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            For all my fellow scaredy cats. 

            Meow.
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         At Camp Apple Hill Farm there is a story:

               
            
         
         For a few campers a mysterious fog will appear, summoning them to a witch’s cabin where they must endure a terrifying tale . . .
            or else! Why the cabin appears is not truly known, although many theories abound. The cabin does not exist on any map, and
            while many campers have gone looking for this mysterious cabin, few have found it, but those who have tell of a terror that
            defies explanation.
         

         
         Are you brave enough to visit Cabin 23?
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            Prologue

         
         Summer camp was supposed to be fun.

         
         It was not.

         
         Elaina lay on her bunk in Cabin 16 and tried not to cry. Two hours she’d been at Camp Apple Hill Farm and she wanted to go
            home. She hated the food, hated her bunkmate, and hated every single tree and camp counselor.
         

         
         She didn’t belong there. She belonged back home in Maryland.

         
         “Elaina! Are you coming with us?” yelled her bunkmate, a girl named Tiffany, from near the door to the cabin. The other girls
            had already gone on ahead. But Elaina didn’t want to go to tonight’s campfire gathering. She just wanted to be left alone.
         

         
         Tiffany was not good at taking a hint, though. She was a lot, as Elaina’s older sister might have said. Tiffany had brown hair and pale skin with an explosion of freckles across her nose and she yelled everything all the time. “If I get too loud, you can let me know and I’ll try to be quiet,” Tiffany had said earlier that day. So far, Elaina found it easier to ignore the girl than to constantly remind her that she was yelling. 

         
         “I think Elaina may need an evening to recenter herself,” said their cabin counselor, Missy. She had dark brown skin and box
            braids just like Elaina, and seemed to be able to sense her moods better than anyone else. “She can stay here with Taylor
            if she isn’t feeling up to singing songs around the campfire.”
         

         
         Missy was nice and Elaina wanted to like her, but when she’d told Missy she wanted to go home, Missy had given her a kind
            smile and said, “Give it some time. You might end up having fun.” That seemed to be the end of the conversation.
         

         
         Elaina couldn’t see how she was going to survive another two hours, let alone the remainder of the two-week session her mom had signed her up for. All because her mom wanted her to try to make new friends. It wasn’t her fault her best friend, Madison, had moved away right after Easter and Elaina didn’t have anyone else to hang out with. She wasn’t lonely, like her mom thought. She just really, really missed her best friend. And no one else she knew—no one at Camp Apple Hill Farm, for sure—was even half as cool as Madison. 

         
         “All right, who’s ready for s’mores and too many verses of ‘The Wheels on the Bus’?” asked Taylor, their other counselor,
            as she entered the cabin. Her long dark hair had been braided with daisies, and her tan skin shone with a sheen of sweat from
            walking the other campers in the cabin to the jamboree. 
         

         
         “Elaina isn’t really feeling up to s’mores,” Missy said to Taylor, the two older girls exchanging a weighted glance.

         
         “No worries. You and Tiffany go ahead. Elaina and I can hang out here and get to know each other,” Taylor said with a shrug.
            
         

         
         Missy nodded. As Tiffany followed her out, she gave Elaina one last forlorn glance.

         
         “So . . . Do you want to play a board game or something?” Taylor asked, standing next to the bunk.

         
         Elaina shook her head and lay back down. What she wanted was to go home. But apparently that wasn’t an option.

         
         Taylor opened her mouth to speak, but whatever she was about to say was cut off by a knock at the door.

         
         “Yes?” Taylor said, moving toward the door. Elaina rolled over on her bunk, facing the wall and ignoring both Taylor and whoever was at the door. Unless it was a ride home, she wasn’t interested. 

         
         Whoever it was, though, Elaina couldn’t tell. She couldn’t hear what Taylor was saying to them. 

         
         In fact, Elaina couldn’t hear anything at all. 

         
         Elaina rolled over, looking toward the door, and saw . . . no one.

         
         She sat up on her bed. Elaina was still in the cabin where she’d been a few moments before, but now everything looked strange.
            The setting sun was gone; the light coming in the windows was odd, like it was the middle of the night and the moon was shining
            brightly. The door was open, and a chill, damp fog was drifting in across the threshold. Her counselor was nowhere to be found.
         

         
         Elaina scrambled off the bunk and wrapped her arms around her middle. “Taylor?” she called, slipping on her shoes and walking
            toward the door. Her footsteps echoed loudly in the cabin, and when she walked out onto the porch, a heavy fog had blanketed
            everything, the world quiet. There were no night sounds, not a single cricket or owl hoot, and the trees pressed in much more
            closely than they had just moments before.
         

         
         Elaina walked down the porch, and as her feet sank into the ankle-high grass, there was a sound from behind her, the cabin door slamming. She whirled around. 

         
         The cabin was gone.

         
         “Hello?” Elaina called, fear seizing her middle and sending sudden tears to her eyes. She pinched her arm to make sure she
            wasn’t dreaming, like people sometimes did on TV shows. The pain was sharp and real. Whatever was going on, she hadn’t fallen
            asleep.
         

         
         “Taylor? This isn’t funny,” she called, walking forward into the trees. As she moved carefully through the woods, she turned
            slowly, taking in her surroundings. A few hesitant steps, and the fog cleared a bit to reveal then that she wasn’t in the
            middle of the woods, exactly. Rather, she stood in a small clearing. She took another step forward and the mist cleared farther
            ahead of her so that she could see a dusty path. And at the end of the path was a cabin.
         

         
         It looked much older than the other cabins at camp. The roof sagged, with shingles missing here and there, and the porch lacked
            a number of boards. And standing a few feet in front of the cabin was a crooked sign: CABIN 23.
         

         
         Cabin 23? But there were only twenty cabins at camp.
         

         
         This was creepy—too creepy. Elaina tried to turn back the way she’d come. But the fog didn’t like that, as it suddenly grew thicker. It turned
            Elaina around, reaching out clammy, misting fingers that pushed her toward the dilapidated cabin, insistent.
         

         
         The door to the cabin was open now, a warm golden glow coming from inside. It was the only light Elaina could see in any direction.
            The fog shoved her once again and even pinched the back of her arm, making Elaina yelp in pain. Fear drove her footsteps then,
            and she ran for the door, even as a small voice in the back of her mind insisted that it was a bad idea.
         

         
         Elaina entered the cabin, and the door slammed behind her without her even touching it. Her heart pounded, and a sour taste
            was in her mouth. She wanted to cry, she wanted to run. What was even happening? One moment she’d been in her cabin, lonely
            and miserable, now she was . . .
         

         
         Standing before a woman who looked curiously like a witch.

         
         The elderly Black woman sat in a rocking chair, a small, fluffy dog asleep in her lap. The woman wore a camp T-shirt and khaki shorts, like the counselors did, but Elaina didn’t think she could be a camp counselor. There was something strange about the cabin, and Elaina had an uneasy feeling as she looked around the room, which was dusty and had the musty scent of disuse. 

         
         The woman eyed Elaina, a blank expression on her face. “You’re lost,” she said, and her voice echoed eerily. She lifted her
            nose and sniffed, and at that, her mouth twisted into a smile. “So much terror in you.”
         

         
         “I—my cabin, it disappeared. And there was this fog . . .” 

         
         The old woman smacked her lips like she’d just had a tasty treat, and Elaina swallowed dryly.

         
         “Sit.” It was a command, not an invitation, and a chair appeared behind Elaina, knocking into her knees painfully and forcing
            her to sit down.
         

         
         “If you have found yourself here,” the old woman continued, “then you need a story.” 

         
         What was even happening? No, Elaina did not need a story, she needed to find a way back to her cabin. “What if I don’t want
            to hear a story?”
         

         
         The witch licked her lips and bared her teeth again. They were yellow and crooked, and the look made Elaina stiffen in fear.
            “If you will not listen to a story, then you can brave the fog. And I do believe it is quite vicious tonight. Hungry. Hungrier, even, than I.”
         

         
         The front door flew open, and that same cold, creeping fog reached ghostly fingers into the cabin, as though grasping for Elaina. She remembered the pain on the back of her arm, and she leaned back into the chair, avoiding the grasping hands as they reached for her. “No! No, I’ll listen.” 

         
         The fog immediately retreated, slithering backward. It slowly seeped back outside, reluctantly, and the door shut with an
            echoless bang.
         

         
         “Ah,” the witch said, the front door slamming shut once more. “A story it is, then. A tantalizing treat for the homesick and
            bereft. I call this one The Boo Hag Flex.”
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         Moving is never fun.

         
         Tasha learned that when she was a little kid. Now, at twelve, she was much too familiar with it. No matter whether she was
            coming or going, if the day was sunny or rainy, moving was always the worst.
         

         
         First, there was the packing: putting everything in boxes or suitcases or, even worse, black plastic trash bags. Then, there was all the lifting, which, when you had as many books as Tasha’s mom had, meant you were risking back injury. And the goodbyes: friends crying, enemies smirking, favorite people and places left behind forever. That ice cream place in the strip mall that had the best strawberry blast milkshakes? Well, kiss it goodbye, because you’re never going to see it again. And finally, there was never, ever enough time; it didn’t matter how many times you double- and triple-checked your apartment, something was always left behind. 

         
         This time, it was Tasha’s favorite notebook.

         
         “Don’t worry,” John said as he guided his old Honda Civic down the freeway off-ramp. “I can get you another notebook.”

         
         Tasha said nothing and just stared out the window. What was there to say? He wouldn’t understand that it wasn’t the notebook
            that was important, even though she had been working all year on the decoration, covering it with the perfect collection of
            sparkly stickers.
         

         
         It was that the notebook was the last thing Mom had given her before she’d died.

         
         In fact, Tasha was learning that John, who was her dad and who she’d just met, didn’t understand a lot of things. For instance,
            the fact that just because they shared the same warm brown skin and thick eyebrows, it didn’t mean that Tasha wanted to call
            him Dad. After all, he hadn’t even cared she existed until her mom had gotten sick and, knowing that she was going to die,
            decided to call him for the first time that Tasha could remember.
         

         
         Since Mom had gotten sick, Tasha had been staying with Mrs. Flanagan, their neighbor in the apartment complex. So it was John and a nervous-looking white woman from the county social workers’ office who had delivered the news two days ago that Tasha’s mom had died in the hospital, a virus taking her life while Tasha was watching dance videos on the internet. The doctors had done all they could, he told her, looking like he wanted to be anywhere else but Mrs. Flanagan’s living room. It was the one thing Tasha felt like they might have in common: she would’ve rather been anywhere but that shabby, cat-hair-filled living room as well. 

         
         “So, if you’re my dad, where have you been all my life?” she had said. It seemed like a perfectly fair thing to ask. Tasha
            wasn’t a baby; she knew people got together and then broke up. Lots of kids she knew had parents who were divorced, or who
            never got married in the first place. But most of them knew who their parents were. They spent weekends and summer vacations
            with them, had pictures that they put on family trees for school projects. Tasha hadn’t had any of that. She had never even
            known John’s name until the social worker had introduced him.
         

         
         John had laughed awkwardly and changed the subject, neither he nor the social worker bothering to answer her question. Tasha, in fact, had a lot of questions, but she didn’t get any real answers to those either, just apologies and mumbled phrases like “being an adult is complicated” and “you’ll understand when you’re older.” But Tasha didn’t think either of those things were true and had decided when she woke up this morning in the cheap hotel room John had gotten while they’d waited for Mom’s ashes that it was better to pretend it didn’t matter. It was better than being continually disappointed by the only parent she had left. 

         
         Now, in the car beside him, Tasha took a deep breath. She’d been taking a lot of deep breaths over the past few weeks. It
            had been Mom’s favorite advice. “When you get overwhelmed or upset, just take a moment and take a few deep breaths. There
            are very few things that can’t wait long enough for that, at least.”
         

         
         And all Tasha had was time while they drove, mostly in silence, across the state, to where John lived with his mother. The
            Shady Pines Estates in Hinesville, Georgia, had sounded nice until John showed her pictures of where she would be living.
         

         
         It was a trailer park.

         
         Tasha had lived in lots of different places, but for the last few years, those places had mostly been in and around Atlanta, where there were lots of Black people. Did Black folks even live in trailer parks? John and his mom did, Tasha supposed, but were there others? A trailer park sounded like a place you’d meet the kind of people who attended angry political rallies and made racist comments that they pretended were just funny jokes. They’d lived next to a neighbor like that once—not Mrs. Flanagan but an old man with a tiny Chihuahua who used to laugh as the little dog chased the kids in the neighborhood. Everyone had been glad when that mean old man had died, animal control taking his evil little dog. Hopefully it hadn’t ended up in a family with kids. 

         
         Would Shady Pines be full of old men like that? The only thing Tasha knew about Hinesville was that there was a big army base
            there, where her dad had grown up. It didn’t seem like anyplace she wanted to be, but Tasha knew that, with her mom gone,
            there wasn’t probably anyone left who cared what she thought, especially when it came to moving.
         

         
         She took another deep breath while John said something about Savannah, that it was his favorite place in Georgia and that they could maybe take a trip there later this summer. Tasha didn’t answer. She was only half-certain he was talking to her and not himself. He did that a lot, and over the past few days Tasha had learned to just let his half of the conversation wash over her, because answering only made things more awkward. 

         
         The freeway off-ramp gave way to rural roads, squat houses, and a number of Confederate and American flags. People really
            seemed to love their flags here. One house had a flag proclaiming “Spring Has Sprung!” even though it was the end of June.
         

         
         Tasha sank into her seat a little more. Her mom was dead and she was moving to a completely different world. It was enough to give anyone an upset stomach, but she just felt kind of numb. John glanced over and patted her leg awkwardly. His dark face was kind, but Tasha was still somewhat intimidated by him. His head was completely bald, and he was so tall and broad that he had to fold himself into the car like an accordion. He also smiled too much, and Tasha had the feeling that he was mostly saying the things he thought she wanted to hear, not what he actually thought. Mom had always told Tasha that she got her height from her dad; Tasha thought it was just a thing a person said, but now she could see it was probably true. Mom had been small and light-skinned, and Tasha was much darker than she had been. She had also rarely smiled and had only spoken when there was something to say, and usually opted for impromptu hugs and whispered I-love-yous. Tasha really, really wanted one of those hugs now. 

         
         She gave herself a little mental shake. There would be no more hugs from her mom. That was part of the past now.

         
         “We can head by the Walmart if you’d like,” John said, each word careful, like Tasha was some delicate flower and saying the
            wrong thing might break her. “Before we get to the house. I’m really sorry about the notebook.”
         

         
         Tasha shook her head. “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t need one right now.”

         
         “Are you hungry?” he asked. “We could stop somewhere . . .” He watched her, but what he was looking for, Tasha had no idea.
            She just wanted to be left alone, trying her best not to think about Mom. John hadn’t even mentioned her once since that first
            day, and for some reason that just made Tasha refuse to give in to the sadness that loomed on the horizon or think about what
            she’d lost. Had John ever loved Mom? The longer Tasha spent with him, the more questions she had.
         

         
         Tasha realized John was still waiting for her to answer, and she shook her head. “No, I’m not hungry.” She hadn’t been hungry since the man at the funeral home had handed her the urn with her mother’s ashes. 

         
         The urn was now in the trunk with the rest of her belongings. Luckily, that had not been lost in the move.
         

         
         They fell into silence and the miles sped by. Eventually, Tasha fell asleep, and when she awoke, it was to the crunch of gravel
            under tires as they were pulling into the trailer park. A faded white-and-green sign greeted them; “Shady Pines Estates, A
            Mobile Village,” it read. The sign looked old, and as John continued down the gravel road that ran through the park, everything
            had the same worn-down look. The trailers were as tired as the old people who sat on the porches. As they passed, the old
            people followed their car with suspicious gazes.
         

         
         “I know it doesn’t look like much,” John said. “But everyone here is nice. You’ll like it.”

         
         Tasha narrowed her eyes at John. Even he didn’t sound like he believed that.

         
         They pulled up to a blue-and-white trailer with marigolds planted all around. A large, elderly Black woman with a pouf of
            white hair waved at them.
         

         
         “That’s your grandmother. My mom,” John said. “Uh, you can call her Ms. Washington if you aren’t comfortable calling her Grandma.”

         
         For the hundredth time that week, Tasha felt hot tears welling up, unbidden. She nodded and blinked fast so that she wouldn’t
            start crying. She would cry later when no one else could see. She hated how the grief sometimes snuck up on her, reminding
            her that nothing would ever be the same again. Tasha just wanted to get back to a normal life. Whatever that was.
         

         
         Tasha climbed out of the car, pulling her backpack with her. Inside was her favorite stuffed animal—an elephant named Buzzy—plus
            a couple of graphic novels her mom had bought her that she’d read to pieces. The rest of her stuff was in the trunk, in the
            suitcases John had bought for her. She stood awkwardly by the car while he went to get them.
         

         
         The old woman on the porch waved again and smiled warmly. “Leave all that for your daddy and you come on in. I made cookies.
            I hope you like double chocolate chip.”
         

         
         They were Tasha’s favorite, but she was still hesitant as she climbed the stairs to the front porch. The old woman seemed a little too happy to see Tasha, and she was half afraid Ms. Washington would try to hug her, but the old woman just patted her shoulder, as though she could sense Tasha’s discomfort, and invited her inside. 

         
         Cool air greeted them, and the trailer smelled of good things. The place was even smaller than she’d been expecting, only
            as wide as a single room. It didn’t look like an apartment or a house, but it was cozy, with everything close at hand. Tasha
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