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  Epilogue


  PART ONE


  These creatures live onely without meats;


  The Camelion by the Air,


  The Want or Mole, by the Earth,


  The Sea-Herring by the Water,


  The Salamander by the Fire,


  Unto which may be added the Dormouse, which lives partly by sleep,


  And the Werewolf, whose food is night, winter, and death.


  (An old saying as quoted in The Werewolf of Paris by Guy Endore)


  1


  Preacher Timmons hurried the cadence of the funeral service. Given the raw winter wind that raked across the rolling hills of the graveyard, God surely would understand. If there had been any grief-stricken survivors present, the reverend would have braced himself against the bitter chill and given each word its proper attention. The ritualized conventions that followed death were meant for the living anyway, not the dead who were beyond any manner of earthly intervention. It was the living who needed to hear that the soul of their loved one had gone to a better place, a place where someday they would go, too, if they lived godly lives … a place where they would all be united and live happily evermore.


  But no known party mourned the passing of Horatio Corley. Not even had enough people shown up to form a proper circle around the coffin. So Preacher Timmons didn’t feel that he was slighting anyone by getting it over with as quickly as possible.


  The singularity of the circumstance went beyond the mere issue of attendance. No grave awaited to hold Corley’s body. It wouldn’t be dug until the rock-hard earth thawed. If anyone had cared enough to pay the extra fee, the undertaker could have employed a special device that heated the ground so that excavation was possible. In the case of Corley, no one gave that much of a damn. No matter that Horatio Corley had been Yocum Valley’s most celebrated citizen. By all official counts, the man—who had died the day before at the overripe age of 105 years, three months, and fourteen days—had been the oldest resident of the state. He had lived so long that he had outlasted his welcome.


  The Yocum Valley Nursing Home certainly didn’t mourn his passing. For twenty-five years he had haunted their halls, a living ghost who smelled sickly-old all the time and who broke noxious wind at the most inappropriate times. Horatio had outlived several of the home’s directors and all of his family, which—to Horatio—was an even better revenge than living well.


  Three years ago, when the old man officially became the state’s oldest resident, the town fathers of Yocum Valley had erected signs on the only two approaches to the small community announcing that it was home to the state’s longest-living senior citizen and sole centenarian. Thankfully, the few visitors who came to the mountaintop village never sought out the community’s claim to fame, and the signs came down hours after word of the old man’s death reached the town’s offices. Since the signs themselves cost the town’s treasury several hundred dollars, the town council was also embroiled in an official debate over their future use. With any luck the issue would be resolved by the high school basketball team, which had a chance to win the state championship. In lieu of that, the town could stake a somewhat dubious claim to being the highest municipality of its size east of the Mississippi River, which was a little like claiming to be the biggest little town south of the North Pole.


  A personage of no less stature than United States Senator Clyde Fairdale was paying for the old man’s modest services, but ‘pressing senatorial business’ prevented him from attending. Like so many others, the state’s junior senator suffered no grief over Corley’s death, but he didn’t mind at all footing the bill for the funeral. The gesture made for good press and brought to an end an annual obligation that the senator dreaded. It had become something of an anticipated political ritual for Fairdale to attend Corley’s birthday party. Photos from the event made most of the state’s papers. Out of public earshot, Fairdale swore that the old man stored up a week’s worth of intestinal gases for the much-dreaded affair. The senator always appeared at the party with a forced smile and inevitably left it drawn and green, cursing the cantankerous reprobate who threatened to single-handedly bankrupt the Social Security system while farting away the world’s ozone layer.


  Quite appropriately, when Corley had passed away, sitting in his wheelchair while the blessing was being spoken for Thursday lunch, the event was heralded by a trumpeting of wind from the old man’s bowels so long and loud as to befit a man who had survived a century. Once the staff and other residents of the home had recovered from the stench and discovered his death, they had cheered. As he was wheeled from the dining room, a celebration of sorts commenced. That was the last time old man Corley would spoil a meal for them.


  The only person in the dining hall who didn’t celebrate had been Gladys Roberts, another resident of the Yocum Valley Nursing Home, who was a good deal closer to the century mark than she ever admitted. Upon hearing the gleeful pronouncement of his demise, the waxen-faced Mrs. Roberts had turned an even more pallid shade of white and had mumbled a prayer, her words lost in the din of the macabre jubilation. The next day Mrs. Roberts was the only person at the graveside service who didn’t have to be there. She sat in a wheelchair at the foot of the casket.


  Thelma Yearout, the middle-aged but striking director of the nursing home, stood next to the preacher as he rushed the service to its conclusion. Her left hand discreetly fondled the tight buttocks of one of the two youthful attendants who had brought Mrs. Roberts to the service. In spite of the erotic attention to his rump, the attendant’s face was just as pained as that of his colleague—the northerly wind was that cold. Off to the side of the small gathering, a youthful reporter for the local weekly newspaper hunkered in a bulky green parka. Other than the professionally solemn staff from the funeral home, those few chilled souls constituted the entire entourage gathered to send Horatio Corley to whatever fate he had so long avoided.


  “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust …”


  The wind caught the preacher’s words and carried them toward the stumpy ridges encircling the mountaintop valley. In the process, it nipped at his nose and produced a sharp discomfort in his left ear. The sun’s brightness glared off the dusting of snow that covered the icy ground, but it possessed no warmth. The words he spoke merged into a single breathless murmur as he whisked the service to a hasty conclusion.


  “Christ, it’s cold.” The declaration came from Thelma Yearout just as the preacher closed his book and even before he could pronounce a solemn “Amen.”


  The nursing home director eased her hand away from the well-filled jeans of Billy Stowe. “Walk me down to the van,” she said. “Carl can bring Mrs. Roberts.”


  “May he rest in peace,” Preacher Timmons said.


  They all turned to leave. Carl Bishop, the less-favored attendant, moved up behind Gladys Roberts’s wheelchair.


  She held up an aged hand and motioned. He leaned down.


  “They are gonna bury him?” she asked.


  “Just as soon as the ground warms up.”


  He started to pull her back to the concrete sidewalk, which had been cleared of snow and ice simply because of her bothersome wish to attend the services.


  “Stop, young man!” The rush of the wind devoured the sound of her voice. He kept tugging.


  “STOP!” she shrieked.


  This time he heard her and moved in front of her, trying to see what crime he had committed. “I’m sorry. Was your foot caught?”


  “No! No! They must bury him, you see. Today!”


  Carl glanced down toward the van. Billy was already sitting inside with Mrs. Yearout. The two were making eyes at each other. Didn’t they realize that everyone around the nursing home knew about the thing they had going?


  “They really must!” Gladys Roberts repeated.


  The attendant rolled his eyes. Christ, how he hated old people! “Mrs. Roberts, they can’t dig the grave. The ground’s frozen too deep—”


  “No! No! No!”


  “Please, Mrs. Roberts. It’s cold—”


  “I refuse to leave unless he’s buried—today!”


  By that time her agitation had attracted Preacher Timmons. He hurried to intervene. He knew Gladys—just as he knew all the tenants of the home. He was the resident minister for those of the Protestant faith.


  “Are you all right, Mrs. Roberts?” He knelt in front of her.


  “Look here, Pastor. They surely must bury Mr. Corley today.”


  Timmons brushed some snow from in front of her feet. It revealed grass frozen tightly against the ground and ice crystals that twinkled in the useless sunlight. “It’s been cold too long, Sister. See how hard the ground is. Just as soon—”


  She started to stand up. She had no trouble walking on nice flat floors, but the nursing home staff had worried about her stability on the snow-covered, uneven terrain of the cemetery.


  Timmons put out a gentle hand to stop her. “Please, Sister Roberts—”


  She was on her feet, wobbly, her breath coming out in thick white plumes, reeking of dental adhesive. “It’s the curse, Preacher. You know about the curse? He’s gotta be under hallowed ground before the second sundown after his death. That’s the way of it. He’s gotta be.”


  Preacher Timmons had heard something about it not long after he first arrived in Yocum Valley. His memory, though, was beginning to wane, not so much from his age but from lack of use. The brain, he believed, was like a muscle, and the less it was used, the weaker it became. Yocum Valley was such a boring place—a community so bereft of the memorable—that his powers of recollection were seldom tested. All he could remember of the curse amounted to whispered words, perhaps at some church picnic if memory served, about a dark side to the community’s history. Every town boasted of similar histories—almost pridefully, as if the presence of some past evil gave them an extra dose of character. In the town where he had ministered before coming to Yocum Valley, its residents—some eighty years before—had lynched a black man for the alleged rape of a white girl. According to newspapers from the time, every white male in the community over the age of fifteen had fired at least one bullet into the poor man’s dangling corpse right before the eyes of the local police. The body had been left hanging as an example to the town’s other blacks. A few days later, after the corpse had turned bloated and nauseating, the young woman, her conscience in an uproar, confessed that she had been deflowered by her lover, a married man, and had made up the lie about the rape to defuse the temper of her righteous daddy, who had caught her sneaking home after the hours of decency.


  To the distraught old woman, he said, “We Christians don’t believe in curses.”


  Her face twisted into a mask of contempt. “Then you Christians are fools.”


  “Sister!”


  “Fools!” she shrieked, driven back into the wheelchair by the effort of shouting. “See that the old man’s buried, or he shall surely pass on the curse.”


  Preacher Timmons walked away. Blasphemy was one sin he couldn’t forgive.


  “Fools!” she cried after him.


  Even absent the curse, Yocum Valley was a very special place, Preacher Timmons’s opinion notwithstanding. For one thing, it really wasn’t a valley, not in the traditional sense of the word. Geographically, the area known as Yocum Valley occupied a saucer-shaped well on the summit of Mount Shawnee. Those who didn’t know better circulated the tale that the valley was the crater of an ancient volcano. Geologists debunked that myth. They theorized that it was the remnants of a large lake. Some massive shift in the earth’s crust had pushed the land upward, lake and all, to form Mount Shawnee. Over time the lake waters had drained away down the steep slopes and through the intricate maze of caverns that laced the mountain, leaving the concave mountaintop that eventually came to be known as Yocum Valley. The name itself originated with the first settlers in the valley, the family of Isaac Yocum. Isaac himself—and subsequently most of his family—had endured a wretched death at the hands of the cruel Shawnee.


  If the geologic formation had occurred a few hundred miles farther north, or had it been a few hundred feet higher, the valley might have been transformed into an Appalachian ski resort. Alas, it snowed often atop Mount Shawnee—and sometimes in copious amounts—but not often enough or heavily enough to justify the tremendous capital outlay required to construct a ski resort.


  Nonetheless, the town of Yocum Valley thrived. Many of its people worked in a small wood veneer plant. Its hospital had become something of a regional attraction, specializing in the simple kinds of medical problems that didn’t require fancy equipment. The town had a McDonald’s and a Hardees and even a shopping center. For those reasons alone, its people bristled at any suggestion that they were culturally deprived. The Town Council operated a school system that offered classes running from kindergarten to high school. It even boasted a small weekly newspaper called the Yocum Valley Bee. Its editor, much relieved that the old man’s name would never again grace his pages, had sent his apprentice reporter to Horatio Corley’s funeral.


  Zachary Spalding—Zach to his high school classmates—worked part-time for the Bee. For the past three months he had wanted to be a journalist. Before that, as far back as he could remember, he had wanted to be a microbiologist, but his teachers all cautioned him that he needed to excel in math to study science. Zach excelled in many things; math wasn’t one of them. While he sailed through English and social studies and history and even biology, algebra and geometry stymied him. He had managed a D in geometry and had done worse in algebra, a failure that required him to spend a summer repeating the course. With little else to do but concentrate on those damned equations, he’d managed a C—actually, a D, but his teacher had opted for mercy rather than justice. When he reached his senior year, he passed up the trig course and relinquished his dream to be a microbiologist. He replaced the course with journalism, which also required that he work for the school newspaper.


  A miracle happened. Zach had slipped into the craft with the grace of a natural. His journalism teacher, Mona Howell (‘Lady Luscious’, as she was known among the puberty-stricken boys), had started giving him B-pluses. They quickly became A’s. That January, after the Christmas break, he’d returned to school to discover that she had talked the editor of the Bee into letting him work part-time as an intern.


  Micah Browning, the Bee’s editor, had been skeptical at first and had told Zach as much, vowing that he’d give the young, redheaded boy a chance but added that he didn’t expect much. Zach had surprised Browning—and himself, too. After only a month of work for the Bee, Browning had asked if he could attend the funeral of Horatio Corley. Zach knew about Corley. Everyone in Yocum Valley knew about the old man, and his death was big-time news. Miss Howell had even gotten Zach excused from classes that afternoon.


  That’s why the young man happened to be standing behind the old woman and heard her shouting insults at the minister. At first he figured she was crazy. Old folks got that way. But the longer he listened, the more curious he became.


  A curse! Zach hadn’t ever heard about a curse—not in Yocum Valley. His teacher and his editor at the weekly had underestimated Zach’s ability. Not only could he write a solid news story, but he knew a good story when he heard one.


  He moved around in front of the old woman. “Ma’am, I’d like to hear about the curse.”


  Carl shivered against the north wind. “Scram, kid. I gotta get Mrs. Roberts outta the cold.”


  Zach ignored him. “Can I talk to you about it?”


  The old woman was looking back over her shoulder at the vessel containing the remains of Horatio Corley. “Run along, young man,” she said.


  “But I work for the newspaper.”


  She quickly turned to him. “You? You don’t look old enough to wipe your own behind.”


  “I do work for the paper.” Zach, blushing, was quick to produce his press card. Browning had issued it to him the week before. It was the possession he was the most proud of, and upon receipt of it he had hurried down to the local K-Mart to purchase plastic laminate in which he forever sealed the treasured identification.


  She took the card in her quivering hands. As she read it, Zach studied her long, withered fingers. They were covered with brown spots—liver spots, his mother called them—and he could see the dark blue veins through the white skin. Jesus, so gaunt and wasted, those hands had to be ice cold.


  She glanced back at him. “How old are you?”


  “I’ll be eighteen next year.”


  “Pshaw! You don’t work for no paper.”


  Thelma Yearout appeared to investigate the delay. “Let’s shake a leg. It’s cold out here. We can’t have Mrs. Roberts catching pneumonia.”


  “It’s the kid,” Carl said in his own defense. “He’s trying to talk to the old woman.”


  The nursing home director glared at Zach. “Make tracks, kid. You want the lady to freeze to death?”


  “I work for the newspaper,” Zach was saying.


  But Miss Yearout had turned and was hurrying toward the van.


  Carl was starting to shake. Over the western rim of the mountain, black snow clouds were swallowing the blue sky. “Look, kid, I’m taking Mrs. Roberts back to the home. You wanna talk to her, then you visit her there.”


  “The home?” Zach asked.


  “The Yocum Valley Nursing Home,” Carl said.


  “Can I, Mrs. Roberts?”


  “Can you what, boy?”


  “Can I visit you at the home?”


  She turned back to the coffin. “They’d best bury the old bastard. If they don’t, there’s gonna be hell to pay.”


  The attendant started easing her down the sidewalk. Zach walked along beside her. “I won’t take much of your time.”


  “Good thing,” she said. “It’s the one thing I don’t have much of.”


  “Can I come tomorrow?”


  She sighed. “Be too damned late by then, but, yes, come—we’ll talk.”


  At that point, her batteries ran down. She slumped in the chair. Zach, a tentative plea for help in his eyes, glanced back at the attendant.


  Carl laughed. “She’s okay, kid. She does that. When she gets tired, she nods off.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”


  Zach leaned down and saw no evidence that she was breathing. “Are you sure, mister?”


  “Sure I’m sure. Now get lost … okay?”


  Zachary Spalding stepped aside to watch as the attendant guided the old woman down to the van. The door opened, and a mechanical platform rolled out and descended to the ground. He shoved Mrs. Roberts onto it, and she was lifted into the vehicle. When it pulled away, Zach looked around to discover that he was alone in the frosty cemetery. He glanced back at the casket of Horatio Corley. The sun had been swallowed by the heavy clouds. The gusting wind raised ghostly snow devils that danced about the dark wood case. A dog bayed in the distance. The mournful cry produced a chill that reached beneath his warm, down-filled parka—a chill that came from something other than the winter wind.


  Editor Micah Browning’s eyes skimmed Zach’s copy with the quick intensity of an insensitive censor. “It’s good, Zachary, but you’ve gotten a little carried away with atmosphere.”


  Zach tried to contain his resentment. “It was so lonely out there, sir. Not many people were there. That kinda surprised me, the old man being so well known and all. I tried to capture the mood.”


  Browning was also the publisher of the Bee, which in this case meant that he owned it. He looked like what he was—a glorified ad salesman. He was short, jinxed with small bones that didn’t gracefully support the weight he placed upon them. As a result, he always looked a little flabby and sloppy. He was balding without a bald spot. Instead, his dark hair had just thinned uniformly all over, giving the stumpy little man the appearance of having attended one too many sessions of radiation therapy.


  To Browning, news was a nuisance. He kept the cost of gathering it at a bare minimum, relying instead upon the elder busy-bodies of the community to fill his pages with the meaningless comings and goings of the town’s people and their out-of-town relatives. He paid them a miserly eight cents per column inch, a penny an inch more than he paid Zach. In keeping with its bland tradition, the paper offered no editorial page, which excused its untrained editor from the need to develop informed opinions. The only staff reporter was an elderly woman who didn’t know a lead graph from a sidebar and wrote all her stories in the first person.


  Nonetheless, the Bee was a mainstay of Yocum Valley culture, and it perpetuated its position with a careful attention to the attitudes and opinions of its advertisers. The bulk of its readers were happy, too. They wanted the paper to report on their garden clubs and their PTA meetings. They loved the photos it reproduced of their kids in school plays, on sports teams, and building pyramids as cheerleaders. If they wanted bad news, they turned on their televisions or occasionally bought USA Today or a daily paper from Mt. Rogers, the nearest actual city.


  “I think you oughta leave it as it is,” Zach dared to say.


  Browning glanced up at the gawky young man. Never before had Zachary Spalding questioned him. Youthful enthusiasm, he decided.


  “That’s not the angle I want for this story, Zachary.” The editor’s voice was kind but firm. “You should start it off by saying something like ‘Yocum Valley laid to rest the state’s oldest citizen today.’ Your writing is fine. It’s just not the way I want the story done. Just stick to the facts.”


  Zach’s shoulders sagged as he reached out for the short piece of copy. “I understand. I’ll rewrite it.”


  “Don’t feel bad, son. That’s how you learn. Did you find that photo of old Corley we shot at his last birthday party?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, be sure and write a slug line for the photo. It does have the senator in it?”


  “Yes, sir. Standing behind Mr. Corley, but he’s got a sour look on his face.”


  Browning chuckled. “Very appropriate. Oh, and be sure you put in there that the senator paid for the old man’s funeral. You left it out. Now head on back and give that story another try.”


  “I figured the senator wouldn’t want it printed.”


  The editor shook his head. “Oh, to be so naive again.”


  Zach turned to leave, but he stopped at the door of the editor’s office.


  “What is it, Zach?”


  “I was wondering, sir. I heard something about some kind of curse at the funeral.”


  Browning’s eyebrows knitted. “Some kind of what?”


  “A curse, sir. There was this old lady—”


  A knowing smile crossed Browning’s face. “Mrs. Roberts.”


  “That’s her. She was saying—”


  The editor was shaking his head. “Never mind what she was saying. She’s been saying it for a long time. The poor woman’s senile, that’s all. If you talked to her, no wonder you wrote such a gloomy story.”


  It was a funeral, for God’s sakes, Zachary thought. He didn’t say it, though. Instead, he said, “I thought I might go talk to her. It might be a good feature story.”


  “A story on Mrs. Roberts?”


  “No, sir. About the curse … a story about the curse.”


  The editor dropped his forehead on to his hands and sighed. “No thanks, Zachary. No stories about curses. Lemme give you a little education. Come on back in and sit down.”


  Zach’s face reflected his confusion. “An education?”


  “Sit down, boy.”


  Zach took the chair in front of the editor’s desk.


  Browning himself stood and started to pace. The extra flesh around his belly had pulled his shirttail from his wrinkled pants, and Zach found himself staring at the fashion disaster around the man’s midsection as he received the lecture.


  “Small papers—especially in town’s like Yocum Valley—hafta make the town feel good about itself,” the editor was saying. “That’s the one thing we gotta do. I mean, there’s not really much news going on. The Town Council hires a new cop, or the Chamber of Commerce plans a Memorial Day sale. That’s the sort of hard news we deal with.”


  Browning stopped walking and settled on the corner of his desk, looking down at Zach. “Now, I have no doubt that someday you’re going to be a writer for some big paper. When that day comes, you can write about curses and crimes and the dark side of life, but people in Yocum Valley don’t wanna read about that stuff, leastways not in the town weekly. Really, they don’t even wanna read the obits, but they do—just ’cause they’re afraid they won’t send flowers when the boss’s mother croaks.”


  Zach fidgeted. He hadn’t meant to set Browning off. “I’m sorry—”


  “Naw! Don’t be sorry. I understand. I know you’d rather write about exciting stuff, but that’s just not how it is. A year or so ago we had an armed robbery just on the outskirts of town. You remember it?”


  Zach did remember it. He’d planned to play a game of sandlot football, but his mother had grounded him at home, afraid that the robbers might also be killers or child molesters (even though Zach at the time had been sixteen).


  “Anyway, how did you find out about it?”


  “My mother told me.”


  “How did your mother find out about it?”


  “Uh … somebody called—”


  “See, she didn’t read it in the paper. It wasn’t in the paper—ever! Hell, boy, we only publish once a week. What kinda real newspaper is that? The point is, everyone in Yocum Valley knew about it within a few hours of when it happened. You don’t need a newspaper to circulate bad news. It’s got legs of its own, and it travels as fast as the speed of sound. See what I mean?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Now that might not be true in a little bigger place, but it’s the gospel here. I’ve lived here all my life, fifty-two years, and that’s how it’s always been. Folks around here know that old tale about the curse. Mrs. Roberts has been spouting off about it most of her life, and the last thing our readers want is to read about it in the Bee. Understand what I’m saying?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Browning walked back around to his desk and settled into the creaking chair. “But you keep thinking up story ideas, Zachary. That’s part of your education. Now head on back to your desk and finish up that piece. It’s getting close to quitting time. Looks like we’ve got snow on the way.”


  Zach did as he was told, but as he reworked the story he continued to ponder Mrs. Roberts’s words and her emotions. Maybe Browning wasn’t interested in the story, but Zach was, and there certainly wasn’t any law that said he couldn’t talk to the old lady.


  Tomorrow. Saturday. On his own time.


  2


  Mona Howell positioned the nape of her neck directly beneath the hot spray from the shower head. It warmed her, driving away the chill that had haunted her following the miserably cold hour she had served on bus duty. The steaming flow cascaded down her body, washing away the stress as well as the schoolhouse grime. Clouds of steam filled the shower stall. She inhaled deeply, allowing the sultry moistness to cleanse and lubricate her lungs. Damn, how she despised that one week every two months she spent loading the raucous high school students onto the fleet of buses. With the kids’ spirits on an ascending rush because of the anticipated weekend break, Friday afternoons were always the worst. At least it was behind her for a couple of months.


  She turned, allowing the strong surge of water to beat against her ample breasts. The dark nipples stiffened under the assault, the sensation bringing a smile to the soft features of Mona’s face. The torrent from the shower rushed down her stomach and into the crevice of her womanhood. She wanted to stay beneath its comforting flow forever, but the capacity of the hot-water tank wouldn’t allow it. If she didn’t hurry, the warmth of the water would evaporate in the wink of an eye, leaving her to rinse away the suds with ice cubes.


  She had been teaching at the high school since the fall following her graduation from college—six years, in fact. It wasn’t the place she had intended to work when she walked across the stage to accept her diploma. That day—graduation day—remained the darkest memory of her life. It had been mid-May, a warm day, fragrant with the coming of the Appalachian spring. The college grounds were bright with the white and purple blooms of rhododendron. The trees sported their new foliage. Under those bright green leaves stood a hundred young people, each with a promise as exciting as the spring itself.


  Mona’s excitement had been more profound. That day she was to receive her B.S. in education—the next day she was to be married. As she stood in line, waiting to be seated in the metal chairs in the center of the football field, her eyes scanned the crowd in the bleachers in search of the face of her mother and her fiancé. They had come to the ceremony together and were to meet her afterward at the entrance to the stadium. Or so she had thought as she waited to march into the ceremony to the traditional melody of ‘Pomp and Circumstance’.


  During the long ceremony she had continued to study the huge crowd. They were there somewhere, but the sun was getting high and the glare was increasing. When her name was called, she had walked up to the college president and accepted her diploma, proud that they were watching. As the ceremony ended, and as they marched out, she had wept a little, anxious to feel the embrace of her future husband and her mother.


  Instead, the dean of women had met her as she and her fellow graduates had exited the stadium. The woman’s face had been solemn.


  “Come with me,” she had said to Mona.


  “I’m supposed to meet—” The sentence hadn’t been completed. At that moment, Mona saw the two police officers.


  A car accident.


  Not only did her future evaporate in a grinding collision of metal, but so too did her past. Bill and her mother—both gone. In that single, soul-shattering instant, Mona Howell discovered how unfair—how cruel—life can be.


  The following September Mona Howell had returned to Yocum Valley to teach. She had turned down an offer from the Fairfax County school system, the county in which Bill had lived and worked. Without him she had no interest in a place so far away from home. The Yocum Valley High School had needed a journalism teacher and an adviser to the student newspaper. While Mona’s primary teaching field was English, she had been the only applicant with enough college credits in journalism to permit her to teach it. On top of that, she had interned for a short time with a daily newspaper during the break between her junior and senior years in college. It had been there, at the Mt. Rogers paper, that she had met Bill. He had moved on to a larger paper near Washington, D.C.—in Fairfax—but not before they had fallen in love.


  Besides her other qualifications, Mona offered another asset to the folks in Yocum Valley. She had grown up in the mountain valley. Her father had been a teacher in the high school until cancer had claimed him during Mona’s thirteenth year. Her mother had left the valley only after Mona had graduated from Yocum Valley High School. She had gone to Roanoke to live with her sister, which was where Bill had picked her up minutes before the accident on the interstate.


  After a brief interview, the Town Council, which also served as the Board of Education, had awarded her the job. It had also officially extended its condolences to her for her ‘recent loss’, as the letter of employment so phrased it. At that time, in the wake of the accident, she hadn’t relished the idea of teaching journalism, but the opportunity eclipsed the prospect of teaching in junior high schools, a fate suffered by most of those with whom she had graduated. The kids in the junior highs were little more than gigantic zits oozing hormones.


  Mona stepped away from the flow of hot water and reached for the shampoo, squirting just a small dab in her hand. Her midnight-black hair was cut so short that it required very few suds—just as it required very little attention. Mona lathered it quickly, then just as swiftly soaped the rest of her body. There was a purpose to her speed. With any luck, she could steal another five minutes under the titillating rush of water before it turned cold.


  But it was not to be.


  “Mona!”


  The sound of her name, shouted by a male voice, was immediately followed by a sharp rap on the bathroom door. The voice belonged to Ernie Mulligan, her uncle on her mother’s side.


  “What is it?”


  “You got a visitor, girl.”


  “Oh, for Chrissakes. Who is it?” She turned off the shower so that she could hear.


  “One of your students. Says his name’s Zach.”


  “Zach?”


  “With a name like that, I figured you’d know his last name.”


  “I do. Tell him I’ll be down in a minute.”


  The interruption hadn’t startled Mona as much as it had frustrated her. There had been no danger whatsoever of Ernie walking in on her. They each had the greatest respect for the privacy of the other.


  As for Ernie, he was a perfect gentleman. When Mona had been hired at the high school, he had offered her his home. It had worked out well for them both. The two-story frame house was just two blocks from the school, and she lived in it rent-free. In return, she prepared their meals and kept the house, not that there was much to it. Ernie Mulligan had an orderly nature and simple tastes. There were no written agreements. They had never even discussed the arrangements. Ernie had made the offer when Mona had told him she was thinking of returning to Yocum Valley. It had come at a time when she had needed the love of what family she had left, and Mona had accepted it. He had been her salvation during those first few tortuous months back in Yocum Valley.


  She dried herself and took time to massage baby oil all over her body. As she worked the oil into the skin of her long legs, she puzzled over the reason for Zach’s visit. Without doubt he was the best student she had in her journalism courses. He possessed a natural writing talent highlighted by an ability to write as clearly as writers twice his age. He had been so good, in fact, that Mona had convinced the owner of the local paper to use the boy part-time. She pulled on a thick velour robe that swathed her entire body. Her face needed a little makeup, but she decided against it. Zachary Spalding had the beginnings of a juvenile crush on her. She had recognized it just as soon as she had started giving him a little extra attention. Best to let him see her like this—hair damp, without makeup. Maybe that would dim his mounting adolescent interest.


  She found the young man sitting at the kitchen table with Ernie. He was sipping a can of caffeine-free cola. Ernie had his ever-present cup of coffee, heavily diluted by dairy creamer and artificial sweetener. Ernie had a weight problem and, according to the doctor, high blood pressure because of it. If he hadn’t been so tall, he would have been obese. His weight, though, was spread over a six-foot-five frame.


  “We was just talking about the Super Bowl,” Ernie said as she padded into the kitchen. “The boy here’s a Redskins fan, too.”


  “I guess I came at a bad time,” Zach said. He was eyeing her glistening wet hair.


  Mona shrugged. “That depends, Zach. Do you have a problem?”


  “Kinda.”


  Ernie stood. “Well, I think I’ll go catch the news before I gotta go to work.”


  “Thanks for the soda pop, Mr. Mulligan.”


  “Sorry it had to be one of them newfangled kind. Mona there buys them. For my own good, she says.” He winked at the lanky young man.


  “It’s fine,” Zach said.


  “Hey, if you want, why don’t you come over next Sunday and watch the Super Bowl? We’ll get Mona to fix some popcorn. Maybe she’ll even allow us a little salt on it.”


  “Sure, Mr. Mulligan. I mean, if it’s all right with Miss Howell?”


  It really wasn’t ‘all right with Miss Howell’, but there was little else she could say other than, “I certainly don’t mind as long as I don’t have to watch it.”


  “She’s not a football fan,” Ernie said. “One more thing. Don’t call me Mr. Mulligan. I’m Ernie.”


  “Okay,” Zach said. “I’ll be here, Ernie. My dad’s not much of a football fan either. He likes baseball, which I think is boring.”


  “Me too,” Ernie said.


  “Fellas,” Mona said, “let’s put the sports chatter off until next week.”


  Ernie gave a thumbs-up to Zach and vanished into the living room. Mona leaned up against the sink and covered the swell of her breasts with her arms. “Now, what kind of problem do you have, Zach?”


  “I was at that funeral this afternoon—”


  “Mr. Corley’s.”


  “Yeah, and there was this old lady there. She’s staying at the same nursing home that Corley was. Anyway, Miss Howell, she gets all upset because they’re not going to bury Mr. Corley.”


  “Not going to bury him?”


  “Well, they are—when the ground thaws, but not right now.”


  “I’ve never heard of that.”


  “Me neither. That woman—her name was Mrs. Roberts—well, she got really hyper and said they had better bury Mr. Corley because of the curse.”


  “The what?”


  “The curse.”


  Mona smiled.


  Zach saw it. “That’s how I felt too, at first, but the old woman was really emotional. She was real serious. Anyway, it might make a story, but I told Mr. Browning about it and he nixed the idea.”


  “Is that your problem, Zach?”


  “Well, yeah. I think it would be an interesting story. He’s censoring it before I even write it.”


  Mona repressed a smile as she saw the indignation in the young man’s handsome face. “He owns the paper, Zach. He can publish what he wants.”


  “But I thought that censorship was wrong in this country.”


  This time, Mona did laugh. “Zach, you know better! Government censorship is discouraged, but censorship is all over the place. Let me ask you something. When you have six pages for the Yocum High Herald and seven pages of copy, how do you decide what goes in and what does not?”


  Zach frowned. “We decide what’s important—”


  “And you censor the rest,” she interrupted.


  “That’s not censorship.”


  “Sure it is. Mr. Browning has a right to decide what shows up on his newspaper’s pages. It’s that simple.”


  “But this story—”


  “It’s news to you, Zach, not necessarily to Mr. Browning.”


  “Do you know about the curse?”


  Mona slowly shook her head. “Sorry, Zach, I left this town when I was just about your age.”


  Ernie came back into the kitchen to refill his coffee cup.


  “I’ve got a question for you, Ernie,” Mona said. “Zach attended Mr. Corley’s funeral, and he said they have to wait for the ground to thaw before they can bury him.”


  Ernie was nodding. “That happens sometimes.”


  “I’ve never heard of it.”


  “Well, most folks don’t like the idea, and they’re willing to pay a fee to have the ground thawed. I guess no one wanted to do that for old Corley.”


  Mona saw the look of sudden confusion on Zach’s face. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she explained. “Ernie operates a small security firm, and the cemetery is one of his clients. He patrols it regularly.”


  “Gotta go out there tonight, in fact,” Ernie said.


  “Maybe he knows about the curse,” Zach said.


  “The curse?” Ernie beamed. “You musta run into Gladys Roberts.”


  “She was at the funeral.”


  Ernie settled down at the table. “She’s been talking that stuff ever since I was knee high to my momma. I hear she’s really gone off the deep end, saying it had something to do with old man Corley. He was a real son of a bi … well, a real jerk, but I don’t think it had anything to do with no curse. He came by his cantankerousness honestly. Been that way long as I ever knew him, and that’s been a mighty long time.”


  “Would it be okay if I go talk to her tomorrow?” Zach asked.


  Mona traded glances with Ernie. “Zach, if your parents approve, I certainly have no reason to object—not as long as Mrs. Roberts wants to talk to you. On the other hand, I would caution you not to write a story about it for Mr. Browning. He’s already made his position clear.”


  “What about for the school paper?”


  “It has nothing to do with the school, Zach.”


  “But the kids would like it,” he protested.


  Ernie chuckled. “That they would.”


  “I’d have to see it first,” Mona said. She didn’t want to dampen his enthusiasm, but she also doubted that such a story had a place in a high school paper. The school’s principal was very cautious about the nature of the news published in the Yocum High Herald.


  “You might wanna talk to Scottie Monroe,” Ernie offered. “He’s kind of the local historian.”


  “Ernie!” The mention of Monroe’s name had brought a frown to Mona’s face.


  “He ain’t gonna eat the boy, Mona.”


  “Who’s Scottie Monroe?”


  “Jeff Scott Monroe,” Mona said. “He’s a writer. Well, he used to be. I guess he still is. In fact, he won a Pulitzer prize for a lengthy exposé on political corruption in this state.”


  “Like a lotta folks,” Ernie said, “Mona here doesn’t approve of Monroe. He’s got no visible means of support. Since he’s a writer, everyone figures he makes his money writing dirty books or something. Some folks even think he’s kinda funny—queer-like, but I never put much stock in any of that. He keeps to himself, and in a town like this that makes him sorta subject to suspicion.”


  Mona’s face flushed. “Ernie Mulligan, that’s just as bad as gossiping! I for one don’t care how he makes his living, and he’s not ‘queer-like’, as you put it, not that there would be much wrong with it if that was his choice. I resent him because he’s allowed a very precious talent to go to waste.”


  Ernie chuckled. “Mona and he were a thing when they were kids.”


  “Please, Ernie. We dated in high school, and I haven’t seen him since. Don’t make more of it than it was.”


  “Sure, Mona. I hear ya.” Ernie grinned at her.


  Zach looked to his teacher. “Do you think it would be all right if I went to talk to him?”


  Mona shrugged, glad that they were off the topic of her relationship with Scottie. “I guess you’d have to ask Mr. Monroe about that. You should also clear it with your parents, but don’t ignore the other work you should be doing.”


  “I won’t.”


  Ernie stood. “I gotta hit the street, folks.”


  “I gotta go too,” Zach said.


  “Don’t you worry about the curse none,” Ernie said as he and Mona escorted the boy to the door. “I’ll be out at the cemetery tonight. I’ll make sure old man Corley is resting in peace.”


  Zach arrived home just in time for dinner. He hurried to the phone book, where he looked up the name JEFF SCOTT MONROE. As his mother called him to the table, he jotted down the man’s address and phone number.


  His mother and father were waiting for him. “You’re home a little late,” Greg Spalding said as his son took his customary place at the table.


  “I had to work late at the paper.”


  “Good for you,” his father said. The elder Spalding sold insurance—all kinds of it. He wanted his son to do better. A year into an uneventful mid-life crisis, Greg often found himself thinking of what might have been. He had wanted to be a lawyer. He continued to encourage his son toward a career in the law. At the same time, he was a realist. As long as his son was interested in some profession, he wasn’t going to be unreasonable about it. If the newspaper job turned into nothing else, it at least had introduced Zach to the work ethic.


  Mary Spalding was a housewife. She spent a good part of every afternoon preparing for dinner, which both she and her husband considered the focal point of the day. On this night, she had prepared chicken breasts smothered in a mushroom sauce, mashed potatoes topped with butter, a broccoli casserole, and an apple pie for dessert. Her passion for cooking was evidenced by the elder Spaldings’ appearance. Greg was of average height and was almost as wide as he was tall; Mary was a small woman, overly full of hip and breast, with an angelic face that was beautiful in spite of the overabundance of flesh.


  Zach, tall and lanky, had taken after Mary’s father, who had been able to eat triple portions of most everything without an ounce of it turning to fat. Mary beamed with matronly pride as her son loaded his plate with chicken, potatoes, and the casserole.


  The young man caught the twinkle of satisfaction in her eye. “I’m starved,” he said. “In science, our teacher taught us that the body burns more calories when it’s really cold.”


  Mr. Spalding sawed off a huge chunk of chicken. “Maybe Momma and I oughta move to Alaska.”


  “Gregory!”


  “I gotta do something and fast,” her husband said. “I swore I wasn’t going to get a size bigger than forty-two around the waist.”


  “You just need more exercise,” Mary said. “Now, everyone eat up before it gets cold.”


  His parents were in a good mood. Zach waited until their plates were clean and the bowls on the table were empty before popping the question. “Dad, do you know a fella called Jeff Monroe?”


  His father looked at him, a frown on his face. “Jeff Monroe? I can’t place the name.”


  His mother’s face became severe. “I think he means Scottie Monroe.”


  “That’s him,” Zach said.


  His father made a face of recognition. “Oh yeah, most folks know Scottie Monroe. Fact is, I handle some of his insurance.”


  “I need to interview him for a story I’m going to write.”


  His parents traded glances.


  “What kind of story?” Greg Spalding asked.


  “It’s about the curse on Yocum Valley.”


  His mother narrowed her eyes. “Who in Heaven’s name have you been talking with?”


  “There was this old lady at Mr. Corley’s funeral—”


  “Gladys Roberts!” his father said.


  “Yeah, her.”


  “So what does Scottie Monroe have to do with all this?”


  Zach took a moment to down a final mouthful of mashed potatoes. “Mr. Mulligan—Ernie?—he said Monroe knows a lot about the history of this area.”


  His mother’s face had lost a little of its color. “Does your teacher know about this?”


  “Ernie’s her uncle.”


  “I know that,” his mother said. “Does she approve of you talking to this Monroe man?”


  “She said I should ask you.”


  “I forbid it,” his mother said.


  The intensity of her reaction shocked Zach. “I don’t understand.”


  “I don’t want you going around that man.”


  His father intervened. “Mary, Zach’s seventeen, almost eighteen. I don’t think it serves any purpose to treat him like he’s a little boy.”


  “God only knows what goes on in that house of Monroe’s!”


  His father sighed. “I’ve been there, Mary. I handle his house insurance. Monroe drinks a little, I hear. I don’t even know that for a fact. Otherwise, I know of nothing that can be said against the man. He keeps to himself, and that makes folks nosy.”


  “How does he earn a living, then, Greg? I’ve heard tales.”


  Zach’s father grew impatient. “He’s a writer, Mary. I don’t know what he writes, but I don’t think it will do any harm for Zach to talk to him.”


  Mary Spalding picked up a fork and toyed with her chicken. “I’ve heard—”


  “Gossip,” her husband interjected. “You’ve heard garden club gossip.”


  Greg Spalding turned to his son. “Some people say—”


  Zach remained stunned by the lively debate between his parents. It was so unlike them. “I know. Ernie’s told me that some people say he’s gay. I know what that is, but Ernie said it isn’t true anyway.”


  “What does Ernie Mulligan know about it?” his mother snapped.


  “I’d take Ernie’s word,” his father countered. “He used to be a police officer. He knows what goes on in this town. There’s no more decent guy in Yocum Valley than Ernie Mulligan. I’m sure if there was something wrong with Monroe, Ernie wouldn’t have suggested that the boy visit him.”


  His mother shook her head. “Well, I don’t like it one bit. If you do go talk to that man, go in broad daylight and take someone with you.”


  Zach’s father smiled at him. The boy rolled his eyes. “Actually, Mom, I was going by myself—tonight, if he can see me.”


  She started to say something, but her husband stopped her. “Zach is old enough to take care of himself. He’s a reporter, Mary.”


  “If he tries anything funny, I’ll run,” Zach said, winking at his mother.


  She couldn’t help but smile.


  He left the table and went to call Jeff Scott Monroe.


  The man’s address was within walking distance of his home. Hell, all
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