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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nigel stared out the van window as they rounded yet another hairpin curve, his knuckles white on the armrest. His ears popped from the altitude change as the road kept climbing toward the ridge above, hidden in a shroud of trees. The branches were winter-bare, the forest floor beneath covered with only a dusting of snow even though it was deep December, the day after Christmas.

      Thank heavens he didn’t get carsick. His stomach was already unsettled enough at the prospect of meeting his boyfriend’s parents.

      He glanced at Oscar, who sat in the driver’s seat, attention thankfully on the narrow road. A big guy, in both height and girth, Oscar’s hair and dark eyes contrasted against his pale skin. Right now, his cute face was scrunched in a look of concentration as he steered the lumbering van around yet another blind, hairpin curve, the wheels only inches away from a drop down the mountainside.

      According to Oscar, he hadn’t brought any of his other boyfriends all the way out to Marrow, West Virginia, to meet the family. Which was amazing—they’d only been together since early October, not even three months. Nigel hadn’t wanted to come off as clingy, had told himself to take things slow, but maybe this was a sign that Oscar also felt their relationship was serious.

      It also made him nervous as hell. What if Oscar’s parents didn’t like him? Things were so new between them; parental disapproval might make Oscar think twice about taking it any further.

      Chris leaned forward from the backseat, where they sat beside Tina. Their hair was currently dyed a vivid shade of neon blue. “Your folks really live out in the boonies, huh?”

      They’d been driving for over five hours, up from Durham, North Carolina, across into Virginia. As they headed northwest, the interstate failed them, and they’d spent the last few hours on narrow state roads, climbing over the ancient spine of the Appalachians to get into West Virginia.

      “You can say that again.” Oscar didn’t glance into the rearview mirror, eyes remaining firmly on the road. “Once we get over this last ridge, we’ll almost be there.”

      “Thank God, because I have to pee,” Tina said. “I thought there would at least be a gas station or somewhere to stop out here.”

      Chris sat back. “Too bad we didn’t pack the camping toilet.”

      The back of the van was stuffed with almost all of their ghost-hunting equipment, but none of the camping things they’d used during the investigation of the Matthews house back in October.

      “Do you have any ideas about the ghost in your parents’ house?” Nigel asked, grateful for something to distract him from his nerves. “Who it might be, that is?”

      That was the reason they were all going to meet Oscar’s parents, instead of just Nigel. Oscar had been working on his mediumship, at least as much as he could, but with the holidays, jobs, and family commitments, OutFoxing the Paranormal hadn’t had time to do another investigation since the Matthews house.

      The intermittent haunting Oscar had grown up with—and over the years trained himself to ignore—seemed like the perfect opportunity for him to get his feet wet as a medium. The spirit, whoever it was, wasn’t violent, and had seemed content merely to show itself now and again. Neither of his parents had ever even noticed it was there, so presumably it wasn’t very strong.

      Still, from Nigel’s point of view, data was data. And it would be good for the OutFoxing the Paranormal show to put out something new after their Halloween spectacular. According to Oscar, they had some good sponsors lined up already.

      “I don’t have any idea who she was, and it wasn’t like I could ask my parents.” Oscar grimaced, and Nigel reached out to touch his shoulder,.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Oscar sighed. “It’s okay.”

      The road finally crested the ridge and began to angle steeply down. A gap in the trees revealed a river valley running roughly north-south below them, a small town nestled in the widest part of the flats, before the view was swallowed up again by the trees.

      “Was that Marrow?” Tina asked.

      “Yeah, and my folks live on this side of town, so you’ll have somewhere to pee in a few minutes.” Oscar hesitated. “Look…Mom and Dad don’t know about the whole ghost-hunting thing.”

      Nigel dropped his hand and half-turned in his seat. “What?” Chris asked from the back, at the same time Tina said, “You haven’t told them about OtP?”

      “How could I? You know how my dad is. Was,” he corrected hurriedly. “They know I’m bringing friends, but not that we explore abandoned buildings together looking for ghosts. But once they see some of our videos, they’ll be really proud of what we’ve accomplished.”

      “What do they think I teach?” Nigel asked.

      Oscar winced. “Psychology. Which is close!”

      “It really isn’t.” Nigel pushed his glasses up and rubbed his eyes. “So you’re introducing your friends the ghost hunters, and your new boyfriend the parapsychologist, to your father who historically hasn’t reacted well to the concept of seeing ghosts.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Oscar insisted.

      Chris flopped back in their seat. “Or a complete disaster. One of the two.”
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        * * *

      

      As he pulled into the familiar driveway, Oscar told himself yet again that there was no reason to be nervous.

      Everything was going to be fine. He’d lay everything out, Nigel would say something smart, Tina something technical, and Dad would realize they were professionals. This was science.

      Oscar wasn’t crazy.

      This was going to be a new start for them, a chance to work on their relationship without any lies or tension between them. Maybe he could even get Dad to talk about his own mother, Oscar’s mamaw, who might have been a medium too.

      The house, built around the turn of the previous century, nestled on the uphill side of the road. A convex mirror, mounted on a tree on the opposite side of the driveway, offered as much view around the curve as possible for anyone pulling out. The driveway itself was fairly short and quite steep, leading up to a two-story house set partly into the hillside. The siding was white wood, set atop a foundation of local rock mortared in place.

      The front door swung open before the engine was even off. Mom and Dad both came out, Mom bundled against the cold as if she was going on an expedition to Antarctica, and Dad wearing a Christmas sweater depicting kittens in Santa hats.

      “You get out first,” Nigel said with a glance.

      Oscar winced. Okay, yes, he probably should have told his parents about the whole ghost-hunting thing before they got here. And he should have warned everyone else that he hadn’t, especially Nigel. But he’d been…

      Scared. That was all. Worried about Dad’s reaction if he heard the news over the phone.

      It was going to be different now, though. He climbed out of the van and walked to his parents, who immediately engulfed him in a hug. He took after his father in coloring, and his mother, who was the taller of the pair, in build.

      “It’s so good to see you!” Mom said. “We missed you at Thanksgiving.”

      They’d spent the holiday with Nigel’s mother, a cheerful woman who lived in Myrtle Beach. Before Oscar could apologize, Dad slapped him on the arm. “I guess we’ll have to get used to sharing, now that you’ve got someone special,” he said with a wink.

      Oscar grinned and turned to the van. Everyone else had climbed out, Nigel hovering warily and Tina shooting desperate looks at the house. “Tina, the bathroom is through the front door, first door on the left.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t want to be rude,” she called as she power-walked to the front door.

      Mom laughed. “Don’t worry about it, I’ve made that long drive myself plenty of times.”

      “And this is my friend Chris Saito,” Oscar went on. “They/them.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you,” Mom said warmly, and went straight in for a hug, followed by Dad who did the same.

      “Thanks for having us, Mrs. Fox, Mr. Fox,” Chris said.

      “Oh goodness, call us Lisa and Scott, we’re too young for that nonsense.” Mom laughed again and turned expectantly to Nigel.

      Nigel looked slightly alarmed. “I’m, uh, Nigel. He/him.”

      “Doctor Nigel Taylor,” Oscar added, as Mom went in for a hug.

      “It’s so good to finally meet you,” Dad said, shaking Nigel’s hand, then pulling him in for a hug. “Oscar can’t stop talking about you!”

      A light blush spread across Nigel’s face. “Oh?”

      “I love your name,” Mom went on. “Nigel; it’s so old-fashioned!”

      Nigel blinked, nonplussed. “Thanks? I picked it myself.”

      “We should get in out of the cold,” Oscar put in quickly.

      “Of course, of course; I’ll help with the bags.” Dad took a step toward the van.

      The van packed with their equipment. It was now or never.

      “Um, so, something I haven’t mentioned.” He could hear himself speaking too fast but couldn’t seem to slow down. “Tina, Chris, and I have a hobby—well, it might be more than a hobby, we do get money from the videos and selling Chris’s pictures.”

      Both Mom and Dad looked at him expectantly. Oscar took a deep breath to steel himself. “We’re ghost hunters.”

      There was a seemingly endless moment of shocked stillness. Then Dad turned and walked back to the house without saying a word.
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        * * *

      

      An hour or so later, Nigel found himself sitting at the dinner table, Oscar on one side and Mr. Fox—Scott—on the other, at the table’s end. Lisa sat beside her husband, and Chris and Tina filled out the rest of the table.

      “I hope we made enough,” Lisa fretted, though the food on the table could have fed an army. “How are the potatoes?”

      “Delicious,” Nigel said truthfully.

      Oscar didn’t say anything, and neither did his father. Their tension toward one another radiated through Nigel’s space.

      “Oh good, it’s my mamaw’s recipe,” Lisa went on, apparently determined to fill the uncomfortable silence. “The secret is to use buttermilk.”

      “It’s all wonderful.” Chris reached for second helpings of turkey. “Two Christmas dinners in one year—score!”

      “Well, it didn’t make sense to have it just for ourselves, since y’all were coming the next day.”

      The Fox household didn’t go all-out on holiday decorations, but there was a tree in what would have been called the parlor when the house had originally been built, and now was referred to as the den. The sight of the wrapped presents underneath sent a current of panic through Nigel—was he supposed to have brought something?

      He and Oscar had already exchanged presents; a book on the history of ghost hunting from him, and an incredibly warm woolen sweater, hat, and socks from Oscar. He hadn’t really thought about what meeting Oscar’s parents the day after Christmas might entail.

      “Sorry we kept Oscar away for the actual day,” Tina said, “but if I’d missed the family dinner, my abuela would’ve turned me into a ghost.”

      As soon as the last word was out of her mouth, she realized her mistake. She held up one hand, as if to catch it, but of course it was already gone. The tension around the table went up a notch.

      Whatever Nigel had thought meeting Oscar’s parents would be like, this wasn’t it. Coming here had clearly been a mistake. Certainly they weren’t going to be able to try and contact any spirit lingering in the house.

      Lisa glanced at her husband, then fixed on Nigel. “So, Nigel, Oscar tells us you teach at Duke University!”

      With the sinking feeling things were about to get worse, Nigel nodded. “That’s right.”

      “You’re a psychologist, is that right?” she prompted, when it became clear he wasn’t going to elaborate.

      Scott murmured something under his breath. His mother had died in an overcrowded state hospital; probably he had just as bad an opinion of psychology as he would of Nigel’s actual job.

      “I work in the Institute of Parapsychology,” Nigel clarified. “We study phenomena outside of known biological mechanisms. My specialty is the survival of personality beyond death.”

      There was a long moment of silence, before Scott spoke up. “Ghosts?”

      He was going to be thrown out of the house and forbidden to ever speak to their son again. “The technical term is incorporeal personal agencies, but yes. Ghosts.”

      “Excuse me,” Scott said, and pushed away from the table. He stalked out of the room.

      Oscar shoved his chair back, shot an “excuse me” at his mother, and followed.

      The rest of them sat in excruciatingly awkward silence for a moment. Then Lisa picked up a serving spoon. “So…who wants more potatoes?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Oscar followed his dad out of the dining room, through the living room, down the stairs, and into the basement.

      The basement was half-sunk into the hill, allowing for windows at the end facing the road. But night fell fast in these mountains, especially at this time of year, and Dad had switched on the lights mounted above his workbench.

      The basement was mostly a place to store tools and work on small projects. Its stone walls were unfinished, and some of them bore long ago marks, as if shelves or the like had been secured to them by previous inhabitants of the house. Its wooden ceiling creaked loudly whenever someone walked across the floor above.

      Once, when he was home alone, Oscar had heard the clear sound of footsteps right above his head. When he hurried upstairs to see who was visiting, no one was there. But by that age, he’d learned not to mention any weird occurrences to Dad or anyone else.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      Dad didn’t look around, instead picking up screwdrivers and putting them down again. There was no heat down here, and the cold had seeped in, chilling the air. “Nothing to talk about.”

      “Like hell there isn’t!”

      Dad looked up, finally. “If you and your friends want to play pretend on the weekends, trick other gullible folk into believing this nonsense is real, that’s your business.”

      Oscar ground his teeth together. “It is real! The things I saw as a kid were real, even if you didn’t see them too. Pretending they weren’t didn’t fix anything, it just made me afraid to speak up!”

      Dad’s nostrils flared. “You listen here, son. You know how gossip is in a town like this, where everyone knows everyone else. If you’d kept on talking about hearing voices and seeing things, you’d never have gotten on the football team, never gone to college, never landed a good job somewhere else. Instead, you’d have been the town’s weird kid, the liar who couldn’t be trusted, the one littler kids threw rocks at when you walked past. I protected you from all of that, even if you couldn’t understand at the time.”

      Oscar took a deep breath. His dad was deadly serious, meant every word. And maybe he was even right.

      “Is that what happened to Mamaw Fox?”

      Dad’s expression tightened. “No, it isn’t. People came to my mama—your mamaw—for help. They believed, just like her. But none if it was real.”

      Okay. Maybe they were making progress. “What if it was, though?”

      “It wasn’t!” Dad snapped, and the fury in his tone made Oscar take a step back, even though he was by far the bigger of the two. “Do you know what it was like, to wake up one morning and find my mama acting like an entirely different person? Laughing and talking to things that weren’t there, scratching herself until she bled, attacking my daddy when he tried to stop her?”

      Oscar’s heart fell. He hadn’t realized it had been that bad. “Of course, I don’t. You never told me.”

      “What was I supposed to tell you, that you would have understood at that age?” Dad shook his head angrily. “After they took your mamaw away, I saw her twelve times a year. Your papaw and I drove all the way to the asylum and back on the last weekend of every month, from the time I was eleven until I was eighteen and she died. It might’ve been called the state hospital, but it was mostly a warehouse, with too many patients and not enough space. I still remember how it smelled.”

      He turned away, bracing himself on the workbench. “I don’t know what kind of medication she was on, but she’d just sit there, trembling and shaking. Not even looking at us. Your papaw would talk and talk, catching her up on things, but I don’t think she ever heard a word.” His head bowed. “I hate to say it, but it was a mercy when she died.”

      Silence fell between them, broken by the hiss of the water heater in the corner kicking on. Oscar wasn’t sure what to say, except, “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      Dad raised his head but didn’t turn around. “I couldn’t let the same thing happen to you. I wouldn’t. So I did the best I knew, and maybe you want to throw all that away now. That’s your choice. But I don’t want to hear about it, understand?”

      Oscar’s heart sank, but what could he do? “I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are y’all still awake?” Lisa called softly.

      Scott had stayed down in the basement, but Oscar had returned. He hadn’t said much, only that his father had requested they not say anything else about ghosts during their stay.

      Nigel had hoped to get him alone to talk, but there hadn’t been a chance. Lisa took out some old photo albums and treated them to pictures of Oscar from infancy to college graduation, thoroughly embarrassing Oscar in the process. After, she’d cajoled Oscar into opening presents, even without Scott. Oscar got a sweater in Clemson’s orange and white colors. Nigel received one in Duke’s blue and white, presumably as a nod to his place of employment. Tina and Chris both got Christmas scented candles, since “I didn’t know what y’all might like.”

      Deeply embarrassed, Nigel apologized for not having brought a gift, but Lisa just laughed it off. “You’re our guest, honey; don’t worry about it.”

      Then it was time for bed. Oscar’s old room had a single bed, which he offered to Tina, since she’d been having back problems lately. Nigel, Oscar, and Chris decamped to the den, which had a fold-out couch and an air mattress already prepared for them. Chris took the air mattress, leaving the fold-out for Nigel and Oscar.

      They’d only had time to put on their pajamas and brush their teeth, when Lisa appeared at the door. She wore a thick woolen robe over her pajamas and a pair of fluffy slippers, and held something in one hand.

      “Yes.” It was incredibly awkward to talk to the woman while tucked into bed beside her son, so Nigel quickly got up. He’d forgotten to bring any slippers, but the thick woolen socks Oscar had given him kept his toes warm.

      Oscar lowered his phone, where he’d been checking OutFoxing the Paranormal’s social media channels. “What’s up, Mom?”

      “Listen, I know things haven’t been easy with your dad.” She glanced up at the second floor, presumably in the direction of the master bedroom. “I had a word with him about being so rude to our guests.”

      “It’s all right,” Chris said, but she shook her head.

      “It’s not how he was raised—how either of us were—and he knows it. He ought to be down here right now, hanging his head in shame. But he’s a stubborn man sometimes.” She looked at Oscar. “We argued a lot when you were growing up. What happened to your mamaw scared him, but…well, it doesn’t matter now. You’re grown up, and I think you have a right to know about her, if that’s what you want.”

      Oscar’s lips parted in surprise. “Yes, please. Anything you can tell me—I know she died before you ever met Dad, but anything you know about her would help.”

      “I honestly don’t know any more than you do.” Lisa crossed the room and held something out to Oscar. “But maybe this can help you find out more.”

      The light from the single lamp gleamed off something silver in her palm. A key.

      Nigel’s heartbeat quickened, and he glanced at Oscar. Oscar stared at the key as if mesmerized. “What does it open?”

      “When your papaw died, Scott moved a bunch of his stuff into a self-storage unit here in Marrow. He kept saying he would go through it when he had the time, but he never did.” She snorted. “That’s what keeps those places in business, you know—everyone thinks they’re going to have more time to do things in the future, but the future keeps turning into the present.”

      “True enough,” Nigel said. “Do you think some of…I don’t know her name, actually.”

      “Her name was Barbara,” Lisa said. “And I don’t know if anything she owned is in there, but Richard, Oscar’s papaw, wasn’t the sort of man to throw things away willy-nilly. There are probably things in there that he meant to deal with one day and never got around to.”

      “Right.” Oscar reached out and took the key from her. “Thanks, Mom.”

      She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. “Just don’t tell your daddy.”
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        * * *

      

      Oscar woke up all at once, a sudden, sharp transition between sleep and awareness. The den was in shadow, the only light leaking in through the blinds from the streetlight in the yard. Nigel curled beside him on the lumpy mattress of the fold-out, his breathing deep and regular. A turn of his head showed Chris unmoving in a pile of blankets on the air mattress.

      So what had woke him up?

      He turned his head the other way, looking past Nigel and toward the door. He sensed a presence there, and for a moment, he thought Mom might have come back.

      Whoever was there took a step into the room. But the old floor didn’t creak under their weight, and there was no accompanying rustle of cloth.

      A sudden memory gripped him of opening his eyes in his bedroom as a kid and seeing a woman standing near the foot of the bed, looking at him. That same presence was here, now.

      He sat up slowly. “Who are you?” he asked in a low voice. “Do you need my help?”

      Even though no light touched the figure, it seemed to briefly solidify into the woman. Her features were indistinct, but he could make out dark hair hanging over a pale gown. The cold air grew even colder, as though the room had turned into a freezer. Her lips parted, moved, but he could hear no words.

      Then she turned back to the door, took a step, and vanished.
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      “And she was just staring at you while everyone was asleep?” Tina asked, as Oscar drove them down the mountain and into Marrow proper. “Do you think she came in and looked at me, too?” She shuddered.

      “You could have woken us up, boss,” Chris added.

      “There wasn’t time to wake anyone up,” Oscar said. “Besides, I didn’t want to scare her away.”

      “Did you sense anything from her?” Nigel asked.

      Oscar considered for a moment. “Not really? It almost felt like she was just checking in on us.”

      “That makes sense, if she realized you’d come back after a long absence. Especially since you weren’t in your normal bed.”

      “I wish we’d been able to put up some of our instruments,” Tina said. “Maybe we would have caught more on a thermal cam.”

      “Yeah, well.” Oscar grimaced. “Doesn’t look like that’s going to happen.”

      Nigel didn’t say anything, but his skin crawled at the thought of a spirit wandering into the room while they slept. Would she repeat the performance tonight? If they tried to put a line of salt across the doorway to keep her out, Scott would probably throw them out of the house.

      It was going almost noon the next day. Lisa had cooked them a hearty breakfast, and things around the table seemed almost normal. All conversation had steered well away from the topic of ghosts, and when Scott asked what their plans were, Oscar perked up and said he was going to show them his old stomping grounds.

      It didn’t take long to see that time had left Marrow behind. The newest houses were from the 1950s, judging by the architecture, and for every open storefront there were two closed ones. The whole town seemed to cluster around just a few streets, hemmed in between the mountain on one side and the river on the other. According to the internet search Nigel had done before they came, only about 800 people lived here, and the population was dwindling with every passing year.

      Oscar slowed the van. “Okay, there’s the diner.”

      “We’re actually stopping?” Nigel said, surprised. “I thought showing us the ‘old-stomping grounds’ was just an excuse to go to the storage facility.”

      Oscar’s face fell. “I mean, we’ll do that, but…I don’t know, I thought you’d be interested. We don’t have to.”

      Nigel cursed himself. Oscar was his boyfriend, of course he wanted to share his history with Nigel. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound that way.”

      “Smooth, doc,” Chris said, leaning forward. “Real smooth.”

      Tina smacked them on the arm. “Oh, hush. Show us the great metropolis of Marrow, Oscar.”

      Oscar finished parking the van. “We’ll pass the high school on the way out to the storage place. Downtown here is where I’d hang out with my friends, when I could get a ride, anyway.”

      “Downtown” was a bit of an overstatement for three or four blocks of old brick buildings from the Victorian era. At least half of them were empty, the rest occupied by antique stores, a hardware store, the diner, and a number of small offices. There were only a few other people on the street, most of them heading for either the diner or the antiques.

      Even so, they’d only made it a few steps before someone called “Oscar? Oscar Fox?”

      Oscar turned, a grin already on his face. “That’s me!”

      The middle-aged man who’d approached looked delighted. “I watched all your games! You could’ve gone pro!”

      “Thanks; I appreciate that.”

      The man rooted around in his pocket for a minute before digging out a crumpled receipt. “Could you sign this for me?”

      Nigel watched, feeling vaguely startled, as Oscar took out a pen and graciously signed, while the man rambled on about games and sacks. Yes, college football was big in the south—hell, depending on where you were, high school games were followed just as closely—but he’d never really had an interest. Somehow it hadn’t occurred to him that other people wouldn’t be as indifferent.

      Once the man had gone on his way, Chris said, “So, are we your entourage, or…?”

      “I didn’t realize I was dating the hometown hero,” Nigel added.

      Oscar actually blushed. “No,” he told Chris, and “I’m not the hometown hero.”

      The diner put a lie to his words. As soon as they stepped in, Nigel spotted an orange Clemson jersey with FOX on the back, hanging on the wall alongside a signed photograph of a man—presumably Oscar, though it was impossible to tell under the helmet—crashing into another player on a field.

      The young woman behind the counter perked up when they came in. “Good afternoon, y’all! Have you been in before?”

      “I have, but not for a long time,” Oscar answered with a smile. “Are the pepperoni rolls still as good as they used to be?”

      A man stuck his head out from the kitchen behind the counter. “Too good for the likes of you, Mr. Big City!”

      Oscar’s entire face lit up. “Josh!”

      The man looked to be around their age, with short blond hair and a husky build. He came around the counter and swept Oscar into a bear hug, pounding him enthusiastically on the back. “Your dad mentioned you’d be coming into town. It’s good to see you.”

      “Good to see you, too, Josh.” Oscar pulled back and grinned, but didn’t entirely let go.

      A little flame of jealousy flickered in Nigel’s chest, and he cleared his throat loudly.

      Josh jumped back a bit, as if he’d forgotten they had an audience. “Oscar, you remember my niece, Kayla?” he asked, gesturing to the counter.

      “Not little Kayla!” Oscar exclaimed. “You were in braces the last time I saw you.”

      Kayla offered him the smile of someone trying to be polite, but not really interested in her uncle’s old friends.

      Oscar turned back to Josh. “These are my friends,” he said, and went on to introduce them. Nigel felt a further flash of irritation that Oscar hadn’t singled him out as a boyfriend. “And this is Josh Rizzo. We went to school together from kindergarten on.”

      “And played football together, even though I was never meant for the big leagues. Not like this guy here,” Josh added with a trace of pride on Oscar’s behalf. “Your lunch is on the house, by the way.”

      “No, it’s all right,” Oscar started, but was interrupted by Josh shaking his head.

      “Your money’s no good here. Y’all want pepperoni rolls? Fries? Look at the menu and take your time. I’ll head to the kitchen, but I’ll be back out to catch up, don’t you worry.”

      Josh herded them to the counter, then went back to the kitchen. Apparently, despite their huge breakfast, they were now eating lunch.

      Staring up at the chalkboard menu on the back wall, Chris said, “Pepperoni rolls?”

      “Bread stuffed with pepperoni,” Oscar explained. “It was popular with coal miners back in the day—no refrigeration needed, tasty even when at room temperature, and hand-held.”

      “I see,” Nigel said. “And Josh…?”

      “His family owns this place,” Oscar said with a sweep of the arm, indicating the old brick walls, the squeaky wooden floor. “Best pepperoni rolls in town.”

      Nigel suspected they were the only pepperoni rolls in town but kept the remark to himself. They all ended up ordering the rolls, along with a pitcher of sweet tea and a basket of fries, then retreated to a table. A few other people came in, but it was clear the diner wasn’t going to do a lot of business today. Because everyone was still at home, eating leftovers from Christmas dinner, or because the town was slowly dying?

      Kayla brought their orders. Chris picked up a fry and popped it in their mouth. “Your friend seems nice.”

      “Josh? Oh yeah.” A goofy grin touched Oscar’s lips. “We used to be inseparable. The trouble we got into as kids…”

      “Ooh, spill,” Tina said with a wicked grin.

      Nigel took a cautious bite of his pepperoni roll. The oils from the sausage had soaked into the bread, flavoring it perfectly.

      To his surprise, Oscar blushed lightly at Tina’s prodding. “Oh, well, not much, you know. Driving too fast on the mountain roads, underage drinking, skinny dipping at the old quarry…”

      Tina gasped and grabbed at non-existent pearls. Oscar threw a fry at her.

      About halfway through the meal, Josh came back out and joined them at the table, sitting between Oscar and Nigel. “Not many folks out and about today, I guess,” he said lightly. “But the diner’s loss is my gain.”

      They immediately became absorbed in conversation about places Nigel didn’t know and people he’d never heard of. Which was to be expected. They’d been friends. Friends who skinny dipped together.

      Friends who were looking at each other as if there had been something more between them.

      No, no, he was projecting. Nigel wasn’t exactly the best when it came to social situations; probably his perceptions were off.

      The bell above the door jingled as another group came in. “We should be going,” Nigel said. “You probably have to get back to work.”

      “Yeah.” Josh sighed. “It was good to meet y’all.” He stood up, then turned back to Oscar. “Is there an evening you’ll be free? Maybe we can meet up somewhere, talk about old times?”

      “I’m not sure,” Oscar replied. “We’re sort of playing it by ear.”

      “Let me give you my number, just so you have it.”

      Once they were back in the van, Nigel said, “Old flame?”

      “No,” Oscar started, then caught himself. “Not exactly? We fooled around some in high school, you know how it is.”

      “Not having been a popular football star, I don’t know how it is,” Nigel said, managing to keep most of the sharpness from his tone.

      Annoyingly, Oscar laughed. “It was high school, you dork.” He leaned across the console and kissed Nigel on the side of the head.

      Nigel knew he was being unreasonable. Still. “We should go to the storage unit, before your parents start wondering what’s taking us so long.”

      That sobered Oscar up fast. His laughter faded, and he cranked the ignition. “Right. Let’s go see if there’s anything left of Mamaw Fox for us to find.”
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        * * *

      

      The self-storage business lay on the outskirts of Marrow and was among the few examples of new construction to have happened since Oscar had left for college. The lot had been a farmer’s field back then, already abandoned and going back to nature. Now rows of gleaming units sat atop black asphalt, holding whatever excess stuff the residents of Marrow couldn’t—or didn’t want—to keep at home.

      “I’m surprised to see a place like this in such a…small town,” Nigel remarked as he turned in.

      Oscar cast him a glance. It had been good to see Josh again—and borderline hilarious to discover Nigel seemed to be jealous of him.

      “You can say ‘dying.’” Oscar slowed, scanning the numbers on the buildings. “Kids move away, leave all their junk behind with the promise of coming back someday to get it, and it ends up in storage. Businesses go under, and the furniture gets put away and never taken back out. The old folks die, and no one wants to just throw everything out, so here it ends.”

      Like with Papaw Fox. If he’d realized Dad was renting a unit to store things, he’d have offered to come home and help sort through it. Though, depending on what was in there, Dad might have refused the offer.

      He pulled up in front of the unit: number 306. Instead of getting out of the van, though, he found himself staring at the blank metal door.

      Should he be doing this? Mom had given him the key, but that didn’t mean he had to use it.

      What had happened to his mamaw had obviously hurt Dad—well, of course it had, he’d been a kid whose mother was taken away to the state mental hospital. Their family had been permanently broken, even before she’d died in overcrowded conditions while in the state’s care.

      “Is everything all right, boss?” Chris asked from the back.

      “Yeah, it’s just…” he trailed off uncertainly. “There might be things in there Dad wanted to keep private, memories he wanted to die. Do I have any right to go digging around?”

      Nigel’s hand came to rest on his, thin fingers curling gently. “What happened to your grandmother caused your father to demand you suppress your mediumistic gift,” he said softly. “If she had the same talent, I think you have the right to know. But it’s your choice.”

      A wave of warmth flowed through Oscar. He turned his hand over and tangled his fingers with Nigel’s. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      The parking lot was otherwise deserted as they climbed out of the van. Though the lot had been salted and plowed, a jumble of snow piled against the lower part of the door, where the lock was. He kicked it loose, then slid the key in, hoping the whole lock wasn’t frozen.

      It clicked open on the first try.

      The metal door groaned and squealed as it rolled up; clearly no one had opened it in a long time. The watery gray sunlight gave only glimpses of boxes and furniture in the dark interior. “Everyone grab a flashlight,” Oscar said, going to the back of the van where the equipment was stored.
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