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Miami, Florida

I always hated job interviews. Even in the best of circumstances, they were high stress and frightening. 

As I pulled into the Miami Shores Retirement Home parking lot, my car wheezed and died with all the grace of a drama queen reaching the finale of a tragic opera. 

With a sigh, I patted the steering wheel. “You’ve served well. I promise you retirement with honor and maybe a flower garland.”

She didn’t answer. Just hissed softly, like a petulant ghost. Maybe it was trying to warn me.

After I brushed my brown hair back into a professional bun, I grabbed my purse, stepped into the thick Miami heat, and stared at the building. Pale concrete. No curves, no warmth, just straight lines and sadness. 

At least there was a colorful garden with several residents in front. A few were playing chess at a table, while one nurse was pushing an elderly woman in a wheelchair. Sunlight sparkled on the lawn, still wet with morning dew, almost like fairies dancing along the grass.

Perhaps this wouldn’t be as bad as I’d feared. 

As I adjusted my bun and tried to straighten my posture, a huge black bird flew straight across the field and landed in front of me. He cawed, beady black eyes staring straight into mine. 

Its eyes locked onto mine. It tilted its head, studying me with unnerving calm.

“Move, please?” I asked.

It didn’t.

We stared at each other for three full seconds, which was longer than it sounded. Finally, it gave a sharp caw and hopped aside like I wasn’t worth the effort.

I stepped around it, my heart thudding faster than I wanted to admit.

Weird, but not supernatural, right? Birds exist, even creepy ones, or so I told myself.

As I walked toward the building, he followed me with little hops. Finally, he flew away. Well, that was weird as heck.

Still, my skin prickled. Not from fear, but from that other feeling, one I’d had since I was a kid. Something my Gran had once told me, when I’d visited her in Ireland, about people walking over your grave.

An older woman resident sat nearby in the shade, watching me with pale eyes. Her gaze made the back of my neck itch.

Once I entered the glass double-doors, into the cool lobby, I gave my name to the receptionist, and she picked up the phone. “Skye O’Shea is here to see you, Darryl.”

As I waited, I scanned the room with an eye toward working here. The stale air carried hints of bleach, unwashed linen, and something sour. Paint peeled on several of the walls. This place didn’t just look tired, it felt tired, like it wanted to lie down and never get up again.

A patient shuffled by, almost glowing in sunlight streaming through the window. The elderly woman gripped her walker so hard, her gnarled knuckles turned white. She paused and stared at me over her shoulder. 

“Young lady,” she croaked, her black eyes piercing, reminding me of the crow. “Watch the shadows. Not all who appear human truly are.” 

She left me with a twinkle in her eye and a sense of intrigue lingering in the air, along with a faint melody, as she turned and shuffled away.

I turned to ask her name, but she had vanished. The hallway was completely empty.

Before I could digest the strange occurrence, a tall blond man, thirty-ish, emerged from a door behind the receptionist. He wore a plastic smile on his clean-shaven face and a tie patterned with flamingos. “Welcome! Follow me to the conference room.”

Cheap fluorescent lights flickered above, and the stink of vomit and unwashed bodies drifted by. This didn’t bode well at all. 

The hallway stretched like a relic from a horror movie set, complete with the distinct aroma of despair. I half-expected to see zombies emerging from each door we passed. The walls were decorated with cheap seasonal posters: Halloween pumpkins with googly eyes, even though it was May.

As we passed a water-stained wall, I caught sight of a nurse pushing a gurney the other way. She didn’t look at me, but as she passed, something shimmered just above her head, a faint golden haze, like sunlight through gauze.

I blinked. Gone.

That happened sometimes. Just little flashes, on a few select people. One person might shimmer with red, but only in the shadows. Another might have a bright blue glow. 

I used to think I was getting migraines, but nothing ever came of them. Gran called them “mood readings” when I was little. But we didn’t talk about such things when she got sick. After that, everything became about science, facts, and real problems.

So I didn’t tell anyone. I barely believed it myself.

Somewhere behind one of the doors, someone laughed, but not a happy laugh. It had a high, sharp edge.

An elder care facility that was obviously either severely under-funded or riddled with corruption and apathy made everything ten times worse. My heart bled for the residents, powerless to help themselves. Maybe I could help by working here.

But I desperately needed a new job yesterday. I hadn’t earned a paycheck for three months now, and my bills were piling up. And, despite all his rosy promises, my jerk of an almost-ex-husband, Armand, had given me diddly-squat in temporary alimony.

As we sat down in the stark conference room, my chair creaked alarmingly. I was a bit on the heavy side, but not so much that I should break a chair. The place looked like it had last been used for a church basement bake sale.

Darryl scanned my resume, then put it aside and folded his hands. “So, Skye O’Shea, right? Tell me a bit about yourself.”

I took a deep breath and reminded myself to smile. “I’m a Licensed Practical Nurse, and I’ve been working at Baptist Health South Miami Hospital for the last seven years, primarily in post-operative care and transitional units.”

He scratched his head and frowned at my resume. “And why did you leave that position?”

“I was hoping to expand my skill set by shifting to a new challenge.”

That statement was so full of baloney, I could make everyone in this facility a sandwich. But I couldn’t exactly come out and say I was on indefinite leave without pay. 

“And why do you wish to work here?”

Because I need to pay my rent didn’t seem like the best answer. Still, I stuck to the truth. “I’ve always loved working with the elderly. They have amazing stories, and their hearts are full of wisdom.” And disturbing portents, like that old woman. 

That was technically true. Slower pace, fewer lawyers, less chance of someone blaming me for something I didn’t do.

He cleared his throat. “Well, we don’t have a lot of time here to listen to stories. Are you willing to work extra shifts when needed?”

Decoding that into plain non-interview English, that meant sixty or seventy hours a week. Brutal, but at least that meant overtime pay, and I needed all I could get to catch up. “Sure, I have an uncanny ability to survive on three hours of sleep and a diet of caffeine. Sign me up!”

I bit my lip at the snark level, inappropriate for an interview. But Darryl gave a half-smile, showing more humor than I’d expected.

“I’m not afraid of hard work,” I said. “I just want work that matters. Where I can connect.”

That was true too. The hospital had been a blur of bodies and shift changes, and it turned out not even saving lives could keep you from being thrown under the bus when the administration needed a scapegoat.

We exchanged a few more questions and answers, each clothed in interview-speak and bland generalities. I couldn’t quite gauge his attitude toward hiring me. 

Darryl stood and put his hand out. “Great. Thanks for your time, Miss O’Shea. After we contact your references and prior employer, we’ll let you know.”

My sliver of optimism plummeted with those words. I knew they’d trash me, and after working for them for seven years, I had precious few other references I could offer. 

And now, the grand exit, past the grinning Jack-o-lantern on the Halloween poster. Bravo, Skye, you've successfully navigated the murky waters of potential employment in a haunted facility. What's next? Ghostly bedpans? Not that I’d get the job.

I passed a warped mirror near the nurses’ station and caught a flicker of motion just behind me, a shadowy figure stepping forward. I spun around, heart thumping. No one was there. Just me and my reflection, looking as uneasy as I felt.

My shoulders slumped as I left. Those magical sparkles on the lawn were now dark spots of gloom, matching my mood. 

The chess table was empty now. The raven was perched on a lamppost, head cocked, watching me again.

“Stalker,” I muttered.

It flapped away.

I got into my car and, after three attempts, coaxed it back into reluctant life, muttering sweet promises about spa days for vehicles. 

Rain misted the windshield as I sat behind the wheel, letting the soft patter drum against the glass. A rare break from the constant, glaring Miami sun. For a moment, it almost felt like Ireland. Almost. 

The car coughed a few times before starting, and I drove away, racing down an empty road. 

I flew up the on-ramp to I-95, but then had to slam on the brakes. Tourist season had started last month, so traffic was a nightmare. Hordes of snowbirds flooded Miami every September, which meant highways were parking lots. 

So, when my favorite song came on the radio, I blasted it much louder than I should. I needed the serotonin boost. “I’m walking on sunshine! Woohoo! Walking on sunshine!” An ironic song, considering the afternoon downpour.

By the time I pulled into my apartment building, the rain had stopped and my mood had half-recovered. I was still humming the chorus as I grabbed the mail, went inside, then dropped my purse and the letters on the second-hand chintz sofa.

I kicked off my shoes and lit the lavender candle Gran sent me last Christmas, the kind with the little flecks of herbs and
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