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      To Christee Gabour Atwood, who makes the world a better place by being in it.

      You give me hope in humanity.

      Your husband David isn’t so bad, either.
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      Raindrops create symmetric patterns on the placid creek outside my deck while cool air drifts up from the water, caressing the perspiration lingering on my forehead. Summer teases with all forms of green bursting forth, and deer and other critters rush past my view through the pine and oak canopy, as if laughing at the lack of people. Even the birds at my window seem not to care that I’m sitting mere feet away.

      I’m watching the splendid scene unfold from my enveloping porch chair while sipping some high-falutin’ Napa wine sent to me as thanks for an article I wrote for an airline magazine.

      Life couldn’t be better.

      So why am I crying?

      When the call came, I didn’t think of my husband and two children when I agreed to this adventure. I ignored their pleas, grabbed my laptop and notes, piled into my Toyota Prius I named Old Betty II (yes, there was an Old Betty I), and headed south. I didn’t even consider their feelings as I fled our little houseboat, once a haven of love but over the past fifteen months a four-person collection of misery.

      “Can’t I come with you?” TB had implored me as I pulled my suitcase from the storage closet.

      It’s a common question in my household and pretty much every person I call friend. When you’re a travel writer and invited to fun and exotic places on what we call press trips, to the rest of the world it sounds like a dream vacation. All expenses paid. Occasionally luxury accommodations and great dining options. Exciting attractions, meeting awesome people. From the outside, it appears I’ve won the vacation lottery. In reality, press trips are work, from dawn to late night visiting places, interviewing people, posting to social media, photographing everything in sight, and then writing blogs, print stories, and website articles.

      I know what you’re thinking, it’s still a dream job. Yeah, it’s pretty awesome.

      But, I can’t bring husband, kids, family members, or friends…fill in the blank. Tourism people are not going to spend good money on people who don’t produce said items above.

      And yet, those family members and friends always ask.

      “No, you can’t come,” I told my dear husband, and I wish I could report that it was delivered in a nice way.

      “It’s not a press trip,” TB insisted, moving between me and my suitcase. “This is different. They’re just housing you while you work. You said it yourself, there’s a bedroom and a pull-out couch.”

      Me and my big mouth. “That doesn’t mean we can all fit.”

      He leaned his tall frame against the bureau, arms crossed across his chest. “We can have the bed and the kids can sleep on the couch.”

      I grabbed my ditty bag and peered inside. Toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo, and conditioner.

      And a cat! Even Stinky, my beloved cat, wanted to come.

      “It’s a tight cabin, and I have to work.” I pulled my ginger feline out of the suitcase and placed him on the floor at my feet. He meowed in defiance. “And no pets allowed.”

      “It’s only a few hours away,” TB implored. “Maybe we can visit.”

      I sighed and threw my stack of underwear into the suitcase, which spilled over into the socks section. I’m a stickler for packing well and that only made me tenser. “It’s several hours away.”

      “Vi….”

      “TB!”

      The bedroom door flew open and our youngest tween—by only a couple of minutes since he’s a twin—took one look at the suitcase and his eyes enlarged like quarters.

      “Mom’s leaving,” Michael yelled. “I wanna go!”

      Gaia was hot on his heels, gazing at me, then the suitcase, then me again. “No way. You’re abandoning us.”

      I sat down on the edge of the bed as the three of them discussed my departure. I should have snuck away while they binged-watched Disney+. Instead, I had to endure the accusations flying fast and furious: “I can’t believe you’re leaving us in a pandemic.” “How am I going to Zoom classes without you?” “You can’t leave me here with my brother.”

      I adore my family, but I work from home and they won’t leave me alone. It’s difficult making family respect work-life boundaries, and no matter how much we love them, sometimes you must retreat to an insanely quiet cabin surrounded by woods. Besides, said cabin happens to be the story I’m writing about!

      I held up a hand and sent my family the mommy eye and they quieted down. “I’m not abandoning you. I just got a plum assignment that will help keep us in streaming TV, not to mention food, and my client needs it right away. They’re putting me up at this remote cabin so not only can I work at the property I’m writing about but I can get out of this house and work uninterrupted.”

      I leave out the part about my hesitation regarding the location. If it wasn’t for the COVID-19 pandemic and being shut up with my family for months, I would have politely turned them down.

      “We’ll be better,” TB said quickly. “Right, kids?”

      “Right,” I replied, but it’s not an acknowledgement. Everyone ignored my sarcasm.

      “We’ll behave.” Michael gazed up at me with his bright eyes that turns my heart to mush.

      “Yes, we will,” Gaia echoed sternly, my daughter who inherited my tough side.

      I shook my head. “It’s two weeks, y’all. Not two years.” I think about the delicious solitude and quickly add, “Maybe three.”

      “Three?” TB gasped.

      “It’s the Florida Panhandle, not the moon.”

      They all stared at me, each about to utter a “But….” Instead, it was me shaking my head. “If you want to keep eating, I need to make this deadline.”

      Gaia threw her hands in the air. “Fine, abandon us.” And with that, she headed back to her Secrets of Sulphur Springs episode. Michael paused, unsure of what to do, but when he heard a bag of chips being torn open, he headed to the living room and arguments ensued. Soon there was a rumble like a small earthquake, and Michael yelped. Then an intensely bright light filled our little houseboat and TB and I reeled backwards.

      “Mom,” Gaia shouted. “Michael’s using his powers again.”

      “Mom,” Michael yelled. “She’s doing it too.”

      TB grimaced, leaned in close. “Please don’t leave me alone with them.”

      For a moment, I almost acquiesced. My husband and son share unique supernatural qualities, due to an angelic ancestor, but they veer toward goodness and light, while my daughter inherited my witchy DNA and hasn’t quite mastered the “do no harm” aspect. She’s also way too smart for her own good, and seldom has patience for the men in our household who have difficulty keeping up with her overachieving brain.

      Now that my kids are both approaching eleven and beginning to ignore their parents as many adolescents love to do, they occasionally use their talents towards each other—and sometimes in public! Most of the residents of Emma’s Cove, Tennessee, where we live in our small houseboat, know about our quirky little family but not our neighbors in the larger town of Lightning Bug—not to mention the bigger world. And we’d like to keep it that way.

      I sometimes feel like a referee keeping our family’s game in motion. But after months of whistle blowing while cooped up in the Boudreaux household, I’m ready to throw in the uniform and get the hell out of Dodge. Or the NFL. Or whatever. Man, I hate mixed metaphors, even if they’re in my own head.

      “Camp Hiawatha needs this information right away,” I said to myself as much as to my husband, throwing the last of my clothes into the suitcase and zipping it up, not caring that it was a mess. “I know it’s only to update their website and meet their marketing deadline so they can advertise for the summer now that they’re back open. But, it’s good money and we need it. You know the work’s never going to happen around the three of y’all, not to mention that I’ll be at the camp doing all this work.”

      TB’s job as librarian at the Lightning Bug Library shifted to part-time early last year when everything and everyone went into lockdown, and he’s still waiting for his hours to return. Naturally, the library closed, so TB performed administrative work, such as arranging curbside book pickups and updating projects long neglected. He helped homeschool the kids during the day, since schools were closed as well.

      My adolescent twins did the obligatory zoom sessions and homework, but mostly lounged around watching Netflix and Disney+, eating everything in sight, and fighting loudly between themselves. Meanwhile, I worked feverishly trying to meet the deadlines of my freelance workload that had doubled during the pandemic. The only peace I found was in the early mornings when the three of them slept in, hardly enough time to get my stories done.

      So, when Paige Bellweather called and mentioned how my old summer camp finally got the approval to open in June, and how she needed content to spread the news immediately, I couldn’t pack fast enough.

      I rolled my suitcase onto the floor, grabbed my purse and jacket, that bottle of wine from Napa, and headed for the door. Stinky howled in my wake. I don’t think I said goodbye.

      “This is ridiculous,” I mutter before gulping down my wine and wiping my eyes with the back of my sleeve.

      The truth is, it’s only been three hours and I miss them already.

      The rain picks up and temperatures drop, the humid breeze slipping beneath the balcony railing and up my pant legs. I shiver, cross my ankles, and pull my sweater tight across my shoulders. I let out a loud sigh—enough to scare the deer—and take another long sip of my wine. I grab the pile of historical materials Paige had left me on the cabin’s kitchen table.

      There’s not much written about my old summer girls camp. And everything I knew about Camp Secret Spring was gleaned from my summer there at age fourteen. Counselors taught us its unique history: that a group of entrepreneurs arrived from “up north” in the early 1900s to start a utopian society called Emerson and that it was located near a spring that supported their agricultural experiments. The spring led into Murder Creek, so-called for the demise of a prominent soldier by the hands of renegades in the 1700s. We campers used to joke that those Massachusetts folks who settled here would write home, “I found the most beautiful spot in Florida by Murder Creek! Y’all come.”

      Okay, maybe they wouldn’t say y’all.

      The original town of Emerson built by those Massachusetts peeps consisted of a meeting hall where the communal government operated and meals were served, a school house, small houses for the residents, and a cemetery. The latter was too full for a town of that size, in my recollection, something else we joked about. “Guess it wasn’t utopia after all” we would say and laugh, reading the many tombstones.

      What can I say? We were insensitive teenagers and not very funny.

      I look over the stack, which is surprisingly small. The Internet offered the usual information—two hundred people arrived to start the rural town, the townspeople built their own buildings, a “progressive intellect” was hired to teach the children, and they supported themselves through farming and fishing. Some folks designed pottery to sell and marked the unique pieces with the name of the town and the creator’s initials—that from an Ebay sale. By the mid-1920s, Emerson ceased to exist and pretty much all mentions chalk it up to socialism not working and the residents going broke. One small excerpt in the back of an old book about Florida history says that the residents moved away after an “incident.”

      I stare out at Murder Creek from my second-floor perch; the cabins are built on stilts in case the creek rises. The rain eases up and a sliver of moonlight appears, dancing on the water’s edge as if winking at me through the trees. Now that the rain has ceased and dark descends, the night turns deadly quiet on Murder Creek—pun intended. I guess the birds and deer and other critters have headed off to bed. Tomorrow I have research to accomplish, first to discover what happened to Emerson. Nothing like a hole in historical documentation to make my journalist mind rev into high gear.

      “Yoohoo,” a voice calls out and I imitate a cartoon character jumping from my seat. Through my pounding heartbeat, I hear the footsteps on the outdoor stairs leading up to my cabin. I gingerly turn the corner of the porch to see who’s surprising me with a visit, wishing I had a weapon handy, although I hardly think someone wishing me harm would start with “Yoohoo.”

      “I didn’t scare you, did I?” Paige asks, her arms full of something that smells heavenly. I think to say that she frightened me into gray hair but I’m too busy focusing on that smell. I’m so hungry and, in my flight from Tennessee, forgot to stop at the grocery. That wine, as delicious as it may be, hit my empty stomach like a rock down an empty well.

      “I brought you Pad Thai,” she mumbles from behind her pandemic mask. “Hope that’s okay.”

      Hallelujah. “It’s my favorite. How’d you know?”

      She laughs and it sounds like tiny wind chimes in a breeze. “I would say it’s my psychic ability but I asked your husband.”

      I grab the liter of Diet Dr. Pepper in her hands—thank you, TB—and remove the top box from her pile, trying to remain a safe distance since I’m maskless. I sniff it and sigh, hope it’s spring rolls, wonder if she included that amazing peanut sauce they serve in Asian restaurants. Paige enters the porch and we place everything on the picnic table.

      “Would you rather eat inside?” I ask. “It’s so nice out here. I’ve had both of my COVID vaccines and passed my two-week period so I’m good. But, it’s still better to be outside.”

      “Absolutely,” Paige says, removing her mask. “I’ve had mine as well so we should be okay together but still, can’t be too safe these days. I’ll move the chairs apart.”

      “I’ll get silverware, plates, and glasses.”

      I head inside the sliding glass doors that lead to the living room, a small seating area with a couch that feeds into the kitchen. It’s an open floor plan until the hallway that heads back to the bedroom with a bathroom off to the left. The furniture resembles something bought at furniture warehouse stores: bulky, heavily varnished, extra-wide chairs. Some pieces, such as the bed frame and the couch, feature arms and legs imitating logs, to go with that woodsy cabin feeling. I call it faux forest, since the wood’s likely fabricated material.

      There’s nothing fancy about these rustic cabins built for visiting parents when camp is in session and to rent out to tourists the rest of the year. Cheap and rugged holds up nicely to traffic. Paige had explained, when she had called to offer me the job, that the cabins would bring in extra money to help pay the camp mortgage in the off-season.

      I had answered, “I’ll bet lots of tourists will want to spend nights in the Florida pine forests and paddle Murder Creek, many of whom will live to tell the tale.”

      I chuckled. Yes, I make myself laugh. Paige didn’t respond.

      I grab two tall glasses and fill them both with ice. Opening the fridge, I see that Paige has filled it with a variety of condiments and everything I could want for breakfast: eggs, milk, orange juice, sausage, and fresh croissants in a cute little bag with “Missy’s” written on the side. I suspect the pastries were baked locally by Missy the baker. Out of curiosity, I check the pantry. Yep, more food, including my favorite, Paul Newman’s organic Newman-Os that resemble Oreos but without the guilt. And yes, I realize the calories are likely the same but whatever?

      “You are too sweet,” I tell Paige as I return to the porch with a tray of plates, silverware, two glasses of water, and an extra wine glass. “And bless TB for letting you in on my secret cravings.”

      Paige rises and takes the tray from my hands, again keeping her distance. “He’s a doll. We must have talked for twenty minutes.”

      I wonder for a second if TB asked to come, but my husband knows better. Still….

      “TB didn’t ask if he could have a cabin, did he?”

      Paige laughs that delicate sound and shakes her head, her rich black hair falling about her shoulders like a waterfall. Back in high school, when my feet and height grew way too fast, while my breasts took their dear sweet time, I would have hated petite girls like her, proportioned in all the places that matter. Those girls always seemed so put together, so feminine, their clothes fitting just right while mine bulged everywhere. Their hips didn’t catch the edges of desks when they turned corners or their oversized feet trip and propel them into the boys’ lockers.

      Past is past, I remind myself. What good is remembering old hurts from high school? Tonight, I appreciate Paige’s beauty and the light that shines from her eyes.

      “You sounded so stressed that day I called, and so relieved when I offered the job,” she tells me. “I figured you needed this alone time.”

      “Do I ever.” I place the dishes in front of us and pass out the silverware.

      Paige does the same with napkins, pausing as she looks down into her lap. “I know this isn’t easy for you. I heard about what happened the summer you were here.”

      The memory of the summer of 1993 rushes in with hurricane force, knocking the breath from me. I try to speak but the words won’t come. I buried my time at Camp Secret Springs deep inside my psyche and no matter what the next two weeks bring, I vow to leave it there.

      I hand Paige her wine glass. “Did TB sound okay? He wasn’t too happy with me leaving.”

      “Oh, he’s fine.” She waves her hand in the air. “Men are adaptable. They just want to make us feel guilty.”

      I manage a laugh, glad we’re off the subject. “True dat.”

      “TB is your husband’s name?”

      I sigh because I get that question a lot. “Yep.”

      She tilts her head like those dogs in commercials. “What does that stand for?”

      “Well, we’re from Louisiana.”

      “That’s supposed to explain it?”

      We both laugh, and this time it’s natural. “Yeah, well, we are different, aren’t we? Parishes instead of counties. Napoleonic Code so law students have to learn a whole different form of law.” With an afterthought, I add, “Go cups.”

      Paige smiles and tilts her head at the wine. “Speaking of alcohol….” I nod and share my Napa swag. She swirls the wine in her glass and slips her nose inside, inhales its earthy aroma. “Nice,” she responds, then leans back in her chair.

      “And?” she prods.

      I lean back as well, getting comfortable before I explain my husband’s crazy name for the umpteenth time.

      “TB’s the son of Cajun Thibault Boudreaux, otherwise known as Bubba because who can say, let alone spell Thibault? In Louisiana, that makes my husband Petite Bubba or Little Bubba, since they both have the same name and you need to differentiate.”

      “Makes sense.” Paige thinks for a minute. “I guess.”

      I grimace because it’s really too weird. “Also in Louisiana, we shorten these names to T-Whatever, so instead of saying Petite Bubba, which is a mouthful, we would say T-Bubba. Petite Paul, for instance, would be T-Paul.”

      Paige shakes her head. “And your husband is T-Bubba?”

      I help myself to more wine. “Yep. Except he shortened it further to TB. Thinks it’s cute.”

      “If a deadly disease can be cute.”

      I sigh. “Exactly. But that’s my husband in a nutshell”

      Paige giggles, which is as cute as her laugh. “I think it’s sweet. He sounded so nice on the phone.”

      That old guilt returns, and I gulp down my wine to appease it. My stomach growls in response. Paige places her glass on the table and begins spooning out dinner, including, bless her heart, spring rolls with peanut sauce.

      “I really hope TB didn’t ask for anything,” I say. “My family wasn’t happy with me leaving them behind after being shut inside for so long during the past year.”

      Another round of guilt knocks me upside the head.

      “No, he didn’t ask for anything.” Paige hands me my plate.

      “I was afraid he might have asked for his own cabin. You know, for him and the kids.”

      Paige shakes her head. “He was very sweet and didn’t ask for a thing. We don’t have cabins to spare right now, anyway. Yours is the only one that’s been renovated. The others are still in the process.”

      “But, aren’t y’all opening the camp in a few weeks? Isn’t that why you needed me to write this information so fast, to get the website up in time?”

      Her eyes dart about the porch and when she returns to meet my gaze, there’s a forced smile. I get a sudden feeling there’s more to the story.

      “Yeah, well, our owner decided that when the pandemic slowed down, parents would be dying to get their kids out of the house.” That smile again. “Now, that the mask mandate looks to be going away….”

      “Yeah, makes sense.”

      She leans in close and her impeccable complexion glows in the diffused beam of the porch light. “There will be people out and about on the property during your stay here. I hope you’ll be able to ignore them.”

      Ignore is such a weird word to use. “I’m sure I can handle some construction workers—I’m the mother of twins! Besides, I thought I would head into town at some point and find the local library.”

      Her expression shifts. “Why? I gave you all the books you need.”

      “Yes, and it’s great. But I have so many questions.”

      Her smile fades. “Like what?” she asks almost defensively.

      “Nothing about the camp, I assure you,” I answer, trying to defuse the tension that suddenly arrived.

      “But this is all about the camp. That’s what the job is, for you to write about the camp.” The tension lingers.

      I touch her forearm and squeeze. “Of course. You know me, just love research.”

      We eat our Pad Thai in silence, the mood turned from social to grim. What just happened?

      I offer small talk for a while and the atmosphere lightens. We discuss children and the stress of homeschooling during the pandemic. After about fifteen minutes, Paige has finished the small amount of Pad Thai she spooned on her plate and downs her wine. She removes the mask from her purse and rises, then slips the mask bands around her ears.

      “I don’t think we need to be so formal around each other,” I say. “We’re both fully vaccinated and Dr. Fauci said….”

      “Can’t be too careful.” And with that last remark, Paige grabs her purse and heads for the stairs. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      I follow to the edge of the porch and watch my boss disappear into the blackness down the long outdoor staircase; the porch light only descends to the last step. I hear Paige’s car door open and close, then the car back up on to the gravel road and head off, gravel spitting out from its wake.

      Weird.

      I move the dinner leftovers into the fridge and place the silverware and plates into the sink. I’ll deal with it all tomorrow. I need to call TB and relay the events of the night, plus thank him for the food recommendations, but I’m too curious—obviously—for my own good. I pull the Newman-Os from the pantry, rip open the bag, pour myself a glass of milk this time, and grab my laptop. I do a Google search for Emerson, Camp Secret Spring Florida, and utopian societies of America. I expect to find little, like before, and so far, nothing turns up except the usual brief explanations.

      As I scroll through pages and veer into the Google land of similar-pages-but-not-really-what-I-want, I lose hope. Maybe Emerson’s exactly what the references say it was, a socialist experiment that didn’t work. No doubt the residents gave up and moved back to where they came from. But then, why did so many die and were buried here?

      I open another Internet window and check Findagrave.com for the Emerson Cemetery. Volunteers contribute to the website so there’s a chance of errors and not every grave being listed but it’s still a good source of information. According to the site, fifty-two people are buried in the Emerson Cemetery and most died between 1918 and 1920.

      That’s quite a lot of people from the original two hundred. I look at the sources and one name sticks out—Hazel Callaway. There are no Callaways buried in the Emerson Cemetery so likely Hazel is a local historian or someone who enjoys visiting cemeteries. Don’t laugh, I’m one of them. Southern cemeteries, with their unique architecture and unusual gravesite offerings, can be fascinating. Besides, I hail from the mother of all unique cemeteries, New Orleans.

      I head back to Google and continue plodding through pages. Ralph Waldo Emerson pops up over and over again, the American essayist and transcendentalist poet of the mid-19th century. There are pages discussing his writings, his thoughts on individualism and being a mentor to Henry David Thoreau, another transcendentalist who headed to the woods to find himself.

      I believe the folks of Emerson named their town after this man and I should read more about the Boston native for insight, but I don’t feel up to it tonight. I’m too focused on finding out why the town founders chose this place and what make them leave.

      Finally, a familiar name pops up around page four. It’s a reference to a blog post on WeirdFloridaPanhandle.com. I click on the link and a badly constructed blog lights up my laptop, a website that looks like it was created when the internet started, complete with visible code. The home page provides links to UFO sightings of the 1970s with blurry photos of what could be anything, a creature called the Swamp Cabbage Man, the requisite ghosts and witch stories, and one about a Panhandle town that disappeared overnight.

      The latter story title reads “The Secret Spring of Emerson” with a subhead equally curious, “Why Ponce de Léon never found the Fountain of Youth.”

      But here’s the kicker. It’s written by Hazel Callaway.

      I read the outrageous story Hazel concocted but it only fuels my curiosity. Hazel’s bio mentions she lives in Morrow, the town closest to the camp. I do a quick online search and find her address and phone number. It’s not yet eight p.m. so I give her a call.

      “Yeah?” she answers on the third ring. “If this is someone bugging me about donating to the police fund you can hang up now.”

      “Uhm, I’m not calling for solicitation.”

      “Huh?”

      “Uhm….” I really should have thought of what to say before picking up my cell.

      “Well? What do you want?”

      Hazel’s getting agitated so I plough ahead. “I’m Viola Valentine. You don’t know me but….”

      “Of course, I do. What do you want?”

      This stops me cold. Does Hazel work with the camp, with Paige? Or perhaps she’s noticed my byline in the many publications I write for in Florida.

      “Well?” she repeats, still aggravated.

      I regain my composure and stick to the goal at hand. “I’m in the area researching the old town of Emerson….”

      “You still looking for that girl?”

      The memory hangs in the air like a knife inches in front of my heart, one unsteady breath and I’m done for. My head spins while a sob lodges deep in my chest. I knew coming back here would bring up traumatic memories, but I assured myself this was a job to perform, nothing else. I would write my website content and leave as soon as I’m able. In and out. Forget about what happened that summer so long ago.

      I shake my head and clear my throat. “What do you mean, you know who I am?”

      Hazel huffs. Loudly. “Viola Valentine. You were the last one to see Jasmine Stockbridge alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m cradling my latte like a baby, standing outside Hazel’s plant-infested home. I barely slept the night before so I’m having trouble focusing on this menagerie of green. It appears that every can, plastic bottle, or used container throughout Hazel’s life has been commandeered to grow something. What these plants are scattered about her front yard, I have no idea, for many of them resemble something from outer space.

      I take a long drink from my coffee and try to pry my eyes open. After our conversation the night before, when Hazel and I agreed on a morning meeting, I attempted sleep but the memories of my summer kept me tossing and turning. I wasn’t sure how to approach this woman who knows way too much about me, so I rehearsed a script in my mind, which only fed my insomnia.

      When morning came, I stumbled out of bed, tried to rein in my unruly curls that go bananas in humidity, and headed to the nearest coffee shop in Morrow, about a twenty-minute drive from camp. Turns out Missy makes coffee too, if you can call it that. The large go-cup in my hand is my second installment of her brew, little good the weak coffee’s doing me.

      I venture closer, weaving a path through a few pollinators I recognize—doesn’t hurt that all the greenery’s covered in bees and butterflies. The porch features more of the same. I spot a few herbs, something I’ve managed to grow, but Hazel’s are so big I suspect the flora’s injected with steroids. My sister-in-law and aunt, both witches with an uncanny knack for growing things, would hyperventilate at this scene.

      I pause at the front door which sports a sign that reads, “Don’t even think about it.” My logical brain screams for me to head back to camp, forget the trauma of my past and the weird history of Emerson, and stick to the job at hand. I’m here for one thing—to compile marketing materials for Camp Hiawatha that will keep the lights shining back home. In the process, the peace and quiet of two weeks in the woods will heal my pandemically stressed-out soul.

      While I’m loitering on the porch, staring at the crudely drawn skull and crossbones beneath her words, Hazel abruptly opens the door. I step back so fast I spill my coffee.

      “Are you going to stay out there all day or come inside?”

      Good question. Honestly, I’m not sure.

      I’m about to speak but Hazel doesn’t wait for an answer. She opens the door wide and steps aside. I’m now expected to enter.

      I gingerly cross the threshold and what greets me is startling. Hazel’s interior is the antipode of her front yard. The small space consists of a living room and eating area combination, with the kitchen off to the side with massive windows filling the interior with warm sunshine. I spot rainbows dancing on the walls from hanging prisms. Naturally, plants are in abundance but in beautifully crafted pots that match the rooms’ soft blue hues. The furniture’s a little worse for wear but everything’s spotless, from the antique wicker chairs to the couch sporting two oversized ginger cats. Even the pine wood floors have a shine.

      Hazel huffs to my back and I turn to find her standing at the door, arms crossed. “What did you expect? A candidate for Hoarders?”

      I attempt a rebuttal, considering the state of her front yard, but she moves past me toward the seating area. “Coffee?”

      “I have some, thanks.”

      I don’t know whether to follow her or wait to be summoned. She turns and gives me the once-over. “If you went to Missy’s Coffee, you’ll be wanting something better.”

      She’s right there. Missy’s Coffee has a lot to be desired. I’m from a town with French heritage and we like our coffee dark and strong and sometimes with chicory. I add cream but that’s part of my Louisiana heritage too. There’s an old saying, “Creole coffee is dark, dark and sweet, sweet.”

      “Thanks, I’d like that,” I tell Hazel. “A little cream or milk too, please.”

      Hazel finally appears to relax now that I’m not acting like a scared teenager knocking on her door selling chocolate and appear more like an equal. At least I hope that’s the direction we’re headed.

      “Have a seat,” she calls out from the kitchen where I hear cups being removed from a cabinet. I head toward the eating area, pausing at a side table to admire a gorgeous piece of Arts and Crafts-style pottery, the kind made at the turn of the 20th century.

      “This is lovely,” I call out, gazing at the turquoise bowl adorned with pine needles and pine cones. “My mother would salivate looking at his. She collects Weller and Roseville.”

      Hazel pops her head around the corner. “It’s a family heirloom. My great grandmother made it.”

      I’m about sneak a peek at its underbelly to check for attribution, but Hazel’s head rounds the corner again and she nods toward the table. I sit down to face a pile of folders, including a newspaper clipping peeking out of one. Being the insatiably curious journalist, I pull the clipping out enough to recognize the face. My heart stops beating.

      “She was beautiful, wasn’t she?” Hazel asks.

      I can’t answer for the lump in my throat.

      “Did you know she was from around here?”

      Hazel enters and sits in front of me, placing on the table a French press and some kind of dairy in a cow creamer dispenser, the kind where the milk comes out the cow’s ceramic mouth. She slips two dainty cups off her fingers, delicate china sporting a fox hunt my Aunt Mimi and the Queen of England would both adore.

      I nod. Jasmine told me all about her life and family the first day at camp. Her parents were getting a divorce, for which she was grateful since she called their relationship “a hurricane that never dies.” She usually spent summers at home, working as a lifeguard at the Morrow public swimming pool, but her parents needed time to finalize things. They signed her up for eight weeks of camp. I later heard her mother went on a cruise to Cozumel.

      “I don’t know what they’re up to,” Jasmine told me that summer so long ago. “I’m just glad to be away from the chaos. I’d go to the moon if it meant getting away from them.”

      Hazel pours me a cup and the action brings me back around. She slides the bone china cup my way and I let the cow drip cream inside. It also gives me a chance to study the woman with wiry gray hair that’s braided into a long ponytail down her back.

      “Did you and Jasmine know each other before the camp?” she asks me.

      I shake my head. The big question, I think, is how Hazel Callaway knows about me and my relationship with Jasmine.

      “I never told anyone what I saw except the camp director and the police,” I say through a hoarse throat. “How do you know who I am?”

      Hazel leans back in her chair and offers a smug smile. She’s a Baby Boomer, so older than my Gen X parents—in her mid- or late 60s, I’m thinking, although I once guessed a Boomer’s age and was horribly wrong and that woman never let me forget it so for all I know Hazel could be younger. Or older, for that matter. There’s deep frown wrinkles between her eyes, just below a pair of uneven cow licks. I don’t notice crow’s feet wrinkles, but then this woman doesn’t seem the type to smile.

      “The big question,” she says pouring her own coffee, “is what are you?”

      I shake my head again. “Excuse me?”

      She sends me the get-real eye, the one my mother would bestow upon me when I lied. But honestly, I don’t know what this woman’s getting at.

      “I’m a writer and I’m in town working with Camp Hiawatha on their marketing materials. Now that the pandemic’s slowing down, they’re planning to open in June for campers and they need me to update the website and create ads….”

      She waves her hand and her face scrunches. “I’m not talking about your job.”

      I’m really lost. “Then what?”

      “What are you?” she says a bit too loud and too strong.

      I don’t know how she suspects my paranormal abilities but I’m not too keen to rush into admitting them to this stranger. I take a deep sip of my coffee, relishing that Hazel indeed makes a damn good cup. “Good coffee,” I offer.

      I gaze around the room looking for clues, anything that would prove this woman isn’t going to call 911 to have someone haul me off to a mental clinic. After a few moments of silence, Hazel breaks the tension. “I’m not crazy.”

      I look back and there’s a sadness lingering in her eyes. How many times have I felt the exact same thing? The pain of being different.

      “I’m a SCANC,” I tell her. “It stands for….”

      “Specific communication with apparitions, non-entities, and the comatose.”

      I’m speechless because it’s a rare person who understands, let alone knows about my condition. We’re not your standard mediums, although most people guess that from the silly acronym. Thanks to a weird twist of nature, SCANCs are selective in what ghosts we can see.

      Hazel leans in close. “So, how does it work? This just came on suddenly one day?”

      “Not quite.” I take another long sip of my coffee. Wow, it’s really that good, think to ask Hazel where she gets her beans. Did I mention I have ADHD? My mind wanders the world.

      I sigh. “I was born with the talent, would see ghosts everywhere, ever since I was a kid. My parents were academics so they rarely believed me when I mentioned the dead janitor at school or the long-gone neighbor who talked to me from her porch. My friends used to make
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