Passing Through by Charles Coleman Finlay

Nearly a year has passed since we last published a story by Mr. Finlay, so aword or twoisin
order for all you readerswho have joined us recently. From his home in Columbus, Ohio, Mr.
Finlay has been sending us unpredictable stories for most of this current decade. Sometimes his
tales are purely fantastic (most notably in his stories about the human boy raised as a troll). Other
times, he takes us into space, as he did with "The Seal Hunter" and "The Political Officer."

With hislatest story, Mr. Finlay stays closer to home--specifically, the locale for thisoneis Little
Limestone Island, a small town in the Great Lakes region of the U.S. Other stories set here have
appeared in Strange Horizons magazine and in his story collection, Wild Things. This story offers an
interesting look at a woman haunted by the past.

* k k %

Roberta Bumgardner didn't like thelook of the young couple standing on the front porch. He was a black
man, or an African-American as she was supposed to call them these days, though his skin was more of
anutmeg brown; dender and small-boned, he had delicate hands and round glasses just small enough by
ahair to avoid being comical. Hisgolf shirt was casudly unbuttoned &t the throat. The woman with
him--she had to be hiswife, Roberta supposed, given the matching wedding bands, hers paired with an
engagement ring contai ning a garish marquise diamond--was a cheerful, chubby woman, white, with curly
shoulder-length blonde hair. Her skin was reddened by aday or two in the sun, and it looked like the
sort of skin that stayed red or turned pink instead of tanning. Roberta didn't like the woman's
cheerfulness. Nor the man's either. There was an impertinence in cheerfulness she found off-putting.

She pushed open the screen door, taking one small, ddliberate step down to their level on the porch. The
door dammed shut behind her. Pasting on her second-best smile, she said, "Welcome to the Sullivan
House Museum.”

"Isthere till timefor atour?' the man asked, haf-opening his hand at the laminated white sign tacked up
by the door. "Y ou closein haf an hour, right?"

"Don' fret yoursdlf,” Roberta said. The door creaked as she reopened it for them. "That's plenty of time
to do the whole tour. Twice, if you like. Watch your step.”

The man stood aside, gesturing hiswife ahead. Their eyes met, and the sparklein hiseyesreflected in
herslike stars shining on Lake Erie on aclear night. Roberta started her speech before hefinished
entering the hall.

"The Sullivan mangion was origindly completed in 1853, of limestone quarried here on theidand. During
the Civil War, it was part of the prisoner of war camp for Confederate officers and the rear section
burned down in 1864 from akitchen fire. Colonel Donega Sullivan, who served with 123rd Ohio
Volunteers, rebuilt it after the war.”

While the cheerful couple poked around the foyer and the parlor--bending over to ooh at the antique
doilies covering dark end tables, touching the wood railing on the center dair asif it needed dl the
ddicacy of ababy's skin, and leaning back to gaze at the wood vault of the celling asif it were the Sigtine
Chape--Roberta rushed through her spiel: the history of Little Limestone Idand as an Indian--or rather
Native American, she quickly corrected hersdf--hunting ground; the arriva of the Sullivan family in 1832
when they were looking for a place to escape the cholera epidemic in Cleveland; the story of the house,
from mansion to hotd to its rescue from the wrecking bal by the formation of theidand historical society.
She showed them all the open rooms downstairs and had twelve minutes to spare. The upstairs wasn't
suitable for showing yet.



"Do you have any questions?' she asked, and was annoyed when the couple laughed.
"Soisit true that the mansion was a stop on the underground railroad?" the man asked.

"Y es, they would hang alight down on the dock,” she said, with avague wave of her hand toward the
aged boathouse across the road from the front door, "if it was safe to cross over. Then the runaways
would be taken north across the lake to Pelee Idand in Canada.”

"Arethere any stories about those runaways?' the man asked, and the woman chipped in with, "Are
there any ghost stories?”

"Shelikes ghost stories," the man explained.

"No," Robertasaid brusquely. "The runaways didn't leave any stories behind. And there are no ghost
stories." She clapped her hands and held them to her chest. " So. What about the two of you? Where are
you from?"

Their nameswere William and Carol Hughes, "Like Langston Hughes," William said, as though that
should mean something to Roberta, "only were not related, asfar as| cantell.” They werefrom
Columbus. He was an engineer. She was a kindergarten teacher. They were celebrating their anniversary
with aweekend getaway. There was something so perfectly ordinary about them that Roberta almost
began to like them.

"And what brought you here?" she asked.
"Oh, wewere just passing through,” William said.

Roberta's second-best smile flipped ingtantly into her best frown, and she checked her watch impatiently.
Regrets were offered, apologies exchanged, and she showed them out the door and locked up.

From the back door, she watched them stroll hand-in-hand down the street toward the restaurants
downtown. She wondered what they weretrying to hide from her. Asif anyone since the runaway daves
passed through Limestone Iand! 1t was a cul-de-sac, a crawdad trap, someplace people found
themselves stuck in. A place people ran away to, to hide from something. Even timedidn't reech the
idand asfast asit did other places. When she cametherein the 1950s, it was dtill like the 1920s. The
'50s didn't arrive until the "70s, and there was till some bit of the "70s clinging around yet.

"Passing through,” she said to hersdlf. "That'sjust abunch of damned foolishness.”

If she weren't dready wearing her best frown, it would have shown up then, as an expression of her
sharp disapprova of hersaf. She wasn't the sort of lady who swore. Not much, anyway.

* * * %

The ghost was waiting for her when she drove up the short driveway and parked outside the too-small
garage attached to her house.

The Sullivan mansion, with its Confederate deeths, stillborn babies (to Colone Sullivan's second wife,
after the war), and the hotel guest who committed suicide, didn't have asingle ghost; but Robertas
house, atwo-bedroom ranch that she and her husband Walter built in 1981, did. The ghost wasn't there
when they built it, but showed up ayear or two before Walter's mother died, about thetime al their
friends parents were passing on, about the time that Walter and Roberta noticed they were now the
elder generation. Which might have been enough in itsdf to make anybody see ghodts.

As soon as Raoberta opened the car door, she felt an eectricity inthe air that made the hair stand up on



the back of her neck and arms. The muscles knotted in her shoulders. Ignoring the presence so asnot to
encourageit, she marched around the yew bushes, amost in need of trimming, and into the front door,
which, for once, she bothered to lock. She waited amoment, holding her breath, but nothing happened.
Which was often the case. The ghost bided histime.

She unlocked the door again. Betty Frary was coming over, and they were going to go do some work at
the church.

After hanging up her scarf and jacket, and exchanging her shoesfor dippers, she made hersdf apiece of
toast so lightly browned it was scarcely toast at dl. Shetidied up and hurried into the safety of her
bedroom, where she sat at her vanity.

Shetook ajar of the pearlized face powder and dusted athin line of it across the doorway to keep the
ghost out. She wasn't sure why it worked, but it did.

She sat down, dabbed moisturizer at the corners of her eyesto fight the crow's feet, and reapplied the
Revlon heather eyeshadow that drew the mogt attention to the flecks of bluein her brown-blue eyes. Her
eyeswere her best festure, especialy now that her blonde hair had gone completely gray. It had been
more brown than blonde anyway, the color Walter disparagingly caled dishwater blonde, though he liked
it just fine and didn't mean to hurt her.

Out in the kitchen, a cabinet door opened and closed. Then another opened and dammed, hard enough
to rattle dishes.

Robertatilted her head sideto sidein front of the vanity's mirror, touching up her eyebrows and adding
blush to her cheeks.

Then adrawer creaked open in the kitchen over in the corner where she had her desk. She paused to
ligen.

The vanity was part of athree-piece bedroom set that she/d bought with money she saved up from
working cashier at the Water Street Market back in 1966. It was early in the year--after the raceriots
that summer, Walter refused to take her back to Cleveland again, "them people are animals,” held said,
and they went to Toledo to do their shopping instead. Walter developed a deep but casua hatred of
blacks, especialy after the Civil Rights movement started. She sat beside him on the day that Martin
Luther King, J. was assassinated and heard him say, "Well, he got what he deserved.” But shed seen
the bedroom set at Higbee's Department Store before dl that, when she and Walter went to downtown
Cleveland for the Christmas displays, and she made him borrow Whitey Dunn's truck to pick it up for
her. Hed balked at first, but once she set her mind to something she was too stubborn to change course
and held given in. The vanity was her pride and joy, even though it wasn't solid maple, only covered with
athin veneer.

More drawers did open in the desk. Roberta had been going through her papers and keepsakes.
Without any children or other family, there was no reason to keep most of it, and she'd been
systematicaly throwing things away. The ghost was looking for something around her desk.

She jJumped up and ran to the doorway in spite of hersdlf.
"Now you knock that off right now!"
Everything fdl lent.

When she sat down again, pulling her seat up to the mirror, she glanced over to the door and noticed the



powder across the entrance was scattered.

Her heart began to pound. A wind, smelling like her father's boot polish, swept through the room.
Something took Roberta by the collar and tugged her gently toward the door.

Shetwisted frantically until she got away fromit, falling on thefloor, yeling, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry!" or
possibly "Go to hell, damn you, go straight to hell!”

The presence let her go.
Out in the living room, the front door opened.
"Hdlo!"

Roberta's heart beat even faster. "Good evening, Betty," she said, grabbing arag and quickly wiping the
powder off the floor. "Make yoursdlf at home. I'm just freshening up.”

Her hair wasin disarray, curled into tangles. She brushed it out quickly, smoothed out her clothes,
touched up her face. She found Betty in the kitchen, at her desk. Betty was afew years older than
Roberta, dmost eighty, afew pounds heavier, her hair afew shades grayer. Her rounded shoulders were
warmed by anavy blue swester she wore even in summer.

"What'sthis?' Betty asked. Robertals metd box, the one that held her valuable documents, was Sitting
open. The key she kept hidden in the sugar bowl lay besideit.

"That's nothing," Robertasaid, rushing over to closeit.

Betty said, "No, | mean this picture. It was sitting out on your desk." She held up a black-and-white
photo that was dmost sixty-five years old. Roberta stopped, reached for it, pulled her hand back. It
showed afamily of blacksin front of afarmhouse, amother and father and four children, ranging in age
from about ten to teens, all in bare feet.

"Oh, that," she said. "It's something for the museum. Somebody found it. Weretrying to determineits
placeinidand higtory."

Betty snorted. "That's not from the idand. Y ou remember when that woman had her house for sale out
on the point, and she had al those pictures and statues of little black children, those--what do you call
them?'

"Fickaninnies," Roberta offered. The picture bobbed in Betty's hand, just out of her reach.

"Y esl The whole house was decorated in pickanninnies and watermelons. She had the watermelon rug,
and the watermelon pitcher, and al those cutelittle children--"

"I remember." She aborted another grab at the photograph.

"And the redtor from over in Sandusky, he told her she had to redecorate if shewanted to sl it, ‘cause
it wastoo offensive.”" She tossed the picture down. "1 didn't see anything offensive, just country
decorating. It'sall that political correct B.S., pardon my language. Y ou ready to go?"

Roberta put the picture back in the box and locked it, then did the box back in its drawer. On Friday
evenings, she and Betty stuffed the weekly church announcements, run off on a photocopier, into the
standard, preprinted bulletins.

"Yes," shesad, touching her hair, smoothing her blouse. "I'm quite ready."



* * % %

Of course, there was no ghost.

Ghogtswere just stories. Walter never bdieved in ghosts. The only time he thought he saw the ghost in
the housg, it turned out he was having a stroke, a bad one, and during the winter, when the ferries weren't
running but the lake ice wasn't thick enough to drive on yet either, and they had to bring a helicopter over
from the mainland just to get adoctor to look at him. He was never redly dl there again after that, those
last couple years.

By Saturday morning, Roberta convinced hersdlf that Betty had found and opened the box. Betty dways
was abit of asnoop. But no harm done. Besides, it was abeautiful Saturday morning in July, with the
breeze off the lake blowing fresh air through al the open windows in the house. Robertawould not
believe in ghosts on such a perfect day.

After breakfast, and aload of laundry, and straightening up around the house, Roberta prepared to take
her daily walk. She wore along-deeved white shirt, buttoned at the cuffs and collar, tucked into her
khaki pants. When she looked at the liver spots on the backs of her pale hands, she missed the days
when alady could still wear cotton glovesin public. Instead, she dathered them with sunscreen. SPF 50.
Not al progresswas bad. She adjusted her wide-brimmed straw hat and tied it firmly under her chin,
checking it twicein the hal mirror. Sheleft the house with asmile on her face.

Every day, Robertawaked a 3.1-mile route that started and ended at her doorstep. Turning right, she
st off down Church Street, passing the plain whiteboard Catholic church across from the town
playground and going al the way down to the big stone Methodist church where the street dead-ended
at the corner of Market. Turning right again, she headed up the hill, past the cemetery, toward theidand's
school.

She and Walter didn't have a church wedding when they married back in 1953. There hadn't been time.
In fact, their whole courtship had lasted less than six weeks. She told Walter she was twenty, but shed
barely been elghteen. He was twenty-three, and had come to Cleveland looking for work in the factories.
Robertawas working in the Mendlsohn and Newman Cigar factory, pasting labels onto boxes. Walter
had come to the city to try to get ajob at the Ford factory in Brookpark, but he'd ended up doing
masonry work instead. The two of them met at adance club on Euclid, where neither of them was
interested in dancing, Walter because he was shy and self-conscious and Roberta because she didn't like
the way it made people lose their self-control. When Walter told her he was going back hometo the
idand to take ajob that had opened up in the quarry, she asked him to marry her. Shetold him shehad a
problem that meant they could never have children, and he had wanted her to go see doctors, but she
said she dready had and smoothed it over. They were married by the end of the week.

Walter'sfamily hadn't approved &t first, snce they'd never met her, and it was dll donein ahurry; after
ten or twenty yearsthey cameto tolerate her well enough. Robertavisited Walter's mother every day

right up until the morning she found her cold in bed instead of brewing coffee for breskfast. Robertals

family wasn't an issue. She had moved to Cleveland to get away from her family, and marrying Walter
took her even farther away, where shed never have to see them again. It worked out well for both of

them.

Or at least it worked out. Walter was moody, downright gloomy, didn't talk to anybody much except
when he was drinking and then only about two-thirdsinto a drunk, because after that he grew sullen
again. But he was a hard worker, and an honest man, and he didn't drink often, and when he did he was
agood time from maybe his second beer to around his eighth or ninth. Just the best. He could make her
forget everything bad in the world and be happy then.



If shewent on straight past the school, the road would curve around by the beach and go on to the
remains of the quarry where Walter worked. But she had never had children with Walter, and she didn't
want to go past the school. So she crossed over to Rosey. She was halfway down the road, lifting her
hand to wave at the gpproaching car, agray Lexus shedidn't recognize. Limestone Idand was small
town; everyone pretended they knew each other even when they didn't.

The car dowed asit came beside Roberta, and the window rolled down. It was the couple from the
mangon.

"Hdlo," the hushand said, dill smiling that unsettling contented smile.
"We thought wed take adrive around the idand,” the woman said, leaning across her husband's lap.

"Well, that'll take you al of five minutes," Robertasaid. "A day as pretty astoday, you shouldve
walked."

They both laughed, and the wife patted her ssomach and said, "'I'm due in two months. My feet hurt too
much to walk that far." She amiled.

Robertatook a step away from the car, stopped, turned back. She frowned, and started to say, "Won't
that be a burden for the child?" but what came out of her mouth was, "Well, congratulations to you. Have
agood day."

Then she hurried on. She had to finish her walk. Those people redly had no excuse for coming to the
idand and interrupting her perfectly good day.

Shemadeit dl theway back into town without her mood improving, long Water Street, and even up the
single row of stores, past the Idand Market where she worked on and off as a cashier from 1963 to
1986, when Denise Schott sold it to Allan Dunn and hiswife after her husband Rod had a heart attack
while he wasfishing and fell off his boat and drowned.

Glancing at the glass windows, taped over with their sun-faded ads for Peps and ice cream sandwiches
and lottery tickets, Roberta saw a shadow reflected in the glass ahaf step behind her own image. She
jumped, startled, heart pounding, spinning around, but there was no one nearby on the sdewak beside
her.

The ghost had never |eft the house before. There was no ghost.

Nancy Y ounts, standing behind the register, gave atourist his change, brushed the hair back from her
forehead, and waved through the glass at Roberta. She waved back. Before the tourist could come out
the door, she started walking again.

She saw the shadow jump after her in the reflection, and she felt ashovein her back. The bell onthe
door jingled asthe tourist stepped out and paused to stare.

Roberta pressed her hand over her heart and continued walking. She hadn't reached the second house
past the miniature golf course when she felt the shove again. Then invisible handswere tugging at her hat,
trying to pull it from her head. She spun, but no one was there. She thought it was the wind, but the flag
hung limp on the pole outside the city building. The hands began to fumble at the knot under her chin. She
squeezed it tight in her figt, just before it came undone. Hat askew, she hurried toward her house only
two blocks away.

The hands clutched a her arm, and she tried to dap them away. The button tore from the cuff of her left
deeve, pulling it hafway to her ebow.



Sheraninsde, not even sure if sheld completely shut the front door once she retreated to the bedroom
and locked hersdf in. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she smoothed the front of her pants over and over
again until her hands stopped shaking.

Theresmply was no ghost.

* * % %

On Sunday morning, Roberta drove out to the point and picked up Betty Frary. They madeit to the
Methodist Church ahdf hour before the ten o'clock service so they could get agood parking space out
infront.

Water had been Catholic, and Roberta had gone to mass with him at St. Michadl's for the forty-one
years of their marriage. She never claimed to be Catholic, and never converted, but most of the priests
seemed to recognize her as one of their congregation, and Father Timothy offered her communion during
the 1970s and '80s. As soon as Walter died, Robertawent down the street to the United Methodist
Church. It was nearly the same as the Methodist Church she grew up in asachild, and she wanted to
make peace with her faith as she saw her own death approaching.

After the service, when she and Betty were cleaning up the discarded bulletins from the pews, Betty said,
"Did you see that couplein here thismorning?'

Robertasad, "What?'
"That couple. Y ou know, what do they call it, jungle love? Sitting in the back.”

She had seen them, and pretended they weren't there. It wasn't fair. It wasn't fair they kept showing up
wherever Robertawent. "Oh. Them. They came by the museum when | was volunteering there on
Friday. HEs an engineer.”

Betty leaned over and whispered. "Women like those men because they have the big--" She nodded
meaningfully.

"Betty!" Also awhisper. Roberta glanced up, but the minister was still shaking hands with stragglersin the
narthex.

Betty snatched the stack of bulletins from Roberta's hand and crossed over to clean the last few pews on
the other sde of the aide. "That'swhy that pretty blonde girl married what's his name, the one that killed
her. O. J. Smpson.”

Robertafollowed Betty. "They're just aregular couple. She's going to have ababy."

"l don't think they ought to mix that way. It's such a burden on the children." She shook her head. "But
somewomen likejunglelove, that'sdl I'm saying.”

Roberta crumpled abulletinin her fist. Shewas angry at the couple for coming to theidand and
disrupting the careful pattern of her life. Shewas angry at Betty for talking about them. Lipstight
together, voice hushed, she said, "That'sjust pregjudice.”

"It'snot prgudiceif it'strue. Hello, Pastor Kelley, how're you this morning?*
Robertajumped, put on her best smile, and hid the crumpled bulletin at her side.

"Blessyou for akind heart, Betty," the pastor said, smileforming deep groovesin hischeeks. "And you
too, Roberta. Thank you, ladies, for al the good work you do."



Robertasaid it was nothing and they told the pastor they'd see him next Friday. He exited the door
behind the dtar, and Betty and Roberta stepped out the front of the church. Tall green treeslined the
street, and the houses on either side behind the treeswere dl eighty or so yearsold. Asdefrom theaair,
which smelled like thelake, it reminded Roberta of the town shed grownupin.

"Colored peopleis il just people,” she said, more than half to herself, and surprised to hear herself
syingit.
"My father called them Coloreds too. He knew Colond Sullivan, | ever tell you that? He said the Colondl

wore awhite carnation in hislapel, every day. Well, except when he called them niggers, but that's just
what people cdled them back then.”

"I've heard dl that before, about athousand times," Roberta said sharply. She still had the crumpled
bulletinin her hand. Sheflung it down.

"When they were in season, | mean,” Betty said. "The carnations.” She hobbled down the steps and over
to Roberta's car, leaving Roberta stranded on the church steps.

* * * %

Little Limestone Idand was a cul-de-sac, a dead end. No one ended up there by accident. Not even a
ghost.

Roberta dropped Betty off at her house and made excuses not to stay for lunchmeats because she didn't
fed likefighting Betty's horde of cats and the smell of dl those litterboxes turned her ssomach. She drove
once around the idand, without finding a reason to stop, before she went home again. She went around
to the back door and let hersdlf in, leaving the screen door open to cool the house.

The metal box sat open on her desk. The photograph sat beside the box. Nothing €l se was disturbed.

The photograph was the oldest thing she owned. She had never shared it with anyone, not even Walter,
who had only seen it once, by accident, just before his stroke.

She picked it up and walked over to the sink. Opening the cabinet door beneath the sink, she dowly and
deliberately tore the picture into tiny pieces and dropped them into the trash. Her hands were trembling
by the time she was through.

Making apot of coffeeto cam her nerves, she discovered she was out of half-and-haf. She poured a
cup and reluctantly sipped it black. When she turned to lock her box and put it safely away, she saw the

photograph.
All the pieces had been reassembled and | eft there on her desk, among the billsto pay.

For amoment, she thought she too was having astroke. Her heart pounded asif it were being pulled
apart, and pain threatened to split her head. She sat down at the desk and leaned her face on her hand,
pinching the bridge of her nose. A sigh fdl out of her mouth, dmost like asob, and the worst of the pain
went with it. She straightened her back and wiped the edges of her eyes with her fingertip.

"Isit you?" she asked, not looking around for the ghost. She placed her fingertip on the father'sface, his
eyesturned haf away from the cameratoward his children, and moved that crumpled square apart from
the others. "Isthat you there?!

The silence that answered her was like the silence that answered her parents |etters when she moved
away to Cleveland.



She put her finger on the mother'sface. The two older sisters. The brother. In the black-and-white
photo, their features |ooked unmistakably black, no matter how light-skinned they were. Back in the day
when "one drop of blood" made you afull-blooded Negro.

Shewaited for the touch of the ghost. But there was nothing.

Her fingertip edged the piece with the youngest girl, her features blurred, away from the others. Her
father's eyes had been turning toward her, sheredized, warning her not to be so restless, telling her to be

patient.

Her father was a deacon in the African Methodist Episcopa Church over in the Union County sest. They
lived outside the tiny town of Jefferson Corner, Ohio, where he was afarmer and amechanic, but hed
gone to Wilberforce Universty for two years, and prided himself on being an educated man. He used to
read to her from W.E.B. DuBoiss The Souls of Black Folks.

""How beautiful hewas™ her father read, "'with his olive-tinted flesh and dark gold ringlets, his eyes of
mingled blue and brown, his perfect little limbs, and the soft voluptuous roll which the blood of Africahad
moulded into hisfeatures™ DuBoiss son had died from atreatableiliness: the black doctorsin Atlanta
wouldn't treat him because he was too white, and there were laws against that, and the white doctors
wouldn't treat him because his parents were too black.

Her heart beat at anormal pace again. After another sip of coffee, her head throbbed less. She scooped
all the pieces of the photograph into the cup of her hand and went over to the sink. She flipped the switch
for the garbage disposal, turned the faucet handle, and dropped one piece after another into the drain,
listening to the grind and rush of water until she was sure they were completely destroyed.

She poured the rest of her coffee after it.

When she was sixteen, she had taken afourth of the money from her parents mattress. Blacks il
couldn't keep money in banksin those days. Her rightful inheritance, shetold hersdlf. And then, likea
prodigal daughter, she ran off to Cleveland to pass for white, because Columbus was too close and her
brother worked there. When even Cleveland seemed too close, sheld married Walter and goneto the
idand with him. In her own community, Walter would have been below her--in looks, intelligence,
prospects. But he was her one-way bridge acrossthe color line. If even one person found out her secret,
everything in her lifewould've cometo ruins. That waswhy she never dared have children with him, in
case they looked too black. She remembered what arelief it waswhen shefinaly hit menopause, and
how much she had cried.

"It'snot fair," shesaid doud, in case the ghost was listening. She sounded petulant, even to hersdlf, like
the ten-year-old girl in the photograph, too restlessto st sill while the picture was taken. "It's not fair for
the world to change that much.”

Shewent and sat in the living room, waiting for the photograph to regppear, for something, anything.
What did it mean that her whole life had been lived asalie? In amarriage she didn't have to make, ina
place shedidn't need to live, with the children she didn't dare to have?

The photograph wasthe last link to her past. With the photograph destroyed, nobody would ever be
ableto find out. Not Betty. Not anyone.

When nothing happened, and no ghost spoke to her, she said, softly, "Waell, go to hdll then." Or, possbly,
"I'm sorry."

* * % %



It was |ate afternoon when she roused hersdlf for her daily walk. Long deeves, hat, and sunscreen, same
as aways. She was on the stretch of Water Street between the mansion and the docks when she saw a
gray Lexuswaiting in linefor the ferry. The couple sat on the rocks besideit, looking out over the water,
holding hands. Roberta felt agladness they were leaving, that sheld never have to see them again.

But then the ghost put ahand in her back and shoved her gently off her well-worn path. He took her
hand in his, and led her dong like alittle girl. Her hand lifted, in away that might be mistaken for awave.
Before she knew exactly what she was doing, she heard hersalf saying, "William, Carol. Mr. and Mrs.
Hughes."

They stopped mid-laughter, turning, looking up at her in surprise. She felt the ghost shove her one step
closer, and then, with acold shiver, likewind off lakeice, it was passing through her and gone.

What she did next, in this moment, the next time she saw Betty, therest of her life, was up to her.
"Yes?' William said, and Carol said, "What'sup?'

The orange bulk of the ferry was just leaving the Sandusky shore. It wouldn't reach this side for twenty
minutes. "I remembered a story to tell you, about arunaway and aghost,” Roberta said, and sat down on
therocksto tell it for thefirst time before they could say no.



