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A number of Minnesota writing groups have met at the Northfield Public Library over the years. Many of these groups focused on writing in a specific genre, or for a specific audience. Librarian Joan Ennis also began to facilitate a writing group at the library for writers of all genres.

One very successful group was a memoir group with the late Orlo Otteson (1937-2021). A retired writer and editor, he volunteered at the Northfield Middle School and helped eighth graders write books on Northfield history. He was writing a book about memoir writing, and Joan Ennis invited him to give a workshop at the library. Members wanted to continue, so a memoir writing group began, with Orlo facilitating the group.

During COVID, of course, everything stopped, and when the world started to open up again, former librarian Joan Ennis and Torild Homstad felt the need to form a new writing community. The Library Open Writing group met for the first time in February, 2023, and is still going strong. Once the word had spread, the group immediately began to draw writers. Participation is open to all writers of all genres and at all levels of experience. We meet once a month, and often have about fifteen people at each meeting, though many more are also on our mailing list and may come less regularly.

We write in a wide variety of genres—fiction, science fiction, historical fiction, fantasy, dystopian, creative nonfiction, memoir, mystery, poetry, and juvenile fiction. Some members primarily write short stories; others are working on (or have written) novels. Members usually send writing to the group in advance, although shorter pieces may be read at the meeting. Members are very supportive, encouraging, and offer thoughtful comments on every piece that is submitted—all qualities that are necessary for a successful writing group.

Each meeting starts with a writing prompt as a warm-up. We spend ten to fifteen minutes writing from the prompt, until a character, a segment of a story, or sometimes an entire story emerges. The variety of creative voices and plots that come up when we share these spontaneous writings is amazing. After the prompt, we review members’ writing that has been sent in advance or shared at the meeting. We all learn something from discussing each other’s work. Often these discussions will spark conversations on craft, or members will share information about upcoming workshops, conferences, or potential publishing opportunities.

We hope that you enjoy reading our work, and that it might encourage some of you to take up your own dream of writing and begin, or perhaps resume, the joy of writing.

Joan Ennis & Torild Homstad, 2025
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Basements are creepy. For me, that’s simply a given. I have lived in several basement apartments, each time with memorable roommates: mice, mold spores, and millipedes. In my experience, basements have been the epitome of the underworld, the underbelly of the neighborhood. Basement apartments are cheaper for a reason. They are like caves, with less headroom and colder temperatures, and they often leak.

But for many, a basement is not so creepy. It might be an adventure. It’s a place to discover new worlds, full of fanciful illusions complete with swords and dragons. Or to root through old cartons—rediscovering hidden secrets, lost treasures, and old memories. It may be a respite, a safe harbor to hide from the harsh realities of the day-to-day. Calming, quiet, cool.

For all of us, a basement can conjure strong images of mystery and intrigue. Add a mysterious door to that mysterious basement and you have a license to fantasize.

The idea for this book came to me not in an “aha moment,” but gradually, as several thoughts seeped in from several directions. A session at a publishing conference. A meeting of my writers’ group. The realization that I had come to think of the underground parking area in my high-rise multi-family building as “the basement.”

“My” writers’ group, as I refer to it, does not belong to me, but to the entire community surrounding the Northfield, Minnesota Public Library. It was the brainchild of Joan Ennis and Torild Homstad, who had participated in an earlier memoir-writing group started by the late Orlo Otteson, a champion of writing and education. When asked, Joan and Torild enthusiastically accepted my offer to supply the writing prompt one month. If people were interested, I added, they could expand the exercise to short stories, which I would collect for an anthology.

The prompt was simple. “You discover a door in your basement that you never knew existed. It’s actually a portal to any time and place, real or imaginary. Write about what you find there.”

I expected only a half-dozen entries, which I believed would be enough for a first project. We would end up with a nice little collection of stories. When seventeen authors and a poet responded enthusiastically, I was blown away. I was further blown away when I started to read the entries and realized the depth and breadth of talent in our little group.

Responses were varied. Some interpreted the prompt literally and linearly, taking their readers to 19th-century Paris or to a Wonderland-like underwater grotto, or even to Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. Others gave us metaphors, with glimpses into the basements of their souls, or visions of their futures. Some opened the door to real places in their lives. Some of the stories are appropriate for younger readers, while others will call for parental discretion.

The writers are as different as the stories they wrote. They range from nineteen to well over retirement age. Some are published authors and poets; others have never seen their work in print. We come from different parts of the country and even from abroad. By sheer coincidence, our paths crossed in this small Minnesota town at the same time. We have different political and religious beliefs, and we write in styles ranging from high fantasy to personal memoir, from romance to gritty realism. What binds us is respect for the written word and the good fortune to be able to express our ideas freely.

What sets this book apart from other anthologies is its collaborative aspect. Every member of the group was involved in all stages of its creation; we reviewed and edited each other’s stories, suggested cover ideas, and we agreed that eBook royalties, as well as some of the print proceeds, would funnel back to the Friends of the Library’s Orlo Otteson Memorial Fund to support other writing workshops and opportunities, keeping the cycle of creativity alive.

It’s inevitable that writers from the same community will have similar descriptions of basements. Our midwestern basements tend to be limestone or brick, some have dirt floors, some are accessed from outside the house. Many are home to canning jars and boxes of forgotten treasures. They contain the guts of the building, the inner workings, the HVAC and plumbing. Many still have coal chutes for an old relic called an octopus furnace. After reading the earliest stories, one writer remarked that there were a lot of similarities in the descriptions of basements, and wanted to assure the group, “I didn’t steal my basement from anyone else’s story. Honest!”

The group only meets once a month, but in the couple of years I’ve been part of it, I’ve gained a wealth of insight, loads of confidence, and new friends who enrich every day of my life. I’ve learned a lot. About editing—the many “right” ways to use M dashes, ellipsis dots, and Oxford commas; about feedback—it should be supportive and provide strength; and about just how much our language has changed since my days in grammar school—yes, grammar school. I’ve learned that there are still many, many worlds to explore in our imaginations.

Putting together this anthology has been a labor of love. And yes, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

Susan Dean, 2025
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By Sharol Nau


This more than a century old house

Came with a basement

And an old furnace

That never fanned heat

To the main two levels




Instead this

Big old furnace heated air

Giving it buoyancy

A heartening attitude to share

As it rose naturally




Like Jesus

Escaping the tomb

Effortlessly

Ascending

Silently

Through metal tunnels

To the first and second above-ground levels




All that warm air

Rarely escaped

Into the basement




A cool shelter

For storing potatoes

Carrots and beer




This risen warm air

Hovered above ducts

A favorite large duct

Came through

An accommodating grate

In the middle of the

Hardwood living room floor




A coveted patch of warmth

We, the four of us,

Hung over it like it was

Redemption for

Being alive




It warmed our boots

And our toes

Preparing us

For the frozen ground outside

As we huddled there




The basement also

Provided a cool respite

During hot humid summers

Like today

Yet this morning when I descended

The green painted steps

I was amused to find

A door, a wooden door

Wide as the room before me

Painted pink

Like a sunset cloud

With a message

Written on a Post-it




No more trespassing!












Century-Old House © 2025 Sharol Nau

Sharol Nau has called her century-old house home for more than fifty years. It’s there that she writes poetry and preserves life’s memories. Her memoir writing began during workshops with Orlo Otteson at the Northfield Public Library. She continues to enjoy sharing her work through many of the library’s writing programs.

Sharol has also been a dedicated artist for most of her life. In her recent work, she obtains inspiration from simple mathematical ideas. One example is the Goldbach Conjecture, which states that every even number greater than two can be expressed as the sum of two prime numbers. Sharol also uses the Iris Fold technique (based on twisted triangles), that originated in Holland a hundred years ago, faded into obscurity, and saw a comeback during the pandemic. Her artwork was included in a gallery exhibition at the Bridges Art and Math Conference at the University of Eindhoven, Holland, in July, 2025.
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By Julie A. Ryan

Mama Lou always told me that her parents were “filled with vinegar.” She was a woman of few words, so my attempts to extract more information were usually fruitless. Mama Lou was always right, so I trusted that her assessment of people was accurate, and I didn’t need to know anything more.

There was a great source of pride for Mama Lou in always being right. Always being right—and being able to pickle everything under the sun. The only excess she could seem to tolerate was her expansive inventory of canned things. Every holiday, birthday, bridal shower, baby shower—and even on non-special occasions—she gifted the people in her life with pickled cucumbers, cabbage, beets, green beans, asparagus, squash, rhubarb, eggs, pigs’ feet—pickled anything and everything. Her process for canning was similar to the way our neighbors did it. But when I was at other people’s homes, I noticed they often put dill with the cucumbers and other vegetables they pickled. I asked Mama Lou why she didn’t use dill. She was extra quiet for a moment, then she said, “Last time I used it for canning was shortly before I turned thirteen. Turns my stomach to think about it.”

Mama Lou loved canning things so much that her inventory was immediately replenished every time a gift was given. When I ventured down to the basement where she kept her preserved goods, there was never an empty spot on the wooden shelves built into the darkest corner of the 19th-century basement.

When I was eight years old and asked Mama Lou why she had a man’s name, she paused, then told me that her given name was Louisiana, but nobody had called her that since she was twelve years old. Apparently, she found the five syllables in her name to be excessive and thought her parents were absurd for giving her such a ridiculous name. So, at a certain point, she simply demanded she be called Lou.

Mama Lou was my dad’s mom, and I became her burden—and resident of her ancient home—when I was four years old. It was the week before Christmas in 1972, and my parents were shopping for presents while I made gingerbread cookies with Mama Lou. It was a relief to have a break from the chronic smell of vinegar in Mama Lou’s pickled house when dust from the ginger powder crawled up my nose. As I held back a sneeze and rolled little balls of dough in sugar, I wondered what gifts my parents were buying. There was a Barbie doll with a disco outfit at our local Coast to Coast hardware store that I wanted. I couldn’t wait to see what surprises were in store for me under the Christmas tree at home. But I never went back home because my mom and dad were killed on an icy road near the edge of town in a head-on collision with a Gedney Foods sauerkraut truck.

The huge house that Mama Lou lived in ever since she was born had a lot of rooms because it was built as a boarding house in 1865. So when I moved in, it didn’t impact Mama Lou much. There was plenty of space—so much space that I never even explored all the extra rooms. She was always so busy that she barely seemed to notice my presence in the big house.

I hated being upstairs alone because I thought I could hear a century’s worth of traveling ghosts in the attic who once visited the house when they were alive. It didn’t help that I was afraid of the dark and Mama Lou didn’t want to waste money leaving the lights on. I told Mama Lou that I needed to leave the light on in my room all night because I could feel the presence of people in the house. She simply shook her head. When I was a little older, I told her I was afraid of what was in the attic above me and that I spazzed out all night long from the weird noises in the house. Mama Lou said, “Nonsense. There is nobody in the attic for you to be afraid of.” She said it in her tough voice, so I didn’t dare argue with her. The lights remained off at night, and I still hated being upstairs.

I hated being in the basement, too, which was a dark place. The back room that held Mama Lou’s canned goods was extra dark. Rather than using a light bulb in that room, Mama Lou carried a flashlight in her apron pocket when she interacted with her inventory of pickled things. Instead of hanging out in the dark spaces of our old boarding house, I spent as much time as possible outside. When I wasn’t helping Mama Lou with her large garden, to get a break from her tough way of living, I climbed high up in the maple trees scattered around the five-acre yard. Nestled in the limbs, I soaked in the sunlight and inhaled the fresh unpreserved air until Mama Lou called me inside to help her trap more things in jars.

I assumed Mama Lou had to be tough in the way that all women who were born in 1920 had to be because they didn’t have electric washing machines, dishwashers, microwave ovens, TVs ... all the modern conveniences that seemed to soften people. But she was also armored with the toughness that comes with being an orphan. She lost her parents when she was twelve years old. They just disappeared right before her thirteenth birthday. She said nobody else knew where they were. After her neighbors and extended family gave up the search for her parents—with the assumption that they had taken off to explore America and just never returned—Mama Lou became the one in charge and raised her younger sisters, Delaware and Idaho. Mama Lou told me she was tall for her age, so nobody questioned why she was the head of her household.

Since Mama Lou wasn’t one to dwell on details, when I asked her for information about my great-grandparents for a school project in fifth grade, she simply pointed at the framed photo of them perched on the top shelf of her whatnot in the corner of the dining room and said, “That’s exactly who they are.” Great-Grandma wore a straw hat with a band of daisies woven around it and a polka-dot dress with excessively large white buttons down the middle. In her left hand she held a wicker picnic basket packed full enough to keep the hinged lid from completely closing. Her right hand was balled into a fist perched on her hip. Her arm was bent into a confident triangle, and her elbow pointed at the camera as if to announce that she dared anyone to stop her from doing whatever she wanted to in life. Great-Grandpa wore a fedora hat, a suit coat, a striped tie, and trousers typical of the early 1930s. In his left hand he held a folded map of America. And the index finger of his right hand pointed toward the west. I knew he was pointing west because the photo was taken on Mama Lou’s back porch. They were standing in front of three seventy-gallon Red Wing crocks like the one Mama Lou had on her back porch for as long as I can remember.

The crocks had red smiley faces painted above the Red Wing logo on each one. For the longest time, I thought that smile was part of the Red Wing logo—until Great-Aunt Ida’s grandson told me that Satan painted the blood-red smiley faces. As he tried to scare me, I just shrugged and said, “Nice try. I still have dibs on hiding in the crock for the next round of hide and seek.” My second cousins and I found the crock to be a great hiding spot when we played during family gatherings. It was wonderfully large and had a tin lid we could pull on top after crawling inside the container. I always wondered what happened to the other two crocks that were on the porch in the photo of my great-grandparents because they would have made great additional hiding places. My great-grandparents both had serene smiles in the photo—the kind of smiles I had only seen on the faces of people who didn’t have to experience constant media coverage of endless political conflicts. They looked truly happy—blissfully unaware of what the political future would hold. And I thought that was a good way to be preserved in the one photo that existed of them.

When I was fourteen and Mama Lou caught me staring at the photo of my great-grandparents while eating my scrambled eggs and pickled beets before school, she said, “Father was a traveling salesman who sold pottery. Mother was a school teacher before she got married. They don’t look like people who would beat me with a broomstick and lock me in a dark closet for days when I misbehaved, do they?” I almost choked on my eggs. Then I shook my head no, finished my orange juice, put my dishes in the sink, and ran to the end of the driveway to get on the school bus.

On the ride to school, I digested those words about my great-grandparents and decided they must be true because Mama Lou didn’t waste words on frivolous things like lies. She was as blunt as people come and didn’t find any value in concocting stories. I decided that being locked in a closet by her parents might have been a common disciplinary practice of the time, along with whipping children with a belt and forcing them to whitewash fences. Children of that era didn’t really have anything to be taken away from them as a punishment, like toys or TV time, so I thought maybe parents in the 1920s and 1930s weren’t that creative with their discipline methods. Whatever the common parenting practices were in the early 20th century, I decided it probably also contributed to Mama Lou’s tough exterior.

Throughout her life, instead of putting her energy into having conversations about family matters with me, Mama Lou stayed focused on canning everything she grew in her large garden to keep the shelves in the corner of the basement back room fully stocked. She also maintained her ancient home by herself until she died at the age of one hundred during the early part of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. She had insisted on living alone and being fully independent after I graduated from college. Over the thirty years we lived apart, I stopped by to see if I could help with anything after her many surgeries, but she always refused my assistance. Every few years, she would have something removed—a cancerous ear lobe, an infected appendix, an inflamed gallbladder, a failed kidney, a prolapsed uterus, an enlarged spleen, a collapsed lung, a big toe with gangrene—and I was worried that I would someday find her parts preserved in Mason jars.

I believed Mama Lou when she said she didn’t need my help. During her earlier years, she became really proficient at a lot of maintenance skills so she wouldn’t have to ask someone to come to the house to do repairs. She figured out how to do carpentry, electrical wiring, and plumbing, and even fixed the furnace on her own. Mama Lou was a frequent customer at the Coast to Coast hardware store. I often went there with her when I was young to help her carry all she needed to fix something in the house. Instead of thanking me for helping, she said she could have done it on her own but was trying to keep me from getting soft. After I turned sixteen and got my driver’s license, she regularly sent me alone to get her fix-it supplies. The store always smelled like mothballs, so I made a point of memorizing where everything was located so that I could go in, hold my breath, retrieve what I needed, pay for the stuff, and get out quickly before I passed out. Having always been sensitive to intense smells, it was challenging for me to be in the store for very long. When I inherited Mama Lou’s house, I was thankful that she had been so obsessed with keeping the house in such good shape. It meant that there should have been very little work to do when I moved back into it after Mama Lou’s funeral, and fewer trips to the hardware store.

The funeral home did a livestream of the ceremony because of the pandemic. I told the funeral director that he didn’t have to bother because Mama Lou would find the broadcasting of her corpse for all to see to be pretty excessive. But he said it was their policy and insisted on treating an early-20th-century woman’s end of life in a 21st-century way. I’m not a fighter like Mama Lou was, so I simply let him televise her so-called Celebration of Life. I sat in the funeral home alone with Mama Lou due to COVID-era restrictions and because Delaware and Idaho died decades ago. Their children and grandchildren didn’t attend either because, having apparently inherited my great-grandparents’ wanderlust, they were scattered across the country. Against the backdrop of excessively mournful funeral music that the director selected, I composed a mental to-do list to make Mama Lou’s house desirable enough for me to live in. First on my list was to try to get rid of the vinegar smell that had always permeated the house. Even though Mama Lou’s canned goods were tightly sealed, I thought that the outside of the Mason jars might have retained the vinegar smell due to Mama Lou handling them. Everything she touched was compromised because her pores oozed vinegar from all the canning she did and all the pickled foods she ate.

After the funeral, I put on two more surgical masks over the one I was already wearing and went to Coast to Coast to get a light bulb for the back room in the basement. Despite the pandemic, the owner kept the store open full time because he believed that Ivermectin horse paste and Clorox bleach were the cures for COVID-19—and he stocked plenty for Donald Trump’s followers to purchase. When I walked to the store from the parking lot, I noticed that there was a banner next to the door: Trump 2020, 2024, and Forever. I laughed at the notion, then smiled under my masks as I had a happy memory of Mama Lou. After Trump had become president in 2016, she had no problem sharing her thoughts on him. Every time he was on the TV or radio, she would scrunch her face, shake her index finger, and say, “He should be canned.”

I was hesitant to be in a public place. But I knew the never-changing layout of the store so well that I was confident I could quickly grab the light bulb, pay for it, and hopefully avoid any prolonged COVID exposure. Successfully avoiding political conversations, I was in and out in no time.

When I got to Mama Lou’s house, I put the light bulb for the back room in my coat pocket and took a deep breath as I turned on the light at the top of the basement stairs. I grabbed the folding stool Mama Lou had kept in the entry way for all her maintenance projects and engaged in my bravest self-talk with each step toward the basement. “It’s only darkness. There’s no reason to be afraid. Just because my spirit feels disturbed, I don’t need to freak out. I’ve always been disturbed because I was raised by Mama Lou in a pickled house, so I’m a master of handling disturbing feelings.” I nodded as I mumbled words of encouragement to myself, but I didn’t fully believe what I was saying about the dark space.

The smell of vinegar intensified as I walked into the back room. “Yeah,” I said out loud, “those canned goods have got to go. It’s time.” I perched the stool in the center of the room where I thought the light bulb should go. Then I realized that I couldn’t see well enough to install a light bulb in the ceiling if there was a receptacle for it. I glanced at the two basement windows that were boarded up and knew I would need a crowbar to pry the boards off and let some much-needed sunlight in. As I squinted up at the ceiling, I heard a thud from the corner where the shelves filled with canned goods were. My heart leapt and I ran into the main room, then up the basement stairs. I slammed the door and slid the latch to lock it. While I leaned against the washing machine, I felt I was still too close to whatever made the thudding sound. I ran outside to the porch and clung to a post as I waited for my heart to stop somersaulting so I could think clearly. As I collected myself and took a deep breath, I told myself that the thud was probably from the air pressure causing one of the canning jars to pop.

“But it wasn’t a pop, it was a thud,” I argued with myself. “A popping jar doesn’t sound like that.” I went out to my car and put my keys in the ignition in case I needed to make a quick getaway from the ghost that was thudding around in the basement.

“That’s not logical.” I told myself. “If a ghost wants to get you, it can just suddenly show up in this car and get you.”

“Shoot, that’s right. Ugh.” I quickly started my car.

As I headed down the driveway, I decided that my irrational fear of the dark must trigger my imagination to go into high gear. So I drove back to Coast to Coast, put on my three masks again, and bought the brightest LED work light on a tripod stand. In case Mama Lou hadn’t put any electrical outlets in the basement, I bought a 200-foot extension cord to plug it in upstairs in the laundry room. It occurred to me that there were an excessive number of spaces in the house I now owned that I was completely unfamiliar with. As I walked out of the store into the sunshine, I remembered that I would need a crowbar to pry the boards off the basement windows in the back room. I looked at my watch and decided I could go back in the store to buy a crowbar and still be under fifteen minutes of exposure to the probable stew of COVID-19 droplets in the Coast to Coast store. Much to my delight, I saw the Disco Barbie I wanted when I was four sitting on the clearance pile next to the crowbar rack. The box she was in was crushed and had a thick layer of dust on it, but it was only seven dollars, so I impulsively bought myself an early Christmas present.

After buckling Disco Barbie in the passenger seat so she wouldn’t blow away, I drove home with the windows open, hoping the wind would blow off any COVID-19 droplets she and I might have come in contact with. The fresh air filled my lungs, and I felt a surge of oxygenated bravery. When I got home, I smiled at Barbie and said, “Wish me luck.”

Confidently, I carried my new light, cord, and crowbar inside the house. After plugging the light into the extension cord, I unrolled the cord and plugged it into the wall by the washing machine. I grounded myself, took a deep breath, then unlatched the basement door. In my rush to get away from the thud, I had left the stair lights on. The brightness further calmed my nerves, and I headed down the steps, slowly, with my equipment. Then I stopped halfway down the staircase to listen for more thuds. I didn’t hear anything, so I continued going down one step at a time, unrolling the extension cord along the way.

I was swamped once again with the smell of vinegar and became even more resolved to get rid of Mama Lou’s stinky canned goods as fast as possible. There was a cardboard box filled with rags in the room by the bottom of the stairs, so I kicked it toward the back room as I carried my LED light stand and crowbar to my destination. I planned to use the box to make several trips to haul the canned stuff out to the trash pile behind the barn, where I intended to leave Mama Lou’s fruitful legacy until I figured out who might accept old Mason jars. I couldn’t stomach the thought of reusing the jars because the smell around them was so intense.

After I kicked the box of rags toward the shelves, I leaned over to set down my crowbar and turn on my LED light. Before I could do that, I heard another thud by the shelves. I shot up to a standing position and flung my arms out like I always do when I’m startled. Somehow, when my arms shot out, I let go of the crowbar, and it flew into the shelves filled with Mama Lou’s canned stuff. Mason jars exploded as the crowbar landed on the bottom shelf. Then, as the wooden shelving frame was rattled by the impact, most of the other jars tumbled off the shelves and were smashed open when they hit the cement floor. The vinegar smell almost knocked me over. Quickly, I reached into my coat pocket and put on my three masks. I dumped all the rags from the box on the pile of shattered jars and their contents. I couldn’t see exactly where the mess was, so I turned on the LED light on the stand and was stunned by what I saw.

Behind the wooden shelving unit was an old door! I had never seen it before. Intrigued, I picked up the crowbar and knocked Mama Lou’s remaining jars onto the floor since it was already a huge mess. I wanted to call some of my old friends in the area and ask them to help me explore what I guessed was a secret closet. But I knew, from their political preferences and posts on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, that they were sheltering at home to avoid catching COVID. My curiosity was greater than my fear. Plus, adrenaline was surging through my body. I pulled on the shelving unit and found that it wasn’t attached to the wall. So I dragged the heavy structure across the floor and saw that the door was coated with a mass of webs so thick that they had to be at least decades old.

The latch on the door had a padlock dangling from it. It was rusty, so I whacked it with the crowbar. The lock crumbled and fell to the floor, taking a stream of cobwebs with it. Using the crowbar, I knocked down the rest of the webs. Then I flipped the latch over and pulled on the door handle. To my surprise, the door wasn’t stuck. My heart pounded as I flung the door wide open and stepped back in case spiders, mice, salamanders, or snakes would make a run for it and mistake my legs for the path to freedom.

After a couple of minutes, nothing came out of the secret room except a wave of the most acrid smell I’ve ever experienced. It made my lip curl upward, and I shuddered as I thought about how much worse the smell would have been without the masks on. Then I shuddered again when I realized that if smelly molecules could permeate my three masks, COVID-19 probably could, too. I hoped I wouldn’t die from the COVID I probably picked up at the hardware store because it might take someone a long time to discover my body in Mama Lou’s big house.

I kicked a pile of broken jars toward the wall and dragged a bunch of rags through the puddle of liquid mush to soak it up so I wouldn’t slip on it. Pulling the light tripod closer to the room, I cautiously watched for any critters wanting to get out. Then I raised my crowbar in front of me and slowly made my way into the secret space. I listened for the thudding sound, but all I could hear was my heart pounding as I looked around what appeared to be a large storage closet.

An old broom hung on the back wall. It looked like the stick had been cracked. Against the adjacent wall were the two missing seventy-gallon Red Wing crocks with tin lids and a blood-red smiley face painted above the logo on each one!

The room didn’t appear to have any rodents or reptiles in it, so I no longer felt afraid.

Adrenaline was still pumping through my body and continued to fuel my curiosity—especially when I smelled dill. Dill was a smell I had never experienced in Mama Lou’s house. I wondered if I had picked up a fast-acting mutation of COVID-19 at Coast to Coast—a variant that, instead of causing loss of smell, caused people to smell dill.

I couldn’t resist reaching out my crowbar to try and break the waxy seal between the lids and the giant crocks. But I noticed there was already a crack in one of the seals. Liquid was trickling down the crock from the opening. I was incredibly curious to know what gross things might have been preserved in crocks that big. I stood as far back as I possibly could in order to minimize inhalation of the smell I thought I would probably be blasted with. Then I poked the crowbar into the crack and pushed it under the tin lid of the leaking crock. After struggling to get the right leverage, I pulled down on the crowbar as hard as I could. Suddenly, I heard a loud popping sound and was enveloped in the smell of vinegar and dill. I quickly poked the crowbar into the wax seal under the lid on the other crock, and it popped off immediately. I was further assaulted by vinegar and dill and felt dizzy, so I turned to head upstairs to get some fresh air. But then I heard splashing. Then laughter.
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