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To Becky—for being the sister most people only dream of having. With all my love.


Chapter One

Foreboding

I trembled at the thought of returning to Nebraska for my grandpa’s funeral.

Even he told me not to return.

Of course, you can’t explain the situation to your parents, or say your concerns out loud to anyone, without the world thinking you’d gone bonkers.

Still, after my uncle called Dad to tell us Grandpa died, Gramps tried for the past day to keep me at home.

Yeah, my dead grandpa warned me not to go to Fremont, which meant no way I wanted to go either. I trusted him dead as much as I trusted him with all my heart when he lived.

But what Gramps and I wanted did not matter. Because we all planned to get into Dad’s Blazer and drive back to Fremont, to the big Victorian house that had comforted me so much my entire life as the embodiment of Gramps’s love, to the small town we’d left behind years ago.

Unfortunately, none of these dreadful thoughts took me away from the reason I shut my eyes a moment ago and worked with all my power to keep them closed.

Sitting on my bed next to my suitcase and hugging my knees close to my body, I knew Gramps still stood in the corner with a frown. His ghost was upset, and his agitation had to do with my going to his funeral.

Keeping my eyes shut, I reached over next to me, at least comforted by the presence of my dog.

Then my mind played a fucked-up trick on me, as I giggled at my thoughts. I wished for a support group. Hi, I’m Jaret, and I see dead people. Like the frickin’ movie, with what’s-his-name acting in it. The Die Hard guy. Not that I ever wanted to see ghosts. Nope, never did. But ever since I was a kid, as early as I could remember, I saw them. And I learned pretty quickly to keep my mouth shut about my visions, no matter how many times I saw them. People would look at me like I went nutso if I told them such stuff. The other high school kids would freak. My own parents signed me up for the shrink farm when I was in third grade because I told them about the old man ghost in my classroom who made mean faces at me when I got an answer wrong. But could I blame them? My story sounded bonkers and scared the shit out of them. For all I know, the ghost sightings proved once and for all I am nuts.

Back to my senses, I took a deep breath and peeked over at the corner. Still there. Gramps shook his head, the way I remembered from when he wanted to teach me a lesson when I was little. The love had sparkled in his eyes even as he’d reprimanded me, and his ghost form adopted the same demeanor, despite his displeasure with my insistence on traveling to Nebraska.

I almost tricked myself into believing he still lived, except I had watched him materialize out of nowhere in my bedroom. One minute I stared at my hot picture of Captain America, the next Gramps blocked the poster from view as he appeared to me.

“Gramps,” I whispered. “I don’t know what you’re trying to say.” My head pounded with a headache, always a sign the dead had arrived for a visit. “Please help me. I don’t know what you want. Or how I’m supposed to do it. I’m not in charge around here! You know I have no power.”

He shook his head again, and the word “no” echoed through my skull.

“I got your message!” I yelled as a jolt of pain crashed through my brain. “You don’t want me to go back to Fremont. But I can’t not go. What would I tell my parents?” They’d scold me about making stuff up about ghosts again. Or could I even mention the episode to Jenn and Lincoln, my sister and brother? Too embarrassing. “Gramps, I’m sorry. I have to go. Please understand.”

Again Gramps shook his head, but then began to fade away.

“No. Please. I miss you—”

He disappeared, and Darth whined next to me, her ears back, her big brown eyes worried. At least my head returned to normal, except my stomach turned over in knots. A very, very bad force lurked in Fremont, bad enough Gramps’s spirit left his house to warn me.

I pulled Darth into a tight hug, so she pushed her snout into me. Even she tried to keep me from packing. She listened to Gramps’s warning and took his plea to heart. Yeah, I’m a strange case. I bond with dead people and dogs. I petted her and she whined again. “Don’t be sad. You get to go too.” Of course, I figured my assurance might make the fear worse for her.

I sighed as I stood, Darth mimicking me, and then grabbed my suitcase and headed upstairs, Darth on my heels.

“Look at the bright side,” I told her. “First we have a long car ride through Nebraska! And—Dad informed us no one can take a cell phone. How cool, right? No contact with the real world the whole time!” While Dad often flipped out about our being on our phones too much, he’d lost it with total abandon today. He forbade any phones on the trip, whatsoever. We all caved, though, because, well, first the order came from our dad. We never won those battles. And I think we all figured the phone rage related to his grief.

Darth tilted her head at me, trying hard to understand my words. “Plus, Gramps doesn’t even have a computer!”

We always dealt with the old-world nature of visiting Gramps, but we needed to bury him, which made the whole thing feel like total bullshit. No phones. No computer. Like 1890 all over again. Not to mention the ghosts fucking with me more than usual.

All these dreadful thoughts continued to float through my head as one cornfield after another flew by on the trip to Fremont. I stared out the window the entire time. But my mind kept reminding me we hurried toward a black hole, with nothing good at the other end.

I stifled another inappropriate giggle. The latest horror movie, starring Jaret! The dark stairs seemed foreboding, so I headed right down them! The evil monster ran into the woods. I charged in there alone after the beast! Every movie watcher screamed to go the other way, but the idiot actor plodded right into the danger. Except I became the idiot. Fuck me.

Plus, my head hurt like I got it smashed between two elevator doors. No way to forget the bad premonitions when your head reminded you of them every second.

Thankfully, we all stayed pretty quiet for the entire trip, given the grief of the moment.

*

We arrived in Fremont the next afternoon, first driving by the cemetery to my left. Grandma was buried there. She died of cancer years before I was born. But Gramps missed her every day of his life. I sensed his sadness, even as a kid. Maybe he could go be with her. Or maybe not. There he was, again, standing in the cemetery, watching us pass.

My apprehensions almost exploded right out of my stomach, all over everyone in the Blazer. A sudden, debilitating headache paralyzed me and a white light blinded me. I turned my head toward the graveyard. In the middle of the bright light, Gramps glared at me through my pain, the one clear vision amid the piercing white light. His apparition hovered beside Grandma’s tombstone, shaking its head back and forth with the same warning. “No. No.” His stern face added a desperate plea to his words. “Go no farther. Turn around. Turn everyone around.” His ghost appeared so real I thought I could reach out and touch it. No other ghosts from past visions had such tangible features or form. I saw right through them, but Gramps looked as if he still lived, in his actual body.

“Jaret? What’s wrong?” my mom almost screamed but stifled the sound. I regained my sight and found my mother turned around in her seat studying me.

“What?” I asked with a lame tone of voice.

“You’re pale. Are you sick?”

“No. Sorry. I was thinking about Gramps.” My half-truth ended the conversation.

Mom reached back and placed her hand on my knee. Even my brother, who shunned physical contact, touched my shoulder, but their comfort hardly relieved my fears.

I almost blurted the truth out to all of them but bit my tongue. We drove through the rest of Fremont, with its small-town feel. I always loved coming here, with its throwback charm and Gramps’s love all around, but the whole place creeped me out on this ride.

The sight of the gables on Gramps’s old, white Victorian house almost made me blow chunks right there in the SUV. Gramps loved to tell me about its history, but like everything else, its presence felt off as we drove along. Built in the late 1800s and owned by subsequent Bachmann generations, Gramps said the first immigrants in our family came from Europe with a lot of money, part of which they used to erect the house. Rich. The uber wealth ended with them. But the house remained, with lots of charm, a huge porch, great stained-glass windows, all sorts of cool stuff. Except when it lurked over us as if alive, waiting to eat my entire family as we meandered toward the mansion.

Shit, I had to get a grip.

Upon rounding the corner, I spotted Aunt Alice standing on the porch and staring into the street as if lost. We’d pulled into the circular driveway and started getting out before she jolted out of her funk. What the hell? She’d never acted like a space cadet before.

“Well, goodness. I didn’t even see you.” She laughed and shook her head.

No shit.

She greeted all of us with a hug and ushered us inside. As I passed her, she almost grimaced but then returned to her welcoming smile, though her eyes maintained a hint of suspicion or fear. Great. Did she already sense my psycho-ward tendencies gripped me? Or did I give off an evil vibe? What the hell was going on?

I walked inside and started up the stairs, but made sure Darth followed me. No way I would go up these stairs alone, with all the shit happening with ghosts and feelings and death. I headed straight toward my usual room, ignoring the tingling in my head, the rumbling in my stomach, and all the bad thoughts racing through my mind.

On the second floor, I went by the hall down to Gramps’s study, felt a nasty chill as I went by the door to the attic, and almost fell flat on my face. The hair on my arms stood straight up, and Darth growled a warning. After I regained my balance, I peered down the hall to see Gramps’s apparition staring at me, as vivid as the one from the cemetery. He pointed to the attic door and shook his head. “No, no:” the same message as before but directed at a particular place. His stern expression reminded me of the times when he wanted to teach his grandkids an important lesson without seeming angry. Strangely, because of his demeanor, I no longer feared Gramps’s ghost, though an unseen force terrified me to the core at the same time.

Dad’s voice from below yanked me out of my funk and back to reality. “Hurry up. I’m hungry.”

I sighed. More than ever, I struggled with carrying on with business as usual when freaky shit kept happening.

Also with Dad’s shout, Gramps vanished. He’d seemed so alive, so real, I’d had the urge to race up to hug him. But what the hell did he want? For me not to go to the attic? All the effort, and that’s all he communicated to me? Back home, he’d warned me against coming to Fremont, but he now seemed to accept my presence, though he cautioned me against approaching a certain door without telling me what scared him. Was I too dense to figure his message out? Again my head spun in confusion.

Worried Dad would start yelling again, I patted Darth on the head to calm her and tossed my suitcase onto the floor in the bedroom. I returned downstairs to find everyone gathered at the front door, so we headed outside and into cars to meet the rest of the Bachmanns for lunch. I hated leaving Darth behind in the place with all the creepy sensations, but again I had no choice unless I revealed all the loony bin stuff occurring around me, or at least taking place in my head. I kissed her on the head and followed my family, refusing to look back at her because I knew she was staring at me like I betrayed her.

*

My uncle and cousins sat in a downtown café, eating and chatting with one another when we arrived. They all rose to greet us, sharing hugs and handshakes, the smiles and warm embraces dampened by the reason we came together. I fought against the tears welling in my eyes, especially when I noticed how Uncle Harold’s lip trembled when he looked at Dad. Uncle Harold stiffened, stretched his back, and then parked himself back at the head of the table. “Sit, everyone.” He motioned at the table for us to join him, so my cousins returned to their seats, Dad plopped down next to Uncle Harold, and Mom and Aunt Alice sat next to each other. Lincoln, Jenn, and I joined them at the other end.

Dad and Harold talked about work, while Mom and Alice quizzed the kids about everything: school, work, friends, hobbies. I answered with a short reply, not trusting my mind to manage the mundane without freaking out. Whew, Mom turned her attention to my cousin, Tony.

“So, how’s the new medical practice?” she asked.

He grinned, an obvious pride at what he’d accomplished already in life written on his face. “Good. Real good. I’m excited they allowed me to join their practice already. I was tired of the ER, and the new hours are nice.”

I giggled inside as the inquiries about his life continued. Though he was fifteen years older than me, Bachmann tradition locked a person into a certain generation and didn’t let go until the older one died out. So, Lincoln, Jenn, and I felt like grade schoolers again, and even my cousins, grown with families of their own, answered Mom’s questions like little kids.

After we all ate lunch and the chitchat of catching up died down, an uncomfortable silence fell across the table. Uncle Harold and Aunt Alice glanced at each other, a secret communication between the two, but awkward enough everyone else noticed and so waited for them to proceed.

“Well, I suppose we should tell them.” Uncle Harold directed his remark to Aunt Alice, as if no one else could hear.

She nodded, stared hard at the table, and fidgeted with her napkin. “Go ahead.”

Harold turned his attention to my dad. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this before. I didn’t know how to bring it up. My kids know though.” He paused, an uncertain demeanor I seldom saw in the confident man. “We’re selling Gramps’s place so we can split the profits. I don’t feel right about Alice and me moving into the house alone. If the kids still lived with us, maybe. But not just the two of us.”

I was dumbfounded. I never planned to live in the house, but the thought of the mansion leaving the family—was so wrong. A betrayal of Gramps. Everyone avoided eye contact with one another, seeming to share my discomfort.

Dad pushed his chair back and cleared his throat. “If it’s the money, forget about it. No one expects money out of the house. You and Alice deserve it. Hell, you’ve taken care of the place since Gramps got too old, anyway.”

“That’s not the problem.” Uncle Harold waved his arm in the air for emphasis. “Money has nothing to do with our decision.”

“Your health?” Dad scrunched his brow, his words reminding all of us of Harold’s heart condition.

“No.” Harold grimaced. “No. It isn’t the money or my health. We’re too old to take care of a big house.”

Silence descended on the table again, with no one quite sure what to say. I, for one, thought Uncle Harold hid something. Too old never defined him or Alice, and the way they traveled, worked on projects, and enjoyed life never spoke of older people. Uncle Harold remained active his whole life, first by serving in the military, then working at a meat packing plant until retirement, and since then volunteering a lot for Habitat for Humanity.

“What’s going on?” Dad asked.

Jenn and I stole a glance at one another when we recognized Dad’s tone: he was calling Harold out on the lie. My sister and I communicated well with silent expressions or subtle motions, both of us straightening up in our chair as if waiting for a reprimand from our father.

Uncle Harold raised his voice, startling all of us. “You know damn well why we won’t move into the death trap. Stop badgering us. Alice and I are scared. Do you feel better, now, making me say it? I think we should destroy the house, everything in it, and sell the property. No one should live there.” Uncle Harold took a deep breath and stared back at Dad. “Mom was right. We’ve witnessed the truth now, Alice and me, and it’s not good.”

I stared at him. Harold never yelled. Not even in private. Never toward Dad. And glancing at the others, no one but Dad, Alice, and Harold knew what the hell they were talking about.

“Calm down.” Dad scanned the restaurant, nervous. Only a few customers remained, but they all turned their attention to us. “Jesus Christ, I thought we’d forgotten about those stupid superstitions. Nothing haunts the house. And you’ve said so yourself a million times. You always agreed with Gramps.”

Um, what were they talking about? I looked first at Harold and then at Dad. What haunting? I almost wondered if I invented the conversation because of the weird stuff happening to me. But unless I lost touch with reality, the Bachmanns sat in Fremont and popped the youngest generation over the head with a ghost story.

“Strange things happen there,” Uncle Harold responded with a whisper. “I know different than to disbelieve. I saw what occurs with my own eyes.”

“Dad, calm down.” My cousin, Marie, put her hand on Harold’s arm. “You can’t get this upset. Just explain what you saw to everyone.”

Uncle Harold took a deep breath and nodded.

“What are you two talking about?” Mom broke the silence when no one said anything.

Harold looked with disbelief at my father. “You never told her? Let’s see what she thinks about the stories.”

Dad spoke softly when he answered, running his finger around the rim of his glass as if speaking to the water instead of her or anyone in the family. “There’s no proof about hauntings. And your Gramps and Grandma always disagreed about them. Grandma said things about ghosts but never explained her fears, and Gramps said the ghost stories were nonsense. He didn’t want us telling the grandkids. I know other people claimed to see things or feel spirits, but there’s no evidence. Just a bunch of damn superstitions and town rumors. You and I never experienced anything as kids. What changed your mind? You always agreed with Gramps about this.”

“Alice and I can’t find the jewels,” Harold said in a low voice. “And when we looked for them, things happened. Stuff flew across the room at us. The spirit wants us dead.”

Holy shit. I landed in a mystery movie set and outside my normal family. Jewels? What was he talking about? What wanted them dead?

“They’re always under the stairway where Gramps hid them,” my father said. He ignored the scary part—typical Dad.

“No. They’ve disappeared.”

“Whoa,” my mother interrupted again. “Back up. What are you two talking about? What hauntings? What jewels?” As much as the news surprised me to learn about those two tidbits, I was shocked even more to learn my mother knew as little as me.

Dad shook his head. Harold remained silent. No one else dared interject anything.

“If they want to sell the house, then sell it before this gets any crazier.” Mom looked from Dad to my uncle to Alice. “No one wants the mansion, so get rid of it. Unless you want to explain all of this to everyone, I don’t see much of a conversation going on. What’s the problem?”

“We can’t do anything until we find the jewels.” Dad looked at her, worried.

“There you go again. Jewels?” Mom rolled her eyes. “What jewels? This sounds like we’re after the Holy Grail.”

“I told you about them.” Dad looked at Mom. “My father owned valuable jewelry that came over with the first Bachmanns from Germany. The gems are worth a lot of money. Gramps never had them appraised, and he never wanted to sell them, so he kept them in a box under the stairs. He said he could never sell them because they reminded him of his brother, who treasured them and looked after them until he died, but Gramps said we could get rid of them after he passed away.”

“Yep,” Harold said, “and I checked for them first thing after Gramps passed. The spot where he kept the chest was empty, though the rest of the crap he stashed in there was still in the closet. I looked everywhere, but they’re gone. And a couple times boxes fell on me, once a candlestick flew across the room as if someone threw it right at my head.”

“Did Gramps get a safe deposit box?” Dad asked. Again, he ignored the most notable item to me out of Uncle Harold’s mouth, about candlesticks flying across the room. What the fuck?

“I checked everything.” Harold wiped his mouth clean and put his napkin on the table. “I thought maybe you’d know.”

My head still whirled. I half expected Gramps’s ghost to appear right here and add to my confusion. Instead, secretive adults and a bewildered younger generation sat around me.

“Tell them about the attic,” Alice instructed Harold.

“What now?” Dad sounded impatient as he tapped his fingers on the table.

“I didn’t check the attic for them.” Harold took a deep breath before he continued. “Gramps never went up there. Even he hated the third floor. And the narrow steps scared him. He thought he’d fall. So they can’t be up there.” Harold paused and stared again at the floor. “I tried to check the attic. But the damn door wouldn’t budge. It’s jammed.”

“You two, listen up,” Alice raised her voice, speaking in a stern tone. “Something wants the attic locked. Something lives in the house. You can speculate for hours about mechanical problems or creaky doors, but I know the truth, and so did your mother.” Alice stared hard at Dad, then back to Harold as her words sunk in. Her expression softened when she turned her attention to Mom. “Candlesticks don’t fly on their own. Boxes don’t materialize out of nowhere, to land on your head. Beth, there are ghosts in the house. Who knows where the jewels went? But if the ghosts put them in the attic, we’d best leave them there.”

A tingling sensation ran down my spine. I felt a presence even in the restaurant and believed Aunt Alice because of the fear in her widened eyes.

“Calm down.” Harold frowned at his wife. “Even if an entity haunts the damn house, it never hurt anyone. I think the ghost intentionally missed with those things, wanted to scare me is all. Maybe we need to try harder to get the attic door open.”

“Let’s get going.” Dad got up and paid the bill, ending the conversation.

I shot out of my chair and hurried out the door because the whole scene freaked me out. The revelations yet continued unknown, the stares from other tables, and a lingering presence of evil, all caught up to me. Yeah, Gramps maintained his disbelief through all the episodes, but his ignorance bothered me all the more because Uncle Harold said a ghost haunted the place. Add the idea to my visions and, pardon my French, fuck me all to hell.

*

As we returned to Gramps’s house after lunch, the revelations about Bachmann ghosts and history spun around in my mind when I tried to link them to my visions of Gramps’s ghost from the last few days. Had he appeared to anyone else? Did anyone else feel his presence when they talked about these ghosts? If my grandmother knew about the haunting, as Dad and Harold mentioned in their conversation, then a ghost possessed the house before Gramps died, someone other than Gramps. Besides, the chill consuming me on the second floor felt malevolent, but in my heart I knew Gramps, even as a ghost, would never plague his family and drive them out of the house he loved.

No one talked during the ride, nor did anyone say anything when we pulled into the driveway. I jumped out of the Blazer and raced inside to find Darth, who stood wagging her tail and spinning in circles with apparent relief I returned home.

But as I pulled myself together, I ran up the stairs to my room and felt a chill when I walked by the attic. I hurried past, afraid to look, but then spun around when I reached my room door and saw Gramps again staring at me, standing in the middle of the hall. Accustomed to his visits, at first I almost failed to react and felt no fear. But I tensed today. His past manifestations always appeared so human, with a solid body I could almost touch. The apparition standing in front of me was transparent, the outline of a ghost but not the detailed human features from before. I shuddered and backed away.

Plus, he or it was pissed. Wicked angry. So I almost lost control of my bowels when he floated toward me and stopped a few inches from my face. My head flooded with a maniacal cackle as he stood in front of me, laughing harder and harder. Woozy and unsure of myself, I stumbled backward and then I saw Darth bound down the hall and snarl at the vision. To my relief, Gramps thrust himself toward the attic and retreated through the door, vanishing as quickly as he appeared.

I stood motionless while Darth barked and scratched with fury at the base of the door, angrier than I’d ever seen her. The hair on her back stood straight up and she snarled the entire time. I grabbed her by the collar and pulled her into my room, seeking safety and to calm her.

“It should be cool in here,” I told Darth as I yanked her into my room. She grunted but otherwise relaxed.

I jumped and again almost pissed myself when a voice spoke behind me, “Don’t start getting yourself worked up.”

Mom stood at the door.

“Hey,” I said, feeling lame she’d caught me talking to my dog.

“Did those stories from lunch get to you?” Her tone softened, and she looked concerned.

“A little. And Darth’s been acting weird since we got here.” I stood in the center of the room wondering how much to tell her. She moved to the bed and sat down.

“Sit.” She patted the bed next to her. “I know how these things get to you. But even though I don’t understand everything going through your head, I love you. And you can’t stop me from worrying. You act like a bundle of nerves.”

I sat next to her and she grabbed my hand.

“I’m okay. Really. I just hate the ghost stories.”

Mom brushed hair out of my eyes and smiled. “You always had an active imagination. Everything’s fine.”

I wanted to believe her. Every time we talked about my visions, I tried to convince myself to trust her, because she believed her words and she loved me. Except I also really saw the ghosts.

“Is anything else on your mind?”

“No.” Well, a million things, of course, but nothing I wanted to divulge at the moment.

“I wanted to ask you another question. I think it may relate to your feelings about everything.”

“What?” My voice rose an octave. Her comment did not sound good.

“Why didn’t you ask anyone to the prom?”

Parents were so weird. What the fuck? Prom? Was she serious? I swallowed those thoughts before answering. “I told you already. I don’t want to spend the money. I need cash for college next fall.”

“Did you ever consider going for fun?”

“No. I never wanted to go. Dances don’t seem fun.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. No one’s going to make you go.”

Despite her words and fake smile, Mom’s stiffened posture and tapping foot indicated she worried more than before we started the crazy conversation. And I felt more stressed about our talk than I did about the evil premonitions and nasty ass ghost of minutes ago.

“I’m going to help Alice in the kitchen. Maybe you and Darth could go for a walk?”

“Okay. See ya.”

She walked out of the room, and I closed the door after her, my hands shaking, my heart pounding. Why did she ask those questions? “Prom?” I asked Darth, thinking the dog might clarify the situation.

I took a deep breath, afraid of my next thought. Did Mom know about my other secret? I never told anyone about it except Darth, but moms sensed shit with their kids. Maybe she suspected?

I collapsed onto the bed and put my arm around Darth, who cuddled next to me with her head on my leg. I rolled onto my back as the room spun around me and sweat dripped from my forehead. Then I moved Darth aside and sat up.

Fucking prom. Why did Mom care? I wanted to focus on Gramps’s death and the funeral, but I also confronted ghost visits and weird stories about family hauntings and mysterious vanishing jewels. Mom added another layer, the very layer I buried deep and could not even admit to myself yet.

Deep inside, I wanted to tell her the truth when she asked me about the prom. I wanted to say, “I don’t like girls that way. I never have. I don’t want to date them. I think I’m gay.”

The thought of saying those words sent tears down my cheeks. If only one person knew my secret, I’d feel like a huge weight was lifted off my back. But it was too risky. What if Mom and Dad kicked me out of the house? How would I pay for college? How could I leave my family forever? It was safer to bury the feelings and attempt to live a celibate life without stupid sexual feelings. I could adopt twenty dogs and live with them instead.

I rolled over, trying to stop the tears, trying to clamp down on the longings haunting me with even more force than any ghost. When I dreamed about the rest of my life, I always pictured another man by my side. When I fantasized about school dances or meeting the perfect person in college, it was always a boy, never a girl. And here I was, an eighteen-year-old virgin because to fulfill my dreams meant jeopardizing everything else important to me.

I knew there were rumors about me at school. So many girls tried to date me and even asked me out or offered to pay for the date, to the point I started inventing lame excuses to avoid going with them. But my dodging dates intensified my fear that it gave me away. So I went on a few dates to try to keep attention off me, but they always ended with a platonic goodbye, the girl never trying again. I bit my lip, fighting those tears.

Darth repositioned herself to snuggle closer to me, her typical response to my crying—she smothered me with attention. Kissing the top of her head and clutching her soothed my anxiety. I knew she would stand beside me, no matter what.

Finally, I jumped up and grabbed her leash and headed out the door. I had to get out of here, so I took Mom’s advice and walked Darth around the block a couple times.

The house and yard covered one entire city block, so the house sort of hovered over me the whole time. Once again, I almost relaxed as I focused on how much Darth loved to sniff everything, when a vision in the attic window surprised me. I gulped in confusion. Two people looked down at me, too small from the distance to identify, but one looked like Gramps. His ghost again? But who was the second vision? Were they actual people? I hurried around the corner and up the porch steps, even though going toward the ghosts seemed crazy compared to running like hell to get out of Fremont.

I forgot, until I hit the second floor, that Uncle Harold said no one could get into the attic. I tried the door but found it locked. I breathed a sigh of relief, because despite my instinct to go up there, another part of me warned against the adventure. Instead, I returned to my room with Darth and enjoyed a little bit of peace and quiet while I worked on homework until Mom called me for dinner.

*

When Aunt Alice called all of us to the dining room, old habits and traditions continued to enforce family ritual. First, everyone complied at once, unlike at home when we often took turns wandering in late or forcing Mom to yell a second time to get to the table. Aunt Alice commanded compliance by force of will—an aura one never needed explaining but a power to fill us with a sense of dread at the consequences of disobeying—so forceful, to my knowledge, no one ever challenged her authority. Too, when Gramps lived, no one wanted to disappoint him by missing a family gathering or creating “unpleasantness,” as he called it whenever we were scolded. Even in his absence, we filed into the ornate room, with its blue wallpaper printed with white roses, and sat in our usual spots around the table. No one took the head of the table, where Gramps always sat—a tribute to our fallen leader.

We settled into familiar chitchat again as we lost ourselves in the ritual of eating, another sign of both a family connected in deep love and, at the same time, one repressing the macabre reason for our gathering. The comfortable pattern allowed me to forget about the visions for a little while and, like my family around me, ignore the swirl of emotion inside. After we ate, we talked a little bit about Gramps, which made me feel better because the Bachmanns shared their feelings. Everyone took a turn telling a story, then laughing and crying, until Mom announced she was tired and headed off to sleep.

I followed Mom upstairs, exhausted from all my emotions, both expressed and hidden within me. But once in my room with Darth, a new energy took hold, and I felt ridiculous trying to sleep already. I opened a window to let in a cool breeze and air out the stuffy room, then sat on the bed next to Darth, who looked like she, at least, wanted to fall asleep.

The cool breeze felt good as it moved through the room, reminding me of the perfect time of year in Nebraska, once the winter cold blew away and the summer’s heat and humidity were still a few weeks off. I liked the way the breeze blew my long hair around my face.

I patted Darth on the head and walked over to the window, peering into the darkened sky as I daydreamed. I imagined a boy my age standing next to me and wished I had a boyfriend who might run his fingers through my hair. I stared into the night for a minute, then turned off the overhead light to see better outside. My window overlooked the street. Gramps’s neighbors used elaborate lamps and decorations to light up their houses, but Gramps still relied on one gas lamp in the front yard. A few streetlamps glowed but a lot of their light was blocked by the trees surrounding Gramps’s property. And no one turned on the porch lights unless they were sitting outside. Too many bugs to attract otherwise.

As I watched out the window, I heard Mom and Dad moving around in their room next to mine, until I heard the click of their light switch. I knew Lincoln had gone to bed an hour earlier, and Jenn had decided to sleep in my parents’ room because the stories from lunch weirded her out. If she knew what I saw half the time, she’d lose all her hair.

A loud noise next door startled me. “Dan!” I heard Mom call out. “Did you hear that?”

Jenn spoke next. “I didn’t do anything! Did one of you?”

“Something slammed my suitcase shut,” Mom answered. My father mumbled something in return, too quiet for me to hear, but they all fell silent.

My thoughts then turned to Gramps. Overlooking his yard reminded me of the fireflies Gramps and I had spent hours catching when I was a kid, before we moved to Colorado and afterward on our summer visits here. I remembered the special cages we’d bought at the drugstore for them, but they rarely lived past a couple of days. I didn’t care. I’d go out and catch dozens more. And Gramps never complained, never let on he might have wanted to do something else.

The ghosts of their little lights blinked at me, as if calling from the past. I wondered why none appeared tonight, and then my grief overcame me, and I wished Gramps were still alive. I thought about his appearance earlier in the afternoon. Why was he so scary? And how come he didn’t look as solid as he had earlier? He changed once I got to the house. What was going on? That wasn’t the Gramps I knew. Maybe dying changed him. But I didn’t want to believe anything bad about the man who loved us so much in life.

I also thought about the faces in the attic window I’d seen from my walk. I wanted to believe a family member got the door open and went up there, but I knew the attic door was still jammed. I didn’t even have to try the knob to know. So who, then, was at the window?

Darth growled and I whipped my head toward the bed to see her staring toward the side of me. She snarled and rose to her feet, the hair on her back standing straight up. The hair on my arms rose, too, when I turned and saw Gramps sitting in the corner, rocking in a chair. I went over and turned on the lights to get a better look. He appeared solid again, human even, and his gentle face seemed loving and reassuring, not irate. Gramps smiled at Darth and made a peaceful gesture for her to sit down, which she obeyed. She stayed on guard, but stopped growling.

Then he looked at me and smiled. I smiled back. “I miss you,” I said, and he nodded in a way he used to do, when he was sympathizing with me.

Again questions shot through my mind with no answers in sight. What did he want me to do? And how come I was the only one in the weird family he came to? His ghost stood and walked toward the door and looked back when he reached it. He motioned for me to follow, then waited.

Confused, I went with him, but made darn sure Darth came along. And even though he’d been so weird and pissed during the afternoon, I trusted him. Lord, I thought, I’m talking about a man who’s dead, but he’s taking me on an evening stroll through his house. I hoped my parents or someone in the family didn’t decide to get up for a drink of water or anything.

Gramps took us to the attic door and, without making a sound or movement, opened it and pointed. Well, the door opened by itself. I stared at the opening, feeling a new sense of dread, and refused to move, refused to step inside the room with the horrible energy, with all the bad feelings in it. I had never gone up there while Gramps was alive, and I couldn’t go now, even with Darth, even with Gramps’s nice ghost encouraging me.

Gramps still smiled despite my resistance. He looked at me and signaled he loved me by placing his fist over his heart and then pointing at me. He next drew a necklace around his neck and pointed into the attic.

No way, I thought. Jewels? Is Gramps showing me the jewels? I watched and he lifted his fingers to his lips in the shhh gesture. He wanted me to keep the news a secret. But from whom? And how come I got to know? I started to ask him, but he disappeared and left Darth and me alone in the hall. The attic door closed and locked shut without a sound as Gramps’s ghost vanished, leaving me more confused than before, if possible.

Okay, so Gramps shushed me. Did he disappear because I tried to speak? Was he mad again? A chill passed down my spine and the hallway became icy cold, as Darth resumed growling in the darkness. I strained to see what bothered her when I saw Gramps again coming down the hall, but he was frowning, angry, and back to the pissed-off version of a spirit. What was going on? He was no longer solid, either, as I stared right through his form. Plus, he appeared younger than he was when he brought me to the attic not five minutes ago. Had I disappointed him? Was he angry I started to talk?

He drifted up to me and opened his mouth, and like when his laughter filled my head, his voice flooded my brain. “Where?” he screamed as he circled Darth and me.

Scared shitless, I ran toward the stairs and dragged Darth behind me. The ghost—Gramps?—stayed in the hallway and moved in violent circles. I felt the air as it swirled around. Why was Gramps kind and gentle one minute and then attacking me the next? What was going on? And why did he tell me about the jewels and then get all pissed?

I sprinted across the first floor to the back door where Darth’s leash hung, grabbing it as I opened the door and ran outside with her at my heels, not bothering to hook her to the leash until after we stood in the backyard well away from the house. My heart pounded, my entire body trembled, and I struggled not to slump over.

*

I glanced at the house to see if anyone followed me or turned on a light because of the commotion, but the scene appeared serene and quiet. Like no maniac irate ghost spun around like a madman in the upstairs hall. Good, because how was I going to explain what happened? Oh, don’t worry. Go back to bed, Mom. Just a pissed-off ghost in the hallway. No biggie. It’s under control. I needed to take another walk, get myself together. I started to turn away when Gramps looked out the landing window and glared down at me with glowing red eyes. Even angrier than a moment ago.

“What?” I whispered. “What did I do? Why are you so mad?”

I pulled Darth away and headed out the gate, down the street, with no idea where to go or what to do, except I needed to get away from the house and the furious ghost. I sprinted down the sidewalk, my entire body still shaking, paused after a few blocks, exhausted, and glanced back at Gramps’s house. Even from a distance, I made out its shape and saw the gables peeking out from behind the trees. Despite all the warm memories, the place felt like the devil’s lair in the blackness of night.

Darth peered up at me as if I had gone insane, then strained at the leash to keep running. Half-obeying her, I caught my breath and headed downtown but at a walking pace. I liked the feel of downtown Fremont, which looked like time had frozen a part of Nebraska in the 1970s. I could wander past places from my childhood and daydream about times that seemed simpler because it was like Fremont never changed. The houses and storefronts stayed the same, even if they changed ownership or swapped out businesses, returning me to a carefree feeling of being little again.

I passed the old movie theater, the false front sticking out over the sidewalk with the old-school marquee with plastic letters to spell out the movie name. They’d turned the theater into a bookstore about thirteen years ago when even Fremont succumbed to the new megaplexes and stadium seating, making the traditional theater with one screen obsolete. Jenn, Lincoln, and I used to walk downtown during the summers to watch the kids’ matinees for a dollar. Even then, I liked the pretend places films invented and always wanted to jump into those mysterious locations. I wished to jump into a fake location in the next two seconds. I sighed and Darth yanked on the leash again, because I had stopped without realizing it.

How did life manage to get so complicated since then?

Darth and I walked another block but slowed a couple of stores down, where people my age gathered, talking and laughing. I stopped, not wanting to get any closer to them.

Before I could get away, a person shouted at me, “Hey, you deaf?”

Startled, I turned to see who yelled, wondering if the person would be better or worse than the ghost at home. A guy about my age watched me, his hands in his jeans pockets, standing between myself and the other kids.

“Sorry. I guess I didn’t hear you.”

He stepped toward me. “It’s okay. Who are you? I’ve never seen you around here.”

My heart pounded when he spoke. Half from fear the stud would punch me in the mouth. And half from lust. His short brown hair, blue eyes, and nice, full lips, sent tingles down my spine, contradicting the simultaneous fear. Cute. Way cute.

He glanced around, taking a moment to observe the others behind him. I wondered why, since over here we were pretty much alone, or at least out of ear shot.
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