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      Boredom dripped off me with each little bead of sweat that slipped down the back of my neck and into my shirt collar. End of summer boredom was the absolute worst. With seventh grade on the other side of August, all I could do was worry about life at Capers Cove Junior High School and whether I was going to make it out alive or not. Even my best friend Jessica was nervous. And she never got nervous.

      “I don’t know, Edie . . . I heard that gym class is brutal, like you have to change into your gym clothes in front of everyone. And you know how my mom is. She won’t even let me shave my legs yet!” she confessed to me on my front porch, right after our year of being top dogs at the elementary school had ended.

      Then she had to go and get herself sent to summer camp, with its horse-back riding and whitewater rafting, leaving me behind in the sand right after fourth of July weekend. It was sort of Jess’s fault that I was so bored, if you thought about it.

      I flopped back on my Nana’s daybed, sighing. Little puffs and bits of dust fluttered around me as they floated past in the sunlight, coming in through the window to the guest room. The gross warm air definitely wasn’t helping me feel any better, and with Nana and Granddaddy refusing to let me open the windows to my temporary bedroom for the week, I was stuck breathing it in.

      “One of these days we’ll have a central unit put in, Lois, I promise,” Granddaddy told Nana after the air conditioner had went out for the millionth-time the night before. Each time it happened she would mutter something definitely not rated PG under her breath and look at me with a warning in her eyes, as if she was daring me to repeat her. Nope. Not unless I wanted a fresh bar of soap in my mouth.

      A familiar cawing came from outside the room, and I sat up and pushed back the lacy white curtains to see Poe sitting on the windowsill planter, his glossy black feathers shining under the morning sun.

      Most people wouldn’t think much of it, seeing a beautiful raven like Poe flying overhead because he was just a bird, and birds weren’t of much consequence to anybody or anything. But Poe was different. And not just the normal ‘oh, he’s different,’ either. Ordinary birds couldn’t talk to you, for instance.

      Glancing over my shoulder to make sure the coast was clear, I carefully unlatched the window lock and eased the heavy thing up inch by inch. “Already find some breakfast? Lucky you,” I whispered to him, running my fingers lightly over his soft dark chest. Poe nipped at them as I smiled.

      Suddenly a quick burst of images flashed inside my mind, leaving me a little dizzy. I was no longer looking at Poe—I was looking down at the island many feet below me, gliding along before landing on a nearby light pole, my vision zeroing in on something scurrying off between some trees. Breakfast, croaked Poe inside my head.

      Wrinkling up my nose, I laughed. “Gross. I was thinking more along the lines of some oatmeal, Poe-boy,” I said. Poe let out a croaky squawk at me and headbutted my hand out of the way.

      “Okay, okay. Tasty morning mice then.”

      He looked at me with his small dark eyes and I could’ve sworn I saw a smile. And if any bird could smile, it was Poe. He took off again and flew out of sight just as footsteps came down the hallway.

      I quickly shut the window and flopped back down in bed, pretending to read the magazine Nana had picked up for me.

      A split second later Nana peeked into the room, pushing her big round sunglasses up on top of her graying blonde hair. “Hey sug, I’m about to make some scrambled eggs. Would you like some?”

      I wanted to grin as she wiped her sweaty forehead with her gloved hands, a smudge of potting soil left over on her cheek, but a swipe of guilt hit me since I’d been lazing around inside instead of out there helping her in the garden.

      “Yes, ma’am. But is it all right if I come with you today?”

      Nana and Granddaddy would both be working at the tavern, and as boring as it would be to hang out around the tavern, at least I could go and sit on the beach there. And since I hadn’t earned enough allowance to buy a bike yet, I didn’t really have any way to get around the island.

      “To Tell-Tale?”

      I nodded. “I mean . . . I don’t really have anything else to do. I’ve already read this three times. I could just walk along the beach! Poe will probably follow me.”

      Nana narrowed her eyes at me as she worked the question over in her mind. “Sure, you can come, but I don’t know if you’ll be much better off there.”

      “I’ll be fine. Like I said, I’ll have Poe.”

      Nana snorted at me and pulled her gloves off. “I don’t know how you get that crazy bird to follow you around like that, “she said, before turning around and heading back down the hallway. “Well, if you’re coming, you’d better hurry up. Me and Granddaddy have to open up in an hour.”

      
        --

      

      It didn’t take long before I was done helping set up for the morning crew as Granddaddy called them—the early people that came as soon as the Tell-Tale Tavern opened up.

      The tavern was sorta like my home away from home since my family had always owned it. With Edgar Allan Poe being one of our ancestors, it had just made sense to my Granddaddy’s great-grandparents to open up a tavern in his name. It was a staple on the island, and most of the islanders would come by and have a drink or something to eat at any given time during the week. The Tell-Tale was almost like my family’s pride and joy. But to me? Meh, it wasn’t really anything great. I had begged my grandparents to make space for a dance floor, that way, anyone who wasn’t a rich, exclusive member to The Island Club, would be able to come and have fun and dance. “I’ll take that suggestion and file it away in the box,” my Granddaddy said each time I brought it up.

      After I finished rolling the silverware in the napkins, I leaned back in the dim booth, drumming my fingers on the table. At least they could get some better lighting in here, I thought glumly to myself.

      “Hey hon,” Mrs. Gentry said as she took a seat at the table she always sat at. “Where’s Natalie and Gregory?”

      I swirled the straw around inside my water. “They’re visiting friends in Myrtle Beach. Won’t be back until Monday, I think.”

      “Aw, and I bet you’re just as bored as the dog that caught up to the car, aren’t ya? You oughta see what my baby Andrea is doing! I think her and some of her friends are down by The Island Club, boogie-boardin’.”

      I faked a smile and nodded. Yeah right, I thought to myself. Andrea, Leslie, and the rest of them all think I’m a total weirdo. I doubt they wanted me hanging around.

      Once the rest of Mrs. Gentry’s friends in the Bridge Club sat down, the sound of them talking over each other reminded me of a bunch of hens pecking around the dirt, and I slid out of the booth with my water in hand.

      Outside it was another hot August day, the sun beating down on me and smothering me with the humidity. Nana would always say that it was hotter than a sinner in church outside. Thank goodness we were at the tavern which backed up to the ocean-side of Capers Cove. The breeze off the water gave you a little bit of relief, at least. Good ol’ boring Capers Cove… I’d been thinking lately about how nothing ever happened around the island, unless there was a hurricane about to hit. And even then, it was only just because people were throwin’ hurricane parties all over the place.

      “Mornin’, Edie!” Mr. Whipple called out to me loudly, his music blasting through his thick headphones as he jogged past me wearing nothing but his usual way-too-small speedo and a pair of white sneakers. I waved back weakly, embarrassed.

      Well. Okay, maybe Capers Cove was a little weirder than I gave it credit for…

      I jumped off the last step of the back deck and took my flip-flops off. The sand was hot between my toes and my bright green nail polish almost looked like mermaid scales as I rushed out over to where the wet sand was much cooler. Pulling out a piece of bubblegum, I popped it in my mouth and started down the beach, the cold water washing over my feet.

      A lot of people considered my little hometown to be paradise. I saw it every summer during what my family called the ‘tourist season,’ when everyone and their mama would come over the drawbridge from the busy downtown of Charleston, just after doing their holiday shopping and sightseeing. They’d come to Capers Cove for a little more peace and quiet, and even stay the week at one of the two bed & breakfasts on the island. But Capers Cove was a small island town so eventually everyone would get bored of it and hurry back to their regular lives, leaving me stuck there with not even a darn bike to ride around on.

      I kicked at the wet sand and winced as I accidentally stubbed my toe on one of the hidden little rocks that led up to the much bigger rocks jutting up out of the water the closer you got to the lighthouse. “Ouch!”

      Yanking a piece of beechwood up out of the ground, I traced my name in the sand, sandwiching it in between two fat hearts. Man, it sucks not having Jess here, I thought miserably.

      This was the first summer I could remember both looking forward to the end, and dreading it too. On one hand, I was ready for the steady traffic from the summer to go away, and ready for something more than just walking the beach by myself to do. But on the other hand… knowing that Andrea and her stupid friends would be giggling at me behind their hands all over again in school made me want to stay home and fake the bubonic plague forever.

      Even with walking as slow as molasses, on Capers Cove it didn’t take very long to get from one end of the island to the other, and before I knew it the lighthouse stood tall up ahead. The closer I got, the slower I went as the rocks got bigger, until they pretty much blocked my way. I knew my parents would be mad if they saw me climbing over the huge gray and brown boulders that led up to the lighthouse grounds, but I didn’t feel like having to go all the way around them just to get to the other side. Looking back over my shoulder, I slipped my flip-flops on and prayed they wouldn’t be too slippery as I hiked up over the first few rocks.

      Just like I figured, they were slippery as an eel, and I had to hold on tight every time I slid myself across each surface. The last thing I wanted to be was shark bait, so I carefully picked my way over the widest boulder and waited until the waves had just crashed against it before I made a frantic leap to the next one.

      But I wasn’t known for being the most graceful, and my left foot slipped, causing me to let out a shrieking yelp as I fell the few feet down into the sand, sharp little pebbles stabbing at my hands and knees from where I caught myself.

      “Ugh,” I groaned, slowly standing up and inspecting the small gash under one of my knees. After I realized I’d had worst injuries from my first year of Taekwondo, I turned back to the rocks and glared.

      The wet rocks didn’t seem to care as they continued to get pummeled by the waves, and the hot sun above created its own heatwaves of invisible blur around the rocks. Shoot, it really is going to be a warm one today, I thought.

      Just as I started to turn and head down the tail of the island to the sound side, something caught my eye among the rocks. I squinted, sure it was just the spray off the waves reflecting the sun, but as I took a closer look, I saw that it was something else entirely.

      Stuck between two smaller boulders against the larger ones, was a small dark brown bottle. I rolled my eyes as I imagined one of the dumb tourists having too many drinks out on the beach like some of them do, throwing their trash out into the water. “Some people only have one oar in the water, I swear,” I muttered.

      I wrapped my fingers around the opening of the bottle but it was stuck and there was no way I’d be able to get it out without busting the darn thing open.

      Taking a closer look, I noticed there was something inside the bottle, and with the cork stuck in it, it was more than just water.

      I popped the cork out, the loud pop echoing as I peered inside. It looked pretty dry except for some condensation slicked along the glass, but there really was something inside. Hooking my fingers inside the bottle, I pulled out an old wrinkled up piece of weird paper.

      “What in the world . . ?” my voice trailed off as I unfolded the damp brownish paper. There were lines crossing all over what looked like the shape of a skinny ‘D’, with both creases in the paper and hand-drawn lines with words I couldn’t make out written underneath. The smudged lines crisscrossed everywhere, but there was a tiny compass rose in the corner, marking out North, South, East, and West. That’s when it hit me.

      A map! It was a map of something… and the worn down reddish-brown ‘x’ scrawled along one of the lines meant only one thing.

      I’d just found a treasure map.
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      “Oh. My. Gosh.”

      I held up the map against the horizon, the sun outlining the jagged edges of it. It was definitely a map, with the compass and the little squiggly lines that must have been waves. So at least I knew there was water on the map, although I wasn’t sure what exactly it was part of. The few letters I could see that hadn’t been messed up from water or time, spelled out ‘A-P-E-R-F C-O-V-E.’ I frowned. What the heck was Aperf Cove?

      Turning the map this way and that, I still couldn’t make out very much else except for those letters and the compass that looked like it was floating in a sun on top of the water. The shape of the skinny ‘D’ reminded me of something, but I wasn’t sure what.

      But the little smudged ‘x’ made me wonder… was this a real, honest-to-God Pirate’s map? Like the ones you see in the movies? Mrs. Holt, my history teacher in school, used to tell us stories about some of the pirates that would sail up and down the east coast. They weren’t the funny, peg-legged kind you saw at Disney World, either. They were savages, taking everything they wanted and killing anyone who got in the way. I had done a report on the real Pirates of the Caribbean in sixth grade and snagged an A+, so I knew what I was talking about.

      With the map stuck in my back pocket, I ran up the sand dunes between the lighthouse and the overflow parking lot next to it, my flip-flops sending sprays of sand everywhere as I went.

      There was a small group of people standing around looking at the landmark signs next to the lighthouse, including a tall, skinny boy with a messy mop of blonde hair who was completely in his own world listening to something in his headphones. I looked at him funny, wondering who in the world would wear a hoodie when it was so hot outside.

      The dune finally levelled off and I pulled the map back out of my pocket to take another look. It didn’t really help me any, but I kept squinting at it anyway, hoping it would make sense to me. “Aw man. What are you?” I muttered to the map, my bottom lip sore from me chewing on it. Pulling out my chapstick, I quickly glided it over my mouth and shoved it back in my pocket, sighing. It just wouldn’t do to go hunting for a treasure but not know where to look! And what if it was a map that washed up on the rocks from somewhere across the world, even? What if I’m just wasting my time? I inwardly groaned.

      Even though I wanted to keep the whole thing a secret, I knew I was going to have to enlist some kind of help. I’m not a map expert, but maybe someone else might be able to read this, I thought.

      I shielded my eyes, trying to figure out who my best bet was. Granddaddy for sure, except I wasn’t too keen on him and Nana snooping into what I was doing for the day… When I was at home with them it was no big deal, they let me have my space usually. But if I was out walking around? Forget it—they’d probably insist that I go try and ‘play’ with some of the kids on the island from school. I was way too old for that and the only one from school I really wanted to hang out with was Jessica, and she wouldn’t be back until the day before school started.

      Hiking it across the grounds of the lighthouse until I got to Main Street, I figured that if all else failed, maybe I could go to the library and use the computer there. They were bound to have maps there, right?

      “Toodle-loo! Edie, darling!” a voice shouted to me from across the street. I looked up to see Ms. Dubois waving me over to the little park next to the gas station.

      My heart sank. The last thing I wanted to do was to waste time having to listen to Ms. Dubois tell me about her newest painting of a dolphin or something, while she tried to get me to give her my palm. You see, she thought of herself as a ‘bit psychic,’ and was convinced she knew how to read palms. I had yet to see her get one single reading right.

      My parents paid her no mind, but Nana wasn’t her biggest fan, and told me in secret that every Sunday when she went to church, she used to pray real hard for Ms. Dubois to strike it rich with one of her art pieces, so she could finally move away. Apparently, Ms. Dubois went to school with Nana and drove her crazy even way back then. Unfortunately for Nana, Ms. Dubois did end up striking it big, and when her paintings started really selling like hotcakes, she didn’t move away from the island. She ended up buying the small office studio right next door to the Tell-Tale, only for Nana to be stuck seeing Ms. Dubois practically every day.

      And as far as Ms. Dubois’ psychic abilities went, I wasn’t sure whether I believed her or not. For some reason, she was always trying to read my palms and mystically mumbling about my unusual aura or something or other. As nice as she was usually, Ms. Dubois was kind of a downer when I actually let her do a reading on me, so I tried to avoid her when I could. It was not going to be one of those days.

      Watching for cars, I dashed across the street. I knew instantly that there was no way around it and froze in place as Ms. Dubois swiped her poof of bright orange hair out of her face, and pulled me into a tight hug, the overwhelming scent of cheap flowery perfume and paint filling up my nose.

      “Hi, Ms. Dubois,” I choked out, trying to keep steady as she nearly knocked me over.

      She held me at arm’s length and all I could see was my hugely rounded face in her bright purple sunglasses. “I thought you might have gone out of town. I didn’t see your parents at my latest showing last night,” she said, not at all subtle. I could just imagine if Mama and Daddy were in town and missed the showing. Man, she’d never let them live that down…

      I shoved my hands in my pockets and tried to smile patiently at her even though I was dying to get a move on with the map. “Oh, but my parents did go out of town. I’m staying with my Nana and Granddaddy. In fact, I should probably—”

      Ms. Dubois’ assortment of bangles and clunky bracelets all jangled around her skinny wrists as she swatted a mosquito flying around us. “Darned things. I must taste like banana pudding the way they’ve been swarming around me . . . so you say your parents are out of town? Do you happen to know if Lois received the invitations to the exhibit showing? I could’ve sworn I gave her one when I popped into the tavern last week . . .”

      I couldn’t help but snicker behind my hand as I pretended to yawn, remembering the look on Nana’s face when she brought me my lunch that day. “That woman is so oblivious, she can’t find her rear-end even with her hands shoved in her back pockets!”

      “I, um, well I mean . . . I’m not sure. She’s been very busy with the tavern, so maybe she just didn’t have time.” I wasn’t about to get in the middle of their weird old rivalry.

      The suspicion in her eyes even behind the sunglasses was off the charts, so I edged away, thinking about how to get out of that one when I realized maybe she could help me. I’d seen a couple of hand-painted maps hanging in her art gallery. “Have you ever seen something like this before?” I asked, showing her the map and changing the subject. Part of me hated the idea of sharing it, even though I wasn’t getting very far on my own.

      Ms. Dubois carefully wiped the lenses of her sunglasses and pursed her lips together as she looked over the map. After a few ‘hmm’s and ‘uh-huh’s, she handed it back to me, her eyes wide. “I do believe you have a map there, Edie.”

      I fought so hard not to roll my eyes, telling myself to keep it polite. Ms. Dubois was a grown-up, after all. If I so much as cut my eyes in the slightest in front of a grown-up, I’d be helping scrub dishes at the Tavern for two weeks, easy. And I hated doing the dishes.  “Yes, ma’am, but do you know what it might be a map of? You see, I think this part over here has been ripped away, so I can’t tell what it’s supposed to be. There’s an ‘x’ right here, so I think there might even be buried treasure! But I’ve never heard of Aperf Cove, have you?” I replied, pointing to the faded words.

      She shook her head. “Not to my knowledge, darlin’,” her low voice sounded like the purr of a cat. “And I doubt there’s any treasure that hasn’t already been found,” she leaned in, her voice a whisper. “If you ask me, the real treasure is within a young heart like yours, Edie. So sweet, so full of hope,” she went on, cupping my chin with her spindly fingers and their many rings. There was a twist of her mouth as it sagged. “Oh, but it does seem to be troubling you, my dear. Your aura is turning an unpleasant shade of purple. Hmm . . . maybe if you just let me see your palm . . .”

      I snatched my hand away quickly before she had the chance to grab it, fighting against the urge to just run off. I knew she was going to do that! And what unpleasant shade of purple is she talking about? Every shade of purple is awesome, I thought to myself before making up a lame excuse to leave.

      Ms. Dubois stared blissfully unaware after me as I turned to cross the next street over.

      With the sun beating down on me and the heat making it totally possible to fry an egg on my head, I grit my teeth together, frustrated.

      “This is impossible,’ I muttered out loud. “How am I going to find the treasure if I don’t even know where to look for it?”

      Up ahead, I just happened to look up and see Andrea, Leslie, and a couple of other girls from school giggling over something as they came out of the island’s hoity-toity jewelry boutique.

      “I can’t believe you actually got one!” one of the other girls squealed, her eyes wide. Everyone was staring at something on Andrea’s wrist as she smugly stuck it out right under their dumb noses.

      “Believe it. All it took was a few perfectly-timed tears and Father called the shop to have it done for me right then and there. Look, it even has a palm tree on it. For The Island Club!” Andrea twisted and turned her hand and even from dozens of feet away, I could just make out the shine of a gold bracelet that looked as though it spelled out her name, with a little diamond in the middle of a dangling gold palm tree charm. It was gorgeous, and so crazy expensive that I didn’t dare take another step to find out its price.

      Waiting until the girls took off in the other direction, I stepped back onto the sidewalk, determined.

      Ms. Dubois had been no help, and without a bike to ride around, I was going to have to walk around the entire island looking for more clues about the map and its treasure.

      A sudden image filled my brain of me standing in a group of people at school, showing off my new bracelet and matching earrings, with Andrea pouting at one of the lunch tables all by herself. I closed my eyes and imagined finding the treasure and bringing back all the beautiful jewels and gold coins to my house and watching everyone in my family freak out. “We’re rich! We’re rich! Thank you, Edie!” they’d say, before Daddy would hoist me up on his back and we’d run around like crazy people. No more having to work on the shrimp boat for him, no more working at the Tavern for Mama, and we could help pay for Nana & Granddaddy’s boxes of medicines they always had to take. Heck, we could even buy one of those fancy huge beach houses and I could have my own library inside, just like Beauty and the Beast! Maybe we could finally even put in that dance floor at the Tell-Tale!

      My smile faded as I opened my eyes. I was going to get to the bottom of this map and I was going to find the treasure.

      Even if it was the last thing I’d do.
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      “My gracious, girl. You look like you’ve been walking all over God’s creation out there,” Nana said, taking a good look and shaking her head at me when I pushed open the door to the tavern. She busied herself by wiping down one of the tables, gathering everything into the big gray bin before hauling it up on her shoulder. “Lunch rush is just about to start, so if you need something to drink sug, go ahead and let me know now.”

      My mouth watered just thinking about it. “Yes ma’am.” I followed after her into the kitchen as she placed the bin by the big sink, the plates and silverware clinking together loudly. “Sweet tea, if that’s okay.”

      Nana just pressed her lips together firmly, arching one eyebrow at me. “Hmm, I think not, Edie. How about some more ice water instead? I could pour that sweat off your forehead into a pan and cook up some steak fries on it, I swear. Yes, I think water will be best.” Well, there was just no arguing with her, so I nodded and thanked her as she handed me the cold water, my eyes slowly closing as I gulped it down.

      I wiped my hand across my mouth and smiled at her, deciding to let her in on the secret. “You’ll never guess what I found, Nana.”

      Turning on the faucet, Nana glanced at me over her shoulder as she poured the dish soap into the sink. “And what’s that, sug?”

      The map felt like it was burning a hole in my back pocket, but for some reason I didn’t want to pull it out just yet. “I found something pretty cool on the beach. I think it might be a map. A treasure map.”

      She nodded along as she turned back toward the dishes. “Oh yeah? That’s great, baby. You mind grabbing me a new sponge from the closet?”

      “Yeah,” I said, heading to the supply closet in the back of the kitchen. “But can you imagine, Nana? What might be in that treasure chest? I’ve been looking all over the place trying to figure out how to read the map. It’s kind of hard to read. Oh! And do you think you could talk Mama and Daddy into buying me a new bike? I haven’t been able to fit my old bike since I was in the fourth grade!” Handing her the new sponge, I stood there patiently waiting as she scrubbed at one of the dirty plates. “Do you know how to read a map?”

      “New bike? Do I know how to read map? My, you certainly are a busy little thing today, aren’t you? Now, I don’t know about this bike business, that’ll be up to your Mama and Daddy as you well know. If you ask me, maybe you can do some chores around the house and earn your allowance to buy a bike. That’s how your Daddy did it, anyway. And as far as reading maps goes . . . what’s to know? You’ve got your north, south, east, west. Oh, darn it,” she muttered as she dropped the plate back into the sink with a great clang. “I’m going to end up breaking more plates than serving food on ‘em!”

      I frowned as I took a couple steps back from her, knowing that she was probably just too busy to listen. Once Nana had her sights set on something, that was it. “You’re right. I guess I can figure it out on my own.”

      “Okay, sug, sounds good to me.”

      I walked out of the kitchen with less of that hopeful feeling inside of me than I had went in with, and took a seat down at the bar, placing my glass down and laying my head on my arms, looking across the counter at Granddaddy.

      He slid a short glass of something dark over to one of the men at the end of the counter, before passing by in front of me to put a tall skinny bottle back up on the highest shelf. Catching my gaze in the reflection of the mirror behind the shelves, Granddaddy slowly turned to look at me, slipping the man’s cash into his front apron pocket. “Something wrong? You look like you could use a pick-me-up.”

      Reaching underneath the counter, Granddaddy popped back up a minute later with a glass of freshly brewed sweet tea just for me. I smiled up at him. “Thanks!”

      “Now you make sure your Nana doesn’t see you drinkin’ that. She’d have my hide, for sure!” he joked, his bushy eyebrows wiggling as he winked at me.

      I took a long sip, the sweet sugary taste still on my lips as I looked back at him. “Your secret’s safe with me,” I replied. Before I had a chance to think better of it, I added, “What would you do if you were looking for something but didn’t know where to start looking?”

      Scratching at his whiskery chin, Granddaddy narrowed his eyes. “How to find something when you don’t know where to start looking . . . hmm. That’s a good question. I guess the first thing I’d say is it depends on what you’re looking for.”

      I leaned forward, dropping my voice so no one else could hear me. Just in case, you know? “What if someone were looking for let’s say . . . a treasure?”

      Cracking a wide grin at me, he leaned back and folded his arms across his chest, nodding his head. “Oh, well in that case, I’d start with the metal detector. I’ve found plenty of pretty interesting things buried under the sand here and there over the years. Of course, your Nana thinks I’m plum crazy taking that thing outside and walking around with it everywhere. This coming from the person who sings to her rosebushes, mind you.”

      We both laughed, and as Granddaddy walked away, I sat back thinking about the metal detector. I was already completely exhausted after walking all over half of the island so far, I didn’t even want to think about trying to walk all the way back to my grandparents’ house just to pick up a metal detector and hike it all the way back over to the tavern.

      Finishing the last sips of tea, I pushed the glass away and hopped off the barstool, the sugar rushing to my head and giving me a new spike of energy. Or maybe it was just the images flashing behind my eyes as a familiar shiver ran through me and I shut them.  The top of a dark-roofed building rushed up fast underneath me as I glided over it in my mind...

      I slipped out the front door without anyone noticing just as a whole bunch of people who were coming from every different direction began walking up the sidewalk to the front of the tavern for their lunch hours. Overhead, I could already see Poe’s body a dark little blot against the bright blue sky.

      Even though I knew I didn’t need to, I waved my hands overhead and smiled up at him as he flew down and landed promptly on my shoulder, preening at his feathers like the vain little thing he was. I immediately caught a bunch of weird looks from some of the people coming in for lunch, but as usual I ignored then and strolled up the street with Poe.

      “You are so not even going to believe this, but I found a map. Like a pirate’s treasure map, I think! It’s even got an ‘x’ on it,” I said as I pulled it back out of my pocket yet again, holding it up for Poe to inspect it.

      He poked his beak at it a couple times, twitched his head toward me and let out a low croak. A whole bunch of images I didn’t quite understand went off inside my brain, meaning that he was somewhat confused. What is this treasure map? his croaky bird voice asked me.

      “Okay, so a long time ago there were these crazy people called pirates who would steal other people’s boats and ships, and take everything they had on them. Whenever they stole lots of really valuable stuff, supposedly they had to hide it and they would bury it in a place only they knew. And then they’d make a map like this one,” I said pointing to it again, “so that they could remember where they hid it. I think I found a long-lost treasure, Poe! Except . . .”

      Poe nipped at my hair for me to continue.

      “Except I don’t really know where to start looking. But oh my gosh, if I found it . . . We’d be filthy rich!” I shrieked, and Poe, startled, flew off my shoulder and circled around me, squawking as if I had offended him.

      I giggled, “Sorry about that. I just can’t believe it. What should be the first thing I buy with my billions of dollars? I mean I’m sure that’s how much is in there. I think these things earn more value over time. Or maybe that’s just one of those dumb algebra expressions . . . Anyway, maybe you can help me find it!”

      Poe still circling above me, flew even further ahead, diving down until he landed on a grassy patch of dirt, burying his dark curved beak in it. When he emerged, a fat squirmy worm hung out of his beak.

      “Gross, Poe-boy. Hey, maybe when we’re rich we can afford to give you something way yummier than disgusting worms? I bet you’d love that,” I said, walking over to bend down and stroke his feathers.

      A young couple passed by us on the sidewalk, the woman whispering to the man as they raised their eyebrows at me and Poe. I pretended not to see them and sat down cross-legged next to him. I may have only been twelve, but I knew that it wouldn’t be the first or last time someone stared at me like that.

      Switching my train of thought, all I could think about was how awesome our lives would be with that money, and the more I thought about it the more I just knew I had to find that treasure.

      Poe’s wings stretched out overhead, and he flew to the nearest No Littering signpost, his beak turned toward the Tavern. I frowned up at him. “Are you already leaving me?”

      I could see Poe’s vividly flickering thoughts in my own head. Squiggly worms sprouting out of the sandy dirt, and the smell of fish coming from the old seafood restaurant down the road. Still hungry, he said.

      Snorting, I tilted my chin and looked back out over the ocean. “Fine. Leave me to go hunt some gross bugs and dead fish. I’ll just find the treasure without you.”

      “Hey!” Someone called from behind me, close enough to make me think that they were actually talking to me.

      I turned to see the tall, scrawny boy with a bowl cut and a pair of huge headphones around his neck, standing there, fidgeting with the discman that was hanging out of his baggy hoodie. “Yeah?”

      He took a moment to think of what to say next before walking closer. “What are you doing with that bird?”

      I looked him up and down, wondering just who on earth he thought he was. Who goes up to someone and randomly starts questioning their motives with birds? My eyes narrowed suspiciously until I got a good look at his feet. He was wearing a pair of ginormous black tennis shoes, the red swoop on the side almost bigger than my foot, even. It was like looking at an underdressed clown. “Poe? He’s my friend,” I replied slowly, trying to think of the right word. Poe was more than a pet for sure, he was much smarter than any old bird, plus I could actually understand what he was saying. Not that I told people about that part.

      The boy snickered at me. “Friend? You’re friends with a bird? Don’t you think that’s a little . . .  odd?”

      I didn’t find it that funny, especially coming from some kid with giant feet. “Lots of people have pet birds, Bigfoot. What’s it to you, anyway?”

      That wiped the smile right off his face. “Ha ha, you’re hilarious. What are you, like nine?”

      I stood up as tall as I could, pushing a long strand of black hair out of my face. “Try twelve, Bigfoot. Come on, Poe,” I said, turning my back on the boy. Why do they always have to be so frustrating? It wasn’t just this guy, it seemed like all the boys in school were huge pests in my highly-formed opinion.

      Poe flew up to sit on my shoulder and behind me, I heard the boy gasp softly. I jutted my chin up and spun around on my heel, walking past him with Poe flapping quietly.

      “Hey, wait! How did you get him to do that?”

      Oh, now he wants to be nice, I thought as I stopped and rolled my eyes. “I told you already. He’s my friend.”

      His big dumb feet kicked sand everywhere as he walked over to stand in front of me again. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m just really bored . . . I’m supposed to be on vacation with my parents but sorry to say, Capers Cove isn’t as exciting as everyone makes it out to be.”

      I snorted at him. “Well, duh. This isn’t exactly Disney World, Bigfoot.”

      “Will you please stop calling me that? I told you I was sorry,” he said, raising a brow at me.

      The corner of my mouth quirked up but I folded my arms across my chest anyway. “Probably not.”

      For a few minutes there, I almost completely forgot about the map and my eventual destiny, and as soon as I thought about it again my chest felt as though something was pressing down on it. Usually it meant something else… But this time I felt like I was running out of time to find the treasure. It didn’t make any sense, especially since the map had been sitting there for God knows how long, there was no reason that I should be in a hurry.

      “Where are you going?” Bigfoot asked me as I turned to walk away again.

      I scowled as I look back at him, getting impatient. “If you must know . . . I’m searching for something.” Regretting the words as soon as they fell out, I quickly covered my mouth, my eyes wide. Yeah, that wasn’t going to be suspicious or anything…

      “That sounds not at all weird,” he laughed, running his hand through his hair. “What about your bird?” He pointed to Poe who was still sitting on my shoulder, Poe’s eyes trained right on the boy, waiting for him to make the tiniest of wrong moves before Poe clawed the boy’s eyes out.

      I shrugged. “He’s coming with me, of course.”

      Poe let out a little croak next to my ear, and I could see in my head, him looking out at Bigfoot, feeling the need to protect me from him. Stranger, his voice echoed in my head. He needs to leave.

      “Oh, Poe. There’s nothing to worry about. He’s not going to hurt me,” I whispered back to him, Bigfoot’s jaw-dropping as I did.

      “What the heck?”

      Poe flapped his wings threateningly at Bigfoot, who took a few startled steps backward, and I scowled at Poe. “Stop that right now!”

      Looking as though he’d rather scratch out Bigfoot’s wide eyes more than listen to me, he screeched as he took off for my shoulder and flew ahead, probably going off to hide from me. I sighed, already missing him.

      “Okay, that was super weird. It was like he could really understand you or something. . .” Bigfoot’s voice trailed off. Something caught his attention though, and his eyes darted down to the bit of parchment sticking up out of my pocket. “What’s that?”

      Not wanting to really get into a discussion about my freaky abilities with this kid, I let him see the map. “I just found it this morning.”

      Bigfoot took the map in his hands, twisting his mouth to the side as he looked over it. “This is pretty cool. What’s it a map of? Looks like an island or maybe a peninsula,” he added, looking slightly embarrassed for showing so much interest. “I mean . . . I don’t know what a peninsula is, but yeah.”

      This sparked my interest. “You think it might be an island? What makes you think that?” I asked him, looking back down at the map too.

      He traced his finger along the upper corner of the map right where it was torn away from the other part of it. “Right here? I think those might be more waves of water. So this land is surrounded by water when at least two sides I think . . . what’s this? Aperf . . . Oove?”

      I shook my head. “I think it says Aperf Cove, but I don’t know what that is either. If I could just figure out where this place is . . .”

      “. . . you could find where ‘x’ marks the spot! Holy smokes! Do you think there’s an actual treasure there? Could I come too?”

      I really, really didn’t want to have to share this with anyone else, especially this kid. But… If I was being honest with myself, it would probably make sense to ask for some help. And maybe… Maybe it would even be fun having someone along for the search. Kicking at some of the sand at my feet, I sighed. “All right, all right. But,” I began, pointing directly at Bigfoot. “We’re not splitting this fifty-fifty when we find the treasure.”

      The look on Bigfoot’s face soured immediately. “What do you mean? How would that be fair? Just what do you suggest, then?”

      Tilting my head to the side, I thought about it before giving him an answer. “Let’s say . . . seventy-thirty. I’ll keep the seventy percent and you get the thirty percent. That’s the best I can do.”

      Even though he rolled his eyes and was clearly not a fan of my suggestion, Bigfoot stuck his hand out and shook mine. “Deal.”
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      “Where should we start first?”

      We’d been walking aimlessly for a little while, Bigfoot telling me about his boring stay so far, and how he had begged his parents to take him to Six Flags, back wherever he lived instead.

      I swept a stray piece of hair from my face, the breeze picking up and offering us some relief from the hot sun. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I think I need to figure out where Aperf Cove is, then at least I’ll know what I’m dealing with.”

      “So . . . what happens if you find out that this Aperf Cove is like, on the other side of the world, or something?”

      Kicking at the gravel strewn across the sidewalk by the lawyer’s office, I had to admit that he had a point. But I wanted to pretend like that wasn’t an option. I just knew this map was going to lead me to treasure, and it wasn’t going to happen if the doggone thing was all the way across the planet! “Nah, it won’t be.”

      Bigfoot paused, but I kept walking straight ahead. “But what if it is?”

      If he wanted to succeed in plucking my nerves, he sure found the way to do it, all right. Turning around with my hand on my hip, I glared up at him. “It’s not! First of all, if it was from all the way across the world, the map would probably be in another language or something,” I said, holding up my pointer finger. “Second of all, the map would’ve been ruined by the time it got all the way over here, and the bottle would’ve broken. And third of all, if you don’t want to help me, go find someone else to bug.”

      Bigfoot stood squinting down at me, but I could’ve sworn I saw him smile just a little bit. Ugh, boys are so annoying sometimes! I thought, wondering why exactly that was. On second thought, I didn’t really care.

      “Is there a library or somethin’ around here?” he finally asked.

      “Yeah. It’s on the next road over. Why?”

      By the look he was giving me, I must have missed something. “Because . . . we might find help there. Like more maps, or we can search the web for Aperf Cove. I think you can look up maps and stuff on the web, too. My dad used directions from some website to get here.”

      Feeling a little silly for not heading to the library sooner, I nodded. “Yeah, I was already thinking about that earlier. We could check it out there. Follow me.” Pretending to ignore the amused look on Bigfoot’s face, I waved him on.

      I pulled the heavy wooden door open to the library, the smell of old, worn books hitting me immediately. Inhaling, I secretly smiled to myself as Bigfoot followed behind me. If there was anywhere on Capers Cove I could go to get away from it all, it was the library. It may not have been much to anyone else, but it was absolutely, hands-down my favorite place in the world.

      “Okay, the computer is this way,” I said, pointing to a cozy little corner set back away from the main shelves.

      Bigfoot pulled up an extra chair as I sat down in front of the computer, hovering the mouse cursor over the big AOL symbol. I drummed my fingers on the desk, waiting for the annoying dial tone to finally connect to the Internet, my hands quickly typing in the words ‘Aperf Cove,’ just as soon as I could.

      We both leaned in at the same time, our faces close to the computer monitor, as we waited for the search results the pop up. When the page finally finished loading my heart sank for the second time that day. “Nothing? Nothing at all? What the heck . . . this doesn’t make any sense!”

      Bigfoot frowned. “Maybe it doesn’t exist anymore?” he offered, pulling out a stick of chewing gum from his pocket.

      “But it has to! Even if it’s not a place anymore, it was at some point in time. So why can’t we find anything about it? I just don’t get it. Also, you probably shouldn’t do that in here,” I said, looking down at the gum wrapper in his hand.

      But he just rolled his eyes, shrugging as if it was no big deal. “What’s gonna happen? Is the big bad librarian going to come and get me?” he said, a big dumb grin on his face.

      Behind us, someone cleared their throat loudly and we both quickly turned to see Mrs. Johnson, my friend Shawn’s mother and one of the two librarians that worked at the library with her eyebrows raised as she looked at Bigfoot. “Um, young man? I’m going to have to ask you to spit that gum out.”

      It was kind of funny watching his eyes widen and his neck look like he was getting whiplash from nodding his head so fast. His eyes searched around for the nearest trashcan and as soon as he got up, I grinned up at Mrs. Johnson who winked at me while he wasn’t paying attention.

      “So, Miss Edie, what are you getting into today? And why are you stuck inside some dusty old library instead of outside on the beach somewhere?”

      She was always getting on my case and making sure I got plenty of fresh air and sunshine as she put it, with the amount of time I spend in the library she was sure I was gonna get some kind of vitamin D deficiency.

      “Actually . . . I’m doing a little bit of research.”

      “Is that so? I didn’t think school started so soon,” she said, another grin on her face.

      “Oh, it’s not for school. It’s for me. I found a map,” I said as I pulled it out to show her.

      I watched as her dark brown eyes scanned over the map before she looked back up. “This is rather interesting. I see where it’s been ripped from what must be the rest of the map. Where did you find it, Edie?”

      “Jammed between some rocks down by the lighthouse,” I answered, nervously reapplying my chapstick while she looked at the map some more. “Have you ever heard of Aperf Cove, Mrs. Johnson? I was just looking it up on the Internet and I didn’t see anything . . . nothing came up when I searched.”

      Confused, Mrs. Johnson glanced at the computer monitor, her fingers tracing along the search bar where I had typed in Aperf Cove. “I’ve certainly never heard of it before. But . . . “ her voice trailed off as she looked back down at the map again. “That could be because it doesn’t actually exist. Not even on this map. This doesn’t say Aperf Cove, Edie. I believe that it’s supposed to read Capers Cove, but the ‘C’ in Capers is missing.”

      I did a double take, squinting at the map again, trying to figure out how I missed something like that. “But what about the ‘F’ at the end?”

      She shook her head and tapped her nail right where the word was. “That’s actually an ’S,’ believe it or not. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a copy of the Constitution or any old documents written like that, but that was just the style of the letter ’S’ back then. It looks like this is a map of the island.”

      “What’s that?” Bigfoot asked as he sat back down again.

      My eyes were as big as saucers and everything felt like it was finally coming together, we were so close to figuring out a puzzle. “It’s a map of the island!” I repeated for him. “It’s not Aperf Cove, it’s Capers Cove! Which means . . .”

      “That we better go get our shovels?” he finished, a sly grin on his face.

      “You know now that I come to think of it kids, there may have been an old legend about a treasure that was hidden here on Capers Cove hundreds of years ago. But like I said, it’s probably just a legend. You might be able to find something about it in the island history section, Edie,” Mrs. Johnson said, handing the map back to me.

      Both me and Bigfoot eagerly hopped up out of the chairs, shoving them back under the wooden desk, and I clutched the map against my chest as I raced over to the small special section Mrs. Potts, the head librarian, had cleared out just for books by local authors and some that were about the Lowcountry region of South Carolina, where Capers Cove was located.

      It only took us a couple of minutes before Bigfoot found something worth our while. “What about this one?” he asked, propping open a small hardback book. “Legends of the Lowcountry. That’s here, right?”

      I nodded and took the book from him, thumbing through the table of contents to see what I could find. “Chapter twelve, the Island of Capers Cove,” I read aloud, flipping to the right page number and using my finger to follow the words as I read them to Bigfoot. “Capers Cove is a small island town with a population of roughly 1,203 and was founded in 1734, by English merchants. Yeah, yeah, get to the good stuff already,” I mumbled. “Here we go, here we go! It says here that Capers Cove was a very peaceful setting for the island’s inhabitants until the West Indie Trade and commerce done there led to pirates and in the wake of their path, violence and turmoil. It’s said that the island was a popular spot for several different pirate crews.”

      “Pirates?” Bigfoot whispered. “Then maybe . . .”

      I nodded, already way ahead of him. “The ‘x’ on the map . . . this might actually be a real pirate’s treasure! But . . . it doesn’t say much else here. Who wrote this book, anyway?” I wondered, flipping the book over until I looked down at the black and white photo of an older man with a scruffy beard, kneeling in front of what looked like a palmetto tree. “Douglas Palmer,” I said, seeing the author’s name underneath his picture. “Apparently, he’s a local historian who lives in Charleston. That close? Ugh! And I’m not even allowed to go over the bridge into downtown. Figures,” I muttered.

      “Yeah, neither am I,” Bigfoot agreed. “So, what do we do now?”

      I put the book back into its proper place and slowly turned around to face the rest of the library, wondering the exact same thing myself. “I dunno. I was hoping that maybe we could talk to this Douglas Palmer guy and find out if he knows any more information about where the other part of the map might be.” My stomach rumbled and I realized that it was probably time to head back to the tavern. “I think we’re back to square one for right now. And I need to eat some dinner.”

      He nodded, shoving his hands deep into his hoodie pocket. “Yeah. I’m getting hungry too. I’m sure my parents are probably freaking right now, wondering where I went.”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I folded my arms across my chest. “They don’t know where you are?”

      He shrugged it off but I could tell that he was possibly worried about getting in trouble. “I’m sure they’ll be cool.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, in that case, I better get going then. I’ll be back at it again first thing tomorrow though, so if you’re around . . .”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Bigfoot awkwardly nodded. “Yeah. I should be.”

      “Okay, well maybe I’ll see you around then.”

      He mumbled something that I was pretty sure sounded like “Later,” before shuffling off out of the library and leaving me there, sighing to myself.

      Now I had to do was figure out how in the world to find a treasure with only half of the treasure map.
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      After much begging, I managed to get Nana and Granddaddy to give me another ride to the tavern the next morning, ready to get back to work on the treasure hunting. Even still, I had to make sure I chipped in and helped out in the kitchen before I went and did anything else.

      When I finally made it back outside, I was happy to see that the sun was hidden behind a big group of fluffy white clouds, giving me a little break from the heat. “Now that’s what I’m talking about,” I said out loud, lifting my head to the sky and smiling. I had already told myself that it was a new day. Nothing was going to get in the way of me looking for the Capers Cove treasure, not if I had anything to say about it.

      While Nana and Granddaddy weren’t paying attention, I went out back to the patio that overlooked the ocean, searching inside our big storage supply box for what I hoped would help. And just my luck, there was the big, long shovel with a pointed head, and the smaller square-shaped shovel. “Perfect,” I whispered to myself before sneaking around back out front with both of them in hand.

      I debated on whether or not I wanted to wait around for Bigfoot, wondering if he was even going to show up to begin with. We never really made a time to meet back up the next day, but the time did seem to go by a little bit faster when he was hanging around so maybe it wasn’t so bad having someone else helping out after all.

      “Where’s the bird?”

      Speak of the devil, I thought smugly.  “I haven’t seen him yet today,” I said, sliding my sunglasses down over my face. “I’m sure he’ll turn up at some point.”

      Since Poe came and went as he pleased, I never waited up for him. He’d been around forever as far as I could remember, and he certainly knew how to take care of himself—there was no need to worry over him.

      Bigfoot, who was now wearing a black T-shirt with a pair of long camouflage cargo shorts, stopped about a few feet away from me, looking over my shoulder at the ocean. “Have you figured out where we should start looking first?”

      I couldn’t help but wonder, did this kid like being too warm or something? “Is that all you do? Ask me questions?” I shot back, immediately feeling sorry, my face red as one of the tomatoes growing in Nana’s garden. “Sorry . . . I guess I’m just anxious to get a move on it. I did come up with a place to start though. Because of what we found out about the pirates and everything, I figured out that the best place to check would be where the pirates and other ships would’ve came in, which is about two miles down that way,” I said, pointing past him in the direction of The Island Club. “That’s where Fort Hunley is.”

      “You think pirates buried treasure at a fort?”

      Okay, this time I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “The fort wasn’t there around the time of pirates, which was back in the 1700s. It was built to help reinforce the harbor here during the Civil War.”

      Bigfoot nodded along. “I guess we better get going,” he said finally, after staring at me weirdly for a moment.

      Holding up the map between us, I smiled, that hint of annoyance fading away. “‘X’ marks the spot!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You know . . .” Bigfoot began, slowing down so that I could catch up. He sure did have some long legs and big feet. For every step he took, I had to take two just a keep up! “If we find this treasure, we’ll be like, famous.”

      I smiled at the thought, having already imagined the kind of attention something like finding buried pirate treasure would cause on Capers Cove. Going to bed the night before had been practically impossible with all the crazy thoughts and ideas running through my mind. “Yeah, that would be pretty cool, don’t you think? Newspapers and magazines would want to interview us. Maybe we could even go on one of those late-night talk shows!”

      “My dad likes watching Jay Leno. He would totally freak out if he got to meet him face-to-face.”

      We kept going back and forth, dreaming up how cool and awesome our lives would be once we found the buried treasure. Bigfoot claimed he would start a band, although I told him as cool as we would be, not even our popularity would land him a record deal. I couldn’t help but smile after he jokingly stuck his tongue at me, crossing his arms.

      “Here we are,” I said once we had finally made it up to the monument sitting outside the front entrance of the fort.

      “Fort Hunley. Established in 1861. Yep, that was the Civil War all right,” Bigfoot read aloud from the large bronze plaque sticking out of the ground in front of us. “So, here’s a question for you . . .  This is one of those national parks, right?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, it is. Says so right there,” I said pointing to a small emblem of the National Park Service right under the plaque. “Why?”

      He frowned as he looked back at me. “Then how the heck are we going to dig for buried treasure? Isn’t that kind of . . . illegal or something?”

      It took me a minute to process what he said, but as soon as I did I realize that he was right. The sinking feeling in my stomach wasn’t making me feel any better. “That’s why no one’s found it. Because no one can go looking for it if it’s here . . . aw, man! Why didn’t I think about that first?” I slapped my hand over my forehead, feeling like a complete dummy.

      “Well, why don’t we just take a look at the map again? Maybe . . . maybe if we lineup the map with the shape of the island . . . maybe we could get a better idea of where the treasure is. And if we’re lucky it won’t be on national park land. I mean, I’m not scared. I just figured you might not want to get in trouble, ya know,” he quickly added.

      As much as I hated to admit it, Bigfoot’s words did make me feel a little bit better. Except for him assuming I was some kind of scaredy cat. “Okay, yeah, let’s do that first.”

      I spread out the map over the top of the plaque, licking my lips as my eyes scanned over the faded lines and creases. “So, this looks kind of like a skinny ‘D’ right here,” I said pointing. “That would be the other end of the island, where the shrimp docks and everything are. Where my Dad works. But the ‘x’ here,” I said as I trailed my finger back along the broken line, “looks like it might be closer to the shore and hmm . . .”

      “Hmm? Hmm, what?”

      “We might not be that far off after all! Look at this, Bigfoot! There’s this kind of the dip in the island right here, right before the rocks start at the end of the island. Which means that the ‘x’ is somewhere around The Caves, I think!”

      He looked utterly confused as he rocked back on his heels, snorting at me. “First of all, my name is not Bigfoot, for the millionth time. I don’t know why you keep calling me that. Second of all, did you say caves?”

      I shrugged one shoulder, smiling smugly back at him. “That may not be your name, but I’m still gonna call you that. And yes, Bigfoot, I said caves. They’re actually not far off from the fort here. Let’s go!”

      I took his hand and yanked at him, trying to get him to move, my heart already racing in my chest. If we were this close to the treasure… Then we were this close to being rich and famous! And the faster we found it, the faster I’d get my new bike and everything else I’ve ever wanted in my life, and more!

      “Okay, okay! Geez, don’t pull my arm out of the socket!” he groaned behind me, but I didn’t stop, and kept pushing further, the map feeling heavy in my hands. Everything inside me said that yes, this was the right way. For a moment, I almost felt like Poe gliding over the island, free as a bird. It suddenly struck me how much I missed him, wishing he was with me as we found the treasure.

      As excited as I was, I felt the prickly feeling of someone watching me. It was a feeling that I got pretty often, but tried to ignore for the most part especially since I knew it wasn’t coming from Bigfoot. Swallowing against the rising lump in my throat, I reminded myself to think smart. Now is not a time to get ahead of yourself, Edie, I tried to calmly think.

      We stopped short in front of the abandoned wreck of a building that us islanders dubbed The Caves. Even just being in the presence of such a rundown place I felt vulnerable, as if some creep could come running out and get me. And as far as I knew, Bigfoot was feeling pretty much the same way.

      “What is this place?” he whispered, even though no one else was around us. Maybe it was silly, but I secretly enjoyed knowing that Bigfoot was possibly more scared of The Caves than I was.

      “This, Bigfoot, is what I was talking about. These are The Caves.”

      Shielding his eyes, he pretended to look all around us. “Uh . . . what caves? It just looks like a big creepy building inside of a hill. With creepy old stairs, and some rotten wood here and there. Oh, and is that a dead rat laying right inside the creepy old door? Fantastic. Can we go now?”

      This time I did laugh out loud, shaking my head, still grinning. “It’s really not that big a deal. Sure, they’re pretty creepy, but I think this is where the ‘x’ might be. We might find the treasure here.”

      He hesitated but followed after me once I took off down one of the small path that led behind the old Civil War ammo pits. It was a tight squeeze, but once we made it back behind there, we were on the other side where the dirt turned to sand and random patches of grass were still springing up. “Maybe here?”

      “Okay, before we go anywhere else . . . seriously, what is this place? It looks like it should’ve been torn down like a hundred years ago or something,” Bigfoot spoke up.

      I sighed, not really wanting to get into a history lesson at the moment. “It’s just where they used to keep the cannonballs and some of the other weapons here on the island. For the fort. But legend has it that they also used to keep prisoners of war here, too. I don’t know if that’s true or not but . . .”

      I could almost see the blood fading out of his cheeks. “But what?”

      Leaning in, I looked him directly in the eyes. “Let’s just say this, I have it on good authority that this place is haunted.”

      Obviously not believing a word I was saying, Bigfoot snorted.  “Oh, puhlease! Get outta here, do you really expect me to believe that?” he asked, rolling his eyes dramatically. I can understand why he would say that, but the crazy part was that I was actually right. The Caves, the Fort, heck, most of the island was sorta haunted…

      Shrugging my shoulders, I looked down at the ground. “You don’t have to believe me. But that doesn’t mean it’s not true. Just because you want to be a big baby about it . . . anyway, I think the best place to start looking would be over here closer to where the sand begins.”

      That was all it took for Bigfoot to grit his teeth and turn right around.

      “Hey! Where are you going?”

      “No one, and I mean no one, calls me a baby. Let’s see just how haunted this place really is,” Bigfoot shouted back over his shoulder at me, before disappearing around the bend of the path.

      “Of all the dumb things . . .” I muttered to myself, shaking it off. If Bigfoot wanted to be stupid and act like some tough guy, he could have at it. I wasn’t about to let some dumb boy ruin my mood, much less ruin my chances for finding buried treasure. He could go and get stuck inside the tunnels of The Caves for all I cared.

      Resting the smaller shovel against the backside of the building, I grabbed the long-handled shovel and pictured the map inside my mind, the tip of my tongue sticking out just a little bit between my teeth.

      It didn’t seem to matter where I started first, so I just randomly picked a spot further away from the building and started digging. Hopefully no one would know we were back there, much less digging on private property. Set far back past the dune and disguised behind the building from the street, I didn’t think I’d have a problem.

      Even though it was only in the upper 70’s, little beads of sweat trickled down the sides of my face as I put all my weight into digging a hole in the sand, the shovel rough under my fingertips. It probably would’ve been a good idea to bring some gloves, I thought, frowning as I saw the small blisters starting to form on my fingers. But I wasn’t about to be persuaded to stop, and kept on digging anyway.

      I don’t know how much longer I was standing there, but I was already chest deep in the hole, wondering if maybe I shouldn’t try a new spot. There were plenty of other spaces to check out, and it probably wasn’t necessary to dig any further down, not that close to the water. Chucking my shovel a couple feet away from the edge of the hole, I reached up to pull my upper body up, the sand starting to shift all around me. I stopped for a moment, looking down to see that the sand was already covering up my ankles as I moved, and I swallowed hard as I attempted to try and push my whole body out of the hole in one big jump.

      My tennis shoes kept slipping as I tried to edge my way over and out, but the sand seemed to throw me back into the hole, the entire side of the hole collapsing in on top of me as I fell back down right on my butt. I tried to yell out for Bigfoot’s attention, but I had to hurry up and try to stand before I was completely covered.

      Panic raced through me as I realized how stupid it was to try and dig a deep hole in the sand with no one else around me. I didn’t even know how many times Mama and Daddy had warned me not to do that, yet there I was anyway, about to be suffocated by a wall of sand.

      I grunted, trying to pull myself to a stand. The sand had spilled all inside the hole and I could barely move, everything below my chest completely stuck in the heavy, crushing weight. I took a few big gulps of breath, spitting out the sand that had blown into my face. What in the world was I going to do? If Bigfoot couldn’t hear me… Then who would find me? What if he didn’t come back? How on earth was I supposed to get out of there?

      I bit my lip as the tears welled up in my eyes. It was not how that was supposed to happen, and I felt so stupid, so absolutely childish for thinking it was a good idea. I could picture Mama, shaking her head at me over another silly idea of mine. “Baby, why do you always get yourself in these kinds of messes?” she would’ve said.

      “Bigfoot! BIGFOOT! HELP!” I shrieked at the top of my lungs, the pressure pushing up against me uncomfortably. My throat was already hoarse from the sand I had managed to swallow, and I kept coughing little bits of it up. “BIGFOOT!”

      A chill ran up my spine even though I was surrounded by warm sand. I looked all around me, wondering if I was alone after all, and hoping that I was right when I decided that I might not be. “HELP ME!” I screeched, my voice breaking into a desperate sob as I frantically scooped at the sand, trying to dig my way out.

      The overwhelming scent of ocean water started hanging in the air. I couldn’t see past the side of the sand dune, but I knew that sometimes high tide would rush past the edge of the dunes and cause little tide pools around them. If the water rushed past there....

      There was a whistle on the wind and I looked all around, trying not to freak out even worse. “Who’s there?”

      “The tide will wash the sand away soon, Edie. You need to get out of there now,” a voice was gruff in my ear as I cautiously clawed away at the sand.

      The voice was familiar, and even though there was nobody around, I knew I wasn’t alone, just as I had hoped. I took in a deep breath. “Help me, Carter!” I called out to him, still feeling ridiculous and scared all at once.

      Another breeze whisked past my face, and I could feel his presence as if he were standing right next to me in his old gray uniform.

      Lt. Carter Ruskin. He was the first one I had ever heard, at least the first one that I remembered.

      The very first ghost to speak to me.

      “First you need to calm yourself. If you struggle against the sand you will tire yourself. Then you need to carefully reach for the spade over there. Are you ready?”

      I bit my lip. This had to work... “Okay,” I whispered before closing my eyes and trying to relax my body.

      “Good girl. Now try to grab onto the spade,” he repeated, his southern drawl low and barely there.

      I took in a deep breath and tried to reach as far as I could, my fingertips just brushing along the handle of the shovel. “I’ve . . . almost . . .”

      Grunting, I gave one last push against the sand that was trapping me, and my hand closed around the edge of the shovel’s handle, just enough for me to pull it alongside the hole. I looked up, hopeful that Carter was still there.

      “Use the spade to dig your way out, not straight down, but along the edges of the hole where it’s still intact.”

      I did exactly as I was told, sweating like crazy as I finally pulled myself to safety, shaking the sand out of my socks and shoes once I was far enough away from the hole. “Thank you, Carter,” I called out to him. When I didn’t hear an answer, I frowned.

      I never knew when I’d hear the voices again... it was something I’d always known was different about me. So that made every time I did hear them, extra special. While I didn’t understand why I was the only one who could hear them, I learned when I was even younger to never bring it up with anyone else. Not unless I wanted them to think I was nuttier than a squirrel.  

      Grabbing the smaller shovel, I took one last look around before walking down the narrow path to the front of the rickety old building. A few minutes later, Bigfoot came tearing out of one of the far tunnels, his eyes wide and crazy looking, his face red.

      “You okay?” I laughed, trying to shake off my nerves, the adrenaline in my veins making my palms itch. If I could dig myself out of a potentially deadly sand trap, he could stand a few minutes in The Caves.

      Bigfoot leaned over, his hands on his knees as he looked straight ahead at the road. “That . . . was insane. I can’t wait to tell my friends about this place!” Turning to look at me, he paused before standing back up. “Did you have any luck out there? Find anything?”

      I shook my head. “I think we might need to look somewhere else. Even closer to the end of the island than I thought before. We’ll probably need to head down to the lighthouse. I think that makes more sense, anyway.”

      “After you,” he said, taking the longer shovel before gesturing with it.

      As we started back down the sidewalk, I turned to look over my shoulder when Bigfoot wasn’t looking, and said a silent thank you to Lt. Ruskin for helping save my life.
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      I tried not to think about the seriously scary situation I’d just gotten myself out of, and Bigfoot carried on as if he wasn’t seriously traumatized by exploring the inside of The Caves by himself. We both pretended everything was cool and kept on walking along down the road that led way back to the overflow parking lot next to the Capers Cove Lighthouse.

      It was silly, but I kept getting this feeling like maybe the sand trap thing was a sign. A sign that I shouldn’t be snooping around looking for buried treasure. What if the pirate who buried it put booby traps around it? That was a real thing, wasn’t it? It would certainly fit right in with my usual pattern of getting myself into messes, that was for sure. And as badly as I wanted to be rich and famous and wear a fancy, expensive bracelet with my own name on it... I had to remember that I wasn’t the only one there. Bigfoot may have been super annoying from time to time, but at least he was looking for the treasure with me. He didn’t think I was some weird freak. Or at least not a total weird freak. Still, I didn’t want to get him in trouble too if things went bad.

      Just like in the movies, I imagined a little devil and a little angel sitting on my shoulders. The devil would twirl his little mustache and smile, whispering for me to keep going no matter what. I’d find that treasure and Andrea and her stupid friends would wish they were half as cool as me. But the angel on the other side would shake its finger at me, telling me that I didn’t want to get stuck in another dangerous situation and for me to stop while I was ahead. Sometimes... I really hated growing up.

      Reaching out to grab Bigfoot’s shoulder, I paused. “Hey. I’ve been thinkin’ . . . Maybe we should—“

      “Find a metal detector? Because I was just thinking that! I mean, the treasure is bound to have some metal in it right? Like the latches or something? It would, if it held up this long. I wonder where we could go rent one . . . I bet you guys don’t have anything like that on the island though . . .”

      It was like the little devil poked the little angel right in the behind with his pitchfork, scaring the angel off. Bigfoot bringing up the metal detector turned on a lightbulb in my head. “Actually, my Granddaddy has one.”

      Bigfoot turned, and looking like the cat that caught the canary, grinned at me. “Well, then. What are we waiting for?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Luckily for us, my grandparent’s house wasn’t too much farther away from the Lighthouse, and was on the marsh side of the island, their house backing up to the water. Even though it wasn’t a big house and it was painted funny shades of pink with green shutters and trimming, it still made me smile as we walked up the front porch.

      Propping my shovel next to it, I yanked open the storm door and unlocked the main door, the scent of fresh laundry hitting me. It sorta made me want to take a quick nap on Granddaddy’s hammock out back. “Okay. So, I think he keeps the metal detector in the garage. Down this way,” I said.

      The garage was a musty sort of place where Granddaddy worked on his weekend projects. Nana said he was a ‘tinkerer,’ always tinkering with one thing or another. So the inside of the garage was filled with scraps of woods, buckets of paint, and tons of tools that I hoped he’d show me how to use one day.

      Shuffling through some of the old magazines my grandparents had stacked in the corner, Bigfoot turned his eyes back on me. “Man, your grandparents have a lot of junk in here, don’t they?”

      I bit my tongue, trying not to fly off the handle so easily despite Bigfoot’s rude remark. “You don’t exactly have a filter on your mouth, do you?” I replied through gritted teeth.

      But he just snorted, shaking his head as he trailed his fingers over some of the thingamabobs hanging around on my granddaddy’s pegboard.

      I pushed a few of the old rakes aside and found the metal detector shoved into one of the corners of the garage. “Here it is. Perfect! They already told me I could use it, so there’s that.”

      “I sure hope this works.”

      I spun back around to face Bigfoot, feeling as though something had lit a fire inside of me. A grin creeped across my face as I told him, “Believe me, this will be worth the wait.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You know what would be great? If all these things weren’t so heavy . . .” Bigfoot whined, reminding me of my friend Shawn’s little sister, Tia. She was only four, but whoa, when she didn’t get her way everyone needed to watch out!

      “If I knew you were gonna be doing all this bellyaching, I would’ve found somebody else to find the treasure with.”

      I could almost see Bigfoot rolling his eyes behind me. “You didn’t exactly have a line of people waiting, you know. Besides, why do I have to hold the metal detector and the big shovel?”

      With my hand on my hip, I narrowed my eyes at him, but still walked to keep up with him. “Because you’re bigger, duh! Don’t be getting all grumpy on me now. We’re already halfway back to the lighthouse. Just try and picture how awesome it will be once we find the treasure.”

      He mumbled something under his breath that I didn’t quite hear, but I ignored it anyway and pushed my sweaty hair out of my face. Even if he had a good point—it was getting warmer out as the day went on—I wasn’t going to stop digging for my dream just because Bigfoot was a little tired.

      When we finally did make it back to the lighthouse, Bigfoot took a seat on one of the large rocks they had placed out on the front lawn, letting out a long breath. “You know, we walk around everywhere too, back in the city. But this is ridiculous.” He watched as I turned on the metal detector, raising an eyebrow at me. “Are you sure you know how to work that thing?”

      “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist. You just turn the power button on . . .” I began, placing my arm inside the little armrest. “Put your arm here, grab the little thing here, and . . .” my voice trailed off as I figured out what to do next.

      He rolled his eyes at me, taking a few steps closer to get a good look at the metal detector, and turned his head so he could read the little screen from upside down. “Aren’t you supposed to have like a pair of headphones or something? To hear the machine when it beeps?”

      My shoulders slumped forward. “Yeah. Dang-it! Why do I keep forgetting things? I mean I’m sure we could probably use it without a pair of headphones but it might sound really loud.”

      “Nah, don’t worry about it.” And with that, Bigfoot pulled out his pair of thick headphones from somewhere out of his many pockets in his shorts, handing them over to me. “I never go anywhere without my music.”

      I offered him a smile and took the headphones, plugging them into the little hole along the side of the metal detector. “That should do it. My granddaddy bought this a couple of years ago so it’s not super old, at least.”

      Putting on the headphones, I nodded my chin in the direction that I wanted to go looking first. And then… we began to search.

      I don’t how long we were out there, the sun beating down on both of us and for sure giving me my next sunburn, when the headphones started to pick up a little beeping noise. I passed over the grassy area of the side lawn of the lighthouse, right where the sand met the soil and stopped. Running the metal detector over the same spot again, I paused for a moment, wondering if maybe I was just hearing things when I suddenly heard it again. My eyes went wide. “I think I heard something.”

      Without waiting for an explanation, he reached over and took the headphones from me, placing them over his ears and listening in, too. I passed the metal detector over the spot again and his eyes lit up. “Yeah, something’s there,” he said a little too loudly.

      Right away Bigfoot clambered over, helping me to scoop the sand away from the hole, the dark, sharp edge of something sticking out the more and more we brushed the sand off.

      “This looks super old. Maybe this is it!” I said, excitement flooding through me. “Help me dig it up!”

      We dug down further, our fingers hitting the sides of the box that was most definitely bigger than the breadbox at home.

      “Man, this thing is really down in there,” Bigfoot muttered, grunting with effort as he tried to yank it out. But it was no use, it was definitely stuck.

      “Hold on.” I gripped my fingers underneath the only corner I could grab, my knees sinking into the ground as I helped him pull even harder. “Okay, now you try and scoop the sand away while I pull. Ready? Now!”

      He dug his fingers deep in the sand and quickly starting scooping huge handfuls of sand out from around the box’s corner, freeing up more and more of it as I kept pulling. I nearly fell backward as the corner came up, sand rushing underneath it.

      “Almost got it!” Bigfoot said, his face pink.

      I took in a deep breath and started pushing at it from the bottom, the box finally moving inch by inch as I did.

      Bigfoot let out a long whistle as he brushed the last of the sand away from the sides and lugged it out of the shallow hole, his wide eyes slowly finding mine.

      The box wasn’t just some plain old boring trash… it was definitely holding something valuable inside. Each corner of the poorly-preserved wooden box was capped with a dull metal piece, matching the rusted-through metal lock on the front of it.  

      “This is totally a treasure chest,” I managed to squeak out, in awe.

      Bigfoot only nodded, running his hand over the top, sand falling away.

      “You ready?” I asked, adrenaline rushing through me. This was the moment I’d been waiting for, and I didn’t think I could wait a single second longer. Everything in me told me that my whole life might change in just another moment…

      “Let me,” he offered, pulling himself up to a stand using the shovel for support.

      Aiming the point of the long-handled shovel directly at the worn-down lock, Bigfoot hit it as hard as he could, the rusted metal busting open and small bits of coppery flakes floating down around it. It was almost too easy.

      I drew in a quick breath, my knuckles white as I clenched my fists together, bracing myself. Here we go, I told myself.

      I pried my fingers under the lock which I could tell was old as dirt with the way the metal easily bent, and pushed open the rounded top of the chest.

      “What’s in it? What do you see?” Bigfoot asked excitedly, leaning down to get a better look.

      “I can’t believe this,” I whispered, noticing the eaten away hole at the bottom of the chest. “I CAN’T BELIEVE THIS! It’s empty!” Desperate, I dug my hands deep into the sand underneath, not caring about the bits of sand flying and stinging my eyes as I tried to claw around, looking for the treasure. Surely it had to be just underneath?

      Bigfoot quickly got to work helping me, both of us frantic as we dug another foot down, the chest falling slowly into the little pit as I finally pulled back, breathing hard.

      I shoved away from the chest just as hot angry tears welled up in my eyes. He picked up the chest, quietly sighing to himself, but I looked away, unable to do much else.

      All that searching, all that hoping and dreaming was for nothing! I bit down on my lip hard, utterly devastated.

      There’d be no fancy bracelet, or membership to The Island Club. No cool dance floor at the tavern, and definitely no awesome new beach house with my own private library. Not even a stinking new bike.

      “Wow, that was not what I was expecting,” Bigfoot’s voice finally echoed my thoughts.

      “This was the hugest waste of time,” I muttered, crossing my arms and trying to keep myself held tightly together. I hated that I actually believed in searching for pirate’s treasure like some dumb little kid.

      “I mean, I wouldn’t say all that. At least it gave us something to do . . . It does suck that we didn’t find anything though.” Even him trying to get me to look on the bright side of things didn’t help. I had completely gotten my hopes up for nothing.

      “Hey, maybe we can find something else to do. Isn’t there like a basketball court around here somewhere?”

      I held up my hand as I straightened up. “No thanks. I’m not really into basketball. I should probably just get these shovels and the metal detector back to the Tell-Tale.”

      Bigfoot looked at me funny as he put the chest back down, but I didn’t care. Maybe it wasn’t that big of a deal to him, maybe his family had lots of money too. Finding treasure would be cool, and he’d be famous sure, but would it have been as much of a help to him as it would’ve been to me? I didn’t know.

      “We might as well bring this stuff back, right?” Gesturing to the chest and the map on the sand, Bigfoot tilted his head to the side, waiting for my answer. I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t see why it mattered much one way or the other, but I didn’t want to just leave a hole in the sand and bury the chest back in it, so we both slowly filled the hole, Bigfoot hoisting the chest up onto his shoulder. Something about it made me dearly miss Poe all of the sudden…

      After Bigfoot offered to help me carry the shovels back too, while I carried the metal detector, it didn’t take long until we were standing outside of the tavern, Bigfoot shuffling his feet as he handed me the shovels. “Well, I guess I’ll go find where my parents went. See you around . . .”

      I really did want to say something, to say anything even if it was just thanks, but I just muttered “Bye,” and watched him walk away.

      Hanging my head, I drug the everything back behind the tavern and carried the shovels back up to the storage box, propping the metal detector up against the wall.

      I looked out over the ocean, and for once, the sound of the waves crashing against the shore did nothing to soothe me.
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      I opened one bleary eye, irritated by the way the sunlight was pouring in and warming a small part of my cheek, my eye caught half caught in the bright beam of blinding light. “Ugh,” I groaned, pulling the blanket up over my head. If I could just stay in bed forever, that would be great, I thought, curling up on my side.  

      The knock at my door told me otherwise. “Edie, honey, it’s breakfast time. I made you some of those buttermilk pancakes you’re sweet on. Edie . . . what in the world?” The door cracked open and in came Nana, her footsteps creaking along the old wooden floor. “I’m surprised you’re still in bed. You feelin’ all right, hon?”

      I groaned again. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Not hungry? Since when does my cooking not get you right on out of bed? I knew you and Granddaddy shouldn’t have been up late watching that silly horror movie. Bet your Mama won’t be happy to hear about it. C’mon, sug,” she replied, patting my leg over the covers. “Come eat before it gets cold.”

      Slowly I pushed down the covers from my face, still frowning as I slid my legs off the side of the bed. Really all I wanted to do was stay in bed and read all day. Whatever it took to get my mind off of the disaster from the day before.

      The whole time at breakfast both of my grandparents kept eyeing me then looking at each other, until finally, Nana spoke up. “Spill it, Edie-girl.”

      I pushed the bits of mutilated buttermilk pancakes around with my fork, still looking down at the blue and white checker print tablecloth. “What do you mean?”

      Out of the corner of my eye I could just make out Granddaddy’s shoulders heaving as he silently laughed while Nana put her fork down and let out a dignified snort. “Hon, you know better than to play dumb with your Nana. What’s eating at you?”

      It wasn’t like there much of anything to really be secretive about anyway… “Well, you know how I was asking about the hypothetical treasure?” I asked, looking over at Granddaddy as he nodded. “I found this map, and it was an actual pirate’s map! With an ‘x’ and everything! But . . . when I went to dig for the buried treasure, the chest was empty. There’s this big hole in it and I think someone must have stolen whatever was inside, or it was just washed away in the tide. So . . . I guess we’re not going to be rich after all.” Saying it out loud only made me feel that much worse as I held my chin in my hand.

      Nana patted my hand, softly smiling at me. “I’m sorry you didn’t find anything inside the chest, Edie. But hey! Finding a treasure map and a real treasure chest? That’s nothing to sneeze at, believe you me! Why, I bet the Charleston History & Art Museum would love to take a look at those things. Wouldn’t they, Denny?”

      Granddaddy scratched at his whiskery chin, obviously hatching some kind of crazy thought in his mind. Everyone always said I got my wacky ideas from him, after all. “You know what, Lois? You’re absolutely right. I’m going to go look in the phone book right now for the number and call the museum up myself to see what they say. They’re still open in the summer, ain’t they?”

      Nana rolled her eyes, the corners of them still crinkled from her grinning. “Yes, Denny, of course they are. Everyone and their mama are open during the tourist season.” She turned her eyes back on me. “Why don’t you hurry up and finish your food and we’ll get ready for work? I can hold down the fort at the tavern and maybe you and Granddaddy can go see what the museum people have to say. Do you still have the map and the chest?”

      I nodded. Even though I knew they were only getting all excited for my benefit and to cheer me up, I couldn’t help but feel a little better anyway, “Yes, ma’am. I brought them up to the guest room when we came home last night.”
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* * *

      I shut the car door and went around to unlatch the back, grabbing the map while Granddaddy carefully picked up the chest which they had wrapped in an old sheet. According to the museum director, they actually were interested in taking a look at what I found. Granddaddy drove me over to the museum while Nana stayed at the Tell-Tale.

      “You ready to see if this old junk is worth anything?” he winked at me, closing the trunk shut.

      I shrugged my shoulders. I was not about to get my hopes up all over again. “Guess we’ll find out.”

      As we walked up the stone steps, I looked up at the big marble columns on either side of us, small angels kneeling on both and reminding me of how I probably should’ve left well enough alone. It was safe to say the little devil on my shoulder was getting its due.

      A short man in a pinstripe suit and neatly trimmed mustache spotted us immediately as we walked in, and thanking another man that he was talking to, he approached us with a cautious smile. “Mr. Allan? And Edie, I presume?” Shaking Granddaddy’s hand as he nodded, the man introduced himself as the museum director and head curator, Thomas Higgins. “I’m excited to see what you have for me today,” he said gesturing to the chest. “Shall we?”

      He led the way past the front lobby area and to a door that read ‘MUSEUM STAFF ONLY.’ Inside, was a short hallway with three more doors off of it, and Mr. Higgins opened the one straight ahead letting out a whoosh of cool air past us as he did. “This is our on-site warehouse. We like to keep it perfectly climate-controlled with all of the artifacts here. Ah, here we go,” he said, pulling out a white fold-up chair at one of the long metal tables already cluttered with heaping stacks of papers.

      Granddaddy placed the chest down on the table, and watching Mr. Higgins and his expectant look turn my way, I frowned and pulled out the map. I didn’t know why I was suddenly so attached to it, but it was hard to hand it over.

      Mr. Higgins pulled on some white gloves, adjusted his glasses and flipped the map over, tilting it this way and that as he scrutinized it.

      “So, what do you think, Mr. Higgins?” Granddaddy finally interrupted the silence a few minutes later. “Did my granddaughter find something good?”

      My heart leapt just a tiny bit at the way Mr. Higgins smoothed the map out on the metal table and looked back up at me, a polite smile on his face. “I’d like to think so. It seems you may have found the lost part of the Ogden Map.”

      “The Ogden Map?” I repeated, completely puzzled.

      “Oh yes. It’s a map of your island, drawn up circa 1793, by one of the more famous European cartographers at the time, Phillipe Ogden. We actually have the remaining half on display inside the museum.”

      Raising a brow at him, I folded my arms across my chest. “You mean this isn’t a pirate’s map?”

      “Actually, contrary to belief, pirates didn’t make a habit of burying their treasure—or anything of theirs, for that matter. There are several cases of pirated ships lost at sea and sunken treasure being found of course, but . . .” his words faded away as I tuned him out.

      Stupid Edie. You already knew that, I reminded myself, my shoulders slumping. Even though I had done tons of research in the library about pirates, I still let myself get carried away with the idea that I’d be rich and famous. Shaking my head, I politely excused myself from the room as Granddaddy and Mr. Higgins were both bent over the chest examining it.
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      When the door to the hallway opened again, Granddaddy was grinning from ear to ear as he sought me out, leaning against the wall. “Why did you run off?”

      I stared straight ahead. “I can’t believe I fell for this. I should’ve known better than to go chasing some stupid fairytale.”

      He pulled his wiry arm around my shoulder and squeezed me. “It wasn’t a fairytale, sweetheart. If you would’ve stuck around for a while longer, you would’ve heard what Mr. Higgins had to say. Turns out, while there’s no treasure involved, the museum is very interested in acquiring the map and the chest to finish off their exhibit. And since you’re the person who found it . . . you are the person who gets the recognition.”

      “Great. Recognized for finding a box in the sand,” I replied sarcastically, “I can see the headlines now.” I was probably pushing it, but I was so disappointed that I didn’t even care.

      He snorted, walking me over to the entrance of the museum and pushing the door open for me. “Your name in the paper! I wouldn’t go snubbing my nose up at they, eh? Better than nothin’, right?”

      I shrugged again, but later on, it turned out that Granddaddy was right all along. The museum called to let us know the next day that they wanted to reward me for my ‘excavation and discovery,’ although how, they didn’t say.  

      When the three of us did turn up at the museum the next day, the local newspaper was there and wanted to write an article all about it, with my name really in the paper and everything. It felt silly, but I had to admit that I felt pretty cool standing there, getting my picture taken with both Mr. Higgins and even Mayor Morris, all of us grinning as I held up the map for the photo.

      Nothing, and I mean nothing, prepared me for what had happened next though.

      Mr. Higgins and a couple of other museum employees all shook my hand one at a time and when I wasn’t paying attention, someone popped up behind him, holding out one of those giant fake checks with my name on it and next to it written plain as day, $3,000.

      Nana immediately clapped her hands over her mouth, and Granddaddy let out a loud whoop as I froze on the spot. No way. There’s no way… Are they for real? I wondered, my mind moving in slow motion, struggling to make sense of what was going on.

      With everyone staring at me, waiting for me to say something, I finally snapped out of it and my eyes went wide, my mouth dropping open with an audible pop.

      I turned for the camera to see, and held up the corner of the big check, unable to say a word, but my mouth had split into a huge grin on its own.

      THREE THOUSAND DOLLARS! THREE THOUSAND DOLLARS!? Oh, the things I could do with that kind of money! And it was all mine!

      Something tickled at the back of my brain, telling me that I was forgetting something, but I ignored it. It was the most amazing thing that had ever happened to me, and I wasn’t going to let anything ruin it.

      “I’m going to get a bike, actually probably two. One purple and one green. And tons of new books, a nice fancy bracelet, ooh, and a matching necklace, too! And tickets to Disney World, a little tree house for Poe . . .” I kept going on and on in the backseat of the car, imagining all of the awesome things that a big chunk of money like that could buy me.

      Nana just shook her head at me, smiling over at Granddaddy while he drove us back over the bridge home.

      “I think your little shopping list might be a tad bit overdoing it, sug,” Nana said as we went back inside the house.

      I waved her off. “Nah, three thousand dollars is totally enough. I might even be able to buy that dance floor at the tavern I’ve been tellin’ y’all about!”

      “Oh, here we go with that dance floor thing again,” Granddaddy pretended to groan, settling into his recliner. “I expect you’ll be wanting me to put it right on top of Mrs. Gentry and her Bridge Club’s heads, won’t you? Not a single space in there to be putting some doggone dance floor . . .”

      But I didn’t pay him any mind. Dance floor or no dance floor, the money was all mine.

      “Well I’m afraid to burst your bubble, honey, but I think it’ll be up to your Mama and Daddy just how you spend that money,” Nana called out over her shoulder as she headed into the kitchen.

      I quickly followed her, dropping my mini backpack into onto the table. “What do you mean?”

      She gave me a knowing look and grabbed the clean tea pitcher out of the cupboard. “I mean, Edie, that’s a lot of money for one young girl to look after. Your parents will be holding onto it for you for safekeeping. Except . . .”

      I was just about to open my mouth, feeling daring enough to risk arguing with her, when she pulled out four crisp twenty dollar bills from her pocket. “I pulled these out for you from the bank on the way back. Here’s $100 for you to spend on a new bike, hon. I already called and talked with Greg and Nat, and they said that they’d love for you to go pick one out today, if you want to.”

      Part of me wanted to pout about having Mama and Daddy controlling my money, but deep down I already knew it was going to happen anyway. There wasn’t really much use in whining about it. Especially when I closed my hands around ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS!

      My eyes slowly fluttered shut as I grinned and tried to savor the moment. “This is the most money I’ve ever had in my life,” I whispered out loud.

      [image: ]
* * *

      With the new green bike in hand, I rode it down the main road, nearing the Tavern. It was already dinner time, but I insisted on taking the bike out for a spin before dark. Nana finally caved and let me go, and the first place I hightailed it to was right outside the tavern, hoping that I’d find Bigfoot hanging around.

      I had felt bad about not mentioning that he’d helped me find the chest, so I decided to get the cheaper bike and save at least twenty bucks for him. It wasn’t thirty percent, but it was all I could cough up at the time and he’d have been able to buy a new cd or something with it at least.

      I looked all around, riding back and forth along the road, hoping for a sign of him and his messy blonde head, but all I saw were cars parking at the tavern for dinner, and grownups walking on the sidewalk.

      The cars slowed to a stop as a few people darted across the crosswalk, and that’s when I saw the arm out the back window of a car. Someone with a red long sleeve hoodie was slowly bopping their head along with whatever music they were listening to, their hand riding along the wind as the car start to pull up.

      “Bigfoot!” I called out to him, waving my hands around frantically. But it was no use, the car pulled off and he never heard me, the car heading down the main road right before it turned to leave the island over the bridge.

      I didn’t know if he was leaving then or not, but I just shrugged my shoulders and hopped back on my brand-new bike, riding in the opposite direction parallel with the beach. These tourist families came back every summer anyway, so if for some reason I didn’t see Bigfoot again, he’d be back the next year and then I could give him his money and tell him all about the museum thing.

      With a happy smile on my face, I looked over and watched the waves rolling in as the wind whipped my hair into a dark frenzy around my face. I may not have been rich or all that famous, but I had a bike… and I was going places.
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        PRESENT DAY...

      

      Jessica snorted into her diet soda. “Edie, please tell me that the beautiful, brand new bike in your story is not the very same rusted green bike that’s propped up outside the back entrance, praying for a dignified death.”

      Wiping at an invisible spot on the bar-top for the millionth time, I may or may not have stuck my tongue out at her. “One, don’t hate on my bike. And two, yes it is, and you already know that because you’ve been riding alongside me ever since.”

      My best friend smiled back at me knowingly. “That’s true . . . which is my point. I think you’re in need of an upgrade, girl.”

      I might have had my bike for longer than Jessica’s baby brother had been alive, but that didn’t mean I had to get rid of it. Sure, I’ve had to replace the wheels a couple of times... and yeah, maybe it needs it’s third or fourth paint job, but you can’t put a price on loyalty. “I got my first kiss on that bike, I’ll have you know. There are way too many memories to just give up on it because you ride around on some fancy beach cruiser. Besides, why fix it if it ain’t broke?”

      “And we’re back to the beach cruiser,” Jessica mumbled, shaking her head at me. “For someone who loves their own bike so much, you sure sound jealous about mine. It’s just a police bicycle, Edie. It’s not like I can go riding around on it at my leisure. Chief Morris would wring my neck.”

      Leave it to Jess to break out the term ‘at my leisure.’ Sometimes I wondered if she wasn’t secretly a granny trapped in a younger woman’s body.

      “You? Ha, you’re like the teacher’s pet.”

      “You used to call me the teacher’s pet,” Jessica deadpanned.

      Lifting up my shoulder, I grinned. “I know.”

      The door to the kitchen swung open and out huffed Harry Workman, carrying a tray topped with a platter of freshly fried pickles and some of our famous beer-battered onion rings. My stomach gurgled at the delicious scent that followed him as he passed by me, reminding me that Jess wasn’t the only one who needed a lunch break.

      “Harry, you want me to cover for you?” I called out to him before he walked out from behind the bar counter. “You look like you could use a break.”

      He just gave me his usual smile and waved me off, heading over to the table where the weekly Ladies’ Bridge Club came to have their lunch and do their gossiping. I couldn’t help but smile after him, knowing how he easy it was for him to go over to the older women and charm the pants right off of them. He’d probably earn himself a nice little tip, which he would try and stash in my tip jar in the back. Then I’d have to find a way to stuff it back into the cash register without him noticing—it was always a thing with me and him.

      Harry was just one of those charming older men whose eyes still sparkled like they did when he was younger. I’d seen the handsome pictures of him in his wedding tux that his wife would secretly show me when he wasn’t paying attention—he was one good-lookin’ fella. Margaret told me that the moment they met right after he came back from a tour in Vietnam, she was so tongue-tied that she tripped over her own two feet and Harry caught her in his arms with a cheesy pickup line that wouldn’t have worked coming out of anyone else’s mouth. They’ve been inseparable ever since. Talk about couple goals!

      In stark comparison, there was me, a nearly thirty-year-old barmaid who went home every night to an empty house with no one other than a sorta pet raven to share it with. When he was in the mood, that is. The truth of the matter was that I probably needed Poe a lot more than he needed me.

      “So how did you really get out of the sand trap, Edie?” Jessica’s question pulled me back out of my spinsterly thoughts.

      “The sand trap? Oh, you mean when I was a kid? I told you. There was a voice that told me how to get out. I just did what it said and managed to claw my way out.”

      Jessica lifted one dark eyebrow in my direction and the corner of her mouth quirked up just the slightest as she leaned in for another sip of her drink. “Mm-hmm. A voice.”

      This was one of the reasons I didn’t really like telling these kinds of stories, or re-telling them, rather. Bless her heart, but Jess wasn’t the most open-minded of people when it came to blind faith and simple trust in things. I had it in spades, but that was mainly because I lived it practically every day of my life, hearing the fading voices of those who were no longer with us. It was normal for me by now, but Jess? She was all facts, all rational logic and scientific evidence to support anything she put stock in. If there wasn’t some peer-reviewed journal study done about it, chances were that she didn’t believe it. But Jess has been my best friend since we were kids, and she didn’t generally question me too much about it.

      Maybe a little too defiantly, I pursed my lips and squared my shoulders. She of all people knew I didn’t like to be made fun of when it came to my ability. “Yes. Do we have to do this for the millionth time?”

      Giving me a withering look, Jess sighed. “I’m sorry Edie. I’m not trying to push your buttons or anything. I just think that what you refer to as ‘spirits’ is more likely your incredibly trustworthy intuition, that’s all. Your subconscious, even. Alice is always telling you that you have a different aura than everyone else.”

      I turned back to dry off the rest of the glasses Margaret had placed along the back counter, ready to be put away. “Annd you think Alice Dubois is crazy, too. You say intuition, I say ghosts. Tomato, tomahto.”

      In the reflection of the large mirror between the shelves of liquor, I could see Jess frowning. She was just about to add something when the front door bell dinged as someone else came inside the tavern, and both of us looked up to see a certain sweaty-faced Donald Schwein stomping into the place with his ever-present clipboard in hand. Arching an eyebrow at me, Jessica stood up and finished the rest of her drink before placing it back down neatly on the napkin.

      Don’t go, I mouthed to her, forgetting about my annoyance and knowing she didn’t have much of a choice. It was already after twelve-thirty, and Jessica was on early shift. Who was I to keep Capers Cove lady in blue from her job?

      Sorry, she silently mouthed back, giving me a sympathetic smile. “I’ll text you later. Maybe I can stop by after dinner. I might even have a drink with you, especially if you keep up the spooky woo-woo stories.”

      “Hey, you like my spooky woo-woo!” I protested, knowing very well that Jess along with the rest of the town, secretly thought there was something different about me. She, on the other hand, had the decency not to consider me a freak.

      ‘Poor girl,’ they’d say. ‘First her daddy, then her mama. It’s no wonder she talks to herself the way she does...’

      My parents had absolutely nothing to do with my ability to communicate with spirits, but there was no way to sway the minds of the folks of Capers Cove differently. One thing about our little island town is that no one is in a hurry to do anything, much less change their mind.

      No, instead of the alternative, my best friend considered me ‘highly intuitive’ and left it at that. It was the best she could offer, with her need to find the rational logic in everything trumping over my eccentric ways.

      “I’ll be here,” I said as I whirled my finger around, gesturing to the tavern.

      Jess leaned in to give me a quick squeeze before she turned up the volume on her radio.

      “Officer Cho, in service,” Jessica said into her radio, slipping something from her pocket underneath the napkin.

      Catching the corner of a green bill sticking out, I called out to her, “Jess! No way!”

      But of course, she just smiled smugly over her shoulder at me before pushing the front door wide open, the door’s bell chiming again.

      Shaking my head to myself, I scooped up the five-dollar bill and made a mental note to shove the five into Jess’s pocket the next time I saw her. Leaving me a tip... some things will never change, I swear.

      “Edie, honey? Would you mind helping Mr. Schwein out for me?” Margaret asked, slowly sliding behind me to the entrance of the kitchen.

      My shoulders sagged. Donald Schwein was the last person I wanted to deal with on a nice day like this. Heck, he’s the last person I wanted to see on any given day. “Sure thing, Margaret. Is there something particular he’s wanting this time or more of the same?”

      I knew the Workman’s were tired of dealing with Mr. Schwein the moment he started busting through the Tell-Tale’s doors, asking for their signature on the dotted line. Every time they saw him mopping his forehead as he came in off the sandy walkway, both Margaret and Harry Workman did everything they could to ignore him. But Donald never let them off the hook that easy.

      All he was interested in was throwing up a God-awful condominium tower and then some on prime real estate—ours. Or at least the Workman’s until they decide to retire and hopefully hand over the keys to the Tell-Tale... My eyes glazed over as I thought about that moment, telling myself to stay patient. Good things come to those who wait and all that...

      Margaret, the sweet woman that she is, gave me a sigh and nodded. Lowering her already soft-spoken voice, she leaned in and whispered, “This is the third time he’s been in here this week.”

      Without missing a beat, I huffed, looking back at him for a moment before turning my eyes back on her. “It’s only Tuesday! You know what? I’ll handle him for you. All it will take is a good elbow-strike to the gut. He’s got enough of it that it won’t do any real damage . . .” I said, my scowl quickly turning into a grin as Margaret playfully swatted at me.

      “As much as I appreciate your karate expertise, dear, I’m afraid it might not be advisable in this situation.”

      I took her hand in mine, seeing the way her expression slipped easily back to worry. “It’s Taekwondo, Margaret,” I teased. “But I understand. And I suppose you’re right, we should probably handle this with our words like Daddy always taught me. I just wish the man would stop coming around here, pestering y’all. Hopefully he’ll see that Capers Cove doesn’t want some hoity-toity condos being built here and we won’t have to deal with him anymore.”

      She patted my back and I turned away, fixed my glasses and adjusted my barmaid apron, quietly bracing myself to deal with Donald Schwein and his never-ending persistence.

      
        THE END.

      

      

      
        (Continue reading for a SNEAK PEEK of “GIN & GHOSTS” – Book 1 in The Tell-Tale Tavern Mystery Series!)
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        GIN & GHOSTS
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* * *

      Spring is one of my favorite times of year in Capers Cove; the air is just warm enough, the sun is soft, and the yelling is coming from inside the tavern.

      Wait. Yelling?

      It wasn’t even 9 a.m., there shouldn’t have been anyone inside at all. I opened the tavern every morning for the Workman’s and I was usually alone until the other staff showed up around ten. I wheeled my old green beach cruiser around the corner of the Tell-Tale Tavern, pushing it through the sugar soft sand towards the back of the two-story red clapboard building while I dug through my pockets for the keys to the deck door.  One final shove through the sand and I dropped my bike, the clatter echoing down the beach and chasing me up the deck stairs.

      The yelling was getting louder.

      The shadow of a large bird crossed the deck before the animal itself dropped and perched on the railing. I looked over as I fumbled with the keys. The glossy black raven shook his feathers at me and let out a squawk.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, Poe” I muttered.

      The bird cocked his head and regarded me with one bright eye before cawing again.

      “Shush,” I said, “I’m going to find out who’s in there.”

      Quick flashes of my best friend Jessica Cho in her police uniform flashed across my vision.

      “There’s not enough time for that. I’ve got to make sure no one is messing anything up in there,” I hissed at the bird. “But now that you mention it . . .” My eyes darted around the deck until I spotted a piece of a broken patio umbrella pole shoved in the trash bin near the deck steps. I fished it out and tested its rusty weight in my hand. “This will work.” I hurried back to the door and rammed the key into the keyhole, the darned island dampness had swelled the wood and rusted the metal, and shoved open the door, stumbling into the dim interior of the Tell-Tale Tavern.

      The Tell-Tale had been on the island for over a hundred years. It was old and crooked and had survived a century of hurricanes and tourists. Once, it had belonged to my family and questionable family history said we were descendants of Edgar Allan Poe, who spent his short thirteen months in the U.S. Army on our tiny island. Evidently, it left quite an impression on him and the people he told about it. One of his relatives, a nephew or step-brother, depending on who’s telling the tale, came down after the war and established our lovely tavern. And my family had owned it until I was thirteen. Now, it belonged to the Workman’s and I worked for them.  

      And the two men yelling at each other near the bar were not the Workman’s. Neither one had noticed my tumble through the door. It was okay, at just over five feet, I was used to being overlooked.

      I recognized at least one of them. Donald Schwein, rich real estate developer and all around pain in the butt. He’d been at every business owner on the island for a few years now, trying to get them to sell their properties so he could throw up high-rise luxury condos and turn Capers Cove into an island retreat for the super wealthy. That wasn’t going to happen around here. Most of the families on the island had been here for generations and we were attached to our tiny piece of Carolina paradise and we weren’t about to let it be turned into a land of golf courses and Starbucks. Just seeing Donald’s bloated, red face inside the Tell-Tale made my stomach churn.

      I marched across the worn wooden floor, swerving around tables with chairs stacked upside down on them and pushed my way between the two men who were standing chest to chest and glaring at one another. I couldn’t believe they still hadn’t noticed me.

      I dropped the piece of umbrella in my hand and took a deep breath. “What are you doing in my tavern?” I yelled.

      That got their attention.

      “Morning, Miss Allan. Lovely to see you again,” Donald smirked at me. Dear Lord, everything that man said grated against my nerves. He was smarmy and his voice was slick as goose poop. He was slimier than Carolina pluff mud.

      “Donald, get out of my bar. We’re not open yet. And I don’t like you.” I gave him a none-to-gentle shove towards the door and finally turned to the other man. “And I don’t know who you are, but you have to get out, too.”

      I stepped away from him and moved behind the bar, flicking on light switches as I went. The early morning gloom was swept away as the lights lit up the warm wood of the bar top, worn smooth by countless elbows.

      “I’m Ben Sullivan.” He said it like I should have recognized the name.

      I started pulling glasses out of the dishwasher rack left on the counter and began stacking them behind the bar. “Nice to meet you, Ben. Now, we’re not open just yet. Why don’t you come back in a couple of hours and have lunch?”

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” He wasn’t from around here, that much was evident. His voice was low, deep, and annoyed, filled with Mid-Western flatness.

      “I’m Edie,” I said, “and if you and Donald don’t cart your worthless tails out of my bar I’m going to call the cops. Which you can thank me for not doing earlier, by the way. Unless you’d like to start your day by getting arrested for breaking and entering.” I spun around to face him, my hands planted firmly on my hips. “And just how did y’all get in here, anyway? I swear, if you broke a window . . .”

      “I didn’t break a window, Edie. I used a key,” this so-called Ben Sullivan replied.

      “Now why would you have a key? And why are you in here without the Workman’s? And what’s with the early morning brawl?” I fired off. I crossed my arms and gave him a stern once over. He was tall, with a thick thatch of sandy blonde hair and eyes the same color as the ocean when the sun was high overhead. And his lashes, Lord, thick and black as Poe’s feathers.

      He was a good-looking man, I’d give him that. But good looks don’t hold any sway with me.

      I pinned him with a glare as he fished around in his pocket and pulled out a set of keys, letting them dangle off his forefinger.

      “Because, despite what you said, this isn’t your bar, it’s mine. I’m the new owner of the Tell-Tale Tavern.”

      

      
        Click here to find out what happens next in “Gin & Ghosts”
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