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			One

			The storm raged on with a brilliant flash of light and a loud crack of thunder. Zack and Daniel sat quietly in the family room, watching the candle flicker. Sara and I prepared sandwiches in the kitchen, which was all we could muster since the electricity was out, and her time was short. Sara’s smile could brighten any room, even on the dreariest days like today. It wouldn’t be long before the boys’ mother would have to return to the hospital. 

			Sara and I entered the room carrying drinks and a tray of sandwiches. The boys smiled. I’m sure they were hungry since I had overlooked fixing something for them to eat earlier. I’d lost track of time while telling them about my childhood. Each of the boys grabbed a sandwich and proceeded to wolf it down. 

			“Slow down,” Sara requested. She watched her boys frown, yet they did what she asked and began eating slowly. We mostly sat in silence, exchanging glances at one another, dining, and watching flashes of lightning race across the walls. Thunder shook the room, boom after boom. The sandwiches didn’t last long. Daniel laid his napkin on his plate, bounced to his feet, and motioned to take his mother’s plate to the kitchen. 

			“Suck up,” Zack barked, shooting his younger brother an evil glance as he grabbed my plate and followed closely behind. 

			“I wish you didn’t have to hurry back to work.” I frowned. “At least wait until the weather lets up a little.” 

			Sara gave me a long face; I could tell she didn’t want to leave us. I smiled back and gazed into her eyes, trying to convince her we would be fine. Honestly, I was more worried about her driving around in the storm. She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a big hug and a soft kiss. “Drive safe,” I whispered. That was the last thing I said before she stood and turned to face the boys as they reentered the room. 

			“Come here and give your momma a big hug. I need to get back to work,” she said as she stretched out her arms, waiting for their embrace. Daniel wasted no time diving into her arms. I smiled with joy, watching the boys with their mother. My mind wandered a bit. What a wonderful life I have. I married my high school sweetheart and raised two fantastic boys. What more could I ask for?

			“I wish you didn’t have to go back to work,” Daniel said softly, giving her his pouty face.

			“You’ll be fine,” she reassured him. 

			I watched Zack hesitate, acting like he was too old for all this mushy stuff. But he was too late as Sara scooped him up in her arms, then gave him one of her giant hugs before planting a huge kiss on his blushing cheeks. 

			He smirked, trying to pull away. “I’ll take care of Dad and Daniel; you have nothing to worry about, Mom.” 

			Sara lowered him to the floor, then turned to me and smiled. I stood and walked her to the front door. She placed her hand on the knob and then slowly turned it. Just as the door opened, she glanced back, shooting me that saucy little smile of hers. “No more ghost stories, John; promise me?” 

			Shocked, my mouth fell open, and she could see it written all over my face. Why would she think I would tell the boys another ghost story? Okay. She had a point; she’s known me all her life. “Alright,” I nodded, “we’ll play a board game or work on a puzzle or something like that.” I grinned. I never said I wouldn’t tell the boys another story about Lizardville; honestly, I hadn’t finished the first story. 

			How pathetic am I? I teach my boys the importance of honesty, that your word is all you have. And here I am, showing my boys it is okay to skirt around the truth when necessary. On the flip side, the boys and I were bonding, and that carried more weight. At least that’s my story, and I’m sticking to it. 

			Sara gave me that look—the look that said she meant it. I watched as she turned and closed the door, which slammed behind her, making a loud crash. I don’t think she meant to slam the door; it must have been the wind.

			The boys made a beeline for their chairs, and I sat back down in my spot the minute I noticed the headlights roll out of the driveway. The boys stared at me, anxious for me to continue my story. I raised my finger to my chin and took in a deep breath. “So, where was I?” I mumbled. 

			“You told us that everyone had left the cave, and you never saw the ghost again, or did you?” Zack quizzed me. 

			“I think you’re right…”
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			I watched Tom return to the small cavern to bury the puzzle box. Shortly after that, we all exited the cave. Buck, Parker, and Todd ensured they covered the entrance so no one would accidentally notice or stumble upon the opening. We wanted to honor Annabelle’s wishes and keep Jacob’s remains safe. After all, I didn’t want to upset Annabelle. She had threatened all of us and looked like a ghost who would honor her word. We were all a little surprised when Jimmy showed up as a ghost. I would have never guessed that, and I wondered why he never showed himself to us before that day. It made sense, though, that he would be a ghost since his death was an accident. 

			Lexi expressed over and over that this whole experience was super cool. For me, the jury was still out on that subject. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure this would be the last time we would see any of them. I often wondered if Jimmy watched over us. Now and then, I would see a door close or a flash out of the corner of my eye, only to look and find no one there. I swear that, occasionally, I would notice things move, too. Maybe Jimmy was having a little fun with me. I could never prove that, but it kept me on my toes. 

			Even now as an adult, my mind wanders back to that day in the cave. Are any of the ghosts still around? If they are, what might they be up to these days? I often asked myself: Do spirits feel the hot and cold temperatures? Do they sleep? What would it be like to be a ghost? No, I didn’t want to find out. I only wished I had the answers. 
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			“Earth to Dad, are you going to tell us more or not?” Zack’s words broke my thoughts.

			I looked at the boys sitting wide-eyed in their chairs, just waiting to learn more about my childhood. Okay, maybe not so much about my childhood. Perhaps more about the ghosts I had been telling them about. 

			“Sorry, I lost my train of thought…” Another bright flash of lightning was followed by another loud crack of thunder rocking the house. This strike was too close for comfort, sending the boys bouncing from their chairs. I have to admit I jumped a little, too. My nerves calmed down. I looked at the boys and remembered the last time I saw Jimmy. 

			“A year had passed…” I began. 
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			It was 1976, the bicentennial year, two hundred years since the signing of the Declaration of Independence, an important year for our country. The summer was full of events, parades, carnivals, and a mid-summer dance at the volunteer fire station. The township painted the town water tower and fire hydrants red, white, and blue. The United States government had even changed the quarter’s design to celebrate the event. I thought the new look was fascinating; that was the day I started collecting coins. Of course, it didn’t last long before I spent them when I was short on cash. Who knew that the more money you made, the more you would spend? I still worked several days a week at the general store for Tom Evans, but school and work were my main priorities. 

			Parker got his driver’s license and was driving while my brother, Buck, had received his learner’s permit. They both worked at the same gas station in Mill Hall. It was funny how they both worked at the same place and did everything together. The two seemed glued together like a married couple.

			Scooter took a job at one of the local restaurants, The Dutch Inn. He washed dishes in the evening and was learning all about the food service business. He was fascinated with food, and I knew he would become a great chef one day. I remember they made the best mouth-watering, cinnamon-flavored sticky buns you could sink your teeth into. Scooter would occasionally bring a few by the house and drop them off on his way home.

			Todd had turned to sports and spent much of his time at school with football practice and working out in the gym. He was good and picked up the nickname Tank because he was hard to tackle when he had the football. 

			Lexi was still working at Burger King. She was saving money for a car and possibly college. She and Buck had dated a few times—it was an off-and-on-again type of friendship. She often talked about getting her degree in paranormal studies—I didn’t even know you could get a degree in that. 

			The summer was over quickly, and the daily life of returning to school hit us in full force. Sara was the youngest and spent most of her time that summer helping her mother around the house while the rest of us were earning money and getting on with our lives. I was unsure what she did all day, though I imagined her reading in a sunny spot because she loved a good book. I would stop over to visit on days I didn’t have chores or work, just not as much as I would have liked because of my busy schedule. 

			The Mill Hall volunteer fire department held several dances a year—it was one of the ways they raised money for new equipment. I learned they had a back-to-school dance at the local fire hall the following Friday. It wasn’t anything fancy, just a small dance with a DJ, but it would give me a chance to spend some time with Sara… that’s if she wanted to go. No, I didn’t care that much for dancing. Who would like to get on the dance floor in front of everyone and make a fool of themselves? I always thought it was odd that the boys would line up along the wall and watch the girls dance. Come to think of it, I guess we were a little strange. 

			The first day of school came to a close. I stopped by the house to grab a quick bite and then went to the general store. I rode my bike as fast as I could. I still took the trails through the woods that wound along the banks of Big Fishing Creek. It reminded me of the times when Jimmy and I would ride them. I guess that was my way of keeping his memory alive. 

			I pulled up next to the store like I had done a hundred times before. I had stashed my bike around the back when I noticed a large crow sitting in the tree at the edge of the forest. I took a few steps toward the bird and asked, “Is that you, Annabelle?” I received no response. “Jacob?” Nothing. “Jimmy?” Still nothing, not even a chirp or squawk. I wondered for a minute. I hoped it was him, but still, there was no answer. The crow seemed to follow my every move with his beady eyes. I grew a little frustrated, and I realized it was probably just a crow. 

			I turned and started to walk toward the front of the store. I needed to remember to ask Tom Evans if I could have next Friday night off to take Sara to the dance. I took a few steps forward before I heard the rustling of the branches behind me and the flapping of wings. I felt a cold chill run down my spine. I turned and spotted the large crow flying toward me. I quickly dropped to the ground and lay flat as possible to avoid being struck. I raised my hands to cover my head as the crow swooped down, brushing my hair. I looked up and watched in disbelief as the crow flew away. It gave no warning it was going to attack. Why would Annabelle, Jacob, or even Jimmy do that? Two other crows burst out of the woods and flew in the same direction the first crow had taken; they appeared to be giving chase to the one that attacked me. Odd.

			I paused for a second to catch my breath. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. I bounced to my feet and brushed off my pants before I quickly made my way to the front of the store. 

			I pushed the door open to the clanging of the bells that hung over it. “Tom,” I yelled, “it’s just me, Johnny.” I didn’t want him to think I was a customer, interrupting whatever he was doing. I walked to the closet and grabbed my broom and dustpan just as the office door swung open, startling me for a second. 

			“Hi, Tom,” I blurted out, but he walked past me without saying a word. I thought it was a little odd that he didn’t respond. I turned to look, and that’s when I noticed he had that look in his eyes—the glazed-over look. His eyes were black, and his face was pale. I had seen this look before when Annabelle stepped into his body. I wasn’t sure what to do. 

			“Are you okay, Mr. Evans?” I asked in a pathetic, soft voice. 

			I didn’t know why, but I was trembling. It wasn’t the first time I had seen this look, and the last time Tom didn’t attempt to hurt me. Somehow, something appeared different or odd. Tom turned to me. “Get out!” he yelled in a deep voice. 	

			Someone pulled up to the gas pumps, triggering the bells to ring. The sound seemed to snap Tom out of his trance. The color in his eyes slowly returned, and he shook his head slightly. He glanced at me. “Oh, hey, Johnny.” He paused for a second. “How long have you been here?” 

			“I… I just got here,” I said. 

			Tom glanced toward the pumps. “Oh, excuse me. I have a customer,” he calmly replied as he strode toward the door. The bells clanged again, and he closed the door behind him as he exited. Just another weird thing that happened today—first, the crow, and now Tom, looking possessed. Could the two be related? I wondered what was going to happen next. I glanced out the front window and saw Old Man Smithers, who stopped at the store quite a bit since he was friends with Tom. You would think that after a year of working at the store, he would have warmed up to me by now, but he hadn’t. I shrugged it off; I guess some things will never change. 

			I watched Tom finish pumping the gas and wash Mr. Smithers’ windshield. He collected the money and waved as the old man drove off. The bells clanged as Tom came back inside. “I think someone stepped into my body again,” he said, frustrated. 

			“Why and who?” I asked.

			“I wish I knew. I feel helpless when this happens.” He paused and shook his head again. “So, how was your day?” 

			“It was great, thanks. I just finished reading A Tale of Two Cities. It’s a novel by Charles Dickens, set in London and Paris before and during the French Revolution.” Tom loved to read as much as I did, and I thought he would like to know about the story; however, Tom cut me off before I could finish telling him more about the book.

			“That’s nice.” He smiled. “We had a new shipment of canned goods arrive; can you put them on the shelves, please? I’ll be in the back room if you need my help.” Tom turned and left. 

			I felt that was a little odd. Tom’s never that short with me. He was always cheerful and talkative. Maybe something was weighing on his mind. I put the thought on the back burner for the time being. I turned my attention to unpacking the boxes and placing the cans on the shelf. After restocking, I swept the floors and took out the trash. All I did was clean-up work and odd jobs around his place. Tom never let me help the customers or handle money. Deep down, it made me wonder if he trusted me. 

			Soon my work was complete, and I found myself back on my bike and almost home when I realized I’d never asked for next Friday off. I’ll have to remember to ask him tomorrow. Hopefully, Tom will be back to his usual self by then. 

		


		
			Two

			I didn’t have to work the following day, but I made a memorable trip to the store as soon as school let out. I needed to ask Tom if I could have next Friday off. He seemed excited, saying something about young love and all that mushy stuff. I couldn’t understand all the fuss. I was only taking my friend Sara to the dance; she just happened to be a girl.

			After leaving the store, I climbed on my bike and rode by Sara’s house to ask if she would like to go to the dance with me. She was thrilled with the idea and started talking about what dress she would wear and all that jazz. 

			I tuned her out at that point. I hung out for a bit longer but finally told her I had homework and needed to run home and finish that before the night was over. The remainder of the week and the following week were more like a blur—school and work, work and school, and did I mention all the homework? 

			The big night finally arrived. The minute I got home from school and walked through the door, Mother was all over me, asking what I would wear. “Jeans and a shirt,” I told her. She started acting like Sara had the day I asked her to go with me. Mother became all excited and made a huge deal out of everything. I told her it wasn’t like that. It was just two friends going to a dance, which was why I hadn’t mentioned to her that I was taking Sara.

			After I spent the next hour trying on every piece of clothing I owned, my mother seemed happy with my choice. As we walked to the car, she laid her hand on my shoulder and said what a good-looking guy I was. What an awkward moment, and one I will never forget. I couldn’t wait to get to the dance. 

			With one quick stop to pick up Sara, we would be on our way. Much to my surprise, Mother got out of the car with me when we arrived. Oh, I could tell this was going to be another one of those embarrassing moments, one I would soon regret. 

			I stepped up to the door, and before I could even raise my hand to knock, the door swung open. Mrs. Parker gazed at me, then smiled, showing all her teeth. “Come in, Johnny.” Sara’s mom and my mother were acting like two giddy schoolgirls. 

			“Oh, I can’t believe our kids are dating,” Mother said. 

			“I know. Isn’t it great?” Mrs. Parker returned. I thought I was going to throw up. 

			Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Sara standing at the top of the stairs. Her eyes sparkled. I smiled, and she returned the smile as she glided down the stairs in a beautiful blue dress. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed. She could tell how uncomfortable I was with all this girly stuff. It was bad enough that I might have to dance in front of my friends, but I never expected our moms to act this way. 

			Mrs. Parker grabbed her Polaroid camera. Oh, great. Pictures. I noticed Parker smiling at the top of the stairs. His shoulders shook with laughter as he raised his hand to his throat and moved it slightly as if he was choking himself.

			Mrs. Parker took a few pictures of Sara and me, then requested my mom be in the picture with us. Next, she asked Mr. Parker to photograph all four of us. He agreed, as long as he didn’t have to be in any of them. I guess boys and girls have different opinions about just hanging out, or as our moms wanted to call it, dating!

			I was growing agitated, so I held my arm out to my side and motioned to Sara. She understood my gesture and laced her arm through mine as we made our way toward the front door. It must have done the trick because our moms slowly followed behind. 

			I opened the front door for Sara and our mothers. Father had always taught me to be a gentleman, which meant opening the door for the ladies, regardless of age. I think I impressed them from the look on Mother’s and Mrs. Parker’s faces.

			As we crossed the porch and descended the stairs, making our way toward the car, I noticed a single large crow watching us from the trees. I could just see it out of the corner of my eye. The bird’s eyes followed our every step. Please don’t attack. Please don’t attack. From the look on Sara’s face, I think she shared the same feeling.

			The crow continued to gawk at us as I opened the car door for Sara. I walked to the other side and sat in the back seat beside her. I felt a little relieved that the crow never moved. It didn’t take long before Sara rolled down the rear window. “Excuse me, can we go, please?” She smiled, and I think they both got the hint. Mother climbed into the car, and with a slight wave to Sara’s mom, we were off. I couldn’t help but notice as we pulled out that the crow had taken flight. I hoped it would not follow us to the fire hall. This night was supposed to be fun, and I didn’t want to have to deal with the supernatural. 

			It took a few minutes before the car slowed, and we pulled into the fire hall. As the car stopped, I opened the door, bounced out, and headed to the other side. But Sara was already halfway out before I could open the door. I guess she wanted to escape from my mom as fast as possible. 

			I glanced over to Mother. “See you at eleven.” I smiled, and she nodded as the car turned and drove out of sight.

			Sara and I were finally alone. A wave of relief flooded over us. We turned and made our way toward the entrance. You could hear the music blasting, and the wall appeared to be vibrating. Sara glanced to the right and then pointed toward the upper corner of the roof. A single crow sat watching us, and we picked up our pace to the front door. I was already a little jittery; I didn’t need the crow upsetting our first date. Since everyone else was calling it a date, I might as well, too. 

			I shrugged my shoulders, acting like it was no big deal. I guess I was playing the tough guy routine. “It’s just a coincidence.” I smiled.

			Once inside, it was just like I thought—all the girls were on the dance floor, and the guys stayed huddled on the far side of the room. I spotted Todd and Scooter—I didn’t even know they were coming. After looking around, I figured most of the kids in town were here. Sara and I made our way over to the table, and I grabbed us two glasses of punch. Slowly, I inched us in the direction of the guys—I didn’t know what else to do. Call it being shy or just silly. 

			Sara noticed a few of her friends from school and excused herself to the dance floor. Great news for me. I made a beeline for Todd and Scooter. “Hey guys, what’s up?” I asked.

			Todd nodded as Scooter replied, “Hey, man, I didn’t know you were coming.”

			“I could say the same thing,” I answered. “It’s great to see you both.”

			“I see you brought Sara,” Todd said.

			“Yeah, she’s pretty cool.” I smiled. 

			“I think you like her,” Scooter jabbed.

			My face turned a little red. “I do.”

			It wasn’t much of a first date. I hung out with the guys for a while and watched Sara dance from afar. From time to time, she’d glance in my direction and smile, almost like a gesture asking if it was okay that she continued to dance. I was happy with that. After all, I didn’t want to embarrass myself. Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through my stomach and then another. I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew something was wrong. Maybe it was from all the adult chaperones who were smoking. 
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			“Whoa, wait a minute, Dad; you can’t smoke in a public place,” Daniel smirked. 

			“Well, this was the 70s. People were allowed to smoke almost anywhere they wanted back then.” I frowned.

			“Really?” Zack chimed. 

			“It’s true,” I explained. “A lot of things have changed since the 70s, some for the better and others not so much,” I smirked as I watched the boys relax. Since the boys had no more questions, I continued with my story.
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			A sharp pain stabbed my side. I applied pressure with my hand with little success. My head started to spin, and I decided to get some fresh air. I excused myself and made my way to the door. The fireman tending the door asked if I was coming back in, and I replied, “yes.” I held out my right hand and watched him stamp it with a black ink marker so I could reenter the dance. It never occurred to me to tell Sara that I was stepping out. 

			I pushed my way through the cars in the parking lot. I walked in the direction of Fishing Creek, which briskly flowed past, and I trudged my way to the top of the dike. Dikes surrounded the town of Mill Hall to help prevent flooding, which worked most of the time, but not always. I turned and looked back at the fire hall some twenty feet below and could still hear the music playing.

			I stood on the top, looking at the moonlight reflecting off the water. The light glittered as the water rushed past—it was so peaceful. I was about to sit down when I heard a crow squawk. I looked around but didn’t see anything. It cawed louder and louder, and then I noticed a splash in the water. I turned my head back and forth, trying to see if it was a crow that had entered the water. I must be hearing or seeing things. I realized it must have been a fish jumping out, trying to catch an insect. 

			Then a faint light appeared in the water. I blinked a few times and rubbed my eyes with my hands. This couldn’t be real—the light was growing. I looked back over the bank toward the fire hall. I guess I was the only person around. I looked back toward the water and watched as a ghostly white vapor began to take the shape of a person. It reminded me of the day I had opened the puzzle box when it emitted a stream of light and gas. But we had buried the box in the cave next to Jacob’s body. Yet, a similar bright light was glowing in the middle of the creek.

			I watched as it started to move in my direction, brighter and brighter, the glare almost blinding. It continued to grow and was nearly double its original size. This wasn’t the first time I had seen a ghost, and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last. My mind raced to Annabelle, but what could she want from me? Had something happened to Jimmy? 

			Even though Jimmy and I used to hang out, I still struggled to wrap my head around the fact that my best friend was a ghost. Then it became clear that it wasn’t her; it was Jimmy gliding toward me. It appeared as if he
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