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Outside the University Club Laurel walked blindly 
on the oak-lined paths into the deepening sunset, the dark 
spiked silhouettes of Gothic buildings around her, with no 
idea where she was going.   

Great… that’s just great.   You can’t even make it  
through a cocktail party.   How do you think you’re going 
to survive the year?  She berated herself.   

What am I doing here?  What have I done?   I’ve 
torpedoed my entire life, I’ve landed in the middle of  
nowhere, and I’m going to be fired if I don’t come up with  
some knockout proposal by… I don’t even know by when.

She laughed, but it was a strangled sound; she was 
again dangerously close to tears.    Brendan Cody’s 
questions taunted her, like hives prickling under her skin: 
“And what about your hidden gifts, Professor MacDonald? 
Is this what you wanted to do when you grew up?”

A dry wind whispered through the towering trees above, swirled leaves at her 
feet.   She forced herself to breathe, to look around.   There was a medieval-looking 
archway in front of her and she realized she was coming up on the Page Auditorium, with 
its turrets and heraldic crests.  Instead of heading back to her car, she’d started like a 
homing pigeon for the main yard of West Campus, in the direction of the Psych building. 

Laurel turned on the path and looked up at Perkins Library, a looming shadow 
against the reddening sky.  Suddenly she longed for the comfort of books around her. 
No matter how bad she felt, a library could always make her feel better.

She walked up the granite steps, and pushed through the fortress-like doors.
The entry of Perkins was a soaring three stories of gray stone, with a domed 

ceiling and arched windows that in the sunset streamed pink light into the column of 
space - a medieval chapel of a building.   Even chattering students hushed when they 
walked through the heavy wooden doors.  Laurel could feel all the molecules in her body 
rearranging into something peaceful and serene as she stepped through the gates and 
entered the sanctum.

She breathed in… and moved into an inner hall which led to a set of double doors 
of dark walnut with a brass plaque:  Special Collections Library.

The Library was a long, dark-paneled study with a fireplace at one end and heavy 
needlepoint drapes at the windows, with groupings of antique sofas and divans, and 
recessed shelves – a cocoon of intimacy and concentration.   Four other smaller rooms 
branched out from the first, each entirely lined with glass-paned bookshelves housing 
gorgeous volumes with gilt lettering on hand-tooled leather.



The first day Laurel found Special Collections she couldn’t believe that it wasn’t 
packed with students, assistants, and professors clamoring for any available space.   She 
now suspected the emptiness had more than a little to do with the Special Collections 
librarian, Dr. Ward, a stout, quietly terrifying force of a woman who presided from a roll-
top desk near the front door.    Ward wore thick round glasses that made her look vaguely 
like an enraged owl and her black hair was in a severe pageboy.   Her gaze could cut a 
student down at twenty paces.   

On her first day Laurel had approached the desk with no small amount of 
trepidation.  “I’m Laurel MacDonald.   I’m a new professor in the Psych department.”

Dr. Ward looked at her unblinkingly through Coke-bottle lenses, without 
speaking.

Laurel summoned her courage.   “I wondered if study time in the reading room 
had to be reserved.   I’d like to sign up for a regular time, if that’s possible.”

The librarian looked at her, unsmiling, and answered, “No reservation required. 
Help yourself to a table.”

Laurel glanced around the magnificent, empty room.   “But…”
Dr. Ward looked up at her, waiting.
Laurel half-laughed.   “I just can’t believe there aren’t more people here.”
“That would require taking the initiative of asking,” the librarian replied dryly.
“Oh.   I see.”  Laurel said, unable to believe her luck.
After that, almost daily she brought her notes and journals and texts with her and 

found a table in one of the small, leather volume-lined alcoves off the main room, where 
she could immerse herself in preparation for a lecture or let her mind wander to possible 
research topics.   Dr. Ward always nodded to her - the briefest of nods, it was true, but 
even that was somehow comforting, the beginning of familiarity and routine, when 
everything else around her was so uncertain.   And under that, perhaps, was even a hint of 
adventure.

 
Of course Laurel immediately had a favorite room, which was probably why she 

missed the display case in her first few days of haunting the rare books room. 
But tonight she nodded back to Ward – who was completely alone at her 

command post - and just wandered through the chambers, actually looking at them for the 
first time.   Beyond the superb collections of hand-bound books, each room contained 
large glass exhibit cases displaying parts of the collection: fine sketchbooks open to 
drawings of native birds, yellowed maps documenting Blackbeard’s journeys on the 
Carolina coast, architectural renderings of the campus buildings.   Laurel moved into 
another, smaller alcove room.  Like the other rooms it had a large glass exhibit case, this 
one on four legs, table-like.   She drifted over to the exhibit, expecting more sketchbooks.

What she saw instead froze her in her tracks.
She was looking down at a set of five cards of playing card size, glossy and with a 

grayish tinge, as if they were of some age.   There was something both archaic and 
strikingly familiar about the bold black symbols: a circle, a cross, three wavy lines, a 
square, and a star.

She knew those symbols.



CHAPTER FIVE

The Duke University parapsychology lab was founded in 1927 by Dr. 
William MacDougall and Dr. Joseph Banks Rhine, with the mission of 
searching for scientifically quantifiable evidence of paranormal, or psi 
phenomena, such as ESP and psychokinesis.

Even as Laurel began to read the explanatory placards, a rush of connections and 
memories was flooding into her consciousness.    The cards with their strange symbols 
were Zener cards, designed for use in the groundbreaking ESP tests of Dr. J.B. Rhine.   

Laurel was experiencing a rush of emotions she was having trouble identifying.  
And then a childhood memory swept over her, shocking as ice water.

Laurel at eleven, camping out in her school library, working for two weeks on a 
science report on Rhine and his ESP experiments, illustrated with diagrams and 
sketches: two students seated at a table with a black screen between them, one looking 
down at a card, the other concentrating intently, trying to guess which of the five symbols  
the other student held.   

Laurel had slaved over the report, had even made up her own set of Zener cards, 
and had proudly presented the project to her mother.    Meredith had gone white and 
swept the cards off the table, a reaction which, coming from her normally clinical and 
detached mother, had confused and frightened eleven-year-old Laurel.   Meredith 
proclaimed Rhine a “kook” and parapsychology a sham, and by the end of her tirade 
Laurel was in tears; she ripped up her report, and hastily wrote another on right and left 
brain function.   But her interest in psychology and the mysteries of the mind had taken 
root and grown, though effectively channeled into a more scientific groove.

But I didn’t remember any of that, she realized with an uneasy feeling.  Not the 
Zener cards, not that the Rhine lab was at Duke, not any of it.   I came straight to the 
Rhine lab – without even knowing what I was doing.

The coincidence was unsettling… and thrilling.
Laurel turned back to the glass case and quickly read through the rest of the 

historical placards of the display:  
The Duke laboratory was the most famous parapsychology lab in the 



US.   Over the lab’s thirty-eight year history, Dr. Rhine and his 
researchers scientifically proved the existence of ESP, using “forced 
choice” testing with the Zener cards, in which a test subject would 
attempt to guess each card turned up from a deck of twenty-five 
cards, consisting of five sets of five simple symbols.   Pure statistical 
chance would be a guess of five cards out of twenty-five, or 20% 
correct.  Any score significantly greater than 20% correct was an 
indicator of psychic ability, and Rhine discovered test subjects who 
could predict the cards with accuracy far beyond statistical chance. 

Rhine went on to perform laboratory tests of psychokinesis, the 
movement of objects by the mind, using motorized dice-throwing 
machines, and in the early sixties his researchers conducted field 
investigations of poltergeists.

Poltergeists??  Laurel thought, startled.    They were investigating poltergeists?
And then on the last placard she found the sentence that stopped her dead.

When the Duke lab closed in 1965, seven hundred boxes of research 
material from the parapsychology lab were sealed and stored in the 
basement of Perkins Library.   Now for the first time in forty-five 
years, those boxes have been made available for public viewing.

Laurel had to read that last part three times before it fully sank in.
Seven hundred boxes of original parapsychology research material?   Right here in 

this very building?  And available to anyone who wanted to look?
She felt behind her for a chair and sat down hard, a little breathless.
It was sensational.   It was unbelievable, really, that she hadn’t read or heard 

about any of this.
Surely someone had already claimed this topic, was writing articles, papers…
J.  Walter Kornbluth’s voice suddenly spoke clearly in her mind.   “These days  

nothing less than a book will do.”
Laurel looked over at the glass case, and thought with crystal clarity:  This is my 

book.   Her whole body was tingling, her face warm and flushed.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa.   What are you thinking?”   She muttered to herself.   You’re 

a psychologist, a research professor.   Parapsychology has nothing to do with your life’s  
work.

Oh, yeah?  What life’s work is that?   Some alien voice whispered back, mocking.
And she hadn’t felt a rush like this, hadn’t felt so enthused, since, well, since 

before the dream had shattered all her ideas of reality.
She stood from the chair, moved past the glass case in a daze and went into the 

main reading room to find the librarian.
 As always, Laurel approached Dr. Ward with some caution, and hovered some 
distance from the tall dark desk.   Ward looked her over with a slightly raised eyebrow, 
and Laurel remembered that she was still in cocktail-party attire.   She felt blood rising to 
her cheeks, and surreptitiously tugged the hem of her dress down.

“I was just reading the exhibit about the Rhine Lab,” Laurel began.   “I guess I 



somehow forgot that all that happened here.”   Now that she was thinking about it, it hit 
her that the auditorium downstairs in the Psych building was called Zener Auditorium.    
I must have been asleep not to put it together.

“Thirty-eight years,” Ward agreed laconically.  “Put the university on the map.”
Encouraged by a whole two sentences from the librarian, Laurel pressed on.

“I’d like to know more about it – all.   Is it really true that there are seven hundred boxes 
of original research files right here in the library?”

“There are indeed,” the librarian said, without smiling.  Laurel had never seen her 
smile.  “Seven hundred boxes.”

“And anyone can just look at them – any time?”
“Any time.”
Laurel hazarded another question.   “Is there some study being done, then?”  
“A study?”  The librarian repeated.
“A research project, or a book being written, or… I mean… if seven hundred 

boxes of original research have just been opened to the public, isn’t someone going 
through them?” 

“There have been a few,” the librarian said noncommittally.
“Of course,” Laurel said.   There was no reason to think otherwise, after all.

She stood for a moment, then suddenly asked.  “Do you know why the department was 
shut down?”

The librarian raised her eyebrows.
“The parapsychology lab was so famous, and then…” Laurel nodded back toward 

the display case, “The placards say it shut down entirely in 1965… and I wondered why.”
“Dr. Rhine was approaching retirement age and wanted to move his research to a 

private institution where he could continue his work.”   Dr. Ward recited without 
inflection.

“That makes sense,” Laurel admitted.   “But why shut the whole lab down?”
Again the librarian looked up at her without speaking.   This time Laurel didn’t 

notice; she was off on her own train of thought.
 “And why were they sealed?”   

The librarian regarded her impassively.
“The boxes,” Laurel elaborated, for some reason feeling uneasy.  “Why were they 

sealed, for all those years?”
“I couldn’t tell you,” Ward said.   
“Thanks,” Laurel said.   Her mind was already a million miles away.   “Thanks.”
She walked out of Special Collections, out of the library, moving in a daze 

through Gothic stone arches, her face lit from within.
Seven hundred boxes.   

           What in the world might be in them?


