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				The brush on the trails grew thicker this time of year. And greener. Vines of kudzu and poison ivy covered trees and rocks, anything upon which the fast-growing weeds could manage to get a strangle hold. I wiped the sweat off my face with my shirt. 

				My dad and I parted back where the trail split. Once I was far enough away, I ducked into the woods, going to the place that I felt closest to Evan. It was silly and even a bit emo. This was never our place. But I felt him here last, so every Sunday morning I slipped into the trees to the damp shade of The Ruins.

				A prickly branch scraped across my calf. “Ouch,” I said, stopping to check my leg. The scratch left a raised, inflamed line but wasn’t too bad so I continued walking since the trail became too narrow to navigate at a run.  

				After the fire, I found renewed interest in running. Normally I would spend Sunday mornings convincing my dad bagels and coffee were the better way for us to bond. We couldn’t really talk while running anyway. But once I healed physically from the smoke inhalation, I pushed him to let me run with him again. I needed the release. Running exhausted me and I slept better, something sort of elusive lately.

				In the summer, everything back here grew wild and many of the old buildings were obscured by growth. The trails themselves were almost invisible, but I knew where I was going, and soon enough I found myself at the top of the small hill, looking down at the graffiti-covered brick. 

				I pulled out my ear buds, shut off my iPod and listened. The Ruins were quiet other than the sounds of the woods. Birds and insects. No tell-tale clink of a spray paint can or chemical smell wafting through the air. I was alone.

				I made a quick pass through, looking for any recent artwork. Was I spying on Connor? Maybe. Not in a creepy-girlfriend-stalker kind of way but, I knew he came down here alone or with his friends and I wanted to see if there was anything new. I passed by the long wall of a decayed building and ran my fingers over the familiar tag. He preferred metallics now. I smiled at the shiny silver design that I had watched him perfect on his sketchpad at home. Maneuvering around the littered paint cans, I peeked into what was once a functioning doorway. The boys came in here as well. No surface was left untouched.

			

			
				“Ah!” I jumped just as I crossed the threshold. An enormous black bird eyed me from inside the doorway. A raven or something. Did we have ravens here? A crow? The huge bird had beady gray eyes. “Stupid bird.”

				The raven didn’t move, other than to tilt its head in my direction. “What?” I said, trying to catch my breath.  Between the running and the bird scaring me, I wished I had a hit from my inhaler. Unfazed by my alarm, the bird only stared and twitched the black, sleek feathers at its side.  

				“Shoo,” I said, flinging a hand out, hoping it would fly off. The bird stood its ground, opening and closing its beak soundlessly. I took the hint and stepped backwards, out of the doorway. I didn’t go far. Moving outside the old arched, brick doorway, I slammed into something hard and jumped.

				“Hey,” I heard as I spun around. My heart pounded faster in my chest. Connor stood over me, tall and strong, and I slumped a little in relief.

				“Ohmygodyouscaredme!” 

				Connor’s arms reached around my waist and held me up a little. “You okay?”

				I pushed on his chest, trying to work my sweaty body away from his, but he held tight. “I’m fine. There was just this big, creepy bird in there.” I jerked my thumb behind me.

				He craned his neck around my head. “It’s gone.”

				I turned and peered around the corner. “Good,” I said, shivering despite the heat. “It was massive and freaking me out a little.”

				My boyfriend laughed and tightened his arms around me. “I think you’ll be okay.”

				“Shut it. Birds weird me out.”

				He raised an eyebrow. “Really? You can deal with ghosts and murderers but not a bird?”

				I wiggled loose, but wove my fingers through his and pulled him away from the building while taking one last look over my shoulder. We sat on a row of cement steps.

				“Yes, really. They look at you like they can see inside your head. Plus, they can fly. And they could land on your head or face or poop or something.”

				Connor made a face, the one where he thinks I may be crazy, but knows better than to say it out loud. “I don’t know, I think they’re kind of cool. Plus, ravens have cool legends and stuff about them.”

				“What are you doing back here? Besides scaring me?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject.

				He looked down at the ground and I saw his olive green paint bag. “I came to paint.”

				“Alone?”

				Connor reached up and ran his hands through his hair. It had officially grown shaggy after months of avoiding a barber. Truthfully, I liked it better than his former buzz cut. It suited him. Not long, but also not super-short. Enough to wind my fingers through. “Nah, the guys will be here soon. I just hoped to catch you first.”

			

			
				“Stalking me?” I laughed, punching him lightly in the stomach. 

				“Whatever, Jane. You and your dad are, like, the two biggest creatures of habit ever. How’s the asthma?”

				I reached into my pocket and pulled out an inhaler, shaking it. “Fine, with my meds.” Before the fire, I had some minor asthma. Since the smoke damage, running was impossible without help.

				“Speaking of... I should probably head back. He doesn’t know about your little hobby and I’m not sure you want to bring out the former lawyer in him.”

				Connor gasped. “Your dad loves me.”

				“As much as any father loves their daughter’s boyfriend, yes. But knowing you’re a vandal? Let’s keep that to ourselves, okay?” I teased, and from the look on his face, he knew it. The tiny smile on his lips gave it away. I stood to leave, but felt fingers in the waistband of my pants tugging me backwards. “Hey,” I laughed, swatting the hands that moved around my hips.

				Connor leaned over and kissed me, which was fine by me, even though I was sweaty and gross. I knew he didn’t care. He’d seen me worse – like I’d seen him. 

				“Hey, what’s this?” I asked, brushing my thumbs on the soft, dark skin under his eyes. We both had our sleeping problems. Running helped with mine and medication helped his. It had been months since he had seen any ghosts – since Evan and Ellen – but we both knew they wouldn’t hold off forever. I wish I’d been so lucky. “No sleep?”

				His eyes fluttered closed and he rested his head on my shoulder. “Not so well.”

				“What’s going on?” 

				“Nothing. It’s no big. I stayed up too late playing Wii with Matt.”

				I raised an eyebrow. No wonder. 

				“Oh, well then, I don’t feel so sorry for you.” Not sorry, but worried all the same. “I gotta go.”

				He nodded and released me. “I’ll call you. Later.”

				I winced. The words a tiny slap. He noticed and grimaced back. Both of our eyes shifted upwards to the highest point in the ruins. 

				“I’ll call you,” he repeated, dropping the trigger word. 

				“Bye,” I said and ran up the trail before disappearing into the woods.

				&


				On the ride home from the bagel shop, we saw her. Ms. Frances, our elderly neighbor, walking down the sidewalk from church. Like every Sunday afternoon. Dad even offered her a ride once or twice, but she claimed to enjoy the walk after sitting at the service so long. This time she wasn’t alone. A young girl tagged beside her, skipping along in a dress covered with flowers.

				“I didn’t know Ms. Frances had a granddaughter,” I commented as we drove closer.

				“Me neither,” Dad said, keeping his eyes forward.

				“She’s cute.”

				“Oh really? When did you see her?”

				I stared at him and then back at the girl who was on the sidewalk. We drove past and Dad honked the horn gently. We both waved. Ms. Frances smiled, like always, but the girl just stopped and stared. Her dark eyes boring into my own.

			

			
				“At her house – in the yard,” I lied. “I don’t know if it was her granddaughter or not. I just assumed.”

				Dad pulled the car into our driveway and around to the back of the house. “I’ll be inside in a minute.” I searched for a plausible lie. “I’m going to stretch first. My quads are tight.” 

				He disappeared into the house and I crept down the driveway until the street was in view. I had to wait a couple minutes, but Ms. Frances finally appeared, slowly making her way up the street and then her front path. 

				I looked for the girl, but Ms. Frances was alone. I stood and walked closer to the street to see if she had fallen behind. She had not.

				“Afternoon dear,” Ms. Frances said, passing me on her way up the steps to her porch. 

				“Good afternoon,” I replied before scurrying back to the house. I’d never seen a ghost that wasn’t looking for me before. It made me wonder. Was she here for me or something else? Either way, I figured, time would tell.

				&


				“Clara, remember to clean your brush before you dip it into a new color of paint.”

				Ava’s words were kind, but her tone sounded exasperated. She had already told the little girl these same directions a dozen times today. I looked over at the art table and watched the piggy bank she worked on change from pink to a murky brown.

				I walked over and nudged Ava out of the way and leaned over the table. “Here, let me see,” I said, taking the brush out of her hand. Six and adorable, Clara couldn’t get a handle on not making a huge mess out of her projects. “Dip your brush in the water, swirl it around and wipe it on the table cloth before putting it back in the paint.” I showed her. “See? Pink!”

				Clara ignored me and dipped her pink brush into the yellow and then dragged it over to the green. I sighed and rolled my eyes at Ava, who covered her mouth, laughing. 

				“Hush,” I whispered, moving to stand next to her by the counter. We watched the group of kids for a while, playing in different centers around the art studio. Without warning, Ava wrapped her arms around my shoulders. 

				“Did I ever tell you how much I love you for getting me this job?” She nestled her head on my shoulder.

				“Yes,” I laughed, pulling the back of her hair. “Every day. Twice a day.”

				“It was this or work at my dad’s office. Which would have been horrible. And lonely. And horrible.” 

				“We’re both lucky my mom found us these jobs. I didn’t really want to spend the summer at their store either.” Since she owned the gallery, my mother was a member of the business association and she found out Pastels Art Studio was hiring teachers for their summer camps. Ava and I pounced on the opportunity. 

				“You going out with Christian tonight?” I asked, knowing the answer already. Since spring they’ve been inseparable. She even wore a woven leather strap around her wrist at all times – a gift from Christian. It’s not an engagement ring or anything, but for them it meant they were serious.

			

			
				“You two need to share,” she said, walking over and separating two kids fighting over the same rolling pin at the Play-Doh table. “Yeah,” she said over her shoulder. “I think so. What are you guys doing?”

				“Not sure. I was hoping you could give me a ride over to Connor’s house after work. Please?” I asked nicely.

				“Sure. Blah, summer school has to totally suck.”

				“It does. For him and me both. He’s never around and he has all this class work, and his mom is pretty strict about curfew and stuff.”

				“But at least he can graduate on time, right? If he passes everything?” 

				I nodded. That was the plan. Connor had to pass his summer school classes and keep all his grades up next year and he would graduate with the rest of us. A year behind, but still graduating. His time at the hospital – dealing with his own demons – really screwed up his track. 

				“Yep, this way he starts off the new year on target,” I said, organizing the paint brushes in their cups. It was almost time to go. “Clara, finish up. I need to take that outside to dry with the rest of the projects.”

				Clara made one last swipe with her paint brush, all traces of the original pink gone, and she hopped off her seat and pulled at her smock. Ava unbuttoned it and sent her in the other room. “I’m going to get them to clean up and read a story, okay?” she said.

				“Good. I’ll take these out on the porch.” I picked up a tray of piggy banks and walked to the front door. The art studio was in a converted house on the edge of the business district. It had a wide front porch that we used to let projects dry, or for when we worked with toxic materials. I balanced the tray with one hand and pulled the door shut behind me. I breathed in the hot, muggy air. The banks would dry faster if there was a bit of a breeze, but nothing had to go home today. The kids were here for the entire week.

				I bent over, placing the tray on the table. When I stood, I let out a loud gasp and threw my hands up. “Holy mother...” I mumbled, trying to gain my composure. “Don’t do that! People really need to stop scaring me.”

				“Sorry?” the woman said. She was older than me, but not much. She had dark hair and brown eyes. I noticed she was a little thick around the waist. The edges of her body weren’t quite solid. The slight, cool breeze I had just wished for wafted by. She was definitely dead.

				“What do you want?” I asked, cutting to the heart of the matter. I no longer had time for formalities. She wanted something – no, needed something, and apparently, I had to help her. It’s how it worked.

				“My baby. She’s gone.” 

				“Your baby?” 

				She nodded and looked even younger now. Too young for a baby. “When did you last see her?” 

				Her hands spread across her belly, flattening out her blue shirt. She looked down. “She was here. Warm and safe.”

				“Okay, you lost your baby,” I said. I rubbed my hand over my forehead. I knew what she was saying wasn’t true. Her baby wasn’t lost. It was the other way around. This girl’s baby had lost her mother. “Do you want me to find her?”

			

			
				“I think so.”

				I sighed. I didn’t want to. I wanted to close my eyes and make her disappear, but the supernatural world didn’t work that way. It sure as hell didn’t care what I wanted or what I needed. The faster I handled it, the faster it went away. 

				“What’s her name?” I asked.

				She shook her head. Her forehead knitted in confusion. I sighed. “Okay, what’s your name?”

				“Raquel.” She told me her first and last name, but nothing more. She was one of those. The ones that haven’t got a clue about how they got here or where they are going next.

				“All right, Raquel, I’ll find her, okay? But, here’s the deal. No hanging around me. Or showing up at my house or here. I’ll let you know when I have information for you.”

				She nodded slowly. I wondered if her death had caused some brain injury. Most likely she was just scared.

				“Go.” I turned back to the door. When I looked back, she was gone.
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				“Thanks for the ride.” Ava parked her car at the curb outside Connor’s house. Although I had access to my parent’s car, Ava had her own and we had been carpooling to work.

				“Bye,” she said. I slammed the door of the SUV and waved as she drove off. I walked up the brick-lined driveway and surveyed Connor’s house. Historic and beautiful. Well landscaped. His mother obviously spent a lot of time making it perfect. She had a framed magazine cover hanging in the living room from an article about their home.

				Art camp released for the day at 3 p.m. I liked that it didn’t suck away my whole day, although by the time I was free, it was too hot to do much of anything. Huge, old trees surrounded Connor’s house providing shade and, when I reached the top of his driveway, that’s where I found him, bent over his ancient car, under the wide limbs of a huge oak tree. Regardless of the shade, the back of Connor’s gray T-shirt was drenched in sweat.

				The parking pad of the driveway curved behind the house and I dropped my satchel on the back steps. Connor popped his head up for a moment and I noticed tiny ear buds. He sang quietly to himself. I debated whether or not to surprise him and, just as I took steps in his direction, he stood up, hit his head on the underside of the car hood and swore.

				“Damn it!” 

				His hand wrapped around the wrench in his hand so tight the knuckles turned white and, in a flash, he flung the tool across the yard. I jumped when the tool hit with a loud thud against the wooden fence that separated the yards and dropped hard onto the ground. He turned and kicked the side of his car and spun my direction. That’s when he saw me, frozen in my spot. 

				Connor’s jaw tightened and I could see his teeth grinding against one another. He rubbed his cheek, leaving a black smear of grease across his skin and his blue eyes narrowed, locking with mine.

				He looked wild. Dangerous.

				He tugged the earphones out, and we stared at one another.

			

			
				I broke first. “So… what’s going on?”

				He shrugged and walked across the driveway and into the yard. He pushed aside some bushes and leaned over. After a minute, he came back up with the wrench in his hand. A million thoughts ran through my mind. Did he see something? Did something happen to his sister, Emma? School? I had nothing to base his anger on.

				Rationally, I knew he wasn’t angry at me. I moved toward him and reached for his hand. “Hey, tell me.”

				“It’s nothing.” He pulled back a little at my touch. A flinch. Tiny, but there. 

				“Nothing? I know you hate your car, but…”

				His chest moved up and down, slower with each pass, as he gained control of his breathing. “It’s not the stupid car.”

				I waited. 

				“I just…” He paused and threw the wrench in the metal box lying by the side of the car and it landed with a clang against the other tools. Leaning against the side of the car, he rubbed his hands over his face. “I got some bad news today.”

				Again, I reached for his hand and this time he let me take it. “What happened?”

				He swallowed and made a face. Like something tasted bad. “This friend of mine from the hospital died last night.”

				“Oh... wow. I’m sorry. What happened?” 

				“She killed herself.” He ran a hand through his hair. I tightened the grip on the one I still held. 

				“Were you close?” I didn’t know much about his time at the hospital, other than the fact he spent more than six months in a mental health facility because of the ghosts. He couldn’t handle the influx and their demands. I could. Mine came one at a time. Connor wasn’t so lucky. Unless he took a daily dose of anti-anxiety and anti-depression medication they came in droves. Although we were open with one another about all of this, we didn’t talk about his hospitalization much, but I knew it bothered him. 

				“Kind of. She was in my group so we got to know one another whether we wanted to or not.”

				“Wow. Connor, I don’t know what to say.” As much as I dealt with death, I felt helpless. My experience was with the already dead. Not the living.

				He sighed. “There’s nothing to say, Jane. She was sick and the illness won. She couldn’t beat it.”

				I nodded, understanding a little. But, then again, I had been lucky. I had Evan to help me cope with the depression and fear. The next question was obvious and I hated to ask. Hated to, but had to. “Have you… have you seen her?” 

				His dark blue eyes flicked to mine and he paused. That pause sent a chill through my body like I’ve never had before. “No.”

				“Okay, good. That would be really hard.”

				“It would suck.”

				“Right.”

			

			
				We were quiet for a minute, until he let go of my hand. He turned toward the car, moving to release the lever for the hood. He lifted the bulky piece of metal overhead and secured it, but gestured for me to move back.

				“I don’t want it to drop on you,” he explained.

				“I’d rather it not drop on you either.” I reached to touch his head, feeling around for a bump. There was a small raised lump on the crown.

				“I’m okay.”

				“Are you?” I wasn’t talking about his head.

				He didn’t answer, but moved his hand to my hip and squeezed before bending down to kiss me. He tasted like sweat and smelled like grease. I didn’t care. I wanted him to feel better. To feel something other than sadness.
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				Connor gave me a ride home a short while later. I felt bad about his friend. His being upset was understandable, but his moodiness made me nervous. At the curb in front of my house, he shut off the car. I expected him to just drop me off, but he hopped out to walk me to the door. 

				“Call me if you need anything,” I said. I fumbled in my bag for my keys. 

				“Okay.” 

				“Will I see you tonight?” I asked. 

				Connor leaned one shoulder against the side of the house. “I think I’m gonna go paint some.” 

				“Yeah, sure.” I nodded, a little bummed, but I understood. 

				I held up the keys and inserted the right one in the lock. Connor turned the knob for me. “Can I pick you up from work tomorrow?” 

				I suppressed a stupid smile. “That would be great. Around three? 

				“Definitely.” 

				I turned to let myself in, but he stopped me and I was pleased to find his mouth on mine. One kiss led to another, and before I knew it, Connor had me pressed against the front door. His kisses grew deep and a little rough. Different. I wound my fingers into the front of his T-shirt and ignored the way his scratchy beard rubbed my chin. 

				We got to the place we would normally stop, the invisible line we’d made together. But Connor didn’t stop. He pushed against me harder, his hips and arms trapping me against the door. 

				My stomach twisted delightfully. Dangerously. This felt good. Really good. Intense. Bone melting. I was one second from climbing up his body for support. 

				Even so, my brain hadn’t fully stopped working and I knew something was up. Making out in broad daylight on my parent’s porch wasn’t Connor’s normal M.O. I attempted to pull back, but there was nowhere to go. 

			

			
				“Hey,” I tried between kisses. My voice shaky. “I should go in.” 

				He groaned in response. Deep, low and frustrated. He dropped his forehead to mine. We were both slick with sweat. I wasn’t sure if it was from the heat or from the moment before. Probably both.

				“That was nice and everything, but my mom will be home soon.” 

				Again he groaned, but this time in fun, because we both knew he was terrified of my mother. He should be. She couldn’t talk to ghosts, but she was scary in her own right. 

				“Plus, Ms. Frances next door is probably watching us through her window.” 

				We both looked at the house next door and laughed. Nosy but nice, Ms. Frances had lived in the house since the first wave of integration in the 1960s. My family was part of the second wave of re-gentrification, or so they called it. It meant this neighborhood was once all white. Then African-Americans moved in and all the white people moved out in a fit of “white flight.” Fifty years and almost two generations later, the white people came back to the neighborhood their grandparents abandoned the first time around. 

				This caused some tension in the neighborhood due to raised taxes and lingering feelings of anger. Ms. Frances didn’t seem to care as long as we were quiet. Plus, my dad mowed her yard when he did ours, and my mother had the ability to put anyone at ease. I liked her, although she seemed to have a bad habit of peeking out her window. Especially when I was out here with Connor. 

				Sure enough, we both saw the curtains on her side window shift.   

				“Go.” I pushed him gently on the back.  

				He turned and rested his hands on the railings of the porch. “Tomorrow?”   

				“Three o’clock,” I confirmed, and he jogged down the steps. “Be careful,” I added as an afterthought. He waved from the street just before dropping in his seat and slamming the door behind him. 

				&


				After Connor left, I took a shower to get rid of the paint and glue and sweat from the day. It looked like I was spending the evening at home since Ava was going out with Christian and Connor was doing his own thing.This was when I missed Evan the most. It hurt losing him as my best friend. It wasn’t like when we moved from the suburbs to the city and I left my childhood friend Grace behind. She and I could still talk and text. We kept in touch on Facebook. Evan was gone. He moved on for good after the fire that killed his mother and stepfather. I was happy he crossed over, but that didn’t take away the fact I missed him. 

				My mom noticed right away that something was up when I didn’t rush out of the house after dinner. The fact that I was still wearing yoga pants and a torn up sweatshirt probably tipped her off as well. 

				“No Connor?” she asked as I made myself comfortable on the couch and flipped on the TV. 

				“No. Not tonight.” 

				She placed her book on the coffee table. “Something wrong?” 

				I lowered the volume on the TV. “No, he had some stuff to do.” By stuff I meant vandalizing and coating all available surfaces with graffiti, but I kept that to myself.  

			

			
				“Oh, well, in that case maybe we can watch together since I doubt I’ll see your father before bed.” My dad was out in his shop, working on something for the store. I knew my mom missed hanging out with me. I missed her, too. A little. But I wasn’t going to pretend like I would rather be home with my parents than out with Connor. 

				We watched a couple of repeat episodes of “Law & Order.” I liked this show because it was dramatic, but always had a pretty tight wrap-up ending. For better or worse, you knew the outcome. I thought about my visitor at the studio that afternoon. I needed to do some research before bed. Maybe I could help her wrap up her problems sooner than later. 

				During a break between shows, I was considering getting up and moving over to the computer to do some searches on recent deaths, but my mom put a hand on my arm, stopping me. One look and I knew what was coming before she opened her mouth. “You and Connor seem kind of serious.” 

				I wasn’t sure how to respond. If I said no, I would be lying. Connor was important to me. Really important. If I said yes, a full out sex talk was on the table. Not the one I had when I was 11 or 13, but the one she had been saving up for now. For when I actually had a boyfriend.

				My mother was no fool.  

				“It is,” I said slowly, feeling my face heat. “Kind of.” 

				“I know you like him, a lot. And you trust him. He was there for you during…” she left the specifics hanging. We all had a hard time talking about that day. 

				“The fire. He was there for me and with me.” 

				She sighed and pushed her hair back behind her ear. “I know babe, but don’t let that make you feel obligated in any way.”   

				I blanched. She thought Connor and I would have sex because I felt obligated to him? If he and I were going to have sex, it was because I loved him. Nothing less. “What’s this about?” I ask. 

				“Just mother-daughter stuff.” 

				I eyed her for a minute. “You were talking to Ms. Frances, weren’t you?” 

				My mother’s jaw dropped. Busted. “Look. You know that woman is nosy! If you don’t want her telling me you were going at it on the front porch, then don’t do it!” 

				I dropped my head into my hands on the words “Going at it.” Now my face was completely on fire. “Mom!” 

				“What? What do you want me to say?” 

				“Mom, I don’t feel obligated to him.” I tried to keep the sarcasm down. “We’re just hanging out. We’re friends. We understand each other.” 

				“I’m not sure I want to know what ’understand‘ means. What I do want to know is, how much does he know about you? About everything.” 

				About the ghosts. About Evan. That’s what she meant.

				I brought my knees to my chest. What I really wanted was to curl up in a ball and disappear. “He knows everything. Connor and I don’t keep secrets from one another,” I confessed. I didn’t want her to misunderstand. We were obligated to one another, but not in the way she thought. 

				She studied me for a minute and I shifted my attention back to the television hoping she would perhaps drop it. No such luck. At the next commercial, she grabbed the remote and paused the show. I had a sudden hatred of our DVR. “I know you don’t want to talk about this, but I have to.” I rolled my eyes at her and she made a face in return, but continued. “It’s my motherly duty. It’s in the rule book.” 

			

			
				 “I’m listening.” 

				 “I really have no idea what to say to you or how to express what I want to say. Just be careful. You have a lot going on, and from the limited information I have about Connor, he does too. You don’t want to complicate that more than it already is.” 

				“And by complicate you mean…” 

				“I mean be safe. And smart. Use your head to make decisions. Not your heart. Or other things.”

				She did not just reference Connor’s junk. I made a gagging noise, earning her smile. “If you aren’t old enough to talk about it, you shouldn’t be doing it. Plus, I hate to be the one to say this, but this may not last forever, you know.” 

				“Mom. He’s not going to break my heart. Everything’s fine.” 

				“I never said he would break your heart.” 

				“Are you done?” 

				“For now.” She leaned over and hugged me. I sighed and let her. I wanted to crawl in a cave. She released me but grabbed my arm. “Stay off the porch, okay? I don’t want to have that conversation with an 80-year-old woman ever again.” 

				“Deal,” I agreed. I grabbed the remote and pressed play. I didn’t want to think about broken hearts and sex and all the serious stuff. I had a ghost to help and a boyfriend who just lost a friend in a really terrible way. Those were the things on my mind. And not to sound shallow, but the kisses and hugs and closeness I had with Connor counted as one of the best parts of my day. No way I would overthink it. 
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				At three o’clock the next day, Ava and I handed out the final art projects for the week to the remaining campers. Most of the parents picked them up on time, although there were always the same ones who came a little late. By the time the last one was out the door, we had cleaned the entire studio for the weekend. My eyes were on the front door though. Connor should have been here at three.  

				“I wonder where he is?” Ava asked, gathering her bag from the hook by the office door.

				I picked up my own stuff and followed her out the front door and onto the porch. The warm summer air hit my skin. “I have no idea. He was really upset yesterday. I haven’t heard from him since.”

				I wasn’t sure how to take Connor’s distance. We had never been one of those couples that spent all our time together. I had work and Ava (although not many other friends), he had his friends and school and activities. But it seemed like this would be one of those times when he would want to be with me. 

				As if she was reading my thoughts, Ava said, “Maybe he just needs a little space right now. Some people are like that.” 

				“Maybe.” I sat on the wooden steps and checked my phone for the 10th time to see if I missed a call.

				“Do you want a ride? You could call him and tell him you left with me.”

				“Nah, I’ll just wait. He probably just got hung up at school or something.”

				Ava left and I pulled out my book to read. Every minute that passed I became more worried and irritated. After about 30 minutes, I shoved my book in my bag and slung it over my shoulder. I could call him. I knew I should call him, but my feelings were hurt so, instead, I started walking to my parents’ shop a couple of blocks away.

				Halfway down the street, sweat poured down my chest and back. The front porch had been hot enough, but once I stepped into the sun the heat was so much worse. By the time I entered my parents’ shop, my shirt was soaked.

			

			
				“Hey babe,” my dad called. “What are you doing here?”

				“Can I get a ride? Or borrow the car?”

				“Sure. Something happen with Ava?”

				I walked behind the checkout counter and pulled a tissue out of the box and wiped my forehead. “Gross,” I sighed and threw the damp tissue in the trash. “Connor was supposed to pick me up. We must have had a misunderstanding.” 

				“Just take the car, your mom went to the hardware store for a minute. I’ll ride home with her.” He threw me the keys and I caught them in the air.

				“Thanks, Dad.”

				Ten minutes later, I parked the car and saw her. The same little girl from the other day. Black hair separated into three pigtails. Same flowered dress. She stood next to the old tire hanging in Ms. Frances’ backyard. 

				I waved and stepped toward her yard, but stopped when I heard my back porch screen door open. “Hi,” Connor said from the top step. A mixture of anger and relief washed over me.

				I turned to look for the girl, but she was gone. The swing remained still in the yard. A quick glance at Connor proved he hadn’t seen her. Benefit of his medication, I guess.

				“Hey,” I said, letting the irritation slip through. I walked past him to unlock the door to the kitchen.

				He rushed up behind me and put his hand on the door. He held it after I swung it open. “I know you’re mad.”

				“Really? Why would I be mad, Connor?” I tossed the keys and my satchel on the table and went to the refrigerator. I grabbed a water bottle, opened it and took a long drink. I didn’t offer him one.

				“I lost track of time and when I got to the studio, you were gone. I thought you got a ride already. With Ava. Or someone… body.” He stumbled over the last word. Did he just slur? I narrowed my eyes and looked closer. He was leaning against the counter, hands propped on the edge. His eyes were rimmed in red. At first I thought he’d been crying.

				“Are you stoned?” I asked, incredulous. I walked over and smelled his shirt. He reeked of smoke and weed. I punched him in the shoulder. “You are! You ditched me to get high.”

				“No, wait…” He reached for my hand, but I pulled away. He reached again and wrapped his hand around my wrist. “I smoked up this morning. I shouldn’t have. I was at Matt’s house and it was there and I felt shitty…”

				I had no idea what to say. I was angry he forgot me, but also completely stunned he smoked weed. I knew he had done this in the past, but he was pretty adamant about not drinking or using drugs since he came home from the hospital.

				“You skipped school?”

				He dropped my arm. “I just couldn’t go today. Not after everything. Come on… don’t be mad.”

				A new feeling crept into my gut. He was more upset about this than I realized. “She meant a lot to you then? More than you’ve told me.” I knew I sounded jealous. I wasn’t. I couldn’t deny though that she obviously meant enough for him to forget about me – even if for just a couple hours.

			

			
				Connor looked at me. His pretty blue eyes surrounded by blotchy red. I wanted to be angry, but really I was confused. “It’s weird. Did… did you ever go to camp as a kid?”

				“What?”

				“Did you?”

				“Yeah, but what does that have to do with anything?”

				“You know how when you would go to camp you would meet all these new friends? You would do all these camp things and have inside jokes, right?”

				I nodded, relating, but still confused.

				“Being at the hospital was like that. Without the fun.” He attempted a smile. “All these kids, forced into this environment, just trying to survive. The food was crappy. They shaved the boys’ heads and the girls couldn’t wear make up or anything. We had these uniforms, because even though it wasn’t a jail, it was close. You had no choice but to connect with the other kids there. I bonded with Charlotte.”

				Charlotte. “Okay.”

				“We didn’t necessarily have anything in common other than being locked up, but then and there it was enough.”

				I latched on to Connor’s hand and walked him to the living room. He followed without hesitation. I sat on the couch and pulled him down next to me. “Tell me about her,” I said.

				He shrugged. “She came across as tough. The first time I saw her she was beating the crap out of this other girl. Just whaling on her. We were in the rec room. I have no idea what started it, but she just went off on this girl twice her size.”

				“Did she get hurt?”

				“Charlotte? No way. She took that girl down. She was tiny, but mean.”

				“Why was she there in the first place?”

				“She had all kinds of problems, drugs, family stuff… technically. I think she was considered a chronic runaway.” He was so nonchalant, like this happened every day.

				“Why did she beat that girl up?” Holy crap – this girl really did sound crazy.

				Again, he shrugged like it was no big deal. “I never found out.” I could tell the expression on my face must have been disbelief, because Connor moved closer and took my hands. “I know you and I have our own issues, but these other kids, like Evan, are dealing with some real shit. Charlotte was one of those kids.

				“Her family was abusive?”

				“No, not exactly,” he evaded.

				“Okay, so Charlotte had some problems. Serious ones. What does that have to do with you skipping school and getting trashed? Not to mention ditching me?” 

				“It was a one-time thing. I promise. I just needed to forget about it for a minute.” 

				“Fine,” I said, standing up. “I think you should go though. My parents could be home anytime and really, I don’t think this is what you want them to see. They aren’t stupid.” His eyes were a little clearer now, but he still looked rough.

			

			
				“Sure, yeah.” He stood with me. He reached around me hesitantly, but I didn’t move away. Quietly, he said, “Sorry?”

				I made a face. “Maybe.”

				“Really. I am sorry.” He leaned down and kissed me, soft on the lips.

				“Stop,” I said, but I couldn’t help smiling. He noticed and kissed me again, a little harder. “I forgive you, but stop. Go. I don’t want you to get caught.”

				 “Thanks.” He said and we walked to the door. 

				“Stay out of trouble,” I said.

				“I will.”

				Connor left, walking down the street toward home. It would take him about 15 minutes by foot. Hopefully, he could sober up on the way.


				


			


				[image: 5.gif]


				


				I slept in the next morning, relieved to have the day off work. As I passed one of the dormer windows on the way to my dresser, I saw her down on the street. Raquel, the ghost. In all my drama with Connor, I forgot about her. I felt a twinge of guilt seeing her down there, still lost and confused. She followed my rules and hadn’t shown up in the house or at work, but I knew she had to appear somewhere. I leaned closer to the glass and she looked up, her face pale, hands over her semi-swollen belly. Her clothes were the same. They never changed – they never would. Nothing about her would. She was trapped in this purgatory until I helped her. Her eyes roamed upward, searching, but before she could see me, I averted my eyes and moved away from the window.

				My parents had left for work before I got downstairs. I took my time preparing breakfast, making coffee and toasting a bagel. I tried not to think about yesterday and Connor ditching me. I tried even harder to forget about him showing up here stoned. 

				Food and coffee in hand, I sat down at the computer. The machine took a minute to warm up and, between bites of bagel and peanut butter, I started entering information into the search engine. Obviously, the name Raquel was too vague so I added the tags “pregnant” and “survived” to the search, included our city and information filled the screen. I cursed myself for not doing this earlier. 

				From what I read, Raquel had been in a car accident. Badly injured, she was transported to the hospital, but died later. Her baby survived. The only reason the accident was documented in the paper was because the driver held a position on the city council and he had been drinking. Raquel’s family made quite a scene at his court appearance. A photo of her family, including the baby, had been taken at the scene of the accident. Flowers and a white cross memorialized the area. The council person admitted guilt and had been sentenced. Everything was sealed up.

				Confused, I pushed back my chair and opened the front door. I stepped outside into the warm air in my pajamas, a tank and shorts, but I didn’t plan on leaving the porch. Raquel waited by the street where I had seen her earlier. I waved her up to the porch and she ran up the stairs. 

			

			
				“Did you find my baby?”

				I nodded, unsure where this was going. “Raquel, I have to ask you something.”

				She focused her eyes on me. They were a dark brown and very pretty. Alive, she would have been gorgeous. Here she was frozen in her death. Mid-labor. Sagging, tired skin. 

				“Okay, so…” I had no idea how to say it. How do you tell someone they’re dead? “Do you remember what happened to you?”

				“No, not really.”

				“What do you remember?” 

				“I was in the car with my boyfriend. We were coming home from the store, baby shopping. My belly was huge. Not like this.” She looked down at her empty stomach.

				“You were in a car accident. It was really bad.” I watched as her eyes widened and one hand covered her mouth and one her stomach. “Your baby is fine. She’s beautiful.”

				“She is?” 

				“But you,” I swallowed thickly. “You didn’t make it.”

				“Make it?”

				“Survive. You didn’t survive the crash.”

				Raquel slid to the ground. “Oh.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				We sat together – silent. Being early in the day, the whole neighborhood was quiet. Overhead, I heard the caw of a bird. I watched as she reached for my hand and was shocked when I felt the light pressure of her skin on mine. I scrambled to my feet, startling her in the process.

				“How…” I couldn’t get the words out. I reached out and swiped air. I couldn’t touch her. This was a one way street – just like with Evan.

				I held out my hand. “Touch me.”

				Raquel looked at me like I was insane. “What?”

				“Do it. Touch me. Grab my hand.”

				Hesitantly, like I was an unfamiliar dog, she clasped her fingers over mine. Her touch felt light, not like contact with a real human. Her fingertips were cold. A chill ran up my spine and I snatched my hand away. In a  harsh voice I told her, “Go. I helped you. Go. You’re dead. Your baby is fine. The man who killed you is being punished. Please leave.”

				Raquel stood in front of me stunned and confused. I sighed, “I’m sorry, but we’re done. Go find the light or whatever. I’ve done what I can.”

				We faced one another, but I said no more. I couldn’t. My insides were crumbling. To my relief, her form shimmered a little and eventually she disappeared completely. 

				I turned to run in the house, but my hands shook so badly I couldn’t get the knob to turn. I heard the loud clap of springs pulling taught and the sound of a door slamming. I looked over and saw her. Ms. Frances. She held a broom in her hands and stared directly at me.

				In the gentlest voice she asked, “Are you okay, child?” 

				“I’m…” I had no answer, so I just nodded my head furiously and fought back the tears that came with the panic attack building in my chest.

			

			
				Ms. Frances’ eyes darted around. She cocked her head at me and walked closer to the edge of her porch. “That boy didn’t do anything did he?”

				“Boy?” I croaked. I wouldn’t be able to keep back the tears if she made me talk. 

				“Your boy. The one I see you out here with? Did he do something?”

				“Connor? No! No. He’s not here. It’s nothing. Really. I’m just having a moment.”

				She gave me an appraising look. “If you say so honey, but you let me know if you need anything. I’m always here.”

				Her screen door opened with the same sound of tense coils, and she stepped inside. I twisted the knob again, this time able to get it open and stepped across the threshold, but not before I took one last look on Ms. Frances’ porch. It may have been my imagination, but I could swear I saw three black pigtails duck behind the porch. 

				&


				I called Connor first thing after I calmed down. The second thing I did was realize I hadn’t calmed down and puked in the kitchen sink. Connor didn’t answer so I left a message – a very freaked out message – on his voicemail. I cleaned the sink and curled up on the couch. Raquel touched me. This meant Evan wasn’t special? Or were they both special? Did Raquel need more help? 

				When I’d actually calmed down enough, I called Connor again, this time trying him at his house. 

				His sister, Emma, answered on the third ring.

				“Hi, Emma,” I said. “Is Connor home?”

				“Hi, Jane. No, he’s not here.”

				I looked at the clock on the computer. It was noon. Normally, he would still be asleep. I fought the feeling of unease and suspicion.

				“Oh.”

				“He went to the church for that funeral or something,” she said. “I don’t know when he’ll be back.”

				Funeral? 

				Charlotte.

				“Oh, okay,” I said, trying to keep the hurt out of my voice.

				“He was even wearing a tie,” she continued. “It was weird.” 

				“I’ll just call his cell then.”

				“Bye, Jane,” Emma said. I turned off the phone and stood at my kitchen counter thinking about everything.

				Connor hadn’t told me he was going to the funeral. Or even that it was today. I felt… betrayed? Maybe. The word was harsh and completely inappropriate. It wasn’t like he was out having fun. He was at a funeral. For a dead friend. I needed to get a grip.

				I dialed his number and left a voicemail. Two words. “Water tower,” I whispered into the phone, knowing he would understand the message.

				&


			

			
				We decided on the term “water tower” to signal the other when a ghost made an appearance. It seemed benign and safe, plus with it being Evan’s last communication to us, it held significance. It was our own version of a safe word for something too private to share with the outside world.

				Killing time, I decided to take a shower. Under the scalding water, I inhaled deeply until my breathing became normal and I convinced myself this wasn’t a big deal. Who cared if ghosts could touch me? I didn’t really. I knew my main problem was with the fact this wasn’t something unique between me and Evan.

				I took one final rinse and shut off the water. When I entered my room, wrapped in a towel, I found Connor stretched out on my bed. Handsome in his dress pants and a blue button-down shirt. A loosened, striped tie hung around his neck.

				“Hey,” he said, sitting up.

				“What are you doing here?” I asked. I tightened my grip on the towel, scared to move and have it slip. Connor eyed my outfit or lack thereof. 

				“I got your message. You saw one?”

				I felt the water from my hair dripping down my collarbone. I forced myself to move and walked over to the dresser and pulled out some clothes. I continued to clutch the towel tight to my body. “How did you get in here?”

				“Key under the gnome.” My mother’s brilliant idea for a hiding place. “You said ‘water tower,’ which means there was one here. Are you okay?”

				“Give me a minute.” I left the room and changed in the bathroom. Being almost naked in my room with Connor would get me grounded for a lifetime if my parents found out. Not to mention it would place us both in a position neither us would necessarily want to get out of.

				I changed quickly and wrung the water from my hair in a towel before brushing it. I’m a fairly low maintenance girl, but even I tried not to look like a drowned rat for my boyfriend. 

				Back in my room, Connor waited for me on the bed, now sitting and playing with my iPod. As soon as I sat down, he wrapped his arms around me. I didn’t even have to inhale deeply to know he smelled like soap and laundry. No smoke, no stale weed. 

				“You smell nice,” he said, picking up a strand of damp hair and sniffing it. “What happened?”

				“It’s probably no big deal.”

				He made a face. “You were really upset on the phone. Tell me.”

				“This girl… this ghost came to me last week. She needed help…” 

				“Wait,” he cut me off. “She came a week ago? Why didn’t you tell me?”

				I stared at him. Did he want me to say it? That my week was spent occupied by thoughts of Connor and his drama? I decided to just push forward. “You were busy and I wanted to handle it on my own,” I said and told him about the girl and what she needed. 

				“This sounds pretty standard. What freaked you out?”

				“She touched me.”

				“What?” His body stiffened next to mine.

				“She could touch me. I don’t know how or why, but she did.”

				Connor was quiet and I turned to look at him. His expression was tight. Jaw clenched, forehead furrowed. 

			

			
				“I don’t know what this means.”

				“Me either.”

				He stood and began pacing – it was what he did when he was uncomfortable or thinking. 

				“It means…”

				I cut him off. “It means Evan’s ability to touch me wasn’t special. Our relationship was no different than any other ghost and guide.”

				He stopped moving and sat back down. He took my hand. “Trust me, it was different. I’ve never seen anything like it. Evan cared for you.”

				I laced my fingers with his and rubbed the fine hair on his knuckles with my thumb. “I know he did, but this is something different. That girl, Raquel, she definitely doesn’t care about me. She needed me for a purpose.”

				“The others didn’t have this effect did they?” 

				I had seen three other ghosts since Evan left. One was his mother and then two older men. I’d helped them all cross over. “It never came up. No one else tried.”

				“What did the girl do?”

				“It’s hard to say. She was confused. I’d just dropped the news that she was dead. I don’t think she really understood what was going on.”

				Connor wrapped his arms tight around my waist and whispered near my ear. “I don’t like this.”

				I squirmed from the feeling of his breath on my skin. The very nice feeling. I pushed him back and he fell with a soft thud on my pillow. “I don’t like it either.”

				“Things are just...” he stopped and pulled at a piece of wet hair on my neck. “Do you think you could ask your aunt about it?”

				“Jeannie? Sure. She may know something.” My aunt had gifts of her own. She was able to read auras and palms. Her mother spoke to the dead like I did. “What do you mean, ’Things are just...’”

				“Nothing. I don’t know. The touching thing is weird. And this funeral. I couldn’t go to the grave service. I mean, I know ghosts don’t actually linger at cemeteries, but seriously, I’m not pushing my luck.”

				“How was it?” I pulled on his tie. I’d only seen him dressed up once before. At prom last spring. 

				Connor placed his hands behind his head with his elbows out. “It was a funeral. Charlotte’s family was there and some kids from her school. Not a lot though. I don’t think she had many real friends.”

				“No?” 

				“No.” He looked up at the ceiling. “She had a weird life. Her parents and family look like mine or yours. Upstanding and all. But there was some bad stuff going on in her house. I felt sick just being there.”

				“Why? What did they do?”

				Connor’s eyes flicked to mine. “I can’t really go into it.”

			

			
				“You don’t have to.”

				“It’s not that I don’t want to. I can’t. Confidentiality and stuff. Charlotte’s secrets were worse than most. But she always kept mine. I don’t feel right saying anything.”

				I nodded. Connor was right to keep this a secret if he promised to. It was frustrating not to know, but I got it. His loyalty was one of the reasons I loved him. 

				“She killed herself?” I asked. He’d told me that. It didn’t seem part of the secret.

				“Yeah.”

				Curiosity got the best of me. “How?” I asked. 

				He raised an eyebrow, but said, “She hung herself.”

				“Oh my God!”

				He nodded in agreement. “It wasn’t the first time she tried.”

				“Is that why she was there? In the treatment facility?”

				“Yeah. Kind of.”

				We were quiet and I ran my hand over his knee. “I’m sorry this happened to your friend.” 

				“Thanks.” He grabbed my hand. “Promise me you’ll stay safe. Don’t do anything foolish. Please don’t let any of those ghosts touch you, okay? I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 

				“I won’t.” He didn’t look convinced. “I won’t! I promise, and I’ll call Jeannie.”

				“Good.” He sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. “I should go. My mom is probably looking for me.”

				We walked downstairs and Connor left with his own promises to call me later that night.

				&


				“Thanks for inviting me,” I said to Ava and Julia. I used my hand as a shield to see their faces past the glare of the sun. The clear sky made it the perfect day to lounge on the deck at Ava’s neighborhood pool. Ava sat to my right and Julia had her nose buried in a tabloid on my left.

				“No problem. I hate coming here alone. You guys are welcome any time.”

				We stretched across towels, burning under the sun. Each of us had a full cup of soda, a magazine and an iPod playing music between the chairs. The sun was hot, scorching even, but it felt nice to be outside. No work. No ghosts. No drama.

				“Hottie by the lifeguard stand.” I saw an eyebrow arch over the top of Julia’s sunglasses as she announced this.

				Easy to spot, the cute guy flirted with the female lifeguard in the chair. “You mean the lifeguard’s boyfriend?”

				“We can still look.”

				“Speaking of hot boys,” Julia said. “What did you and Connor do last night?”

				“Not much. We went for ice cream and watched a movie at my house. With my parents.” I lifted up my sunglasses so she could see me roll my eyes.

				“That’s a little bit adorable.”

				“Shut up.” I fanned my face with my magazine. It was a little bit adorable. “Do I look red? I feel like I’m getting red.”

				Ava looked me up and down. I poked the pale skin of my stomach to see if it left a mark. “No, but here’s some sunscreen. Can’t hurt to reapply.”

			

			
				I layered my skin with a coat of lotion and handed it back to her. She placed the bottle in her bag and said, “I love that he hangs out with your parents. Christian is terrified of my dad.”

				“Ava, your dad is terrifying. I think he may be a mobster.”

				“What?” She swatted me. “He is not a mobster. He’s just Italian. And from Brooklyn. He can’t help the fact he sounds different.”

				“Okay, okay if you say so,” I laughed. “Connor doesn’t really like to hang out with my parents either, but he kind of owed me one.”

				“Because he ditched you the other day after art camp?”

				Among other things, I wanted to say, but I just nodded. 

				“I suppose he deserved a bit of punishment then.”

				“I’m trying to cut him some slack. His friend died and he’s pretty upset.”

				Julia glanced up from her magazine and asked, “Who died?”

				“Some girl Connor met last year when he was sent away.” I didn’t elaborate. Ava and Julia didn’t know the real reason Connor left school. They thought it was because he got into so much trouble, which is true, but he was not sent to boot camp like everyone suspected. “I guess things were really bad for her. She committed suicide.”

				“Wait… what? Suicide?” Julia said. She put her trashy magazine down for the first time that day. 

				“She killed herself.” 

				Julia sat up and swung her legs over the side of the chair so she was looking directly at me. “What was her name?”

				I shrugged. “Charlotte something.”

				“Charlotte Brady?” 

				“I have no idea. Connor didn’t tell me.”

				“It has to be the same girl,” she said under her breath.

				“What are you talking about?”

				Julia leaned over and began speaking in a low whisper. “Charlotte Brady’s aunt and uncle go to my church. My mom delivered food to their house yesterday.”

				“Connor went to the funeral yesterday morning.”

				“Weird.”

				“What?”

				“It has to be the same girl.” Julia adjusted the straps on her bathing suit. “Her parents are devastated. My mom came home and I had to spend an hour convincing her I wasn’t depressed or on drugs or suicidal.”

				I knew I wasn’t supposed to ask Connor this stuff but I felt like my friends were fair game. “She was on drugs?” 

				“I’m really not sure. From what I understand, she was in and out of trouble all the time. She ran away a lot.” Julia looked around to make sure no one was listening, but other than the lifeguard and her boyfriend, there were only kids swimming in the pool and moms with toddlers in the baby area. “I heard this other rumor about her. I don’t know if it’s true or not. At the time I was sure it was fake.”

			

			
				Ava sat up – suddenly interested in our conversation. “What rumor?” She asked.

				“Well, it’s just gossip, but apparently she was pretty wild. Promiscuous and stuff. Her parents had no control over her. Like, really boy crazy. One time they even caught her with some older guy in a hotel or some disgusting place,” she shrugged. “Maybe that’s why she went... wherever Connor was last year.”

				Ava turned back to her book. “Sounds like a bunch of gossip to me.”

				Unfazed by Ava’s comment, Julia said, “I’m just telling you what I heard. Obviously, something was wrong in her life. No one gets into that much trouble if things are fine. Or kills herself.” 

				From personal experience, I had to agree. Connor and I both had our share of trouble. Connor even more so. 

				“What did Connor say?” Ava was looking at me.

				I took a sip of my drink and said, “Nothing. He won’t tell me anything.”

				“Really?” Julia said. Her tone was unmistakable.

				“He felt like he shouldn’t betray her trust. He made a promise not to tell.” 

				‘Hmm…”

				I narrowed my eyes at Julia. “Hmm… what?”

				“Nothing. You trust him.” Her words were not a statement. It sounded like an accusation.

				“Why wouldn’t I trust him? He’s never lied to me.”

				“Not that you know of,” she snorted.

				“Julia! What is your problem?” Ava interjected. “Connor’s great. Why are you being such a bitch?”

				“Look, you know I like Connor. I do, but he has this history you can’t deny. You didn’t know him then. You have no idea if he will slide back in that direction.” Julia paused to flip over from her back to her stomach – more interested in her tan than my feelings. “He was a major burnout before you got here. I know you think his graffiti is ‘art,’ or whatever, but it’s really vandalism.”

				“Julia,” Ava warned. “Knock it off.”

				“Fine. I’ll shut up, but you know I’m just being realistic. You’re aware of his past, and I just told you one reason your boyfriend may have been emo and secretive the last few days because his friend, who committed suicide, may have been a skank. Do you really want your boyfriend to have a friend like that?”

				By the time she finished, I’d halfway gathered my things and was shoving them into my pool bag. How dare she pretend to know anything about Connor? I made my hands useful by rooting around under my chair for my flip-flops and put them on. I’m afraid I would have murdered Julia otherwise. 

				“Thanks for the invite, Ava. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				“Wait! Do you want a ride?” 

				“No. I’d rather walk.” I needed to blow off some steam before I punched Julia in the mouth.

				Julia looked up. “You’re leaving? Because I said that?”

				“Yeah, Julia, I am. I’m not really interested to hear how you think my boyfriend, who you barely know, was hooking up with a slut. Sometimes you gossip too much.”

			

			
				I didn’t stay to see the look on her face or wait for her to make excuses for her comments. I turned my back to them and walked away. 

				My house wasn’t that far away. A mile or so and I didn’t mind walking. I knew I needed to cool off a little. Julia was wrong, but she touched a nerve. I trusted Connor, but I was no fool. People often fell into the same traps. It’s why alcoholics can’t drink and gamblers can’t bet. I worried about him. The fact he showed up stoned at my house the other day did nothing to refute what Julia just said. I hoped that as long as he took his medication, which helped keep the majority of the ghosts away from him, he would remain stable. 

				As for Charlotte, I had no idea what to think. Julia’s accusations sounded pretty extreme as far as standard teenage problems go. But she wasn’t standard. She was in the same hospital as Connor. The idea made me sick to my stomach. I hoped she wasn’t caught up in anything like that and I really hoped he wasn’t involved.
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				“Thanks for the ride. I wish you had every morning off.”

				“Me, too,” Connor said. “Luckily, I have a good grade in Spanish and I could opt out of the test.” 

				We’re sitting in Connor’s car, parked in the art studio lot. I’ve barely seen him this week. The last two times we spent time together, we fought. When he offered to take me to work today, I jumped at the chance to hang out with him.

				“I’ll see you later?” I asked, gathering my bag off the floor of the car. He hesitated and looked away. 

				“Or not?”

				“I’ve got some stuff to do this afternoon.”

				“Stuff?”

				“Yeah.”

				“That’s descriptive,” I muttered.

				“What? You want an itinerary?” he barked back. “I’ve got some school work to do at the library, then my mom wants me to clean out the garage and…”

				“You don’t have to yell.”

				His jaw tightened and he took a deep breath. “I’m not yelling.”

				“You’re totally yelling!” Now I was yelling. 

				“Jane, you’ve got to back off a little. I know you’re still pissed about the weed.”

				“I’m not pissed about that.”

				He leveled me a hard look. I was pissed. But not just about that. He’d been acting different lately. I don’t know if it was the drugs or Charlotte or what, but whatever was going on made him a mess. “Then what is it?”

				I shook my head, not wanting to escalate the fight.

			

			
				“Tell me.”

				I had one hand on the door handle just in case he got angry, and asked, “Are you taking your meds?”

				“Are you kidding me? You think we’re fighting because I’m off my meds? You know I’m only on those for one reason.” 

				“Yeah, to keep the ghosts away, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t affect your moods and stuff.” He held a hand up, indicating he wasn’t going to talk about it anymore. “Whatever, Connor. Forget it. I’ll talk to you when you’re over being a jerk.”

				I got out of the car and slammed the door behind me, making the little car shake from the impact. 

				Connor’s car shifted into reverse and he peeled out of the parking lot, swerving into traffic, forcing a car to honk at him. “Great!” I yelled. “Really mature!”

				The front door of the studio opened and Ava stuck her head out. “Who are you yelling at?” 

				“Connor,” I said, pushing past her into the building.

				She looked out the door and into the parking lot. “Is he out there?”

				“Not anymore. He left.”

				“Oh, okay. Do you want to talk about it?”

				I reached behind the counter for my apron. “Nope. It’s nothing. Stupid stuff,” I told her. I opened up the folder where we kept the registration forms and class information. In a measured voice I said, “I see we have Andrew coming again today. Hope you’re ready.”

				Ava unlocked the doors and pulled the shade on the front window. “I’m always ready.”

				&


				Four weeks into camp, the days started to merge together. Doling out paint and glue, along with beads and glitter, to 15 kids a day started to feel like factory work. Ava and I had a good time teaching the class, but I looked forward to my family vacation. Each summer, we took a week off and stayed in a rental at the beach. I’d taken Grace, my pre-ghost-seeing, pre-serious-boyfriend best friend, with me in the past, but this year my parents told me I could invite Connor. Summer school held classes during the first part of the week so he couldn’t come the whole time, but our vacation was over the Fourth of July, which gave him a couple days break. 

				“When do you leave?” Ava asked. 

				“Saturday morning. Connor gets there next Wednesday.”

				“Good. I think you both need a break.”

				“Yeah, it’s been a hard couple of weeks for him and I won’t deny the idea of having Connor alone for several days feels nice.” A frustrating tension had developed between us since Charlotte died. I didn’t even know this girl when she was alive, but dead she had an unbelievable effect on my relationship. I hoped if we got away from school and work and everything else, we could put it past us and move on. 

				“Come on guys, let’s wash your hands and then you can eat lunch,” Ava called out to the group. The kids flew past us to the bathroom where they fought over the sink and made a general mess. 

			

			
				“Outside… go. Move. Sophie, get your lunch box. Not that one, your lunch box. Yes. That one. Go,” I directed. It was like herding cats.

				The best thing about having the art studio in a house was the fact it had a small back yard. Picnic tables and a small garden added to the open space. It helped everyone to have fresh air and get outside for a little bit.

				We settled the kids, opening containers and drinks before moving over to a small round table to eat our own lunches. The kids were under strict instruction not to get up for 20 minutes. They would pretend to be done in five if you let them.

				Ava methodically sorted her food and containers. She had the worst OCD. I, on the other hand, dumped my lunch on the table, opened my Coke and began eating. 

				“I talked to Julia,” Ava said. 

				I swallowed a mouthful of turkey. “Did you?” 

				“She feels bad about the other day.”

				I raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 

				“She does. She’s just worried about you. She just doesn’t show her concern well.”

				“That’s an understatement,” I said. “Julia doesn’t understand me or Connor and she especially doesn’t understand our relationship.”

				Ava picked up a container and popped off the lid. “That’s the thing, Jane. None of us do.”

				I stopped the can of Coke before it hit my lips. “What does that mean?”

				Ava looked me directly in the eye. “It means you and Connor are these two vastly different people, both with some kind of secret backgrounds that no one has ever really understood. He spent time in lock-up and you had your problems, but you have this connection – a really strong one. Anyone can see that.”

				“It’s not a big deal.”

				Ava smirked. “Yeah, it is a big deal. He saved your life. You could have died and he was there for you. That, is a big deal.”

				We never talked much about the fire and Evan’s mom. Ava didn’t know the whole story. She believed the story we gave the police and newspapers. Due to my volunteer work at the battered women’s shelter, I found myself in the middle of a domestic argument. She didn’t know about the ghosts.

				“It’s complicated. All that stuff between us,” I replied weakly.

				“I can imagine. I’m not pressuring you to talk about what happened between you guys or about the fire last year, but you need to at least admit that the relationship between you two can be a little intense.”

				That I could admit, to myself at least. We went from quasi-enemies to friends to, well, much more. To more than my boyfriend. We were connected by something greater than both of us. We needed one another and we shared secrets. Big ones.

				I picked up an apple and took a large bite instead of responding. There was nothing I could say. Ava, of course, had no problem filling the silence. “I don’t think you should worry about this Charlotte thing anyway. He pretty much worships you.”

				I almost choked on the apple. “He what? No. I don’t think so.”

			

			
				Ava nodded her head vigorously. “Yeah, he does. He watches you. And he’s so protective. Ever since the fire, it’s like he’s afraid to lose you.”

				Her words made my stomach sink. I knew Connor cared for me, but lately things had been so tense. I brushed her off. “I don’t think he’s worried about that anymore.”

				She rolled her eyes. “What are you talking about? He’s smitten.”

				“Stop,” I said quietly. There was a time he was like that with me. When he called and texted all day. When he showed up unexpectedly and offered me a ride, but not so much anymore. I knew he still had feelings for me. I could tell in his touch and the kisses we shared, but there was a strain. I wanted to blame it on the normal easing into a long-term relationship, but I had doubts.

				Ava put down her sandwich. “Tell me what’s going on. You aren’t buying into this stuff Julia was saying are you? About Charlotte? You know Connor wasn’t messing around with her or anything.”

				“I know.” I did. I knew there was nothing for me to be jealous about, but I couldn’t deny something was off. Everything was fine until she committed suicide. “He won’t tell me anything about her, but he’s very upset about it all. He showed up stoned the other day after forgetting to pick me up from work. He’s barely around and won’t answer his phone.”  

				“I’m sure it has nothing to do with you,” she said. “Look, I love Connor and he’s great, but he struggled before you came along. I’m not sure I’m surprised he’s smoking up with his friends or screwing around about school. Maybe Julia is right. Maybe he’s sliding back into old habits.” 

				What Ava didn’t know was I wasn’t so worried about the outward behavior. I was worried about his mental health. The mood swings and erratic behavior. I knew enough about antidepressants to know some of the signs. I also knew what happened if he got off of them. What could happen. Was he seeing ghosts and not telling me? Was he seeing her? 

				Ava interrupted my thoughts. “Have you talked to him about it?”

				“Not really. Like I said, he won’t discuss Charlotte. He says the weed was a one-time thing. Which is fine. I don’t really care. There’s other stuff, too. I don’t think he’s sleeping and I’m not convinced he’s going to class every day. I have no idea what’s going on with him.”

				Saying it all out loud wasn’t making me feel any better. In fact, I felt worse. I stood and walked over to the trash can and threw the remainder of my lunch away. I felt nauseous. 

				I checked on the kids. They were all still eating. Only one had decided to smear peanut butter all over his face to make a “beard.”

				I frowned in disapproval. “Jack, knock it off. Go inside and clean up.”

				The little boy hopped off his seat and ran up the back steps. A couple of campers giggled at him getting in trouble, but resumed eating.

				“Five minutes to finish,” I announced and walked back over to sit with Ava until it was time to go inside.

				“I won’t say anything else about it, but I do think you should talk to him. Like, really talk to him.” Ava swept her hair behind her head and tied it up. The sun hit the high part of the sky and beat down on us in the yard.

				“I will. I mean, things aren’t terrible. It’s just different. There’s a distance or something. Julia just poured salt in a festering wound,” I confessed.

			

			
				Ava laughed humorlessly. “She’s good at that. But he’s going on vacation with your family, right?”

				“That’s the plan. Since he can’t ride with us, his dad is letting him drive the SUV down.”

				“Good thing. His rust bucket would probably fall apart on the way down.”

				I laughed. “Be nice. I love that crappy car. It suits him.”

				“It does, a little broken down and damaged, but still sexy and rugged.” She giggled at her own description. She was right. That was the perfect way to describe him and his car.

				“Talk to him. He’s worth it,” she said, her tone serious.

				“I will. Promise.”

				&


				My aunt operated in her own time and mind. Some call it flakey, others artistic. I had no idea what I would call it except it’s just how she’s always been. Now that I knew about her gifts, the ability to read auras and palms, I thought she just spent part of her time in another level of consciousness. Which is why I wasn’t surprised when she called and started in on a conversation as though we’d never stopped talking.

				“I’m working on a new painting.”

				These were the first words I heard when I answered the phone. “Tell me about it.”

				“It’s a girl with fantastic, bold wings instead of arms.”

				Jeannie’s words were as much a collage as her paintings. I could almost see her moving her arms around in a flapping motion. “Like an angel?” I asked, trying to imagine white wings protruding from the girls back.

				“No, not like an angel. They aren’t on her back. They are where her arms are. Red, like fire. Like your aura.”

				“Like the devil bird?”

				“Energy and life.”

				“Okay.”

				“She’s transporting spirits between this world and the next. Carrying them like a baby.”

				The imagery was freaking me out. “With her wings?”

				“Stop being so literal.”

				“Sorry.” Obviously, I didn’t have my aunt’s gift of artistry.

				“Never mind. How are you?”

				This thing, this ability, was hard to talk about. The idea alone made me uncomfortable. “Send me a picture, I’d love to see it. And I’m okay.”

				“Just okay?”

				“Working, Connor, ghosts, drama. Teenage life.” I sat on a stool by the kitchen window. I could see the tire swing in Ms. Frances’ yard.

				“You’re not telling me something.”

				“Psychic now?”

				“No, just a good aunt,” she laughed. “What’s going on?”

				“Just the ghosts. I hate it. I had to tell this woman she was dead but her baby survived. That was the worst.”

			

			
				“Sounds horrible.”

				“Actually, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about. When this ghost was here, something weird happened. She touched me.”

				Jeannie didn’t reply immediately, but after a beat she said, “Physically?”

				“Yeah, she touched my arm. I guess Evan wasn’t so special after all.”

				“Don’t say that,” she scolded. “Could you touch her back?”

				“Nope. Have you ever heard of anything like this?”

				“No.” The tire swing started to sway, like a wind was pushing it around. I glanced up at the trees in the backyard. The branches were still.

				“Connor is afraid I could get hurt.”

				“As he should be.”

				“You’re worried?”

				“Not exactly, but be careful. I’m coming to town in a couple weeks to check on Mom. I’ll research what I can before then. Maybe we can talk to her if she’s feeling up to it.”

				“You think I should go with you and talk to your mom?”

				“What better place than the source, right?”

				“I guess so.” I’d never spent time with my great aunt. She’d always been a mystery – even more so now that I know her history. I liked the idea of talking to her. “Let’s do that. Go see her.”

				“Good, now listen to this idea for the painting I’m working on,” she said and rambled on about collage and vintage paper while I watched the empty swing sway one yard over.
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				I twisted the cool glass knob on Connor’s bedroom door. Antique like everything else in this historic home. As usual, the smell of his room hit me first. Or stench? Whichever. The harsh scent of chemicals from the paint he used on the wide stretch of wall, set up like a mock canvas, overpowered the dirty clothes and smelly shoes. He kept the window open and a fan on all the time. In my opinion, he flirted with brain damage from all the fumes. Then again, no one asked me.

				I surveyed the mess. School books and paper covered his desk. Paint cans lined the walls, surrounded by rags and markers. Video game cases and controllers were scattered across the rug near his TV. In the middle of the chaos, I saw Connor leaning over his bed, smoothing the comforter flat. His shirt inched up in the back, showing the way his shorts sagged down his backside.

				“Hey,” I said, clasping my hands. My fingers itched to touch the tanned, exposed skin on his back. “Your mom sent me up. Trying to impress me with your cleaning skills?”

				Connor stood up and looked around the room. He raised an eyebrow. “Not working, huh?”

				I walked over and gave him a kiss. “I’m pretty sure you may qualify as one of those hoarder people.”

				“What?” He looked genuinely hurt. “All of my things are important.”

				“Okay.”

				Connor grabbed my hands and pulled me toward him. “Hey!” I laughed. He dropped us both on the bed with a thump.   

				“I like my stuff,” he explained. “In the hospital, we weren’t allowed many personal items. Since then I can’t seem to get rid of anything.” In a fluid move, he slid my body from my side of the bed so I was on top of him. This was new. A little forward, but I definitely didn’t mind. He nuzzled his face into my neck. “And for the record, I plan on keeping you around, too.”

				“For whose record?”

				He shrugged, but gave me a cocky grin. “Just saying.”

			

			
				“Good thing, I guess. I’m like those nasty shoes over there – here for good.” I ran my hands up his neck and into his hair. Again, I noticed how his normally pale skin was brown from the sun. “You’re awfully tan for someone spending his days in summer school,” I said, pressing my arm against his to compare. I’m not what you called fair skinned, but there was a distinct difference in our tones. My days of working inside at art camp had kept my skin lighter than normal for this time of year.

				Instantly, I regretted the comment. It’s the kind of thing that sparked a fight lately. To my surprise though, he didn’t respond, instead he attacked. His long fingers tickled my sides. He flipped us over until his body covered mine. I shrieked at his playfulness, something that had been missing lately.

				“Stop,” I begged, squirming against him.

				“I think you like it,” he laughed, poking me in the ribs and sending me into hysterics once again. 

				“Connor,” I cried. “I can’t breathe.”

				His hands stilled as he pressed against me, propping up on his elbows so I could see his face and he could see mine. I lay beneath him, trying to catch my breath.

				“You okay?”

				“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said, looking up. His blue eyes held mine.

				“Good.” He kissed me then, shifting his weight onto my body. Our bare knees knocked against one another, and I tried to keep from squirming or gasping for breath or showing anything that revealed how much I liked him like this. Or simply how much I liked him in general.

				Connor used his hand to push the collar of my shirt aside and dropped his head to my neck. I felt his lips on the sensitive skin of my shoulder and laughed, trying to worm away. He held tight, good at this kind of closeness. He made my insides twist and my hands wandered, looking for skin of my own to claim. 

				In the four months since everything that happened with Evan, Connor and I had grown close. Really close. We kissed a lot. At my house. In his car. Pressed against the brick walls at the ruins. Covertly in the parking lot at school. 

				Never on a bed.

				But here we were. Sprawled across Connor’s suspiciously not filthy bed, kissing and groping. Doing all those things hormonal teenagers do. His lips had moved to mine again. Each kiss pushed to another level, deepening and intensifying, to the point where I felt light-headed. 

				I pressed my hand to his chest and pulled away. “Wow, you must really like me.” I brushed his hair out of his face. Something to buy me a little time to catch my breath. I didn’t want to dwell on the tension between us lately, but I was. Dwelling, that is. He caught the hint and rolled off. He wiggled an arm under my back and curled into my side.

				“You’ve been skipping school.”

				“Just once or twice. I’ll still pass.”

				“That’s hardly the point,” I told him.

				He lifted up his head and said, “What is the point then? I skipped a couple classes. My friend died. She killed herself with a $500 scarf. No one found her for hours. No one cared enough to find her until it was too late. No one helped her when she needed it.”

			

			
				He stared at me hard. I wrapped my hand around his waist. “I’m sorry. It’s horrible. Terrible. I know it’s been a lot, I just don’t want you to screw up school or keep things from me. I don’t want this to change us.”

				“I’ve got it under control,” he said. “Promise.”

				“If you say so.” His anger vibrated off his skin and onto mine, but he remained close, so I snuggled into the warmth of his arms. When I looked over at Connor again, his eyes were closed.  “I need you to tell me if I can help,” I said.

				Charlotte’s name hung unspoken in the air. I didn’t want to invoke it – God forbid she appear, but we both knew what I was talking about.

				“I’m okay. Promise,” he said again. His hands squeezed against my back in assurance.

				Over his shoulder, I studied his painting wall. Drips of gold and silver ran down in trails to the drop cloth. “What’s that?”

				Without glancing backward, he said, “Just a new design.”

				I sat up. “Are those wings?” I could now make out two large wings and the beginnings of a face. I frowned. “Since when do you envision angels?”

				“Since that idea came to me the other day in the middle of chemistry, which may be the worst class to take, by the way, in the middle of the summer.” He pulled me back down so that he and I were nose to nose.

				I ran my hands over his face. Dark shadows were prominent on the skin under his eyes. “Are you still not sleeping well?”

				“Hmmm…” 

				That was the only response I got and within moments his breathing was even. His arms held tight, even when I attempted to slip out of his grasp. I closed my own eyes, but couldn’t settle down. The idea of his mother downstairs finding me asleep in his bed made me uncomfortable. Plus, I was so close to him, and he had this way of making me a little desperate. I wanted the bad feelings and insecurities to go away. Being next to him like this, in his bed, wrapped in his arms, lit a struggle between my heart and my mind. His lips and his hands made me dizzy. Made me weak. I wasn’t sure how much I trusted myself in this situation. The solution came when he started to snore and I loosened his hands and slid carefully off the bed.

				I poked around his room for a minute unsure what to do. I didn’t want to leave, but he needed to rest. His exhaustion was noticeable. With nothing else to do, I decided to read until he woke up. Moving to the big chair between the bed and his TV, I cleared off the seat, trying not to make a lot of noise.

				On the floor there was a pile of comic books and graphic novels. I sat on the floor and began sorting through them, looking for something that caught my interest. There was an excessive amount of zombie material. I supposed it was better than half-naked women shooting guns.

				I flipped though one and paused on a page with a zombie huntress with a heaving bosom. Oh wait, there they are, I thought, tossing the book onto my discard pile. The glossy covers slid under the bed and I lifted the comforter, reaching under it to gather the books back into a pile. Instead of the books though, my fingers hit something plastic that rattled and rolled out of reach. I ducked my head under the edge of the bed. Behind the books I saw a medicine bottle. I pulled it out.  

			

			
				Connor took meds for his anxiety and antidepressants. Before the medication, he didn’t get one ghost visit at a time like I did. He had one after the other, in groups or several at a time. For whatever reason, the medication seemed to eliminate the visits entirely – except for Evan.

				The bottle felt pretty full, so I figured it fell under the bed by mistake. I placed it on the bedside table and continued to stack the books back in a neat pile, stopping occasionally to flip through any of the books that caught my eye. I poked my head under one more time to see if there were any other books under the bed and found one I had missed. As I pulled it out, I spotted another bottle. I reached for that one and grabbed it. Same meds. 

				Empty.

				I checked the date and these were for the month of May. It was almost July. I grabbed the bottle off the table in front of me and read the date there. 

				June.

				My mind started racing as I studied the two bottles in my hands. The bottle from May was empty like it should be. The bottle from June should only have a couple of pills left.  I stared at Connor, oblivious and exhausted on the bed. 

				There was only one answer to what was going on. Why he had been so moody and angry. Why Charlotte’s death had sent him into a tailspin.

				He had stopped taking his medication. 

				&


				I left Connor sleeping peacefully on the bed, T-shirt rumpled around his waist and the hem of blue plaid shorts stretched down to his knees. Quiet, little snores came out of his nose. What should have been annoying I should have found endearing, but instead of either of those I felt my heart breaking.

				In my rush to get away, I stumbled over the last step on the stairs. I managed not to fall but I did have to brace myself against the wall for support, which made a loud thudding sound when I bounced off it. I righted myself and walked through Connor’s living room and into the kitchen. No one was in the room and I moved quickly around the island, hoping to get out the back door and to my car without notice.

				“Oh, Jane, I thought I heard someone. Leaving already?”

				No such luck.

				I turned and found Mrs. Jacobs walking out of the laundry room that connected to the kitchen.

				“Connor was really tired. I left him up there to take a nap.”

				“I’ve noticed he’s looked tired lately.” She walked past me and began taking food out of the refrigerator. “Not to mention a little moody.”

				I forced a smile on my face. “Yeah, a little bit.” 

				“He’s had a hard couple of weeks,” she noted. “You excited about the beach?”

				“I am. I look forward to just reading and taking a break. Milton Beach is really nice. I think Connor will like it.”

				“We usually go to St. Simons,” she said, “but with Connor in school all summer, a full week trip didn’t seem possible, plus his dad is busy, as usual. I’m glad he’s going with you. He deserves a break. He’s worked so hard this spring and summer.”

			

			
				I wasn’t sure how to respond. Adults in general made me nervous, but Mrs. Jacobs was a whole different story. She had that Junior League, afternoon tea, poised and put together thing going on. Very different from my artsy-eccentric family.

				“I think we’ll have a good time,” I said. “I guess I should get home.”

				I walked to the door but stopped when she said, “I worry about him though, with the death of his friend. That girl. Did you know her?” 

				“No, we never met.” 

				“I never knew about her either, until a couple weeks ago. When she came by to visit Connor. She was so full of life. I had no idea she was so fragile.”

				“Oh, she came by?” I hoped my complete shock didn’t show on my face. 

				“Yes, one afternoon right before … you know, the terrible thing happened. Such a tiny thing. Scraggly blonde hair, but pretty. Connor seemed surprised to see her. She only stayed for a little while. I think they found her the next day. Maybe one later.”

				“She killed herself the day after she came over here?”

				“Yes, I think so,” she said, unwrapping vegetables and pulling a paring knife out of the drawer. She paused, holding the knife over a tomato. “Jane, I want you to know that we’re really happy you’re in Connor’s life. He was adrift before he met you. And meeting Charlotte, I realized what could have been.”

				I had my hand on the back doorknob. “Thank you,” I said. I gave her a weak smile and went out the door, shutting it quietly behind me. I walked to the car and thought about Connor sleeping upstairs, exhausted and worn out. I hoped he could get it together before his parents noticed. I wasn’t confident that he could. Without the meds, the ghosts would be coming soon, if they weren’t already here. I knew it, and so did he. 

				As I drove away from Connor’s neatly manicured lawn and beautiful house the main thing that bothered me was why he would risk it? Why would Connor take the chance of losing his mind again? The medicine did more than keep his anxiety down, it kept the ghosts to a minimum. There had to be a reason why. I was afraid I already knew.
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				“Mom,” I called down the stairs, “do you know where my bathing suit is?”

				I waited a minute at the top of the landing. She popped her head around the corner of the stairwell and said, “In the wash honey, it will be ready by the time we go.”

				“Thanks,” I said, going back in my room.

				We were leaving in the morning and I was having a hard time getting motivated to pack. Connor was on my mind. The fact he’d stopped taking his medication and everything that meant. I picked up my phone to call him but a blast of cool air made me drop it on the bed.

				“Get out,” I said to no one in particular, afraid of what I may find. I’d be lying if I denied that for a second my heart lurched into my throat, and the name “Evan” tried to fall from my mouth. Because there she was, blonde and filmy, standing in the corner. His corner.

				“Charlotte,” I said, attempting to hide my disappointment. Disappointed that she hadn’t crossed over. Disappointed she still carried a beauty about her even in death.

				“That’s me.”

				We stood across from one another in an awkward sort of stand-off. Stupid and juvenile. She’s dead. I’m a jealous fool.

				“Sorry for being weird. I’ve never had a visit from someone I know... of.”

				“That’s okay. I’ve never been dead, but even if I wasn’t I’m not the type to follow protocols.””

				“Are you okay? Do you need help?” I figured I should just get this over with. Ironically, she tilted her head to the side as though I offended her. I rushed to explain. “People tend to find me when they need something taken care of in their past life. Closure or information. Messages passed.” 

				She stared at me.

				“I’m Jane.”

				“I know.”

				“Oh. You know about me? Like in the ghost world or something?”

			

			
				“No, Connor told me about you.”

				“He told you about me? About this? That I can see the dead?”

				“Not exactly. He told me about himself and that he had a girlfriend who understood his “issues,” and that you had a lot in common. I saw your picture at his house. When I died, finding you was pretty easy. Finding Connor wasn’t.”

				“Yeah, the drugs. It keeps him ghost free.” For how much longer, I was unsure.

				“What about you?”

				“I tend to be on better terms with my ghosts.” I pushed aside my suitcase and sat on the bed. “Since you know about me, I’m not going to lie. I heard your death was hard.”

				“I killed myself,” she mimed herself hanging. Gross. She was still standing in the corner and I wished she would move. 

				“I heard.”

				“I tried to tell my mom, but she was busy at JeJu or whatever the name of her creepy Korean massage parlor is, and my dad,” she laughed, cold and angry, “he didn’t care. He never did.” 

				“That sucks.”

				“I even tried to tell Connor, but he was busy.” Her eyes narrowed at me accusatorially. 

				“He cared,” I confirmed. “He still does. He’s really upset.”

				She scoffed. “Doubtful. He’s got his own life and issues to deal with, he forgot about me the minute he left the program.”

				I’ve never had an angry ghost before. Sad and lost. Confused. But bitter and angry? Charlotte was a first. 

				“You seem pretty angry. That may be why you’re caught in between. There’s always a reason.”

				“I know my reason,” she said. “I just wanted you to know I’m here. And I’ll be here for a while, taking care of some things.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“It means you should stay out of my way.”

				“Are you threatening me?”

				She took a step out of the shadowy corner. 

				“Jane,” my mother called from the stairway.

				I never took my eyes off of Charlotte. “Yeah?”

				“I need you.”

				“Hold on,” I took a step toward the door. “I don’t know what you’re talking about but just so you know, I don’t play games.”

				“Me either,” she said in a hard, cold voice. Before I could respond, she vanished in a shimmery light.

				“Jane!” My mother shouted this time.

				“Coming,” I yelled, leaving the empty room behind.

				&


				My mother needed me to take eggs to Ms. Frances. Perfect timing if you ask me. I had no idea what Charlotte was up to, but the hostility she channeled made me nervous, and I wanted out of the house.

			

			
				I climbed over the low point in the back fence, passing the ancient tire swing and knocked on the back door.

				“Oh, Jane. Thank you for bringing those over. I was in the middle of baking a cake when I saw your mother in the driveway.” She pushed open the screen door and took the carton from my hands. “I only need three.”

				“She said to give them all to you. We’re going out of town in the morning and she’s afraid they’ll spoil.”

				That brought a smile to the old woman’s face. “Tell your mama thank you. And I’ll keep an eye out on the house.”

				“Thanks, Ms. Frances.” 

				“Have a nice trip.” The screen swung shut with a bang and I could hear her feet shuffling back inside the house.

				I had one leg over the fence when I heard, “Jane. I like that name.”

				I turned to see her, the little girl I’d seen with Ms. Frances before. “Thanks.What’s your name?” 

				“Tonya,” she said, twisting around the rope until she spun around like a top. “That’s my mama’s house.”

				“I like your mama. She’s nice.”

				“She is. She makes Darius mad though.”

				“Who’s Darius?”

				“My brother. He’s supposed to watch me, but all they want to do is play games.”

				“Boys are like that.”

				“I like Parker though.”

				“Who’s Parker?”

				“My brother’s friend. He brings me lollipops from the corner store.”

				“That’s nice.”

				I heard my dad’s car pull in the driveway. “I should go, I guess.”

				“Uh huh. Almost time for dinner. Mama’s making a cake.”

				“I know. Have a piece for me, okay?”

				“I will.” She hopped off the swing and walked to the back porch. “Jane?”

				“Yes?”

				“Watch out for the angel. She’s no good.”

				“Angel?”

				“Yep. Her wings are sharp and will cut you.” She held up her hand to reveal a red line. “See?”

				I nod. “I’ll be careful. You too, okay?”

				With her fingers on the handle, she disappeared, never opening the door.
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				The first half of the week at the beach dragged. As an only child, I spent a lot of time alone and this trip was no different. Most of my time was spent lounging on the beach, reading or listening to music. During the afternoons and evenings, my mom and I hit the local shops. I tried to participate in family time with no complaints since I knew the minute Connor arrived, I would be solely focused on him.

				I called Connor before I left, planning to spill everything about Charlotte and Ms. Frances, but he didn’t answer and, for once, I was tired of leaving him messages he wouldn’t return. I wanted time to think, and I decided to tell him face to face. The beach would be the perfect place to hash this out. No running away or curfews. We could deal with this and the meds and everything else going on. I almost thought having a couple days break may not be such a bad idea so I could get my thoughts straight.

				During our four days apart, we spoke once a day by phone but texted more. He sounded distant during our talks, but I chalked that up to him being a boy. He’s never been very communicative on the phone anyway. On Monday, I missed him. By Wednesday, I craved him to the point of withdrawals. 

				“Calling Connor?” My dad asked, walking out of his room in his running clothes. He should have left Atlanta by 8 a.m.

				“Yeah, he didn’t answer though.” I dropped my phone on the table and went to the kitchen to find some breakfast.

				“He may already be on the road. Probably no signal.”

				“Maybe.” 

				“Your mom ran to the store, I’ll be back later,” he said and walked out the door.

				Alone in the house, I decided to put on my bathing suit and hit the beach. Connor would be here soon enough. About an hour later, my mother appeared on the walkway and walked down to the shore. She wasn’t carrying her beach bag or wearing her swimsuit. 

			

			
				“What’s up?” I asked. She had a funny expression on her face. “Is something wrong?”

				She sat down in the sand by my feet. “I just heard from Connor’s mother.”

				“Heard what?”

				“He’s not coming.” She frowned and placed her hand over mine. “Connor was arrested last night.”

				“Arrested? For what?” 

				“He was caught vandalizing a building downtown.”

				“Vandalizing.” It wasn’t a question. I knew what she meant.

				“Graffiti painting.”

				“Downtown?”

				“Yeah.” Her hair flew around her head from the breeze. “He’s in pretty big trouble. I think he’s still in lock-up.”

				My parents were both lawyers before they quit and opened the shop. My mother definitely had on her legal face right now.

				“What does that mean? How long will he be there?

				“I’m assuming he has to have a hearing in 48 hours. He should be out by tomorrow. I doubt they will hold him longer since his parents will take him home, but this isn’t his first offense.” She studied me. “You don’t look terribly surprised by any of this.”

				“No, I am,” I lied. “I think I’m in shock. Not to mention more than a little angry.” My insides churned with conflict. Scared and furious at the same time. He knew better than this, and he risked it right before this trip. Angry tears filled my eyes.

				“He’ll be okay,” my mom said, mistaking my tears for sadness.

				I moved away from her and stood up. “I’m sure he will. I’m going to take a walk.”

				“You want company?”

				“No, thanks.”

				I left her behind sitting on the hot, white sand. Connor had a lot to explain when I returned home. All this tip-toeing around his problems and issues had to stop. The meds, Charlotte, everything. There was no doubt in my mind that he and I would deal with all of this when we met again.

				&


				The first text came on the car ride home. I picked up my phone, knowing exactly who it was before I even looked. I slid the lock and checked the screen. Sure enough, Connor’s name popped up, along with his face from his photo I had locked in.

				Sorry


				I tossed the phone on the empty seat. Sorry wasn’t enough.

				&


				We had only been home for an hour or so when my mom came up to my room. She came in just as I tossed a pile of dirty clothes from my suitcase into the hamper. “I’ll take these to the laundry room in a minute,” I said.

			

			
				“Connor’s downstairs.”

				I balled up a shirt and threw it at the basket. The red and green shirt missed and sailed behind my desk chair. “I don’t want to see him.”

				“I know you don’t,” she said. “But I think you should.”

				I looked at her in surprise. “You’re defending him?”

				“No, but I believe in dealing with things head-on.”

				I started to laugh and rolled my eyes. “History has proven you do not believe that.” If there was one thing my mother and her family were good at, it was pushing things under the rug.

				“Just talk. I don’t want fighting and crying and avoiding phone calls. Break up with him. Or don’t. Make things clear. It’s up to you. But avoiding him isn’t going to solve anything.”

				“Fine,” I said. I picked up my entire suitcase and dumped it all in the laundry basket before following her down the stairs.

				“He’s on the porch. He didn’t want to come inside in case you didn’t want to see him.” We stopped in the foyer. I hesitated by the door and she asked, “Do you want me to go with you?”

				“No. I’m okay.”

				She gave me a quick hug. “Growing up stinks.”

				I tried to smile, but couldn’t and just opened the door. Connor sat on the porch swing, rocking it back and forth with his long legs. He jumped up when he saw me. 

				“Hey.”

				I did not reply.

				“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

				The purple bags under his eyes looked worse than before and his eyes were wide and intense.

				“I can’t believe you did that.”

				“It was stupid. Completely stupid. I don’t even know what I was doing.” He was being kind of weird. Hyper. 

				“Right. Like tagging private property isn’t against the law. That carries serious jail time. I can’t believe you would risk everything for a rush.”

				I sat on the swing hoping he’d join me and calm down a little, but he continued pacing. 

				“I’m serious, I didn’t know what was happening. One minute I’m drawing on my bed, and the next I’m being pushed face first into a brick wall. Ask the cops. I didn’t put up any kind of fight.”

				“What are you talking about? You expect me to believe you transported down there or something?” I started to laugh, even though there was nothing funny about this. “You know I’m open-minded, but I’m not dumb. It would have been nice if you had waited until after our trip.”

				He stopped pacing and kneeled before me, reaching for my hands which I crossed over my stomach. 

				“I’m serious. I was on my bed. Sketching. My bag was packed. I went to bed early so I could get up and get down there. I didn’t want to waste another minute. Then I just got really inspired. This drawing. It was amazing. Wings and red and I couldn’t wait to show it to you. I admit it, I was planning on painting it down at the ruins when I got back, but not that night. And not on the side of some real estate office downtown. Trust me on that.”

				He ran his hands over his head, making his hair as wild as his eyes. “I want to,” I told him. 

			

			
				“Then believe me.”

				We stared at one another for a minute and I considered just forgiving him. Telling him what he wanted to hear. Instead I said, “I know about the meds.”

				His back straightened. “What meds?”

				“Your meds. You aren’t taking them. And you haven’t been for weeks.”

				“How?” he narrowed his eyes. “You went through my stuff?”

				“God, Connor,” I said, jumping off the swing. “It’s not about how I found out. You can’t even deny it. Did you stop because of her? You did, didn’t you?” He opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “Don’t lie to me,” I said and he clamped it back shut before speaking.

				“I know she’s been trying to contact you. How? Because she told me when she showed up in my room the other night. I don’t know what she needs, but that girl isn’t finished with this side of the world.”

				That got his attention. “You saw her?” 

				“Yes.”

				“Why didn’t you tell me? We had a deal. We tell each other when we see them.” The frantic look from before was turning increasingly manic.

				“Water tower,” I said.

				He whispered back, “Water tower.”

				“I was going to tell you. At the beach. Where you never showed because your skinny ass was locked up. Again.”

				“What did she say?”

				“Nothing of importance.”

				“Tell me. What did she say?”

				“Nothing. She was confused or lost or something. She said she couldn’t reach you, but you already know that. There’s no way she would come to me first.” I stared at him. “Unless you’re both lying.”

				“I haven’t seen her!” he yelled. “What did she look like?”

				“You’re kidding, right?” I asked, but I knew he was dead serious. “You really can’t see her? Even off the meds?”

				“No, but…”

				“But what?” I asked. He stared at his shoes. It didn’t matter. I could see the truth written all over his guilty face. He had secrets about all of this he refused to share. 

				“Whatever. You need to leave.”

				“No, I need to know everything that happened between you two.” He tightened his grip my arm, but I twisted loose.

				“Go home. Go to bed.” I brushed the angry tears off my face.

				He shook his head. “I don’t want to go home. Not alone.”

				“Then you should have thought about that before all of this.” He stepped toward me again. “Don’t make me call my dad.”

				“You wouldn’t.”

				“I would,” I told him. “Look Connor, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but that’s because you won’t tell me. You’ve shut me out and I’m flying solo over here. But I can promise you one thing,” I said, grasping onto the door knob, “you need to get yourself together. See the doctor, listen to your parents or otherwise you’re going to end up back in the hospital.”

			

			
				He stood across from me stone-faced, but I could see the red rims of his eyes. 

				I stepped into the house and said, “You’re also going to end up alone.” 

				&


				Upset over the way things went the night before, the next day, I hovered around Connor’s front porch, trying to gather the nerve to ring the doorbell. The outside of his house was nicer than the inside of mine. The decor invited a guest to stay for a while. They had a porch swing like we did, but it was massive, covered in plush pillows. I parked on the street before I covertly walked around back to see if his car was there. I cursed when I saw the ratty blue car parked next to the carriage house. Rationally, I knew I should just go to the back door, but I had never been here uninvited. Instead, I chickened out and now cowered by a potted plant near the door, freaking out with each passing minute.

				I raised my hand to knock on the large red-painted door, but just before I made contact it swung open.

				“Emma?” I said, in relief, seeing the little girl’s face.

				“Hi, Jane.”

				I wasn’t expecting her to be the one to open the door. I swallowed. “Is your brother home?”

				She frowned and shook her head. 

				“Oh. Well, do you know when he’ll be back?”

				“Um,” she floundered, her hands twisting.

				Her awkwardness made me self-conscious. I should have called. I’d assumed he would be here and we could talk out our fight from last night. The way we left it made me uneasy. And worried. But I guess he didn’t want to see me. “It’s okay. I’ll come back later.” 

				I turned to leave, but Emma called her mother anyway. I walked back to my car, brushing the hot tears off my face. I wasn’t ready for this. The rejection. Before I made it to the sidewalk, I heard Mrs. Jacobs calling my name and her sandal-clad feet slapping on the driveway.

				“Jane, wait,” she called.

				I stopped and waited. I couldn’t exactly walk away from his mother no matter how hurt I felt. 

				She approached me and I could tell she was taking in my tears. To my surprise, she pulled me into a hug. 

				“Oh, honey. I was going to call you.”

				“Did something happen? Something else?”

				“He’s asleep. He had a really bad night and I gave him some sleeping pills prescribed by the doctor.”

				“I figured he wasn’t sleeping well. He looks exhausted.”

				“Things have been pretty bad since he was released. He barely speaks to us and, when he does, his words, or rants rather, make no sense. I caught him talking to himself more than once.” She paused. “It’s so similar to the last time this happened. But last night he was inconsolable.”

			

			
				“He came over last night. He seemed lucid, but he was definitely upset.”

				“He came over?”

				“Yeah, he showed up a little while after we got home.”

				I could see the worry lines at the edge of her eyes. It’s possible she may have aged since I’d last seen her. “He must have snuck out of his room. He’s not allowed to leave the house alone, not in his current condition. Did he scare you?”

				I thought about the way he tightened his grip on my arm and the crazed look in his eyes. “No, he didn’t scare me, not exactly, but he wasn’t acting normal. I asked him to leave.”

				“Good. He cares for you so much. I know he’d never want to hurt you.”

				I found the courage to tell her what I should have a week ago. “He’s off his meds. I found out before the beach, I should have told you.”

				“Oh, honey, this is not your responsibility. I went through his things while he was in detention and found the full bottles. He’s back on them – or supposed to be. Taking his medication is part of his release.”

				“Are you sure he’s taking them?” I tried to control the panic in my voice. Now that I knew why he’d stopped, I was afraid he would fight any attempt for him to start again.

				“We’re watching him. If he doesn’t take them here, then he’ll be admitted to the hospital again where they will enforce it. I know he doesn’t want to go back.”

				“No, I don’t think he does.” Then he wouldn’t be able to see Charlotte, which seems to be his ultimate goal at the moment.

				“He was doing so well. Until that friend of his died,” she said. “Do you know anything about that? Why this is bothering him so much?”

				“No,” I lied. “I don’t really know anything.” I lied for him, which was wrong, but I was also lying for myself. No one could know we were still seeing the ghosts. That would get us both in trouble.

				“When he wakes up, let him know I came by.”

				“I will, dear. And you’re welcome by anytime. Just keep your visits here so we can supervise.”

				“Sure,” I said, and walked way.
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				“Thanks for coming with me.”

				“Of course,” Ava said. “I’m always up for an adventure.”

				Little did she know that this adventure may just break my heart. 

				“Turn left up here,” I said, reading the directions off my phone. “That building over there, with the green awning. The realtor’s office.” She pulled into a deserted parking lot. “There it is.”

				“It was Connor’s latest masterpiece. The one that sent him to detention. I craned my neck to see it through the window. “Holy crap, it’s huge.”

				“Massive,” Ava agreed. The mural spread across the entire side of the building and what I saw shot straight through my veins like ice water.

				“Wow. Legal or not, Connor is pretty talented,” Ava said after we were both out of the car. “What is that?”

				“An angel, I think.”

				I didn’t just think this, I knew. It was similar to the one on his wall, but this one had a face. One I knew well enough from when we met in my room last week. 

				“She’s beautiful but super creepy. She looks mean.”

				I nodded. “She does.” 

				“I wonder who it is?” 

				I swallowed back the truth and said nothing. Instead, I took out my phone and snapped a couple of pictures. 

				“Well, whoever this scary girl is, Connor sure did a good job of capturing her.”

				That, was exactly what made me feel sick to my stomach. The portrait showed Charlotte in all her glory. Even the malicious side I’d met in my room. Strangely, I got a better idea about what he meant by not having control over coming here. Charlotte controlled this. She wanted this version of herself for the world to see. Vindictive and harsh. “Okay, I just wanted to see it, we can go now.”

			

			
				Ava hadn’t moved and I was about to drag her away when a car pulled up and parked next to her SUV. We both eyed the shiny, new Lexus. Too nice for this part of town, I thought, as a man about my dad’s age opened the door and walked over to us. He was wearing a tie and dress pants. It seemed too hot for this type of clothing.

				“Looking at my uncommissioned mural?” he asked. He spotted my camera. “Get your pictures now. I’m having this painted over tomorrow.”

				Ava smiled. “Not your type of artwork?” She’s so much better with adults than I am. 

				“As much as I don’t want this on the side of my building, even I can admit it’s pretty amazing. Poor kid, he’s obviously talented. Too bad he’s such a mess.”

				I opened my mouth to defend my non-defendable boyfriend, but Ava placed a hand on my arm. “Do you know who did it?”

				Beads of sweat had already developed on his forehead from the heat, and he wiped it off with the back of his hand. “Yeah, a local boy, around your age.”

				Ava frowned, continuing with her detective act. “Oh, so, he’s going to jail then, right?”

				The man pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his brow. “Not this time. I just got back from the police station. I’m dropping charges. I don’t need the hassle, to be honest. Plus, he’s coming out here to repair and paint the wall.”

				“That’s very nice of you.”

				He grimaced. “I think so. Well, ladies, I have some houses to sell. Hopefully, the next time you come by this will be a nice, clean wall again.”

				He walked past the two of us and unlocked the front door of this office, leaving us out in the heat.

				“Well, that’s good to know. At least Connor isn’t going to jail,” Ava said after we were back in the car. She turned the air on full blast.

				“I guess,” I replied.

				“You seriously think jail would be better?”

				“No. It’s just...” 

				She cut me off. “I know, things are complicated.”

				“Ava, I’m sorry it’s just not my stuff to tell.” This was a lie. I could tell my part and then she would go running and tell everyone and no one would speak to me again.

				She pulled out of the parking lot and that’s when I saw her. Charlotte stood by the edge of the building, under her portrait. Luckily, Ava didn’t notice my silence because she was in a full-on rant at me about being a bad friend. “You know, maybe if you opened up a little I could help you. Cutting me off like this isn’t helping the situation. I’m pretty open-minded, you know.”

				Out the window Charlotte smirked at the two of us as we drove away. I wished Ava was right and that I could tell her everything she wanted to know without losing her in the process.

				&


				After Ava and I had an awkward goodbye, I was met by two surprises. The first was Tonya from next door playing hopscotch on a flat dirt area in her backyard. I considered going over to her, but stopped because the second surprise stood on my back porch calling my name.

			

			
				“Jeannie!”

				My aunt stood on the top step watching me with a wide grin on her face. I looked over my shoulder and the girl had disappeared, the rock she was using as a marker abandoned on the ground. I looked back at my aunt and she eyed me suspiciously. 

				“You’re early. I thought you were coming in tomorrow.”

				“Changed my flight. How are you? You look great.”

				Jeannie was lying of course. I looked like I hadn’t slept all week and I had a boyfriend on state-mandated lockdown and we were on the verge of a break-up. I chose not to say this, and instead went with a standard, “Thanks. You, too.” I helped her with her luggage by carrying one of the two large bags in the back door. My mom had made up the downstairs office for her to sleep on the pull-out couch while she was here to manage hospital issues for Ruth, her mother.

				“Have you gone to the hospital yet?”

				“No, I think I’ll head down in the morning. I have an appointment at 9 a.m.”

				“What’s going on? Is Aunt Ruth okay?

				She dropped her bags on the sofa and nodded. “She’s fine. You know she’s been in residential care for many years. For the longest time, it was her mind slipping but now her body seems to have given up. I need to help get her transferred from one section of the facility to the other. Right now she’s in an able-bodied unit. She needs to be in a nursing home.”

				“Is that why you moved her up here from Macon?”

				“Yes, the facilities are better, plus it’s closer to family.”

				“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize things were so bad.” The realization of my self-absorption over the last couple of months hit home.

				“It happened fast. It’s been too much for Bebe to handle on her own.” She ran her hands through her hair. 

				“Enough about that. How are you? How is your handsome man?”

				The question alone brought tears to my eyes. “Do you really want to know?”

				She pushed her luggage aside and pulled me down on the couch next to her. “Tell me everything.”

				&


				“What do you think?” Jeannie asked. She drank a glass of iced tea while stirring a boiling pot of pasta. Making dinner was her idea. I would have waited for my parents to come home. “Is this ghostie good or bad?”

				“I wasn’t even aware they could be bad.”

				“Sweetheart, everything can be bad. Life, energy, auras, fortunes, psychic abilities, people, ghosts, spirits. Some things are even murky and hiding in the shadows. We don’t know what they are until they appear.”

				“You think Charlotte is evil or something?

				“You said she threatened you.”

				“No, I just felt threatened. She didn’t really do anything.” I busied myself, setting the table. 

				“You can’t ignore your feelings, Jane. You communicate with the other side. The rules are different. I don’t just see auras I feel them too.”

			

			
				I gave her a skeptical look. She continued, “Like earlier, when we were on the back porch. There was someone in the other yard. What did you see?”

				“Yeah, my neighbor’s granddaughter or something. I’m not sure yet. What did you get from her?”

				“The standard black for death, but with a little blue and white. She’s here for a reason – a good one.”

				“I can’t get her alone long enough to find out what she needs. She’s skittish.”

				“Sounds like she may have been here for awhile,” she said. “What are you going to do? How are you going to handle this? Obviously, you can’t just give up on Connor.”

				This doesn’t seem so obvious to me, but I know she’s right. Even if he’s given up himself, that doesn’t mean I don’t still have a job to do. “I need to figure out what Charlotte is here for and how to help her move on. Once she’s gone, I can probably help him. She’s contacting him somehow, but unless he’s lying to me, he doesn’t seem fully aware of what’s going on.” 

				“I agree. Seems like the right direction. Help these ghosts move on. Let the living live and the dead pass over.”

				“I’m just not sure how.”

				She shook her head at me. “Of course you do. You’re just letting your emotions get in the way, something I suspect a clever girl like Charlotte is exploiting.”

				“She’s dead. She wants Connor. I’m not really sure how to go about giving her what she wants,” my voice shook.

				She put her glass down on the counter and turned off the pot on the stove. “Come on, I have an idea.” 

				“Where are we going?”

				“Somewhere I can get a better read on things.”
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				“This way,” I said, tromping through the overgrown path. Now mid-summer, the vines, weeds and kudzu grew so fast it was almost impossible to find the trail.

				“You should’ve told me to wear sneakers,” Jeannie grumbled.

				“The thought of you and sneakers never crossed my mind.” I looked down at the brown leather sandals that wrapped around her feet and ankles. “Sorry.”

				“I’m blaming you if I get poison ivy,” she laughed, as I told her to follow me deeper into the woods, away from the main running trail.

				Jeannie asked me to show her Connor’s art so she could get a better feel. The ruins seemed like the best place since I didn’t want to be seen at the realtor’s office twice in one day. 

				“Connor’s behavior changed right after Charlotte killed herself,” I explained.

				“Do you think they had a…” she scrunched up her nose like she smelled something bad. “Do you think they dated?”

				“He said no.”

				“Do you believe him?”

				“Yeah, I do.”

				She stared at me for a moment. “You hesitated.”

				I stepped on a branch and held it down for her. “Not because I don’t believe him. I don’t think they ever dated, but I think he cared for her a lot. Enough for her death to shake his world.”

				“You don’t think your death would do the same to him?”

				“That’s the problem. Connor has sacrificed a lot for me, and he’s never been deceptive. This weird rebellious, delinquent behavior was part of his past. Why is the death of this girl pushing him backward?”

				“Maybe he feels guilty for some reason?”

				“I don’t know. He won’t tell me enough about what happened.”

			

			
				Jeannie paused and eyed the small hill in front of us. “You never told me this would be a hike.”

				“Stop complaining. You wanted to get a feel for Connor, and this is his natural habitat.” 

				We crested the hill and the Ruins lay below, primarily clear of the forest overgrowth. 

				“There,” I said, pointing to the crumbling buildings and debris in front of us.

				“This is amazing.” Jeannie stood tall at the top of the cliff and absorbed the whole scene. She fumbled with the buckle on her purse and dug out a camera. “Show me Connor’s work. No, wait. Let me find it.”

				Jeannie climbed down the cement staircase that led from the top of the hill down to the middle of the Ruins. I followed her down but stopped at the bottom step to rest. She roamed the area ohing and ahing over the different designs. The boys had covered every inch of brick and stone. She never put her camera down, instead viewing the entire place through the lens. I noticed her stop once or twice and run her hands over the paint-covered brick – feeling the painting. Her behavior reminded me of how it felt to be “read” by Jeannie. She always touched as well as saw. I had the impression this was a similar process.

				“Here!” she shouted, pointing at one particular wall out of my line of vision. “This has to be his.”

				I brushed off my shorts as I walked down to meet her. Sure enough, she found Connor’s wall. Obviously, he had not been here in several weeks but his tag was still visible and the wall seemed untouched. I had no doubt a code existed between the guys down here over how the space was divided and at what point you lost your claim. A couple of days in detention probably didn’t justify painting over another artists work.

				“How did you know?”

				“The color and composition. The paintings are similar to the mosaic you two made.”

				I studied the wall and tried to see the painting through her eyes, but it was impossible. I knew his style and had seen some of the designs before they made it off the pages of his sketchbook.

				“He has a real sense of color. They probably reflect his emotions at the time.” She walked back and forth, studying each section. “You see this?” she asked, pointing to a blood red design that resembled a heart. A literal one, not the traditional cartoonish representation. It was surrounded by a pair of clutched hands. An intricate symbol sat at the top like a crown.

				“Yeah.”

				“That’s you.”

				“What is that? A claddagh?”

				“A variation of one. You’re the heart. See how the red is so dark. That’s the color of your aura. I wonder if he can see it or if you just inspire him that way,” she mused. She pointed to the image over the heart. “I’m not sure what that symbol is. Something else Irish probably.”

				“Connor mentioned once that his grandparents are from Ireland. He was using some symbolism in a project at school.”

				“Then that up there,” she pointed to an angular, black shape near the top of the wall, “is death. Following you of course.”

				Of course. “Bloody hearts and death. How romantic.”

			

			
				She ran a hand down my arm and smiled. “These letters seem to be some kind of gibberish. No order at all. I have no idea what it means, except that Connor doesn’t seem to be the type to include something random.” She paused to snap a couple photos. “I suspect these letters have meaning. You should ask him.”

				“We’re not exactly on speaking terms, you know.”

				She smiled. “Maybe not right now, but we’ll figure this out and you will be. You don’t create a monument to someone you love one week and then refuse her the next.”

				I blushed at the word love. Even though my feelings for Connor were intense, I had no evidence that he ever loved me. A piece of graffitied wall wasn’t enough to convince me.

				The sun shifted behind the trees and even though it would be light for a while longer, Jeannie was finished with her tour of the Ruins. 

				“There’s a trail over here,” I said, waving her in a different direction than the way we had come in. 

				Together we climbed the short hill. It was steep and slippery.

				“A little help,” Jeannie asked. I turned to grasp her hand and help her up.

				“Wait,” she said, pulling out her camera once more. “I want to capture it from this angle.”

				Jeannie began snapping pictures of Connor’s section below. From this different perspective, I looked at his bleeding heart and weird designs and wondered if my boyfriend really was crazy. Just because he had an excuse like seeing ghosts didn’t exclude the fact he may also be mentally unstable.

				“Oh, Jane look!” Jeannie shouted and grabbed my arm.

				“Where? What?”

				“At the black design – death!”

				I followed her eyes and looked. The design was more visible than before. It no longer looked like a random design. There was a body and two flapping wings. If Jeannie was right, an angel was hovering over Connor’s painting for me.  
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				The next day, I followed Jeannie through the front door of the nursing home. I’d volunteered to come with her to see her mother, my great-aunt Ruth. I’d met her before, but hadn’t seen her since I started seeing the ghosts or found out she saw them, too. 

				“Let me go check in,” Jeannie said. While she walked to the front desk, I slipped my phone out of my pocket. With fast fingers, I typed a message to Connor.

				Hey, with Jeannie. Can we talk later today?

				I waited a second for a reply. Nothing.

				“Ready?” Jeannie said, handing me a visitor’s sticker. I peeled off the back and stuck it on my chest. “Thanks for driving me.”

				“No problem,” I replied. It wasn’t as though I had much choice. My mother informed me before work today that as soon as I arrived home, I needed to bring Jeannie here since she had to work. My plan had been to go see Connor, but that wasn’t the first message of the day he had ignored. In light of this, playing chauffeur made an acceptable alternative to obsessing over whether he called me back or not. 

				On the elevator ride, Jeannie reminded me that her mother was often heavily medicated so she never knew if she would be asleep or not.

				“Bebe said things have gotten pretty bad. Sometime she seems lucid, but you never know what she will say. She may ask you to see your hat or something.”

				“I’m not wearing a hat.”

				“Exactly.”

				The elevator doors opened and Jeannie stepped off and led the way down a narrow hallway. The hall was quiet save for the hum of a television or radio as we passed door after closed door.

				“Here we are,” Jeannie said, mostly to herself. She paused outside a door with the name Ruth Monroe on a small piece of paper next to the room number.

			

			
				My aunt knocked and called through the door, “Mama, it’s Jeannie, can I come in?

				There was no reply, so Jeannie went ahead and opened the door. “We could be here all day if we waited for her to answer.”

				I followed Jeannie into the small room. The furnishings consisted of a single bed, two padded chairs that had a table in between and a small television in the corner. The room felt sparse, but I supposed Ruth didn’t really comprehend her surroundings. Jeannie told me on the way here that all meals were brought in by the nurses, so it’s not like she needed to cook or anything. 

				“Hi, Mama. How are you?” Jeannie said. Ruth sat in one of the chairs, staring out the window.

				“Baby girl?” Ruth said, turning away from the window. Jeannie walked right in front of her. 

				“It’s me and I brought Jane.”

				Ruth eyes narrowed. “Jane who?”

				“Claire’s girl. Your great-niece? Remember?”

				She turned and studied me. “No.”

				Jeannie laughed. “Oh well, here she is. Beautiful isn’t she.”

				“She looks like Claire.”

				Jeannie rolled her eyes. “She sure does. How are you feeling today? Did you take your medicine?”

				Before Aunt Ruth could answer, a woman stopped at the door. “I’m Janice Greenwood, Ruth’s social worker. Do you have a minute to go over some papers?” 

				“Sure,” she said and squeezed my hand. “Be right back.”

				I opened my mouth to protest, but she was gone. I tried to squash the slight moment of panic I felt being left alone with Ruth. She had been fairly quiet since we came in, maybe we could sit in silence until Jeannie returned.

				Ruth’s gaze returned to the window – staring into space or daydreaming. I sat in the chair across from her, but she made no notice that I was there at all. I took out my phone to play a game.

				“You see that?” Ruth said.

				“Excuse me?” I croaked. I looked around the room. 

				“That,” she said and jabbed her finger at the window. “That angel has been sitting right there all afternoon.”

				“Angel?”

				“I think it’s trying to tell me something. It’s keeps flapping those big black wings”

				I looked out the window. “Aunt Ruth, that’s a bird. A crow or something.”

				She stared out the window a bit longer before turning her eyes on me. She studied me for a moment and then asked, “Girl, what’s your name?”

				“Jane. Claire’s daughter.”

				She sighed heavily as though my mere presence exhausted her. “Not you.”

				I raised an eyebrow. “Not me?”

				“I’m talking to the girl.”

				As much as I hoped there was no other girl, that it was only me, I had a feeling this wasn’t true.

			

			
				“What girl?”

				Ruth focused her eyes behind me, near the door. “Why you hide from her? Your job ain’t to hide from her but to show her.”

				I turned and expected to see something or someone, but there was nothing there but the door and the blank wall surrounding it.

				“Who do you see?” I asked.

				“That little colored girl. You know her, she’s just playing games. Says her name is Tonya and that you know her mama.” She said this with a firm nod. “Don’t let her trick you. It’s how she ended up dead in the first place.”

				Nothing about this moment should make sense, but everything became startlingly clear. Ruth could see Tonya, the girl I’d seen around my neighborhood. And Tonya was following me. 

				“She’s here now?”

				Ruth nodded and gestured behind me. I looked again, but saw nothing.

				Confused, I asked, “Did she tell you what she wants?” 

				“No. She’s just playing with you, and now me. Peeking out behind that chair.”

				“What kind of games is she playing?” The word ‘game’ caught my attention. “What do you mean being tricky is how she died?”

				“Silly games. But none of this is funny stuff. Somebody is gonna end up hurt. These lines are blurry. There’s rules and that one ain’t following them.” Her eyes moved back to the window. “Same with that angel. It’s not my time, go away,” she yelled at the bird. Unfazed, it flapped its wings and snapped its sharp beak in return.  

				Her finger tapped against the window pane and she spoke to the bird. “You can wait all you want, but I’m not going anywhere. Not yet, anyway. And don’t even think about snatching this body.”

				“You think that bir… angel wants you to die?”

				“Well, I knew I’d meet him one day. It’s just a little early.” Again she looks me up and down with eyes surrounded by wrinkly skin.

				I had the hardest time following her thought process, but she could see Tonya, maybe she saw an angel, too. “Jeannie said she painted a picture, an angel with black wings. And my boyfriend, he’s an artist, too – same thing. Black wings.”

				“You know, the raven is a special bird. It houses the soul of those who have passed on. Sometimes it transports. Other times it becomes a home. For a little while at least.” She looked back out the window. 

				“That ain’t no raven. That’s the angel of death.”

				“Who would want to follow me?”

				“That angel isn’t here for you.” She waves me off. “I’m old. He’s just waiting on me to open the window. He thinks he’s got a chance at my body, too. Making the jump. I’ve lived in this shell for 92 years. No way I’m handing it over to a shadow. What you need to figure out is what that little girl wants from you.” Ruth cast her faded blue eyes in my direction. I leaned over to ask her more, but the door swung open. I slid back into my seat.

				Jeannie entered the room with her usual energy. “So much paperwork, but I think we’re finally done.” She stopped just inside the door and took in the sight of me and Ruth mid-discussion. “Everything okay?”

			

			
				Ruth looked from me to her daughter. “We’re fine, dear.”

				I nodded. There were few secrets between Jeannie and me, but I had no idea how to even start into this one. 

				“I was showing Jane the angel outside my window,” Ruth said innocently.

				Jeannie walked over and peered out the glass. “A raven! Very appropriate for you two.”

				“Angel.” 

				“Aunt Ruth is convinced there is an angel of death outside the window,” I explained. Just like that, the energy in the room shifted to awkward and tense. Jeannie hopped up and began fussing over her mother. Ignoring my comment entirely. She told us both about her last show in New York – a story I had already heard – but I acted as though I hadn’t. This lasted until it was time to for Ruth to have her medication and dinner.

				“Bye, Mama. Sleep well tonight.”

				“Okay, baby girl. I will.”

				“Bye, Aunt Ruth, it was nice to see you.”

				She reached for my hand and held it tight. “Come back and see me anytime.”

				“I will. I promise.”

				Jeannie hugged her mother one more time and we left, exiting her room and going back down the hallway to the elevator. While we waited, she turned to me and said, “Okay, what happened while I was gone?”

				I shrugged. “Nothing, really.”

				“Jane, something happened in there! You both looked guilty as a fox in a hen house when I came back in. What went on between you two?”

				I laughed. “You get very Southern sounding, you know, when you spend some time down here.” She fixed me with a stare. “Like I said, nothing. The angel thing freaked me out. First you and your painting and then Connor’s stuff at the Ruins,” I said. “Now this? Aunt Ruth is convinced some creepy bird is really a creepier angel of death? I think I’m allowed to be a little distressed over it all. I mean, she kept talking to the bird like it could hear her, and she said stuff about him not taking her body and being a shadow.”

				“Of course you are, but you realize my mother isn’t completely lucid, right? Sure, ravens have always been tied to the dead. I’m sure somewhere in her confused mind she remembers this.”

				“You’re probably right.” The elevator pinged and the double-doors slid open. I used the time it took to let the elderly couple out and for us to get in to figure out what to say. “She also saw Tonya. The little girl from next door. She told her to stop hiding and let me know why she was following me.”

				Jeannie frowned. “You realize that although I believe my mother has amazing gifts – just like you – sometimes she lives in a world confused by long-term drug use and experimental treatments, right?”

				“I know.”

				“She’s right though, the more you find out about Tonya the sooner you can help her move along. Sounds like she’s been here a while. It may be harder to convince her to move on than other spirits.”

			

			
				The elevator dinged and the doors slid open to the lobby. “Great, another stubborn ghost. Just what I need.”

				&


				I saw his legs the minute I turned the corner. Slim, but muscular, standing on a tall ladder. His sweat-soaked shirt stuck to his back. When I got out of my dad’s truck, I watched him wipe his face with the hem. 

				He had barely repainted the top section of the wall. From the looks of things, it would take several coats to cover his urban version of Charlotte, whose dark eyes looked down on me in an obnoxious, judging manner. He managed to capture her essence perfectly. I hated her.

				“Hey,” he said, twisting on the ladder when my door slammed. “How did you find me here?”

				I nod at the mural. “Kind of hard to miss.”

				“I guess so.”

				“Ava and I came down here to see it yesterday. The guy told us he dropped the charges but you had to repair the wall.” Connor climbed down the ladder and stood in front of me. “I would have told you all that yesterday or today if you returned my calls.”

				“My mom took my cell. Punishment.”

				“I’m surprised she’d let you out of her sight, much less without a phone.”

				“Oh,” he laughs. “They have something better.” He tugged down his sock to reveal a thick plastic band and a square box attached to it. “Ankle monitor. They’re tracking me 24/7.” 

				“Oh, that sucks.”

				“Yeah, it does.”

				We stood awkwardly in the middle of the parking lot. Connor had his hands shoved in his pockets and fresh drip marks on his shoes. My thoughts were caught in my chest and lodged in my throat. I had so many things I wanted to say and so many feelings scrambled with those words. But to speak them would lay me bare in this crappy parking lot in the middle of the July heat. Finally, I looked up at Charlotte’s image and said, “Where do we go from here?”

				“I’m trying. I really am, but I can’t get her out of my head.” His words sting like a slap and I turn away. He grabbed my arm. “I’m taking my meds. I don’t want to do this stuff – the drawings, the dreams – but she’s all up in my head and she’s not letting go.”

				“I don’t even know what that means.”

				“It means she’s with me when I sleep and when I’m alone. Her voice echoes through my head – whispering. All day long.”

				“But you can’t see her.”

				“No.”

				“This isn’t right, Connor.”

				“I guess she needs me for something right? This is how it works.” 

				“But this isn’t how it works. They don’t take over our dreams and thoughts and make us do illegal things.” 

				His mouth dropped and I felt his comeback before he even had the chance to say it. I held up a hand in warning. “Don’t say it.”

			

			
				He raised that eyebrow. The one that made me fall for him, and the one that at this very moment made me want to smack it off. “I won’t because obviously there is no need for me to comment on all the laws you broke to help Evan and the completely reckless way you risked your own life to save him. I won’t bring that up.”

				“It’s not the same.”

				“The hell it isn’t. This time it’s about me and not you and your BFF Evan. It’s about some girl you have no reason to be jealous of – dead or alive.” His eyes flashed mean. “It’s about stuff you wouldn’t understand, Jane, with your quirky, supportive family and friendly ghosts.”

				I step back. “Is that a back-handed way of calling me naive? I’m not naive, Connor.”

				“Maybe not, but I have a ghost, a friend no less, in my head and in my dreams. And this girl had a shitty life. Horrible. Obviously, she isn’t ready to let go and I don’t really have a choice. So right now, what I need is a supportive girlfriend, not one bent on jealousy and destruction.” He picked up his paint brush and dipped it into the can on the ground. “Obviously, you can’t handle that.”

				“What does that mean?” Was he breaking up with me? I swore he was breaking up with me.

				“It means I’ve got to get back to work before Mr. Brady catches me talking to you.” He climbed a couple of rungs on the ladder. “And you have to decide how you’re going to handle this. It’s not all about you. Not this time.”

				“I...” what do you say to a guy who calls you jealous and naive and self-absorbed? I hoofed it to my truck and wrenched open the door. Halfway into my seat I found the words I was searching for.  I leaned out the car and yelled, “Screw you, Connor Jacobs.”
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				What a jerk. An infuriating, mean jerk. Just a jerk. I reminded myself of this while I drove home. I refused to cry. Not anymore. My eyes landed on the plastic bead necklace hanging on my rearview mirror. Part of the tacky decorations at the spring formal. I recalled how Connor looped dozens of them around my neck and arms and legs. One ended up here, obviously intended to be a painful reminder of what a jerk he could be. 

				After parking, I checked the mail, but instead of walking to the mailbox, I ducked between the bushes that separated our yard and Ms. Frances’. 

				“Tonya,” I called from behind a wild azalea bush. “Tonya!”

				I looked around Ms. Frances’ tidy yard but did not see her. The concrete front steps were a couple of feet away. I stared at the thick layers of red paint peeling off the steps, trying to decide what to do. 

				“Tonya,” I called one more time, to no avail. The weathered yard and house were in stark contrast to my own renovated home mere feet away. I pushed aside the awkward feeling I had about the obvious difference in our households and ran up the steps. At the top, I hesitated before marching over to the screened door, where I knocked lightly. Noise from a television filtered through the door and I knocked again, afraid my resolve would waver with each passing second. Just before I decided to leave, the front door opened and I came face to face with my neighbor with only the screen door between us. Warm air from inside wafted out, which seemed wrong since the temperature outside was unbearable. The smell of fried food assaulted my nose from somewhere deeper in the house.

				“Oh, it’s you,” she said with a smile. “Well, come in. I’ve got food on the stove.”

				She unlatched the screen from the inside and pushed it toward me. The springs creaked and I hesitated. Honestly, I was a little scared. No one knew I was here and what did I really know about Ms. Frances? My worries were cut off by the sound of her voice.

				“You coming?”

			

			
				“Yes, ma’am.” I hurried inside, only stopping to close the door behind me. The house was dark inside but clean. The furniture old. The room was warm – stifling – and I realized that she probably didn’t have air conditioning. 

				“This way,” she said, disappearing through the living room and into a door I assumed was the kitchen. I passed photographs on the walls. Graduation pictures, babies, a black and a white wedding portrait hung prominently over the fireplace. Sure enough, once I entered the next room, Ms. Frances stood over a pan of boiling oil, dropping in pieces of flour-covered chicken. The faded yellow walls and a row of windows across the back of the room made the kitchen brighter than the rest of the house. 

				“I was wondering when you’d make it over here,” she said, turning a piece of chicken around in the pan, which made a sizzling sound.

				“You know why I’m here?” I asked. This surprised me since I wasn’t exactly sure myself.

				“Oh yes. I’ve been waiting.” She waved me into a seat at her kitchen table. “Took you longer than I thought.”

				“I’m here about...” I searched for the right words.

				“Tonya. My baby girl. I know.”

				Ms. Frances bent over and opened the oven beneath the stove top. Heat rushed out and I could feel it across the room. She put her hand inside and pressed down on what I assumed from the smell was biscuits. Apparently satisfied, she used a pot holder to pull the tray of biscuits out of the oven and rest it on the counter. The smell of the chicken frying in the pan combined with the bread made my mouth water and I realized it had been hours since I had last eaten. The elderly woman closed the door with a bang and looked at me. “She passed when she was 11.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“The Lord must have needed her.”

				I watched her fiddle at the stove, stirring a pot, turning chicken and pulling it out before it burned. She rested the cooked pieces on a paper towel on the counter. 

				Since we were speaking truths here, I decided to tell her mine. “I can see dead people.” 

				“Mmmm hmmmm.”

				“You know this?” I wasn’t totally surprised at this point.

				Ms. Frances smoothed the front of her apron. “I seen you talking to them. Tonya likes you.”

				I was stunned. Could she see them also? “You can see them?”

				“Oh no, child. I can’t see no dead people. But I’ve known Tonya has been waiting around for something. She was always a mama’s girl, but I knew she wasn’t here for me. I see now. She was waiting on you.”

				“Me?”

				She nodded and went back to her stove.

				“But I help the spirits move on – cross over. She’s never asked me for help.”

				“I don’t expect so. Tonya don’t need your help.” She leveled a dark eye at me. “You need her help.”

				Ruth mentioned that this girl was playing games, but even so, none of this made sense. Not only that, everyone seemed to know more than I did. “What does that mean? If she wants to help, then help me. I don’t even know what I need help with.” 

			

			
				Ms. Frances moved slowly to the cabinet next to the sink and pulled out a cream-colored dinner plate. She carried it to the stove and began ladling food out of one of the pots. She speared a piece of chicken and dropped a golden biscuit next to the other food. After fussing a bit more, she brought the plate to me and settled it on the placemat.

				“It looks wonderful,” I said, eyeing the delicious food. “I think mother is waiting for me though.”

				“Eat,” said, sitting own across from me. “I told her you would be here.”

				Nerves exploded in my stomach. How? How would she know this? The decision to come over here was a whim, made in a split second. “How did you know? I only decided when I got home from the hospital.”

				Ms. Frances smiled devilishly. “There are more gifts than yours, Jane Watts. Or your aunt’s. Some see the past. Others death. Some the future. I have my own abilities. When I realized you would be here during dinner, I called your mother and told her I needed a little help in the house.”

				I almost dropped the fork I had picked up. “You can see the future?” 

				“Something like that.”

				Of course, vague answers. I shouldn’t expect anything else.

				She nudged the plate toward me. “Eat and I’ll tell you what I can.”

				So I did. I began shoveling food in my mouth. Bread and chicken and black-eyed peas. Everything tasted amazing. Fried and greasy. Real butter on the biscuits and pieces of bacon mixed in with the peas. I only had Southern food like this at my grandmother’s. My mother thought it was unhealthy.

				“Tonya was a sweet but mischievous child. She ran me ragged. Her brother, Darius, was three years older. All she ever wanted was to be just like him.” She laughed wistfully. “Darius was in and out of trouble all the time, so that wasn’t a good idea at all. 

				I continued eating while Ms. Frances spoke, hanging on every word. She stood and went to the refrigerator and brought out a Coke and left it on the table in front of me. “I worked back then. Cleaning homes. It was just me and the kids. Tonya was either in school or with her grandmother. Sometimes she came to work with me. Things were different back then. Some things harder, others easier.

				“One summer day, I had to work. School was out and Tonya’s grandmother was ill. I told Darius to keep an eye on her, but he was busy with his friends, playing ball or whatever game they was big into at the time.”

				“Is that when it happened?” 

				“On the bus ride home, I had a vision. I saw Tonya walking down the street one minute and the next – poof,”’ her hands made a quick movement. “She was gone. I ran home from the bus stop calling her name. Girl was nowhere to be found. We ran to the neighbors’ and asked all the kids. No one had seen her. Darius said she was whining about going to the store down the block. You know that little building on the corner? It used to be a candy store. Mr. Johnson owned it.”

				I nodded, we passed the boarded-up building every time we left the neighborhood. 

				“Darius said he had no money, so he didn’t want to go. I guess Tonya got impatient ‘cause later, when we were looking for her, Mr. Johnson said she came by and bought some candy. No one saw her after that.”

			

			
				“She was dead?” 

				She nodded, her eyes wet. “Two days later, her body was found in the alley behind the house.”

				I placed my fork on the table and wrapped my hand around my waist. I felt sick. “Oh no.”

				“She’d been dead the whole time. Darius and Parker found her.”

				“Poor Darius.”

				“A man in the neighborhood did it. He was sick. On the drugs,” she shook her head.

				“Did he go to jail?”

				“Yep. After the other men in the neighborhood beat him senseless,” she said. “The worst part was I saw it all coming. This gift, you see… I saw it, clear as day. Not the part about where she was or how to find her, but the fact she disappeared. Even so, I didn’t have the clarity until right before and not with enough time to save her. I lost my baby girl that day.”

				“I’m so sorry.” It may have been the most horrible story I’d heard so far. Evan’s story was tragic, but this one seemed worse, although I realized it was silly to put a qualifier on whose death was more terrible than the next.

				“Her death was the hardest thing I had ever lived through. Right away, I knew she didn’t pass over like she should have. She was waiting around. I’d see her little swing out back swaying in the breeze. I knew it was her – it’s why I never took it down. Sometimes in the afternoon, when I pull a cake out of the oven or a pie, I hear that back door slam hard and fast. But there ain’t no one there. I pretend it’s the wind cause I don’t want that girl lost – seeking me out for eternity. I had visions. Brief, but enough to show me what I needed to see. Tonya was here for someone, to help someone in the future. I didn’t know who, nor how, but I knew the day would come.”

				I had stopped eating at this point. I had a feeling Tonya’s story and my story were about to merge. Ms. Frances knew it too and began nodding. 

				“The day your mama and daddy came to look at the house, I knew. I was struck by the sight of a young blonde girl with wide gray eyes. That girl was gonna meet up with my little girl and things were going to happen. I saw you that first day and my heart filled with hope. You were going to set my baby girl free.”

				I shook my head. “This is where I’m confused. You say she is here to help me, but I’m supposed to set her free? I don’t understand.”

				“I suppose you’re right. Tonya needs your help and you need hers. She’s got something to tell you.”

				“I’m ready. I’m ready to hear what she has to say.” I found myself looking around the room wondering if Tonya was here now. She wasn’t visible, but I knew better than to think that meant she wasn’t around.

				“She’ll come when she’s ready or when you’re ready.” She pointed to my dinner. “Done?” 

				“Yes. Thank you. It was delicious.”

				She stood and picked up my mostly empty plate and carried it to the sink. I watched as she methodically scraped the waste into the trashcan before rinsing and washing the plate by hand. There was no dishwasher or disposal in the house. When she was finished, she turned back to me, wiping her hands on a dishtowel.

			

			
				“You gonna have to have patience. Look at Tonya. She’s been waiting 30 years.”

				I swallowed back a gasp. Thirty years was a long time for a ghost to be roaming. At least from what I understood. You would think Tonya would be ready to go. I could see that Ms. Frances was determined though and there was little use arguing. “I’ll try. But things are getting bad. Connor, my boyfriend, he can see them, too. The ghosts. He’s in a lot of trouble. If Tonya knows a way to help him, I need to know.”

				“She won’t make you wait long. Remember, she’s still a little girl. She don’t always know how to do things.”

				“I’ll remember.”

				She smiled, exposing her crooked teeth. “Go along now. You mama be worrying.”

				She led me to the back door this time and I left with a quick goodbye. The instant I stepped outside, I felt the quick relief of fresh air. Her house had been stuffy with heat and cooking. I took a deep breath and walked to the gate between our yards. After all that talk and confession, I didn’t feel like I really knew much more than before. Sure, I had an explanation about Tonya and her death, but little else. Again it seemed my power was larger than I understood. For almost a year with Evan things seemed so finite, but now it was clear there were things about this ability I didn’t understand at all. I walked across my driveway and glanced at Tonya’s swing hanging from the tree. The wood and rope swayed gently even though it was warm and muggy – not the slightest hint of a breeze.

				Tonya was hiding but she was there, and sooner than later I would figure out how we could help each other.

				&


				I checked my phone for the gazillionth time. Not that I thought he would call (okay, I thought he would) but... maybe. 

				Jerk.

				I put my phone on the pillow and pushed back my covers to go turn off the light by the door. Sleep was good for forgetting. Even if it was only 9 p.m.

				My feet had barely touched the ground when a hand latched onto my ankle. 

				“Holy…!” I lunged away, pulling so hard the owner of the hand slid from under my bed. Charlotte’s messy head poked out from under the dust ruffle. I twisted away, falling to the floor and scrambling like a crab to the corner. Evan’s corner. Charlotte rolled around the floor, cackling with laughter. My heart beat so hard I felt it in my ears. “You scared me.”

				She sat up. “I’m a freaking ghost. That’s what we do.”

				“You’re not supposed to scare me, psycho. I’m here to help you.” I ignored the disbelieving expression on her face. “Or try to at least.”

				She shrugged and made no effort to move. Which was fine by me, the farther away the better. 

				“That was fun,” she said.

				“Yeah, a real laugh.” 

			

			
				“Stop being such a nerd, Jane. This is why Connor ditched you.” She held her forefinger and thumb up to her forehead and made the letter L. “You’re lame and boring. And sure, he has a thing for saving damsels in distress, but I’ve got you beat in that category every time.”

				“You do realize you’re dead, right?”

				“You do realize he’s never going to call, right?”

				I refused to answer that question.

				“I may be dead, but I have his full attention. When he’s awake or asleep. When he’s drawing or painting. When he’s alone, he’s mine. I don’t care if he goes to jail or back to the hospital. Even if I can’t have him, no one else can.”

				“You’d rather him be locked up than not yours.”

				“It’s all only a matter of time. He’s unwell.” She frowned but it didn’t meet her eyes. “Poor Connor. I admit you’re good for him, in that you know what is really going on. So he doesn’t feel so lost. But that was before, when I wasn’t around to help take care of him. Now I can be there regardless of where he is.”

				“Not if he’s medicated. If he’s in prison or a hospital, he’s going to be on medication. Maybe you can follow him there, but he can’t talk to you or see you.”

				She raised an eyebrow. “No? He’s doped up right now and we’re communicating just fine. If he wasn’t so worried about you, I think we could break down a couple other barriers.” She gave me a leering grin. “He really is very handsome. Hard to resist.”

				Again, I ignored her taunting. “So the dreams and stuff, that’s you?”

				“Dreams? A whisper in the ear? A suggestion? Whatever. It’s like with me and you here. I’m in the room with him, and he should be able to see me, but the medication blocks me visually. We had a couple of weeks when he could see me. I suggested he didn’t need those pills, and he agreed. I suppose though, I pushed him too far and his mother swooped in. Stupid moms. Why does he have one that pays attention?” She looked genuinely annoyed. “So, he’s cheating and only taking the bare minimum of the medication so they don’t notice. It’s enough for him to hear me if not see me. I just talk to him. All the time. I may like it better.”

				Her tone had a disconnect. Like she was here, but not. The fact she could touch me freaked me out enough not to push her. I decided to turn this into a fact-finding mission instead. “Why him?” 

				It was an easy enough question, but she flipped it back on me. “Why did you pick him?”

				“I... well, I think we kind of picked each other. The ghost-seeing thing was one reason, but at first I didn’t want to date him. He was pretty persistent.” I smiled at the memory of how hard I fought him off, and how he wouldn’t let me run from this connection between us. “Sometimes things are right.”

				“Sometimes things seem right when really the better choice is unavailable at that time.” There was an edge to her words. It was more than obvious that Connor pursued me in a way he hadn’t her. No matter what the reason.

				“You had your chance with him,” I shot back. “You didn’t answer me. Why him?”

				“Why him? Because he loves me despite everything... despite all the crap I’ve been through. No matter whose hands had been there before. Despite death, even. You’re on his mind, but he’s easy to distract.”She leveled me with a hard stare. “He’ll remember what we had, how much he wanted me.” 

			

			
				“Why does he want you? You don’t love him—he knows that. Plus you’re dead. He and I both know there is only so far a relationship can go between a ghost and a human.”

				“He’s always wanted me. From the moment we met in that shitty hospital. We connected in there Jane. Bonded. We were there for one another. And you’re wrong, he doesn’t know that I don’t love him. He wants it more than anything. They all do.” She rambled all this with a glazed look in her eye, detached from the moment. 

				“How does this end? With us breaking up and you taking over? You know I can’t let you just poltergeist him or whatever. I have this gift for a reason. He may not be mine, but I still have a purpose in all of this.”

				“This is where you get a choice,” she said. I watched as she brushed her messy hair behind her shoulders and stood from her spot on the floor. I moved to do the same from where I waited in the corner, but she hovered over me before I had the chance to gain my footing. With a fast movement, she grabbed my wrist with a cool, papery-feeling hand, squeezing tight, and nearly lifted me off the ground. 

				“You can back away and leave Connor to me or I can make it happen. Remember those suicidal thoughts you had a year ago? The way you destroyed your hair? Remember the fire? I’m sure your parents haven’t forgotten. It makes sense. Connor dumps you. You’re crazy. I’d kill myself too.” With her free hand she touched her chin thoughtfully. “Oh, wait. I did kill myself, so I would know. Wouldn’t I?”

				I pulled my arm away from her forcefully and jut out my chin defiantly. I was too terrified to speak.

				“I want him, Jane and I’m not letting you stand in my way.”

				And with that she disappeared.
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				Charlotte was right. Connor didn’t call me. I guess we really had broken up.

				“Do you think those things Julia said about Charlotte are true?” 

				Ava placed another chair on the stack by the wall, but glanced in my direction. That question was the first thing I’d said to her today that wasn’t work-related. Our feelings were raw after our last conversation, but I knew I needed to suck it up. She was my best friend. I needed her. 

				I swept up glitter and paper scraps off the floor. Finally she said, “Now you want my opinion?”

				Why was friendship so hard? “Yes. I do. Please.”

				“Okay, you want to know if what Julia said about that girl running away and sleeping around is true? I’m not sure.” She pulled the trash can toward me so I could dump the pan in. “Julia likes to gossip, but she’s usually pretty on target.”

				“I know.”

				“Why do you want to know now?”

				I took the broom to the back and put it away. “Connor and I broke up. I think.”

				Ava’s jaw dropped in shock. “Are you serious? When?”

				“The other day. He said some harsh things. I called him a jerk.”

				“But you think this is about Charlotte?”

				“Kind of.” I searched for the right words. “Things have been different since she died. We can’t seem to get past it.”

				She leaned against the front counter. “What are you going to do about it? Let him go? Fight for him?”

				In the past, Connor would have fought for me. I knew this. I also knew, regardless of our personal relationship, I couldn’t let Charlotte take him down. “I think maybe I need to understand better what is going on with him. He won’t tell me anything about her, but obviously there is more to it than what I know.”

			

			
				“Right, like what Julia said. She seemed like a girl with a dark past.”

				“Exactly.”

				She walked around the counter to get our bags and I took off my smock, hanging it on the hook by the door. “What do we do first?”

				“We?”

				“Duh. I can stalk and research and gossip for a good cause.”

				“I’m not sure this counts as a good cause.”

				“My best friend’s love life? Totally a good cause.” She winked and pushed open the front door. “Where do we go first?”

				“To find Julia?”

				She nodded in approval. “I know just where to find her.”

				&


				“Now you want my gossip?” Julia asked. The judgey tone was unmistakable. My fault, of course. I owned it.

				“I know. I was upset before and I’m sorry I ran off like that. Connor is acting so strange and I really just want to get to the bottom of it.”

				She tilted her glasses down and looked at me over the rims. Ava brought us straight to the pool. Apparently, Julia barely left her white and blue lounge chair by the deep-end during the months of June, July and August. “You think they dated or something?”

				I wished her question didn’t hurt. “Or something. I don’t know.”

				“I don’t know anything about Connor, but I did overhear my mom saying how the police aren’t sure Charlotte really committed suicide.”

				“What? Do they think it was an accident?” Ava asked.

				Julia shook her head and gave us a look. I frowned. “Murder?” 

				“That’s what the Bible study ladies discussed on my back porch the other night. Along with some creepy book about being a submissive wife,” she said and held her hands up. “Don’t even ask me about that one.” 

				“How did she kill herself?” Ava asked. “Or supposedly kill herself?”

				“Well, they think she hung herself, but it’s weird and the police started asking questions. Something about the way the scarf was tied around her neck. Her aunt asked for prayers. It sounds like her husband, Charlotte’s uncle, has been really upset. And then you know, Connor vandalized his property so that added some strain to everything.”

				I lean forward. “What? He vandalized whose property?”

				“Charlotte’s uncle.”

				Ava took a sip of her water and said, “Wow. That’s why the dude didn’t press charges.”

				“I guess so. He was pretty pissed though. I guess Connor’s parents convinced him it was out of grief or something?”

				“That doesn’t make any sense at all,” I said. “Why would Connor paint a picture of Charlotte on her uncle’s wall? A picture like that.” I thought of the black wings spreading across the bricks. Angel of death. What was going on in his head and what in the world was she feeding him?

			

			
				“Wait, you knew that was a painting of Charlotte,” Ava asked.

				“I knew.”

				“Why didn’t you tell me?”

				“Because I felt like an idiot. My stupid boyfriend got busted for painting huge, creepy murals of a dead, possible ex-girlfriend on walls. Not great for my self-esteem.”

				Ava and I shared the same lounge chair and she wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “I’m sorry, hon.”

				“Whatever. This just makes it all the more weird. Not only did he risk getting arrested, he was obviously trying to make some kind of point.”

				“But what kind?” Julia asked.

				“I wish I knew.”

				Julia sat up and flipped her sunglasses back. “Connor won’t tell you what’s going on and Charlotte is dead, right?”

				“Right.”

				“What we need is a source close to one of them. Someone who can tell us what was going on before she died. Connor was normal before then, so, really, that leaves Charlotte.”

				“What are you trying to get at, Julia?” Ava asked.

				“I think I know who we can talk to.” She hopped up and started gathering her things. “Come on, let’s go to my house.”

				I shared a look with Ava and stood up. “All right. Let’s go.”

				&


				Julia’s mom was in the middle of some kind of luncheon when we arrived, sweaty and hot from the pool. Luncheon, I learned, was the Southern way of saying lunch. 

				“Help yourself, dear,” she said, hovering over us the minute we walked in the door. The women were all out on the patio eating their tiny sandwiches and drinking large glasses of tea. Her mom scurried back to her guests and left us at the kitchen table.

				“That’s Charlotte’s aunt in the blue dress,” Julia said. 

				Ava and I both peered at the group of women outside. “How are we going to get near her?” 

				“I’ll figure it out, just eat and play it cool.”

				I helped myself to a serving of salad and fruit and a huge piece of chocolate cake. Ava did the same, and we were halfway through eating when Mrs. Brady walked into the kitchen. Julia shot us both a look and stepped toward the woman. “Here, let me take that,” she said, reaching out for the empty plate Mrs. Brady carried. 

				“Oh, thank you, sweetie,” she said, giving Julia a bright smile. “You girls having a good summer?”

				“Yes, ma’am,” Ava said, while I nodded.

				“Mrs. Brady,” Julia said, “We heard about your niece. It’s really sad.”

				The woman’s face crumbled a little and she nodded sadly. “It’s been hard on all of us. Charlotte was a sweet girl.”

			

			
				The three of us attempted not to make eye contact on that outright lie. “I can only imagine,” Julia agreed. “The three of us are considering doing a project on teen suicide – you know, something we can present at youth group. I thought maybe we could turn this terrible situation into a blessing for someone who needed help.”

				I took a step back from Julia, afraid lightning may strike her at any moment.

				“That sounds wonderful,” Mrs. Brady said.

				“Is there any information you could give us that would be helpful? I know Charlotte had a lot of problems.”

				Mrs. Brady considered it for a moment and then said, “Charlotte struggled with many things. Although her family loved her very much, it was a constant battle over curfew and money and drugs.”

				“Did the hospital help?” Julia pushed. “I mean, I heard she spent some time there.”

				“Some. At least there her parents were able to get a real diagnosis.”

				“Was she depressed?” I asked before I could stop myself.

				“Not exactly. The doctors said she had some kind of antisocial personality disorder. They were working very hard to help her make better choices.” She frowned and added, “Please don’t tell anyone I said that.”

				“Of course not,” Ava assured her.

				“So this disorder,” Julia asked. “it made her make these decisions? All the trouble? The suicidal thoughts?”

				“From what I understand, yes. I guess she had a hard time relating to other people and keeping friends. She and my husband had a very strained relationship. When she was little they were very close, but in recent years it was difficult to be around her.” Mrs. Brady looked to the back porch and saw the other women waving her outside. “I guess I should join the meeting,” she said. “I hope that helped.”

				Julia smiled. “That was very helpful. I’m sure our youth minister will be excited about us reaching out to others with the same problems.”

				Mrs. Brady walked off and Ava punched Julia in the arm. “What the hell,” Julia whispered.

				“Youth group? Are you kidding me?”

				“I told you I would get the information. You never said I had to be honest to do it.”

				I shook my head. “Well, thanks, I guess. I’m not sure how much that helps, but it does sound like she had a lot of problems. Maybe that’s why Connor feels so tied to her?”

				“Maybe,” Julia said, reaching for another piece of cake. “Or maybe he’s just hung up on her. You never know with guys.”

				I narrowed my eyes at Julia. I was tired of the accusations. Ava must have noticed because she tugged on my arm and said, “I really should get home. You ready?”

				“Yeah, I’m ready,” I told her. I smoothed the hostility from my face and looked at Julia. “Thanks for the help.”

				“Good luck with Connor.”

				“Thanks,” I said again. Julia meant well but little did she know Connor was the least of my problems at the moment.

			

			
				&


				An hour later, Ava and I sat across from one another in a booth at Dusty’s pizza. 

				“What do you think?” she asked, cutting her pizza into little squares.

				“I think I don’t know what to think.” I focused on my pizza and not her question.

				“Tell me the truth.”

				“That is the truth, I have no idea what is going on here. Everything sounds crazy.”

				“No,” she said. “Tell me the truth. About everything. I know there is more going on here than just Connor being hung up over some dead girl. Tell me.”

				“I guess he’s just upset.”

				Her hand rested on mine. “Jane, tell me what’s going on between you two. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. I was there the day that guy followed us, the one who almost killed you. I know you two are into something deeper than just a standard romance.”

				I bit my lip and fought the tears building in the corners of my eyes. “I can’t,” I said, shaking my head.

				“Yes, you can. Whatever it is can’t be that bad. And I swear I won’t tell anyone.” She was so genuine. So serious. “I promise.”

				“You can’t promise that. And it’s not that I don’t trust you,” I said. “I just don’t want to lose you as a friend. You’re really the only one I have and I can’t bear the thought of losing you, too.”

				“I’m not going anywhere, Jane. It would have to be pretty big to scare me off.”

				“It’s big,” I confessed. “And weird.”

				She sighed and leaned back in her seat. “I’m ready when you are.”

				I picked up my fork and started removing the cheese from the crust. “Remember last year, right after I moved here, I kind of had that freak out in school?”

				“Vaguely. I heard the rumors.”

				“Well, I had a freak out in school because, when we bought the house, the first person I met was this kid named Evan.”

				“Oh, the guy from the shelter, right? The one you and Connor used to talk about?”

				I sawed into the crust until it made a scraping sound on the metal plate. “Yeah, that’s him. He was great. And my best friend.”

				“How come I never met him?”

				“That’s the thing. Connor and I were the only ones who knew him.” I took a breath. “We were the only ones who could see him.”

				Ava’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

				“Evan was dead.”

				“Evan is dead, you mean.”

				“No, Evan was dead. When I met him.” I sneaked a glance at Ava, but she hadn’t run away yet. “Same with Connor. He saw him, too.”

				“What are you saying? You saw a ghost?”

				“Yep.”

				“And you and Connor, the most troubled, hottest boy in school, bonded over this.”

			

			
				I nodded. “Pretty much.”

				“Evan is who you were talking to in school? When it seemed like you were talking to yourself? Is that what happened in that fire?” 

				“Yes, that’s who I was talking to. And I was trying to help him and his family when the whole fire thing happened.”

				“You see and can talk to ghosts?” Her eyes got big and she looked around. “Ohmygod, are there ghosts here now?”

				“No, there aren’t any here that I can see.” I scanned the room. “At the moment.”

				“You and Connor see dead people like that creepy kid in that movie ‘The Sixth Sense?’”

				“Kind of, yeah.”

				Ava stared at me for a minute and then said, “That is really cool.”

				“What?”

				“I mean, dead people? Are they scary or do they do weird things? And Connor? I mean, this explains so much about him. No wonder he went mental,” she said. “Sorry, I mean...”

				“No, it’s true. That is why he went to the hospital. And why he’s stressing out right now. Charlotte is working her mojo on both of us.”

				Her eyes lit up. “Oh! Right! See now everything makes more sense! Charlotte was into him, obviously, and now she’s haunting him, but why the mural? And why is she bugging you?”

				“Because she’s psycho,” I said without a trace of humor. “She wants Connor or something and I think she’s determined to get me out of the picture one way or the other.”

				“One way or the other? What does that mean?”

				“It means what you think it means.”

				“She wants to kill you? She’s a ghost, she can’t do that.” Her eyes are bugged. “Right?”

				“Yeah, that’s where everything gets tricky,” I sighed. Explaining this was really complicated.

				Ava must have sensed my irritation and said, “I think we need to do two things.”

				I frown. “What?”

				“One: I need one of those giant, homemade, warm chocolate chip cookies they make here with fresh whipped cream.”

				“Okay, and the other one?”

				“I need you to start from the beginning.”

				&


				Ava’s dad lived in an apartment in an old renovated high school. To get to her place, you had to pass trophy cases filled with memorabilia from the school, like old yearbooks and trophies. 

				“It’s so cool that you live here,” I said, following her up the steps to her apartment on the third floor.

				She jiggled her key into the lock. “It’s okay. Our old house was better – you know, before the split.” She threw her bag on the floor and walked over to a desk and grabbed her laptop. “It’s cool when I’m here alone, since it’s so small. When my brothers are here, I usually stay at my mom’s house. I still can’t believe you see ghosts,” she said.

				“Me either.”

			

			
				“Do you think she’s watching us now?”

				“Doubtful. She seems pretty occupied with Connor. She only visits me when she wants to scare the crap out of me, or make veiled threats.”

				I sat next to her on the leather couch while she warmed up the laptop. “Google is our friend,” she said, typing antisocial behavior disorder into the search bar. A dozen options popped up, but she clicked the Wikipedia version first.

				“What does it say,” I asked.

				“Well, from this it sounds like she’s mean, aggressive, has no sense of guilt and blames everyone else for everything.”

				I leaned over and read the summary. “Wow. Yeah. I can see all that.”

				“I guess if her disorder carried over past her death then there really is no rational reason for her to be after you or Connor. It’s just kind of who she is.”

				“Great. Not only do I have a ghost pestering me, I have a crazy ghost pestering me. Awesome.”

				Ava read a little bit more then X’ed out of the page. A thoughtful look crossed her face and she asked, “Did Charlotte have a Facebook?”

				“Probably.”

				“I’ve noticed most people don’t delete them after a death or whatever. Kids like to make comments and things.” Ava searched for her profile and one popped up. It’s an open account with no security. “People are dumb when they don’t have stronger privacy levels.” 

				I leaned over her shoulder when she started scrolling down the page. Most of the recent posts were, “We’ll miss you!” the standard “R.I.P.” or song lyrics. I didn’t recognize any of her friends, but since she went to private school out of our district that wasn’t unusual. “It seems like she had a lot of friends.”

				“Everyone has more friends once they’re dead. It’s like a fetish or something.” Ava clicked on her photos and said, “Wow.”

				“Oh. Yeah, no. Why is she dressed like that?”

				There were dozens of photos posted by Charlotte. In all of them, she was dressed pretty trashy. “Are those a costume? She’s probably one of those girls who liked to dress slutty for Halloween.” Ava enlarged a photo. “Look, that’s her uncle – Mr. Brady.” He stood next to Charlotte with his arm wrapped around her shoulder. They’re in front of a huge Christmas tree. Her dress seemed more appropriate, but still hit way above the knee and cut very low down the front.” Julia was right, I guess they were close.”

				“Look at this one,” Ava said. “She’s holding a beer and standing next to her mom. Guess they were pretty lax on rules at her house.”

				“My mom would ground me for a month if I tried something like that.”

				“Mine, too. Once my brother got caught with three bottles of vodka under his bed. My dad made him pick up trash at the school parking lot on weekends for three months.” She made a face. “Lesson learned.”

				“What do we know?” I asked, leaning back against the couch.

				“That she likes to dress whorey, her uncle loved her and her family let her drink with them?”

			

			
				“She told me her parents didn’t care what she did. They were too busy with their own lives.”

				“I can see that. Could explain why she was so close to her aunt and uncle, I guess.” 

				I leaned closer and pointed to the screen. “Who’s that girl?”

				Ava clicked on the name next to the picture. “She has Sarah Mae Martin listed as her sister, but I think it’s a joke, like how people put their friends down as family.” She scrolled through the photos. “There are a ton of photos of them together, and she left a lot of comments. Maybe we should try to talk to her.”

				I studied the picture of Charlotte and Sarah Mae. Short cropped hair. Multiple earrings, including one in her nose, and a tattoo on her shoulder. The kind of girl that looked like she wouldn’t judge you or your problems. She may have been the perfect person for Charlotte to confide in. She may be the closest we can get to the truth. 

				&


				“Have you been in here before?” Ava asked, following me down the tall shelves.

				“Yeah,” I said. “Evan and I used to come here a lot.”

				“Oh.” Ava’s forehead furrowed and she focused on the books in front of her. Sure she knew about the ghosts, but I guess it was weird to hear me talk about them so casually. 

				“It’s always pretty quiet here,” I continued. “We could whisper and no one bothered us.”

				“Sounds… neat?” 

				“I guess,” I shrugged. “Anyway, I’m not really sure what I’m looking for.”

				“Something on defeating ghosts? Right? Banishing evil spirits?”

				Researching ghosts had been Ava’s idea. I never even thought about it, looking for something about how to get rid of Charlotte. As we walked down the aisles of the store, I began to suspect she had ideas of forming some kind of ghost-fighting team or something. Personally, I hoped to never fight another ghost again, but I was grateful for the company.

				“Even if we find something useful in here, I doubt I’ll use it,” I said. 

				“Why’s that? It can’t hurt to have a little spiritual mojo on your side.”

				“It just feels wrong. I don’t like having this antagonistic relationship with… them. I’m here to help. Not banish or whatever.”

				Ava pushed her glasses back with her hand and shook her head. “I’m sure you’re right, but Charlotte doesn’t sound like the typical… one.” She glanced over her shoulder. “You may have to be more forceful.”

				“We’ll see. I think the occult section is over here.” I turned the corner, running straight into someone carrying an armload of books. “Sorry.”

				“Jane?”

				The woman in front of me was tall and curvy with dark brown hair. I recognized her as the owner of the store, Camille. I met her at my parents’ New Year’s Eve party. “Oh, hi.”

				“I thought I saw you come in the front door,” she pushed her glasses on the top of her head. “Can I help you find something?” 

				“Um…” I floundered. “I’m just looking…” 

				“Do you have anything about ghosts or supernatural spirits? Non-fiction,” Ava said, pushing me aside. “Really weird stuff. It’s kind of our thing – creepy, supernatural, spooky stuff.”

			

			
				Camille gave Ava the once over from head to toe before looking back at me.  

				“You and I talked about this once before, with that painting by your aunt.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” I said. I held her eye, terrified to look away.

				“Wraiths. That was what we talked about. You and your aunt shared an interest in ghosts then.”

				“Yes.”

				“And now you need to know more?”

				I swallowed and nodded. Ava stood quietly by my side. “Yes, I do.”

				“Can you give me a little more information?” she asked.

				“We’re wondering, I guess, if there is any way to get rid of a ghost.” Wow. That sounded crazy.

				“Tell me something,” she studied me closely, “these spirits, are they friendly type?”

				“Some are,” I explained, “but we need to know about the ones that aren’t.”

				“I think I have a couple of books that fall in that category,” she said. “Follow me.”

				She brushed past us. Her long, dark skirt billowed behind her, and Ava and I shared a look of surprise when she didn’t stop at the occult section like we expected. Instead, she turned into the office or back storage room. She crouched on the floor at a file cabinet with the bottom drawer pulled open. I looked at Ava and she shrugged.

				“Here it is,” Camille declared, pulling something out of the drawer with both hands. When she stood up she held a thick, tattered book. 

				“What is this?” I asked. She offered me the book. I took it from her and turned it over in my hands. The cover was made of fabric, the edges frayed. I barely made out the words, ‘Shadow Bound,’ across the cover.

				“This book carries the information you may need if I’m guessing correctly. Are you trying to remove a spirit?”

				There was no way to answer that easily, but once again Ava stepped forward. “We’re just doing research, for now. It’s not a big deal, but yes, the general idea is removing a spirit – a hostile one,” she added.

				Camille frowned and asked, “Do you know what you’re getting into?” 

				“Vaguely,” I admitted.

				“Take the book then, and be careful. Messing with two different worlds is complicated and dangerous.”

				“Trust us,” Ava said. “She knows.” I stepped on her foot with my heel. She shot me a nasty look. “Ouch.”

				“Thank you,” I said, pulling the book close to my chest. “How much do we owe you?”

				“Nothing.” She waved her hand at the two of us. “This isn’t the kind of book you sell. I’ve been waiting for the right person to pass it on to for a long time.”

				“Thank you,” I say again.

				Camille wrapped the book in a paper bag before we left the shop. As we walked to Ava’s car, she said, “That was weird. Do you think she knows?”

			

			
				“I don’t know. Definitely weird though. The last time we talked, she was at my house. She figured out the painting Jeannie sent me. I suppose she may have some kind of sight. She’s not the first I’ve met since all of this started,” I said, thinking of Ms. Frances.

				“Jane,” Ava said when we’re halfway down the sidewalk to her car. “Don’t freak.”

				“About what?”

				“Over there, by that building. Don’t. Freak.”

				Sure enough Connor stood under the big magnolia in front of the Rec Center with a couple of his friends. “What? We’re going to share the same space. I’m okay with it,” I lied.

				“Sure you are,” she said. “What’s he doing here?”

				“Emma has art classes at the rec building.”

				“Why are his fellow delinquents with him?”

				“Who knows? Maybe they want a record also? Associating with a convicted felon?” I made the jab but it hurt to say or think mean things about Connor. Not all of this was in his control. I knew that, but I also knew he wasn’t making every effort to gain control back either.

				“We have to walk past them. Do you want to turn around? Go somewhere else?” Ava asked.

				I lifted my chin. “No. I’m ready.”

				“Okay,” she said and picked up her pace to match my increasingly fast one. “I’m going to tell you a joke. And you laugh like it’s the funniest thing ever.”

				“I’ll try,” I said, but even speaking made my heart lodge in my throat. Why was this so hard? Why was seeing him so difficult?

				To make matters worse, I felt crappier the closer we got to the boys. Connor looked like a hot mess. Massive bags under his eyes, a week’s worth of beard growing on his chin. And he looked thin. Too thin for a healthy, 18-year-old boy. If he looked this bad, I wondered about my appearance.

				Just as we passed, I caught the faint scent of smoke. I tilted my head in his direction and saw him press a cigarette to his lips. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumbled, barely containing a snarl. “Gross.” 

				“I know,” Ava said. “It’s like he’s gunning for World’s Biggest Cliché. Maybe they’ll make an afterschool special about him and his loserdom.”

				Connor kept his angry, hard eyes on us but the other boys smiled and waved. Huh. What was this? Did they not know?

				“Hey, Jane,” Michael said. “Ava. What’s up?”

				Ava shot them all a dirty look. “Nothing. Just some shopping.”

				Brennan glanced at Connor and back at me, forehead furrowed. “You guys going to that party next week? The one downtown.”

				What party? “Not sure yet,” Ava said. Of course she knew about it. 

				We kept walking, making no effort to stop. I could see the car ahead and that was my goal – getting in the car and getting out of there. Away from him.

				We weren’t even out of earshot when Brennan asked, “What the hell dude?”

				“Forget it,” Connor said. “It’s no big.”

				“No big? A week ago you two were inseparable, I couldn’t even get you to go to the skate park with me because you had to mack with that girl?” There was a scuffle of sorts and Ava and I both looked up just as we reached her car. Connor had a hand against Brennan’s chest and both boys were puffed up, ready to fight.

			

			
				“Shut up, man. Leave it,” Connor said. I noticed his hands shaking and his lower lip trembling in anger.

				“Holy crap,” Ava said, taking in the scene.

				Agitated, I lifted the car handle a couple of times. “Can we just go?”

				“Sure,” she said and unlocked the doors. We both got in the car and the tears I held back trickled down my face. I didn’t want to cry yet. Not where he could see me.

				“Drive,” I begged. “Please.”

				Ava cranked the car and gave me a sympathetic glance. “Oh, honey.”

				“Don’t. He’s being a jerk and an ass and let’s just go.” I kept my eyes forward as we passed the still-squabbling boys.

				“He looks like crap, you know,” she tried. When I didn’t respond, she turned up the AC full blast and the cool air dried the sticky tears off my face.

				“The worst part,” I said when we neared my house, “is it’s like I don’t know him at all.”

				“Don’t say that, Jane,” she said, parking the car by the front of my house. “If it means anything, I think he still cares about you.”

				I grabbed the book and my bag and opened the car door. “It doesn’t mean enough,” I told her and shut the door. 

				&


				“What’s that?” 

				I looked up from the page long enough to see my aunt at the door. Jeannie stood with one hand against the wall in a bright orange summer dress that fell so long the hem grazed the floor. The exuberant color didn’t hide the weariness on her face.

				“Just a book I found.” I showed her the title and noticed her eyebrow lift in interest.

				“Shadow Bound?”

				“Ever heard of that before?”

				She crossed the room and sat in my desk chair, her sandals slapping softly with each step. “I have. From my mother, of course. Shadow or shade is another word for a type of ghost. Mythology says people see the ’shades’ out of the corner of their eye. Vague, shadowy shapes.”

				“There’s nothing vague or shadowy about the ghosts I see.”

				“No. Which is what makes you extraordinary. You communicate with the ghosts on a whole different level, like my mom. It’s like me and the auras. Many people get a ’feeling‘ from others, but I actually can see the spirit. So, Shadow Bound? What does it say?”

				“According to this, the shadows of people – an essence, I suppose – are connected back to this world even though they are dead.” I flipped through the pages. “That would be what normal people see or feel when they think they’ve seen a ghost. Connor? He falls somewhere in between. He can see and communicate with the ghosts, but there is a line neither of them can cross. Me? I get the whole creepy moment, not just the visual but the fact they can interact with me and touch me. I’m bound to the spirit world.”

			

			
				“Extraordinary,” my aunt said.

				“Extraordinarily scary. It seems like actually being shadow bound is super rare, more than just seeing ghosts,” I sighed. I picked up the book and read aloud, “It says here that when a person is bound to the shadows, protections need to be set up because only the shadows that are fighting passing over can touch you.”

				“Why protection?” she asked.

				“Because they want to form permanent attachments or something. I don’t really understand it. But I guess like Evan? He stuck around for a while. I think it could have been indefinite.”

				Jeannie leaned over my shoulder. “What type of protections.”

				I handed her the book. “That’s where it all gets a little mystical and stuff. Charms, spells. Different herbs. It sounds like witchcraft.”

				“Is that so bad?” Jeannie asked.

				I nodded and laughed. “Yeah, I know we’ve got this family thing going on but I’m not ready to go down the path to witchcraft yet. I just want to know how to keep me and Connor safe. I don’t mind helping these spirits – or shadows find their way back, but the rest? No thanks.”

				She stood and handed me the book. “I agree that I prefer the peaceful method. So far you’ve done a really great job helping these people. But you’ve said yourself, Charlotte is dangerous.”

				“I don’t even know where you would find half of this stuff,” I said, taking the book back and closing it with a slam. The book was making me feel panicky. It dove into a deeper level of this ghost business than I was willing to subscribe to at the moment. Surely, Charlotte could be convinced to move on like the rest.

				Jeannie walked to the door. “I’ll look into it, but you’re right. So much of the information in that book feels like dark energy. I don’t like it either. My mother would probably disagree, but she spent many years on the edge of the darkness. She may know better than both of us.” She glanced at her watch. “I need to go over there now. She’s been having some problems.”

				This was news to me, but I hadn’t been the most observant lately. “What’s going on?”

				 “My mother is tired and has lived a long life. There is no shame in letting go.”

				I picked the book up off the bed and opened it again. Feeling horrible about my aunt and more confused than ever. “Let me know if you need anything,” I said.

				She smiled. “I will. And Jane, knowing all your options is a good idea. Read the book. You never know what you may learn.”
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				“You have a piece of tree in your hair,” I said, reaching over and plucking the twig out of Ava’s thick black hair. The tiny branch snagged and I yanked harder than I intended to get it out.

				“Ouch!”

				“Sorrrrry,” I said with exaggeration. “It’s your own fault for parking your car next to a giant tree-bush thing.”

				At the next stoplight, Ava checked her hair in the rearview mirror and flattened out the part I pulled loose. 

				“It wasn’t so dangerous in the daylight. And stop frowning,” she said. “You’ve spent the last couple of weeks moping around. We’re 17, it’s summer, my parents are both out of town and we’re going to a party.”

				“In a warehouse. Downtown. When we end up murdered in some back alley, I’m still blaming this entire thing on you.”

				“You can’t blame me. I’ll be dead.”

				“Ugh, you’ll probably haunt me forever, too.” I snorted and she giggled. It was nice to have someone in on the joke. “Plus, don’t pretend this is all about fun.”

				“Stalking and fun together. It’s better to approach Sarah Mae this way and not just show up at her house, don’t you think?

				“I think this is crazy any way you look at it.”

				“Keep an eye out for Fifth Street.” She hunched down to see the signs through the window.

				“We just passed Fourteenth and the numbers are going down.”

				The city lights were bright as we slowly drove down the streets looking for our destination. Ava found out Sarah Mae planned on going to the party from her Twitter account. We both felt like following her on Facebook would look suspicious, but trolling her public account on Twitter was pretty easy. When we realized it was the same party Michael mentioned the other day, and that Christian knew one of the bands playing, we decided to go. Our plan involved going to the party, searching for Sarah Mae and then acting like we were just here to hang out with Ava’s boyfriend. Perfect excuse. I felt uncomfortable going into a party where I didn’t really know anyone, but Ava was right, I needed to get out of this funk.

			

			
				“Turn here,” I said when we came upon our intersection.

				After a minute or two, we found the cluster of cars identifying a party nearby. Ava pulled the SUV into a spot on the street.

				“I hope the car is safe here,” I said. I started to say something else when I realized I sounded scarily like my mother and clamped my mouth shut. Like Ava said, I needed, no had, to get out of the house and have some fun.

				We hopped out of the car and into the sticky, humid night. I smoothed the front of my sundress and adjusted the straps on my shoulders.

				“I love that dress,” Ava said, rounding the corner of the car.

				“Thanks. My aunt brought it for me in New York.”

				“Your aunt is so cool.”

				I smiled. “She really is. Crazy sometimes, but very awesome.” When she gave it to me, Jeannie spent 20 minutes explaining how the colors in the fabric balanced my aura. I stopped listening when she said the blue counteracted the orange and made me a more sexual being. Sex was the last thing on my mind, for once.

				Ava and I found the line for the party easily. We fell in with a large group of kids walking toward the huge brick and steel warehouse. The loud music from inside spilled into the street and when we reached the door, I dug around in the tiny purse I had slung over my shoulder for the $5 admission fee. A burly, older guy waited to take our money.

				“How are you two tonight?” he said, eyeing us.

				Ava raised an eyebrow. “Fantastic. You?”

				“Better since you two showed up.”

				I tried to stifle a laugh at his cheesiness but failed. Unfortunately, unaware that I was laughing at him and not with him, he grinned wide. When he stamped my hand his touch lingered.

				“Have fun,” he said, winking before we slipped inside. ”Bar’s in the back.”

				I giggled, running into the building, holding onto Ava’s hand.

				“He’s cute.”

				“In a steroid-taking, Hulkish kind of way,” I said, rolling my eyes. “What time is Christian coming?”

				“Not until later.”

				The warehouse vibrated with music and kids dancing. I followed Ava through the crowd, pushing to the front so we could see the band better. I had to admit, they were pretty good. The guys strutted around the stage in that “I’m in a band” kind of way – trying to look cool. My eyes landed on the bassist. He pushed his floppy, sweaty hair over his forehead and I caught a glimpse of his face. He was hot – but then again, weren’t they all?

				Ava pointed at him and smiled. She thought so, too, of course, but she already had her own guitarist. Everything about this kid reeked of the opposite of Connor. Small, all smiles and energy. I bet he carried minimal baggage and a less complicated record. I tried not to look at the muscles in his forearms. Jeez.

			

			
				“That’s Christian’s friend,” Ava shouted over the music. I narrowed my eyes at her. Did she really plan a set up? She didn’t say anything about it earlier. I shook my head in reaction.

				“What? He’s cute, don’t you think?”

				I rolled my eyes and turned away. I hoped that if I ignored her she would get the hint and drop it. Instead, I listened to the band. The music shifted, turning moody and hypnotic. The swaying crowed made it seem even more so. I found myself happily lost in the moment, moving my body to the beat that vibrated off the metal ceilings of the old warehouse. Ava danced next to me, arms floating through the air. She looked coordinated and hot when she danced. There was no way I looked like that. I’m pretty sure the word spaz described my moves on the dance floor.

				“Drink?” I mouthed to her after a couple songs. She nodded and we pushed through the crowd toward the makeshift bar. I paid the bartender five bucks for two bottles of water. “I’m sweating like a pig,” I said, handing the bottle to her.

				“Fun though, right?”

				“Yes, thanks for making me come out.”

				“Have you seen her?” she asked. I took a quick glance around. I had forgotten to look for her.

				“Not yet.” 

				Ava jerked her thumb over her shoulder toward the back of the warehouse. “Christian should be here soon. I told him we would wait for him by the back door. There’s a courtyard of some kind out there.”

				I nodded and followed her to the wide freight doors that led to an old loading dock outside. Just as many people milled around out there as inside the building. The warehouse was cooled only by huge, loud fans situated around the room that only helped so much, so the fresh air felt nice. Ava sat on the edge of the platform, and I did the same. 

				“Have you had a chance to read the book yet?” she asked.

				“I’ve had nothing else to do.”

				“What do you think? Is it any use?”

				“I don’t know. It’s interesting, I guess. There are parts in it about the way we are connected. From one side to the other.”

				“What about how your ghosts can touch you?”

				“Yeah, that’s mentioned,” I fought a shudder. “I’m what you call Shadow Bound.”

				“Like the book name?”

				I nodded. “If the information is accurate I’m part of a weird line of ghost channelers, or whatever. Not only do I get the lost and directionless spirits, I also get the disgruntled ones.”

				“Why you? Some kind of loophole?”

				“I have no idea.”

				She took another swig of her water and said, “Does it give you instructions about getting rid of these suckers? The bad ones?”

				“A little bit, but honestly they all sound hokey and like witchcraft or something. Herbs and wards against evil spirits. I need something that gets rid of her permanently before she does me or anyone else harm.”

			

			
				“And by anyone you mean Connor.”

				I made a face. “I don’t want him to get hurt.”

				“There’s Christian,” Ava said, pointing across the back lot. Her face lit up and I saw him push through the crowd at the door, waving when he spotted us. To my surprise, the bassist from the band trailed behind him.

				“Ava…” I warned.

				She smiled but said nothing. Christian walked up and laid a hand on Ava’s knee and kissed her cheek. 

				“This is Louis.”

				From the corner of my eye, it was easy to tell Louis looked better up close than from the stage. His light brown hair, adorable dimples and nerdy hipster glasses made him seem tame, but the dark green eyes behind them gave off a warm, compelling light.

				“Hi, Louis, I’m Ava and this,” she nudged my shoulder with her own, “is Jane.”

				I smiled and waved. This situation felt more and more like a set up. An unspoken one though, since Ava and Christian enthusiastically began talking to Louis about the band, making sure I knew how amazing he was on bass. I gathered Christian sometimes played with them.

				“Christian, will you come with me to find the bathroom?” Ava asked, jumping down from the platform.

				“Don’t you think Jane is a better bathroom companion?” 

				She yanked his hand with a fake smile. “Come. On.”

				“Umm…” I began, but they ran off before I could stop them. I looked over at Louis, who seemed to feel as awkward as I did about being left alone together.

				“So, they ditched us,” I said.

				“Yeah, looks like it.”

				We both laughed and the tension eased slightly.

				“Are you on a break?” I asked, gesturing with my head to the building behind me. A DJ played throbbing dance music inside.

				“We were just opening for some other bands. Our set is over.”

				“Oh, well you were really good.”

				A couple of guys walked by and stopped to talk to Louis. I waited, becoming very interested in the hem of my dress. He seemed to know a lot of people. Once they left, he turned back to face me.

				“Where do you go to school?” I asked.

				“Westchester.”

				Jackpot. The same school as Sarah Mae and Charlotte. Now I knew why Ava ditched me with him. Their school had the reputation of being very liberal and innovative with curriculum. From our research, I gathered most of the kids were stoners.

				“Oh. Right. Hippy-alternative-call-your-teachers-by-their-first-name-school.”

				“Pretty much,” he laughed. “And you go to Bates? With Christian?” I nodded and I busied my hands twisting the cap on and off the bottle of water. Stay calm, Jane, I thought. I needed dirt. And flirting with this boy may get me exactly what I needed.

			

			
				“Christian says you’re an artist.”

				Twist on. Twist off. “He did?”

				“Yeah.” He looked at his feet. Scuffing his black sneakers into the pavement. “I’m looking for someone to paint my guitar case. He mentioned you.”

				“What kind of design are you looking for?

				He shrugged. “Nothing specific. Whatever inspires you.”

				“What? I couldn’t do that. What if I made something stupid or silly that you hated?”

				“I don’t think I would hate it,” he smiled. “If I did, I suppose I could paint over it, right?”

				I placed my hand over my heart and pouted. “Ouch. You’d paint over my masterpiece? I’m hurt.”

				Louis moved closer. He rested his hand on the cement wall next to my leg. His movements implied nothing other than minor interest, but my heart pounded like an alarm. A completely unwarranted reaction. Totally premature. Or so I thought until his hand grazed the side of my own and he said, “Maybe we could meet up sometime then, and we can talk about it some more.”

				I opened my mouth to speak. I started to say, “Okay, sure, when would you like to meet?” even though my heart and mind told me to run. To self-preserve. I felt sick to my stomach. Guilt. That’s what I felt. Guilt.

				“Did you know Charlotte Brady?” I blurted out. Humiliation wiped away the guilt.

				He nodded. “Yeah. She was in my class. Kind of a friend. Did you know her?”

				“A friend of a friend, I guess. He took her death really hard.”

				“Charlotte was a tough chick to get to know. She liked trouble and spent a lot of time out of school. We partied some together, but that’s not saying much, she partied with everyone.” 

				I’d like a better definition of party. “It’s sad. I’ve been depressed before, but nothing like that.” I reached for my hair and tried not to think about the box of hair in my drawer at home and the desperation I felt at the time. 

				“Speak of the devil...” Louis said with a raised eyebrow.

				Panicked, I turned to face Charlotte but instead saw Sarah Mae standing against one of the back doors. 

				With Connor.

				Charlotte would have been preferable.

				I swallowed the lump in my throat. “What?”

				He pointed in their direction. “See that girl? That’s Charlotte’s BFF. Sarah Mae.”

				I forced myself to look. Her back pressed against the wall and her earrings glimmered in the shadowy light. She lifted a cigarette to her lips, blowing the smoke away from his face. And Connor. I hadn’t seen him in days and it took everything in me to not go to him. And beat him senseless.

				Jealousy did not suit me well.

				“They did everything together. And I mean everything.” He gave me a knowing look, having no idea that what he insinuated pushed beyond my comfort level. “Drugs, guys, running away.”

				“Ew… guys?” I burned a hole in the back of Connor’s head.

				He shrugged. “Some girls are into all that. The shock value more than anything else. That’s why she’s here tonight, I suppose. The self-destructive never know when to back off. I guess she found her newest victim.”

			

			
				By the grace of God, Ava appeared with Christian in tow and I hopped from my seat. “Which way to the bathroom?” I asked, and broke into a run in the direction Ava pointed.

				On the long way back from the bathroom, I talked some sense into myself. I came to this party to get information. I just got more than I knew what to do with. I walked back to the group. Smile on my face. Normal pace. Until… 

				Connor stood in the middle of the group I’d just run away from. Sarah Mae clung to his side.

				Ava caught my eye and I ignored the sympathetic look. “I’m back,” I said squeezing between Ava and Christian, jostling them with my elbows. It’s not like I could stand next to Louis. And I refused to stand next to Connor.

				“Hey,” Connor said, his eyes darting around. Busted.

				“Surprised to see you here,” I said. I decided against a follow-up comment about his ankle monitor.

				“Released on good behavior, I guess,” he said. Sarah Mae snorted next to him. When he adjusted his hat, I noticed a leather cuff around his wrist. Yeah, he better feel nervous.

				Ava jumped in, all smiles and diversion. “Jane, Louis just told us how he and Connor have been friends for years.”

				“Yeah, Little League.”

				Great. I’m trying to stay mad at Connor, but really? Baseball pants? I thought of hipster-cool Connor wearing baseball pants and felt a little swoony under my anger. 

				“Hard to imagine.”

				“You guys go to school together?” Louis asked Connor, his eyebrows raised in an interested manner.

				My not-boyfriend replied, “We do.”

				“I asked Jane about painting my guitar case.”

				“Oh, really. Huh.” Somehow during all of this, Connor had moved away from Sarah Mae and now stood by my side. His shoulder pressed against mine. I gave him a look. A hard look.

				“I’m Sarah,” the short-haired girl said, stepping forward. 

				Connor waved between the two of us. “Yeah, Sarah, this is Jane.”

				Her eyes narrowed, checking me out. I could only nod in reply.

				“Could you guys give us a minute,” Connor said.

				“Sure,” Ava said. “Come on, Sarah. I need something to drink. Wanna come?”

				Louis hesitated and I looked away during some sort of non-verbal exchange that took place between the boys. When I looked up, he had followed the others.

				“What was that?” Connor asked me.

				“What was what?” 

				“Louis, really?” his eyes flashed with anger.

				I shot back. “Sarah whatever-her-name is? Really?”

				His hand went back to his hair. “That’s nothing.”

				“I’m tired of you telling me it’s nothing but then acting like it’s everything. What are you even doing here? No way your mom let you come to a party.”

			

			
				“Big deal. I just left.”

				“It is a big deal! You’re wearing a leg monitor. They probably know you’re gone already.”

				“They probably do. And I don’t care. I’m tired of being shut in my house.”

				“I hope it’s worth it.” I shook my head at the disaster he’d become. “I hope she’s worth it.” 

				Connor’s hand grasped mine. “I’m not doing this for her, Jane. Don’t you get that?” he whispered. “Every time she sees us together, you’re at risk.”

				“Don’t lie to me.”

				“I’m not lying.” I looked at our linked hands. A flare of energy spiked between us. I pushed the wide leather band away from his wrist. I’d seen a dark mark inked in his skin, partially covered.

				“What the hell is that?” I asked.

				He pulled his hand away. “Nothing.”

				“What is it?” I reached for him and flipped over his hand, moving the watchband. A small black ink tattoo covered the inside of his wrist. “Is that real?”

				“Yeah.”

				“When did you get it?” I knew it wasn’t there the last time I saw him.

				“Yesterday. It’s not a big deal.”

				“Stop saying that.” I twisted his arm until I could see it better in the dark, shadowy corner we stood in. As soon as I made out the image, I dropped his hand.

				“Jane,” he said as I stepped away.

				“No.”

				“Look it’s not what you think...”

				“What do you think I think?” I yelled. “Because I’ve seen that before. In the Ruins.” I saw Ava pull the guys away, leaving us alone. Connor reached for me, pulling me by my waist. I let him. “What does it mean? Did she tell you to get it?”

				“No! It’s a Celtic warrior symbol. I found it in some books my dad had about Ireland.” I grab his arm and push the leather strap back and study the circle. “It’s for protection.”

				That word again. Protection. “What are you afraid of?”

				“Everything. I’m afraid for you. I’m afraid of her. I’ve been trying to balance everything and I pushed you away but…” He jerked away and his hands flew to his head. I watched, horrified as he began tugging on his hair under his hat and his eyes filled with tears. “I’m afraid I can’t control this. Or her. I can’t control her.”

				“Connor,” I said, pulling his hands out of his hair and into my own. “I need you to tell me what’s going on. Everything.”

				“You know I can’t.”

				“Yes, you can. Charlotte’s dead. Those secrets are keeping her here. Tormenting you and me both.”

				“What if I can’t protect you?”

				“We’ll protect each other. Like always.”
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				Ava opened the back door and raised a finger to her lips. “My mom isn’t here, but my older brother is home. He doesn’t really care if I have friends over, but he has an internship and gets up at 6 a.m.” She flipped on the kitchen light. “He’ll kick my butt if we wake him up. But we can play video games in the basement or watch a movie.”

				Connor followed behind me, fingers tugging at the back of my dress. “Can we talk out here?” he said, gesturing to the small deck behind us.

				Ava shot me a questioning look that I waved away. “We’ll be down in a little bit.”

				Christian wrapped an arm around Ava and led her away. “Beat you in Guitar Hero?” 

				“You wish,” she said, and they disappeared into the house.

				I followed Connor to a couple of wrought iron chairs on the porch and sat on one that rocked gently with my weight. He claimed the chair across from me and leaned his arms across his legs. There were no lights on and it was so dark I could hardly see him, but that was okay, I wasn’t sure how close I could be to him anyway. Not with what he was about to tell me.

				“Okay. Start,” I told him.

				He took a deep breath and exhaled. “You know the story, I set the house on fire and almost burned it to the ground. I could’ve killed everyone. The judge sent me to Brookhaven, which sucked. They doped me up and it took a while to adjust to the meds. All I wanted was to sleep, but we had required school, work detail and therapy.”

				He leaned back in his seat. “A couple of weeks in, I finally felt normal again. Normal normal. No ghosts or weird stuff. Just me and a nice buzz to get through the day. The routine seemed okay, and for the first time in years I felt safe. No boogie men trying to get me at night, you know?”

				I nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

				“Then she showed up. Charlotte. I’ve never met a more troubled person than that girl.””

				“Sounds about right,” I mutter.

			

			
				“She was pretty,” he said, looking apologetic. “Smart, but also cold and calculating. She had that whole place wrapped around her finger in a couple of days.”

				“Did you guys hook up while you were in there?” I braced myself for his response.

				“No,” he said, but then admitted, “She was hot, and we flirted, and I liked her. A lot. There were times I thought she liked me back, but she flirted with everyone. I realized over time I didn’t have anything she wanted. I had no leverage.”

				I frowned. “What do you mean?”

				“Charlotte survived life as a master manipulator. She flirted – and more – with the staff and counselors to get what she wanted. If that didn’t work, she used blackmail.”

				“She flirted with the adults that worked there? Did she have sex with them or something? Isn’t that illegal?” Nausea welled in the back of my throat. “What did she want?”

				“Food? Candy? Privileges like phone time or extra free time. She’d corner our counselor after group and try to get out of curfew. Crying and stuff. So, no,” he said, “it wasn’t always sexual. I’m not sure how far she pushed it with the staff, but by getting them into these compromising positions she then had the leverage she needed to get the extras.”

				We stared at one another for a second. “Okay, so she comes, manipulates the staff, flirts with you and what else? What’s the big secret?” I ask.

				“The big secret was exactly that, a secret. In group, we’re required to talk about why we’re there. Most of us lied. You know I did. I just talked about anger and drugs. Honestly, I liked pretending I was a regular fuck up and not crazy. Being on the meds made it easier to pretend I had never seen any of those ghosts. She was the only person there I told the truth about the ghosts.”

				“She knew about your gift.”

				He nods. “She knew about yours, too, before she died.”  

				“You told her about me?” I felt torn between being betrayed and flattered that he told Charlotte about me. 

				“She’s the only person I ever told.”

				“Until you met me.”

				“Yeah, and Evan. He was a force to be reckoned with. No medication could dampen his love for you.”

				My heart ached thinking about him. “Stop it. What we had wasn’t like that and you know it.”

				“I do know. He loved you completely, Jane. I think that is why I could see him.”

				“Is that why you can’t see her? Because she doesn’t love you enough.”

				“I’m not sure if that’s why,” he laughed. “But no, she doesn’t love me. I don’t even think she likes me. I’m starting to think the ghosts being able to touch you is more about you than about the ghosts, including Evan.”

				I hadn’t told Connor about being shadow bound yet, and now wasn’t the time. “If she doesn’t even love you, then why? Why are you doing this to the two of us?” I leaned forward and rested my hands on his knees. “Forget us, why do this to yourself?”

				“Because that’s what she does. She gets under my skin. She manipulates and dominates and screws me up inside.”

			

			
				“So, you do want her?” I asked, pulling away.

				“No!” He shifted in his seat. “She’s just so lost and damaged and she trusts me. I’m trying to do what is best for all of us. By keeping you safe and trying to figure out what she wants.”

				“But you can’t even see her – not on the drugs. How are you going to help her? And for the record, I don’t think she wants help anyway. She may need it, but she doesn’t want it.”

				His blue eyes flashed. “I can’t abandon her.”

				“I’m not asking you to, but let’s talk this over and work together. We’re stronger together.”

				He sighed. “She confessed in therapy that she learned her blackmailing habits at home. She knew something about someone in her family and used it to get whatever she wanted.”

				I shake my head. “But why run away then? Why not stay home and reap the benefits?”

				“I think clothes and shopping and cappuccinos at Starbucks only go so far when you’re really messed up. I guess, and I’m putting on my too-much-time-in-therapy-hat, the running away and skipping school was to get her parents’ attention.”

				“Obviously. She told me they were never around and no one cared,” I said. “What’s the secret? Who did she blackmail?”

				He made a face, but said nothing. The wind blew across the porch, jangling a wind chime in the dark.

				“You promised.”

				Connor rubbed his hands over his face and scratched at his chin. “Her uncle.”

				“Her uncle? The realtor?” I thought about the pictures Ava and I looked up on the computer. “Is that why you vandalized his office? Did she tell you to do that?”

				“Yeah, this thing, it’s…”

				A strong, determined voice spoke over Connor. “Tell him to stop.” Surprised, I looked over Connor’s shoulder and saw Charlotte. Her face was contorted in anger.

				Refusing to lose this chance to find out the truth, I said, “It’s what?”

				“She didn’t tell me this in group. She waited until we were alone. I thought she liked and trusted me. She told me about her uncle and how she knew what he had done, because he tried to do it to her, and… What’s with the weather?”

				A rush of wind blew around us, knocking over a pot and sending the wind chimes into a frenzy. 

				“Stop him. Now.” Charlotte stepped around Connor and stood between us.

				I swallowed, silently refusing. “What did he do?”

				Charlotte leaned over and whispered in his ear. He stiffened in his seat and his eyebrows furrowed. 

				“She’s here, isn’t she?”

				“Answer him! Tell him I’m here,” her hand shot out and grabbed me by the upper arm. I froze, trying to keep my composure. If he didn’t tell me now, he never would. “Tell him if he doesn’t shut up, I’m going to break your arm.”

				“Jane? Is she here? Where?”

				“Don’t let her do this. Tell me. Don’t let her control you,” I said. Her fingers tightened and I winced.

			

			
				“Where is she?” Connor batted the air, never making contact. “Let her go, Charlotte. I’m done. I won’t say anything else.”

				“No,” I said, now struggling against her, I wrenched her hand off my arm and rubbed the tender skin. “Tell me. In front of her. These threats against me are just another form of her manipulative behavior.”

				“She’ll hurt you.”

				Charlotte smiled and leaned into him again, dragging my body with her, and whispered to Connor. When she finished, she said to me, “He’s right. You can’t beat me. Ghost beats human. Sorry.”

				“She’ll hurt me anyway. What do you think the end result will be? She has you and I just walk away? Someone isn’t going to survive this.” I moved closer in an attempt to keep her away from him. “Who are you really protecting, Connor Jacobs, the living or the dead?” 

				He hesitated long enough for me to see the worry in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Char,” he said to the air. “It’s not going to be you.”

				Charlotte tried to mask the hurt with a smirk, a chilling smile that cut to the bone. “Wrong choice,” she said, and with another gust of cool air, she disappeared.

				&


				I woke with a start, tangled in Connor’s arms and legs. His head buried between my side and the couch cushion. I nudged him gently. “Hey, wake up.”

				He groaned and pushed his face deeper in the sofa. 

				“I’m serious,” I said.  I picked up my phone and looked at the time. “It’s 6:30. I’m pretty sure you missed curfew.”

				Without moving his head, he lifted the leg with the ankle monitor. “They’ll find me.”

				Connor and I moved inside Ava’s house once Charlotte vanished. Going on the theory she wouldn’t harm me while other people were around, we tucked in for the night, playing games with Ava and Christian. 

				Unfortunately, this stopped Connor from revealing more about her secret. 

				“Not funny,” I said, moving so he fell face first into the pillow. “I’d rather them not revoke your probation.”

				“Big word. Revoke.”

				“My parents were lawyers. I paid attention.”

				I turned to find him with messy hair and sleepy eyes, staring up at me with the slightest of smiles.

				“What’s that about?” I asked about the grin.

				He eased a hand on my leg. “I’m just happy to be here with you.”

				“I’m happy to be here with you, but we have unfinished business.”

				He tilted his head to the side. “You’re happy to have me here?”

				“Yeah. I am.” I felt the blush on my cheeks. “I missed you.”

				“I never left.”

				“You were here, but not here,” I told him. “It’s hard to explain.”

			

			
				“I know what you mean. I don’t know how she does it, but Charlotte got all in my head.”

				“I saw her do it last night. She whispers. Right up in your ear. Telling you things to do and think. She does it in your sleep, too,” I said. Connor shifted and stretched on his back. I sat on the other end of the couch, our legs intertwined. 

				“She came to see me right before she died. Just that one time since we were in the hospital. We texted some here and there, and she friended me on Facebook and stuff, but, I don’t know... we just lived two different lives.” He reached for my hand. “Plus, I had you.”

				“What did she want when she came to see you?”

				“I didn’t know at first. It’s like I said last night, she had some kind of weird influence on me. I craved her approval. Even though when she left, I didn’t care. Her visit seemed normal though. She wasn’t really interested in me. She spent the entire time talking about herself and her parents and how they sucked and how much she partied.”

				“Did she flirt with you?”

				He raised an eyebrow. “She always flirted.”

				I fought the familiar Charlotte-induced wave of jealousy. “Did she seem depressed?”

				“No more than usual. In hindsight, I thought it may be one of those suicidal goodbye things, where you make amends and get things in order.”

				“It sounds more like recon,” I suggest.

				“I think it was. She asked about the ghosts and if I saw them anymore. I told her about you, to a degree. She was very interested. I knew it was wrong to tell her about everything but…” he faltered.

				“I know. She’s a weakness for you.” I hated admitting it and I hated the fact he told her things he didn’t tell me.“After that, what happened?”

				“At first I just wanted to see if she needed help. I could feel the nudge of her spirit through the medication so I stopped taking it. Slowly, she became more active. Sometimes I saw her, other times I just heard her or felt her nearby.”

				“She was haunting you?”

				“Yeah, like the night I tagged her uncle’s office. One minute I was alone in my room, the next I was being handcuffed. She lived in my head and being off the meds made me a little neurotic. Sometimes it was hard for me to comprehend reality.” He fixed his eyes on me, intense and dangerous. Dangerous to me because I wanted so badly to believe him.

				I shifted a little on the couch, sitting up straighter. “I heard a rumor Charlotte didn’t kill herself.”

				Connor widened his eyes. “What?”

				“Yeah, her family thinks she didn’t do it. I’m not sure why though.”

				“Who in her family? Her mom?”

				“No, her uncle and aunt. They go to Julia’s church. Apparently that’s the big gossip with the church ladies right now.” Connor frowned and I continued. “What’s the big secret with her uncle? He seemed really concerned about all of this. Julia said they were devastated. I mean, why did you vandalize his office?”

				Connor slipped his legs out of mine and stood up. Ava had a small living room, but still enough space for him to pace around. “The uncle... I went, well I thought I went to make a point, to create this grand monument to Charlotte, but I don’t know. That even if she was dead, she still knew what he had done. I thought I was honoring her… but now that the meds have kicked back in, it’s pretty obvious why she told me to go there. I knew her image would hurt him, but what do they think happened if she didn’t kill herself?”

			

			
				“Murder or an accident? I don’t really know.”

				Connor took a deep breath and sat back on the couch. “Charlotte’s uncle is a complete jerk. A bad guy jerk. The kind that messes with little girls.”

				“He molested her?”

				“Tried to,” he said. “He cornered her at a family party, drunk and stupid and made a move. He’s an idiot for trying that with her. She’s a fighter if anything and she let him have it. From what she told me, he immediately repented, but also made a confession.”

				I felt sick to my stomach. “What kind of confession?”

				“He told her he had done this before with another girl. He knew he was sick and begged her not to tell. Charlotte, being Charlotte, took that information and used it against him for the next four years. She had him. Not only did he leave her alone, but she threatened to tell the police, the community and her family if he made one wrong move.”

				“She should have told the police.”

				He made a face. “Of course she should have, but as you’ve seen, Charlotte is not the sanest person or bound to any clear moral conscious. She’s manipulative. She used his guilt to get whatever she wanted from him, like clothes and money, but I guess her behavior got so out of hand she ended up in the hospital anyway.”

				I hear a sound from the back of the house and suspected Ava’s brother was getting ready for work. “What do you think? Did she kill herself or something else?”

				“I think Charlotte may be too vain to actually take her own life, but then again, she liked to cause drama. I’m really not sure.”

				“I guess I’ll have to ask her myself.”

				“No. I don’t want you talking to her.”

				“Connor, I doubt I have much choice, but at least now I have some leverage.”

				He shook his head. “That sounds like her. Using information to gain the upper hand.”

				I leaned forward and rested a hand on his chest. “Just leveling the playing field. If we’re going to survive this, I can’t underestimate her.”

				With both hands, he pulled me to his chest so we were nose to nose. He kissed me, short and sweet, for the first time in days. I kissed him back, sliding my hands behind his back. The blood burning between our lips proved that even if we wavered in our trust, we had this between us. I curled into his side and laid my ear over his heart, listening to the pounding in his chest. I felt his chin rest on the top of my head and he said, “Just be careful.”

				“Always,” I promised and, lying on Ava’s couch, wrapped in one another, we both pretended I wasn’t lying.

				&


			

			
				From the top step, I watched Connor’s car rumble down the road. That piece of junk probably woke up half the neighborhood. It was barely eight and I was beyond exhausted. I wondered briefly if I could catch a nap before camp started at 10. I slid my key into the door and felt a light tug on the back of my dress. Panicked, I spun around, bracing myself for the worst.

				“Oh, Tonya, you scared me,” I said, seeing the little girl behind me on the porch.

				“Sorry.”

				I glanced at Ms. Frances’ house and saw the curtain fall in the side window. Was this another set up? Regardless, Tonya waited in her dress with the smocking and tie in the back. The toes of her Mary Janes were scuffed and one braid had lost the tie at the end. I hesitated because I was unsure what to say, she was so young and had already suffered for several lifetimes. “I wanna show you something,” she said, offering her hand.

				Exhausted, all I wanted was to go to bed. But she had been waiting for me. I held out my hand and let her slip her small, cool one into mine. She directed me down the stairs. I expected her to turn toward her house, but we walked down the front path to the sidewalk. “This way,” she said, pointing down the road. “Mama left me at home all the time with Darius, but he was bad at watching me. He spent all his time with his friend Parker, playing baseball.”

				“They didn’t let you play?”

				She shrugged her shoulders. “They let me chase balls but that was boring.”

				We walked down the sidewalk hand in hand and I asked, “What did you do instead?”

				“Explored. Sometimes I climbed that tree over there,” she pointed to a huge magnolia across the street. “Or I snuck down to the grocery. Mr. Johnson gave me candy. Just one and I promised not to tell my mama.”

				“He sounds nice.”

				“He was nice.” She stops at the corner, but instead of crossing she cuts to the left down a side street with a bumpy, gravel road. “That day, I came down to get my candy and that strange man followed me out of the store. Mama told me he wasn’t right in the head so I ran, cutting down this path to run down the alley back to the house.” 

				We turned down the alley and Tonya clenched my hand. My heart began to pound, dreading the story she had to tell me. She turned again, ducking around the corner of a crumbling brick garage. “This runs behind our house?”

				“Yeah, you got that big fence. You can’t see it.”

				I nodded and stepped over a tire someone dumped in the middle of the dirt road. “I was running so fast. He wasn’t as fast as me so I ducked into that pipe over there.” She pointed to a big, open, rusted metal sewer pipe jutting out of the ground. “I heard him coming but he walked past. I didn’t come out until I heard my name. I thought it was Darius coming to find me, but it was Parker.”

				I looked around, confused. Had she escaped him after all?

				“My knees were dirty when I climbed out of the pipe. Parker brushed them off and asked if I wanted a lollipop.” Birds cried over us as we stood in front of the metal pipe. Tonya tugged my hand and I looked down. A heavy frown tugged at the edge of her mouth. “He said I could only have it if I gave him a kiss.”

			

			
				My stomach dropped. “Oh the cheek?” I dared.

				She shook her head.

				“Oh, Tonya.” I knelt before the girl.

				“I fought him. I squirmed and kicked and bit him on the arm, just like mama told me to do if I ever got in trouble. He got mad, though. So mad.” She pointed to her neck. “He grabbed me right here, so tight and squeezed, trying to make me still.”

				I swallowed the bile in the back of my throat. “And...”

				“And I woke up on the tire swing. Mama was sad, crying and couldn’t see me anymore. I tried to get Darius to play with me, but he wouldn’t. Eventually, he left home and never came back.”

				I wanted to stroke her hair, but I couldn’t. This touching thing was still one-sided. I just clung to the hand she gave me. “And Parker?”

				“I don’t know. Mama thinks that man did it. I heard her talking about it. It wasn’t him, but I couldn’t ever tell anyone.” Tonya looked at me and said, “Until you.”

				I started crying. Tonya leaned over and gave me a hug. “Don’t cry. It’s okay.”

				I brushed the tears off my cheeks and looked into her dark brown eyes. “It’s not okay. But thank you for telling me.” 

				“I’ve never told anyone that before.”

				“That’s what I’m here for.” I stood and wiped the dirt off my knees. A feeling of calm and determination came over me as we walked back out on the main road. I looked down at Tonya in her 30-year-old dress, tired and ready to go home, and said, “Now I have a better idea of what I need to do.” 

				&


				Tonya clutched my hand when I knocked on the door. “Why can you see me and she can’t?” she asked.

				“I don’t know. I’m not sure how this thing works or why. I know my great-aunt, the one in the hospital, can see ghosts, too. I know my boyfriend can, but other than that I’m not sure. Your mother knows about you, though.”

				“I know she does. She talks to me sometimes. Out in the garden or sweeping the steps. She sings me songs or tells me stories.”

				“She’s a good mother,” I said and squeezed her hand.

				I heard the locks turn from inside the house and Ms. Frances appeared behind the screen. “Good morning, Jane. Everything okay?”

				“Can we talk for a minute?” I glanced down, “Inside?”

				She unlatched the door and said, “Sure.”

				I bent over and said to Tonya, “I need to talk to your mother for a minute. Will you be okay?”

				“Yep,” she said, and with a fast shimmer her form disappeared.

				“That my baby girl?” the old lady asked, looking into the empty space next to me.

				“Was, she’s gone now. I need to talk to you about some things without her around.”

				“Come on in.”

			

			
				I pulled open the screen door and stepped into the living room. Again, the warm, stale air trapped in the house hit me hard. Ms. Frances pointed to the faded couch while she eased into a rocking chair near the fireplace.  

				“Tonya just told me her story.” I looked down at my hands. “She showed me where it happened and how.”

				Ms. Frances rocked slowly in her chair, causing a groan with each pass, and said, “Go on.”

				“She told me the man you all thought killed her didn’t. He didn’t do it. He wasn’t the one.”

				The old woman stopped rocking and frowned. “He confessed.”

				“What did he confess to?”

				“Following her out of the store and into the alley. They found him next to her...” she cut off and choked back a sob.  

				“Who found him?”

				“Darius and Parker.”

				“Ms. Frances, where is Darius now?”

				“Darius is gone. I lost him after Tonya. He left home and never came back. I don’t know if he’s dead or alive.”

				“And Parker?”

				“Parker is still a good boy. He comes to see me on holidays. Sends me cards. His parents were special people.” She heaved herself out of her chair and shuffled over to a cabinet built into the wall. She reached in and pulled out a frame. “When we moved here, all the white people left. ‘White flight’ they called it. That name was a good one because you could almost see a dust cloud coming off the back of them when they scrambled to get away. Parker’s family didn’t leave. His mama and daddy stuck in that house until they died. Parker still owns it. It’s a rental. He and Darius became fast friends, which was unusual. Back then, the blacks and whites didn’t intermingle often. Too much tension.”

				She walked back to the rocker and sat down, holding the frame in her hands. “He was devastated when Tonya died. We all were.” She wiped the glass in the frame with the hem of her dress and passed the heavy wood frame over to me. “Those are my boys.”

				The boys stood in matching baseball uniforms with Bates Middle stitched across their chests. Darius smiled a cocky grin, holding his bat like he was ready to swing. The other boy had one hand in a glove and a ball in the other. “This is Parker?” I asked, hoping maybe she’d say no. The photo was faded but clear enough that I spotted the similarities right away. I vaguely heard Ms. Frances confirm that Parker was the other boy. I couldn’t hear her over the rush of blood to my ears. That picture linked the final cord between Charlotte and Tonya’s lives and the link that connected them both.

				&


				I had no idea how to do this. 

				“Charlotte,” I called. “Come out, come out wherever you are…”

				Nothing seemed to work.

				I suspected she could hear me, but this wasn’t on her terms. Maybe she knew I had the upper hand for once.

			

			
				“Guess you’re ready to hand Connor over then?” I said to the empty room. Usually, the ghosts just appeared when I’d rather them not. Now that I finally had the information to help her pass over, she could be free of this life and Connor and I would be free of her torment. I figured my house should be as good a place as any since I’d officially bailed on work and no one else was home. I went to my room though, just in case someone came home unexpectedly. No need for anyone to walk in while I rid the house of a volatile spirit.

				“Charlotte,” I called again. Annoyed and tired, I sat on my bed and waited. “I need to talk to you.” The room remained quiet while I waited. I wasn’t sure what to expect from her. She may not even cooperate.

				“You summoned, your highness?” 

				She materialized in the middle of the room with a snarky expression and mean eyes. I ignored the attitude. I went straight to the punch. “I know what happened. I understand now why you’re here.”

				“Do you?” she said. “Enlighten me.”

				“I know about your uncle and what he tried to do, and what he did do.”

				She snorted. “I knew he couldn’t keep a secret. Connor’s always been weak. It’s why he’s so easily manipulated.”

				“He told me some of it, but I figured out the rest from someone else. I think the reason you’re still here is to help her.”

				Her eyes narrowed for a second, but then her face smoothed. “Help who?”

				“Tonya, the dead 11-year-old next door. She’s been waiting 30 years for someone to find out the truth.”

				“And lucky for her Jane The Girl Who Talks With Ghosts moved in next door and figured it out.”

				I shrugged, irritated at her suspicion. “Well, yeah. Your uncle killed her.”

				“Huh,” she said and crossed her arms over her chest. Not exactly the reaction I expected. 

				“Are you ready to tell me what happened?”

				“God, you people are so nosey.” She rolled her eyes but sat on the end of the bed, crossing one leg over the other. “Whatever. It’s not like you haven’t figured it out. Parker had always been my favorite uncle. At least before that night. He’s funny and smart. He talked to me like I was an adult. When I was a kid, he slipped me candy, later booze.”

				“Sounds healthy,” I said.

				“Not everyone comes from the perfect family, Jane,” she snapped. I fought a moment of guilt but she had already moved on. “We were at a typical family dinner. Typical means everyone was wasted by dessert. Parker spent half the night talking to me and playing games. I was stupid though, I led him right to my room, dying to show him my new video game. I showed him how to play it, both of us messing around on my bed. Something we had done a million times before. He was my uncle for Christ’s sake. I’m not sure when everything changed. I thought he was just being silly when he climbed under the covers and pulled me with him. I stopped thinking that when he reached under my dress.” She turned her face away and said, “Too bad for him I wasn’t willing to be a passive victim. I fought back and he was sloppy drunk so it wasn’t that hard to get away from him.” Her voice sounded hard and bitter. I didn’t blame her.

			

			
				“That sounds horrible,” I said. I’ve had enough of this type of story today. “Connor said he confessed to doing something like this before?”

				“Yeah, he started crying and begging my forgiveness. I refused and he sobbed some story about another girl, and how he loved her so much. Then he got creepy quiet and said that he did something wrong and hurt her and how he promised himself he would never do it again.”

				“Anything else?”

				“Nope. While he was on his knees in my room crying like a baby, I ran.”

				Her aloofness surprised me, even though I supposed it shouldn’t. I decided to be direct. “He killed that other girl.”

				She raised an eyebrow. “How?”

				“He choked her when she fought him.”

				Her hands flew to her neck. “That sounds like him.”

				“What happened next? Did you tell anyone?”

				“No, I didn’t tell,” she said. “I didn’t think anyone would believe me. Not my parents, for sure. Everyone loves him, he’s a big-wig in the community.”

				“You should have told.”

				“Doesn’t matter. I got my revenge. I used his dirty secret against him and threatened to drag his name through the mud. It worked, too. He gave me money and sent me to Europe and Mexico on school trips. He bought me a car on my 16th birthday. He treated me like a princess and I deserved it after what he tried to do.” Her tone carried an unmistakable sense of entitlement.

				“How did you end up in the hospital?”

				“Just because I had the upper-hand doesn’t mean I’m not messed up. Drugs and sex became an easy way to feel good and get attention. My parents got tired of spending lawyer fees at juvenile court and the judge was fed up from seeing me in his courtroom. Ninety days residential treatment.” She gave me a smug smile. “That’s where I met Connor. Handsome, optimistic Connor. He has a soft spot though for girls in trouble.”

				“I can’t argue that.”

				“Don’t worry, I never tainted your precious Connor. He was too weak for me then. When I got out, things had changed. My parents used my time away to enter therapy and decided to push some kind of ’tough love’ crap on me. Part of that included forcing Parker to stay away from me and shutting off the gifts and money.” She looked at her fingernails, acting bored. “I wanted my money. I went to him and tried to blackmail him. It didn’t work. While I was in the hospital, he’d told my parents about that night but changed the story, making me the bad guy.”

				“What? How?”

				“He told them I came on to him and then blackmailed him. He told them he was only trying to protect me by spoiling me. He turned this whole thing back on me, like I wasn’t the victim. Like he was the one hurt by all of this.”

				“Oh my God, Charlotte. I’m so sorry.” I watched as her tough veneer faltered a little.

				“I went to Connor’s to talk to him about it, but he didn’t care. He was wrapped up in you. Telling me about how perfect and wonderful and beautiful you are, and how you understand him,” she took a deep breath. “As though I didn’t.”

			

			
				“I’m sure he didn’t realize…”

				“Save it,” she said. “I went home that night and plotted my next escape. I was 17 and could go out on my own. I loaded up my suitcase with all the jewelry and clothing I could sell. I was leaving – for good. There was no reason to stay. Everyone thought I was a liar. Connor didn’t care. He had you. I was on my own. Why not be on my own somewhere new?”

				“I was halfway through packing when Parker showed up at my house. He was drunk. Again. Imagine that,” she snorted. “He tried to talk me out of leaving and I told him he was a pathetic, disgusting pervert, and to go to hell. He lunged at me and I slapped him. He slapped me back and we fought one another until he had me on the ground. I bit his hand and he pressed his arm across my throat to hold me down and to shut me up. His red, angry face was the last thing I remember.”

				“He killed you?”

				“I’m a freaking ghost, aren’t I?”

				We stare at one another for a moment. “I’m so sorry,” I said, again

				“Too little too late, Jane.”

				Even at her most vulnerable, she was unbearable.

				She fixed me with a cold stare and said, “That’s it. Everything you wanted to know. What do we do now?”

				“I figure out how to put the jerk in jail. You go on to wherever you guys go. You and Tonya should both be free to pass over. The rest is up to me.”

				“That’s it?”

				I stood up and walked to my desk, writing a couple of notes before I forgot. “Should be. This thing seems to be about righting wrongs. I can do this for you both.”

				“I don’t know if it’s that easy. Just walking away.”

				This time I held her gaze, refusing to back off. “You don’t have a choice. It’s time. You and Tonya both need to go. This isn’t about me or Connor. It’s about you.”

				“I guess,” she said.

				“There’s no guessing.” 

				Charlotte lets out a dramatic sigh. Even after her whole story, she’s still caught up in her self-absorption. 

				“Ugh. You’re right.” She grimaced as though the words hurt her. “I apologize for being such a bitch. I was just confused and lost, I guess. Jealous of Connor. Not because I loved him really, but because you two had what I couldn’t seem to figure out. A healthy relationship.”

				“I’m sorry you had so much pain in your life. I’ll make sure Parker pays for what he did to both of you.”

				Charlotte shimmered in front of me, on the verge of disappearing, but suddenly became visible again. Confused, I simply watched as she lunged at me and her arms were around me in a tight hug. The embrace seemed awkward, even for Charlotte. Not only awkward, I felt something different. My insides tugged, like my soul was being pulled from the inside out. 

				“What are you doing?“ I mumbled into Charlotte’s hair. I felt our bodies merge, combined in the space outside ourselves, just for a second before she looked up at me with a frown. Then she disappeared, not with a shimmer but with a definitive yank to the other side.

			

			
				I searched the room but Charlotte was gone. I wrapped my arms around my stomach and fell to the floor with a wail. I cried for her and Tonya and the horrible things they went through. I cried because my insides hurt like I’d just been torn in half.

				&


				 I wailed so loud from the pain that my mother and aunt ran up the attic stairs to my room, rushing in without knocking.

				“Jane!” my mother cried. She met me on the floor, gently looking me over for injuries. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

				“It hurts,” I choked out between sobs. 

				“Where?” she asked. 

				I released the hold I had on my stomach because I knew there would be no scars. Nothing to prove Charlotte tried something. I’m not even sure she did. My mom poked and prodded, checking every inch of exposed skin and I caught my breath.

				Satisfied I wasn’t hurt, Mom handed me a towel off my desk chair and I wiped my face.

				During all of this, Jeannie roamed around the room, her forehead creased with worry. She waved one hand into the air as if clearing smoke.

				I don’t read auras, but I could only imagine what kind of negative residue Charlotte left in her wake.

				Jeannie stopped in the middle of the room. “Who was here? Charlotte?” 

				“Yes,” I said. “She’s gone now.”

				Jeannie gave me a skeptical look and sniffed the air.

				“Who’s Charlotte?” my mother asked, ignoring her cousin.

				Jeannie and I shared a look. “Tell your mother what’s happening.”

				“Charlotte is Connor’s friend. The one that died,” I explain. “She’s been coming to me. It’s why Connor has been such a mess and why he and I have been fighting.”

				My mother brushed my hair behind my ear. “What does she want? Is it like the other times? Does she just need help?”

				“She did and I helped her. She’s gone now. Crossing over or whatever.”

				“That’s good, right?” My mother tried her hardest to understand this gift I had inherited from her family. Tried, but often failed. 

				“Yes, but just before…” I stopped. Just before what? What did she do? How did I explain what it felt like to have my soul ripped from the inside?

				“Before what?” Jeannie prompted.

				I swallowed and made a fast decision. I lied. Kind of. “Just before you came up here, I found out the truth about Charlotte.” I looked at my mother. “Her uncle hurt her. And Ms. Frances’ daughter. A long time ago. He needs to go to jail.”

				Both my mother and Jeannie looked shocked. Jeannie recovered first. “What did he do?”

				“He killed her. Well, he killed Tonya, too. But he also hurt her when she was younger.” I was too tired and disgusted to explain more. I told my mom, “I need your help to make sure that happens.”

			

			
				“I can do that,” she said. “I can make some calls. I still have some friends in the DA’s office.”

				“Thank you,” I said. 

				“Are you sure you’re okay?” Mom asked.

				“I’m just exhausted and relieved she’s gone.”

				Unconvinced, Jeannie said, “Nothing else? She didn’t hurt you did she?” I saw her look me over for injuries.

				My mother frowned. “Hurt you? How?”

				“No one hurt me,” I told them. I stood up and pulled my mother with me. “I’m fine. It was just scary for a minute. And, like I said, exhausting. I’m just hoping Charlotte found peace and we can put her uncle in jail before he hurts anyone else.”

				My mother gave me a hug, wrapping her arms tight around my neck. “You’re doing so many good things with this gift,” she said. “I’m proud of you.”

				Over her shoulder, I saw the disapproval in Jeannie’s eyes. She’s disappointed I didn’t tell her about being shadow bound, but I can’t. Not yet.
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				I stopped at Connor’s house on the way to the hospital to tell him about Charlotte. Jeannie called and said Aunt Ruth had taken a sudden turn for the worse. Mom, Bebe and Jeannie were all with her, waiting for the inevitable, I suppose.

				“Charlotte’s gone.”

				“Just like that?” He asked, pressing his back against the porch railing. I tried not to feel hurt over the sadness in his eyes. She had been his friend at one time, or so he thought. He should mourn her death.

				“Yeah, now that we know the truth, the real truth, she and Tonya should be on their way to the other side, or wherever it is they go.”

				“You okay?”

				“I am now, I guess. I told my mom and aunt everything. I thought maybe my mom could use some of her old contacts to figure out how to deal with Parker.”

				He laced his fingers with mine. “Good idea,” he said. “How did they handle everything you told them?”

				“Okay. Mom’s dealing with everything. Jeannie being there helped. They’re both preoccupied with Ruth, so they feel guilty I slipped under the radar a little.”

				He leaned down and touched his forehead to mine, kissing me, this time without the anger or tension. Like before all this mess started.

				“I should go,” I said, not moving. His hands felt nice on my hips and, when I laid my head on his chest, he smelled clean, like soap. “My family is waiting for me at the nursing home.”

				“Okay,” he said, kissing me again. “I’ll be around here for a while. I’m supposed to meet Matt at the Ruins later tonight.”

				I kicked his ankle monitor with my toe. “You think you should be tagging right now?”

				He cocked that eyebrow and smiled. That one look says everything about the boy I’ve chosen. He’ll always be a risk-taker and an artist. The meds dampened his spirit. This was the last thing that he could truly call his own. I had to accept this side of him even when I wasn’t sure it was the smartest choice. “Just don’t get caught.”

			

			
				“Approved areas only for right now, I promise.” He placed his hands on both sides of my head and kissed me again, still sweet, but this time I felt the fire burning underneath. I missed him and it was like our time apart fast-forwarded us a little. The lines we established before crumbled as he pressed against me. He wasn’t desperate this time. More like a man on a mission.

				I pulled away. “I’ve got to meet my family. They’re waiting for me.”

				He nodded in understanding, but kissed me again.

				Light hearted for once, I let him continue because I was tired of the bad. I wanted some of the good. And boy, kissing Connor Jacobs was definitely considered part of the good.

				&


				Just before noon, I knocked on Aunt Ruth’s partially open door and let myself in. To my surprise, she stood by the dresser in a floral dress, brushing her hair. She spotted me in the reflection and said, “I was wondering if you were going to make it.”

				I glanced around the room, looking for my mother and grandmother. I’m the only one here, but I stupidly asked, “Me?”

				“Who else?” She clipped glassy sliver balls to her earlobes. “Shut the door.”

				I followed her curt directions, closing the door with a quiet click. “We don’t have much time,” she said. “But I see you found the connection between the two girls.”

				“I did. That man killed them both. We’re trying to figure out how to put him in jail now.”

				“That angel of death won’t go so easy.” I watched her fold several pieces of clothing and place them in her drawer. Her steps were spry, but her words carried that tone of delusion I heard last time.

				“Does she have a choice? Evan would have stayed to say goodbye if he could have. Ellen would have seen her kids once more. Once the issue is resolved, the passage happens immediately. I’ve seen it.”

				“That angel, she’s got the devil on her side. More anger than hope. She won’t go peacefully. She’s hoping to jump.”

				I humored her. “Jump?”

				“Switch bodies. Jump into yours.”

				“Umm... what?”

				“That girl isn’t ready to leave and there’s something here she wants. I suspect she’s been trying to take whatever it is with her, but really she wants to stay here. She’s trying to claim your body. Creep like a shadow.”

				“What? No. How is that even possible?” But her words rang true. Like I’d heard them before. Read them even.

				“There is so much we do not control outside this life, but you have to fight for it every day. Don’t let her take that from you. It’s not your time.” She stared at me with faded blue eyes.

				Her crazy talk, combined with the revelations of every ghost in Atlanta that day, forced me to stop listening. I moved to the door. “They’re gone. Both of them. Once I found out the truth and agreed on a resolution for the both of them, they left. Like all the others.”

			

			
				“Heed my advice, young lady. This isn’t over,” she said as I ran from the room, slamming into my mother a few feet away.

				“Jane! Are you okay?” my mom asked, pulling me into a hug. “I know, honey. We’re all going to miss her. She was a wonderful lady. I know you felt a connection to her.”

				“What?” I asked, wiping my face on my sleeve.

				“Ruth’s death is sad, but she suffered for a long time.”

				I looked back at the room and saw the door wide open from when I rushed through moments earlier. The room was empty. The dresser clear. Ruth was dead.

				“What time did it happen?” I asked.

				“About 30 minutes ago. Jeannie and Bebe were with her the whole time. She died peacefully. Jeannie had to go sign some paperwork, and your grandmother and I went to get her some lunch. She hasn’t had a full meal in days. I’m sorry you missed her.”

				“Me, too.” I stared at the empty bed and thought of the woman I just talked to. The dead woman and her final words to me. I shuddered and my mom wrapped her arm around me.

				&


				The following days passed in a blur. Funerals, even the expected ones, required a lot of work and preparation. My parents closed their shop for a couple of days and my mother and grandmother assisted Jeannie with all the details. My mother gave me a job, collecting the flowers and cards sent in condolence so we could send appropriate thank yous later. I made a spreadsheet, listing names and casseroles – anything I could do to keep busy and out of the way. Anything, I knew, to keep Ruth’s final words out of my mind. 

				“Dad, we may have to eat this one,” I said, sliding a chicken and something casserole across the kitchen counter. I’d just spent 30 minutes trying to shove 15 plastic containers with enough food to last us for months into the freezer. “Dad?” I called. He and I had been left at home while the others left early for the funeral home. I heard his voice in the front hall and I followed the sound, hoping whoever was speaking with him had not brought another casserole. I crossed my fingers hoping for cookies. 

				“Oh,” I said when I saw him standing next to Connor. “Hey.”

				“Hi,” he said. Connor looked handsome in his suit and tie. Shaggy hair pressed down on the sides. The blue in his tie caught the color of his eyes, and with everything going on the butterflies in my stomach seemed inappropriate.

				“Your mother called,” Dad said, rushing past me. “She wants different pictures for the display or something. I’m just taking whatever she left on her desk. Connor said he would give you a ride.”

				“All right,” I said. Dad leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

				“See you in a bit.”

				“Okay,” I called but the back door closed with a slam. He was gone. “Things have been crazy around here,” I told Connor.

				“Yeah, I can imagine,” he said, slipping an arm around my waist. “Anything else?”

				Neither of us wanted to say her name, so I shook my head. “Not a water tower in sight.”

			

			
				“Good. Maybe your aunt was just as crazy dead as she was alive.”

				I made a face. “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

				“Maybe so, but I hope I’m right. Either way both Tonya and Char have been quiet for close to a week. Maybe she was wrong.”

				“I hope so.” I picked up my bag and wiggled on my shoes. “You ready?”

				He scrunched his nose. “As I’ll ever be.”

				“Tell me about it.” I wrapped my arm around his waist. “Thanks for coming with me. The idea of hanging out in a cemetery is less than appealing.”

				“What? This should be our idea of the perfect date or something.” He gave me an elusive, mega-watt smile. “In an emo, ghost channeler kind of way.”

				“Shut up.”

				“Oh, I got you something,” he said. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a small purple velvet bag. 

				“What’s this?” I took the bag and loosened the tie. Inside was a round piece of metal on a string. It was the same symbol Connor had on his arm.

				“For protection.”

				“Does this really work?” 

				He shrugged. “At this point I’m willing to accept any help we can get. Charlotte may be gone, but there’s always another ghost around the corner.”

				As we walked out the front door, Connor nudged me and gestured to the house next door. I looked up in time to see the curtain drop. 

				“Wait for me in the car?” I asked.

				“Sure.”

				We parted on the driveway and I ducked through the bushes and knocked on Ms. Frances’ door. She must have been waiting because she opened the door right away. “I heard about your kin,” she said, shaking her head in sorrow. “She died in her own time though and that is how it’s supposed to work.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

				I noticed then she had a bundle in her hands. She held it up. “I have something for you.”

				I opened the cloth wrapper and found a mixture of leaves and roots. I looked up at her in question. “What do I do with this?”

				“You’ll know at the time. Keep it with you. Tonya will show you how.”

				“Tonya’s gone,” I told her, but she had already closed the door. I sighed and turned back down the steps toward Connor’s car.

				“What’s that?” he asked when I got in the car. I shoved the bundle in my purse. “These crazy women. It’s just like Ruth. They have all this information but it comes out in cryptic terms. I can’t ever tell what’s important and what’s senile.”

				“Are you ready?” he asked.

				“For a funeral in a cemetery?” 

				He laughed and started the car. My life was crazy, but at least I had someone who understood to share it with me.

			

			
				&


				I hadn’t been to many funerals. My grandmother, Bebe, had more energy than I did. My father’s parents lived across the country, golfing and gardening and living a generally active life. The idea of dealing with their deaths took on a different perspective now that I knew that when they died, they weren’t necessarily gone. Ruth passed over though. I knew this. I felt it in my bones. Wherever she existed now, it wasn’t in the church or at the cemetery. She had her final words with me in the hospital. After that, she was ready to go.   

				“It’s not exactly creepy,” I said to Connor as we walked from the car to the rows of chairs set out by the funeral home. The afternoon air felt sticky and hot, just like every other day this summer.

				“No. I think you and I moved beyond creepy a while ago. It’s almost like cemeteries are a ticking time bomb. Like, how soon before someone will show up or something like that?”

				“Pushing our luck.”

				“Right.” I squeezed his hand. “Well, me at least. The drugs should work here, too.”

				Connor squeezed my hand back and led me over to my family. We walked over the stone paths between headstones. The graveside service only included my family and the minister from the church. I doubt he even knew Ruth, seeing as how she had been in the hospital for so many years. I sat next to my mother, who gave me a quick hug and Connor a tight smile. “Thanks for coming,” she said.

				He lifted our tangled hands off my lap. “Of course. I know Ruth was important to the family.”

				I ignored the look of concern on my mother’s face. Her worry was justified. Connor hurt me, but now that Charlotte had moved on, I felt confident we would get back on track.

				“Good afternoon,” the minister said. He mopped the sweat off his forehead with a white handkerchief. “I know Ruth had a special place in this family. She struggled for many years with her health and well-being. During our many talks, she always made it clear you each held a special place in her heart.” He glanced up and smiled. “Especially you, Jeannie. You filled her with so much joy and she was so proud of your accomplishments.”

				Apparently, I was wrong about the minister knowing Ruth. No one in our family had much connection to religion as far as I knew, so hearing Ruth spent time with the minister proved surprising. My mother clasped Jeannie’s hand and they both blotted away tears. Fumbling in my purse, I pulled out a pack of tissues. They had barely left my hand for my mother’s when I saw her.

				Charlotte.

				Leaning against a statue across the cemetery. Her eyes narrowed in a hard stare, but her mouth quirked in the slightest of grins. She posed innocently under a large, stone angel. On instinct, my fingers tightened around Connor’s.

				“What?” he whispered under the minister’s words. His eyes flicked in the direction of the angel, but registered nothing.

				“Um...” I stumbled, looking back and seeing nothing. She had disappeared. “Just being weird, I guess.”

				I shivered and Connor wrapped an arm around me, rubbing my arm. Ruth tried to warn me. Charlotte had not passed over. Solving the mystery of her death did not release her. She wanted something more.

			

			
				&


				There?

				Hey

				I’m outside

				Where?

				Outside, outside. 

				Here?

				Either let me in or come down.

				Hold on...

				Connor continued to type as he opened the door. I sucked back a cough at his appearance. In the shadows, I noticed his threadbare T-shirt and plaid cotton pajama pants, hung just a little too low on his hips.

				“You okay?” he asked, leaning one arm against the side of the door and yawning.

				I nodded. “Yeah. I just needed to get out of the house. Too many relatives. Is this okay?” I glanced around the porch. The lights were off when I drove up, all but the one by the backdoor. 

				“Come on.” He took my hand and led me through the dark kitchen, past the living room and up the stairs.

				“Where are your parents?” I whispered.

				“Out. A fundraiser or something. Don’t worry though. They won’t notice. Plus, Emma’s asleep.” I followed him quietly through the house. When we got to his room, he shut the door to his behind us. “I’m glad you came over – whatever the reason.”

				He wrapped one arm around my waist while his hand stayed on mine, fingers woven together. I peered over his shoulder at his room. The only light came from his stereo against the wall and the open window. It was completely trashed this time. My unannounced visit didn’t give him time to clean up. I looked up at Connor and saw the intensity in his eyes. The difference from my last visit and now vibrated between us, in the energy coming off our limbs and the flickered, fluttering of my heart. We weren’t the same people as we were two months ago. Things had changed us. Charlotte changed us.

				His hands grasped my face and he kissed me. A little sloppy and rough. Breaking the tension of our time apart. I kissed him back, feeling the coarse hair on his chin scratch against my mouth. This made me kiss him harder, wanting to feel something other than the nightmare I’d been floating in for the last several hours.

				Charlotte did not pass over. I saw her in that cemetery and Ruth’s final words to me were correct. She wanted something from me. My body. She wanted to take possession of my body and continue on in this realm. I was replaceable.

				Connor ran his hands down my arms eliciting a chill that traveled from my neck to my back. “Can I stay here tonight?” I asked. I just wanted to be near him in case tonight was our last chance. 

				“Sure,” he said. I turned away from his questioning look and climbed into his bed. Forward, but what did I have to lose? This may be my last night alive as a human, I wanted to spend it with him.

			

			
				He paused, but being a boy he didn’t hesitate long about the sudden appearance of a girl in his bed and climbed in right behind me, pulling me close. Tears filled my eyes when he sighed in my ear. Content.

				Maybe he wouldn’t notice the change. Maybe he could have the best of both worlds, my body and Charlotte’s mind. I pushed that horrible thought aside and snuggled closer to the warmth of his chest. 

				“We’ve got to figure out how to balance all this, you know,” he whispered. I nodded in agreement, not trusting myself to speak. “We can’t let someone divide us again. There has to be a way for us to remain true to ourselves and not crumble under their manipulation.” His thumb swiped over my cheek and I felt a tear smear across my skin. In the shadowy dark of his room, I avoid his concerned eyes and kissed him again, sweeter this time. 

				“I’m being weird,” I said after we broke apart. 

				“You’re allowed to be weird. Things have been a lot less than normal lately.” He wrapped his arms around me tight, barely giving me room to breathe. “I’m here for you and I’m not going away again no matter what. From now on, we fight these demons together.”

				I fought a laugh. Demon was a better word in some cases. Demons tried to ruin your life and suck out your soul. “I trust you,” I said, but trust in this situation was irrelevant because what I faced had nothing to do with Connor and his word. I was the liar. I hadn’t told him about Charlotte still being here or my plan. I rolled over, pressing my back into his chest and closed my eyes, faking my own drowsiness while I waited for his breathing to even.

				“I love you, Jane Watts,” he whispered in my ear. I froze, terrified if I responded I would break, revealing everything to him. 

				&


				I fell asleep anyway. I woke with her voice in my head. A low whisper instructing me where to go and how to find her.

				I moved quietly without disturbing the bed, but one glance across the mattress proved my sneakiness futile. I placed a hand on the sheets. The other side of the bed felt cool to the touch. Connor must have left a while ago.

				I cursed him for abandoning me once again, even though my intentions had been the same. Connor Jacobs and I had issues. Too bad we wouldn’t get the chance to deal with them directly. Not if Charlotte succeeded.

				I grabbed my shoes and opened his door, tiptoeing barefoot down the dark hallway. I was almost to the stairway when I heard a door open behind me. I froze.

				“Jane?” Emma whispered. I turned and saw her long dark hair against the light in her room.

				“Hey, Emma,” I replied, feeling guilty and a little trashy sneaking out of her brother’s room in the middle of the night.

				“He left already,” she said. “I heard his car start up.”

				Not that I had time to chase Connor around, but I asked, “Did he take anything with him? Did he look...”

			

			
				“Crazy?” she asked. “No. And I know he isn’t crazy. Neither are you.”

				“Thanks?”

				“You’re welcome. I don’t know where he went.”

				“Okay,” I said and turned to leave.

				On the top step, Emma called my name. “One thing I do know,” she said, “is he was talking to someone. Someone I couldn’t see.”
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				The clock in my car said 1:32 a.m. when I stopped to pick up Ava. She waited for me on the curb with her satchel over her shoulder. The zipper at the top bulged from whatever she had stored inside.

				“What is all that?” I asked after she sat in the car and heaved her bag onto her lap.

				“I’ve been researching. I got a little bit of everything. Just in case.” She quietly closed the door behind her and I drove away from her house.

				I glanced at Ava, sitting in the passenger seat with tired but excited eyes, and said, “You don’t have to do this.”

				She held up a hand. “Stop.”

				I batted her hand down. “No, listen. You don’t have to do this, but I’m glad you’re here. I’m not sure I could do this alone, and with Connor being so erratic, I just can’t count on him right now. This is too close to home for him. Plus, I don’t even know where he is. He snuck out at some point during the night.”

				“I knew you should have told him! Where did he go?”

				“Who knows? I woke up and he was gone,” I said, but I had a bad feeling I may have an idea. 

				“Woke up?” Her eyes bugged wide behind her glasses. “Jane! You slept with him?”

				I rolled my eyes. “No. I did not sleep with him. I mean, I slept in the bed next to him for a couple of hours.”

				She gave me a look of complete disbelief, but said nothing.

				“I’m serious.”

				“Whatever you say.”

				“It’s not like some kind of desperate last night together kind of thing or whatever,” I lied.

				“No, nothing like that, I’m sure,” she said, seeing right through me. “Really though, where do you think he went?”

			

			
				“I don’t know,” I said, pulling the car into the parking lot. I didn’t and I hoped the inkling I had was wrong. “I’ll have to deal with all that later, I guess.”

				The lot was dark, and Ava dug in her bag and retrieved two flashlights. At the last minute, I pulled the bundle Ms. Frances gave me and shoved it into my pocket. If I was ever going to need it, tonight would be the night. I took the flashlight she offered and turned it on. Once she had her light ready, we started down the path.

				“I’ve never been here at night? Have you?” she asked.

				I nodded. “Once or twice with Connor and the other guys, but they really know their way around. I just kind of followed.”

				“I’m not gonna lie. It’s kind of scary.” Crickets screeched in the night, making the unified sound of a dull roar, and high in the trees fireflies flashed their signals. 

				“Tell me what you brought.”

				Ava patted her bag. “The basics, Sage, salt, holy water...”

				I turned my light on her face and she squinted. “Holy water?”

				“Yeah, well, I hope it’s real. I stole it out of the baptismal font at the church.”

				“You stole holy water?” I was increasingly worried about what would happen to me if I didn’t survive this night. Lying, breaking laws and now stealing? I hoped God took mercy on those trying to do the right thing.

				Ava held up a small vial and said, “Not a lot. Just enough to sprinkle around if we need it.”

				We were at the end of the paved path and I flashed my light on the overgrown dirt path on my left. “Over that hill is The Ruins, we need to go down there,” I said, slapping a mosquito off my neck and feeling around for the charm on my neck. “The ruins aren’t that far away, and I sure hope his last painting is up there or we’re screwed.”

				His artwork is why I chose this spot. That symbol, the same one I wore around my neck, was my hope. My hope that with a little help, I could purge this reality of Charlotte for good. Something I was prepared to do. Something I wasn’t convinced he was.

				Ava followed me through the dark woods, the only sound came from our breath and feet, trampling over the brush and leaves. I pushed a branch back and it flew out of my hands, slapping Ava behind me. “Sorry,” I whispered, but Ava’s light was on our feet and she made no sign that it hurt.

				Together, we climbed the short hill to the top of the Ruins. At the top, we waved our lights over the area below. Empty. Quiet.

				“There,” I said, and point to the bonfire pit. As we walked to the pit, I fumbled for a book of matches in my pocket. Ava dug through her bag, placing items on the ground and pulled out a small tin can. She held it up with a tiny grin on her face.

				“Paint thinner?”

				She doused the charred wood in the pile and grabbed the matches from my hand. “I didn’t think we would have all night to light a fire.” She struck the match and tossed it in the pit. We both leaned back as the scrap of wood exploded on contact.

				“How did you know to bring all of this?”

				“I keep telling you: brothers. They prepared me well.”

			

			
				“They didn’t tell you how to banish a drama queen ghost did they?”

				“Nope,” she said and reached into her bag again. She pulled out the book. “But this did. Come on.”

				Ava had more faith than I had in the book Camille gave us, but at this point we had few options left. I wanted Charlotte gone. Now, before she could do further harm. And even though Ava thought she had tricks up her sleeve, l doubted we could beat Charlotte. There was too much I didn’t know.

				“This one?” Ava asked. Her voice echoed off the old buildings. She pointed to the graffitied wall. 

				“Yeah,” I said following her. Connor’s symbol hovered over us, the same one that hung around my neck. The same one that he inked onto his arm. The problem wasn’t so much protecting ourselves, it was removing Charlotte. How did we make her cross over?

				Ava pulled a large container out of her bag and began pouring it in a wide circle around the wall with Connor’s symbol, leaving a break in one section. “From what I could understand in the book, we need to get her in this circle,” she said, including the fire in the safe area. “As long as she’s in here, she can’t get to us and she’ll be trapped.”

				“By salt?”

				“That’s what it said.”

				Once she finished, she gathered a bunch of herbs and lit them on fire, waving them around the space. “For good measure,” she said. 

				“You do realize we want to lure her out, right?” I asked. The sage seemed like overkill, but if it kept Ava safe I wouldn’t argue. “I mean, I have no idea what will happen when she gets here. I just want both of us to be safe while I try to reason with her.”

				“Ha,” Ava snorted. “Reasoning with a vindictive ghost. Good luck.”

				Ava had no idea this girl wanted to jump into my body and take over. She thought all I wanted was to lure her here safely and try a little book-suggested mumbo jumbo in the process. Protected by charms and salt. I knew it would come to more than that in the end. I just wanted it on my terms.

				Over my shoulder, I heard the flapping of wings. “Are ravens nocturnal?” I asked, looking up.

				“Not that I know of.”

				Despite the heat, a chill ran up the back of my neck. I’d like to think this was a different bird than the one tapping at Ruth’s window, but I’m not that naïve. Again, I hoped Ruth’s statements to me were delusions. 

				“Great. Another supernatural entity to deal with,” I said, but whatever was going on with that bird would have to come later. Right now, my focus was on rationally getting Charlotte to leave.

				“Oh crap,” Ava said with a frown. Charlotte would have to wait. A light flashed over the hill.

				“Hide,” I whispered and we both moved to the other side of the brick wall. Our fire was still burning and Ava left her bag of tricks on the other side. The bird tittered overhead. I needed a chance to think.

				“It’s Connor.”

				“What?!” I shout-whispered. “No. I need him out of here.”

			

			
				“Why?”

				“Because I don’t want him to ruin what I’m trying to do. He’s too attached to Charlotte and I don’t need her using him. I don’t need to worry about his safety.”

				“Fine. I’ll distract him. You just stay put while we figure this out.”

				She left me there, my back against the cool brick wall. I knew what I had to do. I needed him away from here. Away from my circle and Ava. While I might not know my way around these trails at night, I did know my way around them during the day from running them with my dad for the last two years. I flashed my light over to the woods. I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t want to leave the flickering firelight and my best friend.

				“Ava?” I heard him ask. He wasn’t dumb though. Confused, but not dumb. “Where’s Jane?”

				“Look, Connor, she didn’t want you to come with us. She’s got this idea and she’s confident…”

				“Don’t get involved, Ava. Tell me where she is,” he said. His tone was frantic and I wondered what his own plans were down here. What was enough for him to leave me to come here. 

				Her?

				These questions were enough for me to take a chance. One chance to lose him in the woods. I knew these trails well enough from my runs and they all wound up in the same general place. I could outrun him and beat him back from the other direction. Hopefully he would get lost long enough for me to deal with Charlotte. I flashed my light to get my bearings straight and ran. I bolted straight into the dark, running down the trail as fast as I could manage. The raven, startled by my movement, flapped his wings behind me, tearing through the night with a loud caw. 

				“Jane!” I heard him yell, but I continued with my escape. “Don’t run! Come back!”

				I used my memory of the terrain, and my flashlight, to run down the hill. Tree, I thought, coming to a curve where I knew if I didn’t follow the trail I would smack right into one. I made the turn and heard the trickling water below me on the other side of the bank.  

				Connor crashed through the woods, my name echoing off trees. Even if I couldn’t see him, I could easily hear him. I turned and found myself near the water. My flashlight bounced off a series of rocks. I needed to cross to get to the other side, which would loop me back around the trail to the other side of the Ruins. I took a deep breath and placed a foot on the first rock, wobbling a little as I gained my balance.

				“Jane!” I heard Connor bellow through the woods. I jerked at his voice, missing the stone. My foot hit the water with a splash. “Stop!”

				“Crap.” I swayed over the water again, losing my balance and dropped the flashlight with a thump into the water. “Double crap,” I cried, wondering if it was worth it to wade deeper into the water to retrieve it.

				Before I could decide, I saw a shimmer ahead. Fear gripped me because I wasn’t ready to face Charlotte yet. Not here. I felt the familiar cool blast over my wet skin and braced myself. Whatever I expected did not come, instead a small, cool hand fit into mine.

				“Tonya!” I wheezed, attempting to catch my breath. “What? Why? Why are you here?” 

				My asthma made it hard to talk, but I knew we needed to keep moving. Midway across the creek, Tonya said, “She’s coming. Follow me.”

			

			
				I took a strangled, deep breath and followed those shiny black Mary Janes, reflecting in the moonlight, over hills and down cliffs until I no longer had a sense of direction. “Where are you taking me?” I asked when I finally begged her to stop, dropping to the ground and leaning back on a tree. I wheezed and coughed, trying to catch my breath.

				“Away from her.”

				I could barely see her face in the dark. “I thought you crossed?”

				“I’m tied to her. When she stayed, I stayed.”

				“Do you know why?”

				“She wants inside you. To become you.” Her voice was small, but she spoke with confidence. 

				“Do you think she’ll ever stop?” I asked. 

				“No.”

				“Then what are we doing out here? Do you think I should just give up? The plan I had was to just fight her head on.” My words were met with silence. “Will she come?”

				More silence. Too much silence. I tilted my head and listened. Connor hadn’t followed me through the woods and he had not called for me since we crossed the creek. Even though I couldn’t pinpoint my location, the park wasn’t that big. Using my hands, I pushed myself to a standing position. I said, “You separated me on purpose. Connor told you to bring me out here.”

				“He told me it would help, I wanted…”

				“Can he see you?” I asked, frantic now. Because why did he want me out of the way? Did he want me alone so Charlotte could take me? Did he want me away from Ava and the protections?

				“Yes. He sees me.” 

				Realization struck that he was off his meds again. He probably stopped the night we slept at Ava’s. Which means he may have seen Charlotte at the cemetery.

				“Take me back, Tonya,” I begged. “Take me back.” 

				She hesitated a beat too long, so I walked off, feeling my way around in the dark on the trail. “Which way?” I asked her.

				“He said to keep you here, away from him. Because he’s the one she wants.”

				“He’s right about that, but not in the way he thinks. If she catches me out here, Tonya, I’m gone. She’ll win.”

				“No...”

				“Yes. Like you said, she wants inside my body. She wants him through me. I have to stop her.”

				I heard a commotion in the trees and jumped back, looking overhead. It was the bird, flapping its way to the ground. I saw the glint of its eye in the moonlight and watched as it hopped forward.

				I took a step in its direction and it hopped again. I guess I knew how I was getting out of these woods. “Jane!” Tonya called. “That bird, you stay away!”

				The bird hopped and flew a couple feet away. I took one last look at Tonya and said, “Sorry,” before following it through the woods.

				&


			

			
				This raven, dark as the night surrounding me, seemed coated in the same shimmery gloss as the ghosts. I shook off the implications and used the light to follow the bird back to the edge of the woods. Once there, the decaying walls of the Ruins stood in the open. The bird flew off in silence.

				“This is not happening,” I heard. Connor’s face burned reddish-yellow, lit by the fire. The flickery shadows against his skin gave him a scary glow.

				“It is and it will,” Charlotte laughed. 

				His fists balled against his side like a 4-year-old at art class, mad when playtime ended. “No,” he said, on the verge of a tantrum. “Why are you still here? Why are you following us? Doesn’t matter. Go.”

				“Why do you think you can tell me what to do? Why do you think the balance has changed between us? You’ve always given me my way. I’ve always dictated our relationship. This time will be no different.”

				He swallowed, the shadow of his Adam’s apple bobbing on his neck. “Because of…”

				“Her. I know. Always with her. You know, you’re kind of a drag now.”

				“Do you think that will change once you kill her?” He spat. “That I’ll finally become the person you want to be with? You’ve never wanted me before. I’ve always been too weak.”

				With the flames tinting everything, her wild, blonde hair rose around her head like a halo of fire. She took a step forward. “Yeah, I think it will change. When I can touch you and hold you, and you see her face and feel her hands. It doesn’t matter whose body I’m in. I just want to live.”

				“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked. His eyes look crazy in the firelight. I squinted and looked again. I hoped it was the fire.

				“Did she not tell you?” 

				“Tell me what?” 

				“That she and I are bound. I can take over her body anytime I want.”

				“Your time is over,” he declared. I saw him take a step closer to the wall, his wall, his symbol arching over his head. I searched for Ava and saw her shadow cast across a tree. She hid on the opposite side of the wall, out of their sight. “You can’t escape death,” he said.

				“Depends on who you ask,” she said. “That old lady? She was a wealth of information. Rambling on at night when everyone thought she slept. She just wanted someone to talk to, someone who wouldn’t judge.” She laughed like she told the funniest joke. “Who am I to cast stones? But she told me everything. She told me there were doorways between the worlds and options for those of us not ready to leave. Too bad Jane didn’t visit her more often.”

				“Don’t blame your crazy on other people. You manipulated that old woman the same way you did everyone else.”

				“Possibly. But who lied to their girlfriend about their meds? You’ve been off them for weeks. In fact, I’m not sure you ever went back on them. You lied about me. You lied about us. You’ve been spewing half-truths for months. And then tonight, you had her in your bed and left.” She made a clicking sound with her tongue. “To go where? Here. To find me. Again. You’ll be lucky if she’ll take you back if I chose to let her survive.”

				Connor’s eyes narrowed as she took another step forward. They were too far away now and I couldn’t hear what she said. I slowly moved down the incline toward Ava on the backside of the hill. From here, I couldn’t see them but I could still hear Charlotte. “Tell me the truth. You stopped taking the meds so you could see me. So we could be together. She never has to know. Pulling her out of that body will be quick and painless with your help. I almost did it once before.”

			

			
				“Why didn’t you?”  

				“That little brat. She grabbed my arm and pulled me away before I could get her out and take her place.”

				Tonya. I knew something happened that night. Tonya must have pulled her off of me before she could take over. I crept along the edge of the woods and caught Ava’s eye. I held my finger over my lips to keep her quiet.

				We stood across from one another. She was near the wall and I had my back to the forest. Her eyes bugged behind her black glasses and she waved me over. 

				“What?” I whispered.

				“We need to get out of here,” she said.

				I shook my head. I looked to make sure neither Charlotte nor Connor saw me and ran to her. Safely by her side, I whispered, “We need to close that gap. I’m going to run out there and trap them both in the circle.”

				“She can’t hurt him, but she can hurt you. From what I can tell, she has big plans.” She leveled me with a stare. “You knew that though.”

				I broke eye contact. “I have a plan.”

				“No! She wants to soul suck you or something. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.” Okay, so Ava was not ready to let it go. Her eyes shifted to the ground. “What the hell?” I looked down and saw a black shadow at my feet. The bird bobbed and tilted his head in my direction. “Is that the same bird?”

				At that moment, I realized Charlotte had been right. I should have listened to Ruth. I should have spent more time with her and learned all the secrets to this crazy life. What she didn’t understand is the little I did know helped me more than her. The bird knew what to do. I just needed to lead the way. “Trust me.” I gave Ava a quick hug before walking away. 

				“This better work,” I said to the bird, pulling the bundle out of my pocket. I left the shadowy side of the building and walked into the light to save my boyfriend and myself.

				&


				There’s no such thing as sneaking up on a ghost, I knew better than that. She had left Ava alone because she had no use for her, but Charlotte didn’t seem remotely surprised to see me come around the corner of the wall. Connor’s jaw tensed, letting me know that he would rather not see me.

				“I’m here,” I said to neither of them in particular. 

				“I was waiting for you and your little friend to stop hiding,” Charlotte said. “Come out other girl. Wanna join in?”

				“She can’t hear you, moron,” I said. Connor cut his eyes at me. I couldn’t tell what emotion he had more of, worry or rage. Worry wouldn’t help either of us so, for once, I hoped for rage.

				“Oh, I forgot.” She stood in the circle, several feet from the barrier Ava spread around the building. “I wonder if we’ll be besties when you’re gone? I don’t know. She looks kind of dull.”

			

			
				I rolled my eyes. This girl may be the biggest brat I’d ever encountered. “There’s no talking you out of this?” I asked. “Because you can go now. Parker has been taken care of. He’s going to jail.”

				“That’s nice.” She smiled and shook her head. “But, nope.”

				“Had to try,” I said. I shoved my hands into my pockets and took a step closer. “You promise it won’t hurt?”

				“Not even a pinch,” she lied.

				Connor pushed away from the wall and said, “What the hell, Jane? Get out of here!”

				“It’s not your choice. Plus,” I ducked my eyes, “I’ve decided if we switch, then I can go find him.”

				“Find who?

				I glanced at the water tower.

				“Evan?” he asked. “You’ve got to be kidding. You’re doing this to get to Evan?”

				“Who?” Charlotte asked.

				“Yeah, Evan,” I said to Connor directly. “You know how I feel.” This time I looked up and held his gaze. 

				“No,” he said, his voice hard. “That’s not true. You don’t love him like that.”

				“He never lied to me. Or hurt me,” I countered. “I’m tired of fighting and I don’t want to do any of this anymore, the ghosts and crazy spirits. How do I know what comes after her is any better? Can’t I just get out now? While I’m ahead.”

				“You’re just giving up.” It wasn’t a question.

				“Whatever. You ready?” Charlotte interrupted, looked between me and Connor. “Oh God, you aren’t going to cry or something, are you?” she asked him.

				“Shut up, Char,” he said, running his hands over his face. I crossed over the ring of white and stood before him. I’d never seen him so angry. So much that he shook in front of me. His hands balled into fists at his sides. I caught one with mine and smoothed out his knuckles. “I’m not okay with this,” he said, but his tone revealed he had little choice.

				I touched his chin and rubbed the stubble. “I’m sorry,” I said and stopped fighting the tears. Who cared at this point?

				“Me, too. For the lies and secrets.” He engulfed me in a hug, crushing my face in his chest.

				“Finished?” Charlotte asked from behind me.

				Connor stared down at me. “Nope,” he said, leaning down to kiss me. When his lips touched mine, I figured there was no better way to leave this earth. Being with the one I loved, his warm mouth on mine, his hands pressing hard against my hips. His anger melted and good things replaced the fear I felt, because in that moment I decided to let go and to stop fighting this crazy thing. 

				The current between us settled in my belly like all the other times until I felt a pressure in my back, a tugging from the inside my body. Different from lust and chemistry. I’d felt it before. Charlotte was pulling me out of my body so she could take over.

				I groaned, feeling like my navel had been ripped through my back. Connor misunderstood and held me closer, kissing me harder. With as much force as I could gather, I tore open the bundle from Ms. Frances and let it scatter over my feet. I mumbled, “Stop.” He stopped. Immediately. 

				“It hurts,” I told him, clutching his sides.

			

			
				“No!” he shouted at Charlotte, but she was half gone. Half in me, half out of herself. Both of us mixed in space. He grabbed my face and I saw his red-rimmed eyes. “No. Not like this.”

				My thoughts blurred and my eyesight turned fuzzy. The tips of my ears and lips and fingers felt numb. They were no longer mine. I heard Connor yelling and Ava... Ava shouted back. I caught trails of pigtails and patent leather. Feathers and grains of white. I heard the caw of a bird. Once the pain stopped, the numbness began and then I floated.

				&


				We were next to one another, Charlotte and I, neither here nor there. Sharing this space that wasn’t exactly real. I knew this because I crossed out of my body and ceased to exist back there. Everything became decidedly clear. 

				This doesn’t end well for you, I said, speaking without voice because here I could see a glimmer of the future and what it held.

				I waited for a comeback, but all I got in reply was a blast to the chest as two strong hands rocked me back into my body. I flew backwards, sprawling across the dirt, landing in a heap of sticks and empty paint cans.

				“Wha…” I had no breath, my head hurt and intense heat boiled next to my face. I rolled to the side and realized I landed inches from the fire pit. 

				“Jane!” Ava ran over and dragged me to safer ground. Connor clutched something in his hands. It was the canvas that held the potion Ms. Frances gave me.

				“Hurry, Connor!” I shouted when I realized he was still inside the circle.  

				He stepped over the line of salt, free from the circle. That was what the potion did. It allowed humans to escape. Spirits were left behind. Ms. Frances knew I would need something to keep her contained. Once I was pushed outside the circle, Charlotte was forced back into ghost form. She bounced off the invisible barrier, screaming, “Let me out! You can’t keep me here forever!” She bounced off again, fueling her rage. 

				“Shut up,” Connor said, moving away from the circle and closer to us. “Do you ever shut up?”

				“She will now,” I said. I let him lift me off the ground and wrap his arm around me.

				“Don’t do that again.”

				“I had to try.” My eyes were on the bird perched on the corner of the wall. Waiting. “Ruth and Ms. Frances gave me all the directions I needed. I just wasn’t listening.”

				“That old lady?” Charlotte asked. She opened her mouth to speak again but the bird’s caw sliced through the air. He was tired of waiting. 

				“Guys” Ava said, pointing to the ruins.

				The raven that had been following me launched from its perch and flew around the tight space. Being part of the spirit world, it couldn’t leave the circle either. I watched with amazement as the bird transformed into a dark, hazy shadow. Wide black wings engulfed Charlotte, curling around her like a mist. She had no time to fight.

				“Connor!” she shouted. He looked down and tightened his arm around my shoulder.

				Her last expression was one of betrayal.

			

			
				“Holy crap,” Ava said. “What was that thing?”

				“You saw that?” Connor asked. Apparently not all paranormal entities were hidden from view.

				“Yeah, the bird and the thing. Holy crap. That was crazy.”

				I gave her a hug. “I guess when the angel of death is ready, it’s ready.”

				“She’s gone?” Ava asked.

				Connor nodded. “I think so this time, yes.”

				“And the other one?”

				We looked around, but there was no sign of Tonya. “They should both be gone. I think Ms. Frances made sure of that. Well, her and the raven. It was ready to collect some souls.”

				Ava yawned and announced, “This has been insane. And by insane I mean pretty awesome, but I’m getting my stuff and going home. You can ride with him.” 

				“Thanks,” I said, squeezing her hand. “For everything.”

				She waved me off and shoved some trash and herbs in her bag, sleepily walking in the direction of the main path. We watched her walk away under the lightening sky. Sunrise should only be minutes away. 

				For the first time in months I felt relief, but I also carried a sense of dread. This world was bigger than I knew how to handle. And Connor and I, we didn’t deal with things the right way. Our relationship wouldn’t survive another Charlotte-sized ghost.

				“You ready?” he asked, linking his fingers through mine. Tugging me the opposite way, to whatever secret trail he took into the Ruins.

				“Yeah,” I said, but my heart felt lost and my confidence shattered. Things couldn’t remain the same.

				&


				I crashed the minute Connor dropped me off with a kiss and a promise to call me the next day. His sleepy but relieved eyes tugged on my heart, and I hated the fact he and I had a big talk coming the next day. If I learned anything over the last couple of weeks it was that Connor and I had issues. Big ones.

				“Jane,” I heard my mom call through my bedroom door. I looked out the window and saw full light. It must be after noon.

				“Come in,” I said in a creaky voice. I stretched and tugged at my shirt.

				Her face was kind when she opened the door, which made me think she had not seen my mud-caked shoes on the back porch. “You okay? You were out kind of late.”

				“I was over at Ava’s. I just needed to get out for a while.”

				She sat on the end of my bed and rubbed my feet under the blanket. “I need to tell you something,” she said. 

				“Okay, what’s going on?” I thought about Charlotte trying to suck my soul out of my body and figured things couldn’t get much worse than that.

				“I just got off the phone with Connor’s mom. He violated his probation, including curfew,” she gave me a hard look, “and was picked up again this morning.”

			

			
				“Picked up to go where?”

				“He’ll have a hearing tomorrow. I’m going to meet them down there. Best case scenario for him right now is boarding school. Worst case is detention. I think we can convince the judge to send him to school though.” She reached up and took my hand in hers. “His parents have already applied to several schools just in case.”

				“How long? And where?” I asked, dreading the answer already. I used the back of my free hand to wipe my face. I had hoped for a day of no crying.

				“Probably all next year.” She sighed and moved a little closer. “He’ll be across the country. I think the schools they applied to are out west. Colorado and maybe Oregon.”

				“But he can come home before he leaves? Before fall semester starts up?” 

				My mother shook her head, dashing my hope. “He’ll start right away. They have year-round programs. I know this is difficult and I know Connor is a good boy, but this is the best thing for him. He needs the consistency and structure of a program like this.

				I nodded and sniffed because she was right. He needed to get all this under control. The drugs and school. The next time he broke the law, he would be dealing with adult charges. Unfortunately, Connor and I needed time to work some things out and now that wouldn’t happen. The sinking feeling in my stomach expanded to my heart. “Can I see him? At all?”

				“I’ll see what I can do.”

				“Thanks.”

				She stood up and kissed my forehead. “Let me go make some calls,” she said, leaving my room. Once the door closed, I rolled over and snuggled back down under the covers. I had no energy left to face this day.

				&


				My mother and I followed the tall, round officer down the maze of endless hallways. I half-expected one of those double-sided rooms with the window in the middle and a phone for us to speak though. My mom said those were for jail not juvie, and we would probably meet Connor in the legal office. 

				“How much farther?” I whispered to my mother. She didn’t answer though because the officer stopped and opened a door.

				“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll bring the inmate down.”

				Once we were alone, I sat on the metal chair at the metal table. My mom sat next to me and I unleashed the questions I had been holding back since she came out of the hearing. “What happened? Did they approve boarding school? When does he leave? Today?”

				“Yes, the judge agreed to boarding school and he leaves today, which is good because otherwise he would be placed in holding until a spot came open. He has to spend the year there though, and graduate from the program. He won’t go back to Bates.”

				Or me, I thought. He’ll be gone my whole senior year. No homecoming or prom or spring break. 

				Countless ghosts passing in and out of my life. The seed of doubt that had been gnawing at me since the night Charlotte tried to kill me festered inside. “How long can we talk to him?”

				“Maybe 10 minutes.” She smiled and smoothed back her blonde, graying hair. “Bringing you down here is highly irregular. I had to use all my charms to get this last meeting. His parents and an officer from the school will be here soon to take him to the airport.” 

			

			
				The door opened and the officer from before ushered Connor inside. I expect an orange jumpsuit or something, but he had on a coat and tie. His face was clean shaven and his hair neat for once. I guess he needed to look presentable for court. 

				“Hi,” he said, his face brightened the minute he saw me.

				“We’re good,” my mother told the officer who nodded in reply and stepped outside. She opened her briefcase and pulled out an iPod with headphones. “This is as much privacy as I can give you,” she said, opening a file on the table. “Don’t make me regret it.”

				I walked over to give him a hug, but he lifted his hands. They were strapped together. “Well, you can’t hug me but I can hug you, right?” I gave him a quick squeeze and a kiss on the lips. My mom may have been ignoring us, but she was still standing right there.

				“Did she tell you what happened?” he asked.

				“Yeah, a year.” 

				“I’m sorry, Jane. I never meant for this to happen.”

				His eyes told the truth, but I felt uneasy about our future and what would happen the next time a devious ghost entered our world. He and I were on a bad path. I’d lied to him about seeing the ghosts. He’d lied to me about the meds and contact with Charlotte. We hurt one another. It wasn’t right. “I know you didn’t, but maybe this will help? Maybe you can get the meds straight and you can figure out how you want to deal with all of this.”

				“What does that mean?” he asked. 

				I shrugged. “Just that it’s been a hard summer. And that stuff with Charlotte really scared me, Connor. She could have killed me. It could happen again. I’m not ready to risk that if you get wishy-washy.”

				His face clouded and he raised his voice. “Are you saying I’m willing to risk your safety? You’re my only concern.” My mother glanced up and he lowered his tone. “I’d never hurt you.”

				Those stupid tears, the ones that always come when I don’t want them to welled in my eyes. “I know you don’t want to, but it keeps happening. I’ve been doing this too long, Connor. Depending on you and others to make this go away. Charlotte was right, my aunt was right there with all the information and I basically tossed it away. It’s time for me to grow up.”

				“What does that mean? That I don’t allow you to grow or something?” He tried to pace in agitation, but the room was too small.

				“No… yes. I don’t know. You and I are right together. We fit, but we don’t understand how to use our gifts. That lack of understanding makes things dangerous.”

				“Now we know. We know you’re shadow bound. We can learn together.”

				“When? In between make-out sessions and fights?” I asked. Then I snorted. “We won’t even have that now. I guess we’ll be stuck with letters and, at best, supervised visits.”

				He shot me a wary look. “It’s not like I expected you to wait around for me for a year.”

				“That’s not what I mean! Can’t you see that? It’s about both of us being healthy and dealing with all this crap. We can’t protect ourselves if we are constantly protecting each other.” I grabbed him by the tie and made him stop moving. “I love you, Connor Jacobs, but you and I need to figure some stuff out. I’m not sure how we’re going to do that separated.”

			

			
				The pained look I received told me exactly what he thought of my last statement. I didn’t care though. I’d had enough time to think about this and I’d have more than enough time in the next year to know whether or not I’d made the right decision.

				“I think we need some time apart.”

				“You mean other than the 3,000-mile separation we’re about to have.”

				I nodded and he tugged away from me and banged on the door, shouting to the officer outside, “I’m ready.” My mother looked up startled and pulled the headphones out of her ears.

				“Everything okay?” she asked as the officer opened the door.

				“We’re fine,” Connor said, but he walked back over to me, leaned into my ear and whispered, “I love you too, Jane Watts, and if you think I’m not fighting for you, you don’t know me at all.” He gave me a fast kiss on the cheek and I watched, stunned, as the guard pulled him into the hallway.

				“What was that?” my mom asked, picking up her briefcase and standing next to me at the door.

				I touched my cheek and felt the seed of doubt fighting against the warmth that always bubbled inside when Connor was near. I frowned and said, “I think we broke up.”
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