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    “Hello? Anyone here?” I tapped on the front door and slowly pushed it open. “Bueller?”  
 
    Mel smacked my arm. “Don’t tick it off.”  
 
    “How would referencing a classic ‘80’s movie tick off a ghost?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I dunno, but it’s the day before Halloween, and we're in a haunted house, is it really worth the risk?”  
 
    “Good grief.”   
 
    I walked through the solid oak front door of the old abandoned home and planted my feet onto the battered wood floor, Mel trailing behind me. My head instantly pounded from the assault of multiple energies overwhelming my senses. I closed my eyes and focused on compartmentalizing them as best I could so I wouldn’t pass out or explode, which might cause Mel to freak, and understandably so. When I opened my eyes, I caught the tail end of something as it flashed past.  
 
    A loud boom jarred us both, sending Mel sprinting back through the door, sailing off the porch and hitting the Georgia clay with a thud. Wiping the dirt off her pants, she said, “You go ahead, I'll just wait out here.” 
 
    I ran out and yanked her back up the steps and inside. “Oh no you don't. We do this together, or we don't do it at all.”  
 
    She opened her mouth to argue but before she could the door to the room on our right banged shut and a high-pitched woman’s scream echoed, pierced our ears.  
 
    One of us yelled “Sweet Baby Jesus,” though I wasn’t sure which one. We bolted out the door together and vaulted off the porch, our arms flailing and waving above our heads like teenagers on a rollercoaster.  
 
    She grabbed her chest and worked to catch her breath. “Okay, I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”  
 
    I couldn't leave. “Come on, not yet. We came to check this place out, and so let’s do it.” 
 
    The house, a Civil War era plantation home nestled in the mountains of North Georgia, had sat abandoned for years. Stories of ghost sightings had been featured on various ghost-hunting shows but never once had any of them officially proven it was haunted, at least not to my level of proof. Of course, most of those shows were garbage, and I was the real deal, so when I dreamed about the place and got the impression someone there needed me, I did what I had to do. I dragged my best friend kicking and screaming to check it out with me 
 
    “We came to see if it’s haunted and clearly it is, so our work here is done.” She folded her arms across her chest as if that would persuade me to leave. 
 
    “It's an old house, and it's falling apart. Things are going to move, but that doesn’t mean it’s haunted.”  
 
    “Do old houses scream too?”  
 
    She had me there. “It could have been a broken pipe or something,” I lied. 
 
    As if to prove me wrong, the front door slammed shut with enough force the porch quaked and the deep booming laughter of a man echoed from the other side of the door.  
 
    Mel jumped back and shook her head fiercely. “Oh hell—bender no. Not doin’ it. Nope. You’re on your own with this one.” She flipped around and headed back to my car, which, unbeknownst to her, was locked.  
 
    I chased after her. “Come on, we’re a team. Partners. Two peas in a pod. Besties. Don’t wimp out on me now.”  
 
    She pulled on the passenger handle, but it didn't budge so she threw her arms up in the air and yelled at me. “Seriously?” 
 
    I pulled my keys from my pocket and clicked the FOB. “Fine. Wait here. I’ll do it on my own you big scaredy cat. “  
 
    I’d planned to stomp off like a spoiled kindergartener who’d just been tossed into a time out, but she latched onto my arm before I could turn. “I may not be able to sit and chit chat with the dearly departed, but I've got my own little sixth sense about you, and right now it's tellin’ me something’s goin' on, so spill it, woman.” She poked me right smack on my breastbone like my seventh grade English teacher used to do when I hadn’t memorized the assigned prepositions.  
 
    “Ouch. That hurt.”  
 
    That’s the thing about best friends. Even when you’ve kept a secret from them, they know. They can feel it in their bones. Sometimes that was good but other times, not so much.  
 
    I leaned against my car, resigned to the fact I’d just dove into a deep pile of do-do. “A few weeks ago I had a dream about this place.”  
 
    She thumped her head against my car window. “Son of a beach ball.” Mel and her boyfriend Aaron, my boss-but-not-really-my-boss, had recently given up swearing and had come up with some entertaining alternatives. 
 
    “And someone told me to come here.”  
 
    “Was it a dead someone or an alive someone?”  
 
    “A dead someone.”  
 
    “Like your mom, maybe?”  
 
    I shook my head and bit my bottom lip hoping my innocent look would win her over. The soft growl humming from her closed mouth told me I hadn’t.  
 
    Mel’s Asian and when she gets mad, her eyes morph into these teeny thin lines, and the 80’s girl in me can’t help but think of the Huey Lewis song Walking on a Thin Line, which if I thought about it, had a double meaning at that moment. Unfortunately for me, when I’m in an awkward situation, I use humor to get through it. That time it wasn’t the best idea. I sang the chorus to the song and she flicked me on the forehead with her skinny middle finger. I flinched and whined.  
 
    “You know I hate that,” she said. “So what did this dead someone say?” 
 
    I hesitated, examining my shoe instead of making eye contact.  
 
    “Spill it, Panther.”  
 
     “It didn’t exactly tell me to come. It just said help me.” 
 
    “Help you what?”  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “She didn't say anything else, did she? She just said help me?”  
 
    I double-shrugged and didn’t point out the fact that she hadn’t noticed I said it instead of she. I figured what she didn’t know wouldn’t get me another forehead flick. Those things hurt. 
 
    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph—are up in Heaven. Let's just get this over with and get the heck outta dodge.” 
 
    “I’m good with that.”  
 
    We straggled back to the front porch, fingers interlocked together, Mel squeezing mine so hard my wedding ring put a dent in her finger. If she was breathing, it was too shallow to notice. It took hours—or so it seemed—to make it to the door, and when we finally did neither of us had the backbone to push through it.  
 
    “Oh for cryin’ out loud,” I said. “This is pathetic. Come on.”  
 
    “Don’t get sassy,” she whispered.  
 
    “Not makin' that mistake again.” I poked the door with my finger, and it swung open like it had anticipated our return.  
 
    We planted our feet on the scuffed up wood entryway and waited for another big boom, door to slam, or unnerving screech, but the house was as still as a statue. 
 
    “Maybe before was a fluke,” she said.  
 
    Ghosts didn’t come with flukes. “And maybe you’re a virgin.” 
 
    “Point made.” She headed back to the slamming doors.  
 
    My chest tightened and all of a sudden I couldn't breathe. I tried not to panic, but I did anyway. I grasped onto my throat. “I…I can’t breathe.”  
 
    Mel grabbed my shoulders. “Take a deep breath. You’re okay. You’re breathing.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and pictured the Pacific ocean filled with gentle waves bumping against a sandy beach—my favorite calming thought—counted to ten, and breathed in and out as deeply as the tightness would allow. Mel was right. I was okay. “I hate it when they do that.”  
 
    Sometimes the dead liked to share their last living emotions with me. They saw it as a way to communicate their experience. I saw it as torture.  
 
    “We should go,” Mel said. “You don’t need this kind of crap.”  
 
     “No, I’m okay. I need to finish this.” I knew if I didn’t, I’d just continue to have the same dream until I came back and did whatever the dead needed me to do.  
 
    “Well then, let’s get ‘er done.”  
 
    We crept to the room full of dead people because that’s what psychic mediums did. The pressing onslaught of emotions hit me like a Mack truck, but I pushed through them and focused on the first spirit to approach, a young man in a Civil War uniform.  
 
    It was a stretch to call him a man because his face, even with the partially grown beard, was that of a teenager. He reminded me of my son Josh, too young to be a man but too old to be a boy.  
 
    He removed his hat and tipped his head in greeting. “Ma’am.”  
 
    His uniform was stained with blood, and his small, patchy beard, though somewhat transparent, was caked full of dried, crusty blood, too. As my eyes trailed across his energy, they filled with tears. I didn't know what to say. I'd never seen a spirit that ragged. “I…uh…” I wasn't at a loss for words often, but he hit me hard, and I couldn't help but see Josh.  
 
    I must have surprised him because his mouth morphed from a small smile into a frown.  
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I would have given my left leg to be able to hug the man-child. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ve just…I’ve never seen someone in your condition.”  
 
    Mel coughed. She hated not knowing what was happening, but I ignored her, intent on helping the spirit.  
 
    “I’m here to help you, but you’ve been here a long time, and I’m not sure what I can do.” I’d seen soldiers before, and ones from long ago but none so young.  
 
    “Am I dead?”  
 
    Oh boy. Didn’t see that coming. I nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid so.”  
 
    His chin dropped, and my heart sank right along with it. 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked.  
 
    He was silent for a moment, his eyes assessing the room. “I remember coming into this room with Henry and George, but then nothing.”  
 
    I scanned the room. “Is there a Henry or George here?”  
 
    “I’m Hank,” one spirit said.  
 
    “I've got a brother named George,” another said. “I can't find him, though.” 
 
    My head pounded harder. “I need an actual Henry or a George. Anyone?”  
 
    None of the spirits spoke again.  
 
    “They’re not here. I think they’ve moved on.”  
 
    He gave me the once over. “Your clothing is different.”  
 
    I glanced down at my nearly bare legs and open-toed sandals. “It’s 2016. We dress a lot different than women in your era.”  
 
    “What is 2016?”  
 
    “The year. It’s two thousand and sixteen.” 
 
    His eyes popped. “It’s 2016, not 1861?”  
 
    I nodded and laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “Do I look like a woman from 1861? Like I said, you’ve been gone awhile.”  
 
    “No ma’am, you certainly do not. With all due respect, a lady doesn’t show herself like that. Except of course when she’s paid to.”  
 
    I was pretty sure the dead guy had just called me a hooker, respectfully at least.  
 
    “Like I said, women, today dress a lot different than the women you knew.” I unconsciously crossed my feet, and when I realized it, I uncrossed them and threw my shoulders back. I didn't want to feel funny for dressing like a Civil War era hooker. “I’m sorry I can’t help you find your friends, but I have a feeling they’ve gone to the other side. I think it’s time for you to do that too.”  
 
    His eyes drilled through me as if I wasn't even there. “I’ve been here a long time? It doesn’t seem that way.”  
 
    “I’m told time is different when you’re dead. So, do you see a light or anything?” I pointed to the ceiling. “Up there?”  
 
    He glanced at the ceiling and then back at me. “Was it worth it?”   
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    “My death. Was it worth it?”  
 
    Helping Josh study for his American History class had done me some good. I recognized his uniform as a Confederate one, and with the way, things were politically then, and as of late, I knew I had to tread carefully. It didn’t feel right to tell him they’d lost, especially because the historical reasons for the war were often debated and I wasn’t sure what he believed, but I couldn’t exactly explain that the loss was really a win either. “No soldier ever dies in vain. You did what you felt was right and that’s what matters.”  
 
    That gave him some satisfaction because his frown softened and his eyes brightened. “I didn’t know what was right, but I did what I was told. I tried.” 
 
    “That’s all you could do,” I said. “And now it’s time for you to move on. To be with the people who love you. I’m sure Henry and George will be there too. It’s okay for you to go now.” 
 
    His energy shifted from a thick, heavy feeling of despair to a soft, lighter version, and I watched as the dried blood on his face and uniform dissipated. His posture straightened, and then his energy dimmed and I knew he was preparing to leave.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and then he shimmered away.  
 
    I eyed the rest of the room but no one came forward, they just watched me expectantly. “Who’s next?”  
 
    One man in a pair of blue jean overalls came forward and asked if I knew where Sally Jo was.  
 
    I asked if she was in the room, but no one responded. “I don’t think she’s here.” 
 
    “She went off to feed da cows durin’ da storm, an I ain’t seen her since,” he said. His eyes wandered around the room and when it was obvious she wasn’t there, his shoulders sank.  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “George Pruitt.”  
 
    “Mr. Pruitt, I’m so sorry to tell you this, but I think your Sally Jo has passed, and I think she’s moved on. I think it’s time for you to move on, too.”  
 
    He’d had his hands in his pockets but pulled them out. “Oh, I done know’d that I is gone.” He laughed. “I know’d she is too. I’s just wanna know where she is is all, so’s I can be wit her.”  
 
    “Do you see a light, Mr. Pruitt?” I pointed to the ceiling, hoping he’d know I meant the sky.  
 
    He glanced up. “I do, ma’am.”  
 
    “If you concentrate on that light, I’m pretty sure you’ll find your Sally Jo.”  
 
    “My Sally Jo, she make a mean bowl a beans an rice, that fo’ sur’. I sure could go for a bowl a that.”  
 
    “I bet you can have all the beans and rice you want in the light, Mr. Pruitt.”  
 
    Mel giggled beside me.  
 
    “That’d be nice,” he said, and then poof, he was gone.  
 
    Beans and rice. The things people miss never ceased to amaze me.  
 
    The air in the room changed and instead of waiting for me, the spirits zipped around each other, vying for a chance with me. The air was so thick with energy my head throbbed. Experience taught me that the throbbing meant I was headed into one heck of a migraine but I had a job to do and that was what mattered.  
 
    “Okay everyone, I know you’ve all been here a long time—from the looks of some of you, a very long time. It’s 2016, and your loved ones are long gone.” I pointed to the ceiling. “Do you see that light? Go to it and you’ll find your loved ones waiting.”  
 
    Voices filled the room, some talking to loved ones who’d come down to help them cross over and others calling out to those thy longed to see. Mel paced behind me.  
 
    “Is something going on? The hairs on the back of my neck are up.”  
 
    “They’re leaving,” I told her.  
 
    One by one they each shimmered away until only a woman was left. She hovered in front of me. Her face, the texture of leather, wasn’t transparent. It was so real I reached out and touched it with my fingertips. I flinched and pulled back. Ghosts weren’t supposed to look and feel real.  
 
     “You must go. Go now or he will find you,” she said, and then she disappeared. She didn’t shimmered like most spirits. She just up and disappeared.  
 
    My shoulders stiffened and my heart raced. I wanted to cut and run but I was there for a reason and I wouldn’t let a case of the heebee geebees make me bolt. I wiped the clamminess of my palms onto my shirt and held my head high, hoping if I acted brave, I’d actually feel brave.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mel asked, her voice a tad higher than usual. “What happened?”  
 
    I shook my head as if it was no big deal. Mel didn’t need to know anything about the eerie spirit. She was already freaked out enough and that would send her sailing over the edge. “Uh, nothing. They’re all gone.” I swiveled on my heel and did my best to casually leave the dead room. “Let’s poke around a little upstairs. Maybe we’ll find something that’ll make sense of my dream.”  
 
    Mel followed, though it was clear she didn’t want to. “If I regret this I’m blaming you.”  
 
    “Who else could you blame?”  
 
    “My cheating rat of an ex-husband is always a good choice.”  
 
    “I say pick him then.” I’d stepped on the last step and stopped at the top of the stairs hoping to get some kind of sign showing me which room to check out first.  
 
    She poked my back with her fingertips. “Come on, let’s get this over with. I have to get to the store to get my kids stuff for their Halloween costumes for Halloween.”  
 
    “You still haven’t done that? Way to wait ‘til the last minute.”  
 
    “I’m juggling a lot right now.”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, rolling my eyes to show I knew the real reason she'd put off getting the costumes. She'd been too busy banging her boyfriend, my boss. 
 
    “And working full time.”  
 
    Her eyes glistened. 
 
    Busted.  
 
    I glanced at the doors on both sides of the hallway and waited for a sign. A tennis ball rolled out of the room on the left and startled Mel so much she lost her footing and latched onto my waist for support. She pulled my hips backward, and my feet slipped from the dust on the wood floor. Gravity took hold, and even though I gripped the doorframe with both hands, we bounded down the wooden staircase like a bolder bouncing down a mountaintop.  
 
    Mel hit the bottom first. I landed on top of her. “Good God woman, you gotta stop eating all those cupcakes. You weigh a ton.”  
 
    “A ton of fun, baby.”  
 
    She pushed me off. “Maybe for someone your husband’s size but not for me.”  
 
    We tread back up the stairs, both a bit achy from the tumble. My right hip ached, and Mel complained of pain in her lower back. 
 
    “I know this is gonna hurt later tonight,” she said. “Aaron will rub the kinks out, I’m sure.”  
 
    “TMI, Mel. TMI.”  
 
    She held onto the railing at the top of the stairs. “Don’t want your ton-a-fun breakin’ a rib.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
     I picked up the ball and tossed it back into the room. A sly smirk wisped across my face as it rolled back out again. “Winner, winner, chicken dinner.”  
 
     “Awesome bed,” Mel said. She ran her hand across the light wood footboard. “Think it’s pine?”  
 
    “Really? The only trees I know about are Bradford Pears.” 
 
    She scrunched her cheeks and mouth into her nose. “Those things stink when they bloom.” 
 
    “I know, right? I tell Jake they smell like the dirty underwear of a popular hooker.” 
 
    “And you’d know that smell how?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell.”  
 
    We explored the room and the energies of the dead clobbered me. I swallowed hard, the tightness in my chest coming in waves, almost as if I’d inhaled my mother’s meatballs and gravy too fast and had a serious case of ojida—heartburn. While Mel touched each piece of the antique furniture I relaxed, hopeful to feel whoever had sent the ball rolling into the hallway.  
 
    Note to self: watch what you wish for.  
 
    A young woman wearing a long, plaid patterned, blue dress that poofed out at the waist, flashed in front of me. It was brief, but her image burned a place into my memory nonetheless. Her sunken eyes and white-as-a-ghost—no pun intended—look of horror wouldn’t be easily forgotten. The pressure in my chest worsened. I couldn’t breathe. I tried to get Mel’s attention but she was floating far way, on the other side of the room, and I could barely whisper. How was she floating? I screamed, but nothing came out. I clutched at my throat, gasping for air, pleading for my lungs to pull in oxygen. I grappled with the back of a chair nearby, and it fell over. Mel must have heard it because she circled around. I grabbed ahold of my neck again, signaling to her that something was wrong. Then the room darkened, and the walls closed in on me. I heard someone talking in the distance, but the voice was muffled, and I couldn’t understand. Suddenly everything went black.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Don’t you die on me Angela, you hear me?” Mel was on her knees, leaning over me, her face so close we could have kissed.  
 
    I peered at her through my left eye. “What’d you have for breakfast? Your breath stinks.”  
 
    She sat up. “You scared the living daylights outta me.” She breathed into the palm of her hand. “Ew. You’re right.”  
 
    “Told you.” I sat up. “What happened?” I rubbed the back of my head. “That’s gonna bruise.”  
 
    “Beats me. One minute you’re standing there and the next you’re on the ground. You gotta stop that. It freaks me out.”  
 
    “Everything freaks you out.”  
 
    “True.”  
 
    I was dizzy and stayed seated until my head stopped its slow spin. It reminded me of my younger years when I’d hit the bars and have a few too many shots of Jägermeister. “I feel like I’m gonna puke.”  
 
    Mel scooted away from me. “Can you wait until I’m outta the room at least? You know how bad my gag reflex is.” 
 
    “Wow, feelin’ the love.”  
 
    We both giggled, and I knew she’d flashed back to a few months ago when we’d each puked our guts out in the bathroom of a home we’d entered without permission. We’d gone there hoping to find a missing girl or something to lead us to her and found her deceased cat instead. The smell, putrid and strong, was overwhelming, and neither of us had been able to keep our lunch down. Our intentions were good, but our stomachs were weak.  
 
    The urge to barf passed, and I stood, what happened slowly coming back. “I saw a woman.” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    I skimmed the room, but she wasn’t there. “She's gone now, but she didn’t look good.”  
 
    “Was she dead?”  
 
    I pressed my lips together. “Um, no. She's a magician. She just snapped her fingers and poof; she was gone.” 
 
    “Hey, given our recent adventure I have a right to ask.”  
 
    Considering one of the last people I’d connected with wasn’t actually dead, I couldn’t argue that. “She was dressed in a big fluffy dress, the kind that tightened at the waist with tulle or something under it to make it big. Civil War era-like.” 
 
    “You mean it had a cage hoop?” 
 
    “Look at you being all smart and stuff.” 
 
    “I am Asian, ya know. We’re known for our super intelligence.”  
 
    “Really? I had no idea.” I picked up the tennis ball and examined it. “But I don’t think she’s the ball tosser or the one in my dream.” 
 
    “Oh boy.” 
 
    I explained what I’d experienced to Mel.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking she’s not the ball tosser either. So what happens now?”  
 
    I plopped onto the torn up mattress and then realized it had probably been used by God knows who, doing God knows what, and jumped up, cringing at the thought.  
 
    Mel busted out laughing. “You totally just caught an STD.”  
 
    I gave her the evil eye. “I did not.”  
 
    “Probably not, but we both know that’s what you were thinking.”  
 
    She was right.  
 
    “Anyway,” I said, attempting to draw the attention away from my OCD tendencies. “I don’t know what we do now. I guess we could hang out and see what happens or—” 
 
    She cut me off. “Not.”  
 
    “Or not.”  
 
    “This place gives me the heebie geebies.” She pressed her left palm to her forehead and closed her eyes. “Oh, I’m feeling something.” 
 
    “Good grief.”  
 
    “Shh. Don’t mess with my juju.”  
 
    “You don’t have any juju.”  
 
    “Hush.” She made some funky moaning sound—one I hoped she didn’t make during sex because it sounded like a sick cow. “I’m seeing a metal table with two white cups on it.”  
 
    “You’re funny.”  
 
    She opened her eyes. “Can we just get outta here now? I’ll buy you a coffee.”  
 
    Before I had a chance to say no, the bed rattled and the mattress shook violently. The headboard banged against the wall with such force a wooden cross fell onto the floor. Our eyes met, and we darted out of the room and down the stairs. We rushed to the entrance but just as we reached it, the door slammed shut. I grabbed the handle and tugged, but it wouldn't budge. 
 
    Mel bolted to the window in the parlor and used all of her weight to force it up, but it was useless. “It won’t budge. We’re gonna die.” She leaned against the window and slid down, landing on the dusty floor, sweat pouring down her face, tears welling in her eyes. She clutched her chest. “The air is so thick. I’m dying, aren’t I? Great.” She was hyperventilating. “I’m never gonna see my kids again. How poetic. Dying in a haunted house during Halloween season.”  
 
    “We are not going to die here,” I said. I stood next to her; my feet planted firmly on the wood floor. “Whoever you are, show yourself dammit. Show yourself now.” 
 
    The floor swayed, and my balance waivered, so I spread my feet out to stop myself from toppling over. “You're not scaring me,” I lied. “Ma, I could use a little help here.” My mother, a celestial spirit with some serious skills had a knack for showing up when I needed her without me asking. I wondered where she was.  
 
    “Fran, please, we need you,” Mel begged. “I don’t wanna die here.” 
 
    “Ah Madone, you ain’t gonna die here, for cryin’ out loud,” my mother said, her voice filling the parlor and sending a sense of relief zipping through my veins. She shimmered in then, and the thick, dense air in the room lightened.  
 
    “She’s here isn’t she?” Mel asked. “I can breathe again.” 
 
    I nodded to Mel but talked to my mother. “What’s going on here? First the dream and then the warning, and the woman, and the—” 
 
    She cut me off. “Quit your yapping, you chiacchierone.” 
 
    She’d just called me an excessive talker, but I think I deserved the right to talk considering some kind of God-knows-what had almost killed us. “But you don’t—” 
 
    “Hold on,” she said. “Lemme see what’s going on here before you get your undies all in a bunch.” She flitted around the room, disappeared for a second and then came back. “There’s somethin’ oobatz goin’ on here.” 
 
    Oobatz was Italian slang for crazy, and if Ma said things were crazy, I believed her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mel asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I explained and glanced back at my mother.  
 
    She flicked her wrist toward the ceiling. “There’s a whole lotta bad juju in here. You see all these dead people? There’s a reason they’re still here and it ain’t good.”  
 
    I didn't see any more dead people, but I didn’t argue. I grabbed Mel’s arm and pulled her toward the stairs. “We’re outta here.”  
 
    “Works for me.”  
 
    We raced down the stairs and to the car without a word. Once we’d cleared the gravel driveway, I told her what my mother said.  
 
    “That’s friggin’ messed up.”  
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “So whaddya we do now?”  
 
    “You go and get your Halloween costumes for the kids, and I wait to hear back from Fran.”  
 
    “You’ll let me know what she says, right?”  
 
    “Only if it won’t freak you out.”  
 
    “If that’s the reason you’d keep things from me I’d never know anything.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Four hours later, after researching the old mansion online and reading everything I could about the people who lived in it, I came to the conclusion that I knew absolutely nothing more than I did before I opened my laptop. If anything, I was more flummoxed. “None of this makes sense,” I complained.  
 
    My son Josh peeked over the back of the couch. “Whatcha lookin’ at?”  
 
    I angled my computer for him to see. “This mansion. It’s haunted.”  
 
    Genetics provided Josh with the same psychic gift as me, though his was less intense, thankfully. We didn't encourage or discourage it but allowed him to do whatever he chose. He usually chose to ignore it unless something peaked his interest. Apparently, the house did. “That place is wrecked. There's a lotta stuff goin’ on there.”  
 
    I tipped my head back to see his face. “And you know this how?”  
 
    He shrugged, put his hand on the couch and hopped over it, landing next to me.  
 
    “Josh Richter Panther, you know I hate it when you do that.”  
 
    He leaned his sweet boy face onto my shoulder because he knew I was a sucker for it. “But you love me.”  
 
    I tilted my head and rested it on his. “Love is not unconditional when it comes to my furniture.” I balanced the laptop on his left knee along with my right. “So when did you go here?” 
 
    “Couple Saturdays ago. Big Sexy drove a few of the guys and me after lax practice. It’s definitely haunted.”  
 
    “Yup, it is. What did you see?” I faced him and narrowed my eyes, pulling my standard you’re-in-trouble-now mom look. It never worked on him because frankly compared to his sister Emily; the kid was a saint. And he knew it. “And why didn't you tell me?”  
 
    He popped a Goldfish® cracker into his mouth. “You didn’t ask.”  
 
    One day Josh would get married, and I would no longer be the only woman pulling my hair out over his literalness.  
 
    “What did you see there?” I stuck my hand in the big box of crackers and stuffed a few into my mouth. The things were devilishly addicting.  
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    Back in the old days, when Josh wasn’t a full-blown teenager and spoke in sentences with more than two words we’d had our share of detailed conversations about anything and everything. I missed that. At fifteen getting the boy to talk was like pulling teeth with my bare hands. “So if you didn’t see much, how do you know it’s haunted?”  
 
    He looked me straight in the eyes and said, “I see dead people.” The smile on his face was an exact replica of my dads, and it tugged at my heartstrings.  
 
    I smacked his arm. “You really need to stop watching Netflix. Seriously, tell me exactly what you saw. Did you see any ghosts? What did they look like? Were they male, female? Something else?”  
 
    “Something else? And what’s with all the questions? You afraid to go since it’s almost Halloween?” He did a horrible imitation of a chicken.  
 
    That time I pulled an old-school Italian mother trick and pinched the skin on his tricep. “Yes, that’s it. I’m afraid of ghosts.”  
 
    He gripped his arm and whined. “Ouch, that hurt.”  
 
    “That’s what you get for being salty with me. And I’ve already been there, and know what I saw. I just wanna know if you saw the same thing.”  
 
    “What’d you see?” He asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “That’s leading the witness. You tell me first.”  
 
    “Talk about watching too much TV. Those late night episodes of Law & Order are coming back to haunt you.” He laughed at his wit.  
 
    I held my fingers in the pinch position again. “You’re hilarious. Not.”  
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said, holding his hands up like he’d been caught stealing. “Don’t get all Grandma Fran on me. I saw a few ghosts, but that's it. The guys freaked. We walked in, a few doors slammed, and we were outta there.”  
 
    “Did any of them approach you or try to talk to you?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Did you see anything unusual?” 
 
    “Like what? The place is old. Everything in it was ancient.”  
 
    “Not the stuff, the spirits. Were any of them unusual?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Looked like your every day ghosts to me.”  
 
    He wasn’t overly helpful, but I was relieved to know he hadn’t experienced what Mel and I had. I nodded. “Okay.”  
 
    “So you gonna tell me or what?”  
 
    “Tell you what?”  
 
    “What you saw. The something else?” 
 
    I put the laptop on the coffee table, grabbed his knee and squeezed it just a bit. “Nope.” I pushed myself off the couch and shuffled back to the kitchen for a glass of water.  
 
    “And you say I never tell you anything,” he said.  
 
    “I'm the mom. It's my prerogative. Plus, I don't know enough yet to share, not that I would anyway.” Josh was an old soul, but that didn't mean I didn't want to protect him. He was still my baby, and my instinct was to keep him safe. “Do me a favor please, don’t go back there.”  
 
    “Actually we’re goin’ back tomorrow.”  
 
    I took a sip of water. “Um, nope. Not happening.” I gulped down the rest of the water and used my stern mom voice to make sure he understood. “I’m serious, Josh.”  
 
    He spun around and faced me. “I’m kidding, Mom. The guys wouldn’t go back there anyway.”  
 
    “Promise?”  
 
    He swiped an X across his heart. “Promise, but you gotta promise to tell me what’s going on.”  
 
    “If I ever figure it out, I will. Maybe.”  
 
    He pitched a throw pill at me, and to my surprise, I caught it. “Oh snap.”  
 
    “Lucky catch.”  
 
    “Whatever. You're mom's just awesome, but you'll figure that out one day.” 
 
    “Already did.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Out on the deck, I summoned my mother. Summoning spirit wasn't a skill I'd perfected, and I didn't enjoy it either, but when it came to calling my mom, well, that was a different story. She was my mom; I'd been calling her my entire life, so it wasn't the same as summoning in my book. “Ma? Calling Fran Richter, celestial super sleuth. Come on down.” I figured using the Price is Right phrase would get a laugh outta her. I was right.  
 
    “Ah, good ol’ Bob Barker,” she said, shimmering in. “Can’t wait to meet him.”  
 
    My eyes widened. “He’s still alive? He’s gotta be older than dirt.”  
 
    “Pretty much, but he’s still kickin’. We got another game show host subbing for him now, and between us, he don’t do it as good. We all are pullin’ for Bob to show up soon.”  
 
    I wasn't sure which got me more, the fact that there were game shows in Heaven or that spirits were hoping for someone to die. I flicked my hand. “I don’t even wanna know. I plopped into my favorite deck chair and pulled my knees to my chest to ward of the surprising chill I’d felt. It was chilly in October, sometimes, but I rarely wore anything other than a sweater thanks to menopause. “So did you find out anything?”  
 
    She hovered near the chair. “Yup and it ain’t good. That place is haunted.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Gee Einstein, tell me something I didn’t already know.”  
 
    “Don’t get salty with your ma.” 
 
    “Salty? When did you start using that word?”  
 
    “When I heard Josh say it to his girlfriend.”  
 
    “Josh has a girlfriend?” I attempted to withhold my shock, but Josh had a girlfriend, and I didn't know it so holding back my surprise was pointless.” 
 
    “For over a month now. That’s the benefit of being dead. We’re all-knowing.” 
 
    I’d just thrown up a little in my mouth. “Whatever,” I said, recovering from the shock temporarily to get back to the haunted house. “So tell me more about what you found out.”  
 
    “There’s a group of undesirables, and they got some issues. Madone, the issues. They don’t wanna leave.” 
 
    I stewed on that for a moment. “I guess that’s their choice.”  
 
    “Nope, that ain’t how this stuff works. You had a dream for a reason.”  
 
    “It was just a dream. Probably because it’s Halloween season and I’d read an article about the place recently.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You know that ain’t true.”  
 
    Why couldn't a dream just be a dream like it used to be? I much preferred dreaming about my high school boyfriends and doing presentations in class naked. I ran my hand through my hair, and when I pulled it out, several hairs came with it. I shook them off and watched them float to the deck floor. “So what does that mean? Do I have to exorcise these demon spirits or something because if that's what the universe is saying, I'm out? Done. My gift isn't going in that direction, no matter what they say. Nope. Not gonna happen.”  
 
    “Oh for cryin’ out loud, don’t get your undies all in a bunch. You ain’t no Priest, and they're not demons. You just gotta get them to go to the light. A little convincing is all it takes. I’ll go with you and bam!” Her aura lit up when she said bam. Something new and pretty cool, too. “They’re gone. Easy peasy.”  
 
    Maybe for her, but me, not so much. “This is above my pay grade. I don’t have the experience for this kind of thing.”  
 
    My mother floated closer to me. “Remember your first swim meet, when you had to do that butterfly in the group swim thingie? What was that called?”  
 
    “The relay, and yes I remember.”  
 
    “You were scared because it wasn’t your strong stroke and you didn’t wanna do it.”  
 
    “I was six mom. This is different.”  
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not. Do you remember what I told you?”  
 
    Of course, I did. It was her standard line with me ever since, and I knew where she was going. “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    She kept her eyes on mine and waited.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What’d I say?”  
 
    I sighed. “You said you got Wop blood running through those veins, and that makes you special. You don't need nothin’ else to get you through the hard stuff.” 
 
    “My work here is done.” 
 
    “That was different, Ma. These are ticked off ghosts. You can’t compare the two.”  
 
    “I’m a celestial super sleuth studying to be a spirit guide. You think I don’t know what I’m talkin’ about?”  
 
    “It’s not that. It’s that I—” 
 
    She cut me off. “Tomorrow. You gotta do this before someone gets hurt.”  
 
    I didn't know if I could, and I told her that. 
 
    “Wop blood Ang, that’s what I’m sayin’,” and with that, she shimmered away.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tomorrow came sooner than I’d wanted.  
 
    “She said what?” Mel asked.  
 
    We’d been sitting inside a new, locally owned coffee shop where I’d filled her in on things. “Wop blood.”  
 
    Mel leaned back in the antique chair. “I’m Asian so does that mean I get a pass?” 
 
    I followed Mel's lead and leaned back in my similarly designed chair, which by the way, was one billion times more comfy than the chairs at Starbucks. I'd felt a bit like I was cheating on the national chain, but they'd changed their rewards program, and I didn't like the way it worked anymore, so we decided to give the local coffee shops a try. We thought it was better to support local businesses anyway. So far we were happy.  
 
    I shook my head and sipped my pumpkin spice latte. It was to die for. “Oh my Gawd, this is orgasmic.”  
 
    “I did notice you moan a little just now.”  
 
    “Better than sex.”  
 
    “Then Jake’s doin' something wrong, honey.” 
 
    I gave her the stink eye. “Anyway, we’re doing this. Now. If we don’t, I’ll never hear the end of it.”  
 
    “Sucks to be a ghost whisperer. I can't hear Fran, so it's not my problem.” 
 
    “Rude.”  
 
    She winked. “Fine, I’ll do it, but only because there’s a chance you’ll pee your pants and I don’t wanna miss that.”  
 
    I chugged the rest of my Heaven in a cup. “That’s friendship right there.”  
 
    She finished off her drink too. “You know it, baby.” 
 
    A short while later we were parked outside of the house gathering our courage to get it done.  
 
    Mel’s bottom lip quivered. I tapped her lip to steady it. “You sure you’re up for this?” 
 
    She pushed my finger away. “I'm not scared; it's freaking cold here.” She shrugged. “Okay, I am scared, but it's still freezing. Just because you're all menopausal and ready to spontaneously combust doesn't mean us younger, fertile women aren't freezing our butts off.” 
 
    “You’re a year younger. A year.”  
 
    “And not even peri-menopausal yet.”  
 
    “Whatever. Your time is coming.” I opened the car door and stepped out, pushing my chest out to fake confidence at the same time. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    “Ten-four good buddy.” She popped open her door and bounded out. “Fran’s here, right?”  
 
    Rut-roh. To lie or not to lie? I decided not to, in case she realized I was and got all Asian-crazy girl on me. Mel wrote the book on being an angry Asian, she was just that good at it. “Not yet but I’m sure she will be soon.”  
 
    Mel hopped right back into the car and slammed the door. “Let’s wait for her.”  
 
    I pulled on the handle. “I’ll call her. Don’t be such a wuss.”  
 
    “When she’s here, I’ll come out.” 
 
    “Ah Madone,” Ma said, shimmering in next to me. “See what happens when you don’t got the Wop blood?” 
 
    I giggled. She's here, and she just called you a chicken.” 
 
    Mel jumped back out of the car. “I’m not a chicken. Let’s get this done. I got a job, ya know.”  
 
    We marched to the front porch like two dads dragging their crying kids from the toy section at WalMart, with complete determination. Except when we got to the porch, we froze.  
 
    “Okay I’m scared,” she said.  
 
    I nodded. “Me, too.”  
 
    The door swung open. We grabbed each other’s hand.  
 
    “Oh, sheet,” she said.  
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    “Oh come on already,” Ma said and floated to the door. “How do you know I didn't do that?” 
 
    “Did you?” I asked.  
 
    “No, but you didn’t know that till now so stop bein’ babies and let’s go.”  
 
    “Ma said she did that,” I lied.  
 
    “You swear?” Mel asked.  
 
    I avoided eye contact and scurried to the door. “Come on.”  
 
    We got inside without wetting ourselves and tiptoed into the parlor where my mother had floated.  
 
    “So what do I do?” I asked my mother.  
 
    “We wait. They’ll show up in a second or two.”  
 
    She was right. Not even a mili-second after she said that, the floor vibrated, an old photo fell from the wall and someone screamed bloody murder. Mel covered her ears, and her China doll skin whitened to a shade I'd never seen. 
 
    “Show yourself,” Ma said.  
 
    “We’re here to help you,” I said.  
 
    The parlor doors slammed shut, scaring Mel to near hysteria. “We’re gonna die!”  
 
    I didn’t argue because I was too busy shaking in my shoes. “Ma, I don’t like this.”  
 
    “Cool your boots,” she said. “I got this.”  
 
    She'd better because I sure didn't. Ma spun like a super cell over to the parlor doors, and they blasted open. Mel dug her manicured nails into my arm. 
 
    “It’s Fran,” I said, yanking my arm away. “And I think you just drew blood.” 
 
    She didn’t apologize.  
 
    Ma’s energy swirled in circles, lifting furniture off the floor. The antique chandelier barely hanging above us swayed, so we scooted out of its reach.  
 
    “Ma?” 
 
    She spun around, and when I saw the hollow spaces where her eyes used to be glowing like a Christmas tree, I shut up. She'd never done that before. It would be cool if I didn't want to run and hide. 
 
    The doors flung shut again, banging as they hit the battered doorframe. Mel gave my arm another set of nail marks.  
 
    My mother bowed up, her ghostly frame extending to near the ceiling. Looking back, it reminded me of how she appeared when I was a child, and she'd bust me for trying her meatballs and gravy before she finished cooking. 
 
    “You may be long dead but I got skills you’ve only dreamed of,” she yelled.  
 
    The room vibrated, sending chills down my spine.  
 
    “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” she said. “But whatever you choose, I’m gonna win.” She bowed up again and the chandelier came crashing down. I grabbed Mel’s arm and pulled her to the corner of the room, as far away from the shattered glass as possible.  
 
    Ma blew on the doors, and they swung open again. 
 
    Go Ma.  
 
    The few remaining pictures hanging on the walls sailed across the room, heading straight for us. Mel screamed a trail of cuss words fit for a truck driver stuck on Interstate 90 during rush hour. She’d never succeed at giving up swearing working with me. We both ducked and rolled under a bulky table a few feet away.  
 
    “On the count of three, we're gonna run over there,” I pointed to the front side of the parlor, near the windows, “and pull the chaise over. It’ll help cover us. 
 
    She nodded, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “One, two, three.”  
 
    We ran like mice to cheese, grabbed the chaise, pushed it back to the table and propped it up, the whole time dodging flying objects. I got hit in the leg by a candlestick. It would leave me with a bright purple bruise.  
 
    “It was the ghost, in the parlor, with a candlestick,” Mel said. “Only it's not a board game this time.”  
 
    I grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Ma’s got this, I promise.” I hoped I wasn’t lying.  
 
    Ma yelled again. “Show yourself. I don’t got all day.”  
 
    The room stilled, and everything got quiet. I peeked out from behind the chaise—with just one eye because it was always less scary to look at anything with one eye closed—and saw them. My other eye popped open. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I jerked back behind the chaise and shook my head at Mel. “Un-freaking-believable.”  
 
    “What?” she asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    My mother laughed a disbelieving laugh, the kind you make when you do something stupid like trip over air and everyone sees you, and you want to save face. “Come on out you scaredy cats. These ghosts ain’t gonna hurtcha.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure about that. They were pretty powerful little nuggets.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Mel asked. “Tell me!”  
 
    “The ghosts are with Ma. They’re not all that scary when you see them up close.” 
 
    “Bull crap. They’re scary. Look what they’ve done!”  
 
    “They’re kids, Mel. They can’t be all that bad.” I wanted to reassure both of us. I pushed the chaise out of the way. “Come on.”  
 
    I dragged Mel from under the table, and we both did a fabulous turtle imitation, creeping toward my mom and the spirits. We weren’t in any rush to put ourselves in danger, but I knew if I didn’t go to them any power I might have over them mentally would be lost. I didn’t feel brave, but I faked it as best I could.  
 
    Three kids—two girls and a boy—all dressed in 70’s era clothing, floated next to Ma. They’d been haunting the place for at least 40 years. My heart ached. Each of them appeared gangly and worn. Their clothes were dirty and torn, their hair knotted and messy. They must have died tired and hungry. How does that happen?  
 
    “You don’t belong here,” the bigger of the two girls said. “Leave now.”  
 
    “Don’t be a smarty pants,” Ma said. “She’s here to help you.” 
 
    The boy, who wasn’t more than three, hid behind his big sisters. “Can you find my Mama?”  
 
    Oh boy.  
 
    “Leave,” the girl said. “Our Mama won’t like you being here.”  
 
    “Where is your mom?” I asked.  
 
    “None of your business,” the second girl said. Clearly, she was as sassy as her sister. 
 
    “You ain’t gonna find your mama hanging out here and scarin’ people,” Ma said. “And being little snots won’t help either. I know your mom taught you manners, so use them.”  
 
    The two girls straightened their slightly transparent shoulders but kept their lips zipped. Ma was scary when she was mad. 
 
    “Do you know what year it is?” I asked. 
 
    Mel nudged me and whispered, “Standin’ in the dark here, hearing nothing.”  
 
    I whispered back, “Patience Luke Skywalker.” Focusing back on the kids I repeated my question.  
 
    “What does that matter?” the biggest said. Even floating above the floor she was still at least a foot shorter than me, and I didn’t pass five foot two. I didn’t think she was much older than ten.  
 
    I crouched down a bit so I could be at her eye level. “It’s 2016, and from the looks of your clothing, I’m guessin’ you were born some time in the 1960’s. Am I right?”  
 
    She dropped her head and nodded.  
 
    “Honey, you’ve been here a long time. Where’s your mom? Is she here too?”  
 
    “We can't find her. She told us to stay here, and she'd come back for us, but she's not back yet. It's cold, and we're hungry, but we ate everything in the basket.” 
 
    “The basket?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Did you bring that basket?” I asked.  
 
    The smaller of the girls spoke. “We had a picnic and Mama went to get more candy, but she's not back yet. She's coming back though real soon, and she won't like you here talking to us.” 
 
    I glanced at my mother, and she shrugged. 
 
    “Where is the basket?” 
 
    “Up in that dusty room where Mama told us to stay so, we'd be safe. It's scary in there.” 
 
    I didn't know which room she'd meant, but I suspected it was the attic, and if I went up there, I'd find the remains of three small children. I wondered if anyone already had.  
 
    “I don’t think your mom is coming back. It’s been a long, long time and…” I didn’t know how to break the news to these kids. “Do you know what happened to you?” I asked the oldest.  
 
    “It was cold, and we were hungry. Starving. We got tired.” 
 
    They'd died from hypothermia or starvation, or maybe both. How could a mother do that to her children? Leave them to die and in such a horrible way? I choked back the anger brewing inside of me. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay. There is a place you can go now and there are people there who will take care of you.”  
 
    “Yah and I can help you get there,” Ma said. “It’s a lotta fun, and we got all the candy you want. Promise.”  
 
    The little boy moved away from his sisters and over to Ma.  
 
    “Mikey, no,” his sister said.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Ma said. “I ain’t gonna hurt him, or any of you, and you gotta stop hurtin’ others. It’s gonna be okay.” 
 
    “We have to wait for Mama. She’s coming back. She’ll be mad if we’re not here.”  
 
    “What’s your names?” I asked. There couldn’t be three kids here left to die without it making the news, even if it was in the 70’s. “I’m Angela, and this is my mom, Fran. The lady next to me is Mel.”  
 
    “I’m Mikey,” the little boy said. Even through the dirt, and even though he was gangly, he was cute as a button.  
 
    “Hi, Mikey. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said.  
 
    “I’m Jennifer,” the smaller of the girls said.  
 
    “Hi, Jennifer. That's a pretty name.” 
 
    “It’s my mom’s name, too.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked the oldest. “What’s your name? If you tell me your last name, I might be able to help you find your mom.”  
 
    “Michelle Baxter,” 
 
    I asked Mel to Google the kid’s names and the timeframe and see if she could find out anything. 
 
    “I’m on it,” she said.  
 
    “Did your dad come with you on the picnic?” I asked.  
 
    Michelle shook her head. “We don’t have a dad.” 
 
    “Oh.” What does one say to that?  
 
    “What about a grandma? You got one of those?”  
 
    “Uh huh,” Mikey said. “She’s fat and funny.” 
 
    Jennifer laughed, and so did I. “Mine was too. Grandma's are the best, though, aren't they?” 
 
    “Mine gave me a bike,” Jennifer said. “It had a basket and a pink seat with yellow flowers on it.” She stared at the ground. “I wish I had my bike now.”  
 
    “Honey, we’ll get you another bike,” Ma said. “You’re gonna love it where we’re goin’, I promise.”  
 
    “Ang, look at this,” Mel said, handing me her phone.  
 
    I pulled up the Google link for the county paper archives. Local mom Jennifer Baxter dies in single vehicle accident on Highway 20. 
 
    I scanned the article, but her children weren’t mentioned, so I went back to the search results and found what I wanted. 
 
    Still no leads on whereabouts of missing Baxter kids.  
 
    I read through the article.  
 
    Authorities have no leads on the whereabouts of the children of Jennifer Baxter, killed Sunday in a single-vehicle accident on Highway 20. 
 
      
 
    “She said she was taking them on a picnic,” Baxter's mother Diane Baxter, said. “Those babies are out there somewhere, and no one can find them.” 
 
      
 
    Volunteers came together and searched the area surrounding the accident, but no signs of the children or their belongings have been found. 
 
      
 
    Deputy John Hunt said the Sheriff’s Office is actively working the case. “We’re doing everything we can to bring these children home.”  
 
      
 
    If you have any information on the whereabouts of the Baxter children, contact Deputy Hunt at 770-555-5100.  
 
      
 
    “Oh no.”  
 
    Mel nodded. “I think I get what’s happening here.”  
 
    I flipped to my mother to let her know, but she was gone.  
 
    “Great. Just great.”  
 
    “What?” Mel asked.  
 
    I waved her off for fear of freaking her out. “Nothing. It’s nothing.” I got back down to Michelle’s level. “Honey, I want to show you something. Can you read?”  
 
    “I’m twelve.”  
 
    I ignored the snark and showed her Mel’s phone. “Nowadays we can read newspapers on these special things. We can even read news reports from a long time ago, like Sunday, November 10th 1974. Do you remember that day?” 
 
    She nodded just a touch, and I knew she knew something bad was coming.  
 
    “This is a report from that day. It’s about your mom. I think you need to read it.”  
 
    I flipped the phone toward her and watched as her face changed from determined to realization and sadness. Seconds later, her resolve strong again, she faced her siblings and took the lead I’d imagined she’d taken since that fateful day. “Mama’s not coming back.” 
 
    Both Jennifer and Mikey bawled and ripped my heart to shreds. Mikey cried for his mama, and Jennifer screamed louder. Michelle shot daggers at me with her eyes, and I steadied myself, fearful the room would explode.  
 
    My fear wasn’t in vain. The floor shook again, and Mel ran for cover under the table. I dodged trash and knick-knacks flying at me, but I didn’t lose my balance. I waited out her anger, knowing soon she’d collapse into tears, at least the kind a spirit could cry.  
 
    “Stop it, stop it right now Michelle.”  
 
    Everything stopped. I swiveled around to see where the voice came from, but I already knew.  
 
    Floating at the parlor doors was my mom, along with their mom. Still dressed in 70’s clothing too, and so beautiful, Jennifer Baxter flew over to her children, stopping at her oldest. “I’m here. I’m back.”  
 
    I sniffled, and Ma smirked. 
 
    “Mama, we've been waiting, and we didn't leave just like you said,” Mikey said. “Even when they came looking, we hid in that dark room.”  
 
    She hugged her little boy, and the girls joined in. I’d never seen spirits touch like that. It was as if they had bodies again, and could touch and feel like just like they were all still alive. 
 
    “I’m so sorry it’s taken me so long to come back,” she said. “But it’s okay now. We’re all going to be okay.”  
 
    Michelle pushed back. “But I don't understand. That lady, she showed me something, and it said you died.” 
 
    The mother made eye contact, and I gave her a half smile. “She's right Shell, I did die, and I'm sorry, but you all did too.”  
 
    I knew Michelle knew that, but hearing it from her mom must have made it real for her because her energy lightened from a dark gray to almost white.  
 
    “We can help you,” I said. “But please, can you tell me why you didn’t come before?” Maybe it was none of my business, but I didn’t care. I wanted to know.  
 
    “I couldn't,” she said. “The accident, it confused me. I was lost, and I couldn't remember where I'd taken them. I've been searching, but I couldn’t find them.” She paused and smiled at my mother. “Until she found me and told me where they were.”  
 
    “I got me some great celestial super sleuth juju, that’s for sure,” Ma said.  
 
    I didn’t even try not to laugh. “That you do, Ma.”  
 
    “May I have a moment with my children?” Jennifer Baxter asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I said. I pulled Mel from under the table. “It’s good. Let’s go outside for a minute.”  
 
    “I’m not gonna get pelted by a candlestick, am I?” 
 
    “Not unless I hit you with it you big weenie,” Ma said. 
 
    I didn’t repeat that. “No, we’re safe. I’ll fill you in outside.”  
 
    I filled Mel in while the family reconnected. A few minutes later Michelle floated out and asked us to come back inside.”  
 
    “We’re going now,” the children’s mother said. “Thank you all for helping us find each other again.” She floated to my mother. “You’ll never know what this means to me, being with my children again.”  
 
    Ma looked my way. “Oh, I know. Trust me, I know.”  
 
    The family held hands, and Ma and I watched as they slowly shimmered away.  
 
    “They’re gone,” I told Mel, tearing pooling in my eyes.  
 
    “I’m outta here,” Ma said. “Got me some stuff to do up there.” She pointed to the ceiling, but I knew what she meant. “Arrivederci.”  
 
     “Let’s go home,” I said.  
 
    “I’m all for that,” Mel said.  
 
    I threw her the keys. “You drive, I’m not up for it.”  
 
    As Mel pulled away from the house, she turned up the radio and sang along to Jesse’s Girl. I gave the old house a quick once over. I didn’t know who came to me in that dream, but I knew my work there was done. I rested my head against the back of the seat and closed my eyes, never even noticing the ones staring back at me from the upstairs window of the old abandoned home.  
 
    The End 
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 THE INN AT LAUREL CREEK 
 
    by carolyn ridder aspenson 
 
    "I don't believe in miracles," I told Stan Brinker, the owner of The Inn at Laurel Creek Bed and Breakfast. I'd just checked in, and as we walked to my room the old man told me stories of miracles and romances that happened when people stayed at the one hundred and twenty-two-year-old home.  
 
    "You don't got to believe me," he said. "Just you wait and see. All sorts of miracles happen here." He pointed to a set of opened French doors at the end of the hall. "Seems a lot of them happen right out there, too." He dragged my suitcase to the last door on the right, right next to the French doors, labeled the Serenity Suite, and opened the door with his key.  
 
    That's just what I needed, too. Serenity. "Thank you, Mr. Brinker," I said, grabbing hold of my suitcase and pulling it into the room. "Like I said, I don't believe in miracles but if I do happen to see one, I'll make sure to let you know."  
 
    "It's Stan to family, and anyone that stays with us here at the Inn is family, you hear?" He tipped his beat-up, brown cowboy hat toward me and smiled. "You have a mighty fine stay, Ms. Howard. My wife, Lou, serves dinner in the dining room at six o'clock sharp. Tonight's fried catfish, her specialty. You ought not to miss it. If you need anything before that, just holler at one-a us. We're here to please."  
 
    "Thank you," I said, closing the door behind him.  
 
    I flung myself onto the four-poster bed. "Ah, serenity," I said out loud. "Exactly what the doctor ordered." I scooted to the top of the bed and lay my head on the pillows. They were soft and fluffy, and all I wanted was to bury my head into them and sleep for five days straight. Unfortunately, sleep wasn't what I came to the Inn for. I'd come to have a little me time, to gather my thoughts and figure out how to mend my shattered heart. I was determined to pick up the broken pieces of it that Matthew Bollander left three months ago when he walked out of my life and straight into the arms of another woman. While Matthew and his fiancée—yes, it happened that fast—spent the weekend with friends and family during their elaborate southern wedding, I intended to move on with my life. I didn't know how, but I had five days to figure it out, and I'd be damned if I wouldn't succeed.  
 
    I dragged myself off the cozy bed and meandered around the room, inspecting every corner and knickknack, my hand sweeping over the furniture like a kid in a candy shop. The soft pink chair, pushed into the corner by the window, reminded me of my grandmother's. I plopped onto the cushion and wiggled into the seat. "This one's just right," I said. "Perfect spot to list the reasons I'm better off without Matthew."  
 
    I dragged myself from the snug, cushy pink patterned chair and wandered over to the fireplace, a bricked in, old school one, with three logs all set for a relaxing fire. I imagined sitting next to the fire that night, working through my emotions with a bottle of Alto Adige Pinot Bianco. I opened my suitcase, took out the bottle and placed in on the dresser, and then unpacked the rest of the suitcase, placing my toiletries in the bathroom.  
 
    "Oh wow," I moaned. "That tub is amazing." An old-fashioned copper claw-footed tub sat in the corner of the room, surrounded by candles in all different shapes and sizes. A white velvet robe lay over the tub. I picked it up and held it to my face. The silky smooth material melted into my skin. "Perfection."  
 
    I finished unpacking, changed into a fresh pair of cut-off jean shorts and a tank top, grabbed my journal, my iPod, a pen and my ear buds and headed downstairs. Lou was dusting furniture in the main sitting room. "Hi," I said. "I'm Carly Howard. I'm staying in the Serenity Suite."  
 
    Lou smiled, wrapped her arms around me squeezed. "Oh, blessed to meet you, my dear." She stretched out her arms, holding me at arms’ length. "Why, aren't you just the prettiest girl ever?"  
 
    My face warmed with both pleasure and embarrassment. "Thank you."  
 
    From the looks of her skin, she'd spent too much time in the sun, age and laugh lines imbedded into her face. Her long, white hair, pulled back into a bun, was smooth as satin, and she had a smile that stretched from ear to ear. Lou was probably fifty to fifty-five but looked older. She absolutely radiated sincere sweetness and I instantly adored her.  
 
    "My husband said you got here safe and sound. He didn't go on about those miracles now, did he?" 
 
    I nodded. "Maybe a little."  
 
    "That Stan." She waved her hand. "He's always tellin' our guests about 'em. I keep tellin' him he's gonna scare away our visitors, but he keeps on talkin'. Yackity, yackity, yack, all day long. Lawd, my ears. He's lucky he's cuter than a pig's tail or I'd-a kicked him to the curb by now." She winked. "But even though this old house is full of miracles, talkin' about it doesn't make it happen for ever'one. Sometimes it don't happen at all. It's gotta be the right person, and the right time."  
 
    I giggled. "It's okay. I don't believe in miracles anyway."  
 
    "Oh, well you just might after a night or two here." She went back to her dusting. "And it just might be you one happens to."  
 
    "I can deal with that," I said. "Oh, do you happen to have a bottled water? I'd like to take a walk by the creek and maybe sit there for a bit. It's a little warm out, and a water would be nice."  
 
    She put down the duster and motioned for me to follow her. "I've got just the thing for ya," she said. We walked into the back hall near the kitchen, and she pulled open a drawer under the stairs. "This here's our hiking kit," she said, handing me a small drawstring bag. "It's got a little throw to sit on if you need to rest for a spell, some bug repellant, because them bugs over at Laurel Creek are ever'where this time of year." She crooked her finger and headed into the kitchen. I followed. "I'll get you a few bottled waters and some snacks. Skinny thing like you." Her eyes traveled down my body and back to my eyes. "You could stand to get some meat on them bones."  
 
    I wasn't as skinny as she thought, but I wasn't going to turn down snacks. She handed me two bottles of water and a bag with homemade chocolate chip cookies. My mouth watered from the smell of the freshly baked little bites of heaven. "Those look yummy," I said.  
 
    "Just baked them a bit ago. It's my momma's secret recipe. Been in the family for years, but if you're as nice as you seem, I might could give you a few hints."  
 
    I took a cookie from the bag and bit into it. "Oh my gosh. This is incredible."  
 
    Lou winked. "It's all about the secret ingredient," she said. "Now, you take that bag, and you go and have yourself some good ol' quality time up by the creek, ya hear?"  
 
    I nodded. "Yes, ma'am."  
 
    Lou walked me to the door. "Thanks for the snacks, and the throw," I told her. "I didn't think to bring a throw with me."  
 
    She patted my back. "Don't you worry about a thing, honey. That's what we're here for. We aim to make you feel right at home." She patted my back one more time, and as I walked down the front porch steps said, "Now, walk on out that-a-way, and go left on down yonder by the fence gate, and the creek is just a stone's throw up the path. Now don't you be late for supper, you hear? It's at six o'clock on the spot."  
 
    "Yes, ma'am." I said. 
 
    *** 
 
    The path had a slight incline that continued to build, and I was surprised to realize it wasn't as easy to navigate as I'd expected. I needed to get in better shape once I got back to the city. The path curved and dipped around sugar maple trees with wild, florid azalea bushes covered with pink and purple flowers growing beneath them. Springtime in northern Georgia was stunning, ablaze with vividly colored flowers in yellows, purples, pinks and reds. If anything, the timing of Matthew's wedding gave me a chance to relish in the beauty of nature. And sneeze. A lot. I knew my allergies would be assaulted, so pulled out my allergy spray from the bag and gave myself a few shots up my nose—never enjoyable, but always effective.  
 
    The creek began at a dip in the path, and I followed it for a bit, listening to the water bounce off the rocks and travel upstream. I found the perfect spot just where the creek turned and began its descent. I spread the throw Lou gave me and lay down on it, the sun hitting my skin as it peeked through the trees. The rays were the perfect temperature, heating my skin but not making me sweat.  
 
    "I could do this forever," I said, closing my eyes and relaxing.  
 
    I wasn't sure how long I lay like that, my eyes closed, breathing in the fresh scents of lavender and pine, but the slight sound of soft, muted and rhythmic tones vibrated through the air and grabbed my attention. Someone was playing an acoustic guitar nearby, keeping me from dropping completely into slumber. I sat up and scanned the area for the sweet-sounding melody.  
 
    I found the strummer across the creek. A man with shaggy blond hair, just a little too long, wearing a blue t-shirt and khaki shorts sat on a similar throw, with an exact copy of the drawstring bag Lou gave me. He caught me gazing in his direction and our eyes locked. He lifted his mouth into a smile so sexy my body lurched forward, as if being pulled to him. I pushed my hands into the ground to stop myself from running across the creek to him. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he said. "Did I wake you?" His voice was low and sultry and had me melting into a puddle of Carly mush before he finished a sentence.  
 
    My voice came out high and pitchy. "Oh no, not at all. I was just lying here relaxing. Please keep playing. It's beautiful."  
 
    "Thanks, it's just a little something I've started working on. It's not finished." He smiled again, and very specific parts of my body became fully aware of his presence.  
 
    "You wrote that? Wow. That's really good."  
 
    He nodded. "Thanks. It's what I do. I write music. Name's Ben." He raised a hand and waved it, and I couldn't help but notice his long, thin fingers, how they swayed as he waved, and how he spread them wide, only to fold them back together again.  
 
    I breathed in a quick breath, catching myself before I let out a squeal of pleasure from watching that small but alluring hand gesture.  
 
    What was wrong with me?  
 
    Ben. Ben was cute. And Ben played the guitar. Ben wrote music. And Ben had a smile that made my stomach jump. Not to mention that Ben had broad shoulders and thin, muscular arms that filled up and busted out of the short sleeves of his shirt. I reached my arm out, hoping it could stretch across the suddenly monstrous sized creek to touch his muscles. I thought Ben might be just what I needed to fix my broken heart. "Hi Ben, I'm Carly. Nice to meet you." I waved back.  
 
    "You too," he said. "I'll let you get back to your relaxing. Got any special requests? I can play and sing just about anything."  
 
    I didn't want him to play the guitar. I wanted him to strum his fingers all over my body instead. I bit my lip to stop myself from making that suggestion.  
 
    Of course, when it came to figuring out a song, my mind went blank. "Uh." I pulled my blonde curls back and wrapped them into a ponytail holder. "I can't think of anything, but please, keep playing." 
 
    "How about this?" He strummed the strings and a combination moan, hum, sexy groaning sound escaped his mouth.  
 
    Good Lord, he could sing too. It made me squirm, and my insides melted. After a few more of those sexy sounds, I recognized the song. "Sunday Morning," a sensual, romantic ballad by Maroon Five. Only he sang it better than the singer, at least in my opinion. I touched my chin to make sure my jaw wasn't hanging open.  
 
    There was something familiar in Ben's voice, but I couldn't quite place it. It almost sounded as if he was trying to mimic a singer from a band, but the band's name escaped me. He was really good and could probably out-sing anyone I'd heard on the radio as of late, including whoever that elusive band singer was.  
 
    He sang the whole song, and the only time he didn't maintain eye contact with me was when he closed his eyes, hitting the higher notes. I was uncomfortable but not in a bad way, shifting on the throw, sitting on my hands and resting them on my lap. I couldn't take my eyes off him. Watching the way his hands moved, the way his fingers touched the strings of the guitar, the way his Adam's apple floated up and down his neck when his voice lowered. The way he licked his lips and smiled as he sang the chorus, gazing steadily into my eyes the whole time.  
 
    My heart rate kicked up a notch and my blood rushed through my body, warming those same parts that awoke just a minute or two before. I crossed my legs instinctively in an attempt to hide the attraction my body wanted to make obvious. Tiny pellets of sweat formed on my forehead. What the heck was happening to me? He was just a guy playing the guitar, but my senses went into overdrive. I could hear every chord his fingers played, every note his voice hit. I could practically feel his eyes blink, taste the moisture on his lips as he licked them between breaths. I wanted to jump up and run, run across that creek and throw myself at him like a pre-teen at a boy band concert.  
 
    When he finished, I golf clapped—a pathetic attempt at being cute. Truth be told, I could listen to him forever, but I feared if I did I would actually become that pre-teen at a boy band concert, so instead, I gathered my things to leave. "That was really amazing. You're incredibly talented," I said, stumbling over my words. "I'd love to stay and listen some more, but I need to get back and get ready for dinner."  
 
    He set the guitar on the throw. "Got it. No worries. I'll be here tomorrow, too. Same time. Same place." He ran a hand through his hair. "If you're not busy, of course. I'm always happy to have an audience."  
 
    Did his teeth sparkle when he smiled or was my imagination in high gear? 
 
    "Great. That's great," I said, struggling to speak, afraid I'd say something pre-teenish. "I may just come by. If I'm not busy, I mean." I waved as I walked away, and said, "Nice meeting you, Ben."  
 
    "You too, Carly."  
 
    He said Carly with such a heated, soft sexiness I actually moaned a little.  
 
    *** 
 
    Lou was watering flower baskets on the front porch of the Inn when I returned. "Did you have a nice walk?" she asked.  
 
    I smelled the sunflowers she'd just watered. "I did, thanks for asking."  
 
    "I hope you didn't spoil your appetite none eatin' all those cookies," she said.  
 
    "No, I didn't. Actually, I got distracted and didn't even have any."  
 
    "Well, all righty then. I'm making my special fried catfish. Won all kinds of cookout awards here in town. Even been mentioned in the paper." She snipped a dead bud from another planter. "'Course, if you don't like fish, I could make you something else. Maybe chicken salad?"  
 
    "I've never had fried catfish, but I'm sure I'll love it."  
 
    "I reckon you will." She took a glass from the serving tray on the front porch table, filled it with ice and poured in lemonade. "For you," she said, handing it to me. "Sit a spell and rest. That walk must-a made you give slap out." 
 
    I wasn't sure what "give slap out" meant, but I assumed it was something similar to tired, because that's how the walk back made me feel. "Thank you," I said, taking the glass. "I'm going to do just that." I sat in a rocker on the porch. "This is such a lovely place," I said. "How long have you owned it?"  
 
    "Oh, the house has been in my family since it was built way back in the late eighteen hundreds. Eighteen ninety-two, to be exact." She plopped down into the chair next to me and fanned her face with her hand. "My great-grandmammy Abigail Pruitt was born in this house and died here, too. She swore till her dyin' day the house was magical." She rocked in her chair. "She wasn't lyin', neither. I seen all kinds-a miracles in my day."  
 
    "Miracles and magic huh?" I said, after sipping the sweet, tangy lemonade. "These next few days could turn out to be pretty exciting."  
 
    Lou stood. "That they will, honey. That they will." She patted my knee. "Now I best be gettin' back to my chores, 'fore Stan comes out and catches me takin' a break." She winked, and then walked back into the house.  
 
    "See you at dinner," I said.  
 
    I sat on porch, rocking in the chair with my eyes closed, enjoying the fresh lavender scent emanating from the wild lavender shrubs growing off the side of the Inn. It was so calm, so peaceful, and I couldn't remember feeling that relaxed in months. A few months before Matthew and I broke up, actually. I made a mental note to remember that the next time I missed him.  
 
    My relationship with Matthew had taken a negative turn about two months before he dumped me, at the same time my company, a graphic design studio in Buckhead, let several people go. The rest of us were worried we were next up for the pink slip, and I couldn't help but bring that tension home with me at night, which didn't make things any easier between Matthew and me. More people were laid off, but by the grace of God or sheer luck, I wasn't one of them. My job was okay, but my relationship dropped further into the toilet and shortly thereafter, Matthew gripped the handle hard, flushing it down into the bowels of relationship sewage.  
 
    "I just don't see myself spending the rest of my life with you," he said, as he packed his t-shirts and video game console. "I don't want to hurt you, but we're just different people. We want different things."  
 
    By different things, he meant I wanted a commitment, a wedding, a home and a family some day. Matthew didn't even want to commit to getting houseplants. He zig-zagged from job to job and career to career, and he was between jobs almost as often as he'd had one. While we had often shared beautiful dreams and plans together about the romantic places we'd travel to—Tuscany, Bali, the Costa Rican rainforest—usually while lying side-by-side, naked in bed after some great sex, it was all just pillow talk. Matthew was sexy, charming and elusive as hell, yet I'd always thought that if I hung in there long enough, gave him enough space and supported his dreams, mine would someday come true.  
 
    I'd done this for five years, and we'd lived together for almost three of them. But it had only taken the next girl, his wife now, three months to do what I couldn't. Ten days after the break-up, I ran into him at happy hour at our old hangout and barely recognized him. He wore an expensive designer suit, and his shoulder-length brown hair was perfectly cut, coiffed and had even been slightly highlighted in the front.  
 
    "What the hell happened to you?" I asked after I realized it was him.  
 
    He smiled sheepishly, showing the dimple I'd always been crazy about, and glanced down at himself with a shrug. "I got a new job. I think I've finally found what I'm good at doing."  
 
    His smile became vaguely apologetic as this petite little doll of a woman with long, red curly hair that any sane woman would kill for walked up and wrapped her arm around his waist. I recognized her from the Around Town section of the newspaper as a wealthy Atlanta investment banker's daughter. "Come on now Matt, we must get to the club to meet my parents for dinner."  
 
    When Matt introduced her as his girlfriend, I almost choked on my glass of wine.  
 
    "Sure looks like you did, huh gold digger," I said to him with a wink and a bright smile as fake as the redheaded debutante's perfect boobs. I turned my Miss America smile toward her. "Good luck with him," I said, as casually as possible. As I turned away from them, I guzzled the rest of my wine, and marched straight to the bathroom where I proceeded to barf my brains out.  
 
    I'd read the engagement announcement in the paper less than a week later, and I knew that if I didn't get the hell out of Dodge for their wedding date, my friends' and my parents' well-intentioned sympathy would be the death of me. I'd brought home a copy of the paper, opened a bottle of wine, turned to the travel and timeshare classifieds in the back pages, and with my eyes closed, pointed at one…The Inn at Laurel Creek. I grabbed my laptop, checked the pictures on their website to make sure it wasn't a dump, and booked my reservation for the date of Matthew's wedding.  
 
    From the looks of the photos, I could tell the Inn was absolutely perfect. Peaceful and quaint with an incredible front porch lined with a row of wood rocking chairs facing endless acres of trees, shrubs and all things that had nothing to do with Matthew and his high-society wedding.  
 
    I came to the Inn hoping to forget that Matthew was marrying someone wealthy and unfortunately, attractive, and would have the life he said he didn't want, but apparently just didn't want with me.  
 
    "Well look who's at the Inn." The sexy, sultry voice that made my toes curl was only three feet away from me.  
 
    My eyes shot open, and I straightened my shoulders, while pushing a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Are…are you staying here, too?"  
 
    He nodded. "For another week. Came here to work on a few songs." He sat in the same chair Lou had just minutes before. "It's peaceful here. Perfect place for composing."  
 
    "I imagine it is." I glanced at him, and his lips curved into a beautiful half circle, his straight, white teeth sparkling again. I guess it hadn't been my imagination. I stared a bit too long and jerked my head toward the walkway, blushing.  
 
    "Hard not to be inspired by all this beauty," he said. "And the house and land ain't too bad, either." He was leaning back in the chair, his head tilted toward me, that sweet smile and sparkling set of beautiful teeth in full view. It was then I noticed how full his lips were. How they were a light shade of red, almost pink, and so deliciously luscious looking. I imagined what it would be like to kiss him. I was going to need a super-cold shower before dinner.  
 
    "Oh, you're funny."  
 
    His eyes glistened, and he gave me a smaller version of his previous smile, which didn't stop my body from twitching.  
 
    "I wasn't going for funny. I was shooting for cheesy. Guess I'll have to try harder next time."  
 
    I laughed. "Oh, you hit cheesy right on the mark, that's for sure."  
 
    "Good to know I haven't lost my touch."  
 
    My face flushed at the mention of the word touch, and while I knew he wouldn't touch me then, or maybe even ever, my body temperature rose anyway.  
 
    We both leaned back and rocked in our chairs. I wasn't sure about Ben's reason, but I knew if I didn't try to relax I would reach over and run my fingers down that bicep of his whether he wanted me to or not.  
 
    I swallowed back the golf ball sized lump in my throat. "There's lemonade over there," I said, pointing to the table with the tray. "Would you like some?"  
 
    He stood. "Sounds great, actually." He glanced at my glass, and then reached for it, his eyes glued to mine, and his voice barely above a whisper. "Would you like me to top that off for you?"  
 
    I tossed back what was left of my lemonade, pretending it was a shot of tequila, and handed him my glass. "Yes, please," I said, choking from the quick gulp. Then I burped. "Oh my gosh," I said, covering my mouth. "I'm so sorry." My face heated up, and I knew it was redder than a tomato. I buried my face in my hands. "Oh my God."  
 
    He laughed. My face was still buried in my hands when he came back with a fresh glass of lemonade, and nudged my arm with his. Electricity shot through my body and I shuddered.  
 
    "I'm not sure I should have anymore," I said, but took the glass anyway. "I might have reached my limit."  
 
    "It's possible," he said, giving me that same smile that made my heart skip a beat before. It did it again, too. He sat back in his rocker. "But I'll tell you what. If you go over the legal lemonade limit, I'll stick close by so nothing happens. I don't want you running off and burping like that for just anyone." He sat in the rocker and leaned toward me once again. "Your voice is incredibly sexy when you're embarrassed."  
 
    I buried my face in my hands again. "I'm beyond embarrassed."  
 
    He nodded. "I know, and I love it, but seriously, don't sweat it," he said, rocking in his chair. "It was actually pretty impressive. Can you burp the alphabet?"  
 
    My eyes widened. "Good Lord, no. I don't think I have the lung capacity for something like that."  
 
    He frowned. "Too bad. I always said I'd marry a girl who could burp the alphabet. I was hoping it would be you, too."  
 
    I blushed again, feeling something sizzle from my heart and straight down.  
 
    "You're cute when you get all red like that," he said, grinning.  
 
    I was way past embarrassed, and edging up close to utterly horrified. Thankfully, Stan stepped outside at that moment and saved me. 
 
    "Well looky here," he said in his sweet southern drawl. "Me and Lou were hoping you two would meet." He turned back into the Inn. "Looks like the two young'uns met after all," he said.  
 
    Ben shifted his eyes in my direction and whispered, "I think they're trying to hook us up."  
 
    I whispered back. "I think you're right."  
 
    "Should we play along?" he asked.  
 
    I wanted to jump out of my seat and into his lap screaming, Yes, yes, for the love of all that's holy, yes! but I nodded instead.  
 
    "Okay, watch this." Ben stood and shook Stan's hand. "Me and Carly, we want to thank you, Stan. We're already in love, after just a brief meeting at the creek." He mimicked Stan's southern drawl. "We might could drop one-a our rooms and shack up together, if you ain't opposed."  
 
    Stan's eyes popped and Ben busted out laughing. "Gotcha," he said, hitting the old man gently on the shoulder. "I'm just playing with you, Stan. Figured since you've tried to make a love connection for me for the past five years, I ought to let you think it's working."  
 
    Stan laughed, and Lou came rushing outside. "Well lookie here," she said. "A match made in Heaven." She winked at me. "Magical, I tell ya," and then she retreated back into the house.  
 
    Stan and Ben kidded for a bit longer, and then Stan insisted Ben sit back down and pay attention to me. I wasn't going to argue. Having those blue eyes darken in intensity while he looked at me made me hot, both literally and figuratively, but in a way I really, really liked.  
 
    "So you've been coming here for five years?" I asked Ben after Stan went back inside.  
 
    He nodded. "I come here when I'm struggling with my music." He leaned back and rocked. "I grew up coming here with my mom, and something about this place, this town even, it just brings out the song in me."  
 
    I laughed.  
 
    He stopped rocking and raised his eyebrow at me. "What's so funny?"  
 
    "Do all musicians say cheesy stuff all the time? Because that was really cheesy."  
 
    He leaned back and rocked again, a slow and steady movement with his right foot that made the muscle in his thigh flex each time he pushed back. That tiny movement made my hands sweat.  
 
    "Not all musicians. Just the extremely talented ones."  
 
    "So what do you do with your music after you've finished writing it? Do you sell it?"  
 
    He clipped his head back and forth once. "I usually record it."  
 
    "That's so cool," I said. "So do you have a CD or something? Do you have a music contract or something?"  
 
    "Or something," he said. "But I'm just trying to write the best stuff I can. That's what's most important to me." He shifted his head toward me. "So what brings you to the Inn? Looking for places to have your wedding?"  
 
    "I see what you did there," I said, smirking. "But no, I'm sure as heck not planning my wedding." I tapped my foot on the porch, speeding up the rocking of my chair. "I just needed a little me time." 
 
    "I get it. Recent break-up?"  
 
    I shot him a surprised look. "Why would you say that?"  
 
    He lifted his shoulders and then dropped them back down. "This is a bed and breakfast. It's the perfect place for romance so I figured if you were in a relationship, you'd have brought the guy along. A girls' weekend would probably happen at a spa or something, but not a bed and breakfast. So you're not on a girls' weekend and you're here alone. Do the math. Adds up to a break-up to me."  
 
    I nodded. "Very perceptive for a musician." And then I leaned my head back on the chair, working hard to relax.  
 
    "You feel like talking about it?"  
 
    There was a sweetness to his tone that made me want to blurt out all of my thoughts and feelings—from my frustration and touch of relief about Matthew to my thoughts on South African coffee farms using child labor. He was just the kind of person I felt I could share my soul with, without feeling afraid or submissive. "Are you looking for material for your music? A good break-up love song maybe? Or do you write more of the head-banger kind of stuff?" I giggled at my own joke, when really I was just covering up my sensitivities about the end of my relationship with Matthew.  
 
    His mouth lifted into a half-moon-shaped grin. "Head-banger? I didn't know people still used that expression."  
 
    I admired his lips and how they curved upwards, taking my breath away. I didn't even realize he was still talking.  
 
    "Carly?"  
 
    "Uh, yes, sorry." I shook my head to refocus. "I got lost in my thoughts for a second. What did you say?"  
 
    "I said no, I'm not looking for material so your story's safe with me." He crossed his heart with this hand. "Promise."  
 
    "Okay then, yes, there was a break-up a few months ago." 
 
    "And you've just found the time to deal with it now?"  
 
    I fiddled with my hands to avoid eye contact. "He's getting married tomorrow to the girl he started dating right after we broke up."  
 
    He stopped rocking. "Ouch."  
 
    "Who gets married after only three months?"  
 
    "Apparently, your ex."  
 
    I flinched. "Talk about ouch."  
 
    "I'm sorry. I was just kidding around."  
 
    "I know, no worries."  
 
    "You know you're better off without him, right?" 
 
    I nodded. "I do." I turned in his direction. "You know what's funny? I don't even want to be with him. I honestly don't. I just don't get how someone can fall in love and decide to get married—let alone plan the damn wedding—in three months." I shook my head, my teeth starting to clench. "Unless you can just throw gobs of money out there and people will do whatever you want."  
 
    He pushed his foot on the porch to start the rocker moving again. "I think it's possible. I feel like when you know, you know. Sometimes love just happens, even when two people barely know each other. It happens. Probably not to everyone, but it does happen." 
 
    I scrunched my eyebrows together and frowned. "You're not helping."  
 
    "I didn't know I was supposed to help. I thought we were just discussing it." He winked at me. "I'm not saying that's the case for your ex—what's his name?"  
 
    "Matthew."  
 
    "Matthew." He nodded once. "I'm just saying it's possible."  
 
    "I don't disagree with you on that, but you'd have to know Matthew to understand why it doesn't make sense to me. We were together for five years." I shook my head, still shocked by the fact that he was getting married. "For five years we talked about the things I wanted and the things he wanted and I thought we were moving along, you know? Well, sort of anyway, but then one day he tells me he doesn't see himself spending the rest of his life with me." I rocked harder in the chair. "I let myself believe he just wasn't the marrying type because he wasn't mature enough, but it turns out he was. He just didn't want to marry me."  
 
    "I'm kind of glad he's marrying someone else," Ben said. "Otherwise I wouldn't have met you." He showed me his sparkling whites again and my bones turned to jelly.  
 
    "And I'm a barrel of fun at the moment, aren't I?"  
 
    He tilted his head and smirked. "I have a feeling you're gonna let loose any second."  
 
    I held my lemonade out and twisted the glass in my hand. "Maybe if this had a little vodka in it, but otherwise the chances of me letting loose are pretty slim."  
 
    "Vodka can be arranged. So what do you do when you're not holed up in a bed and breakfast with a musician who's making you talk about the one thing you came here to forget?"  
 
    "I'm a graphic designer. I work in Atlanta." 
 
    "Graphic designer, eh? So what exactly is a graphic designer?"  
 
    "We're visual thinkers." I pulled my back away from the chair. "We create messages through visual mediums. You know, things like ads, presentations, you name it. I have three accounts I manage. You might know one of them if you're from the Atlanta area."  
 
    "That I am," he said. "Been there my whole life."  
 
    "Me too." 
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