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 PUBLISHER’S NOTE
This is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, places, businesses and incidents are fictional and 
purely the product of the author’s imagination.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, 
business establishments or locales is entirely coincidental.
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PREFACE

We live in an information age where questions are answered almost immediately through a multitude of
sources, many of which didn’t exist twenty-five years ago.  Information streams through the air as a 
dense but invisible fog, embracing us all and offering itself to anyone with the right device to claim it.  
But what of those answers that cannot be found in this public arena?  What of the answers that lay 
hidden deep in the mind of a serial killer, or a thief, or perhaps an unfaithful spouse?  It is questions 
like these that smolder and burn inside us when we close our eyes at the end of the day.  There is no 
common source for these answers.  This knowledge must be earned; it must be stalked like a wild beast
until the moment is right and it is seized.  
 The stories that follow each deal with the pursuit of an answer.  Whether it be a closely guarded secret 
held among a tight-knit community, or the painful truth seen in the eyes of a criminal, the answers are 
always there.  We just have to ask ourselves to what lengths are we willing to go to find them, and 
when do we find them, are we are sure we want to know what they are?  Once that door has been 
opened, it can never be closed.
The journey on the pages that follow begins on a lonely country road leading to a cemetery, and ends, 
five stories later, with the question; what do you believe?
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In Loving Memory
of

Wallace Gandy
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THE ABSNECE OF KNOWING

THE HILLMAN TREE

For most of my adult life I was never one who believed in superstition.  I never gave much 
consideration to the proverbial ‘bogey man,’ or to things that went bump in the night.  I considered the 
notion of those reaching out from beyond the grave as merely the imagination of someone who perhaps
wasn’t hugged enough as a child.  All that would change one fall afternoon as my wife and I drove 
through the country on our way to her uncle’s funeral.

I was frustrated that day, I admit it.  Maybe that’s why I continued to thump on the GPS device 
with my finger hoping to change the blank, white screen to something resembling a map.  

My name is Calvin Hurley, and while most newlyweds usually find themselves at a wedding on their 
first family event, Karen and I were attending a funeral.  Truth be known, I’d have much preferred 
attending a wedding.  Boring as they can be, chances are I would not have to be a participant as I was 
this day.

“I’m glad we have someone to follow,” I said to Karen as the funeral procession snaked its way 
along the narrow country road.  “I’d have never found the cemetery on my own.  I have no idea where 
we are.  Hell, the GPS doesn’t even know where we are.”  I hit the screen one last time, knowing full 
well it wouldn’t make any difference, but feeling compelled to do it anyway.

“It’s a small community cemetery,” Karen answered, “there’s no reason for anyone that doesn’t 
live around here to have to find it.”

“Have you ever been out here before?” I asked.

“A couple of times when I was just a kid. My grandfather is buried out here.  The last time I was
here was for his funeral.  That was fifteen years ago.”

“And you haven’t been back here since?”

“No. Why?”

I looked curiously at her.  “I’ve been to my grandparents’ graves quite a few times.  It makes me
feel good to be close to them.”

“I can promise you,” Karen said, as if I should have known, “there’s no feeling good at this 
cemetery.”

I paused for a moment, then asked, “So your dad’s not buried out here?”

“No, he’s buried at the city cemetery in town.”

“I thought you said this was a community cemetery?”

Karen turned and looked at me with angry eyes.  “It is, but there’s no law that says you have to 
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be buried here just because you’re from Hillman.  Why are you so interested in this cemetery anyway?  
It’s just a cemetery; a little hole-in-the-wall cemetery that nobody ever visits unless they have to.  Give 
it a rest, will you?”

“Sorry,” I shrugged, “I didn’t mean to upset you.  I know this a hard time for you, but we’ve 
only been married five months and, other than your mom, I really don’t know anything about your 
family.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Karen admitted.  “It’s just me.  I guess I just don’t like funerals all that much.”

“It’s okay.  I don’t like them much either.”

Karen and I were probably older than your average newlyweds, if you consider late twenties 
and early thirties older.  I always felt my age gave me a greater foundation on which to build.  

The hearse leading the funeral procession slowed down and prepared for a right turn off the 
dusty gravel road.  I looked past the three cars in front of us and watched the hearse turn then cross a 
cattle guard into what looked like a pasture.  As we approached the turn, what I saw was barely a trail 
of sorts, which stretched the definition of the word, through the weeds.  

The car rumbled across the series of round metal pipes that formed the cattle guard spanning the
ditch.  The weeds growing up between the tire tracks scraped loudly along the bottom of the car as we 
inched up the narrow trail.  I looked around and quickly became mesmerized by the trees.  They were 
huge oaks with massive trunks that must have been around for hundreds of years.  As I drove among 
them, I began to realize there was something strangely different about them.  I couldn’t put my finger 
on exactly what it was, but they were different.

 The hearse came to a stop near a rusted iron gate which was the only way through the stone 
fence that surrounded the cemetery.  One by one the cars in the procession stopped.  I put the car in 
park and turned off the engine.  “Will you be okay on your own for a few minutes?”

“Sure I will,” Karen answered.  “I appreciate you being a pallbearer.”

I leaned over and kissed her.  “No problem,” I said as I climbed out of the car and walked 
through the ankle-high weeds to the rear door of the hearse.  

As I waited there, I watched the last few cars in the procession make the turn and coast to a stop
under the trees.  There weren’t very many. I counted twelve.  For a man that lived here all his life, 
Uncle George didn’t appear to have too many friends, I thought to myself.

The funeral director opened the rear door of the hearse and carefully pulled the casket out.  I 
and five other men, all older than me, took hold of the casket and carried it to the grave site.  We placed
it on the device that would eventually lower it into the ground.  The six of us stood there for a moment 
before walking to the other side of a large canopy that had been erected to protect the family from the 
elements.  I re-joined Karen there.  I sat next to her, taking her hand in mine.  

“There’s something about this place,” she whispered, “that makes me feel…I don’t kno, 
vulnerable.”
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 I let go of her hand and reached my arm across her shoulders.  “It’s a cemetery.  Everybody 
feels that way at a cemetery.”

My words did little to comfort her.  I didn’t figure they would.  As the minister somberly uttered
the traditional passages spoken on such occasions, I began to understand her discomfort.  I could feel it 
myself.  It could have been little more than the power of suggestion, or the fact that this cemetery was 
out in the middle of nowhere, but it didn’t feel like any other cemetery I had ever visited before.  It was
as if the cemetery didn’t want us there.

The ceremony was brief, and when it was over, those who attended wasted no time in leaving.  
Within five minutes, the only people left in the cemetery were Karen, her mother, and me.  While 
Karen quietly consoled her mother, I wandered among the narrow rows of headstones.  Most of them 
were old, many put there more than a hundred years ago.   

I glanced down at my watch, then out at our car.  As I did, I noticed an old pick-up truck driving
across the cattle guard.  It slowly winded its way up among the trees that stood eerily still in what I 
figured to be about an acre or so that sat between the cemetery and the road.  As I watched, the truck 
coasted to a stop near a huge oak tree about ten feet to the left of the iron gate that led onto the 
cemetery grounds.  A man, appearing at first glance to be in his late sixties, got out of the truck and 
walked slowly around to the back and opened the tailgate.  He removed a small hand saw and a pair of 
pruners.  With the tools tucked under his arm, he walked through the gate and into the cemetery.  His 
eyes were fixed on several limbs that had grown over the fence.  He approached them cautiously, 
running his fingers slowly along the largest of them as his eyes followed it back to the massive trunk.  
The longest limb stretching over the fence dangled within a foot or so of the cemetery grounds.  As I 
watched him, it became clear what made these trees different from every other tree I had seen before.  
It was their limbs; they didn’t grow up toward the sun as most limbs do, they grew out for about ten 
feet or so then down toward the ground.  

My eyes moved from tree to tree and I noticed the same was true for all of them.  Although 
many of the trees had branches that actually touched the ground, the limbs of tree that grew over the 
fence and into the cemetery had been pruned so that they remained suspended in the air.  Those were 
the limbs that the old man appeared to be after – only the ones inside the cemetery fence.  

The old man positioned his pruners around the limb and squeezed hard on the long handles until
he had cut through the branch.  At the very moment the branch was severed, a flock of birds bolted 
from a nearby tree, and the sounds of animals scurrying through the dense underbrush of the quiet 
countryside pierced the silence.  I glanced once again at Karen, who was still speaking with her mother.
I watched as she and her mother both looked at the old man.  Karen spoke to her with a concerned look 
on her face.  Her mother spoke back looking anxious, yet determined.  

With my curiosity getting the better of me, I walked across the cemetery towards the old man.  
As I approached him, his tattered overalls and stained white shirt came into focus.  The man looked 
much older up close than he did from a distance.  He wore a yellow straw hat that was faded from years
of exposure to the sun.  Small tufts of grayish-white hair poked out from under it.  His face was 
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unshaven.  His actions were slow and deliberate, though he managed to catch the severed branch in his 
hand before it touched the ground.  He turned and tossed it across the stone fence into the back of his 
truck.

“Morning,” I said as I approached the man.

“Morning to you, young fella,” the man answered without looking at me.

“This is quite a place,” I said, trying to make polite conversation without appearing to be nosy.  
“I’m not from around here.  Never been to this to this cemetery before.”

“Old man Donavan’s funeral?” he asked, again without looking at me.

“Yes, sir.  He was my wife’s uncle.”  I took a step closer and extended his hand.  “By the way, 
my name’s Calvin.”

The old man stopped and looked down at my hand for what seemed an eternity before 
reluctantly extended his own.  “Clarence …Clarence Lovett,” he said as he shook my hand.  

The man seemed a bit frail so I didn’t squeeze his hand too tightly.  

“Good to meet you, sir.  Are you the groundskeeper here?”

“Nope,” Clarence answered as he positioned his clippers around another branch.

“Then… you own the property, do you?”

“Nope,” he answered again.

I looked at him curiously for a moment.  “Forgive me for asking, but why are you trimming the 
branches on this tree?”

The old man stopped what he was doing and looked at me as if I should have known.  “To keep 
them from touching the ground,” he said in a way that made me feel stupid for asking.

I smiled, figuring this was just the old man’s way.  I looked up at the trees and noticed 
something else.  There were very few leaves on any of them.  Some had no leaves at all.  I looked back 
at the old man.  “Why don’t these trees have any leaves?” 

“Because they’re dead,” Karen answered from behind me as she stepped carefully among the 
headstones, “like everything else in this cemetery.”

“They’re dormant,” Clarence said, glaring at Karen as if she had said something to offend him.

He struggled with the branch that his pruners were around.  It took a few seconds for him to 
sever it.  Once it had been cut, the old man grabbed it before it touched the ground, then looked up at 
me.  “Didn’t you tell me you’re not from around here, sonny?” he asked.

“That’s right,” I answered, “I’m not.”

He took a step closer to me as his expression became more serious.  “Then you wouldn’t 
understand.”
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“Understand what?” I asked.

Karen grabbed me by the arm.  “Let’s just get out of here,” she said.

“Listen to your wife, young fella,” Clarence said.  “She don’t want to know.  Maybe you don’t 
either.” 

Karen pulled me back to the car leaving the old man to his work.  We both got in and I started 
the car.  I put it in drive and we circled around and headed down towards the road with Karen’s mother 
following in her car just behind us.  As we approached the cattle guard, Karen lowered the car window 
and looked back at the old man.  Although his back was to her, he must have felt her stare because he 
turned and looked at her.  Their eyes met for a brief, unsettling moment as we drove down the trail, 
across the cattle guard then onto the road.

“That was weird,” I said, sensing some tension.

Karen turned away from the window and looked at me.  “He’s just a crazy old man with nothing
better to do than to try to make everyone believe in his superstitious crap.”

“I didn’t think he was trying to make me believe anything,” I answered.  “I had to drag what 
few words that he said to me out of him.  He never really told me anything other than he was cutting 
the branches on that tree to keep them from touching the ground.”

“He’s just a crazy old man,” Karen repeated.  “You shouldn’t pay any attention to him.”

“So, you know him?”

Karen turned and glared at me.  “No, I don’t know him.”

“Then how do you know he’s crazy?”

“Didn’t he sound crazy to you?” she asked.

“Actually he sounded a little scared and pissed off, if you want to know the truth.”

As we spoke, my eyes glanced down at the GPS that had displayed a blank screen ever since we
got within a mile or so of the cemetery.  “Hey, it’s working again,” I announced.  “I guess it doesn’t like
backwoods country roads and old cemeteries either.”

“Let’s just get out of here,” Karen said as she settled back in the seat.

It took nearly twenty minutes to get to the house where a small gathering of friends and 
relatives shared a meal and some fond memories of old Uncle George.  As usually happens, the men 
had separated themselves from the rest of the group and stood huddled in a small circle under a tree in 
the front yard, leaving the women inside.  I had met most of them but did not know them as well as 
they knew each other.  As the conversation reached a lull, I took the opportunity to ask a question.  “I 
noticed everyone left the cemetery as soon as the service was over.  Why was that?”

“Isn’t that what usually happens?” Claude Donavan asked.  Claude was George’s younger 
brother, though at the age of seventy-three, it was hard to think of him as being younger than anyone.
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“What I mean is no one stayed behind to visit, or look at any of those old headstones.  That 
cemetery is actually quite fascinating.  Some of those headstones are well over a hundred years old.”

“We’ve seen them all before,” Vernon Matthews, a close family friend, answered, “and we 
visited with everyone here, so there was no reason to stay out there any longer than we did.”

“Why the interest in that old cemetery?” Claude asked.

I laughed a little, feeling self-conscious about being the youngest member of the group, but 
curious about the old man I saw out there at the cemetery.  “Well, after all of you left, this man in an 
old, rusted pick-up truck dove in and parked under the big tree next to the gate. You know, the tree with
the branches had grown over the fence into the cemetery.”  

As I spoke, I noticed Vernon glance knowingly over at the other men.  “He started cutting the 
branches inside the fence that were hanging close to the ground.  I walked over and tried to be friendly, 
but he wasn’t much of a talker.  The way he cut those branches made him look like he was on a 
mission.  Do you know who he is?”

“Yeah, we know who he is,” Vernon admitted.

I waited for an answer through a long, uncomfortable silence.  Finally, Claude laughed 
nervously as he stared back at Vernon.  “He’s just a lonely old man that likes to trim trees.”  

Everyone laughed as Claude paused briefly, perhaps to decide if I was going to accept what he 
had just told me.  He put his arm across my shoulders and said, “Hey, my glass is empty.  How about 
we go inside for a refill?”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Vernon agreed as all of us headed towards the front door of the
house.  It was clear to me that none of them wanted to talk about what I had seen this morning.  I was 
certain they knew the answers, but they weren’t willing to share them, at least not with me.  I 
considered my suspicions to be valid by virtue of my profession. I work as an investigator for a private 
investigations firm.

Inside the house, Karen sat talking with her mother on a sofa that came straight out of the 
sixties.  I sat down next to her and waited patiently until it was time to leave.  It would be another 
twenty-five minutes before that time came.

The drive back to the city was a quiet one.  I attributed it to the fact that Karen was tired from 
the day’s events.  As I drove, I found myself asking Karen a question I probably should have asked 
several days ago.  “What did Uncle George die of?”

Karen looked a little uncomfortable, but answered nonetheless.  “Well, it was kind of an 
accident, I suppose.  He was taking his heart medication after supper one night.  He was eighty-three 
years old, and his eyesight was bad, so while he thought he had shaken two pills out of the bottle into 
his palm, he had actually emptied it.  He swallowed them all and it killed him.”

“But I thought he had someone that came in and took care of his medication and whatever else 
he needed … you know, Shawn something or other.”
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“Shawn Panola.  He was running late that night and Uncle George got impatient.  He had a 
reputation for that.  When he wanted something, he wanted it right now, and if someone didn’t get it for
him he’d get it himself.  That explosive temper of his didn’t help either.”

“So they ruled his death as accidental?” I asked.

“That’s what it was,” Karen answered, “an accident, an unfortunate accident.”

“It’s too bad his caregiver was late.  If he had been on time, this may never have happened.”

“You can’t blame him,” Karen snapped.  “The word ‘if’ really has no meaning here.  Sure, if the
drunk’s car wouldn’t have started, the accident wouldn’t have happened, or if the tornado was a half-
mile further east, no one would have been killed.  The word ‘if’ doesn’t mean anything.  It’s just a wish,
and wishes don’t come true.”

“Hey, I’m not trying to upset you. I’m just trying to make conversation.”  Karen was unusually 
defensive of an uncle she rarely saw and a caregiver she barely knew.   “If it was an accident, then it 
was an accident.”

“There you go with the word ‘if’ again.”

“Okay, it was an accident. Period.”  At that point I knew what I had to do and I was quick to 
throw up a white flag.  Karen and I never argued, but it seems that’s all we’d done today.  I smiled then 
reached across and took her hand.  For lack of a better reason, I chalked it up to the stress of the 
situation.  There was more to it than that, though, much more.

To my relief, we made it home without any further debate on the subject.  Karen seemed to 
change as soon as she walked through the door into our house.  It was as if she had left her aggressive 
tone and seemingly insurmountable irritability in the car.  I was comforted by the fact that we are a 
two-car family. We drove Karen’s car to the funeral, so whatever bad karma was left behind was left in 
her car, not mine.

The week that followed was blissfully normal.  Karen got past her sorrow and frustration over 
the loss of her uncle, and we found ourselves back to living the lives of two newlyweds.  The 
honeymoon ended abruptly though, that Friday afternoon.  The mailman saw to that.  I arrived home 
that day about a half hour before Karen.  I climbed out of my car as the garage door closed, grabbing a 
beer from the fridge that sat by the door into the laundry room.  I walked into the kitchen and tossed my
keys on the table then made my way down the hallway to the front door.  Among the pile of mail lying 
on the hall floor under the letter slot was a large, wrinkled, brown envelope. I picked it up to see who it 
was from, but there was no return address.  My eyes moved down to see who it was addressed to.  In 
writing that looked nervous and unsteady, I saw Karen’s name.  It was written on a mailing label that 
had been placed over another mailing label.  From the looks of it there were several labels, each 
covering the one before it, on the envelope.  Underneath our address was written the word “Private.”  I 
squinted to see the postmark and realized it was from Hillman, the small community that Karen’s uncle 
lived in.

Suddenly none of the other mail seemed important.  As bad as I wanted to open the envelope, I 
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didn’t.  Karen and I respected one another's privacy.  I glanced down at my watch as my curiosity tried 
to trick my conscience into thinking it would be all right for me to open it.  As strong as the temptation 
was, I didn’t give in.

As I stood staring lustfully at the pile of mail, my cell phone rang.  I slipped it from my pocket 
and saw that it was Karen.

“Hey, are you on your way home?” I asked.

“No, I’m running behind. It’s been one of those days.  Could you start dinner?”

“No problem,” I answered, trying desperately to find a way to bring the mail into the 
conversation.  “By the way, you got an unusual piece of mail today,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound too 
eager.

“Someone sent us a million dollars?” she teased.

“No, I’d say it’s quite the opposite. You have a large, wrinkled up brown envelope that looks 
like it’s been mailed a few times before it was mailed to you.”

“That’s weird,” she answered, “Who is it from?”

“There’s no return address on it, but it was mailed from Hillman.  Judging from the handwriting
I can tell you whoever addressed this thing must have been a hundred years old.”

There was a long silence before Karen spoke again.  “It’s probably just junk mail.”

“Then can I open it?” I asked.

“No,” Karen snapped.  “Just leave it and I’ll open it when I get home.”

As bad as I wanted to steam the envelope open, I left it there on the table in the hall by the front 
door then went into the kitchen to start supper.  I thawed out some pork chops and made a pasta dish to 
go along with them, though my mind continued to try and figure out who the envelope was from and 
exactly what was inside it.

It would be another fifteen minutes before Karen’s car coasted to a stop in our garage.  Friday 
night was always a special night for us.  It meant the workweek was over and we could spend two 
uninterrupted days with each other.  Karen got out of her car and made her way into the kitchen.

“Long day?” I asked.

“Yes it was, but its better now,” she said as she gave me a tight hug and a peck on the cheek.

As she sat her purse on the counter next to the fridge, I walked down the hall and brought her 
the mail.  I tried not to seem too impatient, but by now I felt like a kid on Christmas morning.

“Here’s that envelope I told you about,” I said as I handed it to her.  I could tell by the look on 
her face that she knew what it was but didn’t want me to know that she did.  She held it in her hands for
a few moments trying desperately to think of a reason not to open it.

“Aren’t you curious?” I asked, trying not to be pushy.
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She dropped her hands down to her sides.  “I know what it is,” she said.  

I waited for her to continue but she didn’t.  “Well, are you going to share it with me?”

Karen seemed a little edgy and nervous.  “It’s just a bunch of backwoods nonsense.  You’re not 
from Hillman so you wouldn’t understand.  I’ve told you before, it’s just a bunch of superstitious crap.”

“What wouldn’t I understand?” I asked.

“Look, it’s our favorite night of the week and all I want to do is have a nice dinner with the man
I love and forget about everything else for a while.  Can we just do that… please?”  She looked at me 
with a look I’ve never been able to say no to, so I agreed, and tried to convince myself that whatever 
was in that envelope didn’t really matter that much in the scheme of things.  Karen went upstairs to 
change and took the envelope with her.  

I returned to the kitchen and put the finishing touches to dinner.  She came downstairs a short 
time later wearing a tee shirt and a pair of shorts.  She had left the envelope upstairs.  I took that as my 
cue not to ask about it again although my curiosity was almost unbearable.  Working for a private 
investigations firm it is my job to notice things, to uncover the facts.  It was against my nature to ignore
this, but against my better judgment to pursue it.  The only thing I knew for sure is that Karen didn’t 
want to share the contents of that envelope with anyone, especially me.  What I didn’t know was why.

“So are you going to serve me dinner tonight?” Karen smiled as she sat down at the table.

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” I answered as I sat a carefully prepared plate down in 
front of her.

“This looks great!”

I smiled at her and said, “It’s all in the presentation.”

We enjoyed a quiet dinner and the collective sigh of relief that Friday evening always brought.  
Karen and I had an unwritten rule – if one of us cooks, the other one cleans up and does the dishes.  
Having carried my plate over to the sink, I headed upstairs to change and get more comfortable myself. 
As I opened the closet door to toss my clothes into the laundry hamper, I saw the corner of the 
wrinkled, brown envelope poking out from under a stack of old picture frames on the top shelf of the 
closet.  I suddenly found myself in the middle of a moral dilemma.  After a moments consideration I 
reached for the envelope.  I told myself that if it was open, I’d look at what was inside.  If it was not, 
I’d put it back and forget I ever saw it there.

As I slipped it out from under the frames, I saw that the flap was loose; it had been opened.  I 
reached inside and pulled out a single piece of paper that was hand written obviously by the same 
person that had addressed the envelope.  The unsteady handwriting made reading it a challenge.  The 
paper was smudged, looking as if it had been read by several other people before Karen received it.  I 
began to read.

“This letter has been sent to you because either you are the next of kin to someone 
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recently buried in the Hillman Cemetery, or that next of kin has requested that you be the 
recipient of this letter.   Based on your family history, I can only assume that you know why 
you’re reading this letter and the consequences that go along with your response. I must ask this
question nonetheless.  Is it your wish that the branches of the Hillman Tree be allowed to reach 
the ground and afford the unspoken opportunity to your uncle?  You make this decision with 
full knowledge of what has happened in the past when the branches of the Hillman tree have 
touched the ground, what it means to the last person buried there, and to the person responsible 
for their death.  Choose your answer carefully for the cost of making the wrong decision is a 
great one.  If you do not want the branches of the Hillman Tree to reach the ground, I must 
receive this letter back from you within twenty eight days of the day it was postmarked.  
However, if you want your uncle to have the same opportunity as those before him have had, do
not return this letter.  If the letter has not been returned to me by the twenty-eighth day from the 
day I mailed it, I will consider your answer to be the latter, and I will allow the branches of the 
Hillman Tree to touch the ground.  I await your decision.”

  It was signed “Clarence Lovett,” the man I’d met at the cemetery, the man cutting the limbs that
stretched over the fence.  A return address appeared on the bottom of the letter.

The letter explained why the envelope looked as if it had been mailed before.  It had, to her 
uncle’s younger brother, then to Karen’s mother.  When they refused it, it was sent to Karen.

 As I read the last sentence again I heard Karen walking up the steps.  I slid the letter back in the
envelope and quickly pushed it up under the frames.  I closed the closet door and walked into the 
bedroom as she made her way down the hall.  “Feeling more comfortable?” she asked as she walked 
past me to the closet.

“Oh yeah,” I answered as I watched her reach for the hamper of dirty clothes.  She glanced up at
the corner of the envelope.  For a moment I wasn’t sure if I’d positioned it as I found it.  She closed the 
closet door behind her so I figured I’d gotten it close enough.

“Let me carry that for you,” I said as I took the hamper from her.  The two of us made our way 
back downstairs, leaving me wondering why Karen had been sent that letter in the first place, and more 
importantly, what exactly would happen if she allowed the branches to touch the ground.  I could only 
assume that since she opened the envelope, and chose not to share it with me, she was either buying 
into whatever it was about, or was just blowing it off.  Judging by her acceptance of the letter, she was 
now obligated to answer it, and in this instance, not answering it was in itself, an answer.  I had no idea 
what it all meant.  What possible difference could it make if a tree limb touched the ground?  Karen 
was right.  This whole thing sounded like a bunch of superstitious crap.  Nonetheless, the question in 
the letter would be answered, one way or another.

Saturday was a typical weekend day for us.  I had a long-standing “honey-do” list that I chiseled
away at when I had the time.  I figured since the past couple of weeks were difficult ones for Karen, I’d
take the opportunity to gain some points by taking care of a chore that had been on the list for quite a 
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while.  The one I chose involved one of my least favorite things to do: landscaping.  For months Karen 
had been asking me to plant some flowers and buy some decorative stones for the front of the house, so
I bit the bullet and made a trip to the local nursery.

When it comes to landscaping, I don’t have a green thumb, I’m all thumbs.  I’m just not very 
good at it, probably because I don’t like it.  I’ve been told that marriage is largely give-and-take, and 
for me, this was the giving part in a big way.  

I was standing knee-deep in a vast sea of potted flowers and plants, wondering which of them 
could best withstand my lack of horticultural abilities, when I was approached by an employee of the 
nursery.

“You look like you could use some help,” the young man noticed.

“You’re very observant,” I answered.

“Doing some landscaping this weekend?”

“Regrettably, yes.  Which of these flowers are the hardiest?”

“You mean, which of them will you probably not kill transplanting them,” he laughed.

“Is it that obvious?” 

The young man put his hands in his pockets.  There are two types of guys that come in here on a
Saturday morning – the gardeners that have a specific variety of plants in mind, and the guys that are 
making up for something they did wrong during the week.  Those guys just want to buy something and 
get out of here.”

“I take it I look like the latter,” I concluded.

The young man smiled.  “Tell me what you’re trying to do and I’ll show you what would work 
the best.”

“All right,” I agreed.  “My wife wants to add some color to the front of our house.  It’s been on 
my list of things to do for months and I figured today was the day to cross it off.”

“Really,” he responded as he bent down to pick up a pot.  “You sure you’re not making up for 
something?”

I looked at him and smiled.  “You know, you’ve got a promising career as an investigator if you 
ever get tired of this.”

 “Is that what you do?” he asked.

“As a matter of fact, it is.”

He paused before asking, “So, what did you do?  You’re obviously not a gardener.”

“What do you mean?” I questioned, not really understanding what he was asking.

“You must have done something or you’d be home drinking coffee and reading the paper right 
now.”
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I laughed nervously.  “I didn’t do anything.  My wife’s uncle died and we attended his funeral a 
last weekend.  It’s been a tough time for her so I thought I’d do something she’s been asking me to do 
for a while.”

“Sorry to hear that,” he said.  “Was her uncle from around here?”

“No, he lived in a small community out in the country.”

“My parents lived out in the country too,” he said.  “They were farmers.  Maybe that’s where I 
got my green thumb from, but living in the country just wasn’t for me.”

“Me either,” I agreed.  “Hillman is a good place to see in your rear-view mirror.”

“You’re wife’s uncle was from Hillman?” he asked.

“You know the place?”

“I grew up there.  My parents had a farm just outside of town.”

“Wow, that’s a coincidence,” I answered, trying to make conversation.  “You get back there 
much?”

“Every few months to see my grandfather,” he answered.

“What about your mom and dad?”

The young man paused.  “They’re dead.  They were killed in a car accident last year.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.  I always figured it was more dangerous to drive in the city.”

“A drunk driver can make it dangerous anywhere.”

“You’re so right,” I replied.  “Was he killed in the accident too?”

“No, he walked away with just a few scratches and a black eye.”

“Is he still in prison?”

“No,” he answered, “never was.”

“You mean they found him not guilty?”

“Not exactly,” he explained, “he died in a house fire before the trial began.”

“I guess that’s what you call poetic justice,” I added.

“Not really,” the young man casually answered, “just plain old country justice.”

By the time our conversation ended, he had filled my cart with a carefully matched group of 
flowers and ground-cover.  He explained to me how to arrange and plant them.  He also had another 
employee load a second basket full of decorative stones.  Before I headed to the check-out counter I 
extended my hand.  “By the way, my name’s Calvin Hurley.”

“Steven Elgin,” he replied as he shook my hand.

“Thanks for your help, Steven.” I pushed the cart to the front of the nursery with the second cart
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in tow behind me.

“Maybe I’ll see you in Hillman one day.”

“Not if I can help it,” I joked.

I paid for everything, then loaded it all into the trunk of my car.  I tried to remember which 
plants Steven suggested I should plant together, but my mind kept drifting back to what he had told me 
about his parents and the drunk driver who had killed them.  What are the odds of running into 
someone from Hillman this soon after I’d been there myself?  

I arrived home and spent the next three hours transforming our front yard into something I 
thought to be worthy of a magazine spread.  When I finally finished, I went upstairs to clean up.  After 
spending a good ten minutes at the sink scrubbing the dirt from under my fingernails, I changed 
clothes.  As I reached for a fresh pair of jeans, I noticed the envelope was gone.  I reached up and lifted 
the pile of frames to make sure it hadn’t been pushed completely under them, but it hadn’t.

I changed and walked back downstairs.  Karen was making lunch as I got a beer from the 
fridge.  I took a long sip from the bottle trying to come up with the right combination of words that 
wouldn’t make me look like I was being nosy.  Satisfying myself that there was no right way to ask her,
I just asked.  “So, have you dealt with that envelope full of backwoods nonsense that you got in the 
mail yesterday?”

To my surprise, she answered, “Not yet, but I will in time.”

Karen’s answer really wasn’t an answer at all.  “Was there a form or something you had to fill 
out?” I asked, knowing full well there wasn’t.

“Nope, no form, just a letter. I’m not going to respond to it.  Whoever sent it will get the 
message that I’m not interested.”

“Not interested in what?” I asked.

Karen walked over and sat in my lap.  She ran her fingers through my hair as she answered, 
“Not interested in anything they have to say.”  She began to kiss my neck and I quickly realized she 
was through talking about it.

After lunch, and the activity that preceded it, I took her out to the front yard to show her what I 
had done, though I must say it did surprise me a little that she hadn’t come outside while I was working
on it.  She looked at my morning’s work and seemed genuinely delighted with the way everything came
together.

“This looks great,” she said as she walked along the rock ledge that separated the flowers from 
the grass.  “I can’t believe you did this all by yourself.”

“To be honest,” I admitted, “the kid at the nursery helped quite a bit.  In fact, he told me how to 
arrange everything to get the best look with our existing front yard.  And, believe it or not, he’s from 
Hillman.”

Karen’s eyes suddenly became fixed on the small group of flowers near the right side of the 
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yard.  Her reaction was not at all what I expected.  She looked as if she was in serious, almost panicked
thought when she turned to me and asked, “What was his name?”

I thought for a moment.  “His first name was Steven, and his last name was…I can’t quite 
remember, but it started with an E.”

“Elgin,” she replied.

“Yeah, that’s it, Steven Elgin.  Did you know him?”

“No, I never met him,” she answered.  Her stare was oddly blank.

“Well how about his parents?  He told me they were killed by a drunk driver but he never 
mentioned their names.”

“Mom knew them, but I didn’t.”

Watching Karen’s reaction I realized she knew something that she wasn’t willing to share with 
me.  “I thought it was quite a coincidence,” I continued, “that the drunk driver who killed them died in 
a house fire before his trial began.”

“The luck of the draw, I guess,” she said as she walked towards the front steps.  “Everything 
looks nice, honey.  You did a great job.”  The front door closed behind her and I was left standing alone
in the front yard.   

I tried not to dwell on the fact that Karen was keeping something from me, but the more I 
thought about it, the more I couldn’t let it go.  I walked back in the house to find Karen on the phone 
with her mother.  I made my way into the kitchen just as Karen took the phone away from her ear and 
covered it with her hand.  I was fully expecting her to ask me for some privacy, but instead she asked, 
“Do you mind driving out to Hillman tomorrow?  They set Uncle George’s headstone and mother 
wants to put some flowers by it.  I don’t want her going out there alone.”

“Sure, no problem,” I said. 

Karen continued her conversation with her mother while I went into the living room and sat 
down on the couch.  With the biggest item crossed off my honey-do list, I felt like I earned a rest, so I 
switched on the TV and watched the end of the ball game. 

I took Karen to a movie that Saturday night, not only to get her mind off all of this Hillman 
stuff, but to try and calm things down between us.  I felt like we were at odds every time the subject of 
that town or the cemetery came up.  So we saw a movie, stopped for pizza on the way home and 
crawled into bed about eleven-thirty.

I slept like a rock until about 3 in the morning, when something woke me.  I turned toward 
Karen to see if she was awake, only to find the covers thrown back and her side of the bed empty.  
Thinking she might not be feeling well, I got up and walked to the top of the stairs.  I could see the 
light was on in the kitchen.  Karen was on the phone.  I listened to her words and quickly realized she 
was talking to her mother.  I wasn’t trying to listen to their conversation, though I really couldn’t avoid 
it.
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“Well what did you think I was going to do, mom?  You refused the letter and so did his brother,
so he sent it to me.  Why didn’t Uncle Claude take care of this?  Now I’m the next closest blood 
relative since Uncle George wasn’t married and didn’t have any kids.”

There was a pause while her mother spoke, then Karen continued.  “No, I haven’t told him 
about this.  I don’t want him to know.  I don’t want anybody to know.  No one would believe it anyway.
It would ruin our marriage if he found out.”

Once again Karen listened then replied, “Let’s just talk about it tomorrow,” she suggested, and 
the two hung up.

For a brief moment, I considered running back to the bedroom and pretending to be asleep when
Karen got back.  But the more I thought about it, the more I knew we had to get past this.  The only 
way I knew to do that was to confront her.

She rounded the corner and made it up to the third step before she saw me.  She stopped.  There 
was an awkward moment of silence before Karen spoke.  “So, how much of that did you hear?”

I started down the stairs.  As I reached her, I said, “We need to talk.”  I continued past her to the 
kitchen where I put on a pot of coffee.  It took Karen a minute to muster the courage to join me, but 
eventually she did.  She sat down at the kitchen table looking strangely vulnerable and uncomfortable.  
After it had brewed, I poured us both a cup and sat down across from her.  

“When we got married we both agreed it would be for better and for worse.  We promised that 
to each other that.   Ever since your uncle died, and we made the trip to that cemetery, something has 
changed between us.  From where I’m standing, you have some big, dark secret that you’re not willing 
to share with me, and the only thing I can say to that is, how bad can it be?”

Karen looked up at me.  “Oh, it’s pretty bad.”

“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” I asked.

I could tell Karen was uncomfortable, but it looked like she was ready to open up.  It was clear 
that keeping whatever secret this was had been torturing her inside.  She took a long sip from her cup 
then sat it down on the table.  “You do realize that once I tell you this, you will never be able to un-
know it, don’t you?”

I nodded, feeling a little confused and a bit intimidated.

“All right,” she said as she took another sip from her cup.  “The town of Hillman was started 
back in the mid 1800s by a small group of farmers.  Legend has it that they moved there to escape the 
crime that had grown out of control in the larger cities.  As the years went by, they quietly farmed their 
land and raised their children.  Over the course of time, they began to notice something peculiar about a
small square patch of land that bordered three of their farms.  Although there was an abundance of 
grass growing among the trees, none of the cattle would set foot on it to graze.  The farmers didn’t pay 
much attention to it until the year a drought brought the cattle nearly to the point of starvation.  While 
almost everything else had died, the grass still grew tall and green under the trees on this piece of land. 
But, as hungry as the cattle were, they would not set foot on that land to graze.”
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“So, what happened?” I asked.

“Left with no choice, the farmers herded their cattle, on horseback, onto the land.  Once they 
had been driven there, they began to graze.  The farmers thought they had saved their cattle from 
starvation, but the next morning, the cattle were dead, every one of them.  No one ever knew why.  
Though it was said that the cattle had eaten something poisonous, everyone knew better, and the land 
was considered cursed.  Apparently back in those days, if there was no logical explanation for 
something, it was said to be the result of a curse.”

“A curse,” I repeated, trying not to mock what she had just said.

“That’s what they believed.  Since it had become apparent the land couldn’t be used for 
anything else, they cleared a portion of it and made it the Hillman Cemetery.  They held the belief back 
then that burying good people in bad ground would somehow make the ground repent.”

“How does the ground repent?”

“It doesn’t.  After the first bodies were buried in the cemetery, a tree began to grow near the 
fence.  It grew fast; much faster than any of the other trees.  The branches quickly reached over the 
fence and down to the ground.  That’s when it started.”

“That’s when what started?” I asked.

Karen got up and walked over to the coffee pot. She poured herself another cup, then returned 
to the table and sat down.  “There was a young man in his early twenties who had been hung and buried
in the cemetery.   He’d been caught sharing the bed of a woman who was not his wife.  He was accused
of rape, but everyone in the town knew that wasn’t true.  It was rumored that he had asked the girl’s 
father for her hand in marriage, but was denied.  The girl’s mother had died some years earlier and her 
father needed his daughter to cook and clean and help raise her younger siblings.  It wasn’t long before 
one of the branches of the oak tree had reached over the fence and touched the ground.  It took root 
immediately and anchored itself there.  The very next day the father of the girl was killed.  He’d fallen 
off his horse and hit his head on a rock.”

“So, it was assumed that the man who’d been hung was getting even?” I asked.

“Some of the farmers believed that, but it wasn’t until the fall of that same year that something 
happened that convinced everyone.  A drifter came through town and stopped at the tavern for a drink.  
One drink led to another and the man wound up getting drunk.  He and one of the other patrons in the 
bar, a local man, got into an argument and the drifter pulled his gun and killed him.  They arrested the 
drifter and put him in the town’s jail while they waited for the circuit court judge to come around.  The 
morning he was to go on trial, they found him dead in his cell.  His head had been pushed through the 
top row of bars on his cell door, and his throat had been forced against the metal crossbar so hard that 
his neck was broken.  They found him that morning, his feet dangling almost three feet off the floor.  It 
took four men and a six-foot-long timber to force the bars apart so that his head could be slipped back 
through.”

“And they never considered the possibility that someone came into his cell and killed him?” I 
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asked.

“There was a deputy in the office all night.  He swore no one came in or out.”

“So how does the tree come into all of this?”

“An old man died from pneumonia the following winter, and the branch that had grown over the
fence had rooted itself inside the cemetery directly over the spot where the man was to be buried.  The 
man’s brother cut the branch off as high as he could reach and dug the roots out of the ground to make 
room for the grave.  After the burial, he kept the branch trimmed and from that day forward there were 
no more mysterious killings.”

I leaned back in my chair.  “That’s a stretch,” I admitted, “to make the connection between a 
couple of people dying a mysterious death, and a tree branch making contact with the ground.”

“If that were the whole story, I would agree with you.  Unfortunately, it doesn’t end there.  
There had been no deaths in the community for over eight months after the old man died of pneumonia.
Those people who went to visit the graves in the cemetery kept an eye on the branches to make sure 
none of them came in contact with the ground inside the cemetery walls.  For eight months the limbs 
did not grow at all.  No one gave it much thought, and those who did figured the tree was dying.  That 
was not the case.  Just before Christmas that year, a bank teller was killed when the local bank was 
robbed.  Once again, the criminal was caught and locked up in the town’s jail.  When the teller was 
buried, the branches still looked as they did the day they were last cut.  Less than a week later, when 
the teller’s wife came to put flowers on his grave, one of the branches had grown back across the fence 
and attached itself to the ground.  The woman tried pulling it up with her hands as she had nothing to 
cut it with, but it had already taken root and wouldn’t budge.  She, too, had heard the stories about the 
tree, and when she could not remove the branch from the ground, she rode to her brother’s house and 
asked him to cut the limb.  He agreed, but it wasn’t until the next morning that he went out to the 
cemetery to do it.  By then, the man who had robbed the bank lay dead in his jail cell.  He had choked 
to death during the night.”

“Choking to death isn’t exactly mysterious,” I observed.  “It could have been accidental.  It’s 
probably more common that you think.”

Karen looked across the table at me.  “When the doctor examined his body, he found that a 
three-foot strip of fabric had been torn from the mattress, tied into knots, and pushed down his throat 
with such force that most of his teeth had been broken out of his head.”

“Then I guess it wasn’t an accident, was it?” I admitted.

“It was then that the community concluded as fact the connection between the tree branch 
touching the ground and the mysterious demise of the person responsible for the death of the last 
person buried there.  There were those who believed that the branch coming in contact with the ground 
was responsible for the deaths. Then there were those who wouldn’t admit they believed it, but thought 
it better not to take the chance.  So the community began paying someone to keep the branches 
constantly trimmed and never let them touch the ground.  Someone has been doing it ever since.”
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I reached out and took Karen’s hand.  “Do you really believe all of this?  I mean, do you believe
that people actually come back from the dead and get even with the people responsible for their death?”

“No,” she answered, “I never have, but the people who live in Hillman do.”

“Believing in that sort of thing is more common in small towns, I’m sure.”

“There’s no one to convince them otherwise,” Karen answered.

“So all of this has something to do with the envelope you got in the mail on Friday?” 

“It does,” she answered, “but it’s late and I’d like to get some sleep before we go to Hillman 
tomorrow.  I’ll tell you the rest on the trip. I promise.”

“That’s fine,” I agreed.  “Let’s get some sleep, but tell me again before we go upstairs.  You 
don’t honestly believe any of this yourself, do you?”

“No,” she repeated. “Like I told you, I’ve always considered it a bunch of superstitious crap.”

Driving to Hillman wasn’t exactly the way I wanted to spend my Sunday, but I must admit it 
concerned me that Karen talked as if people actually believed all of this spook house crap, even though 
she denied believing it herself.  Being an investigator, I deal in facts and things that can be proven.  
None of what she had told me fell into that category.  What’s worse, she seemed genuinely concerned 
about all of it.

We were well into the trip that Sunday when I reminded her that she was going to finish telling 
me what she started last night.

“Are you sure you want to hear the rest of this?” she asked.

I assured her I did.

“A family from the community was appointed to see to it that the tree was trimmed regularly.  
It’s rumored that they even tried killing the tree, but it wouldn’t die.  Close to fifty years passed with no
strange deaths.  The locals were convinced that the tree was evil and as long as they kept the branches 
from reaching the ground inside the cemetery, everything would be fine.  Then one day a horrific crime
took place in Hillman.  A man came home to find a stranger in his house molesting his daughter.  The 
father attacked the man, but was overpowered and killed by him.  The stranger was caught and arrested,
but with only the word of the man’s young daughter and no other witnesses, the jury would not find 
him guilty.  The stranger left the courtroom laughing at his accusers.  It was the early 1950s by then and
no one had mentioned the tree out loud for many years, but they all knew about it.  That night, a group 
of men from Hillman got together.  They all agreed that justice had not been served and decided to let 
the branch grow over the fence to the ground.  Just like before, it only took about a week.  The day it 
touched the ground, the stranger was killed. It seems his car stalled on the railroad tracks and the lock 
jammed on the driver’s side door, preventing him from escaping.  From that day forward, the decision 
to let the branch grow into the cemetery and touch the ground was left up to those who suffered the 
loss.”

“And that’s why you got the envelope?” I asked.
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“You know it is,” she answered.  “You read it.  I know you did.  I wanted you to but I couldn’t 
bring myself to just hand it to you.”

“Why not?”

Karen gazed out the window as she spoke.  “I didn’t think you’d believe it.”

“I’m not sure I do,” I admitted.  “This is the 21st century.  There’s usually a logical explanation 
for everything that happens.”

“Then what’s the explanation for all of the mysterious deaths?” Karen asked.  “Was it a 
coincidence that people died only when the branch of that oak tree touched the ground?”

“Frankly, yes,” I answered.

Karen turned and looked at me.  “And how many times does a coincidence have to happen 
before it’s no longer a coincidence?”

I didn’t have the answer to that question, but it really made me think.  I had been so busy trying 
to discredit the whole thing that I completely overlooked the facts.  Now I began to look at it 
differently.

“Have you decided how are you going to answer?” I asked.

“Like I told you, I’m not sending the letter back,” Karen answered.  “I told you before I don’t 
believe in all that superstitious crap and I’m not going to perpetuate the myth.”

I couldn’t stop myself from smiling a little.  “So there really are people that still think if you 
allowed one of the branches to touch the ground, your uncle would come back from the dead and kill 
his caretaker? What was his name again, Shawn?”

Karen looked at me and immediately mistook my skepticism for sarcasm.  “Look, I’ve been 
honest and sincere with you about this whole thing.  If the truth be known, we’re not even supposed to 
talk to any outsiders about this.  Do I believe it?  No, but there is a whole town full of people out here 
that do.  I respect their right to believe whatever they want to believe.”

“Outsiders,” I repeated. “I’m your husband.”

“You’re not from Hillman!” she shouted.  Karen turned her head toward the window.  “I should 
have known better than to share any of this with you.”

“Now, that’s not fair,” I argued.  “We share everything. We’re not supposed to have any secrets 
from each other.”

“And exactly how are we supposed to be certain of that?”

“Trust,” I answered.

Karen turned away again, frustrated with my answer.  I wanted desperately to change the 
subject.  I’d never seen Karen this defensive before.  Not knowing what else to do, I conceded defeat 
and called a truce.
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“All right, I don’t totally understand this whole thing and quite frankly, I don’t want to.  What I 
do understand is that this is causing a problem between us and it’s simply not worth it.  You say you 
don’t believe in all this, but your words make me think you do.  Personally, I’m still not sure what you 
believe.  Either way, it’s not worth the stress it’s causing us.  So, can we please just change the 
subject?”

“Maybe you’re the one that’s beginning to believe it,” Karen said.  “I’ve already told you I 
don’t.”

“And I don’t either,” I answered. “So can we just drop it?”

“Turn here,” she said.  I began to slow down for the turn off the main road.  “I think that would 
be a good idea.” 

I turned onto the gravel road and glanced down at the GPS devise suctioned to my windshield, 
expecting the screen to turn white as it did the last time we drove out here.  It was still working, though 
I was sure it wouldn’t be for long.  

“Make a right here,” Karen instructed.  We traveled another mile down the desolate country 
road before Karen spotted the entrance to the cemetery.  “There’s the cemetery up ahead,” she said.  I 
glanced down again at the GPS device.  It was still working.

“Look,” I remarked, “this thing didn’t work last time we were out here, but this time it seems to 
be working fine.”

“It’s probably got something to do with the fact that it’s been to Hillman before.”

Karen seemed to have an answer for everything when it came to Hillman, so I bit my tongue 
and made the turn across the cattle guard and onto the property that bordered the cemetery.  

I pulled all the way up to the iron gate and stopped.  My eyes searched for the branches of the 
tree that extended across the fence.  One in particular looked as if it was pointing straight down to the 
ground.  I stared at it for a moment, trying to decide if it was real of just my imagination.  

Karen opened the car door and got out.  I glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw her mother’s 
car approaching from behind.  Karen walked back to meet her, leaving me sitting in the car alone.  Her 
mom’s car came to a stop and she switched off the engine.  She got out and Karen spoke to her in a low
voice.  I watched Karen’s face.  She looked tired and concerned.  Although I wondered what they were 
talking about, I didn’t dare approach them.  Instead, I opened the car door and slowly got out, waiting 
for some indication from her as to what she wanted me to do.  I stretched, thinking they might walk 
towards me, but they didn’t.  

My eyes turned towards the tree that had been the subject of far too many conversations 
between Karen and me lately.  I walked through the iron gate and over to the branch that stretched over 
the fence.  At the very end of it there was about an inch or so of new growth pointing downward toward
the ground.  I reached out and touched it; it felt warm.  I looked up at the sky and saw nothing but gray 
clouds shielding the sun.  There was no reason for the end of the branch to be warm, but it was.  As I 
studied it, I heard the squeaking of the rusted hinges as Karen pushed the iron gate open.  They walked 
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past me into the cemetery.  I turned to follow them but they left me with the impression that they 
wanted to be alone, or more specifically, they wanted to talk without me listening in.  I kept my 
distance as I gazed out over the rows of headstones.  I thought of the kid from Hillman that I had met at
the nursery.  I took a few steps forward, then slowly wandered down along the first row of markers.  
None of the names looked familiar until I approached the last two graves at the far end, near the east 
fence.  The first headstone marked the grave of A. E. Elgin, who died in September of 1942.  The 
second bore the names of Rita and Wendell Elgin.  Rita was born in April of 1961 and Wendell in July 
of 1958.  They both died on the same day in October of 2007.

I glanced over at Karen and her mom.  They appeared to be having an argument as they stood 
next to Uncle George’s newly erected headstone.  Karen’s mom looked angry as she gestured with her 
hands.  Karen seemed defensive.  I wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but I knew for certain that
it did not involve me, and if I knew what was good for me, I’d stay away.

It was ten minutes and four rows of headstones later that the argument ended.  I discovered that 
there were quite a few members of the Elgin family buried here.  As Karen made her way towards me, 
her mother stormed out the gate to her car.

“Something wrong?” I asked as Karen approached.

“It’s just mother.  We get on each other’s nerves sometimes.”

“Is she leaving?” I asked as she started her car.

“Yes, she is.”

“But I never got to say hello to her.”

Karen just looked at me as if to say, “so what?”

“Well, now that we’re here, what do we need to do?”  Once again I was eager to change the 
subject, and to do whatever I had to do so we could get out of here.

“Nothing,” Karen answered. “Let’s just go.”  She turned and began walking back towards the 
car.

For a split second I was angry.  We had driven all the way out here on a Sunday just so Karen 
and her mother could have an argument?  Then I realized that if we left now, I could still salvage most 
of the afternoon’s football game, so I quickly agreed and followed her back in the car.

Once we were safely out of the cemetery, I gave in to my curiosity.  “It looked like you and your
mom were having words back there.”

It took her a few moments to answer.  “I told you. We get on each other’s nerves sometimes.”

“That looked more like anger than aggravation to me,” I said.

“Then I guess you were wrong,” she quickly answered.

I knew I wasn’t wrong.  I’m a trained investigator.  I’ve spent hundreds of hours on surveillance
assignments.  I’ve learned the difference between an argument and a fight.  I’ve also learned to pick my
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battles, and this one appeared to have no upside for me, so I let it go.

The trip home was a quiet one.  Karen slept most of the way.  It was boring, but at least we 
weren’t arguing.  Once we arrived home, I spent the rest of the afternoon on the couch.  She made 
several phone calls before going up to her sewing room to fix a torn blouse, a job that she had been 
putting off for months.

For the first time since we’d been married, I found myself feeling glad to leave the house for 
work that Monday morning.  The death of Karen’s uncle seemed to have changed our relationship and I
couldn’t understand why.  The shock and depression over the loss of her uncle should have given way 
to anger and acceptance by now.  She was not even that close to him, for Heaven’s sake.  No matter 
how I looked at it, every instinct I had told me that there was much more going on here than I realized. 
There was still a profound mystery about that damned tree and the foolish superstition that surrounded 
it.

I buried myself in my work, something I had always done when I had problems elsewhere in 
my life.  Much of my morning was spent reviewing surveillance footage.  I was part of a team working 
on behalf of an insurance company.  They suspected the heirs to a vast fortune, and a $2 million life 
insurance policy, to be guilty of foul play in the death of their eccentric aunt, one Cora Mae 
Vandenberg.  After weeks of investigation, and watching their every move, the two nephews were 
determined to have no involvement in their aunt’s death, leaving the woman’s 32-year-old niece, 
Janice, as our prime suspect. 

It’s a fact of life:  people with nothing to hide, hide nothing.  The rest pretty much tell on 
themselves, or let their actions do it for them.  In this case, Janice was guilty of both.  She was 
indifferent almost to the point of being evasive in our first interview.  When we followed up on what 
little information she did give us, it turned out to be fiction.  We quickly realized that anything we got 
from her would be earned, not offered.

Janice was also quite elusive when it came to tailing her.  Despite being rather innocent-looking,
she had managed to give the slip to three of our best field operatives.  Once every week, usually on 
Monday afternoon, she ventured out, but we always lost her.  So, unwilling to concede defeat, I met 
with the lead man on our surveillance team to try and work out a strategy.  

“So, where the hell do you suppose she’s going?” I asked as Clayton Feener made some notes 
on a map that spanned the entire south wall of his office.

 “Damned if I know,” he answered.  “There’s nothing to speak of in that direction for three or 
four miles.”

“What do you mean, nothing?” I asked.  “There’s obviously three or four miles of something 
out there.”

“I mean retail, restaurants, that sort of thing.  There are a dozen restaurants and a mall less than 
two miles to the east of Janice’s apartment, so why would she go west?”

“It’s regular,” I observed, “every week.  Think she might have a drug problem?”
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“If she’s looking to score some drugs she’s going to the right place.  There’s a four-mile stretch 
of road out there with nothing but adult book stores, strip clubs and motels that rent rooms by the 
hour.”  Clayton looked at me over the top of his glasses.  “Did it seem like she had a drug problem 
when you interviewed her?”

“No,” I admitted.  “She was sharp as a tack.  So maybe it’s not drugs she’s after,” I suggested.  
“Maybe it’s something else.”

“An affair,” Clayton suggested, “is certainly not out of the question.  Have you ever seen her 
husband?”

“He was there the first time we interviewed Janice.  As I recall, he wasn’t much to look at.”

“That’s putting it politely,” he laughed.  “The guy could scare a hungry bulldog off the back of a
meat truck.”

“I know,” I agreed, “its beauty and the beast all over again, but doesn’t his family have money?”

“His family does but he doesn’t, and he won’t until none of them are left.  He’s not exactly 
heading up the list of most popular beneficiaries.” 

“It wouldn’t have anything to do with his wife, would it?” I asked.

“That would be my guess,” Clayton answered.  “She married the guy for his money then found 
out most of his family lived well into their nineties, a couple of them past a hundred.  Once she did the 
math, the honeymoon was over.”

“I guess we could stake out some of the motels and see if she shows up.”

“We don’t have time for that,” Conrad Emerson said as he walked into Clayton’s office.  Conrad
is the senior partner in the firm which precludes him from much of the day-to-day operation.  “We’ve 
got until the end of the week to prove something happened or the insurance company has to pay the 
claim.”

“Clayton and I were trying to narrow the list of places she might go every Monday when she 
disappears.”

Conrad handed me a leather pouch about the size of a brick.  “Use this,” he instructed. “It might
make it easier.”

“What is it?” I asked as I slipped an unusual looking electronic device out of the pouch.

“It’s something that doesn’t exist; you never saw it.  We don’t have one, and if you get caught 
with that thing, I’ll deny I ever gave it to you, so be careful with it.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “But can you at least tell me what I’m supposed to do with it?”

“It’s a clever little device,” Conrad answered.  “You enter a cell phone number into it and it will 
tell you, within three feet, where that phone is located.”

Conrad turned and walked toward the door.  “Where did you get this?” Clayton asked as he 
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reached over and took it from me.

Conrad stopped and turned around.  “Get what?”  There was a pause as he looked innocently at 
us both, then left the office.

Clayton and I looked at each other.  “Is he for real?” he asked.

“Let’s find out,” I suggested.  “Put a phone number in this thing and see what it tells you.”

Clayton pushed a button and powered it up.  He punched my cell phone number into it and hit 
“enter.”  It took ten seconds or so, but the screen soon changed from “acquiring target” to the street 
address of our office, followed by its longitude and latitude readings.  “It knows where you are,” 
Clayton said as he handed me the device.

“I’m sitting right next to the damned thing,” I laughed.  “How hard could it be to find me?”

I handed it back to Clayton.  He hit the clear button and quickly entered another phone number. 
“Let’s see what my wife is up to this afternoon,” he mumbled as he waited for the screen to 

come up.  

I sat silently, thinking it none of my business where his wife was.  As I watched him, I saw the 
expression on his face change.  “Crap!” he shouted.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“She’s at the mall,” Clayton grimaced.  “Good thing we get paid tomorrow.”

“Okay, now that we’ve established that the thing works, could we please put Janice’s number in 
it and find out where she spends her Monday afternoons?”

“Sure,” Clayton answered, “doing it right now.”

It took about ten seconds for the device to give up an address.  “1018 West Eleventh Street,” he 
announced as he spun his chair around and typed it into his computer.

“So who lives there?” 

“That address is occupied by one Lionel Axton.”

“Who the hell is he?” I asked as Clayton began typing Lionel’s name into his computer.

“Personal trainer,” he announced.  “The guy works at a gym on Falcon Street.”

I got up from my chair and pulled on my jacket.  “Let’s go find out what kind of training Lionel 
does on the side.”

“It’s a safe bet he’s doing something on the side,” Clayton joked as we left his office. 

It was a short twenty-minute drive to the intersection of Ninth and West Eleventh Streets where 
a modest wood frame house stood on the corner surrounded by some shrubbery and a few randomly 
placed flowers.  Clayton pulled the car to a stop on the opposite side of the street a few houses down 
from the corner.  He shut the engine off then turned toward me.  “Want to flip for it?” he asked.
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“That’s all right,” I conceded.  “You drove us down here so I’ll go and read a gas meter.”  I 
reached into the back seat and grabbed a blue jacket and cap bearing the name of our local natural gas 
provider.  I opened the car door and climbed out, pulling the jacket on as I stepped out onto the 
sidewalk.  I pushed the car door closed with my foot and started walking towards Lionel’s house.

I crossed the street before I reached the corner.  My eyes scanned the side of the property for a 
gas meter.  I spotted it near the back of the house as I reached into my jacket pocket, removing a small 
camera.  

My pace slowed a bit as I walked across the yard past what I figured to be the dining room 
window.  I glanced inside but saw no one.  I walked past the only other window on that side of the 
house and peered cautiously inside, but that room was empty as well.  I reached the gas meter and 
looked at it for a moment as if I were reading it.  I stepped past it and around the corner to the back side
of the house.  From there I saw Lionel’s car in the driveway near a garage behind the house.  Parked 
behind his car was Janice’s.  

There were three windows along the back side of Lionel’s house.  As I considered my next 
move, I noticed that one of the windows was open a few inches.  I took a couple of steps, then stopped 
to listen.  It didn’t take a great deal of detective skills to figure out what was going on in there.  The 
muffled moans and groans gave it all away.  I moved a few steps closer to the window and eased the 
camera up between the sill and the bottom of the sash.  I snapped a dozen or so pictures, changing the 
angle of the camera to capture as much of the room as possible without making myself visible.  

I turned and slipped the camera back into my pocket as I walked back across the yard and onto 
the sidewalk.  I quickly crossed the street and headed for Clayton’s car.  He started it as I approached 
and as soon as I got in, we sped away.

“Get anything?” he asked.

I pulled the camera from my pocket and turned it on.  “I’ll tell you in just a minute.”  After 
reviewing the thirteen pictures I took, I turned to him and smiled.  Clayton reached over and took the 
camera from me.  He looked down at the screen and his eyes grew a little wider.

“Is that what I think it is?” he asked.

“Sure is,” I answered.  “How many women do you know that have one of those?”

“She’s definitely the first.”  Clayton looked down at the camera once again before handing it 
back to me.  On the screen was a picture of Janice riding atop her personal trainer.  On her stomach was
a large and very colorful tattoo of a squid, its tentacles reaching upwards towards her breasts and 
downwards to her abdomen.

“I guess we need to see if Lionel has a record,” I suggested as we headed back to the office.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if he did,” Clayton agreed, “and I bet I know what he’s been sent up 
for.”

When we arrived back at the office, our suspicions were confirmed.  Lionel had been involved 
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in two attempted murders, but his sentence had been reduced by cooperating with the police and ratting
out whoever hired him.  It didn’t take long to put the pieces together.  Janice hired Lionel to kill her 
aunt and, even although he had been paid, he continued to blackmail Janice for sex.  Considering who 
she was married to, it was a safe bet that Janice really didn’t mind accommodating Lionel’s demands.  
I’m sure his six pack abs and well-muscled form made it more consensual than it was blackmail.  It was
time to involve the police.  Clayton picked up the phone and called a friend of his in the detective 
squad of our local police department.

In the days that followed, Clayton and I would deliver a letter to the insurance company 
recommending that they deny the claim due to the fact that Cora Mae Vandenberg had been murdered.  
In order to help the police, we delivered a copy the letter to Janice while she was making one of her 
weekly sexual payments to Lionel.  Once we put the letter in her hand, the police put the handcuffs on 
them both, arresting them for murder.

I leaned against my car as two uniformed officers led Janice and Lionel out of the house and 
placed them in the back seats of two different squad cars.  Clayton walked out a few minutes later 
along with his detective friend, who I came to find out was his roommate in college.  I started to get 
into the car when he called to me from the walkway in front of the house.

“I’m going to hitch a ride with Troy.  Why don’t you call it a day and I’ll meet you back at the 
office in the morning?”

I waved to him in agreement and got into my car.  As I pulled away from the curb, I noticed that
Clayton had left the tracking device that we had used to find Janice laying on my front seat.  

I tuned in a station on the radio and loosened my tie.  It felt good to be through for the day.  I 
glanced in my rear view mirror as I accelerated up the ramp and onto the freeway.  I was getting away 
earlier than usual and the traffic was noticeably lighter.  I was able to drive the speed limit for almost 
fifteen minutes before all three lanes came to a complete and abrupt stop.  I changed the radio to a news
station and quickly learned of an accident a mile or so up the road.  Until it was cleared, I wasn’t going 
anywhere.  So much for getting home early.

I tuned the radio back to the music station and settled into my seat.  It didn’t take long for 
boredom to set in and after checking out everyone around me, my eyes drifted down to the device that 
sat in my passenger seat.  I reached over and picked it up.  I slipped it out of the pouch and hit the 
button to turn it on.  It took a few seconds before it displayed “ready.”

For no reason in particular, other than the fact that it was the only number I could recall at the 
moment, I put Karen’s number into the device.  I didn’t remember the number of the office building she
worked in, but I knew it was on Rockwell Drive.  A few seconds later the screed displayed the location 
of Karen’s phone.  I looked curiously at it for a moment trying to figure out why she would be on the 
900th block of Lancing Street at 4 in the afternoon.  Left with no other answer, I concluded that she 
was out picking up office supplies as she does at least once every month.

I arrived home just as Karen was pulling in the driveway.
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“You’re home early,” she said as I got out of my car.

“So are you,” I answered.  “I’d have been home an hour ago if I hadn’t gotten caught up in an 
accident on the freeway.

I kissed her and the two of us walked into the house.

“So how was your day?” I asked as I pulled off my coat.

“Just another day,” she casually answered.

“Nothing exciting happened? No road trips or anything?”

  “Actually I did make a run to pick up office supplies when we realized we had used the last 
toner cartridge for the printer.”  Karen looked curiously at me.  “How about you?  How was your day?”
she asked as we walked into the house.

“Pretty good,” I answered.  “We wrapped up the Vandenberg case this afternoon.  That’s how I 
got to come home early, or at least as early as the traffic would allow.”

“That’s nice,” Karen casually remarked as she ran her fingers across the calendar hanging on the
side of the fridge.  She hadn’t heard a word I’d said.  As I watched, she seemed to be counting 
backwards from tomorrow.  Her finger stopped on the 11th, a Friday three weeks ago.

We had a normal dinner despite the fact that conversation with Karen seemed a little strained 
and she appeared a somewhat preoccupied.  For several weeks now, neither of us had mentioned the 
cemetery or the curse that many believed loomed over it.

When Thursday rolled around, I took the opportunity to put my feet up and watch some 
television after dinner, while Karen wrote out checks for the three bills we’d received in the mail that 
day.  When she finished, she busied herself with a number of other tasks, most of which could have 
waited.  After that she went to bed.  I joined her after watching the weather report on the 11 o’clock 
news.  Karen was asleep when I pulled back the covers and got into bed as carefully as I could, trying 
not to wake her.  

It was a little after 3 in the morning when the phone rang.  Karen awoke and answered it.  Her 
conversation was short and spoken in a near-panicked tone.  When she hung up, she jumped out of bed 
and went to her closet.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“That was the police,” she answered.  “Someone broke into our building and they need me to 
come down and determine what was stolen and re-secure the place.”

“Why does it have to be you?” I asked.  “You’re not in charge.”

“My name is on the top of the ICE list, you know, in case of emergency, because I live the 
closest to the office.  The branch manager is on his way as well, but he lives almost an hour away.”

Karen pulled on some sweats and tennis shoes and headed for her car.  I laid back down and 
tried my best to go back to sleep once Karen left, but after almost an hour of staring at the ceiling, I 
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threw in the towel and got up.

I went down to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee.  As I watched the thin stream of dark 
liquid drip into the pot, my mind began to wander.  I reached for the phone and looked at the caller ID 
history.  The last call received was, indeed, from the police department.  I sat the phone back in its 
cradle, but I still felt curiously restless.  I thought for a moment then walked out into the garage.  I 
opened my car door and looked at the device that Conrad had given us to track down Janice.  It had 
been in my car ever since we closed that case.  I grabbed it and went back to the kitchen.

Armed with a cup of coffee and more than enough curiosity, I switched on the device.  When it 
came up, I entered Karen’s cell number.  It took about fifteen seconds, but a location finally appeared – 
1511 Rockwell Street.  That’s her office, I thought to myself.  At that point, I wasn’t sure what I was 
concerned about, but I knew my concerns were probably unfounded.

I glanced up at the kitchen clock and saw that it was a little after 5.  I went back upstairs to take 
a shower and get dressed.  I pulled on my suit jacket and headed downstairs.  As I passed by a small 
shelf near the door to the laundry room I noticed the pile of bills that Karen had put there last night.  
She always put them there so she would remember to pick them up on her way out the door.  Seeing 
that she had forgotten them in her rush to leave this morning, I grabbed them and left for work.

I pulled into a post office about ten blocks from my office and drove around to the mail boxes 
near the exit of the parking lot.  The small stack of bills sat on my passenger seat.  I grabbed them and 
thumbed through them to make sure they all had postage.  When I got to the last one in the stack I 
stopped.  It was addressed to Clarence Lovett, the man from Hillman that sent her the letter a few 
weeks ago.  She was returning his letter to him, which told me she did not want him to allow the branch
to reach the ground.  Up until now, I thought Karen viewed all this just as she referred to it – a bunch of
superstitious crap.  Even though she told me she wasn’t going to return the letter, I always felt like 
there was so much about all of this I didn’t know.  I thought for a moment until the car behind me 
sounded its horn and popped me back into reality.  I pushed the envelopes into the mailbox and pulled 
back out onto the street.

An uneventful, almost boring two weeks passed before I found myself sitting in my car in front 
of a modest brick home on the 900 block of Lancing Street.  Another day, another surveillance detail.  
This, however, did not involve a client.  I was sitting in front of the address that appeared on the 
tracking device when I put Karen’s number in it that day I was stuck in traffic.  There were two cars in 
the driveway.  One belonged to the man that owned the house; Shawn Panola.  The other one was 
Karen’s.  

I took a deep breath and open the car door.  I got out and walked across the unkempt yard and 
up to the front door.  The doorbell button was on the right side, but I wouldn’t be using it.  I reached 
into my inside jacket pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch.  From it I removed two thin, shiny 
metal instruments that I inserted into the lock on the front door.  After a brief twist, the lock clicked and
the door opened.  I stepped inside.  

The house looked just the way I expected it to look, the same way most any bachelor’s house 
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would look.  It was a mess.  I tiptoed quietly through the kitchen then down a narrow hallway.  The 
door at the very end of the hall was closed.  I could hear sounds coming from the room behind it.  
When I reached the door, I put my hand gently on the knob.  I stood frozen for a moment, trying to 
decide if I really wanted to do this.  I was still trying to decide when my hand turned the knob and 
pushed the door open.  It felt as if I wasn’t in control of my own actions, but deep down inside, I knew 
there were no outside forces doing anything.  It was just me.

“What the hell?” Shawn shouted as he sat up in bed.

Karen pulled the covers up over her and laid there with a panicked look on her face.

I’m not really sure why, but I smiled as I spoke to her.  “You know, for the longest time none of 
this made any sense to me.  You denied repeatedly that you believed any of the “superstitious crap” as 
you referred to it, but you mailed the letter back to Mr. Lovett in Hillman anyway.  You didn’t want him
to allow the branches to touch the ground, did you?  You see, that was the part I couldn’t figure out.  I 
knew you were going to mail that letter back the day you got it.  Your body language told me that, but it
didn’t tell me why.  So, I did a little digging.  Occupational hazard I guess.  After all, you knew I was 
an investigator when you married me, and I was amazed at what I discovered.”

Karen sat up in the bed, still covering her naked body, a body that I had seen a thousand times 
over, though not under these circumstances.  “And just what did you discover?” Karen demanded.

“I discovered something that made all of the pieces fall into place. The one thing you neglected 
to tell me about why Shawn was late the night your uncle died of an overdose of heart medication.  You
were the reason. He was in bed with you when he should have been tending to your uncle.  That’s what 
you and your mother were arguing about that Sunday at the cemetery, wasn’t it?  She knew what you 
did, and she believes in the curse.  Now I see it the same way she does. You’re as guilty of your uncle’s 
death as Shawn is.”  I took a step into the room.  “And I bet your uncle sees it that way, too.”

Karen let the sheet fall to her waist, exposing herself, almost mockingly, to me.  “So you’ve 
figured it all out. Good for you!  I was sleeping with Shawn long before I ever met you and ever since, 
if you want to know the truth.”

“I already know the truth,” I admitted.

“Good!” she shouted.  “Now you’ve got a choice to make. You can either accept the fact that 
Shawn and I are going to continue to enjoy an occasional indiscretion with each other, or we can get a 
divorce.  One of the two, Mr. Investigator. What will it be?”

Karen’s face looked angrier than I ever remember seeing it, while Shawn smiled sarcastically, 
almost victoriously, at me.  “Neither,” I answered.  “Neither will be necessary.”  I reached inside my 
jacket and removed an envelope, the one addressed to Clarence Lovett that Karen had put with the bills
that day to be mailed.  “Recognize this?” I asked.

Karen’s expression became panicked, and the smirk immediately disappeared from Shawn’s 
face.  “Son of a bitch! You didn’t mail that?  You told me you did, you bastard!  Do you know what this
means?”  Her voice was frantic as she scrambled to get out of bed and take it from me.    
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I reached into my pocket and took out a lighter.  Before she could get across the room, the 
envelope was on fire.  “I’ve got to hand it to you,” I said, shaking my head, “you really had me fooled.”

“How could you do this?” she asked as her eyes began to tear.  “Do you know what’s going to 
happen to me now?”

“You did this to yourself,” I answered.  “You made a choice. So did I.”

Karen took a few steps back and sat on the edge of the bed.  “If it wasn’t for that stupid break-in
at the office, I’d have mailed it myself.”

“By the way,” I asked, “did they ever catch the person who broke in to your office building that 
night?”

“No,” she wept.

I smiled at her.  “I didn’t think so.  I only hire the best.”

Both of them looked at me in shock and disbelief.  “You don’t realize what’s going on here, do 
you?” Shawn asked.

“Yes, I do,” I answered.  “It’s a curse called revenge.  Just ask Karen. She’ll explain it to you.  
Seems she really does believe in that superstitious crap after all.”

It wasn’t victory that I felt when I walked out of Shawn’s bedroom that day.  I didn’t know what
it was, but I knew I didn’t like it.  

Shawn and Karen would never leave his house.  The newspapers reported the death of two 
people in an apparent murder-suicide later that same week.  I was interviewed by the police, but the day
the two of them died I was out of town on a case.  I made sure of that.  

Maybe they got what they deserved. Maybe it was more than they deserved.  It ultimately was not my 
decision.  I just got out of the way and let things reach their logical conclusion.  

To this day I’ve never admitted to myself that old Uncle George had anything to do with their 
deaths, but deep down inside, I can’t escape the facts.  As I said earlier, I’m an investigator.  My job is 
to sift the tiny grains of truth from an avalanche of lies and deception.  Was the curse real, or was it 
simply the culmination of five generations’ worth of ignorance and speculation?  I know the truth about
that, too.  At least I think I do.  As I sat alone in a tavern watching the snow falling onto the street 
through the mirror behind the bar, I raised my glass.  “Here’s to you, Uncle George.”
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