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Chapter One

Bringing people back to life was an unusual service for a funeral home, but it was one my family did with great pride.

Unless the deceased in question was my grandmother’s mortal enemy.

Apparently, then, we got a little cranky about it.

“I swear that woman died first just to beat me at something,” Grandma Bev grumbled as we went down to the basement, where Alma Waters was waiting for us to prep her for her final rest. Starting with our special step.

Grandma headed to the table that held Alma and removed the sheet while I lowered the lights. Ambience was key. One of the first things I’d learned was how disorienting an experience Waking could be for someone. Having to squint through the bright fluorescent lights of the prep room on top of that? Not comforting.

After turning on the battery-powered tea candles, I settled in on a stool beside Grandma.

“Do you think she’ll Wake?” I peered down at Alma’s still form. Only those with unfinished business had a spark of life left hanging around for us to connect with. They were the ones who needed us the most.

The ones we offered a last wish to.

“You’re the one in training, Kimmy,” Grandma said with a little sideways smile. “Reach out with your power and you tell me.”

Oh, right. I straightened in my seat.

After years of watching Grandma do this, I was still getting used to being allowed to Wake someone myself.

Every member of the Jones family was born with the ability, but training didn’t begin until you turned twelve because tradition. According to Grandma, anyway. I had no way to fact-check her since we were the only two left on the family tree.

I’d turned twelve a couple of months ago in January and couldn’t wait to dive right in. Finally, it was my turn to help.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that learning how to harness the power was harder than it looked.

I took Alma’s cool hand in mine. Don’t let go, I reminded myself. There had to be a physical connection for the power to find the remaining spark. If you let go, the connection was lost and the person you Woke went back to rest. Abruptly.

It wasn’t a pleasant sensation. Or so Mrs. Sims, the first person I ever Woke, told me after I accidentally did that to her. That was an awkward apology to make.

Hence the reminder.

As excited as I was, it was still sinking in how big a responsibility I was taking on.

This was the final moment in a person’s life! Or was it the first moment of their death? Either way, sometimes I had doubts about placing it in the hands of a twelve-year-old. But every Jones before me had made it through training at this age and Grandma was sure I would, too.

“Kimmy,” she murmured over my shoulder. “You know what to do. Trust yourself.”

Easier said than done, but I nodded anyway.

“Start with your breathing,” Grandma instructed.

I closed my eyes and began breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth. The first two weeks of my training had been strictly breathing. Not how I thought it was going to start, but Grandma said grounding yourself was the most important preparation for using our power. So, I breathed.

In.

And out.

“Find your center,” she said. “And reach for the power.”

As I focused inward, the warm vibration in the middle of my chest made me smile. Ever since the first time I’d managed to connect with it, that was how my power always felt.

Bright and welcoming.

Along the edges was the familiar presence of Grandma. When I first noticed it, she’d told me it was the thread of connection that passed the power down through our family. Spreading to us all, reaching out like the roots of a tree.

If my dad was alive, I’d be able to feel him, too.

“Visualize the path,” Grandma continued. “Remember, you’re in control.”

Visualizing. Another one of Grandma’s steps I thought was silly at first, but now—

Well, now it was as easy as breathing.

I pictured my power as a pulsing golden ball of light and then imagined the light spreading from my chest, down through my arms, and into Alma’s hand.

Sweeping through her, searching until—

There. A tiny warm spot.

Her leftover spark.

“She’s here,” I said.

“Of course she is,” Grandma replied. “Alma wouldn’t leave without at least trying to get the last word in.” She sighed and I cracked my eyes open to peek at her. “Go on, then.”

“Um, Grandma?” I motioned to my face with my free hand, trying to hint about the scowl on hers.

“What?” She wiped at the side of her mouth and checked her thumb for lipstick. As if her coat of Parisian Red would dare smudge.

“You always say people should wake up to a friendly face,” I reminded her as I poked the corners of my own mouth into a smile.

“Alma is very familiar with me looking at her like this,” she said. “It’ll be comforting.” She waved off my concerns and nudged me forward. “Now for the spark,” Grandma prompted me with the next step.

The most important one.

The spark, that small remaining piece of a life force drifting inside the recently deceased. Unable to do anything on its own, it would eventually move on—but a Jones could reach out and anchor it long enough to Wake the person and find out their last wish. Clearing up their unfinished business.

Closing my eyes again, I pictured the golden light of my power surrounding Alma’s spark like a cocoon. Between one heartbeat and the next, everything clicked.

I anchored the spark. Alma took a breath.

Her eyelids fluttered and slowly opened. I grasped her hand tight before she could jerk it away, proud of myself for keeping steady as the deep thrum of the connection took hold.

“Hello, Mrs. Waters,” I said quietly as she focused her gaze on us. “You’re at the Jones Family Funeral Home. Unfortunately, you have passed away, but—”

“Bev,” she croaked. “What kind of hokity-pokity stuff is your family into?”

“Hokity—” Grandma sputtered. “Our family has a special gift, Alma. One we’re using to ensure that you can complete any unfinished business. Do you want to take us up on it, or should we send you back on your way?”

That definitely wasn’t part of the greeting Grandma made me memorize.

“What Grandma’s saying is that we can offer you a last wish,” I said, trying to smooth things over a bit. “If there’s something you didn’t have a chance to take care of or a message you’d like to send, we’re here to try to help you complete it.”

“Oh.” Alma sniffed. “That’s nice enough, I suppose.”

“This magical one-of-a-kind opportunity that we offer for free?” Grandma crossed her arms as she stared down at Alma. “I’d say it’s pretty nice.”

“And you couldn’t be bothered to tell me about this during that interminably long funeral planning session you made me sit through?”

Grandma rolled her eyes. “This will be a strange concept for you, but there’s such a thing as a secret—”

“I know what a secret is,” Alma huffed at her. “I’m saying it would have been nice to have some time to think about things instead of having it sprung on me after the fact. It’s a lot to take in.” She glanced over at me. “So. I’m really dead, then.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said softly. I didn’t add an “I’m sorry” or anything. I was learning that when we Woke someone, what they most appreciated was simple facts. It made it easier for the truth of their situation to sink in. Then they could wrap their brain around a last wish.

“And you’ll help me sort out anything I need finishing?” From what Grandma said, Alma had been ill for a while and had done all of the usual preplanning, but something always fell through the cracks.

“Within reason,” Grandma said quickly. “No harming anyone or sending nasty messages. No vandalism or other crimes.”

“Honestly, Bev,” Alma said, frowning. “What do you take me for?”

“It’s just the usual terms and conditions, ma’am,” I reassured her.

Her lips twisted as she nodded to herself. “I need help with my Morris,” she said. “I couldn’t bear the thought of finding a new home for him while I was still alive. I wanted him with me. My niece will be taking care of closing the house, but she’s allergic to cats. I don’t want him to be without a family. She’ll be in a rush to get back home and I . . .”

“We’ll make sure he gets placed somewhere nice,” I said.

“And ask the Horticultural Society to name a prize after me for the garden show,” Alma added. “To recognize my many achievements over the years.”

“The Alma Waters Award for Second Place?” Grandma quipped and I nudged her with my foot, trying to get us back on track. This was absolutely not following our usual protocols. “I’ll ask,” she said. “But no promises.”

“And—”

“It’s called a last wish,” Grandma grumbled. “Singular. Hurry it up. There’s a time limit here.”

“It’s for my funeral,” Alma said quietly. “One little thing.”

I gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “What would you like?”

A wicked gleam came into her eye. “Digestive biscuits,” she said.

“What,” Grandma said flatly.

“You heard me. I want digestive biscuits served at the funeral,” she said. “Not the kind with chocolate, either. The plain ones.”

Grandma’s face turned red as she curled a perfectly lined lip and I bit back a laugh. Growing up in a funeral home, I’d witnessed plenty of rituals for saying farewell to a loved one. But the Jones family had one golden rule:

A life could not be celebrated with substandard cookies.

“Digestive biscuits?” Grandma Bev snarled. I knew from a previous cookie rant that she considered them to be one step away from a coaster. Different ingredients, same result.

“Consider it my parting gift,” Alma said, her smile turning a bit damp. “You old bat.”

Grandma stopped short, barking out a surprised laugh. She shook her head and groaned. “Fine,” she said. “Meddlesome biddy.”

“Okay.” Alma settled back on the table with a sigh. “That’s all.” She closed her eyes. “Give me a minute to picture something else so your face isn’t the last thing I see before I go.”

“Goodbye, Alma,” Grandma said, poking lightly at her leg.

Alma’s lips twitched. “Goodbye, Bev.”

Eyes a little moist, Grandma nodded at me, giving me a chance to finish things off without her walking me through it. I concentrated on a gradual transition, picturing the golden light loosening its hold on Alma’s spark and flowing back into my hands.

Alma let out a slow breath and her grip relaxed. I set her hand gently down at her side as her spark faded, letting the connection between us dissolve.

“Well done, sweetheart.” Grandma touched my shoulder with her usual pat, pat, pat and drew me in for a little hug. “You’re getting better at this.”

“You think so?”

“Without a doubt.” She reached out to straighten Alma’s clothes and tidy her hair before placing the sheet back over her. “Your father would be proud,” she said softly.

She said so every time, but I never got tired of hearing it.

The power hummed in my chest like it always did after a Waking, taking a bit of time to get settled. “Do we have anyone else coming in today?” I asked. “I could do five more of these.”

Grandma pursed her lips, taking her time putting the stools away before answering me. “It might seem like that now,” she said eventually. “But there’s a limit to what we can do. You can’t exhaust yourself.” She paced around the room, tidying things that were already in their proper places.

“That’s why it’s so important to learn control,” Grandma said. “It can be tempting to try to do more. To push beyond those limits, but you can’t. Do you understand?” She was piercing me with an intense look so I nodded even though I didn’t. Not really.

What exactly was the limit?

What would happen if I did push beyond it?

The questions running through my brain must have been plain as day since Grandma squinted at me and sighed. “Not today,” she said. “Training follows a carefully planned schedule. You’ll have your answers in the end. It’s a—”

“Process,” I said, nodding again. “I know.”

That earned me another pat, pat, pat on the shoulder, and I knew the subject was closed for now. “What’s your plan for Alma’s last wish?” I asked her. “Or wishes, I guess.”

“I’ll take care of talking to the Horticultural Society,” Grandma said as we headed toward the stairs. “And you can tell your mother she needs to pick up some digestive biscuits.”

“Can’t bring yourself to go pick them up in person?” I laughed as we reached the main floor.

“Stop.” A pained look crossed over her face. “Don’t laugh at your poor old grandmother.” She swatted at me when I couldn’t stop.

Finally, when I’d caught my breath, I remembered Alma’s most important wish. “What about Morris?”

“I was thinking . . .” Grandma steered me toward the next set of stairs that led to our living area. “That you’re ready to handle a last wish delivery on your own.”

Wait, what? I stopped in my tracks. She pushed me forward, up to her room, as I tried to process. This was new.

Last fall, Dr. Vernon told Grandma that she needed to slow down. Something about her heart and her blood pressure. She’d waved away all of my questions, saying it was quite manageable and not to worry myself. She only had to make a few changes.

Small ones like resting more often and going for more checkups throughout the year. She stepped aside and let Mom and my stepdad, Alex, fully take over running the funeral home. Grandma still helped out a little bit, but her main focus was on last wishes and training me.

All of the last wish stuff got moved out of the office and up to her bedroom. There was a tiny desk in the corner where her ancient typewriter sat with the fancy, creamy cardstock that she used in a stack beside it. Because “last wishes deserve fancy paper, Kimmy.” And all of the family journals sat on a bookshelf in another corner. Records of every Jones and their Wakings going back generations.

Not that I’d been allowed to touch any of it.

Up until now.

“You can type up the letter,” Grandma continued. “And deliver it after the funeral.”

“By myself?” Dealing with alive people was always more daunting for some reason.

“You’ve watched me do it plenty of times and this will be your responsibility sooner rather than later,” she said patiently. “Put down exactly what Alma said about her cat, and when you take the letter to her niece, you can let her know that this was part of Alma’s funeral package. That she wished for it to be delivered after her service. Then she’ll know what Alma wants and she can handle it.”

“But how will I know if she finds Morris a nice home?”

“We do the best that we can with the last wishes, Kimmy,” she said, walking over to sit down on her bed. “But we also can’t draw too much attention to ourselves. You have to trust that the note will be enough.”

A little voice in my brain wanted to push back because I still didn’t understand why we couldn’t do more. We usually limited people to one wish. Alma was the only exception I’d seen so far. But why didn’t we sit with them for as long as it took to get their messages out to everyone they needed to speak with? Why not make sure their wishes were honored?

Shouldn’t we try anything and everything if it made someone’s death a little bit easier?

But I didn’t ask because I knew what Grandma would say.

I’d heard it during my training far too many times. “We’re just a small part of a larger journey for people. We don’t intervene. We don’t get too involved. For our safety as much as anything else.”

This time my small part would have to be writing up Alma’s last wish and hoping it would help her niece find the best home for Morris.

Grandma lay back on her pillows. “Alma tuckered me out,” she said. “I’m going to rest my eyes for a bit. Let me know when you’re done.”

She’d been “resting her eyes” more often lately. And sitting down in viewing rooms while directing my hauling around flower arrangements or setting up seating. Having private talks with Mom and Alex.

I wish I knew exactly what Dr. Vernon had told her.

If she was sick like Alma had been.

With so many questions today and zero answers to show for it, there was only one thing I could do. I sat down at the tiny desk and started typing.
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Chapter Two

Alma’s funeral was held a few days later on a sunny Saturday afternoon. Her service was one of the—I didn’t want to say happier ones—but it was undeniably a celebration of her long life. People shared funny stories and laughed while they hugged.

And it was well attended, which always pleased Grandma.

Though no one ate the digestive biscuits, which did not please Grandma.

My stepdad, Alex, dumped them into the garbage with a flourish while we were cleaning up, whispering “diGESTive BIScuits!” at me in a perfect, high-pitched imitation.

“Please,” my mom hissed as she brushed by us, carrying a huge bouquet. “Get those out of sight before we have to sit through another rant.”

Alex kept me laughing as I swept up and he cleared the snack table, singing a little tune under his breath where the only lyrics were variations on “diGESTive BIScuits!”

Until Grandma heard and grabbed the broom to chase us both out.

I kept a hold of the letter until Friday so I wouldn’t be intruding too soon after the funeral. Alma’s niece had mentioned she was staying until at least the following Monday to get the house packed up. Heading out after school into the brisk March wind, I walked the few blocks to Alma’s place and practiced my speech in my head. This had to go perfectly. I wanted Grandma to know that I was capable of carrying all aspects of our family legacy. Of continuing on where she would leave off.

I came up to Alma’s cute little white-and-black cottage and knocked. A tired-looking woman with a runny red nose that stood out against her tan skin and brown hair slung up in a messy bun answered the door. “May I help you?”

My mind went blank.

“Hi, hello.” I stumbled through the greeting. My first last-wish errand and I was already messing it up. “My name is Kimberly Jones,” I said. “I’m with the Jones Family Funeral Home.”

“Little young to be working already, aren’t you?” she asked with a faint smile.

No such thing in our family. “My grandmother asked me to deliver this.” I held out the letter to her. “It was left with the paperwork when your aunt did her preplanning. It’s a note with some of her final wishes.”

“Oh.” She made a surprised noise as she accepted the envelope.

“We’re very sorry for your loss,” I said.

She called me back as I turned to leave. “Would you like a drink before you go?” she asked. “Kitchen’s kind of bare, but I think I spotted some hot chocolate packages on a top shelf.”

I didn’t want it getting back to Grandma that I was rude to a last-wish recipient so I agreed and followed her inside, sighing in relief at the cozy warmth.

The woman dropped the envelope on a side table and headed toward the kitchen. “I’ll put the kettle on.”

“Thank yo—ah!” I jumped when something brushed against my leg.

“Mrrreow?” An extremely large, extremely fluffy brown tabby cat was winding its way through my legs, purring up a storm.

“That’s Morris,” the woman called from the doorway. “I’m surprised to see him out in the open. He’s been hiding away ever since—” She cut herself off. I knew what she meant, anyway. Ever since Alma passed. “I’m Ellen, by the way,” she said, clearing her throat. “I just realized I never introduced myself.”

“It’s nice to meet you both,” I said.

The kettle boiled and Ellen headed back into the kitchen, returning with two steaming mugs of hot chocolate. I thanked her when she handed one to me.

“Let’s see what Aunt Alma has to say,” she said, striding to a side table to retrieve the envelope. I really shouldn’t be here for this. Grandma was pretty clear about that part. It was supposed to be a private moment, but I had a mouthful of steaming liquid and she was already unfolding the note.

“She wants me to find a home for Morris.” Ellen sighed. I tried to look like I wasn’t in fact the person who’d typed up the letter and knew exactly what it said. “He can’t stay with me,” she continued, pointing at her red nose and sniffling.

Morris flopped down and showed me his belly so I leaned down to give him a careful scritch because cat law demanded it.

“I don’t even know anyone in this town,” Ellen said, frowning at the two of us. “I’m only here to pack up Alma’s house. Once I get it on the market, I’m headed back home. Is there an animal shelter around here?”

That was not what Alma had been hoping for with her last wish. I had to steer this in a better direction, for her sake and Morris’s. “Do you know any of her friends? Maybe one of them would be willing to take him?”

Ellen watched Morris as he walked in little circles before settling on my feet. “Or,” she said, a hopeful look coming into her eyes. “Maybe there’s another option?”

I stood in front of my house while Morris meeped from inside the cat carrier in my arms.

The thing was, how could I say no?

How could we go to all the trouble of making Alma’s last wish known and then not do everything to help it succeed? Letting Morris go to the shelter was the complete opposite of placing him in a loving home. Not that the Basbridge Animal Shelter didn’t do everything in their power to try to find homes for all of the animals that came through their doors, but they were still a temporary place. Not a home.

My house was a home. It even said so on the sign over the door.

And I could give Morris lots of love.

I thought Alma would probably be pleased by this turn of events. Not in the least because Grandma Bev was going to be enormously displeased by it.

It might have been a snap decision, but I knew in my gut it was the right one. Now I had to convince Mom, Alex, and Grandma. I stepped through the front door and Grandma was there to meet me. “That’s a cat,” she said, staring at the carrier in my arms. “Why do you have a cat? Julia? She has a cat!”

Mom came down the stairs with Alex on her heels. “Kimmy, honey? What’s going on?”

“Alma’s niece is allergic and she has to leave soon and she doesn’t know anyone in town so she was going to send Morris to a shelter. But Alma said specifically in her last wish that she wanted him to go to a loving home and so I agreed to take him.” I took a much-needed breath.

“Kimmy.” Grandma side-eyed the carrier. “We can’t personally grant every last wish.”

“You keep telling me to trust myself—”

“Within the rules,” she shot back. “You know how we work. Choices like this are a slippery slope. You have to learn where to draw the line.”

“Bev,” Mom said and Grandma brushed her off.

“We facilitate, but—”

“Bev—”

“We don’t intervene—”

“She can keep the cat, Bev.” Mom interrupted her, bringing Grandma up short. “You decided that she was old enough to deliver a last wish on her own, and this is how she decided to handle it.” Mom smiled at me. “You’ll be responsible for him, right, sweetie?”

I nodded vigorously at her, careful not to dislodge Morris.

“May I please speak to you in the office?” Grandma asked Mom before walking stiffly out of the foyer.

“Be right back,” Mom said, ruffling my hair before following Grandma. “Talk to Alex about what supplies we need to pick up,” she tossed over her shoulder at us.

Talking to Alex about litter boxes and types of cat toys wasn’t enough of a distraction to cover the conversation-slash-argument that was happening in the office.

“She needs to learn,” Grandma was insisting.

“She’s also a kid,” Mom replied. “Not everything has to be about training and using ‘the gift.’ She has a life outside of that.”

This was familiar territory.

For as long as I could remember, Grandma and Mom had disagreed over how to manage things. Everything from the funeral home to me. That wasn’t anything new.

“Two strong personalities” was Alex’s diplomatic way of putting it.

Ever since I’d started my training, though, it was less little disagreements and more actual arguments. Both of them tugging in opposite directions with me in the middle.

Mom always reminding me that there was more to my life than my power and making sure I was keeping up with school and hanging out with my friends.

Grandma always stealing me away to practice. As prickly as she could be sometimes, I loved training with her. It was our time. I was the only one left to learn about the family power, and she always made space for me to learn about my dad, too.

It was a way for me to stay connected to him.

I knew there was more to my life than our power, but I liked how it made us special. Like we were part of something bigger. I didn’t know how to explain that to Mom without fueling the friction between them.

“And she’s my kid,” Mom continued. “It’s not your place to say whether or not she can have a pet.”

“It’s not about having a pet. It’s about boundaries,” Grandma shot back. “She has to respect them.”

“Of course she’s pushing boundaries,” Mom said. “She’s Nathan’s child. We knew this would happen and I think it’s time—”

“There’s a process. You know I’m being careful and watching her every move—”

“But she still needs to know exactly what she’s getting into,” Mom interrupted her. “And I thought you would tell her by now.”

Hang on. What did that mean?

“Kimmy will know everything she needs to know,” Grandma said. “At the right time—”

“I don’t care about the process!” Mom exclaimed. “Nathan’s gone and I can’t train her. I don’t have all the answers. They have to come from you and I’m worried you’re leaving it too late.”

“I’m well aware of that, Julia,” Grandma said, voice tight.

“Hey.” Alex took the cat carrier from my arms, startling me out of my eavesdropping. “Let’s go upstairs and look up cat trees and see what we can convince your mom to go for. Maybe one of those floor-to-ceiling ones?”

I reluctantly followed him up, missing the rest of what sounded like more than just a conversation between two strong personalities.

What weren’t they telling me?

Dinner was a tense affair, with Alex trying to keep a conversation going between Mom and Grandma, both equally terse, while I focused on studying them for more clues.

Neither of them gave me much to go on.

I had to give Alex credit for the attempt at normalcy. He’d moved in with us a few years ago when he and Mom got married and was shockingly good at rolling with our family’s . . . eccentricities, but even he couldn’t work miracles.

Grandma had a very expressive silent eyebrow conversation with Mom as we packed up the leftovers. It ended with Mom nodding her head emphatically in my direction. Very subtle.

Alex kept himself busy with the dishes and I didn’t dare make eye contact with him in case we both started giggling.

“Mr. Railings came in this afternoon, Kimmy,” Grandma said, clearing her throat. “Would you like to go
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