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“We’re here.”

With her mother’s sweet voice startling her from a painful slumber, Bethany McDaniel peeled open her eyes.  She picked away at the dry grit still caught in the corners with her fingernails.  The backs of her legs and butt ached from the close to seventeen hundred miles they had put on over the span of three days.  She already missed their small Norfolk, Virginia home and all of her neighborhood friends.

“They can always come and visit,” her father had told her, on more than one occasion since announcing their cross country move.

Yeah, like her friends could so easily drive like they did to the middle of nowhere Minnesota.

She still didn’t understand why they had to move so far away.  Well, she did, but at the same time didn’t like it.  Her father worked for the Border Patrol and recently got promoted.  He was going to be in charge of one of the ports of entry into Canada.

She scooched up a little higher and craned her neck from side to side.  Trees and fields were all that she could see.  Her father did say something about a river near the new house, so that was a plus.  She loved to fish.  She wondered what kind of fish there were in Minnesota.  It was the Land of Ten Thousand Lakes, according to the set of encyclopedias packaged away in a moving van several hours behind them.

She opened the door, joyfully relieved that she was finally able to stretch her legs.  The cool spring breeze was refreshing, invigorating.  So much better than what little air conditioning the car had.  She spun and swung the door shut, then froze.

“What.  Is.  That.”  More a statement than a question.

Across the gravel road, across from the house her parents bought, was a cemetery.  Black Rapids Cemetery, according to the metallic arch sign above the entrance.

The cemetery was a vast property, about the size of a city block, and was bordered by a chain-linked fence and a thick forest.  A dozen or so headstones of all sizes and shapes dotted the landscape, mostly along the rear of the cemetery.  Much of it was wide open, the grass bright green.  A few giant trees littered the space, granting a healthy portion of shade in selected sections.

“That, young lady, is part of our responsibility here,” her father said, placing a calm but firm hand on her shoulder.  “In the purchase agreement of the house and property, we collect a monthly stipend for our obligation to help maintain and care for the cemetery year round along with whatever else we need for expenses.”

“That’s what?” she asked.  She couldn’t take her eyes off of it.  “Stipend?”

“Kind of like an allowance.”

“What do we have to do?”

“Mowing and trimming in the summer, mostly,” he said.  “In the winter, I have to plow the road.  Or your Mom does.  When you turn sixteen and get your license, you can too.  Only four more years.”

Oh, goodie.  Just what she always wanted.

“We don’t have to . . . dig any graves, do we?” she asked.

“Gosh, no,” he said.  “Someone else is hired for that.  We just need to care and maintain it.”

“Do you want to pick out your new room?” her mother asked, coming around the back of the car, carrying her baby sister Mary.

Her new room!  She almost forgot!

She turned, spinning in the gravel, and started sprinting to the house.  For the second time in less than a minute, she froze.  The house was huge.  Gigantic!  It looked like a mansion compared to their home back in Virginia.  It had two stories, a long wrap-around porch, and a two-stall garage along the right side.  Windows along the roof looked like welcoming eyes to all who grace its presence.

She ran up the steps, taking them two at a time, and pulled open the double doors like she was walking into a grand palace.

A long wooden staircase was in front of her, leading to the second floor.  She quickly went up, taking them three steps at a time now.

“Yours and your sister’s rooms are to the right,” her mother called up.  “Ours is to the left.”

Her parent’s room was almost as large as the whole floor back at their Virginia home.  It also had a separate bathroom.  On the other side, to the right, were two rooms, half the size but still very spacious, and another bathroom.  The bedroom on the back of the house overlooked the backyard.  The yard itself was the size of the softball diamond she played on back in Virginia!  Beyond the yard were trees and fields.  No other houses she could see along the wooded horizon.

She ran across the hall to the other bedroom.  This one overlooked the front of the house.  Which meant she would have a good view of the cemetery.

“No way.”

As she was about to turn away and announce that Mary could have the room overlooking the cemetery, she spotted what appeared to be a cement bridge just down the road.  Her father said a river was nearby.  Could the river really be that close?

She strained to peer outside, with her cheek and nose pressed against the warm glass.  Sure enough, near the bridge to the left of the property there was a thick line of tan grass.  Could that be it?

She ran downstairs, taking the steps three and four at a time, and sprinted out the door, down the driveway, and down the road.

A faded green and white sign was on this side of the small bridge.  Clementsville Creek, it read.  There were bullet holes in the middle of each C.

She wasn’t alone.

A boy around her age was on the other side, casting a line into the water.  He had a red and white stringer hooked around a stake, with the end leading into the gently flowing creek.  His thick blond hair was cut short in the back and his bangs hung over his eyes, providing a natural shade from the early afternoon sun.

She made her way through the thick brush and grass to the side of the creek.

“Catch anything today?” she asked him.

He nodded, then said, “Four.”  He wedged his pole into the ground, then pulled up the stringer.  Three smaller fish and a larger one squirmed on the end of it.  “A couple sunnies and a bass.  Once and a while I can get a northern or a walleye, but not often.”  He cocked his head a little.  “You fish?”

“I do, but . . . I don’t have a rod with me.”

“Can you get it?  There’s plenty of space here.”

“We just moved here from Virginia,” she said, eyeing the ground behind them.

“Virginia?  As in, by Hibbing?”

She had no idea what a Hibbing was.  Or where, as it sounded like a place.

“No, we’re from Virginia.  Norfolk.  On the east coast.”

“Oh, like the state.  Why did you move?  If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Dad got a new job at the Border Patrol.  He’s supervising or something, I guess.  What do your parents do?”

“Pa farms and Ma does all the chores around the house.  Any brothers or sisters?”

“Just a baby sister.  Mary is about seven or eight months old.  You?”

“Two older brothers and three older sisters.  They help Pa and Ma with stuff around the farm and house.  My chores are feeding the pigs and fishing.”

He wore a plain white T-shirt with a pocket on the front.  In the pocket were various styles of fish hooks and a spool of line.  His jeans were rolled up just above his ankles, and had dark patches over the knees.  His suspenders were constructed from fraying rope.

“I’m Bethany,” she said.  “Bethany McDaniel.”

“Bert Foss,” he said, then extended a hand.  They shook.  His hand was cool and dry.  “So, your family is the one who are taking over the house and cemetery grounds after Mrs. Winston passed?”

She sighed.  “That’s what I heard.”  She peered through the tall grass, toward the cemetery.  “Not many graves there, huh?”

“It’ll start getting used more, now that the Lutheran and Catholic cemeteries are getting full.  Mrs. Winston was the last one buried there after she passed.  She was nice.  Wanna meet her?”

She cackled, then asked how that was possible.

Bert’s rod immediately bent and was yanked out of the soft earth.  He snatched it up before it could be pulled under the water.  “Wow, this one’s a fighter.”  It didn’t take long before Bert got the fish up onto the banks.  “Another bass.  Yes!  We’ll have some good eating tonight.”

* * *
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Bethany walked barefoot across the soft landscape, the grass tickling her feet with each step.  Birds chirped overhead, either in the trees or flying high in the bright cloudless sky.  The air was refreshing, wafting from the north with a slight coolness.  A squirrel leaped across the ground at the foot of a giant oak and a pair of deer on the far side of the cemetery watched her, their tails at half-mast.

The headstone closest to the entrance was near the very center.  Lonely.  Far from any others.  It was solid glossy black, with a pair of names on either side.  Walter Winston and Bernice Winston.  Loving husband and wife.  A pair of wedding rings was in the middle of their names, with the date of their marriage inscribed in the stone.

Mr. Winston had died when Bethany was only two.  For ten years, Mrs. Winston was alive in that big house, caring for the cemetery the best she could.  She mentally calculated her age, and discovered that Mrs. Winston was ninety-five at the time of her passing, less than two months ago.

Bethany knew her parents bought the house without seeing it in person.  It was all done by telephone and through the mail  The photographs provided were grainy black-and-white, from what she recalled.

What she also heard her parents say was that the deal was too good to pass up.

“They’re practically giving it away,” her mother said.

“I wonder what’s wrong with it,” said her father.  He held up a paper.  “Here’s the inspection report, and they noted nothing was amiss.”

It was the cemetery, Bethany guessed.  No one ever wanted to live across from a cemetery.

However, standing in the grass, which kept tickling the bottoms of her feet, a sense of peace and calm overcame her.  There was nothing scary about the cemetery.

Then again, as night was approaching like a slow march, was that when the scary stuff came out?

She decided, after all, to take the bedroom overlooking the cemetery.  She felt bad forcing it on Mary.  When she was old enough, they could switch rooms if they wanted.  But Bethany loved the view from her bedroom.  She imagined the blast of the early morning sunrise awakening her.

A faint crunch of gravel and the grind of an engine shifting gears came from behind.  Then, she noticed the familiar truck coming down the road toward their house.

It was the movers!

Inside, along with her bed and all of her toys, was her beloved fishing pole.

It took until almost sunset for all their belongings to be moved off the truck and into the
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