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Goodness Gracious Green


1

Post Media Company announced yesterday that its multimedia
division will offer newspaper readers information
around the clock, relying on the latest technology and
innovation. For more information, see our Web site.

—The Dayton Post

I glanced down at the floorboard and noticed it was Thursday.

Somewhere in the last dozen years or so, I had gotten into the habit of figuring out what day of the week it was by checking the number of coffee mugs rolling around. At least I don’t keep tuna sandwiches and an ancient typewriter in the backseat, the way a guy in sports does.

Hurrying into the building, I flashed my security badge at the guard, who reluctantly lifted his head from his Word Jumble puzzle to glance and nod. Let it never be said he didn’t get his money's worth out of the daily paper—especially since free papers are one of the perks of working at The Dayton Post. He saw me every day, several times a day, but still made me show my badge.

When I hit the front door of the newsroom, I dashed to my desk. I spend a lot of time dashing, especially in the morning when I slide into my cubicle just in time to make eye contact with my staff before the news-planning meeting.

As city editor, I’m in the middle of things, right where I like to be—most of the time. If it weren’t for night meetings and procrastinating reporters, this job wouldn’t be half bad.

I learned long ago to shape my personal life around my work. That means only occasionally grumbling about the nights and weekends. I’m still a little annoyed about Christmas—I always get stuck working because I’m the one without kids. The schedule's already posted for five months from now, and there I sit: Lois Barker, holiday editor.

“How's it shaping up, Scoop?”

Ed stood in the same spot he stands each morning when I hit the door, waiting to ask what we have for tomorrow's paper. He's the managing editor and has been for a decade. His old-fashioned nickname helps make up for all the annoying jokes I get about my name being Lois and working on the city desk: “How's Clark Kent?” “Feeling mild-mannered today?” “Seen any speeding bullets?”

Ed probably should be the editor by now, but corporate sent in Zach about eighteen months ago—a young, suit kind of bean-counter editor who spends most of his time in accounting meetings.

Zach's a nice enough guy, but he and Ed don’t exactly mesh. Ed thinks Zach is all stick and no carrot.

“Looking good, Ed. Anything special you want us to chase?”

“Just make sure you scrape something up with a little juice to it. And, hey, are you up for some lunch today … maybe that sandwich shop down by the library?”

My inner radar spiked into the Red Zone. First of all, it was pork chop day at Buddy's, our favorite spot, just around the corner. Next, Ed and I and a handful of other editors ate lunch together on a regular basis but never made it this formal. Usually we casually gathered at the back door of the newsroom and walked downtown after the noon news on TV.

To set something up in advance was close to an engraved invitation. To choose the mediocre sandwich shop meant he wanted to talk in private.

I frowned. “Sure, I’m good for lunch, but what's up?”

Ed glanced around. In a newsroom someone always lurked with a question, a joke, or to eavesdrop. “I’ve got some news, but it’ll have to wait.”

During the news meeting, I watched Ed closely and wondered what he had on his mind. He had been antsy lately— not happy with changes in the paper.

“I don’t have anything against corporations owning newspapers,” he told me recently, “but I don’t like it when they start running newspapers.” He was particularly unsettled about the new focus on the Internet and technology. “I didn’t get into this business to do podcasts.”

Ed threw in a couple of good story ideas during the planning discussion to make sure Zach knew he was paying attention. My best friend Marti, the features editor, tried to keep her top reporter from getting pulled off onto a daily story, and Diane, the business editor, talked in riddles, as though that would somehow impress Zach.

Diane desperately wants to move up and knows Zach can help her get a plum assignment. Thankfully, she hasn’t realized it's actually me Zach plans to move up and out. He's supposedly grooming me to be a top editor, not only because he likes me, but because he gets some sort of company points for his promotable employees.

“He gets management stars,” Marti said when I told her about my career conversation with Zach a while back. “Or he gets to order a prize out of a catalog with lots of corporate merchandise in it. Maybe you can talk him out of a baseball cap to show off that ponytail of yours.”

Admittedly, I’m intrigued by Zach's plans for me. At age thirty-six and still single, it's probably time for me to consider a change.

After we finished the news meeting, Ed herded me out of the conference room. “Let's beat the lunch crowd.” It wasn’t even 11:30 yet.

“Give me a minute,” I said. “Let me get a couple of reporters going on their assignments.”

“Hurry up,” he said and looked at his watch.

It's a professional habit, but I try to figure things out before people tell me. Ed's secret was killing me. As soon as we hit the door, I tossed my ideas at him. “It's the ad director, isn’t it? He really did get fired from his last paper.” “Tony's applying for that sports desk position in Atlanta, right?” “Zach's mad at me about that drowning story we missed, isn’t he?” Ed wouldn’t even look at me. “I can’t take this any more! What's up?”

“I’ve got something to tell you, something big.”

“You’re scaring me. Tell me.”

“I’m going to tell you all of it, but first you have to promise you won’t tell anyone, and I mean anyone—not Marti, not your next-door neighbor, not your aunt in Cleveland. This has to stay between us.”

Torn between irritation that he seemed to think I’d put this on the Associated Press wire and worry about the bomb he was about to drop, I stopped on the sidewalk. For once, I did not say anything.

He looked at me and smiled big. “I did it.”

“Did what?”

“Scoop, I did it! I bought my own newspaper.”

“Ed!” I squealed and gave him a quick hug. “Where? When? How? What will I do without you?” I peppered him with the standard journalistic questions and felt that sad, jealous thrill you get when something exciting happens to a good friend.

“Let's get moving, so I can tell you everything without a bunch of ears around.”

We started walking, and I tried to smile. “Where? Details, details!”

“The Green News-Item. Green, Louisiana—great little town, about seven thousand people. Lots of potential—a big, beautiful lake, a courthouse square downtown, major highway on the drawing board.”

“Louisiana? You’re kidding me. You said you’d go to Oregon or Florida or somewhere like that. Have you ever even been to Louisiana? I mean other than that editors’ convention we went to in New Orleans that time?”

“Have now, and I like the feel of the place, Scoop. I realized I didn’t want one of those cute places we talked about. This place definitely isn’t cute. Besides, if it were, I probably wouldn’t be able to afford the paper.”

He sort of laughed and groaned at the same time. “This is a family sale. They want to keep Grandpa's paper out of the hands of the government and Wall Street. It's a twice-weekly: a twice-weekly—bigger than a puny weekly—but an honest-to-goodness newspaper, circulation 4,930, distributed throughout the county … I mean, parish. You know, they have parishes in Louisiana. Green, Louisiana. Bouef Parish. Spelled B-o-u-e-f and pronounced Beff, like Jeff. Weird.”

He laughed again.

I had never seen Ed so excited. “They like the looks of me, and I like the looks of them. Most of the family's out of state, too, so I won’t have them breathing down my neck. It’ll be my paper to do whatever I want with.”

As he talked, I thought about what this meant in my life. What would I do without Ed? Whose shoulder would I cry on about being thirty-six and single? Ed is my mentor, friend, and confidante for every piece of good gossip I’ve picked up in the past decade and a half. The newsroom without him would be like the horrible Thanksgiving when I covered that tornado in Preble County and ate my holiday lunch at a gas station—lousy, just plain lousy.

We turned onto Calhoun Boulevard and headed into the Sandwich Express. I felt a twinge of shame at my selfishness. Ed had wanted to buy his own paper for years now, saving, always reading Editor & Publisher to see what was on the market, scouting, working the grapevine. He wanted to put miles between himself and his ex, and he was unhappy with the new corporate policies and his thousand extra duties.

“A twice-weekly,” I said. “Busy enough to be a challenge but not the hard work of a daily. In a nice little town. Green, did you say? Sounds like some tree-hugger kind of place.” I babbled, collecting my thoughts.

“Very un-tree-huggerish,” Ed said. He smiled and shook his head. “But plenty of nice trees.”

“Wow. I’m shocked. You actually did it, Ed.”

Then I asked the hardest question. “When?”

“I plan to tell Zach this afternoon that I’ll stay till after prep football season—give us time to wrap up the projects we’ve got going. I don’t know if he’ll want me around that long, though. Lame duck and all. I need to get down there before the end of the year. There's a lot of paperwork and stuff to be done, plus I need to find a place to live.”

“Till after prep football season? That's less than two months. Ed, what am I going to do without you?”

“You’ll do great, Lois. You’ll be out of here within a year anyway. Zach's got you pegged to move onward and upward. I’ll be sitting in my dusty office reading about your successes on some corporate PR website. And you can come visit. I may ask you to train my staff—all twelve of them, and that's twelve in the whole building, including the maintenance guy.”

My roast beef sandwich sat heavy in my gut, a reminder I need to eat healthier if I’m going to keep the trim figure I’m so proud of. I asked Ed for one of his antacids. He gobbled them by the truckload and complained about losing his appetite in his old age. Between the coffee and the cigarettes, his heartburn was legendary.

“Ed, you know I’m happy for you … I really am. I’m going to miss you, though.”

We headed back to the newsroom and the official news of the day. Suddenly, my cubicle seemed a little too small and a little too cluttered. The stack of special projects I was most proud of looked yellow and smelled musty. The ivy had more brown leaves than green. My office coffee cup had grown a new layer of mold.

Two fresh memos from Zach were in my mailbox. “Please tell your reporters to quit parking in the visitor lot,” and “The city desk needs to increase the number of stories geared to younger readers.” As I studied the second note, it pained me to realize I was no longer in the coveted younger reader category.

Ed took the next week off to handle details. “Gone fishing,” he wrote on a note posted on his office door. “Back soon.”

I moped while he was gone. “Must be a stomach bug,” I told Marti, who couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. I hated to mislead her, but there's always a bug going around the newsroom, so it was a fail-safe excuse.

When Ed returned, he hit the highlights of his week over a cup of coffee in the break room. “I made a quick trip to Green and sealed the deal with the owners. The sale remains confidential until I officially take ownership in ninety days. Then the current owners—McCuller is their name—will make some sort of official announcement.”

That would be one of those announcements that newspapers hate when other people make, but love it when they do. I rolled my eyes, oddly annoyed.

“I used some investment money and that little inheritance from my folks,” he said, “to get things going. And then I took out a whopping line of credit at the local bank. I have a year to start paying for this baby or bail out. Kind of scary.”

“Sounds exciting,” I said, trying to encourage him, even though it sounded very scary to me.

“There's tons of paperwork. I met with my lawyer here in Dayton and my CPA and got all the particulars taken care of and filed for my retirement pay. I hope Zach will cut me loose—with pay, of course.” He laughed. “I’m ready to let my new life begin.”

Those were the last words Ed spoke before he passed out right there in the break room.

Within two months, he had left the newsroom all right. My gruff, sloppy, smart, hand-holding friend had died of leukemia. Not one of us had seen it coming.

The weeks of his illness were excruciating for all of us, filled with sadness for our friend and fear for ourselves at how quickly life could turn. I stopped by his house to see him as often as I could, but was ashamed that my visits were mostly hit-and-run efforts.

“Hey, how are things down in Green?” I asked one day, but he changed the subject. I didn’t have the heart to try again and ignored the copies of the paper by his couch. Somebody down there must have put him on the mail circulation list; he was too weak to travel.

I was among a handful of people, including Zach, who spoke at the funeral. Somehow I felt Zach had earned that privilege, even though Marti and a few others grumbled about a corporate newcomer charging into our private time. When it mattered most, Zach had treated Ed right.

My comments seemed a bit lightweight—corny stories like the time Ed put a banana on my telephone and called me, so I would pick the fruit up, thinking it was the receiver. I kept my comments short.

“No cry fest and no superhero stuff,” Ed told me in one of my final visits with him.

At the service, I surprised myself and several other people by saying a short prayer. “Thank you, God, for the impact of Ed's life. Have mercy on all of us in the days ahead that we might be the people we were meant to be. Amen.”

My colleagues and I awkwardly walked away from the grave. We were good at writing about emotion, but we didn’t quite know how to handle it in this first-person version.

I cried all the way back to the newsroom, having designated myself the editor to make sure the Sunday paper got out. Sadness washed over me. Ed had never gotten the chance to live his new adventure, to try out his newspaper, to get out of Dayton and into Green, Louisiana.

His obit had missed the lead. Instead of going on and on about his distinguished career in journalism and how he was nearing retirement and loved to fish, it should have highlighted the new life he had planned. Ed wasn’t wrapping up a career. He was about to embark on a Louisiana journey.

As I hit “send” on a story, I saw Zach strolling toward me. Since he usually only phoned in on Saturdays, his appearance surprised me. Sitting on the corner of my desk, he chitchatted about the next day's edition and picked up a paper clip, moving it back and forth between his fingers.

“I appreciated what you said at the funeral, Lois,” he said, laying down the paper clip. “I really wish I’d known Ed better, like you did. You did a great job capturing his personality—made me wish I’d taken more time to know what made him tick.”

Zach absently rummaged through my candy jar. “Moving around like I have these past few years,” he said, “I just haven’t gotten to know people deeply the way you knew Ed.”

Embarrassed and feeling like I might cry again, I concentrated on my computer screen and deleted old e-mails to avoid eye contact.

“You know, Ed thought the world of you,” Zach said. “Told me often how talented you are and how you’d be running your own paper one day. You know that, right?”

I sort of laughed, self-conscious and a little proud. “Oh, Ed liked me because we had worked together forever. He taught me so much.”

“Well, I agree with Ed. I want to offer you his job—the managing editor's job.” My eyes widened. I closed my computer screen and slowly rolled my chair back. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’d like you to be the next M.E. I’ve already run it by corporate and gotten their okay.”

Rumors had swirled in the newsroom about who would take Ed's place, but this had been one game I’d not let myself get drawn into, mostly because I knew it would mean Ed was truly gone.

Part of me was excited at the idea of a promotion. The other part was annoyed that Zach's plans had been put into motion before he talked to me and that corporate had already signed off on my life.

“Well?” Zach said. “Is that a yes?”

I realized I hadn’t given him an answer. I picked up my pencil and doodled on my ever-present reporter's notebook. The ambition in me fought with the fatigue and uncertainty these past weeks had unleashed. Ambition won.

“Thanks, Zach. That sounds great. Thanks. Sure. I’d love to be the M.E.” I tried to sound enthusiastic.

“Fantastic!” He leaned over my desk to shake my hand. “I look forward to working more closely with you. I’ll iron out the details with HR, and we’ll tell the staff within the next week or so.”

“Sounds good to me. Thanks again. I guess I’ll head on home. I’m pretty tired.” A great need to escape engulfed me.

My neat little condo with one puny pink geranium on the patio was about all I could handle at that moment. I walked straight to the bedroom and flopped down on my dark green comforter. I was too beat to think about how my life was about to change.

I briefly considered setting my alarm for church the next day, a habit I had long ago given up. I needed the inspiration, but I could not bring myself to do it.
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We need your help! The Green News-Item is happy to tell

you we are bringing back our “News-Item Community

Items,” those nuggets of neighborly news that help us keep

up with our friends and family. If you have a tidbit, please

give your community correspondent a call. Names and

phone numbers are listed on page 2A.

—The Green News-Item

On Monday morning I slid in barely in time to touch base with my reporters. After a flat news meeting—they had all seemed flat these past few weeks—Zach stopped by my desk, told me he needed to talk to me, and motioned me to his office.

Before I could stand up, my phone rang. I groaned inwardly. Good customer service—“service with excellence!”—was more important to Zach than the newsroom management structure. I had better take the call, even though I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I wanted to hide under my desk and suck my thumb.

A polite woman asked if I was Lois Barker. “Yes, ma’am, may I help you?” I asked. She had the sound of the women from the monthly clubs who call in their notices instead of mailing them. I opened a computer file and prepared to take the dreaded dictation.

“Good morning, Ms. Barker. I’m the administrative assistant to Attorney Frank Owens. He asked me to call you and make an appointment with him right away to discuss a business matter.”

As a journalist, I’m what some might call naturally suspicious. I prefer to think of it as skeptical. No way did I want to chase a news tip or sit through another meeting where a mover-and-shaker complained about one of my reporters. I had met Frank Owens a few years ago at a Rotary Club meeting, and he was a force to be reckoned with in Dayton. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m tied up this week. Could someone else assist Mr. Owens?”

“No, Ms. Barker. Mr. Owens needs to meet with you either today or tomorrow if possible.”

I sighed inwardly, set the meeting for first thing the next morning, and headed into Zach's office. But our session was interrupted before we got started by an emergency Executive Committee meeting.

“Sorry, Lois. The E.C. has called a meeting to discuss budget cuts. Before long, you’ll be solving these problems for us,” Zach said, as he headed off with a legal pad and calculator.

“Ha. Ha,” I said out loud to the empty room, wondering what in the world I was getting myself into. I was excited about the promotion—and a little smug that I had passed over the other editors. But I felt like an impostor stepping into someone else's life.

Zach surfaced a couple of times during the day and apologized for canceling on me. I was kind of relieved. In fact, I was so exhausted that if it weren’t for the special project I needed to finish, I’d duck out early. “I promise we’ll talk first thing in the morning,” he said. “The ball is rolling, so you should give some thought as to what will be on your agenda for your first one hundred days as M.E.”

Not likely. My brain had already shut down for the day.

The next morning I put on one of my nice doing-business-downtown outfits, feeling remarkably stylish with the way it looked with my long dark hair and brown eyes. I drove to the attorney's office, having found no graceful way to put off the meeting.

I’m not grouchy by nature, but too many people want a piece of me on most days, ranging from the mayor to the school superintendent to lawyers, doctors, and shop owners. I was not looking forward to this encounter.

When I walked into the law firm, Frank stood in the outer office, chatting with his secretary. He shook my hand, offered me a cup of coffee that I turned down, and directed me to his executive conference room lined with law books. He pulled out a chair for me.

“Thanks for coming, Lois. I’m sorry for pushing you on this meeting, but there's a deadline involved, and I need to talk with you face-to-face.”

Oh, great, a deadline. He had waited until the last minute to do a news release on something and wanted me to get it in. Give me a break. How did I let myself get roped into this? Why don’t people just fax me stuff? Annoyed, I almost missed the reason for the meeting.

“This involves your friend Ed. I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said, handing me a manila folder. Taking the file, I immediately skimmed the first sheet as he talked.

I’m not quite sure what Frank said after that because I was staring at a copy of Ed's will. Make that Ed's last will and testament, dated about two months ago, on one of the days Ed had taken off work to handle some business.

I glanced up at Frank with what I hoped was a polite, curious smile and looked him in the eye. He smiled back at me.

“As I was saying, Lois, Ed came in here a few months ago to get his business in order. He didn’t know he was sick, but he wanted all the loose ends tied up as he closed the deal on the newspaper in Louisiana. He told me he had informed you about his purchase.”

“Yes, he was so excited, Frank, but I don’t know what this has to do with me. I need to get back to the newsroom. I don’t mean to be crass or anything, but did Ed want me to help with his estate or something?”

“Well, I suppose you could say that, Lois. Ed designated you as the beneficiary of one of his most prized possessions—”

I interrupted him with a big smile. “His Camaro? He left me his 1966 Camaro?”

“I’m afraid not. That went to his next-door neighbor.”

“Mr. Hamilton? He's eighty years old—what does he need with a vintage Camaro?” Suddenly, I felt idiotic and shut up. My stomach was churning… had been since Saturday.

“Again, Lois, I apologize for rushing you on this meeting. As you might say in the news business, this is a pretty big story. Ed has made you the owner of his newspaper in Green, Louisiana, The Green News-Item”.

I stood up and then sat back down before I stood up again. I think I asked for a bottle of water, but I’m not sure.

“Please, Lois, have a seat. I know this must be a shock.”

“Frank, you can’t be serious. I mean Ed and I were friends and all, but … a newspaper!” And then I cried—for that moment when I thought, “I’m rich,” and then, “Or am I?” and for my deep sorrow that Ed was gone and for my total confusion.

I took the Kleenex the attorney offered.

Frank sat quietly. The Chamber of Commerce Outstanding Business Leader clock on the conference room wall ticked loudly. Slowly, I picked through my scattered thoughts and found my wits.

“Let me try to understand. Can you walk me through this? What about Ed's brother?”

For a moment Frank looked like he was going to pat me on the head as though I were a small child.

“You may know that Ed and his ex-wife had no surviving children. Their only child died in a car accident twenty years ago. Ed's brother is a missionary in Chile, and I don’t think I’m violating Ed's confidence when I say he didn’t think the newspaper would be a good fit for a pastor.”

I had met Ed's “brother the Father” a handful of times over the years. He was as far from being a journalist as I was from being a missionary.

“But won’t he be upset?” I quickly scanned the document in my hand again.

“His brother has been taken care of, Lois. Let's talk about you and your newspaper. The owners want to meet with you as soon as possible. They’re a little nervous about this deal and want to wrap it up quickly. Ed agreed that any owner he transferred the paper to would hold onto it for at least a year, allowing for continuity. The owners want to make sure it doesn’t revert back to their family.”

By the time I left Frank's office two hours later, I knew three things: Ed was even more of a stand-up guy than I realized, I needed to make the second trip I’d ever taken to Louisiana, and my life had been turned upside down.

I was supposed to keep the paper one year.

Walking slowly to my car, I longed to take the afternoon off so I could think this through. Maybe I could plead a terrible headache and head home. City editors have a weird, overblown sense of duty, though, and I felt bad even considering it. With Ed gone, we were shorthanded and short-tempered as it was. But if I couldn’t even take the afternoon off, how could I possibly visit Green and deal with this new drama in my life?

That's when I remembered I’d accepted the managing editor's job, and then the worst headache I’ve had in ten years hit me—the kind you get when your old boyfriend joins the Peace Corps without you or when the central air unit breaks down on the hottest day of the year. This is the kind of headache that inheriting a newspaper can bring on quickly—a small-town newspaper in the Deep South. Could I handle it for a year?

The headache pounded the words “you took the managing editor's job” over and over in my head. I dug in my purse for my cell phone and called Zach's office with a twinge of desperation.

“He's in a meeting, Lois. Is there something I can help you with?” His secretary was entirely too cheerful.

“Actually, I’m not feeling well and need to go home. Will you give him that message please?”

A million thoughts fought for my attention. “Handle a newspaper in Green, Louisiana, for a year?” “No problem.” “Yes, Zach, I’ll be your M.E.” “Ed, what have you done?” “Thank you, Ed.” “I can do this.” “I can’t do this.” I was stunned, excited, queasy, thrilled, and just a little on the edge of insanity.

Driving too fast, I cut through a side street near a local college and, at the last minute, whipped into a parking space. I slipped into the school's charming chapel, one of my favorite local buildings, and took a seat on a back pew. Fall light streaming through the stained glass windows momentarily calmed my fears. Big decisions had to be made in a short amount of time. Where to start?

My mother, who died when I was twenty-five, always said to pray when I needed guidance. In the past few years I had been too busy, too tired, and … well … too frustrated with the whole God thing to pray. My mother was a deeply spiritual woman, and her death shook me to the core. She would have known how to handle this situation. Tears formed at the corners of my eyes as I thought of how much I missed her.

Each of the chapel's stained glass windows pictured Christ in a Bible story. I focused on one where he was holding a lamb and said, “Help!” My head pounded, and I couldn’t sit still.

I sped home, grabbed a can of Diet Dr Pepper, sank down into my overstuffed armchair, and put my feet up on the scratched coffee table I had bought at a flea market. With notebook and pencil in hand, I listed every possible scenario to help me make a decision.

Three hours, four sodas, two bags of hundred-calorie popcorn, and two Tylenol later, I was as confused as ever. My head still pounded.

“Help,” I whispered again.
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What would you buy if you hit the jackpot? Arlen Wilkes

of Route 2 is going to buy an iPod and load it up with

Shania Twain and Toby Keith songs, after winning

$12,000 on a gambling trip to Shreveport. He wants

everyone to know he has already deposited the money in

the bank to discourage any breaking and entering.

“It ain’t in the house,” he stressed.

—The Green News-Item

Not quite a week after Ed's death, I walked into Zach's office prepared to tell him again how excited I was about the M.E. job and that I needed a few days off to head to Green, Louisiana, to cancel the purchase of the paper Ed had been so excited about.

Since Zach was still in a meeting, I sat at the small table in his office and thumbed through a copy of a management book he had assigned us to read. I was supposed to lead the discussion at next Wednesday's editors’ meeting—had already placed the order for our box lunches.

Somewhere between skimming chapter three and noticing the towering, white clouds outside, the word “go” popped into my mind, as though someone had spoken to me, and then said, “I’ll help you.”

My head whipped around, wondering if anyone else might have heard this. Zach's assistant seemed engrossed in typing calendar listings. No one else was nearby. Maybe I had misheard the police radio, squawking a few feet away near the cop reporter's desk.

I looked outside again and saw a rainbow. I am not making this up. All my doubts and misgivings about letting Ed down and taking the safe way out came rushing back.

“I have some unexpected news,” I said to Zach, when he walked in a few minutes later. “I’m giving my notice.”

“Real funny,” Zach said with a laugh.

“I’m serious. I’m moving down to Louisiana and will see what happens.”

“As in run that newspaper?” Zach asked. “You must be pulling my leg. Running a newspaper is hard work and requires intense commitment.” He grew more heated with every passing moment.

“Have you forgotten I help run this newspaper twelve to fourteen hours every day? I’m fully aware of what's involved.” I was bluffing. My resignation surprised me as much as Zach.

“You’re committing career suicide, Lois. Leaving now would be a huge mistake.”

I took a deep breath, noticing it sounded shaky when I exhaled. “I might be …” My voice weakened. Then I sat up straighter. “But I have to give this a try.”

“Go, then,” Zach said, standing up. “But I expect you to stay through the holidays. You know how tough it’ll be to find a good city editor, especially one who wants to move this time of year.”

“Are you saying you want thirty days notice?”

“Thirty days with a few stipulations, Lois,” he said in his manager's voice. “Your departure will put us in a bind. I insist you pick up the slack over the holidays, and that means no extra time off.” He glanced at a folder on his desk. “You’ll be due a year-end bonus, and I’ll help you get it, but only if you agree to my terms. No time off.”

He was clearly annoyed I had backed out on the new job. Feeling a bit guilty about it, I agreed.

It was that simple. The course of my life changed in twenty minutes, without writing one word in a notebook or bouncing it off Marti or talking to my CPA. I thought I had heard the word “go,” and I was going to Green to figure out how to run a little newspaper and change my life.
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My plans to move to Green, a place I had never set foot in, took shape via FedEx and long distance calls. I put off the McCuller family until after the New Year, but not without some strain. My contact with them was limited mostly to Iris Jo, a distant cousin who was the bookkeeper and apparently not part of the rich side of the family. She sent me financial statements, a market profile, and copies of the newspaper.

“They want you to know this is all highly irregular,” she said, sounding a bit apologetic. “The paperwork has been redone for you to take ownership on January 1. They would have preferred you to come down for a face-to-face and sign the documents.” She hesitated. “The McCullers asked me to tell you they’re ready to get on with the deal. Call me anytime. I’ll be glad to help you anyway I can. Chuck and Dub McCuller will meet with you at four o’clock on the first day of the New Year, January 1,” Iris Jo said. “They wanted me to tell you to please be prompt.”

“Am I crazy?” I asked Marti at lunch that day.

“I don’t think so,” she said, not quite the reassurance I had hoped for.

“Gone to Green,” I wrote on a sheet of paper with a black marker, giving my cell phone number and e-mail address. “Stay in touch.” I taped it to the newsroom mailboxes and walked out of the Dayton newspaper, wanting to laugh and cry.
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I pulled out of my garage at 10:45 a.m. on New Year's Eve, my car loaded down with everything I hadn’t entrusted to the movers. My belongings had been put into a big load with two other families’ precious things, to be dropped off at some undetermined time. I hoped I would see my stuff again and that my green pottery collection wouldn’t be unloaded at the Smith family home in Peoria. I also hoped I wasn’t making the worst mistake of my life.

An odd, fast-motion account of my adult life unwound in my mind as I drove out of Dayton. I wondered yet again what Ed had been thinking when he wrote my name in his will on the same line as the The Green News-Item.

Pulling into Green in the middle of the next afternoon, with the official newspaper meeting fast approaching, I had absolutely no idea what I was doing.

“The quaint lakeside town I had pictured does not exist,” I said to Marti, during an SOS call from the car. “Obviously, whoever did the Chamber's Web site is a master at good lighting and interesting angles and hyperbole.”

“Maybe you can hire them for the paper,” she said, trying to sound supportive. I could hear the sounds of a football game in the background and remembered she had invited a few of our friends over.

“The outskirts of town look like an ad for fast-food franchises and stores where everything costs a dollar. It's horrible. What have I done? I want to go home.”

“Lois Barker, you’ll be fine. You always are. Now, pull yourself together. Call me back later when you know more. I’m having a terrible time hearing you.”

Desperate to find a real neighborhood, I turned down a small side street with potholes big enough to suck up my car. Several overturned garbage cans spilled out a week's worth of trash on the sidewalks, and candy wrappers and soft drink cans littered the front yards of the small, shabby houses.

I had imagined driving into a sweet town with children dressed in colorful sweaters riding their bikes. Instead, junk cars rusted in front yards, and upholstered furniture decorated more than one porch. The area looked like something out of a Third-World country. Only a few houses were halfway neat and adorned with old tires, cut and painted white to make flowerbeds.

People stared at me, and I stared back. I resisted the urge to roll down my window and explain that I was the new owner of the paper. My urgent need to get out of that place surpassed the desire to interact.

After a couple of wrong turns, I did a stealth drive-by of the newspaper building. It had a sort of noble, forlorn look, with one battered pickup parked in the lot. I squinted and saw that it had “News-Item, No. 1” painted on it.

Downtown was deserted except for a teen-age girl who lounged on a bench outside the paper, smoking a cigarette. The small surge of pride I had felt at surveying my domain was sullied by worries about how to deal with stray people who hung around the loading dock.

The area near the paper included a barbershop with a sign that read “Jesus Saves”; a Ford dealership, proudly proclaiming itself the smallest in the South; an antique mall, advertising booths for rent; and a small local department store. I already knew the store and car dealership were important in my life. Iris Jo had told me over the phone that they were among the biggest advertisers in the paper, and both were owned by one of the richest families in town.

Right on the dot of four o’clock, I knocked on the front door of my inheritance for someone to let me in. A trim woman, about my age and dressed in blue jeans and a fleece pullover, opened the door.

“Lois?” she asked in a soft southern voice. “Welcome. I’m Iris Jo. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you in person. Follow me, please.” I was momentarily astonished. The way she spoke on the phone, I had expected a woman in her sixties.

She led me into a 1970s style boardroom decorated with a couple of paintings of English foxhunts, a faded silk fern, and a huge conference table occupied by the two McCuller men who were to help me make the transition. Both men had thinning gray hair, but Chuck appeared to be the older of the two— somewhere in his early sixties. His portly stomach strained against his knit shirt and the waistband of his burgundy polyester pants, and his blotchy red face looked like he drank too much. Dub stopped short of being thin, but at least he wore up-to-date pressed jeans and a button-down blue oxford shirt. His smile came more frequently than his brother's.

“Well, you’re a lot younger and prettier than that friend of yours,” Dub said as I approached. “Taller too.”

While Dub was prone to chitchat, Chuck seemed to be in charge and plunged right in. His only advice amounted to telling me who in the community I needed to be extra nice to. “You want to treat your advertisers right. Let them know you’re part of the community. Don’t make waves.”

“Treat them right,” Dub repeated.

“Make sure they know the paper appreciates them,” Chuck continued. “Needs them. Major Wilson, Eva Hillburn, a handful of others—very important to the paper.”

Dub pointed to two boxes on the big table and quickly walked me through a few files, telling me to let Iris Jo know if I had questions.

At this point, I had nothing but questions—about my newspaper, my life, my sanity. I smiled and said “thanks” and headed out for a tour of the building with Iris Jo. Entering the cavernous pressroom, I squinted in the dim light and breathed the familiar smell of newsprint and ink. Pallets of sales flyers lined one end of the room, waiting to be inserted, a good sign for my bottom line.

“This is our cranky old letter press,” Iris said. “It's called Bossy because it determines if the paper gets out. No press, no paper. And this is the mailroom where papers are prepared for delivery.”

She walked me through a messy coffee station near what might be called the newsroom, tiny compared to Dayton's, with four desks and a small TV. “Our staff is no doubt smaller than you’re used to,” she said, “but you’ve got good, hardworking folks here.”

The two former owners, who had pawed through a filing cabinet in the office while we were gone, had a few files in their hands when Iris handed me a big batch of keys, sorted in white envelopes labeled “front door,” “McCuller office,” and “miscellaneous.” Holding those keys, with no pomp and little circumstance, I truly became the owner of The Green News-Item. I shook hands with the unenthusiastic Hoss and Little Joe and agreed to meet them at eight the next morning for the announcement to the staff.

“We’ve got you all set for the next few days at the Lakeside Motel and Marina,” Iris Jo said. “The owners are small advertisers and willing to do a trade with the paper for your room. I think you’ll like this better than the new chain motel on the other side of town. That one's more suited for out-of-towners here to attend a funeral or wedding.”

She handed me directions. “It's easy to find. Call me tonight if you need me.”

I nodded and walked out, anxiety washing over me.

Not surprisingly, the Lakeside, on the banks of Bayou Lake, was old and slightly rundown. Its neon sign proclaimed, “Nice Rooms, Good View.” A note taped to the front door for “Ms. Barker, News-Item” told me Room Eight was unlocked and mine for the next five nights. By now it was nearly dark outside, and the parking lot lights appeared to be burned out or turned off for the evening.

Sticking my head inside the room, I flipped on the light. To my surprise, the space was tidy and fairly modern. A small welcome basket with bottled water, cheese crackers, and an apple sat on the dresser. A note welcomed me in the same beautiful script as the one that had directed me to this room. They might not be much on desk service, but they sure had good penmanship.

My first order of business was to call Marti back. When she picked up the phone, I burst into tears. “It's ugly,” I said. “It's dirty and ugly. The old owners are condescending, and the downtown looks abandoned. What have I done?”

Marti immediately shifted into her logical mode. “Now, Lois, calm down. Don’t you think it’ll look better by light of day?”

“I got here by light of day. It looks terrible. This town needs a makeover worse than I do.”

“Aren’t you proud of yourself for getting out of Dayton? And taking care of Ed's pet project? You’re going to do great. You’re just tired. You’ve had a full day.”

Her encouraging words and familiar laughter did help. Slowly, I began to feel better.

“What would your mother say?” Marti asked. She had known my mother for only a couple of years but had loved her and often brought up her memory. Mom had appreciated the fact that Marti “kept an eye on me.”

“She’d say for me to pray about it and get a good night's sleep. And to keep my hairbrush and panty hose clean.”

“Okay, then what are you going to do?”

“Cry and head back to Dayton.”

“Not the answer I wanted to hear.”

“I guess I’ll scrounge up a burger and hit the sack. Tomorrow I have to march into that building and meet a group of people who probably won’t like me and figure out how to make money out of this newspaper. On second thought, maybe I will pray. Talk to you tomorrow. And, Marti, don’t tell Zach.”

If I was going to suffer, I sure didn’t want him to know.
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