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      It’s well below freezing and the wind that’s biting my face in anger blows in above the sparkling blue waters of Green Bay.

      “You can see Michigan from here,” our guide announces.

      No one disputes this piece of information while I stand there shivering from my lack of winter protection, trying to imagine how Michigan got on top of Wisconsin. And you can bet that question isn’t coming out of this Southerner’s mouth.

      We’re in Door County, a peninsula that stretches up from the mainland of Wisconsin like the thumb on a left-handed mitten. Lake Michigan flows on the eastern side of the peninsula but today we’re visiting Peninsula State Park on the west side, which faces Green Bay with its namesake city further south where the mitten’s thumb and hand meet.

      I sneak a glance at Winnie Calder, another travel writer who has turned into one of my best buds since our first press trip almost three years ago in Eureka Springs. Winnie’s from my neighboring state of Mississippi and she’s looking as lost as last year’s Easter egg. I lean in and ask the dreaded question, hoping her quizzical look isn’t the result of it being butt-numbing cold.

      “Michigan?” I ask sheepishly.

      Winnie shrugs. “I thought it was on the other side.”

      Thank you, Winnie. Stupidity loves company.

      She leans in close so no one hears. “We’ll check the map when we get in the car.”

      I nod because I’ve already been chastised for bringing a lightweight coat on this trip. I thought my Dillard’s special with its faux fur collar was sufficient since it has kept me warm during the past few winters in South Louisiana—although most winters are mere weeks with above-average temperatures, thanks to Global Warming that has sent us six hurricanes in three years. I did remember to bring my mittens, so I should get some pie, but I expect my toes to crack off any minute now. Who needs Botox with this frigid wind?

      I look around and all the travel writers born above the Mason-Dixon Line appear cozy in their down jackets, scarves wrapped tightly around their cheeks. Some have even braved photographs but my hands are never leaving my pockets until the temperature rises above forty.

      “When’s lunch?” I ask Winnie.

      I don’t eat breakfast, just a milked-down coffee and a cracker these days. It’s all I can manage until the sun’s high in the sky. Right now, it’s nearing its zenith and I’m starving.

      Winnie sends me a look as if she can read my secret. I’m closing in on my second trimester but haven’t told a soul, not even my husband. TB hasn’t suspected, even though my clothes have been shrinking and I’m barely eating. But then, bless his heart, TB isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.

      “What?” I ask, feeling my blood pressure rise and almost hearing cartoon birds chirping around my head. I don’t wait for Winnie to respond, don’t ask for permission from our PR professionals leading this trip, simply head back to the van before I fall face down into the Bay of Green.

      Unfortunately, Winnie’s hot on my heels.

      “Vi,” I hear her say to my back, but I’m too focused on getting into a warm car and placing my head between my legs. I’ve fainted once before, thankfully without doing myself harm. I rose from the couch too fast while watching Jeopardy—I had nailed the final question and was jumping up to reward myself with a chocolate Yoo-hoo—and whatever blood existed in my face fell immediately to my toes and I was out cold. I woke up with my cat Stinky licking my face, grateful the couch took my fall and not my houseboat’s hard wooden floors.

      Of course, I told no one.

      I pull the van’s side door open and slip inside, grateful to be sitting and out of that horrid wind. I leave the side door open, allowing the fresh air to relieve the nausea rising in me.

      And to abate the stink of rotting fish.

      I turn toward the bane of my press trip existence, a scrappy thirty-something man covered in ruddy hair, his face almost completely hidden by the thickest beard I’ve ever seen, reminding me of the man on the cover of the Gorton’s fish sticks box. He’s dressed in a heavy yellow waterproof coat that my friend from Boston calls a “slicker,” a thick corded sweater underneath, and matching yellow work boots up to his shins, ones we call Cajun Reeboks back home.

      He’s not alive, of course, but that’s not why he stinks.

      “What do you want?” I ask again, even though I know this ghost doesn’t talk. Many of them don’t.

      I see ghosts on a regular basis, but only ones who have died by water. I saw all manner of apparitions when I was young but repressed the ability when people didn’t believe me or deemed me crazy. When Hurricane Katrina came barreling through my hometown of New Orleans in 2005, four years ago, the trauma pushed that psychic door wide open. Only now, I’m limited to ghosts who have perished in a watery death, like this fellow who no doubt fell off a fishing vessel.

      I’m called a SCANC, a ridiculous anachronism I did not invent, one that stands for a person who has Specific Communication with Apparitions, Non-entities and the Comatose. My specialty is water. I’m not alone; apparently, the world is full of SCANCs. I even attended a SCANC convention last fall with my other travel writing bud, Carmine Kelsey, who wears this title as well. Carmine’s also a descendant of angels—apparently way back when angels ignored God and did a little hanky panky with humans—and I’m carrying witchy DNA from a long line of mediums and witches thanks to my crazy Alabama ancestors. But, front and center are the ghosts who never stop reaching out.

      The fish smell is getting the best of me and I know I’m going to retch if this ghost doesn’t move on.

      “Dude, I can’t help you if you don’t talk,” I say. “Plus, I’m pregnant so if you don’t speak or get out of here, I’m going to hurl what little breakfast I managed to eat.”

      The man stares at me, looking confused, and I wonder if the newly dead — those vinyl boots with the L.L. Bean logo make me think this was recent — haven’t learned to communicate with the living yet. I don’t have time to wait for whatever reaction he will offer me because that tiny cracker is making itself know. I’m about to head out of the van, back into the frozen north wind when Winnie appears, her hand holding the sliding door open, her face sending me a mom look.

      “Vi, what’s going on?”

      I look back at Mr. Gorton and he’s disappeared. So, is the fish smell. I take a deep breath of the fresh air and my stomach calms down.

      “Not feeling too hot.”

      “No kidding. You’re a puke shade of green.”

      I offer up my best fake smile. I’m not ready to discuss my current disposition, not until I tell TB. My husband started school at Smoky Mountain University in southeastern Tennessee a few weeks ago and I’ve been waiting for the school health insurance to kick in before I visit a doctor and find out what’s what. Only problem, the school doesn’t offer its students full healthcare. My husband agreed to work with his uncle’s construction company one weekend a month in exchange for our healthcare coverage. Once I get back to Tennessee and get checked out I’ll spill the beans. For now, though, it feels wrong to discuss my situation with anyone else before I tell my husband.

      Especially considering all we’ve been through.

      “I’ll be okay. When’s lunch?”

      Winnie’s not having it. She’s a mom of three, raises goats on a farm outside Oxford, Mississippi, and writes travel for several freelance outlets, including the popular blog, Might as Well be Talkin’ to a Fence Post. She sends me the stink eye, letting me know she sees right through me.

      Just then the rest of the group arrives, huddling around the van but not yet climbing inside, even though the brutal temperatures and wind must be getting to them as well. This dance around the van happens often on press trips. We’re all journalists, whether on staff at publications or freelance, like me. Destinations around the country charge hotel and motel taxes and share that money with local economic development offices or tourism, who then invite press to their towns, putting us up at lovely accommodations, feeding us well, and showing us sites like the beautiful, but cold, Door County Peninsula Park. They almost always pick us up at the airport and drive us around in vans and buses.

      Here’s the rub. No one likes to sit in the back of the van. You must climb over seats, stumble over seatbelts that get tangled in your feet, squeeze into tight spaces. Which is why everyone’s milling about, some checking their phones, others looking at photos they captured on digital cameras. If you wait long enough, other writers will climb into the back and then the van’s second aisle is free and so is the passenger side in the front. Usually on every press trip, there’s one or two people who hang back while others pile inside. Sometimes, there’s even a person or two who claims car sickness and immediately climbs in front.

      I’m a Southern girl taught to give up seats to my elders and most of the time I’m one of the younger journalists on the trip, unless the destination brings in bloggers. I’m also not one to stand around while others are pretending work so they can nab a choice seat. I just huff and climb in the back.

      This morning, I’m not in the mood.

      “Okay, everyone,” says our guide Nellie Peters, hoping to get everyone on board. “We’re off to lunch.”

      Two or three people glance up but they’re not moving.

      “Pa-leese,” says Winnie under her breath in her thick Mississippi accent and climbs in the back. She hasn’t left the van’s rear since arriving two nights before.

      I usually follow her but today I’m feeling aggressive. Funny, how pregnancy does that to you, taking over your body and mind and giving you superhuman strength. I won’t be picking up this van like Wonder Woman but I will stand up for the disagreeable creature inside of me who’s demanding sustenance. I open the front door and climb into the passenger seat, pull the door close before the editor of a Wisconsin cheese magazine will object. She’s been complaining about headaches since day one — only during van rides, of course. I must admit, picking the front also keeps me from having to explain more to Winnie.

      We travel to a quaint town located on the Lake Michigan side—thankfully not too far away—and pile out, Miss Cheddar complaining about her head the whole time. I find a seat inside the café next to my favorite couple, Stephanie and Joe Pennington, who produce an award-winning newsletter, a radio show, and webinars on travel. I’ve traveled with them before and still feel guilty for doubting Joe’s photography skills. Sometimes husbands join wives (and vice versa) and pose as photographers to get a free trip but Joe’s the top in his field, producing stunning photographs and videos. The Penningtons are also from Wisconsin so I pick their brain every chance I can.

      I lean in close. “Why is Michigan on that side of Door County?”

      Stephanie doesn’t judge, simply takes out a pen and draws how Michigan rises north toward Canada, but there’s a piece to the left that hangs over Wisconsin. I smile my thanks, all the while shoving crackers into my mouth.

      “Slow down,” Joe says with a laugh. “You know they’re going to feed us well.”

      Another thing about press trips. You never go hungry. Even if they didn’t feed you enormous meals to showcase the destination’s culinary prowess, they leave you snacks in the hotel room. Every time I go on a press trip I swear I will watch my intake and not eat the Hershey Kisses and local food products the PR people have left in the room, usually in a fancy shopping bag with coffee cups, brochures, and other remembrances of the visit. Of course, I eat the snacks. I’m a freelance writer so money is scarce and I never know when I’ll eat as well. At least that’s how I’m spinning it.

      Right now, I’m starving but as soon as I down several crackers I’m reminded why I’m hungry. The green monster has returned.

      Or maybe it’s that fish smell again.

      I look up to see Gorton staring at me through the front glass of the restaurant, his gaze painfully pleading. A few expletives leave my lips, along with some cracker spittle. I wipe my mouth and apologize. Another thing I hate about being pregnant, I turn into a slob.

      Just as that thought hits my brain, guilt pours through me. For not the first time in my thirty-year life, I wonder if my lack of being happy the first time I was with child brought on what happened to Lillye. In all honesty, it’s the main reason I haven’t told TB. I know it’s crazy to think my daughter died because I didn’t want a child fresh out of college, but my emotions are raw these days.

      I push that horrid feeling aside and rise, placing my napkin in my chair. “Excuse me,” I tell the group.

      I grab my jacket and enter the parking lot. I don’t care if anyone sees me talking to air, I just want this man and his nasty odor gone.

      “What do you want?” I say too harshly.

      He doesn’t answer but this time his lips move slightly.

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.” I pull my jacket tight around my chest. “And I’m freezing out here. I was born in New Orleans fish man.”

      He stares at me with those vacant eyes and, although I feel sorry for the man, I just want him to tell me the message and let me ease the grumbling in my innards.

      “Last chance?” I say when nothing happens. “I’m leaving in the morning and I really don’t want you around tonight. We’re going to a fish boil, whatever that is, and I’m exhausted from not sleeping well and throwing up every morning so I need a break.”

      Still nada.

      “Okay, then.”

      I turn around and head back inside when I feel a small earthquake. I look back at my fisherman who I swear is the guy on the Gorton’s box and he’s stomping his feet on the asphalt, looking as if he’s happy the movement entered my physical plane.

      “Okay, cool.” I don’t know what else to say. “Well done, ghost Jedi.”

      His confidence is rising and he looks around, hoping to find a way to communicate. He spots the restaurant sign and points, first to an M and then to a B.

      “MB?”

      The smile he delivers is almost blinding.

      “What’s an MB?” I ask and his smile fades.

      He glances at the sign again, but this time in frustration. I’m about to think this is hopeless when he sees an advertisement for a lawyer on the back of a bench. He points to the word, “Accident.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere. “You had an accident at sea?”

      He frowns, frustrated.

      Then I think of why most ghosts reach out to me. “It wasn’t an accident?”

      He nods, thrilled I got the message.

      “Out there?” I point to Lake Michigan.

      That aggravated look returns and he shakes his head.

      “Some other place that involves water.”

      He puts a finger to his nose like a contestant in Charades.

      I pull my jacket tight across my chest, feeling peevish and ready to be warm again. “Is that it? I’m freezing here.”

      The sadness in those eyes makes my pity come, as my Aunt Mimi likes to say. He seems like a nice guy and I’m sorry I was so abrupt. I’m about to tell him as much when he evaporates. Poof, he’s gone. But the smell lingers for some reason. And in that moment I revisit those crackers I hurriedly ate only moments before.

      As I’m barfing in the shrubs, guess who shows up? I feel Winnie’s soothing hand on my back. “How far along are you?”

      I straighten, feel so much better, and once again I’m ravished. I’d kill for a sweet tea right now.

      “Ten to twelve weeks maybe,” I say. “It happened on November eighteenth.”

      We’re into February in the great year of 2009 so I’m pretty accurate, although the way my clothes are filling out it feels like I’m further along.

      “When’s your due date?”

      I accept the handkerchief Winnie’s offering and wipe my face. “There’s the rub. I don’t know yet. Sometime in August probably.”

      “What did the doctor say and why the big secret?”

      I look over and see the group watching us through the window. “Later. Okay?”

      We head toward the restaurant and retake our seats, me ordering a club sandwich with potato salad, plus an iced tea that I saturate with sugar while everyone stares. Nothing I hate more than having to add sugar to tea, but it is Wisconsin. Someone comments about my four empty sugar packets and I look at Winnie who’s fighting back a laugh. In the South, sugar is a food group.

      “You sure you’re okay to eat all that?” Stephanie asks when our meal arrives.

      Now that the clock hands are moving on the right side of noon, I’m going to be fine.

      After lunch, we have an afternoon filled with activities —museums, shopping, and a trip to a cherry company. Door County is known for its tart Montmorency cherries and boy are these delicious and yes, I eat my fill. I bypassed snowshoeing due to my condition and good thing, considering the lack of winter garments I possess. But even without attending the sports track of the trip, I’m pooped by the time we return to the hotel. I’m heading toward my room and a nap but Winnie will hear none of it. She grabs my fur collar and pulls me toward the lobby, pushing me into one of their oversized chairs by the fireplace.

      “’Fess up.”

      I shrug. “I’m pregnant.”

      That stink eye returns.

      I exhale loudly and she plops into the chair beside me, throwing down her bags of souvenirs she purchased from the cherry store.

      “TB and I are back together.”

      Again, that look. “Uh, know that, girlfriend.”

      “And the last time we….” I raise my eyebrows and smile.

      “Uh huh.”

      “…we weren’t so careful. And here I am, a twosome.”

      She pats down her jeans as if they need patting down. “Why the big secret?”

      So many reasons. My chest tightens thinking of the child I may be bringing into this world.

      “TB was studying at LSU and it was taking forever, especially since working full-time with his uncle in New Orleans. Baton Rouge is a good hour away.”

      “That’s why you moved to Tennessee.”

      I nod. “Smoky Mountain University offered him a chance to finish his degree in two semesters. It meant TB going full-time so we sold our house in New Orleans and bought a small houseboat in a town near the school.”

      Winnie knows all this, because I explained as much last month when I called and gave her my new address. She crosses her arms about her chest, waiting for more.

      I lean forward, recalling the conversation I had with TB at Thanksgiving after we had been careless with our lovemaking. He had insisted that if I got pregnant he would give up his dream of being a research librarian and continue his construction job, a position he no longer enjoyed. Ever since Hurricane Katrina, when my newspaper job floated away and I became a travel writer, TB has assisted me in various ways, and learned how much he loved research. Like Joe Pennington, TB has become my partner in other ways.

      Funny, how life screws with your head. In 1997, TB and I married after I became pregnant at LSU, his parents gifted us a house back in New Orleans, and I gave up a plum Washington internship to work the cops beat with The New Orleans Post. In all honesty, marrying TB and giving up my dream was devastating, but Lillye entering the world made it all right. The three of us were so happy for those fleeting five years. When leukemia took her away, TB and I entered Zombieland and I knew it was time to move on when Katrina stole the rest of our lives. I moved to Lafayette, two hours outside of New Orleans, and followed my dream job as travel writer while TB restored our water-damaged house. And somehow, we both grew and realized we belonged together anyway.

      But having another child scares the crap out of me.

      “I’ve been waiting for the health insurance to kick in,” I explain to Winnie. “But, really, I don’t know how I’m going to tell TB. And I don’t know how to feel about this.”

      The tears pour down my face without warning and Winnie pulls me into her arms. She knows about Lillye and the tumultuous years following the Storm from Hell in 2005 when I learned I was a SCANC and then later, a witch.

      Talk about a crazy three years!

      And then there’s Dwayne.

      “I’ve been having nightmares about Natchez,” I whisper.

      Winnie shivers as if a skunk crawls on her grave, as my grandmother loved to say. “Understandable. You nearly got killed.”

      The fire crackles and pops and my heart jumps. I’m seriously worried about my blood pressure because my chest tightens again. As if she feels my anxiety, Winnie takes my hand and squeezes. “That man’s lingering in some dank hole somewhere.”

      If only.

      “Something’s not right, Winnie. It’s like Dwayne’s in my head lately. Every night.”

      She leans in close and squeezes my hand. “That’s also understandable. You, of all people should know how trauma messes with your head.”

      True dat. I had water dreams for months after Katrina.

      Now, I lean in, whisper loud enough to be heard over the popping of the fireplace. “You don’t think he’s messing with my mind, do you? Like sneaking in there in the night?”

      Winnie stares at me for a few moments, no doubt wondering if I’m serious. Winnie was with me last fall on a press trip up the Natchez Trace in Mississippi so she’s in on the angel thing, but I doubt she knows Dwayne’s predilection. He carries angelic markers, too, only his ancestor was Lucifer.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know anything about that woo woo stuff you and Carmine mess with….”

      Mess with? More like born with, saddled with, cursed with?

      “…but it’s more than likely your mind trying to make sense of things, or fears bubbling through. I never stop dreaming of that time I slept late and raced to my biology class across campus and missed the whole final.”

      I cringe at the thought. I’ve had those dreams too. And there’s the one where I stand naked on stage forgetting my lines to Steel Magnolias. Man, I hate that one.

      I lean back in my chair and relax. Perhaps Winnie’s right.

      She leans back too. “It’s the pregnancy. With my last child, I dreamed I was birthing a goat.”

      It’s just what I need to relieve the tension and get my mind away from that horrid man. I snort with laughter and Winnie joins me. It doesn’t take long for us to be roaring.

      “And we’re not even drinking,” Winnie says, wiping her eyes.

      We talk more, basically Winnie assuring me all will be well, that I’ll give birth to a healthy child, TB will be thrilled, and we’ll finally move on with our lives. I hope for the first two and doubt the last, but I smile and offer hugs which makes her feel like she’s done her job.

      The sun’s disappearing and our last night will be outside—help me Jesus—so I head up to the room to change into something warmer, namely piling on lightweight long-sleeved shirts on top of each other, covered by that unsubstantial jacket.

      We head to a fish boil dinner at the White Gull Inn, where a “boilmaster” grows an enormous fire, then places a massive pot of whitefish inside the fire’s center. When he dramatically flings kerosene on the pile of wood a giant flame burns off the fish oil that has risen to the pot’s top and cooks the fish nicely. The tradition hails back years, its origins in a community feeding plenty, but tonight it’s drama at its best. When the fish is fully cooked, we all enjoy the lightly salted fish with extras, such as potatoes and onions, then Door County cherry pie for dessert. And now that the sun’s fully set, I’m enjoying every last bite, laughing with Stephanie and Joe.

      “How’s that cute husband of yours?” Stephanie asks.

      “In New Orleans,” I say between bites of cherry pie. “Helping with the family business.”

      “Good man,” Joe mumbles with his own mouth full of buttery crust.

      The bonfire’s toasting my back but I feel a warmth spread through my cheeks and tingle the roots of my hair. I can’t wait to see my adorable husband, have those angelic arms about me. Can’t wait to finally see a doctor and tell TB the good news.

      The euphoria fades fast. As happy as another child will make us, the future’s uncertain and scary as hell. I’m sure it’s that way for all parents, but once you lose a child….

      “You okay?” Joe asks me.

      I nod and smile and try to focus on the wonderful evening. The fire’s sending sparks into the universe and the crisp night air appears to make the stars that much brighter. It’s been a fabulous trip with good friends, so I close my eyes and remind myself that most children born into the world are healthy and remain so, that what happened with Lillye won’t happen again. But my chest feels heavy, like an invisible hand squeezing it tight.

      I take a deep breath to steady myself, then rise with my empty plate.

      “Can I take those?” I ask my friends, gather up their plates, and head to the restaurant cart full of dirty dishes that’s waiting beyond the warmth and light of the fire.

      It’s there where Gorton awaits.

      “Well, dang,” I say to my now familiar ghost. “I thought I saw the last of you.”

      I’m kidding—sort of. I do want to help apparitions cross over but I’m tired, had a long day involving barfing and there’s an early plane to catch in the morning. He appears frustrated, doing that foot stomping thing again. I place the dishes in the cart and wipe my hands on my jacket.

      “Look, I don’t know what it’s like to be a ghost but the ones that talk say you have to relax, have to focus on communicating.”

      Gorton takes this in, appears as if he’s breathing deeply—can ghosts do that?—and then swallows, if that’s possible as well. His shoulders drop and he closes his eyes and it’s then I notice a lone earring of three silver fish dangling from his right ear, glistening in the firelight. I stand there, staring off into the darkness to my friends at my back, waiting. Freezing too. Away from the fire it’s frickin’ cold.

      Finally, when teeth start chattering and I’m about to high-tail it back to the warmth of the fire, Gorton opens his eyes. And speaks.

      “He’s looking for you.”

      A rash of shivers run through me so violently I clamp my teeth together to keep from biting my tongue. I lift my collar tightly about my neck and wrap my arms about my body, then ask the one question of which answer I dread the most.

      “Who?”

      Gorton’s fading fast. Whatever strength he managed to muster has gotten the best of him.

      “Who?” I ask again.

      Just before he slips away and the blackness descends he mutters, “Talk to MB.”

      We head back to the hotel since most of us must catch early flights after an hour or so drive into Green Bay. I attempt two calls to TB but they both go to voice mail. It’s Monday night of the Martin Luther King Jr. weekend so he’s likely on the interstate, driving from New Orleans back to our new home in Tennessee. He’s easily distracted so he turns off his phone while he drives—not to mention plays seventies music too loud and sings so having the phone on would be senseless. I need to hear his voice tonight but I assure myself Gorton’s dire message doesn’t involve Dwayne. But it likely does. Who else would be looking for me?

      I had become entranced with Dwayne on our trip to Natchez because he insisted I could develop my SCANCy abilities, evolve my talents to enable me to see my baby girl who did not die by water and therefore out of my reach. His solution, however, involved stealing the souls of the ghosts I helped move on. I didn’t know this at first, and in my desperation to see Lillye, I almost followed him. Dwayne forced me to call forth a ghost whose mystery I had solved so he could steal her soul as she ascended into what we call the “God Light.” I refused and he decided to kill me and take my soul instead. TB arrived in the nick of time, my cat Stinky gave Dwayne the scar of a lifetime, but Dwayne Garrett escaped police and is out there somewhere.

      And apparently looking for me.

      Sleep comes fitfully and I keep dreaming of Natchez. I wake before the sunrise, of course not feeling well, dress and head out the door. There’s several of us in the van for this trip to the airport but our wonderful PR people have loaded us down with coffee and kolaches, a pastry with fruit in the center. I skip the latter, naturally, and we’re silent for the ride, some writers grabbing the chance for a snooze. Once at the airport, we say our goodbyes and head to separate airlines. It’s the Tuesday after a long weekend so it’s surprisingly busy. I’m thankful because the crowds take my mind off my stomach and Dwayne.

      I manage to sleep on the way to Atlanta—I live in the South so almost all my flights go through the Georgia capital—and then emerge like a zombie into the world’s busiest airport. I’m hungry now, so I stop and pick up a biscuit at Sweet Georgia’s Juke Joint, my favorite airport restaurant. I shove half in my mouth and keep the rest for later, then head toward my gate through the crowds.

      And that’s when I see him.

      Dwayne’s one hundred yards away, a bag over one shoulder and a Braves baseball cap on his head. He’s staring at me through the throngs of humanity but it feels like the world has disappeared and he’s the only face I see, that horrid scar down the side of his face and that cold steel gaze feeling as if he’s reaching inside my heart.

      I shake so hard my purse slips off my shoulder and something warm slides down my leg. I swear my heart has stopped beating and I gasp for breath. This is the end and I’m melting on the spot, I think to myself, like the wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz. Tears pour down my face and my knees buckle and I know I’m heading down.

      And then, suddenly, two strong hands slip beneath my arms and hold me upright.

      “I’ve got you,” the angelic voice behind me says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A tall blonde woman in a military uniform arrives at my side, pulling one of my arms around her shoulder and grabbing my purse and suitcase with the other. She effortlessly leads me toward the women’s bathroom and I stumble along without question. I gaze in the direction where I saw Dwayne but he’s disappeared. Did I imagine the whole thing?

      When we enter the women’s room, my legs turn from Jell-O into working muscles and I remove my arm from my heroine’s shoulder. She owns a lovely smile and a chest full of medals, no surprise. Despite my fear and the fact that I’m still crying, I think how lucky I am to have this woman serving our country.

      “How did you know?” I ask, but she’s busy scoping out the room. When a woman exits the handicapped stall, she leads me there, rolling my suitcase inside and placing my purse on the table.

      “Can I get you anything?” she asks. “Paper towels?”

      I look down and realize I’ve peed on myself. Thankfully, not too much, but there’s a nice stain on the front of my jeans.

      “I’m pregnant,” I mutter.

      “And you had quite a scare.”

      I take a deep breath and wipe my eyes. Did I imagine Dwayne standing there? Is the pregnancy getting the best of me?

      “You’re safe now,” my angel in uniform tells me.

      I grab her arm lightly. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to….”

      She shakes her head, pats my hand, and that warm smile returns. “Don’t be silly. Do you need…?”

      I rally. “I’m fine. Have a change of clothes. Lots of hand wipes. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay then.”

      She exits the stall she discreetly closes the door, which I lock behind her.

      I sit on the toilet and attempt a steady breath, try to recall what I saw and make sense of it. It must have been Dwayne. My cat had delivered a long nasty scratch on his face when he tried to cut my throat back in Mississippi; I haven’t seen him since but that scar was there, stretching from his right eye all the way to his chin. And those eyes. He was staring at me with a gaze full of venom and hatred, enough to frighten me to the core.

      Still, I could have imagined the whole scenario. How would Dwayne know where I was? Even if he had followed us to Tennessee he had no way of knowing I would be coming home from a Wisconsin press trip, changing planes in Atlanta at that very moment.

      I try to clear my mind, take another deep breath and remove my clothes, thankful my mom stuck those hand wipes — and Band-Aids and Tylenol and a wide variety of first aid items — inside my bag when I wasn’t paying attention. I clean myself up and use the plastic bag from the Wisconsin hotel to place the soiled items back into my suitcase. Now nothing I’m wearing matches, but I don’t care.

      I stand and feel dizzy but I’m okay. I don’t want Ms. Military to wait for me, so I hurriedly pull myself together. But when I open the door, she’s long gone. I didn’t even get her name.

      After washing up, I exit the women’s room, peeking hesitantly down the aisles to make sure the coast is clear. Dwayne is nowhere to be found. My gate’s only a few hundred yards away so I hightail it there and plop down next to the counter where two flight attendants busily work on computers. If I could sit on their laps, I would. When they call my flight, I’m the first in line, even though my ticket says zone four. The attendants send me quizzical looks while I wait at the front of the line, but I don’t care. I have a full view of everyone getting on my plane as well as the crowds wandering up and down Terminal C.

      Again, no Dwayne. And once more, I doubt my sanity.

      The flight’s only an hour to Chattanooga so I have time to resume a steady heartbeat. While I settle into my seat and eat the rest of my biscuit, I wonder where Ms. Military came from and why she knew I had been scared. Had a ghost sent her? Most of the time I solve the mysteries of my ethereal friends and send them heavenward but occasionally apparitions help me in my troubles. Like Gorton and his cryptic message. And this crazy woman in the New Orleans airport who likes to sing in the terminal aisles. I wonder if I’ll see my Louisiana opera singer now that I live elsewhere.

      And then there’s Lillye. Soft, sweet laughter I swear is my daughter’s sometimes filters through the ether. Occasionally, I think she’s telling me something. I can’t be sure of what I’m hearing and doubt the message, even though so many people insist she’s always with me. I need to have faith and leave it at that but I want to see her, smell her hair, hold her tight, which is how I got into this mess with Dwayne to begin with.

      When I heard Dwayne speak at the SCANC convention last fall, he had tapped his hand to his heart, looked straight at me, and said, “She’s right here.” But unlike everyone else who insisted Lillye was with me in spirit, Dwayne assured me I could have more.

      “You can reach your precious daughter. You must learn how. We can reach those who have left us but who are not in our,” and he used his fingers to signify air-quotes, “‘specific communication.’”

      I can’t help it. I still wonder if that’s true, even though I’ve I learned who Dwayne Garrett really is.

      We touch down into Chattanooga and I exhale, more loudly than I mean to; the guy to my right gives me a funny look. I’m okay, will face my fears without trepidation, but when I exit the security area and spot TB’s blonde head above the crowd, I rush into his arms and hold him as if the world’s about to end. He returns the affection, happy to see me as well, but when I linger, my head listing on his shoulder, I feel him tense. Finally, he pulls me away and studies me hard.

      “What’s wrong?”

      My sweet husband may be clueless at times but he always knows when I’m troubled.

      I swallow hard, try to keep the tears from creeping through. “I think I saw Dwayne in the Atlanta Airport.”

      TB’s gaze intensifies and he says nothing. My husband’s usually all laughs and giggles, unconditional love and happiness, but right now he’s clearly worried. He nods silently, then wraps an arm about my shoulders and we turn toward the exit.

      “Let’s talk about it in the car.”

      My first thought is how odd for TB to be so stoic, but then he’s likely taking it in. We knew the man might come for us, but we figured we’d be safe living on a houseboat in the middle of rural middle Tennessee. And yes, that’s rather naïve of us, although I do share a bed with a man who can make heavenly light fly out of his fingertips.

      TB carries DNA from ancient times when angels assumed God wouldn’t mind if they co-mingled with humans. God took offense and put a stop to their fun, but there are people who walk the earth carrying angelic genetics. Called “descendants” and resembling angel ancestors, people like my husband have special powers. Ones they keep adamantly secret. If I hadn’t met Dwayne and discovered he was a descendant of Lucifer, I’d never have known that my dear sweet TB carried on the line of Archangel Michael. Or that anyone did, for that matter.

      I slip my arm through his elbow. “Glad I have a dragon slayer in my corner,” I whisper, making a reference to Michael fighting the evils of Hell.

      TB cringes, hates when I make comments like that. Yes, he carries some seriously strong angel DNA—from both his parents,—enough to save my butt when it needed saving, but he doesn’t like using his powers. Or letting anyone know. And it’s some serious shit. My sweet husband prefers sensing and then saving kids from falling off playground slides or telling runaways to avoid the bus station. He’s a gentle soul so those bursts of protective white light or whatever he’s capable of doing come only in extreme situations. Like last November when he stopped an armed robbery in a Texas convenience store when we had an envie—that’s Cajun for desire—for late-night ice cream.

      We climb into TB’s pickup that’s at least fifteen years old and I notice a bag on my seat.

      “My class starts at one-thirty so I hope you don’t mind, picked up fast food on the way here.”

      My heart drops because I really wanted to spend the day with him. He looks over and senses my disappointment.

      “I can skip class.”

      I smile and try to look sincere. “Don’t be silly. It’s archival research, your favorite class.”

      His face lights up and it warms my heart. “Yeah, we’re discussing the Library of Congress today.”

      When I met TB at LSU all he cared about was football games and imbibing jungle juice. As a journalism student with my head deeply entrenched in facts, TB was the last man I imagined myself marrying, although the sex and crazy dance contests we entered kept me dating the man. We made the best of things when Lillye arrived, then parted ways after Katrina. In those three years since, we’ve experienced a planetary shift. Now, he’s excited about the Dewey Decimal System and I’m madly in love.

      “I’ll be fine,” I tell him, but his smile fades and I know he doesn’t believe me.

      As I enjoy my spicy chicken sandwich from Wendy’s, I explain seeing Gorton in Wisconsin and his grave message, then spotting Dwayne among the crowds in Atlanta and the mystery military woman who saved me. TB digests the news and nods. Finally, he says, “We need to call Clayton.”

      We met FBI Agent Clayton Ginsburg last fall in Galveston when TB and I, along with my Aunt Mimi and my sister Portia, discovered a mystery while searching for my father who had disappeared years ago. After the mystery was solved, Clayton had given me his card and told me he was available, should I need him.

      He’s also open to the paranormal, another plus, although explaining the angel thing might be a hard sell.

      “I’ll call him when we get home,” I say between shoveling French fries into my mouth. It’s closing in on noon, after all.

      “Anything else you want to tell me?”

      The fry gets stuck in my throat. A “no” comes out hollow and weak. Maybe today I can find a GYN.

      I’m not sure TB believes me for he sends me a furrowed brow. I quickly look back to the meal in my lap.

      It’s a good hour to Emma’s Cove, the tiny community where our houseboat is moored on an equally small lake that empties into the Tennessee River. We ended up here when searching for accommodations in nearby Lightning Bug, a town with a funny name where the university is located. It was a sports weekend when we moved to Tennessee and all the hotels were full, including the small motel in Emma’s Cove. The nice motel owner — I say nice because she was then — offered us a night on the houseboat next door, one that was for sale, fully furnished, and available for rent. We ended up buying the boat.

      Speak of the devil; I see Maribelle raking leaves in front of the motel as we drive up, talking animatedly to someone on her cell. Like a good Southerner, I wave. And like everyone else in this town, she ignores me, bending her head as if she hadn’t seen my hospitality. But, I know she did.

      “Weird.”

      “What?”

      I’ve explained to TB how all the women in Emma’s Cove—I have yet to meet a male resident—have been cold and unfriendly. My journalist’s curiosity made me ask a lot of questions about the history of the town, who Emma was and that kind of thing, but I’m also used to knowing the life stories of my postal worker, the grocery store clerk and the person standing next to me at the bus stop. In South Louisiana, everyone talks to everyone and after a while they invite you home to dinner. Not here.

      Lightning Bug remains the exception. The town’s postal clerk hails from Knoxville but she went to LSU because her mother was from Baton Rouge, the grocery clerk laughs at my choice of pumpernickel bread, and I met the nicest woman at the bus stop who referred me to the perfect hair dresser.

      Remember how I said TB is clueless sometimes? He hasn’t noticed a thing about Emma’s Cove. I guess that’s how we’ll become the perfect travel writing slash ghost-solving team. I’m highly perceptive and he’s great in a library.

      TB grabs my bags and we head inside but while I fall on the couch TB stands in the middle of the living room looking uncomfortable.

      “Go,” I tell him. “Class starts in thirty.”

      He keeps looking around as if expecting to find Dwayne lurking in some dark corner. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      I stand and give him a giant hug, rising on my toes to make sure my chin clears his shoulder. I adore this tall lean man with strong arms developed from years in construction. When he holds me tight, the world disappears. Finally, I let him go, feeling the cold air of the unheated houseboat drift between us. I fold my arms across my chest and try to appear confident.

      “I’ll be fine. Now, go.”

      TB kisses me soundly and I imagine good things to come later that night.

      “Call Clayton,” he says and heads out the door. “And lock everything behind me.”

      He pauses at the threshold, considering something. Finally, he turns and he’s as serious as a preacher on Sunday.

      “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me, stay put until I get home.”

      I sigh. Heavily. I’m a travel writer so you know staying put is not in my vocabulary.

      “TB, I’m not going to avoid life because that man may or may not be in the world.”

      “You saw him, Vi.”

      “I think I did.”

      Now that time has passed, I’m not certain. The airport was so crowded and there’s that pregnancy thing. Or maybe I’m just kidding myself so TB won’t worry and I can get to the grocery store. Usually, when I’m on a press trip TB eats everything in the house and for some reason—ahem—fails to find time to visit the grocery.

      He’s standing sentinel at the door, hands firmly planted on his hips, gazing at me like a puppy who might lose his ball. I love this man so much and I tell him so, rise up on my toes once more to kiss him, then turn him around and push him outside. He pivots on the boat’s deck, takes one last look at me.

      “Go,” I tell him. “I’ll be fine.”

      Yeah, right, I think to myself. Since Katrina I have been threatened by city mayors afraid of scandal, oil executives polluting a Louisiana lake, and a relative of Lucifer pursuing me, not to mention the cops who aren’t too keen on female ghost sleuths investigating old murders. But I smile as if I have no cares in the world and TB sighs and heads off.

      Once back inside—and you know I double lock that door—I do as I’m told, call my favorite FBI agent (only one I know) but Clayton’s on the road. The man answering the phone assures me he will pass on the message.

      I shower and change clothes, feel immensely better for it. My confidence returns and I refuse to let fear keep me holed up in my houseboat. Besides, it’s the middle of the day and I have pepper spray in my purse.

      Stinky, my orange and white cat who I swear has psychic powers, sends out a pleading meow, so I pause, plop on the sofa beside him, and offer a quick massage. The sun’s starting to move toward the winter horizon, sending droplets of light upon the lake. Everything outside my living room window sparkles with hope.

      It’s so beautiful here, so peaceful and quiet. I wake up every morning and enjoy coffee on the deck, listen to the loons and other waterfowl calling out to each other. So far, the winter’s been much colder than Louisiana, so I’m fairly certain summer will be milder and delightful, something I’ve never had back home in humid swampland.

      “I love it here,” I whisper to Stinky who winks. “You too?”

      He closes his eyes and tilts his head, telling me to stop talking and scratch the ears. I do as I’m instructed but I need to think about getting answers.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell him. “Mommy needs to find a doctor.”
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