
Chapter One

Jordan Burroughs gripped the steering wheel of her 4Runner with both hands. Fat raindrops pelted the windshield as strong gusts of wind buffeted the high-profile SUV, threatening to push it into the eighteen-wheeler speeding past her on the interstate. The skies had been clear when she’d left home in Chattanooga a few hours ago, but now she was running into both rain and rush-hour traffic as she drove through Birmingham, Alabama. She hunched over the wheel to get a better look at the sickly green pallor of the sky. It reminded her that it was only mid-May and tornado season still had a few weeks left. The ominous dark clouds overhead looked as if they’d been painted with aggressive strokes of a wide brush. Even more unsettling were the claw-like vaporous tendrils descending from the cloud wall, seeming to touch the top of the city skyline.

			She glanced at the clock on the dashboard, thankful she’d left home early. With luck, she’d make it in time for a dinner meeting with the coordinator of the Oberon College artist-in-residence program, where she’d be working for the next month. Moving at a slow creep behind a mass of red brake lights snaking in front of her, she listened to the wipers thump rhythmically across the windshield while lightning flashed in the clouds illuminating the sculpture of the Roman god Vulcan perched atop Red Mountain to the east. She’d been to the city a few years earlier for a nature illustrators’ conference and had seen the cast-iron sculpture up close while sightseeing. The brawny, bearded god of the forge, like a patron saint of the city born from blast furnaces and steel mills, stood triumphantly atop a tall stone tower, pointing the tip of a spear at the mutable sky.

			Exiting the interstate on the other side of the mountain, she glanced over her shoulder at the broody storm front she was leaving behind, thankful to be moving out of its path. Guided by GPS instructions, she navigated to a narrow road that dipped and curved along the crest of a mountain ridge. Occasional breaks in the trees offered tantalizing glimpses of vistas, but with the sun low in a clearing sky, she found it difficult to see the landscape through the haze. She traveled a meandering line. If she made a 180-degree turn, the sinuous ridgeline would lead back to her apartment in Chattanooga, and, beyond that, to her childhood home in the Catskills of New York.

			Forty minutes later, the City of Oberon introduced itself with a large welcome sign proudly proclaiming itself as the home of Oberon College. After passing august historic homes with lush lawns shaded by stately old oaks, she entered a quaint downtown that looked like a movie set with its brick-and-limestone buildings and their elegant cast-iron posts and balconies. Passing a block of restaurants that would appeal to cash-strapped college students—pizza, burgers, and kabobs—she spotted a coffeehouse, partly because she was always looking for a good cup of coffee, but also because of a pride flag hanging in the window. A young college-age woman with hair dyed an unnatural shade of pink walked through the door, followed by another young woman sporting a buzz cut, whose hand she was holding.

			The South, as Jordan had learned from living in it, was a peculiarly conflicted place; its inhabitants could be warm and friendly, but simultaneously conservative and intolerant. It never failed to yield surprises, such as one before her right now: two hand-holding baby dykes walking down the street in the so-called Heart of Dixie.

			The GPS abruptly announced that she’d arrived at her destination. She parked and took a moment to check herself in the mirror before getting out, finger-combing the curls that had come back after a recent haircut. She’d thought about adding highlights to her sandy-brown hair, but summer sun would add them naturally soon enough. Leaving the cool, dry comfort of the car, she was shocked by the air outside. While the oppressive heat of summer had yet to arrive, the atmosphere here was already heavy with humidity. By the time she crossed the street and entered the restaurant, she felt sticky.

			She glanced around the upscale restaurant. A noisy crowd surrounded an elegant old oak bar, and the host’s stand was blocked by people waiting for tables. She was about to text the professor that she’d arrived when a stylish older woman dressed in a brightly patterned tunic and pants caught her eye and smiled.

			“Madeleine Grendel?” Jordan said, approaching her with a smile.

			“Oh. I’m not Professor Grendel.” The woman lifted her eyebrows and spoke with a Southern accent as strong as sweet tea. “But I just saw her. I work at the college with her.”

			Realizing her mistake, Jordan winced. “We haven’t met in person yet. Could you point her out?”

			“I’ll do you one better. I’ll take you to her. She was just seated.”

			Passing white-linen-covered tables with mason jars of cheerful bouquets, Jordan followed the woman to the back of the busy dining room to a table with a much younger thirty-something-looking woman seated at it. Her dark hair was styled in a fashionable pixie cut, and thick-framed glasses gave her an owlish appearance, accentuating large blue eyes that met hers as she approached.

			“I’m not sure what you’re posting on your dating app, Professor,” the woman said with a playful laugh. “She thought I was you!”

			“Dating app?” Madeline Grendel appeared confused.

			“I’m not here for a date,” Jordan said to the woman. “I mean, not that kind of date. I’m here for a dinner date—I mean a dinner meeting.” Jordan looked to Madeline Grendel and stuck out her hand. “Hi. I’m Jordan Burroughs.”

			“Yes. Of course you are.” The young professor stood and shook her hand. Tall and svelte, standing, she appeared less like a fluffy owl. “Nice to meet you, Jordan.” She turned to speak to the woman. “Jordan is the college’s new artist-in-residence.”

			“How nice.” The woman touched her fingertips lightly to her chest and delivered the words in a tone so dripping with sincerity they seemed disingenuous. “From where do you hail, Jordan Burroughs?”

			“Chattanooga.”

			“Lovely city, so pretty in the fall.” The woman’s mouth opened as if she was going to say more but then closed abruptly when a man in a suit and tie caught her attention with a wave of his hand. “That’s my husband, and our table’s ready. Y’all have a nice dinner.” As she turned to leave, she flicked a finger at Jordan. “I hope you’ll enjoy your stay in Oberon, Miss Burroughs.”

			“I hope so, too. Thank you,” Jordan said.

			“Please, have a seat.” Professor Grendel gestured to the chair across the table.

			The professor wasn’t wearing a wedding band, and the woman had assumed that Jordan was meeting her for a romantic dinner. Was Madeline Grendel a lesbian? “I don’t know why she thought I was here for a date. Not that I wouldn’t go on a date with you.” Jordan blurted the words without thinking. She hadn’t expected the professor to be so cute, and she suddenly felt awkward. “What I’m trying to say,” she stammered, “and not very well, is that…oh, hell, Professor Grendel. I’ve really put my foot in it, haven’t I?”

			“No worries. I’ll take what you were trying to say as a compliment.” Madeline Grendel laughed. “And please, call me Maddie. Everyone does.”

			“Even your students?”

			“Oh, no.” She pitched her voice lower in a mock-serious tone. “To my students, I am Professor Grendel.” Two dimples, one on each side of her mouth, punctuated her grin. “I’ve heard I’m called Grendel the Furious. You know, like the monster in Beowulf, when I’m wielding my fiery red pen while grading papers.”

			“Confession—” Jordan lifted the napkin from the table and unfolded it across her lap. “I like Grendel better than Beowulf.”

			“Monsters are often more charismatic than the heroes.”

			“I read a novel that retold the story from Grendel’s perspective that made me feel sympathetic for the creature. I’d never thought of him as a victim of circumstance.”

			“Indeed he was—a poor soul suffering the bad luck of having ancestors cursed by God.” Maddie pushed a paper menu across the table.

			“Do you teach Beowulf?” Jordan asked, perusing the menu.

			“I haven’t since I was a grad student. Here I teach mostly composition. My research interests are in environmental writing and contemporary fiction.”

			“Two of my favorite things.” Jordan glanced at Maddie, whose smile hadn’t flagged. She raised the menu. “Everything looks good. Thank you for inviting me.”

			“Thank you for being amenable to meeting me here. I promise I’ll get you to Palmer House, where you’ll be staying, before dark. As I mentioned in the email message, it isn’t far, just outside of town, but getting there is confusing. Do you know the expression ‘You can’t get there from here’?”

			Jordan nodded. It was a common Southernism.

			“It’s especially true for Palmer House. There are several sharp turns, and one of the roads makes a dogleg that GPS never gets right. Most visitors get lost the first time and end up in a panic in the woods along the river on an unmarked road in a dead zone.”

			Jordan wiped perspiration from her forehead with her fingertips while she looked over the menu. “It’s a lot more humid down here than in Chattanooga. The house does have air-conditioning, right?” She was only partially kidding.

			“Don’t worry.” Maddie laughed. “It might have been built in 1859, but it’s been renovated since then.”

			“That’s a relief.” Jordan craned her neck to see the daily drink specials listed on a chalkboard above the bar.

			“I recommend the Bee Charmer.” Maddie drew out the words softly, enticingly. “It’s very good—honey lemonade and Redmont gin, a local spirit—but you must be careful. Drink it too fast and you’ll get stung.”

			“You make the sting sound worth it. Maybe I’ll chance it,” Jordan said.

			“Good. Let’s get stung together,” She waved to their server to place an order.

			While waiting on the drink, they made small talk about the weather and traffic. When the cocktails arrived, Maddie raised her glass.

			“To inspired art-making.”

			“I’ll certainly drink to that.” Jordan clinked her glass against Maddie’s and took a sip. It was refreshing and boozy. The professor was right. Only slow, controlled sipping would prevent drunkenness. The waiter remained at the table to take their orders.

			“I’ll have the Gulf shrimp and grits with Maxfield sausage,” Maddie said to the waiter, then spoke to Jordan. “The sausage is local and made with pasture-raised pork, if that matters to you.”

			“It does, and I always trust the locals when it comes to food.” She copied Maddie’s order and gave the menu to the waiter. “Speaking of locals, you don’t sound like one. Your accent sounds a little like…the Bronx? Long Island, maybe?”

			“People assume I’m a New Yorker all the time. But I’m originally from the Big Easy, not the Big Apple.”

			“New Orleans?”

			Maddie nodded. “My accent is called Yat.”

			“Yat? I’ve never heard of it.”

			“It comes from something we say all the time. ‘Where ya’t?’ It means ‘How are you doing?’ I’ve trained myself not to say it unless I’m there. It confuses people anywhere else.”

			“I’ll bet. It really does sound like a New York accent.”

			“It is, in a way. People from New York settled in New Orleans back in the early nineteenth century.”

			“It’s remarkable,” Jordan said, pausing to take a sip of her drink, “that people in two places, a thousand miles and two hundred years apart, could have developed such parallel accents.” She looked up from the rim of her glass, catching Maddie’s direct gaze. Her shadowy gray-blue eyes seemed to be studying her.

			“I know you’ve come here from Chattanooga, but hearing you, I think you’re not from the South. The Northeast maybe?”

			“Good call. Yes. I grew up in the Catskills.”

			“Ah, so you’re the New Yorker. How did you end up in Tennessee?”

			“College. I went to art school in Knoxville and fell in love with the southern Appalachian Mountains. It’s a lot like home, but not so much snow in the winter.”

			“I imagine that has a certain appeal.”

			“It does. Ashville’s not so far away if I want a wintrier mountain experience. When I visit my family in New York for the holidays, it usually reminds me that I don’t miss Northeast winters.”

			“What drew you to Chattanooga?”

			“Aside from the landscape, I like the feel of the place. It’s become a tech hub, and with the gig industry comes money. Where there’s money, there’s support for the arts. Plus, the cost of living is low, and since my commercial work is freelance, I can live anyplace with a good internet connection.”

			“It sounds perfect for you.”

			“It is for now,” Jordan said. “I like it, but I don’t have long-term commitments.”

			“Tell me about your short-term plans while you’re here. I know from your application you’re interested in illustrating endangered species.”

			“I’m here to see the Cahaba lilies bloom. I’m sure you’re aware how rare they are.”

			“Oh, yes. They’re a local natural treasure.”

			Jordan had first learned about the endangered flowering plants in Smithsonian Magazine and wanted to see them in person before she’d finished reading the article. The essay explained that the flashy, exotic-looking lilies had been common in many Southeastern states before rivers, dammed for hydroelectricity projects, had condemned many species to extinction or near extinction. Aside from the beauty of their creamy white blooms with spidery tendrils, they were special for their wildness. Resistant to domestication, they would die if transplanted elsewhere and would grow only in clean, swift-flowing water with rocks craggy enough for their roots to cling. The few remaining stands were scattered across three states, with the largest in Alabama, near Oberon.

			“I’ll be doing a lot of hiking and looking,” Jordan said. “To record observations in notes, drawings, and paintings. I’ve been doing some research to prepare for this trip and have learned that this watershed is one of the most biodiverse in North America. I’ll probably draw and paint lots of things besides the lilies.”

			“Just plants?”

			“Animals and insects, too, I assume. Spring is great for observation because so much is happening. Everyone’s out showing off, finding mates, and building nests. I won’t rule anything out—mammals, birds, turtles, fish, invertebrates, bugs. Whatever crosses my path.”

			“You should meet one of our biologists. She’s always happy to talk about the local ecology.”

			“If you could introduce me, that would be great.”

			The waiter returned, interrupting them with two wide-rimmed bowls, each with mounds of grits smothered in a thick red sauce and topped with grilled shrimp. The aroma made Jordan’s mouth water. The first delicious bite did not disappoint—the grits creamy and sharp with parmesan, the shrimp tender, and the slices of sausage smoky and spicy.

			“How long have you been here at the college?”

			“Eight years,” Maddie said. “I landed here fresh from grad school.”

			“Was that in New Orleans?”

			“No. The University of Washington.”

			“That was a long way from home.”

			“At the time, it was a huge part of the appeal. I wanted to get as far away from the South as I could. My feelings eventually changed, and I was glad to come back. I like to think I help broaden people’s horizons here. Fortunately, Oberon has a history of supporting diversity and progressive ideas.” Maddie swirled a shrimp in the red sauce. “The residency here being a good example.”

			“How so?”

			“The program’s designed to support scholars, scientists, and creatives who work with social justice and environmental issues. Since Palmer House is dedicated to the program, it’s a way of rehabilitating Palmer family history. You’ve lived in the South long enough to understand, I’m sure. Trace the history of a white industrial Southern family back far enough, and you’ll find a story of terrible exploitation.”

			“But I thought a social reformer founded the college.” Jordan repeated what she had read about the college’s history on their website.

			“She did, but the house predates the college by several decades. It was built by the founder’s father, Phineas Palmer. He owned the Oberon Coal Company, though his wife, Wilhelmina, named the company. She loved literature, Shakespeare especially. Oberon is the king of the faeries in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

			“That’s such a whimsical name for an industrial company.”

			“Agreed, but the family believed in education, and Shakespeare was hugely popular in the late nineteenth century. The founder, Julia, and her three sisters were sent to school at Smith College in Massachusetts. And all, except Julia, came back with husbands. She returned with the audacious notion of creating a similar kind of school in the South for girls whose families didn’t have the means to send their daughters to the Seven Sisters colleges up North. That was in the 1890s, and by then, the Palmers had opened several more mines and had relocated their primary home to Birmingham. They also began acquiring a lot of land all over the state. Their descendants are still major landholders here, mostly in timber and gas industries now. Anyway, Julia refused to marry and used her inheritance to endow the college. When the coal boom went bust, all the little company towns around here shriveled and died, except this one.”

			“Which seems to be thriving, from what I’ve seen,” Jordan said. “Julia must have been quite the woman.”

			“I think ‘headstrong’ is often used to describe her.”

			“Where would we be without headstrong women?” Jordan asked with a laugh.

			“The world would be a much poorer place.” Maddie sipped her cocktail. “I, for one, am very thankful for Julia Palmer’s legacy. Her spirit infuses this place.”

			“Speaking of spirits, when I looked up the college, I kept seeing references to ghosts.” Jordan said. “Is the campus really haunted?”

			Maddie nodded.

			“Seriously?” Jordan widened her eyes. “You believe in ghosts?”

			“Are you kidding me? I’m from New Orleans. You can hardly walk through the French Quarter without bumping into a few, or at least rubbing shoulders with a necromancer on your way to get a beignet.”

			Jordan laughed, but Maddie’s seriousness surprised her. “You’ve seen a ghost?”

			“I was joking about bumping into them in New Orleans. I confess I’ve never seen one. They say some people aren’t sensitive that way, and I guess I’m one of them.” Maddie shrugged. “But I do believe in the possibility of them. If our souls, our spirits, if you will, are eternal, then maybe the spirit sometimes gets stuck here in this material world and becomes a ghost. How about you?”

			“To be honest, I’ve never given it much thought. I’m probably best described as an empiricist. I started college as a biology major and then switched to art and concentrated in illustration. In both fields I was trained to observe and record, you know? I’ve never seen a ghost, so I can’t say I’m a believer.”

			“But you don’t have to see something to believe in it. You probably took enough science classes to understand that concept.” Maddie smiled and raised her eyebrows.

			“How so?” Jordan felt like a student being prompted to work through a complicated idea.

			“Take the air, for example.” Maddie waved her fork around for emphasis. “The oxygen in it fills our lungs. It’s invisible. You can’t see it, but it keeps us alive. Whether or not you believe in it, it’s still there.”

			“That’s an interesting perspective.” Jordan wasn’t fully convinced. Good science required experiments to test theories and repeatable results, but she didn’t want to argue the point. She might not be a believer, but she liked a good story, and Maddie was a good storyteller. “Tell me more about this haunted campus. Are there any evil spirits?”

			“Not that I’m aware of. Some of my colleagues talk about hearing footsteps or doors slamming when they know they’re the only person around. A librarian once told me that she hears the voices of children sometimes, late at night, when it’s quiet. There’s also a residence hall known for its mischievous ghost. I had a student one semester who lost her student ID card five times, and every time she got a replacement, the old one would turn up in an obvious place.”

			“The actions of a mischievous roommate, don’t you think?”

			“Perhaps. But my student was convinced it was the ghost.” Maddie smiled. “I’m sure you’ll hear more stories while you’re here. There are lots of them, some grounded in fact and others pure fiction.”

			“Does Palmer House have a ghost?”

			Maddie was silent for a moment before answering, seeming to choose her words carefully. “It does.”

			“Really?” Jordan stared at her, waiting for her to smile or break into laughter. But she didn’t do either. Jordan leaned forward. “Tell me about it.”

			“Are you sure you want to hear a story about a ghost who haunts the house where you’ll be staying alone for the next month?”

			“I’m not easily frightened.” Jordan sat back in her chair and took a slow sip of her drink. “And I don’t believe in ghosts, remember?”

			“Okay. You asked for it.” Maddie rolled the ice around in her nearly empty glass and then tipped it back, draining what liquid remained. “During the Civil War, the Confederate Army commandeered the house to use as the headquarters for a field hospital. Major Reynold Pettiborn, the commanding officer, was known for his exceptional care, treating the wounded soldiers as if they were his own sons. He refused to leave the hospital for any amount of time until he received a letter from his dying father who said his only desire was to see his son one more time. Honoring his father’s wish, he traveled to Atlanta, but the poor man passed before the major arrived, and then, while he was on the way back, the Union troops swept through the area and murdered the defenseless soldiers in their beds. The major returned, doubly devastated, feeling he’d failed his father and his young soldiers. He died a few days later from a fever, but some say it was from a broken heart and spirit. And so—” Maddie locked eyes with Jordan and lowered the pitch of her voice, speaking slowly as she finished the story. “The ghost of Major Pettiborn haunts the grounds around the house to this day. On dark, moonless nights, he wanders through the pecan orchard and shuffles around the edges of the house moaning and wailing in anguish and mourning.”

			“I’ll make sure to pay attention to the phases of the moon,” Jordan said. She felt pleasantly tingly from both the spooky story and the timbre of the professor’s compelling voice. “I hope he’s not looking for some Yankee to finally wreak his revenge upon.”

			“No. I’ve never heard such a threat,” Maddie said lightly.

			“That’s good. I’ll sleep better knowing that.” Jordan laughed.

			“Maybe I should have said ‘not yet.’” Maddie gave her a lopsided grin. “There’s a first for everything, you know.”

			“Oh! Well, there goes my good night’s sleep.” Jordan enjoyed the teasing banter, but still, the skeptical scientist in her persisted. “You said earlier that some stories are based in fact and others made up. So, tell me, how much of that one is factual?”

			“Not a damn bit.” Maddie chuckled. “The Union troops, when they did come through, flew past the town and the mine. They were more interested in destroying ironworks and main rail lines. If the Confederacy couldn’t manufacture iron or transport it, then the mines were effectively shut down since there was nowhere and no way to send it. No battles were fought near here, and Palmer House was never a field hospital.”

			“That was very convincing. You tell a good story.”

			“Why, thank you.”

			“I’d like to hear another one.”

			“And I’d be happy to tell you one,” Maddie glanced at her watch. “But, unless you want dessert, we should probably get going.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course.” Jordan gestured to her empty bowl. “That was rich, no dessert necessary.” She folded her napkin and placed it on the table. She’d been so caught up in their conversation and Maddie’s expert storytelling, she’d almost forgotten she was here for a quick bite to eat before being guided to her temporary residence.

			They settled the bill, and Jordan followed Maddie outside. “Where’s your car?”

			“It’s the silver Toyota.” Jordan pointed. “The 4Runner across the street.”

			“Great.” Maddie started to cross the street. “I’m parked next to you. Follow me. We’ll go past campus, cut through a neighborhood, make a sharp right at the dogleg, then a left and another right, and we’ll be there.”

			Trailing Maddie’s mossy green Subaru Outback with a “Save the Cahaba” license plate, they skirted the edge of the stately campus. After several turns, Jordan lost her bearings after they passed through a residential neighborhood that quickly transitioned into densely wooded countryside. When the road zigzagged unexpectedly on the crest of a hill, Jordan knew she’d have gotten lost had she been on her own. After turning on to a gravel lane, they passed through an ornate old ironwork gate and through a deep grove of pecan trees. At the end of the lane stood Palmer House, a two-story, cedar-shingled red-brick building, its windows neatly trimmed in white paint and flanked by dark green shutters. Two tall chimneys jutted out along the sides of the building on each end, silhouetted in the darkening sky. Jordan followed Maddie around back and pulled up next to her in front of a smaller single-story brick building connected to the house by a covered walkway.

			“That’s the studio,” Maddie said, pointing at the smaller building as she got out of her car. “It was originally the kitchen. They were detached from the main house to keep the house cooler in summer and to reduce risk of catching the house on fire. There’s a kitchen in the house now. It’s small but serviceable.”

			“I’m sure it’s fine for me. I’m not much of a cook,” Jordan said. She smiled at the invisible chorus of spring peeper frogs calling from the trees. “If it has a coffee pot and a microwave, I’ll be fine.”

			“It does. Housekeeping comes by once a week to do light cleaning, and they’ll restock the coffee service. It’s a nice little perk.” Maddie laughed at her pun. “You’ll find several good restaurants in town.”

			“Perfect.”

			“Do you need help carrying anything in?”

			“No. I’ll be fine. Thanks.”

			Maddie gestured toward the house. “I’ll give you a quick tour and the key, and then I need to get home.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry if I’ve kept you from your family or, uh, partner?” Jordan stumbled over the words.

			“No girlfriend right now. Just my dog, who needs to go out soon.” Pulling a key from her pocket, Maddie walked to the back door. As she slid the key into the lock, she rested her palm on the door frame and lightly tapped her index finger against the painted wood three times before she turned the lock and opened the door.

			Jordan followed her inside, pausing when Maddie stopped in the center of the hallway and pointed up the stairs. “You’ll find the bedroom, bathroom, and a small study upstairs.” She led her through each of the rooms on the ground floor, showing her the sitting room, dining room, and the tiny kitchen. On the counter, next to a coffeemaker, was a basket stocked with packets of tea and coffee, and some granola bars.

			“The photos on the website don’t do this place justice,” Jordan said, admiring everything she’d seen. Rich heart-pine floors gleamed against cream-colored walls, on which paintings, darkened with age, were hung. The furniture, mostly modern, looked comfortable, and several large bookcases were packed with books.

			Maddie glanced at her watch furtively, as if she didn’t want to seem pressed for time. “Would you like me to show you the studio?”

			“I hate to keep you longer. You’ve been generous with your time.”

			“There’s not much to see. But it does have a fireplace, not that you’ll need it this time of year, and a big table and chairs. Some of our residents have really liked using it for meetings or open studios. It keeps your living space more private.”

			“I look forward to checking it out.” Jordan rubbed her hands together.

			“That’s about it, then.” Maddie held out the key between her thumb and index finger. “Here you go.”

			“Thanks,” Jordan said, taking the key.

			“Oh. I forgot to mention we always get complaints about the air-conditioning being inconsistent. Maintenance can’t seem to figure it out, but if you have any problems, their number is on the fridge.” Maddie glanced at her watch again. “I’d better go. If you need anything else, you’ve got my number. Have a good night, Jordan.”

			“Thanks. You too, Maddie.”

			Maddie paused as she crossed the threshold, turning to speak. “I enjoyed our conversation at dinner. If you need a break sometime, maybe we can continue it.”

			“I’d like that,” Jordan said.

			Maddie smiled, the dimples appearing again. Jordan watched her as she crossed the gravel to her car. Maddie moved with a grace and confidence Jordan found attractive. After Maddie left, Jordan remained on the back step, gazing up at the first stars emerging in the orange and blue twilight sky. While she searched unsuccessfully for the moon, a raspy-voiced barred owl called from the darkening woods. She recalled Maddie’s description of Major Pettiborn. On dark, moonless nights, he walks the perimeter, moaning and wailing. Ghost stories might not frighten Jordan easily, but she was still glad to know that one wasn’t true.

			Deciding to leave her art supplies in her car until tomorrow, she retrieved her bags and took them into Palmer House. The stairs, rounded and worn smooth from so many years of use, creaked underfoot as she carried her bags to the second floor. When her foot touched the narrow landing halfway up, she suddenly felt cold, like she’d stepped into a walk-in freezer. It was such a shock she stopped and looked around as prickly goose bumps formed on her arms. Then, equally as sudden, the intense chill passed as quickly as it had arrived.

			She must have walked into a draft. Old houses weren’t designed for modern air-conditioning, and the air circulated strangely, she told herself, and Maddie had already warned her about it. She really hated to waste energy on too much air-conditioning. If it became a problem she’d call maintenance, as Maddie advised. Without giving it another thought she continued up the stairs to unpack.






Chapter Ten

Jordan awoke to the sound of a text alert on her phone. She rolled and reached for the phone, forgetting that she wasn’t in bed, and nearly fell off the sofa. She’d stretched out on it after Leda left, intending to lie there for a bit to process the day’s events before going to bed upstairs, and must have fallen asleep moments later. The message was a cheery good morning from Maddie, asking if she’d slept well.

			“Like the dead,” Jordan said to herself with a laugh. She started to text a reply and then decided to call instead.

			“Hey, you.” Maddie answered on the first ring. “Good morning.”

			“Good morning.” Jordan smiled, imagining Maddie’s face. She wanted to tell her about Leda, but how do you tell the woman you’re just getting to know, and would like to know much better, that you’ve not only seen a spirit, but stayed up late conversing with one? Maddie had professed to believe in the supernatural, but Jordan wasn’t going to test the limits of her belief. It still seemed unbelievable and a good reason for a woman to reconsider a new romance. “When do you leave for New Orleans?”

			“In a few minutes.” Maddie paused. “Did my text wake you? You sound a little groggy.”

			“Yeah. I haven’t had a cup of coffee yet.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No worries. It’s okay. I’m really glad you called.”

			“You called me.” Maddie laughed.

			“Oh, right.” Jordan put her palm to her forehead. Hearing Maddie’s voice made her feel giddy. “You texted; I called back. It might sound silly, but I wanted to hear your voice. Text can only do so much.”

			“That’s not silly at all. I woke up thinking about you, wishing I didn’t have to wait until Friday to see you again. My sister would kill me if I canceled on her. She’s preparing an obnoxiously lavish party for my niece’s birthday. And then my mom would be mad at me for making her angry.” She sighed. “My niece is turning eight, so I expect toxic levels of pink and glitter.”

			“And princesses?” Jordan asked.

			“Most definitely. And unicorns, too, I suspect.”

			“Unicorns aren’t all bad, not the ones with rainbow tails, anyway. I think of them as the spirit animal of Pride,” Jordan said.

			“I always thought those were drag queens.” Maddie laughed.

			“Did you like princesses when you were a kid?”

			“Not the Disney kind, if that’s what you mean,” Maddie said. “I was fascinated by real fairy-tale princesses, the Brothers Grimm stories, and Arthurian legends. I was a total book nerd, obviously. How about you?”

			“No princesses for me. I had Smokey Bear everything—plush toys, stickers, coloring books, posters—you name it.” Jordan remembered her childhood bedroom decorated like it was a summer-camp bunkhouse. “My grandfather worked for the US Forest Service and kept me well supplied with Smokey swag.” Barking in the background interrupted their conversation. “Is Chip going with you?”

			“Of course. In fact, she’s pacing back and forth between me and the front door right now because I’m not moving fast enough. She loves car trips. Once she sees my suitcase, she doesn’t let me out of her sight.”

			“I’m sorry you’ll be out of my sight for a while.” Jordan spoke softly. Maddie’s indistinct murmured reply made Jordan’s heart skip a beat and her stomach flutter. “Is it a long drive to New Orleans?”

			“It’s not bad. About five hours if I don’t get stuck in traffic on the causeway.”

			“Will you text me tonight, let me know you made it safely?”

			“Sure. Are you going out to the river today?”

			“I am. I hear the lilies are starting to bloom.”

			“Oh, that’s great.” Maddie’s tone seemed to convey genuine excitement. “It looks like it’ll be a beautiful day. If I didn’t have to leave, I’d invite myself along.”

			“If you weren’t leaving town, I’d have already invited you to go with me.”

			“I can’t wait to hear about your reaction to them.”

			“I can’t wait to find out what it will be.” Jordan laughed. “You be careful on the road.”

			“Thanks,” Maddie said. “You be careful on the river.”

			“I’ll do my best to be safe.” Their mutual concern for each other’s well-being was charming. “Oh, hey, what about the chickens?”

			“They’re going with me, of course,” Maddie said lightly. “I have a specially designed travel crate for them.”

			“Seriously?” Jordan couldn’t imagine traveling for hours with chickens in a car and taking them to someone else’s house.

			Maddie chortled. “I’m joking with you, Jordan. I keep my neighbor supplied with eggs, and he keeps an eye on them when I’m out of town.”

			“I’m so gullible.” Jordan laughed at herself. “But you were so convincing. You’re really a good storyteller. Hey, speaking of which, you never told me about the Palmer House spirit.”

			“Spirit? You mean ghost? There’s not much of a story to tell other than a few reported sightings of a young woman in a yellow dress. How’d you hear about her?”

			“Jenn told me.” Jordan spoke truthfully but omitted last night’s experience with the spirit. She wanted to continue talking with Maddie but knew she was keeping her from leaving. “We’re avoiding hanging up, aren’t we?” Jordan’s cheeks hurt, and she realized she hadn’t stopped smiling since she picked up her phone.

			“We might be,” Maddie said. Somehow her voice sounded like she was smiling, too. “How about we hang up on the count of three?”

			“If you want to get to New Orleans before sunset, we’d better.”

			“One…two…” They counted together, but on the third count, neither ended the call, and they burst into laughter.

			“I’m hanging up now,” Jordan said. “For real.”

			“Me, too.” Maddie laughed. “Seriously.”

			“Okay, okay. Bye, Maddie.” Chuckling, Jordan moved the phone away from her ear, hearing Maddie’s delightful laughter continue as she ended the call.

* * *

			An hour later, after having eaten a granola bar and banana for breakfast during the drive, Jordan turned on to the tree-shaded gravel road leading to the Cahaba River. Scanning the river as soon as she saw it in gaps between the trees, she hoped for a view of the lilies. The water level had dropped, and the lilies were no longer submerged, clusters of their long, dark-green leaves visible. She spotted a few white blooms in the distance, but none close to the river’s edge.

			She parked the 4Runner behind a line of cars in the turnaround at the end of the road near Caffee Creek. Slipping her sling pack over her shoulder, she traveled light, with just a sketchbook, pencils, small pan of watercolors, and a water bottle. As she walked past a group of adults letting their kids play in the shallow water near the river’s sandy edge, she noticed a hand-painted sign nailed up high on the trunk of a tree: Do not leave dirty diapers. The thought of soiled diapers littering the ground repulsed and aggravated her. If someone had gone to the trouble of climbing the tree to attach that sign, diaper-dumping must have been an actual problem here. The volume of trash she’d seen scattered along the roads in Alabama was appalling, although Tennessee wasn’t much better. She didn’t understand people’s careless disregard of the environment.

			The trail to Hargrove Shoals began on the other side of Caffee Creek, a tributary that flowed into the river. Knowing it would require a water crossing, she’d worn shorts and water sandals, expecting to get her feet wet today. The water, surprisingly cold, came up to her calves as she waded across. As she glanced up the creek, she admired the cascade of water flowing through rocks and boulders. Was Old Red still up there, waiting for a meal to amble past? The big copperhead reminded her of Leda. Would Jordan really see her again today?

			When she paused on the other side to shake sand and gravel out of her sandals, the confluence gave her a sweeping view up and down the river. Above the mouth of the creek, the river was wide, shallow, and noisy as water rushed through the striated lines of bedrock crossing the river at a diagonal. Below, it was dark and deep, ripples on the deceptively smooth surface indicating the hydraulic power beneath.

			Following the shaded and well-worn sandy path, she encountered a small group of middle-aged birders along the way. They pointed to the tree canopy overhead, clutching expensive binoculars and arguing over which species of warbler they’d spotted. She exchanged nods and hellos as she passed, and after fifteen minutes of walking, she quickened her pace when the stand of lilies, known as Hargrove Shoals, came into view.

			They were spectacular, stretching as far as she could see, clusters of creamy white blooms resembling a thin layer of snow on top of lush, green foliage. A handful of people already stood there, dispersed among the plants in the water. As she removed her phone from her pocket to take a few photos before wading closer to the flowers, she realized she’d forgotten to bring its waterproof case. Silently cussing, she captured a few images and vowed to be careful while in the water. After putting her phone in her pack, she stepped into the river.

			What she’d expected to be an easy stroll through shallow water along the rocky shelf to the lilies turned out to be tricky. The surfaces were slick with algae. Jordan took short, shuffling steps, working her way slowly to the nearest blooms. The rock was also dotted with small aquatic snails that she tried her best to avoid stepping on, slowing her down further. Seeing so many was a good thing, as their presence indicated clean water. She’d read about the Cahaba pebblesnail, a small, light-colored gastropod with a distinctive tan stripe that lived only in this river. It was thought to have gone extinct because of mining pollution. Just a few years ago, a grad student who’d noticed snail populations rebounding since the Clean Water Act went into effect in the early seventies was hopeful that the snails might have survived and went looking for them, finding them in a small section of the river. Although that area was north of where she was, she kept an eye out for their distinctive pattern. Given what was upstream—dense urban areas, industry, mining, and farms—a single catastrophic spill could wipe them out. The author of the article she’d read was optimistic that the populations could rebound. Water quality, in general, was better, and since a small dam on the river had recently been removed, a host of other species was recovering. She’d read with fascination how the tiny larvae of mussels dispersed by catching rides on the gills of fish. Collectively, they grazed decaying plants, filtered water, and provided a food source for other animals. Overlooked and disregarded, snails and mussels having free range were key components of a healthy ecosystem.

			As she moved closer to the lilies, at what seemed like, well, a snail’s pace, an idea for a painting depicting those interrelated connections began to form in her mind’s eye. She tucked the thought away as she approached the first cluster of flowers.

			Up close, the shape of the lilies reminded her of amaryllis, the pretty hybridized flowers that bloomed off long tubular stems with leathery dark-green leaves, the bulbs of which were offered for sale during the winter holidays. Unlike the showy garden amaryllis, the Cahaba lily flowers were far more delicate. Seeing them in person now, she was glad she’d read up on the plant’s anatomy because it helped her fully appreciate what she was observing. The lily’s unpoetic-sounding scientific name, Hymenocallis coronaria, meaning “beautiful membrane crown,” didn’t do it justice. The flower was sensually beautiful, like something Georgia O’Keeffe would have painted. The cup-shaped flower was the crown, a thin, circular membrane with frilled and pointed edges framed by six long, spidery tendrils. Six thin stamens radiated from the edge of the crown, each capped with yellow, pollen-swollen pillows called anthers. A thin, sticky filament, the stigma, emerged from the yellow blush of the flower’s throat. Although the flowers relied on pollinators to keep the gene pool diverse, each one was self-contained, with both male and female parts. And it survived only in clean, swiftly flowing water. Jordan respected the inherent wildness of a plant that would wither and die in a domestic garden no matter how carefully tended.

			The people in the distance moved among the flowers like the native bees buzzing around her, attracted to the blooms’ nectar. She’d noticed that they all had wading sticks, and now she understood why. The bedrock, fragmented and often jagged, sloped down into dark, unknown depths. She reflected on Leda’s tragic drowning. She’d known the river well, it seemed, and had still lost her life due to a slip and fall. Imagining her own foot sliding and getting stuck in a crevice encouraged Jordan to be cautious and take it slow.

			She paused on a flat, wet rock mid-river in front of a wide channel to wipe the sweat trickling down her forehead. She’d hoped to make it all the way to the other side, but she wouldn’t be able to cross here without risking getting her sling pack wet and not without some difficulty. The channel was deep, the flow swift. Water was always more powerful than it seemed. A refreshing soft brush of a slight breeze on her skin felt good and carried with it a subtle, sweet scent. Bending low, she put her nose to the nearest lily bloom and smelled a delicate fragrance reminiscent of honeysuckle. From what she’d read, the flowers bloomed for one day only. Today just a portion of the plants around her were blooming, and they were all heavy with buds, seemingly ripe and ready to emerge.

			After taking a long drink from her water bottle, she retrieved her sketchbook and pencil from her pack. She made several quick gestural drawings of the landscape as a warm-up and then a suite of detailed drawings focusing on the lilies. While drawing, she entered an almost meditative state and eased into the flow of translating what she saw into marks on the page. The process also made her more attuned to the variety of textures and colors, and how the water flowed through the shoals. In art school she’d learned about Leonardo da Vinci’s fine pen-and-ink drawings of natural forces, like flowing water and violent windstorms, and that he drew from observation as a method of attaining deep knowledge. Drawing helped her appreciate abject things, like spiders and spindly-legged insects. When she illustrated some for a freelance job, they gave her the heebie-jeebies at first, but the more she drew them, the more she felt curious instead of anxious.

			Eventually she couldn’t make any more marks on the paper without overdoing the drawing, so she stowed her sketchbook and pencil back in her pack and retrieved her phone to take images for source photos. After she captured as many close-ups of the lilies as she could, she set her camera to panorama and held it at arm’s length, panning the phone around her. While she shifted her feet to complete the arc, her right foot, closest to the ledge, slipped. Her leg scraped painfully against the sharp edge, and her foot plunged into the fast-moving water, the current tugging it and catching the sole of her sandal like a paddle. She lost traction on her left foot and slipped again, tipping backward. Sensing that she was falling, she instinctively put her hands out to catch herself and watched helplessly as her phone arced through the air, hit the water with a splash, and disappeared into the depths of the river as her butt hit the edge of the rock.

			“Fuck!” Unharmed save for a scraped calf, she sat on the wet rock, her legs dangling in the current, staring at the spot where she’d last glimpsed the phone as if she could will it back into her hand. “Fuckity-fuck.”

			The water-resistant phone could withstand a quick dunk, but it might not survive an extended soak, assuming she could retrieve it. She considered wading into the current to feel around for it, but then she’d risk getting her pack and art supplies wet. She glanced about, looking for an exposed dry rock where she might put the pack, but didn’t see one. A small, fuzzy butterfly landed on the front of her shirt, distracting her. It was a silver-spotted skipper flashing its silvery white spots, rhythmically opening and closing its wings. A dainty, seemingly fragile thing, it flitted off effortlessly, as if taunting her with its ability to cross the river with ease.

			Movement in the water caught her eye, something dark and shadowy darting beneath her toes. She pulled up her feet and scooted back on the ledge. She wasn’t sure what she’d witnessed. Glancing up, she looked for a passing cloud casting a shadow. The sky overhead was clear blue; the only clouds visible were to the north and just beginning to appear over the top of the hillside. The shadow passed again. Something was definitely there, its shape unclear. A big fish maybe? It probably wasn’t a turtle; they seldom roamed in rocky shoals and strong currents. Scanning the water, hoping to glimpse whatever it was, she recoiled when a pale hand popped out of the water, clutching her phone.

			Leda’s head emerged next, covered with a wide grin. “Looking for this?”

			“Leda! Oh my God, yes.” Jordan reached for her phone as Leda floated to her. “Thank you!”

			“You’re welcome. You’re lucky I arrived when I did.”

			“Lucky and very grateful.” She powered off the phone quickly and grabbed a bandana from her pack to wipe it down.

			“What do you think of my little piece of heaven?” Leda bobbed in the water as if there were no current. Water rolled off the surface of her dry hair, and her makeup was perfect.

			Jordan puffed air in her cheeks, trying to find the right words as she stuffed the phone into her pack. “It’s wonderful. I don’t think words can do it justice.”

			Leda nodded. “Can I see your drawings?”

			“Sure.” Jordan removed her sketchbook and flipped to the first gestural sketch and held it up for Leda to see, moving slowly through the next few pages. Leda appeared impressed.

			“Oh, I like this one,” Leda said with exuberance and pointed at the drawing of a lily root grasping a rock. “They look like they’re clinging on for dear life, don’t they?”

			“I guess they are,” Jordan said, turning to the last sketch of a snail. “I’m not sure what species this is. I was hoping I might find a pebblesnail. They were thought to be extinct but have survived somehow. I know this isn’t one of them.”

			“The little stripeys?” Leda asked. “They used to be everywhere, and then they all but disappeared. But I’ve been seeing them again.” She pointed an index finger. “I’ll be right back.” With a grin, she disappeared under the water’s surface.

			Alone again, Jordan remembered that she wasn’t the only person exploring Hargrove Shoals. She glanced over her shoulder to see a few people wading downstream from her, one setting up a tripod and camera with a big lens. She wondered if they, too, could see Leda, or if it looked like she was talking to the river. Hopefully, they weren’t paying her any attention.

			When Leda returned after a few minutes, she held out a cupped hand with three snails the size of a nickel. The spired shape of the coiled shells and tan stripes was instantly recognizable.

			“Oh, wow.” Jordan leaned forward to have a closer look, wishing she could use her phone to take a photo. “Do you mind holding them so I can draw?”

			“Not at all.”

			Jordan got out her pencil and sketchbook and made several sketches, some of just the snails and some including Leda’s hands, which remained unnaturally still, something a living person in the water couldn’t do. Making friends with a spirit was unexpectedly handy. What would have happened if she’d tried to take a picture of Leda? Would she register in the image, or would the photo just show some strange orb or hazy shadow?

			“You look very serious when you’re drawing,” Leda said after Jordan finished and turned the result around to show her.

			“I do? I’m not surprised, though. I really focus when I’m working,” She stowed the sketchbook in her pack. “I guess you probably ought to get my models back into the water where they came from.”

			Leda dipped her hands in the water, refreshing the snails. “Something marvelous happens here, but only at night. If you come back when the moon’s full, I’ll show you.”

			“I don’t know that I can.”

			“Why not?”

			“The reserve closes at sunset.”

			Leda rolled her eyes while pushing back from the ledge. As she floated away slowly, her form seemed less distinct, as if she were dissolving in the water, her voice taking on a teasing tone. “The river never closes, Jordan.”

			Leda disappeared completely and didn’t return. Jordan shuffled carefully back to the riverbank and found a shady spot with a log that made a good bench. Then she got out her watercolors and sketchbook to add a wash of color to a few of the drawings. As she brought the sketches to life with the dip and swish of the brush on paper, she considered Leda’s proposition. What did she want to show her, and, more worrisome, how could she get back to this place at night?






Chapter Eleven

On her way back to Palmer House from the river, Jordan stopped by the college library to use a computer. With her laptop useless because of the cracked and bleeding screen, she needed one to find detailed instructions regarding her water-soaked phone. She discovered only that she should wipe it down with a soft cloth, tap out any water accumulated in the charging port, speakers, and microphones, and wait before turning it on again. Some sources said six hours, though others recommended forty-eight. Hopeful it would be fine, she decided to split the difference and try powering it up in the morning.

			However, she couldn’t text Maddie as promised. Jordan checked their email exchanges. The phone number included with Maddie’s signature was for her office. The best Jordan could do was email her, explaining that she had returned from the river safe and sound, but her phone hadn’t, and hope Maddie was checking messages.

			After that, she looked at online maps as she considered how to reach the lilies at night. By canoe seemed the most direct way. She canoed every summer with her family on camping trips, but most of her experience was on flat water. She could rent one, put in above the preserve, and float down to the stand. With a full moon and clear weather, visibility would be good, but that plan presented problems. She’d have to paddle back up to her car, and going solo wasn’t the safest thing to
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