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      I stood in my son’s room at the foot of his bed having no recollection of how I got there. Jake lay in the center of his little race car bed, chest rising and falling at a steady pace, little mouth open just a bit, and an arm slung to the side and hanging over the edge. My normal routine when he slept was to come in to check on him, to tuck that errant arm beneath the covers, and to brush the hair from his forehead for a kiss before tiptoeing back out.

      A rush of love swelled in my chest for this kid that I had produced—okay, that Mason, my ex-husband, and I produced. Jake, my seven-year-old with his inquisitive mind, was the pride of my life, and every day I was more thankful to have him. He kept me on my toes with his many questions and his logic that could boggle my thirty-year-old mind. In many ways, Jake was like Mason, but without the critical, condescending disposition, and I would do all in my power to be sure Jake never turned out like his dad.

      I crept closer to the bed, trying my best to make as little noise as possible. If I woke him, Jake might not want me to kiss him. He would in no uncertain terms tell me that kissing was reserved for one time and one time only—just before we left together to take him to school.

      Getting older meant he hated being babied and why he nagged me to buy him a regular bed. According to him, he had outgrown a bed with a theme. I reminded Jake as an elementary school teacher, I knew plenty of kids who loved their themed beds clear up to fourth grade. Jake, staring at me doubtfully, had quipped he was not them. Unfortunately, my budget did not allow for a new bed at the moment, so I had convinced him to give me until autumn. Jake had accepted the deal.

      Staring down at my little boy, I froze when he shifted in his sleep, drawing in a deep breath. His long chestnut lashes began to flutter, and he raised a fist to scrub at his eye. “Mom?”

      Darn, not fast enough. Thinking of an excuse as to why I was in his room and then chiding myself for thinking I needed an excuse as the adult in this situation, I lost my train of thought at his next words.

      “Mom, why are you see-through?”

      Of all the questions Jake could have asked me that was the last I expected. See-through? I glanced down at myself and discovered my son was right. My body was fully visible but transparent. Through my foot, encased in a mud brown Martini Sport sandal, shoes I wore for comfort at school while I stood on my feet all day, I could see Jake’s colorful carpet with a map of the United States on it.

      My best friend Monica liked to remind me regularly of how I would never attract a man if I kept up with the mousy attire. I had so far stubbornly refused to heed her advice. Dating meant spending money on clothing and shoes I didn’t have the budget for, especially with Mason’s child support checks coming whenever he remembered to post them. The man had apparently never heard of automatic bill payment from his checking account—or didn’t want to hear of it.

      I raised my hands palms up and found that they too were transparent. My legs, torso, and I assumed, even my head. Fear closed my throat and tightened my gut, or it would have had I been solid. A dream! That must be what this was. I looked away from myself because it began to freak me out and assured Jake in an unsteady tone, “You’re dreaming, honey. Go back to sleep.”

      “If I’m dreaming, why do I have to go back to sleep?” he reasoned.

      How, I ask you, do I combat the logic of this child? “Um…”

      I thought fast, thinking I could remain in my right mind during old age with Jake keeping my brain stimulated.

      “You’re dreaming that I’m telling you to go back to sleep.”

      Jake blinked at me. I knew he wasn’t convinced, and I prepared for more questions. Then he gave a huge yawn, not covering his mouth as usual, and settled beneath his covers. His big, blue eyes grew unfocused, and the lids drooped. I wrung my spectral hands and held my breath.

      “Okay,” he muttered with his eyes closed. “I’ll ask you about it when I wake up.”

      After he grew still, I blew out the breath I had been holding and turned to leave the room. I got to the door and reached for it only to have my hand pass through the knob. I tried several more times, using both hands, swiping over and over. Nothing. I forced a small chuckle as if the situation were a joke. I was dreaming after all. Boy, would I be relieved when I woke up, and Jake might even enjoy hearing the details. Yet, even as I comforted myself with these thoughts, I sensed they were untrue. I was not dreaming.

      I chuckled again, shaking my head and feeling the wooden smile on my lips. “Surely, I’m not…” I licked my lips. “I’m not…”

      Panic rose in my chest, once again squeezing off my voice. I spent several moments rationalizing and reviewing scenarios of what type of situation could arise where I, a plain Jane kindergarten teacher from Summit’s Edge, North Carolina, could be dead but stick around as a ghost.

      Desperate at this point to prove to myself my line of thinking had to be wrong, I lunged at the door. Rather than grasping the doorknob, I plummeted straight through the wooden panels and landed facedown on the forest green carpet runner in the hallway. I pushed up to my hands and knees and paused to listen. The old rancher creaked around me. The hall where I crouched loomed in darkness. Somewhere nearby water plopped in a consistent rhythm. A dull light illuminated the hall from the far end, and I judged it as coming from the kitchen.

      I stood slowly, breathing deep and trying to gather my wits about me. Nothing would be helped if I panicked. I still wasn’t convinced this nightmare wasn’t just that, but I needed to confirm it.

      In the area near the front door, I had hung a mirror, a faux antique gold one I had found on Amazon. The mirror allowed me to do a last minute hair check because my wavy dark coffee locks liked to misbehave on a daily basis. Even when I managed to wrestle them into hanging in a semblance of order, well, the result did not qualify me for the cover of a fashion magazine.

      My one glimmer of vanity came in the fact that I worked darn hard to keep my figure trim. Then again, you could call it an obsession, one I could use therapy to balance. I hadn’t spent ten years married to Mason Thomas and hearing him belittle my small breasts and too wide hips for nothing. One minute I was getting too fat, the next too skinny. Always, my B cup breasts were less than satisfactory. In the end, Jake was the one that motivated me to get away from Mason’s poison, because it would kill me to have Jake grow up to be just like his dad, an emotional and verbal abuser.

      I started down the hall, taking my time because I didn’t want to face the truth. I would have pinched myself, but what does that prove? Surely, a person can dream of pinching themselves and even feel pain in a dream. I was sure I had done so many times.

      Too soon I drew up to the mirror and stood just to the right side of it. The front door of my house lay before me, the hall behind, and to the left another short passage into the kitchen, dining room, and living room. Jake’s bedroom and the bathroom lay on the right side of the hall and mine on the left with a spare I used as a catchall next to that. Catchall being storage for whatever I had no place for in the rest of the house, and since I had no garage, it worked nicely.

      I knew I delayed the inevitable, but I couldn’t make myself step before the mirror. What would I do if I was dead? What would happen to Jake? Would he have to live with his dad? Of course he would. We had no other family, unless you counted Mason’s parents, but they were getting up in age and couldn’t handle a seven-year-old. Then again, at least they still lived in Summit’s Edge, unlike Mason who had moved to Raleigh a couple years ago when he was offered a higher paying position in the healthcare industry.

      I wanted Jake to stay in Summit’s Edge as long as possible. This town was still mostly untouched by big business and crime. Everyone knew everyone else, and as far as I was concerned, it was the best town to live in and raise a family in the entire United States.

      “Okay, Libby, stop playing around. Just do it,” I said to myself, but my voice came out tinny in my ears, and I had the crazy thought that it was how a ghost would sound. This was a testament to my dissolving sanity since I had spoken fine to my son a few moments ago.

      At last, I stepped forward and pivoted with mechanical precision to face the mirror. The full brunt of reality smacked me between the eyes. Rather, it would have hit me had I not been barely there. My pale features were visible, a faint pink flush to my cheeks and rosy, if a bit thin, lips, wide, evenly-spaced hazel eyes. However, I had an excellent view straight through my head of the landscape I had purchased last spring at a yard sale.

      Yes, I was a ghost all right, and my feverish mind so helpfully brought up an image of Jake being led away tearfully with his dad to his new home in a city apartment with Mason working all the time and a neglectful babysitter to look after him. Panic turned to a full on breakdown.

      I raised fists to my temples, squeezed my eyes shut, and opened my mouth. No sound emitted in the way that I had spoken before. I crouched down on the floor and rocked back and forth. On and on I blubbered like my heart had broken and there was no hope left in the world. I don’t know how long it went on. My heart ached so much, I think I could have cried for the rest of eternity, but an incessant knocking broke me out of my misery, and I calmed a little.

      Sniffing, I turned my head toward the door as if I could see through it, but of course I couldn’t. Not having my cell phone on me, I had no idea of the time, but I didn’t need a clock to know the hour was late. Summit’s Edge residents rolled up the sidewalks pretty early, unless it was summer and tourists overran the town. In that instance, the nightspots were all that remained open. No one should be at my house.

      For a moment I thought it was Mason, come to collect Jake, but how would he know or arrive so soon? Had my death been reported already? I considered all the possibilities and came to the conclusion that I wasn’t opening that door for anything.

      “Liberty,” someone called, and I froze. The voice sounded familiar, but who would call me by my full name like that? Most of the townspeople knew my mother had saddled me with a name I hated which was Liberty Grace, but from the beginning, I had insisted everyone call me Libby, and the nickname stuck.

      When the deep voice called out again, I placed it, my surly, antisocial next-door neighbor Ian McClain. Ian might be a handsome man, complete with jet-black hair, startling celadon eyes, a strong, clean-shaven jaw, and a body that could make a grown woman plead, but he remained unapproachable. I know because I had seen the women of the town try all kinds of tactics to snare his attention.

      They had shown up on his doorstep with pies and cakes, even excuses of balls lost in his backyard. Of course, the women never got to share these treats and stories with Ian himself. The offers were shouted through his front door because Ian, the rude man that he was, never bothered to answer the knocks or the stabbing of his doorbell. Now, here he stood at my front door, and I considered ignoring his presence.

      “Liberty,” he said again with such authority in his tone, I stood up and took a few tentative steps toward the door. Not that I felt compelled to go. I was more curious.

      When I stood within a foot of the door, it occurred to me that I wouldn’t be able to open it in this ghostly form. Fresh pain and anguish began to rise when Ian spoke. “Tell me to come in,” he said.

      I frowned. What did he mean by that? Testing my voice, I responded, “W-What do you mean?”

      “Tell me to come in,” he repeated.

      At this point I realized I wasn’t so sure I wanted him to see me as a ghost. I wasn’t ready to face the inevitable, so I turned and darted toward the small hall that led to the kitchen. I hid like a child around the bend and peeked out at the entrance. “C-Come in,” I called, and just in case, I needed to be specific, I said, “Come in, Ian.”

      To my astonishment, the dead bolt began to turn. I had a chain on the door at Mason’s insistence when he lived there, but I hadn’t engaged it. Still, the chain rattled, and I had the horrible feeling that I was being haunted. Yet, I was the ghost.

      The doorknob turned, and the door began to open. Ian stood there with his hand on the knob. For some reason seeing it calmed me down a little.

      He found me in the dim hallway within seconds and narrowed his eyes. “You disturbed my reading.”

      I forgot my intent to hide and came out to face him. “What were you doing reading at this time of night? Besides, I wasn’t screaming that loudly.”

      He pinned me with that cold stare he had, a look that could cut others down with a glance. Since I lived so close, I probably saw him more often than others, leaving his house only at night and I assume returning at dawn. I had concluded Ian worked for a company that stayed open overnight. Not in Summit’s Edge, but maybe in the city.

      “You were wailing,” he corrected, and his gaze slipped over my form, down to my feet and back up to my face, which was probably flushed. I felt exposed and not because of my lack of physical substance. Ian pointed at me, annoyance in his tone. “Where is your body?”

      I opened and closed my mouth a good ten times, scrambling for words. He questioned me as if he came across ghosts every day, and the way he posed the query made it sound like my body was no more than a misplaced sock. No wonder he didn’t socialize much.

      I patted my sides, made a show of checking my pockets, and glanced around the floor. “I know I left it here somewhere.”

      He didn’t appear amused.

      While Ian glared at me, a new thought came to mind. If I had been screaming my head off, why was it only Ian who came to see what was the matter? Now that I considered it, I should have worried I would rouse and frighten Jake. He was a light sleeper. Besides that, I had another neighbor on the left, and houses lined the opposite side of the street, including my best friend Monica Wade’s place.

      Wait, Monica! Memory returned that I had asked Monica to watch Jake while I ran out, but what had I gone to do? What happened while I was wherever I was?

      Ian seemed to sense my confusion. “You used what has been called a ghostly wail,” he explained. I blinked at him, and the furrow between his eyes deepened. “The sound is not a physical one. Humans cannot hear it.”

      “Humans?” I repeated, dumbfounded.

      “If you continue to make that racket, you will draw more than me to your door, things… you do not want visiting.”

      I gulped, eyes widening, and then considered how he had said humans couldn’t hear the noise I had made. If he heard it, what did that make him? Something nonhuman? No, no, no, this was all too much for me to accept. Finding out I was a ghost was enough to deal with. Whatever Ian in his hatred of people decided to believe about himself, well, it could remain in his own mind. I had nothing to do with him or his delusions.

      I began at that point to worry about him leaving me alone in this state and blurted out, “I think I’m dead.”

      I hoped he would laugh and say that’s ridiculous. Just wake up. He didn’t. He gave me another grave look and thinned perfectly formed lips. “You are not dead. Not in the usual way. I sense life around you. Also… Death is not here.”

      He said it that way, with a capital D. I figured I heard him wrong and let it pass.

      “Do you feel a connection with your body?”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by a connection. In fact, I didn’t feel anything. Not the floor beneath my feet, not the evening air, nothing. I let out a whimper at this but stopped myself just in case I lapsed into the wail. Even if Ian was crazy, I didn’t want to take chances.

      “I don’t know.” Desperate to distract myself from my situation and to keep him with me until inspiration struck on how to fix it, I said, “Tell me how you performed the trick.”

      “What trick?” The man continued to speak in a superior tone as if he tolerated me. I bristled at the insult but was still determined that he was my only lifeline, if one could call it that.

      “You unlocked my door. I saw the lock turn, and there was no key when the door opened.” I squinted at him. “Did you use a key?”

      He watched me in silence. I had the feeling he debated telling me the truth.

      “You need to get your body back. Having you out of it is an inconvenience to me.”

      At that point, I was ready to toss him out on the street and go it alone. “Inconvenience? What is that supposed to mean?”

      He made no move to speak and stood so still he might have been a statue. I folded my arms under my chest and decided to wait him out then gave a silent whoop of triumph when he spoke first.

      “Where were you when you lost it?”

      Was I really having this conversation? “I’m not sure.”

      “Think about it, Liberty.”

      I bristled. “No one calls me Liberty. I’m Libby.”

      He made no indication that he would comply with the request.

      Pacing, I thought over the day before. I had worked at the school as usual, and when Jake and I left there, he had begged for ice cream as dessert. Since he had shown me an A on his last math test, I figured ice cream was a great reward. We stopped at the Piggly Wiggly to pick up Cookie Dough flavor for Jake and Black Cherry for me.

      Then what happened? I wracked my brain, worried that maybe I’d had a stroke or something that shorted out my memory just before I died. Not that I had any idea if what happened to a person while they were alive affected their soul after death. This was all new to me.

      Death. Just thinking the word set my teeth on edge and gave me an urge to sink into the floor in despair. Then I remembered Jake. The sooner I figured this mess out, the better for him.

      “I came home and…” I chewed my lower lip, struggling to recall, and then it hit me. “The leak! I had a leak in the bathroom beneath the sink.”

      Ian nodded. “So you called a plumber? Did you check in the bathroom?”

      I raced toward the bathroom with visions of finding my body there unconscious after a phantom plumber clunked me over the head for some reason. Mustard-colored shaggy carpet in front of the sink matched a cover for the back of the toilet and tank, which offset the cream paper on the walls and gay trimming toward the ceiling. I rethought the entire yellow theme outside my body. Décor aside, my body was not there, but the drip was, plopping steadily into the small rectangle tub beneath the sink.

      My heart sank, but Ian prompted me to search the rest of the house. He followed, moving behind me without sound. Jake in his bedroom and Monica stretched across my bed asleep, what little else there was to explore, we covered in a few minutes. Hope sprang to life once we entered the front hall again.

      “What was I thinking? I can’t afford a plumber.”

      Ian’s expression said I couldn’t afford not to hire one.

      I raised my chin. “I have watched plenty of home improvement shows on TV. I know with a few tools and maybe a book on how to fix a leak, I could get it done in a jiffy.”

      “If that was your logic,” he said, and I knew he was being generous using the word logic, “then you would have gone to buy the tools and a book.”

      “Yes!” I almost clapped my hands. “George’s Hardware. Of course. George has tools and books, and just about every other thing you might need in that store. I remember now. I asked Monica to watch Jake while I ran over to George’s. He stays open a little later than most.”

      “Good.” Ian turned to go.

      “Wait.” I reached for his arm and then remembered just before I made contact that I couldn’t hold onto anything. Passing through Ian’s arm was not the issue I faced with the man. Ian seemed to repel me with a force that sent me stumbling backward.

      An icy chill raced over my being down to the core. I might not feel anything normal like the carpet or the air, but I most certainly felt Ian, and not in a good way. “W-What was that?”

      He hesitated and then said simply, “You cannot touch me in that state. Not presently.”

      “I know, but why didn’t I pass through you like everything else? Is it because you’re a person and not an inanimate object?” I was treating him like an authority on the subject, but he did seem to know a lot. He had registered no real surprise when he saw me, or fear for that matter, and it made me more than curious about him.

      “Hurry to the store,” he said in answer.

      I straightened, feeling annoyed, but I swallowed the emotion as I wanted to keep his assistance. “Will you go with me?”

      Ian glanced over his shoulder toward the window above the door. I had loved that spot from the first time I stepped into my home because it let in such a strong concentration of sunlight. When Mason and I were still together, I dreamed of changing the front door to the kind with a window to let in more light. I also wanted someone cut in a picturesque window for the kitchen. That never happened while I was married, and my budget didn’t allow for it now.

      “No, I will not.”

      “Ian, you’ve been very helpful so far, and it would mean a lot if you would go along. If nothing else, at least you’re alive. Please.”

      He gave an odd quirk of his lips but kept to his decision not to go. “It is late. I doubt you can make yourself invisible to humans, so go quickly. The town rises early, does it not?”

      A fissure of panic rose in my belly. He was right. Half the population of Summit’s Edge rose at the latest five a.m. I headed toward the door and stopped, unsettled because I couldn’t open the door. I would need to pass through it, which I wasn’t used to. I had visions of banging into the panels and falling on my rump in front of Ian.

      He moved past me and laid a hand on the doorknob. I almost sighed in relief, but he paused, pinning that intimidating gaze on my face. “Listen closely.”

      I nodded.

      “It is crucial that you do not let anyone see you.”

      “Because they’ll be scared out of their mind. Of course.”

      “More than that.”

      “Like?”

      “Banishment.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Banishment?”

      “If you are seen by the wrong person, you could be banished.” He appeared to consider a different way to explain. “Do you know the term exorcist?”

      I felt sick. “Yes.”

      “Similar to that.”

      “But an exorcism is just casting a spirit out of a body, right? I mean, technically, I’m not in a body, so…” I gave a short, shaky laugh, but I saw no humor in the subject.

      “It is where the spirit goes afterward that is important.”

      “I could be sent to a specific place?”

      “Somewhere you do not wish to go, nor can you return from.”

      All of a sudden, I was terrified of leaving the house. Ian opened the door, and I just stood there, staring out into the darkness. I imagined I could feel the evil ready to engulf me and sweep me away to this prison for spirits he had mentioned.

      “Liberty.”

      I opened my mouth to correct him on my name but decided it made no difference. I had to do it. He refused to give me any more help, and I needed to get back into my body. How could I hide from humans?

      Then a calm came over me. There were no exorcists as he called them in Summit’s Edge. We had two ministers of two different denominations, and they vied for members all the time. I doubted either man could be stirred from their schemes to perform an exorcism on little old me.

      Afraid but determined, I set out into the night and rushed on foot the ten or so blocks to George’s Hardware store. With any luck, I would be back in my body by sunup.
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