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      "An exciting, totally original YA thriller. Chills, ghouls, and family make for a read young readers will love."

      Wayne Turmel, author, Johnny Lycan: The Werewolf PI series

      

      "Alex McKenna & The Geranium Deaths by Vicki-Ann Bush is a fast-paced YA paranormal mystery with plenty of twists and turns to make you keep reading. Alex and Maragaret’s blossoming relationship was a particular highlight in between the action packed scenes. Alex McKenna & The Geranium Deaths sizzles with a perfect blend of ghostly mystery and an endearing romance between the two main characters."

      Harmke Buursma, author of The Magical Bookshop series

      

      “Bush has created a very likable and  interesting character in young  Alex and his side-kick Margaret.  This story grabs the reader’s interest from the beginning and we follow Alex through this mystery into a world most of us know nothing about. It’s a page-turner!”

      -Lynn Rosenberg, Author

      

      "Vicki-Ann Bush has done it again! Alex McKenna & The Geranium Deaths is a fast-paced storyline with full, rounded characters, demonstrating the conflicting dark and light of souls.  Bush's books are always about love in all its beautiful ways, and she shows us how that energy brings healing and peace. For those interested in quantum physics, it is a book you won't be able to put down. Although this book stands alone, I highly recommend reading all of the books in the series, starting with book one. You'll be glad you did."

      Joan S. Peck, Author of The Death Card Series

      

      "Two teens and one extraordinary family fight a malignant spirit bent on revenge, the roots of which go back generations. Dangerous encounters ratchet the tension as the teens trace the dark force to its roots. When they discover the pattern to its murders, they know they have little time before it kills again. Does this sound intense? I read the last 100 pages without stopping!"

      Theresa Maue, author

      

      "Vicki-Ann Bush ties readers to the story with the promise of an unimaginable twist. And the sensitivity with which the plot presents the concerns of a transgender teenager is praiseworthy. Alex McKenna & The Geranium Deaths by Vicki-Ann Bush has just the right blend of paranormal activities, family love, complicated romance, and realistic characters."
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        To Dean

        Without you there is no Alex. You are my light on the darkest day and my strength at my weakest moment. I love your laughter, wit, and clever way you manage to hold Papa and me in the palm of your hand. When you were born the world changed for the better. I love you forever.
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      Alex held Margaret, his firm hand pressing her head to his shoulder. His breath brushed across her ear. “Don’t look, no matter what you hear. That’s how it gets you.”

      All the other victims had turned to ice. Alex couldn’t understand why, but the rules didn’t apply to him. None of the deceased were family, so maybe that was his armor. His family history protected him somehow.

      They were huddled behind the furnace in the basement while they attempted to construct an escape plan. Although in a frenzy, Alex knew the level of heat from the unit should be enough to throw the beast temporarily off their trail. The foul spirit followed the warmth from the living, which made hiding from its ghostly grips difficult. The tighter he held Margaret, the more he worried about Wilby. His little brother had bolted in the other direction.

      Alex was careful not to touch the hot metal tank as he peered around it. He made the mistake a few years back of carelessly brushing against it while moving some boxes. The scar on his right arm left a permanent reminder. Alex crinkled his nose—the damp walls and seventy-year-old pipes needed more than a little fresh air.

      It was dark in every corner except for a sliver of light emanating from the single ground-level window. He hated the basement, and especially the furnace room. It was the part of the below-ground space that wasn’t finished, and he felt like he stepped into a portal to hell every time he was there. He could sense the darkened soul still lurking in the shadows but couldn’t home in on it. Only the goosebumps standing to attention on his arms confirmed his suspicions. He eased back behind the tank. His plan worked for the moment, but it also limited their options. Now he needed a solid way to find Wilby and escape.

      “I think I know how we can get out of the house.” Alex spoke softly. “But you’re gonna have to trust me.”

      She nodded, her eyes widened with fear. Neither were normally the type to rattle easily, this one had them both off-balance.

      “I know you’re really scared right now. So am I. But I also know you can do this. I’m going to lead the creature toward the attic.”

      “Alex. No.” Margaret grabbed his T-shirt and gripped tightly. He softly smiled.

      “It will follow me. Then you get the hell out of here and find Wilby. Try my mom’s room first; he used to hide under her bed when he was little. It made him feel safe.”

      “Luckily, that thing stayed on our heels. I know the darkness is down here with us. My bumps are strong. After I get its attention, I’ll run for the stairs. You give it a minute or two before following. Get Wilby, and then head back down here and out that window.” Alex pointed to the ground window. It was big enough for Wilby and Margaret to fit through. “See the large wrench on the bench? Use it to break the glass. My mom has rags over there, too. Line the ledge so you guys don’t get cut.”

      “Why don’t we just break one of the windows in the den? They’re larger.”

      “No. It would be harder to break through one of the double panes, and it would attract a lot more attention. This way you’ll barely be heard.”

      Margaret shook her head. “I can’t leave you.” A tear streamed down her cheek.

      “I need you to do this for Wilby.” Alex hesitated. He yearned to kiss her but settled for a pal hug. “Text me when both of you are out.”

      “How are you going to get the hell out of the house?”

      “Don’t worry, I got a plan.” There was no plan, but he had to tell her something so she would agree. Margaret’s fierce when it comes to protecting the ones she loves.

      He pulled away and eased out into the open. A chill ran up his spine—it was close. Alex squinted, trying to distinguish the difference in the shadows. He took a step forward; a blast of cold air startled him, raising the hair on his arms and roiling the butterflies in his stomach. He was headed straight toward the evil spirit.

      A low, gravelly hum tainted his ears. Could Margaret hear it? He shook his head. No, he was not about to call out and give up her location. He shifted his eyes toward the right, his heart pounding. The beast lunged forward and reached out with a translucent, icy hand. Alex ducked and swerved. Spinning around, he ran straight for the door, and crossed the threshold before it could stop him. He scrambled up the stairs and made the mistake of turning back. It was a costly move. He tripped, and his body hit the floorboards, scraping his knees. He could feel stinging cuts but chose to ignore it.

      A frozen grip seized his leg and a layer of ice spread across the denim like a fungus. Furiously, Alex kicked free and scrambled back to his feet, running for the staircase to the second level. The entrance to the attic was in the hallway. Once he got the spirit there, he could buy Margaret the time she needed.

      He reached the top of the staircase, rounded the corner, and reached for the knob. There was no need. The door flew open, slamming it into the wall. Chips of plaster exploded and nicked Alex near his left eye. He didn’t stop. Taking the steep steps two at a time, he ran to the center of the room. He heard the door slam and knew his plan had worked.

      He was alone with the dark soul and nowhere to go.
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        Days Earlier

      

      

      October was by far the most vibrant month in Floral Park. Alex preferred the crisp, cold air over the heat of the summer, and would patiently wait each September for it to escort out the ninety-degree temperatures to make way for the aromatic Autumn nights and warm covers piled on the bed.

      He’d worked over the summer at the community pool, saving nearly everything he’d earned. Now, with winter and the holidays coming, he was hoping to get a job after school; the means to his goal of buying a car. If he could save up three grand, his mom would match it. Only eighteen hundred and forty-eight bucks to go.

      Jumping in the shower, he barely had time for the water to get hot. The alarm beeped, but the flashing numbers indicated another power outage during the night. He only realized how late it was after he checked his phone for messages from Margaret. He briskly dried off and stepped into the confines of his second skin, pulling it up inch by inch. It seemed to help when he wiggled and twisted a little. He slowly wriggled it past his hips and waist, then yanked it up to his chest. He adjusted it, straightening and smoothing, before slipping on his T-shirt, jeans, and a hoodie, and he was out the door.

      He had missed the bus, so he pulled out his current mode of transportation. At sixteen, it wasn’t the coolest to show up at school riding a bike, but it was a lot quicker than walking. Alex didn’t spend much time worrying what others thought. Live and let live was his motto.

      Alex pedaled past Mrs. Carricchio’s house—the elderly woman was raking leaves from her front lawn. Her only son had been killed in the Vietnam War, and she’d lost her husband to a heart attack two years ago. Sometimes he and Margaret brought her pasta, a care package from his mom.

      Alex waved, but she didn’t see him.

      Pulling up to the bike rack, he saw Margaret pacing in front of the school, her brows furrowed. He latched the front frame securely to the rack, adjusted his backpack, and hustled over.

      “Hey. Why are you waiting out here? You’re missing first period.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her through the academic cave.

      “I was getting worried. I texted you like three times.”

      “I’m sorry. The power went off and I overslept. Did you lose power at your house, too?”

      Margaret’s eyes narrowed. “Lose power? No. Alex, you could have at least texted me back. With all the weird crap that’s been going on around here, that wasn’t fair.”

      Alex sighed to himself. She was his person. The one that he could confide anything to and know his words would be safe. They took care of each other.

      “Speaking of weird, did you hear what happen last night outside the church?” Alex grabbed a science book out of his backpack. “I’d better get this out now. I’m already late, and Mr. Klein is going to be pissed enough.”

      “You are so frustrating sometimes. What happened at the church?” Margaret crossed her arms.

      “They found Craig Earley dead on the back path to the rectory. His body was frozen.”

      “What the hell? Frozen? Did they say how?”

      “No. They don’t know yet. It was all over the late-night news. I can’t believe you didn’t hear anything.”

      “I went to bed around ten o’clock. I was exhausted from studying for that pointless calculus test today. I swear, I will never understand why we have to take some of these bullshit classes. I want to go to art school, not become some damn engineer.” Margaret’s disdain faded into concern. “Your eyes look sunken in. How late did you stay up last night?”

      “About one o’clock. My head was killing me. I’ve had so many headaches lately. So has my mom. It’s a pain in the ass.” Alex dropped his chin toward his chest.

      “How you doing now?” Margret reached for him, but quickly pulled back.

      “Better. They only seem to come at night. Poor Mr. Earley. His family . . . I know his son Oliver.”

      “I know. He was a really nice man. He and my dad would golf together.”

      They agreed to meet on the football field at lunch. He watched her rush down the opposite end of the hallway. He had that feeling again—the one that told him things were about to get stranger. At times, he hated the spidey sense—the superhero terminology that Margaret used to describe his abilities.

      The morning lulled on with little excitement. Mr. Klein went easy on him for being late, and Alex was sure it was because of the news about Mr. Earley. His strange death was just the latest oddity that had been plaguing the town for the last two weeks. The bodies were starting to pile up, and in every case, the victim’s head was frozen solid.

      Alex wasn’t sure what was responsible for this latest string of occurrences, but he did know he needed to call his great grandmother, or Gram as he always referred to her. She was the go-to for weirdness in the family, and he knew his mom wasn’t going to do it. She tried to ignore all the strangeness that surrounded their family, hoping it would protect them. The problem was, you couldn’t deny it. It was always there, and it wasn’t denying you, so you learned how to work with it. Gram had been teaching him, showing him how to cope with his gifts and how to use them.

      He watched the hands of the large clock hanging above Mr. Klein’s desk. Three more classes until lunch. Ugh.

      Thankfully, he was seated by the window in his next two classes, which was a welcome distraction. The puzzle pieces of the murders floated around in his mind, frustrating him. Multiple deaths by the hand of what? He had never seen a case like this, and it frightened him.

      After the lunch bell rang, he headed to the field. He got there early, so he whipped out his phone and Googled how long does it take to freeze to death. Alex turned his head just as Margaret rounded the corner of the bleachers. She jumped up to the second level and sat beside him. He quickly turned his phone screen off, giving her his full attention.

      A natural beauty, her chestnut hair flowed in a curtain down her back, falling freely unless they were on a case. Then, it was pulled back in a loose ponytail for some serious research. Her eyes melted him every time. Light brown with flecks of gold, he could lose his soul in those eyes. Best friends forever. He repeated the phrase in his mind.

      “What are you doing?” Margaret lightly punched his shoulder.

      Alex squirmed. “I was checking how long it would take to freeze to death. You’d think one of them might have gotten away.”

      “The whole thing is disturbing. It’s like there’s a serial Mr. Freeze in Floral Park.”

      “How was your morning?” Alex put his phone back in his pocket.

      “Long and boring. I swear, I can’t wait until we graduate. College has to be better than this.”

      Alex furrowed his brow. “I don’t know, but at least it will be our choice to go. I hate the confines of being told it’s required.”

      “I know, me too. What’s our next move?”

      “I’m calling my gram later. She might be able to give us some insight.”

      “Sounds good. How’s Wilby doing with training? You haven’t mentioned it lately.”

      Wilby—real name William—was Alex’s younger brother and the newest member of the family to start his ghostly training.

      “He’s training fine. I’m worried he doesn’t have the know. I remember going to preschool and seeing things others didn’t. Wilby hasn’t experienced that yet. He knows strange things happen, but it’s because he’s told, not that he senses them. I’m hoping he’s just a late starter. I know others in the family that didn’t have their abilities show up until they were eight or nine. So, I keep waiting. Not that it’s easy having this thing, but at least I’d know he’d have a better chance of dealing with something if he could see it. And since it seems to circle my family wherever we are, he’d be better equipped.”

      “Do you ever think that maybe it’s easier for Wilby not to see things? I mean, if he doesn’t see it, he doesn’t deal with it.”

      “No. I know what you mean, but it’s all around him anyway. As long as he’s near me, Mom, or almost anyone on that side of the family, he’s susceptible. I think my dad would have learned to deal with it, but my mom turning a blind eye made it harder. Things would happen, and she didn’t want to talk about it. He was left with one foot in the strange and the other in everyday life. I think, for a lot of years, it frustrated him.”

      “You think that’s why he left?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. He seems better now that they’re apart. Divorce turned him into a real father of the year. New wife, new kids, new outlook.”

      Margaret smirked. She clasped Alex’s arm and weaved it with hers, and laid her head on his shoulder, allowing her hair to fall across his chest.

      "I’m glad we’re best friends, Alex McKenna.”

      A whiff of mint tickled his nostrils, and he turned his cheek toward her silky locks. “Uh-huh, me too.”
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      The house was empty when Alex arrived home. A note on the fridge left dinner undecided. His mom was out with friends, and Wilby was spending the night at their dad’s house. His brother adjusted a lot easier to the divorce and their dad’s new family. He had remarried a woman who had a kid of her own—Shea—named after the New York Mets. His dad’s new family were devoted fans. Shea was twelve, and Wilby adored him. When Sariya, their little sister, came along, the little family was complete.

      Alex felt like an outsider. Maybe it was because he suspected his abilities made his new stepmother nervous; he hoped not. That would mean she might act differently toward Wilby once he got the know.

      It was quiet with no one home, and he liked that. He had time to think and do some uninterrupted research. There was homework, but it took a backseat to the more pressing issue—murder. Over the years, he had managed to figure out the balance. Even when things were out of hand in the spirit world, he found a way to make up for what he missed in the living one. Not to say it wasn’t difficult.

      A second search through Google produced several failed attempts at learning any new information until he came across a small paragraph. The only thing that could remotely explain the frozen bodies was Flash Freezing. The victims would have had to come into contact with liquid nitrogen at a deadly -320.8°F, which could have been feasible for Mr. Earley if he were frozen and then dumped. Or, Grace Johnson. However, none of that explains Mrs. Brewster. How would the murderer just freeze her head while it was still attached to her body? No. This was definitely not an earthly serial killer. He figured it was time for that call to his gram. He wanted to speak to her before his mom got home so he could avoid any unwanted explanations.

      His great grandma, Mary LaBoccetta, lived in Stony Brook—a quaint community further out on Long Island, about an hour’s drive away. Alex preferred it out on the Island and would have rather lived with her this past year. It would have been easier for him with his ability growing stronger. His mom’s lack of participation just added to the anxiety. He dialed her number on his phone, and she picked up after one ring.

      “Hello, my little Bonzetta.”

      Alex chuckled. His great grandma was first generation American. Her parents had come to the U.S. from Naples, Italy in 1928. Literally translated, “Bonzetta” means “breast of veal that has a pocket cut out for stuffing.” But she just meant it as a term of endearment. “Hi, Gram. Wait, how did you know it was me? Oh, never mind. Stupid question.”

      “I’ve been waiting all day for your call. I could feel something was not right.”

      “Gram, have you been watching the news? There’s a load of strange crap going on here.”

      “No, I’ve been busy with my bridge club. We’re planning the annual Christmas event with the Senior Center. Lots of sign-ups for this year. It’s so sad how so many of the elderly are alone. You said strange. Not the usual encounter?”

      “Uh, this is anything but usual. This is weird even by our family’s standards.”

      Alex gave her a brief account of the murders, finishing with his concerns for Wilby.

      “Tesoro, have you seen anything new lately?” She cleared her throat.

      Alex hesitated. “Nothing yet. It’s more like a queasiness in the pit of my stomach. This one is really bad. I can feel it. I mean, yes, the deaths tell even the normal person that whatever is doing this is evil, but Gram, it’s so much more. I just know it.”

      “When did you say this started?”

      “About two weeks ago. I think the first death was on the seventh. That was followed by the second body found on the thirteenth. And now, Mr. Earley.”

      Alex heard rustling and knew she must be fiddling with the calendar she kept by the kitchen phone.

      “That’s another six days.”

      “Huh. I didn’t see that pattern. Do you think there’s something to it?”

      “Maybe. If you keep adding six days to each death and the murders continue, it leads us to Halloween.”

      “Oh, Gram, you’re brilliant!”

      “Well, only if it means something. Let me do some reading, and I’ll get back to you. In the meantime, keep Wilby close. If you’re feeling something, heed the warning.”

      “I will. Thanks, Gram. I’m gonna do some digging here, too. If you’re right, we only have six more days to prevent another murder.”

      Alex hung up and plopped on the couch. Staring at the ceiling, he repeated the words to himself. It’s time. A twinge of guilt heated his belly. He hadn’t been completely honest with his grandmother. He wasn’t sure what it was he was seeing in the house; the new occurrences started right before the first death. Still, it could just be a coincidence. It would be easier not to get her worried. She might drive down, and that would just start conflict with his mom. He made a pact with himself: no worrying until there was something to worry about. A loud growl followed by gurgling in his stomach poked at his senses, and he went into the kitchen to make something for dinner.

      In Italian mom fashion, there were always cold cuts for sandwiches in the fridge. He pulled out some Genoa salami and Provolone cheese—his favorite combination. There were two loaves of crusty bread from the Italian deli on the counter, which was another staple of the McKenna household. Reaching for a knife to slice the bread, Alex hesitated.

      I guess it’s not really the McKenna household anymore, he thought to himself. Sure, he and Wilby still had his dad’s last name, but his mom didn’t. After the divorce, she changed it back to her maiden name of LaBoccetta. Loosely translated, it means “little mouth,” which was a phrase that tickled his humor. The Italian side of the family was not known for its quiet demeanor. He grabbed a handful of chips and put them on the plate next to his sandwich. A culinary delight.

      He took his dinner up to his room; the search for answers paired well with food.

      He started typing in “Halloween” when a buzz from his cell interrupted him. He glanced over. It was a call from Margaret. He quickly chewed the bite of sandwich he had just attacked, washed it down with some Dr. Pepper, and tapped her picture on his phone.

      “Hey, you call your gram yet?” Margaret sounded tired.

      “Yeah. She’s gonna do some checking. In fact, that’s what I was just about to do. Gram figured out that the deaths were each six days apart. Don’t know if that means anything, but if you keep adding six days, they lead you right to Halloween.”

      “So what, six more days and there will be another dead body?” Margaret’s voice squeaked.

      “That’s what we’re thinking. But this is all just guessing at this point. You okay?”

      “A little weirded out. Your spidey sense has led me to believe in some strange crap, but those people, the ghosts . . . They’re already gone. These are people we know that are dying. And now you’re saying there might be more, and we have no way of knowing who. Which means we can’t even warn them—or help ourselves, for that matter. Not that I can’t take care of myself, but what if the connection goes back to you and your family? What if it’s something that knows you know, or wants you gone so you can’t prevent what’s happening? Alex . . .”

      “Slow down. We know nothing yet, and you’ve gone from zero to a hundred in half a second. Just like every other case, we’ll research and get answers. Then we’ll help. Or, in this case, stop it. I’m not gonna lie, this thing is bad. But I don’t think you needed me to figure that one out. I will get this and end it. Do you believe me?”

      “Yeah. I do. I didn’t mean to overreact. When it comes to you being in danger, it sets me off. I got some homework to do, but I’ll see if I can pull up anything useful, too. Maybe my abilities as a super sleuth, fact-gathering, kick ass Wonder Woman can find something you’re missing.”

      “Really? Wonder Woman?” Alex laughed. “I’ll meet you by the bleachers.”

      Margaret didn’t need him to be the brave one. She was strong on her own. But he was responsible for getting her into the strangeness that was his world. In the past, he thought it might be better for her if he stepped back. Danger was his to carry, not hers. One time, he went so far as to suggest she back off from working cases. They didn’t talk for a week. It was then he realized he couldn’t be without her.

      He pecked in Halloween again, but this time, sleep took precedence to research. He decided to get up early and do some checking before school. If his gram was right, they didn’t have a lot of time.
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      Floral Park, New York 1928

      

      Mr. and Mrs. Bishop stood in front of the three-bedroom, one-bathroom structure that was nearly finished, and the original move in date would be sooner than anticipated. The four of them had been living in a cramped apartment in Brooklyn for over three years, and now they would finally have their dream house. Standing there now, it was all worth it. Jim could finally stop working two jobs.

      “Honey, isn’t it perfect?” Carol nestled her head on Jim’s shoulder.

      “Yes, it is. And it’s all ours. Well, ours and the bank’s.” He laughed.

      “I think the kids are going to be overwhelmed with all this space. I was thinking, would it be very costly to finish the basement? It would be a great playroom for them.” Carol rubbed her hand over Jim’s heart. That always got to him.

      He grabbed her hand and kissed it. “No, I don’t think it would be costly at all. I’m sure my brother would help me. We can do the main area and leave the furnace room alone. No need to waste money prettying up a bunch of pipes.”

      “Thank you.” Carol stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. She was about to move to his lips, but they were interrupted by the foreman on their property, Jake Warner.

      “Mr. Bishop, we have a small problem. Nothing that can’t be fixed, but it needs your attention. I’m actually thankful you were both out here today. It could have delayed us but getting your decision on the spot will keep everything on track.”

      “What is it, Jake?” Jim lit a cigar.

      Carol frowned as she waved away the billows of smoke from her face.

      The foreman took out a blueprint and rolled it onto the hood of his black Ford truck. “The original plan had the option of a second half bathroom down in the laundry room. Just a toilet and sink. I know you both opted to save a few bucks and not have that installed. However, my guys neglected to refer to this before adding the connection in the laundry room, and they put in the sink. Now, that’s my crew’s mistake, so I’ll absorb that cost. But if you would like the toilet, the plumbing is there. We can put one in for real cheap. I’ll give it to you for cost plus ten percent. That might come in handy with two kids.”

      Carol tried to temper her excitement after Jim winked at her. For years, they had used only one bathroom; two would be heaven. Jim put his arm on the foreman’s shoulder. The two men walked away to speak.

      “Carol, I’ll be back in a few minutes. Why don’t you see where you are going to plant that garden you keep telling me about?”

      Carol knew this was her husband’s way of saying this talk was for the men. He was a take charge kind of man. While walking the perimeter of the property, she imagined the plethora of foliage and luscious green grass she had always envisioned. One of her dreams was to plant a row of rose bushes lining the yard, giving privacy from the street and the sidewalk. She could enjoy a ribbon of pastels and her favorite, white. A thriving garden would need plenty of sunlight, so she decided, after much turning of her head from one side of the yard to the other, that the perfect spot would be the northeast patch of dirt. She could involve the kids, and they could work on it together. Maybe even a small area for a vegetable garden.

      It wasn’t long before Jim came strolling into the back yard. He was smiling, which excited her. They must be getting that toilet.

      “So, Mr. Bishop, have you worked your magic and gotten us a reprieve from long waits to use the bathroom?” She grinned.

      “Not only are we getting the extra facility, but at five percent above cost instead of ten.”

      Carol threw her arms around him and planted a robust kiss on his lips. “I knew it!”

      “Oh? How did you know that we would have that second toilet?” Jim said sheepishly.

      “Because you always take care of us, and I know Jake was offering a great deal. You just got him to sweeten it.” She squeezed him tight and showed him her plans for the location of the garden. Carol began to shiver, and briskly rubbed her arms to warm them. Jim grabbed her hand and led her back to the car.

      “I’m going to say our goodbyes to Jake and the crew. You get in and stay warm, and I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Jim opened the car door and escorted her into the front seat. Carol’s gaze followed her husband as he went into the house. Everything was going to be perfect.
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      Alex had set the alarm for five o’clock, an hour earlier than usual. This would give him a small jump on some research. He decided to start with the history of the neighborhood.

      Floral Park was a fairly quiet town, so any news was big news—which was why he was surprised when he spotted a small paragraph about a devastating house fire in 1932. The inferno had ignited in the bitter cold month of January, the ice and snow fatefully slowing the response time of the fire department. The blaze raged through the south part of the house while the family lay sleeping. A father and his young son were able to get out, but rescuers were unable to reach his wife and daughter, who perished in the flames.

      Alex jumped when an abrupt knock on the door startled him. “Come in.” He swiveled his chair to face the doorway. “What’s up, Ma?”

      “I wanted to talk to you. You know I’m pretty lenient and give you space, but I got a call from the school yesterday. They said you missed math class a couple of times last week. Is there something going on? Are your shots making you sick? Because the doctor said any side-effects and he . . .”

      “No, everything’s fine. I’m not getting sick or anything. I missed math class because I had a really bad headache again. Not from my meds; it’s like a sinus thing. You said you were getting them, too.”

      “I have been, and I think if they persist, we’re both going to the doctor. No more missing class without telling me. Got it?” His mom glared.

      “Yes, I got it. I’ll tell you next time. I promise.”

      “I’ve got a conference call this morning, so I’ll be home for a few hours. In case anyone feels the need to come home sick.” She narrowed her eyes. “Also, your dad’s driving Wilby straight to school this morning. So if you were counting on him to swing by and pick you up, it’s not happening.”

      “It doesn’t matter; I was planning on taking the bus.”

      “Okay, watch the time and don’t be late. I won’t be able to stop the call to take you. Have a great day, Bella Mia.”

      Alex turned back to the computer screen. It had gone dark, and he could see his reflection. Leaning in, he rubbed his hand over his jawline and chin. Smooth as a baby’s butt. He frowned and went back to his search.

      Scouring the internet for more information, he stumbled on the actual article from the front page of the Floral Park Community Review paper. Now this made more sense. A house fire would have been on the tip of everyone’s tongue in town. As he read the details, Alex stiffened. It was the first of a series of horrors that plagued the small community that year. There was a string of unusual and deadly occurrences beginning with the fateful one in January and rampaging over the next several months until their abrupt ending on October thirty-first. Chills raced up the middle of his back as he looked away from the screen. He must have read it wrong. He had to have. He took a breath and looked at it again. The address of the fire that spawned the beginning of horror for the once quiet neighborhood was fifty-five Geranium Ave . . . his house.

      Alex stood up and, pushing the chair back, stepped away from the computer as if the very act would somehow erase the words he had read. Impossible. His house had begun the terror for the people in town that year. It was the root cause for the avalanche that would follow. This was confusing. He hadn’t felt anything evil or negative. Why wasn’t his know picking up on this? His ability to see the dead, feel the paranormal energy around him, never failed. It had to mean something. Alex didn’t believe in coincidence; he had witnessed too many things. There was always a reason—always.

      He glanced at his phone. It was 6:15, and he needed to run. He grabbed his jacket off the doorknob, threw his backpack on his shoulder, and raced to catch the bus. He made it just as the yellow metal carriage was about to pull away. Good thing Gloria liked him. She had been the driver for the high school for about twenty years. Kids would come and go, and she could remember every one of their names. She started watching out for Alex shortly after he started the ninth grade. That was an exceptionally hard year for him. The physical changes started to get more prevalent, and the occasional ignorant comments by some of the other kids really started to get to him. Gloria would distract him with stories about all the odd things she’d seen in her years of driving. Alex welcomed the reprieve from dealing with the inevitable closed minds, and when he started seeing the doctor and getting on track, things settled down. Mostly.

      “Morning, Gloria. Thanks for waiting for me.”

      “Okay, Alex, get your late self behind the line and in a seat. Honestly, you’re gonna be late for your own funeral.”

      Alex grinned and sat in the empty seat right behind her. “Any news?” Alex knew if there was something new to be heard about things going on in town, Gloria was the go-to.

      “You mean anything new since the gruesome death of Mr. Earley yesterday? Nope. That would be enough for now. Don’t you agree?” She peered at him through the rear-view mirror. Gloria was one of the few people in town who knew about Alex’s spidey sense.

      “Agreed.” Alex slouched down in his seat, put his ear buds in, and switched on some Arctic Monkeys. It helped him think. He watched the houses whisking by and couldn’t help thinking, who would be next?

      He turned his head to glance at the empty seat across from his. Well, empty to everyone else. He nodded to the young girl dressed in a cheerleader’s uniform, and she smiled back. He shivered, but the goosebumps were at a minimum. Heather Johnson had been dead for fifteen years. She was killed in a hit and run on the way to school, and they never caught the driver. Alex suspected that was why she stayed. Never hurting anyone, Heather would ride the bus from her parents’ house to school every day. He tried to help her a few times, but she wasn’t ready to cross over.

      They pulled up to the bustling school. He stepped off the bus, his comfort level immediately decreasing. Alex wasn’t the biggest lover of high school. It was just a pit stop to get where he really wanted to be—college. He was hoping life would be different there. Maybe he could fit in better because no one would know him. Not that being someone who could hear and see things from the other side didn’t make life interesting, but it had its difficult moments. And when he was younger, he didn’t deal with things as anonymously as he learned to as a young adult. Since most of the kids went to grade school with him, they carried their opinions to high school. They still taunted him about the time he saw the ghost of a teacher that had died twenty years prior. She was skulking around the hallways, opening and shutting doors. One day, he became frustrated with her and started having a conversation that resulted in a shouting match. His mom was not happy that day. She had to go pick up her eight-year-old son from school because he had been put on suspension for two days. The teacher’s ghost didn’t leave, and Alex had to learn to ignore her.

      Margaret was waiting for him by the bleachers with her friend, Cadence. The girl had been a West Coast transplant. Her wealthy filmmaker father decided Los Angeles had grown boring and lacked in cultural stimulation. He uprooted his family, and they moved to Garden City, Long Island—home of the front lawns that went on for miles and English Tudors you could land a plane in. Cadence attended their school while she stayed with family. Her father was renovating their house to make it livable. Alex tolerated her.

      The smirk on Cadence’s face cleared the path for what followed. “Hey, glad to see you were able make it on time, Alex. I was just telling Margaret we need to leave for class with or without you. But you’re here now, so all’s right with the world again.”

      “Cadence, knock it off.” Margaret glared.

      “When is your house supposed to be done? I’m sure you’re anxious to start the school in your district,” Alex said sarcastically.

      “Jeez, you two. Enough with the drama,” Margaret snapped.

      “Margaret, I need to talk to you. Cadence, can you give us some time alone?” He knew that would burn her butt. Cadence furrowed her brow and huffed off.

      “You know you pissed her off, right?” Margaret looked up at him, eyes narrowed.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Honestly, the two of you are pains in the ass. What did you need to talk to me about?”

      Alex told her about the article, then hit her with the address.

      Margaret sat down on the bench.

      “Yeah, I found the same article. I was going to tell you about it this morning. I nearly dropped off the chair when I read the address. But wait. How did you not know that something had happened in your house?”

      “I don’t know. It’s driving me crazy. After school, I’m taking the train out to Stony Brook to see Gram. Do you want to come?”

      “Uh, hell yeah. Someone needs to watch out for you. Besides, I’m hoping your grandma made some of that killer cheesecake she’s always baking.” She rubbed her belly.

      “Good. And by the way, it’s watch out for each other.” He leaned onto her shoulder. “Right?”

      Margaret got closer. Locking eyes with him, she softly replied, “Right.”

      His body tingled; the soft bow of her lips was intoxicating. He wanted to kiss her. He bent his head toward hers and . . .

      “Hello, are you two done yet? Margaret, we have to get to the science lab if we want to use the space before the next class starts,” Cadence shouted from the other side of the bleachers.

      “I’d better go. I’ll see you after school, okay?”

      “Sure. See you then.”

      Alex gazed at Margaret as the distance between them grew. What the hell are you doing? She’s your best friend, damn it. You could risk everything. Stop, McKenna. Just stop. Alex’s head buzzed with self-inflicted torture as he closed his eyes and took in the fragrance of cinnamon and sugar—the lingering signature scent Margaret chose for the Fall.
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      When the last bell rang, Alex placed the call to confirm their trip to Stony Brook. His grandmother was going to fix dinner for the three of them, and yes, she had cheesecake. Alex smiled to himself. Margaret was going to be happy.

      The L—short for the Long Island Railroad—was on time. They needed to change trains in Huntington, and a delay would throw off the entire schedule. After they reached the station, a short ride from Anytime Taxi service would complete the journey.

      Normally when he made the trip with his mom, the drive was under an hour. But the train ride was going to take double the time. Alex didn’t have much patience. Margaret was trying her best to occupy his mind by rehashing the recent events and history he was able to uncover, but he didn’t want to tell her that it just gave him more anxiety. Not knowing something so devastating had happened in the house he lived in was not only perplexing—it was disturbing. It meant his senses had failed him.

      Over the years, it hadn’t been easy knowing things. Seeing things that others didn’t wasn’t exactly a conversation opener, but he had grown comfortable with his ability. And now, to think it might not be reliable or something else had the capability of masking it made him shudder. He decided to close his eyes and listen to some music. Maybe it would take his mind off of everything for a while. He held up his MP3 to Margaret. Putting an ear bud into his right ear, he handed the other one to her. She placed it in hers and laid her head on his shoulder; only an hour and a half more to go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As the taxi rounded the last corner, he could see his gram waiting on the porch. She was sitting in her usual thick pine chair, bundled in a bulky green coat. Alex swiped his debit card and added a tip for the driver before emerging from the back seat and under the midnight blue sky. A little white puff floated in the air from his breath. The temperature had dropped considerably since they had left Floral Park, and he wished he had worn a heavier jacket.

      When Mary spotted them, she stood up with open arms and exclaimed, “Bonzetta, Bella Mia! Come, come!” Alex looked around to see if anyone else was outside. Nope. Sometimes his family’s flamboyance embarrassed him. Margaret quickened the pace, and Alex wasn’t sure if it was because she was so happy to see Gram or the fact that she was really close to the cheesecake. He cupped her hand, and with a few brisk strides, they were standing on the front steps. As in most Italian families, they greeted each other with hugs and kisses—a tradition that Margaret loved. When your family is stoic and distant, she had once said to Alex, the change was nice.

      “Come, get inside. It’s freezing. I fixed you both a nice dish of spaghettini.”

      Alex crossed the threshold of the front door. His ears were lulled with the melody of his gram’s favorite song, Come Back to Sorrento, while his nose smacked into the tantalizing aroma that filled the air and teased his taste buds. He loved Italian food, especially his Gram’s. Tomatoes, basil, and garlic were some of the best smells ever.

      They took their coats off and hung them up in the little hall closet behind the front door. The dining room table was already set with dishes and silverware. In the center was grated cheese, salt, and crushed red pepper. Margaret and his gram liked to spice up their spaghettini, but Alex preferred just a bit of salt. After all the plates were filled with food, they sat down. The first few minutes were a symphony of flavor and clanging as their forks twisted pasta into the muted floral dishes. Alex tried to wait until they had finished eating to ask the question that had been plaguing him all day, but he couldn’t.

      “Gram, there’s something that’s really bothering me. There was a fire in our house over eighty years ago. Two people died—a mother and daughter.”

      “And you’re wondering why you didn’t feel anything from the day you moved into that house?”

      “Yes. It’s so weird. Normally, I would have gotten something right away. But there’s nothing. I’ve seen some activity, but nothing dark. Definitely nothing about the fire. Gram, what the hell is going on? Did I lose my ability? I mean, I don’t think so, because like I said—still seeing crap. But then could this thing, whatever it is, have control over me? Enough to alter my senses and hide the truth? I’m telling you; it’s driving me crazy.”

      Margaret shook her head in agreement. “He’s obsessed with this. Couldn’t sit still the entire ride over here.”

      “I know this is not what you want to hear, but I haven’t heard of an entity that could mask itself so well it could stifle our ability to feel it. This will take some looking into, because it’s not only fooling you. Your mother lives there, and your aunts and I have been in that house on many occasions. Maybe some sort of protection spell has been cast to hide the true nature of the entity. But that would mean it has a human counterpart helping it. I’m hoping that’s not what we are dealing with.”

      “Why? How could that make this any worse?”

      “Because, Bonzetta, humans are capable of horrors that don’t have the restrictions the dead do.

      I did discover something about our Halloween theory, though. It was in one of my mother’s personal journals she brought with her from Naples. There was an incident that happened in her village when she was just a young girl. The circumstances of the actual killings were different. The people there were burned beyond recognition. But the countdown—every six days until Halloween—was exactly the same.”

      “Do you think it could be the same entity?”

      “Not the same entity, but it could be the ritual that is being used is similar. Once again, that hints toward a human accomplice. The manner of deaths being so different—one extreme heat and the other freezing temperatures—gets my senses feeling two separate evils perpetrated these deaths.”

      Margaret chimed in, “Besides one was in Italy and the other here in the States. And the years are so far apart from each other.”

      “Oh, Bella Mia. That does not mean anything to an angry or evil spirit. It can travel across oceans in a mere blink of an eye. And since they’re not of the living world, time has no boundaries for them, either. But still, I’m sensing the entities are definitely different.”

      “So, what do we do, Gram? If we’re right, we only have five days until the next killing.”

      “I’ll continue to go through my mother’s journals, and you need to see if you can uncover any more information on that house, you’re living in. See if you can find out the cause of the fire and why the husband couldn’t save his wife and daughter. If it were in the middle of the night, they should have all been sleeping. His wife would have been beside him. Did they split up to get the children? We need some answers about that night.”

      “Okay. I’ll get started tomorrow. We better get going; it’s a long trip home.”

      “Why don’t you call your mother and tell her you’re both staying over. You can catch an early train in the morning. It’s too late to leave, mi preoccuperò. Margaret, do you think your parents will be alright with that?”

      Margaret nodded in agreement.

      His gram reached for the phone receiver from the kitchen wall and pulled it through to the dining room, handing it to Alex. He didn’t argue; he knew better. While calling his mother, he looked at the long, stretched-out phone cord.

      Everything in the house was like an homage to the seventies. The couches still had plastic on them, and lace doilies accented every side table. She refused to buy a new phone when the one she had worked perfectly fine. And the last time any new furniture passed through the front door was out of sheer necessity, when she had to buy a new mattress. The previous one had so many lumps it was affecting her sleep.

      After Margaret finished her call, they helped clear the table and wash the dishes. When they were done, Alex asked if he and Margaret could look over some of the journals. Gram disappeared into her bedroom and returned with an armful of books before saying goodnight.

      Margaret reached into her pocket and pulled out an elastic band. Running her fingers through her hair, she pulled it back into a ponytail. A few loose strands framed her face, and she tucked them behind her ears. Alex gulped to push back the lump in his throat. She’s so beautiful, he thought.

      “Hey, everything okay?” Margaret asked.

      “Huh? Yeah, sure. Why’d you ask that?”

      “Because you were staring at me. I thought maybe you were gonna say something.”

      “No, I wasn’t staring. I was thinking.” Alex fidgeted nervously with the books. “Let’s get to researching.”

      It was nine o’clock when they started flipping through the pages, looking for something that might be helpful. At midnight, Alex glanced up toward the clock on the wall.

      “Damn. We’d better get some sleep. It’s late.” He set the journal down on the coffee table amongst the menagerie of other information. He arranged them in a neat pile to appease his gram’s slight case of OCD and turned off the light. They sauntered upstairs to the guest rooms. Margaret was in the first room at the top of the stairs, and Alex, the far room at the end of the hall.

      “Well, I guess . . .  goodnight.” Alex patted Margaret’s back.

      “What am I? A dog?” She hugged him.

      “No, I just thought—never mind. I’ll see you in the morning.” Alex started toward his room.

      “Hey, McKenna,” Margaret whispered. “Sweet dreams.”

      I will if they’re about you, he thought to himself.

      He flipped the light switch on. It was his grandpa’s room when he was a kid. Blue and beige striped wallpaper covered three of the walls, and seventeenth century sailing ships accented the wall with the bed. Another room frozen in time.

      He took off his pants and hoodie, flopped down on the mushy bed, and rolled onto his side. He clutched the comforter and wrapped himself up like a burrito. His eyes weighed heavily from exhaustion as he studied the ships on the wall. He had been in this room probably a hundred times growing up, and yet, he never noticed there were words blended into the background. The man who experiences a shipwreck shudders at even calm seas.
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      Alex woke to the sound of steam knocking its way through the pipes—another piece of modern technology his gram wasn’t quite up to speed with. She preferred the iron box radiator over the newer, quieter methods of heating a home. She said it gave a house character. Alex would bet it was because she didn’t want to spring for the cost of a whole new heating system. For as long as he could remember, she’d had the kindest heart when it came to her family and friends. No matter what the cost, if someone she loved was in need, she’d find a way. But not for herself. When it came to her own material possessions, she was very frugal. He found that quality both endearing and frustrating at times, but there was no arguing with her. The room was freezing; radiators were definitely slower to heat.

      He psyched himself up enough to throw the blankets off and quickly slipped his pants and hoodie on. He and Margaret had agreed to leave early, so he waited to shower. As he briskly walked down the hall toward Margaret’s door, the clatter of pans from the kitchen wrapped a hug around his heart. The aroma carried to the second floor, awakening his childhood memories and stimulating his palette. Fresh Focaccia bread.

      He knocked on Margaret’s bedroom door twice.

      “Hey, ciucciamia, you up?” Alex waited at the door for a response.

      “Yeah. Just don’t want to get out from under the covers. It’s freezing in here!”

      Alex grinned to himself. “I know. I had the same lack of motivation. But trust me, it’s better if you do it quickly. Thinking about it just seems to make it colder.”

      He heard some rustling, then a thud. “You okay? Can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      When he opened the door, Margaret was sitting on the edge of the bed.

      “What are you doing?” He couldn’t help but smile. Even first thing in the morning, she was the hottest girl he’d ever seen.

      “Well, I was putting on my jeans until I lost my balance and fell back onto the bed. And now I’m really cold. What did you call me when you knocked on the door? Cio . . .?”

      “Oh, nothing.” Alex cleared his throat.

      “Nooooo, not nothing. You said something in Italian. What did you say?”

      “’Good friend.’ You know, "Hey, good friend, you up?’ You know how it slips out sometimes.” Alex looked away.

      “Oh, okay. Well, good friend, I’m starving.”

      “That’s good, because I think my gram is baking up a storm in the kitchen.”

      They ambled into the bathroom and brushed their teeth with the help of an index finger, and then followed the ribbon of aroma to the kitchen.

      His gram sat at the table, skimming over the newspaper, a cup of coffee nestled in her hands. The bread was on the counter with a large stick of butter softening next to it. Sunlight was beating into the bright yellow kitchen, warming Alex and bringing a welcoming calm to his chilled bones. Pouring a mug-sized cup of joe, he pulled off two large pieces of bread and slathered the butter on. The dough was soft, and the golden goodness seeped into the heat, drizzling off the sides into the crisp brown edges. To Alex, a slice of his gram’s homemade bread was the closest thing to heaven on earth.

      “Hey, Gram, I was thinking last night about the family from the 1930’s. I wonder if the son is still alive. He’d be in his nineties by now, but if we could find him, he might remember what happened. I mean, he was only seven, but I don’t think a memory like that ever leaves you. I’m going to see if I can find him. Fingers crossed he’s still local.”

      “That’s a good start, but be careful, Alex. This one is exceptionally dangerous. I wanted to talk with you about Wilby. If he isn’t showing any signs yet, he could be, as I said last night, a late bloomer. But there is the possibility he favors your dad’s side of the family. If that’s the case, he is in more danger than either you or your mom. Keep him close and try not to let him spend time alone in the house. I’ve been doing some thinking of my own, and this time, I’m very worried.” She reached her hand out to Alex’s face and pinched his cheek—something she hadn’t done since he was small. Alex felt the prickly bumps glide up his back and arms. If his gram was worried, they really were in trouble.

      A beep from the horn of the taxi meant it was time for goodbyes.

      With a few tight hugs and a brown sack packed with cheesecake (that Margaret guarded like it was filled with large, rare diamonds), they hopped into the cab and headed to the train station. Alex propped his head on the window. All of those people in their warm homes going about their business, not knowing the things he did. Never making a connection with the other side. He tried to imagine for a second what it would be like, but he couldn’t. He had been born this way, and this was his normal. As much as he hated the thought, he would have to clue his mom in when he got home. Wilby could be in real danger, and she needed to stop denying the truth and get involved.
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