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CHAPTER 1


I’m raking dead leaves in my front yard when a figure with a leather briefcase and a crooked smile appears on the sidewalk.

“Talitha Velkwood?” he asks, as if it’s a genuine question, as if he doesn’t already know exactly who I am.

I barely look up at him. “You’re here to talk about ghosts, right?”

He offers to buy me a cup of coffee at the shop across the street, and with a stack of bills marked Past Due stuffed in my mailbox, I’m in no position to turn anyone down.

We sit at a corner table next to a smudged window, fidgeting in our seats.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” he says at last, and flashes me that crooked smile again. Up close, he’s younger than I expect, maybe even a few years younger than me. These days, it seems everybody’s younger than me. He tells me his name is Jack, and on reflex, I introduce myself, even though we’ve already been over this. He knows my name, knows everything about me. The whole world does. When you survive a tragedy like mine, privacy is suddenly a luxury you can’t afford.

“You from the government?” I ask, as I grip my coffee cup in both hands, the heat warming my palms.

He shakes his head. “Foxwell Enterprises,” he says, as though that’s supposed to mean something to me.

I sit back and stare at him, wondering how long this will take. Those leaves aren’t going to rake themselves.

“Foxwell’s a nonprofit,” he clarifies. “We’re interested in the Velkwood Vicinity.”

I scoff, turning toward the window. “You and everyone else.”

The Velkwood Vicinity. I’ve always thought how it’s a bit of a misnomer since it’s not much of a vicinity, not much of anything. It’s just a single street, one little block, eight houses in total. A blink-and-miss-it sort of subdivision, smack-dab in the middle of the suburbs.

Or at least it was blink-and-miss-it until something happened, something the world has spent years trying to unravel. A cosmic anomaly, a few people say. Proof of life after death, according to others. Either way, it went from a nothing neighborhood to a literal nothing—you can barely see it now, even when you’re looking right at it. Day and night, it wavers in between, there and not there, like some kind of ghoulish Brigadoon.

And because we lived there, me and my mom and my little sister Sophie, it’s named after us.

“Why couldn’t you choose the Owens or the Spencers down the road?” I asked at the time, but it made sense in its own morbid way. We were the first ones to build a house on the allotment, way back in ’88 when Aqua Net and indoor shopping malls were the order of the day, and ghosts were the furthest thing from our minds. That meant the street was christened with our last name. So when reality split in two, and there was suddenly no more neighborhood, only the misty outline where one used to be, the zone ended up named for us, too.

“I’ve got to tell you,” Jack says, leaning forward, cappuccino machines hissing pleasantly in the background. “I’ve been studying Velkwood Street for years. Since back when I was still in high school. So this is a real honor to finally meet you.”

He’s so earnest when he says it that I almost laugh in his face.

I take another sip of coffee instead. “It’s been a while since anyone asked me about this.”

No matter where I moved, I used to get guys like him sniffing around at least once a month. Cut-rate journalists and eager scientists and more than my fair share of G-men, all of them with lots of questions and very few answers. They expected me to fill in the blanks, like the neighborhood was just a riddle waiting to be solved, and I was their own personal cipher.

But that was a long time ago. It’s been twenty years now since it happened, and even ghosts have got a shelf life. Everybody tried to study the phenomenon, tried to get inside and see what had really happened, but the neighborhood would have none of that.

So the government did the next best thing. They blocked it off with pylons like it was a sinkhole and called it a day. Until this afternoon, I thought everyone had abandoned the street.

But Jack’s apparently not the type to walk away.

“We just got a grant,” he says, a flinty look in his eyes. “For research. You see, I’ve got a theory.”

And with that, he starts in, expounding on his four-part hypothesis. I stare into my coffee cup and wish I was someone else. They all used to have a spiel like this one, everyone so cocksure they knew why the neighborhood vanished off the map, even though they never seemed to be able to prove it.

“I’ve got pictures,” Jack says, and fumbles in his briefcase. “We sent in a drone. It didn’t last long inside. They always break down after a few minutes, but we managed to get these.”

He slides a small stack of eight-by-tens across the table to me. They’re the same size as acting headshots, as though the neighborhood is an ingenue auditioning for a movie role.

My head down, I thumb through the images, already braced for disappointment. People have tried taking pictures before, but they never come up with anything. And these ones are business as usual—a rusted-out mailbox, a sinuous street draped in shadow, a blur that could be anything at all—until I get to the last one.

It’s a grainy photo of a dark gray split-level with red trim, and I recognize it in an instant. That’s my house. Or at least it was my house back when things like deeds and property taxes and family dinners actually mattered.

I count the windows in the front. The third one over, the one that belonged to my little sister, Sophie. Even from here, I can tell her night-light is on. I always made sure of it. Every evening before bed, I’d tuck her in and flip the tiny switch. Sophie didn’t like the dark. She always said it was coming for her.

“Don’t go,” she’d say, holding tight to her plastic pony named Sam.

I’d just laugh and kiss her forehead. “You know I’ll be here in the morning,” I promised her. “I’ll always come back for you.”

“Please don’t forget,” she’d tell me, her face half-hidden beneath her bedsheet. “Because I’ll be waiting, Talitha.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” I whisper and press my fingertips into her window on the photograph, as though I can still feel her there.

Velkwood Street isn’t your garden-variety haunting. There are no spectral whispers, no phantoms in chains, at least none that we’ve seen. Instead, it’s the houses and the sidewalk that are ghosts, death leached into the soil, into everything. Or at least that’s the official story.

“Are they all dead?” I asked twenty years ago when the government types sat me down at a long, empty table in a long, empty room. But nobody could give me a straight answer. They couldn’t tell me who was even still in there. Ghosts aren’t keen on roll call, and without a clear aerial view or an eyewitness, it was all guesswork. Sophie might still be inside, haunting her own life. My eight-year-old baby sister, never allowed to grow up. My mom might still be there too, along with everyone else we knew from the neighborhood.

Or maybe they’re not. Maybe they’ve been dead for decades, vanished in whatever disaster turned the street into a ghost in the first place. Nobody knows for sure. That’s the problem.

Only I decided long ago what I think: they’re gone, plain and simple. After all, ghosts are rarely subtle. If they were still around, somebody would have seen them by now, lingering at the edges of a blurry photo or calling out from within the confines of the street, their ethereal voices ringing out into the night like an eternal curse. But that’s never happened, not once, not in twenty years. The only thing left now is the illusion of that neighborhood. A living memory, a vague mirage.

I pass the pictures back to Jack, all except for the shot of my house.

“Can I keep this one?” I ask, holding it close.

He gives me a half smile. “If you’d like,” he says, and blushes a little. You can tell he doesn’t usually do this, doesn’t make chitchat with strangers, doesn’t talk much at all. I know what that’s like, the way life sneaks up on you. The way you end up alone, one day at a time.

Of course, I’m only assuming he’s alone. Maybe I’ve been on my own for so long that I just figure everyone else is too.

We sit together, the coffee shop bustling all around us, and I hold my breath, waiting for it. For what he’s about to do next. What they always do.

“You could help me,” he says finally, and I already know where this is going. Or rather, where he wants me to go.

“No,” I say, before he can even ask.

I clamber to my feet, my head gone gauzy, because I hate this. The way my past is a spectacle to people, a sideshow curiosity. Somewhere they always want to drag me back to.

I start to move for the door, but Jack is suddenly standing too, something in his face gone frantic.

“Please.” He leans closer, his hand on my arm, his touch warm. I should pull away, but I don’t. Instead, I ease back into my seat, my eyes on him.

“Why now?” I ask. “After all this time, why would I ever want to go back there?”

“Because,” he says, “it would mean so much to us. To everyone. This grant is a real opportunity.”

A real opportunity. What a joke. If it were a real opportunity, then they could get somebody else for the job.

“Why don’t you ask Brett Hadley?” I say, and for a moment, it takes my breath away. I haven’t spoken her name aloud to anyone in years. My once-upon-a-time best friend, someone who’s less than a stranger to me now.

Jack shakes his head. “Brett already said no. The same with Grace Spencer. You’re our last chance.”

It’s been a long time since anyone mentioned the three of us together. Me and Brett and Grace. We were the girls who got out, the last ones to escape the neighborhood. We all returned to college on a Sunday night, and the street was gone by Monday morning. Nobody except us called that a coincidence.

I rock back and forth in my seat, my coffee cup gone cold. “There’s no reason to return,” I say. “Nobody’s left over there.”

“Maybe not.” Jack goes quiet, as if genuinely considering this, the pointlessness of it all. “But if that’s true, it couldn’t hurt, right?”

He watches me across the table, his gaze sliding slowly over me in a way I like more than I should. He wants me to be thinking about his proposition, about me returning to my old neighborhood, but here I am with my free cup of coffee, thinking of a different proposition altogether. Me and him and whatever fleabag motel room his nonprofit could afford. A distraction from my day, from my life. He’s cute enough, and a little desperate too, that spark of hopefulness brimming in his eyes.

I smile at him, the first time I’ve smiled all day, maybe all week. He grins back, blushing again. I’m practically a celebrity to him, some girl he’s studied for years, and I think how easy this would be. I probably wouldn’t even have to ask the question before he’d be more than eager to answer.

I start to say something to him, maybe something I’ll regret, but that’s when I hear her voice in my head, echoing like she never went away at all.

You’re not a very nice girl, are you?

My mother, her words like a switchblade in my back. I remember when she said that to me, the two of us alone in the rec room, the rage boiling in her eyes, everything about her looking too disappointed to bear. That was me, the daughter who was only good at not being good enough. And hell, she might have been right. I’m probably not very nice, not the right kind of girl. But if you look at the others in my neighborhood, some of them never got to leave. They’re less than air now, less than nothing. So maybe being a nice girl doesn’t have the perks everyone tells you it does.

But I’ll try to be a nice girl today. I’ll try to make my mother proud, even though she’s probably dead and would probably be ashamed of me either way.

I finish off the last of my coffee. “I need to get back.”

I head out the door, but Jack follows me onto the sidewalk, the November air crisp and unforgiving. “We could pay you,” he says, and I can’t help but turn back, my heart as empty as my bank account.

“How much?” I ask.

“Five thousand.”

“That’s it?” I curl up my nose. “One of those sleazy paranormal reality shows could pay me twice that.”

“I told you we’re a charity,” he says, his voice wavering, because he already knows he’s losing this fight. I’m already walking away. “Plus, we can get the permits. Those reality shows can’t.”

He’s right about that. You can’t visit the Velkwood Vicinity without approval, and most of the time, you can’t visit even then. The area isn’t very welcoming to visitors, and I don’t just mean the government. The land doesn’t let you in. You can’t get close, even if you try.

Or at least most people can’t get close. That’s why Jack is here talking to me.

“I already told you,” I say, still gripping the picture of my house. “There’s nobody left in there.”

“That’s all right,” he says. “You’d get the money either way.”

“And what if it’s not safe?” I inspect the cracks in the sidewalk, the way the dead grass sprouts up in the negative space. “Almost nobody’s been inside since it happened.”

Almost nobody. We both know someone has.

“But you could make it inside,” he says. “I’m sure of it. The street would let you in.”

My eyes flick up at him. “But would it let me out?”

Maybe that hasn’t occurred to him. Or maybe it has. A risk is always easier to take when it doesn’t belong to you.

I start down the sidewalk again but glance back suddenly. “You knew me by sight,” I say. “You’ve seen my picture before?”

He blushes again, like a guilty child. “I’ve seen a few of them.”

I can already guess which ones. The smiley yearbook portrait taken back when I didn’t know any better, and the shell-shocked aftermath photos when I did, and a smattering of tabloid snapshots from over the years—Talitha Velkwood graduates college! Talitha Velkwood fails at a series of dead-end jobs! Talitha Velkwood takes out the garbage at her shitty rental house where she’ll probably die before age fifty and have her face eaten off by her neighbor’s cat!

Fortunately, the tabloids have more or less given up on me now. A small mercy. The one thing I don’t want is anyone’s pity.

But Jack’s not looking at me like he pities me. He’s looking at me like an opportunity. He wants me to say yes, and he wants it very badly. One word from me could justify years of fastidious research and fastidious obsession and enough grant money that could pay the bills for months. His and mine.

I breathe deep, the words tumbling out before I can stop myself. “Let me think about it.”

With a grin, Jack gives me his business card. Then he turns, briefcase in hand, and walks away. Because everyone can walk away from this except me.

I never finish raking the leaves. I never finish anything. It gets dark early, and inside my empty house, I wait out the rest of the evening. TV tray, TV dinner, TV shows until my eyes go numb. This is my life, the remnants of it anyhow.

But now of course I’m thinking about my other life, the one I left behind. The one that left me behind. All the things I’ve tried to forget flashing through my head, memories tucked away like a yellowed photo in a family album.

Like the last time I visited the neighborhood. It was two months after everything happened. I went at midnight, dodging the meager patrol, edging toward the precipice where reality ended and something else began.

The news reports always said not to get too close. They said it would make your head hum and your nose bleed and your skin tighten on your bones until you couldn’t bear it any longer. Until it felt like you were being sliced apart from the inside out, your guts carved up like prosciutto. That’s why they’ve never needed a chain-link fence around the neighborhood. Nobody can trespass even if they want to.

Except I could. With my entire body quivering, I stood there at the edge of the perimeter, staring down the street that used to be mine. Somehow, I knew I could go whatever way I pleased—back into the real world or back into their world. It felt like I had a choice then.

So I made that choice. I ran far from the memory, far from home, and I never went back. I told myself it would be better that way.

But now all these years later, I have to wonder what’s really better about this. I’m forty years old and none the wiser for it. I’m living in a house that isn’t my own, still saddled with student loans from two decades ago and a bevy of ghosts even older than that. There’s no escaping the past. It’s everywhere. It’s unrelenting.

I curl up in bed, still holding the grainy picture of my old street. This is the closest I’ve been in a long time, closer than I ever thought I’d be again. Most people don’t know what this is like. They don’t know how it feels to know you’ll never go home again.

Except there’s someone else who does understand. I grab my phone and scroll through my contacts until I see her. Brett. I stare at her name, at the gentle curve of the letters, debating if I should bother her. We’re not friends anymore, that’s for sure, though we still try to put on the pretense. Every year, she sends me a Christmas card, and I send her one, and that’s about it. I’m not even positive this is still her number until I dial it and she picks up, that familiar voice breathless and earthy on the other end.

“Talitha.” She says my name like it’s a sermon, like something to cherish, and I wonder for a moment why we don’t talk much these days.

“Hi, Brett,” I say, and then seize up, already knowing what I should do next. I should try to make chitchat. Ask her about her day, her job, herself. That’s the right thing to do, the thing a real friend would do. I blurt out something else instead. “Did that guy from the nonprofit come and see you?”

She hesitates. “You mean Jack? The cute one?”

I roll over in bed, still holding the picture, still holding the past. “That’s him.”

“He stopped by last week,” she says, and I imagine her running her fingers through her long hair, bored with the very thought of boys. “I turned him down.”

“You must have wondered if he’d come to me next.”

“I did wonder that. I also wondered if he was your type.” A long pause before she asks, “Did you sleep with him?”

“No,” I say and snap my tongue, pretending the notion never crossed my mind.

Even through the phone, I can tell she doesn’t believe me. “So,” she says, “are you going to take him up on his offer?”

I scoff. “Of course not.”

“Then why are you calling me?” The question is all steel and defiance. Brett, the only one who really knew me back then. The only one who knows me now.

“Maybe I just wanted to hear your voice,” I say.

“That’s not it.” She lets out a defeated laugh. “You’d never call me for that.”

Shame washes over me, and we don’t say anything for a long time.

“I’m not going back,” I say, and I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince her or me. “We were dying to get out of that neighborhood, remember?”

“You know I remember,” she says, her voice sharp as nails, and instantly, I realize the conversation is over.

“Good talking to you, Brett.”

“You too, Talitha.”

The line clicks, and regret oozes through me. I want to call her back. I want to try again. Ask her about her day, ask her anything. If nothing else, now I remember why we don’t talk more. Because it always turns out this way.

We used to do everything together, the three of us on Velkwood Street. Now Brett and I barely speak to each other, and neither of us ever talks to Grace. That’s because she won’t talk to us. Not for years, not since she went back to the neighborhood. Grace is the only one who ever made it past the perimeter, and she lasted no more than a night. Longer than anybody else, but too long for comfort. Ten minutes to sunrise, she wandered out, mumbling and barefoot, refusing to speak a word about what she saw over there. Maybe even she doesn’t know. Maybe there isn’t a word for it yet. All that matters now is that she moved away and locked herself up in a little blue shotgun house on the other side of the state. She’s been a shut-in ever since.

I don’t want to end up like her. I don’t want to end up worse than I am now.

My hands shaking, I look again at the picture of my house, holding it up to the light this time, squinting at the third window from the left. There’s a blur I didn’t notice before. A shadow almost too slight to see.

Then my heart holds tight in my chest as I realize it’s not a shadow at all.

I dart across the room, fumbling through my purse for Jack’s business card. It’s past midnight, but he answers on the first ring.

“Talitha? Are you all right?”

“I’ll go back,” I wheeze, still clutching the picture, still staring at that upstairs window.

Right into my little sister’s wide and vacant eyes.
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CHAPTER 2


I expect the permit to take a month, maybe more, a hopeless tangle of paperwork and bureaucracy, but it gets approved in less than twelve hours.

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning,” Jack says, the phone line crackling between us, and I don’t have time to argue. I don’t have time for questions either, not that I have any idea what someone is supposed to ask in a situation like this. Maybe what they’re expecting of me or when we’ll start or how exactly I’m going to cross over to the great beyond and return to tell the story.

But right now, I don’t care about the specifics. All I want is to go back. To go home. That’s where she’ll be. I haven’t stopped looking at the picture, not since last night, not since I spotted her there. Sophie’s blurry face, gazing back at me.

“I’m coming,” I keep whispering. “I promise I didn’t forget you.”

In the afternoon, my landlord stops by, unannounced as always, with his greasy fingers and greasy smile. He demands to come inside, something about a leaky pipe he’s just been dying to work on in my bedroom, but I block the doorway, my jaw set.

“You can fix it tomorrow,” I say. “I’ll be gone for a few days.”

He starts to argue, as if I owe it to him to be around, his captive audience, but I remind him the only thing I ever owe him is rent, and I’m paid up until the end of the month. At this, I can practically see the dollar signs flashing in his eyes.

“If you’re not back by the first,” he tells me blithely, “I’m selling your furniture to the pawnshop downtown.”

I shrug. “That’s fine,” I say, figuring if I haven’t returned by then, I’m probably not coming back anyhow, and I’d hate for my La-Z-Boy couch to go to waste.

After he’s gone, already counting down the days until he can sell off my remains, I call my jobs, all three of them, part-time gigs doing medical transcription and tutoring and customer service from home. When they answer, I let them know I won’t be around for at least a week, possibly longer. One job fires me on the spot, the second tells me to call when I get back in town, and the third doesn’t even seem to know who I am.

“Tabitha?” they ask. “You said your name was Tabitha?”

“It’s Talitha,” I say over and over, until my skin buzzes and my head throbs and I finally just grit my teeth and hang up.

The rest of the day dissolves around me, the television no more than white noise in the background, as I pack a bag, the picture of Sophie nestled on top.

“What’s it like over there?” I whisper to her, but no matter how long I stare at the image, nothing ever changes.



The next morning, Jack arrives at eight o’clock on the dot, driving a beat-up Toyota Camry, a chip out of the windshield, the bumper held on with zip ties. But the junker doesn’t seem to bother him. He pretends it’s a most glorious carriage, rushing out of the car to open my door and even putting my bag in the trunk for me, the pretense of a gentleman.

“Thanks,” I say, though part of me wishes I’d held on to the bag. I hate to think of Sophie being lonely back there.

The inside of his car is warm and clean, the pale gray seats recently vacuumed, a pine tree air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror. No doubt he’s fancied up the ride just for me, like he’s taking me on a date rather than to my doom.

“I was worried you might change your mind,” he says, as we pull away from my house, the shape of it growing smaller and smaller behind us until it’s nothing at all.

“I’ve got nowhere else to be,” I say, and it’s true. Overnight, I’ve shed my life like a useless skin, and nobody’s really noticed, not even me.

We drive awhile in silence, shiny rows of station wagons and minivans and coupes clogging up the highway, the morning awakening around us. It’s a six-hour trip, half of it by interstate, the other half by sinuous backroads where the pavement’s as spotty as the cell reception. A no-man’s-land. The perfect domain for ghosts.

“Are you nervous?” Jack peers over at me, curiosity sparking in his eyes. “About going home?”

“I guess.” I’m doing my best not to think about it, not to notice the dull ache in the hollow of my gut.

“You lived there for a long time,” he says, as though I don’t remember, as though he isn’t recounting my own life story to me. “Your family moved there when you were six years old, right?”

He spouts this off like it’s a piece of barroom trivia, and I’m both impressed and unnerved.

“You’ve certainly done your research.”

“I’ve tried,” he says, and gives me that crooked smile. “So you’ve never gone back before now?”

“No,” I say, and the lie tastes like ash.

“And you didn’t keep in touch with Grace or Brett?”

I stare out the window, the skeletal outlines of bare oak trees smearing past us. “Not really.”

That wasn’t by choice, not my choice anyhow. Grace was the first to go, only a couple weeks after it happened. Dropped out of college and dropped off the map.

Can’t take the strain, she scrawled on her withdrawal form, and left everything behind in our shared dorm room.

But it wasn’t the last we heard from her. For the next decade, she’d resurface like flotsam, demanding Brett and I meet her for a dubious dinner where she’d lean across the table, one eye on the servers like they were all KGB sleeper agents.

“It’s not finished yet,” she’d tell us over tense plates of charcuterie and pub pretzels. “The ghosts aren’t finished with us, and we all damn well know it.”

For what it was worth, Brett and I didn’t know any such thing, and we told her so.

“They’re dead, honey,” Brett would say. “And the dead don’t give a fuck about us.”

“And even if they did,” I’d offer, “they’d want us to be happy.”

But nothing we said could assuage Grace’s paranoia. So ten years ago, when I heard she tried to go back, I wasn’t surprised. I also wasn’t surprised that it didn’t work out. Grace, with her wide eyes and nail-biting, unraveling one thread at a time, ever since we were girls with skinned knees and pigtails. Life was liable to be hard for her, even under ideal circumstances. Add in the ghosts, and she didn’t stand a chance.

Brett, on the other hand, could survive anything.

“Like a cockroach,” she used to say, and then she’d let out that unmistakable laugh of hers, sharp as razorblades, sweet as candy floss.

Our neighborhood’s tragedy barely slowed her down. She finished her degree, finished her internship, and finished with our street, refusing interviews, refusing all things related to who we’d been. She and I both ended up in the city—I can’t remember who followed whom anymore—and within two years of graduation, Brett became the toast of the town. You couldn’t escape her, the ultimate entrepreneur, her finger on the pulse of whomever and whatever fascinated her. Featured again and again in every 30 Under 30 list, and then in all the 40 Under 40 ones, always with a glossy, perfect picture of her glossy, perfect face.

“Are you proud of me, Talitha?” she’d ask each time, and I never understood why it mattered. She had the whole world at her feet. I don’t know why she needed me there as well.

Brett did other things too. She got married and divorced in short order, as if she was ticking off a box on a to-do list and was just glad to have it over with. That was more than a decade ago, and I don’t remember his name anymore. Gerald maybe? Joseph?

What I do remember: she sent me an invitation to the wedding, embossed ivory with gold leaf print, and then she invited me out for tea the very next week to get my RSVP in person. Over a pot of Earl Grey, I made up some reason why I couldn’t be there. A lie about leaving town for a business trip to Chicago, the kind of flimsy excuse Brett could see through in an instant.

“Why don’t you just tell me not to get married?” she asked with a grin, like she was daring me to say it, as if that was what I wanted. I wondered if it was what she wanted too.

“You should do whatever you need to,” I told her, and that must have been the wrong answer, because she didn’t speak to me again for a year. I read about her wedding in the society page of the city newspaper. I read about her divorce there too. Milestones in a life, reduced to line items below the fold.

“Do you miss them?” Jack asks, taking the next exit, strip malls and Starbucks and Steak ’n Shake blipping past us like meager landmarks. “I mean, the three of you were close, right?”

“Sure,” I say, and my gaze flits out the window, inspecting the pockmarked asphalt. We’re headed into the heart of the country now, these rural backroads where the trees clot thick overhead and anyone could disappear in an instant. Next to me, Jack keeps on smiling, and I think how I don’t know him at all. He could be anyone. He could want anything from me.

After we met for coffee, I went home and googled Foxwell Enterprises. It’s a legit organization from the looks of it. Proper website, proper 501(c)3 status, even a proper annual report with a balance sheet and cash flow analysis and cheerful pictures from their annual gala. Last year’s theme was masquerade ball, and everyone wore funny hats. I don’t know what that has to do with their mission statement, which according to the site involves “seeking justice in the country’s most unusual cold cases.” It sounds like a passable line, but that could all be a masquerade too, couldn’t it? After all, just because it’s a registered charity doesn’t mean it’s got good intentions.

“Brett had a lot to say about you when I met her.” His hands are steady on the wheel, everything about him so even, so cool. “She told me you might be interested in working with us.”

Barbed wire tightens in my chest. He’s picking at every wound I’ve got, but he seems to think this is normal chitchat, like it’s just the two of us getting to know each other. The cute one, Brett said about him. Not that she probably thought he was cute. She just knew I would. She knows me well, knows all my secrets.

And I know hers.

“Let’s not talk about it right now,” I whisper.

Another smile, tighter this time. “That’s fine,” Jack says, and doesn’t ask again.

It’s early afternoon when we stop off at Jimmy’s Burger Shack, and I’m sure we’re almost there now, because I remember this place. My dad used to take me and Sophie here on the way home from road trips.

“Best cheeseburgers this side of the Mississippi,” he used to say.

When the front door swings open, part of me is sure we’ll hear him again. My dad’s rich, booming laugh, ricocheting off the walls.

But all the faces inside are empty and unfamiliar, their gazes going right through us. It’s been a long time since I’ve been here, and the world changes more than you expect. We might be getting closer to home, but home isn’t getting closer to me.

Jack and I order at the counter and find a table in the back, the cleanest one in the place, though at a roadside stop like this one, that isn’t saying much. While we’re waiting for our food, Jack unfolds a weathered piece of paper and smooths it on the table. It’s a hand-drawn map of Velkwood Street.

“Do you remember the layout of the neighborhood?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say. “There were only eight houses. There’s not much to remember.”

Jack nods. “So, if you make it inside,” he starts, and then gives me a quick shake of his head. “When you make it inside, start with the places you’ve got the most connection to. Your house. Grace’s house. Brett’s house.”

His fingers slowly trace the curves on the map, and I lean in, watching him, wanting him a little, even though I don’t know him.

But he’s got other ideas. He glances up at me and asks a question that takes my breath away.

“Were you friends with anyone else in the neighborhood?”

Shame flushes through me. “No,” I blurt out, and instantly, I feel caught like a bug under glass.

This was the one thing we all agreed on. Whenever we were asked, Grace, Brett, and I always said it was just the three of us. Nobody else, no other friends.

Across the table, Jack squints at me, looking ready to say something, ready to call me out, but a server sidles up to our booth, depositing a red tray of greasy food in front of each of us. I exhale, grateful for the reprieve.

“No,” I say again, as I dip a french fry in a tiny cup of ketchup, my fingers shaking. “There wasn’t anyone else.”

The server shuffles away, but Jack doesn’t move for his food. He keeps watching me, his face cold as stone. I brace for it, the accusation, the first rumble of an avalanche I’ll never be able to stop. Only he doesn’t say anything. He just unwraps the foil around his burger, his hands moving slowly, carefully.

“So,” he says, “start with those houses. With the people you know.”

“Makes sense,” I murmur, as if anything about this does.

As we eat in silence, I gaze down at the map, still splayed out on the table. Each of the eight houses is clearly marked, five on one side of the street and three on the other. And there’s something else, something I wouldn’t expect anyone to include. The small valley at the end of our street. When we were kids, that’s where we used to go and hide, as though we could simply wait there long enough to outlast the world.

“We’ll be safe here,” I used to whisper to Brett, and sometimes, she even pretended to believe me.

When we’re finished, Jack picks up the tab, which is the least he could do. We don’t speak the rest of the way in the car, an hour of strained silence. I scan the radio, but all the stations drop off, one by one, as if even they don’t want to venture this far.

The Welcome to Our Town sign whizzes past the window, and my insides turn to porridge. We’re here, back in the place I came from. The place that’s been beckoning me home.

Through the passenger window, I watch a string of landmarks flash by.

The abandoned shopping mall, all the store signs blotted out with black paint.

The basketball court where Grace’s twin brothers shoved her down when we were kids, cracking open her skull on concrete. Brett and I had to sit with her until the paramedics came.

The other state highway, the one that leads north out of town, far away from here.

For years, I’ve wanted to forget this place. But staring at it again, it feels like I never left.

Even after all this time, there are still a few businesses remaining on Main Street. A tattoo parlor with a Help Wanted sign in the window. A little diner on the corner with an attached gas station.

As we pass by, I can’t help but shiver.

At last, Jack turns down a narrow street, the curbs crumbling, everything crumbling. Yet even through the decay, I recognize it. Carter Lane. This is the subdivision next to ours, the shells of abandoned split-levels dotting the street like empty dollhouses.

After our neighborhood went spectral, this whole town might as well have become a ghost right along with it. Property values plummeted, and soon the government was buying up the nearby allotments and turning them into lookout stations where they could monitor our neighborhood. Or what was left of it. That was back when they believed they’d solve this whole thing, like it was nothing more than a Sunday crossword puzzle.

Jack pulls into the last driveway on the left. “Our accommodations,” he says, the Camry engine cutting out.

But I don’t move. I hadn’t considered this part, how we’d need to stay somewhere nearby. When it comes down to it, I hadn’t really considered any of this. No logistics, no specifics of what happens next.

And now here I am, with a man I hardly know, in a place I wish I could forget.

“Is it only the two of us?” I ask, and that’s when they emerge from the other houses. A dozen figures, maybe more, their faces wan in the afternoon sun.

“It’s so good to meet you, Talitha,” someone says, their voice muffled through the glass. In a flash, they’ve got the car surrounded, their hands groping at all the windows.

I don’t know these people. I didn’t ask to meet them. None of this was part of the plan, at least not my plan. I figured Jack and I would show up, and I’d walk down my street. Simple as that. No bells, no whistles. Just me taking a few steps, and it would be over.

But of course it’s not that easy. We needed a permit just to get me this far. That means there’s going to be more paperwork, more questions. And worst of all, more people.

I climb out of the car, slowly at first, as though they’re wild animals, and I don’t want to disturb them. They tell me their names, one after another, right down the line, but it’s all a blur of fresh faces, their smiles sharp, their words sharper. My back pressed against the cool steel of the car, I stand perfectly still, searching for Jack, the closest thing to an ally, but he’s vanished in the throng. Meanwhile, they pelt me with their cheerful commentary.

“We’re so happy to have you here.”

“We thought you’d never come.”

“Are you glad to be back? Are you excited about your visit?”

They ask this last question as though I’m headed to Disneyland.

“I’ll be excited when it’s over,” I say.

Jack emerges suddenly, clutching my bag from the trunk. “That’s enough for now,” he says, his hand on my shoulder, and the others recede like a restless tide, mumbling to themselves, their eyes still on me.

“We’ll have more questions for her later,” someone says, and Jack waves them off, as if they’ve already talked about this, as if there’s a whole plan already in motion, with me at the unwitting center of it.

“Come on,” he whispers and ushers me up a long walkway and through a red front door.

Inside, the house looks like a showroom, everything sterile and bleached and in its proper place. Cream-colored carpet, cream-colored walls, a cream-colored couch that’s never been used, the cushions plump, the upholstery untouched.

“We can stay here as long as we need,” Jack says, and it sounds more like a threat than a comfort.

I back away from him. “Who were those people?”

“Researchers,” he says and drifts through the room, hollow as a cicada shell. “They’re here to monitor our progress.” Then he adds, almost under his breath, “It’s a stipulation of the grant.”

I nod, thinking how none of this should surprise me. Our little neighborhood inspired a whole slew of avid scholars. Back in the early days, everyone braced for it, an avalanche of ghost neighborhoods. The whole country—hell, maybe the whole world—worried it would become some kind of epidemic, all the broken-down streets eager to jump on the bandwagon and transform into specters.

Except that never happened. It was just our luck that it was just our neighborhood. One tiny street in the suburbs, lost to time, lost to the world.

I gaze out between the thin curtains. The street is empty now.

“You could have warned me about them,” I say, and Jack lets out a thin laugh.

“You could have asked. I would have told you anything you wanted to know.”

He hesitates before adding, “I’ll still tell you anything.”

This knocks me off-balance, the simplicity of it, the transparency. I turn toward him, grasping at what question I should ask.

“Why ghosts?” I say. “Why are you personally so interested in this? In us?”

He gives me that crooked smile again. “Why not?”

I roll my eyes. “You’re going to have to do better than that,” I say, and he holds up one hand as if to concede.

“I grew up with ghost stories,” he says. “My aunt used to tell them to me. She raised me on dowsing rods and Ouija boards and seances. All good fun, she’d say.”

For an instant, I imagine Jack as a bright-eyed kid, gripping a planchette, convinced he’d be the first one on his block to summon the dead. And in a way, that’s exactly what he’s done. Or maybe the dead have summoned him.

“So,” I say, “what does your aunt think about you spending your whole life with phantoms?”

“I don’t know,” he says, and all the joy vanishes from his face. “She’s been gone a long while now.”

A knot of pain twists inside me. It seems like everyone we love just ends up turning into ghosts. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” he says. “I’m sorry too. For you. And for this place.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

I step back, leaning against the windowsill to steady myself. Everything stinks of bleach and stale Pine-Sol, the past scrubbed away like a nuisance. There’s no history here, no remembrance in these walls. Somebody used to live in this house, a family probably, but that was a long time ago. The ghosts chased them away. My ghosts.

“When will I be going in?” I ask.

“Tomorrow,” Jack says. “Or we could always wait another day. We’ve certainly got lots of questions for you if you’d prefer that.”

I shudder a little. “Tomorrow will be fine,” I say, and he smiles again, brighter this time. Men are always more charming when they’re about to get what they want.

And the truth is, I like him when he’s charming. We sit together on the living room floor, his maps and notes sprawled out in front of us, and he tells me everything he’s learned about the street. Nearly twenty years of research, of minutia into how we lived our lives, an anthropological deep dive into the peculiarities of suburbia. It’s nothing new to me, but I listen anyhow, because of the way Jack’s eyes flash as he talks about it. Because of how fascinating he makes my tragedy sound.

“And you’ve always been at the center of this.” He’s breathless now, shuffling through a stack of old Polaroids, milky images of me and Brett and Grace all jumbled together. “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

“I’m here,” I say, and almost laugh aloud. I was a nobody in my old life, disposable as a leaky bag of garbage, but not in this place. I’m a guinea pig, but at least not an easily replaceable one.

It’s almost midnight when Jack folds up his facts and figures, and we head upstairs. There are two bedrooms, side by side, and they’ve already been earmarked, one for him and one for me, as though this was all preordained.

“Let me know if you need anything,” he says, and leaves his door open.

With the lights out, I curl up in my temporary bed. Everything about this place is cold and alien. I try to sleep, the blankets wadded around me, but when I close my eyes, all I can see is Sophie’s face peering out of that photograph.

To distract myself, I thumb through my phone, pretending I’m just killing time, pretending I’m not looking for her. The one person who understands this. In my contacts, her name might as well be limned in neon, the letters pulsating accusingly in the dark.

Brett. I want to call her again. I want to tell her I’m here, that she should be here too, but I already know what she’d say.

“Leave it in the past, Talitha. Leave it where it belongs.”

And she’s probably right. Brett’s always been right, even when it happened. That first day back after spring break. A Monday afternoon when we got the call.

“They’re gone, they’re all gone,” someone on the other end of the line said, and I’m still not sure who it was. Brett’s grandmother or maybe Grace’s. We passed the phone around, each one of us getting the same message, trying our best to decipher it like we were reading tea leaves in the bottom of a cup.

I remember I didn’t cry. I didn’t scream. I didn’t do anything except ask what had happened, bracing for a bearable response. A gas leak or a fire or an earthquake, something you could write on an insurance form or talk about in polite conversation. Still a tragedy, of course, but something banal. Something that didn’t defy the laws of nature.

But that’s not the answer we got, and all of us knew why. Wheezing, Grace collapsed in the corner, snotty tears running down her flushed cheeks, her fingers stuffed in her mouth, muffling her own scream. Brett, however, would have none of those hysterics.

“We’ve got to keep going,” she said, and she’s been able to do exactly that. I only wish I could keep up with her.

I tuck my phone in the nightstand, closing the drawer, closing off the possibility of calling Brett. Not tonight, not with what I’m about to do.

Through the wall, I hear Jack murmuring in his room, already half asleep. Part of me wants to go to him. Just to talk, I tell myself, even though that’s the last thing I need from him. More of his book report questions about my life, about the woman he thinks I am, because he read a list of factoids about me in a declassified report or a tabloid headline, yellowed with age.

I crawl out of bed, wavering in the hall, loneliness aching in me. He’s only a few steps away now. I could knock on his open door, I could pretend this is a normal night in a normal place. But the echo of my mother’s voice still trembles through me.

You’re not a very nice girl, are you?

So I turn away instead and head toward a narrow staircase in the corner, up to the attic. Up to the highest window where I peer outside.

You can see it from here, shimmering in the distance. Eight little houses and the street, thick as an artery, that connects them. It doesn’t look like much in the dark. It doesn’t look like much in the daytime, either. A dime-store illusion, a relic trapped in time.

All these years, I kept waiting, hoping the neighborhood would be like a nuclear exclusion zone, that maybe eventually the land would heal itself, and people could start venturing inside again. Only that never happened. Instead, it’s become Area 51 for phantoms.

The government’s done its best to fix the problem. They’ve tried hazmat suits and helicopters and a row of military-surplus tanks with little American flags painted on the side. Yet no matter which way they try to come in, they’ve never even gotten to the first mailbox. The street would always shove them back.

Except from this vantage point, I can see a whole row of mailboxes, glinting in the moonlight. I look for mine too, the plastic cracked with age, but it’s obscured by a whisper of trees.

I never thought I’d come back, never thought I’d have a reason to. But here I am, and I can feel it, the way something’s shifting in me. I feel so tired of running, so tired of keeping secrets I never asked for. Maybe tomorrow will fix that. Maybe I can finally rest.



In the morning, Jack finds me here, bleary-eyed and huddled in the window seat.

“Did you get any sleep at all?” he asks.

“I’ll be fine,” I murmur, and trudge down the narrow staircase after him.

He makes us both breakfast, and I fidget at the pristine table with its pressed linens and never-used silverware. It’s as if they had this whole house vacuum-sealed and waiting, just in case I returned.
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