small USA pin on his |apel?
That & squo; s not | ust

for decoration. It& squo;s actually a mniature
transmtter that

broadcasts to a recordi ng devi ce backst age. & dquo;

Di ane frowned. & dquo; How do you know t hi s?& dquo;

&l dquo; Because, & dquo; Jereny said, raising an eyebrow,
&l dquo; | happen
to have one just |ike it. & dquo;

On cue, Jereny reached into his jacket pocket and pul |l ed
out what

appeared to be the sanme USA pin, attached to a | ong,

t hreadli ke wire and

transmtter.

&l dquo; This particular nodel is manufactured in

| srael & dquo; &rdash; Jer eny& squo; s voi ce could be heard
over the canera

cl ose-up of the gadget &rdash; & dquo; and it & squo;s very
hi gh- end.

| & squo; ve heard it& squo;s used by the ClIA but, of
course, |

can&rsquo;t con?rmthat. What | can tell you is that the
technol ogy is

very advanced&ndash;this little m crophone can pick up
conversations from

across a noisy, crowded roomand, with the right ?ltering
systens, can



even isol ate them & dquo;

Di ane i nspected the pin with apparent fascination.

&l dquo; And

you&rsquo;re certain that this was indeed a m crophone and
not just a

pi n?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, as you know, |&rsquo;ve been | ooking into
Cl ausen&r squo; s

past for a long tine now, and a week after the show, |
managed to obtain

sone nore phot ographs. & dquo;

A new phot ograph ?ashed on the screen. Though a bit
grainy, it was a

pi cture of the sanme man who&r squo; d been wearing the USA
pi n.

&l dquo; Thi s photo was taken in Florida, outside

Cl ausen&r squo; s of ?ce. As

you can see, the man is heading inside. H's nane i s Rex
Mbore, and

he& squo; s actually an enpl oyee of C ausené&r squo;s.

He& squo; s wor ked

with C ausen for tw years. & dquo;

& dquo; GCoohhhhh! & dquo; Al vin shouted, and the rest of the
br oadcast,

whi ch was wi ndi ng down, anyway, was drowned out as others,
| eal ous or

not, joined in with hoots and hollers. The free booze had

worked its

magi ¢, and Jereny was deluged with congratul ations after

t he show had

ended.

&l dquo; You were fantastic, & dquo; Nate said. At
forty-three, Nate was

short and bal di ng and had a tendency to wear suits that
were just a bit

too tight in the waist. No matter, the man was energy

I ncarnate and, |ike

nost agents, positively buzzed with fervent optimsm



&l dquo; Thanks, & dquo; Jereny said, downing the renai nder
of his beer.

& dquo; This is going to be big for your career, & dquo;
Nat e went on.

&l dquo; It & squo; s your ticket to a regular tel evision gig.
No nore

scranbling for |ousy freel ance magazi ne work, no nore
chasi ng UFO

stories. |& squo;ve always said that wth your | ooks, you
wer e made for

TV. &r dquo;

&l dquo; You have al ways sai d that, & dquo; Jereny conceded
with the

eye-rolling manner of soneone reciting an oft-given

| ecture.

& dquo; |l nean it. The producers fromPrinetine Live and
GVA keep calling,

tal ki ng about using you as a regular contributor on their
shows. You

know, & squo;what this |ate-breaking science news neans
for you&rsquo;

and all that. A big leap for a science reporter. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m a journalist, & dquo; Jereny sniffed,
&l dquo; not a
reporter. & dquo;

&l dquo; What ever, & dquo; Nate said, nmaking a notion as if
brushi ng away a

?y. & dquo; Li ke | & squo;ve always said, your |ooks are
made for

t el evi si on. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; d have to say Nate& squo;s right, & dquo;
Al vin added with

a w nk. & dquo;l nean, how el se could you be nore popul ar
than me with

the | adi es, despite having zero personality?& dquo; For
years, Alvin and

Jereny had frequented bars together, trolling for dates.



Jereny | aughed. Al vin Bernstein, whose nane conjured up a
cl ean-cut,

bespect acl ed account ant &rash; one of the countl ess

pr of essi onal s who wore

FI orshei m shoes and carried a briefcase to work&ndash;

di dn& squo;t | ook

like an Alvin Bernstein. As a teenager, he& squo;d seen
Eddi e Murphy in

Delirious and had decided to make the full-|eather style
his own, a

war drobe that horri?ed his Fl orshei mweari ng,

bri ef case-carrying father

Mel vin. Fortunately, |eather seened to go well with his
tattoos. Alvin

considered tattoos to be a re?ection of his unique
aesthetic, and he was

uni quel y aesthetic on both his arnms, right up to his
shoul der bl ades. Al

of which conpl enented Al vin& squo;s nmultiply pierced ears.

& dquo; So are you still planning a trip down south to

I nvestigate that

ghost story?& dquo; Nate pressed. Jereny could fairly see
t he wheel s

clicking and clacking away in his brain. & dquo;After your
interview with

Peopl e, | nean. & dquo;

Jereny brushed his dark hair out of his eyes and signal ed
t he bartender

for another beer. &l dquo;Yeah, | guess so. Prinetine or no
Prinmetinme, |

still have bills to pay, and I was thinking |I could use
this for ny

col um. &r dquo;

&l dquo; But you&rsquo;ll be in contact, right? Not |ike
when you went

undercover with the R ghteous and Hol y?& dquo; He was
referring to a

si x-t housand-word pi ece Jereny had done for Vanity Fair
about a religious

cult; in that instance, Jereny had essentially severed all



conmuni cati on
for a period of three nonths.

& dquo; | & squo; Il be in contact, & dquo; Jereny said.

& dquo; This story

I sn& squo;t like that. | should be out of there in |ess
t han a week.

&l squo; Mysterious lights in the cenetery. & squo; No big
deal . & dquo;

&l dquo; Hey, you need a caneranman by any chance?& dquo;
Al vin piped in.

Jereny | ooked over at him & dquo; Wy? Do you want to
go?& dquo;

& dquo; Hel I yeah. Head south for the winter, nmaybe neet ne
a nice

southern belle while you pick up the tab. | hear the wonen
down there
will drive you crazy, but in a good way. Ité& squo;ll be

| i ke an exotic
vacat i on. & dquo;

&l dquo; Aren&r squo;t you supposed to be shooting sonething
for Law & Order
next week?&r dquo;

As strange as Alvin | ooked, his reputation was inpeccabl e,
and his
services were usually in high demand.

&l dquo; Yeah, but | & squo;ll be clear toward the end of the
week, & dquo;

Alvin said. & dquo; And | ook, if youé&rsquo;re serious about
this

television thing |ike Nate says you should be, it m ght be
| nportant to

get sone decent footage of these nysterious |ights. & dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s assuning there are even any lights to
?l m &r dquo;

& dquo; You do the advance work and |l et nme know. | & squo;l



keep ny
cal endar open. & dquo;

& dquo; Even if there are lights, ité& squo;s a snall
story, & dquo; Jereny

war ned. & dquo; No one in television will be interested in
I t. & dquo;

& dquo; Not | ast nonth, maybe, & dquo; Al vin said.

&l dquo; But after seeing

you tonight, they& squo;l|l be interested. You know how it
s in

t el evi si on&ndash; all those producers chasing their own
tails, trying to

?nd the next big thing. If GVA is suddenly hot to trot,

t hen you know t he

Today show will be calling soon and Dateline will be
knocki ng at the

door. No producer wants to be left out. That& squo;s how
t hey get ?red.

The last thing they want to do is to have to explain to
t he executives

why they m ssed the boat. Believe ne&rdash;| work in
television. | know

t hese peopl e. & dquo;

&l dquo; He&r squo; s right, & dquo; Nate said, interrupting
them &l dquo; You

never know what & squo; || happen next, and it mght be a
good idea to plan

ahead. You had de?nite presence toni ght. Don& squo;t kid
yourself. And if

you can get sone actual footage of the lights, it m ght be
just the thing

that GVA or Prinetinme needs to nake their decision. & dquo;

Jereny squinted at his agent. & dquo; You serious about
this? It& squo;s a

not hing story. The reason | decided to do it at all was
because | needed

a break after Clausen. That story took four nonths of ny
life. & dquo;

&l dquo; And | ook what it got you, & dquo; Nate said, putting



a hand on

Jereny& squo; s shoul der. & dquo; This may be a ?uff piece,
but with

sensational footage and a good backstory, who knows what
television w |

t hi nk?&r dquo;

Jereny was silent for a nonent before ?nally shrugging.
&l dquo; Fi ne, & dquo; he said. He glanced at Al vin.

&l dquo; | & squo; m

| eavi ng on Tuesday. See if you can get there by next
Friday. |& squo;l

call you before then with the details. & dquo;

Alvin reached for his beer and took a drink. & dquo;Well,
gol Iy, & dquo;

he said, m m cking Goner Pyle, & dquo;l & squo;moff to the
| and of grits

and chitlins. And | prom se ny bill won& squo;t be too

hi gh. & dquo;

Jereny | aughed. &l dquo; You ever been down sout h?&r dquo;
&l dquo; Nope. You?&r dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; ve visited New Ol eans and Atl ant a, & dquo;
Jereny

adm tted. & dquo;But those are cities, and cities are
pretty much the

sanme everywhere. For this story, weé&r squo;re heading to
the real South

It& squo;s a little town in North Carolina, a place called
Boone Creek.

You should see the town& squo;s Wb site. It tal ks about
t he azal eas and

dogwoods that bloomin April, and proudly displays a

pi cture of the

t own&r squo; s nost prom nent citizen. A guy naned Norwood
Jef ferson. & dquo;

&l dquo; Who?& dquo; Al vin asked.

& dquo; A politician. He served in the North Carolina State
Senate from



1907 to 1916. & dquo;
&l dquo; Who car es?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Exact | y, & dquo; Jereny said with a nod. @d ancing
across the bar,
he noticed wth di sappoi ntnent that the redhead was gone.

&l dquo; Where is this place exactl y?& dquo;

&l dquo; Ri ght between the m ddl e of nowhere and

&l squo; where are we

exact | y?& squo; | & squo; mstaying at a place called
G eenl eaf Cottages,

whi ch the Chanber of Conmerce describes as scenic and
rustic yet nodern.

What ever that neans. & dquo;

Al vin laughed. & dquo; Sounds |i ke an adventure. & dquo;
&l dquo; Don&rsquo;t worry about it. You&r squo;ll ?t right
in down there,

| & squo; m sur e. & dquo;

&l dquo; You t hi nk so?& dquo;

Jereny noted the |eather, tattoos, and piercings.

&l dquo; Ch, absol utely, & dquo; Jereny said.

&l dquo; They& squo; || probably

want to adopt

you. & dquo;

Two

E L

On Tuesday, the day after his interview with People
magazi ne, Jereny

arrived in North Carolina. It was just past noon; when he
| eft New York,

it had been sleeting and gray, with nore snow expect ed.
Here, with an

expanse of blue skies stretched out above him w nter
seened a | ong way



of f.

According to the nap that he&rsquo;d picked up in the
airport gift shop,

Boone Creek was in Pamico County, a hundred mles

sout heast of Ral ei gh

and&rdash;if the drive was any indicati on&mash; about a
zillion mles

from what he considered civilization. On either side of
him the

| andscape was flat and sparse and about as exciting as
pancake batter.

Farns were separated by thin strands of |oblolly pines,
and given the

sparse traf?c, it was everything Jereny could do to keep
from ?o00ring the

accel erator out of sheer boredom

But it wasné&rsquo;t all bad, he had to admt. Well, the
actual driving

part, anyway. The slight vibration of the wheel, the
revvi ng of the

engi ne, and the feeling of acceleration were known to

I ncrease adrenaline

production, especially in nen (he& squo;d once witten a
col um about

it). Life in the city made owni ng a car super ?uous,
however, and

he& squo; d never been able to justify the expense.

| nstead, he was

transported fromplace to place in crowded subways or
whi pl ash-i nduci ng

taxi cabs. Travel in the city was noi sy, hectic, and,
dependi ng on the

cabdriver, sonetines life-threatening, but as a born and
bred New Yorker,

he&r squo; d | ong since cone to accept it as just another
exciting aspect

of living in the place he called hone.

H s thoughts drifted to his ex-wife. Maria, he re?ected,
woul d have | oved

a drive like this. In the early years of their marriage,
t hey woul d rent



a car and drive to the nountains or the beach, sonetines
spendi ng hours

on the road. She&rsquo;d been a publicist at Ell e nagazine
when

t hey&r squo;d net at a publishing party. Wen he asked if
she&r squo; d |ike

to join himat a nearby coffee shop, he had no idea she
woul d end up

bei ng the only woman he ever loved. At ?rst, he thought
he&r squo; d made a

m stake in asking her out, sinply because they seened to
have nothing in

common. She was feisty and enotional, but |ater, when he
ki ssed her

out si de her apartnent, he was entranced.

He eventually canme to appreciate her ?ery personality, her
unerring

I nstincts about people, and the way she seened to enbrace
all of him

wi t hout judgnent, good and bad. A year later, they were
married in the

church, surrounded by friends and famly. He was
twenty-si x, not yet a

columist for Scienti?c Anerican but steadily building his
reputation,

and they could barely afford the snmall apartnent they
rented i n Brookl yn.

To his mnd, it was young-and-struggling marital bliss. To
her m nd, he

eventual |y suspected, their marriage was strong in theory
but constructed

on a shaky foundation. In the beginning, the problem was
sinple: while

her job kept her in the city, Jereny travel ed, pursuing
the big story

wherever it mght be. He was often gone for weeks at a
time, and while

she&r squo; d assured himthat she could handle it, she nust
have realized

during his absences that she coul dn&r squo;t. Just after
their second

anni versary, as he readied hinself for yet another trinp,
Maria sat down



besi de hi mon the bed. d asping her hands together, she
rai sed her brown
eyes to nmeet his.

& dquo; Thi s i sn& squo;t working, & dquo; she said sinply,
l etting the

words hang for a nonent. & dquo; You& squo;re never hone
anynore and it

i sn&rsquo;t fair to nme. It isn& squo;t fair to us. & dquo;

&l dquo; You want ne to quit?& dquo; he asked, feeling a
smal | bubbl e of
panic rise in him

& dquo; No, not quit. But maybe you can ?nd sonet hi ng
| ocal . Like at the
Times. O the Post. O the Daily News. & dquo;

&l dquo; It & squo;s not going to be like this
forever, & dquo; he pl eaded.
&l dquo; It & squo;s only for alittle while. & dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s what you said six nonths ago, & dquo;
she sai d.
&l dquo; It & squo; s never going to change. & dquo;

Looki ng back, Jereny knew he shoul d have taken it as the
warning that it

was, but at the tine, he had a story to wite, this one
concerning Los

Al anbs. She wore an uncertain smle as he kissed her
good- bye, and he

t hought about her expression brie?y as he sat on the

pl ane, but when he

returned, she seened herself again and they spent the
weekend curl ed up

I n bed. She began to tal k about having a baby, and despite
t he

nervousness he felt, he was thrilled at the thought. He
assuned

he& squo; d been forgiven, but the protective arnor of
their relationship

had been chi pped, and i nperceptible cracks appeared with
every additional



absence. The ?nal split canme a year later, a nonth after a
visit to a

doctor on the Upper East Side, one who presented themw th
a future that

nei ther of them had ever envisioned. Far nore than his
traveling, the

visit foretold the end of their relationship, and even
Jereny knew it.

& dquo; | can&r squo;t stay, & dquo; sheé&rsquo;d told him
aft erward.

& dquo; |l want to, and part of nme will always |ove you, but
I

can&r squo; t. & dquo;

She di dn&rsquo;t need to say nore, and in the quiet,

sel f-pitying nonents

after the divorce, he sonetinmes questi oned whet her
she&r squo; d ever

really loved him They could have made it, he told

hi msel f. But in the

end, he understood intuitively why she had left, and he
har bored no il

wi || against her. He even spoke to her on the phone now
and then, though

he coul dn&r squo;t bring hinself to attend her marriage
three years | ater

to an attorney who |lived in Chappaqua.

The divorce had becone ?nal seven years ago, and to be
honest, it was the

only truly sad thing ever to have happened to him Not
many peopl e coul d

say that, he knew. He& squo;d never been seriously

I njured, he had an

active social life, and he& squo;d energed from chil dhood
W t hout the

sort of psychol ogical trauma that seened to af?ict so nmany
of his age.

H s brothers and their w ves, his parents, and even his
gr andpar ent s&nrdash; all four in their nineties&rdash; were
heal t hy. They

were cl ose, too: a couple of weekends a nonth, the
ever-grow ng cl an



woul d gather at his parents& squo;, who still lived in the
house in

Queens where Jereny had grown up. He had seventeen nieces
and nephews,

and though he sonetines felt out of place at famly
functions, since he

was a bachelor again in a famly of happily married
peopl e, his brothers

were respectful enough not to probe the reasons behind the
di vor ce.

And he&r squo;d gotten over it. For the nost part, anyway.
Soneti nmes, on

drives like this, he would feel a pang of yearning for
what m ght have

been, but that was rare now, and the divorce hadné&rsquo;t
soured himon

wonen in general.

A coupl e of years back, Jereny had foll owed a study about
whet her the

per cepti on of beauty was the product of cultural norms or
genetics. For

the study, attractive wonen and | ess attractive wonen were
asked to hold

infants, and the Il ength of eye contact between the wonen
and the infants

was conpared. The study had shown a direct correlation
bet ween beauty and

eye contact: the infants stared |onger at the attractive
worren,

suggesting that peopl e& squo;s perceptions of beauty were
i nstinctive.

The study was given prom nent play in Newsweek and Ti ne.

He&r squo; d wanted to wite a columm criticizing the study,
partly because

It omtted what he felt were sone inportant quali ?cations.
Exteri or

beauty m ght catch soneoneé&rsquo;s eye right away&rdash; he
knew he was

just as susceptible as the next guy to a
super nodel & squo; s

appeal &rdash; but he&r squo; d al ways found intelligence and



passi on to be

far nore attractive and in?uential over time. Those traits
t ook nore than

an instant to deci pher, and beauty had not hi ng what soever
to do with it.

Beauty m ght prevail in the very short term but in the
medi um and | onger

ternms, cultural nornsé&nrdash;prinmarily those val ues and
norns i n?uenced by

fam | y&dash; were nore inportant. H's editor, however,
canned the idea as

& dquo; too subj ective& dquo; and suggested he wite
sonet hi ng about the

excessive use of antibiotics in chicken feed, which had
the potential to

turn streptococcus into the next bubonic plague. Wich
made sense, Jereny

noted with chagrin: the editor was a vegetarian, and his
wi fe was both

gorgeous and about as bright as an Al askan wi nter sky.

Editors. He&r squo;d | ong ago concl uded that nost of them
wer e hypocrites.

But, as in nost professions, he supposed, hypocrites
tended to be both

passi onate and politically savvy&imdash;in ot her words,
corporate

survi vor s&nmdash; whi ch neant they were the ones who not
only dol ed out

assi gnnents but ended up payi ng the expenses.

But maybe, as Nate had suggested, heé&r squo;d be out of

t hat racket soon.

Vell, not conpletely out of it. Alvin was probably right

I n saying that

tel evision producers were no different fromeditors, but
tel evision paid

a living wage, which neant he& squo;d be able to pick and
choose his

projects, instead of having to hustle all the tinme. Maria
had been ri ght

to challenge his workload so | ong ago. In ?fteen years,
hi s wor kl oad

hadné&rsquo;t changed a bit. Ch, the stories m ght be



hi gher pro?le, or he

m ght have an easier tinme placing his freelance pieces
because of the

rel ati onshi ps he& squo;d built over the years, but neither
of those

t hi ngs changed the essential challenge of always com ng up
w th sonet hi ng

new and original. He still had to produce a dozen col ums
for Scienti?c

Anerican, at |east one or two nmjor investigations, and
anot her ?fteen or

so smaller articles a year, sone in keeping wwth the thene
of the season.

s Christmas com ng? Wite a story about the real St

Ni chol as, who was

born in Turkey, becanme bishop of Myra, and was known for
his generosity,

| ove of children, and concern for sailors. Is it sumer?
How about a

story about either (a) gl obal warm ng and the undeni abl e
0. 8-degree rise

I n tenperature over the |ast one hundred years, which
foretold

Sahar a-1i ke consequences throughout the United States, or
(b) how gl obal

warm ng m ght cause the next ice age and turn the United
States into an

i cy tundra. Thanksgiving, on the other hand, was good for
the truth about

the Pilgrinms& squo; |ives, which wasn&r squo;t only about
friendly dinners

with Native Anericans, but instead included the Sal em

w tch hunts,

smal | pox epidenmics, and a nasty tendency toward incest.

Interviews with fanous scientists and articl es about
various satellites

or NASA projects were always respected and easy to pl ace
no matter what

time of year, as were exposés about drugs (legal and
il1legal), sex,

prostitution, ganbling, liquor, court cases involving
massi ve

settl enents, and anything, absolutely anythi ng whatsoever,



about the

supernatural, nost of which had little or nothing to do
Wi th science and

nore to do with quacks |ike C ausen.

He had to admt the process wasné& squo;t anything |ike
he&r squo; d

I mgi ned a career in journalismwould be. At

Col unbi a&ndash; he was the

only one of his brothers to attend col |l ege and becane the
?rst in his

famly ever to graduate, a fact his nother never ceased to
point out to

st ranger s&ndash; he& squo; d doubl e-nmaj ored i n physics and
chem stry, with

the intention of becom ng a professor. But a girlfriend
who worked at the

uni versity paper convinced himto wite a

st ory&ndash; which relied

heavily on the use of statistics&mash; about the bias in
SAT scores used

i n adm ssion. When his article led to a nunber of student
denonstrati ons,

Jereny realized he had a knack for witing. Still, his
career choice

di dné&rsquo;t change until his father was sw ndl ed by a
bogus ?nanci al

pl anner out of sone $40, 000, right before Jereny
graduated. Wth the

famly hone in jeopardy&nrdash; his father was a bus driver
and wor ked for

the Port Authority until retirenent&mash; Jereny bypassed
hi s graduati on

cerenony to track down the con man. Like a man possessed,
he searched

court and public records, interviewed associates of the
swi ndl er, and

produced detail ed notes.

As fate would have it, the New York D. A & squo;s of ?ce had
bi gger ?sh to

fry than a small-tinme scamartist, so Jereny
doubl e- checked hi s sources,

condensed his notes, and wote the ?rst exposé of his



life. In the end,

t he house was saved, and New York magazi ne picked up the
pi ece. The

editor there convinced himthat life in academ a woul d

| ead nowhere and,

with a subtle blend of ?attery and rhetoric about chasing
the big dream

suggested that Jereny wite a piece about Leffertex, an
ant i depr essant

that was currently undergoing stage IIl clinical trials
and was the

subj ect of intense nedia specul ation.

Jereny took the suggestion, working two nonths on the
story on his own

dime. In the end, his article |led the drugnaker to

wi t hdraw the drug from

FDA consi deration. After that, instead of heading to MT
for his

mast er & squo; s degree, he traveled to Scotland to follow
along with

scientists investigating the Loch Ness Monster, the ?rst
of his ?uff

pi eces. There, he& squo;d been present for the deathbed
confession of a

prom nent surgeon who admtted that the photograph

he& squo; d taken of

the nonster in 1933&ndash;the photograph that brought the
| egend into the

publ i ¢ eye&ndash; had been faked by himand a friend one
Sunday afternoon

as a practical joke. The rest, as they say, was history.

Still, fifteen years of chasing stories was fifteen years
of chasing

stories, and what had he received in exchange? He was
thirty-seven years

old, single and Iiving in a dingy one-bedroom apartnent on
t he Upper West

Si de, and heading to Boone Creek, North Carolina, to
explain a case of

nysterious lights in a cenetery.

He shook his head, perplexed as always at the path his



life had taken.

The big dream It was still out there, and he still had
t he passion to

reach it. Only now, he& squo;d begun to wonder if

tel evision would be his

means.

The story of the nysterious lights originated froma

| etter Jereny had

received a nonth earlier. Wen he& squo;d read it, his
?rst thought was

that it would make a good Hal | oween story. Dependi ng on

t he angl e the

story took, Southern Living or even Reader & squo; s Di gest
m ght be

interested for their Cctober issue; if it ended up being
nore literary

and narrative, maybe Harper & squo;s or even the New
Yorker. On the other

hand, if the town was trying to cash in |ike Roswell, New
Mexi co, with

UFGCs, the story m ght be appropriate for one of the major
sout hern

newspapers, which mght then further syndicate it. O if
he kept it

short, he could use it in his colum. H's editor at

Sci enti ?c Ameri can,

despite the seriousness with which he regarded the
contents of the

magazi ne, was also intensely interested in increasing the
nunber of

subscri bers and tal ked about it incessantly. He knew full
wel | that the

public | oved a good ghost story. He m ght hem and haw
whi | e gl anci ng at

his w fe& squo;s picture and pretending to evaluate the
merits, but he

never passed up a story like this. Editors |liked ?uff as
much as the next

guy, since subscribers were the |ifeblood of the business.
And ?uff, sad

to say, was becom ng a nedia staple.

In the past, Jereny had investigated seven different



ghostly apparitions;

four had ended up in his Cctober colum. Sone had been
fairly

ordi nary&ndash; spectral visions that no one coul d
scientifically

docunent &ash; but three had invol ved poltergeists,
supposedl y

m schi evous spirits that actually nove objects or damage
t he

surroundi ngs. According to paranorna

I nvesti gat or s&rdash; an oxynoron if

Jereny had ever heard oneé&ndash; pol tergei sts were
generally drawn to a

particul ar person instead of a place. In each instance

t hat Jereny had

i nvestigated, including those that were well docunented in
t he nedi a,

fraud had been the cause of the nysterious events.

But the lights in Boone Creek were supposed to be
different; apparently,

they were predictable enough to enable the town to sponsor
a Historic

Homes and Haunted Cenetery Tour, during which, the
brochure prom sed,

peopl e woul d see not only hones dating back to the

m d- 1700s but, weat her

permtting, & dquo;the angui shed ancestors of our town on
their nightly

mar ch between the net herworl ds. & dquo;

The brochure, conplete wth pictures of the tidy town and
mel odramati c

statenents, had been sent to himalong with the letter. As
he drove,

Jereny recalled the letter

Dear M. Marsh

My nane is Doris McC ellan, and two years ago, | read your
story in
Scienti ?c Anerican about the poltergei st haunting Brenton
Manor in
Newport, Rhode Island. | thought about witing to you back



t hen, but for

what ever reason, | didn& squo;t. | suppose it just slipped
nmy m nd, but

with the way things are going in ny town these days, |
reckoned t hat

I t& squo;s high tine to tell you about it.

| don&r squo;t know if you&r squo;ve ever heard about the
cenetery in Boone

Creek, North Carolina, but legend has it that the cenetery
I s haunt ed by

spirts of fornmer slaves. In the w nter&ndash; January

t hrough early

Febr uary&ndash; blue Iights seemto dance on the headstones
whenever the

fog rolls in. Some say they& squo;re |ike strobe lights,

ot hers swear

t hey&r squo;re the size of basketballs. |& squo;ve seen
them too; to ne,

they |l ook |ike sparkly disco balls. Anyway, |ast year,
some folks from

Duke University cane to investigate; | think they were

nmet eor ol ogi sts or

geol ogi sts or sonething. They, too, saw the lights, but

t hey

coul dn&rsquo;t explain them and the |ocal paper did a big
story on the

whol e nystery. Maybe if you cane down, you coul d make
sense of what the

lights really are.

I f you need nore information, give ne a call at Herbs, a
restaurant here
in town.

The remai nder of the letter offered further contact

I nformation, and

afterward, he ?ipped through the brochure fromthe | ocal
Hi storical

Society. He read captions describing the various honmes on
t he upcom ng

tour, skinmmed the information concerning the parade and
barn dance on

Friday night, and found hinself raising an eyebrow at the



announcenent

that, for the ?rst tine, a visit to the cenetery would be
i ncluded in the

tour on Saturday evening. On the back of the

br ochur e&ndash; surrounded by

what seened to be hand-drawn pictures of Casper&rmdash; were
testinonials

from peopl e who& squo;d seen the lights and an excer pt
from what appeared

to be an article in the | ocal newspaper. In the center was
a grainy

phot ograph of a bright light in what mght, or m ght not,
have been the

cenetery (the caption clained it was).

It wasn&r squo;t quite the Borely Rectory, a ranbling

&l dquo; haunt ed& dquo; Victorian on the north bank of the

Stour River in

Essex, Engl and, the nost fanmous haunted house in history,
wher e

&l dquo; si ghti ngs& dquo; included headl ess horsenen, weird
organ chants,

and ringing bells, but it was enough to pique his

I nt erest.

After failing to ?nd the article nentioned in the

| ett er &dash; t here were

no archives at the |ocal newspaper & squo;s Wb

si t e&ndash; he cont act ed

various departnments at Duke University and eventually
found the original

research project. It had been witten by three graduate
students, and

t hough he had their nanes and phone nunbers, he doubted
there was any

reason to call them The research report had none of the
detail he would

have expected. Instead, the entire study had sinply
docunented t he

exi stence of the lights and the fact that the

st udent s& squo; equi pnent

was functioning properly, which barely scratched the
surface of the

I nformati on he needed. And besides, if he& squo;d | earned



anything in the
past ?fteen years, it was to trust no one& squo;s work but
hi s own.

See, that was the dirty secret about witing for

magazi nes. Wile all

journalists would claimto do their own research and nost
did sone, they

still relied heavily on opinions and half-truths that had
been publi shed

in the past. Thus, they frequently nmade m stakes, usually
smal | ones,

soneti nes whoppers. Every article in every magazi ne had
errors, and two

years ago, Jereny had witten a story about it, exposing
the | ess

| audabl e habits of his fell ow professionals.

Hi s editor, however, had vetoed publishing it. And no
ot her magazi ne
seened ent husi astic about the piece, either.

He watched oak trees slide past the wi ndows, wondering if
he needed a

career change, and he suddenly w shed he&r squo; d

resear ched the ghost

story further. What if there were no |ights? Wat if the
letter witer

was a quack? What if there wasné&r squo;t even nmuch of a

| egend to build an

article around? He shook his head. Wrrying was pointl ess,
and besi des,

it was too |late now. He was already here, and Nate was
busy wor ki ng the

New Yor k phones.

In the trunk, Jereny had all the necessary itens for ghost
hunti ng (as

di scl osed in Ghost Busters for Real!, a book he& squo;d
originally bought

as a joke after an evening of cocktails). He had a

Pol aroi d canera, 35mm

canera, four cantorders and tripods, audio recorder and

m cr ophones,



m crowave radi ati on detector, electronagnetic detector,
comnpass,

ni ght - vi si on goggl es, | aptop conputer, and other odds and
ends.

Had to do this right, after all. Ghostbusti ng wasn& squo;t
for amateurs.

As m ght be expected, his editor had conpl ai ned about the
cost of the

nost recently purchased gi znos, which always seened to be
required in

I nvestigations |ike this. Technol ogy was novi ng fast, and
yest erday& squo; s gi znos were the equival ent of stone
tools and ?int,

Jereny had explained to his editor, fantasizing about
expensi ng the

| aser - beam backpack thing that Bill Mirray and Harol d
Ram s had used in

Ghost busters. He would | ove to have seen his

edi t or & squo; s expressi on

with that one. As it was, the guy nowed through celery

| i ke a rabbit on

anphet am nes before ?nally signing off on the itens. He
sure woul d be

pissed if the story ended up on television and not in the
col um.

Ginning at the nenory of his editor& squo;s expression,
Jereny ?i pped

t hrough vari ous stations&mash; rock, hip-hop, country,
gospel &rdash;

before settling on a local talk show that was interview ng
two ?ounder

?shernmen who spoke passionately about the need to decrease
t he wei ght at

whi ch the ?sh could be harvested. The announcer, who
seened inordinately

interested in the topic, spoke with a heavy twang.
Conmer ci al s adverti sed

the gun and coin show at the Masonic Lodge in Gifton and
the |atest team

changes i n NASCAR



The traf ?c picked up near Greenville, and he | ooped around
t he downt own
area near the canmpus of East Carolina University.

He crossed the w de, brackish waters of the Panmlico River
and turned onto

a rural highway. The bl acktop narrowed as it wound through
the country,

squeezed on both sides by barren wi nter ?elds, denser

t hi ckets of trees,

and the occasional farnmhouse. About thirty mnutes |later,
he found

hi nsel f approachi ng Boone Creek.

After the ?rst and only stoplight, the speed Iimt dropped
to twenty-?ve

mles an hour, and slow ng the car, Jereny took in the
scene with di smay.

In addition to the half dozen nobil e hones perched
haphazardly off the

road and a couple of cross streets, the stretch of

bl ackt op was dom nat ed

by two run-down gas stations and Leroy& squo;s Tires.
Leroy advertised

his business with a sign atop a tower of used tires that
woul d be

considered a ?re hazard in any other jurisdiction. Jereny
reached the

other end of town in a mnute, at which point the speed
limt picked up

again. He pulled the car over to the side of the road.

Ei t her the Chanmber of Commerce had used phot ographs of
some ot her town on

its Wb site or he& squo;d m ssed sonething. He pulled
over to check the

map agai n, and according to this version of Rand MNally,
he was i n Boone

Creek. He glanced in the rearview nmrror wondering where
on earth it was.

The quiet, treelined streets. The bl oom ng azal eas. The
pretty wonen in

dr esses.



As he was trying to ?gure it out, he saw a white church
st eepl e peeking

out above the tree |ine and decided to nmake his way down
one of the cross

streets he& squo;d passed. After a serpentine curve, the
surroundi ngs

suddenly changed, and he soon found hinself driving

t hrough a town that

may once have been graci ous and picturesque, but now
seened to be dying

of old age. Waparound porches decorated w th hangi ng
?ower pots and

Anmerican ?ags coul dn& squo;t hide the peeling paint and
nol d just bel ow

t he eaves. Yards were shaded by nassive nagnolia trees,
but the neatly

trimed rhododendron bushes only partially hid cracked

f oundati ons.

Still, it seened friendly enough. A few elderly couples in
sweat ers who

were sitting in rocking chairs on their porches waved at
hi m as he passed

by.

It took nore than a few waves before he realized they
wer en&r squo; t

wavi ng because they thought they& squo;d recogni zed him
but because

peopl e here waved to everyone who drove by. Meanderi ng
fromone road to

the next, he eventually found the waterfront, recalling
that the town had

been devel oped at the con?uence of Boone Creek and the
Pamico River. As

he passed through the downtown area, which no doubt once
constituted a

thriving business district, he noted how the town seened
to be dying out.

Di spersed anong the vacant spaces and boarded-up w ndows
were two antique

shops, an ol d-fashioned diner, a tavern called Lookil u,
and a bar bershop.

Most of the businesses had | ocal - soundi ng nanmes and | ooked
as if



t hey&r squo; d been in business for decades but were ?ghting
a |l osing

battl e agai nst extinction. The only evidence of nodern
life was the

neon-col ored T-shirts enbl azoned with such sl ogans as |
Survived the

Ghosts in Boone Creek! that hung in the w ndow of what was
probably the

rural, southern version of a departnent store.

Her bs, where Doris MO ellan worked, was easy enough to
?nd. It was

| ocated near the end of the block in a restored
turn-of-the-century

peach-col ored Victorian. Cars were parked out front and in
t he smal |

gravel parking lot off to the side, and tables were

vi si bl e beyond the

curtai ned wi ndows and on the waparound porch. From what
he coul d see,

every table was occupi ed, and Jereny decided that it m ght
be better if

he swung by to talk to Doris after the crowd had thinned
out .

He noted the |ocation of the Chanber of Commerce, a snall
nondescri pt

brick building set at the edge of town, and headed back
toward the

hi ghway. | npul sively, he pulled into a gas stati on.

After taking off his sunglasses, Jereny rolled down the

wi ndow. The

gray-haired proprietor wore dingy coveralls and a Dal e

Ear nhardt cap. He

rose slowly and began strolling toward the car, gnawi ng on
what Jereny

assuned to be chew ng tobacco.

& dquo; Can | hep ya?& dquo; Hi s accent was unm st akably
southern and his

teeth were stained brown. His nane tag read tully.

Jereny asked for directions to the cenetery, but instead



of answeri ng,
the proprietor |ooked Jereny over carefully.

&l dquo; Who passed?& dquo; he ?nal ly asked.
Jereny blinked. & dquo; Excuse ne?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Headi n&rsquo; to a burial, ain& squo;t ya?& dquo;
t he proprietor
asked.

& dquo; No. | just wanted to see the cenetery. & dquo;

The man nodded. &l dquo; Well, you |l ook |ike you& squo;re
heading to a
buri al . & dquo;

Jereny glanced at his clothing: black jacket over a bl ack
turtl eneck,

bl ack jeans, black Bruno Magli shoes. The man did have a
poi nt .

& dquo; |l guess | just |ike wearing black. Anyway, about
the directions .

. & dquo;

The owner pushed up the brimof his hat and spoke slowy.

&l dquo; |
don&rsquo;t |like going to burials none. Make ne think I
ought to be

headi ng to church nore often to square things up before
It & squo;s too
| ate. That ever happen to ya?&r dquo;

Jereny wasn& squo;t sure exactly what to say. It
wasné&r squo;t a question

he typically encountered, especially in response to a
questi on about

directions. & dquo;l don& squo;t think so, & dquo; he
?nal |y ventured.

The proprietor took a rag fromhis pocket and began to
W pe the grease
fromhis hands. & dquo;l take it you& squo;re not from



here. You got a
funny accent. & dquo;

& dquo; New Yor k, & dquo; Jereny cl ari ?ed.

& dquo; Heard of it, but ain& squo;t never been
t here, & dquo; he said. He
| ooked over the Taurus. & dquo;ls this your car?&r dquo;

&l dquo; No, it& squo;s a rental. & dquo;
He nodded, saying nothing for a nonent.

&l dquo; But anyway, about the cenetery, & dquo; Jereny
prodded. &l dquo; Can
you tell me how to get there?& dquo;

&l dquo; | sé&r squo; pose. Which one ya | ooki n&r squo;
f or ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; It & squo; s call ed Cedar Creek?& dquo;

The proprietor |ooked at himcuriously. & dquo;Watcha
want to go out

there for? A né&r squo;t nothin& squo; for anyone to see
t here.

Ther e& squo; s nicer ceneteries on the other side of

t own. & dquo;

&l dquo; Actual ly, & squo;minterested in just that
one. & dquo;

The man di dn&rsquo;t seemto hear him & dquo; You got kin
buri ed

t her e?&r dquo;

&l dquo; No. & dquo;

& dquo; You one of them bi g-shot devel opers fromup north?
Maybe

t hi nki ng of buil di ng sonme condos or one o0& squo; them
mal I s on that

| and out there?& dquo; Jereny shook his head. & dquo; No.
Act ual | y,



| & squo; ma journalist. & dquo; & dquo; My wife |ikes them
mal | s. Condos,

too. M ght be a good idea. & dquo; & dquo; Ah, & dquo; Jereny
sai d,

wondering how |l ong this was going to take.

& dquo; 1 wish | could help, but it& squo;s not ny |line of
wor k. & dquo;
&l dquo; You need sonme gas?& dquo; he asked, noving toward
the rear of

the car. & dquo; No, thanks. & dquo; He was al ready
unscrew ng the cap.

&l dquo; Prem um or regul ar ?& dquo; Jereny shifted in his
seat, thinking

the man coul d probably use

t he busi ness. &l dquo; Regul ar, | guess. & dquo; After
getting the gas

goi ng, the man took off his cap and ran his hand through
his hair as he

made his way back to the wi ndow. & dquo; You have any car
troubl e,

doné&rsquo;t hesitate to swing by. | can ?x

both kinds of cars, and do it for the right price,

t 00. & dquo;

&l dquo; Bot h?&r dquo; &l dquo; Forei gn and donesti c, & dquo; he
sai d.

&l dquo; Whaddya think | was tal ki n& squo;

about ?& dquo; Wthout waiting for an answer, the nman shook
hi s head, as

If Jerenmy were a noron. & dquo; Nane& squo;s Tully, by the
way. And you

are?& dquo; & dquo; Jereny Marsh. & dquo; &l dquo; And

you&r squo;re a

ur ol ogi st ?& dquo; &l dquo; A journalist. & dquo;

&l dquo; Don&r squo;t have any

urologists in town. There& squo;s a fewin Geenville,

t hough. & dquo; &l dquo; Ah, & dquo; Jereny said, not
bot hering to correct



hi m & dquo; But anyway, about the directions to Cedar
Creek . . . & dquo;

Tully rubbed his nose and gl anced up the road before

| ooki ng at Jereny

agai n. & dquo; Well, you ainé&r squo;t going to see anything
now. The ghosts

don&rsquo;t cone out till nighttine, if that& squo;s what
YyOU&rsquo;re

here for. & dquo;

&l dquo; Excuse ne?&r dquo;
&l dquo; The ghosts. If you ai n& squo;t got kin buried in
the cenetery,

then you nust be here for the ghosts, right?& dquo;

&l dquo; You&r squo; ve heard about the ghosts?&r dquo;

&l dquo; O course, | have. Seen & squo;emw th nmy own eyes.
But if you
want tickets, you& squo;ll have to go to the Chanber of

Commer ce. & dquo;
&l dquo; You need tickets?&rdquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, you just can& squo;t walk right into
someone&r squo; s hone,
can you?&r dquo;

It took a nonent to follow the train of thought.

&l dquo; Ch, that & squo;s right, & dquo; Jereny said.
& dquo; The Historic
Hones and Haunted Cenetery Tour, right?& dquo;

Tully stared at Jereny, as if he were the densest person
ever to walk the

face of the earth. & dquo;Well, of course, we& squo;re
tal ki ng about the

tour, & dquo; he said. & dquo;Wiaddya think | was

t al ki n&r squo;

about ?&r dquo;



&l dquo; | & squo; m not sure, & dquo; Jereny said. & dquo; But
the directions
. & dquo;

Tully shook his head. & dquo; kay, okay, & dquo; he said,
as if suddenly
put out. He pointed toward town.

&l dquo; What you do is head back to downtown, then follow
the main road

north until you reach the turn about four mles fromwhere
t he road used

to dead-end. Turn west and keep going until you get to the
fork, and

follow the road that |eads past WIson Tanner & squo; s

pl ace. Turn north

again where the junked car used to be, go straight for a
bit, and the

cenetery& squo; ||l be right there. & dquo;

Jereny nodded. & dquo; Ckay, & dquo; he sai d.
& dquo; You sure you got it?& dquo;

&l dquo; Fork, W/Ison Tanner & squo; s pl ace, junked car used
to be, & dquo;

he repeated robotically. & dquo; Thanks for your

hel p. & dquo;

& dquo; No problem dad to be of service. And
t hat & squo; || be seven
dollars and forty-ni ne cents. & dquo;

&l dquo; You take credit cards?& dquo;

& dquo; No. Never |iked themthings. Don& squo;t |ike the
gover nient

knowi ng everything | & squo; mdoi ng. A n& squo;t no one
el se&rsquo; s

busi ness. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl |, & dquo; Jereny said, reaching for his wallet,
& dquo;it is a
probl em | & squo;ve heard the governnent has spies



ever ywher e. & dquo;

Tul Iy nodded know ngly. & dquo;|l bet it& squo;s even worse
for you doctor
folks. Which remnds ne . . . & dquo;

Tully kept up a stready streamof talk for the next ?fteen
m nut es.

Jereny | earned about the vagaries of the weather,

ri di cul ous gover nnent

edi cts, and how Watt&ndash;the other gas station

owner &dash; woul d

gouge Jereny if he ever went there for gas, since he

?ddl ed with the

calibration on the punps as soon as the Unocal truck
pul | ed away. But

mai nly, he heard about Tullyé& squo;s trouble with his
prostate, which

made it necessary to get out of bed at |east ?ve tines a
night to go to

t he bat hroom He asked Jereny& squo;s opinion about that,
bei ng that he

was a urol ogist. He al so asked about Vi agra.

After he had replugged his cheek twice with chaw, another
car pulled in

on the other side of the punp, interrupting their talk.
The driver popped

his hood up, and Tully peered inside before wi ggling sone
W res and

spitting off to the side. Tully prom sed he could ?x it,
but being that

he was so busy, the man woul d have to | eave his car there
for at least a

week. The stranger seened to expect this answer, and a
nonment | ater, they

wer e tal ki ng about Ms. Dungeness and the fact that a
possum had ended up

in her kitchen the night before and eaten fromthe fruit
bow .

Jereny used the opportunity to sneak away. He stopped at
t he depart nent
store to buy a map and a packet of postcards featuring the



| andmar ks of

Boone Creek, and before |ong, he was making his way al ong
a w ndi ng road

that led out of town. He nmagically found both the turn and
the fork, but

unfortunately m ssed WI son Tanner & squo; s pl ace
conpletely. Wth a bit

of backtracking, he ?nally reached a narrow gravel |ane

al nost hi dden by

the overgrowmth of trees on either side.

Maki ng the turn, he bunped his way through various

pot hol es until the

forest began to thin. On the right, he passed a sign that
not ed he was

neari ng Ri ker & squo;s Hill &rdash;site of a Cvil War

ski rm sh&mash; and

a few nonents |later, he pulled to a stop in front of the
mai n gat e at

Cedar Creek Cenetery. R ker&rsquo;s H Il towered in the
background. O

course, & dquo;toweredé& dquo; was a relative term since
it seened to be

the only hill in this part of the state. Anything would
have t owered out

here. The place was otherw se as ?at as the ?ounders
he&r squo; d heard

about on the radio.

Surrounded by brick columms and rusting w ought-iron
fenci ng, Cedar Creek

Cenetery was set into a slight valley, making it | ook as
if it was slowy

si nking. The grounds were shaded with scores of oaks that
dripped with

Spani sh npbss, but the massive magnolia tree in the center
dom nat ed

everything. Roots spread fromthe trunk and protruded
above the earth

like arthritic ?ngers.

Though the cenetery m ght have once been an orderly,
peaceful resting
pl ace, it was now neglected. The dirt pathway beyond the



mai n gate was

rutted with deep rain grooves and carpeted wth decayi ng
| eaves. The few

pat ches of dormant grass seened out of place. Fallen
branches were

propped here and there, and the undulating terrain

rem nded Jereny of

waves rolling toward shore. Tall weeds sprouted near the
headst ones,

al rost all of which appeared to be broken.

Tully was right. It wasn& squo;t nuch to | ook at. But for

a haunt ed

cenetery, it was perfect. Especially one that m ght end up
on tel evision.

Jereny smled. The place |ooked |ike it had been desi gned

I n Hol | ywood.

Jereny stepped out of the car and stretched his | egs
before retrieving

his camera fromthe trunk. The breeze was chilly, but it
had none of the

arctic bite of New York, and he took a deep breath,

enj oyi ng the scent of

pi ne and sweetgrass. Above him cunulus clouds drifted
across the sky and

a lone hawk circled in the distance. Rikeré& squo;s Hill
was dotted with

pines, and in the ?elds that spread out fromthe base, he
saw an

abandoned tobacco barn. Covered in kudzu wth half the tin
roof m ssing

and one of the walls crunbling, it was tilting to the
side, as if any

uptick in the breeze would be enough to topple it over.

O her than that,

there was no sign of civilization.

Jereny heard the hinge groan as he pushed t hrough the
rusting main gate

and wandered down the dirt pathway. He gl anced at the
headst ones on

either side of him puzzled by their |ack of markings
until he realized



that the original engravings had |argely been erased by
weat her and the

passage of tine. The few he could make out dated fromthe
|l ate 1700s. Up

ahead, a crypt |looked as if it had been invaded. The roof
and si des had

toppled in, and just beyond that, another nonunent |ay
crunmbl ed on the

pat hway. More damaged crypts and broken nonunents

foll owed. Jeremy saw no

evi dence of purposeful vandalism only natural, if
serious, decay. Nor

did he see any evidence that anyone had been buried here
Wi thin the | ast

thirty years, which would explain why it | ooked abandoned.

In the shade of the nagnolia, he paused, wondering how t he
pl ace woul d

| ook on a foggy night. Probably spooky, which could pronpt
a

person& squo;s imgination to run wild. But if there were
unexpl ai ned

lights, where were they com ng fron? He guessed that the
&l dquo; ghost s& dquo; were sinply re?ected |ight turned
into prisnms by the

water droplets in the fog, but there weren& squo;t any
streetl| anps out

here, nor was the cenetery lit. He saw no signs of any
dwel I i ngs on

Ri ker & squo;s Hi Il that m ght have been responsible

ei ther. He supposed

they could cone fromcar headlights, yet he saw only the
si ngl e road

near by, and people woul d have noticed the connection | ong
ago.

He& squo; d have to get a good topographical map of the
area, in addition

to the street map he had just bought. Perhaps the | ocal

i brary woul d

have one. In any case, he& squo;d stop by the library to
research the

hi story of the cenetery and the town itself. He needed to
know when t he



lights were ?rst spotted; that m ght give himan idea as
to their cause.

O course, he&r squo;d have to spend a couple of nights out
here in

spookyville as well, if the foggy weather was willing to
cooper at e.

For a while, he wal ked around the cenetery taking
phot ogr aphs. These

woul dn& squo;t be for publication; they would serve as
conpari son points

I n case he cane across earlier photographs of the
cenetery. He wanted to

see how it had changed over the years, and it m ght bene?t
himto know

when&ndash; or why&ndash; t he danage had occurred. He
snapped a picture of

the magnolia tree as well. It was easily the | argest
he&r squo; d ever

seen. Its black trunk was w zened, and the | ow hangi ng
branches woul d

have kept him and his brothers occupied for hours when
they were boys. If

It werené&rsquo;t surrounded by dead people, that is.

As he was ?icking through the digital photos to nake sure
t hey were
suf ?ci ent, he saw novenent fromthe corner of his eye.

@ anci ng up, he saw a woman wal king toward him Dressed in
| eans, boots,

and a |ight blue sweater that matched the canvas bag she
was carryi ng,

she had brown hair that lightly swept her shoul ders. Her
skin, with just

a hint of olive, made makeup unnecessary, but it was the
col or of her

eyes that caught him froma distance, they appeared

al nost viol et.

Whoever she was, sheé&rsquo;d parked her car directly
behi nd hi s.

For a nonent, he wondered whet her she was approachi ng him
to ask himto



| eave. Maybe the cenetery was condemmed and now
off-limts. Then agai n,
per haps her visit here was sinply a coincidence.

She conti nued noving toward him

Conme to think of it, a rather attractive coi ncidence.
Jereny strai ghtened

as he slipped the canmera back into its case. He sm | ed
broadly as she

near ed.

& dquo; Wl I, hello there, & dquo; he said.

At his comment, she slowed her gait slightly, as if she

hadn&r squo; t

noticed him Her expression seened al nost amused, and he
hal f expected

her to stop. Instead, he thought he caught the sound of

her | aughter as

she wal ked ri ght by.

Wth eyebrows raised in appreciation, Jereny watched her
go. She

di dné&rsquo;t | ook back. Before he could stop hinself, he
took a step

after her.

&l dquo; Hey! & dquo; he cal |l ed out.

| nstead of stopping, she sinply turned and conti nued
wal ki ng backwar d,

her head tilted inquisitively. Again, Jereny saw the sane
anused

expr essi on.

&l dquo; You know, you really shoul dn&rsquo;t stare |like
t hat, & dquo; she

call ed out. & dquo;Wnen |ike a nan who knows how to be
subt | e. & dquo;

She turned again, adjusted the canvas bag on her shoul der,
and kept on
going. In the distance, he heard her |augh again.



Jereny stood opennouthed, for once at a loss as to howto
respond.

kay, so she wasn&rsquo;t interested. No big deal. Still,
nost peopl e

woul d have at | east said hello in response. Maybe it was a
sout hern

t hi ng. Maybe guys hit on her all the tinme and she was
tired of it. O

maybe she sinply didn& squo;t want to be interrupted while
she did .

did .

Di d what ?

See, that was the problemw th journalism he sighed. It
made himtoo

curious. Really, it was none of his business. And besides,
he rem nded

hi msel f, it& squo;s a cenetery. She was probably here to
visit the

departed. People did that all the time, didn& squo;t they?

He winkled his brow The only difference was that nost
ceneteries | ooked

as if someone cane by to now the | awn now and then, while
this one | ooked

| i ke San Francisco after the earthquake in 1906. He
supposed he could

have headed in her direction to see what she was up to,
but he&r squo; d

tal ked to enough wonen to realize that spying m ght cone
across as far

nore creepy than staring. And she didn& squo;t seemto
i ke his staring.

Jereny actively tried not to stare as she di sappeared
behi nd one of the

oak trees, her canvas bag swinging with every graceful
stride.

It was only after she& squo;d vani shed that he was able to
rem nd hinsel f



that pretty girls didn& squo;t matter right now He had a
job to do and

his future was on the line here. Mney, fanme, television,
yadda yadda

yadda. Ckay, what next? He& squo;d seen the cenetery .

he m ght as

wel | check out sone of the surrounding area. Sort of get a
feel for the

pl ace.

He wal ked back to his car and hopped in, pleased that he
hadn& squo;t so

much as gl anced behind himto see if she was watching him
Two coul d pl ay

that gane. O course, that presupposed that she even cared
what he was

doing, and he was pretty sure she di dn& squo;t.

A qui ck glance now fromthe driveré& squo;s seat proved him
correct.

He started the engine and accelerated slowly; as he noved
farther away

fromthe cenetery, he found it easier to let the

woman&r squo; s i mage

drift fromhis mnd to the task at hand. He drove farther
up the road to

see if other roads&ndash;either gravel or
paved&rdash;intersected it, and

he kept his eye out for windmlls or tin-roofed buildings,
W t hout | uck.

Nor did he ?nd sonething as sinple as a farnhouse.

Turning the car around, he started back the way he had
conme, | ooking for

a road that would lead himto the top of R ker& squo;s
HIll but ?nally

giving up in frustration. As he neared the cenetery again,
he found

hi nrsel f wonderi ng who owned the ?elds surrounding it and
I f Ri ker&rsquo;s

Hill was public or private | and. The county tax
assessor & squo; s of ?ce

woul d have that information. The sharp-eyed journalist in



hi m al so

happened to notice that the woman& squo;s car was gone,
which left him

with a slight, though surprising, pang of disappointnent,
whi ch passed as

quickly as it had cone.

He checked his watch; it was a little after two, and he
?gured that the

| unch rush at Herbs was probably ending. Mght as well
talk to Doris.

Maybe she coul d shed sone & dquo;|ight & dquo; on the
subj ect .

He smiled lanely to hinself, wondering if the wonan
he& squo; d seen at
the cenmetery woul d have | aughed at that one.

Thr ee

E ...

Only a few tables on the porch were still occupied when
Jereny reached

Herbs. As he clinbed the steps to the front door,
conversations quieted

and eyes drifted his way. Only the chew ng continued, and
Jereny was

rem nded of the curious way cows | ooked at you when you
approached the

pasture fence. Jereny nodded and waved, as he&rsquo;d seen
the old folks

on the porches doing.

He renoved his sungl asses and pushed t hrough the door. The
smal |, square

tabl es were spread through two nmain roons on either side
of the buil ding,



separated by a set of stairs. The peach walls were offset
by white trim

giving the place a honey, country feel; toward the rear of
t he buil di ng,

he caught a glinpse of the kitchen.

Agai n, the sane cow i ke expressions from patrons as he
passed.

Conversations quieted. Eyes drifted. Wen he nodded and
waved, eyes

dropped and the murnur of conversation rose again. This
wavi ng thing, he

t hought, was kind of |ike having a magi c wand.

Jereny stood ?ddling with his sungl asses, hoping Doris was
here, when one

of the waitresses anbled out fromthe kitchen. In her late
twenties or

so, she was tall and reed-thin, with a sunny, open face.

&l dquo; Just take a seat anywhere, hon, & dquo; she chirped.
&l dquo; Be with
you in a mnute. & dquo;

After making hinself confortable near a w ndow, he watched
the waitress

approach. Her nanme tag said rachel. Jereny thought about
the nane tag

phenonenon in town. Did every worker have one? He wonder ed
if it was sone

sort of rule. Like nodding and wavi ng.

& dquo; Can | get you sonething to drink,
dar | i n&r squo; ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Do you have cappucci no?& dquo; he ventured.

&l dquo; No, sorry. W have coffee, though. & dquo;

Jereny smled. & dquo; Coffee will be ?ne. & dquo;

& dquo; You got it. Menu& squo;s on the table if you want

sonething to
eat. & dquo;



&l dquo; Actually, | was wondering if Doris MO ellan was
ar ound. &r dquo;

&l dquo; Oh, sheé&rsquo;s in the back, & dquo; Rachel said,
bri ght eni ng.
&l dquo; Want ne to get her?& dquo;

&l dquo; I f you woul dn& squo;t m nd. & dquo;

She smiled. & dquo; No problem at all
darliné&rsquo; . & dquo;

He wat ched her head toward the kitchen and push through

t he swi ngi ng

doors. A nonent later, a wonan whom he assunmed was Doris
energed. She was

t he opposite of Rachel: short and stout, with thinning
white hair that

was once bl ond, she was wearing an apron, but no nane tag,
over a

?ower - print bl ouse. She | ooked to be about sixty. Pausing
at the table,

she put her hands on her hips before breaking into a
smle.

&l dquo; Wl |, & dquo; she said, drawing out the word into
two syl | abl es,

&l dquo; you nust be Jereny Marsh. & dquo;

Jereny blinked. & dquo; You know ne?& dquo; he asked.

&l dquo; O course. | just saw you on Prinetine Live |ast
Friday. | take it

you got ny letter. & dquo;

&l dquo; | did, thank you. & dquo;

&l dquo; And youé&rsquo;re here to wite a story about the
ghost s?&r dquo;

He rai sed his hands. & dquo;So it seens. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl |, [ & squo;ll be. & dquo; Her accent nade it



sound | i ke she was

pronouncing the letters L-1-B. & dquo; Wy di dn& squo;t you
tell me you

wer e con ng?& dquo;

& dquo; |l like to surprise people. Sonetines it nakes it a
littl e easier
to obtain accurate infornmation. & dquo;

&l dquo; L-1-B, & dquo; she said again. After the surprise
had faded, she

pulled out a chair. & dquo;Mnd if | take a seat? |
suppose you&rsquo;re

here to talk to ne. & dquo;

& dquo; | doné&rsquo;t want you to get in trouble with your
boss if
you&r squo; re supposed to be working. & dquo;

She gl anced over her shoul der and shouted, &l dquo; Hey,
Rachel , do you

think the boss would mind if | took a seat? The nman here
wants to talk to

me. & dquo;

Rachel poked her head out from behind the sw ngi ng doors.
Jereny coul d
see her holding a pot of coffee.

& dquo; Nah, | doné&rsquo;t think the boss would m nd at
al |, & dquo; Rachel

responded. & dquo; She | oves to tal k. Especially when
she&r squo;s with

such a handsone fell a. & dquo;

Doris turned around. &l dquo; See, & dquo; she said, and
nodded. &l dquo; No
pr obl em &r dquo;

Jereny smled. & dquo; Seens |ike a nice place to
wor k. & dquo;

&l dquo; It is. & dquo;



& dquo; |l take it that you& squo;re the boss. & dquo;

&l dquo; Guilty as charged, & dquo; Doris answered. Her eyes
?ickered with
sati sfaction.

&l dquo; How | ong have you been in busi ness?& dquo;

&l dquo; Al nost thirty years now, open for breakfast and

| unch. W were

doing the healthy food thing | ong before it was popul ar,
and we have the

best onelets this side of Raleigh. & dquo; She | eaned
forward. & dquo; You

hungry? You should try one of our sandw ches for | unch.
't & squo; s al

fresh&rdash; we even nmake the bread daily. You |look |ike
you coul d use a

bite, and fromthe | ooks of you . . .& dquo; She
hesi tated, |ooking him
over. & dquo; | & squo;ll bet you& squo;d | ove the chicken

pest o sandw ch.

It & squo; s got sprouts, tomatoes, cucunbers, and | cane up
Wi th the pesto

reci pe nmysel f. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m not really that hungry. & dquo;

Rachel approached with two cups of coffee.

& dquo; Well, just to let you know. . . if |& squo; m going
to tell a

story, | like to do it over a good neal. And | tend to

t ake ny

ti me. & dquo;

Jereny surrendered. & dquo; The chi cken pesto sandw ch
sounds ?ne. & dquo;

Doris smled. & dquo; Could you bring us a couple of the
Al bemar | es,
Rachel ?& dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; Rachel answered. She | ooked hi m over



with an

appreci ative eye. & dquo; By the way, who& squo;s your
friend?

Havené&rsquo;t seen hi maround here before. & dquo;

&l dquo; This is Jereny Mrsh, & dquo; Doris answer ed.

&l dquo; He&r squo; s a

famous journalist here to wite a story about our fair
t own. & dquo;

&l dquo; Real | y?& dquo; Rachel said, |ooking interested.
&l dquo; Yes, & dquo; Jereny answer ed.

&l dquo; Ch, thank goodness, & dquo; Rachel said with a w nk.
&l dquo; For a

second, | thought you& squo;d just cone froma
funeral . & dquo;

Jereny blinked as Rachel noved away.

Doris |laughed at his expression. & dquo; Tully stopped in
after you swung

by for directions, & dquo; she explai ned. & dquo;l guess he
?gured | m ght

have had sonething to do with you com ng down, and he

want ed to nmake

sure. So anyway, he rehashed the entire conversation, and
Rachel probably

coul dn&rsquo;t resist. W all thought his comment was a
hoot . & dquo;

&l dquo; Ah, & dquo; Jereny said.

Doris | eaned forward. & dquo;l & squo;l|l bet he tal ked your
ear off. & dquo;

& dquo; A little. & dquo;

&l dquo; He was al ways a tal ker. He& squo;d talk to a shoe
box if no one

el se was around, and | swear | don& squo;t know how his
w fe, Bonnie, put

up with it for so long. But twelve years ago, she went



deaf, and so now

he talks to custoners. It& squo;s all a person can do to
get out of there

inless tine it takes ice cubes to nelt in winter. | even
had to shoo him

out of here today after he canme by. Can&r squo;t get a
speck of work done

I f he&rsquo;s around. & dquo;

Jereny reached for his coffee. & dquo;H s wife went
deaf ?& dquo;

& dquo; | think the Good Lord realized she& squo;d
sacri ?ced enough. Bl ess
her heart. & dquo;

Jereny | aughed before taking a sip. & dquo; So why woul d he
t hi nk you were
t he one who contacted nme?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Every tinme somet hi ng unusual happens, | & squo;m

al ways to bl ane.

Comes with the territory, | guess, being the town psychic
and al | . & dquo;

Jereny sinply | ooked at her and Doris sml ed.

& dquo; | take it you don&r squo;t believe in
psychi cs, & dquo; she renarked.

&l dquo; No, not really, & dquo; Jereny admtted.

Doris tugged at her apron. & dquo;Well, for the nost part,
| doné&rsquo;t,

either. Most of them are kooks. But sone people do have
the gift. & dquo;

&l dquo; Then . . . you can read ny m nd?& dquo;

& dquo; No, nothing |ike that, & dquo; Doris said, shaking
her head.

&l dquo; At | east nost of the tine, anyway. | have a pretty
good intuition

about people, but reading mnds was nore ny non& squo; S



thing. No one

could hide a thing fromher. She even knew what | planned
on buyi ng her

for her birthdays, which took a ot of the fun out of it.
But my gift is

different. & squo;ma diviner. And | can also tell what
sex a

babyé&rsquo; s going to be before it& squo;s born. & dquo;

& dquo; | see. & dquo;

Dori s | ooked himover. & dquo; You don& squo;t believe
me. & dquo;

& dquo; Wl |, let&r squo;s just say you are a diviner. That
means you can
?nd water and tell ne where | should dig a well. & dquo;

&l dquo; O course. & dquo;

& dquo; And if | asked you to do a test, with scienti?c
controls, under
strict supervision . . .& dquo;

&l dquo; You coul d even be the one to supervise ne, and if
you had to rig

me up like a Christrmas tree to nake sure | wasn&r squo;t
cheati ng,

| & squo; d have no problemw th that. & dquo;

&l dquo; | see, & dquo; Jereny said, thinking of Ui GCeller.
Gel | er had been

so con?dent of his powers of telekinesis that heé&rsquo;d
gone on British

television in 1973, where he& squo; d appeared before
scientists and a

studi o audi ence. Wen he bal anced a spoon on his ?nger,
bot h si des began

to curve downward before the stupe?ed observers. Only

| ater did it come

out that he& squo;d bent the spoon over and over before
t he show,

produci ng netal fatigue.



Doris seened to know just what he was thinking.

& dquo; Tel | you what . . . you can test ne anytinme, in any
way

you&r squo; d |ike. But that& squo;s not why you cane. You
want to hear

about the ghosts, right?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; Jereny said, relieved to get straight
into it.
& dquo; Do you mind if | record this?& dquo;

&l dquo; Not at all. & dquo;

Jereny reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved the
smal | recorder.

He set it between them and pressed the appropriate
buttons. Doris took a

sip of coffee before beginning.

&l dquo; Ckay, the story goes back to the 1890s or

t her eabouts. Back t hen,

this town was still segregated, and nost of the Negroes
lived out in a

pl ace called Watts Landi ng. There& squo;s nothing left of
the village

t hese days because of Hazel, but back then&ndash; & dquo;

&l dquo; Excuse ne . . . Hazel ?& dquo;

& dquo; The hurricane? Nineteen fifty-four. Ht the coast
near the South

Carolina border. It pretty nmuch put nost of Boone Creek
underwat er, and

what was left of Watts Landi ng was washed away. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, right. Sorry. Go ahead. & dquo;

&l dquo; Anyway, like | was saying, you won& squo;t ?nd the
vi |l | age now,
but back near the turn of the century, | guess about three

hundr ed peopl e
lived there. Mbst of them were descended fromthe sl aves
that had cone up



from South Carolina during the War of Northern Aggression,
or what you
Yankees call the Gvil Wr. & dquo;

She wi nked and Jereny sm |l ed.

& dquo; So Uni on Paci ?c cane through to set the railroad

| i nes, which, of

course, was supposed to turn this place into a big
cosnmopolitan area. O

so they prom sed. And the line they proposed ran right

t hrough the Negro

cenetery. Now, the | eader of that town was a woman naned
Hetti e Doubilet.

She was fromthe Caribbean&rash;| don& squo;t know which
I sl and&nrdash; but when she found out that they were
supposed to dig up al

t he bodi es and transfer themto another place, she got
upset and tried to

get the county to do sonething to have the route changed.
But the fol ks

that ran the county woul dn& squo;t consider it.
Woul dn&r squo;t even grant

her the opportunity to nmake her case. & dquo;

At that noment, Rachel arrived with the sandw ches. She
set both plates
on the table.

& dquo; Try it, & dquo; Doris said. & dquo; You& squo;re skin
and bones,
anyway. & dquo;

Jereny reached for his sandwi ch and took a bite. He raised
hi s eyebrows

and Doris sml ed.

&l dquo; Better than anything you can ?nd in New York,

| sn&rsquo;t

I t ?&r dquo;

& dquo; Wthout a doubt. My conplinents to the chef. & dquo;

She | ooked at hi m al nost coquettishly. & dquo; You are a



charnmer, M.

Mar sh, & dquo; she said, and Jereny was struck by the

t hought that in her

yout h, she nust have broken a few hearts. She went on with
her story, as

I f she&r squo; d never stopped.

&l dquo; Back then, a lot of folks were racist. Sone of them
still are, but

they& squo;re in the mnority now. Being fromthe North,
you probably

think 1 & squo; mlying about that, but |& squo;m

not . & dquo;

&l dquo; | believe you. & dquo;

& dquo; No, you don& squo;t. No one fromthe North believes
it, but

t hat & squo; s beside the point. But going on with the
story, Hettie

Doubi | et was enraged by the fol ks at the county, and

| egend has it that

when they refused her entrance to the mayor & squo; s of ?ce,
she put a

curse on us white folk. She said that if graves of her
ancestors woul d be

de?l ed, then ours would be de?l ed, too. The ancestors of
her people would

tread the earth in search of their original resting place
and woul d

tranpl e through Cedar Creek on their journey, and that in
the end, the

whol e cenetery woul d be swal | owned whole. O course, no one
pai d her any

attention that day. & dquo;

Doris took a bite of her sandw ch. & dquo; And, well, to
make a | ong story

short, the Negroes noved the bodi es one by one to anot her
cenetery, the

rail road went in, and after that, just as Hettie said,
Cedar Creek

Cenetery started going bad. Little things at ?rst. A few
headst ones



broken, things like that, |ike vandals were responsi bl e.
The county

fol ks, thinking Hettie& squo;s people were responsi bl e,
post ed guards.

But it kept happening, no matter how many guards they put
out there. And

over the years, it kept getting worse. You went there,

ri ght ?&r dquo;

Jer eny nodded.

&l dquo; So you can see what & squo; s happeni ng. Looks |ike

the place is

sinking, right, just like Hettie said it woul d? Anyway, a
few years

| ater, the lights started to appear. And ever since then,

f ol ks have

believed it was the slave spirits marching through. & dquo;

&l dquo; So they don&r squo;t use the cenetery
anynor e?& dquo;

&l dquo; No, the place was abandoned for good in the |ate
1970s, but even

before that, nost people opted to be buried in the other
ceneteries

around town because of what was happening to that one. The
county owns it

now, but they don& squo;t take care of it. They

haven& squo;t for the

| ast twenty years. & dquo;

&l dquo; Has anyone ever checked into why the cenetery seens
to be
si nki ng?&r dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m not certain, but |& squo; m al nost
positive that sonmeone

has. A lot of powerful folks had ancestors buried in the
cenetery, and

the last thing they wanted was their grandpa& squo;s tonb
bei ng br oken

up. | & squo; msure they wanted an expl anati on, and

| & squo; ve heard



stories that sone fol ks from Ral eigh cane to ?nd out what
was
happeni ng. & dquo;

&l dquo; You nean the students from Duke?& dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, no, not them honey. They were just kids, and
they were here

| ast year. No, |&r squo;mtalking way back. Maybe around
the tinme the

damage ?rst started. & dquo;

&l dquo; But you doné&r squo;t know what they | earned. & dquo;

& dquo; No. Sorry. & dquo; She paused, and her eyes took on
a m schi evous

gl eam & dquo;But | think I have a pretty good

| dea. & dquo;

Jereny raised his eyebrows. & dquo; And that is?& dquo;
&l dquo; Wat er, & dquo; she said sinply.
&l dquo; Wat er ?& dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m a di viner, renenber. | know where water
Is. And

| & squo; |l tell you straight up that that |land is sinking
because of the

wat er underneath it. | knowit for a fact. & dquo;

&l dquo; | see, & dquo; Jereny said.

Dori s | aughed. &l dquo; You&r squo;re so cute, M. Marsh. D d
you know t hat

your face gets all serious-I|ooking when soneone tells you
sonet hi ng you

don&r squo;t want to believe?&r dquo;

& dquo; No. No one&r squo;s ever told nme that. & dquo;
& dquo; Well, it does. And | think it& squo;s darling. My

nmom woul d have
had a ?eld day with you. You& squo;re so easy to



read. & dquo;
&l dquo; So what am | thinki ng?& dquo;

Doris hesitated. & dquo;Well, like | said, ny gifts are
di fferent than ny

not her & squo; s. She could read you |ike a book. And
besi des, |

don&rsquo;t want to scare you. & dquo;

&l dquo; Go ahead. Scare ne. & dquo;

&l dquo; Al'l right, & dquo; she said. She took a |ong | ook at
hi m

& dquo; Thi nk of something | coul dn&r squo;t possibly know.

And renenber,

ny gift isn& squo;t reading mnds. | just get . . . hints
now and t hen,

and only if they& squo;re really strong feelings. & dquo;

& dquo; Al'l right, & dquo; Jereny said, playing al ong.
&l dquo; You do

real i ze, however, that youé&rsquo;re hedgi ng yourself
her e. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, hush, now. & dquo; Doris reached for his hands.
&l dquo; Let ne
hol d t hese, okay?& dquo;

Jereny nodded. &l dquo; Sure. & dquo;

&l dquo; Now t hi nk of sonet hing personal | coul dn&r squo;t
possi bly

know. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ckay. &r dquo;

She squeezed his hand. & dquo; Seriously. R ght now
youé&rsquo; re just

pl aying with ne. & dquo;

&l dquo; Fi ne, & dquo; he said, & dquo;l & squo;ll think of
sonet hi ng. & dquo;



Jereny closed his eyes. He thought of the reason Maria had
?nally left

him and for a long nonment, Doris said nothing at all.

| nstead, she

sinply looked at him as if trying to get himto say
sonet hi ng.

He& squo; d been through this before. Countless tines. He
knew enough to

say not hing, and when she remai ned silent, he knew he had
her. She

suddenl y j erked& dash; unsurprising, Jereny thought, since
It went with

t he show&ndash; and i mmedi ately afterward, rel eased his
hands.

Jereny opened his eyes and | ooked at her.
&l dquo; And?&r dquo;

Doris was | ooking at himstrangely. & dquo; Not hi ng, & dquo;
she sai d.

&l dquo; Ah, & dquo; Jereny added, & dquo;l guess ité& squo;s
not in the
cards today, huh?&r dquo;

& dquo; Li ke | said, |& squo;ma diviner. & dquo; She
smled, alnost as if

i n apol ogy. & dquo;But | can de?nitely say that
you&r squo; re not

pregnant . & dquo;

He chuckl ed. & dquo; | & squo;d have to say that
you&r squo; re right about
t hat . & dquo;

She smled at himbefore glancing toward the table. She
brought her eyes

up again. & dquo;l & squo; msorry. | shoul dn& squo;t have
done what | did.

It was inappropriate. & dquo;

&l dquo; No bi g deal , & dquo; he said, neaning it.



& dquo; No, & dquo; she insisted. She net his eyes and
reached for his hand

agai n. She squeezed it softly. & dquo;!| & squo; mvery
sorry. & dquo;

Jereny wasn&r squo;t quite sure how to react when she took
hi s hand agai n,
but he was struck by the conpassion in her expression.

And Jereny had the unnerving feeling that she had guessed
nore about his
personal history than she could possibly know.

Psychic abilities, prenmonitions, and intuition are sinply
a product of

the interplay anong experience, commbn sense, and
accumul at ed know edge.

Most people greatly underestimate the anount of

I nformation they learn in

alifetime, and the human brain is able to instantly
correlate the

information in a way that no ot her speci es&nash; or
machi ne&ndash; i s

capabl e of doi ng.

The brain, however, learns to discard the vast majority of
information it

recei ves, since, for obvious reasons, ité& squo;s not
critical to renenber

everything. O course, sone people have better nenories
than others, a

fact that often displays itself in testing scenarios, and
the ability to

train nmenories is well docunented. But even the worst of
students

remenber 99.99 percent of everything they cone across in
life. Yet,

i t& squo;s that 0.01 percent that nost frequently

di sti ngui shes one

person fromthe next. For sone people, it manifests itself
in the ability

to nmenorize trivia, or excel as doctors, or accurately

I nterpret ?nanci al



data as a hedge-fund billionaire. For other people,

It& squo;s an ability

to read others, and those peopl e&ndash;with an innate
ability to draw on

menori es, comon sense, and experience and to codify it
qui ckly and

accur at el y&ndash; mani fest an ability that strikes others
as being

super nat ur al

But what Doris did was . . . beyond that sonehow, Jereny

t hought. She

knew. O at |east, that was Jereny&r squo;s ?rst

I nclination, until he

retreated to the | ogical explanation of what had happened.

And, in fact, nothing had really happened, he rem nded

hi rsel f. Doris

hadn&r squo;t said anything; it was sinply the way she

| ooked at hi mt hat

made himthink she understood those unknowabl e things. And
t hat bel i ef

was comng fromhim not fromDoris.

Sci ence held the real answers, but even so, she seened

li ke a nice

person. And if she believed in her abilities, so what? To
her, it

probably did seem supernatural.

Agai n, she seened to read himal nost i nmedi ately.

&l dquo; Wl I, | suppose | just con?rned that | & squo; m
nuts, huh?& dquo;

& dquo; No, not really, & dquo; Jereny said.

She reached for her sandw ch. & dquo; Wl I, anyway, since
weé&rsquo; re

supposed to be enjoying this ?ne neal, maybe ité& squo;s
better if we just

visited for a while. Is there anything |I can tel

you?&r dquo;



& dquo; Tel | nme about the town of Boone Creek, & dquo; he
sai d.

&l dquo; Li ke what ?&r dquo;

& dquo; Ch, anything, really. | ?gure that since | & squo;m
goi ng to be
here for a few days, | mght as well know a little about

t he pl ace. & dquo;

They spent the next half hour discussing . . . well, not
much of anyt hi ng

as far as Jereny was concerned. Even nore than Tully,
Doris seened to

know everyt hing that was going on in town. Not because of
her supposed

abi liti es&rdash; and she adm tted as nmuch&ndash; but
because i nformation

passed through small towns |ike prune juice through an

I nfant.

Doris tal ked al nost nonstop. He | earned who was seei ng
whom who was hard

to work with and why, and the fact that the mnister at
the | oca

Pent ecostal Church was having an affair with one of his
pari shi oners.

Most inportant, according to Doris, at |least, was that if
his car

happened to break down, he shoul d never call
Trevor & squo; s Tow ng, since

Trevor woul d probably be drunk, no matter what tine of
day.

& dquo; The man is a nenace on the roads, & dquo; Doris
decl ar ed.

&l dquo; Everyone knows it, but because his father is the
sheriff, no one

ever does anything about it. But then, | suppose you
shoul dné&r squo;t be

surprised. Sheriff Wanner has his own problens, what with
hi s ganbl i ng

debt s. & dquo;



&l dquo; Ah, & dquo; Jereny said in response, as if he were
up on all the
goi ngs-on in town. & dquo; Makes sense. & dquo;

For a nmonment, neither of themsaid anything. In the lull,
he gl anced at
hi s wat ch.

&l dquo; | suppose you need to be going, & dquo; Doris said.

He reached for the recorder and shut it off before sliding
It back into

his jacket. & dquo;Probably. | wanted to swi ng by the
library before it

cl oses to see what it has to offer. & dquo;

& dquo; Wl I, lTunch was on ne. |té& squo;s not often that we
have a fanous
visitor cone by. & dquo;

&l dquo; A brief appearance on Prinetinme doesn& squo;t make
a person
f anous. & dquo;

& dquo; | know that. But | was tal ki ng about your
col um. &r dquo;

&l dquo; You&r squo; ve read it ?& dquo;

& dquo; Every nonth. My husband, bless his heart, used to
tinker in the

garage and he | oved the nmagazine. And after he passed, |
j ust

di dn&rsquo;t have the heart to cancel the subscription. |
sort of picked

up where he left off. You& squo;re a pretty smart
fell ow & dquo;

&l dquo; Thanks, & dquo; he sai d.

She stood fromthe table and began | eading himfromthe
restaurant. The

remai ning patrons, only a few now, | ooked up to watch
them 1t went



w t hout saying that they& squo;d heard every word, and as
soon as Jereny

and Doris had stepped outside, they began to nurnur anong
t hensel ves.

This, everyone imedi ately deci ded, was exciting stuff.

&l dquo; Did she say he&rsquo;d been on tel evision?& dquo;
one asked.

& dquo; | think | & squo;ve seen himon one of those talk
shows. &r dquo;

&l dquo; He&r squo; s de?nitely not a doctor, & dquo; added
anot her. & dquo; |
heard hi mtal ki ng about a nagazi ne article. & dquo;

& dquo; Wonder how Doris knows him D d you happen to catch
t hat ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Wl |, he seened ni ce enough. & dquo;

& dquo; | just think he&r squo;s plain old dreany, & dquo;
of fered Rachel .

Meanwhi | e, Jereny and Doris paused on the porch, unaware
of the stir
t hey& squo; d caused i nside.

& dquo; | assunme youé&rsquo;re staying at G eenl eaf ?& dquo;
Dori s inquired.

When Jereny nodded, she went on. & dquo; Do you know where
t hey are?

Theyé&rsquo;re kind of out in the backcountry. & dquo;

&l dquo; | have a map, & dquo; Jereny said, trying to sound
as if he&r squo;d

been prepared all along. & dquo;| & squo; msure | can ?nd
It. But how

about directions to the |ibrary?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; Doris said, & dquo;thaté& squo;s just
around the

cor ner. & dquo; She notioned up the road. & dquo; Do you see
the brick



bui | ding there? The one with the bl ue awni ngs?& dquo;
Jer eny nodded.

&l dquo; Take a | eft and go through the next stop sign. At
the ?rst street

after the stop sign, turn right. The |library& squo;s on
the corner just

up the way. It& squo;s a big white building. Used to be
the M ddl eton

House, which bel onged to Horace M ddl eton, before the
county bought

I t. & dquo;

&l dquo; They di dn&rsquo;t build a new |ibrary?& dquo;

& dquo; It & squo;s a snmall town, M. Marsh, and besi des,
I t& squo;s plenty
bi g. Youé&rsquo;l|l see. & dquo;

Jereny held out his hand. & dquo; Thank you. You&r squo;ve
been great. And
| unch was del i ci ous. & dquo;

&l dquo; 1 do ny best. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wuld you mnd if | cone back with nore questions?
You seemto
have a pretty good handl e on things. & dquo;

&l dquo; Anytinme you want to talk, you just cone by.

| & squo; m al ways

available. But I will ask that you don& squo;t wite
anyt hi ng that nakes

us |l ook |Iike a bunch of bunpkins. A |lot of peopl e&rdash; ne
I ncl uded&nrdash; | ove this place. & dquo;

& dquo; All | wite is the truth. & dquo;

& dquo; | know, & dquo; she said. & dquo; That & squo;s why |
cont acted you.

You have a trustworthy face, and | & squo; m sure
youé&rsquo; ||l put the

| egend to bed once and for all in the way it should be



done. & dquo;

Jereny raised his eyebrows. & dquo; You don&r squo;t think
there are ghosts
out at Cedar Creek?& dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, heavens no. | know thereé&r squo;s no spirits
there. | & squo; ve

been saying that for years, but no one listens to
me. & dquo;

Jereny | ooked at her curiously. & dquo; Then why did you
ask nme to cone
down?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Because peopl e doné&r squo;t know what & squo; s goi ng
on, and

t hey&r squo; ||l keep believing until they ?nd an

expl anati on. You see, ever

since that article in the paper about the people from
Duke, the mayor has

been pronoting the idea like crazy, and strangers have
been com ng from

all over hoping to see the lights. To be honest,

It & squo;s causing a | ot

of probl ens&dash;the place is already crunbling and the
damage is

getting worse. & dquo;

She trailed off for a nonent before continuing. & dquo; O
course, the

sheriff won& squo;t do anything about the teenagers who
hang out there or

the strangers who trai pse through without a thought in

t heir heads. He

and the mayor are hunting buddi es, and besides, nearly
everyone around

here except ne thinks that pronoting the ghosts is a good
i dea. Ever

since the textile mll and the m ne closed, the

t own&r squo; s been drying

up, and | think they think of this idea as sone sort of
sal vati on. & dquo;



Jereny glanced toward his car, then back to Doris again,
t hi nki ng about
what she&r squo;d just said. It nade perfect sense, but

& dquo; You do realize that you& squo;re changi ng your
story from what you
wote in the letter. & dquo;

& dquo; No, & dquo; she said, & dquo; |l & squo; mnot. All
said was that

there were nysterious lights in the cenetery that were
credited to an old

| egend, that nost people think ghosts are involved, and
that the kids

from Duke coul dn& squo;t ?gure out what the lights really
were. Al

that & squo;s true. Read the letter again if you
don&rsquo;t believe ne. |

don&rsquo;t lie, M. Marsh. | may not be perfect, but |
doné&r squo; t

lie.& dquo;

&l dquo; So why do you want nme to discredit the
st ory?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Because it & squo;s not right, & dquo; she said
easily, as if the

answer was common sense. &l dquo; Peopl e al ways trai psing

t hrough, tourists

com ng down to canp out &mash;it& squo;s just not very
respectful for the

departed, even if the cenetery is abandoned. The fol ks
buried out there

deserve to rest in peace. And conbining it wi th sonething
worthy |ike the

Hi storic Hones Tour is just plain old wong. But |& squo; m
a voice in the

wi | derness t hese days. & dquo;

Jereny thought about what she& squo;d said as he pushed
his hands into
his pockets. & dquo;Can | be frank?& dquo; he asked.



She nodded, and Jereny shifted fromone foot to the other.
&l dquo; I f you

bel i eve your nomwas a psychic, and that you can divine
wat er and the sex

of babies, it just seens . . .é&rdquo;

When he trailed off, she stared at him

&l dquo; Li ke | & squo;d be the ?rst to believe in
ghost s?&r dquo;

Jer eny nodded.

&l dquo; Wl |, actually, | do. | just don& squo;t believe
t hey&r squo; re out
there in the cenetery. & dquo;

&l dquo; Way not ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Because | & squo; ve been out there and | doné&rsquo;t
feel the
presence of spirits. & dquo;

&l dquo; So you can do that, too?& dquo;

She shrugged w t hout answering. & dquo; Can | be frank
now?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e. &r dquo;

&l dquo; One day, you& squo;re going to | earn sonething that
can&rsquo;t be

expl ained with science. And when that happens, your

| i fe& squo;s going to

change in ways you can& squo;t i nmagine. & dquo;

He smled. & dquo;ls that a prom se?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Yes, & dquo; she said, & dquo;it is.& dquo; She
paused, | ooking him

in the eye. & dquo; And | have to say that | really enjoyed
our lunch. It

I sn& squo;t often that | have the conpany of such a
charm ng young man.



It al nost nakes ne feel young again. & dquo;
& dquo; | had a wonderful tine, too.& dquo;

He turned to |l eave. The clouds had drifted in while

t hey&r squo; d been

eating. The sky, while not om nous, |ooked as if wnter
wanted to settle

in, and Jereny tugged at his collar as he made his way to
t he car.

&l dquo; M. Marsh?&r dquo; Doris called out from behind him
Jereny turned. & dquo; Yes?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Say hi to Lex for ne. & dquo;

&l dquo; Lex?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Yeah, & dquo; she said. & dquo; At the reference desk
in the

i brary. That & squo; s who you shoul d ask for. & dquo;

Jereny smled. & dquo;WII do. & dquo;

Four

E ...

The library turned out to be a massive Gothic structure,
compl etely

different fromany other building in town. To Jereny, it

| ooked as if it

had been plucked froma hillside in Romania and dropped in
Boone Creek on

a drunken dare.

The buil di ng occupi ed nost of the block, and its two
stories were adorned



with tall, narrow wi ndows, a sharply angled roof, and an
ar ched wooden

front door, conplete with oversize door knockers. Edgar
Al'l an Poe woul d

have | oved the place, but despite the haunted house
architecture, the

t ownsf ol k had done what they could to nake it seem nore

I nviting. The

bri ck exterior&mash; no doubt reddi sh brown at one

poi nt &rdash; had been

pai nted white, black shutters had been put up to frane the
wi ndows, and

beds of pansies |lined the wal kway out front and circled
the ?agpole. A

friendly, carved sign with italicized gold script wel coned
all to boone

creek library. Still, the overall appearance was jarring.
It was, Jereny

t hought, kind of like visiting a rich kid& squo;s el egant
brownstone in

the city, only to have the butler neet you at the door

wi th bal |l oons and

a squirt gun.

In the cheerfully lit, pale yellow foyer&ndash; at | east

t he buil di ng was

consistent in its inconsistency&mash;sat an L-shaped
desk, the long |eg

stretching to the rear of the building, where Jereny saw a
| ar ge

gl assed-in room devoted to children. To the left were the
bat hr oons, and

to the right, beyond another glass wall, was what appeared
to be the main

area. Jereny nodded and waved to the el derly wonman behi nd
t he desk. She

sm |l ed and waved back before returning to the book she was
readi ng.

Jereny pushed through the heavy gl ass doors to the main
area, proud that

he was getting the hang of the way things worked down

her e.

In the main area, however, he felt a surge of



di sappoi nt nent. Beneath

bright ?uorescent |ights were only six shelves of books,
set relatively

cl ose together, in a roomthat wasné& squo;t much | arger
than his

apartnent. In the nearest two corners were outdated
conputers, and off to

the right was a sitting area that housed a snall
col l ection of

periodicals. Four small tables were scattered throughout
the room and he

saw only three people browsing the shelves, including one
el derly man

with a hearing aid who was stacki ng books on the shel ves.
Looki ng ar ound,

Jereny had the sinking suspicion that he& squo;d purchased
nore books in

his lifetime than the library had.

He made his way to the reference desk, but not
surprisingly, there

wasn&r squo;t anyone behind it. He paused at the desk,

wai ting for Lex.

Turning around to |lean against it, he ?gured that Lex nust
have been the

white-haired man putting the books away, but the man

di dné&rsquo;t make a

nove toward him

He gl anced at his watch. Two m nutes after that, he
gl anced at it again.

Another two minutes later, after Jereny had cleared his

t hroat | oudly,

the man ?nally noticed him Jereny nodded and waved,
maki ng sure the man

knew he needed hel p, but instead of noving toward him the
man waved and

nodded before going back to stacking books. No doubt he
was trying to

stay ahead of the rush. Southern ef?ciency was | egendary,
Jereny

observed. Very inpressive, this place.



In the small, cluttered of ?2ce on the upper ?oor of the
library, she

stared through the wi ndow. She& squo;d known he woul d be
com ng.

Doris had called the nmonent he |eft Herbs and told her
about the nman in

bl ack from New York Cty, who was here to wite about the
ghosts in the

cenetery.

She shook her head. Figures that he would have listened to
Doris. Once

she got an idea about sonething, she tended to be pretty
persuasive, with

few concerns about the possible backlash an article |ike
this could

cause. She&rsquo;d read M. Marsh& squo;s stories before
and knew exactly

how he operated. It woul dn&r squo;t be enough to prove that
ghost s

wer en&r squo;t i nvol ved&ash; and she had no doubt about

t hat &dash; but

M. Marsh woul dn&r squo;t stop there. He& squo;d interview
people in his

own charm ng way, get themto open up, and then heé&rsquo;d
pi ck and

choose before twisting the truth in whatever way he

want ed. Once he was

?ni shed with the hatchet job that woul d pose as an
article, people around

the country woul d assune that everyone who |lived here was
gul I'i bl e,

foolish, and superstitious.

Oh, no. She didné&rsquo;t like the fact he was here at all.

She cl osed her eyes, absently twirling strands of her dark
hai r bet ween

her ?ngers. The thing was, she didn& squo;t |ike people
trai psing through

the cenetery, either. Doris was right: it was

di srespectful, and ever

since those kids from Duke cane down and the article



showed up in the

paper, things had been getting out of hand. Wy

coul dn&rsquo;t it have

just been kept quiet? Those |ights had been around for
decades, and

t hough everyone knew about them no one really cared.
Sure, once in a

while, a few people mght head out to take a

| ook&dash; nostly those

who&r squo; d been drinking at the Lookilu, or

t eenager s&nrdash; but

T-shirts? Coffee nugs? Cheesy postcards? Conbining it with
the Hi storic

Homes Tour ?

She di dn&rsquo;t quite understand the whol e reason behind
t he phenonenon.

Wiy was it so inportant to increase tourism around here,
anyway? Sure,

the noney was attractive, but people didn& squo;t live in
Boone Creek

because they wanted to get rich. Well, nost of them
anyway. There were

al ways a few people out to nmake a buck, beginning ?rst and
forenost with

the mayor. But she&rsquo;d al ways believed that nost
people lived here

for the sanme reason she did: because of the awe she felt
when the setting

sun turned the Pamico River to a golden yellow ribbon,
because she knew

and trusted her nei ghbors, because people could let their
ki ds run around

at night wthout worrying that sonething bad woul d happen
to them In a

worl d growi ng busier by the m nute, Boone Creek was a town
t hat

hadn& squo;t even attenpted to keep up with the nodern
wor | d, and

t hat & squo; s what made it special.

That & squo; s why she was here, after all. She |oved
everyt hing about the
town: the snell of pine and salt on early spring nornings,



the sultry

sumrer evenings that nmade her skin glisten, the ?ery gl ow
of autumm

| eaves. But nost of all, she |oved the people and

coul dn&rsquo;t inmagine

living anywhere el se. She trusted them she talked to
them she |iked

them O course, a nunber of her friends hadn&r squo;t felt
t he sanme way,

and after heading off to college, they& squo;d never
returned. She, too,

had noved away for a while, but even then, she& squo;d

al ways known t hat

she woul d cone back; a good thing, it turned out, since
she&r squo; d been

worri ed about Doris& squo;s health for the past two years.
And she al so

knew she would be the librarian, just as her nother had
been, in the hope

of making the |library sonmething that woul d make the town
proud.

No, it wasn& squo;t the nost glanorous job, nor did it pay
much. The

library was a work in progress, but ?rst inpressions were
deceptive. The

bott om ?00or housed contenporary ?ction only, while the top
?o0or held

classic ?ction and non?ction, additional titles by

cont enporary aut hors,

and uni que col |l ections. She doubted whether M. Marsh even
realized the

| i brary was di spersed through both stories, since the
stairs were

accessed in the rear of the building, near the

chil dren& squo;s room One

of the drawbacks to having the library housed in a fornmer
resi dence was

that the architecture wasn& squo;t designed for public
traf ?c. But the

pl ace suited her.

Her of ?ce upstairs was al nost always quiet, and it was
cl ose to her



favorite part of the library. A small roomnext to hers
cont ai ned the

rare titles, books she& squo;d accumul ated t hrough estate
and gar age

sal es, donations, and visits to bookstores and deal ers

t hr oughout the

state, a project her nother had started. She al so had a
gr ow ng

collection of historic manuscripts and nmaps, sone of which
dated from

before the Revolutionary War. This was her passion. She
was al ways on the

| ookout for sonething special, and she wasn& squo;t above
usi ng charm

guile, or sinple pleading to get what she wanted. Wen

t hat di dn&r squo;t

wor k, she stressed the tax deduction angl e,

and&ndash; because she had

wor ked hard to cultivate contacts with tax and estate

| awyer s throughout

t he Sout h&ndash; she often received itens before other

i braries even

found out about them Wile she di dn& squo;t have the
resour ces of Duke,

Wake Forest, or the University of North Carolina, her

i brary was

regarded as one of the best small libraries in the state,
i f not the

country.

And t hat & squo; s how she viewed it now. Her library, |ike

this was her

town. And right now a stranger was waiting for her, a
stranger who want ed

to wite a story that just m ght not be good for her
peopl e.

Oh, she&rsquo;d seen himdrive up, all right. Seen hi m get
out of the car

and head around front. She& squo;d shaken her head,
recogni zi ng the

con?dent city swagger al nost imediately. He was j ust
another in a long

line of people visiting from sonepl ace nore exotic, people



who bel i eved

they had a deeper understandi ng of what the real world was
| i ke. People

who clainmed that |ife could be far nore exciting, nore
ful?lling, if only

you noved away. A few years ago, she& squo;d fallen for
someone who

bel i eved such things, and she refused to be taken in by
such i deas agai n.

A cardi nal | anded on the outside wi ndowsill. She watched
it, clearing her

head, and then sighed. Ckay, she decided, she should
probably go talk to

M. Marsh from New York. He was, after all, waiting for
her. He&r squo; d

come all this way, and southern hospitality&rdash; as well
as her

] ob&ndash; required her to help him ?nd what he needed.
Mor e i nportant,

t hough, she might be able to keep an eye on him
Sheé&rsquo; d be able to

?lter the information in a way that he& squo; d understand
t he good parts

about |iving here, too.

She sm | ed. Yes, she could handle M. Marsh. And besi des,
she had to

admt that he was rather good-I|ooking, even if he

coul dn&rsquo;t be

trust ed.

Jereny Marsh | ooked al nbost bored.

He was paci ng one of the aisles, his arnms crossed,

gl ancing at the

contenporary titles. Every now and then he frowned, as if
wonderi ng why

he coul dn& squo;t ?nd anyt hing by Di ckens, Chaucer, or
Austen. |If he

asked about it, she wondered how he would react if she
responded with

&l dquo; Who?& dquo; Know ng hi m&ndash; and she readily

adm tted she



di dn&rsquo;t know himat all but was sinply making an
assunpti on

her e&ndash; he&r squo; d probably just stare at her al
tongue-tied |i ke he

had when she saw himearlier in the cenetery. Men, she
t hought. Al ways

predi ct abl e.

She tugged at her sweater, procrastinating for one | ast
nonment before

starting toward him Keep it professional, she rem nded
her sel f,

youé&rsquo;re on a m ssion here.

&l dquo; | suppose you&r squo;re | ooking for ne, & dquo; she
announced,
forcing a tight smle.

Jereny gl anced up at the sound of her voice, and for a
noment, he seened

frozen in place. Then all at once he smled as recognition
set in. It

seened friendly enough&rdash; his di npl e was cut e&nrdash; but
the smle was

alittle too practiced and wasné&rsquo;t enough to offset

t he con?dence in

hi s eyes.

&l dquo; You&r squo; re Lex?& dquo; he asked.

&l dquo; It & squo; s short for & squo;Lexie. & squo; Lexie
Dar nel | .
It & squo;s what Doris calls ne. & dquo;

&l dquo; You&r squo;re the |ibrarian?& dquo;

&l dquo; When | & squo; m not hanging out in ceneteries and
I gnoring staring
men, | try to be. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, 1 & squo; |l be, & dquo; he said, trying to
drawl the words
|l i ke Doris had.



She smled and noved past himto straighten a few books on
the shelf that
he& squo; d exam ned.

& dquo; Your accent doesné&rsquo;t cut it, M. Mrsh, & dquo;
she sai d.

&l dquo; You sound |i ke you& squo;re trying out letters for
a crossword

puzzl e. & dquo;

He | aughed easily, unfazed by her comrent. &l dquo; You
t hi nk so?& dquo; he
asked.

De?nitely a | adi es& squo; man, she thought.

&l dquo; | know so. & dquo; She continued straightening the
books.

&l dquo; Now, what can | help you with, M. Marsh? | suppose
you&r squo; re

| ooking for information on the cenetery?& dquo;

& dquo; My reputation precedes ne. & dquo;
& dquo; Doris called to tell ne you were on the way. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ah, & dquo; he said. & dquo;!l should have known.
Sheé&r squo; s an
I nteresting woman. & dquo;

&l dquo; She&rsquo; s ny grandnot her. & dquo;

Jereny& squo; s eyebrows shot up. L-1-B, he thought,
keeping it to hinself

this tinme. But wasn& squo;t that interesting? & dquo;D d
she tell you

about our delightful [unch?& dquo; he asked.

& dquo; | really didn& squo;t ask. & dgquo; She tucked her
hai r behi nd her

ear, noting that his dinple was the kind that nmade little
kids want to

poke their ?nger in it. Not that she cared one way or the
ot her, of



course. She ?nished with the books and faced him keeping
her tone

steady. & dquo;Believe it or not, |&squo;mfairly busy at
t he

nonment , & dquo; she asserted. & dquo; | & squo;ve got a | oad
of paperwork

that | need to ?nish today. Wiat type of information were
you | ooki ng

f or ?&r dquo;

He shrugged. & dquo; Anything that mght help nme with the
hi story of the

cenetery and the town. When the |ights started. Any
studi es that have

been done in the past. Any stories that nmention the

| egends. A d naps.

Information on Ri keré& squo;s Hill and the topography.

Hi storical records.

Things |ike that. & dquo; He paused, studying those violet
eyes agai n.

They were really quite exotic. And here she was right next
to him

I nstead of wal ki ng away. He found that interesting, too.

&l dquo; |l have to say, ité&rsquo;s kind of amazing,
| sn&rsquo;t it?& dquo;
he asked, | eaning agai nst the shelf beside her.

She stared at him & dquo; Excuse nme?& dquo;

&l dquo; Seeing you at the cenetery and now here. Your
gr andnot her & squo; s

| etter, which brought me down here. It& squo;s quite a
coi nci dence,

don&rsquo;t you think?& dquo;

&l dquo; | can&rsquo;t say | & squo;ve given it nuch
t hought . & dquo;

Jereny was not to be deterred. He was sel dom deterred,
especi al |y when

things were interesting. & dquo;Well, since | & squo; m not
from ar ound



here, maybe you could tell ne what people do for
relaxation in these

parts. | nmean, is there a place to get sone coffee? O a
bite to

eat ?&r dquo; He paused. &l dquo;Li ke maybe a little |ater,
after

youé&r squo; re of f ?& dquo;

Wndering if she& squo;d heard himright, she blinked.
&l dquo; Are you
aski ng nme out ?& dquo; she asked.

&l dquo; Only if you&r squo;re avail abl e. & dquo;

&l dquo; | think, & dgquo; she said, regaining her conposure,
&l dquo; | & squo; || have to pass. But thank you for the
of fer. & dquo;

She held his gaze steady until he ?nally raised his hands.

&l dquo; Ckay, fair enough, & dquo; he said, his tone easy.
&l dquo; But you

can&r squo;t blanme a guy for trying. & dquo; He smled, the
di npl e ?ashi ng

agai n. & dquo; Now, would it be possible to get started

Wi th the research?

| f you& squo;re not too busy with the paperwork, | nean. |
can al ways

come back tonmorrow if it& squo;s nore convenient. & dquo;

&l dquo; s there anything you& squo;d like to start with in
parti cul ar ?& dquo;

& dquo; |l was hoping | mght read the article that appeared
in the | ocal

paper. | haven& squo;t had a chance yet. You
woul dn&r squo;t happen to

have it around here, would you?& dquo;

She nodded. &l dquo; |t é& squo;ll probably be on the

m cro?che. We&rsquo; ve

been working with the paper for the |ast couple of years,
so |

shoul dn&rsquo;t have any trouble digging it up. & dquo;



&l dquo; G eat, & dquo; he said. & dquo; And i nformati on about
the town in
gener al ?& dquo;

&l dquo; It & squo;s in the sane place. & dquo;

He gl anced around for a nonent, wondering where to go. She
started toward
t he foyer.

& dquo; This way, M. Marsh. You& squo;l|l ?nd what you need
S
upstairs. & dquo;

& dquo; Ther e& squo; s an upstai rs?& dquo;

She turned, speaking over her shoul der. & dquo;If you
foll ow ne, |
prom se to show you. & dquo;

Jereny had to step quickly to catch up with her. & dquo; Do
you mnd if |
ask you a question?& dquo;

She opened the nmain door and hesitated. & dquo; Not at
al |, & dquo; she
sai d, her expression unchanged.

&l dquo; Why were you in the cenetery today?& dquo;

I nstead of answering, she sinply stared at him her
expressi on the sane.

& dquo; | nean, | was just wondering, & dquo; Jereny
conti nued. &l dquo;l

got the inpression that few people head out there these
days. & dquo;

Still she said nothing, and in the silence, Jereny grew
curious, then

?nal Iy unconfortabl e.

&l dquo; Aren&r squo;t you going to say anythi ng?& dquo; he



asked.

She smiled and, surprising him w nked before noving
t hrough the open

doorway. &l dquo;l said you could ask, M. Marsh. |

di dné&rsquo;t say that

| woul d answer.

As she strode ahead of him all Jereny could do was stare.
Oh, she was

sonet hi ng, wasné&r squo;t she? Con?dent and beautiful and
charmng all at

once, and that was after she& squo;d shot down the idea of
going on a

dat e.

Maybe Al vin had been right, he thought. Maybe there was
somet hi ng about
sout hern belles that could drive a guy crazy.

They made their way through the foyer, past the

chil dren& squo; s readi ng

room and Lexie led himup the stairs. Pausing at the top,
Jereny | ooked

ar ound.

L-1-B, he thought again.

There was nore to the place than just a few rickety

shel ves stocked with

new books. A lot nore. And lots of Gothic feeling, too,
right down to the

dusty snell and the private-library atnosphere. Wth

oak- panel ed wal | s,

mahogany ?ooring, and burgundy curtains, the cavernous,
open room st ood

In stark contrast to the area downstairs. Overstuffed
chairs and

imtation Tiffany | anps stood in corners. Along the far
wal | was a stone

?repl ace, with a painting hung above it, and the w ndows,
narr ow t hough

they were, offered just enough sunlight to give the pl ace
an al nost honey



f eel .

& dquo; Now | under st and, & dquo; Jereny observed.
&l dquo; Downst ai rs was

just the appetizer. This is where the real action
I s. & dquo;

She nodded. &l dquo; Mbst of our daily visitors conme in for
recent titles

by aut hors they know, so | set up the area downstairs for
their

conveni ence. The room downstairs is small because it used
to be our

of ?ces before we had it converted. & dquo;

& dquo; Where are the of ?ces now?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Over there, & dquo; she said, pointing behind the
far shel f.
&l dquo; Next to the rare-book room & dquo;

&l dquo; Ww, & dquo; he said. & dquo; | & squo; m
| npressed. & dquo;

She smiled. & dquo; Cone on&ndash; | & squo; ||l show you
around ?rst and tell
you about the pl ace. & dquo;

For the next few mnutes, they chatted as they neandered
anong t he

shel ves. The hone, he | earned, had been built in 1874 by
Hor ace

M ddl eton, a captain who& squo;d nade his fortune shi pping
ti mber and

t obacco. He& squo;d built the hone for his wife and seven
children but,

sadly, had never lived here. Right before conpletion, his
w fe passed

away, and he decided to nove with his famly to

W | m ngton. The house was

enpty for years, then occupied by another famly until the
1950s, when it

was ?nally sold to the Historical Society, who |later sold
It to the



county for use as the library.

Jereny listened intently as she tal ked. They wal ked
slowy, Lexie

I nterrupting her own story to point out sonme of her
favorite books. She

was, he soon cane to learn, even nore well read than he,
especially in

the classics, but it made sense, now that he thought about
it. Wiy el se

woul d you becone a librarian if you didn& squo;t |ove
books? As if

know ng what he was thinking, she paused and notioned to a
shel f pl aque

wi th her ?nger.

& dquo; This section here is probably nore up your alley,
M. Marsh. & dquo;

He gl anced at the plaque and noted the words supernatural/
wi tchcraft. He

sl owed but didn& squo;t stop, taking tinme only to note a
few of the

titles, including one about the prophecies of Mchel de
Nost r edane.

Nost radanmus, as heé&rsquo;s commonly known, published one
hundr ed

exceptional ly vague predictions in 1555 in a book called
Centuries, the

?rst of ten that he wote in his lifetine. O the thousand
propheci es

Nost radanmus published, only ?fty or so are still quoted

t oday, nmking for

a paltry 5 percent success rate.

Jereny pushed his hands into his pockets. & dquo;l could
probably give

you sone good recommendations, if you& squo;d |ike. & dquo;

&l dquo; By all neans. | & squo;mnot too proud to admt |
need hel p. & dquo;

&l dquo; You ever read this stuff?& dquo;



&l dquo; No. Frankly, | don& squo;t ?nd the topic all that

I nteresting. |

nmean, | & squo;l |l thunmb through these books when they cone
i n, looking at

the pictures and skimm ng sone of the conclusions to see
I f they& squo;re

appropriate, but that& squo;s about it.& dquo;

&l dquo; Good i dea, & dquo; he said. & dquo; You& squo;re
probably better off
t hat way. & dquo;

&l dquo; It & squo; s anmazi ng, though. There are sone people
I n town who

don&rsquo;t want ne to stock any books on these subjects.
Especial ly the

ones on witchcraft. They think they& squo;re a bad

I nN?uence on the

young. & dquo;

& dquo; They are. They& squo;re all |ies. & dquo;

She smiled. & dquo; That may be true, but youé&rsquo;re

m ssing the point.

They want them renoved because they believe that

It& squo;s really

possi ble to conjure up evil and that kids who read this
stuff m ght

accidentally inspire Satan to run anok in our town. & dquo;

Jereny nodded. &l dquo; | npressionable youth in the Bible
Bel t. Makes
sense. & dquo;

&l dquo; Don&r squo;t quote nme on that, though. You know
we&rsquo;re off the
record here, right?& dquo;

He rai sed his ?ngers. & dquo; Scout & squo; s honor. & dquo;

For a few nonents, they wal ked in silence. The winter sun
coul d barely
pierce the grayish clouds, and Lexie paused in front of a
few |l anps to



turn themon. A yellow sh gl ow spread through the room As
she | eaned

over, he caught a ?owery trace of the perfunme she was
wear i ng.

Jereny absently notioned toward the portrait above the
?repl ace.
&l dquo; Who&r squo; s t hi s?& dquo;

Lexi e paused, follow ng his gaze. & dquo; My not her, & dquo;
she sai d.

Jereny | ooked at her questioningly, and Lexie drew a | ong
br eat h.

& dquo; After the original library burned to the ground in
1964, ny not her

took it upon herself to ?nd a new building and begin a new
col I ection,

since everyone else in town had witten off the idea as

| npossi bl e. She

was only twenty-two, but she spent years | obbying county
and state

of ?cials for funds, she held bake sal es, and she went
door-to-door to the

| ocal busi nesses, pleading with themuntil they gave in
and wote a

check. It took years, but she ?nally did it. & dquo;

As she spoke, Jereny found hinself glancing fromLexie to
the portrait

and back again. There was, he thought, a resenbl ance, one
t hat he shoul d

have noticed right away. Especially the eyes. Wile the
viol et color had

struck himimedi ately, now that he was cl ose, he noticed
t hat

Lexi e&r squo; s had a touch of light blue around the rins

t hat sonehow

rem nded himof the col or of kindness. Though the portrait
had tried to

capture the unusual color, it wasn& squo;t close to the
real thing.



When Lexie ?nished with her story, she tucked a | oose
strand of hair

behi nd her ear. She seened to do that a | ot, he noticed.
Probably a

nervous habit. Wich neant, of course, that he was naking
her nervous. He

consi dered that a good sign.

Jereny cleared his throat. & dquo; She sounds |ike a
fasci nating
wonman, & dquo; he said. & dquo; | & squo;d | ove to neet
her . & dquo;

Lexi e& squo;s smle ?ickered slightly, as if there was
nore to say, but

I nstead, she shook her head. & dquo; | & squo; m
sorry, & dquo; she said.

&l dquo; | suppose | & squo;ve ranbled on | ong enough.
You&rsquo;re here to

wor k and | & squo; m keepi ng you fromit. & dquo; She nodded
toward the

rare-book room & dquo;l may as well show you where
you&r squo; || be

cooped up for the next few days. & dquo;

&l dquo; You think ité& squo;ll take that | ong?& dquo;

&l dquo; You wanted historical references and the article,
right? | &rsquo;d

|love to tell you that all the information has been

I ndexed, but it

hasn& squo;t. You have a bit of tedious research ahead of
you. & dquo;

& dquo; There arené&r squo;t that many books to peruse, are
t her e?&r dquo;

&l dquo; I t & squo; s not just books, although we have plenty
of those you

m ght ?nd useful. My suspicion is that you& squo;ll ?nd
some of the

I nformati on you& squo;re looking for in the diaries.

| & squo; ve nmade it a

point to collect as many as | can from people who lived in



the area, and

t here& squo;s quite a collection now | & squo;ve even got
a few dating

back to the seventeenth century. & dquo;

&l dquo; You woul dné&rsquo;t happen to have Hettie
Doubi | et & squo; s, woul d
you?&r dquo;

& dquo; No. But | do have a coupl e belonging to people who
lived in Watts

Landi ng, and even one by sonmeone who vi ewed hinself as an
amat eur

hi storian on the | ocal area. You can& squo;t check them
out of the

i brary, though, and ité& squo;Ill take some tinme to get

t hrough t hem

They&rsquo;re barely |egible.& dquo;

&l dquo; | can&rsquo;t wait, & dquo; he said. & dquo;l |ive
for tedious
resear ch. & dquo;

She smled. & dquo;l & squo;d be willing to bet
youé&rsquo;re quite good at
I t. & dquo;

He gazed at her archly. & dquo;Ch, | am | & squo; mgood at
a lot of
t hi ngs. & dquo;

& dquo; | have no doubt about that, M. Marsh. & dquo;

&l dquo; Jereny, & dquo; he said. & dquo;Call ne
Jer eny. & dquo;

She rai sed an eyebrow. & dquo; | & squo; m not sure
t hat & squo; s such a good
| dea. & dquo;

& dquo; Ch, it& squo;s a great idea, & dquo; he said.
&l dquo; Tr ust
me. & dquo;



She snorted. Always on the nake, this one.

&l dquo; It & squo; s a tenpting

of fer, & dquo; she said. & dquo;Really. And | & squo; m
flattered. But even

so, | doné&rsquo;t know you well enough to trust you, M.
Mar sh. & dquo;

Jereny wat ched with anusenent as she turned away, thinking
t hat

he& squo; d net her type before. Wnen who used wit to keep
men at a

di stance usually had a sharp edge to them but sonehow
with her, it cane

across as alnmost . . . well, charm ng and good- nat ur ed.
Maybe it was the

accent. The way she sang her words, she could probably
talk a cat into

SW mm ng across the river.

No, he corrected hinself, it wasn& squo;t just the accent.
O her wit,

whi ch he enjoyed. O even her startling eyes and the way
she | ooked in

her jeans. Ckay, that was part of it, but there was nore.
It was . :

what ? He di dn&r squo;t know her, didné& squo;t know anyt hi ng
about her.

Conme to think of it, she hadné&rsquo;t said nmuch of
anyt hi ng about

hersel f. She tal ked a | ot about books and her nother, but
he knew not hi ng

el se about her at all.

He was here to wite an article, but with a sudden si nking
sensation, he

real i zed that heé&rsquo;d rather spend the next few hours
with Lexie. He

wanted to walk with her through downtown Boone Creek or,
better yet, dine

with her in a romantic, out-of-the-way restaurant, where
the two of them

could be alone and get to know each ot her. She was

nmyst eri ous, and he

| i ked nysteries. Mysteries always led to surprises, and as



he fol | owed

her toward the rare-book room he coul dn&r squo;t hel p but
think that his

trip down south had just becone a | ot nore interesting.

The rare-book roomwas snmall, probably a fornmer bedroom
and was further

divided by a | ow wooden wall that ran from one side of the
roomto the

other. The walls had been painted desert beige, the trim
was white, and

t he hardwood ?o0or was scuffed but unwarped. Behind the
wal | were tall

shel ves of books; in one corner was a gl ass-topped case

t hat | ooked |ike

a treasure chest, with a television and VCR beside it, no
doubt for tapes

that referenced North Carolina& squo;s history. Opposite
t he door was a

w ndow with an antique rolltop desk beneath it. A small
table with a

m cro?che machi ne stood just off to Jereny& squo;s right,
and Lexie

notioned toward it. Going to the rolltop desk, she opened
t he bottom

drawer, then returned with a small cardboard box.

Setting the box on the desk, she rif?ed through the
transparent plates

and pull ed one out. Leaning over him she turned the
machi ne on and slid

the transparency in, noving it around until the article
was front and

center. Again, he caught a trace of her perfune, and a
nonent |ater, the

article was in front of him

&l dquo; You can start with this, & dquo; she said.

&l dquo; | & squo; m goi ng

to spend a few m nutes | ooking around to see if | can ?nd
sone nore

material for you. & dquo;

&l dquo; That was fast, & dquo; he said.



& dquo; It wasné&rsquo;t that hard. | renenbered the date of
t he
article. & dquo;

&l dquo; | npr essi ve. & dquo;
&l dquo; Not really. It appeared on ny birthday. & dquo;
&l dquo; Twent y- si x?& dquo;

&l dquo; Sonewhere around there. Now, |let ne see what else |
can ?nd. & dquo;

She turned and headed through the sw ngi ng doors again.
&l dquo; Twent y- ?ve?& dquo; he call ed out.

& dquo; Nice try, M. Marsh. But | & squo; m not
pl ayi ng. & dquo;

He | aughed. This was de?nitely going to be an interesting
week.

Jereny turned his attention to the article and began to
read. It was

witten just the way heé&rsquo; d expect ed&ndash; heavy on
hype and

sensationalism wth enough haughti ness to suggest that
everyone who

lived in Boone Creek al ways knew the place was extra
speci al .

He learned very little that was new. The article covered
the original

| egend, describing it in nmuch the sane way that Doris had,
albeit with

some mnor variation. In the article, Hettie visited the
county

commi ssioners, not the mayor, and she was from Loui si ana,
not the

Cari bbean. What was interesting was that she supposedly
passed the curse

outside the doors of the town hall, which caused a riot,



and she was

brought to the jail. Wen the guards went to rel ease her
the foll ow ng

nor ni ng, they discovered that she& squo;d vani shed, as if
into thin air.

After that, the sheriff refused to try to arrest her
agai n, because he

feared that she would put a curse on his famly as well.
But all | egends

were |ike that: stories got passed around and altered
slightly to make

them nore conpelling. And he had to admt, the part about
vani shi ng was

I nteresting. He& squo;d have to ?nd out if she& squo;d
actual ly been

arrested and if she& squo;d really escaped.

Jereny gl anced over his shoulder. No sign of Lexie yet.

Looki ng back at the screen, he ?gured he m ght as well add
to what Doris

had told hi mabout Boone Creek, and he noved the gl ass
pl at e housi ng of

the m cro?che, watching as other articles popped into
view. There was a

week&rsquo;s worth of news in a total of four
pages&rdash; t he paper cane

out every Tuesday&nrdash; and he quickly | earned what the
town had to

offer. It was scintillating to read, unless you wanted
cover age of

anyt hi ng happeni ng anywhere else in the world or anything
that m ght even

keep your eyes open. He read about a young nman who

| andscaped the front

of the VFWbuilding to earn the right to be an Eagle
Scout, a new dry

cl eaner opening on Main Street, and a recap of a town
neeti ng where the

top of the agenda was to decide whether or not to put a
stop sign on

Leary Point Road. Two days of front-page coverage were
devoted to an

autonobil e weck, in which two | ocal nen had sustai ned



m nor injuries.
He | eaned back in his chair.

So the town was just what he expected. Sleepy and qui et
and special in

the way that all small conmunities clainmed to be, but
not hi ng nore than

that. It was the kind of town that continued to exist nore
as a result of

habit than any unique quality and woul d fade from

exi stence in com ng

decades as the popul ati on aged. There was no future here,
not |long-term

anyway .

&l dquo; Readi ng about our exciting town?& dquo; she asked.

He j unped, surprised he hadn& squo;t heard her cone up
behi nd hi m and

feeling strangely sad about the plight of things here.
& dquo; 1 am And

it is exciting, | nust admt. That Eagle Scout was
somnet hi ng. Whew. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ji nm e Tel son, & dquo; she said. & dquo; He&r squo; s
actually a great

kid. Straight As and a pretty good basketball player. H's
dad di ed | ast

year, but heé&rsquo;s still volunteering around town, even
t hough he has a

part-tinme job at Pete& squo;s Pizza now. W& squo;re proud
of hi m & dquo;

& dquo; | & squo; m sol d on the kid. & dquo;

She smled, thinking, Sure you are. & dquo; Here, & dquo;
she said, setting

a stack of books beside him & dquo;these should be enough
to get you

started. & dquo;

He scanned the dozen or so titles. & dquo;l thought you
sai d that



| & squo; d be better off using the diaries. Al of these
are general
hi st ory. & dquo;

& dquo; | know. But doné&rsquo;t you want to understand the
period they
were set in ?rst?& dquo;

He hesitated. & dquo;l suppose, & dquo; he admitted.

&l dquo; Good, & dquo; she said. She absently tugged at the
sl eeve of her

sweater. & dquo; And I found a book of ghost stories that
you m ght be

interested in. There& squo;s a chapter in there that

di scusses Cedar

Cr eek. &r dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s great. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, 1& squo;ll let you get started, then.
| & squo; || be back in

a while to see if there& squo;s anything el se you
need. & dquo;

&l dquo; You&rsquo;re not going to stay?& dquo;

& dquo; No. Like | said earlier, |& squo;ve got quite a bit
of work to do.

Now, you can stay in here, or you can sit at one of the
tables in the

main area. But | & squo;d appreciate it if you didn& squo;t
remove the

books fromthe floor. None of these particul ar books can
be checked

out . & dquo;

&l dquo; | woul dn& squo;t dare, & dquo; he said.

& dquo; Now, if you& squo;ll excuse nme, M. Marsh, | really
shoul d go. And

keep in m nd that even though the library is open until
seven, the

rare-book room cl oses at ?ve. & dquo;



&l dquo; Even for friends?&r dquo;

& dquo; No. | let themstay as |long as they want. & dquo;
&l dquo; So | & squo; ||l see you at seven?& dquo;

&l dquo; No, M. Marsh. | & squo;ll see you at ?ve. & dquo;

He | aughed. & dquo; Maybe tonorrow you& squo;l|l et ne stay
| at e. & dquo;

She rai sed her eyebrows w thout answering, then took a
coupl e of steps
toward the door.

&l dquo; Lexi e?& dquo;
She turned. & dquo; Yes?& dquo;

&l dquo; You&r squo; ve been a great help so far. Thank
you. & dquo;

She gave a | ovely, unguarded smle. & dquo; You& squo;re
wel cone. &r dquo;

Jereny spent the next couple of hours perusing information
on the town.

He thunbed t hrough the books one by one, |ingering over

t he phot ographs

and readi ng sections he thought appropriate.

Most of the information covered the early history of the
town, and he

jotted what he thought were rel evant notes on the pad
beside him O

course, he wasn& squo;t sure what was relevant at this
point; it was too

early to tell, and thus his notes soon covered a couple of
pages.

He&r squo; d | earned through experience that the best way to
approach a
story like this was to begin with what he knew, so .



what did he know

for certain? That the cenetery had been used for over a
hundred years

Wi t hout any sightings of nysterious lights. That |ights
?rst appeared

about a hundred years ago and occurred regularly, but only
when it was

foggy. That many peopl e had seen them which neant that
the lights were

unlikely to be sinply a ?gnent of the imagination. And, of
course, that

t he cenetery was now si nki ng.

So even after a couple of hours, he didn& squo;t know much
nore t han when

he started. Like nost nysteries, it was a puzzle with nmany
di sparate

pi eces. The | egend, whether or not Hettie cursed the town,
was

essentially an attenpt to link sone pieces into an
under st andabl e form

But since the |l egend had as its basis sonething false, it
meant that some

pi eces&nrdash; what ever they were&nrdash; were being either
over| ooked or

I gnored. And that neant, of course, that Lexie had been
right. He had to

read everything so he woul dn&r squo;t m ss anyt hing.

No problem This was the enjoyable part, actually. The
search for the

truth was often nore fun than witing up the actual

concl usi on, and he

found hinmself imrersed in the subject. He | earned that
Boone Creek had

been founded in 1729, nmaking it one of the ol dest towns in
the state, and

that for along tine, it was nothing nore than a tiny
trading village on

t he banks of the Pamlico River and Boone Creek. Later in
the century, it

becane a mnor port in the inland waterway system and the
use of

steanboats in the m d1800s accel erated the town& squo; s



growt h. Toward

the end of the nineteenth century, the railroad boom hit
North Carolina,

and forests were | evel ed while nunmerous quarries were dug.
Agai n, the

town was affected, due to its |location as a gateway of
sorts to the CQuter

Banks. After that, the town tended to boom and bust al ong
with the

econony of the rest of the state, though the popul ation
hel d steady after

around 1930. In the nost recent census, the popul ation of
the county had

actual ly dropped, which didné& squo;t surprise himin the
slightest.

He al so read the account of the cenmetery in the book of
ghost stories. In

this version, Hettie cursed the town, not because the
bodies in the

cenetery had been renoved, but because sheé&rsquo;d refused
to step aside

and into the road when the wife of one of the
conm ssi oners was

approaching fromthe opposite direction. However, because
she was

regarded as an al nost spiritual ?gure in Watts Landi ng,
she escaped

arrest, so a few of the nore racist townsfolk took matters
into their own

hands and caused a great deal of damage in the Negro
cenetery. In her

anger, Hettie cursed the Cedar Creek Cenetery and swore

t hat her

ancestors would tread the cenetery grounds until the earth
swal | owed it

whol e.

Jereny | eaned back in his chair, thinking. Three

conpl etely different

versions of essentially the sane | egend. He wondered what
t hat neant.

Interestingly, the witer of the book&nash;A. J.



Mor ri son&nrdash; had

added an italicized postscript stating that the Cedar
Creek Cenetery had

actual ly begun to sink. According to surveys, the cenetery
grounds had

sunk by nearly twenty inches; the author offered no

expl anati on.

Jereny checked the date of publication. The book had been
witten in

1954, and by the way the cenetery | ooked now, he figured
It had sunk at

| east another three feet since then. He nade a note to see
i f he could

find surveys fromthat period, as well as any done nore
recently.

Still, as he absorbed the information, he coul dn&r squo;t
hel p gl anci ng

over his shoulder fromtinme to tinme on the off-chance that
Lexi e had

ret ur ned.

Across town, on the fairway of the fourteenth tee and with
his cell phone

sandwi ched agai nst his ear, the mayor snapped to attention
as he |istened

to the caller though the hissing static. Reception was bad
in this part

of the county, and the mayor wondered if holding his
?ve-iron above his

head woul d hel p hi m make sense of what was bei ng said.

& dquo; He was at Herbs? Today at |lunch? Did you say
Prinmetinme Live?& dquo;

He nodded, pretending not to notice that his golf buddy,
who was in turn

pretending to see where his nost recent shot had | anded,
had j ust ki cked

the ball frombehind a tree into a better position.

&l dquo; Found it! & dquo; his buddy yell ed, and began
setting up for the



shot .

The mayor & squo; s buddy did things |like that all the tineg,
whi ch frankly

di dné&rsquo;t bother the mayor all that nuch, since

he& squo; d just done

the sane thing. Maintaining his three handi cap woul d have
ot herw se been

I npossi bl e.

Meanwhi |l e, as the caller was ?nishing up, his buddy
| aunched hi s shot
Into the trees again.

&l dquo; Dammat i on! & dquo; he shouted. The mayor ignored
hi m

& dquo; Well, this is de?nitely interesting, & dquo; the
mayor said, his

mnd whirring with possibilities, & dquo;and | & squo; m
very gl ad you

call ed. You take care, now. Bye. & dquo;

He ?i pped the phone closed, just as his buddy was
appr oachi ng.

& dquo; |l hope | get a good lie with that one. & dquo;

& dquo; | woul dn&r squo;t worry too nuch, & dquo; the mayor
sai d, pondering

t he sudden devel opnent in town. & dquo; | & squo; m sure
It& squo; ||l end up

bei ng right where you want it. & dquo;

& dquo; Who was that on the phone?& dquo;

&l dquo; Fat e, & dquo; he announced. & dquo; And if we play
this right, just
maybe our sal vation. & dquo;

Two hours later, just as the sun was dropping bel ow t he
treetops and

shadows began to stretch through the w ndow, Lexie poked
her head into



the rare-book room
&l dquo; How&r squo; d it go?&r dquo;

@ anci ng over his shoul der, Jereny smled. Pushing back
fromthe desk, he

ran his hand through his hair. & dquo; Good, & dquo; he
sai d. & dquo; |

| earned quite a bit. & dquo;

& dquo; Do you have the magi ¢ answer yet ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; No, but 1 & squo; mgetting closer. | can feel
I t. & dquo;

She nmoved into the room &l dquo; | & squo; mglad. But as |
said earlier, |

usual ly | ock up here about ?ve o0& squo;clock so I can
handl e t he

after-work crowd when they cone in. & dquo;

He stood fromthe desk. & dquo; No problem |& squo; m
getting a little
tired, anyway. |t&r squo;s been a | ong day. & dquo;

&l dquo; You&rsquo; ||l be in tonorrow norning, right?& dquo;
& dquo; |l was planning on it. \Wy?& dquo;

& dquo; Wl l, normally, | put everything back on the
shel ves daily. & dquo;

& dquo; Wul d it be possible to just keep the stack the way
it is, for

now? | & squo; msure | & squo;ll go through nost of the
books agai n. & dquo;

She thought for a nonent. & dquo;| suppose that& squo;s
okay. But | do

have to warn you that if you don& squo;t show up ?rst
thing, |& squo;ll

think I m sjudged you. & dquo;

He nodded, | ooking solem. & dquo;l prom se | won& squo;t



stand you up.
| & squo; m not that kind of guy. & dquo;

She rolled her eyes, thinking, Oh, brother. He was
persi stent, though.

She had to give himthat. & dquo;l & squo; msure you say
that to all the

girls, M. Marsh. & dquo;

& dquo; No, & dquo; he said, |eaning agai nst the desk.
&l dquo; Act ual 1y,

| & squo; mvery shy. Alnost a hermt, really. | hardly ever

get out. & dquo;

She shrugged. & dquo; Shows nme what | know. Being that
youé&rsquo;re a

journalist fromthe big city, |I had you ?gured as a

| adi esé&r squo;

man. & dquo;

&l dquo; And t hat bot hers you?& dquo;

&l dquo; No. &r dquo;

&l dquo; Good. Because, as you know, first inpressions can
be

decei vi ng. & dquo;

& dquo; Ch, | realized that right away. & dquo;

&l dquo; You di d?& dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; she said. & dquo; When | ?rst bunped

into you at the
cenetery, | thought you were there for a funeral. & dquo;

Fi ve



Fifteen mnutes |ater, after heading down an asphalt road
t hat gave way

to yet another gravel road&ndash;they sure were fond of
gravel around

her e&ndash; Jereny found hinself parking his car in the
m ddl e of a swanp,

directly in front of a hand-painted sign adverti sing

G eenl eaf Cottages.

Whi ch rem nded himnever to trust the prom ses of the

| ocal Chanber of

Conmmer ce.

Modern, it de?nitely wasn& squo;t. It woul dn& squo;t have
been nodern

thirty years ago. In all, there were six small bungal ows
set along the

river. Wth peeling paint, plank walls, and tin roofs,

t hey were reached

by following small dirt pathways that led froma centra
bungal ow t hat he

assunmed to be the main of ?ce. It was scenic, he had to
admt, but the

rustic part probably referred to nosquitoes and
alligators, neither of

whi ch summoned up a ot of enthusiasmin himfor staying
t here.

As he was debating whet her he should even bot her checking
I n&mdash; he&r squo; d passed sone chain hotels in

Washi ngton, about forty

m nutes from Boone Creek&nrdash; he heard the sound of an
engi ne com ng up

the road and watched as a maroon Cadillac came rolling
toward him

bouncing wldly in the potholes. Surprising him it pulled
Into the spot

directly beside his own car, spewing up rocks as it slid
to a stop.

An overwei ght, balding man burst fromthe door, | ooking
frantic. Dressed
I n green polyester pants and a blue turtleneck sweater,
the man | ooked as



I f he&r squo;d dressed in the dark.
&l dquo; M. Mar sh?&r dquo;
Jereny was taken aback. & dquo; Yes?& dquo;

The man scurried around the car. Everything about him
seened to nove

qgui ckly.

& dquo; Wl I, 1 & squo; mglad | caught you before you
checked in! | wanted

to have a chance to speak with you! | can& squo;t tell you

how excited we
all are about your visit here! & dquo;

He seenmed breathl ess as he stretched out his hand and
shook
Jereny& squo; s vi gorously.

& dquo; Do | know you?& dquo; Jereny asked.

&l dquo; No, no, of course not. & dquo; The man | aughed.

&l dquo; | & squo; m

Mayor Tom Gnherkin. Like the pickle, but you can call ne
Tom &r dquo; He

| aughed again. & dquo;l just wanted to swing by to wel cone
you to our ?ne

town. Sorry for my appearance. | would have had you down
to the of ?ce,

but | cane straight fromthe golf course once | | earned
you were

her e. & dquo;

Jereny | ooked himover, still a bit in shock. At least it
expl ai ned the
cl ot hes.

&l dquo; You&r squo; re the nmayor ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Have been since & squo;94. It& squo;s kind of a
famly tradition

My daddy, Owen Gherkin, was the mayor here for twenty-four
years. Had a



big interest in the town, ny daddy did. Knew everything
there was to know

about this place. O course, being the nmayor is only a
part-tinme job

here. Ité& squo;s nore of an honorary position. |& squo;m
nore of a

busi nessman, if you want to know the truth. I own the
departnent store

and radio station downtown. O dies. You like

ol di es?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; Jereny said.

&l dquo; Good, good. | ?gured as nuch fromthe nonent | laid
eyes on you. |

said to nmysel f, & squo; That & squo;s a man who appreci at es
good

musi c. & squo; | can&r squo;t stand nost of that new stuff
everyone el se

calls nusic these days. G ves ne a headache. Muisic should
soot he the

soul . You

know what | nean?& dquo;
&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; Jereny repeated, trying to keep up.

He | aughed. & dquo;l knew you would. Well, like I said, |
can& squo;t

tell you howthrilled we all are that you& squo;re here to
wite a story

about our ?ne town. |té& squo;s just the thing this town
needs. | nean,

who doesn&r squo;t |ike a good ghost story, right?

It & squo; s got fol ks

real excited around here, that& squo;s for sure. First the
fol ks from

Duke, then the |ocal paper. And now a big-city journalist.
Wor d&r squo; s

getting out, and thaté& squo;s good. Wiy, just |ast week,
we had a cal

froma group from Al abama that was thinking about spending
a few days

here this weekend for the Historic Hones Tour. & dquo;



Jereny shook his head, trying to slow things down.
&l dquo; How di d you
know | was even here?& dquo;

Mayor Cherkin laid a friendly hand on his shoul der, and
al nost before

Jereny realized it, they were noving toward the bungal ow
of ?ce.

&l dquo; Wrd gets around, M. Marsh. Passes |like wld?re.
Al ways has,

always will. Part of the charmof this place. That, and
the natura

beauty. We&r squo; ve got sone of the best ?shing and duck
hunting in the

state, you know. Fol ks conme fromall over, even fanous
ones, and nost of

& squo;em stay right here at G eenleaf. This here is a
little piece of

paradi se, if you ask ne. Your own quiet bungal ow, out here
in the mddle

of nature. Wiy, youé&rsquo;ll be listening to the birds and
crickets al
ni ght long. & squo;ll bet it nmakes you see those hotels

in New York in a
whol e new | i ght. & dquo;

&l dquo; That it does, & dquo; Jereny admtted. The man was
definitely a
politician.

&l dquo; And doné&rsquo;t you worry none about the
snakes. &r dquo;

Jereny& squo; s eyes w dened. & dquo; Snakes?&r dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m sure you heard about it, but just keep in
m nd that the

whol e situation here |ast year was just a

m sunder st andi ng. Sone fol ks

j ust doné&rsquo;t have a speck of common sense. But |ike |
sai d,

don&rsquo;t worry about &rsquo;em The snakes doné&rsquo;t
normal |y cone



out till the sumer, anyway. O course, don& squo;t go
poki ng t hrough the

brush or anything, |ookin& squo; for & squo;em Those
cott onmout hs can be

nasty. & dquo;

&l dquo; Uh, & dquo; Jereny said, trying to sumobn a response
In the m dst
of the vision that had been conjured up in his nmnd. He
hat ed snakes.
Even nore than nosquitoes and alligators. & dquo; Actually,
| was thinking

. & dquo;

Mayor Cherkin sighed |oudly enough to interrupt

Jereny&r squo; s answer,

and | ooked around, as if making sure Jereny noticed how

much he was

enjoying the natural setting. & dquo;So tell ne, Jereny .
you

don&rsquo;t mnd if | call you Jereny?& dquo;

&l dquo; No. &r dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s m ghty kind of you. Mghty kind. So,
Jereny, | was

wondering if you think one of those television shows n ght
follow up on

your story here. & dquo;

&l dquo; | have no idea, & dquo; he said.

&l dquo; Wl |, because if they do, weé& squo;d roll out the
red carpet. Show

& squo; em sone genui ne southern hospitality. Wy,

we&r squo; d put

& squo;emup right here at Geenleaf, free of charge. And,
of course,

t hey&r squo; d have a whale of a story to tell. Mich better
t han what you

did on Prinme-tine. What we have here is the real

t hi ng. & dquo;

& dquo; You do realize that & squo;mprimarily a



columist? Normally, |
have nothing to do with television . . .& dquo;

& dquo; No, of course not. & dquo; Mayor Gherkin w nked,
obviously in

di sbelief. & dquo; You just do what you do, and we&r squo; |
see what

happens. &r dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m seri ous, & dquo; Jereny said.
He wi nked again. & dquo; O course, you are. & dquo;

Jereny wasn& squo;t quite sure what to say to dissuade

hi m&nrdash; mai nly

because the man m ght be ri ght &dash; and a nonent | ater,
Mayor Cherkin

pushed t hrough the door of the of?ce. If you could call it
t hat .

It looked as if it hadné&rsquo;t been renodeled in a
hundred years, and

the wood walls rem nded himof what he mght ?nd in a | og
cabi n. Just

beyond the tottering desk was a | argenouth bass nounted on
the wall; iIn

every corner, along the walls, and atop the ?le cabi net
and desk were

stuffed critters: beavers, rabbits, squirrels, opossuns,
skunks, and a

badger. Unli ke nost of the nounts he&r squo; d seen,
however, all had been

nounted to make them appear as if they& squo;d been
cornered and were

trying to defend thensel ves. Mouths were nolded into
snarls, the bodies

arched, teeth and cl aws exposed. Jereny was stil
absor bi ng the i mages

when he spotted a bear in the corner and junped in shock.
Li ke the ot her

animals, its paws were outstretched as if attacking. The
pl ace was the

Museum of Natural History transformed into a horror novie
and squeezed



into a cl oset.

Behi nd t he desk, a huge, heavily bearded nman sat with his
feet propped

up, a television in front of him The picture was fuzzy,
W th vertica

|l i nes passing through the screen every couple of seconds,
maki ng it

nearly inpossible to see what was on.

The man rose from behind the desk and kept on rising until
he towered

over Jereny. He had to be at | east seven feet tall, and
hi s shoul ders

wer e broader than the ones on the stuffed bear in the
corner. Dressed in

overalls and a plaid shirt, he grabbed a clipboard and set
it on the desk.

He pointed to Jereny and the clipboard. He di dn&r squo;t
smle; for all

i ntents and purposes, he | ooked as if he wanted nothing
nore than to pull

Jereny& squo;s arns fromhis body so he could use themto
beat him

bef ore nmounting himon the wall.

Gherkin, not surprisingly, |laughed. The man | aughed a | ot,
Jereny noticed.

&l dquo; Don&rsquo;t et hi mworry you none, Jereny, & dquo;

t he mayor

of fered quickly. & dquo;Jed here doesn& squo;t tal k much
to strangers.

Just fill out the form and you& squo;ll be on your way to
your own

little roomin paradi se. & dquo;

Jereny was staring w de-eyed at Jed, thinking the nman was
t he
scari est-1| ooki ng person he& squo;d ever seen in his life.

&l dquo; Not only does he own G eenleaf and serve on the
town council, but



he& squo;s the | ocal taxidermst, & dquo; Gherkin went on.
&l dquo; I sn& squo;t his work incredi bl e?& dquo;

&l dquo; I ncredi bl e, & dquo; Jereny said, forcing a smle.

&l dquo; You shoot anything around here, you cone to Jed.
He& squo; || do
you right. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; Il try to renenber that. & dquo;

The mayor suddenly brightened. & dquo; You hunt, do
ya?&r dquo;

& dquo; Not too nuch, to be honest. & dquo;

& dquo; Wl I, maybe we&rsquo;l|l change that while

you&r squo; re down here.

| mentioned that the duck hunting here is spectacul ar,
di dné&rsquo;t

| ?& dquo;

As Cherkin spoke, Jed tapped his nassive ?nger on the
cl i pboard agai n.

&l dquo; Now, don&rsquo;t try to intimdate the
fell ow, & dquo; WMayor

Gherkin broke in. & dquo; He& squo;s from New York.
He&r squo;s a big-city

journalist, so you treat himright. & dquo;

Mayor CGherkin turned his attention to Jereny again.

&l dquo; And, Jereny,

just so you know, the town will be happy to pay for your
accommodat i ons

her e. & dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s not necessary . . .&rdquo;

& dquo; Not anot her word, & dquo; he said, waiving the
rebuff off.

&l dquo; The deci si on&r squo; s al ready been nmade by the
hi gher - ups. & dquo;

He wi nked. &l dquo; That & squo;s ne, by the way. But



It & squo; s the | east
we can do for such a distinguished guest. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, thank you. & dquo;

Jereny reached for the pen. He began to ?I|l out the

regi stration form

feeling Jed& squo;s eyes on himand afraid of what would
happen if he

changed his m nd about staying. Gherkin | eaned over his
shoul der.

& dquo;Did I nention howthrilled we are to have you in
t own?&r dquo;

Across town, in a blue-shuttered white bungal ow on a qui et
street, Doris

was saut éi ng bacon, onions, and garlic as a pot of pasta
boil ed on a

near by burner. Lexie was dicing tomatoes and carrots over
t he si nk,

rinsing as she went along. After ?nishing at the library,
sheé&r squo; d

swung by Dorisé&rsquo;s, as she nornmally did a fewtines a
week. Though

she had her own house nearby, she often had di nner at her
gr andnot her & squo;s. A d habits die hard, and all that.

On the wndowsill, the radio played jazz, and aside from
t he perfunctory

conversation typical of famly nenbers, neither had said
much at all. For

Doris, the reason was her |ong day at work. Ever since a
heart attack two

years ago, she tired nore easily, even if she di dn& squo;t
want to admt

It. For Lexie, the reason was Jereny Marsh, though she
knew enough not to

say anything to Doris about it. Doris had al ways taken an
acute interest

in her personal life, and Lexie had |earned that it was
best to avoid the

t opi ¢ whenever possi bl e.



Lexi e knew her grandnother neant no harm Doris sinply

di dné&rsquo;t

under stand why soneone in her thirties hadn& squo;t
settl ed down yet, and

she&r squo; d reached the point where she frequently
wonder ed al oud why

Lexi e wasné&rsquo;t married. As sharp as she was, Doris was
fromthe ol d

school ; she married at twenty and had spent the next
forty-four years

with a man she adored, until he passed away three years
ago.

Lexi e&r squo; s grandparents had raised her, after all, and
Lexi e could

pretty much condense all of Doris& squo;s hemm ng and
hawi ng into just a

few sinple thoughts: it was tine for her to neet a nice
guy, settle down,

nove into a house with a white picket fence, and have
babi es.

Dori s wasné&rsquo;t so strange in that belief, Lexie knew.
Around here,

anyway, that& squo;s what was expected of wonen. And when
she was honest

with herself, Lexie sonetines wished for alife |Iike that
as well. In

t heory, anyway. But she wanted to neet the right guy ?rst,
someone who

i nspired her, the kind of guy she would be proud to cal
her man. That

was where she and Doris differed. Doris seened to think

t hat a decent,

noral man with a good job was all a woman shoul d
reasonabl y expect. And

maybe in the past, those were all the qualities that
sonmeone coul d

expect. But Lexie didn& squo;t want to settle for soneone
si nply because

he was ki nd and decent and had a good job. Who
knows&nrdash; maybe she had

unreal i stic expectations, but Lexie wanted to feel passion
for him as

well. No matter how kind or responsible a man was, if she



di dn&r squo;t

feel any passion, she coul dn& squo;t hel p but think that
she&rsquo; d be

&l dquo; settling& dquo; for soneone, and she di dn& squo;t
want to settle.

That woul dn&rsquo;t be fair to her and it woul dn& squo;t
be fair to him

She wanted a man who was both sensitive and kind, but at
the same tine

could sweep her off her feet. She wanted soneone who woul d
offer to rub

her feet after a long day at the library, but also
chal | enge her

intellectually. Sonmeone romantic, of course, the kind of
guy who woul d

buy her ?owers for no reason at all.

It wasn& squo;t too nuch to ask, was it?

According to d anour, Ladi es& squo; Hone Journal, and Good
Housekeepi ng&nrdash; al | of which the library

recei ved&nmdash;it was. In

t hose magazines, it seened that every article stated that

It was

conpletely up to the wonan to keep the excitenent alive in
a

rel ati onship. But wasn& squo;t a relationship supposed to

be just that? A

rel ati onshi p? Both partners doing everything they could to
keep the ot her

sati s?ed?

See, that was the problemwi th many of the married coupl es
she knew. In

any marriage, there was a ?ne bal ance between doi ng what
you wanted and

doi ng what your partner wanted, and as long as both the
husband and t he

wi fe were doing what the other wanted, there was never any
probl em The

probl ens arose when people started doi ng what they wanted
W t hout regard

to the other. A husband suddenly deci des he needs nore sex
and | ooks for



It outside of the narriage; a wi fe deci des she needs nore
af fection,

whi ch eventually | eads to her doing exactly the sane

t hing. A good

marriage, |ike any partnership, nmeant subordinating
oneé&rsquo; s own needs

to that of the other& squo;s, in the expectation that the
other wll do

the same. And as |ong as both partners keep up their end
of the bargain,

all is well in the world.

But if you didn& squo;t feel any passion for your husband,
coul d you

real ly expect that? She wasn& squo;t sure. Doris, of
course, had a ready

answer. &l dquo; Trust me, honey, that passes after the ?rst
coupl e of

years, & dquo; she woul d say, despite the fact that, to
Lexi e& squo; s

m nd, anyway, her grandparents had the kind of

rel ati onshi p that anyone

woul d envy. Her grandfather was one of those naturally
romantic nen.

Until the very end, he would open the car door for Doris
and hol d her

hand when t hey wal ked t hrough town. He had been both
comm tted and

faithful to her. He clearly adored her and woul d often
comrent on how

| ucky he was to have net a woman |ike her. After he passed
on, part of

Doris had begun to die as well. First the heart attack,
NOW WOr seni ng

arthritis; it was as if they& squo;d al ways been neant to
be toget her.

When coupled with Dorisé& squo;s advice, what did that
mean? Did that nean

Doris had sinply been lucky in neeting a man like hin? O
had she seen

sonmet hing in her husband beforehand, sonething that
con?rnmed he was the

right one for her?



More inportant, why on earth was Lexie even thinking about
marri age agai n?

Probably because she was here at Dorisé&rsquo;s house, the
house

she&r squo;d grown up in after her parents had di ed.
Cooking with her in

the kitchen was conforting inits famliarity, and she
remenber ed grow ng

up thinking that she would one day live in a house |ike
this. Weat hered

pl anking; a tin roof that echoed the sound of rain, making
It seemthat

It was raining nowhere else in the world; ol d-fashioned
W ndows with

frames that had been painted so nmany tinmes that they were
al nost

| npossi ble to open. And she did live in a house |ike that.
Vel l, sort of,

anyway. At ?rst glance, it would seemthat Doris& squo;s
home and hers

were simlar&nash;they were built in the sane

er a&ndash; but sheé&rsquo; d

never been able to replicate the aromas. The Sunday

af ternoon stews, the

sun-dried scent of sheets on the bed, the slightly stuffy
snell of the

anci ent rocker where her grandfather had rel axed for
years. Snells like

those re?ected a way of life worn snooth with confort over
the years, and

whenever she pushed through the door here, she was ?ooded
with vivid

chi | dhood nenori es.

O course, she& squo;d always inmagi ned that she would have
a famly of

her own by now, maybe even children, but it hadné&rsquo;t
wor ked out. Two

rel ati onshi ps had come close: there was the | ong
relationship with Avery,

whi ch had begun in coll ege, and after that, another

I nvol vi ng a young nan

from Chi cago who was visiting his cousin in Boone Creek



one sumer. He

was the classic Renai ssance man: he spoke four | anguages,
spent a year

studyi ng at the London School of Econom cs, and had paid
hi s way through

school with a baseball schol arship. M. Renai ssance was
charm ng and

exotic, and she&r squo;d fallen for himquickly. She

t hought heé&rsquo;d

stay here, thought he& squo;d grow to |ove the place as
much as she did,

but she woke up one Saturday norning to |l earn that he was
on his way back

to Chicago. He never even bothered to say good- bye.

And after that? Not nuch, really. There were a coupl e of
ot her ?ings that

| asted six nmonths or so, neither of which she thought
about nmuch anynore.

One had been with a | ocal physician, the other a | awer;
bot h had

proposed to her, but again, she hadn&r squo;t felt the
magic or thrill or

whatever it was you were supposed to feel to let you know
t hat you

di dn&rsquo;t need to |l ook any further. In the |last couple
of years, the

dates had been fewer and further apart, unless you counted
Rodney Hopper,

a deputy sheriff in town. They&r squo;d gone on a dozen or
so dates, one

every other nonth or so, whenever there was a | ocal bene?t
t hat she was

encouraged to attend. Like her, Rodney had been born and
rai sed here, and

when they were kids, they used to share the teeter-totter
behi nd t he

Epi scopal Church. Ever since, he& squo;d been pining away
for her and had

asked her a couple of tines to acconpany himfor drinks at
t he Lookil u

Tavern. Sonetinmes she wondered whet her she shoul d j ust
take himup on his

offers to date her regularly, but Rodney . . . well, he



was a little too

Interested in ?shing and hunting and lifting weights and
not quite

I nt erested enough in books or anything going on in the
rest of the world.

He was a nice guy, though, and she ?gured he&r squo;d nake
a ?ne husband.

But not for her.

So where did that | eave her?

Here at Doris& squo;s, three tinmes a week, she thought,
wai ting for the
I nevi t abl e questions about her love life.

&l dquo; So what did you think of hinf& dquo; Doris asked,
ri ght on cue.

Lexi e coul dn&r squo;t help smling. & dquo; Who?& dquo; she
asked, playing
I nnocent .

&l dquo; Jereny Marsh. Who did you think I was talking
about ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; | have no idea. That & squo;s why | asked the
guesti on. & dquo;

&l dquo; Quit avoiding the subject. | heard he spent a
coupl e of hours at
the library. & dquo;

Lexi e shrugged. &l dquo; He seened nice enough. | hel ped him
?nd a few
books to get himstarted, and that was about it. & dquo;

&l dquo; You di dn& squo;t talk to hinfP& dquo;
&l dquo; O course, we tal ked. Like you said, he was there
for a

whi | e. & dquo;

Doris waited for Lexie to add nore, but when she
di dn&r squo;t, Doris



si ghed. & dquo;well, | liked him & dquo; Doris
vol unt eered. & dquo; He
seened |i ke a perfect gentl eman. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, he was, & dquo; Lexie agreed. & dquo; Just
perfect. & dquo;

&l dquo; You doné&rsquo;t sound |ike you nean that. & dquo;
&l dquo; What el se do you want ne to say?& dquo;

& dquo; Wl I, was he charnmed by your sparkling
personal i ty?&rdquo;

&l dquo; Why on earth would that matter? He& squo;s only in
town for a few
days. & dquo;

& dquo;Did | ever tell you about the way | net your
gr andf at her ?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Many ti nes, & dquo; Lexie said, renenbering the
story well.

They& squo;d net on a train that was heading to Baltinore;
he was from

Gifton and on his way to interview for a job, one that he
woul d never

t ake, choosing to be with her instead.

&l dquo; Then you know t hat you&r squo;re nost likely to neet
sonmeone when
you | east expect it. & dquo;

&l dquo; You al ways say that. & dquo;

Doris w nked. & dquo; That & squo; s only because | think you
need to keep
hearing it. & dquo;

Lexi e brought the salad bow to the table. & dquo; You
don&rsquo;t have to

worry about ne. | & squo; mhappy. | love ny job, | have
good friends, |

have tinme to read and jog and do the things | |ove. & dquo;



&l dquo; And doné&rsquo;t forget you& squo;re blessed with
me, too. & dquo;

&l dquo; O course, & dquo; Lexie af ?rnmed. & dquo; How coul d |
f or get
t hat ?& dquo;

Dori s chuckl ed and went back to sautéing. For a nonent,
there was sil ence

in the kitchen, and Lexie breathed a sigh of relief. At

| east that was

over, and thankfully, Doris hadné&r squo;t pushed too hard.

Now, she thought, they could have a pl easant dinner.

& dquo; | thought he was quite handsone, & dquo; Doris
opi ned.

Lexi e said nothing; instead, she grabbed a coupl e of

pl ates and utensils

before noving to the table. Maybe it was better if she
sinply pretended

not to hear her.

&l dquo; And just to I et you know, there& squo;s nore to him
t han you t hi nk

there is, &dquo; she went on. & dquo; He& squo; s not what
you i magine him

to be. & dquo;

It was the way she said it that gave Lexie pause. She had
heard that tone

many tinmes in the past&ndash; when she& squo;d wanted to go
out with

friends in high school, only to have Doris tal k her out of
goi ng; when

she wanted to take a trip to Mam a few years back, only
to be tal ked

out of it. In the ?rst instance, the friends sheé&rsquo;d
wanted to join

were involved in a car accident; in the latter, riots had
broken out in

the city and had spilled into the hotel where she& squo;d



been pl anni ng
to stay.

Doris sonetines sensed things, she knew. Not as nuch as
Dori s&r squo; s own

not her had. But even though Doris sel dom expl ai ned
further, Lexie was

fully aware that she always sensed the truth

Conpl etely unaware that phone |lines were buzzing all over
as peopl e

di scussed his presence in town, Jereny was lying in bed
under the covers,

wat ching the local news while waiting for the weather
report, w shing he

had followed his initial inpulse and checked into anot her
hotel. He had

no doubt that had he done so, he woul dn& squo;t have been
surrounded by

Jed& squo; s handi work, which gave himthe willies.

The man obviously had a ot of tinme on his hands.

And a lot of bullets. O pellets. O the front end of a

pi ckup. O

whatever it was he used to kill all these varmnts. In his
room there

were twelve critters; with the exception of a second
stuffed bear,

representatives of the entire zool ogi cal species of North
Carolina would

be keepi ng hi mconpany. No doubt Jed woul d have included a
bear as wel |

I f he& squo;d had an extra one.

O her than that, the room wasn& squo;t too bad, as |ong as
he

di dn&r squo;t expect a high-speed connection to the

I nternet, or to warm

the roomw t hout use of the ?replace, order room service,
wat ch cabl e, or

even dial out on a push-button phone. He hadné&rsquo;t seen
a dial phone

I n what? Ten years? Even his nother had succunbed to the



nodern worl d on
t hat one.

But not Jed. Nope. Good ol d Jed obviously had his own
| deas of what was
i mportant in the way of accommobdations for his guests.

If there was one decent thing about the room though, it
did have a nice

covered porch out back, one that overl ooked the river.
There was even a

rocki ng chair, and Jereny considered sitting outside for a
while, until

he renmenbered the snakes. VWi ch made hi m wonder what sort
of

m sunder st andi ng Gherki n had been tal ki ng about. He

di dné&rsquo;t like the

sound of that. He really should have asked nore about it,
just as he

shoul d have asked where he could ?nd sone ?rewood around
here. This pl ace

was absolutely freezing, but he had the funny suspicion
that Jed

woul dn&r squo;t answer the phone if he tried to call the
of ?ce and ask.

And besi des, Jed scared him

Just then the neteorol ogi st appeared on the news. Steeling
hi nsel f,

Jereny hopped out of bed to turn up the volunme. Myving as

qui ckly as he

could, he shivered as he adjusted the set, then dove back

under the

covers.

The neteorol ogi st was i mredi ately replaced by commerci al s.
Fi gures.

He&r squo; d been wonderi ng whet her he should head out to
the cenetery but

wanted to ?nd out if fog was likely. If not, he& squo;d
catch up on his

rest. It had been a |long day; he& squo;d started out in
t he nodern worl d,



went back in tine ?fty years, and now he was sleeping in
the m dst of ice

and death. It certainly wasn& squo;t sonething that
happened to hi mevery

day.

And, of course, there was Lexie. Lexie

what ever - her - | ast nane-was. Lexie

the nysterious. Lexie who ?irted and withdrew and ?irted
agai n.

She had been ?irting, hadn& squo;t she? The way she kept
calling him M.

Marsh? The fact that she pretended to have sized himup
al nost

I mredi atel y? The funeral comment? De?nitely ?irting.

Wasn&r squo;t it?

The net eorol ogi st cane on again, |ooking fresh out of
col l ege. The guy

coul dn&rsquo;t have been nore than twenty-three or -four
and was no doubt

working his ?rst job. He had that

deer-i n-the-headl i ght s-but-ent husi astic

| ook about him But at |east the guy seened conpetent. He
di dné&rsquo;t

stunbl e over his words, and Jereny knew al nost i mredi ately
t hat he

woul dn&r squo;t be | eaving the room The skies were
expected to be clear

t hroughout the evening, and the man nenti oned not hi ng
about the

possibility of fog tonorrow, either.

Fi gures, he thought.

Si X

E L

The follow ng norning after showering under a | ukewarm
trickle of water



Jereny slipped on a pair of jeans, sweater, and brown

| eat her j acket and

made his way to Herbs, which seened to be the nost popul ar
br eakf ast

place in town. At the counter, he noticed Mayor Cherkin
talking to a

couple of nen dressed in suits, and Rachel was busy
wor ki ng the tabl es.

Jed was seated on the far side of the room 1 ooking like

t he back side of

a nmountain. Tully was sitting at one of the center tables
wWith three

ot her nen and, as could be expected, was doing nost of the
t al ki ng.

Peopl e nodded and waved as Jereny wound t hrough the

tabl es, and the mayor

rai sed his coffee cup in salute.

&l dquo; Wl |, good norning, M. Marsh, & dquo; Mayor CGherkin
call ed out.

& dquo; Thi nking of positive things to wite about our

town, | hope?& dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m sure he is, & dquo; Rachel chined in.

&l dquo; Hope you found the cenetery, & dquo; Tully draw ed.
He | eaned

toward the others at his table. & dquo; That there& squo;s
t he doctor |

was telling you about. & dquo;

Jereny waved and nodded back, trying to avoid getting
corralled into a

conversation. He& squo;d never been a norning person, and
on top of that,

he hadn&r squo;t slept well. Ice and death, coupled with
ni ght mar es about

snakes, could do that to a person. He took a seat in the
corner boot h,

and Rachel noved to the table with

ef ?ci ency, carrying a pot of coffee with her.

&l dquo; No funeral today?&r dquo; she teased.



&l dquo; No. | decided to go with a nore casual | o0k, & dquo;
he expl ai ned.

&l dquo; Cof f ee, darlin& squo; ?& dquo;
&l dquo; Pl ease. &r dquo;

After ?ipping the cup, she ?lled it to the brim
&l dquo; Wul d you |i ke

t he special this nornin& squo; ? Peopl e have been
ravi n& squo; about

I t. & dquo;

&l dquo; What is the special ?& dquo;
&l dquo; A Carolina onel et. & dquo;

&l dquo; Sur e, & dquo; he said, having no idea what was in a
Carolina

onelet, but with his stonmach grow i ng, anything sounded
good.

& dquo; Wth grits and a biscuit?&r dquo;
&l dquo; Why not ?& dquo; he sai d.
& dquo; Be back in a few m nutes, darlin& squo;. & dquo;

Jereny began nursing his coffee while perusing

yest er day&r squo; s

newspaper. All four pages of it, including a big
front-page story on a

Ms. Judy Roberts, who&r squo;d just cel ebrated her
hundredt h birthday, a

m | estone now reached by 1.1 percent of the popul ation.
Along wth the

article was a picture of the staff at the nursing hone
hol di ng a cupcake

with a single lit candle atop it, as Ms. Roberts lay in
t he bed behind

them | ooking comat ose.

He gl anced t hrough the wi ndow, wondering why heé&rsquo;d



even bot hered

with the | ocal paper. There was a vendi ng nmachi ne out
front offering USA

Today, and he was reaching into his pocket to | ook for
change when a

uni fornmed deputy took a seat directly across the table
from him

The man | ooked both angry and extrenely fit; his biceps
swel | ed the seans

of his shirt, and he wore mrrored sungl asses that had
gone out of style

: oh, twenty years ago, Jereny guessed, right after
CH PS went off

the air. H's hand rested on his holster, right atop a gun.
In his nouth

was a toothpick, which he noved fromone side to the
other. He said

nothing at all, preferring to sinply stare, giving Jereny
plenty of tine

to

study his own reflection.

It was, Jereny had to admt, sort of intimdating.

&l dquo; Can | hel p you?&r dquo; Jereny asked.

The t oot hpick noved fromside to side again. Jereny cl osed
t he newspaper,

wonderi ng what on earth was goi ng on.

&l dquo; Jereny Mar sh?& dquo; the of ?cer intoned.

&l dquo; Yes?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Thought so, & dquo; he sai d.

Above the of ?cer & squo; s breast pocket, Jereny noticed a
shiny bar with

the nanme engraved on it. Yet another nanme tag.

&l dquo; And you nust be Sheriff Hopper?& dquo;



&l dquo; Deputy Hopper, & dquo; he corrected.

&l dquo; Sorry, & dquo; Jereny said. & dquo; Have | done
sonet hi ng wr ong,
O ?cer ?& dquo;

&l dquo; | doné&rsquo;t know, & dquo; Hopper said. & dquo; Have
you?&r dquo;

& dquo; Not that | know of. & dquo;

Deputy Hopper noved the toothpick again. & dquo; You
pl anning to stick
around for a whil e?& dquo;

&l dquo; Just for a week or so. | & squo;mhere to wite an
articl e&ndash; &r dquo;

&l dquo; 1 know why you&r squo;re here, & dquo; Hopper

I nterrupted. & dquo; |

just thought |& squo;d check it out nyself. I like to
visit with

strangers who are planning to hang around for a

whi | e. & dquo;

He put the enphasis on the word & dquo; stranger, & dquo;
maki ng Jereny

feel it was sone sort of crinme. He wasn& squo;t quite sure
t hat any

response woul d diffuse the hostility, so he fell back on

t he obvi ous.

&l dquo; Ah, & dquo; he sai d.

& dquo; |l hear you intend to spend a lot of tine at the
l'i brary. & dquo;

&l dquo; Well . . . | guess | m ght&dash; & dquo;

&l dquo; M & dquo; the deputy runbled, cutting himoff
agai n.

Jereny reached for his coffee cup and took a sip, buying
time.



&l dquo; | & squo; m sorry, Deputy Hopper, but | & squo; m not
exactly sure
what & squo; s goi ng on here. & dquo;

&l dquo; Mmm & dquo; Hopper said agai n.

&l dquo; Now, you& squo;re not hassling our guest, are you,
Rodney?&r dquo;

the mayor called out fromacross the room

&l dquo; He&r squo; s a speci al

visitor, here to drumup interest in the |ocal

f ol kl ore. & dquo;

Deputy Hopper didné&rsquo;t ?inch or turn his gaze away
fromJereny. For

what ever reason, he | ooked downri ght angry. & dquo; Just
visiting with

hi m Mayor. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl l, let the man enjoy his breakfast, & dquo;

Gher ki n chi ded,

noving toward the table. He waved a hand. & dquo; Cone on
over here,

Jereny. | & squo;ve got a couple of people |I& squo;d |ike
you to

neet . & dquo;

Deputy Hopper scowl ed as Jereny rose fromthe table and
made his way
toward Mayor CherKkin.

When he was cl ose, the mayor introduced himto two peopl e;
one was the

al nrost emaci ated county | awer, the other a heavyset
physi ci an who wor ked

at the local nedical clinic. Both seened to eval uate him
I n the sanme way

t hat Deputy Hopper had. Reserving judgnent, as they say.
Meanwhi | e, the

mayor was goi hg on about how exciting Jereny& squo;s Vvisit
was for the

town. Leaning toward the other two, he nodded
conspiratorially.



&l dquo; M ght even end up on Prinetine Live, & dquo; he
whi sper ed.

&l dquo; Real | y?& dquo; the | awer said. Jereny ?gured the
guy could easily
pass for a skel eton.

Jereny shifted his weight fromone foot to the other.
&l dquo; Wl 1, as |
was trying to explain to the mayor yesterday&nrdash; & dquo;

Mayor Cherkin sl apped hi mon the back, cutting himoff.

&l dquo; Very exciting, & dquo; Mayor Gherki n added.
&l dquo; Maj or tel evision
exposur e. & dquo;

The ot hers nodded, their faces sol emm.

&l dquo; And speaki ng of the town, & dquo; the mayor suddenly
added,

& dquo; I & squo;d like to invite you to a little
get-together dinner this

evening wwth a few close friends. Nothing too extravagant,
of course, but

since youé&rsquo;ll be here for a few days, |& squo;d |ike
to give you the

chance to get to know sone of the fol ks around

her e. & dquo;

Jereny held up his hands. &l dquo; That & squo;s not really
necessary .
. & dquo;

&l dquo; Nonsense, & dquo; Mayor Gherkin said.
&l dquo; It & squo; s the | east
we can do.

And, renenber, sone of these people | & squo;minviting
have seen those

ghosts, and you&r squo;l|l have the chance to pick their
col l ective brains.

Their stories mght even give you ni ght mares. & dquo;



He rai sed his eyebrows; the | awyer and the physician
wai t ed expectantly.

When Jereny hesitated, it was all the nmayor needed to
concl ude.

&l dquo; Say about seven o0é&rsquo; cl ock?& dquo; he said.

&l dquo; Yeah . . . sure. | guess thaté&r squo;s ?ne, & dquo;
Jereny agreed.
&l dquo; Wher e& squo; s the dinner going to be?& dquo;

& dquo; | & squo; Il let you know a little later. | assune
youé&rsquo; || be
at the library, right?& dquo;

&l dquo; Pr obabl y. & dquo;

The mayor raised his eyebrows. & dquo;So | take it
youé&r squo; ve al ready
nmet our ?ne librarian, Mss Lexie?& dquo;

&l dquo; | have, yes. & dquo;

&l dquo; She&r squo;s quite inpressive, isn& squo;t
she?&r dquo;

There was just a hint of other possibilities in the way he
phrased it,
sonmet hing akin to | ocker-roomtal k.

&l dquo; She&rsquo; s been very hel pful , & dquo; Jereny said.

The | awyer and the physician smled, but before the
conversation went any

further, Rachel canme slithering by, just alittle too
cl ose. Holding a

pl ate, she nudged Jereny.

& dquo; Cone on, darliné&r squo;. | & squo;ve got your
br eakfast right
her e. & dquo;

Jereny glanced at the mayor.



&l dquo; By all neans, & dquo; Mayor Gherkin said, waving his
hands.

Jereny followed her back to the table. Thankfully, Deputy
Hopper was gone

by then, and Jereny slid back into his seat. Rachel set
the plate in

front of him

& dquo; You just enjoy that. | told & squo;emto nake it
extra special,

since you&rsquo;re visiting fromNew York Cty. |

absol utely | ove that

pl ace! & dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, youé&rsquo; ve been there?& dquo;

&l dquo; Wl I, no. But |&rsquo;ve always wanted to go. It
seens SO .
gl anorous and exciting. & dquo;

& dquo; You should go. Ité& squo;s |like nowhere else in the
wor | d. & dquo;

She sm | ed, |ooking coy. & dquo;Wy, M. Marsh . . . is
t hat an
i nvitation?& dquo;

Jereny& squo; s jaw dropped. Huh?

Rachel , on the other hand, didn& squo;t seemto notice his
expr essi on.

& dquo; Wl l, | just mght want to take you up on

t hat, & dquo; she

twttered. & dquo; And | & squo;d be glad to show you

& squo; round the

cenetery, any night you& squo;d like to go. |& squo; m
usual |y ?ni shed

here by three o0& squo; cl ock. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; || keep that in m nd, & dquo; Jereny
munbl ed.

Over the next twenty mnutes, as Jereny ate, Rachel cane



by a dozen

tinmes, re?lling his coffee cup a quarter inch each tine,
smling at him

unrel entingly.

Jereny made his way to his car, recovering fromwhat was
sup

posed to have been a | eisurely breakfast.
Deputy Hopper. Mayor CGherkin. Tully. Rachel. Jed.

Smal | -town USA was way too nuch to deal with before
cof f ee.

Tonorrow he& squo;d just grab a cup of coffee sonewhere

el se. He

wasn&r squo;t sure eating at Herbs was worth it, even if

t he food was

great. And, he had to admit, it was even better than

he& squo; d t hought

it would be. As Doris had said yesterday, it tasted fresh,
i ke the

I ngredi ents had been gathered fromthe farmthat norning.

Still, tonmorrow woul d be coffee el sewhere. And not from
Tul | y& squo; s gas

station, either, assum ng he even had coffee. He

di dn&rsquo;t want to get

stuck in a conversation when he had other things to do.

He paused in m dstep, amazed. Good Lord, he thought,
| & squo; m al r eady
thinking i ke a | ocal.

He shook his head and retrieved his keys from his pocket
as he wal ked

toward the car. At |east breakfast was over. Checking his
wat ch, he saw

that it was com ng up on nine o0& squo; cl ock. Good.

Lexi e found herself glancing out the wi ndow of her of ?ce
t he exact nonent
Jereny Marsh pulled into the library parking | ot.



Jereny Marsh. Who&r squo; d continued to creep into her
t hought's, even
t hough she was trying to work. And just | ook at hi mnow.

Trying to dress nore casually to blend wth fol ks around
here, she
supposed. And sonehow heé&rsquo;d al nost pulled it off.

But enough of that. She had work to do. Her of ?ce was
lined with

bookcases cranmmed fromtop to bottom books piled every
whi ch way,

vertical and horizontal. A steel-gray ?ling cabinet stood
in the corner,

and her desk and chair were typically functional. There
was little in the

of ?ce that was decorative, sinply for |lack of space, and
paper wor kK was

pil ed everywhere: in corners, beneath the w ndow, on the
extra chair

perched in a corner. Large stacks were al so present on her
desk, which

hel d everythi ng she consi dered urgent.

The budget was due at the end of the nonth, and she had a
st ack of

publ i shers&r squo; catal ogs to go through before placing
her weekly order.

Add to the list ?nding a speaker for the Friends of the
Li brary | uncheon

in April and getting everything set for the Hi storic Hones
Tour &rdash; of

which the library was part, since at one point it was a
hi storic

honme&ndash; and she barely had enough tine to breathe. She
had two

full-tinme enpl oyees, but sheé& squo;d | earned that things
wor ked best if

she di dn& squo;t del egate. The enpl oyees were ?ne for
recommendi ng recent

titles and hel ping students ?nd what they were | ooking
for, but the | ast

time she& squo;d | et one of them deci de what books to



order, sheé&rsquo;d

ended up with six different titles about orchids, since

t hat happened to

be the enpl oyee&r squo;s favorite ?ower. Earlier, after
taking a seat in

front of her conputer, she& squo;d tried to lay out a plan
for organi zi ng

her schedul e, but she hadné&rsquo;t gotten anywhere. No
matt er how hard

she&rsquo;d tried to squelch it, her m nd kept wandering
back to Jereny

Marsh. She di dn&r squo;t want to think about him but Doris
had sai d just

enough to pique her curiosity.

He&r squo; s not what you inagine himto be.

What was that supposed to nean? Last night, when
she&rsquo; d pressed,

Doris had clamred up, as if she hadn& squo;t said anything
in the ?rst

pl ace. She di dn& squo;t mention Lexie& squo;s love life
again, or Jereny

Marsh, either. Instead, they circled the topic: what
happened at work,

what was going on with people they knew, how the Hi storic
Homes Tour was

shaping up for the weekend. Doris was the chair of the

Hi stori cal

Society, and the tour was one of the big events of the
year, not that it

took a lot of planning. For the nost part, the sane dozen
homes were

chosen every year, in addition to four churches and the
library. As her

grandnot her ranbl ed on, Lexie kept thinking about her
pronouncerment .

He&r squo; s not what you inagine himto be.

And what m ght that be? A big-city type? A | adi es& squo;
man? Soneone in

search of a quick ?ing? Soneone who woul d nake fun of the
town t he nonent



he | eft? Soneone out for a story and willing to ?nd one
any way he coul d,
even if it ended up hurting sonmeone in the process?

And why on earth did she even care? He was here for a few
days, and then

he&r squo; d be gone and everything would return to nornal
agai n. Thank

goodness.

Oh, she&rsquo;d already heard the gossip this norning. At
t he bakery,

wher e she& squo; d stopped in for a nuf?n, she&r squo;d
heard a coupl e of

wonen tal king about him How he was going to nake the town
f anous, how

things mght get alittle better around here

busi ness-w se. The nonent

t hey saw her, they peppered her with questions about him
and offered

their own opinions as to whether heé&rsquo;d ?nd the source
of the

nysterious |ights.

Sone people here, after all, actually believed they were
caused by

ghosts. But others clearly didn& squo;t. Mayor GherKkin,
for instance. No,

he had a different angle, one that regarded Jereny& squo;s
I nvestigation

as a wager of sorts. |If Jereny Marsh coul dn& squo;t ?nd
the cause, it

woul d be good for the town& squo;s econony, and

t hat & squo; s what the

mayor was betting on. After all, Mayor Gherkin knew
sonething that only a

few ot hers knew.

Peopl e had been studying the nystery for years. Not just

t he students

from Duke. Aside fromthe |ocal historian&rdash; who seened
to have

fat homed a pl ausi bl e expl anation, in Lexie& squo;s

opi ni on&rdash; at | east



two ot her outside groups or individuals had investigated
the claimin the

past w thout success. Mayor Gherkin had actually invited
t he students

fromDuke to pay the cenetery a visit, in the hope that
t hey

woul dn&rsquo;t ?gure it out, either. And sure enough,
tourist traf?c had

been picking up ever since.

She supposed she could have nentioned that to M. Marsh

yest erday. But

since he hadné&rsquo;t asked, she hadn& squo;t offered. She

was too busy

trying to ward off his advances and make it clear she

wasn&r squo; t

interested in him OCh, he& squo;d tried to be charm ng .
wel |, okay,

he was sort of charming in his own way, but that

di dné&rsquo;t change the

fact that she had no intention of letting her enptions get

t he better of

her. Sheé&rsquo;d even been sort of relieved when he left

| ast ni ght.

And then Doris made that ridicul ous conment, which
essentially neant that

she thought Lexie should get to know himbetter. But what
real |y burned

her was that she knew Doris woul dn& squo;t have said
anyt hi ng unl ess she

was certain. For whatever reason, she saw sonet hing
special in Jereny.

Soneti nes she hated Dori s& squo;s prenonitions.

O course, she didn& squo;t have to listen to Doris. After
all,

she&r squo; d al ready done the & dquo;visiting

st ranger & dquo; thing, and

she wasn&r squo;t about to go down that road again. Despite
her

resolution, she had to admt that the whole thing left her
feeling a



little off-balance. As she pondered it, she heard her
of ?ce door open
wi th a squeak.

&l dquo; Good nor ni ng, & dquo; Jereny said, poking his head
in. & dquo; |
t hought | saw a light on in here. & dquo;

Swi veling in her chair, she noticed he& squo;d draped his
j acket over his
shoul der.

&l dquo; Hey there. & dquo; She nodded politely. & dquo;l was
just trying to
get caught up on sone work. & dquo;

He held up his jacket. & dquo; Do you have a place | can
put this?

There& squo; s not nmuch roomat the desk in the rare-book
room &r dquo;

& dquo; Here, 1 & squo;ll take it. The coat hanger & squo;s
behi nd t he
door . & dquo;

Entering the of 72ce, he handed Lexie the jacket. She hung
it next to hers

on the rack behind the door. Jereny | ooked around the

of ?ce.

&l dquo; So this is mssion control, huh? Were it al
happens?&r dquo;

& dquo; This is it, & dquo; she con?rned. & dquo;|té& squo;s
not too roony,
but it& squo;s enough to get the job done. & dquo;

&l dquo; | |ike your ?ling system & dquo; he said, gesturing
at the piles

of paperwork on the desk. & dquo;l & squo;ve got one just
like it at

home. & dquo;

A smle escaped her lips as he took a step toward her desk



and peeked out
t he w ndow.

& dquo; Ni ce view, too. Wiy, you can see all the way to the
next house.
And the parking |lot, too. & dquo;

&l dquo; Wl |, you seemto be in a spunky nood this
nor ni ng. & dquo;

& dquo; How can | not be? | slept in a freezing room?l|ed
w th dead

animals. O rather, barely slept at all. | kept hearing
all these strange

noi ses com ng fromthe woods. & dquo;

& dquo; | wondered how you&r squo;d |ike Geenleaf. | hear
I t & squo; s
rustic. & dquo;

&l dquo; The word & squo; rustic& squo; doesné&rsquo;t quite
do the pl ace

justice. And then this norning. Half the town was at

br eakf ast. & dquo;

&l dquo; |l take it you went to Herbs, & dquo; she renarked.

&l dquo; | did, & dquo; he said. & dquo;l noticed you

wer en&r squo; t

t here. & dquo;

&l dquo; No. Ité&rsquo;s too busy. | like alittle quiet tine
to start the

day. &r dquo;

& dquo; You shoul d have warned ne. & dquo;

She smled. & dquo; You shoul d have asked. & dquo;

He | aughed, and Lexi e notioned toward the door with her
hand.

Wal king to the rare-book roomwith him she sensed he was
I n a good nood



despite his exhaustion, but it still wasn& squo;t enough
to make her
trust him

& dquo; Wul d you happen to know a Deputy Hopper ?& dquo; he
asked.

She | ooked over in surprise. & dquo; Rodney?& dquo;

& dquo; | think that was his nane. Wat & squo;s his deal,
anyway? He

seened a little perturbed by ny presence here in

t own. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ch, he&r squo;s harm ess. & dquo;
&l dquo; He di dn&rsquo;t seem harmnl ess. & dquo;

She shrugged. &l dquo; He probably heard that you& squo; d be
spending tine

at the library. He& squo;s kind of protective when it
comes to things

i ke that. He&rsquo;s been sweet on ne for years. & dquo;

&l dquo; Put in a good word for nme, wll you?& dquo;

& dquo; | suppose | could do that. & dquo;

Hal f expecting another witty coneback, he raised his
eyebrow i n pl easant

surpri se.

&l dquo; Thanks, & dquo; he sai d.

& dquo; No problem Just doné&rsquo;t do anything to nmake ne
take it

back. & dquo;

They continued in silence to the rare-book room She |ed
t he way i nside,

?icking on the light.

&l dquo; | & squo; ve been thi nking about your project, and
t here&r squo; s



sonet hi ng you shoul d probably know. & dquo;
&l dquo; What & squo; s t hat ?&r dquo;

She told himabout the two previous investigations into
the cenetery

bef ore addi ng, & dquo;If you give ne a few mnutes, | can
dig themup for
you. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; d appreci ate that, & dquo; he sai d.
&l dquo; But why
di dn& squo;t you nention them yesterday?& dquo;

She smiled without answering.

&l dquo; Let ne guess, & dquo; he said. & dquo; Because |
di dné&rsquo;t
ask?&r dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; monly a librarian, not a mnd
r eader. & dquo;

&l dquo; Li ke your grandnother? Ch, wait, she& squo;s a
di vi ner,
ri ght ?&r dquo;

& dquo; Actually, she is. And she can tell the sex of
babi es before
t hey&r squo; re born, too. & dquo;

&l dquo; So | & squo; ve heard, & dquo; Jereny sai d.

Her eyes ?ashed. & dquo;lté&r squo;s true, Jereny. Wet her
or not you want
to believe it, she can do those things. & dquo;

He grinned at her. & dquo;D d you just call ne
Jer eny?&r dquo;

& dquo; Yes. But doné&rsquo;t nmake a big deal out of it. You
did ask ne to,
r emenber ?& dquo;



&l dquo; | renenber, & dquo; he said, & dquo;Lexie. & dquo;

&l dquo; Don&r squo;t push it, & dquo; she said, but even as
she spoke,

Jereny noticed that she held his gaze just a little | onger
t han usual

and he |iked that.

He |iked that a | ot.

Seven

E o

Jereny spent the rest of the norning hunched over a stack
of books and

the two articles Lexie had found. The ?rst, witten in
1958 by a folklore

professor at the University of North Carolina and
publ i shed in the

Journal of the South, seened to have been intended as a
response to A J.

Morri son& squo; s account of the | egend. The article pulled
a few quotes

from Morri son& squo; s work, sumarized the | egend, and
recounted the

prof essor & squo; s stay in the cenetery over a one-week
period. On four of

t hose evenings, he witnessed the lights. He seened to have
made at | east

a prelimnary attenpt to ?nd the cause: he counted the
nunber of hones in

the surrounding area (there were eighteen within one mile
of the cenetery

and, interestingly, none on R ker& squo;s Hill), and al so
noted the

nunber of cars that passed within two m nutes of the

| i ght s&r squo;

appearance. In two instances, the span of tinme was |ess



than a mnute. In

the other two instances, however, there were no passing
cars at all,

whi ch seened to elimnate the possibility that headlights
were the source

of the & dquo; ghosts. & dquo;

The second article was only a bit nore informative.
Publ i shed in a 1969

I ssue of Coastal Carolina, a small magazi ne that went
belly-up in 1980,

the article reported the fact that the cenetery was

si nking and the

damage that had been caused as a result. The author al so
menti oned t he

| egend and the proximty of Riker& squo;s Hll, and while
he hadn&rsquo;t

seen the lights (he& squo;d visited during the sumer
nont hs), he drew

heavily on eyew tness accounts before speculating on a
nunber of

possibilities, all of which Jereny was already aware.

The ?rst was rotting vegetation that sonetines bursts into
?ames, (giving

of f vapors known as swanp gas. In a coastal area |ike
this, Jereny knew

the i dea coul dn& squo;t be conpletely discounted, though
he did think it

unlikely, since the Iights occurred on cold and foggy

ni ghts. They coul d

al so be & dquo; earthquake |ights, & dquo; which are

el ectrical atnospheric

charges generated by the shifting and grinding of rocks
deep bel ow t he

eart h& squo;s crust. The autonobile headlights theory was
agai n advanced,

as was the idea of refracted starlight and fox ?re, which
is a

phosphorescent glow emtted by certain fungi on rotting
wood. Al gae, it

was noted, could al so gl ow phosphorescently. The aut hor
even nenti oned

the possibility of the Novaya Zem ya effect, in which



| i ght beans are

bent by adjacent |ayers of air at different tenperatures,
t hus seeming to

glow. And, in offering a ?nal possibility, the author
concluded that it

m ght be St. El nb& squo;s ?re, which is created by

el ectrical discharges

from shar p- poi nted objects that occur during

t hunder st or ns.

In other words, the author had said it could be anything.

However inconclusive, the articles did help Jereny clarify
hi s own

t houghts. In his opinion, the lights had everything to do
Wi t h geography.

The hill behind the cenetery seened to be the highest
poi nt in any

direction, and the sinking cenetery nade the fog nore
dense in that

particular area. Al of which neant refracted or re?ected
| i ght.

He just had to pinpoint the source, and for that, he
needed to ?nd the

?rst tinme the |ights had ever been noted. Not sonething
general, but an

actual date, so he could then determ ne what was happeni ng
in the town at

that tine. If the town was undergoing a dramati c change
ar ound

t hen&ndash; a new constructi on project, a new factory, or
sonet hi ng al ong

those |ines&dash; he just mght ?nd the cause. O if he
did see the

| i ght s&nrdash; and he wasn& squo;t counting on ité&nrdash; his
] ob woul d be

even sinpler. If they occurred at m dnight, for instance,
and he saw no

passi ng cars, he could then survey the area, noting the

| ocati on of

occupi ed houses with [ anps blazing in the wi ndow, the
proximty of the

hi ghway, or possibly even river traf?c. Boats, he



suspected, were a
possibility, if they were | arge enough.

CGoi ng through the stack of books a second tine, he nmade
addi ti onal notes

regarding the changes in the town over the years, with
speci al enphasi s

on changes around the turn of the century.

As the hours rolled on, the list grew. In the early
twentieth century,

there was a m ni &dash; housi ng boom that |asted from 1907
to 1914, during

which the north side of the town grew. The small port was
wi dened in

1910, again in 1916, and once nore in 1922; conbined with
the quarries

and phosphorous m nes, excavation was extensive. The
railroad was started

In 1898, and spurs continued to be built in various areas
of the county

until 1912. A trestle over the river was conpleted in
1904, and from 1908

to 1915 three mpjor factories were constructed: a textile
mll, a

phosphorous mne, and a paper mll. O the three, only the
paper mll was
still in operation&mash;the textile mIl had cl osed four

years ago, the

mne in 1987&ndash; so that seenmed to elim nate the other
two as

possibilities.

He checked his facts again, nade sure they were correct,
and restacked

t he books so Lexie could shelve them He |eaned back in
his chair,

stretched the stiffness fromhis body, and gl anced at the
cl ock. Already,

it was com ng up on noon. Al in all, he thought it was a
few hours wel |

spent, and he gl anced over his shoul der at the open door
behi nd him



Lexi e hadné&rsquo;t returned to check on him He sort of

i ked the fact

t hat he coul dn&rsquo;t read her, and for a nonent, he

wi shed she lived in

the city, or even soneplace near the city. It would have
been interesting

to see the way things m ght have devel oped between them A
nonment | ater,

she pushed t hrough the door.

&l dquo; Hey there, & dquo; Lexie greeted him
& dquo; How&r squo; s it
goi ng?&r dquo;

Jereny turned. & dquo; Good. Thanks. & dquo;

She slipped into her jacket. & dquo;Listen, | was thinking
about runni ng

out to grab lunch, and I was wondering if you wanted ne to
bring you

sonet hi ng back. & dquo;

& dquo; Are you going to Herbs?& dquo; he asked.

&l dquo; No. I f you thought breakfast was busy, you should
see the place at

| unch. But | & squo;d be happy to pick up a to-go order on
ny way

back. & dquo;

He hesitated for only an instant.

&l dquo; Well, would it be all right if | cane with you to
wherever it is

you&r squo; re goi ng? | should probably stretch ny |egs.

| & squo; ve been

sitting here all norning, and | & squo;d |ove to see
sonepl ace new. Maybe

you coul d even show ne around a bit. & dquo; He paused.

&l dquo; | f

t hat & squo; s okay, | nean. & dquo;

She al nost said no, but again, she heard Dori s& squo;s
wor ds, and her



t hought s becane nuddl ed. Should |I or shoul dn& squo;t |?
Despite her

better judgnment&mash;thank you very nuch for that,

Dor i s&rdash; she sai d,

&l dquo; Sure. But | & squo;ve only got an hour or so before
| have to get

back, so | don&r squo;t know how much help | can be. & dquo;

He seenmed al nost as surprised as she did, and he stood,
then fol |l owed her

out the door. & dquo; Anything at all is ?ne, & dquo; he

sai d. & dquo; Hel ps

me ?l1 in the blanks, you know. Ité& squo;s inportant to
know what goes on

in a place like this. & dquo;

& dquo;In our little hick town, you nmean?& dquo;

& dquo; | didné&rsquo;t say it was a hick town. Those are
your words. & dquo;

&l dquo; Yeah. But they& squo;re your thoughts, not mne. |
| ove this

pl ace. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m sur e, & dquo; he agreed. & dquo; Wiy el se
woul d you live

her e?& dquo;

&l dquo; Because it & squo;s not New York City, for one
t hi ng. & dquo;

&l dquo; You&r squo; ve been there?& dquo;

& dquo; |l used to live in Manhattan. On West
Si xty-ni nt h. & dquo;

He al nost stunbled in m dstep. & dquo; That & squo;s just a
few bl ocks from
where | |ive. & dquo;

She smled. & dquo; Small world, isn& squo;t it?& dquo;

Wal ki ng qui ckly, Jereny struggled to keep up with her as



she appr oached
the stairs. &l dquo; You&r squo; re kidding, right?& dquo;

&l dquo; Nope, & dquo; she said. & dquo;Lived there with ny
boyfriend for

al nrost a year. He worked for Mrgan Stanley while |
interned in the NYU

l'i brary. & dquo;

& dquo; | can&rsquo;t believe this . . . & dquo;

& dquo; What? That | lived in New York and left? O that |
lived near you?

O that | lived with ny boyfriend?&r dquo;

& dquo; Al'l of it, & dquo; he said. & dquo; O none of it.

| & squo; m not

sure. & dquo; He was trying to fathomthe thought of this
smal | -t own

librarian living in his nei ghborhood. Noticing his
expression, she had to

| augh. &l dquo; You& squo;re all alike, you know

t hat ?& dquo; she sai d.

&l dquo; Who?&r dquo;

& dquo; People who live in the city. You live your life

t hi nki ng t hat

t here& squo;s no place in the world as special as New York
and that no

pl ace el se has anything to offer. & dquo;

&l dquo; You&r squo;re right, & dquo; Jereny admtted.

&l dquo; But

t hat & squo; s only because the rest of the world pales in
conpari son. & dquo;

@ ancing over at him she nade a face that clearly
t el egraphed, You
di dn&rsquo;t just say what | think you said, did you?

He shrugged, acting innocent. & dquo;l nean, cone on .
G eenl eaf
Cottages can&rsquo;t exactly conpare to the Four Seasons



or the Pl aza,
can it? | nmean, even you&rsquo;ve got to admt
t hat . & dquo;

She bristled at his snug attitude and began to wal k even
faster. She

decided then and there that Doris didn& squo;t know what
she was tal king

about .

Jereny, however, woul dn& squo;t let it go. & dquo; Cone on
admt it.
You know | & squo; mright, don& squo;t you?&r dquo;

By that point, they& squo;d reached the front door of the
i brary, and he

held it open for her. Behind them the elderly wonan who
wor ked in the

| obby was watching themintently. Lexie held her tongue
until she was

just outside the door, then she turned on him

&l dquo; Peopl e doné&rsquo;t live in hotels, & dquo; she
snapped. &l dquo; They

live in communities. And that & squo;s what we have here. A
communi ty.

Wher e peopl e know and care about each other. \Were kids
can play at night

and not worry about strangers. & dquo;

He rai sed his hands. & dquo; Hey, & dquo; he sai d,

&l dquo; don&r squo;t get

me wong. | love communities. | lived in one grow ng up. |
knew every

famly in ny nei ghborhood by nane, because they& squo;d
lived there for

years. Sone of themstill do, so believe ne, | know
exactly how i nportant

it is to get to know your nei ghbors, and how i nportant it
is for parents

to know what their kids are doing and who they& squo;re
hangi ng out w th.

That & squo;s the way it was for ne. Even when | was off
and about,



nei ghbors woul d keep tabs on us. My point is that New York
Cty has that,

t oo, depending on where you live. Sure, if you live in ny
nei ghbor hood,

It& squo;s ?lled with a |ot of young career people on the
nove. But visit

Park Sl ope in Brooklyn or Astoria in Queens, and
youé&rsquo; ||l see kids

hangi ng out in the parks, playing basketball and soccer,
and pretty nuch

doing the sane thing that kids are doi ng here. & dquo;

&l dquo; Li ke you&r squo; ve ever thought about things |ike
t hat . & dquo;

She regretted the sharpness in her tone the nonment she
| ashed out at
Jereny. He, however, seened unfazed.

&l dquo; | have, & dquo; he said. & dquo; And believe nme, if |
had ki ds, |

woul dn&r squo;t |ive where | do. | have a ton of nephews
and ni eces who

live in the city, and every one of themlives in a

nei ghbor hood with lots

of other kids and people watching out for them In many
ways, it&r squo;s

a lot like this place. & dquo;

She sai d not hing, wondering if he was telling the truth.

&l dquo; Look, & dquo; he offered, & dquo; | & squo; m not
trying to pick a

?ght here. My point is sinply that kids turn out okay as
| ong as the

parents are involved, no matter where they Ilive.

It & squo; s not |ike

smal |l towns have a nonopoly on values. | nean, |& squo; m
sure if | did

some digging, |&squo;d ?nd lots of kids that were in
troubl e here, too.

Kids are kids, no matter where they live. & dquo; He
smled, trying to

signal that he didn& squo;t take what she&r squo;d said



personal ly.
& dquo; And besi des, | & squo; mnot exactly sure how we got
on the subj ect

of kids, anyway. Fromthis point on, | pronmise not to
mention it again.
Al 1 was trying to say was that | was surprised that you

lived in New

York and only a couple of blocks from ne. & dquo; He
paused.

&l dquo; Truce?& dquo;

She stared at him before ?nally releasing her breath.
Maybe he was right.

No, she knew he was right. And, she admtted, she& squo;d
been the one

who escal ated the whol e thing. Middl ed thoughts can do
that to a person.

What on earth was she getting herself into here?

&l dquo; Truce, & dquo; she ?nally agreed. & dquo; On one
condi ti on. & dquo;

&l dquo; What & squo; s t hat ?&r dquo;

& dquo; You have to do the driving. | didn& squo;t bring a
car. & dquo;

He | ooked relieved. & dquo;Let nme ?nd ny keys. & dquo;

Nei ther was particularly hungry, so Lexie directed Jereny
to a snall

grocery store, and they energed a few mnutes later with a
box of

crackers, sone fresh fruit, various kinds of cheese, and
two bottles of

Snappl e.

In the car, Lexie set the food at her feet. & dquo;ls
there anything in
particul ar you& squo;d |ike to see?& dquo; Lexi e asked.

& dquo; Ri ker& squo;s Hill. Is there a road that leads to
t he top?& dquo;



She nodded. &l dquo;|té& squo;s not nuch of a road. It was
originally used

for | ogging, but nowité& squo;s nainly deer hunters.

It & squo; s rough,

t hough&ndash; | don&r squo;t know if you want to bring your
car up

t here. & dquo;

&l dquo; No big deal. Ité& squo;s a rental. And besides,
| & squo; m getti ng
used to bad roads around here. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ckay, & dquo; she said, & dquo; but don& squo;t say |
di dn&r squo;t
war n you. & dquo;

Nei t her said nmuch as they headed out of town, past Cedar
Creek Cenetery

and over a snall bridge. The road was soon lined with
ever -t hi ckeni ng

groves of trees on both sides. The bl ue sky had gi ven way
to an expanse

of gray, rem nding Jereny of winter afternoons nuch
farther north.

Qccasional ly, ?ocks of starlings broke into ?ight as the
car passed,

noving in unison as if tethered together by string.

Lexi e was uneasy in the silence, and so she began

descri bing the area:

real estate projects that had never cone to fruition, the
nanmes of trees,

Cedar Creek when it could be seen through the thicket.

Ri ker & squo; s Hil

| ooned off to the left, |ooking gloony and forbidding in
the nuted |ight.

Jereny had driven this way after |eaving the cenetery the
first time and

had turned around about here. It had been just a mnute or
so too soon,

he | earned, because she told himto turn at the next

I ntersection, which

seened to |l oop around toward the rear of R ker&rsquo;s



Hll. Leaning
forward in her seat, she peered out the w ndshiel d.

& dquo; The turn is just up ahead, & dquo; she said.
&l dquo; You m ght want
to sl ow down. & dquo;

Jereny did, and as she continued to stare, he glanced over
at her, noting

the slight indentation of a frown |ine between her
eyebrows.

&l dquo; Ckay . . . there, & dquo; she said, pointing.

She was right: it wasn& squo;t nmuch of a road. Gravel and
rutted, Kkind of

i ke the entrance to Geenleaf, but worse. Exiting the
mai n road, the car

began to lurch and bounce. Jereny sl owed even nore.

& dquo;ls Ri ker& squo;s Hill state property?& dquo;

She nodded. &l dquo; The state bought it fromone of the big
ti mber

conpani es&ndash; Weyer haeuser or Georgi a- Paci ?c or

sonet hing |ike

t hat &dash; when | was a little girl. Part of our |ocal

hi story, you know.

But it& squo;s not a park or anything. | think there were
pl ans to make

It into a canpground at one tine or another, but the

st at e&r squo; s never

gotten around to it. & dquo;

Loblolly pines closed in as the road narrowed, but the
road itself seened

to inprove as they noved higher, follow ng an al nost

zi gzag pattern to

the top. Every now and then, a trail could be spotted,
whi ch he assuned

was used by hunters.

In tinme, the trees began to thin and the sky becane nore
noti ceabl e; as



t hey neared the crest, the vegetation | ooked nore

weat hered, then al nost

devastated. Dozens of trees had snapped in half; |ess than
athird stil

seened to be standing upright. The incline grew | ess
steep, then ?attened

out as they neared the top. Jereny pulled over to the
side. Lexie

notioned for himto turn off the engine, and they stepped
out of the car.

Lexi e crossed her arns as they wal ked. The air seened

col der up here, the

breeze wintry and stinging. The sky seened cl oser as wel|;
cl ouds were no

| onger featureless, but twisting and curling into

di stinctive shapes.

Down bel ow, they could see the town, rooftops clustered

t oget her and

perched al ong strai ght roads, one of which |ed to Cedar
Creek Cenetery.

Just beyond the town, the ancient, brackish river | ooked
i ke ?o0w ng

iron. He spotted both the highway bridge and a picturesque
railroad

trestle that rose high behind it as a red-tail ed hawk
circled overhead.

Looki ng cl osely, Jereny could just nake out the tiny shape
of the library

and coul d even spot where G eenl eaf was, though the
cottages were lost in

t hei r surroundi ngs.

&l dquo; The view i s amazi ng, & dquo; he ?nally said.

Lexi e pointed toward the edge of town and hel ped him zero
In on where to

| ook. &l dquo; See that |ittle house over there? Kind of off
to the side,

near the pond? That & squo;s where | |ive now. And over

t her e?

That & squo; s Dori s& squo;s place. It& squo;s where | grew
up. Soneti nes

when | was little, |I&squo;d stare toward the hil



I magi ning that | could
see nyself staring down from up here. & dquo;

He sm |l ed. The breeze tossed her hair as she went on.

& dquo; As teenagers, ny friends and | woul d soneti nes cone
up here, and

we&r squo; d stay for hours. During the sumer, the heat
makes the house

lights twinkle, alnost |ike stars. And the |ightning
bugs&ndash; wel |,

there are so many in June that it al nost |ooks Iike

t her e&r squo; s anot her

town in the sky. Even though everyone knew about this

pl ace, it

wasn&r squo;t ever too crowded up here. It was always |ike
a secret place

that ny friends and | coul d share. & dquo;

She paused, realizing that she felt strangely nervous.
Though why she
shoul d be nervous was beyond her.

& dquo; | renenber this one tine when a big thunderstorm
was expected. My

friends and | got one of the boys to drive us up here in
his truck. You

know, one of those big-tired things that could nmake it
down the G and

Canyon, if need be. So we all came up here to watch the

| i ght ni ng,

expecting to see it flickering in the sky. W didn&r squo;t
stop to

consi der that we&r squo;d put ourselves at the highest spot
I n any

direction. Wien the lightning started, it was beautiful at
first. It

woul d light up the sky, sonetines with a jagged flash,

ot her times al nost

| i ke a strobe light, and we& squo;d count out |oud until

t he t hunder

boonmed. You know, to see how far away the |ightning was.
But the next

thing we knew, the stormwas on us. | nean, the w nd was



bl owi ng so hard

that the truck was actually rocking, and the rain nmade it
| npossible to

see anything. Then the lightning started striking the
trees around us.

G gantic bolts cane down fromthe sky so close that the
ground woul d

trenble, and then the tops of pines would just expl ode

i nt o sparks. & dquo;

As she spoke, Jereny studied her. It was the nost

she&r squo; d sai d about

hersel f since they& squo;d net, and he tried to inmagine
what her life was

| i ke back then. Who was she in high school? One of the
popul ar

cheerl eaders? O one of the bookish girls, who spent her

| unches in the

library? Granted, it was ancient history&mdash;| nean, who
cared about

hi gh school ?&dash; but even now, when she was |ost in the
menories, he

wasn&r squo;t quite able to put his ?nger on who
she&rsquo; d been.

&l dquo; | & squo; || bet you were terri ?ed, & dquo; he said.

&l dquo; Li ght ni ng

bolts can reach ?fty thousand degrees, you know. & dquo; He
gl anced at

her. &l dquo; That & squo;s ten tinmes hotter than the surface
of the

sun. & dquo;

She smiled, anused. & dquo;|l didn& squo;t know that. But
yOoué&rsquo;re

ri ght &mash; | don& squo;t think | & squo;ve ever been so
terri?ed in ny

entire life. & dquo;

&l dquo; So what happened?&r dquo;
& dquo; The storm passed as they always do. And once we

col | ect ed
oursel ves, we drove back hone. But | remenber Rachel was



hol di ng ny hand
so hard that she left ?ngernail marks in nmy skin. & dquo;

& dquo; Rachel ? That woul dn&r squo;t happen to be the
wai tress at Herbs,
woul d it ?& dquo;

&l dquo; Yeah, that & squo;s the one. & dquo; Crossing her
arns, she | ooked

over at him & dquo; Wy? Did she put the nove on you at
breakfast this

nor ni ng?&r dquo;

He shifted fromone foot to the other. & dquo;Well, |
woul dn&r squo;t cal

it that. She just seened a little . . . forward is

al | . & dquo;

Lexi e | aughed. & dquo;Ilt doesn& squo;t surprise ne.
Sheé&rsquo; s .

wel |, she& squo;s Rachel. She and | were best friends
growi ng up, and |

still think of her as a sister of sorts. | suppose |

al ways will. But

after I went off to college and New York . . . well, it

wasné&rsquo;t the

same after | got back. It just changed, for lack of a
better word.

Don&r squo;t get nme w ong&ndash; she&r squo;s a sweet girl
and sheé&rsquo; s

alot of fun to spend tine with and she hasn& squo;t got a
mean bone in

her body, but . . .é&rdquo;

She trailed off. Jereny | ooked at her cl osely.

& dquo; You see the world differently these days?& dquo; he
suggest ed.

She si ghed. &l dquo; Yeah, | suppose that & squo;s it. & dquo;
& dquo; | think it happens to everyone as they grow

up, & dquo; Jereny
responded. & dquo; You ?nd out who you are and what you



want, and then you

realize that people you& squo;ve known forever don& squo;t
see things the

way you do. And so you keep the wonderful nenories, but
?nd yoursel f

noving on. |té&r squo;s perfectly nornal. & dquo;

& dquo; | know. But in a town this size, it&squo;s a
little harder to do.

There are only so many people in their thirties here, and
even fewer who

are still single. It& squo;s kind of a small world down
her e. & dquo;

He nodded before breaking into a smle.
& dquo; Thirti es?& dquo;

She suddenly renenbered that he& squo;d been trying to
guess her age
yest er day.

&l dquo; Yep, & dquo; she said with a shrug. & dquo; Getting
old, I
guess. & dquo;

&l dquo; O staying young, & dquo; he countered.

&l dquo; That & squo; s how

think of nyself, by the way. Wenever | get worried about
aging, | just

start wearing ny pants |ower, ?ash the wai stband of ny
boxers, wear ny

bal | cap backward, and wal k around the mall |istening to
rap. & dquo;

She gave an involuntary giggle at the inage. Despite the
chill in the

air, she felt warmw th the recognition, unexpected and
yet strangely

i nevitabl e, that she was enjoying his conpany. She
wasn& squo;t sure she

|l i ked hi myet &dash;in fact, she was pretty sure she

di dné&r squo; t &rdash; and for a nonent, she struggled to
reconcile the two

feelings. Wiich neant, of course, that the whol e subject



shoul d best be

avoi ded. She brought a ?nger to her chin. & dquo; Yes, |
can see that. You

do seemto regard personal style as inportant. & dquo;

& dquo; Wthout a doubt. Wy, just yesterday, in fact,
peopl e were

particularly inpressed with nmy wardrobe, including
you. & dquo;

She | aughed, and in the ensuing silence, she glanced at
hi m

&l dquo; | & squo; Il bet you travel a lot for your job,
doné&r squo; t

you?& dquo; she asked.

&l dquo; Maybe four or ?ve trips a year, each lasting a
coupl e of
weeks. & dquo;

&l dquo; Have you ever been in a town |like this?& dquo;

& dquo; No, & dquo; he said, & dquo;not really. Every place
| go has its

own charns, but | can say wth all honesty that | & squo;ve
never been to

a place like this. How about you? O her than New York, |
nmean. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; ve been to UNC, in Chapel Hill, and spent a
lot of tinme in

Ral ei gh. And | & squo; ve been to Charlotte, too, when | was
i n high

school. Qur football team nmade the state chanpi onship ny
seni or year, SO

pretty much everyone in town nmade the road trip. CQur
convoy stretched

four mles down the highway. And Washington, D.C., on a
?eld trip when |

was little. But |& squo;ve never been overseas or anything
i ke

t hat . & dquo;

Even as she spoke, she knew how small her life would seem



to him Jereny,
as if reading her mnd, ?ashed a hint of a smle.

& dquo; You&r squo; d | i ke Europe. The cathedrals, the
gor geous countryside,

the bistros and city squares. The relaxed lifestyle .
youé&rsquo; d ?t

right in.& dquo;

Lexi e di pped her eyes. It was a nice thought, but

And that was the thing. The but. There was always a but.
Life had a nasty

tendency to nmake exotic opportunities few and far between.
It sinply

wasn& squo;t a reality for nost folks. Like her. It
wasn&r squo;t as if

she could take Doris or take off nuch tinme fromthe

i brary. And why on

earth was he telling her all this, anyway? To show her
that he was nore

cosnmopolitan than she was? Well, | hate to break it to
you, she thought,

but | already know that.

And yet, even as she digested those thoughts, another

voi ce piped in,

telling her that he was trying to ?atter her. He seened to
be saying that

he knew she was different, nore worldly, than he& squo;d
expected her to

be. That she could ?t in anywhere.

&l dquo; | & squo; ve al ways wanted to travel, & dquo; she
admtted, sort of

hedgi ng the con?icting voices in her head. & dquo;It nust
be nice, having

t hat chance. & dquo;

& dquo; It is, at tines. But believe it or not, what | nost
enjoy is

nmeeti ng new people. And when | | ook back on the pl aces

| & squo; ve gone,

nore often than not | see faces, not things. & dquo;



&l dquo; Now youé&rsquo;re sounding like a romantic, & dquo;
she said. Oh, he

was dif?cult to resist, this M. Jereny Marsh. First the

| adi esé&r squo;

man and now the great altruist; well traveled but still
grounded; worldly

but still cognizant of the things that really mattered. No
matt er whom he

net or where he was, she had no doubt that he had an
innate ability to

make ot her s&nrdash; especi al | y wonen&ndash; feel as if he was
I n Kinship

with them Wich, of course, led directly back to her ?rst
| mpr essi on of

hi m

&l dquo; Maybe I am a romantic, & dquo; he said, glancing
over at her.

&l dquo; You know what | |iked about New Yor k?& dquo; she
asked, changing
t he subj ect.

He wat ched her expectantly.

& dquo; |l liked the fact that there was al ways sonet hi ng
happeni ng. There

wer e al ways peopl e hurrying down the sidewal ks and cabs
buzzing by, no

matter what tine it was. There was al ways sonepl ace to go,
sonething to

see, a new restaurant to try. It was exciting, especially
to soneone

who&r squo; d grown up here. Like going to Mars,

al nost . & dquo;

&l dquo; Why di dn& squo;t you stay?& dquo;

& dquo; | suppose | could have. But it wasné&rsquo;t the
pl ace for ne. |

guess you mght say that ny reason for going there at al
ki nd of

changed. | went to be with soneone. & dquo;



&l dquo; Ah, & dquo; Jereny said. & dquo; So you&r squo; d
foll owed him up
t her e?&r dquo;

She nodded. &l dquo; W net in college. He seened so . . . |
doné&r squo; t

know . . . perfect, | guess. He&r squo;d grown up in

G eensboro, cane from

a good famly, was intelligent. And really handsone, too.
Handsone enough

to make any wonman i gnore her best instincts. He | ooked ny
way, and the

next thing | knew | was followng himup to the city.

Coul dné&rsquo;t help

nysel f. & dquo;

Jereny squirnmed. & dquo;ls that right?&r dquo;

She smled inwardly. Men never wanted to hear how handsone
ot her nen
were, especially if the relationship had been serious.

&l dquo; Everything was great for a year or so. W were even
engaged. & dquo; She seened | ost in thought before she |et
out a deep

breath. & dquo;| took an internship at the NYU library,
Avery went to

work on Wall Street, and then one day | found himin bed
with one of his

co-workers. It kind of nmade ne realize that he

wasn& squo;t the right

guy, so | packed up that night and cane back here. After
that, | never

saw hi m agai n. & dquo;

The breeze picked up, sounding alnost like a whistle as it
rushed up the
sl opes, and snelling faintly of the earth.

& dquo; Are you hungry?&r dquo; she asked, wanting to change
t he subj ect

agai n. & dquo;l nean, ité& squo;s nice visiting with you
out here, but if



| don&r squo;t get sonme nourishnment, | tend to get
grunpy. & dquo;

&l dquo; | & squo; m st arved, & dquo; he sai d.

They made their way back to the car and divided up the

| unch. Jereny

opened the box of crackers on the front seat. Noticing
that the view

wasn& squo;t nuch, he started the car, maneuvered around
t he crest,

t hen&nmdash; angling the car just right&nmash;reparked with
a view of the

t own agai n.

&l dquo; So you cane back here and began working at the
library, and .
. & dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s it, & dquo; she sai d.
&l dquo; That & squo; s what
| & squo; ve been doing for the | ast seven years. & dquo;

He did the math, ?guring she was about thirty-one.
&l dquo; Any ot her boyfriends since then?& dquo; he asked.

Wth her fruit cup wedged between her | egs, she broke off
a piece of

cheese and put it on a cracker. She wondered if she should
answer, then

deci ded, Wat the hell, he& squo;s |eaving, anyway.

& dquo; Ch, sure. There were a few here and there. & dquo;
She told him

about the |lawer, the doctor,
and&nrdash; | at el y&ndash; Rodney Hopper. She

di dn&rsquo;t nention M. Renai ssance.

& dquo; Well . . . good. You sound |ike youé&rsquo;re
happy, & dquo; he sai d.

&l dquo; | am & dquo; she was quick to agree.
&l dquo; Aren&r squo; t



you?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Mbost of the time. Every now and then, | go nuts,
but | think
t hat & squo; s normal . & dquo;

&l dquo; And t hat & squo; s when you start wearing your pants
| ow?&r dquo;

&l dquo; Exact |y, & dquo; he said with a smle. He grabbed a
handf ul of

crackers, bal anced a couple on his |eg, and began stacking
sonme cheese.

He gl anced up, |ooking serious. & dquo;Wuld you mnd if |
asked a

per sonal question? You doné&rsquo;t have to answer, of
course. |

won&r squo;t take it the wong way, believe ne. |& squo;m
] ust

curious. & dquo;

&l dquo; You nean, nore personal than telling you about ny
previ ous
boyf ri ends?&r dquo;

He gave a sheepi sh shrug, and she had a sudden vi sion of
what he nust

have | ooked |ike as a small boy: a narrow, unlined face,
bangs cut

straight, shirt and jeans dirty from pl ayi ng outsi de.

&l dquo; Go ahead, & dquo; she said. & dquo; Ask away. & dquo;

He focused on the lid of his fruit cup as he spoke,
suddenly reluctant to

neet her gaze. & dquo;Wien we first got here, you pointed
out your

gr andnot her & squo; s house. And you said you& squo;d grown
up there. & dquo;

She nodded. Sheé&rsquo; d wondered when he woul d ask about
t hat .

&l dquo; | did, & dquo; she said.



&l dquo; Why?&r dquo;

She | ooked out the wi ndow, habit rmade her search out the
hi ghway that | ed
out of town. \Wen she spotted it, she spoke slowy.

&l dquo; My parents were com ng back from Buxton, out on the
Qut er Banks.

That was where they got married, and they owned a snall
beach cottage

there. It& squo;s kind of hard to get to from here, but ny
nom swor e t hat

It was the nost beautiful place in the world, so ny dad
bought a snall

boat so they woul dn& squo;t have to use the ferry to get
there. It was

their little escape, the two of them sneaki ng away, you
know.

There& squo; s a beautiful 1ighthouse that you can see from
t he porch, and
every now and then, | head out there, too, just |like they

used to, just
to get away fromit all. & dquo;

Her Iips formed the tiniest of half-smles before she went
on. &l dquo; But

anyway, on their way back that night, ny parents were
tired. It still

takes a couple of hours to get there even w thout the
ferry, and the best

guess is that on the way hone, ny dad fell asleep at the
wheel and the

car went off the bridge. By the tine the police found the
car and dredged

it out the follow ng norning, they were both dead. & dquo;

Jereny was quiet for a |long nonent. & dquo; That & squo; s
terribl e, & dquo;
he ?nally said. & dquo; How ol d were you?& dquo;

& dquo; Two. | was staying with Doris that night, and the
next day, she
headed off to the hospital with ny granddad. When they got



back, they
told nme that | & squo;d be living with them from now on
And so | did. But

It & squo;s strange; | nean, | know what happened, but
I t & squo; s never
seened particularly real. | didn& squo;t feel like |I was

m ssi ng anyt hi ng

when | was growi ng up. To ne, ny grandparents seened |ike
everyone

el se&rsquo; s parents, except that | called themby their
?r st

nanmes. & dquo; She smled. & dquo; That was their idea, by
the way. | guess

they didn& squo;t want ne to think of them as grandparents
anynore since

they were raising nme, but they weren& squo;t ny parents,
ei t her. & dquo;

When she ?ni shed, she | ooked over at him noticing the way
hi s shoul ders

seened to ?Il out his sweater, and eyeing that dinple
agai n.

& dquo; Now it & squo;s ny turn to ask questions, & dquo; she
sai d.

&l dquo; | & squo; ve tal ked too nuch, and | know that ny life
nmust be boring

conpared to yours. Not so nmuch about ny parents, of

course, but living

here, | nean. & dquo;

&l dquo; No, ité&r squo;s not boring at all. Ité& squo;s

i nteresting. Kind of

like . . . reading a new book when you turn the pages and

experience
sonet hi ng unexpect ed. & dquo;

&l dquo; Ni ce net aphor. & dquo;
&l dquo; | thought you m ght appreciate that. & dquo;

&l dquo; So what about you? What nmade you want to becone a
j ournal i st ?& dquo;



For the next few mnutes, he told her about his coll ege
years, his plans

to becone a professor, and the turn of events that had
brought himto

this point.

& dquo; And you said that you have ?ve brothers?& dquo;

He nodded. &l dquo; Five ol der brothers. |& squo; mthe baby
of the
fam | y. & dquo;

&l dquo; For sone reason, | just can& squo;t see you with
br ot her s. & dquo;

&l dquo; Why?&r dquo;
& dquo; You strike nme as nore the only-child type. & dquo;

He shook his head. &l dquo;lté& squo;s a shane you
di dn&rsquo;t inherit the
psychic abilities of the rest of your famly. & dquo;

She smled before glancing away. In the distance,
red-tail ed hawks

circled above the town. She put her hand to the w ndow,
feeling the cold

press of gl ass agai nst her skin. & dquo; Two hundred
forty-seven, & dquo;

she sai d.

He | ooked over at her. & dquo; Excuse ne?&r dquo;

&l dquo; That & squo; s how nany wonen visited Doris to ?nd
out the sex of

their babies. Gow ng up, |&squo;d see themsitting in
the kitchen

visiting wwth ny grandnother. And ité& squo;s funny, even
now | can

remenber thinking that they all had this | ook about them
the sparkle in

their eyes, the fresh glowto their skin, and their
genui ne excitenent.

There is truth to the old wves& squo; tale that wonen who



are pregnant

glow, and | renmenber thinking that | wanted to | ook j ust

i ke t hem when |

grew up. Doris would talk to themfor a while to make sure
they were sure

they wanted to know, and then she& squo;d take their hand
and get really

qui et all of a sudden.

Hardly any of them were even show ng, and a few seconds
after that,

she&r squo; d make her pronouncenent. & dquo; Lexie let out a
soft breath.

&l dquo; She was right every tine. Two hundred forty-seven
wonen cane by,

and 