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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




“Lucy!” I called out the name on the cup of hot chocolate and set it down on the counter.

A little girl bounced over to the counter to grab it with her mittened hands. “Thanks,” she said before returning to her mom who waited near the Christmas tree by the front door. The bell chimed as they walked outside, leaving the café empty once again.

“What are you up to this weekend?” Daci asked.

I spun around to face my boss standing at the cappuccino machine on the back counter, her red apron complementing her wavy black hair. “I already cleaned that,” I assured her.

“Of course you did,” she said with a knowing grin. Daci had owned the café for the past five years—since she graduated from Lancaster University. Her dad had promised her he’d help her open a business if she made straight As throughout college. Though, he probably never expected her to open a café, nor would he have approved of what took place through the sparkly strands of curtains separating the café from the room in the back. “You didn’t answer my question,” she persisted. “I asked what you’re doing this weekend.”

“Just staying in,” I said.

“Girl. You’re hot and single. College is supposed to be the best time of your life.”

I rolled my eyes. She knew about the betrayal I’d gone through over the summer. So, I knew she was just trying to get me back out there. But once you’d been deceived by two people you trusted implicitly, your walls just went up and were difficult to break back down.

“I’m gonna take out the trash,” she said before disappearing into the back room. 

Motion by the front door snagged my attention. We were nearing nine—closing time—and I really wanted to go home. I turned to see who had come in and my head hitched back. A guy around my age moved toward the counter in low hung jeans and a black hoodie. If I were moving, my steps would’ve faltered. He was that good looking. “Can I help you?” I asked, trying to play it cool as he stepped up to the counter.

He glanced around, his green eyes moving to the curtains in the rear of the café before cutting back to mine. “I’m looking for someone,” he said, his voice raspy and unlike the southern drawls I was used to hearing in Virginia. 

Of course he was meeting someone. He was way too hot not to be. “Oh, okay,” I said. “Would you like to order now or wait until they arrive?”

His eyes narrowed, seemingly confused by my question.

“We’re closing in ten minutes,” I explained. “So you might want to place your order now.”

“I’m not meeting someone,” he explained. “I’m looking for Nora.”

My head retracted as unexpected warmth flooded my insides. “I’m Nora.”

Relief washed over his features. “You are?”

I nodded, waiting for the punchline. 

“Can we sit down?” he asked.

I glanced around, totally confused. Had Daci set me up? Was she watching on the cameras in the back and feeling proud of herself right now? She was always prying into my private life. Had she finally had it with my non-existent dating life? 

Here goes nothing.

“Sure,” I said, moving around the counter. Once I stood in front of him, I realized he was a good six inches taller than me and I needed to tip my head up to meet his green-eyed gaze. He moved toward a table by the window, and as I followed, I tugged my hair band out of my low ponytail and subtly shook out my dark waves. He slipped into a seat and I sat down across from him. 

“I’m not really sure where to begin,” he said, his hands folding in front of him on the table.

“How about with your name,” I smiled. “You know mine.”

“Kyler.”

I smiled. “Nice name.”

He nodded, though his eyes seemed to be avoiding mine. 

“Did Daci ask you to come here?” I blurted out.

“Who’s Daci?”

“Nora, I’m heading out.” Daci stepped out from the back room. I expected her to apologize for interrupting—like she hadn’t set me up. But she didn’t. “You taking a break?” she asked showing no indication that she recognized Kyler.

“Just for a minute,” I said, trying to read the room. 

“You better come in on Monday with some stories about your weekend. Stories involving hot guys,” she said.

I laughed nervously. I couldn’t believe she’d say something like that when a totally hot guy was seated right across from me. 

She grabbed her keys from the cash register and moved to the door. The bell chimed as she pulled open the door. “See you Monday.” And then she was gone. 

That’s when a cold chill rushed up the back of my neck, and my shoulders fell lax. My eyes shot back to Kyler. “How long have you been dead?”
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CHAPTER 2
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“Excuse me?” Kyler asked.

“Why didn’t I know? I should’ve known. When you came in, the bell on the door didn’t ring. There were no footsteps. And then Daci didn’t see you.” I dropped my forehead into my palm. I’d been so distracted by his good looks, I’d been completely off my game.

“Are you okay?” Kyler asked.

I sighed as I let my hand fall. “Sorry. This isn’t supposed to be about me. What can I do for you?”

“I have no idea.”

I tipped my head to the side, taking in his lips which were slightly turned up in the corners even though he wasn’t smiling. “But you came to me.”

“I heard you could help,” he said.

“I have to know what I’m helping with,” I explained.

He looked down at himself, his dark hair falling over his forehead as he did. “Why am I like this?”

“Like what?”

“Here...but not here,” he explained.

I lowered my voice, trying to tread gently. They didn’t all understand how it worked—hell I didn’t always understand how it worked. “Because you died,” I explained. “Do you know how it happened?”

He shook his head. 

My lips twisted regrettably. It always sucked when they didn’t remember. I considered my next question carefully, realizing if he didn’t know how he died, he likely wasn’t keen on the idea that he was indeed dead. 

“I find myself walking around town. Visiting places I used to visit. But no one can see me. Not one person. Until you.”

“I’m a medium.”

“Yeah, I overheard someone saying you see ghosts.”

“Spirits,” I corrected him. “And only when I allow it. That’s why you surprised me. I didn’t open my mind to it—at least I thought I didn’t.” I shrugged. “Anyway, spirits come to me in all different ways. Some I hear. Some show me visions in my head. But you. You’re clear as day. The weird thing is you don’t have that almost-glow that lets me know you’re not actually real.”

“I feel real,” he said. “Until I speak and no one responds.”

“I’m sorry. That’s got to be awful. How long has it been going on?” 

His eyes drifted up as if he needed to think about his answer. “Too long.”

I pulled my phone from my apron pocket and called up a search. “What’s your last name?”

“Fletcher.”

I searched his name on my phone. “This article says you were in a car accident.” I glanced up, looking for any sign of recollection. His eyes narrowed, but he seemed to be unable to recall. “Why can’t I remember?”

“Maybe you blocked it out,” I offered before glancing back down at the article and reading a little more. “You were in the car with your girlfriend.”

“I had a girlfriend?”

“I guess so. Her name is Melanie.”

He shook his head, unable to recall the information I was telling him. “Why can’t I remember that?”

I shrugged. “It says she walked away with minor injuries, but you—”

“I what?”

“You were in a coma.”

“A coma?” he asked. 

I stopped reading and looked him in the eyes. I could see pain there. I could see the frustration that came with not remembering. 

“Why haven’t I gone...” he glanced up.

“Some spirits linger. Some appear when they choose to.”

“Why linger?”

“Unfinished business usually.”

I glanced back down at the article. “It says your accident was over Christmas break last year.” 

“I always came home for the holiday. Did it say I was driving?”

I nodded, uncomfortable at having to share that information. 

“Did we hit another car? Were other people hurt?”

I continued reading more of the article. “You drove off the road—off a bridge,” I corrected.

“What?”

“It said the road must’ve been slippery. You were stuck underwater in the car, but you helped your girlfriend get free.”

“Jesus Christ,” he murmured.

“You saved her,” I said, meeting his eyes and hoping to relieve some of the guilt I was seeing there. “You should feel happy about that.” I looked back to the article, but the alarm on my phone went off, beeping loudly and signifying closing time. I jumped up and moved to the front door, peering out onto the street. A few cars were parked on either side. But the bookstore, candy shop, and boutique had all closed at eight, so no one walked around the normally busy shopping street.

“Do you want me to leave?” Kyler asked.

I glanced over my shoulder as I locked the front door. “No. I just don’t plan on making coffee for any drunk college kids.” I flipped off the main lights, but the soft glow from the under-the-counter lights and the Christmas tree in the front window kept the shop dimly lit. “Some of them make their way over here.”

“Aren’t you in college?” he asked.

“I’m a senior at Lancaster. I finished my exams early so I’m already on break. Most are still here until Wednesday.” I moved back to the table and sat down. “Did you go to Lancaster U?”

He shook his head. “Florida.”

A long silence passed. I’d just dropped a lot on him so I wasn’t about to usher him out or press him for more information he didn’t seem to remember.

“I can’t visit my family,” he finally said. “I’ve tried to get close to our house, but I just can’t seem to get there.”

“Sometimes spirits get stuck and can only travel to certain places. I’m not sure why that is.”

He looked down, and I couldn’t imagine not being able to see my mom—to get to the one place I needed to get to.

“I can go over to your house tomorrow. Maybe you’ll be able to see your family through me.”

His eyes shot up. “You’d do that?”

“If you’d like me to,” I said.

“Will it work?”

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” I said.

“I really appreciate this, Nora.” The sound of him saying my name seemed so natural, rolling off his tongue so effortlessly. “I’m sorry I’ve taken up so much of your time. Can I walk you out?” he offered.

Sadly, it was the best offer I’d had in a long time. “Sure.” I pushed back my chair and stood. His chair didn’t push back as he stood. It was strange that spirits could move through some objects like doors and walls, but could sit on chairs or other solid furniture without passing through them. 

I walked to the counter and shut down the register. I grabbed my backpack from under the counter and walked toward the back.

Kyler followed me through the strands of sparkly curtains to my space in the back of the café. Daci had given me the room to meet with “clients.” Though I had the “ability” to see and talk to spirits since I was nine, I’d only been doing readings for a year. Most customers who came into the café had no idea what I did when I wasn’t working as a barista. My appointments were scheduled online. 

“Other spirits have been in here, haven’t they?” Kyler asked as he took in the wooden table and the plaid cushioned chairs where I connected people with their deceased loved ones.

“Yeah.”

“Is it weird?”

“What?”

“Seeing spirits?”

“I’ve gotten used to it. Most of them are respectful and don’t bother me when I don’t want to be bothered.”

“Did I bother you?” he asked.

I laughed. “No. You were very polite.”

He smirked, and I realized it had been a while since a guy looked at me that way. 

I took him through the back room, past cardboard boxes filled with coffee cups, plastic covers, straws, and stirrers. I removed my apron and hung it on the coat rack, then grabbed my coat and pulled it on. I wrapped my plaid scarf around my neck and threw my backpack over my shoulders. I opened the door and Kyler stepped outside. Once he did, I turned around and locked the door behind us, punching in the alarm code to set it before leaving.

“So, where’s your car?” he asked, taking in the empty parking lot.

“I walk to work. My house is just a few blocks away.”

“Lead the way,” he said.

I smiled as I pulled my gloves out of my pocket and slipped them on. “It’s getting cold.”

“I can’t feel it. Like, I know it should be cold, but I feel nothing.”

Unsure what to say, I began walking through the alleyway between the café and the gift shop next door and stepped out onto the sidewalk. 

Kyler buried his hands in his hoodie pocket as he walked alongside me. We slowly made our way down the empty sidewalk, passing each window that was aglow with tiny strands of white lights for the upcoming holiday. “Do you like being a medium?”

“I don’t really have a choice.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to like it,” he said.

“I like helping people,” I said.

“What are you majoring in at school?” he asked.

“Child psychology.”

“Of course you are,” he teased.

“That obvious, huh?”

“That obvious,” he agreed.

“What were you studying?” I asked.

“Sports medicine.”

“Of course you were,” I teased.

“That obvious?” he asked.

I laughed. “That obvious.”

I turned onto my street which was known as one of the party streets in our college town. Most houses were lit up and we could hear music blaring as we walked by. 

“You live in one of these?” Kyler asked, eyeing the massive two-story houses that had seen better days. Some boasted frat letters over the front doors, while others had old beat-up sofas on the lawns. 

I shook my head. Izzy and I lived in a small cape at the end of the block that didn’t quite fit in with the party houses on the main strip. It had been intentional. We didn’t want to be stuck in the middle of the party zone—especially since I’d be alone most of the time with Izzy traveling so much. “See that white picket fence?” I pointed in front of us.

He squinted. “No.”

I laughed. “At the very end.”

Given it was dark at the end of the street—and he didn’t say anything, I assumed he couldn’t see it. 

“My best friend Izzy and I live there,” I explained.

“Who are you talking to?” 

I turned in the direction of the girl who’d spoken. 

She was a short blonde with a red cup in her hand staring at me from the lawn of a frat house where a loud party raged inside. “Are you wasted?” she asked, her bare feet stumbling around.

“No, but you clearly are,” Kyler said.

I stifled a grin, knowing she couldn’t hear him. “Yeah. Totally wasted,” I lied. “Killer party, huh?”

“Killer,” she repeated.

“Come on, Lynn!” someone called from the crowded front porch.

Lynn didn’t say another word before turning away and stumbling back toward the loud party.

I looked to Kyler. “Comes with the territory.” 

We walked until we reached the quiet end of the street. We stopped at the white picket fence surrounding my lawn. Kyler took it all in. Our small house with decorative shutters, potted flowers by the front steps, the pretty wreath on our front door, and the absence of sofas on the freshly-cut grass. “Now this makes sense,” he said.

“What does?”

“I didn’t take you for a party girl.”

“No? Why not?”

He looked over at me and assessed my face. The way his eyes roamed over my features caused something inside me to ignite; something I hadn’t known could still exist. “You’re better than that.”

I laughed. “You have to say that.”

“Why?”

“Because you need my help.”

He suddenly looked angry. “I don’t say anything I don’t mean.”

I swallowed hard. “Sorry. I just meant...I mean...”

“Nora. I’m not mad,” he said, his voice softer. “I just want you to know I’ll always give it to you straight.”

I nodded once, then walked through the opening in the fence and made my way up the walkway to the front steps. I turned to face Kyler, knowing he’d followed. “Well, this is me,” I said, like this was the awkward end of some first date where you don’t know if the guy’s gonna move in for the kiss so you stall but only long enough to feel him out.

He nodded, though there was indecision in his eyes—uncertainty.

I chewed on my bottom lip, knowing I couldn’t just send him away to walk aimlessly all night long. “You wanna come in?” 

He blinked, my offer clearly catching him off guard.

“I mean. No pressure. I just didn’t want you walking around all night with nowhere to go.”

“I appreciate that. But won’t your roommate have a problem with a spirit in your house?”

“Oh, she’s not home. And, she’s used to me talking to spirits.”

He exhaled and I could tell he appreciated my offer. “Thank you.” He followed me up the front steps and waited while I unlocked the door. He followed me into the living room, his eyes moving from the small Christmas tree set up in front of the picture window with the colorful lights to the red Christmas pillows adding a splash of color to our cream sofa and loveseat. “This is nice.”

“Yeah. We got lucky with this one. Last year we were in one of those other houses.”

“So, you were a party girl.”

“Not by choice,” I laughed. “You can stay there tonight.” I gestured to the sofa.

He looked at it. “Thank you.”

“Stop thanking me. It’s what I do.”

A smirk crawled into his cheek. “Your superpower.”

“My superpower,” I agreed. “Good night.”

“Good night, Nora,” he said.

That smooth way my name left his lips made my insides warm, and I so wished a real guy had the same effect. As I turned and headed to my room upstairs, I couldn’t shake the butterflies whirling in my belly. A spirit had never made me feel so off-balance, and I realized why. It was a futile endeavor to fall for someone who would disappear without warning. Someone who—as much as they seemed to be—wasn’t really there. 
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CHAPTER 3
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“Morning,” I said from the doorway between the kitchen and living room.

Kyler lay on the sofa with his hands locked behind his head. “Hey.” He kicked his legs down and sat up. “Your roommate never came home.”

I smiled. “Did you wait up?” 

“I don’t exactly sleep,” he explained.

I winced. I may have spoken to spirits, but I’d never spent significant time around them. I guess I never considered what they were doing when I wasn’t around. 

“Aren’t you worried about her?” he asked.

“She’s a traveling nurse. She’s gone for a couple of months at a time. This time she’s in California.”

“You could’ve told me that before I paced the floor waiting for her.”

“You did not,” I challenged.

“I did not,” he admitted.

I smiled, realizing he wasn’t just a good-looking guy; he also had a great personality and was fun to be around. “I’m gonna shower and then I’ll be ready to head to your parents’ house. Do we have a plan?”

“You tell me. You do this sort of thing all the time, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but I don’t usually seek people out. They come to me.”

“Oh, right.”

“How about you think about it while I’m in the shower, and then we’ll strategize on our way there?”

“Deal,” he said with a reassuring smile. 

“Do you need anything?”

“No. Just some good luck.”

I nodded. “No luck needed. I’ll talk to them.”

* * *
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By the time I pulled open my car door, Kyler had already appeared in the passenger seat. I’d never get used to the way spirits traveled. “Tell me about your family,” I said once I’d slipped into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

“Well, I was their favorite,” he said as I backed out of the driveway.

“Why aren’t I shocked that you think that?” I said.

“What?” He smiled. “I’m serious.”

I drove through town, passing the café and shops, as well as the sidewalks packed with shoppers. 

“Okay. Truth?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m an only child. So, I kinda had to be their favorite.”

I laughed until the truth silenced me. These poor people lost their only child. Hopefully, whatever I was able to tell them would bring them some peace. “I’m an only child too,” I admitted.

“Were you spoiled?”

I pursed my lips as I considered it. “A little.”

He laughed. “See? You were your parents’ favorite, too.”

I shrugged, reluctant to unload all my own stuff on him. He was the spirit. My responsibility was to help him.

“So, what’s the plan? Who should I say I am? A friend? Or, do you think being straightforward about what I can do would be better?”

“Oh, definitely say a friend. I’m not so sure they’ll let you inside if you start with the medium stuff.”

“Would you have believed in the medium stuff if you hadn’t experienced it for yourself?”

He paused, his lips twisting in contemplation. “Probably not. It’s tough to be open to stuff you can’t see.”

“Problem is, I’ve always been able to see. Even if it wasn’t with my eyes, I could see in my head. I don’t know what it’s like not to see.”

He reached over and placed his hand on mine.

I pulled mine back as if electrocuted by his touch.

“Jesus! What’s wrong?” he asked.

I swerved my car over to the side of the road and threw it into park. “I felt that.”

“Felt what?”

“Your touch,” I said, my heartbeat thrashing in my chest.

“Is that weird?”

“Extremely. I’ve never felt a spirit before.” I cradled my hand with my other hand, as if it was somehow injured by his touch. “The same way you can just pass through things, my hand passes through spirits.”

“What do you think it means?” he asked.

“I have no freaking clue.” My mind reeled. This wasn’t normal. First, I didn’t know he was a spirit when I met him. Now, he can touch me. What the hell was going on? “Can I try something?”

“Yeah, of course.”

I lifted my hand slowly, moving it toward his shoulder. Once I placed it against the soft fabric of his black hoodie, I yanked my hand away. “Jesus Christ.”

“You’re scaring me, Nora.”

“Scaring you? This has never happened before.”

“Well, maybe me being able to see my parents through you might actually work.”

I inhaled, needing to remember what I was there for. I was there to bridge the gap between Kyler and his family. I’d have to figure out what the hell was going on with me later. “Right.” 

I shifted the car back into drive and drove in silence until we reached Kyler’s neighborhood. Each home was decked out for Christmas and I realized quickly that Kyler had grown up in a picturesque setting. 

“It’s that one,” he said, pointing at the white colonial decorated with pretty wreaths and red bows on every window. 

I parked in front of his house. “It’s beautiful.”

“My mom loves decorating. I’m surprised she only did the windows.”

“I think it looks lovely.”

“Yeah, but that’s unlike her not to do lights and lawn ornaments.”

“She’s probably not in the mood given what happened to you,” I said.

“Dammit!” He dropped his face into his palms and fell forward. “I’m such a selfish bastard,” he growled.

“Why?”

“I haven’t even considered what they’ve been going through.”

I reached over and rubbed my hand over his back, still shocked that I could touch him. “Go easy on yourself. You’re dealing with a lot.”

“That’s the problem. I’ve been so wrapped up in me and my situation that I hadn’t thought about how my parents were handling it.” He lowered his hands and looked at me. “Maybe that’s why I’m still here. Maybe I haven’t learned how to move on when I’m so consumed with myself.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“Then how?”

“Once you cross over, any selfish thoughts or transgressions seem to disappear. It wouldn’t be the cause of you still being here.”

He looked out the window toward his house. 

“So, what happens when you go up there? You can’t pass through the door?” I asked.

“I’ve never even been able to get this close. It’s like an invisible wall keeps me from this road.” 

“Well, you made it onto the road. Hopefully, your parents let me in and you can just follow me inside.”

He nodded.

I rested my hand on his arm. “Look, I know this isn’t easy. But I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.”

I opened my door and a cold chill whooshed inside. Goosebumps scampered up my arms as I stepped out. 

Kyler appeared at my side. “Let’s do this.”

I smiled as I closed the door, hoping for his sake it worked. We made our way up the walkway to the front door. A wreath with a big red bow at the top hung on it. I pressed my hand to the door. “Try to get in this way,” I said.

He placed his hand beside mine, but it was stopped by the solid door.

“That’s okay. Hopefully, you can just follow me inside.” I rang the doorbell and the melodic chime echoed inside the home. 

Within seconds, the door unlocked. Once it opened, a woman stood there eyeing me while I eyed her. She had shoulder-length blonde hair and the same up-turned lips as Kyler’s. 

“Mom,” he said beside me, the longing to see her etched in the word.

“Hi, Mrs. Fletcher. My name’s Nora. I was a friend of Kyler’s.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“She doesn’t believe you,” Kyler said, sensing something in his mother’s look that I wasn’t keen to.

“Then why haven’t you been by before?” she asked, suspicion heavy in her tone.

“Oh...I...”

“You what?” she snapped.

“I’ve been busy?”

She balked. “Everyone wants to see for themselves the stories they’ve seen online,” she said, disdain dripping from her tongue. “It’s despicable.”

“I’ve been in Florida,” I lied. 

“Don’t come back here. We’ve suffered enough.” She slammed the door in my face.

“Dammit,” Kyler cursed.

“I’m sorry,” I said, turning to face him. “She just caught me off guard.”

“Try again,” he said. “Make her listen to you.”

I cocked my head. “Kyler. She’s gonna call the police if I push her.”

“Then let her,” he said.

“I want to help you. I really do. But we need another approach.” I noticed movement by the side of the house. I stepped down one of the steps and looked over. A gray-haired woman in light blue scrubs stepped out of a medical van parked in the long driveway. “Who’s she?” I asked Kyler.

“I have no idea.”

She noticed me staring at her and called over, “Can I help you?”

I stepped off the front steps and approached her. “I’m Nora,” I said. “I was a friend of Kyler’s.”

Sympathy shone in her eyes. “I’m Sue. I can let you in.”

“Oh...I...” I glanced at Kyler who shrugged. 

Sue watched me as I tried to decide if that was the right move or not. It wasn’t like I could just ask Kyler what I should do. Sue checked her watch. “I really need to get in to see Mr. Fletcher.”

“What’s wrong with my dad?” Kyler asked with fear in his voice.

“Is Mr. Fletcher ill?” I asked her.

Confusion filled her features. “Mr. Fletcher has been in a coma since his accident.”

My eyes widened as I looked to Kyler who seemed just as shocked as I was. “I’m alive?” he said, clearly unable to grasp what she’d just told us.

I looked back to Sue. “He’s still alive?”

“If you call a coma alive,” she said. 
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