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  Introduction




  “I was bred and born in the briar patch,” Brer Rabbit once told Brer Fox, and that is me in a nutshell. I was bred and born in New Jersey, and its folklore is in my bones. I have been surrounded by stories all my life. My grandparents arrived in New Jersey separately. According to family legend, they attended the same youth group but did not “go” together until the day they both attended a church baseball game. My grandfather, who was catching, was hit in the face by a foul ball and suffered a nosebleed. My grandmother, who was a nurse, doctored him up and then spent the rest of the afternoon walking with him to “assist his recovery.” Of such events is history made.




  My family lore also contains some rather tall but true tales. My father, who was quite mischievous as a small boy, once had a mythic fall from the attic. He passed right through the second floor and partway through the ceiling of the first before becoming lodged. If the ceiling had been a bit less sturdy, our family lore would probably contain the ghost of my great-grandmother, who was sleeping on the living-room couch at the time. She promptly leapt to her feet and shouted “DA-VID!” at the top of her lungs. Apparently he was fairly easy to identify, even though only his bottom half was showing. (Needless to say, he got into quite a bit of trouble.) This same David actually lived to grow up, marry, and produce four children, of whom I am one. He is the person who read me stories from infancy onward, and who fostered a love of folklore within me that survives to this day.




  Of course, I learned a great deal of local New Jersey lore at school. Imagine my astonishment when I heard about the Devil worshippers who used Washington Rock, a local state park near my home, for their nefarious ceremonies. I would later discover how truly spooky that park was. On the other hand, I was quite pleased to learn that a pirate’s treasure trove was buried at the top of Schooley’s Mountain to the north. My imagination really ran wild when I found out that the Jersey Devil haunted the Pinelands a few hours south of where I lived, and that sometimes he came north—at least that’s what my friends said.




  Trips to the Jersey shore included lots of sunscreen and a few tales of ghosts who roam the beaches. Too bad I didn’t hear the story of Dem Bones when my family used to bathe in the sea at Sandy Hook. I would have insisted on staying overnight if it meant a chance to glimpse glowing skeletons dancing and drinking around a blazing fire. But I am glad I didn’t meet the ghost of the Searcher when we stayed at Long Beach Island; I would have found it too difficult to answer her mournful questions about a long-lost love.




  My meanderings through the Garden State also took me to Cape May, with its plethora of hauntings. My favorite story is that of the pretty ghost who likes to show herself to guests in the mirrors of a certain bed-and-breakfast. Farther north, I once paid a visit to Atlantic City. Something about the boardwalk at night—perhaps the whisper of the wind—reminded me strongly of the tales of the phantom ship of Captain Sandovate, doomed for eternity to roam the local waters with its crew begging for just one sip of water. Though I made no formal sighting, the night was spooky enough to send me shivering back to my hotel.




  Driving through the Pinelands, I always kept a watch out for the rascally Jersey Devil, though he was rarely sighted after one spectacularly frightening week in January 1909. And moving northward through the state, I remembered the ghosts of the Aaron Burrs, father and son, who haunt Princeton University; of a little girl once seen by George Washington himself; of Joseph Bonaparte (brother of Napoleon), who haunts his old property in Bordentown; of Albert Payson Terhune, the famous collie breeder whose spirit still resides at his sister’s house in Pompton Lakes; and many more.




  Today I live in New York State, but only a half mile from the New Jersey border. The town of West Milford with its mysterious Clinton Road is nearby, and every once in a while—during daylight hours—I like to drive down its shadowy, twisty length, remembering tales of ghosts and witches and a famous black dog. The animal is said to guard one or more bodies buried by the Mob along this desolate stretch of road. Surely I exaggerate, you say? By no means! At least one famous murder case—that of the Iceman—was solved after a frozen body was discovered nearby.




  There are a myriad of tales about New Jersey, and I could go on literally for days—just ask my friends, who usually have to buy me dinner to get me to be quiet! To me, New Jersey is not just a state seething with history and spooky stories—it is also the place where I grew up, and it is still very much my home.




  —Sandy Schlosser




  
PART ONE Ghost Stories
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  The Blue Lantern RINGWOOD STATE PARK, RINGWOOD





  My wife and I came to an agreement shortly after we married: I would happily accompany her on her “ghostly” ramblings as long as she chose to visit spots where both of us could pursue our various interests. This means that we mostly visit haunted state parks, which suits an outdoors fellow like me just fine. While my wife indulges her psychic self by wandering through old, well-preserved haunted houses, I hike along the various trails provided by the park systems. When she visits old graveyards, I take along my bike and explore the beautifully manicured grounds. If she takes a cruise on a mysterious lake and watches for aquatic monsters of the mythical kind, I rent a kayak and paddle along behind the boat. So far, all our outings have been enjoyable ones and have added a delightful dimension to an already happy marriage.




  “So where are we off to today, Jeannie?” I asked as we climbed into our SUV. As usual, Jeannie’s bag was full of maps and pamphlets and “ghost guides.”




  “We are headed to Ringwood State Park in Ringwood, New Jersey,” my petite, red-haired wife said cheerfully. “According to the literature, the park lies in the heart of the Ramapo Mountains and is easily accessible from exit 57 off Route 287.”




  “You sound like a guidebook,” I said with a grin as I started the engine and pulled out of the driveway. “What about the park draws us there this fine July morning?”




  “Ringwood State Park consists of some of the original land and buildings of the ‘once flourishing iron industry developed in 1740 by the Ringwood Company,’ ” Jeannie said, reading directly from a page she had printed from the Internet. Abandoning the paper, she continued from memory: “It was the home of several well-known ironmasters, including one Scottish man, Robert Erskine, who was the surveyor-general for General Washington himself. Later, it was owned by a man called Martin Ryerson, who ran the local ironworks and built the Ringwood Manor.”




  Her voice deepened when she mentioned the manor. I knew that tone of voice. “Don’t tell me, I know!” I said teasingly. “Ringwood Manor just happens to be haunted! By who—Robert Erskine? Martin Ryerson?”




  “Ringwood Manor is a Gothic Revival mansion with classical embellishments. It sits on a low hill overlooking a small pond in the midst of a beautiful valley,” Jeannie said in a reproving tone, irritated that I had stolen her big revelation. “It was last owned by the wealthy Hewitt family and was donated to the state in 1936 by Erskine Hewitt. It is supposed to be haunted by the ghost of a housemaid. She can be heard moving about in a small room on the second floor. There are reports of noises coming from the empty room—footsteps, sounds of heavy objects dropping, soft crying. They say that members of the staff keep finding the bedroom door ajar and the bed rumpled.”




  “Only one housemaid?” I questioned. “Surely there must be more ghosts than that?”




  Jeannie glared at me. She often wondered aloud how a faithful believer in ghosts could have married a skeptic like me. “They say there is an unmarked grave filled with the remains of French soldiers who fought during the Revolutionary War. After dark, you can hear soft, sad voices speaking in French. There is also the ghost of a servant named Jeremiah, and Mrs. Hewitt is said to wander around the house.”




  “What about my pal, Robert Erskine?” I asked. “Surely he must roam the grounds?”




  “Yes, he does. Strange lights have been seen over his grave, and sometimes the bricks at the base of the tomb are found on the ground, as if they had been thrust out by some ghostly force inside,” said Jeannie.




  “Sounds spooky,” I said. Jeannie glared at me for my flippant tone. Deciding I had teased her enough for one drive, I asked if there were any good hiking trails in this park.




  Jeannie relaxed a bit, pulled out a map, and began enumerating the various attractions of the park for non-believers. The talk lasted until we came around a bend in Sloatsburg Road and turned to enter the park. On a hill ahead of us stood the fancy manor house Jeannie had described. I raised my eyebrows, impressed by its regal appearance. A large pond lay off to our left, and the smaller Mill Pond was right beside the drive. I stopped at the booth, paid a small entrance fee, and drove to the parking lot near the house.




  “I’m going to take a house tour,” Jeannie said as we strolled toward the park office. “Would you like to come?” It was her turn to tease me.




  “No thanks!” I said. “I’m only stopping at the house long enough to get a map of the hiking trails. How long do you think the house tour will last? If it’s a short one, then I’ll just meander around the pond and meet you back here when you are done.”




  “Maybe an hour?” Jeannie guessed. “Let’s ask.”




  The girl in the office gave me a map of the park and told Jeannie the tours lasted anywhere from forty-five minutes to an hour. I mentally added another half hour, since my wife would probably interrogate the tour guide about any reported paranormal happenings once the official tour was over. There was enough time for a short hike on one of the paths or a relaxing stroll around the grounds and down to Sally’s Pond in the valley just below the house. I opted for the second option, bade my wife a fond good-bye, which she hardly heard in her raptures over the columned porch next to the driveway, and strolled off.




  First things first. I spotted a cannon, a huge mortar, and a giant chain on the hillside in front of the house, facing the pond. I went to examine them, removing from my pocket some of the literature Jeannie had handed to me upon parting. The documentation identified the cannon as a deck gun from the USS Constitution (Old Ironsides); the huge mortar was one of two used at the siege of Vicksburg, and the chain was a replica of the huge West Point Chain, which had been forged from Ringwood iron and used to obstruct British navigation of the Hudson River. A hammer and anvil and a giant wheel shaft from the old gristmill were among the other relics at that location.




  Reluctantly, I tore myself away from the equipment and wandered past the front of the house toward the side yard, which led down to the shores of Sally’s Pond. I passed a glassed-in porch filled with white wicker furniture, surrounded on three sides by a brick patio guarded by a couple of red-stone sphinx and some large plants with black flowers that the bumblebees seemed to find irresistible. Personally, I thought black flowers were a bit on the grim side, but I wasn’t a bee.




  I stepped onto the side lawn and headed down the hill, staring in perplexity at two large, free-standing iron gates. There was no wall around them and no difference—to my eyes—between the lawn on one side versus the lawn on the other. There were not even vines to twine artistically up their ten- to twelve-foot height. Shaking my head at the vagaries of landscape artists, I strolled through the center of them and down to the pond, disturbing a family of Canada geese. Mama and Papa Goose herded their group of teenagers into the water as I passed their resting place and strolled into the shade of some truly awesome giant oak trees.




  Near the edge of the pond, the view was mostly obstructed by trees and bushes growing on the bank. I continued my way around the side, hoping to find a clearer spot. A small stream meandered across the lawn, dove into a pipe under a dirt and gravel bridge, and reappeared on the far side. As I crossed the stream, a flock of birds burst out of the trees overhead, yelling crossly to one another and heading for a more interesting tree across the way.




  I took a deep breath of the summer air, at peace with the world. This was a truly lovely spot. A dirt road was coming to meet me from the hillside to my right. Ah ha! I thought, recognizing it as one of the red lines on my park map. I turned onto the road, which led across a second, much larger stream and along the side of the lake. I paused on a wooden bridge, enjoying the dappled sunlight on the pool underneath it and the playful darting of small fish. I still could not get a clear look at the pond. The stream narrowed as it drew near the shore, and tall briar bushes leaned down to touch its surface. As I leaned on the wooden railing, I heard a faint rumble from the sky. Storm clouds were massing over the surrounding Ramapo Mountains, threatening to cut this particular excursion short.




  I still had a few minutes left before the storm arrived, I decided, looking ahead on the dirt road to see whether it was worth continuing my walk. I spotted a few old gravestones underneath a large pine tree and chuckled aloud at the sight. Jeannie would be furious when she realized I had found the old haunted graveyard while she was busy touring the house! Recalling her words about Robert Erskine’s grave with the out-of-place bricks and strange lights, I hurried up the path, keeping one eye on the storm clouds in case I needed to turn around quickly.




  The first few graves I encountered were from the 1800s; many of the headstones were broken. A few yards farther on, I spotted two rectangular raised tombs made of brick and marble, with small US flags flapping in the ground at each corner. In front of them, near the road, was a boulder with a plaque on it. This had to be General Erskine’s grave, I decided, strolling up to the boulder as the hills shivered under another grumble of thunder. I paused to read the plaque and then squinted for a moment at the graves, trying to see a light of some kind or a loose brick. Nothing. Sorry, Jeannie, I thought, striding over to the two graves to read the inscriptions. Erskine was buried beside his clerk. There was no sign of Mistress Erskine’s grave anywhere.




  The storm was approaching rapidly, obliterating the light. A strong breeze sprang up. I was tempted to turn back, but a strange rushing noise like that of continuously falling water had been teasing my ears for quite a while, and I decided to investigate a bit further before turning back. I kept moving along the bank of the pond toward the sound, grinning a bit at the sight of a creepy dead tree with spiderlike bare branches stretching toward the sky. The trunk was half-covered with ivy, the only green on the gray tree. Jeannie would love it. It was the perfect backdrop for a haunted graveyard.




  I hurried past the tree and toward the sound of rushing water. The clouds above me were growing thick and dark, and an early twilight was making the woods before and behind me vaguely menacing. I ignored it all, intent on discovery, and a few more yards brought me within sight of a dam with gallons of water hurling across it and down a small waterfall. There came a sudden flash of lightning followed by a huge clap of thunder overhead. I whirled about in surprise, realizing how dark it had become and how far I was from the manor house. The wind was howling through the trees, turning all the leaves upside down, as another bolt of lightning lit up the creepy dead tree by the side of the road. It looked much more menacing in the storm-twilight than when I first saw it.




  If I didn’t turn back right then, I was liable to get soaked. Unfortunately, retracing my steps meant going under some tall trees, something I didn’t relish with all the lightning about. On the other hand, the road ahead also led into the trees and was blocked by a fence. I turned back the way I had come.




  Ahead of me, a light suddenly appeared, piercing the gloom of the approaching storm. At first I thought it was the headlights of a car coming down the dirt road, but as I drew closer, I saw it was a lantern held up by a tall, bearded chap in the costume of a Revolutionary War soldier; he was standing beside the grave of Robert Erskine. An actor, I thought. Jeannie hadn’t mentioned any special programs scheduled for today, but perhaps he was one of the regulars. He held the lantern high when he saw me and waited as I raced down the dirt road toward him.
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  “Cutting it a bit close, eh, laddie?” he asked me in a Scottish burr. “The storm is blowing up quickly.” He joined me on the road and we hurried together past the old graveyard, heading toward the bridge. The lantern burned with a blue light that made the man look rather pale and washed out.




  “I wanted to get a closer look at the dam,” I explained as we crossed the wooden bridge together. “I didn’t realize the storm was moving so fast.”




  “They always do here in the Ramapos,” the man said as the lightning and thunder drew closer. The air around us felt thick and heavy. I knew that the heavens would soon open and sheets of rain would soak both of us to the skin. I picked up the pace, practically flying over the dirt and gravel bridge that spanned the smaller stream.




  “In my day, I’d turn back to the house at the first sign of a black cloud,” the man continued. “Otherwise I was sure to be caught in the rain.”




  “Who are you supposed to be?” I asked curiously as the large, ornate gates leading to nowhere appeared in front of us.




  The man stopped abruptly and I paused, too, turning to face him.




  “Where are my manners?” he said ruefully. “Robert Erskine, at your service.” He bowed as he introduced himself. The blue lantern flickered in his hand, and a brilliant flash of lightning punctuated his words. I stared at him in shock, realizing that I had seen the flash of lightning right through his body.




  “You’d best hurry or you’ll be caught in the rain,” he said to me. “Go on, lad.” He gestured toward the house with the blue lantern. Then he vanished into thin air, leaving me alone in the dim twilight of the approaching storm.




  I think I screamed, but it was blotted out by another clap of thunder directly over my head. I took to my heels, tearing past the iron gates, up the hill, and down the path in front of the house. I would have fled all the way to the parking lot if Jeannie hadn’t called to me from the columned porch. She was standing there with the tour guide, probably discussing ghosts. I didn’t wait to find out. I leapt up the steps, caught her around the waist, and said to the man beside her, “So sorry, I just remembered that I left something on the stove.” Lifting Jeannie right off her feet, I swept her from the porch, dragged her to the parking lot at a run, and threw her into the car just as the first huge drops of rain started to fall. I flung myself into the driver’s seat and started the engine as a sheet of heavy rain thundered against the roof of the vehicle.




  “What’s the matter?” Jeannie yelled at me over the roar of the rain. “I checked the stove twice before we left!”




  I edged the car down the narrow lane leading to the road, barely able to see through the heavy downpour but determined to get away from that haunted place if I had to row the car out.




  “Did you meet any ghosts during your tour of the house?” I yelled above the noise of the storm.




  “Not one,” Jeannie said. “Jim, what is going on?”




  “Well I met one out by the graveyard,” I said, pulling onto Sloatsburg Road and turning the car toward home. “One Robert Erskine, dressed in a Revolutionary War uniform and carrying a blue lantern. He accompanied me back to the mansion. I thought he was just an actor until I realized that I could see through his body!”




  Jeannie gaped at me, her mouth hanging open. I eased the car around a bend and up a hill. The downpour made the driving treacherous, but I wanted to get as many miles between me and the surveyor-general’s ghost as I reasonably could in such weather conditions.




  “You saw his ghost?” Jeannie breathed finally, staring at me in awe.




  “I thought you said he appeared as a ball of light over his tombstone. You didn’t say anything about a man carrying a lantern,” I said accusingly.




  “I didn’t know,” my wife protested. “Did he speak to you? Did you speak to him?”




  “We talked about the weather,” I said dryly. “He told me to get in out of the rain.”




  “That’s amazing!” Jeannie exclaimed. “You are so lucky!”




  “Lucky!” I cried. I was completely freaked out and didn’t care if she knew it. “Listen, honey, I thought we had an agreement: You encounter the ghosts and I go hiking.”




  “You’re the one who hiked out to a haunted cemetery,” Jeannie reminded me spiritedly. I never could get the best of her in a debate.




  I drew in a deep breath, feeling calmer now that we were some distance away from the park. I put on my blinker and pulled out onto the wet highway. The rain was not as heavy here, and I put on a burst of speed.




  “Well, I’ve learned my lesson,” I said as I moved into the left lane to avoid a slow car. “The next time you go ghost hunting, I’m going to stay home and read a book.”




  “Coward,” Jeannie jeered.




  “You bet!” I said, remembering the way the ghost of Robert Erskine had vanished right before my eyes. The vision of it made me shiver with apprehension and a supernatural fear. “You bet.”




  2




  Public Assist NORTH PLAINFIELD





  It was late October, and we were relaxing in the common room of the firehouse, watching TV, when the phone rang at nine o’clock. A call at that time of night usually meant a fire or a public assist of some kind. Only three of us were on duty at the moment: the lieutenant, Dan, and me. I like to be first at things—first to go into a burning house, first to answer the phone, first to the dinner table—so I jogged into the bunk room to the nearest extension to take the call.




  “North Plainfield Fire Department,” I said into the phone, expecting the dispatcher’s voice.




  Instead, a woman started babbling to me about an emergency at her house. I couldn’t understand what she was saying, except for the words “ghost” and “haunted.” I asked her to slow down and tell me what the problem was.




  The woman took a deep, calming breath and said, “We need you to come at once. There is a terrible ghost in our house and we want you to remove it.”




  “A ghost?” I asked incredulously.




  The lieutenant’s head appeared around the frame of the door. He looked intrigued. “What is it?” he asked. I motioned him to silence and said into the phone, “Lady, this is the fire department. Do you have a fire or an emergency of some kind?”




  “Yes, this is an emergency!” the woman said at once. “We have a ghost. Please come!”




  She sounded really frightened. I glanced over at the lieutenant, who was bursting with curiosity by this time, and covered the mouthpiece of the phone.




  “It’s a public assist. Some woman wants us to get rid of a ghost in her house,” I told him.




  The lieutenant’s face lit up with glee. “Oh, we gotta take this call! Dan can hold the fort.”




  I returned to the phone, got the address of the alleged haunted house, and assured the woman that we would be there as quickly as possible. As I hung up, the lieutenant said that no one had ever called us out for a ghost before.




  “Gosh, I wonder why?” I replied dryly, checking my bunker pants to make sure I had everything I needed before we drove away in one of the fire engines.




  “We probably don’t need to turn on the emergency lights,” the lieutenant said, rather reluctantly.




  “For a ghost?” I asked. “Not unless you think they’ll scare it away!”




  The lieutenant chuckled as we made our way to the house, which was less than five minutes from the station. I turned the fire engine onto a dark, gloomy street and pulled up in front of a huge two-family house. The place was dilapidated and old, with a sagging porch and roof, peeling paint, and cracked windows. Several shaggy trees loomed over it, and the grass in the yard was overgrown. In short, it looked like a haunted house, except for several cars that lined the driveway. There were only a few flickering lights shining through dirty windows.




  Two women and two children were huddled in the center of the lawn. It was a windy, chilly night—not a night to linger outside. These people must really be afraid, I thought. The lieutenant and I hurried over to them.




  “Did you call about a ghost?” I asked.




  “Yes!” a short, plump woman with dark hair said excitedly.




  “That was me. There is a ghost inside our house!”




  “How do you know it’s a ghost?” asked the lieutenant.




  “We were sitting in the living room after dinner when it started groaning,” the second woman—introduced as a sister—said, waving her arms expressively. “The walls shook with the sound. Moaning and shrieking and hissing!”




  The children, a little boy and girl, gasped and clung to their mother, staring wide-eyed at their aunt and nodding in agreement.




  “I came out here at once with the children while Mary called for help,” the sister finished.




  “We’ll take a look around,” said the lieutenant. “Why don’t you come back into the house where it’s warm?”




  They said no most emphatically. The children started trembling and crying at the very notion, and the women were ready to pack up and leave at once if we found anything.




  “I am sure everything will be fine,” the lieutenant said soothingly. I suggested that the family get into the car where they could stay warm. They agreed to do so, and the women begged us to be careful.




  We climbed onto the sagging porch. I was first, as always, and I approached the front door with interest, wondering what I would find.




  The storm door was rattling all by itself.




  I stopped abruptly, and the lieutenant knocked into me. “What is it?” he asked. I pointed at the door. Now he could hear it, too. Rattle, buzz, rattle, rattle. The door was shaking. I felt goose bumps rise on my arms, and for the first time I wondered if there really might be a ghost of some kind in this spooky old house.




  “Wow. Creepy,” said the lieutenant. He didn’t sound nearly as cocky as he had out on the lawn, but his words drove away my unspoken dread. This was a public assist, so we needed to assist. There is, I assured myself as I opened the quivering storm door, no such thing as a ghost. I grasped the handle of the front door and turned it.




  Oooooooooooo. We were greeted with a long, low moan.




  “Good Lord, what is that?” asked the lieutenant as I edged into the dark hallway.




  A staircase led up to the rooms where a second family lived, but they were away for the night. Our family lived on the ground floor, so I turned to the right and entered the door to their apartment. As we made our way into the dimly lit front room, the walls rattled and an occasional thump made my heart leap into my throat.




  Oooooooooooo. The walls moaned, followed by rattle, rattle, thump, swish. My goose bumps returned, but I could see nothing suspicious or out of the ordinary around me. The lieutenant and I decided to check the utilities in the basement, a common procedure in public assist cases. He was right on my heels as we made our way through the living room and into the kitchen, where the basement door was rattling and shaking as badly as the storm door outside.




  Oooooooooooo, the house groaned. Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh.




  Gingerly, as if I were about to touch something hot, I turned the handle. The door opened with a little whoosh of air, and all the sounds stopped.




  “I think you just let the ghost out,” the lieutenant joked feebly.




  There was dead silence throughout the house.




  “Well, we’d still better check things out down here,” I said uneasily. I was more disconcerted by the sudden silence than I had been by the groaning.




  I turned on the light. A dusty, bare bulb lit up the staircase but did nothing to illuminate the rest of the huge basement. As I started down the long, rickety wooden staircase, I expected a skeletal hand to reach through the openings between the treads and grab my ankles. Behind me I could hear the lieutenant breathing more quickly than normal, and I wondered if he was seeing the same monstrous shadows that were making my heart pound. When my feet touched the basement floor, the sounds started all over again.




  Oooooooooooo. Rattle, rattle, thump, swish. Only it was much louder down here, and a new sound joined the others.




  Hisssssssss went the walls.




  Oooooooooooo groaned the floorboards above us.




  Thump! Thump! Rattle, rattle, rattle.




  I scoped out the place and realized that the furnace, water heater, and other utilities were—of course—on the far side of the dim junk- and cobweb-filled basement. I reached into the pocket of my bunker pants for the flashlight I always carried and was horrified to discover it wasn’t there.
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  Oooooooooooo. Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh.




  “‘Ooh, aah is right!” I muttered back as I edged through the clutter. There were pillars throughout the basement, supporting dusty brick archways. Cobwebs hung so low that they brushed my hair and face. The light from the single bulb by the staircase threw strange shadows over mildewed piles of clothes, broken furniture, half-assembled bicycles, and ancient steamer trunks.




  Hisssssssss. Oooooooooooo. Thump! Thump! Rattle, rattle. Hisssssssss.




  I spotted another lightbulb about halfway down the long cellar. The chain was only two inches long; when I leapt up to pull it, cobwebs covered my face, clinging to my eyes and mouth. The bulb feebly flickered to life as the walls continued to hiss softly.




  I hurried over to the utilities: two furnaces and a water heater. I went to the old furnace first and started going through the normal procedures—turning it off, checking various parts. The lieutenant was doing the same thing for the water heater. As we both moved to the new furnace, we realized that the ominous noises were fading away. We paused in our work and stared at each other across the murky air.




  “No way,” said the lieutenant. “No way was all that noise caused by the furnace!”




  With a last, sad Oooooooo, the sounds faded into silence.




  I nodded. “It was the furnace.”




  Just to make sure, I turned the old furnace back on. Within moments, the walls were hissing, groaning, and rattling at us with renewed energy and enthusiasm. I turned it back off. The sounds slowly faded away.




  The lieutenant started laughing, and I joined him.




  “For a few minutes,” he said, “I thought that I was going to have to start believing in ghosts!”




  “Me, too,” I said, smiling in relief. We decided that the hissing sound was made by the hot water flowing through the pipes. The moans, groans, rattles, and thumps were caused by loose pipes that had lost their seals over the years and were vibrating and moving inside the walls.




  But there was one mystery left to solve: “Why were the doors shaking?” the lieutenant asked.




  “Look at this place,” I said, gesturing to the small, sealed windows at the top of the walls. “It’s tightly sealed. The furnace couldn’t get enough air and was trying to draw it from upstairs and from outside. That’s what made the doors rattle. The sounds stopped for a few minutes when we opened the basement door because some of the air the furnace needed rushed in.”




  We finished the routine checks, turned the furnace back on, and went through the moaning house and outside to talk to the family. They flatly refused to believe us when we said it was the furnace that had caused the noises, not a ghost. The lieutenant finally persuaded them to come into the groaning, rattling house. We took Mary—the mother of the two children—down to the basement and turned the furnace off and on for her several times to prove that it was the source of the ghostly noises. She finally believed us, but as we left the house, we could hear her trying in vain to convince her sister and the children that their house was not haunted.




  As we climbed into the fire engine, the lieutenant seemed puzzled. “I don’t know how I am going to write this one up for the books,” he said.




  “Better you than me!” I said as I drove us back to the station.




  3




  In the Fog JERSEY CITY





  It was one of those gray, foggy mornings that never seem to turn into true day. I hate those mornings. The fog was everywhere, creating a swirling, misty effect that made it difficult to see as I drove to the train station. Not good. I’d already had a cup of coffee, but I still felt half asleep.




  I groped my way blindly onto the commuter train to Jersey City, a second cup of coffee clutched in my hand. I fell into a seat with a sigh and almost immediately dozed off as the train started the regular rattle, shake, bump, hum it always made when it headed down the tracks. I opened my eyes briefly to show my commuter ID to the cheerful, round-faced conductor. Then I spread my things out onto the seat next to me, which had remained empty, and tried to catch a few extra winks.




  What brought me back to consciousness was extreme cold. At first I thought that someone had opened a window, but when I looked around, all the windows were closed. The fog outside was thicker than ever, making it difficult to see more than a foot or so out the windows. I shivered and buttoned my suit jacket, but I still felt a terrible chill in my bones.




  For a moment the world around me seemed to flicker in response to the cold. The train slowed and began making the choom-choom, chugga-chugga-chugga sounds I associated with old-time steam trains. Outside the fog thinned; suddenly I could see trees and buildings and people again. I gasped in shock and leaned toward the window glass, the cold forgotten, as a horse and buggy flashed by on a dirt road near the tracks. I rubbed my eyes. There had never been a dirt road there before! I had been riding this line for six months, and I had not once seen any of the people or buildings now visible though the light fog that still swirled everywhere.
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