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Fetch

BOONE

Clyde was the best dog I ever had. He was a black, gray, and tan German shepherd mix with a keen sense of smell and a quirky disposition. I loved him! He was always happy, always friendly. He went to every class I took at Appalachian State University, sitting at my feet and listening intently. After class, we would wander outdoors and play a game of fetch or go for a hike. Sometimes, we even studied. I would have aced every class if the professors had let Clyde take the tests.

Well, we graduated—Clyde with top honors, at least among the students—and had a brief hiatus in the Outer Banks. We loved the beaches and the wind and the waves, me and Clyde. But I was a mountain boy at heart, and the yen for the hills grew so strong within me that I came back to Boone. Clyde didn’t mind where we were so long as we stuck together. I bought a nice little one-story ranch house with a full basement and, in time, brought home a bride to live there with the two of us. Sadly, my relationship with both Clyde and the little ranch house outlasted my relationship with my wife.

I was pretty devastated by the divorce, and it didn’t help matters when my best buddy Clyde died of sheer old age. Tough, strong mountain man that I am, I bawled like a baby when I buried old Clyde in the front yard. There had never been another dog quite like him.

I stuck it out in the house for two years after the divorce but finally decided it was time to buy a condo and move on with my life. That little old house had too many memories, and no Clyde to soften them.

My sister and brother-in-law helped me pack up my things. On the day of the move, they loaded up their truck and headed off to the condo, leaving me to finish packing my own truck. I parked it on the street right in front of the house and trotted back and forth with packages and boxes, leaving the big old mirror that was propped opposite the front door for last, since it needed special packaging so that it wouldn’t break during the trip.

I was down to the last few items when I stepped out of the door carrying a box and almost tripped over a stick laying smack-dab in the middle of the front walk. I frowned down at it. Where did that come from? It hadn’t been there on my last trip out to the truck, and there was no wind that could have knocked it off a tree into the path. It was, I observed casually, just the type of stick that Clyde always favored when we played fetch—about a foot long and an inch thick. The wood had a knot at the center that looked like a cat’s eye.

I felt a pang of loss when I saw the stick. Oh, how I missed Clyde. Adjusting the box on my hip, I scooped up the stick and threw it into the backyard, chucking it right over the low roof of the ranch house. Then I walked out to the truck and carefully loaded my box with the others.

Turning, I headed back toward the house to pick up the last few boxes. And there was the stick again, exactly where it had been before. My flesh crawled, and I felt goose bumps rising on my arms and legs. How had it gotten back here? It was the same funny old stick I’d just thrown over the house. I could tell by the knot at its center that looked like a cat’s eye. I glanced around the yard, but no one was there. No way to explain the stick.

Hastily, feeling chills all over my skin, I picked it up and threw it over the roof of the house again. Then I headed in the front door. As I did, I glanced in the mirror propped up against the wall. In the bottom corner, standing reflected on the exterior walkway just where the stick had been, stood Clyde. His black and tan ears were pricked, his dark eyes glowed with delight, and his tail was wagging. There was no doubt it was Clyde.

Now I loved that dog more than anything. But seeing his ghost reflected in that mirror seriously freaked me out. I gasped, blinked, and then hurried to the bedroom to grab the final box off the bed. When I returned to the front hallway, there was nothing reflected in the mirror except empty walkway. I snatched up the old mirror any which way, locked the front door with shaking hands, and hurried down the walk to the truck parked out front. I didn’t look down. I really didn’t want to see if the stick was back.

A moment later, I was in the truck with the blasted old mirror tucked against the passenger’s seat. My hands were shaking so badly that it took me two tries to get the engine
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started. Then the truck was in gear, and I was gone. Goodbye, house. Goodbye, old life. I hit my blinker and slowed for the left turn. Just before I rounded the corner, I glanced in the rearview mirror, staring back at the house. Was that a hint of black and tan by the walkway? The swish of a wagging tail?

A car rumbled past, cutting off my view. By the time I could see it again, the yard was empty.

Goodbye, Clyde.
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Daddy’s Visit
 
RALEIGH


It was a lovely spring afternoon, and I didn’t hurry as I closed the front door behind me. I could smell lilacs in the air and stood for a moment on my small front porch breathing in the scent of spring. I heard birds chirping, a crow cawing in the tree, the whiz of a car passing in the street. And another sound, faint but distinct. The regular chuff-chuff sound of an engine warming up next door. I glanced over but saw no car in the driveway. That was odd. Was my new neighbor warming up the car in the garage? No, of course not. Any sensible person knew that was terribly dangerous. Carbon monoxide could build up fast. The car must be pulled up behind the house where I couldn’t see it, I decided.

A family of four had moved in next door about six weeks ago—a young couple in their thirties with two adorable little girls. I’d taken over an apple pie and introduced myself, and they seemed friendly enough. The father left for work before sunup each day and came home around three in the afternoon. He usually spent the time before dinner playing with his girls in the backyard while his wife rested or did errands, although for the last couple of days, it was the mother I saw outside in the afternoons.

I meandered down the front steps to my own car, parked out front in anticipation of my busy afternoon. I wanted to run a few errands before I started dinner. I took a last deep breath of lilac-scented air and then jumped into the car and headed off to the grocery store. I ambled my way through my errands, pausing to chat with a friend at the library, compare notes about fruit with a knowledgeable salesperson at the grocery, and discuss the best way to ripen tomatoes with the fellow manning the desk at the post office.

It was after 3:00 p.m. when I pulled into my driveway and parked the car by the back door. As I retrieved my groceries from the trunk, I heard the neighbor’s car chuff-chuffing to itself next door. That was odd. Had they just returned from errands, as I had? Surely their car wasn’t still warming up after two and a half hours?

Curious, I walked around the house and peered down my neighbor’s driveway. I didn’t see a car, but I could hear one running in the garage. Chuff-chuff-chuff. Rumble rumble.

I felt my skin prickling all over. It was very dangerous to run a car in an enclosed space. Even more so when the enclosed space was a garage attached to a house. Carbon monoxide could build up really fast. I stood there holding a couple of bags of groceries, wondering what to do. The soft rumbling sound made me uneasy. Abruptly, I dropped the groceries onto my front porch, walked back to their house, and rang the doorbell repeatedly. No answer. I knocked several times, first on the front door and then the back, calling the parents’ names. Still no answer.

Now I was really  worried. There was no sign of anyone home, and normally the kids would be out playing in the fenced-in backyard at this time of day. I phoned the house. No answer. I phoned both parents’ cell phones. I got voice mail.

I couldn’t leave things  there. A car running in a closed garage was dangerous. Reluctantly, I called the police and explained the situation. They promised to send someone over, and I waited nervously for them on my front porch. It seemed to take forever for the police car with flashing lights to pull up. I ran at once to the car, babbling desperately about how I’d heard the car earlier but hadn’t realized it was in the garage until I got home from my errands. “I think it’s been running in there for over two hours,” I concluded, almost wringing my hands in dread. The officer’s face grew grim, but he spoke soothingly to me, asking me to wait for him on the porch. Then he went up to the house. I watched him ring the bell, knock, call. His partner did the same at the back door. Then they forced the garage door open. And found the young father dead in the car. He had committed suicide.

They called at once for an ambulance, and I heard them crashing into the house through the side door. From the sound of their shouts to each other, both little girls were inside the house and were suffering from the effects of carbon monoxide. The officers carried them out to safety, and I hovered in the background, watching helplessly as they did some preliminary first aid. The ambulance arrived within minutes—thank God—and the girls and their father were rushed to the hospital.

The mother arrived home just as the ambulance was pulling away. She ran toward the police officers in hysterics, demanding to know what had happened. She collapsed when she heard the news, and the officers asked me to go with her to the hospital after they had taken a brief statement from her.

On the way to the hospital, she told me she’d spent the day at a local spa. It was a birthday gift from her parents, and her husband had taken the day off to babysit the girls while she was away. Her husband suffered from clinical depression, but he had seemed so much better after they’d moved to the new house. “I never thought he’d do this,” she whispered, scrubbing at her cheeks with a tissue.

When we arrived at the hospital, the doctors took the young mother aside and told her that her husband had been declared dead on arrival. As for the girls, the eldest daughter had been playing on the far side of the house from the garage and was the least affected by the carbon monoxide, but the little four-year-old was in a coma and was not expected to come out of it. Even if she did, the damage she appeared to have suffered was so extensive that she would never function normally again.

The young mother fell to pieces when she heard the news, and I felt terribly guilty myself. If only I had investigated the sound of the running car when I first heard it, I might have saved the life of that poor little girl at least. Now her father was dead, and she was dying. I tried to tell myself it was not my fault. But I didn’t really believe it.

With my husband’s blessing, I spent the night at the hospital with my neighbor and made arrangements for her parents—who lived overseas—to fly into Raleigh as soon as they could get away. When the older daughter was released in the morning, I brought her to our house to stay until her grandparents arrived from Europe. Her mother remained at the hospital night and day, sleeping in the pediatric intensive care room with her youngest child, praying for a miracle. We were all praying for a miracle, even as we helped with funeral arrangements for the poor young father who had suffered from a depression that neither his family’s love nor medicine could lift.

Two days after the suicide, while my husband and our little houseguest drove to the airport to pick up her grandparents, I went to the hospital to see her mother and sister. While I was there, something strange happened. All night long, the poor tired mother had refused to leave her child alone in the room, not wanting her to wake up and find herself among strangers. So when I arrived, I volunteered to sit with the little girl while her mother washed up and had a rest. She thanked me with tears in her eyes and then went out into the hallway to ask the nursing staff where she could wash up and lie down for a few minutes.

I sat down in the chair by the bed, looking sadly at the sweet face of the tiny little girl sleeping her life away. This is not your fault, I told myself, though I did not believe it. I could hear the mother talking outside to the nurse as I sat there, watching the little girl breathe in and out, in and out. Suddenly, the temperature in the room dropped about twenty degrees. I shivered in the sudden cold, rubbing my arms to warm them. And then I was aware of an invisible presence entering the room. Footsteps came toward me, though I could see no one approach, and I felt someone walk past me. The invisible person actually bumped against my chair, shifting it forward a few inches. I heard the footsteps walk to the side of the bed and saw the dark hair on the little girl’s head flatten as if a hand was patting it. The invisible hand swept a strand of hair off the child’s cheek, and I heard a man’s voice speaking words
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I couldn’t understand. Then the presence was gone as suddenly as it had come. And in that instant the child’s eyes popped open, and she sat up in bed.

I exclaimed in surprise, and my neighbor came running into the room with the nurse. And the little child who—it was supposed—would never speak again called out to her mother in a perfectly rational voice: “Mama! Mama!”

It was a miracle. There was no other word for it. The little girl held out her tiny arms, and her mother swept her up into a huge hug. The child hugged her back and said, “Daddy was here. He said he was sorry I had gotten hurt and that he missed me.”

I swallowed hard when I heard her words. Was it her father I had just felt in the room with us?

The child continued: “Daddy told me I was going to be all right and that it was time for me to wake up. So I did.”

I gasped. So did the nurse. My neighbor was crying—tears of joy for her daughter’s recovery and of pain for the loss of her husband. As the nurse checked over her patient, I tiptoed quietly out of the room and left them alone. A great weight had rolled off my shoulders when the little girl awoke. The guilt I had felt at not reporting the running car sooner was gone now that she was awake and acting herself. Somehow, I knew everything was going to be all right. And it was all tied somehow to the visit from her father’s ghost. He had not wanted his daughter to suffer because of his mistake, and he had come back to make things right.

I shivered a bit, spooked by the thought even as I was grateful for its result. Then I went to phone my husband with the good news.
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The Nightmare
 
OCRACOKE


The nightmare began almost as soon as I shut my eyes. I found myself crouching behind a water barrel on the deck of the Ranger, watching in heart-pounding fear as pirates swarmed aboard the ship. Seven, eight, nine, ten I counted. And the eleventh … My heart seemed to lodge itself in my throat, and I choked, clapping a hand over my mouth to keep the buccaneers from hearing me. He had a long beard that nearly covered his face. Tall and striking in appearance, the pirate wore a crimson coat with two bandoliers full of pistols and knives crossed on his chest, and two sharp swords at his waist. It was Blackbeard! A couple of cannon fuses stuck out from under his hat in my dream—something that hadn’t happened in real life. They were hissing and spitting out smoke, creating such a terrifying aspect that I cowered, even in hiding.

Below decks, the hold was full of sailors waiting for this moment, but even that knowledge did not stop my heart from pounding in fear as the pirates spread out on the empty deck, their eyes searching for any sign of the crew. I screwed up my courage as best I could, waiting for the signal to attack. When it came, soldiers erupted from everywhere with shouts and loud battle cries.

I leapt out from behind the barrel and charged into the fray, finding myself only a few feet from the mighty pirate captain. Blackbeard whirled to face me, his eyes alight with joy in the fight. He was huge, much taller than I and so fierce that my whole body trembled at the sight of him. I aimed my gun with shaking hands and stepped back a pace to regain my balance against a slight swell moving the ship. My foot landed on a rope instead of the flat boards of the deck. I stumbled, couldn’t regain my balance, fell …

… And woke with my heart pounding so hard that it hurt my chest. In my head, the pirate’s fierce black eyes still pierced through mine, and his pistol was raised to shoot me dead where I lay.

I was sweating like a pig under the blankets. My camp bed creaked as I turned over and fumbled for the lantern with shaking hands. It was three months later, and I still could not get that horrible moment out of my mind. We’d won the battle. We’d won. A shout from Lieutenant Maynard had distracted Blackbeard at the critical moment, turning him to face his arch enemy and giving me time to roll away to safety. I was back on my feet in time to see the two mighty men engage in battle. Yet in spite of my happy ending, the Blackbeard nightmare persisted. I knew he was dead. I’d ridden home on a ship with Blackbeard’s severed head displayed prominently on the bow, and yet somehow …

Somehow, my mind refused to believe that the pirate was really dead. I kept reliving that fateful moment again and again. The skirmish had been over in a flash—just a few seconds of my life. But in my dream, every terrifying moment happened in slow motion. I saw again every minute expression on the pirate’s face as he prepared to kill me. I felt my fingers gripping the gun, felt the slip of my foot on the rough rope, felt every motion as my body went down onto the deck. I thought I was dead. I would have been, had it not been for Maynard.

In the end, it was the nightmare that had brought me back to the Carolinas, to this small island of Ocracoke. I had heard reports from my fellow officers that the ghost of Blackbeard had been seen on the shores of the Pamlico Sound. He carried a lantern in his hand and searched the beaches for his lost head. It was just the sort of superstitious nonsense that always arose after a major battle. But this time I wanted to see for myself whether it was really true. I had nothing else to do. The nightmares were affecting my health so badly now that I’d been sent home on medical leave. Perhaps, I reasoned, if I saw the ghost of the pirate that haunted my dreams, my mind would finally be convinced that he was dead, and the nightmares would cease. Anyway, it was worth a try. So I sailed out to the island with a small tent, a camp bed, and provisions. And now here I was, awakened again by the nightmare, just in time to go out along the shores of the sound and watch for a ghost that probably did not exist.

With a sigh I rolled out of bed, dressed myself warmly against the sea winds, and went to sit on the dunes near my tiny fire. A million stars wheeled over my head as I gazed quietly upward. A wisp of a moon was already low on the horizon, getting ready to set. I listened to the swish of the wind in the long grasses, the lapping of the waves in the sound. Somewhere close, crickets chirped and night creatures hunted. It was peaceful and soothing, a far cry from my nightmare. I really wasn’t expecting to see anything as I pulled a blanket around my shoulders and deeply breathed the fresh air.

I don’t know how long I was sitting there in a half-doze when I realized that one of the stars low on the horizon was moving toward me. I blinked in confusion and watched it for a while. Then I realized I was seeing a lantern. Someone holding a lantern was strolling up from the beach. Pulse pounding, I wondered, Is it Blackbeard? Then common sense reasserted itself. It couldn’t be. Okay, maybe I’d come here to see a ghost. But in reality, I didn’t believe that ghosts existed. And even if I did, they certainly never appeared on command (they are a lot like children in that respect). I certainly wasn’t expecting a ghost sighting on the first night of my stay.

In spite of these reassuring thoughts, my body was sweating with fear as the footsteps approached. Then I made out the face of one of the local fishermen, lit by the lantern, and I had to chuckle at myself. Relieved (and a little disappointed), I called a greeting. He came up to me, and we shook hands. He was out night fishing and had come to my campsite to issue me an invitation to join his family for Sunday dinner—which was scheduled for noon the next day. I accepted the invitation gratefully. A hot, home-cooked meal was always welcome to a traveler. We sat for a couple of minutes talking about this and that before he made his way back to his fishing boat. I walked down to the boat with him and bade him good fishing. Then I watched him row out into the sound, his lantern a bobbing light that faded slowly into the night.

I stood for a while, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. Then I turned and walked slowly back toward my camp, smiling a little at the supernatural fear I’d felt at the sight of that lantern. Suddenly, I accidentally bumped into someone passing me in the dark. “I beg your pardon,” I said automatically as I stepped aside for the person to pass.

“Watch where yer walking,” a voice grumbled back from the darkness, and I felt the swish of a large body pressing close to mine. I froze suddenly in mind-numbing fear. I was standing on a wide-open, empty beach under the glimmering starlight. How could I have bumped into someone? I was the only one there. And yet I heard the crunch of footsteps on the sand behind me, as that someone kept walking. Swallowing hard, I turned around—and saw nothing but empty beach and the wide darkness of the water, glimmering softly in the starlight.

Then a blue light glowed suddenly, as if the cover on a dark lantern had been lifted. It blinded my eyes with its dazzle. I lifted a hand to shield my gaze and caught a glimpse of a crimson coat with two bandoliers full of pistols and knives crossed on a broad chest, and two sharp swords at a thin waist. But I saw no bushy black beard. The phantom had no head at all. Just a bloody stump where its head should be.

“My head … Where’s my head?” The glowing blue figure howled the words aloud, its voice a heart-wrenching shriek in the darkness. How it could speak without a mouth I would never know. Nor did I care to find out.

My feet were much smarter than my brain. They had me heading up the dunes toward my fire and my tent while my head was still turned back toward the beach, staring at the ghost. The phantom vanished suddenly with a popping sound. I gave a shriek that would have shamed a banshee and dove headfirst through the door of my tent. I huddled for a long time under my camp bed before, shamefaced, I crept into it and went to sleep. After all, I reasoned as my shaking slowly ceased, I had come here to see a ghost. I shouldn’t act like such a coward when it actually happened.
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That night, for the first time since the battle, I slept without dreams. And when I awoke, I knew I was cured. At least of the first nightmare! I wasn’t sure how I was going to cure myself of the vision of the ghost. I shook like a frightened child whenever I recalled it.

Completely overcome by my Blackbeard sighting, I packed up my belongings as soon as I awoke and loaded them into my small sailing skiff. Then I spent the morning fishing as far away from the haunted beach as I could go and still keep my promise to have dinner with the fisherman and his family at noon. It was a wonderful meal, and I heartily wished I had been able to enjoy it. But every mouthful tasted like sawdust to me, so deep was my longing to get away from the island.

As soon as common courtesy would allow, I bade farewell to my host and hostess and sailed away from the haunted dunes overlooking the Pamlico Sound, never to return there during the length of my days. I did not want to risk having a third encounter with the legendary pirate. Two meetings were more than enough!
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Ghost Light
 
MACO


I thought the kids would get a big kick out of it when I suggested we stop on the way to the seashore to watch for the Maco Light. After all, kids like spooky stuff. But they were dubious about the proposition, and my wife, Amanda, was downright skeptical.

“Why do you want to watch for some old ghost light?” she complained. “I thought you didn’t believe in that stuff.”

“I’m a skeptic. Seeing is believing,” I replied.

The kids chimed in then. My daughter, Lily, was eager to see the ghost light, but Kevin Junior just wanted to get to the beach.

“We won’t get there till after dark anyway. You won’t be able to go to the beach until tomorrow,” I said firmly. And that was that. Kev rolled his eyes expressively at my authoritarian manner and then subsided into a sulk in the backseat. Teenagers! When I complained to my own father about my teenager, he laughed at me and told me my mother had wished him on me. Apparently, I was just the same when I was a kid.

It was dusk by the time we neared our destination. I switched on the car headlights and turned down the road toward Maco. To get the kids in the mood, I told them the story of the Maco Light in my best spooky manner.

There was once a railroad conductor named Joe Baldwin who was working for the newly rebuilt Atlantic Coast
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