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EJ Divitt


To my Jenny,

who would have made one hell of a
sidekick.


Chapter One

 


"Thank you, Protector," the ghost says and
vanishes.

"For the last time, just call me Jenny," I
say but he's already gone. Shaking my head and smiling, I open my
kitchen door and step inside. I immediately drop my bag on the
floor and cross my arms; my smile gone. "What are you doing here?"
I say. My mother, Catherine Browning-Chang, sits on a stool at the
kitchen island with a steaming cup beside her and her jacket laid
out over the island itself. I look around and see freshly washed
dishes dripping in the rack. "Made yourself at home. I should've
changed the locks. Believe me, I would've if it had even crossed my
mind you would come back after all of this time and act like
nothing happened."

Mother says nothing for a moment; picking up
her cup and taking a small sip. Then she says, "Hello, Jenny. I
need your help." She takes another sip of what smells like coffee
and I gawk at her.

"You need my help? You left. You took my baby
brother and you left." I step further into the kitchen and pace up
and down the other side of the island in agitation. I can feel her
looking at me and I know some of the changes of the past year are
easily visible. I'm wearing the uniform of a coffee shop where I
now work as a barista. I've let my dark hair grow long again and I
have a lot more muscle from the rigorous training sessions my ghost
mentor started me on. My skin is still the same light tan looking
color thanks to my Chinese-American heritage. I stop with the
island between us and look at the American part of that heritage.
My mother has short blond hair and is a good six inches shorter
than me at just past five feet. Her hair is mussed and I frown
slightly as my mother is not a woman who goes out into the world
without her hair perfectly styled and her makeup done. I can not
remember a single time in my nineteen years that I have ever seen
her less than done up; even at my father's funeral. Even the day
she told me the house was mine and walked out of my life; taking my
little brother with her. If it were anyone else, I would say she
had been running her hands through her hair. I shake off the
observation; not wanting to feel any sympathy for this woman.

"Why are you here?" I ask.
"It's been what? Almost a year.
That's a long time for some one not even three
years old. Does Tommy even remember he has a sister?"

"I know you're angry," she says, "but this is
important."

"I can't think of a single thing you can say
that would ever get me to help you. My father died and I suddenly
find myself having to take responsibility for the well being of
ghosts and spirits with no training--thanks to your refusal to let
him train me--and you decide you don't want to deal and you take my
little brother and run. I haven't heard from you since." My voice
is rising now and my arms are flailing. "You took any hope of my
going to college with you when you left so instead of being a
psychiatrist, I serve coffee to arrogant commuters while dealing
with my asshole boss. What could you possibly say that would make
me want to help you with anything?"

"It's Tommy." Mother meets my eyes and I can
see fear and weariness in hers. "Your brother is sick."

"He's sick?" I can feel the color drain out
of my face and I deflate as I look at her. "What is it? Is it
cancer? Does he need blood or bone marrow?"

"No." My mother shakes her head. "It's not a
medical issue. I've taken him to every kind of doctor I can think
of. I have to accept it isn't anything natural. He doesn't need his
sister. He needs the Ghost Protector." She pauses and looks down.
"God, that sounds melodramatic when I say it like that doesn't
it?"

"I didn't pick the title," I tell her, "nor
did I pick the job. It picked me as you well know and hate." I
shake my head to change the direction of my thoughts. "How do you
know it's supernatural and what can I do to help Tommy? Not you.
You I owe nothing but for Tommy . . ." My voice trails off as I
choke back tears. "I would do anything for Tommy."


Chapter Two

 


"I know." My mother's voice is gentle. "No
one has ever questioned your devotion to Tommy."

I walk over to the counter, grab down a mug
and start the machine to make a cup of tea. I keep my back to her
as I work to get myself under control. "What happened?" I ask
her.

"Tommy has been sickly since shortly after we
left. At first, I thought he was just missing you. I was sure with
time, it would pass."

"Gee, thanks," I say, turning around to face
her.

Mother just shakes her head. "He continued to
be more and more lethargic; sleeping through hours of the day. He
shows little interest in playing with anyone. He'll simply sit in
the corner of the day care center and do nothing unless they prod
him." Mother stops and looks down into her coffee cup. "His
pediatrician thought he had contracted the flu or perhaps mono but
the tests came back negative."

I pour the water for my tea and move to lean
against the counter where I can see her clearly but am too far away
to touch. "Why do you think it's something supernatural?"

"I heard him in his room one night talking
and when I drew near, I though I saw a blue light and I could hear
him speaking in a voice that didn't sound like his." She shakes her
head. "He isn't even four. The language and syntax were far too
advanced for him. I remembered then how you had hit him with that
blue pulse before we left."

I straighten up and drop my cup to the
counter. I close my eyes for a moment as I remember. My aunt Ann's
spirit had attacked me and tried to drive my soul from my body. In
fear I had thrust my arms out and a blue pulsing light had flown
out of my hands. I found myself back in my body and realized that I
had accidentally shot Tommy. I remember Tommy's little body flying
up through the air. The blue pulsing light had hit him and driven
him up into the ceiling before he crashed down to the floor of the
living room; breaking his arm. "You know that was an accident. I
was under attack and I had no idea Tommy was there. I would never
deliberately hurt him."

"Deliberately no, but that doesn't change
what happened. You struck out at him and broke his arm and I think
you may have done lasting damage as well." Mother puts her cup down
and looks at me. "Have you learned to control it?"

I shake my head and look down at my hands.
"I've never been able to recreate the pulse again."

"Has," Mother stops to clear her throat,
"your father's spirit not trained you?"

"Father had to leave," I tell her bluntly.
"He was needed elsewhere."

"Oh." Mother looks away. "I had thought he
might know what to do."

"He might," I say. "I can try to ask Zhong
Kui. He may either know or allow Father to speak with me. Being
both the king of ghosts and my boss as Ghost Protector must count
for something. I imagine you pick up some things after being around
for centuries." I turn as I hear the door open.

My boyfriend, Gary, walks into the kitchen.
"I'm a little early, I know, but I can wait if you still need to
change." Gary's voice trails off as he notices my mother. "I'm
sorry. I didn't realize you had company." Gary nods his head at
her. "Good afternoon."

Mother looks Gary up and down, taking in his
jeans and teeshirt, his long black hair and Native American
heritage. "Who is this?" she demands, looking from him to me.

I narrow my eyes at her. "This is my
boyfriend, Gary Loloma. Gary, this is my mother, Catherine
Browning-Chang."

Gary's eyebrows shoot up his forehead as he
looks at me. I shake my head to indicate I'll explain later.

"And this boyfriend comes into your house
freely?" Mother stands to face him. "You don't even knock?"

"I'm sorry, ma'am," Gary says, "but I was
expected."

Mother turns to face me. She stands with her
hands on her hips and gives me the look that used to make me
cringe. I say nothing, sipping my tea. "Well?" she demands. "Don't
you have something to say for yourself?"

"No," I say, faking calm. I put my cup down
and say to Gary, "Could you wait in the living room? I need to
speak with my mother."

"Of course," Gary says; beating a hasty
retreat. He stops in the doorway and faces me. "I'm right in here
if you need me." I smile at him and he leaves the room.

I turn back to face my mother. "Gary and his
comings and goings are none of your business. Your choice. You have
to live with it."

"You are still my daughter."

"No, I'm not. You made that clear the day you
walked out on me."

My mother narrows her eyes at me and tries to
stare me down but I don't flinch.

"We should go see Tommy," I say after a
moment. "If there is a spirit troubling him, I'll be able to see
them."

"I don't want you coming by the apartment,"
she says. I try not to flinch. "Besides you should consult about
the damage the blue light may have done." Mother picks up her coat
and drapes it over her arm. Her voice is scalding as she adds, "I
expected you to already know what possible damage you might have
done but since it didn't occur to you to check." Her voice trails
off for a moment before she adds in a brisk tone, "Meet us at the
playground by the pond at two tomorrow. You can see him from a
distance. I don't want to upset him." With that casual crushing of
my heart, my mother opens the door and walks out.


Chapter Three

 


After the door clicks closed, I rub my hands
over my face. I take a moment to compose myself before I straighten
up and head into the living room to see Gary sitting on the couch,
the television playing softly. Walking over, I drop down next to
him and put my head on his shoulder and he puts one arm around me.
I close my eyes and let myself relax against Gary as he rubs his
hand up my arm.

"Mistress," a voice says from in front of us.
Gary and I both groan. I open my eyes and stare at the ghost
standing in front of the couch. He is a short teenager with floppy
brown hair; wearing jeans and a teeshirt for an old band.

"Not now, Clarence," I say in exasperation.
"I'm not having a very good day."

"Oh, no, Mistress. How can I make your life
easier?"

"Clarence," Gary says. He has no trouble
seeing the spirit; a result of his being attuned to the balance
between spirit and nature. "I'm right here. Can you not hit on my
girlfriend right in front of me?"

Clarence glares at Gary. "I wasn't talking to
you."

"No, you never are," Gary says with
exasperation. I sit up and pull away from Gary. Gary throws his
hands up in the air and moves to the edge of the couch. "I swear he
has some kind of radar so he knows as soon as we're alone
together."

I run my hand through my long black hair.
"Are you spying on me, Clarence?" I ask.

"No. Of course not, Mistress. I arrived while
you were speaking with that woman and I was allowing you some
privacy."

"But you can't give us any privacy?" Gary
demands.

Clarence simply turns his nose up at Gary and
says nothing.

"Clarence, I've told you already. You need to
move on. You shouldn't be hanging around here and you definitely
shouldn't be watching me," I tell him.

"Plus she already has a boyfriend and you're
dead so you can't exactly replace me," Gary says hotly.

"Gary," I admonish.

"No, the Neanderthal is right," Clarence
admits. "I know we can't be together but that doesn't mean that I
don't want to be here for you. I really think if we had met before
I died, we could have been very good friends."

"Friends. Right," Gary snorts. "Dude, you're
too young for her anyway. You were what, fifteen?"

"Fifteen and a half."

I give them both a dirty look and stand up.
"If you aren't going to let me help you cross over then I am going
to go take a shower and get out of my uniform"

Clarence stands up straighter and Gary jumps
to his feet. "Oh, no, you don't, Pervert Boy. I painted the symbols
of Zhong Kui over the bathroom door. No ghost can cross that
threshold."

Clarence pulls himself up to his full five
foot three and holds his head up. "I would never behave in such a
manner."

"Dude, you died falling off your neighbor's
roof," Gary reminds him. "Your hot neighbor's roof. While holding
binoculars."

"I was star gazing."

"Then why weren't you on your own roof? And I
notice you didn't deny she was hot."

Clarence lets out a huff but I've had enough.
I turn to Gary and give him a quick kiss. I leave the guys to their
bickering and head upstairs to take a shower.

"Why do you always act so posh?" Gary asks.
"You're from Rhode Island; not England. And what is all that
mistress crap?"


Chapter Four

 


I grab my robe from the back of my bedroom
door and head into the bathroom. I close the door firmly behind me
and undress as the water heats. I step into the shower and let the
feel of the hot water cascade over my head. The hot steam rises
around me and I try to let it soothe me but all I can think about
is my mother and my little brother, Tommy. It has been over a year.
He was not even three when I last saw him. I'm sure any memories he
has of me are dim. Mother would have done nothing to encourage him
to remember me. Hell, she probably actively discouraged him from
talking about me.

I turn around and grab the shampoo to wash my
hair. As I do, through the shower curtain design I see movement
like a shadow with a faint flicker of red. I shake my head to clear
the water. "Clarence? Did you get in here?" There is no answer and
I move the shower curtain just enough to stick my head out to peek.
The room is empty. I shake my head and go back to washing my hair.
I must be hallucinating.

After I have showered and combed and dried my
hair, I put on my robe and duck from the bathroom to my bedroom. I
glance up at the symbols of Zhong Kui over the door as I enter.
Assured of privacy, I go into my room and get dressed. I put on a
nice pair of shorts and a comfortable long sleeved but light weight
shirt and head downstairs to Gary.

Gary stands as I step into the living room.
There's no sign of Clarence. "Where is Clarence?" I ask.

"Your resident stalker left in a huff," Gary
tells me.

I walk over and put my arms around him. "He's
harmless."

"He's a pain in the ass," Gary says as he
hugs me back.

"True," I laugh, "but a harmless one." I step
back and look at his face. "I'm sorry but I need to see if I can
get Zhong Kui to talk to me."

"Is this about your mom coming by?"

"She thinks there is something wrong with
Tommy." I look down as I continue. "She thinks I did permanent
damage when I hit him with that blue pulse last year. She thinks I
made him sick."

Gary rubs his hands down my arms in comfort.
"I'm sure it will be fine," he tells me. "You always figure these
things out."

"What if I don't? What if I've hurt him and I
can't fix it?"

"Then Zhong Kui will fix it. Go," Gary says,
giving me a little push toward the door to the cellar. "Go try to
summon the King of Ghosts and I will sit here and channel
surf."

I smile at Gary and head downstairs.


Chapter Five

 


At the bottom of my cellar stairs is a
bookcase. If you know the secret, it opens into a hidden room that
I, and my father before me, use to train. I step into the room and
close the door behind me to block any outside noises. I move to the
middle of the floor, sit down and make myself comfortable. As I do,
I think about Zhong Kui, my boss and the king of ghosts and
vanquisher of demons.

I remember the story my grandmother told me
about Zhong Kui. How thousands of years ago in China he won top
honors in the Imperial Examinations and should have been chosen to
be adviser to the emperor. How he was rejected by the emperor
instead because of the birthmark covering half of his face and how
he killed himself. How the Hell King raised him up to be his
lieutenant in the ongoing fight against the demons trying to enter
our world. How Zhong Kui used his power to become the King of
Ghosts, vanquisher of demons, protector of spirits. That he carries
a bag filled with the shrunken figures of all of the demons he has
defeated over the centuries and uses them as a sort of supernatural
battery to make himself even stronger. And how he infused his
mortal family with some of his power so that they could become his
assistants and help the spirits while he focused on fighting the
demons.

I am that descendant tasked with helping him
in his work but you don't summon the King of Ghosts lightly so I'm
not sure Zhong Kui will answer my call. Or what mood he will be in
if he does.


Chapter Six

 


I'm not sure how long I sit but Zhong Kui
doesn't answer. There is only so long you can sit and think at
someone without feeling stupid and I stretch it out long past that
point. I open my eyes and stand up. "Come on, ZK," I say, knowing
the nickname will annoy him. "It's for Tommy." I look around the
room but see nothing. Zhong Kui neither comes nor draws me into his
gray realm to him. I can cross over there myself but it will do no
good if he isn't in it.

I finally give up in disgust and head back
upstairs to Gary. I find him asleep on the couch; his head leaning
against the back and his legs stretched out in front of him. I just
stand for a minute smiling at him before quietly turning and
heading back into the kitchen. I open up the fridge and poke around
for something to make for dinner. Between the ghost from earlier,
my mother's visit and my unsuccessful attempt to contact Zhong Kui,
this date night has been a bust. Poor Gary has been up since before
dawn for his job as a landscaper; he needs some food. I'll find us
something to eat here and let him catch a nap.

I am finishing up the stir fry, complete with
my mother's recipe for the sauce, when I hear Gary moving around. I
look over and smile at him as he comes into the kitchen. "Good
timing," I tell him. "Dinner is just about ready."

Gary comes over and drops a kiss on my head.
"It smells wonderful. What are we having?"

"Chicken stir fry," I tell him. "Could you
grab us down some plates?"

Gary moves to the cabinet and pulls out a
couple of plates. He brings them over to the stove and places them
next to me before grabbing some glasses and filling them with water
from the fridge. I pile some stir fry on each plate and drop them
on the island behind me. I grab some silverware and soon we are
settled on the stools and digging into our meals.

"Wow. This is delicious," Gary says as he
piles more food into his mouth. "I've never had this sauce
before."

"It's my mother's recipe," I tell him.

Gary puts his fork down and turns to look at
me. "I forgot. Any luck with the big guy?"

"No. Zhong Kui didn't answer."

"Not that surprising, really. He always
travels on his own time table."

"Yeah, but I was hoping this time he would
pay attention," I say, dropping my fork as well and pushing my
plate away. I take a sip of my water. "If I hurt Tommy and he can
help. . ." My voice trails off. "Mother chastised me for not
knowing all of the possible side effects already."

Gary takes my hand and squeezes it. "Zhong
Kui wouldn't let Tommy be hurt. I'm sure when you do talk to him,
he will tell you it was harmless to humans. In the meantime, just
tell me what can I do?"

I shake my head and pick my fork back up.
"Enjoy your meal. I don't know what to do at this point so I'll
just go see Mother and Tommy tomorrow and see what happens."

"Do you need me to come with you?" Gary
asks.

"Aw. You are sweet but no, I don't want you
missing work over this. I'll talk to you after." Gary doesn't look
convinced. I give his hand a squeeze before pulling mine back.
"I'll be okay."

Gary still doesn't look convinced but he
picks his fork back up and returns to eating.


Chapter Seven

 


I can't seem to settle the next morning. I
find myself wandering around the house looking at the clock on my
phone every few minutes; willing the time to go faster. For luck, I
put on the red Elmo shirt that Tommy picked out for me along with a
pair of black shorts. I still have over an hour until I am supposed
to be at the park to meet my mother and it is only a few miles
away.

I wonder what Tommy will look like. He's got
to be taller by now. He changed so much in his first two years; I
can only imagine he changed almost as much in the past year. Screw
it. I grab my jacket and snag my keys off the hook on the wall in
the kitchen and head to the park. I can sit on the bench and play
on my phone until they come.

I go outside and hop into my old Chevy sedan
for the short drive to the park. I roll the windows down and let
the breeze blow my hair back. I turn on some music but none of the
songs sound right and I just end up turning it off again. When I
get to the parking lot of the playground, I pull my car into a spot
down the end and sit for a moment and watch. I can see my mother is
across the park talking to a brown haired man but I don't
immediately see Tommy. I glance around the running children finally
seeing him sitting at the top of the slide. He has a couple of toy
figures in his hands and he seems to be talking to them. Even from
here, he looks tired and small. He raises his head up at the sound
of our mother calling him and gives her a half hearted wave. Mother
returns to talking to the man and I see her lay her hand on his
arm. I can feel my ears turning red at the blatant way she is
touching him. My father has barely been gone for a year and she is
flirting with some guy practically in front of Tommy.

I turn off the car and step out. I walk
slowly to the far side of the playground so I'm away from my mother
but I can still see Tommy. We end up forming a sort of triangle
with Tommy at its peak. As I watch him, he slides down. I move
forward as he hits the dirt at the bottom of the slide too fast but
I don't go to him. He probably doesn't remember me and anyway, he
picks himself up fine. His toy figures land on the ground. He
starts in my direction and then stops and goes back for them. He
puts them in his pocket and then turns and I swear he is heading
straight for me. His little legs are pumping hard and soon he is
running straight at me. I hear my mother and the man yell from
across the way.

"Tommy, stop."

He ignores them and my heart lifts as I
realize he really is heading straight for me. "Sissy," he yells and
I feel my eyes well up. He remembers me. He remembers. I start
forward too and soon I am snatching him up. He wraps his little
arms around my neck so hard that I have trouble breathing but I
just choke out a laugh. "Where did you go?" he demands; pulling
back to look at me. He pats me on the side of the face and
admonishes me, "Where have you been?"

"I've been at home, Bub. Where have you
been?"

Mother and the brown haired man come up to us
and he reaches out to try to take Tommy but Tommy clings to me.
"No," he says and he sounds so firm that I laugh. I hug him to me
and then switch him to one hip as I have so many times in the
past.

"Tommy," the man says, "you can't just go
grabbing people. I take it you know each other?" The man looks at
me and holds out his hand. "I'm John. Are you from the
daycare?"

"John, didn't you have to get to an
appointment?" my mother interjects but I ignore her.

"I'm his sister," I tell John. "I'm
Jenny."

John looks between me and my mother. "His
half sister? Do you share the same father? I heard about his death
last year. I'm sorry for your loss."

"Father and mother," I tell him. I tilt my
head toward my mother who is staring at the ground now. "I believe
you know my mother, Catherine."

"Cat," John says questioningly, looking to my
mother and my jaw drops open when she allows the nick name to
stand. He simply looks at my mother without saying anything else
but the question is clear.

"John, this is my daughter, Jenny. Jenny,
this is my friend, John." My mother makes the introductions;
looking uncomfortable.

John's eyebrows shoot up into his hairline as
he looks between my mother and me. "You have a teenage daughter?
Why don't I know that?"

It is my turn to look back and forth between
them now. "Should you have known?" I ask. "Are you and my mother
close?"

It is John's turn to look uncomfortable now.
"We've been dating for a few months now."

"John," my mother tries to interrupt but it's
too late.

Tommy pats me on the head again as I glare at
my mother. I turn to give Tommy a smile and he tells me, "You
missed my birthday."

"I know, Bub. I'm sorry. I would loved to
have been there," I tell him; giving my mother another glare. "I
bought you a present though."

"A present? Really?" Tommy bounces excitedly.
"Where is it? Is it at home too?" Tommy turns to my mother. "Can we
go home now?"

Mother gives me a dirty look and reaches out
and takes Tommy, who lets go reluctantly. "No, Tommy. We don't live
there anymore. You remember."

John is looking between all of us now and his
expression is somewhere between confused and concerned. "Cat, what
is going on?"

"Now is not a good time to discuss this. We
can talk about it later. I need to talk to Jenny right now."

John looks at her in silence for a moment
before saying, "Yes. We definitely need to talk later. Please
excuse me, Jenny. It was nice to meet you." John reaches out and
ruffles Tommy's hair. "Bye, Big Guy."

"Bye, John," Tommy says with a wave before
turning back to me. "When can I have my present?"

"Tommy," my mother admonishes but we both
ignore her.

"You can have it right now. I've got it in
the trunk of my car."

"Yay," Tommy says, bouncing up and down in my
mother's arms. He begins to squirm to get down but my mother holds
on. "Mommy, no," Tommy says. "I need to get my present." Mother
sighs but lets him down.

"Why did you have to come so early?" she
demands.

I just raise one eyebrow at her and hold out
my hand for Tommy. He takes it and we head over to my car. I pull
out my keys and unlock the trunk to reveal the wrapped present.

"Did you get this just for today to make me
look bad?" my mother hisses.

"I've had this in the trunk of my car since
two weeks before his birthday," I tell her. "I had thought you
would call and tell me where you were so I could see him and I
wanted to be ready."

My mother has the grace to look embarrassed
and I turn away from her and pull the package out and hand it to
Tommy. He immediately plops down on the dirt of the parking lot to
rip off the paper. I laugh as he sends it flying. Mother starts to
pick it up but I ignore her. When Tommy gets to the box, he lets
out a squeal. "Dinosaurs," he yells. "You got me dinosaurs."

"I sure did, Bub," I tell him. "You can take
them apart and mix them up. See," I say, crouching down in front of
him and pointing, "You can take the tail off this one and swap it
for this guy's."

Tommy hugs the box to him and smiles at me
and oh, how I've missed that little smile. I feel tears welling up
in my eyes and I wipe them away; not wanting to upset him.

"Thank you, Sissy."

"You are very welcome. I'm sorry it's so
late. My friend Beth helped me pick it out. Do you remember my best
friend Beth?"

Tommy screws his little face up and
concentrates. "I think so."

"Good. Beth will be happy you like it."

"We could go back to the house and Beth could
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