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Dedication

In loving memory of my grandmother Josephine Parzych.

Grateful for every moment.
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CALISTA WYNN KNEW the boy was dead before she even opened her eyes. He whispered her name again, soft and far away, how all ghosts sound even when they’re right next to your ear. An echo through the veil of this life and the otherworld.

Calista’s eyes fluttered open, but she didn’t turn to the boy right away. It was too early for a communication. Most ghosts had the decency to let her sleep until her alarm sounded for school. She hadn’t been sleeping well, not these past few weeks, at least. She would have appreciated another fifteen minutes of rest.

Finally, already awake, Calista turned on her side without lifting her head off the pillow. Right there, inches away, was a pale-faced kid with cropped blond hair and dark blue eyes. The collar of his shirt was stiff with speckles of blood.

“You can see me, right?” the boy asked, hopeful. Calista felt a stab of sympathy for him. He’d probably been searching for a medium for years, decades, before finding her. That was usually how it worked. Word of mouth in the ghost world took awhile. It wasn’t like they could text.

“Yeah, I can see you,” Calista said, sitting up.

She cracked her neck and blinked her eyes open wider, sleep still on the corners of her vision. Morning sunlight filtered through her bedroom curtains as a prism of colors danced on her ceiling from a hanging suncatcher. Cast in blues and purples, Calista shivered once in the chilly air before turning back to the boy. Ghosts always brought the cold with them.

“How can I help you?” Calista asked, her voice coming out with white puffs of air.

The spirit smiled, a little kid’s smile, although he’d probably been Calista’s age when he died, thirteen or fourteen, she guessed. “I . . .” the boy started, and then furrowed his blond brows. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve been looking for someone. . . . I forgot why.”

This was also not unusual. After a while, ghosts began to forget things, much like the living. Although ghosts were stuck at the age they had been when they died, they kept . . . going. Imagine spending seventy years as a fourteen-year-old boy? Calista thought. Yikes.

“Are you looking for your mom?” Calista asked. This was typically the case with boys, searching for their mother’s care. A kiss on a bruised knee.

The ghost’s face lit up. “Yes,” he said, smiling. “Yes, my mom! Can you help me find my mom?”

Calista exhaled heavily. She had no idea what time period this boy was from—it was hard to tell sometimes. With the exception of the ’80s, hairstyles didn’t change too drastically, especially for boys. And it was entirely possible that this ghost’s mother had already passed away years before, and that would make things difficult. Not all of the departed became ghosts.

Calista noticed the time on her alarm clock and reached to switch it off before it could sound. “Why don’t you come back after school?” she suggested to the spirit. “I’ll help you then.” She could at least point him to some other relatives if his mother was no longer around.

The boy stared blankly at Calista, maybe forgetting the concept of mornings and going to school. She pointed toward the window. “You go,” she said clearly. “And I’ll summon you when I get home.”

He nodded, disappointed, but seeming to understand. And then, the boy evaporated.

Calista sat there a moment, the room warming now that the spirit was gone. She was tempted to lie back down, sleep that extra fifteen minutes, but it would take her at least that long to fall asleep again. It was time to start the day.

She got out of bed and headed toward the shower, yawning as she scratched at her messy black hair. In a week, I won’t have to deal with dead boys anymore, she thought. But the second it crossed her mind, grief lay heavy on her chest. She could dress up the idea all she liked, but Calista didn’t want to lose her gift. It was part of who she was. She’d be losing herself.

Calista Wynn had discovered she was a medium the same way most mediums did: as a child—in Calista’s particular case, in the bathtub, just as a ghost began massaging shampoo into her hair from behind. That extra set of fingers touching hers through the suds, that moment of confusion . . . Are these my fingers? Are these . . . ?

Followed by screaming. Shouting. And a dead woman smiling at her from the floor of her bathroom in a Victorian-era burial dress.

Oh, yeah. That was the fun part. Sometimes, ghosts could touch her.

After that, Calista began seeing ghosts all the time. She’d known it was coming, of course. She was descended from a long line of mediums on her father’s side. It was weird enough, being from a family that talks to ghosts. But even weirder was that, although they were powerful, the only spiritual mediums left in the Wynn family were the children.

Calista’s grandmother claimed it started after she lost her daughter many years ago. But Calista’s mother, Nora, who didn’t possess any supernatural gifts, suggested it was more likely something in their genes. Either way, there was one hard truth that had become apparent: at thirteen years old, all of the mediums in the Wynn family lost their ability to see ghosts. It had happened to Calista’s father, Mac, and to all five of his younger siblings. And soon, it would happen to her. Sure, the Wynns still had other gifts, other intuitions, but the ghosts stopped appearing to them.

Calista had one more week of seeing ghosts until her birthday. And then . . . Well, she didn’t want to think about then.

“Molly,” Calista called, fighting back another yawn. “It’s time for school.” She knocked on her little sister’s bedroom door at the same time she opened it. Molly was six years old, the kind of six where she talked like a mini-mom, reading picture books to a party of stuffed bears, reminding Calista to do the dishes, and—

Calista stood frozen in the doorway of her little sister’s bedroom. The sheets were folded back neatly, but Molly was nowhere in sight. Logically, Calista knew that Molly had probably gotten up and poured herself some cereal, munching on Lucky Charms and watching the local news until cartoons came on. But that wasn’t her way. Molly could “sleep like the dead,” her mother always quipped. Molly had to be dragged from her bed every morning, no exceptions. Mediums slept hard, and Molly was just about ready to come into her gifts.

Unlike the abrupt ending of the gift, the beginning of a medium’s powers started slowly. Certain feelings emerged, and ways of knowing things they shouldn’t. And then, one day, a ghost would just . . . appear to them. Unsettling, sure. But also exhilarating.

Molly hadn’t seen any ghosts yet—Calista was certain of that. But her little sister was having headaches, tingling hands and feet. A taste of metal in her mouth that she told Calista was like licking a 9-volt battery. Calista didn’t ask her how she knew what licking a 9-volt battery tasted like or, for that matter, how she knew what a 9-volt battery was. Mediums, sometimes they just knew things.

And although it would be fun for Molly to develop her gifts, it only reminded Calista that she was losing hers. It wasn’t enough time. It would never be enough.

“Molly,” Calista called again, checking the room one more time before turning to face the hallway. Their mother, Nora, left early for work, which made it Calista’s job to wake up Molly each morning and walk her to the bus. Calista didn’t mind. Things had been tough around the house for the last few years. It was the least she could do. “Molly?” Calista yelled, heading toward the kitchen.

She heard the faint sound of a video playing, and the tension in her body eased slightly. Molly must have snuck in to get Calista’s phone from the nightstand while she was asleep. She was probably at the counter, watching videos. Although . . . the rest of the house was unusually quiet.

Calista staggered to a stop, looking around the hall. “Dad?” she said. When there was no response, she moved to the staircase leading up to the bedrooms. “Dad?” she repeated, gripping the banister to lean over and peer through the slotted rails. “Gran?”

It was quiet. Calista’s heart began to beat faster.

Where is everyone?

She pushed her hair away from her face and rushed toward the kitchen. Sure enough, Calista’s phone was on the counter, playing an online video about ghost hunting, of all things, but her sister was nowhere to be found.

Calista searched the living room, and just before she got to the stairs again to go up to the attic, she noticed the front door slightly ajar. Her stomach dipped with fresh fear. She ran onto the porch, barefoot and wearing a mismatched pajama ensemble. The wood slats were freezing under her toes, and she quickly looked around the yard.

The grass was coated in a white dusting of frost, the air biting with cold. Calista shivered, wrapping her arms around herself. But then she looked down the block and saw Molly at the corner, still in pink llama pajamas, cradling one of her stuffed bears.

“Molly!” Calista screamed. Just then, her father, Mac, rushed over from the side of the house. Her dad’s eyes were wide with fear.

“Did you find her?” Mac asked, but Calista ran past him down the block. “She found her!” Calista heard her father say to Grandma Josie, who was shuffling out from the basement door.

“Thank goodness,” Grandma Josie muttered, sounding relieved.

But Calista was not relieved. How long had her sister been outside? It was freezing. The closer she got, the more she realized that Molly wasn’t scared. She was smiling, talking to someone.

There was no one else there.

Calista slowed her steps, searching for an otherworldly figure—a ghost of some sort. Seeing nothing, she worried momentarily that she’d already lost her gift. Molly waved toward the street, and then turned to Calista.

“Hi, Callie,” Molly said with a smile, her missing front tooth visible.

When Calista reached her, she bent down on one knee. Above the girls, a jet from the nearby airport rumbled the air like thunder. Calista began rubbing her sister’s arms to warm her. She checked around again, but still saw no one—alive or dead.

“Molly, who were you talking to?” she asked when the plane was gone.

“You didn’t see her?” Molly asked, indignant that Calista might have missed something important.

“No,” Calista said, taking Molly’s cold hand to start back toward the house. Calista noticed her father and grandmother waiting on the front lawn, their expressions strained with worry. “I didn’t see anyone, Molly,” she said, looking down at her. “Who was it?”

“I don’t know,” Molly said. “But I call her the Tall Lady.” She glanced up at Calista and smiled, her brown eyes wide and excited. “She was beautiful,” Molly added with a lisp, fluttering out the bottom of her pajama top as if it were a dress. “And she told me she’s been looking for a little girl just like me.”

Molly beamed, but Calista was more than a little bothered. Definitely confused. She didn’t doubt that her little sister was telling the truth—Molly would never lie. But it still didn’t make any sense.

Fact was, Calista couldn’t see this Tall Lady. As they arrived back at the house, she knew that her gifts were still working just fine, so why couldn’t she see this spirit too? It could mean only one thing: the Tall Lady was hiding from her.

Why would a ghost do that?
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CALISTA WASN’T SURE where to start with explaining to her father that her little sister had almost been kidnapped by a ghost lady, so she went ahead and just said it.

“Molly was lured outside by a ghost,” Calista said to her father. “Molly calls her the Tall Lady, and apparently, the ghost told Molly that she’d been ‘looking for a little girl just like her,’” Calista added, making air quotes with her fingers.

Mac stared at her for a long moment before beginning to pace the living room.

“She was a ghost?” he asked, looking back at Calista. “But you didn’t see her?”

“No,” Calista said, shaking her head. “And honestly . . . I’m not sure how Molly saw her either. I was nearly seven when I saw my first ghost.” She lowered her voice. “Do you think her gift has developed early?” Calista glanced toward the hall leading to Molly’s bedroom, where her sister was getting herself dressed for school. “She hasn’t seen any other ghosts,” she told her father pointedly.

Her father seemed to think it over, and then looked to where his mother was sitting in her red velvet easy chair, tapping her feet on the floor as she rocked her body. “What about you, Mom?” he asked. “Any thoughts?”

“My thoughts,” Grandma Josie said, “are that your daughters are going to be late for school. This nonsense will be here when they get back.”

Calista’s grandmother, one of the best mediums to ever inhabit the state of New York, thought schooling was the most important aspect of living. She’d been telling Calista since she was Molly’s age that nothing should come before a strong education. Boring, but not terrible advice. Although their family had lived in Meadowmere for generations, the small town was falling apart, quite literally sinking into the marshes along the Hook River. Grandma Josie was hoping the girls would eventually see their way out. The best way to do that was with an education.

Mac laughed and turned back to his daughter. “Well, there you have it,” he said with a shrug. “You head off to school and I’ll look into this ‘Tall Lady.’ We’ll discuss it again when you get home.”

Calista reluctantly agreed and began to walk away, but then she snapped her fingers and turned around. “Oh, Gran,” she said. “Would you mind helping me with a charm? There was another boy in my room this morning when I woke up.”

“I swear . . . ,” Grandma Josie said, shaking her head. “You’d think there was a flashing neon sign that reads ‘Dead Boys This Way’ and an arrow pointing straight to you.”

Mac snorted a laugh and Calista smiled at her father before leaving to get ready for school.

On her way to her room, Calista checked in on Molly. She found her sister trying to tie her own shoes. She had almost figured it out.

“Five minutes,” Calista told her as a reminder that they were running late.

“Don’t rush me!” Molly said in a determined voice, undoing the loose knot in her shoelace to start over.

Calista smiled and went to get ready for school.

Molly had provided only a few more details about her interaction with the Tall Lady. The ghost first appeared in the kitchen window when Molly was about to pour some cereal and beckoned her outside. The spirit had black hair, ruby-red lips, and a beautiful yellow dress. And of course, Molly said she was really tall, easily as tall as their father. Molly and the spirit had gone for a walk, and that was when Calista had discovered her sister on the corner.

Calista got into her bedroom and pulled on a flowered top and jeans, slipping her feet into fleece-lined boots. Her backpack was thrown in the corner, and Calista realized with a bit of panic that she had forgotten to do her English homework. She’d meant to do it this morning, but between the boy in her room and her missing sister, she’d lost track of time. Maybe she could finish it in homeroom.

As Calista picked up the wide-toothed comb from her dresser and began to drag it through her thick hair, she considered the events again. The entire experience with Molly was majorly creepy. She’d already made her sister promise not to follow any more ghosts outside, but Calista was still bothered.

Why couldn’t Calista see the Tall Lady? What did it mean?

“Callie, come on!” Molly called from the hallway, sounding very put out. “It’s been more than five minutes!”

Calista laughed and set down her comb before looping her backpack over one shoulder. She walked into the hallway, following an anxious Molly as she led them toward the door, her shoelaces still loose but otherwise correctly tied. Calista helped Molly zip her jacket before grabbing her own from the hook by the door.

“See you later, Dad, Gran,” Calista said toward the living room. Grandma Josie nodded from her chair and Mac held up his hand in a wave.

“Bye-bye!” Molly called vaguely into the air.

When the sisters got onto the front porch, Calista noticed the big yellow bus pull to the stop at the end of the street. They ran for it, Molly’s puppy-dog backpack bouncing and rattling with loose items.

They made it there on time, but Molly gave Calista a disappointed-mom look anyway as she bolted up the bus steps. Calista waved to her sister through the window while the bus hissed and then pulled away.

Once Molly was safely off to school, Calista began her cold walk to Kennedy Middle School. She pulled her jacket tightly around herself, noting the crispness in the morning air. Luckily school was only a few blocks away. Most days, Calista didn’t mind the walk. It gave her a chance to think, a chance for some quiet, since ghosts didn’t typically accost her in public. But as she passed through the quiet downtown of Meadowmere, the storefronts still dark and rolled newspapers waiting on the stoops, the hairs on the back of Calista’s neck stood on end.

There was a crackling noise, like the sound of electricity on a power line. A vibration growing closer, looming just behind her. It felt dangerous.

Calista spun around, but the street was deserted. A gust of wind rustled the branches of a nearby tree, and there was the unsettling caw from a crow atop one of the buildings. Calista swallowed hard, feeling wary and nervous. Almost . . . Almost like she was being followed.

She practically ran the last block to school, blending into the small crowd of students waiting for the bell. When Calista looked back the way she’d come, she searched for a figure in a beautiful yellow dress. She was relieved when no one was there. Despite this, Calista felt a negative charge in the air, a strong pulse. She spun back around and quickly dashed toward the school.

Calista Wynn had nothing in common with the flesh and blood kids at her school, a fact that was profoundly obvious as she darted her gaze around the small cafeteria in fifth period. As the other kids laughed and tossed soggy french fries at one another, she was left out almost entirely. She wouldn’t mind being in on the joke once in a while.

Not that the other kids were mean to her—this was a “nice town,” her grandmother would no doubt tell her after school. But Calista was an outsider, even though her family had lived here for generations. The Wynns were the family that others only came to visit when they were in trouble or in search of something that couldn’t normally be found.

Most of the time, Calista didn’t mind being alone. Although she was hardly really alone with all the ghosts stopping to chat. But there were other days, like today, when she could feel it in her bones—a loneliness that was cold and achy. A weight of grief that lay heavy in her chest.

She was on the brink of what felt like a terrible tragedy that no one outside of her family could ever understand.

Calista sat at an empty table near the foggy glass of the window. It overlooked the rotting remains of a playground, half-sunken into the soil, with marsh weeds covering the bottom of the slide. Kennedy used to be a K–12 school, but after last year’s redistricting, it was now a sixth through eighth grade middle school. It would be her last year in the run-down lunchroom before heading to the newly built high school.

It seemed so odd to have a new building in such an old town. Sticking out like a sore thumb. Grandma Josie said it was just the start of the city coming to take over, but she’d been saying that for years, and all they’d gotten was a high school and a Duane Reade. Calista wouldn’t have minded a little more growth.

But then that idea scratched her nerves in an insistent way. Change. Her thirteenth birthday was just around the corner and she’d never feared anything so much in her whole life. Meanwhile, the other girls in her class were throwing parties, excited for their milestone. But for Calista, turning thirteen meant something entirely different. It was an ending. One that smelled of wet mud and soot.

A chicken nugget sailed past Calista’s head, and her attention snapped to a table across the room. Wyland Davis immediately winced and held up his hand in apology. Calista turned to find a table of girls giggling to each other. They then looked over at Wyland, pretending to be upset that he would throw food at them. Moira Grace looked right through Calista as if she didn’t exist.

Calista drooped slightly, casting one last glance in Wyland’s direction in time to see his eyebrows pull together, as if thinking something of her. But then his friend bumped his shoulder, handing him another bit of nugget fuel, and Calista was forgotten.

She looked down at her tray of food, wishing she had someone to text aside from her mother. At least when she went home later, her dad and grandmother would be there. And she supposed she could summon the ghost boy from this morning. At least he wanted to talk to her.

“Did you hear?” Peter Oslo said to his friend Augie as they paused with their lunch trays just beyond Calista’s table. “Another kid went missing.”

Calista’s ears perked up as she watched them, listening intently. Peter and Augie were soccer players for the local team. While Peter was very short with spiky brown hair, Augie had the distinction of having been the tallest kid in their grade for three years running.

“That’s the second kid gone,” Augie said in a hushed voice. “They haven’t even found that Winters kid yet. I bet he’s dead.”

Calista leaned closer to listen. She had only vaguely heard about Devon Winters running away last week. He lived on the other side of town and attended the Catholic school there. His story hadn’t even been on the news. Then again, few things in Meadowmere were deemed important enough for the television stations anymore. But now a second missing person? Calista felt her heart begin to race.

“Don’t say he’s dead,” Peter whispered to Augie, clearly alarmed at the thought. But then both boys ducked their heads and lowered their voices, as if conspirators. “Listen,” Peter continued. “It’s not public yet, but you know my dad’s a cop. I heard him talking on the phone. At first, they thought Winters ran away, but now with this new kid missing . . .” He shook his head. “He called it a pattern. My dad said they don’t have any suspects either.”

“Who was it?” Calista asked out loud, startling both Peter and Augie.

Her mind was racing through the possibilities, different feelings pinging in her chest. She couldn’t help but think of the boy in her room this morning. Although with his memory loss, she thought he’d been dead for too long to be the new missing kid. Still, she wondered if it could be connected.

“Who’s the second person missing?” Calista clarified for Peter.

Peter curled his lip at her interruption, upset that she’d been listening. “None of your business, Calista,” he said, not unkindly, but in a tone to let her know he wouldn’t give her any more information.

But now the hairs on Calista’s arms were standing on end, a bit of sickness swirling in her stomach. She’d find out the details of the missing kid soon enough. She could feel it coming, smell it, even—the sweet smell of lilac perfume, of musky cologne.

New visitors would be arriving at her house. Calista had little doubt that it would be the parents of those missing kids, hoping for her help.

Although the town generally liked to ignore the Wynns, when they began to lose hope, they always came knocking on her door. Only Calista wasn’t sure she’d have the answers they were looking for.
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THE SMALL WHITE house at 11 Marble Lane was set back from the road with a long driveway flanked on either side by soaring elm trees. The branches swayed in the wind as Calista made her way toward her front porch. Coming home was like waking up for her—a time when she could truly be herself. She cracked a smile. Molly wouldn’t be home for another hour, so this was her quiet time with her family.

Calista bounded up the steps as a jet flew low overhead, rumbling loudly. Just as she got to the door, Calista stopped short when she noticed a business card tucked into the edge of the screen.

The smell of musky cologne, the same scent she’d smelled earlier in the cafeteria, drifted into her nose. She plucked out the card, tingling racing over her skin as she read the name: Jerimiah Winters, Realtor. But under his name was a note scratched in red ink.

Need to talk to you. Please.

Calista felt a wave of dizziness, and she gripped the door handle to steady herself. There was pain associated with the card, desperation. She recognized the name, of course—Winters. The father of the first missing boy.

Thirteen-year-old Devon Winters had gone missing a week ago. Like Peter had said at school, the police originally thought he’d run away. But with the amount of grief radiating from this card, Calista knew that his father didn’t believe that rumor to be true. And according to Peter, the police didn’t believe it anymore either.

Calista tucked the card into her back pocket and walked inside the house.

The moment she stepped into the foyer, Grandma Josie appeared, standing there with a braided shawl over her shoulders. Her thin gray hair was fluffed around her head in a white halo. She was teeming with energy, worked up about something.

“Hi there, sweetie,” her grandmother said, her voice scratchy. She shuffled over to stop just a few feet away, a smile plastered across her wrinkled skin, pulling it into happy lines around her mouth. “How was your day?”

Just as Calista opened her mouth to answer, her grandmother motioned toward the kitchen and cut her off.

“Because your father is gettin’ on my last nerve,” Grandma Josie said loud enough for him to overhear. “I told him there is no tomato sauce in that soup.”

Calista’s father laughed good-naturedly from the kitchen. “And I told the old woman,” Mac sang out, “that there most certainly is. So here we are.”

Normally Calista didn’t mind their little arguments over food, stories her mother would beg her to relay word for word when she got home, but today wasn’t a good day. First, she’d been worried that Molly had nearly been kidnapped, and then she found out two boys had actually been kidnapped. Now a father was searching for answers too. More would come. She needed to gather information.

Calista dropped her backpack next to the door and moved past her grandmother into the hall.

“Where are you going?” Grandma Josie asked, sounding hurt. “You haven’t even told me about your day yet.”

“Sorry, Gran, but I need to talk to Dad for a minute.” Calista looked around quickly for her father. “Dad, did you find out anything about the Tall Lady?” she asked, waiting for him.

Mac came out from the kitchen wearing the same plaid flannel shirt and heavy boots that he had worn on his last day of work. His handsome face was grayish as concern tugged down the edges of his mouth.

“Nothing yet,” he said, and paused. “You don’t look well,” he added. “Did something else happen? Is Molly okay?”

“Molly’s fine,” Calista said. “She’s still at school, I—” She paused, rubbing her temple. She would eventually tell them about the missing kids, of course—she’d need their help. But a sudden headache banged against her temples, and her stomach felt sick and uneasy. This had been happening more often. The last gasps of her gift fighting to stay.

“Oh, honey,” her dad said, stooping down to examine her.

Just then, the front door swung open wildly, bumping into the wall behind it. They all turned as Calista’s mother, Nora, stood half-bent over with grocery bags in both arms. She smiled at Calista, tendrils of dark hair hanging around her face.

“A little help?” Nora asked with a laugh.

Calista blinked away the headache into a dull throb, and then quickly took one of the paper bags from her mother’s arms. Her father leaned over her shoulder to see if he could peek inside the bag.

“Ask her if she got the tomato sauce for the soup,” he said anxiously. Grandma Josie cursed behind him, mumbling that he was wrong.

“Did you get the tomato sauce?” Calista asked her mother. Nora laughed and glanced around the room.

“That your father?” she asked. “Tell him there is no sauce in that chicken soup recipe.”

“Told you,” Grandma Josie said, proudly adjusting her shawl around her shoulders.

Calista’s father beamed and crossed to his wife, standing close to her. “Tell her she looks beautiful today,” he said warmly.

“No,” Calista replied, scrunching up her nose. Nora smiled anyway, guessing what her husband had said.

“I’ll be in the kitchen,” her mother announced.

And as she headed that way, Nora walked right through Calista’s father. His spirit reassembled quickly, and he was still watching after his wife lovingly. Calista stared at him for a long moment, memorizing his features. In just under a week, she wouldn’t be able to see her dad anymore either. All the ghosts would be gone.

Calista’s father and her grandma Josie would soon disappear from her life. And at the thought of losing them, the ache in her bones deepened. It was unbearable to think about. So . . . she didn’t. Calista hadn’t let herself think about losing them at all.

“You can’t let your grief control you,” her aunt Freya had told her once. Calista had taken that advice to heart, using it to stay focused and strong. It was what her family needed most from her.

Although Calista had been seeing her grandma Josie’s spirit since she was eight or so, Mac Wynn had died suddenly and tragically in a work accident just two years prior—a devastating loss to the entire neighborhood, but especially to his family.

At his funeral, Calista’s aunt Freya had stayed by her side. She was a stunning woman, tall and stylish enough to be in a magazine. She wore a chic black hat with thin netting draped over her face and gold bracelets jangling on her wrists. Calista was sure she’d never known anyone as beautiful as her aunt Freya, no one as naturally powerful. Her gift flowed around her like a warm current, vibrating with energy, even if she couldn’t see ghosts anymore.

After the service, Calista stood a respectful distance from her father’s casket as her mother sobbed in a front row chair, Molly with a neighbor in the back of the room. Suddenly, Aunt Freya grabbed Calista’s hand and squeezed it tightly. She turned to look up at her aunt.

“I know you don’t feel like crying now because your father isn’t gone to you,” Aunt Freya said, her voice thick as honey. “But one day he will be, Calista. It’s a blessing for you, this delayed grief. Because right now, your family needs you. They need someone who can see both sides of the veil, and that’s you. Your job is to protect your family and smother your mama and Molly with love. You understand that?”

“Yes,” Calista said. And she did. Her mother’s grief would have buried her otherwise. She couldn’t endure the sorrow of loss at the same time as her mother, not when she knew she had to protect her and Molly.

“Good,” Aunt Freya told her. “And one day, you’ll need your mother and your sister in return. But that time isn’t now. It’s time to be strong. You can’t let your grief control you. Promise me?”

“I promise,” Calista said, agreeing.

Freya’s expression weakened at the answer as she pressed her mouth into a sympathetic smile. Then she nodded her approval, squeezing Calista’s hand one more time before letting it drop.

“Good,” Freya said definitively. “Very good.” She turned to stare at the casket, tears glistening in her eyes. “And you be sure to tell my brother Mac that I’ll miss him something fierce,” she added in a shaky voice before walking away.

Calista stood there a moment, never letting her gaze touch on her father’s casket. Refusing to acknowledge it there. There was no sense in that. Mac’s spirit was at home, waiting for her to come back. She didn’t need closure. She still had him. Instead, she would do exactly as she promised her aunt Freya. She would be strong.

And in the time since, she’d done just that. With her father’s help, Calista had been able to help her mother navigate switching over bills, file receipts, find the missing things she needed. Calista was Mac’s voice, and then, as time went on, the family fell into a routine. Calista had her father all to herself—never losing even a moment with him. And she stayed strong, just as she had promised. She watched over her mother and her sister.

Suddenly, the television set clicked on by itself in the living room. Calista and her father both looked over from the foyer while Grandma Josie adjusted her shawl, moving forward curiously. A news program was playing, and Calista took a step into the room.

“A second boy has been reported missing in the small area of Meadowmere,” the news announcer said, sympathy painting his expression. “Thirteen-year-old Thomas Hassel was reported missing by his mother early yesterday morning after he disappeared from his bedroom sometime in the night.”

An image came on the television screen and Calista gasped, falling back a step. She’d been right to wonder about the missing boy earlier. She recognized him—but not from her school.

“What’s wrong?” Mac asked, looking down at his daughter.

“I know him,” she replied. “I . . .” Calista swung
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“Haunting in‘all the best ways!”
~LISA McMANN, New YorkTimes bestselling author of the Unwanteds series
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