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Chapter One

 


“Wake up, please.” 

The faint voice fades away just as I peel open my
eyes. A misty, silvery vapor curls and dances around the bottom of
my white, iron bed before vanishing altogether. I groan, yank the
covers over my head, and try to go back to sleep. Spirits can have
the worst timing ever.

From somewhere below me, in the house, I can hear
the sound of male voices, their deep baritones too jovial for this
early in the morning. I try to ignore them, but the voices grow
louder, their sounds lifting from the ground floor to invade my
peaceful attic bedroom. Who in the hell can be so happy
this early, anyway? Violently snatching back my pink and
green comforter, I glare at the alarm clock on the table beside me
… 5:49 AM. As usual, they’re at it before dawn, and on a Saturday,
no less.

Knowing I’m not going to be able to go back to
sleep, I kick the covers from my feet and shiver when the chill of
the air hits me. The old farmhouse Dad has moved us into is cold
and drafty. I miss the comfortable, new, three-bedroom, two-bath
that had been our home since my birth in warm and sunny California.
Even later, after she had left and we were
forced to sell and move from the suburbs and into the small
apartment in the city, it was still better than this dump. They
were both warm and more updated. Anything would beat the old
farmhouse that hasn’t seen any improvement in more than fifty
years.

When Mom left, we lost our new house and Dad moved
us to a small apartment close to Knoxville and then finally back to
his hometown, Cainsville. His brother, Heath, and his family still
live here. Uncle Heath gave him a job at his construction company
and helped him buy the old farmhouse. The bank let it go cheaply
with the assurance my dad would keep an eye on the seven hundred
acres of land behind it. The investors who owned the land wanted a
caretaker of sorts. My dad was only too happy to do it, in exchange
for exclusive hunting privileges.

I pull my fleece bathrobe on over my flannel pajamas
and make my way down the six narrow steps and into the hall and
toward the sound of the annoyingly awake voices.
Turning the corner, I step into the large, old-fashioned kitchen
and come face-to-face with my family. My dad, Calvin, is pouring a
cup of coffee while my fifteen-year-old brother, Mason, stands
against the pantry door, gobbling down a huge bowl of cereal. Uncle
Heath is laughing and patting his twelve-year-old son, Aiden, on
the back. They’re all dressed in camouflage with bright orange hats
and vests. I despise hunting season with a passion I only reserve
for pop music, liver, and rainy Mondays that always cause that
Carpenters song to be stuck in my head.

I give the armed militia previously known as my
family my evilest morning scowl. They stare back at me with
clueless abandon.

“Morning, Pumpkin-head. Did we wake you?”

Add my Uncle Heath calling me Pumpkin-head to the
hate list. “No, I’m always up this early on a Saturday,” I snarl. I
can tell my sarcasm goes right over his head when he grins and nods
his approval. They’re a group of early risers. I am not. I roll my
eyes and reach for the box of cereal Mason has left sitting out and
shake out a scant tablespoon into my bowl. Mason snorts and Aiden
starts to snicker. I glare at them both, letting them know there
will be payback later. Perhaps I’ll replace Mason’s shampoo with
dishwashing soap, or add red pepper to his much-beloved orange
juice. The opportunity for payback is limitless. After pulling the
plastic jug from the fridge, I dribble out the last of the milk,
too. This is too much. I slam the empty carton on the cracked tile
of the countertop. “Dad, seriously, we need groceries!”

My dad sets down his coffee cup, pushes his hat back
on his head, and scratches his head. Most people would say he’s
still an attractive man at forty years old, with his dark hair shot
through with threads of silver and eyes the color of a summer sky.
Mason is his spitting image, only younger. I don’t look anything
like them, nor am I even-tempered and composed. Dad and Mason seem
to go through life without a care in the world. Dad’s his usual
calm self in the face of an angry, sleepy, hungry, redheaded
teenage girl. “Well, with it being the opening day of rabbit
season, Rhiannon, I’m not sure when I’ll be able to go. Can you
maybe take care of that?”

I stare at him. Is he kidding
me? Does he not realize everything I have to get done
today? He’s totally oblivious when it comes to running a house. I
need to do laundry, clean the bathrooms, mop the kitchen floor, and
I have a term paper due for AP English on Monday that I haven’t
even started. And now he wants me to do the grocery shopping, too.
I close my eyes, count to three, and take a deep breath. I remind
myself how hard my dad works and how few pleasures he has these
days. Hunting and fishing are pretty much it. It’s not his fault my
mother was unfaithful and ran off with another man, leaving him
with two kids to raise on his own. I have yet to tell him that I’m
partly to blame for her leaving. That conversation will have to
wait for another day, or maybe never would be a better choice.

I sigh with resignation. “Sure, Dad, I’ll go.” I set
my meager breakfast in the kitchen sink, grab a granola bar, and
head back to my room.

For a bedroom, it’s huge. Other than another smaller
room for storage, it’s the only room upstairs. It’s more private,
and I have my own bath attached. I also love the ability to climb
out the window and sit on the roof. I like to lie back and look at
the heavens and ponder what it’s like up there among the stars and
the moon. Are clouds something you can feel, like spongy cotton
candy, or are they like a foggy morning, beautiful and mysterious
to see, but totally untouchable? The view from my room is one of
the best things about the whole house.

I take a seat at my desk and punch my finger to my
iPhone a couple of times until the sweet sound of Glenn Frey and
the Eagles quietly play. Seventies and eighties music is my jam. I
have my mom to thank for that. She’s an old hippie from California,
hence my name. Rhiannon is her favorite song from her favorite
band. The rest of my family on my dad’s side are like a lot of
people in Tennessee—it’s all about country music, which I can only
take in small doses. The majority of today’s music is junk …
mindless, soulless, clueless junk.

I take a bite of my granola bar and chew, watching
as the spirit from earlier tries again to materialize. She’s able
to form a wispy vapor that quickly takes the shape of a disembodied
head. Her mouth opens and closes, like a fish I had once that I
named Potter, as in Grace, not Harry, but she doesn’t make a
sound.

“Keep trying, you’ll get there,” I encourage.

A ghostly moan of frustration surrounds her before
the bodiless head rises and floats away. She’s younger than most
spirits, maybe closer to my age, which makes me sad. I can’t help
but wonder what caused her death at such a young age. “I’m sorry,”
I mutter to the empty room, and I truly am. It’s not right, dying
so young. It’s always the young ones that get to me the most.

A knock on my door at the bottom of the stairs makes
me jump. My dad pulls the door open, steps up three or four steps,
and looks around the room. “I thought I heard you talking to
someone.”

I shrug and point to my phone. “It’s just music
playing. Did you need something?”

“We’re getting ready to head out.” He reaches in his
pocket and pulls out a wad of cash. My dad still insists on cash,
like he’s a survivor of the Great Depression or something. That’s
one more thing I can blame on my mother, who had cleaned out their
shared checking and savings accounts before she deserted us. “I
forgot to give you money for groceries. Be careful, and we’ll see
you this afternoon.” It never occurs to him to make suggestions on
what to buy. I’ve done it enough to know what we will and will not
eat, especially now that I’m doing most of the cooking. Now that my
mom isn’t around, my dad and brother have become “meat and
potatoes” guys. These days, greens rarely, if ever, touch their
plates.

I listen for the sound of their heavy boots on the
old wood floor beneath me, the closing of the front door, the howls
of excitement from Baby and Bells, Dad’s favorite rabbit-hunting
dogs, as they are being loaded up in the back of his truck. Next
comes the starting of his old, red truck with its routine backfire.
I listen for the subtle crunch of the tires on the mostly dirt
road, because the majority of the gravel is long gone. In a few
minutes, there is silence, but it’s never absolutely quiet living
at the base of the Appalachian Mountains. I can hear the slow drip
from the faucet in my bathroom and the chirping of the birds
outside, just waking up and getting busy doing whatever it is birds
do so damn early. Coming from an apartment in the middle of a
bustling city, I have come to relish the gentler sounds of my
country home, even if the isolation feels sometimes smothering.
Fortunately, I was never much on making friends and didn’t leave a
posse behind to mourn my leaving Knoxville or California.

I stand and walk to the window to push back the
white sheer. Even when I’m alone, I’m never really alone … ever.
I’ve known that longer than I’ve known how to spell my own name.
The sun is just kissing the horizon and casting shadow and light
over the buried dirt and dead grass. Like scattered bodies on a war
field, different colored shades of autumn leaves lay where they
tumbled, blown by a sometimes vicious wind to their seasonal death.
A chubby squirrel scurries past, stopping to dig frantically in the
ground before hopping to a new spot and doing the same thing.

One hundred yards away, and with the mountains as
its majestic backdrop, a massive, tangled dogwood stands guard over
the dearly departed. Like a dark, looming, land-locked octopus, its
thick, twisted limbs reach out to offer shade, protection, or
comfort to those who will neither know nor care. Headstones from
one hundred years ago stand broken, chipped, and aged beyond
repair. Others have long ago given up the fight and lay in pieces
on the ground. The names of the dead have faded, either by time or
the relentless elements, or a combination of both. They are
forgotten and abandoned, almost as if their lives were
insignificant, or worse, nonexistent. Their days on this earth have
been bleached from time’s memory, like their names. A black
wrought-iron fence surrounds them, mocking the fact they can never
leave their eternal resting place.

I wonder if my morning visitor is from the cemetery.
The other spirits I’ve seen since moving here have all appeared
from a different era and none have ever tried to speak to me. She,
however, looks too modern to be from the era that’s buried there.
Her hairstyle is more of my time and not of the nineteen hundreds.
Her sad fate has not yet been accepted. I can see she still mourns
her own passing. Clearly, she has something she wants to say.
Perhaps I can help her move on, like I’ve helped so many others
throughout the years.

I still find it wildly ironic that my sweet,
clueless dad moved us next to a cemetery to get a fresh start.
Seriously, a cemetery of all places, and me, Rhiannon Sunshine
Houston…

 I’m the girl who talks to ghosts.


Chapter Two

 


An hour later, I’ve washed the cups and
bowls in the kitchen sink because the ancient room doesn’t have a
dishwasher. I quickly make my bed and jump in the shower. I take
the added time to wash my long, red hair before blowing it dry and
braiding it over my shoulder. Dressing in jeans, sneakers, and a
black Vanderbilt University sweatshirt, I grab my keys and phone,
and shove Dad’s cash in my small cross-body purse. I lock the front
door and I head out to Blue Betsy. 

Blue Betsy is the car I’ve inherited from my nana
when she passed away two years ago. I loved her dearly. She’d lived
in Cainsville all her life. I hadn’t seen a lot of her while
growing up in California, but when we visited her, she had always
made me feel special and loved. Looking back now, I’m fairly
certain she had suspected my secret all along, even going so far as
to encourage my “imaginary friends.”

The car looks like something a nana would drive and
not the car of a seventeen-year-old high school senior. It’s big
and chunkier than I like, but it runs and the radio works. I don’t
complain too much, except when I have to put gas in it. Blue Betsy
does love her gas like a baby loves its warm bottle of formula.

I stop the car when I get to the front of the
cemetery and just sit there for a couple of minutes. I scan the
area, looking for movement, but it’s still, almost unnervingly so.
No birds sit on the branches of the dogwood, no squirrels hop among
the fallen leaves. It’s as if I’m looking at a picture. Except for
the tree itself, no living thing is inside the gate. It’s odd. I
feel this strange pull coming from the tree. It’s beckoning me
forward. It wants me to come to it and I
somehow know it has secrets to tell, but I’m not
ready to hear them. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready. I can sense
the secrets are dark and somewhat sinister, and I find this
sensation frightening.

I slowly roll the car away and turn my attention
back to the road. I’ve never been scared of ghosts, or spirits, as
I like to call them. I suspect that’s because they’ve always been a
part of my life. Most children see spirits because they’re open to
it. By the time they get older, society has taught them there’s no
such thing and they stop seeing them. Stop believing they’re
there.

Except for me, my earliest memories are of having
them surrounding me. I would talk to them and sometimes they talked
back. Other times, they would just be there, watching me with
somber eyes. One young woman, who I called Abby, followed me around
my entire year of first grade, and she never said a single word.
One day she was gone. It was like losing a friend and I felt her
loss with a sadness I couldn’t explain to anyone. My mom would tell
people I had an active imagination and imaginary friends were
normal for creative children like me. For a while, she thought it
was cute—until she didn’t.

I was ten when she sat me down and told me to stop.
That people were starting to talk and say I was weird, and it
wasn’t right at my age to have imaginary friends anymore. I told
her they weren’t imaginary, they were real spirits and they were my
friends. She grew angry and told me to stop lying. That’s when I
told her I knew what her Uncle James had done to her when she was
twelve. “He told me to tell you he’s sorry and he’s paying for that
sin.”

Her face went stark white. Her golden-brown eyes
widened. “How can you have possibly known about that? No one knows.
I kept that secret to myself all these years,”

I shrugged. “Your Uncle James told me, Mama. He
really is sorry, but he doesn’t look like a very nice man. He’s a
little scary looking. I didn’t like talking to him.”

She slowly shook her head, sending her bobbed red
hair dancing around her thin shoulders. “He’s been dead for almost
twenty years, Rhiannon.”

“I know, but he came to see me and he wanted me to
tell you.”

She stood so quickly from my bed that I startled.
“Stop it,” she hissed. “Don’t ever mention this again and stop
talking out loud to…” Her frightened gaze moved around my little
girl’s bedroom as if she expected her long-dead Uncle James would
suddenly appear. “Never tell anyone. No one will ever believe you
anyway, and don’t talk to them in public. People will think you’re
crazy. It’s why you don’t have any friends. Promise me,
Rhiannon!”

I hung my head in shame, still not understanding
what I had done wrong. “Okay, Mama, I promise,” I muttered. She
glared at me one more time before turning and leaving my room. I
silently cried myself to sleep that night, comforted only by a
motherly spirit named, Betty Lou, who sat on my bed and clicked her
tongue and shook her head. Her ghostly hand reached out time and
time again to try to push the hair back from my tear-streaked face,
only to go through it instead.

 Just like that, the one person in the world
who should’ve always had my back no matter what didn’t any longer.
Things between me and my mother were never the same. My mother, who
had spent a good portion of her life as a free spirit herself, now
looked at me with fear and kept her distance. She became cold and
distant. She did what a mother does. She made dinner and went to
the teacher’s meetings. Washed my clothes and took me to the doctor
when I had strep. But things were different between us, I knew it.
She knew it. The little girl in me tried hard, really hard to have
my mother love me again. She never did. 

If my dad noticed the change in her behavior toward
me, he never commented. He worked a lot of hours and was gone
sometimes late into the night. California was in the middle of a
building boom and as a contractor, he had come from Tennessee to
get in on it. He’d bought us a new house and he was proud of that
accomplishment. When he was home, he would laugh and chase us
around the backyard and toss us in the air. As far as he knew, we
were the perfect little family, living a storybook life in a story
that was about to turn into a Stephen King novel.

When I became a teenager, my stay-at-home mom
suddenly took a job at a country club. She was a hostess in the
dining hall, and she would leave the house dressed nicely with
bright red lipstick on and her hair shiny and chic. The scent of
her perfume would linger in the house hours after she had left. She
looked like a movie star, and I had never seen my mother like this
before. She was changing and it scared me.

And then one day she was gone.

For a long time, our family was broken. Dad didn’t
laugh anymore and even Mason became quieter. As a family, we were
different now. So we had moved on. I continued to keep my secret. I
was too afraid that if I told Dad, he would leave too, and that
fear remains today.

The old farmhouse, with the bonus of hunting land,
made my dad smile again, and my brother, always a popular guy, just
found a new school to be popular at. If they can find happiness
again after what I’d done to our family, well, who am I to bemoan
the fact the house is old and somewhat of an embarrassment when my
friend Taylor comes by?

 I’m lost in my own thoughts but brought back
to the present when my phone beeps with a text. Thank goodness
traffic in this small town is almost nonexistent. I ease Blue Betsy
to the side of the road and pull out my phone to check my message.
It’s from my one and only friend, Taylor. She befriended me on my
first day at the new school, and we bonded over our love of
eighties rock and our dislike of the unspoken hierarchy of high
school. We both relished our status as nerdy girls. Taylor is super
smart without even trying, whereas I have to study and work hard
for my good grades.

I’m coming to pick you up in two hours. Be
ready!

I stare at the message. What’s she talking about?
Have I forgotten we were getting together today? My thumbs fly over
the keys to send her a message back, but before I can hit send, the
ever-impatient Taylor calls.

“Hey, did you get my message?”

“Yes, I was just now texting you back. Why are you
coming to pick me up in two hours?”

Taylor giggles. “I got asked to Homecoming by, get
this, no other than Blaine Roberts! Taylor lets loose with an
ear-piercing squeal and I have to remove the phone from my ear to
keep from getting permanent hearing loss.

I smile. I know she’s liked Blaine for a long time,
and he seems like a nice guy. “Taylor, that’s awesome. I’m so happy
for you.”

“Right? Hey, listen, I need a dress, so come to the
mall in Hampton with me. I want my bestie’s help with this.”

I roll my eyes. I know, and Taylor knows, that I
have zero fashion sense. I dress in jeans and tees or on cooler
days like today, a sweatshirt. “Seriously, Taylor, you want my
opinion on buying a dress for a Homecoming dance? Have you ever
seen my wardrobe?”

“Of course, I have and yes, I want your opinion.
Your opinion is the only one I would trust. You are honest without
a fault, Rhiannon. It’s one of the things I love most about you.
Will you come with me please?”

 Honest without a fault? If only
I could tell her my truth. Still, my mind flashes to the work I
have to do at home and the paper I need to write. But
Taylor is my one and only friend, so how can I
say no? “I’m headed to Hampton right now to get groceries. I don’t
think I can do that and be back home in two hours.”

“Where are you right now?” Taylor asks, and I can
almost hear the wheels of her very active mind turning through the
phone lines while she thinks up a solution.

“I’m still in Cainsville.”

“Great! Just run into Hazel’s grocery store. It’s
smaller, but they have the necessities and you can be home in time
for me to pick you up.”

I raise my head and gaze down the road and from
where I’m parked. I can see the sign for Hazel’s. It’s in the only
strip of shops in town. I always drive the further distance to get
to Hampton and the bigger box store because it’s less expensive and
a better selection, but I’m pushed for time. Maybe running into
Hazel’s and picking up a few things wouldn’t be such a bad idea.
“Okay, I’ve never been in there, but I’ll give it a try. I’ll see
you at my place in a couple of hours.”

Taylor lets loose with another excited squeal before
saying, “Okay, see ya in a few.”

I sigh and disconnect the call. There’re a million
tiny things I’d rather be doing than shopping for a dress at the
Hampton mall, but the joy in Taylor’s voice is contagious and I’m
truly happy for her. “To have a friend you must be a friend.” Isn’t
that how the saying goes? Easing back onto the road, I set my
sights for Hazel’s.

Beside me, in the passenger seat, an older man
dressed to impress in a top hat and tails materializes. I glance
his way while he pulls out an old-timey watch from his pocket,
flips it open, taps it, and looks up at me. “I know sir, I’m
hurrying.”

He nods with approval, puts the timepiece back
inside his vest pocket, and disappears.

For some reason, he makes me smile, and I pull into
Hazel’s parking lot with renewed energy to get this done and get
back home before Taylor shows. Maybe a trip to the mall and some
girlfriend time is just what I need to get out of the funk I’m
finding myself in lately. When I’m around an overly excited Taylor,
it’s hard not to be happy. Her enthusiasm is hard to say no to.


Chapter Three

 


I have to admit, Hazel’s is larger than it
appears from the outside. I grab a cart when I come into the store
and immediately search my surroundings. There are two check-out
lanes. One check-out lady is young, in her twenties maybe, and very
pregnant. A man my dad’s age dressed in a dress shirt and tie is
bagging at the end of her lane. He’s chatty and friendly to the
customer, who’s an older lady with hair as white as a puffy
cloud.

The other lane has a woman with short dark
hair and a pretty smile. She’s checking out a middle-aged couple.
She’s in her late-thirties maybe and I like her just by the smile
she flashes my way when our eyes meet.

At the end of her lane, a tall, slender
teenager is bagging up the food. His dark-brown hair is longer and
even though I can’t see his face, because his back is to me, there
is something familiar about him and the smoothness of his
movements. He looks up to say something to the couple, shoves his
hair back from his face, and nods. I gasp.

It’s Jackson Parks. He and I have a couple
of classes together. He’s never acknowledged that I even exist, but
I find him gorgeous and mysterious. I had no idea he worked here.
Just the thought of being in the same vicinity as him makes my core
temperature go up twenty degrees. Yes, I, Rhiannon Houston, have
a huge crush on the guy!

Without warning, he glances up and catches
me staring. I feel myself blush and I quickly look away. Geesh, did
he notice me checking him out? I’m such a dork. Way to go,
Rhiannon! I make a mental note to go to the other lane when I
check out. No use making this any more awkward than it already
is.

A movement over my shoulder has me turning
to see an older spirit. A woman, dressed in what I would say are
nineteen-forties clothes. She materializes near a door marked
office. Her gray hair is pulled back in a severe bun, and
dark, horn-ribbed glasses are perched on her long, narrow nose. She
paces back and forth, watching the check-out lanes with her thin,
ghostly hands on her narrow hips. I somehow know this is Hazel, the
store’s namesake. Her head turns my way and she nods curtly. She
looks no-nonsense and all business. I get the feeling she would be
less than impressed over my secret infatuation with her
employee.

I pull my phone from my back pocket, scroll
to the list I’d made earlier, and start my trek up and down each
aisle. I’m not familiar with the store’s layout and it takes me
longer than I’d expected to find what I need. The store is
surprisingly busier than I had anticipated, too. Hazel’s is clearly
popular among the Cainsville crowd who don’t want to make the long
haul to Hampton and deal with the bigger stores there.

When I’ve picked up everything on my list
and a little payback surprise for Mason, I make my way back up
front and get in line at the pregnant girl’s checkout. When room
becomes available on the conveyor belt, I place the divider behind
the person’s things in front of me and start loading mine. I listen
halfheartedly while the customer talks to the pregnant girl, who I
learn is named Lauren and is married to a local fireman. The man
boxing up her groceries asks about the customer’s husband, and the
woman laughs and says he’s recovering nicely. 

“I’ll get these loaded up in your car for
you.”

The two of them go out the door, chatting it
up, and I know, just know what is going to happen.
Jackson slides over and starts bagging my groceries. I feel my face
burn when his hand lands on the box of tampons I’ve bought, but he
tosses them in the bag without changing his facial expression.

“Will that be all for you today?” asks
friendly, pregnant Lauren.

“Yes.” I nod. She gives me the total and I
pull the cash Dad gave me from my crossover body bag and hand it to
her, barely noticing when she hands me back some change. Jackson
puts the last bag in the cart and looks at me expectantly.

I wave him off. “Oh, thanks anyway, but I’ve
got this.” I go to grab the cart’s handle and grab his hand
instead. I quickly snatch my hand back like I’ve touched a hissing
snake. Heat travels up and down my body, landing on my face, and I
know without seeing, it’s a most unbecoming bright,
tomato red. Great, just great!

“Sorry, ma’am, it’s store policy. I’m
required to take your order to the car for you. It’s my job.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he leans down
and whispers in my ear, “You don’t want me to get fired, do
you?”

I certainly don’t want to be the cause of
him losing his job. I quickly nod and hurry toward the door with
Jackson following right behind me. I wonder if he’s looking at my
butt and I self-consciously tug my sweatshirt down lower. Once
outside, I point to Blue Betsy and head that way, in a rush to get
this over with for some reason. I’m pulling my keys from my bag so
I can unlock the trunk when I hear him call out.

“Hey, what’s your hurry? Vandy, wait
up.”

I unlock my truck and let it rise upward
before turning to look at him.

“You’re the new girl, aren’t you? We have a
couple of classes together, I think,” he says while loading my bags
in the trunk.

It’s on my tongue to tell him I’ve been here
since the start of the school year in August and it’s now October,
so I’m not that new, but I know from Taylor that
these people have gone to school with each other since
kindergarten. When you look at it that way, I am and will forever
be the new girl. “Yes, we moved here in August. I’m in your Biology
and AP English class.”

He nods, sending that glorious dark, shiny,
mink-like hair forward. The breeze catches his scent and floats my
way, and I stop myself before I moan out loud with teenage angst.
Jackson Parks smells like … like lemons, which surprises the heck
out of me. Maybe he’d been unloading them and stocking them earlier
or something. He’s talking again and I struggle to pay attention.
“I’m sorry, what’s that?”

He stops loading to look at me. “Your family
bought the old Booth place, didn’t they? That place is…”

“A dump,” I finish his sentence.

He grins. “Yeah, it can use some work, for
sure, but I was going to say it’s a haunted house. There’s been
talk, especially about the cemetery in front of it.”

Suddenly, I’m defensive of my ghostly
visitors. “Don’t tell me a big, strong guy like you is scared of
ghosts?”

He shrugs those wide shoulders and tosses
that glorious hank of hair. “Nah, I don’t suppose I’m scared of
ghosts, but I’ve never met one, so who’s to say? I can be, I guess.
I mean, who wouldn’t be?”

He slams my trunk and I dig a couple of
bucks from my purse and hand it to him. He looks down at it and
then back up at me. “Today’s your lucky day, Vandy. First-visit
groceries are delivered to your vehicle for free.”

“How do you know it’s my first visit?” I ask
and shove the money back down in my pocket. “And my name is not
Vandy…”

He grins and leans down closer. “I would
remember a girl like you.”

“What does that mean, a girl like me?”

 “Jackson, we need you in here.”

We both turn to see the man with the tie
standing at the door, waving Jackson back into the store.

Jackson doesn’t say anything but waves back
and turns to me. “I’ve got to get back to work, customer service
and all. I’ll see you in class, Rhiannon Houston. Drive
safely.”

He turns and jogs back inside the store,
pushing the cart in front of him. I watch him for a minute before
it dawns on me he’s calling me Vandy because of my
sweatshirt. Duh. I get into Blue Betsy and start
her up. What exactly did he mean when he said a “girl like
me?”

A wispy father time appears beside me again
with his watch out and an impatient look on his pale, weathered
face. “I know, I know. I’m going.”

I carefully back out of the parking spot and
head toward home. My mind races with thoughts of Jackson and how
impossibly cute he is, and how fantastic he smells. I’m almost home
when I suddenly laugh out loud. Apparently, I’m not as invisible to
him as I’d thought. Jackson Parks, the most gorgeous, swoon-worthy
guy I have ever laid eyes on, knows my name.


Chapter Four

 


Taylor’s car horn sounds, and I jog down the
walk to jump inside. She’s driving a snazzy, red Toyota today, and
the sight of it fills me with car envy. Taylor’s dad owns the
biggest car lot in Hampton, and she gets her pick of the lot,
driving a new vehicle almost every week.

“Hey, nice wheels,” I say, closing the door
and buckling my seatbelt. At first glance, Taylor comes across as
plain. Her thick hair is shoulder-length and a nondescript brown
that she tends to color in eye-popping, unrealistic colors. Behind
her dark-framed glasses, her eyes are a dark blue and almost appear
black, however, when she smiles, her whole face lights up. Years of
braces have given her perfect teeth, and after finally getting
those braces off over the summer, she’s making the best use of
those teeth and her newly acquired Julia Roberts smile.

She shoots a big-toothed grin my way. “Yeah,
I’m all about candy-apple red this week.” She’s got her hair partly
pulled up, and I can see the purple highlights hidden underneath
the thick strands. She starts to back out of the drive. “Thanks for
agreeing to come with me.”

My gaze catches movement in the cemetery,
and a young girl close to our age follows the car with her eyes.
Her waist-length black hair is straight and a stark contrast to her
pale, ghostly face. It’s a beautiful face, full of longing and
tragedy, and an overwhelming sadness comes over me. I, strangely
enough, want to be friends with her. Somehow, I know she would be
so much better at picking out a dress for Homecoming than me, and
she wouldn’t be tongue-tied and turn beet-red in front of a guy she
likes. I can feel her kindness and her sadness like a physical ache
in my heart. She’s the spirit from this morning, pleading for help.
In the cemetery now, she has no trouble materializing to her full
form. She’s petite, almost waif-like with a billowy white dress
that makes her appear like she’s floating above the ground. She
looks like a beautiful angel, minus the halo and wings.

“Earth to Rhiannon.”

I turn and look at Taylor. “What? I’m sorry,
I was distracted.”

“Yes, you were totally focused on that old
cemetery, again. Jeez, that place is so creepy. I can’t believe you
live next to it. It gives me the heebie-jeebies just driving by it.
It’s like I can sense the eyes of the dead looking at me.”

I snort and almost spit my gum out, and when
Taylor eyes me, I have to fake a cough instead. If only she knew
the truth, that someone was watching us. “It’s
really not that bad. I mean, at least the neighbors are quiet.”

Taylor rolls her eyes at me, and I chuckle.
“Actually, it’s kind of interesting. You know, historically
speaking.”

“Yeah, whatever, I don’t like history. It’s
all about dead people. Now math, that’s a subject I can get
behind.”

I laugh. Taylor is the biggest math nerd
I’ve ever met. “Well, if I had your head for numbers, I would
agree, but we can’t all be a numerical genius.”

“Okay, you have a point, but back to the
subject at hand,” Taylor says, taking a sharp turn almost on two
wheels, and I have to wonder if her dad has any idea that she
drives his new cars like she stole them. I’m guessing not.

“The Homecoming tradition in our area is
that the girls wear dresses in the colors of our schools, which, as
I’m sure you know, are purple, gold, and black. I think I’m looking
for something purple.”

“Hence the hair color choice?”

She giggles. “Exactly, now you with that red
hair, you would look killer in gold or even black. No, check that.
I think black will wash you out. Gold it is.”

“Oh, I’m not going.” I wave my hands
dismissively in the air.

“Of course, you’re going. I know you don’t
have a date, but you can go with me and Blaine, or I can ask Blaine
if one of his friends could ask you.”

I’m horrified at the thought. “No, Taylor,
absolutely not!” I shake my head. “I will not be a third wheel on
your date or, even worse, a charity case. That’s so embarrassing.
Promise me you won’t ask Blaine. I would totally die of shame.”

“Okay, okay, chill out, I promise, but you
have to go even if you go solo.”

I shake my head again and she sighs.

“Well, there’s still time. Someone can ask
you this week. Sure, it’s last minute, but it could happen. Come
on, there has to be someone you like. Someone we can put a bug in
his ear to get off his ass and ask you.”

Jackson comes immediately to mind, and I can
feel my cheeks heating, just thinking about him.

“I knew it!” Taylor squeals.

It’s a little scary that she’s known me for
only two months and she can already read me so well. In my mind, I
keep my emotions hidden because showing them can only bring
unwanted attention. I need to do a better job when I’m around my
best friend.

Taylor takes the exit to the interstate
headed to Hampton, and I hold my breath when she floors it to get
in front of an eighteen-wheeler. “Spill the beans, sister. Who is
it?”

I take a deep breath, slowly let it out when
we get successfully merged, and I plunge ahead. “What do you know
about Jackson Parks?”

Taylor lets loose with a low whistle. “Girl,
you’ve got taste, I’ll give you that. Jackson is H.O.T. … hot.”

“Out-of-my-league hot, do you think?”

Taylor snorts. “Jackson is out of everyone’s
league. He has been the ‘it’ guy since we started kindergarten, and
he’s probably dated every girl in the school, with the exception of
me and you, of course, and you’re new.” Taylor shrugs, and sadness
comes over her face as she continues. “He doesn’t date anymore,
though, or I should say he hasn’t lately. He’s changed since
Jenni.”

I wrack my brain, trying to think of a girl
at our school named Jenni, but no one comes to mind. “Who’s
Jenni?”

Taylor eases off the interstate and heads
down the main drag in Hampton. I can see the mall just ahead. I
wait patiently while she pulls into the crowded parking lot, finds
a spot, and eases in, shutting down the motor and turning to me.
“Jenni was his twin sister. In our sophomore year, she disappeared
and is presumed dead. She was sweet and beautiful. Kind of like a
delicate, petite, female version of Jackson. They were super close.
Jackson went from the party-not-a-care-in-the-world school hunk—to
well, quiet, distant, and pretty much withdrawn after Jenni
disappeared. He doesn’t hang with his friends anymore, and he
hasn’t dated anyone since. He just comes to school and goes to
work. His family owns Hazel’s. It was his great-grandmother’s, and
she passed it down through the years.”

It’s all starting to make sense now. He
wasn’t going to get fired, and there was no way he refused the tip
because it was my first time at the store. He had only been messing
with the “new” girl. I had felt a strange connection to him, and
I’m pretty sure I now know why. Sadly, by Taylor’s description, I’m
convinced the spirit in the cemetery is Jenni Parks, which confirms
she isn’t only missing, but dead. What did she want from me? “So,
they never found her body?”

Taylor shakes her head, sending strands of
purple hair around her shoulders. “They never found any of their
bodies. Do you remember your first week here, and I told you that
we had some girls missing, and I thought it was a serial killer
working in our town?”

I frown. “I vaguely recall you saying
something about it. There was a lot going on at the time with me …
a new house, a new school, and a new friend. Yes, and I also heard
a group of girls in gym class whispering about it last week.”

“It’s a nasty little secret in Cainsville,
one that doesn’t get talked about much in the open, but whenever a
group of women get together at a Tupperware party, or sometimes at
a church social to whisper among themselves, you’ll hear it
mentioned. I’m fairly certain we have a serial killer working our
sleepy little town.”

Taylor drops that little bomb in my lap, and
I blink, not once, but twice, waiting for her to elaborate. When
she doesn’t, I ask, “Is that like a known fact, or are you just
assuming, because Jenni is missing?” I know the super-smart Taylor
wants to be an FBI profiler, so is this just her practicing?

“The math supports my theory. Like I said,
no one’s talking about it, but I’ve crunched the numbers. In the
past ten years, four high school girls have disappeared … all were
pretty, all-around sixteen, and all four of them lived in
Cainsville. Three went to our high school, and one to a private
school in Hampton. No bodies have ever been found. Do you know what
the odds are that four teenage girls would disappear in a town our
size?”

She doesn’t wait for me to answer before she
continues because she knows I don’t know the answer, and math is so
not my thing. “It’s astronomical, Rhiannon. There’s a serial killer
operating in Cainsville, and he’s patient. Four kills in ten years?
That’s almost unheard of in the killer world.”

“Okay, first off, there’s a ‘killer world’,
and how do you know it’s a he? And if you’re right, what’s he doing
with the bodies? How do we know he lives here? Maybe he’s not
patient, maybe he lives somewhere else and kills there too and just
comes here every couple of years. You know, moves his hunting
ground around to throw off suspicion.”

“Statistically
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