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THE MERMAID SPRINGS VFW Hall had been transformed. Orange and black crepe paper twisted from the rafters in long, festive spirals, and pumpkins of all shapes and sizes waited on the tables, eager for carving. Candlelight flickered, casting a cozy, faux-autumnal glow over the hall—Florida’s version of fall, if only for one evening. In the corner, a record player spun the latest swing tunes, the brassy notes carrying over the chatter while children darted between adults in various states of costume.

Mildred Lancaster adjusted her witch’s hat and carefully arranged another plate of treats on the refreshment table. Her mother, Irene, stood beside her, fussing with the placement of her famous pumpkin cookies, each one intricately decorated with orange icing and chocolate chip features.

“Do you think I made enough?” Irene asked, though the question was purely rhetorical. The table before them groaned under the weight of her culinary contributions: three dozen pumpkin cookies, a towering plate of caramel apples, homemade popcorn balls wrapped in wax paper, and a chocolate cake with vanilla frosting spiders piped across the top.

“I think half the town could eat their fill and still have leftovers, Mother,” Mildred replied, smoothing down her black dress. The costume had been hastily assembled: a pointed felt hat, a simple black dress with a full skirt and deep pockets, a pair of black opera gloves, and a broom borrowed from the supply closet at the Sentinel office. As witches go, it wasn’t inspired, but it would do. At least the pockets gave her somewhere to tuck the gloves—useful for serving cookies now and later for slipping back on if the October air turned chilly.

Beside her, Irene straightened the collar of her sensible dress. She hadn’t bothered with a costume, insisting Halloween was undignified at her age. Still, a small orange brooch glinted at her lapel, her only nod to the holiday.

“Well, Delta Carmichael only brought store-bought candy,” Irene said in a hushed tone, glancing toward the other end of the table where Delta arranged wrapped candies in a decorative bowl. “And after she told everyone at bridge club that she was making her grandmother’s famous fudge.”

“Mother,” Mildred admonished, though amusement in her tone betrayed her. Irene Lancaster’s sense of propriety was legendary in Mermaid Springs.

“I’m not judging, dear. Heavens, no. Some women simply don’t have time for baking. Not everyone can manage a household the way they should.” Irene’s voice carried the practiced sweetness of someone confident in her own standards as she nudged a slightly crooked popcorn ball into place. “I was up until midnight making these treats, but I wouldn’t dream of mentioning it.”

“And yet, somehow, you just did,” Mildred said dryly.

Irene patted her daughter’s arm. “I’m only saying that homemade treats show you care about the community. Your father always says the Lancasters have a responsibility to Mermaid Springs.”

“Where is Dad, anyway?” Mildred scanned the great gathering room.

“He’s outside supervising the hayride. And your brother is managing the apple bobbing booth.”

“Neil’s here?” Mildred raised an eyebrow. “I thought he said Halloween parties were for kids and old fogies.”

“Language, Mildred,” Irene chided. “And yes, he’s here. I may have mentioned that the Quimby girl would be attending. And I put him to work.” A small, triumphant smile played at the corners of her mouth. “A mother has her ways.”

Mildred laughed and shook her head. Irene Lancaster might present herself as the perfect, traditional housewife, but there was no denying the shrewd mind that operated behind that perfectly powdered face.

The hall doors swung open, letting in a rush of cool October air and a pack of giggling, costume-clad teenagers. Trailing them was Sheriff Donovan’s deputy, Fuller Cunningham, his pressed uniform stark against the whirl of costumes.

At Deputy Cunningham’s side stood Velma Tipton, transformed into a vision of ethereal beauty in a shimmering pale blue fairy dress with layers of delicate tulle that floated around her like mist. Atop her carefully curled chestnut hair sat a crown of twisted silver wire and pearls, while her fingers clutched a star-tipped wand wrapped in ribbon that matched her dress perfectly. The effect was magical—a stark contrast to Fuller’s official rigidity.

“Velma!” Mildred exclaimed as the couple made their way to her at the refreshment table. “You look beautiful, Vel.”

Velma grinned and spun around. “I ought to. This took me days and half a week’s pay.”

Mildred glanced at Fuller. “How’s Sheriff Donovan enjoying the Statewide Sheriff’s Assembly in Jacksonville?” she asked as the man eyed Irene’s treats with obvious interest.

Fuller straightened his posture slightly, as if reminded of his temporary responsibilities. “Still got two more days to go. He called yesterday to check in—said the new fingerprinting techniques are fascinating.” He lowered his voice. “Between you and me, I think he’s just happy to get away from Mrs. Peterson’s complaints about her neighbor’s chickens for a few days.”

“Well, the town seems to be surviving in his absence,” Mildred said with a smile. “Though I imagine you’ll be glad when he returns.”

“You have no idea,” Fuller muttered.

“Deputy Cunningham, you simply must try one of my pumpkin cookies,” Irene interjected, pushing a plate toward him. “I used real butter—not that margarine everyone’s so fond of these days—and the pumpkin came from our own garden. Lyle grew it himself.”

“They look swell, Mrs. Lancaster,” Fuller said, taking one and biting into it with enthusiasm. “Nobody bakes like you do.”

“Hey!” Velma elbowed her beau.

Mildred teased him. “Careful there, Deputy. Those are fighting words when your girlfriend’s family owns a bakery.”

Velma picked up a cookie, took a bite, and groaned, “Mmm.” After another mouthful, she swallowed and declared, “Heck, who am I kidding? Fuller’s right, Mrs. Lancaster, these are the bee’s knees.”

Irene beamed with satisfaction. “It’s nothing, really. Just a little something I whipped up this morning, along with everything else. The secret is in the nutmeg.”

Mildred suppressed a smile, knowing full well her mother had been planning and preparing for the Halloween Spooktacular for weeks. The “little something” had involved three separate cookbook consultations and a minor crisis over the proper ratio of cinnamon to cloves.

“I’m gonna go back outside—take a walk around the perimeter,” Fuller said as he grabbed another cookie. “You all right here?” he asked Velma.

“Mhm.” She bobbed her head so that the pearl crown shimmered. After a gentle touch to her arm, he headed for the exit.

Velma stepped closer to the table as she surveyed the room. “Looks like a great turnout. Can I do anything?”

“Could you stay to help Mom while I judge the jack-o’-lantern carving contest?”

“Oh, absolutely. And it will only cost you one of those caramel apples, Mrs. Lancaster.”

“Sounds like a fair price,” Irene replied and passed a glossy apple to Velma.

As Mildred turned to leave, the VFW Hall’s double doors swung open again, and Neil Lancaster sauntered in, his letterman jacket slung casually over one shoulder. His hair was slightly damp, likely from supervising the apple bobbing, and he had a mischievous glint in his eye that Mildred recognized all too well.

“Neil!” she called, waving him over. “Just the brother I was looking for.”

He approached with exaggerated reluctance. “What now? I’ve already spent an hour watching kids nearly drown themselves for floating fruit.”

“The pumpkin carving contest is about to start,” Mildred said, pushing a wet curl out of his eyes. “It’s sponsored by the Sentinel, which means it’s family business.”

Neil rolled his eyes. “But I work for Mermaid Springs Amusement Park.”

“You’re a Lancaster. That’s all that matters. Now”—she linked her arm in his—”come help me judge the carvings. Besides, Avis Quimby’s younger brother has an entry.”

“Oh? Well, why didn’t you say so?”

It was Mildred’s turn to roll her eyes.

Once started, the carving contest was a chaotic affair. Twenty pumpkins lined the judging table, each one a testament to its creator’s imagination—or lack thereof. There were traditional jack-o’-lanterns with triangle eyes and jagged grins, alongside more ambitious attempts: a cat with whiskers made of toothpicks, a haunted house with windows cut to reveal the candle inside, and what appeared to be either a ghost or a failed attempt at the state of Florida.

“This one’s definitely the winner,” Neil whispered, pointing to a lopsided face with one eye significantly larger than the other.

“That’s Avis’s brother’s, isn’t it?” Mildred asked knowingly.

Neil’s ears reddened. “Maybe.”

After careful deliberation and overruling Neil’s biased vote, Mildred stepped forward with the results. The crowd hushed as she cleared her throat.

“The Sentinel is proud to announce this year’s winner is... Percy Shepherd!”

A freckle-faced boy of about ten leapt up with a whoop and rushed forward, nearly tripping over his untied shoelaces in excitement. Mildred presented him with the gift basket, its cellophane wrapper crinkling as he hugged it to his chest.

“Look, Beatrice!” Percy shouted to his sister, proudly displaying his prize—a wicker basket filled with jars of Irene’s strawberry jam nestled beside Lyle’s hand-carved wooden toys, a burlap sack of mixed nuts and fruit, and a stack of notepads embossed with the Sentinel’s official seal.

“Thank you,” Beatrice mouthed to Mildred.

Okay, so maybe Mildred was a little biased, too. But Percy’s really was good.

“Hayride time!” Lyle Lancaster appeared in the doorway, leading the children outside like a Pied Piper of pumpkin carvers.

Removing her black gloves and stuffing them into her pockets, Mildred checked her wristwatch. “It’s almost time for tonight’s special program on WMSP. Dusk has written a new play. He’s calling it The Haunting of Blackwater Trestle.”

“Jeepers creepers. Sounds scary!” Velma clapped. “I love Dusk Tillman—your voice of the night,” she mimicked the host’s signature deep drawl.

“The Haunting at Blackwater Trestle, you say?” Irene asked, lowering her voice and glancing around to ensure no children were within earshot. “That Dusk Tillman and his ghost stories. I don’t know why people encourage him with all that spooky nonsense. Especially about Blackwater Trestle—that’s a real place with real history.”

“What’s wrong with a ghost story at Blackwater Trestle?” Mildred asked. “The spot is rather dreary—perfect setting if you ask me.”

“It is scary,” Velma agreed. “I went there once when we were in high school, and I swear I heard someone scream—like a real ghost.”

Mildred threw her head back and laughed. “You did hear a scream. That was Jasper Knox. He knew Grover had coaxed you into going out there with him.”

Velma’s bright green eyes widened as she realized the joke played on her more than ten years earlier. “Well, I oughta...”

Irene waved a dismissive hand. “Never mind all that. Dusk Tillman would be better off if he let Blackwater Trestle alone. It’s been too many years and too much pain.”

“What are you talking about, Mom?”

“Miss Lancaster? Miss Lancaster!”

All three women turned to see Mrs. Maddox, Mermaid High’s English lit teacher, waving from across the room, where a crowd was gathering around the radio.

“We’re about to tune in to the program. Thought you might want to hear it for the paper,” she called.

“I’ll be right there,” Mildred answered. She turned to her mother. “We’ll finish this conversation later. Come on, Velma. Let’s go have a listen.”

The group around the radio had grown, with teenagers cross-legged on the floor and adults standing behind them. Neil eased down beside Avis Quimby—as close as propriety would allow. Mildred guided Velma to a place next to Mrs. Maddox.

Somewhere behind them, an old man muttered, “I wonder what hornet’s nest Dusk Tillman’s planning to poke tonight. After that story on the ‘missing’ church funds, Mrs. Gable wouldn’t speak to her brother for six months.”

Someone tuned the dial through the static until Dusk Tillman’s rich baritone filled the room.

“Good evening, my night owls,” came the silky intonation. “This is Dusk Tillman, your Voice of the Night.”

As Dusk’s words filled the room, the broadcast’s subtle sound effects transported the listeners: the hollow echo of footsteps on wooden planks, the gentle lapping of water against creek banks, and the mournful sigh of wind through cypress branches. The carefully layered effects made the hair on Mildred’s arms stand up.

Suddenly, someone turned down the lights, and the VFW Hall seemed to fade away as the gathered crowd leaned in, captivated by the storyteller’s spell.

“And now, folks, settle in and let the shadows fall, for what I’m about to tell you is one of Mermaid Springs’ oldest whispers—a tale that drifts down the Blackwater Creek like the Spanish moss from the cypress trees. Some say if you stand too long on the wooden trestle there, you can hear the faintest footsteps of a girl who vanished long ago—and her sorrow still rides the wind.

Tonight, we’ll venture, ever so carefully, to the crossing where the water swallows sound... and listen. Listen, if you dare... for the Haunting of Blackwater Trestle.”
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LOW, OMINOUS ORGAN music swelled through the hall, filling every corner with anticipation. Gradually, the notes faded to a hum that held the room in suspense. A hush settled over the crowd, drawn into the expectant space the music left behind. And then, from the radio, Dusk Tillman’s rich intonation cut through the silence, claiming the room with the promise of a story unlike any other.

“It’s Halloween in Mermaid Springs. A night of costumes and candy, of children’s laughter and harmless frights. But our town holds secrets older than them. Secrets like those hidden at the old haunted Blackwater Trestle.”

Gasps and whispers of “Blackwater Trestle” rippled through the crowd.

“By day, it’s just weathered timber and rusting steel spanning a sleepy creek,” Tillman continued. “But by night... by night, it remembers. It remembers a story from 1930. A story the town tried to forget. They called it a tragedy. They called it a suicide.”

An eerie quiet consumed the transmission and drew wide eyes from the vigilant listeners.

“They were wrong.”

A sudden clash of musical notes split the silence—sharp and brassy, the kind that made hearts jump before minds could catch up.

“Our story is about a girl. Let’s call her Nettie. She had a spirit as bright and untamed as a Florida wildfire. And she was in love. A desperate, hopeless kind of love with a young man from the wrong side of the tracks, a man whose pockets sometimes jingled with ill-gotten gains.

Their only sanctuary lay at the foot of the Blackwater Trestle, hidden among the brush and riverbank where no one from town would see. In that isolated hollow, they met in secret, their whispers swallowed by the cypress swamp.
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