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Chapter 1:  10 Years Earlier
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“TEMPEST! STOP DAYDREAMING and grab me a bag of flour from the dry stores room.” My mother’s voice sliced through my concentration, snapping me back to reality. I glanced at the clock groaning when I realized the display read 10 as in AM. It was going to be a very long day. I stood up from my favorite spot next to the window, but I was sure to leave my notebook and pens spread on the table to ward off any table snatchers.

Sunday was a slow day at Xpress, my mother’s café in downtown Frankfort. Most of the surrounding businesses were closed or didn’t open until after lunch on Sunday. I never understood the reasoning behind the weird hours. My mom thought the practice was charming and unique to living in a small town. I saw it as nothing more than a loss of income. If more stores opened early on Sunday, more people would be out and wanting to eat at Xpress, almost like a symbiotic relationship. Unfortunately, I found myself to be too much of a progressive thinker when it came to the ideals of our little town.

Shuffling through the double doors leading into the kitchen, I turned right and headed down the small hallway containing the café’s dry goods. Opening the door, the light automatically clicked on, where rows of neatly stacked storage shelves greeted me. My mom could be a bit on the OCD side when left to her own devices. Once, during one of our family therapy sessions, I heard our therapist say the OCD tendencies come from her need to feel in control because that’s how she deals with the trauma of losing my dad.

I was only two when someone shot and killed my dad in a robbery gone wrong. I don’t really remember him, but everyone tells me he was one of the best cops they have ever met. Of course, I wouldn’t know. My mom, though, remembers my dad. In fact, the reason she obsessively makes sure she has everything stocked is because she blames herself for his death. If she had planned better, she wouldn’t have run out of the special sugar she needed to finish the tart she had to turn in the next morning for her dessert class. That’s why dad was at that store the night robbers shot him, because mom needed the sugar and asked him to stop on his way home. He didn’t die in a hero’s blaze of glory. He died in aisle nine while bending over to grab the bag of sugar. One robber freaked out when they saw him and shot him in the back.

I grabbed a bag of flour from the shelf in one hand, pulling the row forward with the other. Before updating the inventory sheet, I counted seven small bags of flour remaining. I hated my mother’s inventory system, but it helped her sleep at night, so I begrudgingly followed her rules. Opening the door, I went back into the kitchen. My mom stood in front of her mixer, staring at the machine.

“Here’s your flour, Mom,” I said as I sat the bag down on the counter. “Mom, are you OK?”

She ran her fingers under her eyes and quickly rubbed them onto her green apron before turning. “Nothing is wrong, sugar. The mixer is acting up again, is all. It blew some flour into my eyes earlier. I was trying to wash the particles out with eye drops. I don’t know what’s wrong with this crazy thing.”

“Mom, your mixer is less than a month old. You need to take it back to Sam and have him turn it in on warranty. You can’t run a business with an unreliable mixer.”

My mom looked up at me and smiled. Her deep green eyes twinkled in the fluorescent lighting. “I know, Tempest, I know. I’ll call down to Sam’s store when he opens on Monday.”

“How are you going to make anything for tomorrow? See, this is why stores should be open on Sunday! You’re going to miss the morning rush if you can’t pre-make your dough today. Do you realize how much money you will lose?”

Mom shook her head, causing strands of her brown hair to come untucked from her messy bun. “Tempy, it’s fine, honey. I’ll make extra streusel bites for tomorrow and run a special. People will understand. Sam will probably give me a new mixer and I can make donuts for Tuesday. It will work out.”

My mother’s overly perky reassurance grated on my nerves. I took deep breaths, like Mrs. Ansel, our therapist, instructed. I didn’t need therapy for anything I was going through. Rather, the therapy was more for me to learn how to cope with my mom and her trauma. But, sometimes, the strategies Mrs. Ansel taught Mom came in handy for me. My annoyance suddenly dropped away when I heard the bell on the front door jingle, indicating someone had come into the shop. I took the jingle as a welcome distraction and darted out to the front of the shop. I laughed when I saw who stood in the store.

“Mr. Cardinal, what a surprise. I was telling Mom she needed to call you.” I leaned onto the counter, propping myself up on my elbows.

Sam’s face turned red as he cleared his throat. “Really, why would you tell her to call me Tempest?”

I smiled as Sam squirmed. I suspected he harbored a major crush on Mom, but he was too shy to ask her out on a date. The redness in his face confirmed what I guessed all along. “Her mixer is on the fritz again. She won’t be able to make her dough for tomorrow’s morning rush.”

Sam frowned. “That mixer is barely a month old. You say this isn’t the first time it’s had an issue? Why didn’t she tell me?”

As if on cue, Elizabeth Danvers exited the kitchen and waltzed into the front store of her café. She had taken off the green apron and pulled down her messy bun. “I didn’t tell you, Sam, because I could fix the problem myself. I figured it was something silly I did, but I don’t know what’s wrong with it now. Tempy was urging me to call you as soon as I could.”

“I’m so sorry, Elizabeth. I didn’t know you had any issues. I can fetch you a replacement today.”

My mom threw up her hands and shook her head. “No, it’s OK. I plan on running a special on streusel bites tomorrow, anyway. If you can have the mixer for me by lunchtime tomorrow, that would be perfect.”

Sam smiled and nodded his head. “I can have the mixer here first thing after Reginald gets in.”

The two smiled stupidly at each other for a moment before I cleared my throat. “Is there something I can get you, Mr. Cardinal?”

Sam’s head snapped in my direction as he raised a brow. “Get me?”

“Yeah, you came into the café, so I assumed you wanted something to eat. Maybe one of those egg sandwiches on a bagel?”

“Oh, yeah, I almost forgot why I stopped by.” Sam turned as he pulled out two pieces of paper and offered them to Mom.

Mom tilted her head and squinted at the small slips of paper. “What is that, Sam?”

“I got tickets to the Paper Mache Band. They are going to be playing next Saturday night at the amphitheater down by the river. I thought you might want to go with me. My daughter, Maria, she’s not into the same music I am these days.”

A frown crossed mom’s face as she shook her head. “I don’t know, Sam. That would require me to stay out late. I’ve never left Tempy alone at night.”

Before making a loud noise, I rolled my eyes. “Mom, I’m fifteen! I can stay home for a few hours. You should go listen to the old people music. All you do is work. It’s time for you to have some FUN!”

Mom let out a shaky laugh while she twirled the ends of her hair.  “Look, I’d like to go with you, but I’m not comfortable leaving Tempy alone.”

Sam’s head hung as his shoulders slumped. “I understand. I’ll use the tickets as a prize at the shop.”

I gritted my teeth. There had to be some way to guarantee my mom would go. All she did was work, and Sam seemed like such a nice guy. I was almost an adult, but my mom had the hardest time letting me out of her sight. Perhaps deploying some psychology into the situation would help. “Wait, Mr. Cardinal, didn’t you say you had a daughter? Who stays with her while you go out late at night? Maybe they could stay with me and her?”

“My daughter is a smidge older than you, Tempest. She’s seventeen and if I must be out of the house, I can leave her on her own. She can drive, she’s trained in CPR, and she’s a babysitter herself.”

A feeling of joy shot through me as I clapped my hands. “Well, there you go, Mom. Problem solved. Sam’s daughter can stay with me and you two can go out!”

At the suggestion, Sam perked up. “That is a good idea. You could take Tempest to my place, and she could stay with Maria, since I live close to the venue. I also have a guest house if you two wanted to stay after the concert. I know you don’t live far away, but there’s no reason to drive home tired since I have extra space.”

“That sounds great, Sam! We could make a weekend out of it. Mom, we could pretend we were vacationing and renting one of those houses in a small town like those people on the show.” I hoped my enthusiasm would help my mom ease into this idea. I didn’t need someone to stay with me and she didn’t need to punish herself over Dad anymore.

“Fine. Since you are so adamant about this, Tempy. I will let you stay at Sam’s and go to the concert. OK?”

Jumping up, I pumped my fist in the air. “Woo! Yeah! Mom’s going on a date.”

Sam blushed while my mom shook her head at my display.

“Honestly, Tempy, must you make such a spectacle of yourself?” Mom asked as she turned towards Sam. “What time should we show up?”

“The concert starts at 7PM, so you and Tempest can come around 5:30 and we can eat dinner together.”

“Alright, Sam, I will see you tomorrow when you bring me my new mixer.”

Sam nodded his head. “Yes, ma’am. I look forward to seeing you on Friday, Elizabeth.”
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After a long week of work at the shop, I looked forward to our little getaway at Sam’s. I bolted out of the car and ran into the house to shower before my mom could wheedle out of her date. I broke my record of world’s fastest shower by being out and dried off before my mom knocked on the bathroom door.

“Tempy, did you wash behind your ears?”

I wrapped myself in my towel and yanked the door open. “Yes, Mom! I’m fifteen, not six. I know how to shower.”

Mom stood in the hallway wringing her hands. “I know, Tempy, but I...I want to make a good impression.”

Holding my towel secure with one hand, I reached out with my other hand, placing it on top of my mom’s hands. “Mom, the cleanliness of my ears has nothing to do with how much Sam Cardinal likes you. He’s been into you for the last four years.”

My mom’s mouth fell open as she jerked her hand away from mine in her best shocked southern lady act. “Tempest Danvers! The forwardness of your statement is a little much for a proper young lady.”

A snort escaped my nose. “Really, Mom?”

She shrugged as a smile exploded on her face. She didn’t smile often, but when she did, it was an incredible sight.

“We’re going to be late if we don’t hurry. I left you plenty of hot water.” I moved to walk out of the bathroom as I motioned for Mom to enter. Even though our house was spacious for us, it was older and only had one full bathroom. We bought the house from a man who made his living flipping older houses. The renovations and additions gave the house a modern yet nostalgic atmosphere. Mom didn’t care about the single bathroom because the kitchen in this house was to die for. In fact, the kitchen took up most of the first floor. Our bedrooms were on the second floor, on either side of the communal bathroom.

I flung my bedroom door open with a shove of my foot. I didn’t worry about closing it behind me because my closet was to the right of the door. It wasn’t like anyone could see me in all my glory. The windows in my room were the long, skinny type with blinds. They reminded me of something in a hotel room, but the remodeler told me they were fancy windows called jalousie. I personally think the remodeler just used some old windows he had lying around.

Rummaging in my closet, I manage to find a clean pair of jeans and an over-sized t-shirt. I didn’t care much about the order of my clothes. Heck, I didn’t care much about fashion at all. I found the girls in my school obsessed with designer clothes rather silly. For me, if it was clean, I would wear it.

I grabbed two more shirts and two more pairs of jeans to toss into my duffle bag, not caring if the garments would wrinkle or not. It was clear, by how I packed, I didn’t harbor the same OCD tendencies of my mother. She would fold everything in her case with care.

I moved from the closet to my dresser, where I pulled out several pairs of socks and undergarments. Tossing those items into the bag, I turned and looked at my writing desk. Sighing, I contemplated whether I should take my notebook and pens. I didn’t want to appear anti-social, but what would I do if I didn’t hit it off with Maria? I had never met her, and she was older than me. She could have been one of those trendy girls who caused me to roll my eyes so hard it felt as if they would rip out of my head. Plus, what would I do if inspiration struck for a story? Giving in to the what if, I grabbed my notebook and pen case, shoving them into the duffle before pulling the zipper to shut the bag.

Satisfied I was ready to go, I walked out of my room and into the hallway. My mom stood in the bathroom’s doorway wrapped in a towel. She had a pained look on her face.

“Mom, are you almost ready to go?”

Her eyes turned towards me, her face blank.

I snapped my fingers and yelled at her. “Mom, are you OK?”

Blinking many times, my mom came back from whatever far off place she had been only moments ago. “Yes, honey, I was lost in thought for a minute.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Uh, huh. You mean you were planning out all the horrible scenarios of how things could go wrong?”

Her face flushed as she looked down at the floor. “Why does it sometimes seem as if you are the parent and I’m the child?”

I walked up to her and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Mom, don’t worry all the time. You and I will have a fabulous time tonight. Remember what Mrs. Ansel told us last week?”

Patting me on top of the head, I heard Mom counting. “You’re right Tempy. I’ll be ready in ten minutes. Are you all packed?”

I released my mom’s waist and pointed to my bag. “Yup, I’m ready to go. I’ll go put my duffle in the car and meet you in the living room, OK?”

Mom nodded, and I released her before grabbing my duffle and charging out the front door. Flinging open the back car door, I shoved my bag onto the bench seat. A warm breeze blew, causing me to stop and take in a deep breath. The one thing I had to say about living in Kentucky was the weather was weird. Although it was a few days before Halloween, it was still warm enough to be outside without a coat. I wouldn’t so much as need a light coat for the entire weekend, even though I had one in the car just in case. My mom always packed emergency coats, jackets, blankets, and other supplies in the trunk of our blue sedan. My mom may have been riddled with anxiety since my dad’s death, but her planning helped her to always be prepared.

Hearing the front door close, I realized I had forgotten to go back into the house. I looked up to find Mom frowning as she double checked the door.

“Tempy, there you are! I was worried something had happened to you.”

I looked down at the ground and kicked at an acorn in the driveway. “Sorry, Mom! I was enjoying the warm breeze. It feels amazing out here!”

Mom smiled at me as she walked towards the car to put her own bag in the back seat. “It’s going to be a great night for a concert. We’d better get going, so we aren’t late for dinner with the Cardinals.”

I nodded before closing the door and plunking down into the passenger seat. I twisted to grab my seatbelt before Mom could slide into the driver’s seat.  She wouldn’t take off before she checked I had the belt fastened. Mom settled behind the steering wheel and started the car, monitoring the gauges. After a few minutes, she pulled her own seatbelt and clicked it in place before looking at me. “All fastened in?”

I snapped the seatbelt and nodded. “Yup! Let’s roll. I can’t wait for dinner.  I wonder what kinds of things Sam eats.”

Mom put the car in reverse and backed out of the driveway, looking three times before she merged onto the road. Putting the car in drive, we headed to Sam’s house. Zaps of excitement fluttered through my body, causing me to smile as the trees lining our road blurred by my window. Hope filled my soul that Mom and Sam would hit it off and become a couple. Butterflies flew in my stomach as I whispered a secret prayer to whatever god was listening for Maria and me to hit it off as well.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 

[image: ]


We pulled up to the address Sam had given us, 15 Shady Grove Lane. Sam wasn’t kidding when he said it was close to the river. His house sat up on a high cliff with a walkway winding down to the river below. I scrambled out of the car and ran to the edge of the iron fence to peer down.
“Tempy, be careful!” Mom called after me when she realized where I was headed.

I looked over the edge. Taking note, they fenced in the yard to prevent someone from falling down a thirty-foot embankment. A chill ran through me as the cool air from the water blew over me. I turned around to find Mom waving, but she wasn’t waving at me. Walking back towards the car, Sam stood on the porch next to a girl.

“Hello!” Sam bellowed while he waved before descending the stairs to walk towards Mom. He reached her side and held out his hands to take the bags she had slung over her shoulder.

Sam and Mom talked before he led her towards the guest house he’d mentioned the other day. I looked up at the porch where the young woman stood staring down at me. Her hair was as black as the dress she wore. Locking eyes with her, I swallowed. This was the moment of truth. She stood there for a minute before she smiled.

“Hello, I’m Maria. You must be Tempest.”

I exhaled the breath I had been holding when she spoke. “Hi, Maria. You can call me Tempy. I’m glad to finally meet you.”

Maria smiled and motioned for me to come to the porch. “Why don’t you come in and help me set the table for dinner.”

Nodding, I smiled as I made my way up the four steps and onto the porch. I followed Maria through the screen door and into the home’s entrance. The walls had to be at least ten feet tall. I let out a small gasp when I looked up at the ceiling.  A chandelier decorated with thousands of crystals hung from the middle. Maria’s laugh drew my gaze back to her.

“Pretty extravagant for an appliance sales guy, right?”

I held up my hands and shook my head. “I didn’t mean to presume anything. I’m sure your dad does well with his sales.”

Maria doubled over at my statement and let out a roar of a laugh. It bounced off the walls. “It’s OK, I’m not offended. This house has been in my family since they first built the home. It’s actually on the historic registry and we have to keep most of the house looking like a scene from the 1800’s. If it were up to me, I’d gut the place and modernize it, but I’m sure you’ve learned that isn’t how it works here in this town.”

I let the tension fall out of my shoulders and gave Maria a smile. “Ain’t that the truth! This place is definitely different from the town I lived in before.”

“Where did you live before?” Maria asked as she continued walking through the house.

I followed Maria, continuing to talk with her. “Until about five years ago, we lived in New York. After my grandmother died, my mom needed a change. She somehow discovered the storefront she bought for sale online and moved us here. I still don’t know how she found this town. I mean, it barely shows up on an internet search despite it being the capital of a state.”

“That’s crazy! I couldn’t imagine leaving somewhere exciting like New York to come here. Maybe your mom knew somebody who lived down here? Like a relative?”

I shook my head and shrugged. “No clue. Mom’s a very private person when it comes to stuff like that.”

Maria stopped in front of a cabinet and grabbed a stack of plates. She turned around and cocked her eyebrow at me. “Your mom doesn’t talk about your other relatives?”

“No, not really. Her mom was the grandmother we stayed with in New York, so I assume she’s at least from New York. But I don’t have a clue about my dad. For all I know, he could be from here.”

Maria’s expression fell into a frown. “You don’t talk to your dad?”

I laughed and shook my head. “He died when I was two, so no, I don’t talk to my dad.”

Maria gasped as she clamped her hand over her mouth.

“It’s OK. I don’t really remember him. It’s not a touchy subject with me, but it is for my mom, so I don’t press it.”

“Wow, that’s a mature outlook on things. I’m still not over my mom’s death.” Tears formed at the corner of Maria’s eyes as she blinked while handing the plates to me.

I took the plates and plastered on a smile hoping to save the mood from turning sour. “So, what’s for dinner?”

“Pizza, spaghetti, garlic sticks, and salad.”

My mouth fell open. “Are you serious? My mom’s a baker and we don’t have spreads like that at home!”

“Yeah, dad wasn’t sure what to feed you all. We haven’t entertained for a few years. He figured in the very least we could eat the pizza tomorrow for lunch if you all got full.”

I licked my lips. “Mmm! I love leftover pizza.”

“Me too! I especially love cold pizza for breakfast.”

I smiled as I sat out the plates around the circular dining table. Voices carried down the hallway as Sam and Mom came into the house. I heard the front door shutting before they both appeared in the doorway of the dining room.

Sam smiled when he saw Maria and me working to get the table set. “Ah good, you two appear to be getting along fine in here. I hope you all are hungry. We have quite the feast this evening.”

“Sam, I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble for me and Tempy. We aren’t picky eaters.”

Maria shook her head. “I assure you, Miss Danvers, dinner was no trouble at all. We can eat the leftovers tomorrow for lunch.”

Mom nodded and started towards a chair, but before she could pull it out, Sam stopped her.

Sam smiled a big, cheesy grin as he pulled out the chair for Mom. He bowed, holding his hand towards the chair. “My lady, allow me to assist you with your seat.”

Mom giggled before sliding into the chair and allowing Sam to push her up to the table. “Thank you, kind sir.”

I stood there rolling my eyes, but secretly smiled at the two. They were both goofy, and I hoped this was the beginning of a new start for them. Turning, I smiled at Maria, who also smirked as she watched the pair. I reached out and touched her elbow. “Maria, let’s grab the food so these two can keep acting like goobers.”

Maria laughed as she nodded. “Sounds good to me. I’m starved.”

***
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AFTER DINNER, SAM AND Mom headed towards the amphitheater, opting to walk down the path along the riverbank. It surprised me when Mom agreed, given it was pitch black outside, but I took it as a sign she was comfortable around Sam.

I helped Maria put away the leftovers and wash our dirty plates before following her into the sitting room. Instead of finding the Victorian era furniture I pictured, a matching set of oversized leather furniture greeted us as we entered the room. Massive, built-in bookshelves lined one wall and a giant fireplace stood along the farthest wall.

Maria flopped down on a large couch before looking at me. “So, what do you want to do? If you want to watch cheesy Halloween movies on TV, we can go to the guest house. We don’t have cable in the main house because plaster walls don’t like TV cables. Or if you are a book nerd, you can sit in here and read books.”

I looked at the books and then back at the girl on the sofa. “Something tells me you don’t want to read books?”

“Yeah, I find it extremely boring. I only read when I have to for class. I have an eidetic memory and once I’ve read a book, I’ve read a book. I gotta keep my brain empty for more important things.”

I smirked. “What’s more important than information from books?”

Maria jumped up and flung her arms wide open. “Fashion, dear!”

Cocking my head, I raised a brow. “What is interesting about fashion? I mean, it’s not like you are memorizing a chemical equation to make clothes.”

“Oh, but that is where you are wrong! To be a fashion designer, you must constantly analyze your competition, watch trends, and if you want a real edge, you have to eyeball your clientele and size their clothes on the fly.”

I shook my head at the description while scrunching up my nose. “Sounds fast paced and mind-boggling.”

“It can be, but I plan on going to a fashion design school to help me learn all the ins and outs I don’t already know.”

“You already have your future planned out? I thought your dad said you were seventeen?”

“I am, but a girl can dream! The college I want to get into is a design school in New York. It’s the same one my mom went to. It’s hard to get accepted at the school, but being a legacy and having some stellar grades from another college before I apply will help. Don’t you know what you want to do when you grow up?”

I rubbed my arms and took in a deep breath. Whenever I mentioned my goals to other kids, they usually laughed. I wanted Maria and us to be friends, especially if Mom and Sam hit it off, but it was painfully clear we were quite different. “I’d like to be an author. You know, write boring books.”

Maria smiled. “Just because I don’t like reading books doesn’t mean I’d laugh at your vocational dreams, Tempy.”

I looked up, letting out the breath I didn’t even realize I held. “Well, that’s not the response I usually receive.”

“What does your mom think of your chosen career? Is she mad you don’t want to bake?”

I laughed. “No, but we don’t ever talk about stuff like that. She said she would support whatever career I wanted to attempt. I’m afraid to tell her what I am interested in writing, though. I don’t want it to upset her.”

Maria frowned. “Why would what you write upset your mom? Unless you want to write smut books and she’s a big Bible thumper or something?”

Snickering, I shook my head. “No, it’s nothing like that. I want to write murder mystery novels.”

Maria squinted her eyes at me and opened her mouth, but shut it again.

“My dad was a cop, and an antsy robber gunned him down. He wasn’t on duty when he died. I’m afraid if I told my mom the kinds of things I research to write, it would send her into a tailspin of anxiety and guilt. What I’d like to do is get a degree in forensic science to help me write more authentic works, but I’m sure my mom fears me following in my dad’s footsteps. So, I don’t talk to her about any of this. I have no desire to be a cop, but it’s hard to write a murder-mystery for a contemporary audience when all you have to rely on is Agatha Christie novels.”

Maria nodded before resting her chin on her fist. She looked towards the fireplace, staring off into the distance. “What are your feelings about a Ouija board?”

“Uhm, not sure I follow you on that one.”

“What if we used the Ouija board to reach out to your dad and ask him some questions about how best to write your books?”

I looked at my watch. Mom and Sam wouldn’t be back for another two hours. I shrugged. “I don’t think the dead speak, but sure, why not? As long as we are done before our parents come back. I wouldn’t want to upset Mom.”
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“Great, come on! My stuff is in the guest house in my room.” Maria charged out the door before I could ask any other questions.

I chased after Maria, but a gnawing feeling twisted in the pit of my stomach. Mom expected me to be in the main house. What if she got back, and I wasn’t there? “Should we leave a note for our parents about being in the guest house?”

Maria stopped in her tracks and spun around. “Yeah, lemme grab my key and we can lock the main house up. I’ll leave a note on the fridge. My dad always looks there to see where I am headed.”

I stood on the front porch, waiting, as Maria dashed back inside. I looked up at the sky as a cool breeze blew over me. The temperature had dropped more than I was used to. Probably because of the water. Goose bumps rose on my arms, causing me to rub them. A loud bang caused me to jump. I turned to find Maria, letting the screen door slam behind me.

“Sorry! I need to oil the hinges on this old door, so it doesn’t slam when I let go. I grabbed us some popcorn from the pantry while I was in there. There’s a fridge in my room that’s full of soda. Let’s go!”

I followed Maria across the lawn and up to the main entrance of the guest house. While not as large as the main house, the structure was bigger than a breadbox.  Maria inserted her key into the door before flinging it open. The lights automatically came on with the movement. Following her in and shutting the door behind us, I turned around, amazed. The front room was bigger than my entire house. “You call this a guest house? This place is like an entire house!”

Maria laughed as she bolted the door and armed the alarm. “Yeah, this used to be a carriage house, but a fire swept through the building a few years ago when a wayward firework landed on the roof. There was no saving the structure. My parents got permission to rebuild this into a modern structure, given the old one was beyond repair. Well, I guess their lawyer really did most of the convincing. Anyway, my mom had these plans for a house she wanted to build. She designed them herself. Before she got sick, my parents planned on building the house of her dreams in another town. Dad ended up building it here instead. Most of the time I stay here because, well, cable.”

Spinning around, I took in the grandeur of the open floor plan. They equipped the kitchen with stainless steel appliances. In the middle of the area stood a granite countertop. “Wow, my mom would flip out at this kitchen. Of course, I wouldn’t expect an appliance man to have crappy appliances.”

“Yeah, I prefer cooking in here over cooking in the main house. I swear the stove hates me. Plus, this house has a dishwasher. My room’s upstairs.”

Maria led the way up the stairs, turning left and going down a hallway, stopping in front of a deep purple door. When she flicked on the light in her room, it surprised me to find light lavender walls instead of the gray or black I had imagined. The layout of her room was more like a mini-hotel suite than anything. She had a bed, a couch, and a large table all neatly laid out in the space.

“I think I understand why you prefer to live here instead of in the main house.”

Rummaging in her closet, I heard only a faint laugh as Maria looked for what I assumed was her Ouija board. Maria spun around with something in her hand a moment later, shutting the closet door with her foot. She walked towards the square table off to the side of her room, depositing the board in the middle of the tabletop. “Here it is! Truth be told, I don’t believe in this much. Maybe that’s why it never worked for me?”

I walked to the table and pulled out the chair closest to me. I eyed the Ouija board. “I never believed in these either, but it sure does seem fun. We can try a few times and then watch a movie?”

“Sure! Let me grab the pointer doohicky thingy.”

I couldn’t hold back my snicker.  “Doohicky thingy?  I think it’s called a planchette.”

Maria shrugged. “Eh, you know what I mean.”

Maria retrieved the planchette and placed it on the board before pulling out a piece of paper with what appeared to be pre-printed instructions.

“OK, it says to place the doohicky pointy thingy here and then we each take a side. Then we clear our minds and ask the spirit world to commune with us.”

Nodding, I followed Maria’s lead and placed my right pointer finger on the side of the planchette closest to me. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. I wasn’t sure what to say. So, I drew inspiration from every cheesy movie I ever saw where they worked with a spirit board. “Great and magical spirits. Please let us know you are here.”

I sat with my eyes closed for a moment before the board moved under my fingers. My eyes flew open as I figured Maria was messing with me. “Are you doing that?”

Maria shook her head and let go of the planchette. “No, I’ve never had this thing respond in the slightest.”

We both watched as the planchette zipped around the board of its own volition. The board moved over the letters H-E-L-L-O. A breath caught in my throat. “Well, this has been fun, but how about watching a movie now?”

Maria nodded and quickly stuffed the board back into the box she pulled it from. She
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