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I was hoping to get a few more hours of
driving in before nightfall when a cold Tennessee fog slipped in
unexpectedly. I started thinking about the winding roads ahead of
me, how they turned and dipped with little warning in low
visibility. When I clipped the shoulder of the road somewhere
around mile marker twenty-three and almost skidded into a tree, I
knew then I needed to stop for the night.

A sign ahead promised clean beds and hot
showers, and the thought of that made me think of home. It was the
day before Thanksgiving. I was lucky to finish my business early
and figured I could still make it there before Greg Junior carved
the turkey and Molly dished out the pumpkin pie. I told them not to
wait for me, but I knew they would, at least until the scores came
in from the home game.

After dinner, if I made it, we would all sit
around the fireplace sipping warm apple cider with cinnamon sticks
and talking about Thanksgiving past. Inevitably, the topic would
come back around to the time I played Santa Claus in the big
Thanksgiving Day parade. I pulled the caboose on the back of the
town’s hook-n-ladder engine number seven. All I had to do was wave
to the crowds and toss out candy canes to all the little kids.

Near the end of the route, some wise guy set
off a string of firecrackers in the street. The team of horses
pulling the pumpkin wagon ahead of us got spooked and backed up
into the fire truck. The truck stopped short, sending me tumbling
out of my seat like Humpty Dumpty. I didn’t get hurt, as the
pillows stuffed into my costume cushioned my fall, but the picture
in the local newspaper the next day showing Santa on his ass in the
middle of the street did bruise my ego some. Molly likes to bring
the photo out for laughs every year. She had it framed and now
keeps it stashed under her bed next to her diary. I keep thinking
that someday I’ll sneak into her room and get it—the picture, not
the diary.

The motel promising clean beds and hot
showers looked like something out of a bad movie. The NO on the
neon vacancy sign out front flickered so erratically, that I
couldn’t tell if my presence was welcomed or not. There were only
two vehicles in the parking lot, an open-bed pickup and a
late-model Ford Escort. So, I decided to pull in and take my
chances. I stepped out of the car and turned my collar against the
chill that ran down the back of my neck and into my bones. Oh, I
thought, how mighty fine that hot shower was sounding now.

A little bell over the door rang when I
walked in. The clerk sitting behind the counter looked up and
greeted me as though we were old buddies. He called me, friend, and
asked how my wife was.

“Excuse me?” I said. “Do I
know you?”

“Name’s Ernie Davis,” he
said, “I own the place.”

“I see, and how do you know
I’m married, Mister Davis?”

He pointed to my ring finger and grinned. His
gray hair and beard made him look old, but his teeth were mostly
straight and white, and made me think he could be younger. I split
the difference and pegged him at around fifty. He stood and bellied
up to the counter, tapped on the registry, and spun it around. “You
signing in? We got lots of rooms.”

A coffee cup by the phone held a generous
assortment of pens and pencils. I grabbed a ballpoint and jotted
down my name.

“Sherman,” he said, reading
it upside-down.

“Yup, that’s me.” I spun the
registry back around and nudged it toward him. “Greg Sherman, at
your service.”

“Like the general,” said the
old man, though more as a statement than a question.

“What general?”

“General William Tecumseh
Sherman. Ya ain’t gonna burn us down now, er-ya?”

“Oh, right, the Civil War
guy. I get it. No, you don’t need to worry. I won’t burn the place
down. I don’t even smoke.”

He reached up on a board behind the desk and
grabbed a key off a hook next to a dozen others. “Here, then. I
guess you want a non-smoking room. Number thirteen has a nice view
of the pond out back.” He handed me the key. “Will that be cash or
credit?”

“Credit,” I told him and
then asked if the room had coffee.

He nodded. “Better. We serve coffee and
donuts here in the lobby at six A.M., and the morning paper will be
on your stoop before that. All compliments of Robert E. Lee.”

“Who?”

He gestured out the window toward the street.
“That’s the name of this motel. It’s on the sign out front.”

I turned and looked over my shoulder. “Oh,
right.” I hadn’t taken a good look around before that, but when I
did, I noticed a conspicuous theme running about the place.
Everything appeared Civil War oriented. The walls were decorated
with sepia-colored photos of Civil War soldiers, horse-drawn
caissons and cannon, and southern belles with laced-draped
parasols. An old musket stood in the corner among the umbrellas and
a tattered Confederate flag hung over the fireplace. “Nice job with
the decor,” I said, “Pre-reconstruction, isn’t it?”

He pointed at me. “Hey, you got a sharp eye.
So, did you come here for the ghosts?”

“Ghosts?” I laughed at that.
“Why, is the place haunted?”

“Yeah, we’re famous for them
you know…well, really we’re famous for just the one, but people
expect more. I don’t argue with them.”

I pulled my wallet from my back pocket and
tossed the old man a credit card. “You’re serious.”

He swiped my card through an electronic
reader and handed it back. “Sure. The place has been haunted since
we built it back in sixty-four on the site of an old Confederate
army hospital.”

“From the Civil
War.”

“That’s right.”

“And so now it’s haunted by
dead Confederate soldiers?”

“Uh-uh, not
soldiers.”

“But you said—”

“Jasmine.”

“What?”

“The ghost. That’s her name:
Jasmine.”

“You named her?”

“Not me, my guests, on
account of how some say they smell jasmine just about the time she
shows herself. Mabel down at the Hitchin` Post thinks she might
have been a nurse.”

I shook my head and smiled, not wanting to
encourage him but unable to let it go. “I see, and have you ever
seen her, Mister Davis?”

“Mabel? Sure, lots of
times.”

“No, Jasmine.”

“He jerked his head back and
scoffed. “Oh sure, I seen her.”

I knew he was lying. “So, what’s she look
like?”

“Look like?” His eyes roll
up and to the left. They say you can tell when someone’s lying
because their eyes will do that. A person trying to recall
something will usually cast their gaze down and to the right.
“Weeell,” he said, drawing it out while absentmindedly stroking his
bearded chin and mustache. “She looked all swirly and milky like a
fog or som`um. And she moaned a lot, like–” he went into a typical
ghost howl. I’ll spare you the details. “And I heard chains
a-rattlin`, too,” he added, almost as a great
afterthought.

“Chains, you
say.”

“Yeah, with shackles and
irons.”

“Ah-huh. And why do you
suppose she was in chains, Mister Davis?”

“Weell,” he knuckled his
cheek and scratched some more. “I don’t rightly know. Must be a
ghost thing.”

“Right.” I thanked him for
the key and headed for the door.

“Oh, Mister
Sherman!”

I turned back. “Yes?”

“Just a reminder, if you see
a ghost don’t tell me, tell a friend.”

“A friend?”

“Yes, sir. We make our
living by word of mouth.” He smiled and nodded. I smiled back,
pushed the door open, and left.

The Robert E. Lee was a single-story motel
shaped like a somewhat straightened-out boomerang. The office and
lobby were located in the middle of the structure, with
even-numbered rooms to the left, and odd-numbered ones to the
right. A long boardwalk spaned the complex from one end to the
other and each unit had its own little porch and framed entry.

I hopped into my car and drove the thirty or
so yards to the south end of the motel to unit thirteen, where the
first thing I did after entering the room was turn up the heat. The
second thing was to open the blinds over one of the side
windows.

As the old man promised, the room commanded a
princely view of the pond, which, unfortunately, looked more like a
swamp, but then again, I didn’t pay extra for the view. Nor did I
pay for the bonus view, something Ernie Davis failed to mention but
probably thought I’d enjoy as much as the swamp. Situated between
the motel and the pond, stood a cluster of granite headstones
aligned in a staggered formation of eight wide by four rows deep.
It gave me the creeps, and though I thought of asking Davis for
another room, I didn’t want him to think he succeeded in spooking
me with all his talk about ghosts and things, as I imagined he’d
enjoy seeing me lose my nerve over a few silly gravestones. So, I
shook it off, pulled the blinds, and tried not to think about it
again.

The bathroom in unit thirteen was larger than
most you typically find in roadside motels. I liked that, and that
the shower had glass doors instead of some moldy old curtain set
well with me, too. I had just put my shaving bag down on the vanity
and turned the hot water on at the sink when I heard voices coming
from the other room. I hurried to investigate and found the
television had somehow turned itself on. It appeared to be tuned to
the evening news, but the reception was lousy with snow and static.
I heard the anchor say something about Richmond fending off a
Yankee advance and figured he was talking about sports. I changed
the channel and settled on the only clear station coming in, which
happened to be showing a colorized version of Gone With The Wind.
Better that, I thought, than snow and static.

Back in the bathroom, I realized I left the
hot water running in the sink. The mirror above had steamed over,
and someone had written on the glass the words, Deo Vindice, the
meaning of which I had no clue. I grabbed a towel and wiped the
mirror clean and in the clear reflection, spotted something behind
me dart across the room. I spun around in time to catch its shadow
in my periphery. It appeared to duck behind the curtains covering
one of the windows overlooking the graveyard.

I hurried to it, my heart beating fiercely,
and as I reached for the curtain, I found myself flinching, fearful
that whatever it was might strike out at me the moment I exposed
it. I told myself it was only a rat, a coon, or an opossum seeking
warmth from the cold. But in the back of my mind, I knew the shadow
I saw was much larger than that. It moved quickly, too quickly for
anything native to those parts, and that it had caused the curtain
to fold back with a jerk, told me it was clever enough to mindfully
affect its concealment.

I swatted the curtain with the back of my
hand. To my relief, if not my disgust, I found only dust balls and
rodent droppings matted against a moldy sill behind it. The window
was closed, which meant that the wind could not have blown on the
curtain, and though I thought I could explain the phenomenon by
attributing it to drafts, I had to stand down and let that theory
stew after a knock came on the door.

“Mr. Sherman?” said the
visitor, sounding surprised to see me at the door so
quickly.

“Mister Davis, did I startle
you?”

He blinked and immediately regained his
composure. It was dark outside, and in the dim glow of the porch
light, his bearded face took on a haggard look. If I had just seen
him for the first time, I would have guessed his age at something
much older than the fifty or so I approximated earlier. He held up
a piece of paper and bent it toward the light.

“Mister Sherman, it’s your
bill. It seems your credit card was declined. Do you have
another?”

“Declined? I don’t
understand. I just…oh, wait a minute. Yes, I’m sorry. I gave you a
Visa card, didn’t I? That expired last week. I have a replacement.
Got it in the mail,” I explained, “but I haven’t activated it yet.”
I invited him in so that I could get him another card. He stepped
just past the threshold and stood patiently as I ransacked my
overnight. “Mister Davis,” I said, “do you mind if I ask you
something?”

“Please.”

I hiked my thumb up over my shoulder. “In the
bathroom there, I noticed someone had written something on the
mirror.”

His brows creased with concern. “Oh? I’m
sorry. I’ll send room service over right away to—”

“No, that’s all right. It’s
not written with anything, I mean, it’s something that only shows
up when the mirror steams over. What I wanted to ask you was, do
you know what Deo Vindice means?”

He looked at me queerly. “Deo Vindice? My but
I haven’t heard that phrase in a while.”

“So you know what it
means.”

“Sure, it was the motto of
the Confederacy after the South declared secession from the Union.
It means God will vindicate or as some prefer, with God as our
defender.”

“Why would someone write
that on the mirror?”

“Don’t know,” he said and
shrugged. “Maybe Jasmine wrote it. She’s very patriotic, you
know.”

I scoffed. “Right, Jasmine, perhaps it was.
Stranger things have happened here already.”

“Oh?”

I pulled another credit card from my bag.
“Never mind. Here, try this one.”

He took the card and gave me a sort of salute
with it. “Be right back.”

“No, don’t bother. I’ll be
up there in a while to get it. I saw you had a couple of vending
machines in the lobby. I’ll stop by when I go for some
snacks.”

He gave me another salute. “Okay. See you
then.”

I shut the door and threw the lock. When I
peeked out the front window, I
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