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    "It is never too late to be what you might have been"

--George Elliot

 

For those who dream of becoming. You're already halfway there.

 

For my husband, my children, and grandchildren. I love you with all my heart and soul.
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Chapter One
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Hannah rummaged through her overstuffed closet, searching for something to wear. She tightened her lips as she tossed another garment on the floor. She rushed to the closet door and yelled across the room. “Mom, have you seen my costume for the party?”

Though it was in the middle of summer, her friends insisted on having a costume party to celebrate the graduation of their class. With a towel wrapped around her, Hannah walked through her bedroom and yelled down the hall toward her mother’s bedroom. She could hear her closing drawers, the loud squeak always revealed her location. “Mom!”

“Yes, Hannah?”

“Have you seen my costume? I can’t find it anywhere.”

Caroline scurried out of her bedroom, holding a garment in her hand. “I haven’t seen it, no.”

“Darn it. That party’s tonight. I need to find it.”

“Did you search the laundry room?” Caroline pushed her golden hair behind her ear as she stopped in front of Hannah’s bedroom. She handed the blouse to Hannah as she twisted to face the other direction.

“It was new, why would it be in the laundry?” Hannah asked.

“It will turn up somewhere. If you cleaned your room more often, you may surprise yourself.”

Hannah looked at the pile of clothes in the center of her room. “I checked the pile first. Besides, I didn’t put it on the floor. It was on my bed this morning.”

Caroline’s face turned red. “You said your bed?”

“Yes. Why? What did you do, Mother?”

“Oh, dear, I took those things to the raffle. You did say you put everything on the bed.”

“Mom!” Hannah rushed back into her room. She searched her bed, flipping over the blankets as she held the towel in place. “I told you I didn’t have anything to donate except for the one thing. Why did you take the costume too?”

“I must not have heard you, Hannah.” Caroline entered the room. “It’s not too late, why don’t you wear your sister’s cheerleading uniform?”

“If I wear that, she’ll kill me.”

“You want a costume, don’t you? I’ll talk to your sister. She won’t kill you.” Caroline half-turned. “Besides, your father and I paid for the uniform so she’s got no say in the matter. I’ll remove it from her closet. If you return it undamaged, she isn’t going to know about it anyway.”

“Fine. I guess I’ll change the whole look.” Hannah stormed out of her bedroom and hurried to her sister’s room before Caroline could move an inch, which was next to hers. She opened the closet door and searched through the perfect row of hanging garments. She located the blue and gold uniform, still in its plastic, and carried it to her bedroom. Hannah looked at her watch. “I’ve got one hour. What time’s my curfew again?”

Caroline tilted her head and pierced her lips.

“I just want to hear it one more time. Please?”

“Fine. You have no curfew tonight. But your father and I would prefer you were home before dawn.”

Hannah smiled. “Thank you, Mom.”

“You’re welcome, dear.” Caroline walked out of the bedroom and proceeded to go downstairs. 

Hannah could hear the heavy footfalls get quieter the further her mother walked away. She shook her head as she dropped her towel and slid on the clothes. She rushed to the bathroom in which she shared with her older sister and rummaged through the make-up. She applied the make-up and pulled her blonde hair up into a pony tail. A long matching ribbon finished the look. She glanced at her reflection and smiled. “Not half bad.” Hannah looked at her watch as she hurried out of the bathroom. Brodie would be there in twenty minutes.

Returning to her bedroom, Hannah found both shoes and slid them on.

“Hannah, your ride is here!” Caroline yelled up the stairs.

“Okay! Thanks, Mom!” Hannah picked up a backpack-style purse, and slid her arms through as she walked down the stairs with a bounce. Her long hair wiggled with each step. “Well, how do I look?” He picked up her cell phone and slid it into the bag with a half twist.

“You look very nice, sweetie. Will Brodie be bringing you home as well?”

“Yes. We’re picking up Bella on the way. Can you call her and let her know we’re on the way?”

“I will call her.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

As Hannah hurried past Caroline, her mother raised a cheek and Hannah kissed it. She opened the door and sprinted outside, closing the door behind her.

Brodie arrived at Bella’s house ten minutes later.

“Ay, dios mio!” Bella said as she climbed into the car. “You look awesome, Hannah!”

“Thanks! I love your angel costume, Bella.”

“Thank you!” Bella smiled. “Brodie, where’s your costume?”

“Not wearing one. I don’t even know why you two are. The whole thing’s ridiculous.”

“No, it isn’t,” Hannah said.

“Yes, it is.”

“Let’s not argue. Let’s get there before all the cool kids show up.” Hannah laughed.

Brodie drove to the small beach and parked on the edge of the sand. They got out of the car and made their way to the fire pit where the other classmates already began the celebration. There were a handful of students not wearing costumes, but most of them had something on. Hannah smiled, nodding at a few of her friends.

Bella rushed up from behind Hannah and took her arm, locking elbows. They walked toward the fire as they laughed, swinging their hips in unison. 

Brodie laughed as he followed them. “Looks like it’s going to be a sweet night. Dad said it won’t rain.”

“I heard the same thing, but you never know.” Bella laughed.

“I see Ben, you two coming along?” Brodie asked.

“Naw, you go ahead.” Hannah turned toward Bella. “Do you think he’s going to be here?”

“He who?” Bella asked.

“You know who.”

“Adam?” Bella asked as they reached a log.

Hannah sat down, facing the roaring flames. “Yes, Adam.” Her face warmed at the sound of his name.

“I don’t know. I heard from the grapevine he’s going to show, but I don’t know. Are you going to talk to him?”

“I’m thinking about it.” Hannah looked over her shoulder, searching for the boy. She had had a crush on him since they were kids. If she didn’t pull the courage up, she wasn’t ever going to. Tonight had to be the night. It was all she could think about, now that she was there.

As more classmates arrived, Hannah kept her eyes open for Adam. When she finally saw him, her heart fluttered. Her hands became wet as the nerves built.

The class clown jumped in front of Hannah and she fell backward. Adam caught her before she hit the sand. Butterflies danced in her stomach as she blushed. He helped her back to sitting and jumped over the log. Adam sat down. “Wassup,” he said.

“Not much. Have you gone to any parties since graduating?”

“Tons. My parents are heading out of town over the weekend, so I’ll be throwing one of my own if you and Bella want to hang.”

“Yeah, sure. Love to.”

“Great.” Adam turned and waved at someone. “I’ll catch you later?”

“Okay.” Hannah watched him walk away. Bella leaned on her and pulled her into a hug. “Do you think he’ll like me?”

“I know he will. You gotta take a chance, girl.”

“I’m terrified. What if he doesn’t like me at all—just being nice to me?”

“Ay, dios mio, Hannah. We’re adults now; you can’t act like a kid no more—take a chance.”

Hannah continued to watch Adam as he laughed with his friends. She wondered what he was laughing about.

Someone pushed a can of beer in front of Hannah, breaking her concentration. She followed the person’s arm and noticed it was Brodie. She accepted the beer and opened it. 

Bella’s arm dangled over her shoulder as Brodie handed her an opened can of beer. She put on a soar face and pushed the can back to Brodie. “This is nasty.”

Hannah laughed as she looked at the beer. Music started to play rock and roll. “Want something else to drink?”

“Sure.”

Hannah stood up and approached a cooler. She knelt and pushed the ice around until she found a soda.

***
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AS THE HOURS SLOWLY dragged on, Hannah and Bella danced. Three beers later, Hannah had to pee. “I’ll be right back!” she yelled over the music.

Hannah passed her beer to Bella and jumped up. She zig-zagged to the edge of the beach and entered a gathering of trees. Surrounded by the tree, Hannah found a private spot and quickly relieved herself. As she was squatting, she heard a branch snap. “Hello?” She quickly pulled up her pants, looking through the trees. “Anyone there?”

•   
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Chapter Two
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Hannah found herself in Bella’s bedroom. She turned in place as she looked around the room without saying anything. She felt confused. She was just in the woods—now she was here. The small room was trashed as if a tornado had paid a visit. The half-made bed was covered in pillows and clothes, the dresser was topped with things Hannah had given her over the years, and the floor was covered with clothes and candy wrappers. Bella normally had a clean room. Hannah looked at her hands, her eyes followed downward.

“Are you just going to stand there or are you going to say something?” Bella asked. “Ay, dios mio! Hannah?”

“What’s going on?” Hannah asked.

“You-you’re dead? How am I seeing you?” Bella jumped up from her chair and rushed over to Hannah. She attempted to touch Hannah but her hand went through her. “This isn’t possible!” Bella screamed and dropped to the floor.

Hannah turned to run out of the room. The door opened and Bella’s mother rushed in. She passed through Hannah. “Oh, my God, what’s happening to me?” Hannah backed away, shaking her head. Her hands trembled.

“Bella!” Bella’s mother yelled. She shook Bella’s shoulder as Hannah approached them.

“Bella, please be all right. I need your help.” Hannah knelt beside her friend, and waited for her to wake up.

***
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BELLA OPENED HER EYES and searched the room. Her mother’s smile made her more at ease. She slumped her shoulders. “Mom, I could have sworn I saw Hannah.”

Nancy smiled and put her hand on Bella’s knee. “If you think you saw her, you probably did.”

“What are you saying, Mom?”

She saw Hannah move closer to her. Bella moved back.

Nancy looked around the room. “Is she here right now, Bella?”

Bella nodded. She wanted to run out of the room but her limbs failed to move. They trembled instead. Tears flooded.

“You’re not imagining things.” Nancy stood up and approached the door, closing it. She turned around and smiled. It was a nervous smile, one Bella only had seen a few times in her life. The last time she saw that look on her face, her mother told her about Papa’s death.

“If it’s bad news, I don’t know if I can take it. Not after losing my best friend.” Bella looked at her hands.

Nancy rushed to her and placed her hands on her shoulder. “It’s not bad news—not really.”

“What is it, Mother?”

“You can see ghosts, always have,” she blurted out.

Bella jumped up. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “What do you mean, I can see ghosts?”

Hannah approached her again, smiling. It was as if she was excited now. Was she really there? Was it possible? Bella stepped forward and raised her hand. She watched her hand pass through Hannah. She stepped back.

“For how long?”

“Ever since you were little. I used to hear you talking to your father’s dad through the closed door. It stopped when your father died, so I thought you out-grew it.”

“I didn’t know I could do this—how do you out-grow something you didn’t know you had?”

“I can’t answer that.”

“Well, someone should.” Bella looked down.

Nancy returned to the door and opened it. She looked over her shoulder. “I know someone who might have the answers. Are you going to be all right?”

“Yes, I’ll just talk to my friend that may or may not be real.”

“Are you being sarcastic right now?” Hannah asked.

Bella glared at her and looked away.

“Bella, I know this is crazy, but you were given a gift. You lost your best friend and now she’s here. Talk to her.” Nancy left the room, closing the door behind her.

Bella backed against the wall as she stared at Hannah. “Are you real? Or did my mind finally snap?”

“I’m here, but I don’t know why. I was just at the party.”

“That was three days ago.” Bella pushed back the tears, but they continued coming anyway.

“Three days? What happened? How did I die?” Hannah paused. “Don’t answer that. How’s my mom and sister? Are they okay?”

“It’s really you, isn’t it?” Bella smiled through the tears. If this was her best friend, and she was getting a second chance to see her, Bella couldn’t waste another minute doubting what was right in front of her.

“They’re crushed. Jaimie cried—I never saw her cry before. She was also upset that you ruined her uniform.”

“Sounds like my sister. If it meant so much to her, she should have taken the dang thing with her.”

“I know—right?”

They laughed.

Hannah appeared sad as she looked away. “I’m going to miss them, Bella.” She walked toward the door. “I never got to tell Adam how I felt about him either.”

“I know. I’m so sorry.” Bella reached out to hug Hannah, but her hands went through her. “I don’t like not being able to hug you. You need it more than I do.”

“I wish we could hug too.” Hannah looked at the ceiling. “Why do you think I’m here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s because you have unfinished business and need to settle things up before you move on.”

“You think?”

Bella nodded. “From what I’ve seen in the movies, ghosts always remain bound to Earth because they have unfinished business. Adam could be your unfinished business. We should go tell him to make sure.”

“I can’t tell him—he’ll freak out.”

“I’ll tell him for you.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“Of course. What do you think best friends are for?” Bella smiled.

Hannah disappeared.

“Hannah?” Bella searched the room. She ran to her closet and searched there—tossing the clothes over her shoulder. She rushed back to her bed and looked under it, pulled the blanket off the bed, and moved the pillows. She threw them across the room and continued searching.

Hannah reappeared.

“Where did you go?”

“I didn’t go anywhere. It was dark, so I couldn’t see anything.”

“What did it feel like?” Bella sat down on her bed.

“I was scared. I felt lost.”

​​​​​
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Chapter Three
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Hannah and Bella walked the three blocks to Adam’s house. He wasn’t home, so they waited an hour before he finally showed up. Hannah paced the front porch as they waited. When he walked up the steps, she froze.

Bella smiled. “Hey, Adam.”

“Wassup.” He joined her on the swing as Hannah watched. She wanted to tell him herself, but knew she couldn’t, so she waited patiently for Bella to spill the beans. “How you feeling since Hannah...um...died?”

“It’s been rough, but I’m hanging in there. Since you brought her up...I’ve got something to tell you that she wanted to say herself.” Bella glanced at Hannah without Adam noticing.

“She had a crush on me, didn’t she?”

“You knew?” Hannah asked.

Bella repeated the question.

“Yeah, I saw the way she always looked at me. I wish she would have told me—I liked her too.”

“You did?”

“Ay dios mio, I had no idea,” Bella said.

“Yeah.”

Hannah walked away. She wanted him to like her, but she had been so terrified to tell him. She was in a loss for words.

“I better go. My mother was expecting me for dinner. I’ll talk to you later?”

“Sure. I didn’t say anything wrong, did I?”

“No. I just have to go.” Bella jumped off the swing and strolled down the steps, joining Hannah by the street. “How do you feel?”

“Stupid.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“Do you see a light or anything?” They started walking down the street. Bella looked over her shoulder a few times.

“Nope. I guess he wasn’t my unfinished business. I do have a nagging feeling I need to find my killer though.”

“Well, then, that’s what we’re going to do.”

“How?” Hannah stopped and turned. She watched Adam walk into his house and sighed.

“We are going to play detectives for real. It’s what you always wanted to do—right?”

“Well, yeah.” Hannah turned back around.

“Okay, we can head over to the crime scene and look around—see if we can put the pieces together.”

“Let’s go.”

“Ay dios mio, after breakfast. It’s too late now, Hannah.”

Hannah looked at the sky. She hadn’t noticed the time. “You’re probably right. Go home. I’m going to visit my parents.”

“You haven’t seen them yet?”

“No, I’ve only been to your house. Why?” Hannah was lost.

“Don’t feel bad, but they haven’t been home since you died. I think the whole thing was hard on your mother.”

“Okay. I’ll just go home with you.” Hannah hung her head during the walk back. She didn’t say anything, but she felt like Bella knew more than she let on. She kept this feeling to herself.

***
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BELLA SAW THE BLACK SUV in the driveway and knew it was her uncle. She looked at Hannah and smiled. The moment she had told her about Hannah’s parents, Bella regretted it. How was she going to tell her that her family was in the process of moving? She heard the news yesterday and thought it was quick—how would Hannah react to something like that? Would she feel abandoned?

Bella opened the front door and walked inside. She held the door open for Hannah, almost forgetting she was a ghost. She noticed her uncle watching her from the living room and smiled. Her face warmed.

“Are you feeling all right, Isabella?”

“I’m fine. I just miss her.” Bella started up the steps.

“Can we talk for a bit?” he asked her.

Bella stopped at the third step, turned around, and returned to the living room. She sat down next to her uncle and waited for him to speak.
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