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I feel doubly blessed that
my first reader also happens to be
my favorite writer:
my darling wife and dearest colleague,
KELLY DUNN.
The magic touch she brought to
this novel is but a twinkle
of the miraculous joy with
which she has transformed my life.
For that and so much more,
I dedicate this book to you,
beloved Partner in All Things.

1
The Consultation
PRESCOTT “SCOTT” HYLAND JR. FIDGETED IN HIS CHAIR, discomfited by the oxford shirt and Dockers he wore. Left to choose his own wardrobe, he'd be in a wife-beater T-shirt and board shorts, but Lathrop insisted he go for the preppie look.
“And lose the rings,” the attorney had commanded, referring to the silver bands that pierced Scott's ears and eyebrows. “The press will be on your tail twenty-four/seven until this thing is over.”
Scott smoothed his left eyebrow. The holes were already starting to close. Lathrop had accomplished in five minutes what his parents had failed to do in three years.
If only Dad could see me now . . . 
The thought unnerved Scott, and he pushed himself straight up in the chair, focusing on what the lawyer was saying as if his life depended on it, which it did. Although Scott was still technically a minor at seventeen, the D.A.'s office had pushed to try him as an adult in order to seek the death penalty.
“I don't need to tell you, we've got a lot of points against us.” Malcolm Lathrop leaned forward in his leather-upholstered throne and consulted some papers on his desk as if reviewing a grocery list. “Although your parents' bedroom appeared to have been ransacked, almost nothing of value was taken, and every other room in the house was left untouched—including yours.”
Scott shifted in his chair and said nothing.
Not a single ruffled hair disturbed the perfect rayon wave of Lathrop's pompadour. “Then there's the broken window, where the ‘burglar' supposedly entered the house. Unfortunately, the police found glass fragments outside the window, not inside. And as for those little accounting ‘mistakes' you made at your father's business—well, the less said, the better.”
Scott picked at a hangnail but still said nothing. Lathrop had forbidden him to say anything more about the case, even in private.
The attorney rose and strolled around the enormous walnut altar of the desk. “The good news is, we now have your parents on our side.”
“My parents?” Scott's scalp prickled. In his mind, he saw his dad slumped back against the headboard of the bed, a crimson impact crater in his chest, while his mother sprawled on the floor nearby, the left half of her face blown off, her skull bleeding brains . . . 
Lathrop regarded the boy as if he'd just slouched out of a cave. “You are familiar with the North American Afterlife Communications Corps, aren't you?”
“Yeah.” Last year his dad had dropped a bundle on a brand-new painting by Picasso or some other dead guy. It looked like something you'd stick on your refrigerator with Snoopy magnets.
He'd seen NAACC dead-talkers in cop shows and movies, too, of course. Purple-eyed freaks known as Violets, they'd allow murder victims to take over their bodies and speak with their voices. But if the killer wore a mask, the victims' testimony wouldn't matter . . . would it?
“The Corps' conduit for the L.A. Crime Division recently contacted me,” Lathrop informed him. “He's kindly offered to summon Elizabeth Hyland and Prescott Hyland Sr. to testify at the trial.”
Scott's face went numb as the blood drained from it. “But . . .”
Lathrop held up his hand. “Not to worry. They'll tell us the truth about what happened that night.” He propped himself on the edge of the desk and folded his arms, putting on a more sympathetic face. His eyes remained keen and cold, however. “We know you were framed, Scott. Can you think of anyone who'd want to kill your parents and set you up to take the blame?”
Scott suddenly felt like an actor who'd forgotten his lines. “Sir?”
“How about your dad's business partner?” Lathrop glanced at a sheet of paper on the desk. “Avery Park. Our private investigators found that he has no credible alibi for the night of the killings. And he does stand to gain by your father's death, doesn't he?”
“Yeah. I guess.” The lawyer's insinuations gave Scott the queasy sensation of being hypnotized: Lathrop was telling him what to believe.
“Never fear, Scott. We won't let him get away with it.” Lathrop tapped a button on the intercom beside him. “Jan, would you show in Mr. Pearsall?”
A moment later the office door opened. With the poise of a game-show model, Lathrop's receptionist ushered a pudgy, troll-like man resembling an alcoholic undertaker into the room and shut the door behind him. Scott stood to greet him, but the man crossed the ocean of carpet with an unhurried air, hands in his pockets. His pear-shaped body made the jacket of his cheap suit limp on the chest and tight at the waist, and his toupee looked like a dead poodle, its permed hair three shades lighter than the coarse brown brush of his mustache. A pair of Oakley sunglasses sunk his eyes in shadow.
“Scott, I'd like you to meet Lyman Pearsall, the conduit I told you about.”
At Lathrop's prompt, Scott shook the newcomer's hand. He noticed how Pearsall grimaced at the touch, the man's lips moving as if he were silently repeating a phrase he didn't want to forget. Scott shivered, remembering how the Violets in the movies would always mumble some sort of mystical gobbledygook whenever dead people were around.
“Mr. Pearsall has requested a two-million-dollar retainer for his services,” Lathrop said. “But I can handle him for now, and you can deal with it when you inherit your parents' trust later this year.”
“Sure.” Scott stared at Pearsall's flabby face, the submerged menace of his unseen eyes. “Thanks.”
Lathrop indicated the twin chairs in front of him. “Let's all sit down and get to know each other, shall we?”
He moved back around behind the desk while the other two seated themselves, still staring at one another. Pearsall casually removed his sunglasses.
His violet irises burned Scott's face with invisible fire.
“Now then, Mr. Hyland,” he said, his voice a cobra's rasp, “tell me everything you remember about your mom and dad.”

2
Two in the Sandbox
NATALIE KNEW THE SESSION WAS GOING TO BE BAD, even before Corinne Harris opened the black leather-bound case containing her dead father's pipe. She could tell from the moment she set foot in Corinne's immaculate living room, each object placed with fanatical precision, the white carpet brushed so that every shag bristle bent north, like compass needles. She could see it in her host's eyes as they avoided looking into Natalie's own violet irises, could sense it in the way Corinne stalled for time with small talk and excessive offers of hospitality.
“I've made some lemonade.” She set a tray of finger sandwiches on the glass-topped coffee table. “Or I could brew some coffee? Or tea?”
“No thanks. Water'll be fine.” Natalie smiled at the tumbler sweating on the coaster in front of her.
“Oh . . . fine.” Like a parakeet alighting on its perch, the woman settled herself at the far end of the sofa, knees together, and interlaced her thin fingers. “So . . . you said you have a daughter?”
“Yes. Callie. She'll be six next June.”
“That's such a sweet age!” Corinne gushed.
“And your kids?” Natalie inquired, more from politeness than curiosity.
“Both teenage boys, I'm afraid. Tom's seventeen, Josh fifteen. They were adorable before the skateboards and rap music. Now they give Darryl fits.” She smiled as if apologizing for her own sense of humor. “You and your husband must be thrilled to have a little girl.”
Natalie's smile flattened. “Callie's father passed away before she was born.”
Corinne put her hands to her mouth in horror. “I'm sorry! I had no idea.”
The faux pas stung like a stiletto between Natalie's ribs. “It's all right,” she said, although it was really all wrong. Dan should not have died barely a week after they fell in love. It wasn't fair.
“Mmm. It must be hard for you.” Corinne's lips quivered with an unasked question. No doubt it was the same question everyone wanted to ask when Natalie told people about Dan: Do you still talk to him? A better question would have been Does it matter? She might as well have tried maintaining a marriage with no more connection to her lover than a long-distance phone card.
The hemorrhage of sorrow threatened to bleed onto her face. Eager to drop the subject, Natalie took a sip of water and swirled the ice cubes in the glass like tea leaves in a cup. “When did your dad die?”
Corinne's mouth crinkled. She'd managed to avoid any mention of Conrad Eagleton since Natalie had arrived, but now she could no longer pretend that she was simply enjoying afternoon tea with a friend.
“Sixteen years ago.”
A knot tightened in Natalie's stomach. When Corinne had phoned to schedule the appointment, she'd sobbed into the receiver as if prostrate before her father's corpse. “How old was he?”
“Fifty-six.” Corinne smoothed her skirt. “He had a bad heart.”
“And why have you waited so long to contact him?” Natalie asked, although she could guess the answer.
Corinne shrugged and gave an airy giggle. “I don't know. There was Darryl and the kids to think about. Darryl . . . he'd think this's all a big waste of money.”
“Your husband doesn't know?”
“He doesn't need to.” She crossed her arms in adolescent defiance. “It's my money. I saved it up from my allowance.”
Allowance? Natalie thought. Hubby Darryl sounds like a real peach. “You sure you're ready for this? Reconciliation with a dead loved one is never easy.”
“I just want to show him that I've changed. That everything turned out okay.”
Natalie nodded. “Did you find a touchstone?”
“I think so.” With the care of a museum curator, Corinne lifted the small oblong black case from the coffee table and pried open the lid. “Will this work?”
The pipe lay cushioned in dingy green velvet, its darkly grained wooden bowl pointed downward like the butt of a dueling pistol. Deep bite marks scarred the tip of its black plastic stem, and Natalie could smell the sweet yet stale cherry scent of tobacco that seeped from the case. Despite the countless times she'd summoned souls, she still felt the familiar twinge of dread.
“Yeah. That'll do.”
Actually, she could have used Corinne herself as the touchstone, for every individual or object a dead person touched during his or her lifetime retained a quantum connection with the electromagnetic energy of that person's soul. Natalie, however, preferred to use a personal item from the deceased because physical contact with a Violet made most clients uncomfortable.
With a deep breath, Natalie twisted her long sandy-blond hair into a bun, which she fastened in place with a plastic hairclip. Having real hair was one of the perks of working in the private sector. When she was a member of the NAACC's Crime Division, she'd been required to keep her head shaved so the electrodes of a SoulScan electroencephalograph could be attached to the twenty node points on her scalp. The device would then confirm when a dead person's soul inhabited her brain. Fortunately, she didn't have to bother with that now; seeing Natalie with a bunch of wires sticking out of her head would probably make a client like Corinne Harris run screaming from the room.
Natalie took the pipe from its case, silently mouthing the words of her spectator mantra. The repeated verse would hold her consciousness in a state of suspension, yet allow her to eavesdrop on the thoughts of the inhabiting soul while it occupied her mind:
Row, row, row your boat,
Gently down the stream.
Merrily! Merrily! Merrily! Merrily!
Life is but a dream . . . 
An encroaching numbness prickled in her extremities, as if her fingers and toes had gone to sleep. Memories that weren't hers sifted into her skull. Natalie pressed the pipe between her palms and shuddered.
Conrad Eagleton was knocking.
An old Cadillac Fleetwood Brougham sat before her with its hood up, billowing steam from its blown water hose. The summer sun baked her balding crown, and the armpits of her dress shirt sagged with sweat.
She was late. She'd miss the meeting, and Clarkson would get the contract. Twenty years with the same company, and this is what I end up with! Crappy car, lousy job, miserable life! She kicked the Caddy with her patent-leather dress shoe, kicked it until her toes crumpled with pain and her heart spluttered like the burst water hose. . . . 
Natalie's pulse stammered in sympathy. Conrad Eagleton's bitterness throbbed in her temples as he relived his fatal heart attack, and she hastened to calm her autonomic functions before her own heart gave out.
Row, row, row your boat . . . 
With long, yogic breaths, Natalie slowed her rabbit-quick heartbeat back to its normal rhythm. Through fluttering eyelids, she saw Corinne wave her hands excitedly and leap to her feet.
“Wait! Wait! I forgot something.”
She fluttered out of the living room, leaving Natalie to squirm on the sofa in semiconsciousness. Corinne returned with a framed family photo of her, Darryl, and their two sons.
She brandished the portrait as if it were a report card lined with A's. “He'll want to see this.”
Natalie didn't answer. Her tongue felt like a dead slug in her mouth, and her hands tightened on the pipe until its stem snapped. She dropped the pieces in her lap.
Life is but a dream . . . 
With the clinical detachment of a psychiatrist analyzing someone else's nightmare, Natalie watched as Conrad Eagleton opened her eyes and gaped at the spotless white interior of the living room and the aging woman he didn't recognize as his daughter. “What the hell . . . where am I?”
The martinet bark quavered with fear. Easy, Conrad, Natalie cooed to him in the mind they now shared. There's nothing to be afraid of.
Eagleton clapped Natalie's hands over her ears, trying to shut out the internal voice. In doing so, he touched the soft skin of her cheeks, noticed the fine-boned grace of her smooth ivory arms. Her delicate hands trembled as he looked down at them. “What's happened to me?”
Corinne leaned forward, her eyes and mouth round O's of awe. “Daddy?”
Conrad shrank from her. “Who are you?”
Her lips curled into the crescent of an uncertain smile. “It's me, Daddy. Cory!”
He squinted at her puffy, pleading face. Dye kept her hair brown and Botox erased her crow's feet, but she couldn't hide the subtle drooping of her cheeks and chin and the perpetually tired look in her eyes.
“Cory? You were only twenty-four when . . .” His words fell to a whisper. “Has it been that long?”
Fidgeting in the ensuing silence, Corinne snatched up her family portrait as if grabbing a fire extinguisher. “Tommy's almost grown up now,” she said, pointing to the older boy. “Darryl's been a wonderful father to him. And this's Josh. I think he looks like you.”
Conrad snorted. “You found some schmuck to take care of you, eh?”
Corinne's smile guttered like a wind-struck taper. “But you'd like Darryl, Daddy. He's a city councilman, and . . . well . . .” She spread her hands, inviting him to admire the impeccable décor of their handsome town house.
Conrad stood, hands on hips, and gave the room a cursory inspection. “I'm surprised he was willing to take you. Especially when you already had a kid with that loser . . . what was his name?”
“Ronnie.” Corinne hugged the framed photo to her chest. “That was a long time ago.”
“Some things never change. How long you think it'll take you to drive this one away?”
“Daddy!”
Cut her some slack, Conrad, Natalie chided him.
“Shut up!” He pounded Natalie's fists against the sides of her head. “You have no idea what she did to me!”
Right then, Natalie considered faking the rest of the session. She could push Conrad out of her head with her protective mantra, then play his role for Corinne, giving her the reconciliation she longed for. Tell them what they want to hear, Arthur McCord, her cynical Violet mentor, once said. They like it better than the truth anyway. But long ago Natalie had vowed never to lie to her clients the way Arthur had to his, so she let Conrad Eagleton's wrath erupt from her mouth.
Corinne seemed to shrink into her corner of the couch. “Daddy, what's wrong? What're you talking about?”
“You know damn well what I'm talking about!” Natalie's wiry frame vibrated with his anger. “You're a worthless leech, Cory, and you always have been.”
“That's not true!”
“The hell it isn't! Why d'you think your mother stuck me with you? She knew. Probably why Ronnie dumped you, too. And this idiot”—he flailed a hand toward the photo she held—“what's-his-name, Darren? I pity him.”
“But I've changed.”
“Yeah, just like you'd ‘changed' when you came crawling home from Seattle with Tommy in your tummy.”
“I know I made a mistake, but I've settled down now . . .”
“Settled down, or found someone else to sponge off?” He pointed to the hard gray world outside the living room window. “You think I would've been out on the I-5 in hundred-degree heat if I hadn't had to support you and your stupid kid? I worked myself to death for you.”
“I'm sorry! I'm sorry!” Corinne  blubbered. “I never meant to hurt you.”
His laugh was the inextinguishable crackle of a fire in a coal mine. “‘Hurt' me? Cory, you killed me.” He loomed toward her. “You hear me? You killed me, and if you think you can make it all better with your pathetic apology, you're even more hopeless than I thought!”
You're not being fair, Natalie interjected.
“Fair? What do you know about fair?” Conrad shouted at the ceiling—a rebuttal to God. “Is it fair that I had to come home after working thirteen-hour days to cook and clean up after her? Is it fair that women wouldn't give me the time of day because I had a brat hung around my neck?”
Corinne wheezed sobs like a leaky accordion.
That's enough, Natalie warned Eagleton. If you don't apologize right now, I'll send you back.
For a moment, fear short-circuited his anger. Like most souls, he dreaded the black void of the afterlife.
Then he surveyed the sterile whiteness of the living room, the gray day outside the window. The rosebushes that lined the front flower bed had been pruned to a skeleton of thorns, the lawn mowed to crew-cut shortness. His gaze returned to his daughter, and he ground Natalie's teeth.
“Send me back if you want. There's nothing here for me anyway.”
Corinne flinched as if slapped, bawling like a colicky infant.
The Lord is my shepherd, Natalie recited, I shall not want . . . 
With the words of the Twenty-third Psalm, her protective mantra, circling in her head, she mopped Conrad Eagleton's consciousness from her mind. He didn't fight her, but his hatred left the acid sting of bile in her brain. As sensation returned to her limbs, Natalie dropped heavily onto the couch, still shaking with feverish rage.
Corinne didn't even lift her head from her hands. Dampness seeped between her fingers. “I didn't even tell him I love him.”
Natalie massaged her temples. “He didn't give you the opportunity.”
“No wonder he hates me.” The daughter tightened herself into an armadillo ball.
Whining little brat, Natalie thought, then shook the words out of her head. Conrad's contempt still hissed through her neurons like quicklime, but she ignored it and moved to put an arm around Corinne's shoulders. “It's not your fault.”
“It is!” Corinne's fingers knotted around clumps of her hair. “I never listened to him, never appreciated him.” She spoke with such venom that she, too, seemed possessed by her father.
“You may have made some mistakes,” Natalie said quietly, “but that doesn't mean you didn't love him. And it doesn't mean he shouldn't love you.”
Corinne blotted her eyes with her wrists. “I thought if I could talk to him again, tell him I was sorry, we could make it all right.”
“Sometimes you can never make it all right.” In her mind, Natalie saw her own father smile and wave over his shoulder to her as he left her crying on the front steps of the School, condemning her to a quarter century of NAACC servitude. Her tone hardened to a diamond's edge. “You just have to go on and make your own life right.”
The words didn't console Corinne Harris, née Eagleton. Perhaps nothing could. She wept herself dry, muttering self-recriminations.
“It's okay,” Natalie murmured over and over as she cradled the woman in her arms. “It's not your fault.”
Eventually Corinne lapsed into silence, her open eyes as blank as a desert sky. When several minutes passed without a word, Natalie gingerly pried herself from her client's embrace and rose from the couch.
“I'd better go now. You know where to reach me if you need to.”
Corinne didn't respond. Natalie let herself out of the house.
The session had lasted so long that she was late to pick up Callie at day care. Hunched forward with her perpetual death grip on the steering wheel, Natalie ran a yellow light for the first time in her life. The tan Chrysler LeBaron that had been tailing her all day accelerated through the red light to keep within a car length of her. In her rearview mirror, Natalie saw the driver, a black man with wraparound eyeshades, shake his head.
“Sorry,” she apologized, as if George could actually hear her from inside the LeBaron.
She slowed her Volvo to a few miles an hour below the speed limit and crawled through the surface streets from Tustin up to Fullerton. Taking the 55 north might have been quicker, but freeway traffic still made her skittish. Natalie had been too afraid of auto accidents even to get behind the wheel of a car until she turned twenty-seven, but the duties of parenthood had ultimately forced her to learn to drive. Flexing one cramped hand, then the other, she wondered if she'd ever get used to piloting one of these death machines.
She glared at the traffic ahead, but it couldn't take all the blame for her anxiety. The session with Corinne had been a disaster, and for the thousandth time Natalie questioned whether she did any good as a family counselor. Especially when she was barely on speaking terms with her own dad. Even now, she burned with the memory of the day he abandoned her. . . . 
To her five-year-old imagination, the granite-walled grounds and glowering Victorian façade of the School looked like a fairy-tale castle—but not the happily-ever-after kind. It looked like the sort of castle where an evil witch would imprison you until a prince came to your rescue.
“I don't like it here, Daddy.” The soles of her tennis shoes skidded on the flagstones as he pulled her toward the semicircular stone steps that led to the entrance. “I want to go home.”
“Don't be silly, Natalie. We only just got here.” Rather than yanking her arm to keep her moving, Wade Lindstrom picked her up and carried her to the oaken double doors. “You'll see. You'll like it once you start making friends.”
He gave her his salesman's smile and pushed the button of the intercom on the wall next to them. A buzzer sounded, followed by a voice that sounded equally impatient. “Yes?”
“Natalie Lindstrom, here for enrollment,” her father said into the speaker.
“Ah, yes. We've been expecting you. One moment, please.”
Disbelief alone kept Natalie from crying. Daddy couldn't leave her in this scary place.
“Will you come visit me?” she asked softly.
He laughed and chucked her under the chin. “Of course, sweetheart.”
“Soon?”
His smile wavered. “As soon as I can. They like to keep you to themselves for a while. Until you adjust.”
“What about Mommy?”
The cheer ran from Wade's face like melting greasepaint, and he set her down. “I told you, honey. Your mother is . . . sick. She's going to be in the hospital a long time.”
“Did the Thresher get her?”
He glowered at her. “Where did you hear that name?”
“You were talking to Grandpa on the phone about it. You said Mommy wouldn't be in the hospital now if she hadn't messed with the Thresher case. Who's the Thresher?”
“Never mind. Forget you ever heard that name. It's nothing for you to worry about.”
One of the massive doors groaned open. Wade turned toward it, relief cleansing his expression when he no longer had to stare into her questioning eyes.
The man who emerged from the door was about her father's age, with a bald scalp and funny-looking ears that stood almost straight out from the sides of his head, like an elephant's. Dressed in a white robe, he spared barely a glance at Wade before casting his violet gaze at Natalie.
“Ms. Lindstrom! It's a pleasure to welcome you to the Academy.” He bent at the waist to extend a hand to her. “I'm Simon McCord, one of the primary instructors here.”
Natalie took her fingers from her mouth long enough to shake the professor's hand.
He frowned slightly at her spit-slicked touch and dabbed his hand dry on his robe. “I know we'll get to be good friends.”
She said nothing, struck dumb with fear, awe, and a growing curiosity. Simon was the first Violet she'd seen outside her family.
Wade put out his own hand, trying to catch the professor's attention. “Good to see you again, Simon—”
“Professor McCord.”
“Yes, of course. We're delighted that you'll be teaching Natalie.” Wade gave up on the handshake. “Nora always spoke very highly of you.”
“Dear woman—I hope she's not suffering.” Professor McCord folded his hands with pious detachment. “You've submitted the necessary enrollment paperwork, I trust?”
“Sure.”
“Then I think we can get little Ms. Lindstrom settled in.” He took hold of Natalie's hand.
Wade looked like someone had just knocked the wind out of him, but he gave Natalie his closing smile—the one that sealed a deal—as he squatted to kiss her on the cheek. “It's going to be great, kiddo. You'll see.”
She rubbed her nose, which was starting to run. “Come back soon, okay?”
He exchanged a glance with Professor McCord, his lips white. “We'll see. Love you, sweetheart.”
“Love you, Daddy.”
He hugged her once more and descended the steps. She didn't cry, however, until he paused about halfway down the front walk to wink and wave at her.
“Now, now—no tears,” Simon chastised Natalie, drawing her into the open maw of the School. “You should rejoice. You're among Family now.”
Brakelights the color of anger flashed in front of Natalie, jolting her back to the present. She panic-stopped, and rubber squealed behind her as the LeBaron screeched to a halt inches from her rear bumper.
Natalie glanced again in the rearview mirror at George's frowning reflection and exhaled her bottled tension. God, I'm starting to act like a real L.A. driver. I better relax before I get both of us killed.
Not for the first time, she toyed with the idea of giving up Violet work entirely. Everyone else had ordinary jobs. Why not her?
But what else could she do? Being a conduit was the only profession she'd trained for. As a freelancer, she could earn thousands of dollars for a single session and still spend most of her time at home with Callie. If she chose not to capitalize on her unique skills, she'd probably have to take on full-time office or retail work.
There was always her art, of course . . . but not many artists made enough to support a family.
Maybe she should go back to work for the Corps, she thought. No doubt they'd welcome her with open arms and a steady paycheck. But they'd also want Callie, and Natalie wouldn't allow that. Not yet, at least.
It was nearly four thirty when she pulled into the parking lot of the Tiny Tykes TLC Center, a former preschool that had been converted to a private day-care facility. George, she saw, parked the LeBaron on the street outside.
Out of habit, Natalie switched off the engine and dug her contact lenses out of her purse. Once she put in the first one, though, she paused and cast an ashamed glance at her eyes in the rearview mirror—one blue, one violet.
What a wonderful role model you are, she silently sneered at her reflection. Bet Callie can hardly wait to get her first pair of lenses. Nevertheless, she went ahead and put in the second lens before getting out of the car.
A fresco of three gigantic alphabet blocks with the letters “TLC” masked the entire front wall of the day-care center, the dark windows camouflaged in the design of bright primary colors. By this time, the indoor activities would be done for the day, so Natalie headed straight for the small playground to the right of the school building. The overcast sky and waning daylight dyed the grass gray, and the few toddlers who remained rode the merry-go-round and teeter-totter with winter lethargy.
Seated on an orange plastic chair far too small for her, a plump woman rested her folded arms on her belly and darted her eyes from the children to her wristwatch and back again. Catching sight of Natalie, she heaved herself forward to get to her feet and hurried to meet her. “Ms. Lindstrom! Ms. Lindstrom!”
“Hi, Ms. Bushnell. Sorry I'm late.”
“No, no problem-o.” Panting between words, Ms. Bushnell pulled a folded glossy brochure out of the back pocket of her plus-size jeans and thrust it into Natalie's hands. “I got some info on that school I told you about.”
“Oh. Thanks.” Natalie grimaced at the photo of the forbidding Victorian mansion on the front cover. Cursive script below it read: “The Iris Semple Conduit Academy: An Introduction.” She, of course, knew it better as “the School.”
“They've got good people there.” Ms. Bushnell tapped the picture. “Experts. I'm sure they could help Callie. You know . . . with her education.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And it's all free! They'd pay for everything.”
“I'm sure they would.”
“I really think it'd be the best thing for her.” Ms. Bushnell's genial face adopted a look of matronly concern. “The fits, the way she talks to herself or zones out completely—ordinary schools simply aren't equipped to deal with those things. And it can be upsetting for the other children.”
Natalie nodded, her jaw tightening.
“At the Academy, she'll have a chance to meet kids . . . like her. I'm sure she'll find it easier to make friends there.”
“Mmm. You're probably right.” Natalie folded the brochure in quarters and crammed it into her purse. “I'll give it some thought.”
Ms. Bushnell beamed. “Want to help however I can. She's a darling little girl.”
“Thanks.” Natalie gave her a plastic smile and moved off toward the square wooden cell of a sandbox in the far corner of the playground.
A small girl with her brown hair tied up in pigtails crouched there on the miniature dunes. Her denim overalls powdered with white dust, she pushed a blue plastic bucket with both hands to bulldoze sand onto a growing mound in front of her. After patting the sand into an igloo-shaped hill, she used a stick to stir shallow holes in the dome, her singsongy voice drifting on the air like the notes of a distant calliope.
“. . . .make a room for you, and one for Mommy, and one for me . . .”
Natalie frowned as she drew close enough to catch the words. Callie apparently sensed her displeasure, for she stopped talking and scrunched up her face as if making a birthday wish. Her violet eyes wide, she looked up at her mother with the exaggerated innocence of a child who's been caught playing with matches.
“Hey, baby girl.” Natalie squatted beside the sandbox. “Whatcha making?”
Callie prodded the mound of sand with her stick. “A house.”
“Uh-huh. And are we going to live there?”
“Yeah.”
“Just you and me?”
Her daughter's lips puckered. “Yeah.”
Natalie drew a deep breath. “Who were you talking to?”
Callie continued to jab the stick in the sand. “Nobody.”
“Was it Daddy?”
Her daughter's eyes remained downcast.
Natalie sighed. She'd asked Dan to leave their daughter alone. She has to live her own life, she told him, and he agreed . . . or so he'd said.
“Honey, I told you not to talk to Daddy at school. If he knocks, just tell him to go away.”
“He doesn't knock. I call him.”
Natalie stared at her, amazement mingling with apprehension. She knew that Dan had occasionally inhabited Callie ever since she was a baby. In fact, Callie's first word had been “Da-Da.” But now she'd evidently figured out how to use herself as a touchstone to summon Dan whenever she wanted.
She needs to be trained, Natalie thought. Summoning the dead without knowing how to get rid of them was dangerous. Callie could lose control of her body for hours or even days if the inhabiting soul refused to leave on its own. In the meantime, it could make her do whatever it wanted. Natalie had found that out the hard way.
She clawed at the School nurses with six-year-old fingers as they dragged her into the infirmary and onto a padded table. “No! I won't go back!” the soul inside her shrieked, the scream grating the back of Natalie's throat. “You can't make me go back!”
A-B-C-D-E-F-G . . . A-B-C-D-E-F-G, Natalie repeated desperately, but the alphabet mantra didn't help. Imprisoned inside her own head, she couldn't even speak the letters aloud. The invading soul's will was stronger than hers.
Helpless to stop herself, she watched her feet rabbit-kick one of the nurses in the stomach. He snarled and slammed one of her legs down on the table, lashing it in place with a leather belt. Working together, the two nurses managed to bind her other limbs as well, after which they forced the electrode-lined loop over the crown of her head. Insulated wires ran from the headband to a console on a cart beside the table, and a large red button lit up on the unit's control panel.
“NO!” Natalie heard herself scream again. Her body twisted in its restraints like a mouse mired in a glue trap.
The first nurse slapped the red button as if starting a Laundromat dryer, and Natalie's thoughts dissolved in lightning . . . 
“We'll talk about this later,” she told her daughter. With a grunt, Natalie hefted Callie out of the sandbox and carried her toward the parking lot. “Right now I'm starving. How about a pizza?”
The cloud of guilt lifted from the girl's face. “With olives and pepperoni?”
“You bet.”
“Yay!” Callie raised her little fists in a touchdown Y.
Natalie chuckled. She has his smile.
Her face fell at the thought, for the resemblance was bittersweet. In one sense, Dan could be closer to his child than any parent on earth; in another way, he was worse than dead to her, his presence merely a reminder of his absence.
Natalie hugged Callie to her chest. We're haunted, baby girl, but we love the ghost. What are we going to do?
An older woman in a business suit stepped into their path. “I was hoping I might catch you here,” she said. “Motherhood agrees with you.”
Natalie squinted at the woman's stern, bronze-colored face, at the graying hair tied back in a French braid. “Inez? Why on earth . . .”
“I need your help.” Inez took a thick padded envelope from under her arm and held it aloft. “Scott Hyland's trying to get away with murder.”
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