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        To my grandchildren:

        Ava, Gabriella, and Colin.

        You overflow my heart with love and joy.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Happy New Year’s Ghost

          

        

      

    

    
      “Three! Two! One! HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

      Jubilant voices filled the family room of twelve-year-old Zephyr Stone’s best friend, Lorie Garcia. Opalescent bubbles floated through the air and multicolored confetti flecked the revelers’ hair and shoulders. Zephyr blew a polka-dotted whistle while Lorie tooted a purple, paper horn. Their friend, Luke, twirled a ratchet noisemaker over his head as the adults clinked their crystal glasses together.

      Amid all of the cheers and laughter, the wind chime ringtone that Zephyr had assigned to her Grandma June shimmered into the room.

      Placing her finger in one ear to block out the noise, Zephyr answered, “Hello, Grandma! Happy New Year! I bet your Inspector Poirot costume was a big success.”

      Each member of her grandmother’s book club had come to her New Year’s Eve party dressed as a favorite character.

      “That old bowler hat you got from the antiques shop must have really set it off,” added Zephyr. She strained to hear her grandma’s voice. “What? Did you just say somebody wants a roller cat sack? Wait—let me go somewhere quieter.”

      Zephyr slipped into the Garcia’s kitchen and closed the door. “What were you saying?”

      Grandma June spoke slowly and clearly, “I said, it was a great success, and now all the ladies from my book club have gone home. But...” her voice trailed off.

      “But, what, Grandma?”

      “There’s a strange man standing here in my living room, and he says he wants his bowler hat back.”

      An odd, but all too familiar, sensation prickled Zephyr’s nerve endings. “Um...you mean, like he’s the one who sold it to the antiques shop?”

      “No,” breathed Grandma June. “Like he’s the one who bought it when it was new. He’s wearing old-fashioned clothes and...I can see through him! I’m afraid I need your help!”

      Zephyr exhaled a puff of air. “And you’re sure he isn’t one of your club member’s husbands?” And when you say you can see through him, thought Zephyr hopefully, it was just a figure of speech because he can’t fool you. Not that you can physically see through him…

      She and her friends had just spent most of their Christmas vacation helping a pair of ghosts solve a one-hundred-year misunderstanding so that both spirits could move on with their afterlives. She didn’t know if she was ready to go through something similar again this soon.

      The sound of her grandmother’s hand cupping the phone closer to her mouth rustled through the speaker. “Yes. I’ve met all of those women’s husbands and everyone left by 11:30. They didn’t want to be driving after midnight. This man—or ghost or whatever—he isn’t completely solid. I...I can actually see light shining through him. Oh, Zephyr.”

      All the blood rushed from Zephyr’s head and she slumped down onto the nearest kitchen chair. And I thought I was finally going to have time to relax.

      “I-I’m sorry, honey,” whispered Grandma June, seeming to have picked up on Zephyr’s exhaustion from her silence. “I just didn’t know who else to call. I mean I can’t exactly call the police and report a ghost in my house.”

      The slight tremor in her grandma’s voice struck a chord in Zephyr’s heart. “Of course you should have called me. We’ll get this straightened out.” Somehow. At least there are more people on Team Zephyr now.

      A warm blanket of love and companionship wrapped itself around Zephyr as she thought of those within her secret ghost world circle—Grandma June, Lorie and her sister Michelle and, most recently, Lorie’s Granny Hernandez and their classmate, Luke.

      She drew in a deep breath and added, “Don’t worry, Grandma, Ghost Charmers to the rescue!”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      The kitchen door swung open, and Lorie stepped in with Luke. “Hey!” she said, laughing and holding up fistfuls of candy. “You’re missing all the piñata loot! My little brother’s scooping it up like a human vacuum cleaner. Too bad Jake doesn’t clean up his room that fast⁠—"

      Zephyr raised her hand at them as she continued talking to her grandma on the phone. “Did the ghost sound angry when he asked for his hat back?”

      Luke gasped and Lorie dropped her candy to the floor as she pressed her fingers against her lips.

      “No,” answered Grandma June. “Actually, he didn’t ask me in spoken words at all. I haven’t changed out of my costume yet. He just pointed at the hat on my head and then gestured toward himself. But I got the clear impression that it’s his hat and that he wants it back.”

      “I see.” She turned toward Luke and Lorie. “At least he doesn’t sound too scary then.”

      Her friends both sank down on a bench by the door as Luke shook his head in disbelief and Lorie nibbled at her thumbnail.

      “No, not too scary, I guess,” agreed Grandma June. “But it’s freezing in here. I can even see my breath, and I think he must be the reason. I’m not used to seeing ghosts like you are. You’re the Ghost Charmer, not me! I’m glad you’re coming for New Year’s dinner tomorrow, but I sure wish you were here right now! Of course, this would be pretty hard to explain to your parents. I don’t think they’re quite ready.”

      “Oh, Mom and Dad are definitely not ready to hear about this yet!” They’d think we were all crazy!

      Luke and Lorie shook their heads and mouthed “no” together.

      “OK. How about you slowly remove your hat—or his hat, or whatever—and put it somewhere near him? It’s not like you can just hand it to him if he’s not physical.”

      “Alright. I’m putting you on speakerphone then I’ll set the phone down for a moment. He’s standing beside the coffee table, so I’ll put the hat there—Here goes.”

      The whisper of cloth and a soft tap sounded from the speaker. “Is...is this your hat?” trembled Grandma June’s quiet voice. “I...uh... bought it at a shop on the North Carolina Outer Banks near where my son and his family live. That’s about a hundred miles southeast of my house—here, beside the Great Dismal Swamp in Virginia—but you probably know that...um...”

      Zephyr shook her head at her grandmother’s rambling. She’s so nervous, she’s trying to make small talk with him!

      Grandma June continued, “It’s...it’s a really nice hat. I hope you don’t mind me...borrowing it. I’ll just put it right here on the table, now.”

      A moment passed and her grandmother picked the phone back up. “Ok. I did it. He nodded and even smiled a little. He’s sitting on the couch now and just staring at the hat. I was hoping he might go away somehow but he’s still here and it’s still freezing.”

      Zephyr glanced over at her friends. “Sounds like he’s settled in for the time being, Grandma. I think you should go to bed and get some sleep—if you can. Call or text me when you get up and let me know if he’s still there. And if he is, I’ll be sure and get inside ahead of Mom and Dad to run interference, OK?”

      “OK. He’s placed his hand on the brim of the hat and just looks like he’s thinking something over. Apart from the coldness, I don’t feel anything threatening from him, but it’s just such a strange situation to be in, you know?”

      “Yes, I definitely do know,” said Zephyr. Then, willing encouragement into her voice, she continued, “But you were right there with me facing the ghosts in the Great Dismal Swamp last fall—and then the ghosts from the haunted beach house, just this past week. So, even though you aren’t the one who usually communicates directly with the other side, you have an understanding that most people don’t. And...as you’ve told me about myself, you’re braver than you think.”

      Zephyr’s friends nodded rapidly like a pair of bobblehead dolls.

      The kitchen door burst open, and the sound of laughter spilled into the room. Zephyr’s mom held the door for Lorie’s mother, who balanced a large tray in both hands.

      “Here you all are!” sang out Mrs. Garcia—then seeing Zephyr on the phone, added, “Sorry!”

      Zephyr looked up and forced a broad smile across her face. “That’s alright. It’s my grandma just wishing us a Happy New Year and talking about our dinner tomorrow.”

      “Happy New Year!” called out both moms together.

      “OK, Grandma, that all sounds good,” said Zephyr louder than necessary. “I know it might be hard but try and get some rest now. We’ll see you in just a few hours.”

      Once her grandmother had echoed her goodbye, Zephyr tapped the button on the screen to end the call. She pressed her lips together in a tight smile as she tucked the phone back into her pocket.

      Zephyr’s mom grinned. “I love that your grandma still gets so excited about our visits that she finds it hard to sleep. Just like her son, she’s still a kid at heart in the best possible way, especially this time of year.”

      Yeah, let’s just go with that idea…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Lucky Food and an Uninvited Visitor

          

        

      

    

    
      “So,” began Zephyr’s dad. He glanced up at her as he spooned black-eyed peas onto his plate, nestling them beside large helpings of collard greens, sweet potato casserole, and baked ham. “Do you know why we always eat black-eyed peas and collards on New Year’s Day?”

      “You mean besides the fact that they’re delicious and traditional?” asked Zephyr.

      “Yeah. True on both counts, but why the tradition?”

      Zephyr grinned as she forked up a bite of ham and waved it in the air. “Why don’t you tell us, Dad?”

      “Yes, son,” said Grandma June, “I’d like to hear your version.”

      “Well,” he replied, “I’ve always been told it’s to bring good luck in the new year.”

      Zephyr bit off a mouthful of cornbread and nodded.

      “Yes,” agreed her mom, “but why those particular foods? I know what my parents always told me.”

      As often happened when her grandparents on her mom’s side of the family were mentioned, a brief wave of sadness clouded her mother’s eyes before she smiled them back into brightness. Zephyr had never known them since they had died in a car accident when she was just a newborn. And now that her dad’s father, Grandpa Charlie, had passed away from a sudden heart attack a couple of years earlier, Grandma June was her only living grandparent. Thank goodness for her!

      “What did they tell you, Meredith?” asked Zephyr’s grandma.

      “They always told me that the peas stood for coins, and the collard greens stood for dollar bills—so the more I ate, the richer I’d be in the new year! Of course, it may have just been their way of getting me to eat my vegetables.”

      “Ha! That sounds like a good deal to me!” said Zephyr’s dad. Chuckling, he added, “Can I pass you a few more dollars and change, Mom?”

      Grandma June giggled. “That’s exactly the same thing I heard growing up.” Cutting her slice of ham into a bite-sized piece, she looked up and smiled. “So I’ve told you how much fun my book club had at our party last night, but I haven’t heard all about your celebration at the Garcia's yet.”

      Zephyr’s mom cleared her throat and flashed a bright smile. “Zephyr got a kiss from Luke!”

      Grandma June raised her eyebrows and turned to her granddaughter, whose face glowed nearly as red as her hair. “Really?”

      “Oh,” muttered Zephyr. “It was Lorie’s idea. She said Luke and I were under the mistletoe and couldn’t leave to crack open the piñata unless we kissed first. So Luke kissed me. On the cheek. No big deal.”

      A slow smile crept across Grandma June’s face. “I see.”

      “At least he isn’t calling you names like ‘Carrots’ anymore,” offered her dad.

      Zephyr pursed her lips. Yeah, being tall and skinny with orangey-red hair does bring veggies to mind.

      Her mom breathed out an exaggerated sigh. “Our little girl’s growing up.”

      “Mo-om,” moaned Zephyr. “He’s just a friend.”

      Her mother winked at her then reached for the last slice of cornbread. “Zeph, would you mind getting some more from the kitchen? It’s already sliced in the pan.”

      “Sure,” replied Zephyr, happy to change the subject away from herself. She grabbed the basket and headed for the kitchen. “And Sam will help!” she added as her beagle left his station beneath the dining table and trotted behind her. “You never know when he might need to clean up some crumbs that I spill transferring the cornbread from the pan to the basket.”

      Her dad chuckled. “Well, it is in his job description.”

      As soon as Zephyr stepped into the kitchen, the warmth of the dining room lifted away as bone-chilling cold swept over her like winter wind through an open door. Uh-oh.

      She shuddered a sigh and clutched the tourmalinated quartz crystal pendant hanging around her neck. The clear quartz was said to aid in communication, and the embedded black needles of tourmaline were thought to trap negative energy. When her grandmother had given it to her a few months before, they had both agreed that it was, at the very least, a reminder of their love for one another. That always made Zephyr feel stronger.

      She closed her eyes for a few heartbeats as she drew courage from the pendant. Then, opening them, she saw it—a jittering figure wearing a black cutaway suit jacket, grey-striped pants, and high-collared shirt. The apparition flickered beside the bowler hat hanging on the rack by the back door.

      “I thought you’d left,” she whispered. “My grandma said you weren’t here when she got up this morning, so she moved the hat in here to the kitchen.”

      The ghost’s image flared three flashes of light, then settled down into the hue of what looked like an old-timey, black-and-white tintype photograph come to life. His dark skin shone as though lit from within. He turned his gaze away from the hat and toward Zephyr. Slowly, he shook his head from side to side, then looked back at the hat. Sam whimpered and plopped down onto his stomach, pulling himself forward across the floor with his front paws. As he inched closer to the spirit, his tail wagged gently.

      “Sam! No!” rasped Zephyr.

      But he ignored her. The ghost looked down at Sam and cocked his head to one side. That was all the encouragement the beagle needed. The dog rose to a sitting position, his speckled tail swishing back and forth on the tile floor.

      Zephyr set the basket on the counter and stepped forward to grab Sam by the collar. We have no idea if this guy is harmless or not!

      Just then, Zephyr’s mom entered the kitchen. “What’s taking so long? Having trouble getting it out of the pan?”

      Zephyr whirled around to face her. “No!”

      Her mom’s eyes widened and she took a step back.

      “I...uh-uh...” Zephyr stuttered as she swept her eyes around the room, “just realized that Sam needs some fresh water.”

      Lines creased her mom’s forehead beneath the bangs of her blonde, pixie-cut hair as she looked beyond Zephyr. “What in the world?”

      Here it comes. Mom’s finally going to know what’s been going on in “Zephyr’s Weird World of Wonders.”

      “Look at him!” directed her mom, pointing her finger.

      Zephyr sucked in a deep breath and turned around. Sam was sitting up on his haunches, paws dangling in front of his chest, facing...no one.

      “Why’s he doing that? I’ve never seen him sit up like that before,” said Zephyr’s mom.

      I have. That’s how he greeted the last ghost I helped. Ever since his spirit temporarily traded places with that ghost cat in the Great Dismal Swamp, he seems to have one paw in the spirit world and sees them like I do. Think fast!

      “Yeah, he just started doing that. I guess he really wants some fresh water.”

      “I guess! You fix his water dish and I’ll scoop up the cornbread,” said her mom. “Don’t want your dinner getting cold.” She rubbed her arms. “Speaking of cold, it’s pretty chilly in here. Grandma June must have cracked open the door while she was cooking.”

      Zephyr clenched her hands together as her mother walked to the back door where the ghost had just disappeared. Pushing against it, her mom said, “It’s shut tight, now, though. Must have been some leftover outside air.”

      “Yeah,” replied Zephyr. She peered into the empty corner beside the bowler hat. Where did you go? Are you satisfied, now? At least it isn’t totally freezing in here, anymore.

      Zephyr dumped out the old water in Sam’s dish and filled it with fresh before following her mother toward the dining room. Her mom came to a sudden stop, and Zephyr nearly bumped into her. Has she just realized what was really going on in the kitchen?

      Balancing the bread basket in one hand, her mom turned around and placed her other hand on Zephyr’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you about Luke.”

      Zephyr looked down at her mother. When did I get so much taller than she is? I’m growing up alright. She inhaled a deep breath and pulled her lips into a one-sided smile. “It’s OK. You know how Lorie can be.”

      Her mom nodded and lowered her hand. “I do. But I’m glad she insisted, anyway. I just thought it was really sweet and a nice way to begin the new year.”

      “Whatever you say, Mom,” said Zephyr as she walked beside her back to the dining room.

      “Everything OK...in the kitchen?” asked Grandma June, casting a knowing look Zephyr’s way.

      “Yeah,” replied Zephyr. “No problem. It just took a couple of extra minutes, but everything’s settled down...again.”

      “Yep,” said her mom. “Just a thirsty beagle, but she fixed him right up.”

      “Well, then,” said Grandma June, turning toward Zephyr. “My...um...hat’s off to you then for taking care of that.”

      “No problem—all in a day’s work.” Ghost charming work, that is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Puzzle Pieces

          

        

      

    

    
      After enjoying pecan pie made of nuts from Grandma June’s own giant pecan tree, Zephyr announced that she would help her clean up the dishes.

      “Thank you, sweetheart. That’s a wonderful idea because I have another job for your parents.” Turning to them, Grandma June smiled. “Jim, I’d like you and Meredith to set up the folding card table in the living room and get a start on my new puzzle for me while you’re here.”

      Zephyr’s grandma had a New Year’s tradition of putting together a new jigsaw puzzle during the cold days of winter.

      “We’re on it!” announced Zephyr’s dad. “How many pieces is this one?”

      “Fifteen hundred.”

      “Whoa,” murmured Zephyr’s mom. “That sounds challenging.”

      “Indeed, it is! And wait until you see the picture,” said Grandma June with a wink. “A snow scene with lots of white! Oh, and Jim, could you please go around back and get some more wood for the fireplace? Need to keep y’all warm while you’re working in there.”

      Leaving her parents to their task, Zephyr stacked up the dinner plates and carried them into the kitchen. Darting her eyes toward the hat hanging on the rack, she breathed a sigh of relief. Just a hat. No ghost.

      As soon as her grandma came in with fistfuls of silverware, Zephyr gestured her over to the hat rack. “When I came in for the cornbread, it was ice-cold in here and the ghost guy was standing by the hat.” She pointed at her dog, sitting expectantly by the sink. “Sam crawled over and sat up in front of him! When I told the ghost that I thought he’d left, he just shook his head. Then Mom came in and he disappeared, and it turned warm again.” She clutched her grandma’s wrist. “We need to talk!”

      “We do,” agreed Grandma June. “Let’s hurry and get everything off the table, and then we can confer over the sink.”

      After several trips between the dining room and kitchen, Zephyr grabbed the last bowl and leaned in through the arch to the living room to see how her parents were doing. The green-topped card table reflected in her mom’s emerald eyes as she sat staring at the picture on the front of the puzzle box. Her dad had bent his tall, lanky frame down until he sat head-to-head beside her mom, focusing on the snow scene. Good. That will keep them busy for a while so I can talk with Grandma about the ghost.

      Zephyr caught her reflection in the large, gold-framed mirror on the dining room wall. I can really see my family looking back at me. Green eyes like Mom, tall and thin like Dad. The light glinted off of her hair. And even though Grandma’s is beginning to show a light frosting of white, I have her bright, red hair. She shook her head. And, of course, I’ve got plenty of freckles to go along with it.

      Zephyr knew she should appreciate whatever her family’s DNA bestowed upon her appearance. She couldn’t help, though, sometimes casting an envious eye on Lorie’s glossy black hair and unfreckled skin. Zephyr shook her head. And she doesn’t always literally stand out in a crowd. At five-foot-seven, Zephyr often stood taller than her other seventh-grade classmates, as well as some of her teachers.

      That past Halloween had marked the last year she could go out trick-or-treating from door-to-door before she would pass her town’s age limit of twelve. But even so, a lady new to the neighborhood had taken one look at Zephyr’s tall frame and accused her of being too old and breaking the rules. That was sooo humiliating. Thank goodness my friends set her straight. She blushed, suddenly thinking about the memory of Luke’s kiss under the mistletoe the night before. And at least Luke’s as tall as I am.

      Zephyr stepped into the kitchen where Sam sat at attention by the sink, waiting for anything to accidentally fall his way. “I see he’s still on the job,” observed Zephyr, shaking her head.

      “Yes,” replied Grandma June. “He does take his work seriously.” She set a plate into the dishwasher and turned to face Zephyr. “Speaking of work, do you think your job is finished? Do you think the ghost is gone for good?”

      “You know I’m playing this whole ghost charmer thing by ear. And so far, each of the ghosts seems to communicate differently with me. There doesn’t seem to be any standard Guide Book for the Great Beyond telling them how to make their wishes known to people like me.”

      Grandma June rinsed off a platter and bent to place it into the dishwasher. “I know. It’s like putting together one of those jigsaw puzzles.”

      “Yeah,” said Zephyr, “except there isn’t any picture to show me what it’s supposed to look like.”

      Grandma June sighed and frowned at the bowler hat. “This one seems to be connected to that hat, somehow.”

      Zephyr walked to the rack and took the hat from its peg. Sam jumped to his feet. He scampered toward her, then sat up on his haunches. A sudden chill erupted goosebumps over her skin as she felt a presence behind her. “Gr-Grandma? Is he back? Is he standing behind me?”

      Grandma June looked over Zephyr’s shoulder. “I don’t see him. Not like I did last night, anyway,” she whispered. “But I do see a pulsing light that’s flashed three times, and a shimmery spot by the hat rack.” She hugged her arms against herself. “Brrr. And it’s freezing again.”

      Zephyr held the hat by its brim as she slowly turned around.

      “Ack!”

      The ghost stood just a few inches away, his eyes glued on the hat in Zephyr’s trembling hands.

      Grandma June stepped toward her. “Are you alright? Is that him?”

      Zephyr took two paces back and turned around to face her. “Yes! Can’t you see him?”

      Her grandma shook her head. “No. Just the shimmer. Maybe it’s because you have the hat, now. Or...maybe he senses that you can help him better than I can.”

      Zephyr’s shoulders crept up toward her ears as she turned back to face the apparition. To calm her nerves, she closed her eyes and took a few slow, measured breaths. As she had done with other ghosts, she envisioned warm, golden light beaming down on him, as well as on Grandma June and herself.

      Then, she opened her eyes. The ghost had moved his attention away from the hat and looked directly at her.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “Can you tell me what I can do for you?”

      He stared at her, glassy-eyed and silent.

      “I don’t know how to help if you don’t tell me...or show me.”

      The ghost’s shoulders slumped. He leaned against the kitchen counter, gazing down at the countertop, still dusted with cornmeal where Grandma June had prepared the bread. Suddenly, he stood up straighter and a light seemed to glow in his ghostly eyes. Reaching out one finger, he dragged his fingertip through the cornmeal.

      “What’s going on?” asked Grandma June, staring at the countertop. “The cornmeal seems to be moving around on its own!”

      “He...he’s making marks in it. Maybe he’s writing something!” said Zephyr.

      Sam stood and wagged his tail, glancing back at her. She hung the hat back on the rack and crept closer to the counter.

      “Can you tell?” breathed Grandma June.

      Zephyr looked over the ghost’s shoulder, careful not to get too close. “I don’t think he’s writing. Maybe he’s drawing. I see a long, vertical line⁠—"

      She jumped at the sound of her dad bumping open the back door, cradling a bundle of firewood in his arms. A frigid, January breeze blew into the room, sweeping away the cornmeal as the ghost vanished before Zephyr’s eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            A Cold Ride Home

          

        

      

    

    
      Zephyr placed the hat box onto the backseat of their car and turned to hug Grandma June goodbye. She inhaled and smiled. Her grandma always smelled like sugar cookies. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’ll figure out what to do with the hat...and the ghost.”

      Grandma June squeezed Zephyr close, then held her out at arms-length. “Thank you, sweetheart, for everything.” Releasing her and drawing her son and daughter-in-law into a group hug, she patted their backs. “And thanks for taking some of those leftovers home with you!”

      Zephyr’s mom giggled. “Glad to be of service,” she said, sliding onto the front passenger seat.

      “Yeah,” agreed Zephyr’s dad, shutting her mom’s door. “Anytime you need help with excess food, you know who to call.” His face lit up with a grin as he hummed the theme from the old Ghostbusters movie and sang out, “Who ya gonna call?”

      “Um,” muttered Zephyr. “Ghostbusters?” She darted her eyes to her open-mouthed grandmother.

      “Nah,” answered her dad. “Crustbusters!”

      Zephyr squinted at him.

      “You know,” he said, “like pie crust,” and snickered at his own joke.

      Zephyr shook her head. “Right, Dad.” She turned to Sam, leaning against Grandma June’s leg. “Come on, boy.” She clapped her hands twice and tilted her head toward the car.  “Time to jump inside and ride home.”

      Sam turned his liquid brown eyes up to Grandma June and thumped his tail on the ground. She bent down to scratch him behind his floppy ears. “Aw, Sam,” she murmured. “I’ll miss you too.”

      “Treat!” announced Zephyr, pulling a dog biscuit from her coat pocket and tossing it onto the backseat.

      Sam perked up his ears, gave Grandma June a quick lick on her hand, and leaped into the car.

      “Ha! I see I’m no competition for dog treats!”

      “Yeah,” agreed Zephyr. “Sam is pretty much ruled by his stomach.”

      “That’s OK,” replied her grandma, patting her waistline, “I know how he feels. Like I said, thanks for saving me from eating all of my leftovers.”

      Zephyr climbed in beside Sam and then leaned out of her open door. “And, uh, thanks for the hat. I’ll decide what to do with it and let you know.”

      Grandma June nodded and blew her a kiss.

      As soon as they turned out onto the road, Zephyr pulled out her phone and sent Lorie a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        On the way home. Saw the ghost, have the hat.

      

      

      

      

      

      Several minutes passed before Lorie replied,

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, no phones at dinner table, but wow! What will you do with the hat?

      

      

      

      

      

      Zephyr glanced at the hat box and answered.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not sure. Maybe use it as ghost bait to figure things out?

      

      

      

      

      

      Zephyr clicked send and glanced up, studying the passing scenery. Leafless trees lined the side of the road like multi-armed ghostly giants.

      Ping. Lorie’s answer came back within seconds.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you see him now?

      

      

      

      

      

      Zephyr typed “No,” but before she could hit send, a chill swept over her left side. A wavering, black-and-white image flickered in the backseat behind her dad. Her fingers froze in place over the phone’s keyboard as the ghost pulsated white light three times before transforming into a semi-solid form. Sam raised a front paw toward the apparition and whimpered.

      Zephyr’s mom turned around in her seat. “What’s the matter, Sam?” she asked with a soft chuckle. “Missing Grandma already, or maybe you just want another—” her lips pressed into a quizzical frown.

      Zephyr’s heart thumped against her ribcage. Does she see the ghost this time?

      Her mom shook her head. “It’s freezing back here! I can see my breath!” she added as her words released in a white cloud of steam. She turned to Zephyr’s dad. “Something must be wrong with the heater. I mean it’s toasty up here, but it’s frigid back there.”

      He shook his head. “That’s strange. Maybe some blockage in the vents that heat the back?”

      “I don’t know but, Zephyr,” her mom started, settling back in her seat to face the front again, “Grandma June taught us to always carry a blanket in the car. There’s one under the driver’s seat. Pull it out so you and Sam can wrap up in it.”

      Zephyr darted her eyes to the floor on her dad’s side. The edge of a red and black plaid blanket peeked out from beneath his seat. Ghostly shoes hovered a fraction above the car mat, a few inches from the blanket. Sam shivered against her. Just as she worked up the courage to reach down and grab the blanket, Lorie’s ringtone sounded.

      
        
          
            
              
        What happened?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You didn’t answer. You OK?

      

      

      

      

      

      Zephyr leaned back in her seat and typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m OK. Ghost here now. Freezing in backseat.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Will fill you in when home.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lorie’s quick reply zoomed across the miles.

      
        
          
            
              
        OMG! Be careful!

      

      

      

      

      

      Zephyr slipped the phone into her jacket pocket.

      “How’s Lorie?” asked her mom.

      She is more psychic than she knows. “She’s fine. How’d you know it was her?”

      Her mom glanced over her shoulder. “It doesn’t take the skills of Sherlock Holmes or the gifts of a mind reader. Think about it.”

      “Oh yeah,” replied Zephyr. “You recognize the ringtone I gave her.” But I keep changing it!

      “And you change it according to the season. So, when I heard ‘Frosty the Snowman’ thumpety-thump-thumping along, I figured it must be her.”

      “Actually,” added Zephyr’s dad, “I do think your mom’s a mind reader. She always seems to know what I’m going to do even before I do it. Or before I even think about it!”

      While her parents laughed, Zephyr looked back at the ghost. His jittering form had settled down to its tintype image as he sat, staring through the window. Sam quivered against Zephyr’s thigh, but she could tell it was from the
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