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For my mother

MJK Bellamy

we did it


Let no one tell you what form you can take.


PART ONE

THE GHOST


1

“So what do you do for a living, hon?”

For a living. Such a curious expression. The woman beside me, driving the car, means what work is it that I do to keep body and soul together, as they say.

I don’t know how to answer that. When you’re dead, you don’t work in the usual way.

My job is to keep always one step ahead of the ghost hunters. Of course, the woman sitting next to me doesn’t know that. She picked me up by the side of this mountain road, where I’d raised my thumb to her, because I look as alive as anyone, as alive as she does in her downy white jacket. If you look a certain way, you’re seen as no threat. She pulled the car over and leaned across to open the door, and by her face I saw she’d even taken pity on me, because this body I wear, with its thin blue coat, makes me look small and weak, under a haircut bobbed blunt and short, like a child’s. She likely thought: I needn’t be afraid of this girl standing at the edge of the woods. I might even help her.

And it’s true that if you, the living, are kind to me, and treat me well, you’ll have no reason to fear me. But if instead you decide a young woman standing pale and cold and all alone and small and needing a lift is someone to take advantage of, well, you’re going to run into a bit of trouble. The last driver who stopped for me—a grubby, grabby man who thought me an easy mark—I left making better acquaintance with the bottom of a lake, his hands pounding against the window glass.

Such beautiful lakes and trees they have here, so high up in the mountains, much like we had on the coast. The leaves and the pine boughs quiver and quake as the sun drops its work for the day. It makes me feel right at home.

“I’m in housekeeping,” I answer the pleasant woman beside me. “I tidy and clean things.”

“Hard work?” she asks, nodding and turning her wheel on the twisting road.

“Sometimes. Sometimes not.”

“I’m an office manager,” she tells me.

“Is that good work?”

“Used to be. Not so much anymore. They’ve got me doing the jobs of two younger assistants who left. Plus my own job. You know, what can you do? Things change.”

They do. I used to be an ordinary ghost—a spirit tied to a place, a haunt. Now I have this body, this flesh to call my own and to travel and touch the world with. Imagine what that’s like. How it might feel, after being invisible, erased, holding on only with your will, for a hundred years and more, to at last find you have a way, again, to fill space. Though, to be sure, when I wear this body I can’t flit or fly as easily as my ghostly self can. I can feel the scrape of this veined armrest beside me. The cloth of the seat at the back of my head. The folded collar of this coat. But I feel the weight of this skin, too, and the pressure of the one who died so that I could take it. She was young and bright and she didn’t deserve to die. No more than I did.

“All you can do is take a break from life now and then,” my new, unknowing friend goes on, “so me and some of my girlfriends, we’re taking off work and meeting in Reno, gonna let off some steam. Do you like to gamble?”

I took a chance and stole a body to escape a hunter. I’d say I do.

“Yes.”

“Come with me the whole way,” she says, nodding certainly. “If you want to. No trouble.”

She’s one of the kind living. Though she seems suddenly tired, clutching the wheel. She sighs and says, after a moment, “Don’t mean to be pushy, though, hon. Everybody’s got their own way they’re going. I know that.”

I thank her and tell her that at the moment I’m looking for something peaceful and out of the way.

“God, I hear that.” She laughs a little. “I need that sometimes, too. Just want to cut myself off from everything, check out, lie low. You’re in the right stretch of the Sierra Nevada for some good downtime. There’re such pretty little towns hidden up here. Just let me know where you want to jump out, Miss . . . I’m sorry, is it okay for me to ask your name?”

I don’t say: I’m Emma Rose Finnis. Irish born and Irish stubborn, raised to be staunch in the face of wounds. I don’t tell her I came into this world in 1896 and died in 1915, drowned unfairly against cold, black-rocked shoals. Nor that I haunted a mansion beside the sea for more than a hundred years, until a hunter came along and thought he was strong enough to put me down. He wasn’t.

“My name is Rose,” I say. “And you’re Sheila.”

“That’s right, how did you know?”

“Your luggage, in the back seat.”

“You read that tiny tag? You must have twenty-twenty vision.”

Yes, these eyes and ears are as keen and quick as mine once were. I might draw no real breath, but this nose, it scents the powder clinging to the soft, sagging cheek beside me, and the weary sweat at the heavy neck. I may have no heartbeat, yet my soul still pounds in furious answer to what’s right and what’s wrong, and knows light and dark; which is how I know this woman laughing beside me is only laughing on the outside, and that under the powder and the hands rubbed with lotion to make them feel softer, she’s hard, she’s worn. She’s a servant in someone else’s mansion, just as I once was. It can make you feel beaten down.

I say, “I noticed your luggage because I like to get away, too.”

“Where’d you come from, Rose?”

“The ocean.”

“Nice. I always wanted to live on the coast. It’s hot down in the valley where I’m from. I could use more rain, fog, mist in my life. You come from the north coast or the south? The north? Did you mind the cold?”

“No. I’m used to it.” Also, it helps disguise me. If the temperature is freezing, and someone living accidentally brushes against my skin and feels how icy I am, then they aren’t startled and I’m not given away. There’s a risk I face, taking on this body so that I can take in the world. Someone might touch me and wonder. Even I wonder at it, how my icy soul lifted and keeps this body fresh. It’s because I willed it, I think, when I saw this flesh fall, remembering all my anger at being felled myself.

My friend Sheila says, “I guess you know, Rose, it gets pretty brisk up here, this time of year. Ever been this high before? There’s no snow yet, but it’ll come. Later than it used to. When I was a kid, we used to drive this pass and by now everything would already be blanketed. But nothing’s like it was, anymore, anywhere. I tell myself it’s still pretty, though.”

It is. The aspen trees, the higher we’ve climbed, have soaked in the distant gold of the setting sun, lighting up the dark places between the towering pines. Stony peaks shrug all around in deep grays and blues, half-skirted with boulders and flounces of deadfall.

When I was a little girl, growing up along the seashore, I imagined such mountains rising from the long valley. At school we studied a map on the wall to learn about the great ranges of California. The Sierras were so high, our teacher excitedly told us, that droves of pioneers died trying to cross them. She was a dramatic one, Miss Camber. The great Sierra Nevada in winter could be so deep in bitter snow, she said, that even the tallest man would be buried by it. She’d paced and shivered and clasped her arms as she moaned: A mountain blizzard, why, it could be so cruel, it could take your hands and feet, and even your eyes.

I’d raised my hand and stood beside my desk, politely, as children—especially poor children—are supposed to do.

I asked her, “How can snow take your hands and your feet and even your eyes?”

She’d flashed an impatient look at me and said of course it froze and then rotted your flesh. All of it. And the cold, it was terrible, like all the pangs of hell.

“But Miss, is hell a fire, then, or ice?”

“You will sit down, Emma Finnis, for asking such a foolish question! You should know there is earthly pain and there is the pain of damnation, and of course they are different, as I do know.”

Yet it seemed to me that all pain must be the same—or else how could you recognize it, from one place to the next?

I was sent to the corner for that little remark.

“And stay there, foolish girl, and count in silence to five hundred. You won’t move until I say you may.”

It was good practice, it turned out, for being dead.

“My parents,” Sheila beside me goes on, “used to bring me up here when I was about eight or nine. We’d go sledding, just pull over by the side of the road where there was a good hill or a ravine, and take off. I have the best memories of this byway. That’s why I decided to take it.”

I have some fine memories of my childhood, too. Of running away from my work as a servant to dance a reel in the music hall with the bearded lumberjacks. Of climbing up a sandy slope to meet secretly with a boy who loved me. Of laughing with my best friend, a housemaid like me, as we sloshed each other with soap and scrubbed wooden floors together. When you die and become a ghost, you remember everything, from before your death and after, too. And so I remember the lighthouse I climbed, and slipping and clinging to the edge of it. And how you might fight and fight and fight, as hard as you can, to hang on and keep your head above the waves, and still sink. And I remember rising from my watery grave and haunting the place that had killed me.

Then the ghost hunter came, a man who said ghosts don’t feel the way the living do, that we were nothing but unthinking waves, beating dull against a duller shore.

But if that’s the case, how did I manage to beat you, Mr. Pratt? For I have. For the time being, at least.

Though it’s over my shoulder I’m always looking, now.

“I miss the old days,” Sheila is saying, sadly. “My mom just passed away. In summer. In June.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say, knowing how hard the crossing can be. “How did she die?”

“Emphysema. She smoked. It was hard, at the end. But she did the right thing, and let go. She followed the law. She didn’t make any fuss. She died and she stayed dead, the way you’re supposed to.”

It takes a strange will not to go where they tell you to go.

“What burns me up are the cheaters.” Sheila lowers her voice and shakes her head. “The lawbreakers. Everyone knows what the rules are now, right? When you go, you have to go. There’s not enough room in the world for everyone and all their problems, not with everything this poor planet’s already dealing with. So why do we still have some people staying when they shouldn’t? I’ve heard there’s even some kind of new thing running around, some kind of freak that’s part ghost and part body-snatcher.”

Pratt, the ghost hunter, has dared to tell the world about me, then?

If that’s true, I must find a way to get off this road, and quick.

“What I want to know,” the voice beside me says, rising angrily, “is if the cleaners have their weapons, then why aren’t they using them? I’d be fired from my job on the spot if I didn’t do it as fast as I’m supposed to do it. But they can just let any kind of ghoul run around free now?” Her voice cracks, her powdered, sagging face turning suddenly ugly. “How about I just lie down and do nothing? Take this little vacation and never come back?”

I could make that happen, I think, my own anger rising.

They always disappoint you, in the end, the seemingly kind ones.

All at once, holding the wheel tightly, Sheila starts to cry. It’s a soft sound, and she’s dropped her chin, as though trying to hide it in the down of her coat. All pain is the same, all pain is the same, I try telling myself, but my rage still blights and burns. I’m no ghoul, as she called me. I never was. It’s just that, when you’re dead, you can suffer from the same black moods as when you’re alive. And the darkness, it can come so fast and easy, it shocks you. Then the spirit has to decide what to do with it.

Give her a chance, I decide. Give her a test. The one the last driver failed.

“I’d like to get out now,” I say. “Before it gets too dark.”

“No. What you oughta do is come all the way with me, to Reno.” She swipes at her tears, ordering me. “Traveling alone like you are, like this, what you’re doing—hitchhiking—it’s not legal, and it’s not safe. Not with the way the world is.”

“I know. I’ll still get out at the next town, please.”

“Fine. Well—fine, then, whatever,” she sputters. “There’s a turnoff to a little place, just ahead. White Bar, the town’s called. It’s not right on the road—you’ll have to walk a ways, over a bridge—it’s out of the way. Not nearly enough action for me, no slots or craps.”

“Good. You can just let me off there.”

She stops the car on the shadowy verge of a lane and watches me as I get out and peer down toward thickening woods.

“Guess you’ll be all right?” She leans from her seat toward me. Her headlights whirl through a flighty dust.

“Yes. You’ve done enough, Sheila.” Now, for the test. “One question, though. You’re right that I’m traveling alone, and it’s not safe. But it’s safer than the place I left at the coast and the man I left there. If I tell you that I’m on the run from him, and that no one knows where I am, no one in the world, and that I don’t want anyone to know—what would you say to that?”

She looks at me. Her mouth opening. Taken aback. Then she nods her head, slowly. “Oh, hon. No wonder you were so quiet. My God. I’ve been there, too. With a guy. I never want to be there again. I’m sorry. I’m so so sorry. Sorry I got all riled up in here for a minute, and never even noticed that . . . I won’t say a single word. I promise you. I don’t even remember your name, okay? I never saw you.”

“Thank you, Sheila. You’d better go on now.”

“Sure you won’t stay with me?”

“I’m sure now.”

“You take care of yourself, Rose.”

“I will. You too.”

I let her go.

Pain is all the same. It can make you do things, if you’re not careful.

I turn toward the lane, careful not to look back at her and change my mind.

Forward is the only, and trickiest, way to live.
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A little marker in front of me reads:

TOWNSHIP OF WHITE BAR

¼ MILE

Nothing and no one on the lonely iron-railed bridge just on the other side of it. I go forward, these feet stepping on a walkway matted with pine needles, these eyes watchful in the fading light.

If there are other eyes peering from the trees around me or from behind the lights glowing at windows nestled at a distance, I can’t make them out. I walk on, and the air smells of chimney smoke and of fire licking against dry stones. Past the iron bridge the lane drops, then rises and falls toward the sparks of a town, appearing and disappearing between rough-barked trunks.

I pass a locked white building that looks like a church and a few gray cabins, shuttered. The trees thicken overhead and then thin. The way flattens before me, and a narrow valley opens out as the road leads to a flagstone square, trimmed with glowing, hooded metal lamps. A blockish metal statue stands quiet in the center of the town, like a bell unrung, with quiet buildings upright, all around. Some have peaked roofs trimmed in white lights. Others show tall false fronts with empty balconies.

A low mutter of water runs somewhere past the square, under the shadow of the mountains. A soft sound, like steel chimes, fills the air. No other sound stirs under the covered porches, and nothing moves, not the trees, nor the empty cars parked along the high granite curbs.

There’s something familiar here, I think.

There’s no sound of the sea, nor a tang of salt in the air, and the shadows of the mountains crowd close, like shoulders touching. But though I’ve never seen this place, I know the world better than I used to and am growing accustomed to its samenesses and its differences. All at once, this makes me happy, this knowing what it means to travel. We Finnises, we’re Irish immigrants, wanderers. I was born to see the world, not doomed to haunt one corner of it. Yet how many souls, I wonder, believe they have no other home than where they’ve lived and died and have been told they must keep to? Or is that only a story a body tells itself because it’s afraid to be free?

I see shapes flickering between gingham curtains that brighten a brick building at one corner of the square. I move toward them, wondering if I’m far enough from the coast now that no one will see in me the freak the ghost hunter has begun talking about.

A chorus of little bells jingles atop the door as I push it open. Inside the café, four faces turn to stare at me. They look pleasant enough, and not at all surprised; as though they’re used to strangers coming in at any hour. Two of them perch on stools at a polished red counter. One, a white-faced man, wipes his hands on a smudged apron. In a booth near the gingham curtains, an elderly couple stares and stirs their coffees. All the other seats in the café are empty. The man in the apron stands. Not quickly, not slowly. His face is smooth and looks younger than the wiry gray hair on his arms.

“Well, hello,” he says, “and welcome to White Bar! Didn’t hear you pull up.”

“Thank you,” I say, and smile and keep my face smooth in return. “Are you still open?”

The aproned man turns toward a woman still seated at the counter. She’s short and sturdy, with hair the color of salt and steel, and she wears a quilted, puffed vest, like a pillow.

He asks her, “Are we open, Mayor?”

“We certainly are, Bill.” She slides off her stool. She nods at me. “Booth okay?”

“Please.”

“Pick any one you like. Menu’s on the stand.”

The elderly couple sitting quietly side by side go on stirring and tinkling their spoons in their cups in front of them, their faces full of wrinkles, their hair white as snow. They’re living long lives, I think, and maybe lucky ones, too. They wear warm, braided sweaters with high necks that prop up their chins.

“Coffee?” the mayor asks as I take a booth across from them. “It’s cold out, and that thin jacket can’t be doing you much good.”

“That’d be lovely,” I say. It’s always best that I seem to eat and drink. I shiver to pretend I’m chilled.

“Bill?” She turns to the man. “Hit all of us again with the hot stuff, would you?”

“Coming right up.”

So delicious the coffee smells, like life itself. I stir the blackness and must remember: it’s too hot yet to pretend to drink. When I look up from my cup, the mayor is sitting down with the white-haired couple and the man named Bill is standing beside them, holding the coffee pot in one hand. They’re all smiling at me, in a measured sort of way. As though I’m a pot, I think, and they’re not yet sure what I hold.

“So what brings you to us?” the mayor asks, and the elderly couple across from her nod. “On your way to Reno? Thought you’d make a little side trip?”

“Yes,” I say, silky as cream. “Someone told me this town was very beautiful and quiet, and I had to stop. Are you all so lucky as to live here?”

“We are.” The old woman crinkles her eyes at me, delighted with the compliment.

“This is Mary and John Berringer,” the steely-haired mayor says, lifting her mug toward them in a toast. “We’re lucky to have them. They run the Berringer Inn, right next door.”

“And Martha, here,” the old woman says quickly, “we’re fortunate enough to call our mayor. This is Mayor Hayley.”

The old man named John shouts, as if a little deaf, “Mayor Hayley’s the owner of this hoppin’ place!”

She laughs and bows to him, then turns and points her cup toward the counter. “I might be the owner, but Bill over there does all the work, keeps it going. My place across the way keeps me busy. The White Bar Hotel—if you’re looking for a place to stay the night.”

“We’re all competitors!” the old man shouts toward me.

His wife, Mary, shakes her head, a bit embarrassed. “John is joking. We’re nothing like! Besides, we’re already closed for the season, and Martha’s still open. If you’re needing a room, Miss . . . ?”

I smile, watching all of them. So they know nothing yet about a ghost, a freak wearing borrowed skin. Or, if they’ve heard of it, they don’t see her in me. For though I wear the skin of a dead woman, it’s the light of my eyes that shines from her face, and the shadow of my cleft, my father’s jaw, that lies across this chin.

“I’m Rose,” I say. “If you do have any rooms—?”

“Plenty!” Mayor Hayley says. “Spring and summer are our big seasons here, but fall tapers off big-time. Lots of room tonight. Though you’re lucky, we’re about to shut down for the year. I go on a bit longer than most, holding out for a few more latecomers like you. Folks looking for some quiet and not the bright lights and big action—since we don’t have any slot machines or a ski lift. You do know that about us, I mean about White Bar, right?”

“Not that we didn’t try, Martha!” Bill calls from the kitchen.

“Yeah, well,” she calls back. “Failure is only reaching for the wrong spoon.”

“We tried,” the old woman leans over and whispers toward me, “this past summer, to have a view-tram built, you see. To bring more people in.”

“But it all went to hell in a handbasket!” the old man barks. “That’s what happens when you try to fix what ain’t broken!”

“Anyway,” the mayor says. “What do you do, Rose, that you can get away in the middle of a week, if you don’t mind my asking? Or are you visiting from abroad? Is that a bit of an Irish lilt I hear in your voice?”

“Irish American, yes,” I congratulate her. “I’m between places at the moment. Looking for a place to stay for a while. I’m traveling. Hunting for a bit of relaxation. Off the beaten path, you know.”

“We certainly do. Didn’t see your car out there, though.” She peers through the curtains. “How’d you get here?”

“Someone dropped me at the top of the road. Before the bridge.”

Now they study me oddly. Me with no luggage to my name, and only this thin blue coat on, and these flat, workaday shoes. I ought to have thought of such details before. But then, I’ve never before asked for a place to stay. Besides, how many lives and deaths would a soul have to number before she never made a single mistake?

“The truth is,” I say quickly, for the trick always is to be swift when you’ve taken a wrong turn, “I wasn’t planning to come to White Bar, Mayor Hayley. But I saw your sign, and all at once I felt . . . drawn down this pretty little road. As though my spirit were called to this place, somehow. As though I knew it. I know that must sound odd to you. Only, I trust it when I feel something, and especially when the something is so pretty and seems . . . so welcoming.”

Their faces relax.

Flattery. It isn’t so much a trick as it is remembering what it’s like to be loved.

“That’s really nice!” Bill calls from the kitchen.

“It sure is. And”—the mayor sets her coffee mug down, pleased—“I tell you what, you are absolutely right, Rose. We might not have any slots or runs here, and we don’t pan for gold, not anymore, and we don’t have any fancy shows like the big casino towns have, and we sure don’t have all the crowds and the excitement. But what we do have is the beauty of this little valley, and serenity, and yes, a welcoming way. We’re kind to each other, here.”

“And to others, too”—old Mrs. Berringer smiles at me—“who are kind.”

“And who are quiet!” Mr. Berringer shouts. “We don’t like disturbances of any kind! Nothing banging the furniture!”

“He means the dead, the departed,” his wife sighs. “Because of course everybody worries about that in an old town like this—we were established in 1852. But we’re not like that. We promise you. We did have some trouble, back in the day, didn’t we, Martha? But we’ve been quiet for years and years and years now.”

“No ghosts, then?” I say, and pretend to be relieved. Though with a rush a dark mood comes over me. I’m saddened to think of all those now vanished, and admit to myself: it’s been lonely, all these weeks, traveling with no company. I’ve yet to find a single, solitary soul like mine. Hiding somewhere. Hiding her rage, to keep herself safe.

“Ruthie”—the mayor turns and checks with her neighbors, then turns back to me—“Ruthie would know the date of our last cleaning. Ruth Huellet. She’s not here tonight, she keeps our town museum, across the square. Back when the hunters first came on the scene—when was it, 2000, 2001?—we did have some poor strays we had to get rid of. John and Mary here even had one hiding in an armoire in their dining room.”

“The doors on it,” the old woman says, shaking her head, “were forever sticking, and oiling the hinges didn’t do the trick. We found out something didn’t want us opening the doors. So sad.”

“And Bill, you had something knocking over the wood in your woodshed, didn’t you? And stealing your boots?”

“Yep,” he calls. “They figured out that was a Donner ghost just trying to get warm.”

“Right,” the mayor says, nodding. “Some of them wandered this way, the poor, lost things. It was painful.” She faces me. “But when the cleaners came along, we did what we had to do—so don’t you worry about a thing. We don’t have disturbances here at all. Peace is what we have to offer in our inns and cabins and chalets. Peace and relaxation is what we all want, too. Even if you have to blast strays, when you find them. Rose, you look cold. Bill, turn up the heat, will you? Gal, you really don’t have the right clothes for this altitude, you know. You’re looking a little pale. Can we get you something to eat?”

I’m not cold. I’m feeling my rage, and wondering how long it will keep.

“I’m not hungry for my supper just now, thank you,” I manage to say.

“More coffee?”

Bill comes and bends to fill my cup. He notices it’s still full. He blinks, embarrassed. He’s worried his brew is no good. He thinks that’s where the trouble lies.

Old Mr. Berringer says, as if he’s been having a faraway conversation in his head all along, “Thing about life and death is, you can never be completely sure about it.”

“John, dear”—his wife pats his shoulder—“we’re talking about supper now.”

“Already had our suppers!” He turns, wide-eyed, toward me. “What I’m saying, is, you never know what’ll happen, when you pull on a door. What’s inside it. Or outside, even. Look at all of us, just sitting here, minding our own business—and you show up out of nowhere. Or look at you, coming in, out of nowhere, saying a friend dropped you off, just easy-breezing in. What I want to know is, what is it you were thinking you’d find up here at the Bar? What are you looking for? Or what is it outside, there, that chased you in to us?”

“I’m so sorry, Rose.” His wife blushes. “He gets like this, sometimes. John. Please! You’re not making any sense.”

Yet she’s watching me closely, too, from her booth.

And so is the mayor.

And Bill at the counter.

I’m the one being tested now, it seems.

I’ll have to calm my anger or be discovered. Anger gives the ghost away.

“It’s a good question, Mr. Berringer,” I say, this body smiling. So often a soul has to pretend and manage, as best she can. “I suppose I should tell you the truth. I do feel as though I’m being chased by something out there in the dark. Though it’s hard to say exactly what it is. Have you ever felt like you’re searching for company?” I ask them, for it’s best to keep close to the truth, when you want to deceive. “Or that you want to run, not really away, but to something? Even if you don’t know where that something might be? That’s how it is with me, you see. I’m running and searching, at the same time. But I don’t want to be any trouble to you.” I start to rise. It might be the prudent thing. “If I’ve come at a bad time, too late in the season, or if my coming seems strange to you, I could just take my coffee and go.”

Their faces fall in a flash, disappointed.

“No, no, stay!” Bill urges. He calls to the mayor. “We’re not ones to turn away someone who needs company, are we, Martha? And like you said, we’re still open.”

The mayor’s eyes check in with the old man and woman, who nod quickly.

“Rose, say no more.” She stands. “Plenty of room at my place, as I told you. We don’t pry here—but we sure can offer you rest from searching for one night. If that’s what you need. Would you like that, hon?”

“If you would be so kind, yes.” There may be no friends nor ghosts here, but there’s no Philip Pratt, either.

The mayor reaches for a row of hooks by the door and takes a heavy coat from it.

“Why don’t you come on over and check out my hotel, and see if it suits you for the night?”

“How nice. I’m sure it will. Thank you, truly.”

“Now Rose, dear,” old Mrs. Berringer says, still seated at her booth but reaching a spotted hand up toward me. “I’m positive you’ll feel safe and comfortable at Martha’s place. And I want you to know we do welcome you, and it’s good to have you here, dear, and—oh my goodness, your poor hand, it’s so cold! Martha, you be sure and give her some warm things for the evening, if she needs them!”

“I will.”

The old man stares at me. “No hard feelings, girl? Got to be careful, in a small town like ours. Hope you’ll enjoy hunkering down in that old saloon of Martha’s.”

Bill smiles as I pass him, a helpful, yearning look on his face. A bachelor, I imagine. He has a lonely man’s way about him. The dead know loneliness when we see it.

“Are you certain I can’t get you anything to eat, to go?” he asks.

“Come on, Rose,” the mayor says quickly. “Before Bill makes you think we never let a customer leave.”
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The cold seems uncomfortable for Martha Hayley, even under her thick coat. She trembles. Her breath blows out in thin white smoke. No steam passes from my lips, so I keep behind her. The balconies around the square are dark as we cross. Against the tall curbs, the cars seem to lean.

“I’m just across the way,” she says, pointing. “This is our town square. We call that old bronze statue over there the Old Prospector. We were a gold rush boomtown called Eno Camp, back in the day. The Eno River—hear it?—that’s where the miners panned. We’ve still got a nice little waterfall just outside of town you might like to go and see in the morning. Watch your step now, okay, this is a high curb. Everything was elevated, even in mining times, for the snow and also for the mud.”

She unlocks a pine-wreathed door. Inside, a snug parlor awaits. She rubs her hands together before turning up a pink-hooded lamp. A fringed rug lies soft under the soles of my shoes. The walls are papered in a scrolled velvet. She goes to stand behind a burled desk with rows of heavy brass keys hanging behind it. Another parlor opens to my right, with a stone fireplace readied with logs and kindling. An archway beyond it leads to a dining room with empty tables and spindle-backed chairs, and a staircase rising.

The mayor takes off her coat and hangs it behind the desk. “Now! Let’s get you settled in. Welcome to the White Bar Hotel, formerly the Eno River Saloon. That’s what ol’ John Berringer was cackling about back there at the café, just so you know. The Berringers are old-timers around here. Sometimes that makes them a bit . . . Anyway.” She turns to the glowing tablet in front of her. “What kind of room would make you feel cozy for the evening, Rose? A king bed? Queen? You’re such a small thing, I could pretty well tuck you in a cupboard.”

I’ve done it, in my time. “A room with a view?” I ask.

“My best room.” She taps the tablet. “For one night? Just put your name on the card here”—she slides a piece of paper toward me—“and your address if you want. You can pay me in the morning, after you make sure the experience lives up to your expectations.”

Since I have no money, that’s fortunate. “You’re so kind, Mayor Hayley,” I say and leave the address on the card blank. I had a home, once, but have none now.

“Call me Martha. Being mayor’s not all that big a deal around here, to be honest. Though of course it’s nice being elected. All right, now, let me show you around down here, then I’ll take you up to your room. Fair warning, there’s not much to do here at night except watch TV or sit by the fire and read. I can leave some things out for you, tea and coffee and cookies in the kitchen, in case you get hungry before breakfast. The kitchen is over here, see.”

She leads me through the shadowy dining parlor toward a pair of swinging saloon doors.

“Had these doors moved from the front over here to the kitchen entry. Antique.”

“Very nice.”

“We try our best to keep things original.”

The kitchen is a large white and blue one with black pots hanging overhead and gold-bordered china leaning inside cupboards. Knives with well-rubbed handles are sorted into a butcher’s block.

“Take anything you need from the fridge,” she tells me. “Our season is basically over, like I say, and I prefer things to get eaten up before they go bad. Breakfast is at eight. If you do breakfast?”

“I don’t really, Martha.”

“I’m the same way. I don’t like to start the day all stuffed and heavy. Now let’s hoof it up to the gallery. You’ll have the whole second floor to yourself. Well, the whole place, aside from me.”

We climb the carpeted stair, each step with its fine brass rod holding the deep-napped rug in place. It makes a runner difficult to sweep, I know.

“Do you have anyone here to help you, Martha?”

“How sweet of you to ask. Not really. Mostly I take care of everything myself, now that I’m on my own. My ex left and moved to Sacramento, so . . .” She gives herself a little shake, as though some lint needs brushing away. “Doing all the work myself saves on costs, at least. We tend to think bottom-line around here, because we don’t have a year-round season. And when the snow hits, the passes can close; then we’re really on our own. So it’s best to know how to be self-sufficient.”

“And when does the snow come?” I ask, my mood turning eager. The cold that burns like hellfire, Miss Camber said, that can be so deep it buries a man.

“We’ve got a little system coming in tonight, matter of fact. Might get us our first flurries of the year. I have to say again”—she turns to look back at me at the top of the stairs—“what I said earlier about your clothes: not up to the weather. You don’t have anything else with you?”

“I didn’t plan to stop here.”

“So you said, but you have to be careful this high, okay? People die from cold at this altitude. A front can sweep in out of nowhere and get really serious really fast. And then where will you be?”

As dead as I am now. “Thank you for your concern, Martha.”

“It’s just so you know. So, here we are on the guest floor. You like it? We preserved everything we could from the era.” She beams, admiring her own landing. “All these sconces are rose glass, which is what the madams and the miners thought of as pure elegance back in the 1850s.” We pass through a hallway of closed doors illuminated by crystal shades. “It’s a little bawdy, I know. Of course we’re a family-friendly establishment now. With a bit of spunk. The Corner Room is at the end of the hall. It has the nicest view of the square, or will in the morning.” She takes a key from her quilted vest.

Inside, I see first bright satin curtains in sapphire blue drawn tightly together. A bright blue canopy hangs over the bed, dressed with fine blue pillows and a lace coverlet. A darker blue carpet covers the floor.

What a royal room to touch and stroke, I think. And all mine. For the night.

“All right.” The mayor looks around. “See if you have everything you need. I want you to be comfortable. Bathroom there. Coffee and tea maker here. Extra blankets. If you happen to want to get up in the night, I’ll leave the lights on in the hallway, and a few downstairs. And I’ll put an extra shawl out for you, too, by the fire. If you need me, for any reason, I’m up on the third floor. It was the door we passed right at the top of the landing. Don’t hesitate to knock or even come on up if you want or need anything. I’m here to attend to your needs. Think you’ll be all right, alone here?”

“I will be. It’s perfect.” It is.

“Glad to hear it. Here’s your key, then. Have a good evening, Rose. See you in the morning.”

She gives me an innkeeper’s nod, then closes the door behind her.

I turn. Delighted. Here’s such a fine crystal water pitcher—and for the night, it belongs to me. And these sharp-cut glasses. Mine. And the dainty white linens folded beside them. Mine. The carved white dresser. The framed picture on the wall above it. A ghost, if she’s left her haunt, has no possessions. I didn’t think I would miss having things, linens and furniture to hover over and claim. But at the moment, oh, I do. The heavy-framed photo above the dresser is darkened in the way of old tintypes, like the pictures that used to hang in my last home. The photographer has pointed his camera at a local celebration, the town turned out in their finery on the square, bundled in furs and shawls on a snowy day, with flags hanging frozen from the balconies all around. Men stand shoulder to shoulder in deep coats and slouch hats, their boots crusted, while a few women lift their chins under heavy black bonnets. Every eye stares in one direction, as if at something just over my shoulder. In a low corner, a date is written in pale ink: 1852.

A number to put with the faces of the dead. But no names. Looking at them, I wonder: what would we say to each other if you weren’t lost and gone, but were granted a wild stubbornness, as I was?

A faint tinkling comes from outside the curtained windows. I go and peer out. It’s only the chimes I heard earlier, lilting across the square.

I let the draperies fall. All around this little village, I suppose, the living are putting themselves to bed, to sleep. Something I can’t do. I can’t sleep. I don’t dream. I imagine others, settling onto their plump pillows, pulling their blankets up to their chins, closing their eyes inside the darkness.

It’s then, when the living think themselves safe in sleep, that a door might creak, like this one, and a light break open, and a ghost walk out into the night.

Those who can’t sleep, haunt.

We use the night to learn what only the night can teach: how to face loneliness.
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