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For Beverly —

You’re not only my mom, you’re my best friend. 

You’ve ridden this rollercoaster right along with me,

hands in the air, screaming all the way.

I couldn’t imagine sharing this ride with anyone else.

I love you.
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MESSES

Malyn

I waited for Beth at my locker, rearranging the same books over and over again so I wouldn’t have to look at anyone. Everybody says that your senior year will be the best one of your academic career but, so far, it seemed like it was going to be just the same as all the others—deplorable. 

At least here, I seemed to fade into the background, especially compared to most of the other girls. There had already been a handful sent to the office for wearing inappropriate attire and it was only lunchtime. But I couldn’t blame them; it’s hard trying to find shorts that fall below upper thigh. It’s like clothing manufacturers are trying to save money on material so they only make half of what they really should. Luckily, I was short enough so that even short shorts were long on me.

I was suddenly startled, dropping the books I had been pointlessly organizing, when I felt someone slap my butt. “Hey, girl!” Beth picked up my books and tossed them in my locker. “Let’s go eat. I’m starvin’.”

I shut my locker, not bothering to lock it. “You and me both. I’m bringing a snack from now on. Having last lunch licks.”

“At least we’ve got it together, though. I can’t believe we don’t have any of the same classes.”

I laughed. “I can.” One thing I had learned about Beth over the summer was that she was very smart. Even though she was a grade below me, I’d say her classes were way harder than any I had.

She just shook her head. “I wish I hadn’t been so ambitious. Having all AP and Honors classes is gonna kick my butt this year.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine.” 

As we walked through the lunch line, I loaded my tray as full as I could get it, causing the lunch lady to raise her eyebrows at me. “I’m really hungry,” I told her.

“I’d reckon so,” she said with a laugh. “Where you gonna put all that food?”

“Don’t worry,” Beth answered for me. “She may be small, but she can put away food like a grown man.”

One upside to having last lunch was that we had several empty tables to choose from, so we ended up at one in the back corner so we could watch everybody. 

“So, what elective did you pick?” I asked.

“Accounting.”

“That’s an elective?”

Beth laughed. “Yes. I plan on takin’ over all of the bookkeeping for the restaurant after I graduate, so I thought that would help me out.” 

“I’m sure it will, you big nerd,” I teased her. “Taking so many advanced classes, you’ll probably get to graduate early next year.”

She smiled and winked at me. “That’s the plan.”

Even though she was a walking calculator, she looked more like a walking magazine ad, tall and thin with chin-length blonde hair. She wore makeup today, which she rarely did, making her dark green eyes pop. From the moment I moved here at the beginning of the summer, we had become best friends. And since she was the only one who knew my secret, she was probably the best friend I’d ever had.

“Oh, Jace said to tell you hi.” 

“How’s he doing managing the restaurant?” Jace and I had briefly dated over the summer until my current boyfriend, Beau, thought it was a bad idea and made me choose between the two of them. I, of course, chose Beau, even though I still cared about Jace. Yeah, it was complicated.

“Great, of course. It’s right up his alley, gettin’ to boss me around and all. He said he had our new—”

A loud crash followed by a high-pitched squeal came from across the cafeteria. We both turned to see what the commotion was just in time to see Morgan Sloan’s tray land in the middle of one of the tables, raining its contents down on everyone who was unlucky enough to be sitting there. 

“Oh, my,” Beth said, turning her head back toward me so no one would see the big smile on her face. 

I went beyond just a smile and let a chuckle escape my lips, causing me to spit part of my food back onto my tray, which made me and Beth both laugh even harder. Morgan, who I’d become acquainted with when she tried to steal Jace from me, was someone who people like us wished events like this on. 

As I looked back up to relish in her embarrassment, I made eye contact with the cause of Morgan’s accident. She was laughing until she saw me looking at her, and then she stopped cold, glaring at me. My laughter slowly halted as a chill ran down my spine. When this girl realized I had been laughing, the corners of her mouth turned up in an evil grin. I quickly looked away, straight back at Beth.

“Oh, crap,” I mumbled, causing Beth to turn and look in Morgan’s and the creepy girl’s direction. “Don’t look.”

She looked back at me questioningly. “Why? What’s wrong?” 

I knew she couldn’t see the girl that I saw... because the girl I saw was dead. I should have realized it sooner, especially since she looked so out of place—creepy among the preppy. I must have been so wrapped up in my own joy that I had let that small detail escape me. But it had happened, and now this creepy girl knew I saw her, which was something I always tried to avoid. 

“I know what hit Morgan’s tray,” I said quietly as I took a big bite of my pizza, trying to watch the dead girl out of my peripheral vision. To my surprise, she turned away from me and continued to watch the other students pick and wipe the splattered food off them. From behind, she was solid black: baggy black shirt and pants, black boots, long black hair. 

Beth leaned in towards me with a curious expression. “What was it?”

“Not a what—a who.”

Her eyes got big with recognition. 

“It looks like lunch just got a little more interesting.” 

* * *

[image: ]


AS MY FIRST AND RATHER interesting day at Jefferson County High School came to an end, I waited for Beth in the parking lot by her purple VW Bug. I made her pick me up this morning, not wanting to drive my Jeep, thinking it would help calm my butterflies to ride with her, but it didn’t. And they only got worse after lunch. I kept expecting to look up at any moment and see the dead girl in my class but never did, which was odd. Usually, when a spirit realizes I can see them, they practically attack me, wanting me to give them answers that I don’t have, or help that I don’t know how to give. But I never saw her again after she knocked Morgan’s tray out of her hands. That memory still made me smile.

“What’s so funny?” Beth asked, walking across the parking lot.

“I was just remembering Morgan’s face from lunch.”

“Speakin’ of lunch, what happened exactly?”

“It was a dead girl,” I started to explain as we got into her car. “A creepy-looking dead girl. She was dressed all in black and had black hair. And I think she had white contacts in or something because her eyes looked weird, especially with all that eyeliner on.” I shivered, remembering how she had grinned at me. “She knows I saw her.”

“How?”

“I hadn’t even realized she was beside Morgan until she turned her head toward me. When she did, I automatically looked at her, and then she looked at me. When she realized I was laughing, she smiled this wicked-looking smile and then just turned back around.”

“That is so weird. I can’t believe our school is haunted. I had heard rumors but thought they were just that—rumors.”

“Obviously not,” I told her, now curious. “What rumors have you heard?”

“Strange things happening, like what happened today, and lockers emptying out onto the floor on their own. Stuff like that. Someone supposedly died in one of the bathrooms several years ago from an overdose or suicide or something. But I also heard someone had a baby in one of the toilets, too, so who knows.”

I wiped my increasingly sweaty hands across my shorts, realizing that I was going to have to watch out for this girl every single day, knowing that she knew I knew she was there. “Oh, great.” I sighed and looked out the window.

Beth tried to make me feel better on the way home, even stopping at the local drugstore’s old soda fountain to get me a milkshake, which I loved. But the only thing that kept going through my mind was how that girl smiled and just looked away. They never just look away. 

“Thanks for picking me up today. How about I pick you up tomorrow? We can just take turns, if you want,” I suggested as she pulled into my driveway. 

“Sounds good to me. Just call if you’re late and I’ll drive myself.”

I thanked her again as I got out. “I’ll text you later.” 

I waved as I walked into the house, anxious to see Beau. This had been the first day I had been away from him this long in over two weeks. My best friend from Nashville, LeLe, had come to visit before school started, so Jace let me have some time off. I was so glad he did, especially since I didn’t want to leave LeLe at home with Beau all day. Not that I didn’t trust her, but because she didn’t know he was dead. As a matter of fact, she didn’t know that I could see spirits at all. It just seemed easier at the time to keep that part of me to myself. Grandmama and Max, who was like a grandfather to me, were the only ones who had ever known. They both had gifts of their own, with Max being a seer, as he calls it, like me, and Grandmama sensing spirits and energy. Because of that, they had always understood, helping me to cope with my own gift during those times when it felt more like a curse. 

I had never been thankful that I could see spirits until I moved to Dandridge and into Beau’s old house. I couldn’t imagine going my entire life and never getting to see his face. The fact that he had died over a hundred years ago didn’t make me love him any less.

“Well, it’s about time,” he said as I walked in, picking me up and spinning me around, causing my backpack to fall to the floor. “How’d it go?”

“It was school. But everybody was pretty nice, so that’s a plus, I guess.”

“Well, good. I’ve been worried about ya.”

“Why?”

“I just know how bad ya hated school in Nashville and I didn’t want that to happen here.” 

Aside from LeLe, I didn’t miss the kids from Nashville. I had developed early, and developed a lot, causing the boys to harass me and the girls to hate me. I tried wearing baggy clothes, but it was too late; they already knew what was under them. 

“Nope. I just blended right in.”

“Ya never just blend in.” He smiled and kissed me as he put me down. 

“Where’s Grandmama?”

“She’s outside playin’ in the dirt.”

“Of course.” She loved gardening. “Come out with me so you can hear what happened at lunch.” When we got outside, she was sitting in the yard next to one of her flower beds that was filled with yellow jonquils, which she often picked for me and stuck in a vase for my desk, as well as many different colored tulips. “What are you doing?”

“Just sittin’ here.”

“I can see that.”

“Well, how did your first day go?” she asked as she got up.

“It was all right. But wait until you hear what happened at lunch.” 

Beau and I sat down at the picnic table and I waited on her to join us before I filled her in. 

“So, she just knocked that tray right out of her hands?”

“Yep.” I sat back and looked out over the river. “I dread tomorrow.”

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. You’ve dealt with this sort of thing your whole life, so I know you’ll be fine.”

“But if she can knock a tray out of Morgan’s hands, what else can she do? What if I ignore her and she decides to give me a nice little slap across my face?”

“Malyn, you’ll be fine. I have faith in you, so have some faith in yourself.”

I took a deep breath and started to say something else, but the thought was startled right out of me as the sound of the second loud crash of the day echoed across the yard. I turned to see that Beau had dropped the citronella candle that had been sitting on the table, causing it to crash—right through him—onto his chair and rain pieces of glass to the ground.

“For the love of all that’s holy. I’m sorry, Nellie. I think my battery died,” he said as he looked down at the EMF pump that now laid under his chair in the midst of remains of the candle. 

Since Max had given the EMF—electromagnetic field—pumps to me for my birthday, which are like little, portable energy producers, Beau had kept one on him almost all the time. Since they gave him the ability to almost be normal—alive—again, he hardly ever went without one, sticking it into the waistband of his pants, except for the occasional night when he didn’t want the temptation of my touch and smell to assault him to his breaking point. On those nights, he left the pump downstairs and stayed ghostly.

Grandmama started laughing. “That was interestin’,” she said as she looked down at the mess, obviously not seeing Beau anymore. Knowing she couldn’t hear him now, either, prompted me to tell her what he had just said.

“That’s okay. I’m just glad it happened here and not when y’all were out somewhere.”

“I always carry an extra one in my purse when we go out for that very reason. I don’t want to be left having to explain why my boyfriend just disappeared. That would be a bit awkward.” 

“If you’ll bring me out another pump, I’ll clean this mess up.” I could tell Beau felt bad for breaking her candle.

“No, I’ll get it,” I told him. 

As I started to pick up broken glass, Beau walked down into the yard, looking out at the river. I wondered what he thought about when he looked at it. I hated the river, not just because it was full of snakes, but because it had killed Beau. But, on the other hand, if the river hadn’t flooded, and Beau hadn’t jumped in to save his brother, I may not have ever got to meet him. So, the river was a bitter-sweet part of our landscape.

“Just don’t cut yourself,” Grandmama said as she headed back toward her flower bed.

“Like I’d cut myself on purpose.” I had always thought it useless for her to say things like that. Just like her telling me to ‘be careful’ every time I left the house. Like I was going to get in my Jeep and drive, with other two-ton vehicles coming at me at fifty-five miles an hour, and not be careful.

She raised her eyebrow at me, which she always did when she was less than pleased with my behavior.

“I was only kidding,” was my usual response, whether I was kidding or not. “I love you,” I threw in for good measure.

She just shook her head and smiled, continuing to pull up the rest of the weeds, telling me she loved me, too, before she started to sing one of her favorite country songs. I finished cleaning up the glass and pieces of candle and went inside to throw them away. When I came back outside, Beau was nowhere in sight.

“Where’d Beau go?” I asked, but quickly remembered my question was futile. “Sorry, I always forget.” She couldn’t see him unless he was in his manifested state from the pump or my plasma ball. “Well, I’m going to look over some stuff from school. I’ll be in my room if you need me to help with supper.”

She smiled and gave me a thumbs-up, but kept on singing. I wondered what she would do if she ever lost her voice. I couldn’t imagine her without her music—and was glad I liked it. I could listen to her sing all day long, even if it was country. 

I picked my backpack up off the floor where it still laid by the back door and headed upstairs. It felt so good to walk into my room—my sanctuary. 

I plugged my phone up and sat down at my desk, pulling various papers out and scanning through them, throwing away the ones that didn’t need to be filled out. As I set my backpack to the side, I noticed something gross-looking sticking out of the edge of one of the front pockets. When I went to pull it out of the zipper, the hairs stood up on my arms, which had happened more today than had happened in the past few years. It was a pepperoni, which shouldn’t upset most people, but it really upset me. Since I hadn’t taken my backpack to lunch, I had an idea as to how it had gotten there—the dead girl.

* * *
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AS I LAID IN THE BED, with Grandmama’s lasagna rolling around in my stomach like it was trying to find an escape route, I wondered where Beau was. It wasn’t like him to just vanish like he had. I knew he was upset about breaking the candle, but it was just a candle. He always laid with me at night until I fell asleep, and I really needed him tonight. 

I sighed out loud and turned over to snuggle one of the many pillows on my bed. I was almost to the point of being mad when I heard Beau say something from right behind me. Since I hadn’t felt him lay down, he startled me. 

“What did you say?” 

“I said, what are ya moanin’ about?”

“Where have you been? You missed supper and everything.”

“It’s not like I need to eat,” he said with a grin. 

It was impossible to be mad at those dimples for very long. “I was just worried about you.” 

I rolled over towards him but continued to hold on to my pillow. If I tried to touch him in this state, my hand would just go right through him, which was sometimes entertaining, but not tonight. 

“There ain’t no reason to worry. It’s not like I can go anywhere.”

“Yeah, you can. The Darkness, remember?”

“If they were gonna get me, they would’ve by now.”

“You never know.” I looked up at him as he leaned up against my headboard with his arms behind his head. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothin’.”

“Something’s wrong, I can tell.”

He took a deep breath. “I’m dead.”

I laughed before I could stop myself, which caused him to glare at me. “I’m sorry. It’s just... I know you’re dead. You have been for a while, now.”

He stopped glaring at me and the edge of his mouth turned up, but only slightly. “Yeah, but I don’t like bein’ reminded of it. Sometimes, I get so lost in my life, now, that I forget I don’t have one.” He took another deep breath. 

I didn’t understand what was bringing this on. “Are you upset because of the candle?”

“It’s not just a candle, it’s you. You’re the candle. And at any moment I feel like you can slip through my hands and I’ll lose ya.”

“You’ll never lose me. I love you too much.”

“But Ma loved me, too.” He looked down at me with sadness in his eyes. “Sometimes, it don’t matter how much ya love somebody, you can still lose ’em.”

This day was just getting better and better. I had wanted Beau to take my mind off the dead girl at school, but not like this. “You, of all people, know that you can’t sit around and worry about what will be. The future is going to happen whether we want it to or not. All we can do is just sit back, enjoy the ride, and hope we don’t hit any road blocks or dead ends along the way.”

He laughed. “Well, you’ve done hit one dead end.”

“You know what I mean. And you told me not to live life by ‘what ifs,’ yet that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

“I didn’t realize ya listened to me that well, Miss Reed.”

I smiled, hoping that the fact that he called me Miss Reed meant he was coming out of his lousy mood. “I practically hang on your every word.” My stomach made a sound that rivaled that of Chewbacca.

“I thought ya ate supper?”

“I did. My stomach’s a little upset. I think it’s just because I’m dreading tomorrow, especially after what I found in my backpack.” I told him about the pepperoni.

He laughed. “First of all, what’s pepperoni?” I often forgot that he died in 1910, before a lot of our modern technologies and snacks were invented.

“It’s a thin sausage that you put on pizza.”

“And it’s scary how?”

I sighed. “Because we had pizza for lunch.” 

He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “And?”

“And I didn’t have my backpack with me, so the dead girl had to stick that in there. It’s probably from Morgan’s tray. She’s toying with me.” My stomach gurgled again.

“Now, you don’t know that.” He scooted down in the bed so his face was next to mine. “We both need to stop worryin’.” He leaned forward and gently kissed me, but only for a moment, and then I felt his lips fade away again. “I’m sorry. You’ve had a rough day and then I just add to it.”

“I’m just glad you’re here. I thought I was going to go to sleep without you telling me goodnight.”

“A night that I don’t tell ya goodnight will be like a night that the stars don’t shine.”

I was going to ask him what he meant but was suddenly too sleepy to bother. The long, hectic day, combined with getting up at the crack of dawn, had finally taken its toll. It seemed like I had just heard Beau whisper goodnight and then my alarm went off from across the room. 

Six o’clock already? 

I forced myself to get out of bed and turn my clock off, resisting the temptation to lay back down and sleep another thirty minutes. Instead, I let the shower wake me up, standing there for a little bit before I started washing. I finished up, got dressed, dried my hair so it wasn’t soppy, pulled it up into a messy bun, and then headed downstairs to eat. No matter how nervous I was, that was one part of my morning ritual that I would never skip.

“Good mornin’,” Grandmama sang.

I grunted at her as I took a bite of my toast.

“Now, Malyn, it ain’t that bad. It’s a girl, not a monster.”

“I know,” I said, still chewing my food. 

Beau came in and kissed the top of my head. “Good mornin’, Sunshine,” he said as he sat down next to me at the bar. 

“If she bothers ya, just come home,” Grandmama said.

She made it sound so simple. Maybe it was. Either way, I was going to find out soon enough. 

I finished eating, told her and Beau bye, and left to go pick up Beth. I cranked my radio up and sang along with it until I pulled into Beth’s driveway. When I saw Jace walking down the sidewalk, I turned it down and rolled down my window.

“Jamming this morning, are we?”

“Yeah, it helps drown out my thoughts.” 

He walked over and leaned on the edge of my window. “Thoughts?” 

“School. Had a bad day yesterday.”

“Oh.” He seemed disappointed, probably hoping the thoughts I needed to drown involved Beau. 

“You’re early,” Beth said as she tossed her backpack into my backseat.

“Didn’t wanna have to hurry.”

“Have fun, girls.” He looked at me as he added, “Talk to you later,” which sounded like a statement more than asking my permission.

I had other things on my mind, so I just smiled and backed out. For some reason, I couldn’t wait to get to school and get this over with. I told Beth that if I had to leave early, I’d come back and get her.

“You’d better come back and get me,” she teased. “If you ever left me stranded at school I’d haunt you forever. And not in a good way, either.”

By the time we got to school, it felt like there was a butterfly war erupting in my belly. But, to my surprise, I made it through all my morning classes without one glimmer of the dead girl; and then it was lunch time. 

I waited for Beth by my locker, just like I had yesterday. When she finally made it, we quietly headed to the cafeteria, not saying much on the way. The closer we got, the more intense the battle of the butterflies got. Add that to my extreme hunger, since I had forgotten a snack, and it made me slightly nauseous. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves, telling myself I was overreacting, that I probably wouldn’t even see her. Then, as soon as we turned the corner, there she stood. 

“Oh, no,” I said under my breath. 

Beth looked alarmed, but since she couldn’t see the girl, she just kept watching me.

“Well, well, well,” the girl said, like a bully who was about to take my lunch money. “You can see me.” As we passed her, she fell in next to me, walking along with us toward the lunch line. Even though she looked younger than me, she was taller, but, then again, most people were. She peeked around me at Beth, who was still watching me with concern. “And it appears that she can’t.” I shook my head as I picked up a tray and put my milk on it. She tipped the edge of it with her finger. “I saw that you liked my show yesterday.”

I wasn’t going to be toyed with by anyone, especially by someone who was dead. “Why did you stick a pepperoni in my backpack?”

“Pepperoni?” Beth asked, confused, since I hadn’t told her about it, yet.

The girl laughed. “So, you found that, huh? I thought you’d get a kick out of it.”

Beth stayed close to me, trying to listen to what I said, which made it look like I was talking to her and not to myself or some imaginary friend. “Why would I get a kick out of it?”

“Because you got a kick out of me knocking her tray. I just thought it would be a little reminder. Make you smile.”

I couldn’t tell if she was serious or blowing smoke. Either way, she was weird and creeped me out. “Well... thanks, I think.”

“My pleasure. I can’t stand them. None of them.”

I stopped talking to her until after I paid and we were heading to the same table we had sat at yesterday. “Them who?”

“Preppies,” she replied as she pointed toward Morgan’s table. 

I didn’t want her standing over me while I ate, so I stretched my foot over and pushed the chair out that was next to Beth, hoping she would sit down. She looked at it like I was the ghost moving things, but sat down in it, anyway. 

“Thanks.”

Beth looked at me with big eyes. “She’s sitting next to me, ain’t she?” The dead girl reached over and flipped one of Beth’s green beans across the table. “I guess that’s a yes.” 

I laughed, knowing that Beth wasn’t used to being around spirits. I had seen them my entire life and still wasn’t used to it. “What’s your name?”

“Depends on who’s asking. Some called me Freak or Weirdo. Goth Whore was one of my favorites.” She laughed sarcastically. “But my given name is Amber.”

She didn’t look like an Amber at all; maybe a Raven or an Elvira, but not an Amber. “How did you die?” I tried to look at Beth instead of her.

She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. How can you see me?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

She smiled and, for once, it didn’t creep me out. She didn’t say anything else, and neither did Beth, not sure if Amber was talking or not, so I broke the awkward silence. “What’s my work schedule? I never got one for this week. I hope I was off last night because, if not, I may be fired.” 

“Like Jace would ever fire you.” She leaned forward slightly and whispered, “Is she gone?”

“No, she’s still here... being nosy,” I teased her. I had a feeling she didn’t have too many friends when she was alive.

“I’m usually able to be nosy incognito, but—” 

“Oh, I bet Amber, here, knows all kinds of juicy gossip,” Beth unknowingly interrupted.

“Tell her if she knew half the stuff that I knew that she would have to repent just for knowing.”

“Apparently, yes, she does,” I told Beth.

“Girl, tell her to fill you in so you can fill me in.”

“Maybe next time.” She stood up and pushed her chair back under the table, causing Beth to jump, which made me laugh. 

“Sorry,” I apologized when I realized she was glaring at me. I watched Amber as she crossed the cafeteria towards Morgan’s table. “What’s she going to do now?”

Beth turned just in time to see her knock some girl’s Coke out of her hand, causing it to spill down the front of her shirt and fizz all over the floor. The girl jumped back and blamed the girl next to her, which started an argument. Amber looked over her shoulder and smiled at me as she walked out of the cafeteria.

“I think this has been one of the weirdest lunches I’ve ever had,” Beth said. 

“Welcome to my world.”
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Chapter 2
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CURSED

Malyn

I was glad that my first week at JCHS had come and gone. Most of my classes were tolerable, except for pre-calculus, but, then again, math had never been my cup of tea. Surprisingly, I had made a few new friends. Unlike my high school in Nashville, the girls here didn’t seem threatened by my curves, and the boys... well, boys will be boys, I guess.

I had learned a lot about Amber the past week. She had sat with us every day at lunch, which seemed to both annoy and intrigue Beth. She hated not being able to see or hear her but, on the other hand, she liked eating lunch with the one and only person at this school who knew everything about everybody. I spent most of our rides home sharing all these new bits of gossip with her.

“So, she said that Felicity really did that in the boy’s bathroom?” Beth asked with a mischievous smile, surprised at some of the stuff Amber had been witness to. “And Amber just stood there and watched? Kinky girl.”

“That’s what she said. If it’s true or not, I don’t know.” Amber seemed fairly genuine, but some of the stories she told me had been outrageous. Then again, you never know what people will do when they think no one is watching.

After spending the past few days with her, I felt comfortable enough at lunch today to ask her why she dressed like she did. It still shocked me when I would listen to her talk while I ate, only to look up and realize that the voice I was listening to was coming out of black lips that were paired with heavily lined, almost white eyes. It was rather odd and a bit unnerving. It reminded me of those big body builders who you expected to have a deep, strong voice, yet when they opened their mouths, Mickey Mouse came out. 

“I was always made fun of by everybody. Once it started, it never stopped. I never dressed good enough for the preps, but wasn’t smart enough for the nerds, either. It’s like I didn’t fit in with anybody. They picked on me because they knew I would let them. I just stayed to myself, trying to fade into the shadows.” She smiled slightly. “That’s when I met Poke.”

“Poke?” I didn’t think I’d heard her right.

“Her real name was Patty. She was different, like me. We became friends and I started wearing a little more makeup and dressing a little different, like she did. That’s when I finally started making friends. Poke’s friends welcomed me into their group with open arms. At least when you’re part of a group, no matter how weird they are, you’re part of something.” She looked away. “My parents hated it.” She leaned her head back and laughed as she said a bit louder, “Oh, how they hated it.” She looked back at me with sadness emitting from her spooky eyes. “Imagine your demure little girl coming home looking like this. But I’d rather have my parents disappointed in me than have to be bullied at school every day. They just didn’t understand.”

“Didn’t dressing like this get you bullied even worse?”

“Not really. And, at times when it did, my new friends had my back. I was able to laugh with them instead of silently crying alone. I think most students were afraid of us, like we were going to do some kind of voodoo on them or something.”

“Speaking of that, can I ask you a favor?”

She looked at me curiously. “What kind of favor?”

“Can you take your contacts out? They’re a bit freaky.”

Instead of answering me, she just laughed as she got up and walked away, but then looked back over her shoulder and smiled. “Have a good weekend.”

Luckily, the rest of the day flew by and, before I knew it, the last bell was ringing and we were heading home. As we turned onto my road, I finished telling Beth what Amber had said. 

“She didn’t even respond to your question,” she asked, causing me to shake my head. “That’s weird. I wonder if you made her mad.”

“She didn’t look mad. But I think I’d rather make her mad than have to look at those eyes one more day.”

“I feel sorry for her. It sounds like she had a hard time.”

“Yeah, I do, too. But she seems to be okay, now, unless that’s all an act, too.” We pulled into my driveway and I started to gather my things from her back seat. “I’m gonna look her up this weekend. See if I can find out any information on her or her family.” I opened my door. “If I get time to, that is.” I sighed as I got out. “See you in a bit.” 

“Later, tater.”

We both had to be at work at four o’clock. There had been a fishing tournament this week, so Jace had us work almost every day. He said it would just be like that this week and then it would go to mainly weekends only. I was glad, because if my schedule continued like this I would have to quit. I could tell Beau was getting frustrated, too. With me gone to school all day and then working until bedtime, it hadn’t left any time for us.

I didn’t see anyone when I walked in, so I went on up to my room to change for work. Luckily, my uniform wasn’t anything fancy; khaki shorts and a polo shirt with the Lakeside logo on it. I wanted to lie down for just a minute, but knew if I did that I wouldn’t get up. My new schedule was killing me. I sighed as I put my hair up and tucked my shirt in. Beau snuck up behind me and swiftly untucked it.

“What are you doing?” I turned around and smacked him.

“I’m controllin’ myself—” he tugged on my shirt “—or this would already be on the floor.”

“Maybe you can not control yourself later when I get home.”

Every time he smiled, his dimples melted my insides. “I always have to control myself around ya.” He picked me up and hugged me tight. “We need to get Nellie out of the house for a while. Or maybe we can get away for a while.” He slowly let me slide down him as his lips teased mine. I thought about being late for work, maybe not even going in at all. But then his lips left mine and I knew that was all I was getting.

“I’ve missed you,” I admitted.

“But I’ve been right here. It’s you that’s been missin’.”

“Next week will be better.” I kissed him one last time before I had to leave. “I promise.”

“Well, it can’t get no worse, unless ya move out.”

“I plan on being here with you forever.”

He smiled and kissed my forehead. “I love you, Malyn.”

I told him I loved him, too, as I left for what would be a long, busy Friday night at the marina. Jace had worked in the bait shop, so I didn’t see him until it was time to go. He stopped me as I was heading out the door.

“I don’t know if Beth’s told you, but Mom’s having a back to school party at the house for all of the employees tomorrow night if you want to come. She said we deserve it since we’ve worked so hard.” 

I looked over my shoulder at Beth. “No, Beth hasn’t told me about any party.”

“Sorry, I forgot. My mind’s been overloaded this week.”

“I hope you can come,” Jace said.

“If I’m not dead from exhaustion, I’ll be there.”

Beth laughed. “As tired as we’ve all been, this may be the deadest party we’ve ever had.”

Beth was right; I was beat. It was after eleven before I finally got home. Nellie was already lying down, so I tried to be quiet as I got ready for bed. I assumed Beau would be waiting for me in my room like he usually was when I got finished, but he wasn’t. I went over to the window to see if the moon was bright enough for me to see him. As I scanned the yard, I thought I saw him sitting on his tree stump, which reminded me of the first time I had ever seen him. I had never seen him sitting there at night, though. 

What in the world is he doing? 

As I watched him, it looked like he was talking to someone, but I knew that was impossible. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. I was definitely tired, too tired to wait on him, so I went to bed.

When I felt him lie down beside me, I looked at the clock on my nightstand and it was almost two o’clock. When I rolled over to ask him what he had been doing, his mouth was on mine before I could get the first word out. He was being a little more aggressive than he had been earlier, which I didn’t mind at all. I hadn’t gotten to see him all week, and Grandmama was asleep, so let the making out commence.

And commence it did. At one point I had to make him slow down because I knew where it would lead if he didn’t. “We can’t with Grandmama just down the hall, even if she is asleep.”

“But you said—” he gently kissed my neck as he ran his hand across my hip and up my side “—not to control myself.” His breath was hot against my ear, making me shiver.

He was right, I did say that. “A little control is good, especially when my grandmother is right next door.” 

“We’ll be quiet.”

I was taken aback by his assertiveness. “We can’t,” I whispered.

“But ya want to.”

He was right. I absolutely did want to. And if we were married, or maybe even just alone, at this point, I would, but we weren’t. And even though we already had once, we had agreed to refrain from it again, at least for now. That was a special occasion, fraught with emotion, that I will always cherish, and I didn’t want to tarnish that memory. 

“Of course I do.” I sighed. “But we both know we can’t.”

He sighed, too, and kissed my forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” 

He kissed me again before telling me goodnight. As we started to doze off, I wondered if I would be too tired to share any dreams with him. It had been a while since we had  and, seeing as how we hadn’t got to see each other much, it would be nice to get some time with him while I snoozed. So, I shut my eyes and tried to relax myself into dreamland.

The next thing I knew, I was outside talking to someone, but I couldn’t see who they were because I was looking out at the river. Their voice was deep, yet soft and mysterious, almost sexy. In Beau’s dream, though, I didn’t find him sexy at all. Actually, I was slightly afraid of him, yet I felt like I could attack him at any minute, regardless of the fear. Maybe he should fear me. 

Then he said something that piqued Beau’s interest. “You could have her, really have her, for all eternity. And that, after all, is what ultimately matters, is it not?”

At first, Beau wanted to believe him, but then remembered who he was talking to—a liar. When he turned to look at him and I saw his red eyes, I immediately woke up and grabbed Beau, causing him to wake up, too.

“What’s wrong?” He jumped up, putting himself in front of me, looking around the room like he was expecting someone to be there. When he saw that no one was here but us, he calmed down. “Did ya have a bad dream?”

When my heart started beating at a fairly normal speed again, I looked at Beau and said, “Yeah... yours.”

* * *

[image: ]


AS WE SAT ON THE BACK porch and ate breakfast, Beau tried to explain why he was dreaming about Takers, but the more he talked the madder I got. They weren’t something you just sit around and chat with.

“I didn’t think they could even talk,” I admitted.

“Yep, they can. Well, I know one can. That’s the only one I’ve talked to.”

“I can’t believe you let him talk to you,” I scolded him as I took another bite of food. 

Grandmama just listened intently as he defended himself. “It’s not like I can stop ’em, can I? I tell ’em to go away, leave me alone, but what good does it do? They want me, Malyn. I don’t know why, but they do. Maybe if I figure out why, I can stop it.” He flexed his jaw and I could tell he was worried.

I felt sorry for him, which made it impossible to be mad. It had been a month since he had ended up landing himself in the Darkness, and now they wanted him worse than ever. I knew he was upset by it, always looking over his shoulder. I felt so guilty, knowing I was probably the reason they even noticed him in the first place; my gift brought them here, and Beau’s energy had kept them here.

I thought about what the Taker had said in his dream. “What did it mean by you could really have me? And for all eternity? Do they want me, too?” Just saying it sent chills down my spine.

He hesitated before answering. “The only reason they’d want ya is for me. They know if they had you, they’d for sure have me.” He must have seen the panic on my face because he reached over and squeezed my hand. “They can’t take ya, Malyn, you’re a liver.” I could tell he was trying to calm the tension that was rising in the air, but it didn’t.

“A what?” Grandmama spoke up for the first time.

“A liver.” He smiled. “Just a little inside joke.”

Understanding crossed her face. “Well, that’s a new one.”

As they continued to discuss ghostly verbiage and demons who wanted to take my boyfriend from me, I finished eating. My mind was racing. I thought about the first instance that the Takers appeared. They cleared out most of the spirits that were in town, and in one night, too; all except for that creepy old lady in the graveyard. We hadn’t talked to her since that night we questioned her about the missing spirits. Maybe she knew more than what she let on. I would have to make Grandmama go with me to find out.

“Well, you got awful quiet. What are ya thinkin’ about?” Grandmama asked, raising one eyebrow. If she couldn’t read my mind, she sure acted like she could.

“I think we should go back to the graveyard and talk to that lady again. I think she may know more than what she told us.”

She nodded. “I know she does.” 

“Let’s just hope she’s still there, that the Takers ain’t got her like they have everybody else.” As soon as I said that, I felt slightly panicked. They had gotten almost everybody, except for one—the only other ghost I had talked to. “Amber.”

They both looked at me. “Who?” Grandmama asked. 

“It’s me. The Takers never bothered Beau until I got here. There were bookoos in town until I talked to them. Henry, the British ghost who Max shared his home with, had been in Savannah for, what, over two hundred years? Now he’s gone, becoming victim to the Darkness, too. Amber will be next.” I hated the fact that I was having this effect on the dead here. “We’ve got to talk to that lady and see if she knows something that could help us. Can we go today?”

She shrugged. “I don’t see why not.” She got up from the table and gathered our plates. “I’ll go get ready and we’ll head that way.”

Beau was still quiet after she went in. “What do you think about it?” I asked him. “Don’t you see a correlation between our arrival and the Takers showing up?”

“Yeah. Have ya noticed that before? Before y’all moved here?”

I shook my head. “I never paid attention to spirits before I moved here, so I doubt I would’ve noticed if they had disappeared.” I felt guilty for bringing this mess upon him. “I’m sorry.”

He laughed and scooted his chair back, pulling me onto his lap. “Why are ya sorry? You ain’t done nothin’. And I’d face a thousand demons just to have ya in my life.” He softly slid the tip of his nose back and forth across my jaw. “You’re special, Malyn. I knew that the first day I met ya. Remember?”

I thought back to that first day, feeling the butterflies all over again. He had touched my leg and told me about how he hadn’t touched many livers since he’d died, just a woman to scare her, his mom, and then me. Since I was one of the few, I said that I felt special, teasing him, and he told me that I was. 

“You did tell me I was special, didn’t you?”
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