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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            GHOST, EASTER, AND OTHER THINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex pressed his back against the plate glass. Dropping his chin to his chest, he took a deep breath. The added moisture on his palms was remedied by the swipe on his pants, but his nerves were not so easily addressed. He knew he had to do this. It would make things easier—better. He thought being who he is—living the life he does—he’d be used to it. Most of the time, he was, but on days like today, his confidence shrunk along with his ego.

      “Babe, we need to do this now,” Margaret whispered.

      As girlfriends go, she was the best—always supportive and right by his side through the crazy journey that is his life. Not many girls would be strong enough to handle the kind of shit they deal with. Ghosts are anything but accommodating.

      “I know, I know. We’re going in. But whatever happens in there, know this is the worst of it. I promise.”

      “I got your back.” Margaret smiled.

      The door was heavier than he anticipated, and it took a firm grip and a hard pull to reveal the threshold to the event he was dreading all week.

      “Remember, we get in and out before they even notice us.” Margaret nodded.

      The violet, white illumination was a stale contrast to the natural sunlight, and Alex squinted to focus. Gazing up at the signs, he found the aisle he needed and took a reassuring hold of Margaret’s hand. The place wasn’t crowded, and the only real threat at the moment was the wayward soul hovering above them. He’d deal with him when they were done. Surveying the choices in front of him, he quickly found what he came for and snatched it up. Tucking it under his arm to half conceal the box, he walked to the back of the room with his eyes on the ground.

      “I can’t wait to get home so you can try this out. It’s gonna be so much easier for you.”

      Alex tried to grin, but his attention was on the teen boy who had just slipped into his space. The guy was about his age but much larger. He held a neon Shock Doctor Mouth Guard and sported shoulders the size of a football field. Which Alex surmised was befitting because the guy had to be on someone’s team.

      Hesitantly, Alex placed his purchase on the counter, released a quick “hoo, hoo, hoo,” under his breath, and slid his excitement and uneasiness towards the clerk. The man didn’t say a word, nor did he acknowledge Alex, Margaret, or any uncomfortable feelings that were surely blinking above his head like a neon sign. Instead, he rang the purchase, took Alex’s balmy debit card, and threw the receipt in the bag. The hulk teen wasn’t paying attention either. His sights were on the enormous chocolate Easter egg displayed on a mound of Peeps.

      Alex glanced up to the hovering apparition and raised his chin slightly left toward the door. He hoped the spirit would follow, but instead, it quickly vanished, so he took the cue and let it go. Clasping Margaret’s hand, he ushered them from the store.

      Outside, the fragrance of freshly cut grass and blossoming tulips tickled his nostrils. A perfect Spring Day. The young couple had strolled the fifteen-minute walk into the small village at the center of Floral Park, taking advantage of the warmer climate.

      “It’s super nice out.” Alex smiled.

      “It is. I love Spring. Hey, what happened in there?” Margaret asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you spotted something.”

      “I did. But they didn’t want my help.”

      “Huh. Did you get a good look at what it was?”

      “I didn’t know them, but it was definitely an older man. I’d say somewhere around my gram’s age.” Alex glanced over his shoulder back at the store.

      “That’s sad.”

      “How come?” Alex raised a brow.

      “He’s in a drug store for eternity? Why? What keeps him there? Why doesn’t he cross over?”

      “You sound like me.” Alex chuckled.

      “Well, it was bound to rub off some time.” She lay her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m just glad that’s over with.”

      “I know.” Margaret gave him a quick peck on the cheek. Rounding the corner at the end of the block stood a structure Alex struggled with for most of his seventeen years. Coming from a lineage of witches whose roots were planted in Italy, the yin and yang of spells and Catholicism baffled him. He chose to believe in spirituality, embracing his ancestors and calling on them in times of need.

      Alex let Margaret’s hand slip through his fingers. Across the street, directly in front of the church, was a small park with a handful of benches. His gaze focused on the ornate stained glass adorning the round window above the sturdy oak doors. What the hell? Without care, he stepped into the road and in front of an oncoming car. Luckily, Margaret’s scream freed him from his trance in time for him to jump out of the way. A loud screech from the tires of the irate driver didn’t completely mask the language he yelled from the window.

      Margaret rushed to his side and pulled Alex to a bench facing the building that had captivated his attention a few moments ago.

      “What the hell?” Margaret slapped his arm.

      “Sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” Alex glared at the church.

      “That’s not true.”

      “Okay, spill.” Margaret scooted back and crossed her legs.

      “Wait, where’s my bag?” Alex nervously looked around.

      “Crap. It’s over there.” Margaret pointed to the asphalt.

      “I’ll get it.” Alex motioned to stand.

      “Oh, no you don’t. One near-death experience today is enough. I’ll get it. Stay here.”

      Normally he’d argue the issue, but he didn’t trust himself either. The range of emotions creeping along his veins and occupying dread in his gut burned a volcano of doubt in his psyche.

      Margaret halted at the sidewalk’s edge and turned her head from side to side before venturing into the middle of the road. She snatched up the bag and scurried back to the bench.

      She stretched out her arm to hand the bag to Alex, “Thanks.”

      “I’m just that kind of girlfriend. Risking life and limb for the guy I love.”

      Alex rolled his eyes.

      “Now, where were we? Oh, I remember, you were gonna tell me why you froze in the middle of the goddamn street.” Margaret knitted her brows.

      “Once again—sorry. When I saw the church, I had a vision. The building was destroyed like a bomb or something had incinerated it. The darkness crept along the walls. It was like … a living thing.” Alex shuddered.

      “Yup, just another day in the world of you.”

      “That’s it?”

      “You want me to say it scared the piss out of me? That I’m dreading what this means? Nope. It’s not gonna do any good. We wait and see what unfolds like always.”

      “You’re being very practical, even more than usual.” Alex nudged her shoulder.

      “Yeah, well, I’m getting a lot of practice.”

      “Come on. Let’s go so I can unbox this beast.” Margaret shook her head. “It’s gonna help. You’ll see.”

      The rays of warmth peeking out from behind puffy white clouds should have been enough to keep Alex basking in the heat until they reached home, but even the sun wasn’t strong enough to melt away the fear that had taken hold of his spidey sense. He pushed up one of his sleeves—goosebumps. The once beautiful day had taken a sharp turn into something Alex couldn’t explain. It loomed in the air, thick and heavy.

      It had been a fairly quiet year since his last big case. One he’d like to forget more than any other. He’d almost lost Margaret, his love, his life. He knew they were young, but he also knew she was the one for him—his forever girl. When she’d gotten hit by another car and her soul separated from her body, he had feared for her recovery. But with the help of his family, her spirit rejoined the host, and they were together. Then there was the threat of a dark spirit lurking around his little brother. Luckily, that just turned out to be a distant relative trying to get Alex’s attention. At first, his grandfather was equally concerned, but once the identity of the spirit was uncovered, they both let out a sigh of relief. The man just wanted help taking the light.

      After all of it, the only issues he’d had were the occasional lost soul or, worse, bullying from Kyle Branders. The guy had been tormenting him for four years, and Alex suspected there was more to the story, but he’d be the last guy to call someone out if they weren’t ready to do it themselves. Live and let live was his motto, even if it was tougher at times.

      “Hey babe, look at that cloud.” Margaret pointed to the unusual shape in the sky. “It looks like a spider, or maybe a … I don’t know, but it’s weird.”

      Alex followed her gaze. Yup, it was a giant arachnid. “That’s not creepy at all,” he said.

      “I’m detecting sarcasm.”

      “Hmm. You think? The church is a barren ruin covered in a shadowy living thing, and then you spot a mutant Charlotte in the clouds. Not exactly the butterflies and daffodils we started with this morning.”

      “Huh. Pessimistic too. Tomato, to-mah-to. I see a cool shape; you see death. And never mess with Charlotte. She’s a hero.”

      Alex shook his head and smiled. Then, for a moment, the darkness was overshadowed by the light of the most beautiful girl he knew. Unfortunately, it didn’t last.

      Hello, my boy.

      Victor, what are you doing in my head? You know I hate that.

      “Hey, you want to order a pizza ...”

      Alex raised his hand. “Hang on, Victor’s talking.”

      “Is he doing that thought thing again? It’s rude.” Margaret frowned.

      It seems I offended the lovely Margaret. What a shame. It was not my intention.

      We both know you couldn’t give a shit about how she feels. So, tell me, what’s up?

      Your little near accident a few minutes ago was not what it appeared to be.

      Meaning what?

      Meaning, my dear Alex McKenna, something has gone awry and will upset the balance of everything you know.

      What the fuck, Victor? Tell me.

      It is not for me to be the one to bring such news. I am merely warning you of what you will have to face.

      And the point in that?

      One day maybe you will remember I was trying to be a friend.

      Alex laughed. The only reason you are doing this is to watch me squirm. You have no friends. Leave me alone.

      Might I point out that it was I who assisted you in the hospital with the Shtriga?

      Alex hesitated, he knew Victor was right, but he hated to admit it because 99% of the time, he was a self-serving, dark spirit with only maniacal intentions. He occasionally stepped in to help Alex only because he feared Alex and the magnitude of the powers that grew as he matured. One day Alex would lift the veil and cross over. Victor was petrified the witch would be as equally powerful in death. If anyone possessed the ability to vanquish Victor from existence, it would be Alex.

      Fine. I do recognize your help occasionally, but right now, you’re just pissing me off. So, I think it’s better you get the hell out of my head.

      Very well.

      Alex turned to Margaret. “He’s gone.”

      “Good. That one gives me the creeps.”

      “He knows better not to mess with you.”

      “Oh, I know. Doesn’t change the fact that you’ve never really seen him. For all we know, he’s some mashed up, grotesque demon that taunts you just enough to keep you at bay.”

      “Mashed up demon? I never thought of Victor that way, but it sort of makes sense.”

      “Really? I was being dramatic.”

      “You are anything but dramatic.”

      Margaret giggled. “I guess you’re right. I’m more of a cut and dry kind of girl.”

      “That you are.” Alex leaned in and kissed her neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            AM I DEAD?

          

        

      

    

    
      The two-story colonial nestled on the corner of Geranium Ave. and Clarence. It was the beginning of the changes for Alex and his paranormal abilities. A year and a half ago, Halloween became the countdown to a series of horrifying murders. Uncovering the truth behind the mystery and deaths, Alex soon realized it all began with his family’s home. The history weaved into the walls held not only secrets but the murderer’s identity. One that had been killing for decades. The experience helped shape the new direction Alex would take his abilities and his new romance with Margaret.

      “I love this house,” Alex remarked as they walked up the pathway to the stoop.

      He sat down and peered up at the sky. The clouds had cleared, but the color had drained from the canvas.

      “Don’t ya want to go inside and check this out?” Margaret poked the bag.

      “You’re more excited than me.” He laughed.

      “I just know what it means to you. Come on, let’s go try it out.”

      Alex half-heartedly got up. He loved chilling on the steps and observing nature. He took amusement in the squirrels scurrying across the sidewalk, using the several Azalea bushes for coverage as they made their way to the giant pine tree on the side of the house. The emerald green grass served as a shaggy carpet for the insect residents of the neighborhood. His favorite was the Praying Mantis. Their bulging eyes reminded him of his great uncle Andy, a sweet guy—big eyes.

      Alex pulled the key from his front pocket and opened the door. His younger brother Wilby was sitting on the living room couch, munching on popcorn. The microwave shortcut was a poor substitute for the theater version, but it worked in a pinch.

      “Hey bro, where’s Ma?” Alex grabbed a handful of the buttery snack.

      “She went to check on Gram; said she wasn’t feeling good.” His great grandmother, Mary Russo, was Gram to everyone in the family. Alex never knew his ma’s mother. She died before he was born.

      “I think it’s Covid,” said Wilby.

      “It’s not Covid, don’t say that. When did she leave?” Alex checked his phone for messages.

      “Like two hours ago.”

      “No messages. Maybe it’s just that bug that’s been going around.”

      He turned to Margaret. “You want anything before we head up?”

      “Yeah, how about coffee? I could use a boost. I didn’t sleep last night.”

      “I had a bad night too. Kept dreaming about a huge wave in the ocean crashing in and taking everything within miles under.”

      “How big was the damn wave?”

      “Big. Let’s go see if my ma left the pot on before she left.”

      The kitchen was the focal point of the house. Over the past few years, it listened to the ups and downs of the McKenna/LaBoccetta family. From issues at school to early morning breakfast chats and late-night bowls of ice cream, the round oak table with matching chairs was a safe haven for advice and sharing. Alex glanced at the counter where the stainless-steel coffee machine held a place of prominence. His ma was by all accounts a coffeeholic and had paved a similar road for her teenage son. Most parents would scoff at the idea that he’d been drinking the black gold since he was about twelve, but then most parents didn’t have a son capable of moving things with his mind and fighting ghosts who meant to bring harm to the living. The beverage brought a calm into his world. He tried meditation—and it worked on occasion—but when you’re deep in thought and a spirit wants to reach out, it could make for sudden wild visuals. So, coffee it was.

      He lifted the pot and swished it around. “Huh, it feels almost full.”

      “And? That’s good, right?”

      “Weird. It’s like she left in a hurry.”

      “Wilby didn’t seem to be worried.” Margaret bumped his shoulder.

      “Yeah. Maybe she made it thinking it’d be here when she got back.”

      “If you’re that worried, call her, or we can take a drive out there.”

      “No, you’re right. Let’s go upstairs.”

      Alex opened the cabinet and took out two mugs. After they’d been dowsed with cream and sugar, he handed one of the cups to Margaret, grabbed two individually wrapped Entenmann’s coffee cakes, and ambled up to his bedroom.

      He set his mug on the side of his desk away from the keyboard and threw the drugstore box on his bed. Sitting down on the computer chair, he swirled around to face Margaret, who curled up on the edge of the bed. She blew a long breath to cool off her liquid delight and gingerly took a sip.

      “So you gonna open it?”

      “I will in a few minutes. I’m hungry.”

      He tossed one of the coffee cakes to Margaret, ripped the plastic off his, and set it next to the mug on the desk. Then, breaking off a piece, he popped it into his mouth and smiled.

      “These are so good.”

      “Yeah, they are,” Margaret mumbled.

      Margaret eyed the package on the bed and then brought her gaze to Alex. He rolled his eyes and set down the sugary treat.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll try it out.”

      Margaret grinned and tossed the box back to him. “I’m going to the bathroom to do this. I need a minute.”

      “I get it.” Margaret stood up and leaned into Alex, brushing his lips with hers. “I’ll be here.”

      Alex opened the top drawer of his dresser and removed the flesh-colored silicone. Turning back, he smiled at Margaret before leaving the room. The bathroom was only steps from his room and yet seemed so far away. His gaze darted left and then right, making sure his little brother wasn’t in his room.

      “Wilby,” he shouted.”

      “What?”

      His brother’s voice resonated from downstairs; he was still a calm distance away in the living room.

      “Never mind.”

      Alex clutched the doorknob to the bathroom and quickly shut the door behind him. He leaned his back up against the wall. He always thought the weaved pattern of the gold and pale blue wallpaper was best suited for a Victorian dining room, not where he took a shower. And the chandelier … who puts an ornate crystal light fixture in the center of the room where everyone does their business? He chuckled … his ma, that’s who. Gina always had unusual taste in decorating. More modern than traditional, the bathroom was an enigma.

      He set the box on the counter and ripped open the top flap, pulling out the blue and black jockstrap, he lay it next to the box. He’d hope for all black, but this was the cheaper way to go, and beggars can’t be choosers. He’d saved enough to purchase a packer. It felt like the next step, but the button fly boxer harness he wanted was thirty-eight dollars, and the pharmacy had the generic strap for six bucks. A win for him right now since his savings had been depleted to nearly zero.

      Slipping off his jeans and boxer briefs, he unraveled the straps and stepped into the harness, centering it to his body. Then, pulling the front cradle away from his skin, he placed the packer in the sling and positioned it to the left. He had no idea why he did that, but he did. Pulling his boxers back up, he turned sideways to soak in the full view. Swiveling to face forward, he pulled his T-shirt over his head and tossed it on the toilet lid. Inching closer to his reflection, he examined the scars lining his chest a few inches below his nipples. Tracing the seam with his fingertips, he peered into the mirror. A lot has changed over this past year.

      Glancing to the side, he cocked his head. Rapid breath competed with the drumming of his pulse pumping through his chest, deafening all other sounds. He turned toward the small window that faced the backyard. He was drawn to it, being pulled as if tethered to a rope wrapped around his waist. Padding towards the glass, he rested his shoulder on the frame and peered out. Abruptly he pulled back … what the hell was Kyle doing in his yard? Quickly, he pulled on his T-shirt and jeans and flung open the door.

      “Tesoro, I gotta go downstairs.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” Margaret rushed into the hallway.

      “Fucking Kyle is in the backyard.”

      “What? I’m coming with you.”

      The teens swiftly took the stairs focusing on their mission to confront the bully.

      Wilby lay on the throw rug in front of the television when they jumped down to the solid wood floor, skipping the last few steps.

      “Hey!”

      “Wilby, stay in the house.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Just listen, okay?”

      “No.”

      Alex narrowed his eyes, but Wilby followed them anyway. Sliding the glass door open, Alex stepped onto the small porch that crowned the yard. Kyle stood in the center of the property on the pathway that split the yard into two equal sides. Behind him stood an unattached garage. There wasn’t a solid fence, only a row of hedges separating their property from the sidewalk and any unwanted guests, like the guy who stood poised and ready for whatever he was ready for.

      “Alex, don’t. He’s not what you think.” A young boy stood at his side.

      “Jacob, this isn’t the time for games.” Alex narrowed his eyes.

      Margaret tapped his shoulder. “What did he say?”

      “Not important.”

      “Well, looks like Kyle left in a hurry,” Margaret remarked.

      “What? What are you talking—” Alex glanced down at Jacob. The little boy shook his head up and down. “You’re kidding me?”

      “I tried to tell you,” Jacob murmured.

      “Alex? You can see me, right?” Kyle asked in a shaky voice. The boy glared at the intruder.

      “Kyle’s like me.”

      Jacob had died in a car accident with his mother, and somehow, they were separated. Afraid to face the unknown alone, the six-year-old haunted the halls at his elementary school until the day he followed Wilby home. He’d heard from others in the ghost world that Alex had special gifts and helped the dead. Alex tried several times to convince the little boy he’d be okay to crossover, but fear had rooted deep, and even the coaxing of a living teenager who talks to the dead wasn’t enough for the boy to go. He’d been a permanent resident of 55 Geranium Avenue ever since.

      “Now who are you talking to?” Margaret huffed.

      “Kyle.”

      “Kyle from school? What the heck? He’s not here—uh oh.”

      “Yeaaah. Uh oh.”

      “Is he, I mean, is he messed up?”

      Alex understood why his girlfriend had asked the question. It wasn’t just because she was curious; it was one of the ways she connected with him. She knew some of the gruesome spirits he’d encountered over the years. They’d had several explicit conversations. Margaret was his everything, and that meant shouldering the burden of seeing things that were hard to look at. Even if it was only through his descriptions.

      “No. He looks like he always does.” Alex turned back to Wilby. “Bro, get in the house now, or I’m telling Ma, and you know what’ll happen. You won’t be playing any of your games for a really long time.”

      “Okay, okay. Jeez. Just because I didn’t get the know doesn’t mean I have to be sent away all the time.”

      “Hey. No one said you’re not getting it. Just wait.”

      “Whatever. I’ll be in my room.”

      Alex’s heart ached for his brother. He’d been waiting since he was about five to get the gift that most of his family from his ma’s side possessed. There was always the possibility that Wilby could be like his dad, but he tried not to think about it. Alex had seen spirits since he was old enough to talk, but it was different for everyone. There was still time. Alex let his gaze travel from Wilby to Kyle, the terror that had been the starring role in most of his nightmares since the ninth grade now had an aura of a mouse more than a lion. Slouching shoulders, gaunt cheeks, and eyes wide with fear consumed any remnants of the hulk he was.

      Alex took a cautious step toward the billowing ghost. A new spirit hasn’t mastered the skills of holding onto a solid appearance, and in the beginning, it can look like ripples in a pond.

      “Kyle, what happened to you?”

      “I … I don’t know. I can’t remember. Why can’t I remember?”

      “It’s okay. You’re gonna be okay. It happens sometimes. It’ll come back to you.”

      Alex glanced over at Margaret. She was biting her cheek. She knew he was lying. It didn’t always become clear what happened to the person, and those were the spirits that went insane. Not fully comprehending their death, how they got there, where they’re going. They refuse the light and wander endlessly in an abyss of the dead, the living, and the creatures that are damned and sinister. Telling Kyle that now would serve no purpose other than a cheap jab at revenge for all the crap he’d done to him. Alex couldn’t do it.

      “Kyle, listen to me. We’ll figure it out, but for now, I want you to follow me to my room. Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this? The guy’s a beast. A creep.” Margaret huffed.

      “I know, but he’s a dead creep, and he needs my help.”

      Alex inched closer to the confused Kyle. The once mean bastard was as helpless as a toddler. He repeatedly raised his hands to his face, his gaze mesmerized by his translucent body.

      “H-h-how did I get here?” Kyle turned to Alex.

      “I’m not sure, but I guess your spirit reached out knowing I might be able to help.”

      “Hey, cute girl, can you see me?” Kyle hovered over Margaret. Alex rolled his eyes.

      “Somethings never change. Just follow me, Kyle.”

      “What happened? What did he say?” Margaret whispered.

      “It was stupid. He called you cute girl.”

      Margaret’s cheeks flipped from peaches and cream to fiery red. “He’s lucky he’s already dead.”

      Alex intertwined his fingers with hers. “Maybe not lucky.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Come on. Let’s take the moose up to my room.”

      “Moose. I like that.”

      “What are you guys saying?” Kyle’s celestial form floated in front of them.

      “Nothing. Let’s just get to my room.”

      Darkness partially cloaked the end of the hallway that led to Wilby’s room. The boy’s door was shut with a handmade Do Not Disturb sign taped to it. Alex figured it was probably better if his brother was pissed at him; he’d stay clear of what they were doing.

      The two teens plus one confused apparition shuffled into the bedroom, and Alex shut the door. The three of them uncomfortably eyed each other. He couldn’t lie to himself. It felt weird to have the root of all his issues at school in his private space. Well, hovering. He tried to let Kyle be, live and let live, but boy, did this guy make it hard.

      Alex sat down on his bed, and Margaret plopped down next to him. She slid her hand under his thigh and leaned into his shoulder.

      “Why don’t you sit on my chair.” Alex pointed to his desk.

      “Can I do that?” Kyle squeaked.

      “Sit down? Sure. Just don’t think about it, do it.”

      Kyle glided to the desk, hesitated for a moment, and then sat down.

      “Easy, right?”

      “I guess.”

      “Okay, so why don’t you start by telling me the last thing you remember.”

      “I’m dead. Right? I mean, I’m really worm food.”

      “Uh, it seems that way.”

      A small part of Alex felt a second of joy. No more torture. But he quickly reigned it in. This was a soul in need.

      Kyle looked past the bed to the open window. A branch from the large pine tree brushed along the roof. “I can’t smell anything. I probably can’t taste anything too. No more school, no more football, no more life. I saw this cheerleader on a bus right before I got to your house. She was messed up.”

      Alex leaned into Margaret, his lips brushing across her ear. “He saw Heather.”

      “Oh, crap.”

      Alex had given Margaret the details as to the condition of Heather Johnson’s celestial body during a long, intimate discussion one night when he felt like he could share anything. The cheerleader had been the victim of a hit and run sixteen years ago. Her mangled corpse lay in the brush of the overgrown vegetation behind the famed Belmont training track.

      The training track was used to work out the horses and prepare them for their upcoming races. It butted up to Floral Park, dead ending at the end of Geranium Ave. Heather’s body had been dumped there and sat decaying for weeks before they found her. Over the years, he tried to figure out who the culprit was and get the girl to crossover, but she wouldn’t budge. He knew she had unfinished business and hoped he could one day resolve it for her.

      “You saw Heather Johnson. She was a cheerleader at our school a long time ago.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “Some car hit her when she was walking home.”

      “But how come she looks like that? I thought after you die, everything is—normal.”

      “For some. Others hold on to their unfinished business—the burden of death weighs heavy on them, preventing a soul from letting go of the past.”

      “Business?” Kyle floated up, circling the room. “Sorry, that just happened.”

      “You’ll learn to control it. Each soul moves on unless something is holding them to the living. Maybe they need to finish a deed—right a wrong. Whatever. The point is some celestials won’t become whole until they’re ready to accept what happened to them.”

      The shadows crept along the windowsill, capturing the Spring Day and laying the way for the brisk night air. Margaret shuddered and Alex scooted her closer, putting his arm around her shoulder. His nose crinkled, and he dry heaved.

      “Ugh, what is that smell?”

      Margaret quickly covered her mouth. “Oh god, I’m gonna puke.”

      Alex cocked his head back, raising his chin to the air and flaring his nostrils.

      “What are you, McKenna? A golden retriever?” Kyle remarked.

      “Shut up. I’m trying to figure out where … uh. It’s you.”

      “What?” Kyle stuck his nose to his armpit.

      “No, you idiot, it’s all around you. Margaret, do you know what that is?”

      “I think it might be Valerian. I’ve smelled it in my aunt’s garden. They’re really pretty but super stinky. Kyle, have you been on the hunt for vampires lately?” Margaret joked.

      Alex laughed.

      “Hey, what the hell is so funny.”

      “Nothing. Why do you smell of Valerian?”

      “I don’t even know what the fuck that is,” Kyle growled.

      “I’m guessing that’s our first clue.” Alex scooted off the bed.

      “To what?” Kyle questioned.”

      “Your death.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            THE BULLY IS SCARED

          

        

      

    

    
      Three knocks on his bedroom door signaled to Alex his little brother had emerged from his self-imposed prison.

      “Ma’s home,” Wilby called out from the other side of the door.

      “I’ll be down in a second.”

      Alex waited to hear the thumping of feet on the steps before speaking. “I need to explain to my ma that you’re here. She’ll see you eventually anyway. Might as well ease the blow.”

      “Wait. Your mom sees things too? What is your whole family whacked?”

      “You know, you’re not in the position to give me any shit.”

      “What’s he saying to you? What the hell are you saying to him, you waste of space? Alex, just let him go. He was an ass when he was alive, and now, he’s just the universe’s problem. You don’t need to do this.”

      “Wait. I’m sorry. I was really bad to you, and there’s no reason you should help me, but I’m begging, please. I don’t know what to do.”

      Alex tilted his head back and let out a heavy sigh. “Just wait here. Come on, let’s go downstairs.” He put his hand out for Margaret.

      “Only for you.” She took his hand and squeezed.

      They plodded down the stairs and straight to the kitchen. Gina, Alex’s ma, was emptying bags of groceries onto the counter. Wilby had the refrigerator open, putting away the milk and butter.

      “Hey, you two, dinner should be finished shortly. I just need to get the water on to boil.”

      “How’s Gram?”

      “She’s resting. Papa’s with her.”

      Alex’s papa, Joseph LaBoccetta, was Gina’s dad. A traveler and assistant to the church, he often spent long months away from the family. But their last case, a battle with Lucifer and a shtriga, brought Joseph home. After which, he made the decision to stay.

      “Are you and Papa worried?”

      “We made a doctor’s appointment for tomorrow afternoon. It’s probably nothing, just that stomach bug that’s going around. But given her age, we thought it wise to have the doctor check her out. She did manage to eat some soup and a slice of toast before I left. Papa prepared his famous homemade minestrone, and you know how much she loves that.”

      “I got goosebumps earlier, and it freaked me out when I heard Gram was sick.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. No presuming until we see the doctor. Margaret, will you be staying?”

      “If it’s okay?”

      “And when isn’t it?” Gina grinned.

      “I got the water Ma. You making Angel Hair?” Alex took a large pot from a lower cabinet and set it under the faucet.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll grab the colander and the macaroni.” Margaret piped up. “Wilby, grab a jar of my gravy from the fridge, please.” Gina pulled a loaf of crusty Italian bread from the long brown bag.

      “And the butter too.”

      “I just put that away.”

      “Not that one. Grab the glass butter dish.”

      “Oh.”

      After she set the colander in the sink and the box of macaroni on the counter, Margaret counted out four plates from the upper cabinet and placed them on the kitchen table. Then, pulling open the utensil drawer, she sectioned out four forks and butter knives, set them on napkins, and placed them beside the plates.

      “I’m done.” She threw her arms up in the air.

      “Thank you, everyone, for your help. I’ll call you when dinner is done.”

      “Ma, can I go play one of my games?”

      “Sure. But keep your door open so you hear me when I call you.”

      “Uhhh, how about we play together down here in the living room.” Alex gave Margaret a sideways glance.

      “That’s a great idea. You’re always telling me how great you are with Minecraft. Ready to show me?”

      Wilby smirked. “Come on.”

      Walking into the living room, Margaret grabbed Alex by the arm and ushered him toward her. “Hey, what’s with the game?”

      “I don’t want my brother upstairs alone with our new ghost.”

      “Ah. Good idea.”

      The three of them hunkered down on the couch. “Okay, kiddo, show me what you got,” said Margaret.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner at the McKenna/LaBoccetta household was usually loud, hectic, and the best time of the day. But Alex couldn’t get his mind off the guest in his room and the queasiness setting him off balance.

      “You okay, bella mia?” Gina reached for his hand on the table.

      “A strange thing happened today when we were walking home from uptown.”

      “Oh?”

      “In my vision, the church was fried like it got nuked or something.”

      “Anyone hurt?”

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t see anyone. Just the ruins.”

      “Let me know if you see it again. Usually, that kind of vision indicates a violent end to a situation. Are there any other situations I should be aware of?”

      Alex turned to Margaret and then back to his ma.

      “Uh oh.” Gina sat back on her chair.

      “What?”

      “I saw the look you gave Margaret. Tell me, what is it?” Alex darted his attention to Wilby.

      “I know, I know. I’ll go play a game.” He frowned.

      After Wilby left the room, Gina eyed her son. “So, what’s so secretive you need to hide it from your brother?”

      “I’m not hiding it. He already knows. I just don’t want him to worry.”

      “Well, now you’re starting to worry me. What happened?”

      “Not what. Who.” Alex ran his fingers through his hair.

      Margaret interjected. “Gina, remember that guy from school, Kyle Branders?”

      “Alex, he didn’t do anything to you, did he? Are you alright?” Gina abruptly rose from the table.

      “I’m fine. He’s upstairs in my room. Something happened to him, he doesn’t have any memory of it, but whatever it was, it was very bad. Ma, he’s dead.”

      Gina folded into the chair and pushed her back onto the hard surface. Inhaling a long breath, she darted her eyes from Alex to Margaret and then to the glass doors facing the backyard. “How long has he been here?”

      “Not long, maybe an hour.”

      “And what are your plans? Because you owe nothing to this boy. He did everything to make you miserable.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Margaret interjected.

      “I know you’re both saying this for my sake, but I can’t just leave him alone and scared.”

      Gina let out a heavy sigh. “Your heart is big, and I love that you’re willing to help, but you can’t save everyone.”

      “But I can try.” Alex stood up. “We’re gonna go upstairs and see if we can’t figure out a few things. Will you please let me know when you hear anything else about Gram?”

      “I will. But understand, just because he’s a celestial, it doesn’t mean he’ll be any different than when he was alive. Be cautious, and don’t let your guard down. We’ve all seen how evil can follow a person in death.”

      “I promise.”

      Halfway up the staircase, a ribbon of color floated toward them and materialized into an impatient Kyle.

      “What the hell are you doing? Go back to my room.” Alex said through gritted teeth.

      “You were taking so long. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

      “Alex, maybe we should go outside. He might feel better.” Margaret suggested.

      “That’s a good idea. Go out front, and we’ll meet you there. And don’t stop to try and talk to my ma. She doesn’t exactly have a soft spot in her heart when it comes to you.” Kyle nodded.

      Alex half expected some sort of rebuttal, but he was happy to see the guy didn’t put up a fight.

      “Hey, what are you guys doing?” Wilby was curled up on the couch with the game remote.

      “Just talking,” said Alex.

      “How ya gonna handle this?” Margaret sat down on a step.

      “I think we should try to see what he does remember. If we trace his day, we might be able to piece something together.”

      “I thought you were going to your room?” Gina stood at the base of the staircase.

      “Kyle’s jittery, so we told him to wait outside. We were just gonna go meet him.”

      Gina placed her hands on her hips. “Be careful.”

      “Always.”

      “Do you want to debate that?”

      “Uh, I always try?” Alex grinned.

      “Not too late. There’s school tomorrow.”

      “Ma, there’s literally a dead guy on our stoop, and you’re worried about school?”

      “I’m worried about my son and his girlfriend. As for the guy on the porch, he’s lucky it’s not me he came to for help.”

      Alex bit his tongue. His ma was bitter when it came to Kyle, and he fully understood why. So, pressing the issue might just leave Kyle on his own.

      “We’ll be in by eleven. Is that good?”

      “Not a minute over.”

      Alex clutched Margaret’s arm and ushered her toward the front door before his ma had a chance to think it over. Kyle was waiting for them as instructed. He’d floated up to the top of the roof on a house across the street. Alex waved him down and walked to the corner where he and Margaret sat down on the curb.

      “You know the last time we sat on this curb was when Mrs. Nuncio was murdered.” Margaret stared at the house on the corner directly across the street.”

      “I know. I think about her all the time. Even after I saw her in the hospital when you had the accident, and she was waiting for Mr. Nuncio to die, she was so kind and told me there wasn’t anything I could’ve done to prevent her death. I still feel guilty. It doesn’t leave just because someone says some kind words. It stores in the back of my head, and when I least expect it, it pops up and burns my gut.”

      “I know. But she was right. There really was no way of knowing. Sometimes you just gotta let go.”

      Alex bent at the waist and sucked in a heavy breath. Slipping his new rescue inhaler from his pocket, he inhaled two puffs of the medicine. It had been nearly three months since his doctor diagnosed him with the condition that had been plaguing him for the past five months. He’d waited to tell his ma that he was having issues, hoping it was just allergies. When he nearly passed out one day, Margaret ratted him out. He was glad she did. Left untreated, it could’ve cost him more than an episode of embarrassment. The attack had hit in fourth period, the same one he’d shared with Kyle, and the bully was less than sympathetic.

      “Hey, you okay?” Margaret softly glided her fingers over his hand, holding the inhaler.

      “I’m good. Sometimes the memories can trigger it.”

      “I get that, but you know there was nothing you could do, right?”

      Alex reluctantly nodded. “It’s just …”

      Kyle stood in front of the teens, his gaze preoccupied.

      “What are ya looking at?” Alex asked.

      “Nothing. I wanna go down that road.”

      “What? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Something is pulling me.”

      “Follow it. We’ll follow you.”

      Kyle glided down Geranium, turning left on Carnation. Alex briskly brushed his hands up and down his forearms. The goosebumps signaled that his spidey sense was right to be wary about what they would find at the end of this little walkabout. As they passed by familiar streets lined in early 20th century Colonial and Tudor homes, it became clear to him when they made a left on Plainfield where they were headed. Kyle led them to Our Lady of Victory, the church in Alex’s doomsday vision.

      Sweat beaded up along his forehead, and he swiped it with the back of his sleeve. Darkness gobbled up the last morsel of light, painting an ominous glow from the streetlamps that popped on. The setting fit the feeling, and he thought for a moment about asking Margaret to go home, but he knew it’d be wasted breath.

      “I wonder where we’re going?” Margaret whispered.

      “Oh, I know where we’re headed.”

      “You do? Where?”

      “Our Lady of Victory.”

      “Because of your vision?”

      “I think it’s somehow tied into whatever happened to Kyle.”

      “Spidey Sense?”

      “Definitely.”

      As soon as the church was in sight, Kyle’s glide turned into more of a zip. The closer they became, the faster he flew.

      The building, created with red brick and accented with stained glass, stood as a monument to everything Alex knew about the afterlife and everything he doubted. At first, the now deceased bully drifted up the eight steps to the heavy wood and glass front door. He peered in and then swooped up to the large circular stained glass window at the peak.

      Alex stepped back and looked up. Kyle remained fixated on the view through the window.

      “Do you see anything?”

      The ghostly pain in his ass didn’t respond.

      “Hey, Kyle. What the fuck?”

      “Alex, I see it.”

      “What?”

      “My car. It’s parked a few blocks over. I don’t know why it’s there. I don’t live on this side. I live near you.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Alex muttered.

      “What?”

      “Never mind. Come down and take us to it. Kyle sees his car.”

      “That’s weird.” Margaret was still looking up.

      “What is?”

      “How did Kyle see his car? I mean, he was looking into the window of the church.”

      “The dead can see through solid objects. He saw what was on the other side of the church walls. It’s a choice. I bet he doesn’t even know he has control over it.”

      “You gonna tell him?”

      “Nah, I said I’d help with his death. He can figure out the rest.” Kyle swooped down by Alex’s side.

      “Lead the way.” Alex stepped back.

      The New York Spring night clutched to the last chill of winter. Margaret shivered, and Alex put his arm around her shoulders. Lavender and mint swept under his nose, leaving a trail of intoxicating pleasure. He loved her scent. Natural, never over perfumery like the ones in the department stores.

      The canvas toward the heavens twinkled with light that left this world long ago. He loved a clear evening when you could see the stars forever. It gave him hope that life would go on for the better. Never really fading out. He knew there was an existence after death, but the mystery of what happens after a soul goes into the light still eluded him. The ghostly teen forged ahead, the two of them trailing behind a short distance. Alex didn’t know what they were gonna find when they reached the car, and he wanted a little reaction time between them.

      Passing by the rolling green carpet of each neatly manicured lawn, he smiled to himself. The history in Floral Park stood proud, embracing the passage of time.

      The shadows of the full moon cascading through the open arms of a sturdy oak crept along the earth, gobbling up parts of the sidewalk. It reminded him of the deadly pools of poisonous water scattered across the Underworld. A dimension he and Margaret had traveled to when they crossed the divide between the living and the dead and became temporary students at The Academy of Souls. The land of the in-between realm known for its treacherous terrain; the Underworld was a place Alex vowed never to visit again.

      “There it is.” Kyle’s wavering hand pointed to a brown Nissan.
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