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Chapter 1

First -Day Jitters

 


 


The first thing that struck me as odd that
first day at Turnville School was crossing the campus in the
morning among much younger children. I had gotten used to being on
a junior high school campus, so to have first and second graders
passing me in the hallway felt weird. Plus it made me feel so much
younger. Any independence that I thought I’d found was snatched
away from me. I wouldn’t be shuffling between six classes anymore
either; there were only two eighth-grade classes at Turnville
School.

 


I found my classroom and glanced around the
room as I entered. A few kids were seated and chatting with each
other. I walked up the second aisle toward an empty desk. My eyes
gravitated to a boy in the fourth seat. He looked younger than the
other kids in the class—shorter, with a small frame, a thin face,
and pasty white skin. It crossed my mind that perhaps he was ill or
something.

 


As I passed the boy, I looked directly into
his eyes. They were a soft, warm green. His disheveled hair was a
deep brown. He returned my stare with a look of disbelief. As I
plopped myself into the seat behind him, I felt embarrassed for
having stared so impolitely. He swiveled completely around in his
seat, throwing his arm over the back of his chair in an easy
manner. With a relaxed smile he said, “Hi.”

 


I replied with a “Hi there.”

 


The relaxed expression on his face twisted
into a look of joyous surprise. It was like watching a toddler
chase after a floating balloon … that look of delight. His reaction
seemed a bit over the top to me.

 


A girl two seats ahead of me turned around
and said hi to me too. Perhaps this year wouldn’t be as bad as I
had anticipated. I mean, everyone seemed friendly enough.

 


A tall, blond-haired boy entered the room. He
appeared awkward and clumsy as he lumbered down the aisle.

 


“Hey, Johnny,” a boy yelled from across the
room. “Glad to see we got you instead of that brother of yours in
our class this year.” A few laughs burst out from around the room,
and Johnny dismissed the comment with a sheepish grin. I had no
idea what they were talking about, and that feeling of being out of
place flushed over me again.

 


Johnny stopped in front of me and made eye
contact with me. I looked down at the desk and felt my cheeks burn.
I glanced back up just as he plopped himself down in the seat in
front of me. He sat right on top of … no, not on top of, it was
more like he sat right through the small, frail-looking boy. It was
as if the boy in front of me had just disappeared like smoke
disperses in the wind.

 


I heard a scream, not even realizing it was
me. It was like one of those out-of-body experiences you hear
about. A spinning, warping sort of sensation came over me, and I
felt nauseated, like something was squeezing in the pit of my
stomach. The room seemed to be tilting, so I moved with it and fell
completely out of my seat. Then everything went black.

 


Sounds were the first thing to make sense,
voices mumbled around me. I was afraid to open my eyes. The words
became clearer and I deciphered what people were saying around me …
about me. I couldn’t identify who was speaking because I still
didn’t know anyone.

 


“Someone get a wet paper towel,” I heard a
woman say, “and Johnny, run to the office and get Nurse Jillian. Be
quick.”

 


“Move out of the way. She can’t breathe with
everyone hovering over her.” That voice sounded like the voice of
the boy who had disappeared.

 


“What’s her problem anyhow?” a girl in the
room remarked.

 


“What a freak!” someone said, followed by a
few agreeing sounds.

 


With a sense of dread I opened my eyes and
tried to focus.

 


“Are you okay?” Leaning over me was a
pleasant-looking woman with short brown hair. She had the kind of
short haircut that was just over her ears, which my friends and I
always referred to as the “mom ’do.” I missed my friends from
Oceanside terribly at that moment, because they wouldn’t be calling
me a freak, they would have been concerned about me.

 


“I’m Ms. Roberts, your teacher. … Can you
stand up? Let me help you.” I moved to get up, but I still felt
woozy and sat back down on the floor. I leaned against a desk. My
head ached … my heart ached. Why did I have to move to this stupid
place anyway?

 


Ms. Roberts said, “I think you hit your head
on one of the desks. It’s bleeding. Let’s get you to the nurse’s
office.”

 


Johnny, the one who had started this whole
thing by sitting through that other boy, entered the room and said,
“The nurse is on her way.”

 


“Thank you, Johnny,” Ms. Roberts said to the
boy. “Here, you’re strong—why don’t you give me hand.” With Johnny
on one side of me and Ms. Roberts on the other, I felt myself being
pulled up like a rag doll from the floor. Then together, they
guided me out of the classroom and down the hallway. I felt some
relief just being out of the room. I became aware of Johnny’s arm
around me, and the burning sensation in my cheeks came back.

 


We met up with the nurse halfway down the
hall. The nurse took over on my left side where Johnny had been,
and the two women continued to help me toward the nurse’s office.
Johnny went the other way back to class. I looked over my shoulder
and saw him glance back at me at the same moment. I was embarrassed
to be caught looking at him, but I could have sworn he actually
seemed concerned about me.

 


In the nurse’s office Ms. Roberts said to the
nurse, “I can’t leave my class unattended for long.”

 


“It’s under control,” replied Nurse Jillian.
“She’ll stay here. I’ll call home. … Go ahead, return to
class.”

 


Ms. Roberts looked over at me. “Well, Evelyn
… I hope you feel better, and I look forward to having you in my
class this year.” It seemed like an odd thing to say, but then,
what else could she say to a new student who had just passed out in
her class?

 


Just as she reached the door, I said, “Evie.
Please call me Evie.”

 


“Okay, Evie.” She smiled and walked out of
the nurse’s office.

 


Nurse Jillian had me sit on a cot as she
cleaned the cut on my forehead and placed a large bandage on it.
“Looks like you’re getting quite a bump where you hit your head.
Can you tell me what happened?”

 


I had no idea how to explain what I’d seen. I
told her that I really didn’t know what had happened, that I’d felt
dizzy and everything had just gone black. It was mostly the
truth.

“A student said you screamed,” she said.

 


“I guess I just felt frightened when
everything went black.” It was the only response I could think
of.

 


“Hmm … Did you eat breakfast this morning?”
she asked.

 


“Yes,” I answered.

 


“Well, I’m going to call your mother. Maybe
it’s best you go home today and get some rest.” She stepped out of
the room into an attached office, where I could see her sit down
and pick up the phone. I heard her speak to someone on the phone.
“Yes, this is Nurse Jillian. Could you look up the phone number of
a new student?” I assumed she was talking to someone in the front
office. I fell back onto the cot, closed my eyes, and imagined just
how furious my mother was going to be. Not only was this my first
day of school, but it was her first day at her new job as bank
manager.

 


I opened my eyes and saw the small, pale boy
I had seen earlier sitting on top of a file cabinet. I quickly sat
up and hunched against the wall.

 


“You can see me. This is great!” he said
excitedly. “I knew it when you sat behind me in the classroom.” He
hopped off the cabinet and started pacing. “I haven’t had anyone to
talk to for two years. … This is great!” He turned and looked at
me. “What’s your name? Where are you from? Where do you live? This
is great!”

 


All he could say was how great this was. I
sat frozen with my eyes wide like saucers, too stunned to move. I
finally croaked out a hoarse whisper. “Who are you? What’s going
on?”

 


Nurse Jillian hung up the phone, stood up,
and walked toward me. She stopped in the doorway between the two
rooms. The boy was standing between us. She said, “What’s that,
dear? I didn’t hear what you asked. I was on the phone.”

 


I cleared my throat, but my voice still came
out shaky. “Uh, I was just wondering, how many people are in this
room right now?”

 


She looked at me suspiciously before she
answered in a slow, drawn-out manner, “Just you and I are here.”
When I didn’t say anything, she nodded and continued, “Perhaps the
sooner you get home and get some rest the better.” She turned
around and returned to the phone to call my mother.

 


I stared in disbelief at the boy.

 


“My name’s David,” he said, “and the fact
that you can see me is the greatest thing that has happened to me
in a long time.” I stayed silent. I refused to answer David again
in front of the nurse.

 


Nurse Jillian escorted me to the parking lot,
where my mother was waiting. My mother didn’t say much; she mostly
nodded while Nurse Jillian spoke. Once the nurse was finished
filling my mother in on the events of the morning, my mother turned
to her and thanked her. I kept my head down and climbed into the
front passenger seat of the car. Out the side window I watched
Nurse Jillian return to her office. My mother walked around the
back of the car, opened the door, and sat behind the steering
wheel.

 


With a loud sigh my mother put the key in the
ignition. I looked down at my feet and remained quiet. When my
mother had spoken with the nurse, she had been polite and
courteous, but I knew my mother well, and I knew she was ticked
off. There was nothing I could say to change her being angry with
me. The most bizarre part was that David sat in the backseat
observing everything.

 


David had finally gotten the message that I
wasn’t going to answer him, but he wouldn’t go away. Back at the
nurse’s office he had continued to talk to me and I had continued
to ignore him. Now as he sat in the backseat he appeared as patient
as a spider waiting for a fly to land in its web.

 


As we drove out of the school parking lot,
the silence in the car was so thick you could have sliced it with a
knife. The heavy silence reminded me of the uncomfortable car trip
that my mother and I had taken just four weeks earlier. It had been
a stifling hot day when my mother and I had driven to the cemetery
to bury Nonno, my grandpa. That car ride had had the same kind of
tangible silence.

 


From the passenger window I critically sized
up the town of Turnville. It seemed dumpy, a faded river resort
town that no tourists seemed to care about anymore. The buildings
were all dull colors like brown, dark green, and gray. The first
time we had driven through town, my mother had said how quaint it
was, but to me it just seemed worn out. My eyes shifted from the
buildings downtown to the side mirror. My hair was a mess now. I
had spent all morning trying to look nice, wanting desperately to
make a good impression at my new school, and now I looked a wreck!
I wanted to cry, but I was too worn out to cry anymore, worn out
like the town.

 


Although no tears flowed, I felt the welling
around the base of my eyes. I remembered what my Nonno had always
said about my eyes. He called them “mood eyes.” My eyes are hazel,
but sometimes they look green and other times they appear blue. He
said that when I was excited about something, the blue would shine
through, and that when I was sad and had been crying, my eyes
seemed greener. I stared at my reflection and noticed that my eyes
were definitely greener.

 


I swallowed back my desire to cry and glanced
at the backseat to see if David was still there. He was. I kept
turning around to look at him, hoping each time that he would be
gone, but he would shrug and smile. My mother’s eyes darted to the
rearview mirror trying to see what I was looking at. Finally, she
broke the silence.

 


“I can’t believe these dramatics, Evie. …
What is wrong with you? You know this is my first day as bank
manager.” She sucked in a long, deep breath and I could tell she
was trying to stay calm. My mother didn’t like emotional outbursts.
She continued in her calm, deliberate voice, “I know that you’re
not happy with this move, but you’re not even trying ...”

 


“Mom,” I interrupted, “you wouldn’t believe
me if I did tell you what really happened.”

 


“Try me, Evie. … Help me understand. Convince
me that there is a good reason for pulling me away from my first
day at work.” Her rational way of speaking made me feel like a
small child and filled me with guilt.

 


I told her the truth. I told her about seeing
David and how the other boy had sat through him and how David had
disappeared. I told her about how I saw David in the nurse’s office
and how the nurse didn’t see him. I was just about to tell her that
David was sitting in the car when she cut me off. She completely
gave up on her calm voice and belted out, “Evie, stop this nonsense
right now!”

 


She pulled the car to the side of the road,
right in front of the entrance to our street, Cherry Lane. She took
another deep breath. “There’s going to be a lot of adjustments …
for both of us, but making up stories to get attention isn’t going
to solve anything”—her mouth turned down at the edges—“and it
certainly isn’t going to bring Nonno back.” My heart did ache
terribly from missing Nonno, but couldn’t she tell that this wasn’t
about Nonno? Couldn’t she see that I was telling the truth? That
David was real? I gave up. She wasn’t going to believe me, and I
didn’t know how to convince her otherwise.

 


“I need to get back to work. Are you feeling
well enough to walk down the street to the house?” she asked.

 


“Sure.” I snatched my backpack, and moved to
get out of the car.

 


She grabbed my wrist when I was halfway out
of the car and forced me to look her in the eyes. “Evie, I love
you,” she said. “Call me at the bank when you get home, okay?” I
nodded.

 


I stood at the side of the road as she turned
the car around, then watched her drive away, back toward town. With
David unfortunately still at my side, we turned around and started
walking down Cherry Lane together.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

Myths and Mystery

 


 


Cherry Lane was a one-lane road just outside
town that wound between redwoods along a seasonal creek. Our new
house was about two miles down the road.

 


“I don’t know why you can see me, Evie,”
David said, “but it’s exciting and there must be a reason. I’m sure
if you and I put our heads together, we can figure this out, but
you have to stop ignoring me.”

 


I stopped in my tracks and turned to face
him. I sized him up again, and found that my first impression of
him remained true. He was unusually pale and quite short—more than
half a foot shorter than me. However, this time I noticed a look of
desperation in his warm eyes, a pleading look. “Fine!” I burst out.
“But first fill me in. Who are you or what are you, a ghost or
something?”

 


“That’s exactly what I am,” David said, and
he proceeded to tell me about how he had died two years earlier on
the first day of school.

 


It had happened the same year Turnville
experienced one of the worst river floods ever. Many town residents
had spent the summer trying to restore businesses and buildings,
tourism was down, and the town was struggling. When school started
in the fall, the streets were unusually packed with traffic because
of all the construction projects. Most parents preferred to drive
their kids to school the first day, but David was walking.

 


David told me he couldn’t remember much. He
had heard a screeching sound, seen a flash of white, then felt a
strong, heavy sensation. Something slammed into him. He described
the feeling of flying through the air in slow motion but never
landing, as if he’d just kept floating away.

 


“You were hit by a car?” I asked.

 


“Yeah, I think that’s what happened.”

 


“What do you mean you think so? Don’t you
know?”

 


David paused before speaking. “No, not
really. It’s as if my memory’s been erased, as if someone
hypnotized me and I can’t remember. All I really know is that one
day I was part of everything and the next day no one could see me
anymore.” David lowered his head and tried to kick a rock on the
road, but missed.

 


“So why do you think you’re still here?” I
asked. “Two years seems like a long time.”

 


“You’re telling me!” David exclaimed. “It’s
strange actually. There are gaps in what’s happened over the last
two years, like I’m not always here, but I can’t remember any other
place I’ve been. And when I am here, I can’t seem to leave town.
What I do know is that I’ve been going to school. I sat through
sixth and seventh grades with no one seeing me. That is, until
today.”

 


I rolled my eyes at the thought of it. I had
met a ghost who might possibly be able to do and maybe even go just
about anywhere he wanted, and he chose to go to school? That’s just
crazy! I then understood why he looked so much smaller than me. He
probably looked the same as the day he’d died two years prior.

 


As if reading my thoughts David said, “I’m
stuck.” I could hear the frustration in his voice. “For some reason
I can’t leave Turnville.”

 


We walked in silence for a while, both of us
lost in thought and unsure what to say next. Then an idea struck
me.

 


I stopped walking and looked at David. “Maybe
I can see you so I can help you leave this place and … I don’t know
… ‘move on,’ as they say. You know, find out what’s keeping you
here and then you can go to wherever you’re supposed to go when you
die … heaven, your next adventure, your nirvana, or whatever is
supposed to be next.”

 


“And just how do you plan to do that?” he
asked.

 


“I don’t know. … I don’t exactly have a lot
of experience with ghosts … outside of those written about by
Shakespeare or found in mythology,” I replied.

 


David perked up. “You like mythology?” he
asked. “My favorite is the story about Icarus and his father,
Daedalus.”

 


As we walked down the street where no one
could see us, I started to feel comfortable talking with David. He
was charming, funny, and smart. David seemed to love mythology as
much as I did. We compared what we knew about Perseus and Medusa,
of Hades and Persephone, and many other Greek myths. We found
subtle differences between our versions of the stories. We shifted
gears to Egyptian mythology, and that’s when I figured out a way to
help him.

 


We were talking about how Isis had discovered
that Set had killed Osiris. Isis traveled throughout Egypt
collecting pieces of her dead husband. Perhaps I needed to collect
pieces of information about David’s death and discover who had
killed him, much like Isis had done. It was clear that David didn’t
know what had really happened the day he died and who had killed
him.

 


“That’s a great idea!” David exclaimed after
I explained my idea. “But how are we going to do that?”

 


“I don’t know yet. I’m going to need a little
time to figure out a plan.”

 


David had a great sense of humor, and we made
light of his death and the mystery that surrounded it. We compared
the driver of the car that hit him to Osiris’s brother Set. Under
most circumstances it would have been tasteless to joke around
about death, but since I was with a ghost, it didn’t seem so
morbid. Still, there was a part of me that realized that there was
someone out there responsible for David’s death. Was that person
still living in Turnville? Was it someone David knew? Maybe I’d
even met this person already. There was a real mystery to
solve.

 


While thinking about David’s death we passed
a creepy-looking driveway. It was paved with gravel, and the edges
were unkempt and overgrown with berry bushes and large wild ferns.
At the driveway’s entrance a sign dangled from a redwood tree that
read Handmade furniture or specialty woodwork. I had been in town
only a few days, and I had already heard about the guy who lived
there. Big Art Carter, they called him.

 


The grocery clerk had chatted away with my
mom and me when we’d first arrived in Turnville. She’d asked if we
were visitors or new to town. She’d come across as nosy. She’d
wanted to know where my mother would be working, where we moved
from, where our house was, and on and on. Once she’d found out we
would be living on Cherry Lane, she’d told us about the town
recluse, Art Carter. She warned us that he was as mean as a
cornered mountain lion and that we had best stay clear of him, but
then she had added in a forced, cheery tone, “Unless, of course,
you need some furniture or woodwork done … He does do fine work.” I
found myself staring at the sign hanging in the tree and thinking
there could be no woodwork fine enough to get me to walk down that
driveway and hire Art Carter.

 


The spookiness of the place sent a chill down
my spine. Since David and I had been joking around, I made a
wisecrack as we passed the house. I pointed to the sign and said,
“I wonder if he’s like Geppetto, and he’s busy trying to carve a
real boy out of wood.”

 


David stopped and stared at me. One moment we
were kidding around and the next moment his whole demeanor changed.
He shoved his hands in his pockets, looked down at his feet, and
continued walking sullenly. He groaned, “Maybe he is, Evie. … Maybe
he is.”

 


I trotted to catch up with him. I could tell
my comment had upset him. “I didn’t mean anything by it,” I
said.

 


“I know,” he said faintly, “but he’s my
father.”

 


David explained that his father had been
different before David died. His father used to build houses and
had his own business as a contractor. He was often hired to jack
houses up, raising them so that they would be above the floodplain.
David told me how he had gone to see his father a few times after
he died, but that his father couldn’t see him. He spoke of the
heartache he felt when he saw his father depressed, bitter, and
angry. I sensed that David felt responsible for his father’s anger
and was frustrated that he couldn’t do anything about it.

 


“Do you know why I like the myth of Icarus so
much?” he asked rhetorically. “It’s because it’s very much like my
father and me. The day I died he had to leave early to get to a job
site. That’s why I walked to school that day—he usually dropped me
off. My father warned me to be careful and to cross in the
crosswalk. Just like Daedalus warned Icarus not to fly too close to
the sun.” David paused, then said more to himself than to me, “I
wish I’d listened, just as my father probably wishes that he had
driven me to school.

 


“My father could create spectacular things
with wood. He made the most incredible tree house, and I had a bunk
bed that surpassed any child’s dream, like a fort and a castle all
in one. He tried to teach me how to work wonders out of wood,
perhaps in the same fashion that Daedalus tried to teach Icarus.
But I was never very good at it … except one time.

 


“When I was about seven years old, together
my dad and I made this beautiful wooden boat. We had cut, sanded,
glued, and painted for months. When it was finished, we walked down
to the river and he told me to place it in the water. At first it
was exciting to watch what we had created float upon the water and
see the river carry it, but when I realized that the current was
carrying the boat out of reach, I waded into the water to retrieve
it. My father grabbed my arm and held me back. He told me to let it
go. He said that the beauty wasn’t in keeping it, but in letting it
fulfill the purpose for which we had built it. I was heartbroken.
It was the only beautiful thing I had ever made, and he forced me
to let go of it.”

 


I listened to David talk about letting go,
and yet it seemed it was the one thing none of us were doing. I
didn’t want to let go of Nonno or my old life. David couldn’t let
go of living. And Art Carter couldn’t let go of David. All of it
filled me up with sadness.

 


We arrived at the little house where my
mother and I lived and walked up the few steps onto the front deck.
It was a fairly large deck under the redwoods, with enough room for
an outside set of table and chairs and two chaise lounges. I felt
awkward having David there, but it was obvious he felt completely
at ease. I stopped at the front door. “Okay,” I said, “we need to
make some ground rules.”

 


“Like what?” he asked.

 


“Like … my house is off limits for you,” I
said.

 


“Why?”

 


“I need a place to think, a place where you
won’t just pop up and start talking to me, a place where I have
some sense of things being normal,” I answered. “Besides, it’s
where I get dressed, shower … eat …”

 


“Okay, okay,” David interrupted. “I
understand—you need some privacy—but if you’re going to set some
rules, then I should be allowed to set some too.” I was reluctant
to answer, but eventually I agreed.

 


He said, “You’ll help me contact my
father.”

 


“WHAT?”

 


 


 



Chapter 3

Ignorance Isn’t Bliss

 


 


I woke up the next morning feeling extremely
tired. I’d had a restless night with little sleep because the
unusual events of the previous day had raced through my mind all
night.

As my mother drove me to school, I thought
perhaps I hadn’t really met David. I hoped the entire thing had
just been some delusion caused from bumping my head. However, when
I walked into the classroom, there was David sitting in the back of
the room. He waved to me, and I held back the urge to return a
wave.

 


I found a desk in the back of the room in the
opposite corner from David, hoping to avoid him. It didn’t do any
good, because David walked over and sat in the desk next to me.

 


“Today, right, Evie?” he asked. “Today after
school you’ll go visit my dad?”

 


“All right,” I mumbled softly. A few students
turned to look at me. I grimaced a fake smile and tried to appear
as normal as possible. I pulled out a piece of paper and wrote a
note to David asking him to stop talking to me in class. I was
tired of everyone thinking I was some freak. He read it over my
shoulder, then nodded.

 


At the front of the classroom Ms. Roberts
busily gathered things together and prepared for the day’s lessons.
At the sound of the bell, the talking in class subsided and the
school day began.

 


Throughout the morning I kept my head down
and my mouth shut and tried to melt into the background. I wanted
to bring as little attention to myself as possible, which wasn’t
easy, considering the events from the previous day. From time to
time someone in the class would turn and glance at me. It was all
too obvious that most of these kids had grown up together and I was
the outsider. I could only imagine what they were saying.

 


At lunchtime I avoided everyone and everyone
seemed content to avoid me, except for David. I carried my lunch
tray to an empty table in the cafeteria, sat down, and picked at my
food while David went on about his plan for me to talk to his
father after school. Finally I slammed my milk down and yelled at
him, “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” An uncomfortable silence
fell over the cafeteria. I could feel all the stares piercing
through me like the concentrated sun stream burning through a
magnifying glass. I stood, picked up my tray, and threw it in the
garbage as I stormed out of the cafeteria.

 


I marched across campus to an empty bench. I
wanted to cry. David sat next to me. I turned to him, not caring
for the moment how crazy I looked. “Look, David, I want to help
you, but you need to make this a little easier somehow.” Before
David could answer, a girl sat down on him. … No, again it was
right through him. This time it just didn’t seem as strange. … Was
I getting used to this?

 


A wide grin stretched across the girl’s face
as she spoke. “Maybe you’d like someone to sit here so it looks
like you’re actually talking to someone else?”

 


I was struck dumb for a moment. “Uh …
thanks,” I said.

 


She looked at me with huge brown eyes. There
was a sparkle to them that made her appear as if she were hiding
some incredible secret, yet her overall appearance was ordinary,
almost mousy. Her long red hair was in a French braid down to the
middle of her back. She wore a tie-dye T-shirt and faded denim
overalls. One of her tennis shoes had a hole over the big toe, and
I could see a bright pink sock poking through. She reminded me of a
cross between Pippi Longstocking and a hippie from the ’60s.

 


She extended her hand and confidently
introduced herself. “My name’s Bliss.”

I shook her hand. “Evie,” I replied.

 


“Yes, I know. … It seems everyone already
knows about you.” This did not strike me as being a good thing.
“Who were you just talking to?” she asked.

 


It was strange, but I felt like I could tell
her the truth. Maybe it was her big, brown, deer-like eyes that
made her appear so trustworthy. I looked at David for some
guidance, but he just shrugged. So I told her the truth; I told her
about David. When I was finished, she remained silent for a long
moment as if taking in all the new information. Then she said, “I
believe you.”

 


“You do?” I stuttered. “C-c-can … can you see
him too?” I asked.

“Oh no, but I believe you can,” Bliss said.
“I mean, there are lots of things in life people can’t see but they
still believe exist. Ghosts, fairies, even God.” She took a bite of
an apple and sat back with her feet crossed. “You know, I remember
David Carter. I’m assuming that he’s the David you’re seeing.” She
was talking and chewing on the piece of apple at the same time. “I
didn’t hang out with him or anything, but he was always nice to me
… and he was smart too.” She shook the apple core at me to put an
emphasis on her statement.

 


David pointed to Bliss. “I like her,” he
said. “She seems to know a good thing when she sees it.”

 


I ignored him and asked Bliss, “Do you
remember the day he died?”

 


“I didn’t see it happen. By the time I got to
school, the police cars and ambulance had already roped off the
area. Other kids talked about seeing a white car take off after the
accident.” I watched Bliss as she talked. She seemed so comfortable
with herself, I envied her. She would have been pretty if she had
let her hair down and styled it, and if her clothes were more
fashionable, but she didn’t seem to care.

 


A surge of excitement jolted through me when
she mentioned the white car. “Did they have any suspects?” I
asked.

 


“Not that I remember, but they did add the
second crosswalk in front of the school afterward,” she said.

 


I wondered if I should tell her why I thought
I could see David, and then I just blurted out, “Well, I think I’m
supposed to help David figure out who killed him, so he can move
on.”

 


“Oooh”—she smiled with a dimple on her left
cheek—“a mystery. I love a good mystery!” She sat back up with a
new interest. “Can I help you? Who knows, it could be fun.”

 


I nodded enthusiastically. I was feeling
better already. It was nice to have someone believe me.

 


The bell rang, signaling the end of
lunchtime. Bliss said, “You’re in Ms. Roberts’s class, right?” I
nodded, and she continued with that twinkle in her eyes, “Well, I’m
in the other eighth-grade class. Why don’t you meet me here after
school and we’ll devise a plan to solve this mystery.”

 


Bliss and I met after school and discovered
that we didn’t live very far from each other. She lived on the
opposite side of the creek, but closer to the main road. We walked
home together and discussed sleuthing on the way.

 


Bliss had a bounce to her step that made her
comical to watch. As we walked, she pushed up on her toes every
time she spoke. She was asking David questions, wanting to know
what he remembered from the accident. The conversation was awkward
at first; Bliss would bounce and ask the question, David would
answer it, and then I would have to relay the answer to Bliss. I
felt like an echo. The three of us must have been quite a sight:
bounce, ask, answer, echo … bounce, ask, answer, echo … over and
over again.

 


As comical as it seemed, it was clear to me
that Bliss really did believe that David existed. Here she was
asking questions of a ghost that she couldn’t even see or hear.

 


“Think hard, David,” Bliss said as she
bounced. “You remember the car being white, but were there any
marks on the car? Do you remember the color of the interior? Was
the bumper white or chrome? How old was the car? How many people
were in the car? Can you think of anything else that might
help?”

 


I looked at David. He stopped walking, so I
stopped walking, then Bliss stopped (mid-bounce), and the three of
us stood there. David closed his eyes, put his hand to his
forehead, and then said, “I think that there was a woman driving,
but I’m not really sure.” He shook his head in frustration.

 


Bliss waited patiently, and then I echoed
like a parrot, “He said he thinks a woman was driving, but he’s not
sure.”

 


“That’s great!” Bliss exclaimed, and she took
another step with more bounce than before. “That gives us a little
more to work with.”

 


“What else can we do?” I asked.

 


We formulated a plan. First, we would go to
the police station and try to get a copy of the police report;
maybe there would be information in the report that could help us,
like a list of witnesses or something. Second, we would be on the
watch for white cars in town, and write down makes, models, years,
owners, and anything else we noticed.

 


When we reached the bridge that crossed the
creek, Bliss turned down the street immediately before the bridge.
I started to cross the bridge to Cherry Lane on the other side.
Bliss turned around, walked backward, and yelled out to me, “Hey,
Evie, do you want to come over to my place for a while?” She
pointed over her shoulder, then waved for me to catch up with
her.

David looked at me with exasperation and
demanded, “Evie, you promised you would talk to my dad today!”

 


“I will,” I said to David, “… just later.”
Then I ran and caught up with Bliss.

 


We had walked only about quarter mile when
Bliss stopped. It was unexpected; she stopped right in front of a
small trailer park. I tried not to look too surprised or
disappointed.

 


About a month before, I had envisioned the
start of the school year as being exciting. I had pictured starting
school with my old friends in Oceanside, being vice president of
the school surf club, putting on makeup, getting ready for dances,
going to the pier with Nonno after school. Instead here I was stuck
in the middle of nowhere and my only friends were a ghost and
Hippie Longstocking, who lived in a trailer park.

 


I knew my thoughts were unfair, that they
were cruel and judgmental. Bliss was the only person who believed
me—heck, she was the only person who even talked to me. Who was I
to judge her for where she lived? I felt ashamed.

 


Bliss grabbed my hand. “C’mon, I see my mom
in the garden.” She dragged me to the back of the trailer park to a
large vegetable garden. I recognized some of the plants—tomatoes,
peppers, and zucchini—but there were others that were unfamiliar to
me. As we approached her mom, Bliss pointed at plants and I learned
what eggplant, cucumbers, and basil looked like.

 


Bliss’s mom was crouched down, pulling weeds.
She wore a sundress with a patchwork of colors and large front
pockets. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a French braid, in
the same style as Bliss’s, and she had on a large straw hat. Her
mom waved at us with that already familiar broad smile. Her big
brown eyes sized me up with that same sparkling quality as Bliss’s.
The sun poked through the holes of her hat, creating small shadows
that mixed in with a spattering of freckles across her face. Bliss
looked like a smaller version of her mother except for the hair
color.

 


“Who’s your friend, Bliss?” her mother asked,
pushing on her knee to help her stand up.

 


“This is Evie. She’s new at school, she’s in
Ms. Roberts’s class, she lives on Cherry Lane, and she sees a
ghost.”

 


My mouth dropped open in shock. Why would
Bliss tell her mother that? I was so embarrassed. I clenched my
hands, looked down at my feet, and waited to hear how crazy I was,
or that maybe Bliss shouldn’t be hanging out with me.

 


Bliss’s mom looked at me and nodded.
“Really?” she said. “A ghost? That’s a special gift.” She walked
over to me, wiped her hands on the side of her dress, and then
extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Evie. Call me Maggie.” I
shook Maggie’s hand. She had a firm grip, and I saw that broad
smile return to her face. Maggie went back to pulling weeds from
around the pepper plants. The reaction was nothing like my
mother’s. I didn’t know if Maggie really believed I could see a
ghost or if she was just being nice, but either way I felt relieved
that she hadn’t made a big deal out of it.

 


At the back of the garden was a makeshift
bench made out of an old board and some upside-down buckets. The
bench overlooked the creek, and I saw David sitting on the bench
facing me with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. He was mad
that I wasn’t going to his father’s house, and I knew I was
avoiding the task. What was I going to say to his dad? “Excuse me,
sir, you don’t know me, but I have a message from your dead son”?
That just didn’t seem reasonable or like a very good idea. I was
scared down to the tips of my toes to face Art Carter.

 


Maggie hollered over to us, “There are fresh
cucumbers in the fridge if you girls are hungry.” Bliss entered the
trailer closest to us and came out with a Tupperware container.

 


Bliss and I sat on the folding chairs in
front of the trailer. Between us, sitting on its side, was a large
wooden spool that was once used to hold industrial wire. She placed
the container on the spool-table and lifted the lid off. Inside
were peeled and sliced cucumbers in a clear liquid. At first I
thought the cucumbers were soaking in water to keep them fresh. My
mother prepared sliced carrots that way. But when I took a bite
into the cucumber, the taste was sour. I crunched more and the
taste became sweet. It was delicious! The fresh taste of the
cucumber mixed in with the sour taste was unusual, but divine.

 


“What’s that sour taste?” I asked.

 


“Oh, that’s my mom’s special way of fixing
cucumbers. It’s basil and white vinegar with a tad of garlic.” It
was the vinegar. They were the best cucumbers ever. We gobbled the
entire contents of the container in a matter of minutes.

 


While I was chewing on my last cucumber, the
door of the trailer swung open with a slam. I almost choked and
jumped clear out of my seat. In the doorway stood a redheaded
toddler about two years old. He held a sippy cup in one hand and
rubbed his eyes with the other.

“Buzzy!” Bliss exclaimed as she ran over and
scooped the little boy into her arms. I was still coughing, as the
vinegar burned my throat.

 


“This is my little brother,” Bliss explained
to me. “We call him Buzzy, but his real name’s Sebastian.” She
turned her attention back to Buzzy, rubbing her nose to his. “Were
you sleeping?” She kissed him on the cheek as she carried him over
to the chair and sat down with him on her lap. Buzzy looked at me
warily, not sure what to make of me. The feeling was mutual; I
never knew how to behave around little kids.

 


Buzzy wiggled out of Bliss’s lap and ran into
the garden giggling. I watched the scene and felt bad that I had
been so judgmental earlier. Observing Bliss’s family created a
sense of serenity inside of me, but I also felt jealous.

 


I looked at David again. He was still sitting
on the bench with his face all bunched up. I turned to Bliss. “I
need to go. There’s something that I said I would do today.”

 


“Do you need some help?” Bliss asked.

 


I didn’t feel comfortable telling her about
the agreement between David and me. “No, it’s probably best if I do
this on my own, but I’ll see you tomorrow after school and we’ll
put our plan into motion,” I said.

 


Bliss gave me that all-knowing wink.

 


I started to walk through the trailer park
when Bliss called out, “Evie, you can walk home by following the
creek bed. It’s dry right now.” She walked me to the makeshift
bench and pointed down to the creek. There was no water in it, but
I’d heard that it would run fast and high in the winter once the
rains started. I made my way down into the creek bed and began my
walk toward Art Carter’s house.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

Power Tools

 


 


It was peaceful as I strolled through the
creek bed. I focused on my surroundings. I heard birds chirping,
and wildlife seemed to be all around me. The trees hung out over
the creek with their branches swaying in the wind as if waving to
me and welcoming me. I noticed endless blackberry bushes that
climbed up the edges of the creek like snakes creeping out of a
pit. I could still see some remnants of berries on the bushes. I
was beginning to relax a little and had just been considering
picking a couple of berries when David spoke and startled me.

 


“Do you know what you’re going to say?” he
demanded.

 


“To your father? No, not really. … I mean,
what am I supposed to say, ‘Hello, Mr. Carter you don’t know me,
but I can see your dead son’? I don’t picture that going over very
well, do you?” I spat the words out. I was angry that he had just
popped up and then started in on me about seeing his dad.

 


He sighed. “I know you’re right. This isn’t
going to be easy.” He ignored my anger and focused on the task of
talking with his dad. He was looking down at his feet. Then he
slowly raised his face up, looked at me solemnly, and pleaded,
“You’re my only hope to reach him, Evie.”

 


I didn’t feel so mad anymore; instead I felt
bad for him. I sat down on a large boulder in the creek bed,
rummaged through my backpack, and pulled a piece of paper and a pen
out to write some notes. “Why don’t you tell me what you want to
say to your father?” I suggested.

 


David smiled. “Hey, that’s a good idea. … How
about a letter?” and he began to dictate a letter to me.

 


Dear Dad,

I miss you. I want you to know that I now
understand about that day when you wouldn’t let me pull the boat
from the water. I understand why you made me watch it disappear
down the river. It was about letting go. Now it’s your turn to let
go. Please don’t be sad anymore.

I love
you,

David

 


I reread it and knew it was the right thing
for him to say. I wasn’t quite sure how to explain to his father
why the letter was in my handwriting, but I knew I had to try to
deliver it.

 


I followed David up the small trail that led
from the creek bed to Art Carter’s house. My heart began to beat
wildly. I felt it pounding beneath my chest, as if it were thumping
against my chest bone. My face and hands felt hot and clammy at the
same time. I couldn’t recall a time I’d ever felt more nervous or
frightened. The path from the creek was overgrown and just as
creepy as the front driveway.

 


Standing outside the house I heard some sort
of power tool or saw roaring from somewhere inside. I realized how
crazy it was to approach a grieving man who owned power tools!

 


I knocked on the door, although not very
loudly, I must admit. “Well,” I said, turning to David, “sounds
like he can’t hear me knocking over the saw. … Maybe we should try
again later.”

 


“Oh no you don’t!” David barked. “Knock again
… louder.”

 


This time I banged harder. While still
knocking I heard the saw turn off, then heavy footsteps
approaching. I would have run away, but I was so scared, my feet
wouldn’t move. It was as if they had been cemented there. The door
opened with a quick, aggressive swoosh that practically knocked me
off balance.

 


In the doorway stood a huge man. He was well
over six feet. He had broad shoulders and dirty blond hair. He held
a piece of wood in his hands that looked like it could be a leg to
a chair. His hands were large and rough, as though they would have
felt like sandpaper. I stood there for a moment and stared. I was
frightened down to the bone; my gaze was fixated on the piece of
wood he held. I thought about how it could be used to knock me
out.

 


When I didn’t say anything, Art Carter’s eyes
narrowed. “What do you want?” he demanded.

 


“Uh … uh … Well … Mr. Carter, my name is
Evie, and my mom and I just moved in down the street, and I now go
to school at Turnville School and I’m in the eighth grade just like
David would have been and”—I knew I was babbling a mile a minute,
but I couldn’t seem to stop—“and, well … my first day, which was
yesterday, I saw David and he wanted to write you a letter, only he
couldn’t because, well, he’s a ghost, you see, so I wrote this
letter … well, HE wrote the letter, I mean to say it’s my writing,
but he told me what to write.” I held the letter out in front of
me, the paper rattling in my shaking hand. Art Carter didn’t take
it at first. Then after an agonizing minute of silence that seemed
to last forever, he snatched the paper from my hand and crumpled it
into a wad without even reading it.

 


“I don’t know what kind of joke you’re trying
to pull here.” He raised his voice. “Maybe some of the local kids
put you up to this or something, but you’d better get out of here
before I call the police.” He threw the crumpled paper on the
ground; I stood in a state of shock for a moment. When I didn’t
move, he exploded, “Go on. I said GET!” My heart was racing and I
could hardly breathe. I took off and ran down the driveway.

 


I looked back over my shoulder and saw David
standing right in front of Art Carter, stunned. Then David began to
chase after me and yelled for me to come back.

 


“Evie,” David yelled desperately. “He didn’t
read the note. … You have to go back, you have to tell him about
the boat.”

 


Was he crazy? There was NO way I was going
back there! Without thinking I turned backward while still running
and cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled to Art Carter,
“David says he understands now about the boat … about letting go.
He says it’s okay to let go.” I turned to run forward again and
tripped, falling face-first into the gravel. I scraped the palms of
my hands. I noticed some blood, but I scrambled to my feet quickly.
With my heart ringing in my ears I ran as fast as I could all the
way home.

 


Once my house was in view, I slowed down to a
walk and tried to catch my breath. My mother was on the front deck
sweeping up redwood needles. I must have looked frightened, because
as I walked up the three steps onto the deck, my mom asked, “What’s
wrong, honey?”
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