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Introduction





  My twice-great grandfather, Richard Johnson, was a Pennsylvania Dutch “powwow doctor” living in Bangor (“Wild-fire”). As a powwow doctor, he practiced natural medicine, sometimes combined with magic. Old Man Johnson was a faith healer, credited with the miraculous curing of broken bones and illness of all kinds by the folks of Bangor, though he would never take a patient who had cancer for fear it would “turn back on him.” But he was also, sad to say, a hex doctor who could curse people and cause bad things to happen to them.




  The only physician in a poor, small-town community, Richard Johnson was much in demand, but he did not have enough work to make a living of it. And although there were a few skeptics among them who did not believe in “hoodoo,” the surrounding community held him in some awe.




  My paternal grandmother once spent a summer with Old Man Johnson, learning the ways of the faith healer. She later studied to be a nurse and did quite a bit of healing in her time, though I believe she stuck to standard medical practice.




  When I was growing up, my grandmother’s house was only a few houses up the block from mine. From the moment I learned to walk, I would toddle up the road to see my Pennsylvania Dutch grandma, a fact that nearly drove my mother to an early grave. Grandma’s house was filled with hex signs (of the friendly sort) and Pennsylvania Dutch folk sayings. As a young child, I remember puzzling over a plaque that read THROW THE COW OVER THE FENCE SOME HAY and depicted a farmer tossing a placid bovine over a picket fence.




  Grandma also cooked the traditional Pennsylvania Dutch meals, including dandelion greens, which I refused to eat, and sausage and sauerkraut, which is still one of my favorite meals. She would make homemade bread and shoofly pie and all sorts of other mouthwatering recipes that were passed down from her mother’s mother. Sometimes, she spoke in the German dialect that was common among the Pennsylvania Dutch living in Allentown and the surrounding regions.




  Although a member of the church, with a strong personal faith, my grandmother still retained many of her Pennsylvania Dutch cultural traditions—such as the belief in hexes—until the day she died. She left me with a rich heritage full of folklore and funny sayings and wonderful food that has done much to enhance my life over the years. I miss her still.




  Having such a close family tie to Pennsylvania made me approach the collection of spooky folktales from this wonderful state with delight. I stayed the weekend with a cousin in Allentown and discovered that I was sleeping in a haunted house (“The Toy Room”). I paid a visit to Lancaster County and found myself in a cemetery where a certain woman’s statue likes to take a stroll on the anniversary of her death (“The Walking Statue”). In Strasburg, I window-shopped on Main Street, where it is said that a phantom coach will drive right before a thunderstorm. (Alas, the day was clear, and no ghosts appeared during my walk.)




  Farther afield, there are the ghost of Old Coaly, a mule who sometimes visits with the students at Penn State, and the White Lady, who has been seen hitching a ride to the top of Wopsononock Mountain in Altoona, searching for her dead husband. In Pittsburgh, a steelworker encounters the grisly spirit of an accident victim, and an artist finds himself face-to-face with the ghost of a priest.




  Eastern Pennsylvania has several stories that have haunted me long after I penned them. In Philadelphia, the miserable spirit of Edgar Allan Poe still wanders through Fairmount Park (“Nevermore”), while in Wilkes-Barre, the corpse of a miner-minstrel pays a final visit to a dear friend. In Bedford County, a vampire called Morning Star returns to claim the life of an old Native American warrior.




  The story that I found the most riveting was the tale of George Washington’s ghost, who appeared at a critical moment during the Battle of Gettysburg to help and inspire the Union troops (“George Washington Leads the Way”). It is one of the lesser-known ghost stories from that particular battle, but to me, it is one of the best.




  From the Axe Murder Hollow in Erie to the country’s first public library in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania is filled with spooky tales and an incredibly rich folklore that makes it unique. I’ve loved every moment of my journey in this wonderful state, and I am very proud of my Pennsylvania Dutch heritage.




  Auf Weidersehn,




  Sandy Schlosser
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  Ghost Stories
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  The Phantom Drummer VALLEY FORGE




  When Colonel Howell of the British Army chanced to meet the daughter of the wealthy farmer Jarrett, who owned land near Valley Forge, he fell head over heels in love. Howell had a bit of a reputation as a womanizer, but it faded away after he met Ruth. The girl had a brother serving under George Washington, and none of her family liked the Redcoats, but so overwhelming was Howell’s love for Ruth that it conquered the reluctant maiden’s heart.




  Ruth and her British soldier met in a secret place near the wall of her garden, which was hidden by a small grove of trees. On the night that Howell proposed, they were embracing in their private corner when the sharp, merry sound of a drummer rang through the garden. At first they ignored the noise, caught up in their plans for the future, but as the sound of the drum grew nearer, Howell started looking about nervously. Leaving Ruth’s side, he went to peer over the wall, trying to see the drummer.




  Ruth was puzzled by Howell’s reaction. No one could see them in this little grove, which was why they used it for their trysts. She found it rather annoying that her newly betrothed would leave her side at such a moment just to look for a casual drummer practicing in the fields. She changed her attitude, though, when Howell turned from the wall, for he was deathly pale.




  “What is wrong?” she cried, hurrying to him.




  “There is no one there,” Howell told Ruth hoarsely.




  Ruth stared at him, frightened by his words. The roll of the drum still rang through the fields beyond the wall.




  “But surely . . .” she began. She was interrupted by a phantom rat-a-tat-tat. The sound drew closer. As they listened in horror, it came right through the garden gate just beyond the trees. The invisible drummer entered their little hollow and passed through the wall next to them. Only when the sound ceased altogether did Howell snap out of the fear-induced trance he was in. He convulsively clasped Ruth to his chest. No less frightened, Ruth begged Howell to tell her what it could mean.




  “For the last three generations,” Howell said shakily, “a phantom drummer has appeared to warn my family of a change in fortunes, some for good, most for ill.” Seeing the look on Ruth’s face, he tried to shake off his terror. He spoke a few words of reassurance to her, which neither of them believed, kissed her good-bye, and galloped away.




  In a skirmish the next day, Colonel Howell was shot. He was brought to Farmer Jarrett’s house for nursing, though Ruth’s father was reluctant to have a British soldier under his roof. To Ruth’s relief, the wound was fairly minor and would soon heal. To add to her joy, her father grew fond of the young man and consented to their marriage if Howell would leave the British army. The colonel made this promise willingly, and a secret marriage was soon arranged.
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  THE PHANTOM DRUMMER




  Then tragedy struck. Orders arrived demanding that Howell rejoin his regiment on the eve of an impending battle. Howell knew that to honorably resign his commission would take months, and he would be forced to fight and kill the Americans in the battle the next day. So he decided to marry Ruth, desert the British army, and hide himself away until it was safe to rejoin the Jarrett household.




  Divesting himself of his British uniform, he donned the clothes of a civilian and stood with Ruth before a minister in the parlor of the Jarrett house. As he slipped the wedding ring on his beloved’s finger and bent to kiss her, the roll of a drum sounded from outside. Howell and Ruth turned fearfully and listened as the invisible drummer climbed the steps, walked through the room, and exited via the far wall.




  Ruth clung to her new husband in terror, while the guests and clergy murmured in awe. Then they heard rough voices outside, and someone pounded on the front door. Suddenly the house was full of British soldiers, come to capture Howell based on the testimony of one of the Jarrett servants, who hated the Redcoats and had betrayed them. Howell was arrested, tried, and shot for desertion. At the moment he died, Ruth, sobbing alone in her bedchamber at home, heard the faint, unmistakable roll of a phantom drum.
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  George Washington Leads the Way GETTYSBURG




  The lieutenant was at heart a simple man. The only thing he had ever desired was a life of peace in which to marry, work hard for a living, and raise his children. But the war with the South had swept over them all, and so he had become a soldier assigned to the Twentieth Maine, hoping to buy peace for his beloved home with his own life, if necessary.




  The lieutenant had never expected such a fierce battle to erupt in a quiet town like Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. However, the Confederate soldiers, tired, hungry, and in need of supplies, had descended upon Gettysburg on July 1, 1863, and the Union soldiers had engaged them in a conflict that soon escalated into a bloodbath. All day it raged as reinforcements arrived from both sides. By the morning of July 2, General Robert E. Lee’s entire Army of Northern Virginia with its 75,000 men was arrayed just south of Gettysburg, facing down the 97,000-man Army of the Potomac under the command of General George G. Meade.




  The lieutenant felt his whole body trembling as the day wore on; he was not sure if it was with nerves or excitement or both. The Twentieth Maine, under the command of Colonel Joshua Chamberlain, had quickly found themselves defending Little Round Top from the Confederate army, which was fighting to take the strategically placed hill. They stood with the Fifth Corps of the Union army, staunchly fighting back wave after wave of Confederate soldiers.




  The lieutenant sometimes wondered if there would ever be an end to the rifle fire, to the endless waves of enemy soldiers. But their orders were clear: “You are to hold this ground at any cost.” And so they held the ground, protecting the Army of the Potomac’s left flank.




  They were constantly harassed by the Fifteenth Alabama, who kept charging up the hill, testing their weaknesses, trying to outflank them. Their powder was running low, their ammunition dwindling, their strength almost spent. Soldiers ransacked the bodies of the wounded and dead strewn on the hillside, searching for spare cartridge boxes, but even this desperate action did not provide them with enough ammunition to continue their holding action for much longer.




  At times, the lieutenant saw more of the enemy than his own men; gaps in the line opened, swallowed, and closed again with sharp, convulsive energy. As they thrust the Fifteenth Alabama back down the hill once again, the lieutenant knew that their next stand would be their last.




  In the brief lull that followed, Colonel Chamberlain called his officers to a quick meeting. Five minutes more of such a defensive effort would finish them, he told them bluntly. As desperate as the chances were, their only hope lay in taking the offense. He then proposed that the Twentieth Maine make a charge against the Confederates. The lieutenant felt his heart pound at the idea. It was madness, but he could see that the colonel was determined. No one would be able to talk him out of the idea, he knew that from experience, so he stayed silent.




  Colonel Chamberlain stepped to the colors, and all the men turned toward him. Then, over the roar of the cannons and the constant gunfire, the colonel shouted: “Fix bayonets!” The men realized at once that their commander was going to order the Twentieth Maine out from behind their covered positions and into a charge against the Confederate army. A murmur of doubt swept through them. They were ordered to hold the hill at any cost, but this . . . this was suicide. Then a few hearty souls shouted the order, and it was passed down the line.




  The lieutenant drew a shaky breath and whispered a prayer. Then his eye was caught by a movement farther down the slope. A figure sprang up out of nowhere, right before the enemy line. The lieutenant blinked in shock, recognizing the waistcoat, breeches, jacket, and boots of a Revolutionary War commander. And the face . . . the face was that of General George Washington himself! The semitransparent figure drew his sword and brandished it in the faces of the Confederate soldiers.




  The lieutenant felt sudden tears come to his eyes as he stared at the spirit of George Washington defying the Southern soldiers in their bid to split the nation the general and his fellow patriots had fought to create. When the command came to charge, the lieutenant leaped without hesitation from his sheltered spot and ran down the southern slope of Little Round Top toward the ghost of George Washington and the soldiers of the Fifteenth Alabama.
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  GEORGE WASHINGTON LEADS THE WAY




  The lieutenant was vaguely aware that he was alone for a moment as, behind him, the men of the Twentieth Maine hesitated in fear and indecision. Then his fellow soldiers charged, shouting their defiance. Led by Colonel Chamberlain, they raced down the slope. The lieutenant heard one or two of them shout General Washington’s name and knew that he was not the only one who had seen the ghost.




  The Fifteenth Alabama was caught completely off guard by the suicidal charge. They fought hand to hand for a few moments with the Twentieth Maine, then broke off and retreated. The Union soldiers cheered excitedly, knowing that they had just saved the left flank of the Northern army.




  By the end of the three-day battle, the slopes of Little Round Top were covered with the bodies of the dead, as were the Devil’s Den and all the areas surrounding them. Historians would later call the Battle of Gettysburg a hallmark victory for the Union, the turning point in the war. It was also the bloodiest single battle of the war, resulting in more than 51,000 soldiers killed, wounded, captured, or missing.




  The lieutenant was not sure why his life had been spared, but as he gazed down upon the carnage, he knew that he was one of the lucky ones. And in his heart, he suddenly believed that they would win this war. If the spirit of George Washington himself was willing to lead the way, how could the Northern army fail?
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  The Artist and the Ghost MILLVALE




  Maxo Vanka was commissioned to paint a series of murals for St. Nicholas Croatian Roman Catholic Church in Millvale, on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, during the spring and early summer of 1937. He was Croatian himself, and an artist of great talent and sensitivity. Upon arriving in Millvale, Vanka gave strict instructions to Father Zagar and to the congregation: He was not to be disturbed while he worked. Traffic inside the church after the last Mass finished at 9:00 p.m. was to be limited or nonexistent. To these conditions the good father agreed.




  Vanka worked late at night in the relative silence of the church. Outside, he could hear traffic, trains, and the barking of the two parish dogs as they went about their guard duties. Inside was the soft creak, creak, creaking of the scaffolding erected around the walls where he stood to do his work. When he finished painting in the wee hours of the morning, Vanka went over to the parish house, where Father Zagar waited for him with coffee and cake, a gesture of kindness that the artist much appreciated.




  One evening, Vanka heard the dogs begin to bark and fuss outside in a rather more fervent way than usual. A moment later, he glanced down through the scaffolding above the altar and saw a priest in black gesturing and praying in the brilliant light he kept beside him to illuminate his work. It was Father Zagar, he assumed, going about his duties in silence so as not to distract him. Vanka appreciated the priest’s silence, though for some reason he felt chills deep inside his body at the sight of the dark figure. When he finished his work for the night, he was met by two very anxious dogs that fawned on him as he walked to the rectory to meet Father Zagar for coffee and cake. Vanka asked the priest if he had stopped by that evening to pray, but Father Zagar said he had not done so. The artist thought it strange that the priest should deny being in the sanctuary but held his peace.




  Several evenings passed in silence. Then one night, Vanka felt again a strange chill that shuddered through his body, just before he peered down at the altar and saw the gesturing priest in black. He returned to his work on the mural of the Holy Virgin, trying to ignore the figure below. A while later, he saw the dark priest pacing up and down the aisles, muttering to himself in prayer. Suddenly, all the lights in the church were extinguished, save for the one on the scaffold with the artist.




  Vanka was frightened and annoyed by the inconvenience. Why had Father Zagar turned off the lights when he knew the artist was working? Breaking off early, he went to the rectory, where he found the priest fast asleep. Aha, he thought; Father Zagar must have been sleepwalking. But it was not so.




  Hesitantly, Father Zagar told Vanka that a ghostly priest was rumored to haunt St. Nicholas. The members of the parish refused to enter the building late at night out of fear and respect for the apparition. Father Zagar confessed that he often stood outside the sanctuary door and watched over the artist during the long evenings while he painted, afraid lest Vanka see the ghost and fall from the scaffolding.




  Vanka was rather skeptical about the story of a ghost. Then he remembered the terrible chill that shook his body when he saw the figure in black. Reluctantly, he agreed to allow Father Zagar to keep him company while he painted in the church.




  The next night, the two men laughed and talked as Vanka worked on the lovely murals that were taking shape on the walls around them. As a joke, Father Zagar rose, threw his arms wide, and bade the spirit of the dead priest to appear before them. His words were met with a sudden, uncanny stillness. The whole world seemed to hold its breath, and the paintbrush in Vanka’s right hand began to shake as a familiar deep chill shuddered through his body.




  Then the knocking began. Bang. Bang. Bang. The doors seemed to reverberate under the ghostly hand of the dead priest. Outside, the parish dogs began barking frantically. Father Zagar, his voice shaking, commanded the spirit to depart in peace. The artist’s shout cut across his words. Vanka could see the shadowy figure sitting in a pew just behind Father Zagar, gazing upward toward the scaffolding where Vanka stood, paintbrush in hand. The ghost’s face was dark and wrinkled and tinged with an unhealthy blue. His eyes, staring up toward the artist, were unseeing, though they seemed to pierce through Vanka’s very soul. The ghost leaned against the pew in front of him, his face a picture of abject misery. Vanka began to tremble with a deep fear that had more to do with instinct than mind.




  Father Zagar whirled around, searching the pews for a sight of the spirit, but it disappeared when he turned. Privately, Father Zagar was skeptical about the ghost sighting. He concluded that Vanka had imagined the apparition, although he had no explanation for the knocking sound.




  But when Father Zagar went to bed later that night, his sleep was troubled by an unseen presence that knocked and clicked and filled the room with an unearthly chill that shuddered through his body. After that, the priest firmly believed in the presence of the ghost, and he prayed that the dead spirit would leave them in peace.




  For a few days, Father Zagar’s prayers kept the ghost at bay. Confident that the spirit was gone, Father Zagar decided it was safe to relate the dead man’s story to Vanka as the artist perched upon the scaffolding, painting industriously through the night. It seemed that a former priest of the parish was rather unscrupulous in nature and had begun neglecting his holy duties to the people. After a few years, the congregation began suspecting that the corrupt man was also pilfering money from the parish, although no formal accusation was made against him. When the priest died, the members of the parish believed that his spirit was forced to remain in the church to do penance for his evil deeds in life. It was believed that the dead priest was attempting to perform the holy acts he should have done in life, and in so doing to finally free his spirit from this earth.




  The night after this story was told, the knocking began again. From his perch on the scaffolding, Vanka saw the ghostly figure walk up the main aisle of the sanctuary. Hoarsely, he described the ghost’s movements to Father Zagar, who saw nothing. At the front of the sanctuary, on the main altar, stood the light of the eternal flame, which had burned unabated for eight years and was protected from all drafts by the glass surrounding it. As Vanka
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  THE ARTIST AND THE GHOST




  watched, the ghost walked up to the altar, bent down, and blew it out. Father Zagar gasped in alarm when the eternal light went out, though he still did not see the apparition. Then all the lights in the church went out.




  Vanka gave a strangled yell of fear. Half-climbing and half-falling, he managed to descend the ladder beside the scaffolding. His hands shaking too much to paint and his mind filled with a nameless dread, Vanka managed to collect the frozen form of Father Zagar and hustled him out of the sanctuary.




  After that, Vanka had to force himself back into the church night after night, and he insisted that Father Zagar join him each evening, since he was afraid to paint alone in that haunted place. Whenever the artist felt the slightest chill, he would leave the church immediately, fearing another encounter with the ghost of the priest, who obviously did not want anyone interfering with his holy duties.




  Vanka finished his commission as rapidly as was possible under the strained circumstances. Within two months, he put the finishing touches on the magnificent murals of St. Nicholas and was not slow in leaving the haunted sanctuary to its parishioners and its ghost.




  To this day, the lovely murals painted by Maxo Vanka may be seen in St. Nicholas Church in Millvale, on the northern outskirts of Pittsburgh. The spirit of the dead priest has made no recent appearances, although sometimes the parish dogs still bark apprehensively in the night, and a deep, deep chill can be felt in the air.
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  Sweet Cicely’s Song WILLIAMSPORT




  Powderhorn and his family lived on a wide stream near Williamsport. They were a remnant of the Mingo tribe who had remained behind when their people were driven west into the Indian Territory, refusing to leave the land. Their home was located directly across the stream from a Scottish farmer named Ezra McGrady, who treated his Mingo neighbors with respect.




  Powderhorn had a young daughter named Sweet Cicely, after the delicate plant used throughout the area for healing. The girl was beautiful and sweet and kind, and all of the men and women in the region were deeply attached to the child, who had the voice of an angel. Sweet Cicely would often climb to a large rock overlooking the stream and sing for hours. The sound of her lovely voice would float in the air for miles, enchanting her neighbors and the raftsmen who worked the stream when it was filled to overflowing during the springtime floods.




  As Sweet Cicely grew to womanhood, she fell in love with Wild William, a Mingo man who worked for Farmer McGrady. Wild William would listen to his sweetheart singing as she waited for him atop the rock overlooking the stream and would join her as soon as he finished his tasks for the day. The young couple would sit and talk for hours on their lofty perch. The raftsmen floating down the stream would watch for them and wave as they drifted past the rock. Sometimes Sweet Cicely would sing for them as they navigated the rough waters with their poles.




  But a day came when a stranger rode his raft down the stream, a man who did not care for the native families in the area and wished them driven out. When he heard the sweet voice of the Mingo maiden singing an old ballad of her people, he gazed upon her with loathing—and with lust. Docking his raft on the shore, he ran rapidly up the slope toward the rock where she sat waiting for her beloved Wild William to come to her at the end of his day’s labors.




  Across the stream, Wild William looked up from his work and saw the man approaching Sweet Cicely with such a look of evil intent upon his face that the frantic Mingo lad dropped everything and ran to the stream. As he rowed desperately across the raging water, he saw the man making advances toward the beautiful maiden, who rejected his foul suggestions. In a fury, the man grabbed her by the throat. Wild William leaped ashore and raced up the slope, but by the time he reached the rock at the top, Sweet Cicely lay dead upon the ground, and her murderer had fled the scene and disappeared. William collapsed at his love’s side, overcome by horror and grief.




  Everyone in the neighborhood was devastated by the lovely girl’s tragic death. But the local authorities, when appealed to, did nothing to track down the girl’s murderer. In disgust at the white man’s treatment of himself and his family, Powderhorn packed everything he owned and left Pennsylvania forever, followed shortly by a disconsolate Wild William, who mourned his lost love his whole life long. The neighbors and raftsmen who had so many times listened in wonder to the lovely song of Sweet Cicely mourned for many months, and spoke bitterly about the fatal spring day when a murderer had stolen her life from them all.




  It was early in the spring of the next year that McGrady and his farmhands heard the voice of Sweet Cicely floating out over the ridge from the rock opposite his property. She was singing the same ballad she had sung on the day she was murdered. McGrady dropped everything—as Wild William once had done—and rowed across the stream, his heart pounding with hope. Perhaps Sweet Cicely was not dead! But the rock, when he reached it, was empty. He stood listening with trembling heart as the phantom voice finished its song and then made his way back home. The voice was heard no more that day.




  Again and again that spring, the voice of Sweet Cicely rang out over the raging floodwaters of the stream. Several raftsmen were so enchanted by the siren sound that they forgot to pay attention to the stream and overturned their crafts, and the number of deaths on that stretch of stream rose dramatically. Others drew their rafts up on the bank near Farmer McGrady’s house and went inside to inquire about the beautiful voice they heard singing on the ledge.




  One day, a cruel-faced man came to the farmer’s house and demanded to know what had become of the Mingo family who lived across the stream. He was drunk and belligerent, and his anger had been roused by the phantom voice that he had heard singing from the ledge. He seemed to think it a foul trick played on him by the native family. His suspicion and guilt made McGrady suspicious. The farmer drew out the man, learning his
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  name and occupation and other details. McGrady was sure he was looking at the face of Sweet Cicely’s murderer.




  After the man left, McGrady sent out word to the local residents, identifying the cruel-faced man as Sweet Cicely’s murderer. The raftsmen in particular were furious, and they decided to seek vengeance for the lovely girl’s death.




  The cruel-faced man was spotted on the stream early the next spring, gazing in fear and loathing at the place where Sweet Cicely had once sung her ballads. Recognizing the man as the wanted murderer, a young rafter who was cruising the same stretch of stream aimed his craft at the unsuspecting man’s vessel and crashed into it, pitching the murderer into the raging stream. The man was instantly swept away by the fierce waters, his body crushed again and again against the large rocks until he drowned.




  The mangled body was picked up farther downstream, and a group of raftsmen buried the murderer unceremoniously in a hole they dug near Powderhorn’s abandoned house. As the last of the dirt was flung back on the grave, the beautiful voice of Sweet Cicely rang out from the ledge overlooking the stream. She was singing the old native ballad she had sung on the day she died. The raftsmen stood silent and still until the Mingo maiden had completed her song. On the far side of the stream, Farmer McGrady stood with his hat in his hands and tears in his eyes. Her voice had never sounded so clear and sweet as it did at that moment.




  That was the very last time anyone ever heard Sweet Cicely’s song.
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