
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Dissever My Heart

Book 1 – What The House Remembers
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Chapter 1 - Angeline
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Halloween is my favorite holiday.

That makes it worse.

I am alone tonight, and the house knows it.

Florida heat presses against the windows, thick and wet, even in October. Lightning flashes soundlessly in the distance, turning the sky a bruised purple for brief moments. I stand in the living room and stare at my reflection in the dark glass. I barely recognize myself anymore.

My hair is auburn and tangled from nervous fingers. My eyes look tired. Older.

Charlie is asleep—thank God for that—and the house is quiet in a way that feels unnatural, like it’s holding its breath. No laughter. No movie playing. No Will.

No family costumes. No party invitations. No traditions.

Just me.

Will and I used to be happy in the unremarkable ways that mattered most. Shared mornings and unfinished conversations. Will made the coffee too strong and I teased him for it and drank it anyway. On weekends we lingered in the garden, my hands in the dirt while he read aloud from whatever book had followed him outside, stopping only when I laughed at a line he knew would entice me. There was comfort in the ordinary, shoes kicked off by the door, music drifting from room to room, the quiet certainty that we were building something new together. If there were silences, they were gentle ones, full rather than empty. I thought this was what safety and love felt like. We’ve been married for almost twenty years and are mostly still happy with each other.

Something draws my attention toward the back of the house. I don’t know what it is at first. A pressure behind my ears. A whisper that isn’t sound.

The letters.

I haven’t opened them yet, but I can feel them waiting.

I’ve lived in this house for just over a year. A 1920s Craftsman with creaking floors, ornate molding, and more personality than sense. Renovating it has been my anchor while Will splits his life between Arizona and Florida. One more project. One more room left.

The back bedroom.

The one with the French doors that shake in the middle of the night. The one that’s always cold no matter the season. The one I pretend doesn’t bother me.

Old houses have quirks. 

I don’t believe in ghosts.

I repeat that to myself often.

Earlier this evening, two teenage girls stopped by while Charlie and I were handing out candy. Kayley and Jules, one blonde, the other brunette—both dressed up as zombies in torn clothes and gray makeup. They used to live here.

I didn’t realize how desperately I wanted company until they showed up.

I gave them a tour. I needed someone to see what I’d done. To see me.

They admired the renovations, laughed about how dark the house used to feel. Jules hesitated and studied me. Quiet. Observant. She opened a hidden compartment in the fireplace in what is now Charlie’s room and pulled out a bundle of old letters tied with fading ribbon.

“You need to read these,” she said.

Her tone wasn’t playful.

I didn’t ask questions. I promised I would.

Now the house feels different, as if it knows I’m stalling.

I check my phone. No missed calls. No texts.

Alexis is at a party. Will hasn’t called all day.

He knows Halloween matters to me. We met at a Halloween party neither one of us wanted to attend.

I went because my roommate promised free wine and swore it would be “low effort.” That had turned out to be a lie. The house was already humid with bodies and bass, fog machine coughing theatrically near the front door. Someone had committed to a very serious haunted house vibe, complete with fake cobwebs and a plastic skeleton zip-tied to the banister.

I was dressed as a black cat—not the sexy kind, just ears, eyeliner, and a sweater I already owned. It was intentional. I didn’t feel like performing. I never expected to meet my future husband.

Will, on the other hand, was wearing a suit.

Not a costume. A suit-suit. Dark jacket, crisp shirt, loosened tie. He looked like he’d come straight from work and decided at the last possible second that standing in a room full of drunk vampires and witches was preferable to being alone.

We collided near the kitchen island.

Literally.

My wine sloshed dangerously close to the rim of my plastic cup as I stumbled back. Will caught my elbow on instinct, his grip steady, apologetic before I could even look up.

“Sorry—god, I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“It’s fine,” I said automatically, then glanced at his outfit and added, “Unless you’re supposed to be something and I just ruined it.”

He smiled, quick and a little crooked. “Disillusioned corporate ghost?”

I laughed despite myself. “That’s bleak.”

“Accurate, though.”

He released my arm, but not too quickly. Just long enough to feel intentional.

I took a sip of my wine to buy myself a second to regroup. He was older than most of the men there—not by much, but enough to stand out. Clean-cut in a way that suggested effort, not arrogance. Tired, but not bored.

“So,” I said, nodding at the chaos behind him, “who do you know?”

“My sister’s boyfriend’s coworker,” he said. “I think. You?”

“Roommate,” I replied. “I was promised snacks.”

He glanced at the bare counter. “A cruel deception.”

We stood there for a moment longer than strangers should, the noise of the party receding just enough to make space for something quieter. Curious.

“You’re not dressed up,” I said.

“I know.” He hesitated. “Is that... bad?”

I shrugged. “No. It’s honest.”

That seemed to land. He studied my face, the painted whiskers I’d almost wiped off in the bathroom before deciding not to bother.

“Black cat?” he asked.

“Low expectations,” I said. “You?”

“Man who didn’t plan ahead.”

“Also honest.”

Another pause. This one warmer.

“Will,” he said finally, offering his hand like they were somewhere much calmer, much less sticky.

“Angeline.”

Our hands met. His was warm. Solid. The kind of handshake that lingered a fraction too long, as if neither of us was in a hurry to return to the noise.

“You want to get some air?” he asked, gesturing toward the back door where the music dulled into a manageable thrum. “I feel like my ears are bleeding.”

I considered the kitchen, the fog machine, the sticky floor.

“Yes,” I said. “Very much.”

We stepped outside into the cool October night, the sudden quiet startling in the best way. Someone had strung orange lights along the fence, and fallen leaves skittered across the patio like they were trying to escape.

For the first time that evening, I felt like I could breathe.

We talked—about nothing at first. Work. Bad bosses. Why Halloween made people either nostalgic or deeply uncomfortable. Will admitted he didn’t like costumes because they felt like lying. I confessed I liked them because they gave people permission to tell the truth sideways.

At some point, without either of us noticing when, he moved closer.

“So,” he said, softer now, “are you enjoying yourself?”

I looked at him—really looked—and felt the odd, grounding certainty that sometimes arrived uninvited.

“I am,” I said. “Which is unexpected.”

He smiled again. Slower this time. Like he understood the weight of that sentence.

“Me too.”

Inside, the music surged. Someone screamed with laughter. The skeleton rattled on the banister.

Outside, under cheap orange lights and falling leaves, me and Will stood close enough that it felt inevitable. That was my first meaningful kiss.

I tell myself not to feel hurt, but the ache settles anyway. I try his phone again and get voicemail. Again.

I sit at the desk in the office and untie the ribbon.

The letters are old. Heavy paper. Careful handwriting. The names repeat: Lilibet and Thomas Evers. The original owners of the house.

The first letter is gentle. Romantic. Europe. Paris. Longing.

I read until the warmth drains away.

The story unravels slowly—distance, indulgence, another man, betrayal. The last letters are unsent. Thomas’s handwriting grows sharper, angrier, desperate.

I feel like I’m intruding on something private. Something unfinished.

When Alexis comes home, she startles me. I still remember her being a baby, my little girl in dark pigtails. How and when did she become a young adult? Time goes by too fast.

The day she was born, Alexis was wrapped tight in a pink-and-white striped blanket, her face slightly bruised from the effort of being born, her cry already softening into something curious and human. I stared down at her, stunned, happy tears slipping silently onto her tiny head.

Will stood beside the bed, afraid to touch either of us, like he might break the moment if he moved too fast. His hands hovered uselessly until Angeline looked up at him.

“Come here,” I said. “She’s not going anywhere.”

He laughed shakily and leaned in, his fingers brushing Alexis’s tiny knuckles. She curled them instantly, gripping him with surprising strength.

“She’s strong,” he said, awe creeping into his voice.

“She gets that from you,” I replied, even though we both knew that wasn’t true yet.

Outside the narrow hospital window, the Arizona sun burned bright and relentless, but inside the room everything felt hushed, suspended. Machines hummed softly. Somewhere down the hall, a baby cried, then quieted.

The nurse returned briefly, adjusting monitors, smiling knowingly. “She’s perfect,” she said, as if it were a fact, not an opinion.

When we were alone again, Will pulled a chair close to the bed and rested his hand over mine, careful of the IV. His thumb traced slow circles against my skin.

“I was scared,” he admitted. “The whole time.”

“So was I,” I said. “But she’s here now.”

Alexis shifted, her mouth searching blindly. Angeline laughed weakly. “She’s hungry already.”

“That’s my girl,” Will said, smiling for the first time in hours.

We watched her together—every blink, every twitch, memorizing her as if someone might take her away if they didn’t. Will leaned down and kissed my forehead softly.

“We did this,” he said quietly. “We made her.”

I closed her eyes, overwhelmed but peaceful. “We’re a family now.”

Will nodded, his voice thick. “I swear, Angie. I’ll take care of you both. Always.”

Alexis slept then, unaware of promises or futures, her tiny chest rising and falling steadily. I let myself believe him. Let myself believe that love, standing right there beside my hospital bed, would be enough.

For a while, it was.

I give Alexis the letters. I don’t know why. I think part of me doesn’t want to be alone with them anymore. Although she has Will’s dark features, we share a special bond that only mother and daughter can have.

Later, when the house finally sleeps, I collapse onto the couch with my laptop and search for the Evers name. Deeds. Old records. Nothing comforting.

I fall asleep without realizing it.

At 3:00 a.m., Charlie screams.

Not a fussy cry. Not hunger.

Fear.

I rush to his room. He’s standing in his crib, pointing toward the French doors. They rattle violently.

Then I see him.

A tall man in a dark suit and a top hat walks past the doorway.

Not a shadow.

Not a trick of light.

A man.

My heart stops.

I clutch Charlie to my chest and step into the hallway. “Hello?” My voice shakes.

Nothing.

I wake Alexis. I call Will. Voicemail.

The police arrive quickly. They find nothing. They tell me it’s probably a prank, or exhaustion, or imagination.

One of them pauses before leaving, “This isn’t the first call from this address,” he says.

After they are gone, the house feels heavier.

I open my laptop again. This time, I find an old newspaper photo of a successful businessman meeting the mayor.

Thomas Evers.

Dark suit. Top hat.

The man I saw in my house.

I close the laptop and stare into the darkness.

Halloween has always been about ghosts.

I just never expected to cross paths with one.
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Chapter 2 - Lilibet
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I am not the only ghost in this house.

Thomas believes he is alone in his haunting. Angeline believes she is alone in her loneliness. Neither of them sees me.

I have been watching for a long time. Longer than I can measure. Time behaves strangely here—some moments repeat themselves endlessly, while others slip through me like mist. I waited for Angeline to find the letters. I need her to. I need someone living to listen.

My name is Lilibet Evers. I was once the mistress of this house. I suppose I still am, though I can no longer touch it.

Death is tedious. I miss the simplest things: the weight of silk against my skin, the burn of wine in my throat, the warmth of sun on my shoulders. I miss sleep. I miss hunger. Most of all, I miss being heard.

I have been here for decades—how many, I cannot say. I do not know why I remain. Perhaps this is punishment. Perhaps it is unfinished business. Perhaps it is simply where my heart broke.

Thomas can appear. Briefly. Solid enough to frighten the living. I cannot. I am only a witness. A presence. Sometimes I can slip into dreams, into thoughts, plant suggestions like seeds. That is how I whisper.

Thomas does not see me. He never has.

He has passed through me more than once without noticing. Each time it feels like dying again.

I do not remember how I died.

I do not remember how he died.

My last clear memories are of Italy—sunlight, vineyards, dust on my skirts, the smell of horses and crushed grapes. I do not remember returning to Florida. I do not remember crossing the ocean again. And yet here I am, bound to this house, bound to him.

His anger fills these walls. His grief stains them. It settles into the beams and corners, seeps into the living. It drives them away, one by one. Will feels it. The man before him felt it too. They all do eventually.

I was not Thomas’s first wife.

That memory comes and goes. Sometimes it feels sharp, sometimes distant. Loretta. Or perhaps that was her name? She left—or disappeared. I was young then. Too young to question the story I was told.

I worked at the bank. I remember ledgers. Ink-stained fingers and late nights with Thomas standing too close. Compliments whispered like promises. I was eighteen. I thought love was something you seized when it appeared.

We married quickly. Too quickly. There was gossip. I learned to ignore it. I learned to smile and host and perform happiness. I became very good at that.

For a while, we were happy. I think.

The house was full then. Parties. Music. Laughter. Tables heavy with food. I wore beautiful dresses. Thomas was proud of me. I mattered.

Then came the waiting.

Month after month. Loss after loss. Blood. Pain. Silence.

I tried not to look at Thomas’s face afterward.

The dogs came after that. I adopted three of them, golden corgis, comical, fluffy, loaf-shaped balls of mischievous energy. I remember their warm bodies, fox-like faces, their paws on my lap, their breath against my skin. They loved me without expectation. They never asked me for anything I could not give.

I took the name Lilibet because it sounded important. Because I admire queens. Because Lily felt too small for the life I wanted.

After the second miscarriage, I began to disappear inside myself. Thomas noticed. He tried to fix me. When that failed, he allowed me to leave, I think.

Europe was supposed to heal me.

The ship crossing blurs in my mind—faces, laughter, borrowed jewels, too much wine. I remember feeling admired again. Desired. Alive.

Paris was soft and indulgent. Italy was something else entirely.

Tuscany felt like breathing for the first time.

There was a villa. Vineyards. Long afternoons. Horses with shining coats and wild eyes. A man who looked at me as if I were not broken.

Lorenzo.

Or was that his name? Some details slip away, but his hands do not. His mouth. The way he said my name, like it was something precious.

I loved him.

I tell myself that often, as if repetition will make it less dangerous.

The love was not careful. It was not patient. It burned. It consumed me. It did not ask permission.

I do not remember deciding to stay.

I remember writing some letters?

I remember fear and joy tangled together so tightly I could not tell them apart.

I remember touching my stomach and realizing my body had finally done the thing it was supposed to do.

I remember crying.

After that, the memories are fractured.

Did I return to America?

Did I see Thomas again?

Did I lose the child?

Sometimes I think I hear a baby crying that is not Angeline’s.

Sometimes I think that is only grief echoing.

I watch Angeline now because she reminds me of myself—alone in a house full of expectations, waiting for a man who is rarely present, trying to be grateful while something inside her withers.

She does not know she is haunted yet. Not fully.

She will.

I need her to understand this house. I need her to understand me. I need her to uncover what I cannot remember, what Thomas refuses to release.

Tonight, I slide into her dreams. Gently. Carefully.

I urge her to leave the house tomorrow. To breathe fresh air. To speak to other women. To form ties that are not rooted in these walls.

Because this house devours lonely women.

And if Angeline stays too long without answers, it may keep her too.
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Chapter 3 - Angeline
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I slept for maybe two hours before jolting awake, heart racing for no clear reason. I make coffee and drink two cups back-to-back, hoping caffeine can replace sleep. The house is silent, but not peaceful. I feel watched. I feel judged.

The sun has barely risen, and Charlie is still asleep, but I need air—distance from these walls. I dress quickly in leggings and a T-shirt, shove my unruly auburn hair under a baseball cap, and lift Charlie into the stroller. He is cheerful, blinking up at me like nothing in the world can be wrong.

I check my phone. Nothing from Will. Not one response to my frantic voicemails from last night.

We head out for a walk. My mind wanders to before Charlie was born. He was a sweet surprise, but he makes me exhausted. I was a young mom with Alexis. At age 38, the doctor said my pregnancy was geriatric and warned of all these complications. He was born in Arizona and shortly after we moved to Florida. I’ve raised him practically by myself. No breaks and minimal help from Will who was too busy at work to sympathize, though he seems happy to have a son finally.

After three laps around the block, my thoughts loosen, but the Florida heat creeps in fast. Even October can’t save us from the thick, muggy air. As I round the corner from Evers Lane onto Baker Street, I notice my neighbor sitting on her porch. 

Kari’s bed and breakfast rose two stories tall at the edge of the street, painted a soft, weathered gray that made the deep purple awnings stand out like velvet against stone. The house is unmistakably Victorian—ornate trim tracing the roofline, tall narrow windows, and a wide wraparound porch that curved gracefully from the front door along the side of the house. White railings framed the porch, dotted with rocking chairs and hanging ferns that sway gently in the breeze, giving the place a welcoming, lived-in charm that felt intentional rather than staged. It is the kind of house that promised comfort and stories in equal measure, as though it has learned how to keep secrets without letting them spoil the tea.

“Howdy, neighbor!” Kari calls loudly to me, waving. “You’re up early!”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I admit.

“Well, come sit with me. I have leftover scones and sweet tea. You look like you could use both.”

I hesitate. I barely know her, but I need to talk to someone—anyone. Kari is already on her feet, helping lift Charlie’s stroller up the steps, refusing my polite protests. She’s wearing a romantic floral sundress. Kari is small in stature but never in presence. Her strawberry-blonde hair is long and loosely braided over one shoulder, wisps escaping to frame a freckled face that looks warm and approachable—until she smiles. Then there is a spark in her eyes, quick and knowing, the kind that suggests she misses very little.

We get settled onto a wicker settee cushioned with faded florals. She pours sweet tea and places blueberry scones on delicate plates. For a moment, we sit quietly, enjoying the food. Charlie gums his pastry enthusiastically. I feel a twinge of guilt—I never bake unless it involves a boxed mix.

“These are incredible,” I say with a mouthful.

“I make dozens every morning for the B&B guests. Only two this weekend, so leftovers galore.” She takes a sip of tea, then glances at me sideways. “Noticed a bit of excitement at your place earlier.”

I cringe a little. Alexis had said the neighbors were watching when the police arrived. I suppose I would have done the same.

“I thought we had an intruder,” I explain plainly.

“Oh, honey.” Kari’s voice softens. “That must’ve been terrifying—especially with your husband out of town.”

“I saw a man in the house,” I continue. “But the police found nothing. I know it sounds ridiculous, but... I think it was a ghost.”

Kari laughs—not unkindly—and sets down her glass. “Sweetie, you’re not crazy. Every old house in this district has spirits. Mine included.”

I stare at her. “You’re serious?”

“Completely. There’s a bedroom up there I can’t rent anymore—she’s claimed it.”

I blink. Why hadn’t anyone mentioned this before we bought the house? Shouldn’t haunted neighborhoods come with disclosures?

“I’m surprised it took you this long,” Kari adds. “Especially with all the renovations. Ghosts don’t like change.”

“That’s when things started,” I say slowly. “When I planned to renovate the last bedroom. Halloween probably didn’t help. Is there a way to get rid of him?”

She shrugs. “I chose coexistence. Stay out of her room, and she leaves us alone. Though I’ve lost a few cleaning staff.” She smiles. “What’s yours like?”

“He’s tall. Wears a top hat. A suit.” The image still sends a chill through me. “He walked past the nursery and vanished. I assume he’s the one responsible for shaking the French doors at night. I found an old photo—Thomas Evers. Original owner.”

Kari’s smile fades. “The last owners struggled too. Nearly divorced. Jenna left one day and never came back.”

“Jenna—Kayley and Jules’ mom?”

“Yes. Sweet girls.”

“They came by yesterday. Gave me letters they found hidden in the house. From Lily and Thomas Evers.”

Kari leans forward. “Did you read them?”

“I couldn’t help myself.”

She raises her brows. “And then the ghost appears?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” she says brightly, “I know someone who contacts spirits. We could have a séance.”

I stare at her. “You’re joking.”

“Not at all. Madame Serafina. She’s legitimate—and entertaining. I’ll set it up for this weekend.”

I should say no. I didn’t.

Later, I find Alexis by the pool.

“Mom,” she says, pale. “Look.”

On Kari’s balcony stands a translucent woman—long blonde hair, flowing dress—pointing toward our garden. Then she fades away.

“You saw that too, right?” Alexis whispers.

I nod.

That afternoon, Will finally calls. He laughs it off—Halloween nerves, overactive imagination—but promises to come home early.

By the time Charlie is down for his nap, the house feels calm again. Ordinary. Safe.

I must have fallen asleep without meaning to, the afternoon light slanting through the living room windows. I feel a firm tap on my shoulder. Intentional. Familiar. I jolt upright with a sharp inhale, certain someone is standing over me. But the room is empty. Sunlight lay undisturbed across the floor. No shifting shadows. No sound of retreating footsteps. The clock ticks steadily on the wall, indifferent. It takes me a moment to understand that I wasn’t dreaming. Someone wanted to wake me. Someone that I could not see.
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Chapter 4 - Will
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I have barely settled into my seat before the flight attendant announces that boarding is complete. I booked the earliest flight I could manage. I still have unfinished work, but Angie sounded genuinely shaken—and whether she scared herself or was punishing me for missing Halloween, it didn’t matter. She needs me home.

Ghosts aren’t real.

I’ve always believed that.

Angie will calm down once I’m there. She always does. A few days together, a nice dinner, a reminder that I’m steady—even if the house isn’t. The Florida house has become a bottomless pit of projects. Every week there’s something new. I’ve started dreading coming home, which feels awful to admit.

Lately, I’ve been thinking about selling it. Moving everyone back to Arizona. The Florida office runs fine without me. Angie will hate the idea—this house is her passion—but Alexis still has friends back in Phoenix, and Charlie’s too young to care. It makes sense.

My phone buzzes.

Melody.

...Where are you?

...Flying early. Angie’s having issues with the house.

...Again, lol. She called during your meetings. Will you be back by Monday?

I sigh. Melody is excellent at her job. Less excellent at boundaries.

Angie has never liked her—jokes about me trading her in for a younger blonde version. I’ve brushed it off as insecurity, even though I know better. Late nights blur lines. Too-close conversations. Nothing has technically crossed the line.

The truth sits heavy in my chest: Melody is living in my Phoenix house. Angie doesn’t know. What started as temporary has become comfortable—for both of us. If I convince Angie to move back, I’ll have to deal with that mess immediately.

Ten missed calls. Five voicemails.

I listen finally.

Angie sounds genuinely terrified.

Guilt slices through me. I text her my flight details and suggest dinner—somewhere nice.

Her reply comes quickly.

That sounds perfect. Love you.

I close my eyes. Maybe this trip resets everything.

Sleep comes fast—and with it, dreams I don’t want. Melody’s laugh. Her smile. The way she looks at me like I’m something she deserves. I wake just before landing, unsettled and ashamed.

This weekend will be different. I’ll do better.

**********
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ANGIE MEETS ME AT THE airport in a pink sundress, her hair loose and glowing in the Florida sun. For a moment, the guilt eases.

“I missed you,” she smiles.

“I’m home,” I reply, meaning more than the words.

She takes us to the Columbia Restaurant in Ybor—old, elegant, steeped in history. The kind of place that reminds you that some things last if you take care of them.

I hold her hand. Order mojitos. Watch her relax.

When she mentions the ghost again, her voice drops. The fear hasn’t left her—it’s just quieter.

I tell her what I believe. Old houses creak. Stress plays tricks. Halloween amplifies imagination.

She insists she saw him.

Our waiter overhears. Mentions the restaurant is haunted too.

I groan inwardly. Of course it is.

Angie looks vindicated. I pull her close, kiss her temple.

“I’m here now,” I tell her. “We’ll figure it out.”

I want her focused on me—not shadows, not stories.

Dinner ends warmly. We laugh. She drinks a little more than usual. I don’t stop her.

**********
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AT HOME, ALEXIS GREETS me tightly, too tightly. She says nothing is wrong—but her eyes flick suspiciously toward the dark windows.

Later, Angie changes into something soft. Familiar. Safe.

Making love to my wife feels grounding—real in a way everything else hasn’t lately. When she falls asleep against me, I hold her like I used to.

Then I check my phone.

Melody again.

Concerned. Lonely. Too personal.

I slide out of bed and pace the living room. This has gone too far. I’ll fix it. New assistant. House goes on the market. Clean break.

Charlie is sleeping peacefully. No ghosts. No movement.

Everything is fine, I tell myself.

But, when I finally drift off on the couch, Melody is there again—undeniable and waiting—quiet proof that denial doesn’t banish anything. It only gives it time to sink deeper, to rot beneath the surface like an infection left untreated.
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Chapter 5 - Alexis
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I creep down the stairs as quietly as possible, avoiding the one step that always squeaks. I’m hoping my parents are still asleep. I want to meet Marcus before school, and sneaking out with a secret boyfriend takes strategy.

Usually, I tell my mom everything. But Marcus feels... different. We’ve been together three months—longer than anyone thought we would last. My friends were wrong. He’s a little older, already out of high school, but he’s kind and patient and way more mature than the boys I see every day. Jules hates that he’s in culinary school instead of college, but I remind her constantly that half the chefs on Food Network didn’t follow the “normal” path. He’s talented. I believe in him.

Last night he came over while my parents were both out—rare timing. He was amazing with Charlie, made him laugh until he passed out early. That gave us some quiet time on the couch. Marcus never pushes. I appreciate that more than he probably realizes.

I step cautiously into the den—and freeze.

Dad is asleep on the couch. I bend to grab the blanket from the floor and stop short.

Blood.

Five deep scratches slashed across his chest, red and angry, like something dragged its fingers through his skin.

I gasp, “Dad!”

His eyes snap open. “Lexie?” He blinks, disoriented.

I point, my hands shaking. “What happened to you?”

He looks down and winces as his fingers brush the marks. “I... I don’t know.”

They’re fresh. Not scabbed. Not healing. Like they just happened.

Mom appears in the doorway, hesitates a moment, but then rushes to his side. “Oh my God. Will—do we need to go to the hospital?”

“No,” he says automatically. “I’m fine.”

Of course he is. Dad would refuse medical help if he were actively on fire.

Mom sighs and turns to me. “Alexis, grab the first aid kit. Please.”

I hurry to the bathroom, my thoughts racing. There’s no way my father did this to himself. It looks like a hand—five fingers, one brutal swipe. I try not to think about that as I gather gauze and antiseptic.

When I return, Mom is gently cleaning the wounds while Dad clenches his jaw.

“Can you get Charlie up and make his bottle?” she asks. “I’ll finish here.”

There go my morning plans.

Charlie greets me with a gummy grin and flailing arms. I scoop him up, carry him to the kitchen, and settle him into his highchair with a bottle and some Cheerios. He laughs when I wrinkle my nose at one he offers to me.

Mom joins us a moment later, trying to act normal.

“Is Dad okay?” I ask.

“He will be,” she says, too carefully.

I grab my backpack and head for the back door—then stop cold.

The white woman is standing on the neighbor’s balcony again. Pale. Translucent. Watching me. Watching us.

She lifts her arm and points.

At me. Then the garden.

“Mom,” I whisper. “Look.”

Mom sees her too. Then the figure fades into mist.

I slam the door. “I’m going out the front.”

My heart is pounding so hard it hurts.

“You saw her again, right?” Mom asks quietly. “What do you think she wants?”

“I don’t know,” I say, hugging her tight, feeling guilty for leaving her alone with ghosts. “But I need to go.”

**********
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AT SCHOOL, JULES AND Kayley are instantly recognizable as opposites who somehow belong in the same orbit. 

Jules is impeccably put together as usual—pleated skirt, crisp blouse tucked just right, cardigan buttoned neatly at the wrist. Her long, straight brown hair falls smoothly down her back. She sits upright  at the lunch table, color-coded notes aligned perfectly in front of her, projecting a calm, prim confidence that makes her seem older than her peers.

Kayley, by contrast, brings an edge wherever she goes. Her short blonde pixie cut frames her face sharply, styled with just enough mess to look effortless. She’s wearing ripped jeans, combat boots, and a black band tee layered under a hoodie.  She slouches in her chair, taps her pen against her notebook, and wears a half-smile that suggests she’s always half a step ahead of everyone else. Rules feel more like suggestions to her, and she doesn’t bother pretending otherwise.

I suppose I am the quiet gravity that holds the trio together. My dark, shoulder-length black hair frames my face softly.  Today I casually threw on a pair of dark jeans, an oversized sweater and worn boots,  Nothing about me feels accidental, but nothing feels like it’s trying too hard either.

In the trio, I’m the balance point. Jules brings order. Kayley brings fire. I bring depth—the emotional center that keeps us from drifting too far apart, even when our differences threaten to pull us in opposite directions. 
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