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			This is dedicated to everyone in Cassadaga, Florida— for you were all so unfailingly gracious and kind to this nosy writer who wanted to tell a weird little story about your hometown. Thank you for your thoughts, suggestions, and encouragement.

			I’m glad your lake is coming back.

		

	
		
			1

			ALICE DARTLE

			Aboard the Seaboard Express, bound for Saint Augustine, Florida

			JANUARY 1, 1920

			LAST NIGHT, SOMEONE dreamed of fire.

			Ordinarily I wouldn’t make note of such a thing in my journal—after all, there’s no subject half so tedious as someone else’s dream. One’s own dream might be fascinating, at least until it’s described aloud—at which point one is inevitably forced to admit how ridiculous it sounds. But someone else’s? Please, bore me with the weather instead.

			However, this is a long train ride, and I have finished reading the newspaper, my book, and both of the magazines I put in my bag for the trip. Truly, I underestimated my appetite for the printed word.

			It’s a circular thing, this tedium, this nuisance of rolling wheels on a rumbling track and scenery whipping past the window, because my options are miserably limited. Once I’m out of reading material, there’s nothing to do but sit and stare, unless I want to sit and write something to sit and stare at later on. So with that in mind, here I go—nattering to these pages with a pencil that needs sharpening and an unexpected subject on my mind: There was a man, and he dreamed of fire, and I could smell it as if my own hair were alight.

			Whoever he was, this man was lying on a bed with an iron frame, listening to the foggy notes of a phonograph playing elsewhere in his house. Did he forget to turn it off? Did he leave it running on purpose, in order to soothe himself to sleep? I didn’t recognize the song, but popular music is a mystery to me, so my failure to identify the title means nothing.

			This man (and I’m sure it was a man) was drifting in that nebulous space between awake and a nap, and he smelled the dream smoke so he followed it into something that wasn’t quite a nightmare. I must say it wasn’t quite a nightmare, because at first he was not at all afraid. He followed the smoke eagerly, chasing it like a lifeline, like bread crumbs, or, no—like a ball of yarn unspooled through a labyrinth. He clutched it with his whole soul and followed it into the darkness. He tracked it through halls and corridors and trenches . . . yes, I’m confident that there were trenches, like the kind men dug during the war. He didn’t like the trenches. He saw them, and that’s when the dream tilted into nightmare territory. That’s when he felt the first pangs of uncertainty.

			Whatever the man thought he was following, he did not expect it to lead him there.

			•   •   •

			HE’D seen those trenches before. He’d hidden and hunkered, a helmet on his head and a mask on his face, crouched in a trough of wet dirt while shells exploded around him.

			•   •   •

			YES, the more I consider it—the more I pore over the details of that man’s dream, at least as I can still recall them—the more confident I am: Whoever he is, he must be a soldier. He fought in Europe, but he isn’t there anymore. I do not think he’s European. I think he’s an American, and I think our paths shall cross. Sooner rather than later.

			I don’t have any good basis for this string of hunches, but that’s never stopped me before, and my hunches are usually right. So I’ll go ahead and record them here, in case the particulars become important later.

			Here are a few more: When I heard his dream, I heard seabirds and I felt a warm breeze through an open window. I smelled the ocean. Maybe this man is in Florida. I suspect that I’ll meet him in Cassadaga.

			•   •   •

			HOW far is Cassadaga from the Atlantic? I wonder.

			I looked at a map before I left Norfolk, but I’m not very good at maps. Well, my daddy said there’s no place in Florida that’s terribly far from the water, so I’ll cross my fingers and hope there’s water nearby. I’ll miss the ocean if I’m ever too far away from it.

			I already miss Norfolk a bit, and I’ve been gone only a few hours. But I’ve made my choice, and I’m on my way. Soon enough, I’ll be in Saint Augustine, and from there, I’ll change trains and tracks—I’ll climb aboard the Sunshine Express, which will take me the rest of the way. It will drop me off right in front of the hotel. Daddy made sure of it before he took me to the station.

			Mother refused to come along to see me off. She says I’m making an awful mistake and I’m bound to regret it one of these days. Well, so what if I do? I know for a fact I’d regret staying home forever, never giving Cassadaga a try.

			She’s the real reason I need to go, but she doesn’t like it when I point that out. It’s her family with the gift—or the curse, as she’d rather call it. She’d prefer to hide behind her Bible and pretend it’s just some old story we use to scare ourselves on Halloween, but I wrote to the library in Marblehead, and a man there wrote me back with the truth. No witches were ever staked and torched in Salem—most of them were hanged instead—but my aunts in the town next door were not so lucky.

			The Dartle women have always taken refuge by the water, and they have always burned anyway.

			Supposedly, that’s why my family left Germany ages ago—and why they moved from town to town, to rural middles of nowhere for so long: They were fleeing the pitchforks and torches. How we eventually ended up in Norfolk, I don’t know. You’d think my ancestors might have had the good sense to run farther away from people who worried about witches, but that was where they finally stopped, right on the coast, where a few miles north the preachers and judges were still calling for our heads. They were hanging us up by our necks.

			Even so, Virginia has been our home for years, but I, for one, can’t stay there. I can’t pretend I’m not different, and our neighbors are getting weird about it.

			I bet that when I’m good and gone, my mother will tell everyone I’ve headed down to Chattahoochee for a spell, to clear my head and get right with God. As if that’s what they do to you in those kinds of places.

			Mother can tell them whatever she wants. Daddy knows the truth, and he’s wished me well.

			Besides, what else should I do? I’ve finished with my schooling, and I’m not interested in marrying Harvey Wheaton, because he says I have too many books. Mother said it was proof enough right there that I was crazy, if I’d turn down a good-looking boy with a fortune and a fondness for a girl with some meat on her bones, but Daddy shrugged and told me there’s a lid for every pot, so if Harvey isn’t mine, I ought to look elsewhere. The world is full of lids.

			Harvey did offer me a very pretty ring, though.

			I’m not saying I’ve had any second thoughts about telling him no, because I haven’t—but Mother’s right about one thing: All the girls you see in magazines and in the pictures . . . they’re so skinny. All bound-up breasts and knock-knees, with necks like twigs. Those are the kinds of women who marry, she says. Those women are pretty.

			Nonsense. I’ve seen plenty of happily married women who are fatter than I am.

			So I’m not married. Who cares? I’m pretty, and I’m never hungry. There’s no good reason to starve to fit in your clothes when you can simply ask the seamstress to adjust them. That’s what I say. Still, I do hope Daddy’s right about lids and pots. I’m happy to be on my own for now, but someday I might like a family of my own.

			And a husband.

			But not Harvey.

			If I ever find myself so low that I think of him fondly (apart from that ring; he said it was his grandmother’s), I’ll remind myself how he turned up his nose at my shelves full of dreadfuls and mysteries. Then I’ll feel better about being an old maid, because there are worse things than spinsterhood, I’m quite certain. Old maids don’t have to put up with snotty boys who think they’re special because they can read Latin, as if that’s good for anything these days.

			I’m not a spinster yet, no matter what Mother says. I’m twenty-two years old today, and just because she got married at seventeen, there’s no good reason for me to do likewise.

			•   •   •

			SHE’S such an incurious woman, I almost feel sorry for her—much as I’m sure she almost feels sorry for me. I wish she wouldn’t bother.

			•   •   •

			I have some money, some education, and some very unusual skills—and I intend to learn more about them before I wear anybody’s ring. If nothing else, I need to know how to explain myself. Any true love of mine would have questions. Why do I see other people’s dreams? How do I listen to ghosts? By what means do I know which card will turn up next in a pack—which suit and which number will land faceup upon a table? How do I use those cards to read such precise and peculiar futures? And pasts?

			I don’t know, but I am determined to find out.

			So now I’m bound for Cassadaga, where there are wonderful esoteric books, or so I’m told. It’s not a big town, but there’s a bookstore. There’s also a hotel and a theater, and I don’t know what else. I’ll have to wait and see.

			•   •   •

			I am not good at waiting and seeing.

			Patience. That’s one more thing I need to learn. Maybe I’ll acquire some, with the help of these spiritualists . . . these men and women who practice their faith and explore their abilities out in the open as if no one anywhere ever struck a match and watched a witch burn.

			•   •   •

			ARE the residents of Cassadaga witches? That’s what they would’ve been called back when my however-many-great-great-aunts Sophia and Mary were killed. So am I a witch? I might as well be, for if I’d been alive in the time of my doomed relations, the puritans at Marblehead would’ve killed me, too.

			It’s not my fault I know things. I often wish that I didn’t.

			Sometimes—though of course I’d never tell him so—I tire of Daddy thrusting the newspaper before me, asking which stocks will rise or fall in the coming days. It’s ungenerous of me, considering, and I ought to have a better attitude about it. (That’s what my sister says.) My stock suggestions helped my parents purchase our house, and that’s how I came by the money for this trip, too. Daddy could hardly refuse me when I told him I wanted to learn more about how to best make use of my secret but profitable abilities.

			I went ahead and let him think I’ll be concentrating on the clairvoyant side of my talents, for he’s squeamish about the ghosts. Whenever I mention them, he gently changes the subject in favor of something less gruesome and more productive . . . like the stock sheets.

			Or once, when I was very small, he brought up the horses at a racetrack. I don’t think he knows I remember, but I do, and vividly: They were great black and brown things, kicking in their stalls, snorting with anticipation or snuffling their faces in canvas feed bags. The barn reeked of manure and hay and the sweaty musk of big animals. It smelled like leather and wood, and soot from the lanterns. It smelled like money.

			He asked me which horse would win the next race, and I picked a tea-colored bay. I think she won us some money, but for some reason, Daddy was embarrassed by it. He asked me to keep our little adventure from my mother. He made me promise. I don’t know what he did with our winnings.

			We never went to the races again, and more’s the pity. I liked the horses better than I like the stock sheets.

			I hear there are horse tracks in Florida, too. Maybe I’ll find one.

			•   •   •

			IF there’s any manual or course of instruction for my strange abilities, I hope to find that in Florida, too. I hope I find answers, and I hope to find people who will understand what I’m talking about when I say that I was startled to receive a dream that didn’t belong to me.

			So I’ll close this entry in my once rarely used (and now excessively scribbled upon) journal precisely the way I began it—with that poor man, dreaming of fire. That sad soldier, alone in a house with his music, and the ocean air drifting through the windows. He’s bothered by something, or reaching out toward something he doesn’t understand. He’s seeking sympathy or comfort from a world that either can’t hear him or won’t listen.

			I hear him. I’ll listen.

			Mother says that an unmarried woman over twenty is a useless thing, but I am nowhere near useless, as I’ve proved time and time again—in the stock sheets and (just the once) on the racetracks. Well, I’ll prove it in Cassadaga, too, when I learn how to help the man who dreams of fire.
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			TOMÁS CORDERO

			Ybor City, Florida

			JANUARY 1, 1920

			THE POLICE MUST have called Emilio. Perhaps some policy requires them to seek out a friend or family member in situations like this—when a man’s sanity and honesty are called into question, and public safety is at risk. I understand why the authorities might have their doubts, but no one was harmed. No real damage was done. I remain as I have always been since my return: rational, nervous, and deeply unhappy. But that’s nothing to do with the fire.

			My friend and right-hand fellow—the young and handsome Emilio Casales—sat in my parlor regardless, wearing a worried frown and the green flannel suit he’d finished crafting for himself last week. His waistcoat was a very soft gray with white pinstripes, and his neck scarf was navy blue silk. Bold choices, as usual, but well within the bounds of taste.

			Emilio is not a tall man, but he’s slender and finely shaped. He wears his new suit well. He wears everything well. That’s why he has the run of my front counter.

			Alas, he had not come to talk about clothes or the shop. He was there because the police had questions and they weren’t satisfied with my answers. I’d told them all the truth—from sharply uniformed beat officer to sloppily geared fire chief. But any fool could tell they did not believe me.

			Emilio did not believe me, either.

			“It was only a little fire,” I assured him. “It was discovered swiftly, then the truck came, and now it’s finished. You know, I’d been meaning to repaint the stucco for quite some time. Now I am graced by a marvelous soot and water stain on my eastern wall . . . and that’s a good excuse, don’t you think?”

			He was so earnest, so sweet, when he asked me for the hundredth time, “But, Tomás, how did it begin? The chief said the fire began in a palmetto beside the back door. I’ve never heard of one simply . . . bursting into flames.”

			We were speaking English, out of respect for the Anglo fireman who lingered nearby with his paperwork. The chief and the cops were gone, but they’d left this man behind—and he was listening, but he was polite enough to pretend otherwise.

			“It must have been my own doing, somehow. Or maybe it was Mrs. Vasquez from the house behind me. Either one of us could have tossed a cigarette without thinking. It’s been so dry these last few weeks.” The winter weather had been a surprise—we’ve seen little rain since November, and it’s been so warm, even for the coast. “There are leaves and brush, and . . . it wouldn’t take much. Apparently, it didn’t take much.”

			Emilio lifted a sharp black eyebrow at me. “A cigarette? That’s your excuse?”

			He was right. It wasn’t a very good one. I rattled off some others, equally unlikely, but ultimately plausible. “Ashes from the stove—do you like that better? A spark from a lantern? Trouble with the fixtures? God knows I have no idea how those electrical lines work, or where they’re located. It might as well be magic, running through the house unseen.”

			“Tomás.” He leaned forward, his fingers threaded together. “It’s your third fire in a month.”

			I lifted a finger. “My third harmless fire. They’re silly things, aren’t they? One in the trash bin, one in the washroom. Now this one, outside. It scorched the wall, and nothing else. You worry too much, my friend.”

			The fireman cleared his throat. “You should have a man from the electric company check the fuses. If only to rule them out, or diagnose the problem—and fix it before the house comes down around your ears.”

			“Yes!” I agreed. I was too merry and swift about it, I’m sure. “That’s a wonderful suggestion. One can never be too cautious when dealing with electrical power; the technology is too new, and sometimes I worry for how little I understand its mechanisms. But it’s too late to call upon the office this afternoon. I’ll do it tomorrow.”

			“Good plan.” He nodded, closing his notebook. “I’d hate to come out here a fourth time. My father would never forgive me if I let you go up in smoke.”

			“I’m sorry, come again?”

			He tucked a pen into his front breast pocket. “He wore one of your suits to my wedding. He says you’re an artist.”

			I’m sure I blushed. “Why, thank you. And thank your father, as well. Could I ask his name?”

			“Robert Hunt. You made him a gray wool three-piece, with four buttons and doubled flap pockets, back before . . . before you went to war. I doubt you’d remember it. He could only afford the one suit,” he added bashfully. “A simple model, but one for the ages; that’s what he’ll tell you. He still pulls it out for special occasions.”

			I turned the name over in my head. “Was he a brown-eyed man with gold hair, fading to white? I believe he had a tattoo . . .”

			Now the fireman was surprised. “Good God, that’s him!”

			I warmed to the memory of wool between my fingers. The fabric was thicker back then, even a few years ago. The styles, the material . . . it’s all gone lighter now, and more comfortable for men like us, near the tropics. “I never forget a suit, though my grasp of names is not so good. You reminded me with the details and the bit about the wedding. Your father, he had been in the service. Yes?”

			“Yes, Mr. Cordero. Back in ’ninety-eight. The tattoo . . . it was a flag, on his right arm.” He tapped his own forearm to show me where he meant.

			“I saw it when I measured him.” I nodded. Then, to Emilio, I said, “This was before you and your brother joined me. Back then, I had my Evelyn to help with the cutting and sewing.”

			•   •   •

			IT never gets easier to say her name, but with practice and habit I can make it sound effortless. I can make it sound like I’ve fully recovered, scarcely a year since I came home from the front and they told me she was dead from the flu. She was buried in a grave with a dozen others, on the outside of town. Perhaps it was this grave, in this place—or maybe it was that grave, in some other quarter. No one was certain. So many graves had been dug, you see. So many bodies had filled them up, as fast as the shovels could dig. The whole world was crisscrossed with trenches and pits, at home and abroad. If the dead were not felled by guns, then they were swept away by illness.

			It was just as well that I went to war. There was no safety in staying behind.

			•   •   •

			“MY Evelyn,” I repeated softly, testing the sound of it. My voice hadn’t broken at all this time. Hers could have been any name, fondly recalled but no longer painful.

			What a pretty lie.

			She and I said our good-byes when I went to Europe, but those farewells were in no way adequate for her absolute departure; and now, I cannot even lay claim to her mortal remains. I can only pray toward her ephemeral, lost spirit. I don’t have so much as a tedious, cold headstone in a proper garden of the remembered dead. Not even that.

			•   •   •

			“TOMÁS?” Emilio placed a hand upon my knee.

			I didn’t realize I’d gone so silent. “I’m sorry. My head is aching, that’s all. I’m very tired.”

			“Are you feeling well? Can I get you your pills?”

			“It’s not so bad. Only the same old thing . . . the war strain.” I chose a term I liked better than “shell shock.” “Sometimes it makes my head feel full, and foggy. Or it might only be the smell of the smoke, you know. There was so much smoke in the war.”

			Both Emilio and the fireman, whose name I never caught, finally accepted this explanation—at least in part. I settled for this small victory. I declined the pills, which were only French aspirin anyway, and wouldn’t have helped at all. I urged them both to leave me, that I might settle in and make myself dinner.

			I wasn’t hungry, and I didn’t plan to make dinner. But Emilio wouldn’t depart until I’d assured him otherwise. He is worried, I know. He brings me candies and fruit empanadas with guava and cheese, like he wishes to fatten me up.

			I do confess that I’ve lost a few pounds. Or more than that. I know my own measurements, and my clothes droop from my shoulders as they would from a wooden hanger. I’d rather not admit it, but there it is.

			•   •   •

			BY the time they were gone, the shadows had stretched out long enough to leave the house darkened, so I turned on some lights. Despite what I’d told my visitors, I wasn’t really afraid of the electricity or the bulbous glass fuses in the wall. Oh, I’d keep my promise and visit the office downtown, and I’d ask for a man to test them all; it would keep Emilio and his brother appeased (as well as the fireman and anyone else who might have an interest) . . . but whatever was happening, it had little to do with that impressive technology.

			I couldn’t share my true suspicions about the fires.

			God in heaven, they’d put me away.
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			ALICE DARTLE

			Cassadaga, Florida

			I CAME LAST night to the village of Cassadaga, in the wake of a tense, peculiar exchange with a nearly silent Spaniard who must’ve understood more English than he let on—for he crossed himself and began praying loudly when he loaded up my trunk and prepared to chuck it from the train. Then he demanded an enormous tip for the trouble of carrying it to the hotel, an attempt at extortion that I flatly refused.

			At first. Eventually, out of pure desperation, I offered him whatever was at the bottom of my bag.

			Having pocketed his excessive fee, the coward then tossed my trunk into the middle of the road—and ducked back onto the train, taking my money with him. The bastard left me stranded in front of the hotel beside my trunk, which was now scuffed, dented, and toppled onto its side. It was also too heavy for me to wrangle alone, so I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with myself.

			But I did arrive. Safely, and in one piece, with a little less money than I’d planned—but all of my belongings. So what if the sun was freshly set, the town was dark, and I was alone in an unfamiliar place? Who cared that I did not yet have a room at the hotel and had only assumed I’d find one upon applying?

			I was thrilled to have arrived.

			As I stood there marveling at my good fortune (obnoxious porter aside), I heard the settling mutters of songbirds, the awakening hoots of owls, and the rising calls of frogs and insects I might not recognize even if I held them in my hand for some up close and personal inspection. Overhead, the large, lacy leaves of palms filtered a few lights, and down along the streets I saw great fluffy plants with leaves like swords. Scraggly beards of moss dangled from trees, and beside my feet rested fist-sized magnolia pods, as hard as old leather.

			This did not feel like a jungle, as I’d been warned it might . . . but it definitely felt different from Norfolk. In my narrow, nighttime opinion it also looked quite different from Norfolk, but I reserved that full judgment for morning, as the daylight might tell me something else.

			•   •   •

			FLORIDA is only another state, not another universe.

			I am only a long way from home, not lost to it forever.

			•   •   •

			I lingered beside my trunk, my initial marveling completed.

			Before me stood probably the largest building in town, and they called it simply the Cassadaga Hotel. It’s a lovely wood structure with three stories and a marvelous porch that runs the full length of the front, and then some. I took my carpetbag, left the trunk behind, and climbed three short steps to take a deep breath at the front door.

			I opened it and let myself inside.

			Indoors, the place was bright, with a warm, friendly feeling to it. The windows were tall and pretty, and electric lights shined right through them—and through the lacy curtains, which were mostly for show. One of these windows was open to let in the evening air, which was stirred slowly by three high ceiling fans all in a row, their long brown blades shaped like leaves. The rest of the windows were shut, because apparently in Florida, this glorious evening air is considered just a touch too chilly for comfort.

			Inside the lobby there was a beautiful wood desk with a glass-shade lamp atop it, its light glowing down on an open register . . . and upon the hands of a colored man who might have been old enough to be my grandfather. His eyes were sweet, his hair was salt-and-pepper, and his white cotton shirt was crisply ironed.

			“Good evening.”

			“Good evening,” I replied in kind. “I was hoping you could offer me a room, and I want to thank you in advance for any effort you might make to accommodate me on such short notice. I wrote letters to Pastor Floyd and Mr. Colby, but I should’ve written the hotel, too, I suppose, or perhaps found a phone and called first. Now that I consider it,” I rambled, “this expedition has been conducted largely by instinct and enthusiasm, without much in the way of good planning.”

			“There are worse ways to go about having an adventure,” said the man with a smile. “Besides, you’ve come to a community of clairvoyants. You might have known we’d have a room waiting.”

			I giggled, which isn’t something I often do. But he was just so nice. “I am so grateful, sir—and so relieved.” I took the pen and signed myself in to the hotel, and he handed me a key. “Thank you so much,” I told him, noting that the number on the key was 14. “And one more thing, if you could, please—do you think it’s too late to call upon Pastor Floyd?”

			He shook his head. “Not at all. I’m sure the pastor will be pleased to learn that you’ve arrived.”

			“I have an address . . . ,” I said, mumbling the last syllable or two of my declaration, because I was trying to dig the paper out of my carpetbag. “If you can point me to Stevens Street, I’m sure I can find it— Oh no!” I cut myself off, exclaiming like an idiot. “My trunk! I left it in the road.”

			“Were you dropped off by the gate pillars? In a hasty, impolite fashion?”

			“Does it happen often?”

			“Often enough. I’ll ring for Timothy. He can see the trunk to your room.”

			Eagerly, I began to describe it. “It’s oversized, steamer-style with a rounded top, and—”

			“Dear, is it alone? Or might it be mistaken for someone else’s luggage?” he asked.

			“Yes, oh yes. Don’t I feel silly . . .” My cheeks were going pink—I could feel it. I hated the feeling of pink.

			“Now, now, Miss Dartle, I was only teasing. Let me summon our bellhop to help you right away. Poor Timothy needs to head on home for supper. If he dallies here too much longer, his mother will wonder what’s keeping him, but yours was the last train into town, so he’s almost free to leave.”

			When Poor Timothy arrived to go fetch my bag, he didn’t appear to care one way or another about supper or his mother, either, but I surely wouldn’t have expected that kindly older man—whose name turned out to be Evan Rowe—to tote the heavy trunk on my behalf. While Timothy attended to my belongings, Mr. Rowe led me to the front windows. “This is Stevens Street, right out here—see? Follow it two blocks that way.” He indicated left. “Pastor Floyd’s home is the big blue house on the corner.”

			Holding these directions in mind, I set off for the minister’s place, down sidewalks that were still warm enough to feel toasty through my shoes, despite the season. Where there were no sidewalks, I saw sand so white and soft that it should’ve come with a powder puff. In the distance I heard soft splashings, like a waterbird wading or a hungry frog chasing flies.

			Or chasing mosquitoes.

			I hoped those frogs were chasing—and catching and eating—a great quantity of these odd winter mosquitoes. I slapped one on my wrist, stunning the insect and stinging myself in the process. We hadn’t seen mosquitoes in Virginia since the season’s first freeze. I’d blissfully forgotten they existed.

			Not quite two blocks down the way I found the correct number displayed upon a two-storied house. It was a clean affair, with azalea bushes flanking the front steps and dark-painted storm shutters on either side of each window. Inside, the lights were on.

			I took a deep breath, scaled the steps, and knocked firmly upon the door. I shuffled from foot to foot, on the verge of knocking a second time when I heard footsteps, and then the squeaking turn of the knob. The door opened, revealing a tall, distinguished woman with silver hair tied up in a great Gibson bun. She wore a light green dress. Its sleeves ended at her elbows, and its hem stopped before it reached her ankles.

			“Hello,” I said, with my bravest face forward. Confident and calm, I reminded myself. “My name is Alice Ellen Dartle, and I’m looking for Mr. J. A. Floyd.”

			“No you’re not,” the woman said. She wasn’t cruel about it at all, but it took some of the wind out of my sails.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“You’re looking for Dr. J. A. Floyd. Or pastor, if you like. And you’ve found her.”

			“Come again? Oh dear, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . . I should’ve begun with Pastor Floyd and saved myself the embarrassment . . .”

			She took no offense. “It’s all right, Miss Dartle. I’m glad to see you’ve accepted our invitation to visit. Please, won’t you come inside?” The light caught her eyes so they almost twinkled. They were very blue, I have to say. Or maybe they only looked that way because her hair was so very pale. She did not seem nearly old enough to have such hair, and I almost said so out loud—but I caught myself before I could be so very rude.

			I also didn’t ask aloud how she’d known it was me, the sender of passionate, fraught letters, in search of a true home down south among these gentle mystics.

			“Have you eaten?” she asked.

			“No, ma’am, I have not.”

			“I was just pulling together a light meal when you knocked, so I’ll add enough finger sandwiches and orange slices for two. I can’t leave a guest hungry, now, can I?”

			I was only too happy to agree to her hospitality. I was tired from the road, half starved, and uncomfortably warm from my walk. Also, to my great embarrassment, I was sweating under my shawl. I held my arms loosely and hoped my dress would dry swiftly. This wasn’t quite how I’d intended to make my first impression—a damsel in distress with damp clothes and wisps of hair stuck to her face.

			Fortunately, by the time Dr. Floyd brought out the lemonade and the cucumber sandwiches, my heart had quit banging around and I was ready to resume the composure that I’d promised myself I would present in the first place. I didn’t do a wonderful job of it. I settled for (what I hope came across as) road weary but optimistic. Cheerful, if somewhat . . . minimally refined.

			At first our chatter was the light sort, the kind made as part of introductions. She asked about my trip, and I told her about the train ride and my exhausted reading supply. She asked after my favorite authors, and I asked after hers. I complimented her fare and her beautiful home.

			“This house? Yes, it’s not really to my taste; I’m still rather proud of how it came together. My brother, Andrew, had it built, you see. We’d intended to live here together, but he fell ill last year and passed to the spirit world. That said, we still speak regularly. I often ask his advice with regards to the church and the camp meetings.”

			“The work must keep you busy.”

			“Mostly it’s research, and education, and healing. Though often there’s the added task of reassuring our neighbors that we neither ride brooms nor capture children.” Her wry smile suggested she was only halfway joking. She took the last bite of the last sandwich and chewed it quietly. She swallowed. “Sometimes, I think they might believe me.”

			I took a sip of lemonade. “There was nothing in your letter about brooms or babies, so I’m prepared to believe that all children and domestic supplies are safe and secure. But I want you to understand, I’m intrigued by the idea of this place. It’s so forward thinking, and it offers me so much hope.” I was being too earnest again; the dam was cracking but there was nothing mere lemonade could do about it, so I babbled onward. “Over the years, my family has picked up house and moved a number of times to escape unwanted attention; I’m sure you know what I mean. I lost two great-aunts to the flames—over accusations of things so minor that it makes my skin crawl. They interpreted dreams? They foretold the weather, or the births of babies? Good heavens, if I’d been born a hundred years ago, I’d be a pile of ashes myself by now.”

			If I was annoying the woman, she was too sweet to say so. “More like two hundred years, I should think. If that’s any assurance to you.”

			I nodded as if it were. “Two hundred, then. But even with all that time and distance between my tragic aunts and me, the fears are still too close for comfort. I’ve come here to learn how to use my gifts to help others. Preferably without the stares and complaints of neighbors, or threats wrapped around bricks and tossed through windows.”

			Her eyebrows made the most perfect V, turned upside down. “Did that actually happen?”

			“Only the once.” A few years back, and I knew good and well who’d written the note and who had thrown it. Both of the bastards were boys I’d known since grade school. We were never friends, but until the brick came, I did not know we were enemies.

			“What did the threat say?”

			I already wished I hadn’t brought it up. I didn’t like thinking about it. “Only that they knew what I was, and God would see me in hell. That’s just what a girl wants to hear at fifteen, let me tell you.”

			“I can imagine. Furthermore, I can sympathize. You should see the contents of our general delivery box: a number of letters from people like yourself, and plenty more from those like your neighbors. I wonder if Lily Dale sees half so many notes—or twice so many, if it goes the other way,” she mused. “They’re better established and respected, but also better known outside the community. I suppose it evens out, in some awful way.”

			I hoped I hadn’t dampened the mood too badly. Awkwardly, I fear, I attempted to steer it another way. “On the bright side, the hateful doubters drive away at top speed—and the hopeful learners like myself arrive to stay!”

			She nodded approvingly, but something about the set of her face told me I might not like whatever she had to say next. I could feel it all the way down to my toes: I’d assumed too much. I’d said too much, and now she would be forced to disappoint me.

			Unless I was being a worrywart, like Daddy always says. Well, when you see things coming, you worry about them. And I was worried about what Dr. Floyd was about to tell me.

			“My dear,” she began, those cool blue eyes crinkling with reassurance, but not nearly enough to steady my pulse. “It’s a good thing you’ve come here, for we have much to teach you. However, you should understand . . . we are approached each year by far more people than we could reasonably accommodate—and among those visitors we find many keen occult enthusiasts, but few real talents who can make a contribution to the community. Mind you,” she added with a somewhat darker tone, “we also find a few charlatans, and a few overzealous puritans who wish to expose us as frauds. Not that I suspect you of any such thing,” she added just barely fast enough to keep me from bursting into tears. “But we have procedures in place, and we must apply them uniformly, to all interested parties.”

			“Procedures?”

			“Tests, if you like that better.”

			“You can test me if you like—I’m good at tests! Please, ma’am . . . I’m really very good at doing . . . whatever it is I do.” I said it desperately, and I hated myself for it. “Ask me anything. Give me cards, or ask me about a dream. I can do anything my aunts could do, and probably better than they ever did. Not that I would know, really, since they kept all that to themselves and carried it to their graves. Or to wherever their ashes went.”

			She held out her hands to stop me and then took one of mine in hers. She pressed it warmly, but it only served to squeeze the first damp tears up into my eyes. “Your family connection is promising, Miss Dartle, and please, I did not mean to upset you; I only wished to explain, so you understand why we must witness your abilities.”

			“I do.” I sniffled. “I understand.”

			“Excellent.” She released my hand. “Then I’ll see you back to the hotel, for you need your rest. Tomorrow I’ll round up the council, and we’ll get to work.”

			“The council?”

			“I use the term loosely. Our organizational structure is informal, to say the least—but there are a handful of elders, ministers, and healers who make decisions for the camp’s well-being. Technically Oscar Fine is the camp’s president, but he’s in Orlando on business; so Mr. Colby will be present instead. Together, we assess potential residents in a private, controlled setting. I will tell you the truth, Miss Dartle: I expect that you will perform admirably.”

			I swallowed hard but didn’t manage to retract any of those tears. Two or three had already escaped down my cheeks, and my nose was stuffed up beyond all decency. “You do? You aren’t merely saying that to make me feel better?”

			“I do, and also, yes—I am trying to make you feel better. Is it working?” she asked, one of those pointed eyebrows lifted again, as if pulled by a thread.

			“Yes?”

			“Good enough. Please don’t worry, dear. If you were a hopeless case or a nasty fraud, I would surely know it. The whole town would know it,” she said with a slight toss of her head toward the community beyond her doors. “Please do not worry. Tomorrow around lunchtime, I’ll come get you—and we can walk together to the trials.”

			The phrase “witch trials” sprang to mind, but I kept myself from blurting it out. “I’d like that,” I agreed instead, lying and telling the truth all in one sentence. “I would appreciate the support, but I don’t wish to be any trouble.”

			“Oh, it’s no trouble at all. And this is no trial by fire.” Her left eye sparked—I saw the bright little pop in a glimpse, and wasn’t sure I’d seen anything at all. But I did. I know I did. “And it’s certainly no witch trial, so you can put those fears to rest right now.”

			“I . . . all right. I will.”

			She let go of my hand and gave it a pat. Then she stood up—two or three seconds before a telephone rang. “That will be Mr. Rowe. He wants to know if you’ve taken supper or if he ought to bring you some.”

			“You have a telephone? Here in your house?” It was a stupid question, and I wanted to kick myself. The machine rang like hell’s own bells in the very next room.

			“It’s one of three in town. The other two are in the hotel and in Harmony Hall, respectively. Times are changing, Miss Dartle. We must change with them if we are to survive.” She stopped and put her hands on the back of her chair. She changed her mind and gestured with one hand toward the phone—which immediately silenced itself.

			I swallowed my next round of questions. They stuck in my throat like a lump of butter.

			Thoughtfully and slowly, she paced behind the table, dragging her finger along a selection of books as she did so. Some titles I could read from where I was sitting. The Burning Times. On the Persecution of Women by God and His Ministers. There was one in Latin, something with too many “M’s.” Another one declared itself a treatise on Heinrich Kramer’s War on Evil.

			She asked me, “Do you know why witches burn? Why they’re so often hanged?”

			I had an answer for that one. I dredged it up from the bottom of my heart. “Because people are afraid of them.”

			“Yes, that’s the root of it. But people have feared tyrants and kings for thousands of years, and precious few of them have ever been murdered by the masses. They haven’t died in the tens of thousands. Not like we have, because we are mostly poor old women, orphaned children, the disabled, the disfigured. We are easy targets. Innocent targets, as often as not, but with no one to defend us, who would give a damn about our innocence?”

			“No one?” I squeaked.

			“No one who could help us,” she said grimly. “No one with the resources to mount a proper response. So here at Cassadaga, we recruit and train the young, the modern, the educated . . . the monied and the wise—or even the poor and silly if their powers are valuable enough. That’s how we arm ourselves against ignorance and fear. It’s the only way,” she added for emphasis, “and I hope that you can join us.”

			I bobbed my head too fast to agree with any dignity. “Yes, ma’am, me, too. Tomorrow, you’ll see. Tomorrow, I will show you that I can help.”

			“I believe you,” she said brightly. “Now, let me return that phone call before dear Mr. Rowe wonders what on earth has become of us.”
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			1920

			I LIT A lantern, for we do not have any streetlights yet. The city makes promises, but the military also made promises, and I made promises, too. The point is, we do not have any streetlights.

			I took my lantern outside to survey the damage created by the burning bush—or flaming palmetto, if I want to sound less biblical. Down the back stairs I stepped, and each one creaked beneath my foot. A cool breeze blew in from the gulf, cooler than anything I’d felt so far this winter.

			It was either refreshing or ominous. I’m not sure which.

			The late palmetto, now a charred stump of ashes, sat up against the rear of the house, flanked by several others of its kind. I didn’t plant any of them, and neither did Evelyn; they were here when I bought the house in 1913.

			When I held the lantern aloft, the light it offered was far more white and intense than the pinkish stuff that still rippled along the far west horizon. It gave me a better look at what I’d only glimpsed before, upon arriving home to the scene of minor mayhem.

			Now, in the aftermath of the firemen, and Emilio, and the palmetto fire, I found fully a third of the wall covered in thick black soot. I swept a fingertip through the enormous stain, and in its wake I saw the butter-colored stucco beneath. Evelyn had preferred it that way, bright and sunny, but I was never so fond of it. If it’d been up to me alone, I might’ve chosen something darker and softer—something that contrasted less sharply with the red clay tiles on the roof. A light gray, perhaps.

			As I’d said to Emilio, I might take this opportunity to pick something else.

			The ruined plant at my feet no longer smoldered. It’d been soaked to mush by the firemen with their buckets, and then soaked again with the rubber hose for good measure—or perhaps to justify the elaborate trouble of unspooling it.

			I tapped at the wet ashes with the toe of my shoe, and they crumbled, though the stump held together, more or less. Its fibrous, swordlike leaves had been reduced to blackened strips as frail as old paper. No, I did not love the palmettos that lined the back wall of my house, but this was not how I would have chosen to remove them.

			I sighed and wiped my shoe on the grass, then returned my attention to the ominous shadow painted in streaked, smudged ash.

			As I stood there, staring at my house and pondering the possibilities, I detected a strange smell. It was not the odor of burned vegetation. It was not the tang of ashes or the cracked-pepper notes of cooked stucco. I sniffed deeply and detected the same odd note I’d caught at the first two fires: a faint hint of sulfur. Yes, that’s what it was.

			Mind you, sulfur is a common enough stink. At times the Florida water reeks of it, and you can scarcely make coffee or lemonade that’s good enough to drink. But this was . . . different. It had an element of sharpness, of darkness to it. A nasty bite, with a faint taste of metal that lingered in the back of my throat. I’d suspected its presence in the wastebin, I was fairly sure of it in the washroom, and I now was confident of it outside—as I looked at a broad black stain on the side of my otherwise yellow wall. Burning sulfur, and charcoal, and the dusty tickle of ashes. All of it stirred together in a tin can. It smelled like hell.

			The soot stain sprawled and crept beneath the eaves to darken the underside of the roof’s edge. It left its mark on the nearest storm shutters, rendering the red paint muted and cloudy. When I stepped back, still holding the lantern high—no, it was not my imagination: There was a pattern to this terrible shadow. It appeared to be the rough shape and broadly drawn angles of a face.

			It was not a demonic face, for all that I prattle of sulfur and hell. It was softer and more feminine, if evil is not allowed that saving grace of loveliness. It appeared almost in profile, at a three-quarters turn, so I could see the smudged line of a cheekbone, a jaw, and a nose. Where the eyes should be there was only a shadow, but lower—down toward the ruined palmetto stump—I detected the suggestion of a shoulder and a hint of collarbone.

			This was no mere stain. This was a mural.

			“The fire made quite a mess, didn’t it?” That was how Mrs. Vasquez announced she was watching me.

			She leaned over the bottom half of a blue Dutch door. She leaves it closed to keep her small white dog from running loose and assaulting the neighborhood cats—or more likely, being vanquished by them, one by one, in turn. It is not an impressive little beast, but it has a great deal of idiotic spirit.

			“Yes, Mrs. Vasquez. Thank you for bringing the firemen around. If you had not been so alert, it could have been much worse.”

			She nodded, folding her arms on the ledge. I heard a scrape and a scuffle by her feet; our houses are not more than a few yards apart. Sound travels as easily as smoke. “Felipe sounded the alarm before I ever saw the flames.” The dog’s name is Felipe, because (as Mrs. Vasquez told me once) he likes to eat horseshit.

			“I must bring him a treat from the grocery next time I go.”

			“He’s not so useless now, is he?” she did not ask so much as declare.

			“I never said he was useless.” Certainly not aloud, and not to his proud mama.

			“No, not you,” she granted. “But others. And Javier always said so, God rest his soul.” She crossed herself. Her husband was lost neither to the flu nor to the war. He’d been too old to serve. He’d dropped dead of something else instead.

			So Mrs. Vasquez and I are both alone in this world, except that she has her small companion, Felipe. I try to be kind. “Not everyone can appreciate such a fine and steadfast companion.”

			“You should take a dog for yourself. I know a man with puppies . . . you could buy one for the shop, to keep you company while you work.”

			I shuddered to think of the damage a dog might do, running loose among the bolts of cloth. I knew from watching Felipe how much piss a single small thing could hold, and I have silk to consider, linen to preserve. “A pet in the shop would be too much distraction, and a dog would be lonely during the day—should I leave him here at home.”

			“Then a kitten,” she pressed. “Something to chase mice.” When I only stared at the wall without responding, she sighed at me. “Tomás, you are alone too much. You should have some other heartbeat around the house, to keep you company.”

			“But imagine if the fire had spread. What if I should suffer another blaze, and the place should burn while I’m away? Any poor creature of mine could meet its end, all because you thought I was lonely.”

			“You are lonely.”

			My lantern fizzed and popped. It sputtered; then the light held steady again. “Yes, but that’s not the end of the world. Now, tell me,” I said quickly, to divert her from any further talk of pets. “The stain here, left by the fire . . . does it look odd to you?”

			She shrugged. “It looks like smoke and ash. It looks like your house was almost destroyed, but the saints smiled upon you.”

			“Don’t you think it looks . . . like a drawing?”

			She squinted back and forth, from me to the wall. “From a certain angle, I suppose it might. But it surely isn’t art. If anything, it looks like the scribbles of that mad Spaniard, with his paintings that make no sense.” She flapped her hand disdainfully. I supposed she meant Picasso, because she is terribly traditional. She probably does not care for the moderns.

			Besides, she wasn’t wrong. The face was loosely sketched, and the forms were implied more than strictly pronounced. “I think it looks like a face,” I insisted.

			“So what if it does?” She flapped her hand again and shifted her weight on the sturdy old door. Felipe gave a little yap of impatience, but she did not yet release him.

			“So what if it does,” I repeated. I did not have an answer.

			I bid her good night, and I retreated inside. A few minutes later I heard Felipe shoot free from the house like a tiny white firecracker—barking his foolish little head off, rather than pissing outside and returning immediately to his mother’s loving bosom as intended.

			I didn’t mind the noise. It was not late, and Mrs. Vasquez would collect him before he made too much trouble. Maybe he’d scare off a snake or two. Maybe he’d get bitten by one. Life is a terrible gamble for all of us, two-footed and four-footed alike.

			•   •   •

			I made myself a cup of tea from water that smelled only faintly yellow, and I flipped through my collection in the Edison cabinet. It’s a new model, a phonograph and radio receiver combined—but there’s very little broadcasting for me to tune it to. There’s talk of a station coming to Tampa any day now, and I hope it’s true. Living voices would be better company than my records, and far less trouble than a house pet.

			My collection of music is diverse but not expansive. I dismissed the albums one by one. I didn’t want a waltz or a foxtrot, for I had no partner and the music would only remind me. The Latin dances and Spanish crooners were too dramatic for my mood, and as far as I can tell, the European composers either are all excessively bombastic or aim to bore the listener to sleep. I only wished for relaxing distraction and something unrelated to wartime patriotism. Was that asking so much?

			I made my
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