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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Some people think this place is haunted,” said Olen Reynard, Library Director of the Fairfield Public Library. 
 
    “Which people?” I asked, unfazed by mention of the paranormal. I passed through the front doors of the Fairfield Branch Library, where I’d visited this Friday evening after operating hours to interview for the Branch Manager position. 
 
    “Branch staff,” Olen said in a slithery voice, “at least some of them.” He tapped a finger against a protruding nose that housed thick wiry hair above an unkempt mustache. In his mid-sixties with pockets of flesh sagging under fidgety, emerald-colored eyes, Olen peered down at me with a predatory gleam. 
 
    On second thought, he hadn’t made eye contact. His gaze all but screamed a disinterest in looking into my eyes. Plus, he made no secret of using his six-foot-plus height to look down the front of my dress. 
 
    Aggravated by such overt leering, I immediately pinned a palm to the fabric against my collarbone. Not that he had much to see, but my gut tightened at the idea that my potential boss saw me as something instead of someone. I second-guessed whether such a distinguished community leader would greet a job candidate by checking her out. Pathetic!  
 
    “Do you think this place is haunted?” I asked to divert his attention. 
 
    Olen shook his head. An almost imperceptible grunt came from behind his closed lips as his gaze strayed from my chest to my waist and back to my breasts again. Then he finally stared into my eyes. 
 
    His eyes twinkled with delight, which told me he knew his behavior was inappropriate, but he didn’t care. If anything, he wanted me to know, as though telling me that I should get used to it. His demeanor and his height had something to do with it, but that impenetrable gaze was just as likely the culprit. 
 
    I felt weak and insignificant under his gaze. I’d given both emotions too much control throughout my life to a lack of self-confidence, something I hoped to turn around by doing everything possible to land this job. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe this place is haunted,” Olen finally said, probably now recalling that I’d asked him about it.  
 
    “Good to know,” I said, disinterested in folklore and urban legends. If he started all interviews by asking about the supernatural and ogling women, I could understand why this position had been open for the past three months. It also explained why he agreed to meet with an applicant who had just received her Masters degree in library science, rather than a seasoned professional with managerial experience.  
 
    But I wouldn’t let Olen’s behavior cloud my judgment. I’d racked up nearly $55,000 in school debt, and I now had a chance to get a position that typically went to those with much more experience in the library field. Olen could talk all day about demons and werewolves, and he still wouldn’t chase me away from taking advantage of this opportunity. Even gawking at me inappropriately wouldn’t change that. 
 
    I needed this job. Especially after my boyfriend of four months kicked me out of his apartment earlier today because he no longer felt a connection between us. Translation: he screwed another woman and wanted to pursue that relationship. Sure, it really hurt that he cheated on me, but when he refused to let the Shih Tzu/Terrier I’d rescued from a kill shelter four days ago stay with him until after this interview, I wanted to strangle him. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had no family or friends anywhere near Chicago. My horrible credit score, not to mention having less than three digits in my bank account, discouraged apartment complex managers to take a chance on me. I had no place to live on this cold October day, which made that all the more heartbreaking because I’d had to bundle up my little Tofu with blankets in the front seat of my beat-up Ford Tempo.  
 
    Olen strolled through the well-lit lobby that featured an elevator and restrooms straight ahead and a staircase to our left that led downstairs.  
 
    “How many staff work here?” I asked to return to the topic of the job interview. 
 
    “Six,” he said. “We have over sixty staffers at our Main Library ten miles away. They hate the commute between both facilities due to the bumper-to-bumper traffic. It often takes thirty-minutes to travel between both buildings.” He turned to the right and stepped toward two oak doors, both of which immediately swung open. Olen turned back to me with a devilish grin. 
 
    Imaginary fingers trickled across my arms at the prospect of a haunted library. It forced me to fold my arms across my chest, not because the doors had automatically opened for him, because the electronic sensors above the doors had triggered them to open, but because this man enjoyed unnerving others. 
 
    How could the Board of Trustees allow such a creepy person to manage the library? 
 
    I followed Olen through the double doors. He considered the Branch a popular materials library because patrons wanted only the most in-demand materials. It lacked the dusty scent of buildings that passed the century mark, but the air felt thick, stuffy. Worn out, puke green carpeting lined the floor, souring the enthusiasm that gripped me upon meeting Olen Reynard.  
 
    Numerous cheerful posters featuring animals in the wild and illustrations of popular books were tacked to the time-ravaged end panels of every dark-hued shelving unit. They leaned sideways due to the imbalanced flooring that seemingly had grown weary of propping up such heavy rows for so long. Puzzles and Legos were strewn across the surfaces of a couple small mahogany tables that had chairs underneath for children no older than twelve.  
 
    Olen passed a wide U-shaped public service desk with chairs on either end to assist patrons. Library promotional materials and office supplies were set up between a pair of self-checkout machines. The upper floor was so small; we needed only fifteen more yards to enter the Adult Services Department, where the magazine section, fiction and non-fiction collections, as well as a study area with tables and comfortable seating were located. 
 
    Olen should have replaced the dim florescent lights that hummed above us over a decade ago, and the white concrete walls gave the impression that visitors had entered a mental asylum. Despite the outdated appearance, and the sensation that even if windows existed here and could be opened, the dusty air seemed like it would still cling in the air above everyone’s shoulders, almost as if it were a living organism that hoped to choke the life out of those who entered. Still, slathering the walls with some bright colors and adding more toys and activities for small kids could liven up the building. So it had potential. 
 
    “I visited the Main Library,” I said. “It’s more modern than the branch. What can you tell me about that?”  
 
    Olen, his hands folded behind his back, nodded as he continued moving and didn’t even attempt to make eye contact with me. “We’d hoped to sell this building two decades ago when our architects began the conceptual design for a larger facility, but the  community only approved our plan to create that building if we kept this one open. This tiny facility gets only 20% of foot traffic between both locations, so we’ve applied that same percentage of financial resources it. That reminds me…the back door isn’t closing as it should. We’re having a vendor stop by later this week to fix it. In the meantime, be sure you close it manually.” 
 
    Every trace of his earlier, more inappropriate behavior had vanished, replaced by this more professional demeanor. Based on the serious tone, I suspected he revealed these characteristics depending on the circumstances. And since he’d switched between them so quickly and without pretense, he seemed to use whichever attitude helped him most at any given time. 
 
    I didn’t trust him. I also didn’t like him. I doubted either feeling would change. So did I still want this job? You bet! 
 
    If I didn’t need this job so much, I would have darted away from this perv. But I’d be lucky to get this job. If that happened, even if things didn’t work out, I’d have the title of branch manager to put on my resume. After all, most recent graduates had difficulty finding a librarian job, much less nabbing a managerial position right out of graduate school.   
 
    “Ros-a-lind,” said Olen Reynard, stretching out my name, possibly savoring it to remember later whenever he pulled up my image in his mind.  
 
    What an incredibly unsettling thought.  
 
    “Such a classic female name,” he continued. “Do you like your name, Rosalind?”  
 
    “It sounds like I should have been born in the 19th century, not twenty-one years ago.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” he said, his mouth curving open as he sucked in a long gust of air. “Twenty-one.” He stared directly into my eyes with a flitting smile that tried to make it to his lips but stopped short of succeeding. “That’s a good age.” 
 
    Damn! Even without a red wig, white face paint, and other clown accessories, he’d give Pennywise some competition when it came to the most-likely-to-send-little-girls into a panic contest. He’d fit right in at a carnival. I slid my moisture-laden palms down my black skirt, a gesture that drew Olen’s eye to my thighs.  
 
    “‘A good age,’” I repeated. “You mean, like a fine wine – from 1921?” 
 
    He blinked and a gentle smile transformed into a snake-like expression. “Yes.” He lowered both arms, folded his hands with gentle grace, and placed them a few inches below his waist in a ball. “Exactly like that.” 
 
    It was official: I’d rather visit a “haunted house” than chat for another second with Olen Reynard. But I didn’t move. I didn’t even let on how nauseous he made me. Instead, I met his gaze without emotion.  
 
     “Earlier this year,” he said in an endearing tone, full of nostalgia, “this old gal turned a century old. We have to treat her right.” He turned to me, cinched a hand around my right forearm with his hand, and softly slid his fingers across my skin until he stopped at my wrist, where he fingered my palm with a soft, yet insistent stroke. 
 
    The movement took only a few seconds, but it seemed second nature to him, as though he took the same effort to pick up a glass of water. 
 
    I withdrew my arm and stepped back. His response startled me so much that my mouth was now dry as a desert, making it difficult to speak. He damn well knew his behavior went beyond inappropriate and bordered on sexual harassment.  
 
    Fear and anger raged inside me as I wondered how to handle this situation. I cleared my throat in hopes that the activity would spark me to speak. “Don’t,” I said, stammering on the word, “do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said nonchalantly. “My apologies.” His voice lacked sincerity and sounded as if he’d been obliged to apologize. 
 
    I tried to regroup, but my mind reeled at the implications of working for this man. Then I found a topic that intrigued me. “Why has this position been open for so long?”  
 
    He stiffened and looked down at me with a stone-faced expression. “I’d hoped to have one of a few staffers at the Main Library fill this vacancy, but none of them wanted the position.” 
 
    “A few staff members?” I asked as a klaxon blared through my mind. What would keep them from applying? The salary and benefits were fantastic. Plus, assuming the employees were female, they would be far from the receiving end of any form sexual misconduct, because Olen didn’t work at the Branch. “What brought about the vacancy?” 
 
    Olen’s gaze fell to his shiny black shoes, and undiluted sorrow crept into his countenance. “Our previous branch manager…passed away.” He looked off to the side as though doing his best to derail the grief that gripped him. Despite that, his eyes grew glassy. “She was a good person. Everyone liked her.” He nodded for a long moment, seemingly in his own world. “We all miss her.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. No one could doubt the depth of his sadness, and I began questioning everything I’d presumed about him until now. Maybe Olen hadn’t found the right person for this job because he was overcome with sadness and didn’t want to replace her. Perhaps he didn’t think anyone could live up to her potential. “Were you two close?” 
 
    “She was a private person. We only saw each other a few hours every other week during our management team meetings, so I trusted her to supervise this location with practically no oversight.” He placed a hand over his eyebrows and used it as a shield. “Maybe that was a mistake. Maybe I should have visited more frequently. If I’d done that, maybe I’d have figured out how to help her.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t blame yourself.” I hated seeing anyone in pain, even someone who had misbehaved during a professional interview. I didn’t know anything about their relationship or the circumstances behind her death. All the same, I’d suffered in silence while growing up, but I’d been too scared to trust anyone after the neglect I’d endured at the hands of my parents.  
 
    In those cases, my thoughts would circle my mind slowly at first and then kick into tornado-force gusts that pecked at my self-confidence. So now, when I saw someone hurting, I wanted to be there for that person, even if I just listened, as long as it helped him or her feel a smidge less lonely. 
 
    Olen sniffled and removed his palm. His despondency vanished so quickly it almost seemed unlikely that he’d even revealed those feelings. He veered towards the left and disappeared through a back room. 
 
    What the hell just happened? 
 
    “Rosalind?” Olen asked in a firm yet questioning tone. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Jarred from a question that seemed more like a command, I hurried after him until I stepped into a staff workroom with a glass-enclosed office before a couple cubicles and an L-shaped counter that ran along most of the room. This room, like the public sphere, didn’t have a single window.  
 
    Despite the size of both sections of the branch, I felt claustrophobic, my throat constricting more than I would have expected. I swallowed, expecting it would open my windpipe a bit, but it didn’t. I swiveled away from Olen and hoped he didn’t see me struggle to suck air into my lungs. 
 
    “Are you all right, Rosalind?” 
 
    A second later, a large palm appeared on my left shoulder and began massaging my skin. It startled me so much that I squiggled free from him, the movement making his other hand, which had settled on my left hip, fall away.  
 
    “Hey!” I extended both of my arms between us to give me enough personal space to avoid feeling threatened. “Give me some space.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Olen said, raising his hands between us to show he meant no harm. His eyes darted upward in surprise. “I thought we shared a moment back there and—” 
 
    “We didn’t share a moment: you looked hurt, and I…” Heaving for air, I said, “I think we’re done here.” Humiliated by his behavior and his attempt to calm me down, I scurried away from him like a child…like my former self, the one that hadn’t made a real effort to overcome such poor self-esteem. 
 
    Maybe he’d misread my body language. Or maybe I’d put out vibes I hadn’t intended. Either way, I didn’t want to run away from a fantastic career opportunity. Check that, I couldn’t leave this possibility behind. Damn! 
 
    Besides, Olen admitted to barely seeing his previous branch manager. If that held true, I wouldn’t see him often. But it seemed like he had trouble accepting boundaries, so I needed to be blunt and maybe even a little rude to ensure he didn’t try to press his luck. Those observations made me stop short of leaving the room.  
 
    “Wait!” Angry with myself for giving in to the same old fears that I wasn’t good enough, I straightened and pivoted toward Olen. I met his gaze and let out an even breath, emboldened by my quick turnaround.  
 
     “I told you not to touch me,” I said, “and less than a minute later, you did it again. No means no.” 
 
    With an ashen expression, as though a judge had just handed him a guilty verdict for sexual harassment, Olen nodded, all sense of depravity absent from his face. “I sincerely apologize.” This time, his words echoed his sentiments. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I hope you’ll reconsider continuing this interview.” 
 
    I studied his expression, and his eyes didn’t leave mine. This time, I didn’t sense any ulterior motives. So far, so good, I guess. “All right.” Rather than linger on this awkward conversation, I said, “If you don’t mind me asking, how did the previous manager…” I didn’t complete the sentence on purpose, fearing that Olen might endure another bout of sadness if I specifically mentioned her death.  
 
    He shuddered but maintained eye contact. “She was badly burned. Third degree. All over her body. I don’t even know how the police identified her.” He shook his head as though reliving the moment he last saw her, only to shut his eyes and cringe. “Just unrecognizable.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “It was a car fire. But no one hit her. By all measures, it was a mechanical failure.” He barely managed to shrug his shoulders, as though talking about such a difficult subject had robbed him of all energy. 
 
    Despite his inappropriate behavior, I truly felt sorry for him. Without more details, I couldn’t tell how or why Olen blamed himself for her death, but with his delicate state of mind, I decided to change the subject. “I’m sorry you had to live through it.” 
 
    Now looking at the floor, Olen hunched forward as he nodded. His lost expression resembled that of a ten-year-old boy who had lied to his parents, only to get a tongue-lashing and a stern punishment.  
 
    “And I apologize for going on about such a difficult topic,” I added. 
 
    He nodded and slid both index fingers under his eyes to remove the tears that had fallen. “No, I apologize for carrying on in this manner.” Olen looked up at me, and every shred of guilt that had racked him a moment ago now vanished. His expression flattened into one of disinterest, even boredom. “Back to the matter at hand: our Branch manager position.” 
 
    His quick, unseemly transformation made me quiver. How could he shift emotional gears so quickly? Everything about this man seemed off. If he could swap one demeanor for another so swiftly, I needed to do likewise. I returned to the reason I’d come here. 
 
    “I want this job,” I said, encouraged by the strength in my voice. “I’m smart, I treat people fairly, and I’m a hard worker. I’m dependable and loyal. Based on your inability to fill this position, I think you’d make a mistake if you didn’t hire me.” 
 
    A pleasant smile appeared on his face. “Well that’s great to hear, but —” 
 
    “I’ve already quizzed one of your department supervisors at the Main Library, so I’m aware of the benefits, but the salary is pretty low for this position.” 
 
    “The yearly compensation for this position is comparable to those branch managers throughout the Chicagoland area, and—” 
 
    My confidence dwindled because he’d spoken the truth, but I needed to trust my gut: for whatever reason, Olen had been unable to fill this position for three months, and if I had to deal with such a strange supervisor, I deserved to be compensated for it.  
 
    “If you’d like me to join your team, I’ll need a 5% increase.” 
 
    He stood rigidly and gave me an obstinate stare, one void of the gentle, almost frail state of mind he’d revealed only moments ago. “Every person I’ve interviewed for this position had more experience and references from some of the top libraries in the state. And you think you can come in here and demand—” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “The only reason I interviewed you was because you had seven years of library experience before earning your graduate degree. Being a Page and Customer Service Associate will only get you so far. You’ve never supervised a staff before.”  
 
    By continuing to persuade me that he shouldn’t need to pay me the salary I’d requested, Olen told me that I had all the bargaining power in this conversation. “Did I say 5%?” I asked, shrugging to show apparent disinterest, even though inside it felt like my thunderous heartbeat would soon burst through my chest. “I meant 6%.” 
 
    “This is outrageous,” Olen said, propping both hands on his hips. He now looked like he would either pout or throw a temper tantrum. Both options unnerved me. A more experienced negotiator would have appeared indifferent. I titled my head to the side and tapped a finger against my lips, contemplative. “Now that I think about it, 6% seems a little low.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, folding his arms across his chest. “I accept your terms. You’ve got the job.” 
 
    Shocked, I just stared at him as the air left my chest. Dizziness overcame me for a moment, but knowing that Olen would probably come to my aid if I appeared disoriented, I shook my head to regain my bearings. A bright smile hit my face. “All right. We’ve got a deal.” 
 
    Olen turned around, grabbed a clipboard on a table, and approached me before removing a document and setting it on the counter beside us. He took out his cell phone, his fingers fluttering about on the touchscreen, and he smiled at whatever he saw on the screen. Then he removed a black pen from his front pocket, adjusted the starting salary on the offer letter he’d typed up, and added his initials beside it, along with the date. He offered me the pen with a sneaky grin.  
 
    Why would he change the salary by hand? Why wouldn’t he prefer a cleaner copy by revising the document in the computer before printing it off and having me sign it? Then I remembered all the other candidates that Olen had interviewed. Had he offered any of them the job? Had any of them turned it down? Or had they laughed at the offer and darted out of the building? 
 
    “Well, Rosalind? I’ve agreed to your terms.” His smile widened, showing two rows of pearly whites.  
 
    Imagining worms slithering between every tooth in his mouth, I shut my eyes, now uncertain whether I should officially accept his offer. I’d never get such a good job or this salary at any other public library in the state, so I snapped my eyes open. I grabbed the pen from Olen’s hands, signed my name, and added the date beside it. 
 
    Olen snatched the page from under my fist as though eager to keep it behind lock and key. With a triumphant grin, he met my gaze. “I’m pleased to welcome you to the Fairfield Public Library District, Ros-a-lind.” He held out his palm to welcome me into his organization. 
 
    I stared at his hand. Why did I expect something to burst through the middle of his palm and attack me? Hesitating, I went to meet his handshake.  
 
    His hand shot toward me and grasped mine, his clammy skin enfolding it, clamping down to add more pressure. Then his other hand fell atop my knuckles and caressed the skin above them. 
 
    I looked up at him and watched that tombstone smile widen with every passing second. He pumped my hand, tightening his grip even further.  
 
    “I’m certain you will enjoy your time here.” 
 
    Why did those words sound like a threat? 
 
    Olen appeared to enjoy the anxiety he worked up inside me. I overlooked the notion to wipe his sweat from my hand and prayed it would air dry swiftly.  
 
    “Ordinarily,” he said, “our Assistant Director would handle the onboarding process, but she’s on vacation for the next ten days, so I’ll head back to the Main Library to handle those duties after I leave you.” 
 
    A moment later, he dropped a set of keys into my palm, as well as a key card, followed by a stack of business cards that listed the Branch location, contact information, and hours of operation. This facility was open during business hours throughout the workweek but closed on weekends. That seemed inconvenient for community members who worked a full-time job during those hours. 
 
    I glanced up at my new boss. 
 
    “Those are the keys to the kingdom. The keycard will allow you entrance at any time of the day. The security code to arm or disarm the building is 546798. You start on Monday. I hope you enjoy your time with us.” 
 
    He made it sound like I was a guest at a hotel. I couldn’t get a handle on this man’s seesaw-like social graces. 
 
    When it came to employment, Illinois was an at-will state, where either the employer or employee could sever a working relationship at any time, but I was in no position to quit. Still, every molecule in my body told me I shouldn’t have accepted this job. 
 
    “Oh, and Rosalind?” 
 
    With a tingly feeling nipping at my neck, I turned around and tried to ignore the feeling that he’d launch himself at me and knock me to the ground.  
 
    “If you’d asked, I would have gone up to 10%.”  
 
    His grin told me he might have even surpassed that amount.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, after taking Tofu for a walk around the Branch to get a feel for the neighborhood, we returned to my rusty, black car. With no place to call home, I cursed my ex-boyfriend for refusing to give us some time to find a place to stay. Then again, even though Tofu and I were in dire straights, I wouldn’t want to live with someone who disrespected our relationship by cheating on me. But even that bit of backstabbing took a backseat to risking Tofu’s safety.  
 
    Every time I thought about how I’d been forced to leave Tofu in a cold car made me want to punch my ex in the face. I didn’t even know how to throw a punch, but I’d risk a broken wrist to land one solid jab to his face. In the nose. Preferably, some blood would spill.  
 
    On second thought, I didn’t have any health insurance. Dammit!  
 
    After cooling down, I now realized that every time I thought about my ex, I got myself worked up. I was not a violent person, and I didn’t like who I was becoming whenever my mind veered toward my last romantic relationship. So for that reason, I decided not to think about him again.  
 
    At least until I resolved my housing situation. Then I could probably find some things that I’d also done to contribute to the relationship flaming out. After all, every relationship relied on both partners compromising and working together, and I could have tried harder to get out of my comfort zone by being more spontaneous and outgoing, instead of cautious and introverted. 
 
    It didn’t surprise anyone that I decided on a career in libraries. I’d spent my childhood with my face in a book. It probably stemmed from having social-climbing parents who spent more time working than with each other, and pawned me off to a caregiver until I reached adolescence.  
 
    There were no family dinners, no family outings to the movie theater or even to an ice cream shop. The longest amount of time we spent together was during our bi-annual vacations, where many pictures were taken, so my parents could place them in frames on their desks to flaunt yet one more “accomplishment” to their colleagues. After returning home from those getaways, however, my parents always seemed to need another vacation, this time away from me, because bringing me along had required them to spend time with me. 
 
    I unlocked the car door and opened it, but Tofu ignored the car’s interior and instead leapt in my arms. I pressed him close to my chest. “Awww, I’m sorry, little Tofu. I’ll never again make you stay in the car by yourself for more than fifteen minutes. Deal?” 
 
    As he licked my face and whined with excitement, I kissed his head and rubbed his back before helping him into the front passenger-side seat. I got into the driver’s seat, and he scrambled out of the seat and then licked my right cheek.  
 
    Despite the sadness creeping into my heart, I felt a smile crossing my face, only to have tears enter my eyes a few seconds later. “I love you, Tofu.” 
 
    When he lunged at me to lick my neck again, I put my hand out to stop him. “No, lay down.” 
 
    Tofu panted and his tongue sprawled out of his mouth. He steadied his legs, prepared to lurch toward me again. Puppies. 
 
    “No! Lay down.” 
 
    The excitement in his eyes vanished and he reluctantly lay down on the seat.  
 
    “We’re homeless, Tofu!” I let out a weary sigh. “But don’t worry, I’ll figure it out. Somehow.” I battled another round of tears as I considered all the possibilities I faced: with it so cold and icy outside, I had no interest in driving home to Connecticut. My parents would take me in, but they would lose even more respect for me, especially since I’d chosen not to study law or medicine like them, in favor of a job in a “dying industry,” as my father put it, with little room for advancement or a salary worthy of their station in life. 
 
    That left hotels. I’d pulled into a restaurant parking lot and used my cell phone to search for local pet friendly hotels. The closest one was 90 miles away. I couldn’t live out of a hotel anyway, because I couldn’t afford it. Besides, I didn’t want to commute 180 miles each day to and from work.  
 
    Next option: finding a pet-friendly apartment. But even if I found one, I’d have no luck, since they’d check my credit and rule me out. And friends? I let out a harsh cackle of laughter. Good luck with that one! After getting my Masters degree from the University of Illinois, I moved over four hours away from my nearest college friend in order to move in with my ex-boyfriend. All told, I was out of options. 
 
    Except one: the Fairfield Public Library Branch. 
 
    I looked over at Tofu. “I will not be a squatter.” 
 
    But your key card gives you access 24/7. The building is heated. It’s safe. It’s also closed. No one will know you’d spent the night. 
 
    “I’m not going to live in the library,” I told Tofu, who looked up at me with a grin. 
 
    He drew his legs up and whined a little, drawing nearer.  
 
    Looking closer, I noticed Tofu’s legs trembling. I wore a jacket. He only wore the one nature gave him. And because my rundown car only put out minimal heat, and I couldn’t afford to have a mechanic fix it until I earned some cash, I relied on the heat from the engine to fill the cabin. I wouldn’t let him freeze in the car all night. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I told Tofu. “We’re spending the night in a so-called haunted library!” 
 
    After purchasing some toiletries, I parked a block away from the branch to dissuade the police from stopping to investigate why a car was parked in the library parking lot after hours.  
 
    I grabbed my pillow and blanket from the car and led Tofu inside the building. To my right, a high-pitched, drawn-out beep in the security console to my right caught my attention. I entered the alarm code, which killed the annoying sound and disabled the sensors that would otherwise alert the security company from thinking a burglar had entered the premises, after which they would contact the Fairfield Police Department and Olen Reynard.  
 
    I flicked on only one light to avoid drawing attention to a facility that should be dark and locked up for the night. Olen had given me a short tour of the Branch, and if I would soon be responsible for every person inside the library as well as the premises outside of it, I’d need to know every inch of this place before I began work on Monday morning. Given those circumstances, if Olen suddenly appeared, he’d probably consider my presence as dedication to my new post, so I didn’t feel guilty taking advantage of the opportunity I’d been given.  
 
    I guided Tofu through the staff room and hooked around a corner by the automatic doors, both of which creaked open since I’d entered its path. The groaning doors in this otherwise silent building tricked me into believing the darkness closed in on me while the atmosphere thickened. 
 
    Some people think this place is haunted. 
 
    I shivered at the idea, but if I didn’t move now, my legs would freeze up as my imagination kicked into gear, all but persuading me to believe that the paranormal had descended upon this building. To shake my nerves out of its temporary paralysis, I stepped between the doors, found a silver switch above both of them, and went to flick the knob to the off position. 
 
    But it was already turned off. 
 
    I stared at it, thinking I’d seen incorrectly. I had great eyesight, but with the lights off, anyone would have trouble seeing properly. I blinked a few times to readjust my gaze to the knob. My vision hadn’t failed me. The switch was still in the off position. 
 
    Behind me, Tofu let out a shrill bark. 
 
    I glanced around, practically expecting Olen to be standing in the corner tittering with both hands wrapped around a childish grin.  
 
    But he wasn’t there. 
 
    I looked left and right, forward and back for some explanation why the doors opened when they should have closed. 
 
    Tofu looked at me, glanced a few inches to my right, whined a little, and returned his gaze to me. He let out a barely audible whine.  
 
    I jumped at the sound, my heart kicking up to a frantic pace. Having had Tofu in my life for less than a week, I was still learning about his personality, so I couldn’t figure out why he whined, but I appreciated his company. As someone he might look up to, I found it my duty to disregard the creepiness of an automatic door opening…when it had been turned it off. 
 
    I flipped the knob to the ON position before turning it off again, hoping the effort would reset the system. As expected, the doors closed toward me, so I stepped back until they settled in their proper resting place. 
 
    After a quick inspection of the automatic door unit above the doors, specifically small pulleys and a winding motor, I presumed the library had been using this mechanism for decades, which fit with Olen’s intention not to update this building unless it became a safety hazard.  
 
    I looked down at my little buddy. “Gotta be quiet, Tofu. No one can know we’re here. No more barking, okay?” 
 
    Tofu smiled as he kept pace alongside me. 
 
    I spun around and made my way into the non-fiction section. Every book on each shelf lined up perfectly with the edge of any given row. Thankfully, the staff took pride in working here. Otherwise, the shelves wouldn’t appear so well cared for.  
 
    The chains with Tofu’s nametag rattled around his throat as he shot past me. 
 
    A second later, something behind us clattered to the ground.  
 
    My breath came quick and my nerves thrummed against my skin. I scanned the area with a fidgety gaze. Just as I planned to turn the corner, my gaze flicked to an area where the disruption had occurred.  
 
    A few books now lay on the ground in the spot I’d just vacated. 
 
    My shoulders spiked with fear as my hands grew clammy with perspiration. That row had been in perfect order only a moment ago. Neither Tofu nor I had touched it, so how had those books fallen to the floor? 
 
    Tofu barked and spun in my direction, letting out a barrage of barks before a guttural growl churned in his throat, looking for whoever caused the disturbance.  
 
    “Good boy, Tofu,” I said, shocked that I’d managed to speak. Never mind that only moments ago I’d told him to be quiet. I appreciated his protective nature. It also helped me deal with whatever, or rather whomever, had knocked those books off the shelf. 
 
    But no one lurked in the shadows. Not one sound emanated from anywhere nearby. 
 
    So who could have tossed those books to the ground? 
 
    Upon entering the building, I’d disarmed the alarm. Since the alarm hadn’t sounded before then, and the police hadn’t arrived, no one had moved around the building but us. Under those circumstances, no one could have moved through the building without the alarm alerting our security company. 
 
    Nonetheless, I couldn’t help asking, “Who’s there?” I listened for the slightest sound. Standing still, hoping no one responded, I waited and anticipated at least a shuffle across the floor. 
 
    There was no sound, but the air seemed even heavier than earlier when Olen led me around the building. 
 
    The intensity of Tofu’s growl ratcheted up a notch as if to underscore the seriousness of the matter.  
 
    I didn’t see anyone to my left, so I peered through the shelving units on my right. Seeing no one at eye level, I hurried over to the next two aisles, but Tofu and I were alone.  
 
    Nothing could have moved those books unless there was physical contact.  
 
    I returned to the fallen books and scanned the row where the books had fallen and spotted a section one foot above the ground with a gap wide enough to fit the books that had fallen. I surveyed the area for something that had caused the disruption, but nothing appeared out of the ordinary. 
 
    Once more, the notion that this place might be haunted came to mind. Chilled by the idea, I sought another possibility, a more natural one.  
 
    I set my eyes on the only thought that came to mind: Tofu. I turned to him. “Did you knock those books off the shelf?” 
 
    Tofu averted his eyes, looked at his tail, and chased it in a circle a few times, as a light growl erupted from his mouth that almost drowned out the clatter the chains around his neck made. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, kneeling down beside him with a grin now that I’d figured that Tofu’s excitement had probably resulted in wagging his tail so quickly. With so much energy infusing that little body, he’d swatted the books off the shelf. “It’s okay. I’m not mad.” 
 
    After another rotation, Tofu came to a stop and snapped up quick breaths as he stared at me. 
 
    “That’s right.” I couldn’t help a smile from taking up residence upon my lips. “You’re my little fella. I’m not upset with you. Got it?” My breath came a little easier. I wished I’d turned on at least one light, but that would have been more idiotic than parking in the parking lot. After all, those driving would see a light on in the only building on this block, but they might overlook an old black car in a dark parking lot. 
 
    I let out a nervous laugh to ease my fears. “Look at us, Mr. T,” I said, using my favorite nickname for him. “Freaking out like a couple scaredy-cats.” I pushed my shoulders back, took in a heap of air and exhaled, shaking off the noise as nothing more than the shelves settling. 
 
    If you’d asked, I would have gone up to 10%. 
 
    I laughed at the hilarious notion that a ghost haunted this library. It sounded like something out of the original Ghostbusters film. I’d always enjoyed comedies and dramas more than horror, so my knowledge of the paranormal, even in fiction, was practically non-existent. Besides, they always set those movies in haunted houses, not haunted libraries or haunted high schools or whatever.  
 
    I went over, picked up the books, and returned them to their respective places on the shelf. Then I turned back to Tofu. “Let’s go!” I continued past the fiction section, the study area, and swept past a few rows of audio-visual materials. I veered around the public service desk and removed the set of keys Olen had placed there.  
 
    I led Tofu out of the library proper, the area where the entire collection was housed on this floor, and pushed through the double doors (that remained closed this time), and entered the lobby before leading my dog down the steps. A faint glow of light from above lit the basement staircase, allowing me to find the keyhole. Once I unlocked it and opened the door, I flicked the light switches to my right and squinted from the intense brightness.  
 
    In contrast to the darkness on the first floor, the eruption of light alarmed Tofu enough to scamper about on his leash, huffing in every direction, ready to take on whichever monster had turned such bright rays onto us. Unable to find the culprit, he looked at me with a loving expression and lapped his tongue across his lips and nose. 
 
    I chuckled at his readiness. “Get ’em, Tofu. You’re in charge, little dude!” 
 
    Tofu pranced about in a circle, looking in every direction, and barked a few times as if in agreement. He came to a stop beside me, but still surveyed the small area that, like the top floor, had a water fountain between both restrooms. 
 
    A pair of wooden doors lay straight ahead, which housed rows of books and DVDs, and was used by the Friends of the Library to sell these materials and donate the proceeds to the library. We entered the room beside this one, which the library probably used for programs that drew big crowds. This empty rectangular room could easily fit eighty people. 
 
    I led Tofu to the back corner and opened another oak door. The spacious closet smelled of Crayola crayons and Candy Corn. Dozens of tables were stacked against a wall and dozens of chairs set on a wheeled apparatus. A boxed up Christmas tree and over a dozen boxes containing transparent cases the library used to fit videogames into to prevent theft were pressed against the white concrete walls. 
 
    “Weird, huh, Tofu!” 
 
    He chuffed beside me.  
 
    Over the past hour or so, I’d visited every room and now felt comfortable with the building layout. Every room on both floors was either threadbare or tiled. I leaned against the wall and looked down at my dog. “Where are we going to sleep?” 
 
    Tofu sat on his hind legs and looked up at me. He wagged his tail and whined.  
 
    “Here? In a closet?” 
 
    He let out a long whine and rose to his feet.  
 
    “Oh, you want to go somewhere else?” 
 
    My dog turned to face the door, probably hoping we’d leave.  
 
    I pushed off the wall, but in doing so, my right foot connected with a cinder block behind me, which no longer supported my weight, and my body tilted backwards. 
 
    I stumbled but corrected my balance and whirled around to find out why the concrete had shifted behind me.  
 
    A three-by-three portion of the wall had detached itself from the wall and spun around at a ninety-degree angle before stopping. 
 
    By accidentally kicking the slab of concrete behind me, I’d inadvertently opened the door to a secret room.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My breath came quick, and I slid my clammy hands on my skirt. In all likelihood, only the person who constructed this wall and the individual who commissioned it knew of its existence. 
 
    Startled by this revelation, I approached the passageway and inspected the room inside. 
 
    In the middle of a room that was a lot larger than the closet we’d left, a layer of dust lay across a cherry wood coffee table, which supported a single placemat and an unlit, white candle inside a metal holder. Beside it, lying on the plush beige carpet, a sizeable olive-colored couch dominated the wall that contained a single portrait in a cheap frame: a woman in her seventies with sunken cheeks and emotionless black eyes glared back at me. She wore a black outfit with a white doily tight around her neck and long sleeves from which her bone-thin wrists peeked out of as she rested her palms on knobby knees. 
 
    With the exception of my mother, I’d never seen such a severe looking woman in my life. Since I relied on the light from the closet behind me to see inside this room, I swiveled around, found a light switch on the wall, and flipped it. 
 
    In the center of the room, a light attached to a ceiling fan flickered and attempted to light up, but two bulbs popped and died out, which led me to believe that no one had attempted to turn it on in quite some time. I pulled Tofu’s leash, but he remained in place, glancing around the room, disinterested in joining me. 
 
    “Come on, Tofu.” I gently tugged on his leash, prompting him to enter this room. I’d need to find another set of bulbs for this place. I unhooked the leash from around Tofu’s collar, and he immediately scampered over to the couch and leapt onto it. He stretched and both paws settled over the pillows. 
 
    “My little gentleman,” I told my puppy. Even at just six months old, I envisioned him as belonging to a restrained British duke. 
 
    A small, old-fashioned television with a knob to turn the channels and a few buttons were along the right panel of the tube. I’d seen pictures of this old-school mechanism on the internet but never in person, and that along with the carpet, the style of the sofa, and the coffee table, made me guess these objects were installed in the 1970s. 
 
    But who placed them here? 
 
    I walked deeper into the dry room that was cool but void of any singular scent, except the burned out smell of the dead lightbulb. Using the light from the closet, I made my way to a door ten feet away from the coffee table, grasped the knob, and opened it.  
 
    A sink faced me. Beside it was a stand up shower with a brown shower curtain that featured countless dandelions. I needed to research this building and discover when the library had last commissioned a renovation to discover when the construction company had built these two rooms. People expected to find secret rooms in a mansion, but a library?  
 
    I went over to the sink and heard Tofu’s chains rattling as he made his way over to me. “Let’s see if this works,” I said and turned the hot water knob. 
 
    Behind the wall, the pipes groaned as water charged through them. A few seconds later, water poured into the sink. I’d expected reddish sludge to appear, so perhaps another person had used this faucet at some point in the not so distant past. After letting the water run for a while to remove whatever rust build up may have occurred, I cupped a palm under the valve, collected some water in it, and sniffed it. It smelled fine, so I tasted it. Not bad. I took in as much as I needed before turning on the showerhead in the shower stall. 
 
    I needed a shower after a day like today, so I grabbed a towel from one of the boxes I’d brought in from the car. I set my clothes onto the hook nailed into the top of the door, but left it open in case Tofu wanted to keep me company. 
 
    I got into the shower and closed the tan-colored shower curtain. After washing up and rinsing off, I turned and through the curtain, I spotted a slender, dark shape standing in place near the bathroom door. 
 
    My heart jackhammered, and I jerked back so quickly my back bumped against the wall. I closed my eyes and rubbed them, thinking I’d only imagined the image.  
 
    I looked at through the shower curtain once more, but the image hadn’t budged. It stood in place. Watching me. 
 
    My breath came quick, but just seeing that vision standing in place, not even moving, I was momentarily paralyzed.  
 
    If someone had entered the secret chamber, Tofu would have barked. Only he hadn’t. Even if he’d merely squeaked, I’d have heard him. But not a peep came from him. 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, I grabbed the curtain, pulled it aside, and looked out. 
 
    The bathroom was empty. 
 
    I breathed easier and chuckled. Talk of a haunted library had slithered into my mind and worked in the background, coming out when I’d least expected it to. 
 
    I shook off the notion and closed the curtain again. 
 
    The black shape was no longer near the door.  
 
    It was five feet away from me. 
 
    I jumped back again, but at least I’d moved, which made it easier to reach for the shower curtain. This time, my mind hadn’t been playing tricks on me. That only happened when you least expected something to happen. In this case, I’d already been there, done that. No, this had to be something else. Something real. Still trying to regain control over my breathing, I slid it aside. 
 
    The silhouette had vanished. 
 
    That didn’t make sense. Only a couple seconds had passed since I’d seen it. There hadn’t been a sound in the bathroom, so the visitor hadn’t darted away. Because he hadn’t been there.  
 
    In my mind, I tried to identify if it had the soft contours of a woman or the more angular form of a man, but I’d been so shocked that I couldn’t hazard a guess. 
 
    I stared out, waiting for something to happen, listening for something amiss either in this room or the one Tofu inhabited. 
 
    But I didn’t hear or see anything.  
 
    A second later, a cold breeze hit my face, and the chill made me curl inward to conserve heat, but I wouldn’t close the curtain. Not after seeing that bodily form just past arm’s length. 
 
    I tried calling for Tofu, but my voice failed me. I cleared my throat. “Tofu?” 
 
    I waited to hear the silver-plated nametag around his dog collar around his neck rattle as he would no doubt leave the room and enter this room. Every time I’d called out for him in the past, he’d done exactly that. 
 
    Not hearing or seeing him, I reached out for the knob without looking, unwilling to take my eyes off the room outside the shower stall. I cut off the water, and the only sounds were the tinkling of liquid seeping from the showerhead and the water swirling down the drain. 
 
    I grabbed the towel along the bar above the shower stall and dried off while keeping an eye out for anything unexpected, although I didn’t need to dry my hair because I hadn’t even gotten it wet. Then I went about putting on my clothes. 
 
    From behind the restroom, the secret chamber, and beyond the closet door, a hollow thud followed by a scraping sound occurred until it came to a stop a moment later, as though someone had banged into a table, where the legs had stretched across the carpet before halting. 
 
    That’s when I remembered having left the secret door halfway open. Reluctant to alert anyone that we inhabited this secret sanctum, unsure who might have entered the library after us, I finished getting dressed and raced out of the restroom.  
 
    Tofu lay hunched up in the corner of the sofa as though having done everything possible to push his body into the couch to avoid being seen. 
 
    I approached the cinder block that had opened the door to the secret passage. I suspected that hitting it once more would close the door, so I kicked it and it shifted ninety degrees, cutting off any light from entering this room. Tofu and I were now in complete darkness. 
 
    Tofu started to growl, so I followed the sound of his grumbling and covered his mouth with my palm. “Quiet, Tofu,” I whispered into his ear. “Got it?” 
 
    He shifted left and right, trying to unhinge my hand from his mouth, but he remained silent. 
 
    A door swung open in the closet. A sliver of light emanated from under the slightest crack in the wall, informing us that someone had indeed entered the closet. Feeling Tofu’s vocal chords straining to erupt in a bark, I clenched them in my fist, silencing him except for a whimper.  
 
    A portion of the light in the closet turned dark. Someone stood on the other side of the wall, mere inches from the cinder block I’d kicked that opened the door to this room. 
 
    That person hadn’t been the image I’d seen only moments ago. Tofu’s instinct to bark made it clear he would have done so if I’d let him. 
 
    “Quiet, Tofu,” I whispered into his ear. Once more, he fell silent. “Good boy.” 
 
    Under the door, the shadow fell away, as the person standing beside it moved. About ten seconds later, the light under the door vanished, making it clear the visitor turned off the light.  
 
    With a wall between us, I couldn’t determine if the person had left the closet, so I waited a few minutes before feeling along the bottom of the wall, hoping to find the cinder block that opened the door between both rooms. About thirty seconds later, I found it and pressed my hand against it, and it once again opened at a ninety-degree angle. 
 
    As I suspected, darkness cloaked the room. I pulled up an image of the closet in my mind, trying to recall where to walk to avoid bumping into the stacks of boxes and chairs. When I found a clear path, I traveled to the opposite wall, turned on the light, and it filtered into the room that only Tofu and I inhabited.  
 
    I sighed with relief. Tofu chuffed, probably in response as my stress level declined. I placed my hand on the doorknob to the meeting room, opened it slowly, and looked out. 
 
    The meeting room was pitch black. 
 
    I’d obviously given the individual who’d visited the meeting room plenty of time to leave. If that person had checked out the closet, someone probably suspected that he or she had passed through the meeting room. After all, I’d unlocked the meeting room closet. If the visitor knew it had originally been locked, he or she might have investigated for that reason alone. Nevertheless, the stranger hadn’t attempted to enter the secret chamber, which told me this person didn’t know it existed. Otherwise, he or she would have continued searching. 
 
    Determined to find out who had scuttled about in the dark, I drew Tofu’s leash toward me. “Let’s go, Mr. T.” 
 
    Tofu joined me, his chains clattering, this time at a softer pitch since we were so close together. 
 
    I opened the door and surveyed the perimeter. Finding no one, I stepped out of the closet and into the meeting room. A moment later, Tofu trotted ahead of me. I strode toward the exit, presuming I’d need to enter the lobby, climb the staircase, and touch down on the top floor to catch a glimpse of the stranger. My nerves rattled with the same nervous energy that had gripped me when the situation was reversed. 
 
    Upon reaching the edge of the room, I peered into the dark lobby and looked from left to right. 
 
    It was empty. 
 
    I tiptoed to the door leading to the staircase and opened it. 
 
    “Thought I heard someone down here,” said a man with a voice that sounded like he’d scraped sandpaper against his vocal chords each day for years. He stood a few inches shy of my five-foot-three and leaned up against the wall with his arms folded. “Who’re you?” 
 
    I jumped back, barely sidestepping Tofu, who also scrambled backwards before regaining his balance and releasing a torrent of non-stop barking. The shock of this man’s abrupt appearance tightened the pressure around my heart. My throat seized up, making it difficult to snap up a breath. 
 
    “I said…” His craggy face looked like it an amateur artist had used blunt instruments to chisel his face out of stone. “…what’re you doing here?” 
 
    Tofu lunged at the man mostly bathed in darkness, which forced me to yank him in the opposite direction, lest he latch onto the intruder and tear flesh from his body. 
 
    I flicked on both light switches on the wall to my left, lighting up the room. 
 
    Tofu pulled against his leash, strings of saliva glistening on his snapping teeth. His protective streak, in stark contrast to the cuddly, playful little fella I’d grown to love, pleased me under these circumstances.  
 
    I kept my eyes on the visitor. I pulled out my cell, prepared to call the police. “You’re trespassing.” 
 
    The man, wearing a plaid shirt tucked into worn blue jeans that frayed at the bottoms over scuffed, black leather boots, pushed off the wall. Catching sight of Tofu, he didn’t even take one step forward. With a thatch of blonde hair that looked like a bird’s nest, he had thick hands whose fingers resembled hot dogs rather than digits.  
 
    “No, you’re trespassing. I work here.” He studied my frame, and upon discovering that I didn’t hold a weapon and had a tight hold on Tofu’s leash, his shoulders eased a bit. “Identify yourself or I’ll call the cops!” 
 
    My fingers hovered over my phone key pad to do exactly as he threatened to do. “I’m the new branch manager.” 
 
    “Says who?” he asked, scrutinizing my expression as doubt clouded his gaze. 
 
    “Olen Reynard. He hired me a few hours ago.” Since this man hadn’t yet proven that he worked at the branch, I didn’t remove my stare from his. But knowing Tofu had my back gave me some extra courage. One wrong move, and my little guy would charge him and abuse his leg like a chew toy.  
 
    “Your turn,” I said. “Who’re you? What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I’m the custodian.” He flashed a white key card that resembled mine. 
 
    Unless he was a master thief, he’d need to have a key card to enter the building. Since the police hadn’t arrived to investigate a silent alarm being tripped, I suspected he told the truth. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I saw an unfamiliar car parked on the street in front of my house a block from here.” He lowered his gaze to Tofu, and a sneer chased away the last vestiges of fear on his face. “I followed his trail of piss all the way here.” 
 
    “You saw it in the dark?” I asked and looked down at Tofu. “You never told me you had neon pee!” 
 
    The man gave me a condescending stare. “Full moon. Used the glow to see the streak. What are you doing here, roaming around in the dark?” 
 
    “Not so fast,” I said, stalling because I hadn’t yet constructed a good enough lie to sell him. “Where’s your ID?” 
 
    “Where’s yours?” 
 
    I motioned to the purse slung around my shoulder. “I’m not letting go of my phone. But I’d be okay with letting go of the leash.” 
 
    With a disgusted expression, the man shook his head at Tofu, who continued to bark. “He isn’t allowed in here unless he’s a service animal.” 
 
    “He is a service animal. He’s in charge of chomping on your leg if you don’t show me your ID.” 
 
    The man sighed with annoyance. He dug his right hand into his back pocket and removed a three-inch thick suede wallet. “Can you shut that thing up?” He unraveled the tri-fold and extended it to me at eye level. Issued three years earlier, the picture on his driver’s license revealed a thin, smooth, carefree half-smile, a full head of hair, and the eyes of a man who had a bright future. In contrast, Mason Mayberry’s chubby cheeks harbored deep grooves and his eyes now appeared shifty and cynical.  
 
    If I hadn’t seen the date he’d taken that picture, I’d have guessed the DMV had taken it at least fifteen years ago, but probably closer to twenty. How could he have aged so much in so little time? I returned my gaze to a man whose facial muscles seemed jittery, as though anticipating an argument that would allow him to unleash the bubbling fury in his eyes that appeared on the brink of exploding. I remained wary of his intentions and didn’t want to give him any reason to heighten the animosity that made his hands vibrate. 
 
    I looked down at Tofu. “Quiet.” When he split his attention between me and Mason, he’d stopped barking but now a rumbling growl took its place. “All done. Quiet.” He swallowed back the urge to bark and once more set his gaze on Mason.    
 
    Mason returned his wallet to his back pocket. “Satisfied?” 
 
    I nodded and slid my phone into my purse. “I start on Monday, so I won’t get my badge until them.”  
 
    “Convenient. Since you got a key card. If you were me, would that make sense?”  
 
    “No,” I agreed, searching for a way to ease his concern. 
 
    Mason’s lips slowly peeled back to reveal yellowed teeth, probably from smoking, considering his fingertips were tainted the same color. 
 
    The smile reminded me of the phony smiles that television anchors gave the camera, only much worse because many of those on-air personalities surely disclosed some measure of sincerity. 
 
    “You’re my new boss, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, I sure am.” 
 
    “Incredible.” He unfolded his arms away from a barrel chest, muscles now overlaid with a few layers of fat from years of tough physical inactivity. He shook his head, the lonely strands on his dandruff-tinged scalp swaying as though the altitude down there differed from taller individuals. 
 
    His comment invited an argument, but I had no interest in starting my tenure in an adversarial stalemate with the person in charge of keeping the building safe and secure for both staff and patrons. So I shut my mouth and stared at him, imparting that I wouldn’t back down from him while also being too clever to let him drag me into a confrontation. 
 
    Mason’s grin dipped a little. Perhaps he was a little disappointed not to have intimidated me. “Brought a dog into our building. What for?” 
 
    “It’s late,” I said, “and I’m in a place I’m somewhat unfamiliar with.”  
 
    “Why not come back tomorrow when it’s light out? Why come now?” 
 
    Once again, unwilling to fall into a trap of answering him rather than the other way around, I met his eyes and didn’t say a word. Tofu sat on his hind legs and stared up at Mason as if to say, “So there!” 
 
    “This gonna be a normal thing?” he asked. “You coming and going at all hours?” 
 
    “Do you normally visit work after hours?” 
 
    “When a dog pisses his way to the employee entrance, I do.” 
 
    “Why not let it evaporate?” 
 
    “It’s my job to clean up after entitled, little hoodlums. Like when they toss trash next to the garbage can, we’re talking an inch away, instead of in the bin – just to watch me come over and clean up.” 
 
    “Hoodlums?” I asked. “This seems like a pretty wealthy area.” Some angst-ridden teens tested boundaries to see what might happen or to get attention, but in many cases affluent parents taught their kids not to break the law in this type of community. 
 
    “Hoodlums!” he repeated, color rising in his face as his voice raised a notch.  
 
    Tofu barked at Mason’s heightened tone. I did my best not to smile at his plan to keep Mason Mayberry under control.  
 
    “Well, I can assure you, my dog is not a hoodlum.” 
 
    Mason glared at Tofu. “You better not take a dump on the floor. I’m not on duty.” 
 
    I set my gaze on my furry friend. “You’ll take that under advisement, won’t you, Tofu?” He just stared at me, perplexed. “Glad we agree.” 
 
    “You never said why you were here,” Mason said. 
 
    “Olen didn’t give me a proper tour of the place. I wanted to be ready when I start on Monday, so I’m checking things out.” 
 
    “You could do that in a couple days when we’re open.” 
 
    “On Monday, staff would remember me looking around like I was spying on them or think I was lost. It’s not a great way to develop trust and respect.”  
 
    A smile flittered about his lips. “I’m staff, and let me say, you’re not making the best impression. And don’t let Olen catch you with that dog. He hates ’em.” 
 
    I could say the same of you. Rather than let our relationship drift into a derisive one, I thought it best to change the subject. “What’s your schedule?” 
 
    “Same as you: every hour we’re open, I’m here.” He tilted his head to the side and analyzed me from profile. “Where did you come from down here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I checked every room, and I didn’t see you anywhere until I found you just now.” 
 
    Unsure what to tell him, I remained silent. 
 
    “I’d have seen a person and a dog. Only a blind man could miss the two of you. Even if I’d heard the dog. Thing is, the light wasn’t on.” Without removing his eyes from mine, he nodded toward the large meeting room I’d just left. “I heard a noise in there.” 
 
    My abdominal muscles tightened, making it difficult to grab another breath. If I tried to speak, my voice would quiver, so I didn’t say a word.  
 
    “One thing doesn’t make sense: I looked all over that room and even in the closet, but neither of you were there.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    Inside his closed mouth, he clenched his teeth, making his jaw protrude. “You were there.” 
 
    “We get some great health benefits. A vision plan is included. You should check it out.”  
 
    He stood tall, at least as tall as he could manage. “You being petulant with me?” 
 
    Obviously, his unchecked anger irritated me. That and my apprehension about anyone learning that I’d planned to stay in the library overnight made it easy for me to insult him. Not a wise move considering I’d soon be his supervisor. If I planned to keep the job I hadn’t yet started, I needed to overlook Mason’s animosity and reign in some of my frustration.  
 
    “I’m not on staff yet,” I said, “but on Monday morning, we’re both going to have to do the best job we can for our patrons. For that reason, I’m going to pretend we never had this conversation. I hope you’ll do the same.” 
 
    Standing still with eyes that burned with annoyance, Mason opened his mouth and took in a breath, probably preparing to launch another verbal assault, but he let the air pass through his lips without speaking. “Guess, we’ll see.” 
 
    “And I guess I’ll see you Monday morning.”  
 
    He held my gaze for a long moment, no doubt trying to find some measure of uncertainty he could use against me, but he thought better of it and started toward the door. Halfway there, however, he stopped and turned to me with a doom-laden stare. “Be careful around here.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, unsure whether he threatened me. 
 
    He checked out the ceiling and the four walls before meeting my eyes. “It’s a warning.” 
 
    Rather than let his words unsettle me, I said, “Olen Reynard told me this place is haunted.” It reminded me of the large shape I’d seen in the restroom a short while ago. 
 
    “That’s the smartest thing he’s ever said.” He paused for a long beat, as though waiting for a response. With nothing forthcoming, he said, “I’d trust him if I were you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Mason left the building, I hiked up the staircase to the main lobby and watched him walk down the street as I contemplated his confrontational personality. He unsettled me, even if I did my best not to show it. Based on what he said and how he acted, I’d need to keep an eye on him. I suspected he had an anger streak that might buckle without a moment’s notice. 
 
    When he disappeared from view, I turned toward the elevator, doubting if Tofu had ever taken a ride in one. “Come on, Tofu, let’s go for a ride.” Hearing the word, “ride,” he’d obviously mistaken my intentions for taking a trip in my car because he jumped up on my leg, hurried down, and scampered around in a circle, unable to contain his excitement. “No, we’re going in the elevator.” I directed his leash toward the elevator about ten feet away. 
 
    We started toward it.  
 
    The elevator door opened. 
 
    As with the automatic front doors, Olen had set up sensors above the elevator car door to open when people stepped within its proximity. If he’d kept up with technological innovations for the Branch patrons and staff, why hadn’t he hired a crew to paint the walls or clean the carpet on a regular basis? Why hadn’t he replaced the outdated fluorescent lights in favor of more energy efficient ones? No one would care, or even know, what type of technology existed within the building...if no one wanted to step inside it.  
 
    Tofu stopped. His neck titled upwards. Then a high-pitched whine escaped his closed mouth, a sound maybe equating to confusion or uncertainty?  
 
    I laughed at him. “It’s okay, Tofu!” I waved my free arm toward the door and tugged on his leash to direct him to the waiting car door.  
 
    He lowered his head, lay on the ground, and turned his head toward me, his eyebrows drawing low as he met my gaze, dispirited.  
 
    For a dog that appeared happy most every moment in my presence, I’d never seen him look so hesitant before. “Okay, I know I joked about this place being haunted, but seriously. It’s all just ghost stories. This place isn’t haunted.” 
 
    In my mind, the image behind the shower curtain appeared. So what did I really see?  
 
    Now with some time and distance, I examined its size and shape, but I couldn’t really make out if it was a man or woman. That should have been blatantly obvious, but maybe that was because I was so startled that I couldn’t now pinpoint dimensions. 
 
    Before entering the shower, I’d hung my clothes on the hook on the back of the door, and that correlated with the exact spot the image had appeared. In fact, I couldn’t see the hook beyond the figure, possibly because I’d actually seen my clothes, not the outline of a person. 
 
    After all, my clothes didn’t have a shape. They lay slack and didn’t move. Just like the shape I’d seen. 
 
    But how had it appeared closer the second time you’d seen it? 
 
    I could only guess that I’d gotten too much water in my eyes and maybe the moisture had enlarged the dark shape to appear closer than it really was. 
 
    Relieved to have explained away that mystery, I set my sights on my dog.  
 
    Tofu sighed through his nostrils and let his gaze drift to the ground. A light groan rumbled between his lips. 
 
    I chuckled, knelt beside him, and started petting his back, but his tail didn’t wag. “Okay, I’ll prove it to you.” I looked up above the door to point out the sensor, but it was too dark in the lobby to see it. Then again, the light inside the elevator should have provided enough brightness to make the sensor obvious, but it was a dull glow. No surprise there. I got to my feet, approached the door, and looked for the sensor.  
 
    There wasn’t a sensor above the door. 
 
    So why had the door remained open for so long? Most doors closed after fifteen seconds at most, but this one had stayed open almost twice as long. 
 
    Startled by that unanticipated revelation, my muscles stiffened. My mind immediately turned to the rationale that Olen had given and Mason had all but confirmed, no matter how far-fetched it seemed. 
 
    A second later, an obvious explanation presented itself: Olen may have added some newer technology to the building, but it didn’t mean he’d signed off on regular preventative maintenance on any given electrical mechanism. In that case, the doors might need to be lubricated, resulting in the door grinding against the elevator frame. The door might have also gone off track, which could have prevented it from closing.  
 
    Many other reasons could have caused the door from closing: broken coils, rusty springs, screws may have come loose, jamming up against another part and causing enough friction to prevent the door from closing. After all, any given manufacturer always added certain safeguards to avoid locking a passenger inside. 
 
    With those explanations in place, I went over to Tofu and tried to rub his belly. Ordinarily, he’d turn over and stretch out, allowing me to slide my palm across his stomach and chest. This time, he curled into a crescent moon to protect himself, as though assuming I planned to hurt him. 
 
    Before adopting Tofu, the foster parent who watched over him told me that his previous owner had physically abused him. Hearing that unfortunate truth had burned me up inside. How any human could abuse a harmless animal went beyond comprehension. Dogs took great joy in loving their owners and nothing more. So to see Tofu shrinking away from me sent moisture into my eyes. 
 
    Tofu had seemed fine until the door opened, so I pet his head. “I’ll close the door and lock it. Sound good?”  
 
    Disinterested, he didn’t even acknowledge me.  
 
    I picked out the elevator key, since no other keyhole required such an odd shape, and as I approached the elevator, I stepped into a pocket of cool air, similar to driving down the road on a warm summer, only to dip into a gulley, where the air felt a few degrees cooler than it had been moments ago. 
 
    I peered into the darkened slit of space below the elevator door, but the chilly air didn’t rise up from there. I couldn’t see into the shaft to determine if a part had come undone, and nothing had impeded the car door from closing. With my limited understanding of elevators, I didn’t see anything amiss. Maybe Tofu had acted out because he’d smelled something or heard something unusual coming from the elevator that convinced him not to enter the car. When I started work on Monday, I’d place a service call to the company who maintained the elevator to determine if it was safe to use. 
 
    I lifted my right arm to the panel, and the chilly air lifted the hair on my arms. Ignoring the sensation, I inserted the key into the socket. I tried to lock it but the key wouldn’t turn. 
 
    The elevator was already turned off. 
 
    So how had the door opened? I looked into the car, unsure what to make of the situation.  
 
    Behind me, a whine escaped Tofu’s mouth.  
 
    I spun toward him.  
 
    He stared at me and titled his head toward the elevator, obviously trying to get me to follow his aim. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty obvious something’s wrong.” I couldn’t bear to see Tofu depressed, so I removed the key from the panel, drew him away from the elevator, and led him into the staff workroom to find a light bulb to replace the broken one in the secret chamber. After finding one, I led Tofu down the stairs, rather than take the elevator since it spooked him, and we went back to the hidden room downstairs. 
 
    I replaced the light bulb and now had a clear-eyed look around the room. The television was plugged in so I turned it on, still shocked by how huge and gaudy it looked for a unit with only a few switches and a knob to turn the channels. 
 
    The local news appeared onscreen, although the black and white picture was grainy. It meant there was probably an antenna on the roof, since there was no digital equivalent set up within the television. 
 
    I set up Tofu with some water and kibble. When he began scarfing down his meal, I breathed easier. His anxiety must’ve kicked in after leaving my ex’s apartment. Since dogs lived according to the routines their owners had set up, Tofu’s uncertainty had probably confused and frightened him. I couldn’t blame him because I could relate. 
 
    After cleaning up in the tiny bathroom, I returned to the room and removed my bedding items from the bag I’d brought from the car. I changed into my pajamas and set the bedsheet onto the couch to sleep like a civilized person and get over my own inclination to favor the floor instead of a bed. I lay down and tried not to think about being homeless. Since the Branch would be closed again tomorrow, I could do a more thorough search for prospective apartments at that time. 
 
    When Tofu finished his meal, I turned off the TV and did the same with the light. 
 
    Tofu jumped onto the couch and lay on my shins, most likely with his head facing the door. I suppose he did so to protect me, something that he’d done from the night I’d taken him home. 
 
    Although I couldn’t see him in the darkened room, I was glad that we’d forged such a strong bond. It also felt good to know he was protective of me. 
 
    In a quick fit, Tofu got to all fours and spun around toward the secret door. In doing so, he dug his paws into my ribs and abdomen. 
 
    “Hey!” I said, shocked at his quick reversal. “What the heck, Tofu!” 
 
    He sniffed and steadied his paws on my body.  
 
    With slight jerks from left to right, Tofu all but told me that he shifted his head in those directions, having heard something and now strained to hear whatever had caught his attention. His concern cleared away my irritation. 
 
    My heartbeat chugged in my chest while I lay absolutely still. I couldn’t hear anything. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He gave another head bob from the left and right. 
 
    The first few times he’d stood rigid, I’d gotten a little creeped out, but with each instance, I’d begun getting a little more used to it, which allowed me to relax a bit. Still, I didn’t move. Doing so would only irritate my little watchdog, and even though he stood on my chest, I liked having him around to alert me to any disturbances. 
 
    In the silence that stretched in the darkness, I thought I heard…no, it couldn’t be.  
 
    It sounded like someone played an organ in persistent notes to form a dreary melody, the kind that made my stomach clench.  
 
    Tofu jumped off me. He padded across the floor and stopped by the closed passageway. He took in a handful of sharp breaths through his nostrils, revealing that he tried to smell something on the other side of the door. 
 
    I got to my feet and once again called up the architectural schematics of this room in my mind, but having misjudged the location of the coffee table, my shin bashed into it, sending a sharp flare in that spot. Annoyed, I rubbed the area around the epicenter of the pain and made my way to the wall, feeling around blindly for almost ten seconds until my fingertips found it. I flipped the wall switch. 
 
    Light filled the room.  
 
    Tofu, his nose at the bottom of the door, kept trying to identify whatever scent that caught his attention. 
 
    Had Mason returned? Or even worse…had he failed to shut the door at the employee exit? In that case, another person might have entered the building. Then again, I doubted anyone in such a nice residential neighborhood would have been waiting around on the off chance that a staff member would exit the building this late. 
 
    I walked across the carpet and slid up beside Tofu, glad he stayed quiet. I listened for the organ playing, but with Tofu sniffing below, I couldn’t make out any noise other than that which he made.  
 
    Tofu backed up a few paces, looked at me, and sniffed again, as though telling me he hadn’t found conclusive evidence that someone stood opposite us in the large meeting room closet. 
 
    If someone had entered the closet, I’d have noticed a faint light emanating from under the door, so I hit the elongated brick near the bottom of the wall. 
 
    The door swung halfway open, revealing a darkened room. 
 
    Alleviated by knowing a prowler hadn’t visited, I tentatively led Tofu through the closet until I reached the opposite wall and flipped the light switch. After my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I slowly opened the closet door and peered into the meeting room.  
 
    Basked in darkness, the room was vacant. 
 
    My gaze immediately swept toward the piano against the wall on the other side of the room. How had I not noticed it earlier? Probably because I’d been so desperate to find a place to stay for the night, I’d inadvertently missed the instrument altogether. I turned on the lights and approached the piano.  
 
    “This is the commotion,” I told Tofu, only to realize a moment later that, obviously, for it to issue any sound, someone needed to play it. I stopped in the middle of the room and checked my surroundings. We were still alone, but that didn’t mean Mason hadn’t returned. Considering his frustration earlier, he might have returned to ask more questions. I wouldn’t have put it past him.  
 
    With that possibility in mind, I let go of Tofu’s leash and swept through the room, entered the lobby, and looked up the staircase. Mason wasn’t within my sightline, so I jogged up the steps and looked through the upstairs lobby, only to find myself alone. I hurried back downstairs and opened the door to find Tofu wagging his tail. He sniffed as if to admonish me for stranding him in an unfamiliar room for more than a few moments.  
 
    “Sorry, Tofu,” I said, bending down to stroke his back before checking the Friends of the Library room. Nothing seemed out of sorts, so I returned to the large meeting room, walked right up to the piano, and hit a few notes on either end of the piano. 
 
    It didn’t make a sound.  
 
    Surprised by that revelation, I hit a couple keys in the middle of the keyboard. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Frustrated, I pounded a variety of keys, only to once again find that the piano made no sound. So how had music come from this piano? “You heard music, right?” 
 
    As if to reply, my dog sniffed and backed up a few paces.  
 
    “Then how come this thing doesn’t work?” Rather than look to a dog who couldn’t answer that question, I scanned the room until my gaze fell upon a ceiling vent a few feet from the closet. I went over to it and inspected the grate. 
 
    A small piece of paper clung to the grill. When air passed through the vent, it pushed against the paper, resulting in a continuous rhythm that could have sounded like piano keys, even though the pitch wasn’t exactly reminiscent of what I’d heard earlier. Still, it made sense, especially if the HVAC system wasn’t a well-oiled machine and didn’t push out air in a steady stream, but an interrupted one.  
 
    Since Olen had stopped putting money into this building unless something broke down, I doubted if he’d hired a technician to clean out the ducts. If not, who knows what could have built-up over the past thirty years.  
 
    Satisfied with that conclusion, the tension in my shoulders subsided, and I smiled at Tofu. “See? A rational explanation.” Even though I didn’t believe in ghosts, I’d done due diligence by treating each potential incidence of ghostly endeavors as a serious possibility. I had to admit that with each succeeding disturbance, I found myself somewhat vacillating to the idea of a haunting.  
 
    But I’d used analytical insight to negate the idea, so I put the issue to rest, even though at the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but wonder…what if Olen spoke the truth? 
 
    I guided Tofu back through the meeting room and into the secret room. I shut out the lights. 
 
    Tofu leapt onto my lap and settled on my ankles to keep watch on the door. A low growl started in his throat. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tofu. Go to sleep.” 
 
    In between my dog’s rumbling vocal chords, it sounded like organ music had begun playing again, but when I bolted upright, listening for musical notes, I didn’t hear another sound.  
 
    “Quiet, Tofu!” 
 
    My dog lay silent, allowing me to hear the eerie sounds coming from the HVAC system. “It’s just the air conditioning.” Since I’d opened my mind to the possibility that this building might be haunted, my mind had played tricks on me.” Go to sleep, Tofu.”  
 
    Despite my command, he remained on guard. 
 
    I let my eyelids close. A second later, a stray thought jabbed my mind: when the HVAC system ran, it would ordinarily make a soft hum throughout a building this size. So how could the HVAC system produce sounds reminiscent of music, especially when the piano keys wouldn’t elicit a sound? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a fitful night of sleep, where I’d woken multiple times because I worried Olen or Mason might discover that I’d stayed overnight at the Branch, I awoke the next morning feeling more tired and irritable than when I’d gone to sleep. 
 
    Tofu was nowhere in the vicinity. Having no one else in my life but my dog, I stuck my knuckles into eyes and worked on removing the grogginess from them. 
 
    “Tofu?” I called out. Ordinarily, within a few seconds, the chains on his collar would rattle as he made his way towards me, but that didn’t happen this time. All was silent. Inner turmoil drove the weariness from my body, and I jolted away from the couch and turned on the light. The secret door remained closed, so he couldn’t have traveled around the building. He had to have made his way into the bathroom. 
 
    I hurried into the tight room, but he didn’t lie near the sink or the toilet. However, the stand up shower door was ajar a few inches. I grabbed the door and spread it open. 
 
    Inside, Tofu’s head lay between both front paws. Unmoving, his gaze met mine as his eyebrows lifted with uncertainty and fear. 
 
    I sighed with relief. “Tofu, what’s wrong?” I entered the area and sat beside him. In every other instance, he would have scrambled about to get in the best possible position to accept the strokes I’d give his back and ears. This time, however, he didn’t budge. 
 
    “I know it’s a new place, but it’s temporary. In a little bit, I’ll check the internet and look for another place we can live. Sound good?” 
 
    His eyes remained locked on mine, but he didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “How about some breakfast?” I got up, hoping he’d do likewise. But that didn’t happen. He remained where he lay, although his tail wagged a few times before settling back down.  
 
    “I promise, Tofu, everything will be okay. So what do you say? Want some grub?” 
 
    Reluctantly, Tofu, got to his feet and stretched his limbs. After I turned around and headed back to the other room, my dog followed me. I set up some dry food and water for him. After he finished, I changed into gray jogging pants and a loose, off-the-shoulder pink and sky-blue Chicago Cubs jersey. Then I took Tofu out to relieve himself. When we entered the library again, I ate cereal with water instead of milk, a disgusting combination, but something I’d need to tolerate for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Once finished, we went upstairs and I entered the computer lab. I switched on the lights, since the lab was far from public view and wouldn’t be seen from anyone outside of the building, and looked for affordable apartments as I charged my phone through the PCs USB port. Because I’d scored a job in an affluent community, all local apartments required an expensive deposit and an outrageous monthly rent, so I widened my search.  
 
    While I’d found a few apartments, I called each, only to find that one landlord considered the monthly rent as non-negotiable, while another forgot to remove the ad because he’d already found a renter. Another landlord refused to allow pets on his property.  
 
    I broadened my search once again, and while some apartments were within my budget, I’d need to travel well over two hours to and from work each day. I was reluctant to even visit those units because, if I needed to travel that long during summer, how long would my commute be during the winter months when sleet and snow hit the streets? Besides, my car wasn’t in the best of shape, and I doubted it would hold up under such strenuous travel demands. 
 
    “Damn.” I pushed my chair away from the table and looked down at Tofu, who scuttled back a few paces and tilted his head as he stared straight ahead, failing to meet my gaze. I pushed some enthusiasm into my system to keep from depressing. “Gotta stay positive, right, Tofu? We’ll find a place.” 
 
    As I turned back to my computer, the screen went black. “You gotta be kidding!” 
 
    Although the PC was working properly, the monitor was not. I pressed the on/off switch, but it didn’t turn on.  
 
    I looked under the table to find a bunch of cords snaking out from the PCs and monitors on either side of mine plugged into a power strip where I’d placed my feet only moments ago. Although I didn’t recall my foot snagging a wire, I may have done so without noticing because I’d been so focused on my search. 
 
    It took some strength to pull a thick cord out of the power pack. I’d need to tug it hard to remove the cord. So how could it otherwise get dislodged? 
 
    The same way the books fell from the shelf, the elevator door opened while the mechanism was turned off, and the figure appeared in the bathroom. A ghost. 
 
    I shook off that idea as possible but improbable. If Olen hadn’t mentioned it upon first meeting me, would I have even considered that possibility? Maybe because I was alone in an old, dark building, but outside of that, each incident had a rational explanation.  
 
    If I saw a book floating through the air, I’d admit a ghost inhabited this building. If lights were constantly switching on and off, I’d concede that a ghost might be lurking around. But even then, every light fixture in this building needed to be replaced. So even if that situation hadn’t presented itself, an old facility like this one had plenty of issues. For that reason, I’d accept the most obvious explanation every single time. On the other hand, if an explanation seemed more far-fetched than one attributed to the supernatural, I’d reconsider. Until then, I wouldn’t psyche myself out by contemplating spirits visited the library. 
 
    Therefore, even if I hadn’t felt my shoe snag the cord leading to the monitor, it must have happened. And when I scooted back, I’d no doubt dislodged it from the power strip.  
 
    I got down and plugged the cord back in. 
 
    A second later, a door slammed in the staff workroom. 
 
    Tofu barked, got to his feet, and trotted off in that direction. 
 
    I waited in the silence that followed, pinned to my chair, listening, waiting…for something else to happen. Something to prove that the paranormal might be at work. 
 
    As the seconds ticked by, I remained in place. “Hey, Tofu,” I said, finally finding my voice. “Think we should check it out?” 
 
    He chuffed. But he didn’t move. Just kept staring at the doorway. 
 
    It took some effort to push myself up because I didn’t want to discover that some type of otherworldly presence had made itself known.  
 
    At that moment, Tofu charged out of the lab and vanished around the corner.  
 
    Fearful that he might run into a conflict he couldn’t fight by using his teeth or nails, but glad that he took the lead on this one, I followed him into the staff room. 
 
    Olen Reynard took powerful strides in our direction until he saw Tofu and halted, as Mason came to a stop behind him, barely managing to avoid colliding into his back. “What’s this?” Olen asked while glaring at Tofu. “A dog?” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said, kneeling by my little fella to pat his back. “It’s okay, little guy. We’re safe with these two.” 
 
    Tofu, obviously disagreeing with my reassurance, barred his teeth and growled. 
 
    Just as he lunged toward my boss, I tugged his leash, preventing Tofu from attacking my boss and Mason. “I’m so sorry.” Tofu wouldn’t stop growling, so I lightly tapped his snout to get his attention. “It’s okay. Quiet!” 
 
    Tofu stopped growling and no longer strained against his leash, but he breathed heavily through his mouth, letting it known he only refrained from attacking Olen and Mason because I’d asked him to. 
 
    “Still with the dog, huh?” asked Mason with a cocky half-grin as he turned to Olen, as if to say, “Now you’re gonna get it!” 
 
    “Mason texted me this morning,” Olen said. “He saw your car in the library lot this morning.” He set his gaze on Tofu. “What is he doing here? Under no circumstances is a dog allowed in this building unless it’s a service dog.” He looked me up and down…a little too slowly, as though taking his time checking me out, fearing no reprisal. “You don’t look disabled,” he asked in a condescending manner. “Am I wrong?” 
 
    I hadn’t expected such harsh judgment. “The building is closed. I told Mason last night—” 
 
    “Yes,” Olen said. “He told me all about it. And you’re still here.” He folded both arms across his chest. “Why is that?” 
 
    If I lied, it would come across as insincere and unlikely because I had a poor poker face. “I…I’m looking for an apartment.” 
 
    “Ha!” Mason said and clapped his hands as a buoyant expression lit his face. “Told you. She stayed here last night.” He nodded, but catching sight of my dog, his expression turned cryptic. 
 
    Tofu growled again, but I held his leash tight. “No!” I told him. “Quiet!” Thankfully, my dog followed my instructions once more.  
 
    “Is that true?” Olen asked, his eyes growing wide as he probably contemplated whether I’d stayed in the branch overnight.  
 
    “I was here last night when Mason stopped by,” I said, trying to sidestep his question and steady my voice. “But just because I’m here now doesn’t mean I stayed the night.” 
 
    Mason’s half-smile became a full grin. Standing a couple inches behind Olen, he nodded as though I’d confirmed his suspicions. “Told you.” 
 
    His accusation sent a sliver of fear up my neck. I hated how Mason took such pleasure from trying to get others into trouble. He reminded me of a little boy who tattled on others to make him feel better about himself. 
 
    Olen, his face void of emotion, kept his gaze on mine. “I mounted video cameras in this building. If you stayed here overnight, I could easily find out.” A sinister smile appeared on his face, one that made it clear he hoped I’d stayed overnight, so he could use it to blackmail me.  
 
    An icky feeling settled in my gut as all the air in my lungs passed through my mouth. His persistent, piercing gaze made me shiver. “I apologize for bringing my dog inside. After today, it won’t become an issue.”  
 
    “Very well,” said Olen, all traces of a smile wiped clean in favor of a flat expression. He glared at Tofu for a long moment before turning around and disappearing around the corner.  
 
    Mason hadn’t given me a chance as his supervisor, and I’d done nothing for him to dislike or even distrust me, yet he’d ratted me out. I was so angry that it took everything I had to keep myself from lashing out at him. 
 
    A moment later, the staff workroom door closed as Olen left the building.  
 
    Mason’s eyes met mine. He jerked a thumb at Tofu. “Don’t let him shit on the carpet.” 
 
    “If he does, I’ll be sure to call you. What’s your cell number?” I’d overstepped, but Mason had done likewise numerous times, and if I didn’t stand up for myself, he’d take advantage of me, so I didn’t feel too bad about pushing back a little bit. 
 
    Mason’s lower lip curled, revealing deep animosity. He winced at me, unsure how to frame the next words out of his mouth, so he blew a breath between his teeth and turned his back on me. A moment later, Mason followed Olen out of the Branch. 
 
    Tofu sniffed and stared at me.  
 
    “Thanks for backing me up, little buddy,” I told him, feeling some of the tension leaving my shoulders. 
 
    He licked his lips, as though he’d stayed at my side in expectation of a treat.  
 
    “You’re such a rascal!” I bent down beside him and ruffled the hair under his ears. 
 
    The back door opened. 
 
    Both Tofu and I bolted upright.  
 
    Olen Reynard appeared with a manila folder in his right hand and an unreadable expression. “As I said, since our Assistant Director is on vacation…” A slimy smile slowly appeared on his face. “We get to go over some paperwork regarding state and federal taxes as well as a whole bunch more monotonous details for employment.” His face, mired in glee, conflicted with the job ahead of him.  
 
    How many people enjoyed doing paperwork on their day off? When it came to Olen Reynard, something didn’t quite add up. And I was the unlucky one to benefit from his attention. 
 
    His gaze settled on Tofu. “You should take him outside.” 
 
    I shook my head, barely able to comprehend how I’d managed to deny his recommendation. After all, Olen told me Tofu shouldn’t be inside the building. Standing so close to him made my stomach churn. With Tofu nearby, he could look after me if Olen made any unwelcome advances. 
 
    Olen’s eyes blazed with fury. Then his gaze fell to my shoulders and slowly drew downward toward my breasts. His lips parted and a soft sigh left his mouth.  
 
    Figuring he’d caught sight of my cleavage, I straightened, giving him no reason to look in that direction again. Still, seeing the need in his eyes, the pure desire, I pivoted to keep him from seeing any more of my body than necessary. 
 
    “Let’s meet in your office, shall we?” He passed through the doorway and entered the glass-encased office. “Since this is where you’ll spend some of your time, I thought it would be nice to handle things here.” He looked up at me with a joyful smile. “Please…” He motioned to the chair behind the desk, requesting that I have a seat. 
 
    “Fantastic.” I let go of Tofu’s leash and did as he’d suggested. When Tofu prepared to follow me, I turned back to him. “Stay.” 
 
    Tofu remained in place and whined a little as he faced Olen.  
 
    “Quiet,” I said in a stern tone.  
 
    My dog chuffed, but he sat on his hind legs. 
 
    Seated in a chair across from me, Olen slid one document after another my way so I could fill out and sign each one. Although I felt his gaze on me the entire time, I did my best to pretend he didn’t look my way, which was difficult because when we concluded this official business about forty minutes later, I let out a huge sigh, as though I’d accomplished the impossible. “So, we’re done?” 
 
    “We sure are, little lady.” He held my stare a little longer than necessary. “I’m sorry to hear you’re having difficulty finding a suitable apartment.” He reached out with his left hand, and his palm slid down the back of my arm before halting at my wrist, which he interlocked with his fingers. “If you ever need anything…” He shifted his chair closer and cocked an eyebrow. “And I mean…anything. Give me a call. I’ll always be here for you.”  
 
    Just as I planned to yank my hand back to remove his hand from mine in anger, I opened my mouth to lambast him for having touched me again without my consent.  
 
    He retracted his hand and got to his feet, his knees crackling with the effort. “Well, I should get back home. Don’t want to keep the wife waiting!” 
 
    The uneasiness coiled in my gut slowly untangled. “Great.” 
 
    Olen looked down, acting coy. “I feel a tremendous amount of chemistry with you.” He shifted the wedding band around his finger. “Rest assured, while I consider myself a supportive husband, I also relinquish certain…activities to spontaneous endeavors.” He removed a business card from his front pocket, revealing that he’d intentionally placed it there in hopes that he’d get a chance to give it to me. Olen slid it across the table. “My cell number is on the back.” 
 
    My stomach whipped up enough bile that I could have vomited all over him, if I hadn’t been so determined to keep it from entering my throat. I pushed it back to him. “If I need you, I’ll just call your extension,” I said, revealing that I’d only call him during business hours. 
 
    “Keep that.” Olen smiled. His gaze lingered on my breasts and on down to my hips and thighs before returning to my eyes. “Just in case. You never know what the future holds.” 
 
    Once more, I fought to keep from vomiting in my mouth. “Goodbye.” 
 
    He stepped away from the desk and soon enough exited the building. 
 
    After the back door shut, I nearly collapsed onto the desk with relief. “Security cameras, Tofu! How come I hadn’t thought of it?” 
 
    Tofu got to his feet and awaited my next move.  
 
    “That major league perv will probably check out the security footage every moment we’re in this building. Thank God we won’t see him too much in person, though, right?” 
 
    Tofu chuffed in agreement and trotted alongside me, excited to see what our next job entailed. 
 
    I spent the next half-hour visiting every section of the branch, searching for every camera. There were four. All on the first floor: one oversaw the public desk; another checked out the adult seating area; a third overlooked the children’s section; and a fourth examined visitors in the lobby as they entered or exited the library. I found three more outside, two of which scanned the parking lots, while a third inspected the bicycle racks, in case someone decided to steal a bicycle. 
 
    Afterwards, I returned to the computer lab and continued my internet search for an apartment. I spent another hour looking for some possibilities, after which I scooped up Tofu and drove to four apartment complexes, between which I’d found time for lunch at Subway, which sadly enough strained my budget.  
 
    All told, I couldn’t persuade the landlords or apartment management companies to overlook the security deposit as well as a lower monthly rental agreement. Besides, even if I’d found a place to stay at a reasonable rate, the landlord or apartment management company would check my credit score and I’d get rejected. Again.  
 
    Later that evening, I returned to the library after dinnertime and parked on a street five blocks away in hopes that Mason wouldn’t search the neighborhood for my vehicle. After I called the police to let them know my car would remain on the street overnight, I led Tofu back to the branch and made sure Tofu didn’t tinkle on the ground in a straight line to the building. 
 
    This time, rather than allow the cameras to capture our image, I took Tofu around the building, where no cameras could capture our image, and entered a portion of the building that led to the lower level. 
 
    My dog kept pace beside me without comment. When we returned to our secret bunker, I fed Tofu, and then pulled out the sandwich I’d purchased from a gas station. As I dug my teeth into it, I resigned myself to staying at the library for one more night, disappointed that I’d once again broken the rules. Thankfully, I didn’t expect either Olen or Mason to visit. Without evidence that I’d returned after leaving mid-day, they had no reason to suspect that I’d stay overnight. 
 
    I placed a call to a handful of friends in hopes that I could borrow some cash, but all of them were either as broke as me or unwilling to part with their funds because they needed it before I’d be able to reimburse them. I could rely on a few relatives, but each of them would tell my parents that they’d bailed me out of a difficult financial situation, which was a consequence I couldn’t bear to endure.   
 
    Once again, I contemplated calling my parents. If they bailed me out, they would cheerfully wipe away every last penny I owed. But I’d need to admit that I’d chosen the wrong profession, and they would hold that knowledge over my head for the rest of my life.  
 
    And once they got their hooks in me, their influence would only grow while my determination to fend off their suggestions would weaken. I’d become an automaton that existed but never lived the life I’d wanted to lead. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life like that. 
 
    “I know I promised you we’d find a way out of here,” I told Tofu. “I’m sorry I let you down.” 
 
    Tofu licked my arm, as if trying to say he didn’t blame me.  
 
    “It seems we’re stuck here for another night. Let’s hope there isn’t any excitement like last night.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unable to sleep, I led Tofu back upstairs and returned to the computer lab, relieved to have avoided the cameras throughout the journey. I didn’t want to invite more frustration into my life by searching for apartments I couldn’t afford. Since my curiosity about whether the Branch could be haunted got the best of me, I decided to do some research on the building. 
 
    Created in the early twentieth century with funds donated by the philanthropist, Andrew Carnegie, the Branch served as the primary library in Fairfield until the Library Board of Trustees decided to build a larger facility closer to their community members, since new housing units had sprawled further away from the branch with each passing year.  
 
    I found plenty of reading material about the Branch, but most of it related to library programming such as special events and guest speakers, but nothing centered on anything disturbing like death or destruction inside the building, which according to information on the internet, could possibly result in a haunting. However, I found a couple articles in local online newspapers about my predecessor, Claire Rochelle. 
 
    One journalist discussed the strange circumstances surrounding her death: “According to unidentified sources, Claire Rochelle, 34, had pulled her Hyundai Genesis Coupe to the side of the road after flames erupted from under the hood. The lead detective on the case confirmed that flames enveloped the engine. They suspected Rochelle could not exit the vehicle, since both power locks inside the Hyundai had malfunctioned. Rochelle had attempted to open both door handles, going so far as to bust both handles from the door. “I can understand a power door switch malfunction,” said officer Roger Mathis, “but to have both door handles fail to open seems suspect. The flames traveled through the interior of the vehicle and eventually burned Rochelle to death.” Over eighty percent of her body suffered third degree burns. When pressed if foul play may have been a consideration, Mathis refused to speculate about an ongoing investigation. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine a more horrifying way to die, but like the reporter, I suspected outside factors had prevented Claire Rochelle from exiting her vehicle. Rochelle, an individual without any family, listed Mason Mayberry as the sole beneficiary of her life insurance policy worth $315,000. 
 
    I found it odd that Claire Rochelle had been in a romantic relationship with a man as monosyllabic as Mason Mayberry. Most librarians took pride in their academic endeavors, and it seemed unlikely, although not impossible, that she’d consider Mason an unseemly romantic match. 
 
    Regardless, Claire had died in her car…not the Branch. While tragic, the disaster had no direct correlation as to why some staff considered the Branch haunted. I spent another ninety minutes searching for anything related to this facility, but I found nothing beyond what the library had listed on its website.  
 
    After I ended my computer session, I spotted Tofu with his head raised a bit and staring at the wall behind us, head cocked to the side, curious. I opened my mouth to speak to him, but thought better of disturbing his trance-like state. 
 
    As though someone told him that I’d been analyzing him, Tofu swiveled his head toward me, but his eyes remained trained on the wall, as though unwilling to turn away from whatever he found so compelling. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, smiling at him. “What’s up?” 
 
    Tofu unfurled his tongue, removed his gaze from the wall, and pushed his head forward so I could slide my hand over it. 
 
    “Is that all I am?” I asked, feigning annoyance. “A hand to pet you? A money honey who feeds you and picks up your poop?” 
 
    Tofu closed his mouth and continued to stare at me. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m broke, so there goes that theory.” I scooped him into my arms, which made him smile. “How about trying to hit the hay?” In response, he licked my chin. I got up and just as I crossed through the doorway, a cool draft passed across my skin.  
 
    But because I’d been walking, I couldn’t whirl around to determine why I’d stepped through a cold patch without losing my balance and entering the field of vision of a camera that would pick up my image. So I nixed that idea, sneaked into a small meeting room, and exited it a moment later, only to enter the lobby. I splayed my back against the wall because another camera was connected to the ceiling directly overhead. 
 
    I plugged the key into an elevator panel to unlock it and then pressed the call button. The car door opened and I stepped inside. Just as the door closed, I swore I heard a soft female voice straight ahead.  
 
    Startled, my shoulders spiking upwards at the unsettling sound, I looked at Tofu, who glanced around. He didn’t whimper or try to leap out of my grasp, and as I considered whether I’d truly heard someone whisper or if my mind had played tricks on me, I punched the button marked “Open/Close.”  
 
    The door slid open, and I stood in the entryway to prevent the door from closing again, so I could check out the lobby. 
 
    The lobby was empty. 
 
    I saw nothing and heard even less, so I waved my hand across the elevator sensor to let the door close and then tapped the button that would take us downstairs. As the car door closed, it issued an almost imperceptible shriek, which I’d obviously mistaken for a female voice.  
 
    I’d let my imagination get the best of me. As the car descended, I met Tofu’s eyes. “Who’s a big scaredy-cat? Me, that’s who!” He licked my left cheek so quickly that I pulled away. “How’d you sleep last night?” 
 
    Tofu looked away.  
 
    “Yeah, me too. Hopefully, we’ll get some major shuteye tonight.” Once the elevator opened on the lower level, I no longer had to worry about avoiding security cameras, so we made our way back into the secret chamber. Earlier, while searching the internet, I considered asking Olen for branch building schematics, but based on its age, I doubted this room would appear on the blueprints. Besides, if anyone knew about its presence, both Olen and Mason would. And considering they hadn’t mentioned or checked this place last night, I doubted they knew about it. 
 
    We settled in to sleep for the night with me on the sofa and Tofu on my ankles, keeping an eye on the secret door. Because I had such a fitful night last night, I fell asleep quickly.  
 
    In the middle of the night, I still felt something tug my lower extremities and awoke to find Tofu laying on my ankles, perched over the couch facing the coffee table, once more in a trance. I refrained from calling out to him because he extended his head a bit, unraveled his tongue, and appeared to accept an invisible treat. 
 
    Both eyes were open and he blinked, making it obvious that he was conscious. He waited a few seconds, as though giving someone a chance to dig a hand back into a bag of treats to retrieve another one before presenting it to Tofu. My dog leaned forward again, once more taking in another treat. 
 
    Shocked by his bizarre behavior, I stared at him, wide-eyed and unable to take another breath. Over the past week while asleep, I’d felt him kick out, as though running through a field, and growling or yapping, but I didn’t know what to make of this latest development. In real life, if he took a piece of food into his mouth, he would chew it before swallowing, but in his current state, he didn’t bite down, nor had he swallowed. 
 
    Did dogs sleep with their eyes open? Did they attempt to eat while asleep?  
 
    Both ideas sounded ludicrous, but while I’d done research about dogs before adopting Tofu, I hadn’t done a thorough enough job to tell if dogs acted out daily activities while asleep. Because I doubted this was an ordinary occurrence, I couldn’t tramp down on my quickened breath, now that it came freely, which also kicked my heartbeat to thump wildly in my ribcage. 
 
    As Tofu received another imperceptible treat by the invisible person feeding it to him, I questioned whether a ghost stood a few feet away. After all, I couldn’t see one, which prevented me from freaking out and racing out of the room, but that didn’t mean one didn’t exist. Likewise, I didn’t hear a sound. So the idea of a ghost inhabiting the space less than five feet away sent chills through my bones. But because Tofu seemed so relaxed and casual about this turn of events, my pulse slackened and I regained my composure within a minute. 
 
    Once more, contemplating how dogs often acted out common habits while asleep, such as playing with other dogs or their owners, I questioned whether they relished the idea of eating so much during the day…that they played out that routine in a dream state.  
 
    As much as I wanted to trust this train of thought, something niggled at the back of my mind. When I slept, did I pretend to eat pizza or a burger? Doubtful. But I rarely recalled waking up in the morning and remembered a dream where I’d sunk my teeth into a juicy steak. So Tofu’s dream seemed more than a bit puzzling considering he hadn’t seemed the least bit troubled.  
 
    Unsure what to believe, I mentally played volleyball with the idea for a couple minutes before realizing that Tofu had stopped accepting treats from a potential visitor and had lain his head down between his front paws. Once again, I scanned the room and listened for anything atypical, but the room was still. Half an hour later, comforted by the thought that if a ghost had visited, it had quickly retreated, my eyelids tugged downward, drawing me back to sleep. 
 
    After all, if a ghost meant to harm someone, why would it show up now and then, but never attack the person it haunted? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After feeding Tofu the next morning, I did a quick internet search on the main floor of the library to determine if dogs slept with their eyes open and dreamed of eating while asleep. I soon found dozens of websites that confirmed both theories, although neither phenomenon was common. Although this strange occurrence and many others occurred over the past couple days that tested logic, my intuition told me to keep my mind open to the possibility that a ghost haunted this building. I tucked away that idea to keep it from the forefront of my mind, which might otherwise test my sanity.  
 
    Since I wouldn’t get to visit the Main Library during work hours for a couple weeks until the management team met for their bi-monthly meeting, I took Tofu for a ride to our library district’s headquarters.  
 
    I planned to introduce myself to the staff and inquire a bit about Olen Reynard, Mason Mayberry, and Claire Rochelle. I stepped up to a large front desk, attended by a cheerful woman in her late teens with a black-haired pixie cut and purple highlights. 
 
    “Hi,” I said with a smile. “My name is Rosalind Lanners.” 
 
    “Our new Branch Manager,” the young woman said, her grin brightening as she curved around the desk to meet me with a hand outstretched. “Yesterday, Olen sent out an email that you’re my new boss. I’m Eloise Blythe: your only full-timer, other than Mason, that is.”  
 
    I loved her enthusiasm. “Great to meet you, Eloise.” She had a tight grip and pumped my palm effusively, so I matched her strength. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, retracting her hand and stepping back as color reached her cheeks, as though sensing she’d been too eager to meet me. “I’ve been the person in charge at the Branch since…well…” She looked elsewhere, as though hoping someone would interrupt our conversation and save her from discussing the vacancy in management at the Branch. “So it’s great to know you’ll be around. As for today, someone needed to take off for a death in the family, so when they asked me, there’s no way I’m going to turn down time-and-a-half.” 
 
    “Who’s been in charge of the Branch the last few months?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re looking at her.” 
 
    I waited for a smile or some laughter to show she’d been joking, but Eloise met my gaze without a change in temperament. “Do you have any management experience?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No offense, but there had to be more qualified staff members at the Main Library who could have taken over in the interim, so why hadn’t Olen—” 
 
    “That’s what I told him,” she said, heaving a sigh of relief as though finally finding someone who agreed with her on this topic. “You know what he said? ‘You know this place better than anyone. You’ll do just fine.’ Then he walked away. I was so scared. What if there was a fire or a tornado or someone had a heart attack? I wouldn’t know how to handle any of that, and since I couldn’t do what’s best for the community, I told him I’d resign.” 
 
    Startled by Olen’s lackadaisical handling of the Branch, I considered how he’d dealt with me during my interview and said, “He offered you a raise, didn’t he?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” she asked, dumbfounded.  
 
    I didn’t want to explain that I’d negotiated for a raise of my own. Since I understood her plight, I kept my mouth shut. It was nice to speak with a staff member who didn’t make sexual remarks or sling insults my way. Not only that, but I respected Eloise’s individuality: she wore a non-clingy satin black dress, painted her fingernails black with specks of white and planted deep red lipstick on her lips. Her smoky-eyeshadow along with her pale skin contrasted with lively turquoise eyes that made it clear she made her own conclusions about others, rather than accept outside opinions. 
 
    “He promoted me to Library Associate and gave me a five percent raise.” She put a hand under her chin and took up a pensive expression. “The bump in pay was pretty sweet, and I’ve learned a lot, mostly by mistakes, since I didn’t have a mentor. Staff here was supportive enough, but they were also shocked that a manager from the Main Library hadn’t transferred over there to take over as interim branch manager. I’d bet everyone on staff at both buildings had that same question.” 
 
    Why wouldn’t Olen want someone with more experience to be in charge of the Branch? “I’m surprised someone hadn’t brought this matter to the Board of Trustees,” I said. “The Board evaluates Olen, so I’m shocked that at least one member would have found his negligence inexcusable.” 
 
    “Mason has been the Library Director for over twenty-five years. They’re an old guard board who trust him with pretty much everything he says or does. Plus, they seem perfectly fine with doing as little as possible.” 
 
    That explanation put things in context for me.   
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Eloise said, revealing a thoughtful person with an upbeat attitude. 
 
    I appreciated that I wouldn’t have a power struggle on my hands at the branch, since she wanted to hand over all authoritative library responsibilities. But it was obvious she cared about the staff and the library. If this relationship with Eloise continued down a respectful path, I’d have an easier time earning the trust and respect from the other Branch staff I hadn’t yet met. More importantly, I’d have found someone I could trust and count on. 
 
    Throughout the next hour, Eloise introduced me to a half-dozen staff members (weekends at the Main Library consisted of a skeleton crew). Eloise discussed problems, issues, and concerns, perhaps filling me in so I could meet with my colleagues at team meetings and feel comfortable knowing some of the ins and outs of our library culture. 
 
    We soon found ourselves in the staff area, where we grabbed a seat at one of the four tables in a well-lit lounge. Opposite a sink, a dishwasher, and a coffee maker, the latter of which provided a wonderful aroma, was two vending machines, one that offered candy and chips, and a second that held cans of soda, tea, and bottled water. 
 
    Eloise set down a cup of coffee in front of her, added a little cream, and poured a packet of sugar in it. After swirling around the coffee with a spoon, she opened another packet of sugar, let it sink into darkness, and reached for one more packet. “Don’t judge.” 
 
    “Diabetes be damned!” I said with a grin, finding her ritual far from unordinary. With no one in the lounge but us, my thoughts turned darker. “This building looks fantastic compared to the Branch: new tables and chairs for patrons in the adult and youth departments. The carpets look clean. The paint is fresh. Did you notice how the Branch always looks kind of…tired and old?” 
 
    With her shoulders hunched, Eloise nodded but didn’t look my way.  
 
    “The Branch isn’t even fifteen miles away, but there are weeds out front and the grass is brown in spots and yellow in others, yet outside this building, everything looks like it’s in full bloom. Is there some kind of crazy weather pattern that prevents rain from dropping outside the Branch?” 
 
    Still noncommittal, Eloise stirred her coffee and watched the liquid swirl.  
 
    “I guess I’ll need to talk to Mason about brightening up the Branch,” I continued. “We could put out a sprinkler on the premises before it gets even colder than it is now. Do you think Olen would allow me to buy some paint? I’ll take care of the walls myself on the weekends if I have to. The building doesn’t look too inviting. And it smells kind of odd inside, too, don’t you think? Like a mixture of moldy books and humidity.”  
 
    Eloise shrugged, a look of helplessness etched on her face that probably matched mine.  
 
    Why had she told me so much about the Main Library but refused to open up about the building where she spent every business day? “When you introduced me to staff, everyone seemed kind of distant. Not that they were mean, far from it, but it seemed like they’d prefer not to know me.” 
 
    Eloise looked down. She nodded. 
 
    At least she confirmed something for me this time. “So it wasn’t just my imagination. Good to know. Did I unknowingly drag that depressing vibe from the Branch over here this morning?” 
 
    She took a sip from her coffee and her upper lip curled in disgust. “Gross!” 
 
    “Too much sugar?” I asked. 
 
    “Too much?” Eloise drew back as though offended. “Try not enough!” She reached for another packet, ripped it open, and watched the sugar sink into the coffee. 
 
    “They don’t know anything about me,” I said, referring to the Main Library staff. “So what persuaded them to put me at arm’s length?” 
 
    Eloise stirred the coffee and then consumed more. With her closed eyes, she sighed as gratification tilted her lips upwards. “This will do.”  
 
    “It seems like you’re doing everything possible to avoid answering me.” 
 
    Eloise opened her eyes and looked my way. “They don’t want to grow too attached.” 
 
    Her response made me pause before answering. What would encourage them to think or feel that way? Once again, I felt like others were hiding information from me. I hated the feeling. By accepting the role of Branch Manager, I didn’t have any ulterior motives. I just wanted to serve our community to the best of my ability and make our cardholders proud of our library. So why would our staff become a stumbling block now that I’d assumed the role of Branch Manager? “Because the position has been vacant the past few months? Olen probably offered the job to a few candidates, but they turned him down for whatever reason. So why would the staff here not want to ‘grow too attached?’” 
 
    Eloise now picked at the corner of a magazine on the table with one hand and grasped hold of her coffee with the other. 
 
    “They think I’m the bottom of the barrel?” I asked, taking her silence as admission. Dispirited that I’d guessed right, I said, “So, I’m not the first choice. Who cares? I took the job, and I’m going to do everything I can to make it someplace everyone wants to come…even the staff at this building.” 
 
    “Have you noticed,” Eloise said, “anything unusual about…” She shook her head, pulling back a bit in her chair, reluctant to continue speaking. “Never mind.” She circled the spoon inside the cup again. 
 
    The handful of incidents in the Branch that others could have construed as supernatural in nature, without rational explanations, circled the edge of my mind, but I wanted to find out what Eloise might offer of her own accord. “What do you mean?” I asked, getting up to fix myself a cup of coffee. I tried not to think of the potentially unnatural occurrences at the Branch, all of which I’d found a natural explanation for, even if the underlying events creeped me out. 
 
    “The Branch?” She turned in her chair to address me. “Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary there?” 
 
    “You mean ghosts and goblins?” I asked with a smile, still trying not to let the strange experiences at the Branch get the best of me. “Yes, they’ve introduced themselves, and I’m okay with them haunting us 24/7. I’m all for inclusion of races, creeds, political affiliations—” 
 
    “Paranormal 101: don’t welcome spirits or entities into your home, your workplace, or anywhere else,” Eloise said in a macabre tone, lowering her eyes to peer into her coffee cup. “They draw energy from humans and use it to grow in power.” 
 
    She seemed to take the supernatural seriously, which sent my nerves working overtime. I didn’t want to alienate her with my offhand response, but maybe the reason staff had developed an affinity for calling the Branch haunted centered on having no interest in actually seeking out rational answers for questions that plagued them.  
 
    It was easier to attribute unexplained phenomena to supernatural events than research how or why those events occurred. It also seemed more mysterious and dangerous, and who didn’t like a huge question mark to pop up when considering inexplicable situations no one had answers to, especially when the person had no experience with someone so exotic? 
 
    “I hope you don’t think I insulted you,” I said, truly hoping Eloise hadn’t view my statements in that manner. “That wasn’t my intention.” 
 
    She shook it off. “No biggie.” 
 
    “Have you…noticed anything out of the ordinary there?” My chest felt tight because I hoped she’d answer in the negative. 
 
    “I can…sense things,” Eloise said, meeting my gaze. “I know things about people, things that others can’t possibly know.” 
 
    “Really? Why? Do you hack government agencies in your spare time?” I asked with a shrewd expression. “You’re not a member of the criminal underground, are you?” 
 
    “I’m psychic.” 
 
    Her answer kicked my humor to the curb. I searched her eyes for any indication that she might have been joking, but her serious expression met mine, and I adjusted my behavior accordingly.  
 
    “For the most part,” Eloise said, “only mediums can talk to and get messages from ghosts. And I can’t read your future with tarot cards or anything. I can only sense the emotions of those I come into contact with, whether I’m dealing with a human or a spirit.” She met my gaze. “For instance, you’re feeling incredibly anxious right now.” 
 
    I looked down. “I’m…not good with people. You know, talking and stuff. I’ve always kinda preferred being alone than dealing with people in public. There’s just so much judgment and stuff that it’s just easier to be by myself.” 
 
    “So, of course, you wanted a job dealing with in the public.” Eloise said with a good-natured smile. “I think it’s because you like being around books and knowledge. Even though you say people are too critical, part of you needs to be with them, not all the time or even talking with them, but you just to be near them sometimes.” Her smile brightened, apparently appreciative that I’d exposed my inner-self to her, compared to those who spoke in vague terms that didn’t reveal anything about themselves. “Thanks for being honest!” A second later, her grin dipped into a frown. “Most people hide their true selves from others…and sometimes even themselves.” She took a sip of coffee. “Why’re you feeling overwhelmed?” 
 
    “You get all this by looking at me?” I asked, unsure what to make of her. 
 
    “No, I feel the energy you’re giving off. We’re all made of energy, and we all have different frequencies with which we communicate, whether we talk or not.” 
 
    “And I’m saying that I’m overwhelmed?” 
 
    “Definitely!” 
 
    “You’re not going to try to read my palm, are you?” 
 
    “No way,” she said, leaning back in her seat as if the idea sounded preposterous. “That would be too much contact. You see, I can see every person’s aura. It sometimes tells me who they are and how they’re feeling. Actual contact, let’s say a hand on a shoulder, gives me more information about who you are and occasionally your past experiences. That’s stimulation overload. I don’t want to know all that about everybody.” 
 
    Her words stunned me speechless. How had Eloise come by these powers? Did she like them or did she consider them a hindrance? If she came upon others and instantly knew how they were feeling, did she want to avoid people as often as possible? So many questions about her ability clogged my brain that I didn’t know which one I should ask her first. But rather than hide my true nature from her, I wanted to open up to her because I sensed she wouldn’t judge me. 
 
    “I met a psychic early on when I was a kid,” Eloise said. “She said I was the most powerful psychic she’d ever met, so she helped me develop my gift.” 
 
    My coffee was ready, so I removed it from under the machine, added some sugar and cream to it before, and swirled a spoon through it. 
 
    “It can be exhausting.” She took another sip of coffee. “You’re very easy to read though. For example, right now, you’re scared and uncertain.” 
 
    I didn’t want to admit to my failings, so I said, “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “It’s so obvious, but why do you feel that way? Is it because of your new job? Hmmm, I’m guessing there’s something more.” 
 
    “I haven’t told you a thing,” I said, trying to make light of this turn in the conversation. Eloise was right on target, and I was more than a little concerned that she’d pick up more secrets from that secret mojo of hers. “You’re the one that’s downloading secrets from my brain. And did I give you permission? Noooo. I bet you do hack government computers.” 
 
    She ignored me as an intense expression gripped her, one full of curiosity. “There’s something deeper you’re trying to hide.” 
 
    Struck by her perception and talent, I felt myself growing closer to her, sensing that I could trust her, even though I’d just met her. Regardless, my instinct was overpowering, so I gave in to it and decided to let her in. “I don’t have a place to live.” 
 
    “That explains the feeling of loss,” she said but offered no more, waiting for me to continue. 
 
    “My ex just broke things off between us. I moved out.” 
 
    I found it strange to confide in someone a few years younger than me, not to mention someone I just met, but it felt natural, even expected, although I couldn’t consider this an ordinary occurrence because starting tomorrow, I’d be her supervisor. 
 
    “And now?” Eloise asked, no longer meeting my eyes but looking askance. “You’re not living with loved ones. You feel isolated, alone. You’re in a strange place, a place you don’t want to live in. It embarrasses you, makes you feel ashamed.”  
 
    “Do you greet all our patrons like this?” 
 
    Ignoring my play at humor, she raised her gaze to mine, intrigued. “Do you live in a cardboard box? A dumpster behind a burger joint? Our library branch?” 
 
    A gob of emotion clogged my throat, making it impossible to speak, so I remained quiet. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Eloise said, reaching a hand out on the table a little to show her sincerity. “Sometimes I get wrapped up in reading people, and I cross the line. In this case, I’m obviously so far from the bullseye, I missed the dartboard completely. I guess I need to work on that.”  
 
    To see her cringe in shame as she lowered her eyes made realize that I stared at her in anger and embarrassment. “No, I should apologize. I sort of encouraged you to—” 
 
    A short Asian man in his fifties with gray hair that swayed with his every step entered the lounge with a genial smile. He wore a striped dress shirt tucked haphazardly into a pair of olive-colored khakis and a brown belt with a shiny, reflective belt buckle that flashed light around the room like a disco ball. 
 
    Eloise’s bright smile eased her discontent. “Oh, hey,” she said to me, “let me introduce you to our IT specialist. He talks fast and thinks even faster.” As the man stepped up to us, Eloise said, “This is Ray Liotta.” 
 
    “Like the actor?” I asked, blinking to see if I’d mistaken a friendly Asian man for the intense actor famous for portraying tough guys in the movies. “Wow, you’ve really changed since you played that Italian gangster in Goodfellas!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at Eloise. “Does that joke ever grow old for you?”  
 
    “Me?” asked Eloise, affronted by his accusation. “You’re the one who told me that joke.” 
 
    He grinned at that and extended a delicate hand that could have been mistaken for a woman’s. “The name is Ray Lei Ota.” He placed a hand by his mouth to speak confidentially. “It’s actually Ray Lei. Japanese tradition doesn’t allow for three names, but I added one as an icebreaker one day on a date, and it went well, so now I use it all the time.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “Which name is your last name: Lei or Ota?” 
 
    “Staff in administration know.” He grinned like a mischievous schoolboy with a secret. “But they’re keeping my secret. Sorry!” He laughed and it came in fast bursts like a machine gun. 
 
    I chuckled as we shook hands, but when Ray Lei let out a grumpy groan (a bad back, he assured us) and plugged both hands on either side of his belt buckle and leaned back, sending a carousel of light spinning across Eloise and me, I burst out laughing. Eloise’s quip saved the mood from dampening our relationship, and I nodded at her to indicate that I looked forward to seeing her on Monday. 
 
    “You’re with me, new recruit.” Ray Lei spun on his heel, prepared to head in the new direction. 
 
    “He’s also a drill sergeant,” Eloise said. “I learn knew things about you every day!” 
 
    “Eloise…” Ray Lei tilted his head back and sighed. “I’m a member of the Army Reserves. I’m not a Drill Sergeant.” He turned to me but couldn’t hide a glimmer of a smile. “When Eloise tires of harassing patrons at the Branch, she visits this place to get in my grill.” 
 
    “He’s also,” Eloise pointed out, “our urban dictionary for recent pop culture phrases.” 
 
    “The new Branch Manager, huh?” Ray Lei asked, giving Eloise a sidelong glance, still trying not to grin. He mostly succeeded. “Let’s leave or she’ll add ten more job titles to a resume I haven’t updated in five years.” He pointed to a pair of double doors at the end of a hallway. “On to the staff workroom!” He started walking in the direction he’d come and waved a hand in the air. “Bye, Eloise.” 
 
    “Bye, Dad!” 
 
    “She’s your daughter?” I asked, startled as I fell in step beside him. 
 
    He gasped, a long-winded breath exiting his mouth with shock. “Good God, no! I’ve got six girls between the ages of four and fifteen. I couldn’t take on another one.” He made a cross with his index fingers and presented it to me with a grin. “Curse the words from your mouth!” A short burst of laughter ensued. “No, she’s not family, but she might as well be. We both started on my first day.” 
 
    “But if you’ve been here for five years, that would put her around—” 
 
    “She visited here daily after preschool and kindergarten.” A big grin made Ray Lei look ten years younger until it flattened a few moments later. “The way I hear it, Eloise was a latchkey kid. Both parents working long hours at tough jobs. Every day, she came to the Youth Services department and read books or worked on the computer. Silent. Diligent. When she got bored? She’d clean up after the smaller kids. Put away toys and puzzles. She grows a little older, and she starts shelving books, real conspicuous like she thought the cops would take her away for helping out.” Another brief smile pecked at the edges of his mouth. “So my first day here, Eloise apparently stopped caring whether she’d get in trouble, even if she’d long ago charmed the entire staff in the Youth Services Department. To her, she was already an employee, and she had every right to start working. So she just grabbed a cart and started shelving books.” Another gaggle of laughter made his stomach jiggle. “While I was getting a tour on that first day, the Youth Services manager included Eloise on the tour because she’d already received written permission from her parents to become a volunteer. Spending time here with staff and patrons really brought her out of her shell, really made her feel like she belonged.  
 
    “When she turned fifteen, she got a worker’s permit and we took her on staff. Soon after that, I got home one day after work, and there she was sitting at the dinner table!” He shook his head, probably recalling the scene in his mind. “Turned out she’d been friends with a couple of my daughters for some time. Next thing, she’s always at the house, sort of an unofficial seventh daughter!” He nodded. “Damn, if I don’t enjoy it, though.” A second later, his face grew stern. “You didn’t hear that from me!” 
 
    To see Ray Lei, a man who had a group of daughters at home, find time for yet another girl in his life brought tears to my eyes. I could identify with Eloise because, like me, her parents weren’t there for her. However, unlike Eloise, I’d always envied those girls who grew up having a role model, someone to provide advice and guidance, or hell, even just be there to listen. Seriously, if a man with six kids took the time and effort to build a friendship with one of his daughter’s friends, why couldn’t her parents, or mine, have found it inside of themselves to do likewise? 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Ray Lei in a soft voice, although he didn’t look my way, probably to keep from prying. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my voice cracking, probably conveying that I’d been anything but okay.  
 
    Soon enough, we stopped in Ray Lei’s office, which had a massive computer tower under his desk and two dark monitors set out before a keyboard on his desk that held a trio of family photographs, showing a happy family on vacation at Disney World, the Grand Canyon, and Niagara Falls. Upon seeing such heartwarming moments, my heart leapt into my throat, but this time, recalling the staged photos my parents had taken, whereupon my smile had been demanded, and was therefore artificial, at least two of Ray Lei’s family members were goofing around when each picture had been taken. 
 
    “I cherish those,” he said, collapsing into his chair. “People set up a screensaver of family photos, but I’m old-school. Something tangible about photographs, you know? They breathe.” 
 
    “Just like books,” I added. 
 
    Taking one look at me, Ray Lei went silent then immediately grabbed his mouse, and scooted his chair in. “Let’s…set up your email account.” 
 
    Surprised by his abrupt change of subject, I wondered what could have persuaded him to turn to professional matters so quickly…until I automatically swept a few fingers to the edge of my eyes, only to have them come away wet. Usually in those instances, I hardened my heart, determined not to let anyone see my one weakness: the almost soul-crushing need to connect with someone on a deep emotional level. This time, even though I hadn’t intended to reveal my feelings to Ray Lei, I wasn’t ashamed. He, like Eloise, understood the importance of family and friendship. And I wouldn’t apologize for crying like a blubbering baby. If anything, I took pride in breaking down because it meant my parents hadn’t destroyed my image of the importance of family. 
 
    After Ray Lei set up my email account, account information for my desktop computer at the branch, and gave me supervisor privileges for various computer program overrides, he showed me how to view live and recorded video feeds from each of the seven camera angles in the Branch. He mentioned that the police had requested video footage that had helped them identify a teenager who had stolen a kid’s bicycle, as well as pinpoint a twenty-something that had walked out with a few videogames that he hadn’t checked out.  
 
    Once finished, he wheeled around in his chair, looked into my eyes with the utmost seriousness, and maintained a heavy stare for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    Even though the enormity of what he planned to say unnerved me, I didn’t know what to say, so I waited patiently to let him reveal whatever he found important enough to single out this moment.  
 
    “The thing about security cameras is…they may not always be used for the best purposes.” 
 
    I thought of Olen stating how he could access the camera feeds from the Branch, so I mentioned this to Ray Lei.  
 
    “That’s true, but yesterday our vendor sent over a few technicians to update our system, so only you, me, and Olen know that our system was down from yesterday until this morning.” 
 
    If Olen knew he couldn’t access the Branch video log between yesterday and this morning, he’d lied to me. It seemed he had very few scruples.  
 
    “Our system,” he continued, “can be used wisely or unwisely.” He pointed to his chest before turning his finger onto me. “We aren’t the only ones with access to what we just discussed. And I’ve readjusted the cameras so there are some blind spots. Got it?” 
 
    His words sent a streak of terror sizzling through my chest. It meant someone might be keeping a close eye on me at the Branch…a pervert named Olen Reynard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After meeting Eloise and Ray Lei, I didn’t want to spend any more time in the building with other colleagues who thought less of me because I wasn’t Olen’s first choice for the Branch Manager position. Over the coming months, I’d need to prove that I deserved the position as much as any other applicant did, and while that might be difficult, I was up to the challenge.  
 
    I went to my car and stayed within the parking lot to use the library’s free Wi-Fi to check once more for apartments that I could afford, this time scanning even the most suspect neighborhoods in hopes that property managers would overlook my financial constraints. Over the next couple hours, I inquired at nine more apartment complexes, but none were willing to accept my word that I’d meet my monthly obligations. I ended my search, prepared to wait until I received my first check, which I’d then plan to use as a safety deposit. It should help convince someone to take a chance on me. In the meantime, I’d continue to stay in the secret chamber.  
 
    I parked my car far from the Branch and hoped that neither Olen nor Mason spotted it. Once Tofu and I arrived at the Branch, I scoped out the camera outside and couldn’t be certain I’d used the blind spots Ray Lei had mentioned, but I hoped my guess was correct as we made our way into the building. Then I did likewise inside the building until we entered the secret chamber. After feeding Tofu, I cracked open a can of ravioli and used a couple slices of bread to finish what would be the closest meal I’d get to an Italian delicacy for quite some time. 
 
    After waking the next morning, I fed Tofu and took him for a walk before I cleaned up, ate breakfast, and switched on the TV to keep Tofu company. Then I moved my car into the parking lot in time for me to “arrive” a few minutes before we opened. I approached the front doors and a troop of elderly individuals stood outside, chatting and smiling. I spread the door wide, allowing them entrance. “Good morning, everyone!” 
 
    A man around eighty with age spots spread across his heavily tanned face looked at me with an uncertain expression. Wearing a flannel shirt tucked into khakis, he raised his cane and pointed it at my chest. “New Branch Manager?” 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled at him and held out a hand. “Hi, I’m Rosalind Lanners.” 
 
    He grunted and gave a nod of the head, then lowered the cane and jabbed the floor with it as he made his way across the lobby, heading towards the elevator. 
 
    Watching him move as if he had free reign anywhere in the building, I heard another grunt and figured I’d just met the president of the Friends of the Library. Not too friendly though was he? 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” said a soft female voice belonging to a woman in her sixties to my left.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s a grump,” said another person as she walked past my field of vision. “I should know. I’m his wife!” 
 
    When I saw Eloise at the front desk in the library proper, I knew I could count on her to handle the patrons who entered the library, so I spent the next ten minutes chatting with about two dozen elderly folks, all of whom offered smiles and handshakes. After they went downstairs to organize the books members of the community had donated, which they would sell later in book sales each season of the year, I left the lobby and entered the library proper. 
 
    Mason veered around a corner, pushing a long cart loaded with egg crate boxes filled with books that came up to his shoulders. When his gaze passed over mine, he grimaced and shook his head, obviously irritated by my presence. He shoved the cart, walked right past me as if I didn’t exist, entered the lobby, and stopped by the elevator to punch the call button, so he could unload the boxes downstairs in the Friends’ Room. 
 
    “What was that all about?” asked Eloise behind me. 
 
    “He doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “Is he that way with everyone?” I asked, turning to give Eloise my full attention. 
 
    “Actually, I’ve never seen him act like that with anyone. When he’s with the guys, he can hold his own on any topic: sports, investing, cars. You name it, he knows something about it. And when it comes to the ladies, I’ve seen him charm the pants off the coldest, meanest women that ever walked through our doors. They always leave this place with a smile on their face.” 
 
    I spun toward her with a horrified expression. “You mean…he’s a…” As I stopped and started, Eloise’s eyes grew wide, waiting for me to continue speaking. “He’s not a…a…?” 
 
    “A male escort?” she asked. “Well, I guess that’s a polite way to describe it. As he put it, ‘No matter the age, no matter the time or place, I give the best customer service in the county.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open as I waited for her to refute what she’d said. “He told you this?” My gut twisted. “He does that…here? During business hours?”  
 
    “Oh, no.” Eloise shook her head. “He doesn’t have to. It’s on his website.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Please tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    “I’m joking,” she said with a straight face until her smile reappeared. “I’m sorry, but you’re so wound up, I had to release some of that anxiety.” 
 
    Relieved, I let out a long sigh, one that released the nerves digging into my muscles. “Don’t do that,” I said, even though a full smile found its way to my face.  
 
    “Do what? Crack jokes? Wow, you’re a tough supervisor. What’s next? No lunch breaks? Wait, you’re not going to revoke my restroom privileges, are you? Because that’s where I draw the line.” 
 
    Her humor, very much in line with my own, allowed me to see the unrelenting cloak of darkness that had gripped me over the past three days. “You could tell I was wound-up tight because of your psychic abilities?” 
 
    “No, you just look a little constipated.” 
 
    The automatic doors opened. Mason stood in the doorway. He curled a finger at me to join him. 
 
    To see him acting like an arrogant, entitled adolescent sent my blood pressure skyrocketing. When I walked over to him, I said, “If you’d like to speak with me, Mason, please call me by my name. Don’t wag your finger at me like I’m a dog, okay?” 
 
    He turned around and started for the elevator, as if I hadn’t even spoken. “The Friends of the Library have a question for you.” He hit the elevator call button and waited for the door to open. 
 
    I forced down a fresh batch of anger that threatened to overwhelm me. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. If you need me, call me by name.” 
 
    He snickered but didn’t look at me. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    After a pause, from deep in his throat, he released an “Uh-huh.” The door opened. He stepped inside and stared at the control panel. 
 
    I found it disturbing that someone in his 50s acted like a petulant child. More than that, I was disappointed that I’d need to deal with him every day of the workweek. I entered the elevator. 
 
    When the elevator closed, the car jolted for a second and, as it descended, there was a squealing sound followed by a bump.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” I asked. 
 
    “Elevator’s fine,” he grumbled.  
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    Mason clenched his eyes shut. “Yes, it’s normal.” 
 
    “How often do we get preventative maintenance checks on this elevator?” 
 
    “Twice a year.” His eyes flipped open. Mason checked the control panel and stabbed the down arrow again. He examined the lit up down arrow above the car door, and then he hit the down button a third time in the past twenty seconds. 
 
    “We’re going down,” I said. 
 
    “Not fast enough.” 
 
    Another bump rocked the car. 
 
    I grabbed onto the guardrail behind me to regain my balance.  
 
    Mason smirked, unmoved by the rhythm. 
 
    “When was the last maintenance check?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Check the records. It’s in your desk.” 
 
    “So you don’t remember when they last visited?” 
 
    Mason opened his mouth and took in a heap of air as he once more shut his eyes. “March. April. Sometime in there.” 
 
    The elevator hit the ground level. A second later, the car door opened. 
 
    Mason crossed in front of me and exited the car as though standing beside me for one more second would have been unbearable. He headed toward the Friends of the Library Room, opened the door, and spread it as wide as his nasty grin. “Come on in, boss.” 
 
    “You!” said the eighty-year old man I’d met earlier, directing his cane at me as he approached, his hips moving in an off-kilter circular motion. “Did you make this Godforsaken mess?”  
 
    I turned to Mason. “Let me guess. He’s the president of the Friends?” 
 
    An almost imperceptible smile made its way to his lips. “His name is Jasper.” 
 
    The president jerked his right thumb over his shoulder. “This is disrespectful and unacceptable.” 
 
    I examined the area behind his shoulder. 
 
    A thin, rickety six-foot tall wooden shelving unit had tipped over, splashing a couple hundred books onto the floor. It sent a fright through me. “Is everyone okay?” I shot forward, moving out of the man’s sightline to check on the others who had arrived this morning. They all stood around the mess, glaring at me, their lips tight around their shut mouths. 
 
    Thankfully, no one appeared hurt, which allayed my fears, but only for a moment because a couple seconds later, I heard a gravelly voice roaring into my ear. 
 
    “We will not stand for this!” 
 
    I turned to face the accusations. “I’m sorry, Jasper, but I did not knock over—” 
 
    “Jasper?” the older man winced and stumbled backwards until his hamstrings bumped against a long oak table, surrounded by chairs. “How…” Air hissed between his lips in a long whine. “…dare you!” 
 
    Startled, I took a step backwards, the muscles in my thighs growing rubbery. To have upset this man to such an extent made my hands shake, even though I had no idea what made him so angry. 
 
    “How dare you mention the name of my fallen brother, a man who gave his life for our dear country in the jungles of Nam, the founder of this here group so many decades ago. How dare you!” 
 
    I swung towards Mason, who placed his empathetic attention on the crestfallen president of the Friends. The bastard set me up! “I’m sorry.” I tried to swallow, but my tongue was parched and my tongue felt sticky against the roof of my mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you or your brother’s memory, but I swear that I didn’t knock over that shelf.” I extended my hand. “We haven’t officially met. My name is Rosalind Lan—” 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, he swung the cane and knocked my hand aside. “I’ve no interest in your name or your lies. These books were in fine shape before the branch shuttered its doors for the weekend.” He narrowed his eyes at me and motioned his cane to the downed shelf. “What would you have me believe? That these books damn near jumped off the shelf of their own will? Last I knew, inanimate objects cannot move of their own volition.” He whirled toward his horror-stricken colleagues, each of whom wore severe glares, showing solidarity for his cause, but unwilling to leap to his defense. 
 
    Perspiration broke out across my brow. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how that could have happened.” But it happened to during your first night in this building, didn’t it? Or did you still want to blame Tofu for knocking those books down? 
 
    “Yet you persist in restating the words, ‘I’m sorry,’ so you must have done something inexcusable. Mason informed me that you stayed here overnight on Saturday evening.” He tilted his head at me to look at me from profile and squinted his beady right eye as his left one protruded. “Now, confess!” 
 
    A rush of wind swept across my back, and a moment later, Eloise throttled forward with an outstretched hand, advancing toward the man who demanded I admit to something that I took no part in. 
 
    “Nathan,” Eloise said in a calm, pleasant voice as she placed a hand on his right shoulder. When he didn’t look over at her, she said, “Mr. Schenker, I’m not sure what happened, but Rosalind wouldn’t have done this.” 
 
    “You know this how?” 
 
    “Rosalind just graduated from U of I. This is her first librarian job. Why would she want to make a bad impression on her first day?” She turned to me with an effortless smile. “Right?” 
 
    I nodded, shocked by how easily she pacified the cantankerous man. 
 
    “Then who did it?” Schenker asked. “And why?” 
 
    Mason cleared his throat, drawing all eyes to him. “I suppose…I could’ve done it when I was vacuuming. Put the headphones on, because the vacuum cleaner is so loud, and maybe…” He let the sentence drift off as he tried to find a reasonable excuse to take responsibility. 
 
    I silently applauded Mason’s scheme: he’d probably not been guilty, but said otherwise to appear humble and honest enough to take responsibility for an accident, both of which made him seem relatable. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Schenker. “You’re too meticulous to make such a dumb mistake.” 
 
    Exonerated, Mason nodded as though he hadn’t considered the logic behind that response, but when he was certain no one looked his way, he caught my gaze and allowed the tiniest, most sinister smirk in the history of man, but only for a half-second. 
 
    “Now,” said Eloise, patting Schenker’s shoulder before extending her arm toward me with her palm up, “as I said, this is Rosalind Lanners, and even if you don’t trust her, please trust me when I say she didn’t make that mess.” 
 
    I admired Eloise’s smooth delivery laced with such sincerity that I second-guessed her age. I wished I had that same ability to pacify others with just a few words.   
 
    Schenker set his eyes on me. He winced as though grudgingly acknowledging that I had not sabotaged their group. “Okay.” He nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Glad we got that settled,” Eloise said. A second later, she turned to those behind her and waved while giving them a breezy smile. “Hey everyone, good seeing you.” She directed her finger toward the ceiling. “Sorry, but I have to get back to our patrons.” She turned toward me and strode in my direction. When she passed the Friends group, she mouthed the words, “Let’s go!” 
 
    I joined her, and we exited the Friends Room and headed into the lobby before making our way up the steps. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Claire Rochelle and her predecessor wanted to disband the Friends group and did everything in their power to dissolve their organization. Obviously, it didn’t work, but Schenker is now suspicious of you because of those that came before you.” 
 
    Recalling Mason’s ominous grin, I said, “Do you think Mason did it?  He’s got it in for me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you think it just…happened?” 
 
    “No, it didn’t just happen.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, reaching the top floor. We headed into the library proper again to find the room empty except for a couple patrons working on computers in the back of the room. When she didn’t respond, I said, “You think its ghosts.” 
 
    “I don’t have to think it,” Eloise responded with the utmost seriousness. “I know it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you know that?” I asked Eloise, doing my best to remain cynical despite all that I’d seen and heard. “About ghosts being here?” 
 
    “I told you, I feel things, emotions.” 
 
    “So why not do something about it?” 
 
    Eloise took a seat at a workstation behind the public service desk and grabbed a handful of books. “Well,” she said, checking the book for damage or items a patron may have left behind. “The ghost hasn’t done anything bad.” 
 
    “It may have knocked over a bookcase.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She checked the item into the computer, put it aside, and grabbed another book to continue the process. 
 
    “You sound kind of certain.” I went over to the book drop and followed the same procedure Eloise did, but because I didn’t yet know how to operate the computer system, I just laid one book down, checked its condition to see if it was damaged, and followed that same course of action with the others.  
 
    “I’ve felt its presence before. Sometimes I feel it. In all my time here, I’ve never sensed any negative emotions coming from it.” She stopped moving and set her gaze on mine. “Until this morning. Any idea what may have changed recently?” 
 
    “Me?” I chuckled. “This supposed ghost is pissed off and trying to hurt senior citizens because I got a job here?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I realized that, despite all of the unexpected occurrences that had taken place here since I took up residence, I hadn’t closed myself off to the possibility of a haunting, but I’d used rational explanations to discount those situations. I second-guessed my knowledge on this subject because I liked and trusted Eloise. 
 
    During the next hour, Eloise showed me how to use the library computer program that dealt with user accounts and searching for library materials. Afterwards, I spent a couple more hours putting into practice all that I’d learned.  
 
    When Eloise took her lunch break, I spotted members of the Friends of the Library exiting the elevator and walking up the staircase. Since they hadn’t come upstairs since I’d visited them, I assumed they had finished volunteering for the day. For a moment, my shoulders hitched upwards, on guard for Schenker, half-expecting him to stomp out of the elevator, raising that cane in my direction, and shouting profanities. The absurd notion made a smile pass over my lips. 
 
    That’s when the fire alarm sounded.  
 
    The piercing sound, followed by flickering white lights flashed through the library. From all around the floor, patrons working on computers or in our comfortable seating area reading books or magazines looked at me, awaiting instruction.  
 
    I swiftly spotted the two fire alarms on this floor, but no one stood nearby one. It meant either smoke had triggered the alarm…or someone had pulled the fire alarm downstairs or in the elevator. 
 
    Or maybe, something had pulled the trigger. The same way something had knocked over that bookcase.  
 
    I jumped up from my seat and jogged around the left side of the building, telling patrons to leave through the fire exit. I hurried to the other end of the floor and informed others this was not a drill and to follow me out of the front doors. When they followed my lead, I saw Mason guiding a group of six Friends’ members up the staircase. 
 
    “Did anyone pull the alarm downstairs?” I asked him. I didn’t see or smell smoke, but it could exist somewhere inside the building. 
 
    “No.” The dire circumstances made Mason overlook his otherwise aggravated expression. He reached the top of the stairs and arched his arm in a circle, trying to hustle the seniors up the stairs and out the door.  
 
    The elevator door opened and Schenker stepped out of the car. Eyes wide, palms planted against his ears, he looked from left to right, confused by all the commotion.   
 
    Mason grabbed Schenker’s forearm and directed him toward the front door. He looked over his shoulder at me. “He was the last one downstairs.” Then he returned his attention to Schenker and hurried him out of the library. 
 
    Although Mason Mayberry hated my guts and seemed hell-bent on getting me fired, I had to admit that when the fire alarm went off, he sprang into action and was determined to do everything possible to help the seniors find safe passage out of the building. I couldn’t have hoped for a better response from a colleague. 
 
    When I left the building, I directed the crowd to the sidewalk. If a fire lit the roof on fire and reached the shingles outside, the bustling wind outside might send it to the tree branches outside the entrance, and I didn’t want our patrons anywhere near them. 
 
    Just as a fire engine’s siren sounded in the distance, Eloise joined our group outside, holding a ham and cheese sandwich, having obviously just exited the convenience store across the street for her lunch. “What happened?” 
 
    Puzzled, I threw up my hands. While those around us chatted nervously, talking about the unexpectedly chilly summer weather or current events, I couldn’t divert my mind from returning to its biggest worry: if anyone remained in the building. 
 
    “Did you see any smoke?” asked Eloise.  
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    The fire engine turned the corner, drove up to us, and came to an abrupt stop. A handful of firefighters burst out of the vehicle doors, grabbing equipment from the side panels on the vehicle. A man in his early sixties with thick white hair, wearing a white dress shirt and black tie, jumped out of the vehicle and plopped a red hat onto his head. He scanned the group on the sidewalk. “Who’s in charge here?” he asked, grinding gum between his teeth every second. 
 
    I sped over to him.  
 
    “Anyone inside?” He made his way toward the building with forceful strides. 
 
    I kept pace beside him, my adrenaline kicking in. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “See any smoke? Smell it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He stopped and extended an arm. “Hang back in case I have any more questions for you.” He rushed into the building and vanished. 
 
    Eloise walked over to me. “Helluva first day, huh?” 
 
    Dazed, I nodded in agreement and shook my head. 
 
    “And it’s only half over,” Eloise continued. “I wonder what awesomeness is waiting for us!” 
 
    I started chuckling. Releasing the tension felt good, but when I looked at the faces around us, everyone stared at me as though I laughed in the face of an emergency, whether the threat of fire existed or not. Either way, they thought I was nuts.  
 
    I used my cell phone to call Olen at the Main Library and apprise him of the situation. Since there didn’t seem to be an immediate threat of danger, he asked me to fill out an incident report. When I disconnected the call, the chief led a handful of firefighters out of the building. While his team went about returning their equipment to various areas of the vehicle, the chief made his way over to me. 
 
    “Fire alarm was pulled in the elevator,” he said. “We shut it off.” 
 
    My gaze immediately went towards Schenker, and I waved at the chief to follow me as we made our way over to the older man who had it in for me. 
 
    When Schenker saw us, he jabbed his brown loafers into the ground as though expecting trouble. 
 
    “Sir,” the chief said, coming to a stop beside him. “Were you were the last person in the elevator?” 
 
    Schenker jutted his chin out and nodded. 
 
    “Did you pull the fire alarm?” 
 
    He frowned and shook his head. 
 
    “Anyone else inside the elevator with you?” 
 
    Schenker shook his head.  
 
    The chief stared at him for at least five seconds, the soft whistle of air blasting through his nose making the slightest sound among us. He didn’t budge a muscle, didn’t even blink. Finally, he said, “Pulling a fire alarm is a crime, punishable by law: disorderly conduct. So, I’m gonna ask you again. Did you pull—” 
 
    “No,” said Schenker. He puffed his chest out with conviction. “I most certainly did not.” 
 
    The Fire Chief looked to the side and bit his lip. “You admit to being the last person in that…” He pointed at the building, “…elevator. The button was pulled while you were in it. There was no one in there but you, and you’re saying you didn’t trigger that alarm?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The chief took in a lungful of air and used his left thumb and index finger to tug so hard on his lower lip that it became beet red. He cringed from either the pain that had registered or the frustration that took up residence upon dealing with Schenker. 
 
    Earlier, when Schenker had questioned me in the Friends’ Room, he looked agitated, but he hadn’t appeared assured. Now, his eyes seemed completely certain that he hadn’t pulled the alarm. Although I couldn’t understand how that could be the case, unless of course a ghost had done it, I believed him. 
 
    “And do you know how I know?” asked Schenker as an inexplicable look of confusion gripped his face. “I watched it happen.” 
 
    “The button being pulled?” asked the chief, lowering his head as though trying disregard his cynicism in order to follow Schenker’s logic. “Because what else do you have to do, right? Standing around in an elevator, you’ve just got to pin your eyes on something, so why not stare at the panel and wait for something like that to happen.” 
 
    Schenker permitted a tight smile, one born of frustration and conviction. “The only difference is I know what I saw. It was a very slow process. I got sucked in watching it happen. I was only in that elevator for no more than ten, maybe fifteen seconds, but it felt like at least five minutes.” 
 
    I searched his gaze for the hint of a lie, but similar to the anger that tumbled out of his mouth when he’d lambasting me for knocking over a bookshelf in the Friends Room, he spoke with complete sincerity. Either he was an excellent liar or he truly believed what he said.  
 
    The chief, no longer wearing the antagonistic expression tinged with disbelief, held Schenker’s gaze while he sidestepped us until he stood beside the fire engine. He pounded a fist on the side of the vehicle. “Hey, boys! Might want to come out here. Storytime at the library.” He returned to us and strapped his arms across his thick chest. With some griping, the group of firefighters got out of the vehicle and made their way behind their boss, a few peering over his shoulders as a couple flanked him.  
 
    “This isn’t a game,” said Schenker. His eyes appeared as sharp as darts, and he shook his head, which made his second chin sway. “I’d never been so petrified in my entire life.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” said the chief in an even tone. “A fire alarm goes off, you think ‘fire,’ and next thing you know, your heart’s in your chest.” 
 
    “I’ve been around eighty years. That’s a lot of fire alarms. No…” His voice trailed off as his eyes flicked to the side, lost in thought. Just as the chief stepped forward and reached out to grab the older gentleman in case he fell or to help him sit down in case he suffered a panic attack or worse, Schenker stood like a soldier standing at attention. “This was different. The elevator felt thick, heavy. It almost felt tough to breathe.” 
 
    “Adrenaline,” said one of the firefighters. 
 
    “I know an adrenaline rush, son. This wasn’t it.” 
 
    Eloise, who had been standing on the outskirts of the triangle I’d made with the Fire Chief and Schenker, looked my way and motioned toward the patrons, silently questioning whether we could let the patrons re-enter the library.  
 
    “Chief?” I asked, hating to interrupt because I found their showdown fascinating. The chief probably doubted Schenker’s frame of mind and possibly contemplated whether dementia had a hand in the elevator alarm getting pulled. But while the droopy bags under Schenker’s eyes made him look haggard, his eyes were bright and engaged. “Chief?” I asked once again. “Are we cleared to go back inside?” 
 
    He nodded with an aggravated expression that made me feel like I’d been a gnat buzzing about his face. 
 
    “All right, everyone,” I said, “we’re free to go back inside.” 
 
    No one acknowledged me. Every single patron remained in place, eyes glued to Schenker and the chief. They were so wrapped up in the conversation, they probably didn’t even hear me speak. Since I didn’t want to leave either, I wasn’t about to repeat my message and instead placed my attention on Schenker. 
 
    “So, you watched the knob get pulled?” asked the chief, summing things up like a police interrogator. “By itself? You were alone? And you didn’t pull the alarm?” 
 
    “Yes. But I heard it jiggle.” His eyes were lively yet haunted. “I looked at it and thought maybe the vibration of the elevator car made it happen.” He shook his head. “There was no vibration.” He turned his attention to me. “Every time the elevator maintenance company comes to check on it, Mason gives me an update. I’m always expecting to hear that something’s wrong with it. You’ve heard the squealing sound and the hollow thump it makes?” 
 
    I nodded, having followed up on Mason’s comment to check my desk for past maintenance reports. I turned to the chief. “Twice a year, a village inspector checks things out. We’ve passed every test. The same elevator has been in use since the 1920s. The last service sheet our maintenance company filled out explained that only one company in the Chicagoland area still makes replacement parts for our elevator because it’s so old, and most every company with an elevator that old had already replaced the hydraulics and everything else.” Seeing the chief about to speak, possibly to inquire why we haven’t replaced it, I said, “It’s probably incredibly expensive to replace, and since we don’t get as many people visiting us each year compared to the Main Library, I’d bet we thought it was cheaper to continue servicing it than to get a new unit.” When he nodded and turned back to Schenker, I did likewise. 
 
    “The panel wasn’t jiggling or anything,” said Schenker. “In between the shrieking and the thumping, I heard the knob creak, and that’s when I saw it rattling like someone was trying to pull it out.” 
 
    “And then?” asked the chief.  
 
    “The rattling stopped. I remember being relieved, thinking, ‘Oh God, the elevator’s damaged, and I’m going to get stuck in here. Just as I thought everything was okay, the knob popped like the cork in a bottle of champagne, like someone pulled it with plenty of force. That’s when the alarm went off.” 
 
    The chief slid his left palm against the left side of his face. His gaze was alert yet troubled. “That’s a helluva story.” Behind him, the firefighters traded glances between their supervisor and Schenker. A couple grinned, obviously thinking the story absurd. The others looked puzzled, unsure what to believe. 
 
    I could relate with the latter group. Schenker’s eyes were so lively, self-aware, and sincere that either he was a fantastic storyteller or he believed everything he said. 
 
    “You believe me,” Schenker said, turning his stare onto mine, “don’t you?” 
 
    I could feel the chief studying my expression. Same with his crew, the Friends of the Library, and our library patrons. “Buttons that need to be pulled out by physical force don’t just pop out. Maybe the button needs to be replaced. As I said, the parts are old.” 
 
    The chief used his fingers to grip the base of his nose. His lips tugged into an irritated smile. Eyes closed, he nodded and took in a mouthful of air. “Okay.” He spun around and exhaled, his entire body shifting with the effort. He got back into the truck and the other firefighters followed suit. A few seconds later, the vehicle drove off down the street. 
 
    “You believe me?” Schenker asked me, blanching a bit by voicing his question. “After what I accused you of?” He lowered his head. “The evidence points to only one conclusion, and I— 
 
    Although he’d blamed me earlier without listening to my perspective, he had a virtuous heart. I appreciated that and hoped it would repair our fractured relationship. I stepped forward a bit so that we stood opposite each other. “I believe you, Mr. Schenker.”   
 
    He chortled. It sounded like two rocks scraping against each other. ”Disgraceful, how I treated you.” He looked up at me and stared into my eyes with complete sincerity. “I apologize for what I said.” He extended a hand.    
 
    I smiled, grateful that we could move past our bad beginning, and took his palm. 
 
    “I think,” he said, “we’re going to be…good friends.”  
 
    At that, the volunteers, now circling us, broke into laughter. Mason, however, stood on the fringes of their group with a snarl on his face. He turned and headed back toward the Branch. 
 
    “I hope so,” I admitted to Schenker, meeting his earnestness. I retracted my hand and addressed the Friends: “I better get back inside. I’ll see you all next time.” After accepting a few well wishes from those around us, I walked back into the Branch.  
 
    I hadn’t really given any more thought to a ghost lurking in the Branch. While the idea of a ghost appearing at any given time filled my bones with fear, it didn’t really compare to imagining that Olen Reynard could track my movements every second of every day. I could envision him right now sitting at the computer in his office, those beady eyes looking down his long nose at me on his computer screen. 
 
    A second later, one thought hit my mind, and deep shame scorched my cheeks red: I’d forgotten about Tofu! To imagine him sitting in the empty, little chamber, looking around for me, must have frightened the hell out of him. 
 
    The image made tears rush into my eyes. I rushed past Mason. I whipped open the entrance door, shot down the steps and through the meeting room, and hit the secret stone.  
 
    The wall swiveled open, and fearing that Mason might have followed me, I shut the door before turning to Tofu. 
 
    On the sofa, he’d curled his body into a ball. He notched his head up a centimeter and looked at me under hooded eyelids, but he otherwise didn’t budge a muscle. 
 
    “Tofu, I’m so sorry.” I rushed over, plopped down on the couch, and cradled him against me. A second later, I realized I should be upstairs, doing my job by attending to our patrons. More could have entered the building and others may have tried calling us. Then again, I’d darted into building, giving me a twenty-second head start on those who arrived after me. “I’m sorry, Tofu, but I’ve gotta get back to work. 
 
    If he were afraid, he would have been shaking. But he wasn’t. He seemed lifeless in my arms. My breath caught in my throat. “Tofu?” I detached myself from him. 
 
    He stared at the TV.  
 
    I spun back to my dog, my breath coming quick. “What’s wrong, Mr. T?” 
 
    He blinked, took in a dispirited breath, and let it out evenly. 
 
    My fears that he’d suffered some kind of panic attack passed. If anything, Tofu looked resigned to the malaise that had overtaken him. He was not in his normal, playful mood. I checked his body for any ailments, but he seemed in good health. The tension in my shoulders eased. Then I realized that he may have been frightened but was upset he couldn’t rely on me. My negligence made me feel worthless. 
 
    “How about a treat?” I kissed his head. “Sound good?” I jumped up from the couch, eager to enliven him. I hurried over to a box to remove a bag of meatball treats. 
 
    His ears perked up. He tilted his head and stared at me, questioning whether he’d heard right. 
 
    “Yes, a treat. Come on over.” 
 
    Tofu leapt off the couch and dashed over, his eyes shiny, his tongue rolling out of his mouth as he huffed for air. 
 
    I pulled a round treat from the bag and lifted it above his nose. 
 
    He stood on his hind legs, his snout angled in the air, waiting for me to drop it. When I did, he scarfed it down and had already swallowed by the time his front paws hit the ground. 
 
    “That’s my boy.” I ruffled his ears, glad to have cheered him up. “I’m sorry, but I gotta get back to work.” I went back to the door, but when I didn’t hear the chains on his collar rattle, indicating that he’d followed me, I swiveled back to him. 
 
    Tofu hadn’t moved. Once more, he directed his attention to the TV. 
 
    I looked from the television to my dog, trying to figure out why he stared at a television that didn’t flash images across the screen. And then it hit me: I’d turned it on before I’d left earlier this morning.  
 
    He must’ve accidentally knocked the cord out. 
 
    I peeked behind the TV, and just as I’d figured, the plug lay on the ground. “We’re you binging on the news? You saw a cute girl dog on TV, didn’t you? I bet you got so excited your tail knocked the plug out of the wall. I know you. There’s no use in hiding from the truth.” 
 
    Yeah, because that sounded likely: his tiny tail curling around a cord and pulling it out of the outlet! He’s a dog, not a snake.  
 
    Tofu just stared at me, giving nothing away.  
 
    I didn’t have time to consider other possibilities that might explain how the cord had been yanked from the wall. I rushed over, plugged in the television in and watched a game show pop up onscreen. “Okay, little dude, I’ll see you in a few hours.” I hurried out of the room, reset the door so no one knew it existed, and whipped open the closet door to the large meeting room. 
 
    Mason stood in the threshold. He didn’t lean over as if he’d just attempted to open the door, nor had he appeared frazzled by the sight of me. No, he seemed to have been standing there for at least five seconds, listening. 
 
    Although my pulse ratcheted up, I did my best to control my breathing. Considering he didn’t move, I said, “Excuse me.” I’d stopped so abruptly that my hair brushed across my face, lending the impression that I’d been in a hurry. 
 
    Reluctantly, he stepped aside. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” I couldn’t hide that I’d made haste, so I said, “I thought I forgot something. Turns out I was wrong.” I strode toward the exit.  
 
    “Something I can help you find?” 
 
    “Nope.” I hustled out of the room before he could ask a follow-up question and reached the top floor a few moments later. 
 
    Eloise sat the front desk. Seven people were at computers spread throughout the floor and a few others browsed the fiction collection, while a mother with a trio of elementary school kids pushed a stroller down the children’s section as her older kids pulled books from the shelves or searched through the DVDs.  
 
    “Glad we weren’t too busy,” I said, easing into a chair opposite Eloise. 
 
    “We’re not that busy during the morning and early afternoon. Once it hits 3:17, kids from the Catholic school across the street bust into the building, and the volume ratchets up, believe me. It stays that way until we close.” Eloise stared at me with a quizzical expression. “You believed Schenker, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Someone pulled that fire alarm.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but since I believed Schenker, no other explanation presented itself than the one Eloise brought to the fore. “Why would a ghost pull the alarm? What does that accomplish?” 
 
    “To make you believe it exists.” 
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    “So if there’s truly a ghost here,” I said, “what does it want?” 
 
    “I can’t see or communicate with ghosts, remember? Think of me as an antenna. I pick up frequencies around me, snatching snippets of feelings here, grabbing experiences there. Just like anyone, each psychic is attuned to certain people or places differently based on how well they’ve developed their skills.” 
 
    “So, are you a mind-reader or can you tell the future or—” 
 
    “No, I just read emotions.” 
 
    Mason walked into the library, holding a full garbage bag he’d probably removed from the trash can at the entrance. He ignored us and vanished into the staff workroom. 
 
    “Back in a minute.” I got up and went after him, but when I entered the workroom, I heard the backdoor shut. I hurried through the room, exited the door he’d just left, and arrived at the back of the building.  
 
    Mason had entered a rectangular wooden fence that held our gargantuan garbage dump and recycling bin. He tossed the garbage bag in, shut the lid and, seeing me, stopped. “What do you want?” He strutted out of the fenced in area and toward the back door.  
 
    “To talk.” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, swiveling back toward me. “About what? You think I convinced Nathan Schenker to set off the alarm, is that it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I checked out your job description,” I said. “While we might use a landscape crew for hedging bushes and mowing the lawn, you’re still responsible for a lot outside this building.” 
 
    “So.” 
 
    “We have yellow grass all over our premises and dirt patches in a few spots.” There are dead leaves on many of the trees out front. I’d like you to start watering the grounds.” 
 
    “I do.” He stared at me, as though daring me to doubt him. “Every day.” 
 
    Laughter erupted from my mouth, and the absurdity of his remarks made it impossible not to chuckle a little more. “You water every day? Then why does it look like the grass hasn’t been wet in over a month?” 
 
    Mason shrugged. “Beats me.” He gestured towards the building. “Better get back to work.” He spun toward the door again.  
 
    His dismissive attitude, as if he had every right to blow me off whenever he wanted, pissed me off in a major way. I took in a breath to steady the nerves that were beginning to unsettle me every time Mason challenged me.  
 
    “We’re not finished,” I said. 
 
    He kept moving and grabbed hold the doorknob.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He turned around. “What?” His voice, thick with annoyance, made it clear he considered talking with me a waste of time. 
 
    I approached him. How could he think disregarding me was acceptable? “You water every day, but the grass is dead. How is that possible?” 
 
    “How should I know? I’m not an arborist.” 
 
    As usual, I didn’t need Eloise’s extra sensory gift to detect the barely contained fury Mason fought to unleash whenever we talked. But based on the vein throbbing in the middle of his forehead, he had more difficulty achieving that aim the longer we talked.  
 
    No matter what I said, he’d grow more volatile as time went on, and I didn’t want him to unleash it, so rather than continue ignoring the unsaid, I took the opposite tactic and acknowledged his feelings. “You don’t like me.” 
 
    His deep frown flattened. The crimson in his cheeks grew pale. And his heavy breathing evened out. He just stared at me, his lips twisting a little in every direction, as though he didn’t know what to do or say. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I admitted, glad to have calmed him down. “If I offended you at some point, I’m sorry. But when it’s so obvious that someone really dislikes you, well, you sort of want to push back.” 
 
    “I don’t dislike you,” he said with a deadpanned voice, as his voice slipped between lips that began to open as though he planned to finish answering.  
 
    I robbed him of that opportunity to continue speaking by saying, “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Offended, his eyebrows bobbed in disbelief. “But that wasn’t—” 
 
    “You can’t take back a compliment.” I figured getting Mason to concentrate on one topic he found more important than the one I wanted to have might yield the answers I needed. “So how long do you water the plants for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Long enough.” Scowling, he planted his hands on his waist. “And what I said earlier wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
    “I disagree. So do you give a certain amount of water to any given plant, say, one cup or two before moving to the next flower or bush or whatever?” 
 
    “To hell with the plants and flowers, we’re talking about me hating you, which—” 
 
    Watching his eyes grow beady as if he’d already tried shooting laser beams out of them to incinerate me, I took two steps toward him to show that he couldn’t intimidate me. “I don’t care about compliments, Mason. But I do care about this library. And deep down, I know you take a lot of pride in making sure everything runs smoothly around here. So I’m asking you about the dead grass and flowers outside because it reflects poorly on both of us.” 
 
    Mason shifted his jaw around while his closed-mouth sneer made his teeth strain against his lips. 
 
    “I’m not asking for a miracle, Mason. I’m only asking you to water the flowers.” I turned around, opened the back door, and entered the staff workroom.  
 
    A short while later, Mason lugged a curled hose around his shoulder and headed toward the library entrance to follow my instructions. 
 
    Since he was so adamant about watering the library premises, I decided to check up on him to determine if he’d lied. I sat down at my desk and pulled up a video feed from last Friday morning.  
 
    Just as Mason had asserted, he’d begun watering the plants near the library entrance shortly after he began his shift. He stood at the edge of a fifteen-yard flowerbed that stretched alongside the building. Watching the feed in real time would become monotonous, so I fast-forwarded the video, and what I saw at first surprised me. As time passed, my surprise shifted into confusion. I would have preferred bafflement, because twenty minutes into watering, I stared at the video feed in complete shock. 
 
    I pushed away from my desk and tried to make excuses to explain Mason’s bizarre behavior. But nothing came to mind. I got up, went to the public desk, and waited until Eloise finished helping a patron before approaching her.  
 
    “Hey, boss, what’s…” Her inviting countenance darkened, and she got to her feet, as though prepared to help assuage the concern that gripped me. “What’s wrong? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The only way to confront this issue was to set it aside to get more information that might shed some light on what I’d seen on video. “Mason told me he waters the property each day, but—” 
 
    “Everything’s dead out there,” Eloise concluded. “Yeah, it’s weird. I see him carrying the hose all around.” 
 
    “Did you ever watch him?” 
 
    “No. I’m always inside. Why? What’s the problem? You look really freaked out.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether I should bring Eloise into an issue that should probably bring directly to Olen Reynard. But since he creeped me out, and I’d rather avoid him as often as possible, I considered letting Eloise in on what I’d discovered. After all, she knew Mason better than I did. She might be able to give me background details that could explain Mason’s behavior. 
 
    “What can I do?” asked Eloise with an open expression, the kind that relayed how much she worried about me and wanted to do whatever she could to help out. 
 
    I scanned the area, but those patrons in the vicinity all seemed content to work independently and didn’t look as though they might soon need assistance. I turned toward my desk and gestured for Eloise to follow me.  
 
    “Okay, now you’re really freaking me out. Please just tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Something I saw on video that’s…well…I want your take on things.” 
 
    “Phew,” she said, releasing a sigh as her severe facial features relaxed. “I thought Mason was hurt or in trouble.” 
 
    “Not hurt. Just…I’ll set up the video.” When I’d finished doing so, I stepped away from my computer monitor, so Eloise could take my place. 
 
    “Okay,” Eloise said, watching Mason at the edge of the flowerbed, spraying water through the nozzle. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “It’ll help if I speed up the video.” I grabbed my computer mouse and fast-forwarded the feed. One minute passed. Then a second. 
 
    Onscreen, Mason stood in place, his body slowly wavering side to side as if in a trance as the water fell a foot from his shoes, the puddle ever widening. 
 
    “Maybe,” Eloise said, “he’s spacing out or something.” 
 
    I grabbed the mouse and sped up the video even faster. Five minutes passed. Then ten. 
 
    The puddle had thickened and now surrounded Mason’s boots. He still swayed in place. Left and right. Back and forth. Never moving. Just swaying. 
 
    “My God,” Eloise said in a tremulous tone, “what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    I took the mouse and sped up five more minutes.  
 
    The water had crawled an inch up Mason’s boots, but he hadn’t moved either his feet or the nozzle to actually spray the flowers. 
 
    “Enough.” Eloise threw up her hands. “I can’t keep watching.” 
 
    Onscreen Mason looked at the watch on his left wrist, which may have alerted him to stop watering, because he turned off the spigot, stepped out of the mud and walked along the sidewalk to another area of the building, his boots leaving tracks on the sidewalk.  
 
    “Does he have any medical conditions?” I asked. “If so, that might explain—” 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s a private person. He doesn’t talk much. He’s always busy.” 
 
    “Has anyone ever mentioned anything about this to you? Staff or patrons?” 
 
    “We don’t get many patrons in the morning, so very few people would have seen him spacing out, and even if they had, they wouldn’t know how long he’d been standing still like that.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Has he acted strangely lately or said anything out of character?” I was trying to determine if she’d noticed a pattern of this behavior.” 
 
    Eloise nibbled on her left thumbnail. “No.” 
 
    “How is your relationship with him?” 
 
    “Fine. Like I said, he doesn’t talk much.” 
 
    I took a seat at my desk. “Let’s see if he’s done this in other areas outside.” 
 
    “I’ll go check out front,” Eloise said and headed up to the front desk.  
 
    When she returned a few moments later, I’d already set up footage from a different camera angle and hit play. This time, Mason stood in the grass on the south end of the building and angled his spigot to the ground about a foot away from him.  
 
    “Come on, Mason,” said Eloise, hunching over with both palms propped against her knees. “Pull out of it.” She stared at the screen with her full attention. 
 
    I didn’t sense that Eloise had any real attachment to Mason, but she was concerned anyway. And while I enjoyed her company yesterday at the Main Library, I realized Eloise cared a great deal about all people, whether she knew them or not, which earned my utmost respect. It also made me contemplate her psychic abilities. Upon first hearing her discuss this gift, I thought she was simply an empathetic person, but now that I’d watched her rooting on Mason to spray the flowers, rather than let the water create a puddle near his feet again, I began to believe that she truly had psychic abilities. It wasn’t that I’d distrusted her earlier, but I’d overlooked her assertion to focus on her as a person, not any supernatural abilities she had. 
 
    As had happened earlier, Mason sprayed the ground and didn’t move. 
 
    Eloise stood upright and put a palm to her forehead. 
 
    “Shift’s done,” said Mason in a grumpy tone from about ten feet away and behind a cubicle, so we couldn’t see him. “Going home.” 
 
    Eloise and I jolted from his unexpected appearance. I considered whether I should confront Mason with what I’d just learned.  
 
    Mason sat at a cubicle opposite us and pulled up the computer program that allowed him to clock out for the day. 
 
    Eloise watched Mason, half-cringing in disbelief as she took a heavy breath through an open mouth. “Um…” She glanced my way. “I’ve gotta…um…” She sped away from my the staff workroom and hurried for the front desk. 
 
    She must’ve sensed the rage boiling under Mason’s skin and left, fearing it might bubble to the surface before he left for the day. Or maybe she suspected that I’d confront him about his behavior while watering outside on Friday. 
 
    Finished logging his time for the day, Mason got to his feet, the chair behind him shooting backwards until it cranked into the small fridge staff used to store snacks and meals. 
 
    “Mason,” I said. “I’m hoping you can tell me something.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he said, heading for the back door. “Done for the day.” 
 
    “This can’t wait.” 
 
    Mason came to a slow stop, staring at me the whole way as his face transformed from irritation to belligerence. “What for? My day is done. You can rag on me tomorrow. Right now? It’s my time.” He started for the door. 
 
    “It’ll take only a minute,” I said. “And I promise…you’ll want to see this.” 
 
    Grimacing, Mason stopped, spun around, and marched toward me, his boots thumping upon impact with the floor. He opened his mouth and took in a heap of air, no doubt planning to spew vitriol my way. 
 
    “I just want to show you something. Once you see it, you’ll understand.” 
 
    He clamped his mouth shut and chuckled without sound. He entered my cubicle and ignored me, instead setting his gaze on my computer monitor. Seeing himself on screen, his eyes went wide, but perhaps knowing I’d been watching to see his reaction, he lowered his lids as though trying to contain his rage.  
 
    I pressed play. 
 
    “You’re spying on me?” he asked. His hands curled into fists at his sides, and he ground his teeth behind his closed lips as he turned his glare onto me. 
 
    I kicked off against the ground to put distance between us, but the back of my chair bashed into my desk, ricocheting me forward a bit.  
 
    Mason cracked a smile at that.  
 
    I hated how he’d seen how his intimidation had affected me, but when my gaze traveled to the front desk, I spotted Eloise eyeing us with worry lines etched into the corners of her eyes. Knowing I had backup settled my nerves. “I’m not spying. You told me you’ve been doing your job. Today is my first day, so yes, I’m checking on your work.” 
 
    “You think I’m a liar.” 
 
    “I think the grass and flowers are dead for a reason, so I wanted to find out why. That’s all.” I fast-forwarded the video five minutes. After I hit play, I looked his way. 
 
    Mason squinted at the screen, looking on in disbelief. “Bullshit.” Without looking away from the monitor, he pointed at it. “That’s a lie. You’ve changed the video. Used Photoshop or something.” 
 
    “Photoshop can add, delete, or move objects in a picture.” I pointed at the screen. “That recorded you live.” 
 
    He shook his head, his cheeks wiggling with the movement. “Nuh-uh. It’s computer trickery. It’s fake.” He turned a furious glare onto me. “Young kid like you? Growing up using computers, knowing everything about them, you fudged it. It’s a lie.” 
 
    “I’m a librarian,” I said. “I’ve never taken any computer programming courses. I don’t know coding. I don’t know how to change video recordings. Ray Lei Ota showed me how to pull up this video. That’s all I know about this program.” 
 
    His lips tightened into a tight circle as his eyebrows scrunched together. “Computer tricks.” He sniffed. “Olen put you up to this, didn’t he?” 
 
    That took me by surprise. After all, when Mason suspected I’d stayed the night at the Branch, he’d called Olen. It led me to believe they were buddies, but now seeing Mason’s eyes burning into mine after I’d called out Olen, I realized he’d obviously felt otherwise. I’d just hit on an interesting dichotomy. I didn’t know how that would affect things going forward, but I’d save that knowledge for future use.  
 
    Rather than respond to Mason’s question about colluding with Mason, I decided to stay on topic by hitting the fast forward button. 
 
    “It’s bullshit,” Mason repeated. “Turn it off!”  
 
    After I complied, I looked at my custodian to find his face flushed and the large vein pulsing in his forehead. “That explains why everything’s dead on the premises.” 
 
    Mason whirled around and headed toward the back door. “Bullshit,” he shouted, throwing up his hands. “Never happened.” Five seconds later, the back door opened and slammed shut. 
 
    Heaving for air, Eloise fidgeted with her hair as she left the public desk and entered the staff workroom. “Don’t worry, no one heard him cussing.” 
 
    I let out a long sigh. “He’s…intense!” 
 
    Eloise looked down in deep thought. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, surprised that she’d reflect on what happened, rather than respond to it immediately. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” When she looked up, her eyes appeared deeply troubled. She crossed her arms and slid her palms across her upper arms, as though doing her best to warm them. 
 
    I got up and drew closer to her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Mason, he…isn’t alone.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s the reason I rushed away from both of you. Something attached itself to him.” She met my gaze with an uneasy one of her own. “I think it was a ghost.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My first workday at the Fairfield Public Library Branch had ended, and Eloise wanted nothing more than to leave as quickly as possible. She promised we’d chat about her misgivings the next morning, so I ushered out the last patrons before locking up the building. 
 
    After doing so, however, I stood alone in the library, a place I’d much rather desert now that I remained alone…with a potential ghost. Eloise’s statement about a ghost attaching itself to Mason had dug its way under my skin. If I took her words literally, which I presumed she intended, the ghost had followed Mason wherever he went. In that case, I didn’t have anything to worry about since he’d left for the day. That set me at ease…as long as Mason didn’t return to the Branch. 
 
    Once I entered the secret chamber, Tofu ran into my arms and kissed my cheeks with abandon. Since I’d left him alone all day without any company except for the TV, I couldn’t blame him for letting his excitement shine upon seeing me. 
 
    “I missed you, Tofu!” That remark encouraged him to lick my right ear. I pulled away from him. “How about some food before going outside? Sound good?” Those words were met with an even more fervent desire to lick my face, so I bent over, and let Tofu leap onto the floor. I prepared his dinner, and my dog dug his snout into his bowl, scarfing up all of his food within one minute.  
 
    I got his leash and hooked it around his collar and then led him upstairs, making sure to avoid the cameras, and out into the front of the building to relieve himself. Then we went for a walk to stretch Tofu’s legs. I couldn’t imagine being cooped up in such a small room for so long, which only added to my shame for deciding to live in the chamber for the next two weeks. Unfortunately, Tofu suffered the consequences, since he had to be quiet all day. I couldn’t imagine such a shallow existence, and I just hoped he didn’t hate me for deciding to stay here temporarily. 
 
    On my way back to the Branch, I noticed Mason’s black F-150 a block away from the Branch (Eloise told me he owned it) and saw a figure sitting in the driver’s seat. I cursed under my breath to avoid upsetting Tofu. Maybe I’d inadvertently embarrassed him, and he was determined to discover if I’d planned to stay overnight at the Branch, so he could catch me in the act and work on getting me fired. 
 
    I surveyed the neighborhood and determined that he’d taken the perfect spot on the street because, no matter which direction I could attempt to enter the Branch, he’d spot me. I couldn’t let that happen, so I took Tofu in the opposite direction and we went for a longer walk. An hour later, we returned to the Branch.  
 
    Mason still sat in his car. 
 
    Since I hadn’t eaten dinner, I decided to stop at a fast food restaurant and tied Tofu’s leash around a pole in the back of the building. Reluctant to leave him too long, I rushed into the restaurant, ordered take out, and returned to my dog before unhooking his leash and walking with him as I ate on the go. 
 
    Then we returned to the library, only to learn that Mason’s truck hadn’t moved.  
 
    What a bastard! 
 
    I needed to form a different plan. After fifteen minutes, I’d hit upon a scheme that could work. I led Tofu around the strip mall closest to the Branch and veered into an arc until I entered a neighborhood behind the Branch. We walked along the sidewalk until I found a home whose backyard butted up against the library.  
 
    If I entered the backyard, climbed the three-foot chain-link fence with Tofu in tow, we could enter the alley behind the Branch and re-enter the building without Mason spotting us. I walked past the two-story colonial home. A car was parked in the driveway, but there were no lights on in the house. Still, that didn’t mean no one inhabited the home. Sunlight still shined overhead, so they may have been using natural light to filter into their home.  
 
    At the end of the street, I curved around and took the opposite sidewalk to check the backyard. I didn’t see anyone inside it, which encouraged me to put my plan into action. I scanned the neighborhood to see if anyone walked the sidewalks or gathered outside their homes. Other than a couple girls playing hopscotch at the end of one side of the street and a middle-aged man working underneath a car to repair it, I didn’t see anyone in the vicinity.  
 
    I guided Tofu opposite the home I’d targeted, and we rushed past the house, unhitched the fence lock, and opened the gate. The backyard grass was as dark green as the Branch’s premises was yellow. I shut the gate door and raced toward the fence at the back of the yard. Seeing no one in this yard or those on either side of us, I led Tofu past a concrete patch to our right with a fire pit surrounded by four plastic white chairs and a birdhouse atop a long white wooden pole.  
 
    Behind us, a dog with a full-throated deep growl barked at us. It sounded like a large dog, one that stood a few feet tall with a sleek stature and heightened reflexes. 
 
    I didn’t need to glance back to know the dog probably lay on the ground near the house behind us. Within moments, he would leap to his feet and dart across the yard on an intercept course, ready to sink his teeth into our flesh.  
 
    Based on the trajectory of the dog’s bark, I was confident I could climb over the fence before the watchdog dug its incisors into my legs. However, with Tofu at my side, I doubted both of us would make it over the fence before the dog got to us. 
 
    But I couldn’t stop now. Doing so would only allow the dog behind us more time to leap onto us. I tugged Tofu’s leash, encouraging him onward.  
 
    Sure enough, he bolted ahead of me and reached the fence a second before me. Turning back toward the home, Tofu caught sight of the watchdog that rushed toward us and strained against the leash, attempting to charge us, and Tofu let out a torrent of barks. 
 
    In the week that I’d owned him, I’d never heard him sound so aggressive. A quick look confirmed my theory: Tofu’s lips peeled back to show his teeth as he barked and continued trying to rush away from me to battle a dog that was probably at least four times his size. I liked his spirit and determination to defend us, but I also wished he’d had enough sense to realize he had no chance against a monstrous watchdog. 
 
    When I reached the fence, I swiveled around and yanked Tofu’s leash, eliciting a yelp as he swung back towards me. In that same motion, I caught sight of the black-haired Great Dane charging toward us, barking with a ferociousness that seemed to increase with his every step. I’d expected that a large dog faced us, but I hadn’t anticipated one of the largest breeds in the species intended to rip our limbs from our bodies.  
 
    Turning back toward Tofu, I scooped him up from the stomach, rushed over to the fence, leaned over it, and let him go.  
 
    He landed on all fours, scampered around, turned toward me and let loose with a chain of barks that made me question whether he was only one foot tall, instead of three times that height. The urgency in his tone made it clear Tofu went crazy because the Great Dane behind me had gained on me and would reach us within seconds. 
 
    Urged on by that suspicion, I didn’t bother glancing back to see how much distance separated us. If I did, I might freak out when the Great Dane charged forward, lunged into the air, and attacked me. So I grabbed the pole at the top of the fence, stuck my left foot into the fence, and swung my right hip to the left, arching my body up the fence.  
 
    The Great Dane latched onto the hem of my dress and tugged it back, tearing it, but he must not have clamped his full set of teeth on it because only an inch was torn from my dress.  
 
    Tofu dug his snout into a portion of the fence and barked at the monstrous creature. 
 
    Nearly out of breath, frightened that the Great Dane would pounce on me at any second, I’d pushed my thigh muscles too hard, too quickly after years without this much exertion. Those muscles now burned for rest, but if I let up, I’d falter. The beast below me would sink his teeth into my calf, drag me off the fence, and tear into my flesh until he ended my life. 
 
    Now that the Great Dane had pulled away from me, probably in hopes that he’d removed a body part instead of a piece of fabric, I returned my attention to the fence. I lifted off and set my right leg onto the pole above the fence, but as I prepared to lunge over the fence, the beast snagged his teeth onto my dress once more. 
 
    The force dragged me backwards. I tightened my grip on the pole and tried to lurch toward the alley, but the Great Dane’s pull made me stagger in place. Tofu once more charged into the fence, making it quiver underneath me, making it even more difficult to maintain my balance.  
 
    I vacillated on the fence, swinging side to side. The Great Dane sprung forward again, but I’d sprung towards Tofu with such force that if I didn’t jump off the fence, I would have swung toward the backyard and fallen at the Great Dane’s feet. 
 
    Luckily, I landed on my feet, but swerved on wobbly legs before correcting my balance. But I couldn’t remain in the alley without worry because the Great Dane’s constant barking might soon draw neighbors’ attention, so I picked up Tofu’s leash and tugged it away from the fence and toward the back door to the Branch.  
 
    With a glance to my left, however, I spotted Mason’s truck in the staff parking lot. Having not seen me approach the Branch within his sightline, he must have suspected that I’d attempt to reach the staff back door, so he’d moved closer to the parking lot to keep an eye on that entrance. 
 
    I reached the back door and looked down at Tofu. 
 
    A second later, I heard a loud engine start up. 
 
    Suspecting that the ruckus persuaded Mason to investigate the disturbance, I could try to enter the Branch, but he would find us seconds later, so as much as I hated to disregard the staff entrance, I led Tofu along the side of the building until we vanished around the corner. Once Mason came upon the back door, he’d surely continue onward through the alley. We needed to get away from the building. 
 
    I could turn around the building again, but I’d need to circle the premises again, which would force me in the same direction, while Mason did likewise, so rather than follow that circuitous path, I directed Tofu toward the strip mall up the road. 
 
    We darted in that direction. When I came upon the convenience store, we curved onto the sidewalk. Breathing heavy and hoping Mason hadn’t caught sight of us, I kept Tofu to my right as I peered around the corner to the left. 
 
    Mason curved around the library parking lot, glancing in every direction to spot whatever caught his attention. He kept driving toward the side street, which would lead him to the main street on which we hid. Suspecting that he’d soon make his way onto the main road, I guided Tofu past a few cars until we hid behind a red SUV. I pulled out my keys and pretended to search for a key to insert into the keyhole and enter the vehicle, all the while watching for Mason. 
 
    As expected, he entered the main road and turned back into the library parking lot to keep watch. 
 
    Once he did, I spotted a police cruiser beside my car in the restaurant parking lot. 
 
    A police officer stood beside my vehicle and wrote on a pad of paper. Just what I needed: a ticket. The perfect end to a crappy day. What was next? Jail? 
 
    There was a break in traffic, so we dashed across the street, passed the fast food joint I’d eaten at an hour ago, and continued into the parking lot, certain we’d moved quickly enough to prevent Mason from catching sight of us. I hurried up to the well-built dark-haired Hispanic officer in his late twenties. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, trying to keep my heavy breathing under control. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    He spun around. When he caught sight of me, he ushered in a gorgeous smile. “Just writing up a ticket for the owner of this vehicle. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said, motioning toward my car. “That’s mine!” Tofu barked as if to emphasize my point.  
 
    He glanced at Tofu and his smile broadened, but perhaps realizing he shouldn’t appear so happy to write me a ticket, he flattened his grin. He removed the pen from the pad he now lowered against his thigh. “The restaurant owner called in that your vehicle was in his lot past working hours.” 
 
    “I just bought a cheeseburger and fries from here a half hour ago.”  
 
    “They closed fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    “After dinner, I took my dog for a long walk.” 
 
    “Well,” the officer said, a cute dimple appearing in his left cheek, “I’m sorry, but I’ll need to—” 
 
    “You can’t give me a ticket,” I said, urgency hitting my voice with enough gusto that it made Tofu bark. “Quiet,” I admonished, although I secretly approved of his concern. “I’ve already gotten us into enough trouble. Apparently, they don’t approve of walking dogs in this neighborhood!” 
 
    “Miss, I’m in a tough spot here,” he said, looking at the ticket. “I’ve already started writing. If I rip this up, my sergeant will question me about it.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, searching for an excuse that made sense, “maybe you could say the ticket got snagged on your pen when you flipped the page and it ripped.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment, his amused caramel-colored eyes searching mine. “Are you suggesting that I break the law?” 
 
    “What? I’m not a lawbreaker.” 
 
    He jerked a thumb at my car. “You kinda are.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Saying ‘kinda’ means ‘almost but not quite.’” 
 
    He gave me a quizzical look. 
 
    “There’s some doubt whether you want to give me a ticket. Hey, don’t feel the need to fight it. Trust your instincts. Give in to it.” 
 
    “Actually, there’s no doubt, because your car is here after hours.” 
 
    “Yes, but you don’t want to give me that ticket or you wouldn’t have said, ‘kinda.’” 
 
    “That’s not true at all.” He pointed to the citation. “If I’ve already started writing, that implies that I had no doubt at all.” 
 
    He had me there. I didn’t know where to take the conversation next to get myself out of this jam. 
 
    “Okay, I get it. You’re using your feminine wiles to convince me to break the law.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he’d accused me of flirting to persuade him to trash the ticket. “I would never do anything that—” Except I had. But it wasn’t premeditated. It just came naturally, which was odd because it had never flowed like this with any other man I’d met.  
 
    “That’s too bad.” A corner of his mouth lifted. “Because it was working.” He raised a hand and left a half inch between his thumb and index finger. “Just a little bit.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, immediately, trying to hide the torn fabric, embarrassed that he’d taken interest while I endured a wardrobe malfunction. Then again, if he hadn’t been checking out my legs, maybe he wouldn’t have been willing to chat.  
 
    He knelt down to Tofu. “I wouldn’t break the law if I ripped up her citation. But we’ll keep that between us now, won’t we?”  
 
    “You were lying?” I asked, surprised by the humor in his voice. 
 
    “Kinda. Then again, I merely suggested that ripping up a ticket is illegal and you bought it.” 
 
    “Well, can you blame me? I left my car in a private parking lot past hours, so I’m obviously a hardcore criminal. You better get home: you could flip on the TV in time to see my picture flash across the screen on one of those crime shows like America’s Most Wanted.” 
 
    The officer broke out laughing, but he swept his hand across Tofu’s back. “She’s pretty argumentative, don’t you think?” 
 
    Tofu craned his neck around, the puppy equivalent of rolling his eyes. 
 
    “If she goes on like this, we might nail her for resisting arrest. What do you think?” 
 
    “Arrest me? You can’t arrest me. I didn’t do anything wrong. Unless you count taking a puppy for a walk a violation.” 
 
    “We’ve already established that you parked your car in a private lot after hours. And don’t forget the part about resisting arrest.” The officer looked at Tofu. “Should I finish writing up this citation?” 
 
    Tofu barked. 
 
    “I should?” he asked, rising to his feet. “Wow, you don‘t like her, do you?” 
 
    Tofu barked a couple more times. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Don’t hypnotize my dog. I know you cops have a great relationship with dogs, you know, man’s best friend and all, but…” I knelt down beside Tofu. “I’m sure you want a male role model, but he’s all wrong for you.” 
 
    “What’s your name, ma’am?” 
 
    “Ma’am?” I asked, hating the sound of the term, which made me feel as old as my name. “So you’re really giving me a ticket?” 
 
    “I could just look up your license plate number and get it that way. It’s just easier if you cooperate. I mean, you already admitted to being a ‘hardcore criminal,’ so can you blame me for trying to prevent you from resisting arrest?” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, feeling my head starting to pound. “That was a joke.” 
 
    “First, she flirts with me,” the officer told Tofu in a matter of fact tone, “and now she’s playing hard to get. Hmmm. She must be a player. She probably brings home a different date each week.” 
 
    Tofu let out three yelps. 
 
    “Whoa! Three dates a week?” The officer ruffled the hair on Tofu’s head. “You’re a good dog, Tofu.”  
 
    “Hey,” I said, interrupting this budding bromance, “just because he barks doesn’t mean he agrees with you. Maybe he’s just upset that I broke up with my—” 
 
    “Oh, you’re unattached, huh?” 
 
    “Well, I guess I am,” I said, getting a little more comfortable with this good-looking man with an even better sense of humor. Those were hard to come by. Plus, I actually liked chatting with him. “Know anyone who might be interested?” 
 
    “There’s a woman in her forties I just arrested.” He wore a curious look. “I think she’s gay, so who knows, she might be interested. I could put in a word for you.” 
 
    “What? I’m not a lesbian.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, sorry about that.” 
 
    My mouth dropped and I swallowed hard. “Do I really…seem like a—” 
 
    “Not even remotely.” 
 
    “Phew.”  
 
    The officer got to his feet. “If you need someone to look after your dog while you’re in jail, I’d be happy to—” 
 
    “Jail? I’m not going to jail. I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Have you already forgotten the aforementioned vehicle in a private parking lot after operating hours? If so…” He pointed to my car. “There’s the evidence. I’ve gotta say, you’re pretty forgetful.” He turned to Tofu. “Maybe that’s why she has so many dates each week. She can’t keep the revolving door of men straight in her head.” 
 
    “I’ve never dated three different men in the same week.” 
 
    “So that means you do have a boyfriend.” He addressed Tofu. “So she’s a liar, too. No wonder you’re willing to rat her out.”   
 
    “I took my dog for a walk. That’s all. I was fifteen minutes late.  Come on, you can’t send me to jail for that. I know my rights.” 
 
    “You’re right: I could lock you up, but I can’t send you to jail.” He held out a slip of paper between us. “Only a judge could do that.  
 
    I refused to accept the citation. 
 
    “Hey, why do I feel like the bad guy here? You’re the hardened criminal.” He gave me a sidelong look. “You know, dogs are a pretty good judge of character, and if your dog thinks you should get a ticket—” 
 
    I looked down at Tofu, who met my gaze for only a second before looking elsewhere, possibly because he felt like he’d sold me out. “Wow,” I said, unable to feel my limbs after this turn of events. “Today was my first day working at the library, and hours later, I’m already a shady character in a gated community.” 
 
    His eyes grew bright as his smile grew. “You’re a librarian?” His gaze went down my body before meeting my eyes. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, actually finding his blatant interest kind of appealing way. “I tell you I’m a librarian, and the next thing you do is check me out?” 
 
    “I can’t give a fellow servant of the community a ticket on her first day, now can I?” He tore up the ticket as though doing so didn’t faze him. 
 
    I scanned the torn up ticket in his hands to find that he hadn’t written even one letter on it. Looking into his eyes now, I now realized he found this whole situation humorous and that he never planned to write me up. I found his confidence and humor attractive, maybe because I wished I had the courage to tell him that I enjoyed his company, despite the possibility, until a moment ago, that he might have handed me a citation.  
 
    “Wow, you’re smooth,” I said, unable to avoid a smile from shining through. “Do you do this often?” 
 
    “Pretend to arrest beautiful women? No, you just seemed like you’d be fun to know.” 
 
    That was such a sweet compliment that I actually found myself twirling a finger in my hair, something I hadn’t done since high school. I immediately lowered my hand to my side.  
 
    “Let’s start over. My name is Mateo Cardenas, and yours is?” 
 
    “Rosalind Lanners.”  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rosalind. So you named your dog Tofu.” He looked into my eyes with a hopeful expression. “Are you vegan?” 
 
    “No,” I said, feeling that I’d let him down. 
 
    “Oh.” His smile faltered a little. “Other than fruits and vegetables, Tofu is the main staple of my diet, so I thought…” 
 
    “Should I try eating it? Tofu?” 
 
    He staggered back as though he’d stumbled into an invisible building. “Eating your dog is against the law, so I’m gonna give you a definite no on that one.” 
 
    I liked his off-the-wall humor. After the day I’d had, I needed a distraction, and his charming demeanor made me think of something other than Olen and Mason, and all the bizarre things that had happened at the Branch. 
 
    “So do you go out with ripped clothing a lot?” he asked, pointing to the tear in my dress.  
 
    “On our walk, the fabric got snagged on a fence.” Unfortunately, I’d need to replace it, and I already felt guilty at the notion that I’d need to spend cash I couldn’t afford to give away. When I looked up, I noticed that the officer’s gaze had lingered on my legs a fraction of a second too long. It pushed more heat into my face than I thought possible.  
 
    To distract myself from feeling self-conscious, I sent my thoughts in another direction, one that centered on my predecessor. “I heard the previous library branch manager died in a car fire. Do you know how it happened?” 
 
    Caught off guard, Mateo straightened as though expecting a line of questioning he’d rather not answer. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just curious.” 
 
    He nodded and lowered his eyes to the ground as though he needed to look elsewhere to carefully construct whatever he planned to say. “A buddy of mine handled that investigation. The case really threw him. After setting up some interviews with her staff, my colleague found out that no one really liked her. She wasn’t dedicated to her job.” 
 
    That information helped me understand why so many library staffers and the Friends of the Library members had difficulty accepting me. They feared another disingenuous manager, and for that reason, they felt I needed to earn their respect. 
 
    “There was some doubt as to her identity,” said Mateo before shutting his mouth as if he’d said more than he should have. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, hoping my interest would convince him to continue talking. 
 
    “Every inch of her body had second and third-degree burns. There was no way to get a positive ID based on DNA. After awhile though, my colleague found what he needed to identify the body as belonging to Claire Rochelle.” 
 
    Everything about those last few statements felt odd, misplaced. When I looked at Mateo for more information, he frowned and looked up at me with a clear expression, revealing that he didn’t intend to speak more on the subject. 
 
    He backed toward the police cruiser behind him. He stopped an inch from butting into it, reached for the doorknob, and popped it open, all while holding my gaze. “Well, it was refreshing to meet you, Rosalind.” 
 
    I liked how he referred to our conversation. “Me, too,” I said, unable to shake the distant nature Mateo had taken on upon discussing Claire Rochelle. 
 
    He turned around, got inside the vehicle, and started it up. Just as the car started into a slow roll away from me, he stepped on the brakes as a serious expression took hold of him. “And Rosalind?” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, my chest growing tight with anticipation, hoping that he might ask to see me again. 
 
    “Be careful.”  
 
    Those words flushed the excitement from my system and replaced it with dread. I wanted to find words to respond, but I was so perplexed by his advice, I couldn’t even get a word out.  
 
    He handed me his business card, which included a handwritten phone number.  
 
    That made me smile inside. Still, despite seeing what I suspected was his private cell number, he didn’t appear the least bit flirtatious. No, if anything, he appeared grim, even a little worried.   
 
    “Careful?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “What happened to Claire Rochelle wasn’t an accident.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the next few hours outside of the Branch, failing to comprehend Mateo Cardenas’s advice. If what happened to Claire Rochelle hadn’t been an accident, who would have attempted to murder her? Had she crossed the wrong people? Gotten wrapped up in illegal activity?  
 
    After monitoring Mason Mayberry, who waited until 11:00 PM before starting up his truck and leaving the library premises, I finally let Tofu and myself into the staff entrance and turned off the security system. I went over to my desk and pulled up the security camera program, so I could once more set up the footage to run in a loop. 
 
    The program wouldn’t accept my username and password.  
 
    I tried the same combination again, but the system didn’t recognize my credentials. In all likelihood, Olen had removed my rights to access the system. I wouldn’t log in again because doing so might lock this computer and inform the administrator. I suspected Ray Lei was the administrator, but Olen may have instructed him to negate my privileges, while also setting him up to receive notice if any computer in either of our facilities got locked out of the program.    
 
    I recalled that Olen might replay, or even watch any branch video feed in real time, to determine if I’d attempted to re-enter the building and stay the night, only to catch me in the act. This possibility put me on edge. Regardless, the security system would show that someone had entered the Branch late at night, but if I reset it now, Olen might think I left something in the building, returned for it, only to leave again. With such a slim space of time between entering and exiting, he might not bother checking the video feed. At least, I hoped so. 
 
    If I hoped to throw off any suspicion, I needed to reset the alarm and then run downstairs without allowing the cameras to pick up our images. Once I’d set the alarm, we’d have only thirty seconds before the alarm started counting down. We’d need to run down the steps, race through the meeting room, and enter the closet in that time span. On my own, I could accomplish the feat with a few seconds to spare, but with Tofu along for the journey… 
 
    I looked down at my dog. “We’ll have to run downstairs. Got it?” 
 
    Tofu chuffed as though telling me he could outpace me in a race.  
 
    “All right, let’s get this done.” I went over to the system, set the alarm, and then I led Tofu out of the staff workroom.  
 
    Tofu soon hurried past me, but since I needed to do my best to avoid getting my image picked up by the cameras once we left the workroom, I redirected him. Nevertheless, the camera in the corner of the wall opposite us would capture our images for less than two seconds before we crossed into the small meeting room, but since I had no other choice but to follow that path, we sped into the room. 
 
    Now on the outskirts of the meeting room that bordered the lobby, I had at least twenty seconds before the alarm went off, but if we entered the lobby, the camera directly overhead would record us doing so and for more than a couple seconds. We’d need to rush to the edge of the stairs, remove the velvet rope that discouraged patrons from passing through it, and dart downstairs.  
 
    If Olen played back the footage from the staff workroom, our brief image might get overlooked while in fast-forward, since it might appear as a blip among a long period of inactivity. However, even if we rushed through the lobby and rocketed downstairs, he’d have us on “tape” for at least four seconds, which would surely prompt him to hit pause and re-watch our images flash across his computer screen. 
 
    Only one viable option presented itself: we needed to use the elevator, the same one that set off the alarm while untouched earlier today. 
 
    I reached around the corner, plugged the key into the elevator keyhole, and twisted. Then I hit the call button. The elevator dinged, and without haste, I swept around the corner with Tofu in tow.  
 
    Tofu’s heavy breathing allowed me to concentrate on settling his nerves, rather than on my own. “It’s okay.” Then I recalled his hesitance to enter the elevator the other day and the whining that ensued once I’d tried to convince him to trust me. “We’ll be fine. Trust me.” I just hoped I could count on my certainty. We entered the elevator one second later, and I tapped the down button and stabbed the button to close the doors to hasten our descent. 
 
    The elevator began its journey to the basement. 
 
    At least fifteen seconds had passed since I’d set the alarm. I estimated the elevator would take an additional eight seconds, which would leave us with seven more seconds before we burst from the car on to our final destination. Thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about security cameras, but there were still motion detectors throughout the lower level, which could go off.  
 
    I stared at the fire alarm. I hoped whatever supernatural force had pulled it out, wouldn’t do so now, but wishing something to take effect rarely worked. To prevent it from happening, I pressed my right thumb against it hard to keep it in place. 
 
    The temperature inside the car cooled off. I couldn’t see my breath or anything dramatic, but it got noticeably chillier in the past few seconds. Then the knob jiggled under my thumb, as though something attempted to jostle it free from its stationary position to sound the alarm. I pushed back hard to prevent it from occurring once more.  
 
    Behind me, Tofu let loose with a torrent of barks. 
 
    A strong, invisible force slammed down on my right wrist, knocking my thumb from the knob. Reflexively, I placed my left palm over my wrist to massage the pain, but once more seeing the knob twitch in place, I stabbed my thumb against the button again, preventing it from popping forward. 
 
    Tofu still barked, so I glanced back at him. 
 
    Less than a foot behind me, he drew his front legs forward as though prepared to launch himself at me. On second thought, he looked past me as though seeing someone else beside me, and showed the full extent of his sharp teeth to dissuade whomever caught his attention.  
 
    The car stopped.  
 
    The pressure from the knob subsided, and so did Tofu’s crazed barking.  
 
    The cold air dissipated. 
 
    The elevator door opened. 
 
    Without wasting another second, I tugged on Tofu’s leash, leapt out of the elevator and locked it to prevent Mason from wondering how the elevator had remained open after he’d shut it off the previous day. Then I sprinted across the lower level lobby, threw open the meeting room door that was closed but never locked, and raced across the room.  
 
    I reached the closet at the back of the room and plugged a master key into the keyhole, turned it, and jumped inside, dragging Tofu along with me. I swiveled and slammed the door shut. 
 
    Breathing heavy, I looked down at Tofu. “We did it!” 
 
    Tofu bounded around me with his tongue out, showing he also endured plenty of stress from the quick run. The supernatural force that bashed my hand away from the elevator panel put a damper on what would become a temporary victory. 
 
    Wanting nothing more than to relax, I kicked the cinder block that opened the secret door, walked inside, and led Tofu inside as well. “It’s over, Tofu. The day is finally over!” I unhooked the leash from around his collar, tossed it aside, and fell onto the sofa behind me.  
 
    Within moments, however, I considered the force that knocked my hand away from the fire alarm call button. Just thinking about that moment sent a shiver across my body like a wave that flowed through the ocean. 
 
    I couldn’t hide from the prospect that a ghost had appeared in the elevator with Tofu and I. In fact, if it truly existed, I couldn’t hide from it at all. It could appear or disappear at any time.  
 
    If I continued down that line of logic, I’d scare myself into a tizzy, so I distracted myself by trying to look at the situation from a more discerning standpoint. 
 
    The elevator was old, but the county’s elevator inspector had declared it in proper working order every year he’d stopped by to examine the unit. Granted, the car had eccentricities like irregular vibration, thumping, and the slicing sound it made, but neither Mason nor Eloise had mentioned anything about a patron complaining about pressure forcing their hand from the panel. 
 
    Try though I might, I had no explanation for such an unusual occurrence. Just like that, my mind returned to the possibility Eloise had brought forth: a ghost haunted this building. 
 
    I wanted to laugh at the idea, but the wallop across my wrist made me reconsider. Nothing could have done that except something supernatural. Admitting that sent another round of chills across my bones.  
 
    Within moments, however, my mind reverted to the moment in the elevator where a mysterious weight had tried to pull the elevator alarm. Even though I believed Nathan Schenker told the truth earlier about the alarm button wiggling in place before pulling the button free, I now had proof he hadn’t exaggerated or lied. 
 
    Stop trying to overlook the facts. An invisible source hit you. Eloise suspected a ghost existed in this building. What else do you need to admit the obvious? 
 
    Somehow, someway, something tugged on the button in an attempt to set off the alarm. Tofu had seen it, smelled it, or otherwise sensed it. Although he did a phenomenal job interpreting what I said, I couldn’t expect him to answer my questions.  
 
    “Tofu, was someone in the elevator with us?” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, trying to comprehend my question. 
 
    I smacked my wrist to remind Tofu what happened less than a minute ago. “A person?” I hit my wrist again.” I pointed to the direction we’d just come. “In the elevator? Did you see someone?” 
 
    Tofu threw both paws up on my waist. It was his way of agreeing to my line of questioning.  
 
    His response made me shiver. If the ghost had entered the elevator, could it visit us here? I suspected so. As an invisible entity, it could pass through walls. “Was it a man or a woman?” 
 
    Once more, my dog tilted his head, trying to decipher my meaning. 
 
    I asked Tofu a dozen more questions, but he couldn’t understand anything I said. His confusion reminded me that whenever I’d asked him a question, I’d used minimal words to allow him to grasp my meaning and respond by acting out the answer. For instance, if I offered him a treat in each hand and asked him which one he’d like, he would direct his nose toward the one he favored. I needed him to answer questions, not just respond by moving a body part or chuffing.  
 
    It led to another question Tofu couldn’t answer: why could my dog see this ghost? Another question came on the heels of that one: why hadn’t the ghost come after us after we’d exited the elevator? 
 
    I didn’t have any answers to those questions. My ignorance made goosebumps rise on every patch of flesh on my body. Tofu, who now sat beside me on the couch, must’ve sensed my fear because he hopped into my lap and licked my chin. Thankfully, I hadn’t sensed anything strange that might herald another appearance by the specter. I didn’t know what indications to look for, but another jab somewhere on the body would certainly get my attention. That didn’t calm my nerves in the least. 
 
    “Thanks, little buddy.” I turned my head to dissuade him from continuing. “All right, all done.” 
 
    Tofu backed off a bit. He scanned the room, slowly shifting his head a millimeter for every second that passed, making sure he covered every inch of the room. 
 
    My shoulders hitched upwards at his peculiar behavior. Or was it the draft that seemed to sweep through the room? Maybe both. “What’s wrong, Tofu?” 
 
    He kept scrutinizing the room for whatever distracted him.  
 
    I stood up because if I sat on the couch I’d feel helpless, cornered. I paced the floor. “See anything?” 
 
    Tofu scanned the area for a few more seconds before his ears lowered and he returned his attention to me, no longer on guard. He’d probably declared that whatever had captured his attention wasn’t a threat. Perhaps, he’d heard a pipe shift and wanted to be sure that the entity hadn’t caused the noise. 
 
    I crossed my arms so I could slide my palms across my biceps to warm my flesh. “So what do we know so far?” Without looking to see if my dog acknowledged me, I said, “Eloise thinks a ghost attached itself to Mason like some kind of hitchhiker or something.” “A ghost might be living in the elevator. That’s what freaked you out the other day, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Tofu let out a wisp of air between his nostrils and lowered his head to the floor between both paws. He looked up at me with haunted eyes. 
 
    A horrifying idea came to mind. “Did you…see it here? In this room?” 
 
    Tofu didn’t even raise his eyelids. 
 
    “Is that why you kept looking at the television earlier today? Because a ghost unplugged it?” 
 
    Once again, he didn’t respond.  
 
    A second later, I wished I hadn’t asked those questions. I’d given in to the possibility that the paranormal not only existed, but it could possibly inhabit this room. Even if I’d let these questions into my mind, I had no way to prove they weren’t the ravings of a lunatic.  
 
    I sat down on the couch. If I was going to stay here, I needed to get comfortable with the idea of a ghost figuratively bunking with us. I couldn’t do that. How could anyone get over living with a ghost? It seemed like an insurmountable obstacle.  
 
    Regardless, I didn’t need a psychologist to tell me I needed to face my fear before I could accept that feeling and finally move past it. And since Tofu needed some mental stimulation, I decided to turn my fear of a potential ghost into a game. I looked at the TV before returning my attention to Tofu. “I didn’t see anything. Did you?” 
 
    My dog tilted his head to the side, his ears up, making it clear he tried to understand me. 
 
    “A ghost? Did a ghost unplug the TV?” I spun toward the TV and looked at my reflection on it before flicking my gaze back to Tofu. “I don’t see a ghost. Do you?” 
 
    Tofu’s tongue rolled out of his mouth and he started breathing heavy, intrigued. 
 
    I glanced back at the TV. “Nope. No ghost.” 
 
    Tofu took a couple steps toward me on the couch. He looked at the TV. He whined. 
 
    I followed his gaze. “Still no ghost.” Then I looked at him. “Are you trying to trick me? Is that it? You’re trying to scare me?” 
 
    Tofu set his attention on the TV. He half-whined, half-growled. 
 
    I snapped my attention to the screen. “Told you! Nothing there.” I swiveled toward him once again and tried to envelop him in a hug. “You’re just messing with me.” 
 
    He backed away a couple steps, let out a half-bark, and pivoted toward the screen. He panted as he stared at it. 
 
    “What’s this? Another trick? I’m not gonna fall for it, Tofu. Not this time.” I folded my arms and nodded. “I’m onto you, little dude.” 
 
    Tofu ignored me. He kept staring at the TV. 
 
    “Oh, you’re stubborn, is that it? Well, I can be stubborn, too.” I shook my head. “I won’t look at the TV.” 
 
    Without acknowledging me, he now pawed at the sofa underneath him and flicked his head at the screen. 
 
    “Acting out…just so you can trick me again?” For the first time in a while, I laughed and the knot of tension at the back of my neck loosened just a tad. “I don’t think so!” 
 
    A full-throated bark erupted from Tofu’s mouth. He let out a series of rapid bursts through his teeth. 
 
    The unexpected seriousness of his outburst made me recoil a little. “What’s gotten into…” But since he still didn’t look my way, I finally decided to play along and look toward the TV. 
 
    A beautiful teenage girl around sixteen stared back at me. She had long, silken blonde hair and wore a pink blouse under a white sweater that was splattered with blood. She extended her arm in my direction and pointed directly at me. 
 
    I jolted back as if the image had been an inch from my face, rather than appearing on the screen over five feet away. The force of my reaction pushed the couch against the wall behind me, and the sudden response made my head pound. I blinked to check if my mind manifested the image, similar to entering a dark room and saying Blood Mary into the mirror thirteen times before “seeing” a vengeful ghost. 
 
    And just as I suspected, the young woman’s reflection no longer appeared before me. Had I tricked myself into believing it stood there because I’d expected to see one?  
 
    If not, why did she have a bloody chest? Had she endured some kind of tragic event before she died?    
 
    The vision seemed so lifelike. So authentic. Her physical attributes were too precise: her sinewy arms and neck; her cute, round cheeks; her dark lipstick. An image like that doesn’t just dissipate in your mind. 
 
    Tofu no longer stood so rigidly. He didn’t growl or whine anymore. He stared at me and licked his lips as if saying, “I told you so!” 
 
    I worked on ratcheting down my quickened breath. Recreating her image in my mind, I was struck by her sharp stare, furrowed brow, and tight lips. It looked like she’d used all of her mental energy, which had resulted in an overly aggressive stare, to do what exactly? Get me to look at her? For what purpose? 
 
    Besides, if she truly pointed at me, she would have had faced the TV. In that case, she would have stood right in front of me with her back to me, so how could I have not seen her image, but only her reflection? That made no sense.  
 
    Unable to piece together that mystery, I listened for anything out of the ordinary and scanned the room while barely moving my head because the tense situation made my muscles reluctant to move. I was so rattled that I couldn’t let my brain move past the possibility that I may have seen a ghost. Having not seen or heard anything unusual since that eerie moment, I breathed easier, and I hunched my shoulders forward, startled how worked up I’d become. 
 
    “Phew!” I said to Tofu. “That was something, huh?”  
 
    He looked down to the floor. 
 
    The tightness in my shoulders subsided a little more.  
 
    Tofu lapped his tongue across his lips. He kept staring at the ground.  
 
    I got to my feet to loosen my muscles, but my right shoe landed on something thick yet slippery. I lost my footing and fell in a heap onto the sofa. I scrambled to regain my center of gravity and looked to find out what made me slip. 
 
    A black spiral notebook butted up against the coffee table.  
 
    Exactly where Tofu had been looking for the past twenty seconds. 
 
    I stared at the notebook, surprised by its presence, since it hadn’t been there when we’d first entered the chamber. So how had it appeared? Did the teenaged ghost float the notebook and drop it here? The image of a notebook traveling through the air without anyone holding it made me think of the old animated cartoon, Casper the Friendly Ghost. 
 
    Tofu only just noticed it. And he’d led me to stare at the television before turning his gaze on the notebook. Again, I had no explanation as to why he’d seen her, while I’d needed to spot her image in the television. 
 
    Then another thought struck: what if the young woman wasn’t pointing at me? What if she’d been pointing at the notebook? 
 
    I dismissed that far-fetched idea because I would have stepped on the journal before slipping on it. Unless…she’d pointed to it, thinking her image would freak me out and I’d stagger backwards with such fright that I’d push the sofa, which might reveal a notebook stuck underneath it. That explanation seemed far-fetched. More likely, she wanted me to move the couch. After all, if she pointed in this direction, she could only be directing her finger at something in my direction. Since this was such a tiny room, she could only be pointing at the coffee table or the couch.  
 
    I bent down and snatched the notebook. The pages curled on the right side, indicating that many, if not most of the pages were written on. I opened the front cover and checked out what lay inside. 
 
    Elegant female cursive handwriting in red ink, the owner had related her thoughts along each page with no paragraph indents, as though she tried to jam as many words as possible onto each line in a feverish stream of consciousness. Entries ranged from nine months ago, which began on the first page, and it ended three months earlier at about three-quarters through the notebook. 
 
    The owner hadn’t listed her name on the front cover, so I returned to the first page and read the first line… 
 
    “After waiting decades for that bastard, Cupid, to finally sling an arrow into my heart, I finally found true love. Go figure that it would happen on my first day as Branch Manager at the Fairfield Public Library District (more on that later!). But his name is Mason Mayberry, and although we’d only chatted for fifteen minutes, I’m certain that we’re destined to be together forever!” 
 
    What the hell! Claire had fallen in love with Mason?  
 
    The notebook slipped from my hands.  
 
    Based on the dates listed within the book, I held the last testimony from Claire Rochelle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dozens of questions entered my mind about Claire’s time at the library and the incidents leading up to her tragic death, but the foremost one begged for an answer as to why she considered Mason Mayberry her soul mate. I continued reading in hopes of gaining some insight. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll admit it: Mason isn’t the best looking guy around. And he’s way too short. Will I need to hunch over to kiss him? That would get annoying real quick. Will he lean on my shoulder or the other way around? But damn: one glance at that mischievous grin of his, and I turned into a blubbering teenager all over again. What he lacks in height, he more than makes up in the rugged department. He’s not particularly muscular and he’s kind of got a beer belly, but there’s one thing that made up for all of that. His hands!  
 
    “Sure, most women rattle off a Christmas list of stuff they look for in a guy, but one look at Mason’s calloused hands, which probably got that way from a lifetime of building things and fixing things, and I swear I wanted to feel those hands slip up my dress, settle between my thighs, and stroke me in ways that make me…” 
 
    I closed the notebook turned off by a woman who adored a man with the same intensity with which I despised him. Mason must’ve been a very different man two years ago. It had gotten chilly in the room, so I tossed the book aside, found a white sweater, and put it on before returning to the journal.  
 
    I wanted to learn as much as possible from this tome, and I didn’t want to stay up all night, so I skimmed parts that grossed me out (explicitly detailed S&M activities between Claire and Mason), as well as how her “romantic” relationship progressed, namely endless fights over common misunderstandings, white lies, and misinterpreted accusations…that ended with the pair using random cooking utensils and various home appliances in order to achieve ever-increasing stages of sexual ecstasy, not to mention perversity. I’m not a prude by any stretch of the imagination, but I gladly flipped past more than a few descriptive passages regarding their public “sexcapades” around town, but thankfully never on the library premises. 
 
    Claire also shared quick updates about her snotty, melodramatic, and promiscuous sixteen-year-old daughter, Lita, born from a relationship with her high school sweetheart who’d left Claire after discovering he’d impregnated her. Lita, a self-destructive teenager who abused an array of illegal substances, had a competitive relationship with her mother when it came to pettiness like their weight, better deals while shopping for makeup, and garnering attention from men.  
 
    Nevertheless, Claire was ecstatic that Mason didn’t mind dating a single mother with an obnoxious teenager, whereas other men wanted either younger women or those without “baggage.” Mason’s compassion was one more reason why he “was such a beautiful man.” 
 
    With the exception of Mason, my predecessor had plenty of unfavorable opinions about her professional colleagues as well, which almost disturbed me more than what I’d learned about her personal life, namely how she chided her staff, especially Eloise because she didn’t have a Masters degree in Library and Information Science. She also looked down on Rei Lei Ota because of his racial background. 
 
    A couple hours later, while I’d grown disgusted from reading about such a total bitch, I became queasy when thinking how Olen Reynard had done such a horrible job in hiring a racist who lived to tear others down.  
 
    I may not have liked reading about Claire Rochelle’s world perspective, but I couldn’t deny that she wrote a riveting narrative that almost made me overlook that the temperature had fallen at least five more degrees in this room. 
 
    To my right, I spotted Tofu under a sheet I’d used as a blanket. “You’re cold, too?” I lifted the sheet and looked in at him. “I thought you were brave, Mr. T.” 
 
    Tofu lowered his head and refused to meet my gaze. Perhaps he’d snatched something on the street earlier without my knowledge during our long walk and now suffered the consequences. I’d need to be attentive in case he looked like he might vomit.  
 
    “The HVAC system must be messed up,” I told him. “Let’s go check it out.” I got up and headed toward the meeting room closet, but when I turned around, Tofu hadn’t budged, where he normally would have hopped off the bed, eager for a new adventure. I went over, sat by him, and slid my hand across his head. “Are you sick?” My heart clenched at the possibility.  
 
    He was probably claustrophobic. After all, he’d spent most of the day in this little room, and now he had to spend the entire night here. Who could blame him for drawing inward after living in these conditions? My gut tightened at the drastic change I’d pushed on him over the last few days. 
 
    “I promise we’ll get out of here as soon as we can, okay?” I kissed his nose. “The minute my paycheck hits my bank account, we’ll find a new place, and we’ll never stay here again. I held out my palm. “Gimme paw.” 
 
    He looked too dejected to have any interest in following my command. 
 
    “Tofu, gimme paw.” 
 
    Resigned to oblige, he pushed his paw into my hand.  
 
    “We’ll shake on it.” I pumped his paw and released it. 
 
    Tofu finally looked up at me. He licked my wrist. 
 
    A dagger of fright pricked my heart to see my dog so lifeless. “I promise, Tofu. Don’t worry, okay? We’ll be fine.” I smiled, knowing I wouldn’t let anything keep me from backing out on our deal, and then I got up, went over to the wall, and triggered it to open. 
 
    After the door swiveled, I stepped into the closet and discovered it was around eight degrees warmer in here than our secret room. I turned back to my dog. “I’ll leave the door open for a bit to heat things up in there.” Knowing I’d soon need to speak with Mason about this HVAC issue tomorrow made my stomach turn. I wished I could just avoid him every day, but thinking about him reminded me of Claire’s journal. 
 
    I checked the time and was dismayed to learn that it had already passed midnight. Each night, I went to sleep at a decent hour, but I found Claire’s journal so fascinating that my eyes wouldn’t fall under the threat of exhaustion until I kept reading. So rather than concentrate on the chilly air, I went back to the couch beside Tofu and continued reading where I left off… 
 
    “After another dumb fight about Mason checking out women wherever we go (he doesn’t even hide it! What a fucking idiot! I’m the perfect catch, and he knows it!!!), I’m thinking he might be doing more than just looking at other women. I spent most of the day trying to come up with a plan to get his attention and keep it. I finally came up with the best plan ever! 
 
    “Mason and Olen hate each other in a big way. From what Mason says, Olen tried to fire him at least three times, but Mason has friends on the Library Board, who will get pissed if he gets the axe. And that’s when I decided their mutual hatred would help keep a tight leash on Mason, so I did what any smart girl would do. I decided to seduce Olen.” 
 
    I pulled the book away from my eyes that threated to pop out of my head. “As much as I disliked Mason’s arrogance, I felt bad that he’d cared about someone so selfish and immature. Yet, I couldn’t wait to get back to the notebook to find out if Claire ever enacted a plan… 
 
    “Ever since he interviewed me for the Branch Manager position, I knew Olen wanted me. There had to have more qualified people for the job, but the way he kept looking me up and down, I knew I’d get the job because…how many men can control themselves when they’re next to a beautiful woman? And that’s exactly what happened. I mean, even after he gave me the job, he tried changing our team meetings to take place weekly instead of twice a month, so he could gawk at me. Thankfully, the other department heads turned him down.  
 
    Disgusting! He smells like old leather shoes that had been lying out in the rain for a week. And that honker of a nose! He’s always flicking his fingers at it as if gnats use his nostrils as a nest. Do gnats even have a nest? Whatever, not important. 
 
    “So of course, he sent me a bouquet of flowers one week from a ‘secret admirer.’ Maybe that sort of thing worked in the middle of the 20th century, but nowadays ? Can someone say creepy? But guess what? The next week? He sends me chocolates. I set them out for my staff to make them think I gave two shits about them. (For the most part all they do is gripe and groan about their schedules: I don’t want to work weekends. I don’t want to work evenings. If it were up to me, I’d fire all of them. They knew what the hours were when I hired them, so why did they want the job? Morons! )  
 
    “Anyway, moving on to Olen. It was an avalanche of desperation, each delivery more pathetic than the last until he finally began sending poems. Like I said, it might’ve been romantic when movies were in black and white, but who thinks writing stanzas without rhyming is a true poem? Didn’t he grow up with Dr. Seuss? That’s poetry! Not melodrama that sounds like a psychologist needed to disentangle whatever ridiculousness he’d scribbled on a piece of paper. So not romantic. Save your dignity, grandpa! But whatever. At least Mason and me got lots of good laughs out of it.  
 
    “All those attempts were the reason I knew seducing him would work, especially because Mason hated Olen for how much effort he put into trying to get me into the sack. I once asked Mason why he didn’t try to be romantic and he said, “Romance isn’t something you work on. Either it’s there or it isn’t. You either want to fuck the woman’s brains out or you don’t….So when you give it her, make it romantic: like this!” Then he pulled my hair, dragged me down to the ground, tore my panties off my legs, and nailed me senseless. Such great memories! It’s just another reason why we’re meant for each other. 
 
    “But anyway, before the end of work on a Friday, I asked Olen to visit the Branch because I needed ‘help’ budgeting for the upcoming fiscal year. Of course, it took him like half a second to say yes. And he was over at the Branch in record time.  
 
    “Once the last patron left and after Eloise took off, I’d undone an extra button on my blouse before I sat down at a public computer near the front desk in full view of the camera in the corner. I could feel Olen staring at my chest from behind me. It was hideous and sickening, but I’m a little ashamed to admit this, but I got a thrill from having that much power over him. I mean, it really turned me on. I’ve never done drugs except pot, which isn’t really a drug because politicians and celebrities do it, but whenever I’d move my shoulders, I could hear him swallow, like his throat was dry and he could barely get enough saliva to wet his mouth. That grossed me out, but it was the best when I leaned back a bit in my chair and uncrossed my legs and ever so slightly hitched up the hem of my dress. 
 
    “I grabbed hold of the computer mouse to open up my spreadsheet, and when I glanced to the right I caught sight of a bulge in his pants. He didn’t even try to hide it! Let me just say it was ginormous times ten! As I began chatting about staff salaries, I wondered what it would feel like if I slid my fingers along it. Did I say it was huge? Then I got a strange thought: what would it feel like if he slid it into me? 
 
    I threw the book to my side and shot upright, my hands quivering with revulsion. 
 
    Tofu snapped to attention, the sheet slowly coming off his head. He stared at me with a curious expression. 
 
     I shouldn’t have opened that damn journal. I wanted to pretend I’d never read one word from it. I also wanted to pretend that I didn’t care how it would end. Yet, I knew how Claire died, and what she described was twisted, the sort of behavior that might put someone like Mason over the edge and make him do something he might regret. 
 
    “Don’t judge me,” I told Tofu, grabbing the notebook once more. I picked up where I left off.  
 
    “All throughout this, I didn’t look at Olen once, but I casually turned my head to the side, caught sight of the enormous cock straining against his pants, and shivered inside. I wanted to touch it and see how hard it was. If I let him slip it to me, would he need to pop a Viagra to keep it hard? Then I remembered the goal behind all this was to make Mason jealous, not to make him psychotic.  
 
    “So instead of letting my curiosity run wild and acting on my impulses, I stood up, spun toward him, and when he tried to kiss me, I backed away and slapped him across the face. The shocked look on his face…damn, it was precious, even priceless. I rushed away from him, and when I reached my desk, Olen had already burst through the staff exit.  
 
    “I was shocked how fast Olen moved, but he probably feared getting hit with a sexual harassment lawsuit, so I bet his first thought was to get back to the Main Library and remove the video feed from the program that captured his actions. Too bad for him. I’d already recorded a copy onto a USB stick. All I needed to do is show that video to Mason, and he’d throw a shit-fit. First, he’d want to ring Olen’s neck with those gorgeous hands of his, but once he grasped hold of our boss, he’d want to choke the life out of him.  
 
    “Instead of torturing Olen Reynard, Mason would push his controlling nature towards me and keep me on a tight leash, both figuratively and literally (we’ve often played out that scenario around the house, and it never gets old!). Next, he would dominate me in glorious ways that would make my toes curl in delight. Even writing this now, I can’t wait ‘til he punishes me in that cruel but loving way. There’s nothing better on this planet.” 
 
    I turned the page and found the next entry. 
 
    “Mason isn’t the type to propose. So I spent a few days wondering how I’d propose to him. Finally, after an agonizing weekend while he was watching Sunday Night Football, I walked in front of the TV to get his attention and said, ‘What if we got married?’ I could tell he was freaked out because he got that irritated look that always comes over him when he’s thinking about something he doesn’t want to think about. Then he pushed to the side of his recliner and waved a hand at me to move. 
 
    “‘Seriously,’ I said, a little nervous because I thought something like marriage might be just a little more important than one measly football game. I forgot everything I was going to say to persuade him, things like ‘The sex is fucktastic, we’ll get great pensions from the library, and we always laugh at people together, so what can be better than growing old together?’ All that went out the window when I blurted out, “Let’s do it. Get hitched.” 
 
    “Come on, the game!” 
 
    “I want you to marry me.”  
 
    “Kids in Africa want to eat. Doesn’t mean they’ll get their wish.” 
 
    “Me and the kids in Africa are way different.” 
 
    “Yeah, they know to shut up to get what they want.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, fine. I’ll shut up if you marry me.” 
 
    “Deal.” He waved at me to move. “Now get out of the way.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I promised, didn’t I?” He batted an arm at me. “Now move, huh?” That little boy smile of his appeared for the quickest moment as our eyes met, all to show me that he truly wanted to get married, but didn’t want to ask because he didn’t want to seem desperate or anything. Then he gestured toward the TV. ‘Now can you…’ He swept a hand at me to move. So many women fall for crap like ‘romantic’ nights out, like they need to be saved from their dull lives just to feel special, but we had a real relationship, one we didn’t need to pretend didn’t exist.” 
 
    As I flipped the page to read the next entry, I wondered if I’d ever meet such a deluded, detestable person in my life. Highly unlikely. Claire had cornered the market on egotistical, two-faced liars. Then again, Olen had hired Mason and Claire, and since we’re drawn to those like us, it only made sense that he would select those two whackos. Of course, during the interview, they were probably nothing but easy going, ordinary people. 
 
    A frightening question came to mind; if Olen had picked those two to work at the Branch, what had he seen in me? I considered myself an honest, straightforward albeit conservative person, who trusted others until they convinced me not to. So why had Olen hired me? 
 
    It didn’t take long to discover the truth. I was desperate. Short of compromising my principles, I’d have done everything possible to get and keep this job. For that reason, possibly more than any other, Olen suspected I’d do whatever was necessary to keep my job. It explained why he’d tried to seduce me, why he had no problem leering at me, no problem touching me. He knew that I’d soon realize he had the Board of Trustees in his pocket, and they’d trust his word over a newly hired Branch Manager without any real library experience. If I ever went public with how Olen had touched me in a sexual manner, how many individuals would believe me? After all, he had decades of impressive credentials, whereas I’d been on the job for one day. 
 
    I returned my attention to Claire’s journal. 
 
    “The following day, I called in sick and went to a wedding shop, or whatever they’re called, and picked out a dress. I’m not pretentious like most women who need to spend days or weeks agonizing about a dress they’ll wear once and forget about. Spending thousands on a dress you wear less than a full shift at work makes no sense to me, especially since Mason wouldn’t want to stand around in a suit for longer than a football game, so I figured we’d elope. But I guessed we’d still take pictures, so I plunked down $457.99 and got a dress that looked good enough for a photo op. Since Mason isn’t hung up on superstition and stuff like that, I even wore the dress home and everything, so I wouldn’t need any time to put it on and hear him calling on me to make dinner or anything. But ten seconds after I opened the front door, there was a knock on the door.  
 
    “I checked the peephole and opened the door to shock the postal carrier, who stared at me in my wedding dress, dumbfounded. I’m sure he loved the dress, so I accepted the package: Mason’s magazine subscription to ‘Southern Titties and Northern Nippies.’ Everyone had a vice, so how could I deny him his pornographic pleasures? I gave him a big grin as thanks for the unsaid compliment and shut the door. 
 
    “Mason had taken the day off to work on a bunch of handyman stuff, so I thought I’d write what happened today before heading upstairs to check on my makeup and surprising him in the backyard. Just as I was about to finish writing, there was another knock on the door. Maybe the postal carrier had forgotten to add another delivery, so I went over to the peephole to double check. Nope. It’s Olen carrying a dozen roses. Had a friend of his worked at the shop I bought my dress from and given him a call? I ignored him and came back to write in this journal. 
 
    “Wow, this is the first time in forever that I’m actually writing what’s happening, while it’s actually happening and not just as an afterthought. I’m now trying to do my best to pretend I don’t hear his knock, but the more I try to block him out of my mind, his image keeps popping in my mind, and that’s annoying as hell, so…Goddammit! Fine, Olen!! I’ll answer the fucking door for you!!! Asshole!!!!” 
 
    I turned the page, but Claire had not written another word in it. Although nauseated by her duplicity and the toxic relationship she shared with Mason, I still felt cheated out of the rest of their story, no matter their depraved nature. So what did that say about me for wanting to find out what happened next? Then again, after someone had murdered Claire in one of the most heinous ways imaginable, she obviously couldn’t come back and write the rest of her story. 
 
    But what if she’d returned as a ghost to haunt the Branch? On second thought, I doubted that would happen. After all, the ghost I’d seen was a teenager. 
 
    Although the temperature had moderated in this room, that question made my entire body quake so badly that I got under the covers with Tofu. Obviously, having never believed in the possibility of ghosts until today, I didn’t know enough about them to know why they stayed on Earth and what they wanted.  
 
    Then I recalled hearing Eloise say that a ghost had attached itself to Mason. If so, and if that ghost was indeed Claire, she’d most likely latched onto him. Since she was clingy in real life, she probably retained that same characteristic in spirit form. Of course, this was all conjecture, and I’d need to seek Eloise’s guidance to find out if my idea had any basis in truth. But if I’d guessed correctly, I had no problem with Claire haunting Mason. And if that were the case, she wouldn’t be here now. 
 
    So if Claire wasn’t haunting the Branch? Who was? 
 
    The teenage girl, obviously. But who was she? And what did she want? 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of a ghost wandering around while I tried to sleep, which made it difficult to sleep. After trying for a while, I pulled out a business card I’d just received and dialed the number on it. 
 
    On the third ring, a confident masculine voice answered. “Officer Cardenas.” 
 
    Just the sound of his voice unnerved me. In a good way. “Hi, this is Rosalind Lanners,” I said in a shaky voice. “You probably don’t remember me. I’m—” 
 
    “The woman who wants to eat her dog? How could I forget? Wait—you’re not calling me because…you actually ate your dog, right?” 
 
    I giggled. Like a school girl. It was kind of embarrassing. But at the same time, it felt good, even normal. “No, I didn’t eat my dog.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news…for now. You aren’t planning anything like that though, are you? I’d have to report that and, let me see, I might have a crisis hotline number for you. You can get in touch. They can talk you down.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m not going to eat my dog. I promise.” 
 
    “Is that why you called? To tell me that?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “All right. You’ve got my interest.” 
 
    “I thought I got your interest when you started flirting with me?” 
 
    “True.” He let out an easy laugh, the kind that proved he enjoyed our conversation. 
 
    “I called because, well, do you believe in ghosts?” 
 
    “Whoa! Sure didn’t see that one coming.” 
 
    “Well, of course not,” I said. “Ghosts are invisible.” 
 
    Another chuckle. “Are you saying you’ve got a ghost in your house? Shouldn’t you call a priest for that sort of thing? An exorcist or something?” 
 
    “It’s not in my house. It’s in the library.” 
 
    “A ghost in the library? That sounds like one of those Goosebumps books I read when I was a kid. Those were a helluva lot of fun.” 
 
    “Not if it’s a real ghost,” I said. 
 
    “I’d imagine not.” 
 
    “So, do I have to ask?” 
 
    “Ask what?” he asked. “If you want me to go on a date with you?” 
 
    “That there might be a ghost in the library, and if you’d like to check me out.” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    I didn’t get why he’d laughed, but when I played back the latter part of the question I’d asked in my head, I gritted my teeth in humiliation. “The part about the ghost, well…” 
 
    “You want me to check out the ghost?” he asked. “As in, ‘is this ghost good looking?’ Or did you want to me check on whether there is a ghost?” 
 
    “The second one.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “Or did you truly want me to check you out.” 
 
    “Now you’re just being a jerk.” 
 
    “Really? Because I swear I heard a smile in your voice when you called me a ‘jerk.’” 
 
    “I may have.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I need to get this straight, so let’s recap: you’d like me to visit your library to check on whether there’s a ghost in your building. Afterwards, I’m supposed to check you out to help me decide if I want to go on a date with you.” 
 
    “Okay, you’ve used the term ‘check out’ way too much. I’m sorry, but I’m revoking your privileges to, you know, look my way.” 
 
    “I can’t look your way? Well, that’s a new one. How do you propose to revoke those privileges? Last time I checked, I had freedom to look wherever I want. You don’t plan on gouging my eyeballs out, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t plan on—” 
 
    “Good, because being a cop and all, I’d have to arrest you if you tried something like that.” 
 
    “Is that a threat you often make to women you meet? That you’ll arrest them?” 
 
    “That depends on whether they’ve been naughty.” 
 
    “Oh, you did not just say that!” 
 
    “I read in a magazine that female librarians are naughty in a big way. They like to get swatted on the bum by Hemingway or Faulkner.” 
 
    “What? But they’re both dead.” Then I realized he meant female librarians like to get spanked with books written by… “I can’t believe how inappropriate this conversation is. Here I ask you whether you’d come by and see if there’s a ghost in—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m having second thoughts about that. I’d like to keep my eyes where they are. Plus, I’m kind of old-fashioned, and I don’t swat women on the bum with books.” 
 
    “That’s good because—” 
 
    “I’d use my hand.”  
 
    “Where is this conversation going?” I laughed, unable to get over how much fun it was talking with Mateo. And then I realized he must have realized how shaken I’d sounded when I’d first called and sought to redirect my attention to calm me down. Well played, Officer Cardenas. Mission accomplished!  
 
    “Okay, I’m serious now,” I said. “Will you be interested in finding out if there’s a ghost in my library?” 
 
    “I was more interested in taking you out on a date, but…” He let out a displeased sigh. “But I guess I’ll settle for searching for a ghost in your library. Give me five minutes. I’ll be right there.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three minutes later, after I’d raced upstairs, called our security company, gave them our security code, and told them not to worry about the interior alarm that had gone off. They wouldn’t contact the police or Olen, so unless my boss was at his desk at this time of night checking the video feed, which I strongly doubted, he had no reason to know I was at the branch. 
 
    Mateo’s police cruiser pulled onto the library premises. 
 
    He pulled his vehicle to a stop, turned off the flashing lights on the roof of his vehicle, and got out with that strong gait of his that made my stomach flip. I couldn’t deny that my heart skipped a beat upon seeing him arrive so quickly. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, pulling out his flashlight and pointing it at the ground to light the way towards the building. 
 
    I opened the front door and waved him toward me with a smile. “Thanks for coming. It really means a lot to me.” 
 
    Mateo scanned the interior of the lobby before meeting my gaze with a brief smile. “So…a ghost. Is it here now? Can it see me?” He stepped inside the building and swung the flashlight around the lobby. 
 
    I leaned in close to him as if to whisper. “It’s invisible, remember?” Seeing him so serious, I adopted a similar attitude, even if I was a little disappointed that he hadn’t continued our flirtatious banter. It would have dulled the gravity of the situation and kept my mind off the paranormal. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Can you turn on the lights?” 
 
    I stared at him. “Are you okay? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the dark?” 
 
    His head snapped in my direction as a worried expression hit his face. “We’re talking about a ghost. Something that can see us, but we can’t see. So yeah, I’m kinda, you know…” He didn’t finish his line of thought. “Can you blame me?” 
 
    “Not at all, Mr. Officer.” We walked out of the lobby and into the library proper, after which I turned on some of the lights. 
 
    Mateo let out a pent up sigh. “All right, so where’s this ghost?” 
 
    I gestured over his right shoulder. “There.” 
 
    He whipped around, pulled his weapon from his holster, and aimed at the target I’d just pointed. “Where is it?” he asked with a shaky voice. “Where?” He analyzed the section around him. “Where are you, ghost? Huh? Show yourself.” 
 
    To see this confident, caring, fun-loving man, who had raced here to help me, reduced to such anxiety hurt my heart more than I’d ever imagined.  
 
    “Mateo,” I said in a hushed tone, coming up behind him so he’d know I approached him, not something supernatural. “I was joking. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “A joke? That’s what this is? 
 
    “We were kidding around on the phone. I’m really sorry if I upset you,” I said, looking in his eyes so he’d see my regret. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Those words made him hunch his shoulders, and he took his time turning toward me. He heaved as if he’d run a marathon and holstered his weapon.  
 
    When he finally focused on me, I felt an overpowering urge to look away because there was no more joking, no more fright or sadness. There were just two lonely people looking into each other’s eyes, baring their souls without so much as a word passing between them. 
 
    “This,” he finally said in a strong tone, motioning toward him and me, “isn’t a joke 
 
    “You’re right.” His intensity pulled me toward him like a magnet. “It’s not.” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes searching mine before glancing down to my lips. “Glad we’re thinking the same way.” 
 
    “The same way,” I said breathlessly.  
 
    He stepped in close, grasped my arms with urgency, the type that made it seem like he couldn’t wait another moment before pulling me into his grasp. He pressed his lips to mine as his grip tightened around me, deepening the kiss. 
 
    The scent of his cologne and his leather coat, the feel of those strong arms around me, the way his soft lips tasted mine, all of this swirled around my head, making me dizzy.  
 
    My heart pounded with joy, and I wrapped my arms around his strong back, almost feeling like I needed to hold onto him or my strength would give out.  
 
    I’d kissed boys before, but no one had consumed me with so much excitement, with so much passion...from just a kiss. 
 
    Mateo turned and I felt something incredibly hard poke into my hip. It surprised me, but also delighted me that Mateo hadn’t been toying with me…until the words ‘I wanted to touch it’ popped into my head.  
 
     Claire Rochelle’s filthy thoughts interrupted the connection, tarnishing this moment. I pulled away from Mateo, annoyed at a dead woman. I glanced at the spot on his body that bumped into my hip.  
 
    It was his holster.  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed.  
 
    “That was—” he said, collecting himself and acting cool, as if he hadn’t been surprised that we parted so suddenly.   
 
    “Awesome!” I grinned at him. 
 
    “Damn right.” A slow smile came over him as well, and it took a few moments before he composed himself enough and nodded more to himself than me. “All right. So…a ghost sighting.” 
 
    “Well no,” I said, wishing we hadn’t parted. “Because—” 
 
    “You can’t see ghosts. Right, I got that. What made you think there’s a ghost here?” 
 
    The question reminded me of Claire’s journal. I’d been so eager to see Mateo again that I’d forgotten to bring it upstairs with me. I’d never go down there now to retrieve it.  
 
    To let Mateo see Tofu sitting all by his lonesome, to have him see that I’d been reduced to living out of my workplace would make me feel way more ashamed than I already felt. I could barely live with myself knowing the truth, but to let him in on that secret would be too humiliating, too depressing. I didn’t think I’d be able to get past it. Not after that kiss. 
 
    For that reason, I was more determined than ever to get out of the basement. I didn’t know what the future held for us, but if it amounted to anything, I didn’t want to keep anything from him. 
 
    “Remember what you told me about Claire Rochelle?” I asked. “I think this ghost has something to do with that case.” 
 
    He drew back, his facial features growing more solid, more distant, turning into the look of a cop, a man who saw things normal citizens never saw and never wanted to see. 
 
    I found the transformation astonishing, how someone could detach from his feelings so quickly. Of course, Olen had a nimble aptitude to change emotions with the flip of the switch, but his were phony. 
 
    “What makes you feel that case had anything to do with…No, let’s start with why you think there’s a ghost here. For the record, you do think there’s a ghost here, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He withdrew a black pen and a small notebook from inside his jacket. 
 
    “Actually, I was hoping you might have found some more information for me.” 
 
    He searched my eyes. “But you said—” 
 
    “True, but it seemed like you were interested in the case before you left the other day.” 
 
    A half-smile tipped the right corner of his mouth into a partial grin before flattening. “Yeah, I did. You know what I found?” 
 
    I snapped to attention. “Go on.” 
 
    “Nothing. The detective on that case is on vacation in Minnesota. Went up there to do some ice fishing. Sounds like an awful lot of discomfort for a vacation, but who am I to judge? Anyway, I left him a voicemail, but I haven’t heard back from him.” He nodded my way. “Your turn. Fess up. What’ve you got?” 
 
    “A hunch.” I smiled with pride. 
 
    His interest soured. “A…hunch?” He shook his head, seeking clarification. 
 
    “Right. Like an intuition. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “That’s all? Intuition? You don’t have anything else to go on? No hard evidence?” 
 
    “Well, no. Claire died three months ago. I was downstate at the time. I couldn’t possibly—” 
 
    “Then how is a ghost in this building related to…or do you think the ghost is Claire Rochelle? That she’s haunting the library she used to work at?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” he asked, trying to be nonchalant while looking around the building. 
 
    “It’s a feeling.” 
 
    He ended his search by inspecting my eyes. “You know what, Rosalind? I spend my days…” He motioned toward the library entrance, where he’d parked his squad car. “…in that vehicle, cruising the streets, looking for bad guys and chasing bad guys. You know what I’ve learned in my six years on the force?” 
 
    “Um,” I said, trying to find an answer. “I guess I’ll go with—” 
 
    “That was actually rhetorical.” For a fraction of a second, he started to smile until he remembered he was trying to prove a point. He hid his feelings again. “In all my years as a cop, I’ve learned how to tell when someone’s lying to me. And Rosalind? You’re lying to me.” 
 
    I took in a gust of air, hoping to find a way to explain. 
 
    “No, don’t say a word. I’m used to it. I actually expect it, but coming from you? I’d hoped…” He looked off to the side and winced as if he’d gotten food poisoning. 
 
    Once more, I felt like I’d let him down, like I’d hurt him. And God help me, I hated that feeling. I barely knew this man, but I knew that much. Dammit. I hated to see him look so disheartened. If anything, I wanted to chase those feelings away, so to find out that I’d caused it made my insides twist in pain. 
 
    “You know…” He shook his head and bit his lower lip for a long moment. “There’s a lot of shitty people out there, Rosalind. A lot of shitty people.” He had the faraway look of someone who had left the building, even if his body hadn’t. “And I know you’re not one of them, but…”  
 
    Mateo looked both disappointed and upset. “This whole ghost-thing? I can’t do that.” He lowered his gaze, and it felt like the sun had been eclipsed by the moon.  
 
    “Good night, Rosalind.” 
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    The next day, after sleeping a couple hours at most, because of how things went sour with Mateo, and fearing that a ghost would hover over me while I slept, I woke about fifteen minutes before 9:00 AM. I fed Tofu and we left the secret room.  
 
    Suspecting that Mason had already deactivated the security alarm, I waited for him to take the elevator downstairs before hustling up the stairs with my dog, I crossed the lobby, placed a stick under the door to prop it open, and sped out of the building to let Tofu out. After he relieved himself, I tucked him into my pillowcase and hustled back inside. 
 
    “Quiet, Tofu!” I removed the stick from under the door, turned my back to the camera, backtracked into the lobby, and headed downstairs. A moment later on the top floor, the automatic doors opened. Mason had entered the lobby and his gaze fell on mine. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Surprise!” I said, because I didn’t know what else to say. “I’ll be here all week!” 
 
    “Hopefully not longer than that.” He gestured to the pillowcase. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I can take that down.” He started towards me. 
 
    Apparently, he thought book donations were inside the cotton sack. My breath caught, and I spun around, unwilling to let him to see Tofu squiggle around inside. Please, Tofu, don’t squeak or squeal. “I’m good, but thanks.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal.”  
 
    I slung the sack to my left, feeling Tofu shift in that direction, comforted that he followed my instructions not to make a sound. Nevertheless, his nails scraped against the pillowcase, and a few scratched my left arm. 
 
    “What’s in that?” Mason asked, narrowing his eyes on the sack. “We only put books downstairs. Not puzzles or VHS tapes or encyclopedias from decades ago. Did you see what’s inside that bag?” 
 
    “It’s just books,” I said, disinterested in turning this into a conversation. I made my way downstairs. “I’ll take care of it.”  
 
    “I’m taking the rest of these donations down anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, huffing not from Tofu’s weight but because I’d barely avoided having to deal with Mason. But knowing he’d soon take the elevator down, I quickened my pace. “Almost there, Tofu,” I whispered.  
 
    I’d left the door unlocked downstairs, so I whipped it open, and as it swung closed, the elevator dinged upstairs, making it known that Mason probably just now entered the elevator. Suspecting that he’d try to make it down here as swiftly as possible to check on me, I raced into the meeting room, snapped on the light, and darted through the room.  
 
    I entered the closet and closed the door, aware that Mason would emerge from the elevator within seconds. He’d see the light on in the meeting room, rather than the Friends of the Library book sale room, and step into the room, curious to figure out why I’d entered the wrong room.  
 
    I triggered the secret door, swept into the secret chamber, placed the pillowcase on the ground, and let Tofu jump out. When he faced me, I said, “Be quiet, okay? I’ll be back later. Love you, Tofu.”  
 
    I grabbed Claire’s notebook and threw it in the sack. I planned to question Eloise about my predecessor, and having the journal might prove handy. I punched the button on the TV, so the talking heads could keep Tofu company. I rushed into the closet and hit the cinder block to close the wall between both rooms. 
 
    Just as it settled into place, Mason entered the room, his gaze instantly finding mine. “What’re you doing in here?” A second later, he caught sight of the journal and motioned to it. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I was just checking on something.” 
 
    He planted his hands on his waist. “Checking on what?” 
 
    Since Mason had the annoying habit of questioning me whenever he saw fit, I hated that he forced me to address his disobedience, not only because it frayed my nerves, but also because it gave me no recourse but to call him out.  
 
    “There’s something you’re having a tough time with, so I’m going to put things in perspective for you. I’m your boss. I question you, not the other way around. Do you understand?” 
 
    He notched his chin higher, breathing through his nostrils. 
 
    “I asked you a question. Please answer it.” 
 
    “I…understand.” 
 
    “Good.” If I stuck around, he’d probably feel disrespected, so I walked right past him and kept moving. When I exited the closet, I didn’t hear him follow me, and while it worried me that he remained behind, most likely wondering why I’d visited this room, I couldn’t turn around and tell him to follow me without risking even greater animosity on his part. 
 
    When I reached the meeting room exit, I turned and saw Mason standing in the doorway, the closet light pushing his shadow into the room. He stood there, moving his head ever so slightly, examining the room and probably trying to determine why I’d entered the closet when I should have dropped off the sack in the Friends Room. 
 
    I sprinted upstairs and entered the staff workroom. I placed my pillowcase and Claire’s journal inside a file cabinet drawer of my desk. 
 
    The back entrance shut, and Eloise veered around the corner. “Good morning!” All bright and content, she looked like she’d never known a sleepless night.  
 
    “Hi.” As I worked on composing myself, Eloise went about preparing the Branch to open. I prayed Mason didn’t have the wherewithal to search the meeting room closet for a secret door. Although the cinder block walls were at least one-foot thick, I couldn’t be completely certain that he wouldn’t hear noise from the other side of the wall, so I hoped Tofu didn’t hear him and bark.  
 
    I imagined Mason still stood in the threshold, looking for the reason why I’d visited. Since I couldn’t keep an eye on him throughout any given day, he could visit the closet multiple times throughout the week. I’d need to let that worry fall by the wayside or it would dry me crazy. 
 
     I settled down at the public desk, and when Eloise had finished checking in materials, she sat at the station at the other end of the desk. Unwilling to let any more time pass before approaching her about the book, I got up and headed over to her.  
 
    She turned away from her library email account. “Hey, boss!” 
 
    I liked that she respected the command structure, but I felt awkward whenever she acknowledged it. “From now on, it’d be good if you just called me Rosalind.” 
 
    Her smile dimmed. “Oh, okay. It’s just…Claire liked that I called her ‘boss.’” 
 
    I hid my inner contempt for how my predecessor got off on whenever others referred to her professional status that put her above others. Regardless, mention of Claire allowed me to bring up that subject. “I found something yesterday that belonged to Claire.” I lifted a finger. “Give me a second.” I went to my office, removed the notebook, and returned to the front desk. 
 
    “Hey,” said Eloise, scooting her chair back. “That belonged to Claire.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected her to recognize the journal, so I slapped the cover to kick off a conversation about it. “You’ve seen this before?” 
 
    “Claire was always writing in one of those.” 
 
    “Here?” I asked. “At work?” 
 
    “Yeah. After the…incident, the police asked if we’d seen any others that she might have at work. They must’ve found some at her apartment.” She stared at it as if it held the answers to questions that have plagued man since the beginning of time. “I’m guessing they were looking for more, maybe to find out if anything she’d written might give them clues as to why she died. Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Um…” The intensity of her gaze equaled that of the sun at noon on a summer day. “Here at the Branch.” At least I hadn’t lied. 
 
    “And the cops missed it? They’re pros at that stuff.” She lowered her head to stare at the palms of her hands in her lap, as though searching for answers to why she’d been unable to find what I’d found with apparent ease. “Well, did you read it?” She raised her eyes to mine. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She leaned forward as though anticipating secrets I hadn’t yet offered. “She died in a pretty weird way. Did she have any enemies? Anyone who might want to hurt her?” 
 
    “I haven’t read Claire’s other journals, so I can’t be sure, but there’s no one in here that she’s afraid of or suspicious of.” 
 
    Eloise’s cheek twitched. “Did she say anything about…other staff members?” 
 
    I nodded once more. 
 
    She turned aside as though expecting I’d launch into a tirade of negativity. Obviously, Claire spent a lot of time bashing Branch staffers in person, not just in her journal. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Claire has moved on. Besides, from what I’ve read, she wasn’t a kind person.” When Eloise didn’t respond, I said, “She seemed pretty tough on people.” Once again, she didn’t speak, so I said, “Yesterday, you said that a ghost ‘attached’ itself to Mason. What does that mean?” 
 
    Eloise spun around in her chair to check on those that might overhear our conversation, but since only a few people had entered the building and were now out of hearing distance, she turned back to me. But she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I sensed it so many times over the last few months that it almost seems ordinary now.” 
 
    I waited, unwilling to interrupt whatever she might offer. 
 
    “Pretty much whenever Mason walks by, the air around him feels heavy, sort of electrified, and it feels like a draft follows him. Unless you’re in tune with the paranormal, you might not sense it.” She shook her head, dissatisfied with that explanation. “Many times, as kids we’re receptive to pretty much everything around us, so we might notice something paranormal, but when adults tell us we’re just imagining things, we trust them, thinking, well they’re older, they know more than us.” 
 
    “So,” I said, trying to follow along, “when we’re younger, anyone can see supernatural stuff?” 
 
    “No. But kids often can because they’re taking in whatever they see or feel. They react. They depend on adults for most everything. They haven’t figured out how the world works. Every child wants to be older, so they act like adults to feel like they have some control over their lives. And if adults call them foolish for seeing ghosts and think what they saw or heard isn’t actually real, how does that make those kids feel? If that happens enough, the children will doubt themselves and believe them.” 
 
    “They ignore things they don’t understand? Things like ghosts?” 
 
    Eloise nodded. 
 
    That could explain why Tofu sensed a ghost and I couldn’t. No one told him that what he saw was just his imagination…even if it wasn’t. “When ghosts are around, the air seemed charged,” I said to get Eloise back on track. “And then what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shrugged. “It’s always like that as long as the ghost doesn’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “What makes you think a ghost is hanging around Mason?” 
 
    “He’s angry a lot. He was always uptight and agitated before Claire died. But now…” Eloise flicked her gaze towards the entrance as though hoping Mason wouldn’t soon enter the vicinity. “He’s just really angry.” 
 
    “And the ghost is making him that way?” 
 
    “We’re all made of energy. When we die, that energy doesn’t just vanish. Our souls can go to Heaven if we believe in God and Jesus and ask them to forgive our sins, but if the person who passed decides not to enter the light, they might end up stuck here. And if an angry ghost latches onto a person, their temper can rub off on the person they’re stuck on.” 
 
    “I thought ghosts only haunt places where they died,” I said. “So how can a ghost attach itself to Mason?” 
 
    “Spirits have many reasons why they stay behind in this world, but if someone or something has special importance to them, they might not want to leave it behind.” 
 
    “So ghosts can haunt pretty much anything?” 
 
    Eloise nodded. “If a spirit latches onto you, it can whisper into your ear at night while you’re asleep. If you hear that voice enough, you get used to it and become more receptive to it when you’re awake. And then you can listen to it and think it’s your own idea.” 
 
    “But ghosts can’t talk,” I said, shivering at her theory. 
 
    “Some can. Some can’t. It depends on how much energy they can absorb. But if a ghost latched onto Mason, like I think it has, it would explain why Mason thought he’d been watering the flowers yesterday, instead of just standing in place, letting the water make a puddle around his shoes.” 
 
    “Maybe this is a moron moment,” I said, “but are you saying a ghost is purposely haunting Mason?” 
 
    Eloise finally met my gaze, and she did so with the utmost certainty. “It’s common for those who died tragically to be confused after they died. One minute they’re alive, the next they’re dead. They didn’t have a chance to contemplate their life and accept that they would soon die. If it attached herself to Mason, she might not realize she’s dead. She might just be doing what she did throughout her life. I think it’s Claire. There was always a ton of tension between them. Joking around one minute, ignoring each other the next.” 
 
    A jolt of fear passed through me. I had no interest in having a demented spirit visit. “But wouldn’t she realize, ‘Hey, no one sees me. No one hears me.’” 
 
    “Exactly. She’s confused. If they had a relationship, she may feel lost without him, so she wanted to reconnect and be next to the person she felt most comfortable with.” Eloise drew her legs outward, dropped her shoes to the ground, and used the tension between her shoes and the carpet to drag her chair towards me.  
 
    I didn’t want to give away what I’d discovered. “Even if it’s her, why would she want to stay on Earth? She couldn’t have loved him that much to pass up a spot in Heaven. Do you think she wanted to torment him?” 
 
    Eloise examined my eyes. “Why did you say that word? ‘Torment?’ 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that question without telling Eloise too much about what I’ve read. If I did, I might influence how she responded, and I wanted unbiased answers. 
 
    “What do you know?” she asked. 
 
    Now I glanced around, glad not to see Mason anywhere nearby. “They were seeing each other.” 
 
    Eloise took in a lungful of air. “I knew it!” She swiped a fist through the air as though proud of her deductive reasoning skills. “Sometimes, they always acted like they hated each other during the day. They might pass one another and pretend the other didn’t exist. It was sort of like middle school. You liked a boy but don’t want him to know, even if you did want him to know. I always thought they wanted to torture each other, and they always did whatever they could to manipulate each other or get the upper hand.” 
 
    For someone who hadn’t read Claire’s journal, Eloise was quite perceptive. 
 
    “Did Claire write anything in her journal about a relationship with Mason?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s how I found out, but it wasn’t your typical relationship.” 
 
    “That makes sense. They’re both good at showing what others expect to see, but the little things they did always made me think they were different than normal people.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    Eloise lowered her gaze as if she’d admitted thoughts she’d have preferred to keep secret. “Nothing I can back up with evidence or anything. Just a feeling I get when I’m around Mason. You know how Mason is mostly quiet and says very little? I bet he does that to keep from getting into trouble. That way, if someone wanted him to do something he didn’t want to do, he could just act confused, and rather than trying to explain things, that person would just do it themselves.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying Mason’s lazy?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it just gives him an out in case he doesn’t want to do something. As for Claire, whenever she dealt with an upset patron, she always acted empathetic, but afterwards she would cuss out that person under her breath. She was always trying to trick others into thinking she was something she wasn’t – a nice person. Otherwise, she and Mason only talked to each other when they needed to. If someone puked in the bathroom, Claire would mention it to Mason, and he would stare at her with dead eyes, like he’d rather lick the urinal cakes in the men’s bathroom.” 
 
    “I bet Mason licks those things like they’re lollipops,” I said. Just as those words slipped from my mouth, I took in a sharp breath, shocked and embarrassed that I’d spoken aloud. “Oh, my God, I’m so—” 
 
    “Honest?” Eloise asked. With a half-smile, she exhaled as though releasing the first breath of fresh air she’d taken in the past three months. 
 
    “Were they ever angry at each other? Did they fight or—” 
 
    “Never. For the longest time, I thought they hated each other.” 
 
    I got that same feeling, almost as if they despised each other so much, their feelings evolved into some kind of romantic thing, that they were so conflicted by their feelings and unsure what they meant to each other, they convinced themselves they were soul mates.  
 
    “If Claire’s a ghost,” I asked, “why would she attach herself to Mason?” 
 
    “Ghosts often attach themselves to people or objects that held special meaning to them. If the ghost was a child, that kid might attach himself to a friend. If it was an adult that was wronged by a certain person, that adult might try to tell others about that person to bring him or her to justice.” 
 
    “What about revenge?” I asked, sensing I’d hit upon a likely possibility. “Claire was killed under unexpected circumstances, so is it possible she’s hanging around to make sure her killer, if there is one, gets what’s coming to him or her.” 
 
    “Sure.” Eloise got to her feet and moved closer to me to keep our conversation that much more private. She quivered and folded her arms under her breasts to stave off the chill that permeated her skin. “But if she’s attached herself to Mason, are you thinking he’s guilty of what happened to her?” 
 
    “Not from what I read. So why would she stay around Mason?” 
 
    “If she really loved him,” Eloise said, “she might have a tough time letting him go.” 
 
    I gave that possibility some thought. “Claire didn’t like that Mason had a wandering eye.” 
 
    “Show me a woman who is okay with that, and I’ll show you a liar.” 
 
    Eloise was wise beyond her years. “Do you think she’d stick around to keep him from dating someone else? That seems selfish. I mean, you’re dead. If Claire was a good person, she’d go to Heaven, right? So why stick around to prevent your old boyfriend from getting it on with another woman? I’d think hanging out in Heaven trumps shacking up on Earth as a ghost. I get that it was a tragic death and she’s confused, but it’s been three months. If she’s trying to talk with Mason, and he acts like she’s not even there, when will she get the hint?” 
 
    “I’ve always suspected that time moves much faster outside of this dimension. But, otherwise, yes, the ghost might get annoyed and step up the intensity of their attempts to get our attention. Now if it’s Claire, and she already figured out that she’s dead, she might hang back to stay with him just because she cared about him so much…or if she was worried he might get involved with another woman.” 
 
    I needed to get things straight. “If she attached herself to him, does that mean she’s like a monkey on his back?” 
 
    “Definitely. But she can also detach herself at any moment.” 
 
    “So she could be haunting this place?” 
 
    Eloise’s flat lips wavered, looking unsure how to explain what she’d pass along to me. “It’s possible, but she’d spend most of her time with Mason, unless she felt threatened by you. In that case, she might haunt this place. It depends on what she feels at any given time.” 
 
    “Well, I sure don’t have a thing for Mason, so she can have him.” Another idea presented itself. “Do you think she’d be upset that I’ve taken her old job?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I doubt it. She didn’t seem happy here.” 
 
    “Do you think she would haunt this place?” I asked. 
 
    “She might because Mason spends his time here, but otherwise, based on how distracted she seemed on the job, I don’t think she’d come back too often.” 
 
    Although conflicted on whether I should tell Eloise about the bizarre incidents that occurred here outside of working hours, I needed to trust her. As someone without any friends in the area, I wanted to place my trust in someone to form a connection with another human being.  
 
    “Is it possible some other ghost is inside the Branch?” I asked. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    The accusatory, masculine voice made Eloise and I stand upright, as though a supervisor caught us chatting past our fifteen-minute work break. I reflexively swung the journal behind my back, but because I’d moved so quickly, it seemed like I had something to hide.  
 
    When I turned to find Mason, he grinned at me as he strolled toward us, glad to have put a fright into us. Even worse, he tilted his head to see what I’d hid behind me.  
 
    My muscles tensed as though anticipating a fight, but I wouldn’t let Mason put me on edge, so I moved toward him until I stopped a few feet across from him at the service desk. “Shhh.” I put an index finger to my lips. “You’re in a library.” 
 
    Annoyance flashed in his eyes. “That notebook isn’t yours. It belonged to Claire.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Mason now used a calm voice, I shivered at how he’d shouted at me only five seconds before saying I’d all but stolen Claire’s journal. Normal people didn’t switch their moods with the snap of their fingers…like Olen. So to see Mason acting as if this characteristic was common, I immediately backed away from him.  
 
    Sensing that he could shift into an aggressive nature at any moment, I was reassured knowing the camera was recording our conversation. Unfortunately, I didn’t put it past Mason to make a public spectacle of our conversation, and it would be unprofessional to have an argument in public.  
 
    I cocked my head toward the staff workroom, silently requesting that he join me as I placed the notebook out in front of me. Once he did, I closed the door, which would still allow onlookers to see us talk, but the door would cut down on the likelihood that they could hear our conversation. 
 
    I put the notebook face down on my desk and then I stood in front of it to put some distance between Mason and myself. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    His frown looked predatory as he pointed at Claire’s journal. “That’s Claire’s.” 
 
    “You’ve established that, which means it doesn’t belong to you.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” 
 
    As the custodian, he’d surely searched the entire building for Claire’s notebooks, so for me to hold one must have really startled him, hence the anger that had gripped him. “That’s not the question you want to ask.” 
 
    “Why not?” The twitch in his eyes had infected his cheek, which now throbbed to the same beat, possibly a side effect of trying to reign in his true nature. He clamped his cheek with his thumb and index finger, pressing down hard, making the skin white between his fingertips. A moment later, he released his flesh and it slackened.  
 
    “I researched the Branch Manager position quite a bit. It had been open for quite a while before Olen offered me the job.” 
 
    A smarmy smile appeared. “You’re wrong. He couldn’t get anyone to take the job…until you came along.”  
 
    “Because,” I said, continuing in his line of thinking, but with a twist of my own, “those candidates didn’t know why Claire died and who murdered her. Rumors were it might have been someone she’d been dating.” 
 
    The twitching continued again, so Mason jabbed his cheek and eye with the palm of his hand with astonishing speed and force. He barely winced as his hand bashed into his face.   
 
    I picked up the journal and examined the cover. “Were you two close?” 
 
    “No.” He looked neither surprised by my question nor guilty of lying. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, you worked with her for some time. I’m guessing the police questioned you about her case?” 
 
    “They interviewed every staff member here.” 
 
    “It’s probably in our best interests to call the police.”  
 
    His breath came quick, making his chest rise and fall. He clamped his teeth behind closed lips, maybe to keep himself from saying something he’d later regret. “Why?” 
 
    “I heard it’s still an open case. Whatever’s in here might help the police find her killer.” 
 
    He nodded, now appearing disinterested in the notebook. “I got a friend on the force. I’ll call him.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I said, shocked by what I saw through the door I’d closed a minute ago. 
 
    “Why?” he asked in a timid tone. His entire expression had transformed from practically combative to contemplative and puzzled.  
 
    I pointed behind him. “Because they’re already here.” I wouldn’t let the book out of my sight, so I pressed it to my chest as I walked past him, opened the door, and approached the black female officer with the husky yet compact physique that made it clear she could do some damage to anyone who opposed her.  
 
    Please don’t let Mateo be her partner. Please don’t let Mateo be her partner. Please don’t let… 
 
    “Hi, officer, my name is Rosalind Lanners. I’m the Branch Manager. Is there anything I can help you with?” I smiled to let her know I’d do everything possible to follow up on my statement. 
 
    Mateo Cardenas, who apparently returned from a look around the perimeter on this floor, made his way back to the service desk. When his gaze fell on mine, a solemn expression appeared on his face. 
 
    “Yes,” said the female officer, scratching her frizzy black hair that also held a few wiry strands of silver poking out, as though static cling had attacked her head. She wiggled a toothpick between her closed lips the same way a dog wagged its tail. “We just got a call about a confrontation.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. 
 
    Eloise straightened in her chair and shyly raised her hand to shoulder level. “I called.” 
 
    “What for?” asked Mason, coming up from behind us. 
 
    I swirled toward him. “Everything seems to be fine,” I said before turning back to Mateo, who notched an eyebrow, now looking alert as he set his gaze on Mason Mayberry.   
 
    The female cop watched Mason come to a stop behind me until she turned her gaze to Eloise. “This conflict…is it between these two?” she asked, cocking her head towards Mason and me. 
 
    Eloise drew her shoulders inwards and lowered her eyes to the counter. “Yes. I was worried.” 
 
    “Good decision,” Mateo said in a steely voice, as he gave Mason a hard stare. “Anything to be worried about now?” he asked and met my eyes. “Anything at all?” He notched his left thumb in his belt against his trim waistline but kept his right hand free. 
 
    Seeing Mateo standing so confidently, so in charge with that uniform strapped around such a strong physique, I almost forgot all about Mason. I thought about our playful banter, about that toe-curling kiss, and how it all ended so abruptly. Something pecked at my nerves, telling me to respond to Mateo’s questions. 
 
    “Nothing wrong here, Mateo,” I stammered with a smile…until I remembered calling him by his first name. Embarrassed to have basically told Eloise and Mason I was friendly with the officer standing before us, I bit my lip, frustrated to have revealed my feelings. “I mean, Officer Mateo…” I shut my eyes at my transparent emotional mind frame. “Everything is fine, Officer Cardenas.” 
 
    Amused, the female officer cracked a smile as she spoke into the walkie-talkie attached to the right shoulder of her uniform, informing dispatch that she and her partner had checked on the disturbance, but everything seemed to be under control, although they would stick around to ensure it stayed that way. 
 
    Mateo, rather than train his eyes on mine, kept his gaze glued to Mason. 
 
    “But there is one thing,” I added and presented my favorite new officer with Claire’s notebook. “It’s related to what we talked about last night, about what I wanted to share but didn’t feel comfortable telling you more about.” 
 
    Intrigued, Mateo’s right eyebrow notched high as the rest of his face appeared less stern, less frustrated. 
 
    “If you read it, you’ll know what I mean.” I felt more than heard movement behind me, as Mason surely stepped forward to object, only to realize he couldn’t prevent the transfer from taking place. 
 
    Mateo accepted the notebook while keeping his eyes on Mason. “Is there something you’d like to add, Mr….” 
 
    “Nope,” Mason said, purposely not giving either his first or last name. 
 
    Mateo maintained eye contact with him for another five or six seconds before sliding his gaze onto mine. “How about you, Rosalind? Anything you want to add?”  
 
    I ignored Eloise as she turned to look at me as if to say, “You’ve been here a couple days, and you’re already friends with the local authorities?” 
 
    “How’s your dog?” he asked me. “Tofu?” 
 
    “You have a dog named Tofu?” asked Eloise. “Awww, I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    “I already have,” said Mason, stone-faced. “He’s a pisser, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Even though I didn’t turn in his direction, I could feel Mason’s eyes on me. “Service dogs are allowed to enter the building for those with a disability.” 
 
    “How about dogs staying overnight?” snapped Mason. “Acting like this is a pet friendly hotel. I know,” he said in a husky voice, “where you live!” 
 
    A streak of fright made every muscle in body clinch. Although he’d said those words in a non-threatening manner, and more as if he was passing along information, how could he know I’d stayed overnight at the Branch again? I took such excessive measures to cover my tracks. Had I made a mistake somewhere? Or was he lying to get a rise out of me? 
 
    Mateo caught Mason’s attention and hooked a finger in his direction. “Let’s chat.” 
 
    “I’m good right here,” Mason said stoically. 
 
    I stepped aside so I could see my custodian in my peripheral vision. 
 
    “You might be,” Mateo said with a friendly but demanding smile. “But it’s best if we talk privately.” He cocked his head toward the lobby. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Mason made his way around the public service desk to follow Mateo into the lobby, where the latter spoke as my custodian listened. All the while, Mason didn’t look into the officer’s eyes because he was too busy staring at the notebook in Mateo’s hand. 
 
    “Who’s he?” muttered the female officer, referring to Mason. 
 
    “Our custodian.” Thankfully, Mason’s last statement to me occurred in front of both officers. And while I didn’t consider his words as holding menacing intent, the officers had surely taken his comment as a threat. 
 
    Either way, Mason, a man who seemed careful enough not to speak without first contemplating how others would consider his remarks, made a tactical error. And based on the throbbing vein in the middle of his forehead, he was probably so beside himself with anger that he didn’t mull over the impact his statement had made. From that vantage point, I breathed a little easier, now that Mason would be on the local authorities’ radar.  
 
    I watched a heavy-set young woman in her mid-twenties with red hair enter the building with a thin four-year-old blonde girl at her side. As the older of the two looked my way at the female police officer before sliding her gaze onto mine, I smiled to let her know not to be alarmed that the police had visited.   
 
    “My partner?” said the officer. “Good instincts. The best I’ve seen and I’ve been on the force going on fifteen years now.” She checked on him in the lobby. “He won’t need but a minute to get his point across.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded. As silence intruded, I said, “Thanks for coming out, even if there’s nothing to report.” 
 
    “No problem.” She pulled a business card out of her pocket and handed it to me. “Rather have you call than second-guess yourself. Better safe than sorry, right?” 
 
    I grinned but didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the officer continued. “That notebook you passed to my partner seemed important the way your custodian was watching after it. Like a mother watching her first born.” 
 
    I felt a rush of warmth enter my cheeks because I didn’t want to get entangled in whatever plot had taken Claire Rochelle’s life. I’d handed Mateo the notebook so he could handle things from here on out. In response to this officer’s question, I shrugged and hoped my false disinterest would dissuade her from continuing to question me. “I guess your partner will have to give it to the right person.” 
 
    The officer stepped forward, her warm face turning hard and dark. “Anything we should know about now? Anything about why we’re here? Anything like that?” 
 
    “No,” I assured her. “Not at all. It might help on a different case, that’s all.” 
 
    The officer notched her head upwards, while keeping an eye on me. “Okay.” 
 
    “We’re all done here,” said Mateo, walking up to his partner with Mason straggling behind him before he walked out the doors, entered the lobby, and went downstairs, obviously too annoyed to wait for the elevator in case Mateo called upon him again before the car door opened. Mateo clenched the journal in his hand. “I’ll see that this gets to the right person.” He inspected my eyes for a long moment, his gaze softening yet still alert. “If you need anything, you’ve got my card.” His partner looked his way, concern marking her expression, but Mateo didn’t acknowledge her. Then he turned toward the door, and his partner followed. 
 
    A spark of excitement lit inside me, but when Mateo walked out of the library and into the lobby, the spark turned into a dull flicker before diminishing into a puff of smoke. I was disappointed when he’d left so quickly, but I couldn’t blame him for not looking my way before leaving. In his mind, I’d played him. I just hoped he checked out the notebook and realized my intentions for keeping information from him were reasonable, under the circumstances. 
 
    When they disappeared around the corner in the lobby, Eloise turned to me with a huge grin. “Wow!” She licked her lips and swallowed. “Just…wow!” 
 
    “What?” I asked, startled by her response. 
 
    “You two are a couple? You have to be, right? The way he looked at you? It’s a done deal!” 
 
    My hopes rose. Had she seen something I’d missed? I grinned at her, liking the idea, but once again seeing Mateo’s serious expression without a tinge of interest in me, I didn’t want to hope for something that may never happen. “I just met him at the burger joint across the street, and we got to talking and…” After how things ended yesterday, I didn’t want to go on. 
 
    “Ooh, a first date. At the burger joint, no less! He went all out to impress, huh?” 
 
    I shook my head, trying to remove the smile from my face, appreciative for putting me at ease after a stressful confrontation with Mason. 
 
    A moment later, Eloise’s joyful expression faded, and a faraway look made her look troubled.  
 
    “I’m not mad that you called the police,” I said.” Actually, if you’re ever unsure, don’t hesitate to call them again. I’ll back you up on that every time.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” she said. “I’m not sure if you saw them, but while you were talking to the female officer, a redheaded woman walked in the building with a little girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw them.” Mention of these two encouraged me to scan the children’s section for them. I spotted them about five seconds later. The little girl sat on the older woman’s lap while she read to the little one, enunciating every word before turning a page. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Eloise slanted her head, as though second-guessing whatever occupied her mind. 
 
    “Would you rather talk in back?” I glanced around the public sphere, and seeing no one who might need help within the next minute or so, I jerked a thumb towards my office. When Eloise got up and followed me, I stood beside my desk. “What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s not…something I can tell you. You need to see for yourself.” She motioned to my computer. “Can you pull up the video feed from a few minutes ago? About a minute after the woman and the little kid walked into the building.” 
 
    “All right.” I sat down at my desk and pulled up the security program. “Everything’s okay though, right?” 
 
    Eloise winced, unsure how to answer that question. “Yes…but no.” 
 
    That answer unsettled me, and the air in my throat felt tight, constricted. When the video feed appeared on my monitor, I rewound the recording until I stopped at the spot Eloise had requested. I hit play. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    Eloise came over beside me. “Just watch and wait.” 
 
    On screen the redheaded woman, crouching down beside the little girl, spoke a few words and then turned around and headed down an aisle of books. The girl walked about ten feet away, knelt down beside a stack of books, and pulled out one book after another, disinterested with what she’d so far seen. 
 
    “Am I supposed to be watching the girl?” I asked. 
 
    Eloise, biting a finger, nodded, her wide eyes staring at the screen, as though anticipating…something. 
 
    I wished she’d just tell me what to look for, so I could… 
 
    The girl looked to her left and then raised her head as if she’d seen a fly zip by and watched it disappear, only if she’d seen a fly, she’d follow it with her eyes. But she kept looking up, approximately three feet above her. 
 
    “What is she looking at?” I asked. 
 
    “Keep watching.” 
 
    The little girl got to her feet, never removing her stare from…whatever she looked at. She nodded and shrugged, as though giving her approval. Then she extended her left hand outward and started walked up the aisle, as though someone led her down the aisle.  
 
    “What the…” I said, pushing my chair back as goosebumps formed on every inch of my body. 
 
    “Good,” Eloise said. “I thought I was imagining things. I wanted to check it out back here.” 
 
    On the screen, the little girl, now reaching out and quickening her pace, looked like she struggled to keep up with the invisible person whose hand she held.  
 
    A few aisles away, the redheaded woman walked toward the spot she’d left the child, and she must’ve called out to the girl, because she turned her head. At that same moment, her raised arm fell, as though the unseen person she’d held hands with released her palm.  
 
    Upon looking after the redheaded woman, the girl turned to look for the imperceptible individual she’d linked hands with, but apparently not seeing her, she pivoted to the caretaker until the older woman put a hand around the child’s shoulder and led her to the comfortable chair I’d seen them sitting in while she read to the girl. 
 
    “Claire didn’t like children,” Eloise said, “which is kind of strange, since half the floor is dedicated to kids. But anyway, she didn’t like them.” 
 
    “Which means,” I said, “if she was haunting this place, she wouldn’t have taken that child by the hand.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “So if that wasn’t Claire—” 
 
    “We have a second ghost here,” Eloise said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It could have been an imaginary friend,” I said, hoping I hit on a rational explanation. Didn’t kids create a friend when they didn’t have a real one to hang out with?  
 
    Eloise smirked. “Remember what I said before? About kids being open to seeing paranormal phenomena until adults convinced them that sort of thing didn’t exist? That’s what we just saw. It wasn’t an imaginary friend. It was a ghost.” 
 
    If she spoke the truth, this second ghost didn’t seem very intimidating, since the girl had taken her “hand” without giving it a second thought. Otherwise, wouldn’t she have run away? Or if she were terrified, wouldn’t she have stared at the ghost, too paralyzed to budge a muscle? 
 
    “All right,” I said. “What now?” 
 
    “Well, just because the ghost didn’t seem threatening, doesn’t mean it isn’t.” 
 
    Puzzled, I waited for her to explain. 
 
    “Sometimes, paranormal entities will try to befriend a child to get them in their good graces.” 
 
    “Why not just call it a ghost?” 
 
    Eloise’s eyes sought something to focus on while she internally constructed her answer. “It might not be a ghost.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She threw her hands up across my field of vision and waved them. “Probably nothing.” Seeing my confusion, she said, “After our conversation yesterday, I got in touch with a medium. Her name is Nona Torres. She’s eradicated poltergeists from homes and—” 
 
    “Poltergeists?” I said, chuckling on the word.  “Don’t they hide stuff and whip things around? I haven’t seen any of that happen. Nothing that negative has taken place so far.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be a ghost. It could be a demon.” 
 
    “A demon?” My gut felt as if someone had used an ice cream scoop to carve out my insides. “Like angels and demons…that sort of demon?” 
 
    Eloise nodded.  
 
    “Why would a demon be here?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m getting way ahead of myself.” Eloise held her hands out ahead of her, as though accepting my struggle to believe her as enough reason to disregard her fears. “You’re right. It doesn’t feel anything like a demon.” 
 
    “And you’ve seen a demon before? You’ve met one?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but—” 
 
    “Then why would you say a demon is in the library?” I asked, too frightened by the possibility to drop the topic.  
 
    “I didn’t say a demon was here.” 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t have mentioned it if—” 
 
    “Whoa!” Eloise backed away. “Like I said, I was getting way ahead of myself. Nona has been working with me to develop my gift, and I’m learning a lot, so I didn’t want to automatically say that entity was a ghost when we have no idea what it is.” 
 
    I didn’t want to keep guessing what supernatural force had visited the Branch. Since I hadn’t found alternative living arrangements yet, if I continued staying in the secret chamber, I’d probably work myself into a frenzy if I sat around trying to determine what paranormal entities haunted this building. 
 
    “I told you why Mason could be acting differently.” She pointed to the monitor. “And I’ve also shown you that, except it probably wasn’t Claire stringing that girl along.” She didn’t need to say, “Where would you be without me?” but her expression did that for her. 
 
    I tried to get a grip on our discussion. “You said Mason ‘could be acting differently.’ What did you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve never known him to be entirely sociable. And he always seems irritated, like he’d gotten an itch up his ass, and no matter how hard he scratched it, he couldn’t relieve it.” Then her eyes popped wide like she’d just realized she’d said that last bit aloud. She spread one hand out toward me and used the other to cover her mouth as she took in a gust of air. Her face turned bright red. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. “Yes, you did. You just didn’t mean to say it. And as far as I’m concerned, you never opened your mouth.” After all, I’d done the same thing. Since we’d both let our guards down, speaking honestly amongst ourselves meant we felt comfortable with each other and therefore didn’t use a filter. I regarded it as a positive, although we’d both need to be careful with how we voiced our personal opinions about fellow staff, especially me. So far, when dealing with Mason, I’d acted less appropriately than I should have, but I also couldn’t let him disrespect me, so I needed to keep both matters in mind when talking with him in the future. 
 
    Consoled by my assurance, Eloise pressed a hand to her heart. Then she looked into the public area to make sure Mason hadn’t appeared. Seeing no one, she said, “He’s pretty much been himself, except for when he wasn’t watering the flowers.” 
 
    Her concern, manifested by constantly keeping an eye out for Mason, made it clear she tolerated him more than liked him. I could relate. “So he’s normally less than agreeable—” 
 
    Eloise’s laugh was airy. “Yes.” 
 
    “There might be two ghosts in this building right now. Why aren’t you freaking out?” 
 
    “Before a ghost appears, you might notice a drop in temperature. It hasn’t gotten chilly here yet, so there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Startled by that revelation, I sat ramrod straight. “What?” I stammered, desperately wanting more information. After all, I’d felt cold spots a number of times over the past couple days.  
 
    “A ghost needs energy to continue its existence, so it’ll try to drain energy anywhere it can find it, so it can manifest itself.” 
 
    Like the teenager appearing on the television screen. 
 
    Maybe she didn’t have enough energy to show herself, but the air had cooled right before her image appeared. I was shocked into numbness, too busy contemplating the supernatural activity to place any feelings to what had occurred of late. 
 
    “And if they want to get your attention,” Eloise continued, “they’ll need to use a bunch of energy to make it happen. Like slamming a door shut. Flipping on the lights. Or rocking in a chair.” 
 
    Or hitting your wrist while you pushed the fire alarm button in the elevator. 
 
    “Like I said,” Eloise continued, “I sense how we feel at any given time. Sometimes it’s too much. It’s why I don’t shake hands with anyone. I can instantly feel what they’re going through. Sometimes, if the link is strong enough, I can catch snippets from their past.” 
 
    “Really? You see their past in your mind?” 
 
    She nodded. “I might catch snippets if I open myself to the paranormal, but without much of a connection, I get sensations, feelings.” 
 
    I felt so sorry for her. To have another person’s feelings and experiences intrude on her private thoughts would be aggravating. “You’re something special, you know that, Eloise?” 
 
    Tears instantly entered her eyes. She looked down. 
 
    To see her shrink from my compliment felt uncomfortably familiar. In the few instances others had praised me throughout my life, I felt self-conscious and fidgeted because I didn’t know what to say after they aired their praise.  
 
    I reached out and placed my palm on her upper arm, knowing she might construe it as inappropriate, but I truly felt a strong connection with her, so I simply trusted my intuition. I didn’t say a word, but gave her a slight nudge, hoping my new employee knew how much I admired her skills and kind nature. Then I removed my hand. 
 
    Eloise leaned forward a little as if hoping I hadn’t released her. The movement reminded me of Tofu. Sometimes, after I’d pressed him to my chest for a while, I separated from him, but he moved forward as though hoping I’d resume our hug. I knew practically nothing about Eloise, but I could tell that she’d been starved for affection, and because we could relate on that account, I would never betray her, never embarrass her, and never take her for granted. I’d only known her for only a couple days, and I already counted her as a trusted confidant. 
 
    “So,” I said, “when do your psychic skills take effect?” 
 
    “All the time.” She spread her arms. “Here. Walking down the street. At the grocery store. Everywhere.” 
 
    Since the moment I met her, I sensed that I could trust Eloise, even though I didn’t know why. She seemed open and honest, but another factor made me instantly believe in her. I didn’t want to attribute it to a sixth sense, but upon further review, that must have been the case because no other explanation presented itself. 
 
    She waved off my concern. “I’ve been living with this forever, so I’ve accepted it. I’d rather know when something’s around rather than be ignorant that someone’s hiding in plain view.” 
 
    “A blessing?” I repeated. “How could seeing ghosts be a good thing?” 
 
    “I don’t see them, remember? I can feel them, but Nona’s teaching me, so maybe one day I can see them, and hopefully I won’t get spooked and run away.” 
 
    It reminded me of the image of the teenage girl I’d seen on the television screen in the secret chamber. I desperately wanted to tell Eloise about it, but after hearing how she feared seeing ghosts, I didn’t want her to get frightened and stop helping me with this paranormal stuff.  
 
    She already suspected a second ghost probably inhabited the building, but the less opaque I remained about the topic, the more willing she might be to continue helping me. After all, if she weirded out, got nervous, and refused to come to work, I’d have no staff backup, and I’d have no guidance on the ghosts that have appeared here. For now, as much as I wanted to do otherwise, I decided to keep that tidbit to myself. 
 
    “Well,” Eloise said, “I’ve reached out to Nona. I haven’t heard back from her yet, but hopefully she gets in touch soon.” 
 
    “Tell me about her.” 
 
    “She’s in her mid-nineties. She conducts spiritual cleansings and confronts paranormal entities.” 
 
    “So, she tells ghosts to go to Heaven and makes demons leave Earth?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Eloise said. “Right now, she’s getting back from downstate, where she was dealing with a case of demon infestation.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe how she’d spoken with such a matter-of-fact tone, as if the case she mentioned were an ordinary occurrence. After all, I’d only begun to accept that ghosts inhabited our world, and now, discovering demons did likewise, I had a difficult time trying to regain my bearings. “So you left Nona a voicemail?” I asked, hoping she’d visit the Branch sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Yes, but I just hope she checks it.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she?” I asked, shocked that anyone would purposely refrain from doing so.  
 
    “She doesn’t trust technology. She thinks we rely too much on technology, so she often forgets to check her phone for voicemails.” 
 
    “So now what?” 
 
    “Well, the second ghost doesn’t seem malevolent, so there’s always that.” 
 
    “How can we find out who it is?” 
 
    “We’d need Nona for that.” 
 
    “She’ll check her voicemail eventually though, right?” 
 
    Eloise looked down as though doing so and concentrating would encourage an answer to come to her. In the end, she didn’t speak. 
 
    “So we’re screwed.” 
 
    She nodded. “Kinda.” 
 
    Her response reminded me of my first meeting with Mateo. Since I didn’t want to rehash a sore subject, I waited for her to say something more, something to leave me with hope that everything would work itself out. 
 
    Eloise’s silence didn’t ease my worries. If anything, it only added to my fears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After filling out an incident report so the courier could pick it up, along with all the materials we’d accumulated from patrons who returned them to our location instead of the Main Library, I assisted the public for the rest of the day and purposely avoided discussing what Eloise and I had talked about this morning.  
 
    Olen should have already received the report, so I was surprised he hadn’t called to follow up on anything else that occurred that I didn’t state in the report. Then again, maybe he’d had a busy day and needed to attend to issues that were more important. 
 
    When we were scheduled to lock up, even though I’d announced that we’d be closing a few times in the past half hour, a couple teenagers continued to scan our carousel of videogames as though we were expected to wait until they’d made their final selections. I disliked their entitled demeanor, but I overlooked it because a couple parents in their forties tried to corral three hyperactive boys, each separated by a couple years, the youngest about five-years-old.  
 
    The troop of boys ignored their parents’ warning to stop running around the building and squealing as they played tag. Rather than admonish their children, which could persuade the parents to lash out at me, I bided my time. The day had been pretty taxing, so I firmly reminded the adults and teenagers that we had closed for the evening. 
 
    As I walked toward the public desk, I caught sight of Mason standing in the lobby under a light fixture whose bulb had just burned out.  
 
    He glared at me while talking on his cell phone.  
 
    Even though he’d also ended his day, I hadn’t expected to him to stick around past closing. Given our heated exchange, followed by a visit from the cops, I’d presumed he’d leave exactly at five o’clock without saying a word to me. So I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined his image because his actions of late had disturbed me or if he truly stood in the lobby staring at me, so I did a double-take to see if I’d seen correctly. 
 
    Mason no longer stood in the lobby. 
 
    Either he had catlike reflexes and bolted into the custodian’s closet a few feet away, or I’d envisioned him standing there.   
 
    “I’m so glad this day is over,” Eloise said, emphasizing the day had ended as she passed the two teenagers. She’d just returned from a spin around this level to push in chairs, toss out snack wrappers and recycle water bottles patrons had left on tables. “At least the afternoon was uneventful.” Her eyelids threatened to close above puffy bags that had developed under her eyes. 
 
    “Are you doing all right?” I asked, concerned that I hadn’t noticed that she appeared so tired. I’d allowed my fluctuating emotions during the past few days to prevent me from noticing a member of my staff might be ill. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, adding a little pep to her tone to keep others from thinking she was worn out. 
 
    The family arrived at the self-checkout station on the front desk and began checking out children’s books and DVDs. The trio of kids bounded back and forth from the public desk to the exit. The mother gave me an embarrassed half-grin. “Sorry about them.”  
 
    “No problem,” I said with a smile of my own, now commiserating with her plight of wrangling three boys at their most rambunctious ages. I went over to the teenagers who joked around while still scanning the games. “Guys,” I said with a stern voice. “We’re closed. If you want to check those out, please take them to the desk now.” 
 
    They exchanged glances and laughed. They remained in place a few more seconds to save face, as though doing so allowed them to leave on their terms, not mine. Then they walked away from the area without any library materials, disregarding my presence and chatting as if I didn’t exist.  
 
    It didn’t matter to me, as long as they left the building. A few seconds after the teens left, the family followed them out, the boys leading the way by dashing through the exit.  
 
    Less than a minute later, the automatic doors opened and Mason walked in, checking his phone, rather than acknowledging Eloise or me. Since he’d resorted to the silent treatment like the teens, I wondered if his maturity level had peaked in high school. But fiddling with his phone relayed that he indeed had been glaring at me in the lobby. 
 
    Now that our patrons had left and no longer captured my attention, I recalled his malicious expression while on the phone, and it filled me with dread. No one had such a nasty gleam in their eye if they didn’t regard that person with the utmost contempt. It lent the impression that, if he had a voodoo doll of me, he’d spend hours sinking needles into it. 
 
    For that reason, I appreciated not seeing him throughout the afternoon. I wanted a break from the constant tension between us. Besides, if we needed to communicate, I couldn’t tell how he’d react.  
 
    He walked right past me with his head held high. A slight smirk surfaced, as though he held a secret pledging that, although the police had earlier I’d silenced him, I would suffer the consequences for having called the cops, even if Eloise had done the honors. 
 
    Once again, I shivered at the danger in his eyes. I may have acknowledged that ghosts existed, but could they punch you in the face, as Mason’s soulless eyes practically promised he’d be happy to do? The unseen could be incredibly creepy, but creaking floorboards and chairs rocking late in the night didn’t compare to someone who wanted to wring your neck and squeeze the life out of you. 
 
    Because Mason’s intimidating presence put a fright through me, I didn’t want to speak with him. I didn’t want to deal with another confrontation. The constant stress from the past few days began to weaken my defenses, resulting in near physical and emotional exhaustion. I needed sleep…and lots of it. 
 
    A door slammed at the employee exit as Mason left the building.  
 
    Eloise mumbled and sat down at a computer to clock out for the day.  
 
    She appeared just as overwhelmed as I felt. “Are you feeling under the weather? If so, I can call over to the Main Library to see if someone could to take your shift tomorrow.” 
 
    She looked away as though silently chastising herself for having given me reason to worry. After a long moment, where she fought an inward battle as to whether she’d trust me with whatever concerned her, she said, “One of the reasons I wanted to work here is because most of the people who visit are good, nice people. When I meet them, I take in those emotions, and it keeps me energized. But today, dealing with Mason and the police and seeing that video, I’m kind of wiped out from all the negativity.” 
 
    I found her explanation intriguing. “I’m sorry to hear that. Well, go home, get a good night’s sleep, and hopefully you’ll be recharged for tomorrow.” 
 
    A warm smile lit her features, brushing aside the haggard look she’d worn only seconds ago. “Thanks for understanding.” She logged out of our online payroll program and got up. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Her expression relayed a belief that she’d be at one-hundred percent tomorrow when she arrived at work. 
 
    Behind us, at the staff entrance, the doorbell sounded. 
 
    I went over to the back door. Through the small rectangular window, I spotted a feeble, elderly woman with tight, dark skin framed by wild white hair that flowed in the breeze. I suspected that Nona Torres had checked her voicemail and immediately followed up by visiting us. I opened the door. “Ms. Torres?” I asked, my heart fluttering at the possibility that she might be able to put some potentially supernatural happenings into perspective for me. 
 
    “Please call me, Nona,” the woman said with a tiny smile. She stood perhaps an inch or two shy of five feet and couldn’t have weighed more than ninety-five pounds. Her warm, dark eyes and calm disposition made her seem sprightlier than her age dictated.  
 
    I spread the door open for her to enter the library.  
 
    When she did so, I extended my palm to welcome her.  
 
    Nona titled her head to the side. “Please, don’t take offense, but I don’t shake hands.” 
 
    “She doesn’t like people,” Eloise said in monotone as she came up from behind me. “She has more ghost and demon friends than humans. Thinks they’re more trustworthy because they admit their flaws. But I overlook her poor judgment because she drinks Bloody Marys at all hours and has killer dance moves.” 
 
    Nona rolled her eyes, but the stirrings of a smile made it clear she actually enjoyed Eloise’s smartass behavior. “None of that’s true. Except for the dancing. I Salsa like nobody’s business.” She permitted a reserved chuckle. 
 
    I liked her immediately. “It’s okay,” I said, retracing my hand. “No biggie if you don’t want to shake.” 
 
    “I have auto-immune deficiency disorder. Even the slightest strain of germs can force me into bedrest for at least a week.” 
 
    Eloise let out a pained sigh. “She just doesn’t like people.” 
 
    Nona drew back and quirked an eyebrow. “I just don’t like you.” But her smile made it clear she was kidding. 
 
    “Glad you got my voicemail,” Eloise said. 
 
    “Me too,” Nona said, although her shoulders drew inwards as though she’d worked them to exhaustion. She scanned the staff workroom. 
 
    I motioned for her to make her way away from the doorway. “Did you see a man about your size leave as you came in?” 
 
    “No, but I saw one sitting in a pickup truck in the parking lot. A female ghost sat beside him in the passenger seat.” 
 
    My heart lurched. Nona spoke in a flat tone, one that made it clear she had seen ghosts so frequently that their existence didn’t trigger the slightest bit of anxiety. 
 
    “Our eyes locked.” Nona continued. “I felt the hatred vibrating off her soul.” She met my eyes. “She was not a nice person in life. She hasn’t changed in death.” Her eyes narrowed. “I sense…” She broke off talking and moved through the workroom, but before exiting the room, she spun around. The female ghost in this building knew I was here.” 
 
    “How?” I asked, flummoxed. “You just got here?” 
 
    “When I entered the building, the energy in this place changed, and it drew her toward us.” 
 
    “Toward us?” I repeated. A moment later, the air around us grew chilly. My shoulders hitched immediately, because if what Eloise said was true, the ghost had visited us. I glanced around, trying to determine where she might have settled. “Where is she?” I asked Nona. 
 
    “Two inches from your left elbow.” 
 
    Goosebumps popped out on every square inch of my skin. I swallowed and, without moving my head in that direction because all of my muscles had locked up on me, I glanced to my left.  
 
    I didn’t see a ghost. But the air was cooler over there than it was to my right. I set my gaze on Nona. “What’s she doing? Does she hate me? What does she want?” 
 
    A sincere smile lifted Nona’s tired expression into one of beauty as she set her eyes on mine. “She likes you. She thinks you’re smart and tough.” 
 
    I breathed a tiny sigh of relief, but regardless if the ghost was harmless or not, I still couldn’t stop the jitters from attacking my nerves. Otherwise, I was otherwise frozen with fear and couldn’t have looked in her direction if I’d tried. Besides, I didn’t want or need to catch sight of her again. I’d seen her once, and it had disturbed and saddened me that someone had murdered her. No one deserved to die at such a young age.  
 
    “Her name is Lita,” said Nona, her gaze pinned to the space to my left. “And she remains behind in the library to protect others from her mother, Claire.” Nona remained silent for a long moment as she concentrated on whatever Lita told her. “The way she describes her mother, I’m certain Claire was the spirit I noticed in the truck a little while ago. And Eloise? You were right: Claire follows Mason’s every move.” Nona held my gaze. “The best way to detach a spirit from a human is…if the human dies. Then the ghost has no purpose to remain on this plane.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill Mason,” I said. “There has to be another way.” 
 
    “How did Lita die?” asked Eloise. 
 
    From the window, I spotted Olen Reynard outside walking along the short sidewalk along the back of our building. Because he’d come from the north side parking lot, Mason hadn’t seen him park his vehicle in that lot. Nevertheless, Olen would arrive at the back door within ten seconds. Since he wouldn’t approve of anyone outside of staff in our workroom, I hustled Nona out of the room and turned off the light. “Thanks again for coming, but you’ve got to leave. Our boss is here, and he’ll be ticked off if he sees someone other than staff in our workroom, especially since we should have already locked up the building.” 
 
    “But we can be here,” said Eloise.  
 
    Although she followed Nona and me, Eloise didn’t rush after us because she didn’t know Olen had warned me not to be in the Branch after hours. I didn’t have enough time to explain the situation, but I didn’t want to get Eloise into any trouble, so I said, “Let’s go. You’ve got to leave!” 
 
    Nona shuffled toward the front door with surprising speed. 
 
    I swiveled back to Eloise. “Go out the front door. If you can, walk past the south side parking lot to distract Mason. Maybe you’ll encourage him to follow you.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Eloise said, smiling briefly as she dashed past me to open the front door for Nona. “You think Claire will be curious about Nona, so she’ll persuade Mason to go after us, since no one can see her but Nona.”  
 
    Nona swept through the doorway and Eloise followed.  
 
    I shut the doors after them and, since I had no interest in remaining alone with Olen more than necessary, I bolted downstairs to seek shelter in the secret chamber and realized that I hadn’t armed the security system.  
 
    When Olen stepped into the building, he’d notice this oversight and possibly begin looking for me. He’d probably suspect that I hadn’t heeded his warning and decided to remain inside the Branch for the evening. 
 
    Once downstairs, I scuttled through the large meeting room and entered the secret room.  
 
    Tofu greeted me with jubilant excitement, and after letting him lick my cheek a handful of times, I hugged and petted him before apologizing that I didn’t have time to let him outside to relieve himself. Hopefully, Olen would check out the building, and finding me nowhere in sight, he’d leave.  
 
    Now safe behind the wall separating this room from the closet, I recalled a huge mistake: I had left on every fluorescent light in the large meeting room, including the vestibule. Olen would definitely notice this oversight, and he would check on things downstairs. 
 
    I’d planned to spend another night here with at least one ghost, and simply knowing that made me anxious, so earlier I’d hoped turning the lights on would relieve some of my anxiety. And it did…until I’d left the equivalent of breadcrumbs down here to convince Olen to investigate. 
 
    I waited with baited breath for over forty-five minutes. Throughout that time, I didn’t hear the least bit of noise from outside the secret room. The Branch was so small that even a senior citizen who’d endured hip surgery and a knee replacement would have had enough time to stroll casually through every room in the facility twice. Since Olen moved with average quickness, I doubted he’d take nearly as long as someone who dealt with mobility problems, so I finally opened the door to the closet. 
 
    From behind a wall, I listened for movement of any kind. Hearing none, I peered around the corner. 
 
    The room was empty, but the light was out in the vestibule. Yet I’d left it on. Had Olen turned it off? If so, why would he have left the other lights on? Unless he didn’t look downstairs. Since I’d remained out of view, I couldn’t guess what he’d done or not done. 
 
    Only someone inside the entryway to the meeting room had access to the light switches. Unless… 
 
    An electrical issue could have forced the light fixtures to malfunction. The elements outside would not have caused the issue, because there wasn’t heavy rain pelting the roof or severe wind lashing the building. If the power line was incredibly old and hadn’t been replaced in decades, it may have deteriorated, resulting in a partial loss of electricity.  
 
    Olen seemed like a conscious steward of our library district, so if he had visited the lower level, I’d expect him to turn off the lights. If he hadn’t done so, either he hadn’t visited the bottom floor, or he’d purposely left the lights on.  
 
    But considering that Lita might still inhabit this facility, I doubted the power lines had caused this disruption. What if she’d drained the power to build up her power base? The thought that she might be nearby made me quiver.  
 
    Tofu must have sensed my apprehension because he appeared by my right ankle. He started sniffing the air around him, perhaps trying to determine whether a human had inexplicably joined us.  
 
    After remaining in place for about ten seconds, I sensed nothing shift in the near darkness, so I moved a few feet to my right to look into the meeting room vestibule.  
 
    It was vacant. 
 
    The saliva in my mouth had vanished, making my tongue parched. I couldn’t just stand here for an eternity. Even if Lita were nearby, I knew she wouldn’t harm me, but that knowledge didn’t put me at ease. Friendly or malevolent, she was a ghost, and potentially having a supernatural entity in the vicinity creeped me out.  
 
    Every second that ticked by without moving would make it that much more difficult to lift one foot in front of the other, so I looked down at Tofu. “You…” My voice came out scratchy like I’d been walking in a desert for hours. “You’ve got to go pee, right?” 
 
    Tofu ignored me. He kept staring at the entryway, ears alert, tail spiked upwards as it wagged back and forth.   
 
    The group of lights at the front of the room turned off. 
 
    They didn’t flicker or slowly dissolve into darkness. They shut down. Only something made of matter could pull a flick a switch. Or something constructed of energy.  
 
    Tofu barked and pressed forward.  
 
    I held him in place, but he strained against the leash, attempting to drive me forward, so he could check on the disturbance. I held firm, scanning the area, but more importantly, listening for the slightest sound.  
 
    The entire room and the entryway were silent. 
 
    The lights at the middle section of the room shut down. 
 
    Tofu let out a volley of barks in chains of threes, pushing forward with more energy than a few moments ago. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted to Tofu, both to control him, but also get regain my wits. Speaking hadn’t prevented Tofu from quieting down or attempting to drag me forward, but it cleared some of the trepidation from freezing my muscles in place. I stepped forward.  
 
    Doing so possibly gave Tofu the idea that we’d rush through the room, because he pulled with all his might, which forced growls and grunts from his mouth.  
 
    “Tofu…stop!” 
 
    Tofu did as requested, but after doing so, he kicked into a chorus of unrelenting barking, as though the sound of his guttural vocal chords could frighten whatever now toyed with us. 
 
    I couldn’t detect whether whatever lurked nearby would avoid us or attack us if my dog kept making so much noise. “Quiet!” 
 
    This time, Tofu didn’t relent. If anything, he raised the volume a notch. 
 
    The final set of lights, those at the back of the room where we stood, turned off.  
 
    Tofu rushed forward, and this time, I hadn’t expected so much power in such a small dog. He dragged me forward seven or eight feet before I regained control of him, although I’d barely managed to do so. 
 
    Behind me, the closet room light still glowed, but it only illuminated half of the meeting room. Pitch black lay ahead of us. 
 
    The fury in Tofu’s bark almost frightened me. It seemed as though something had caught his attention, and I’d like to think he wanted to rush forward to protect us. Even though I preferred not to let him go, I had no other recourse because I was so frightened and had difficulty moving. Since so much aggression rushed through Tofu’s veins, I thought it might be best to let him deal with whatever stood in the dark. I unhooked his leash and let him go. 
 
    Tofu bounded forward and reached the middle of the room before being enveloped in the darkness, his yelping slowly diminishing before holding the same level. It seemed he came to a stop in the lobby because the door leading to the staircase, both restrooms, and the Friends book sale room were locked. Tofu hit a dead end. But that didn’t prevent him from barking. 
 
    A second later, he let out a high-pitched squeal…and lay silent. 
 
    Foreboding clenched my shoulders and locked me further in place. Heaving for air, even though I hadn’t moved a muscle in over thirty seconds, I searched the darkness, trying to discover what had happened to Tofu. 
 
    His bark had ended abruptly, and it hadn’t wavered in response to an attack. 
 
    If a ghost could turn off a light switch, could it also render a dog unconscious? I had no way of knowing, but since I hadn’t seen or heard anyone moving in the meeting room, the vestibule or the lobby beyond it, I had to assume something had enough power to knock out one pissed off, protective little dog! 
 
    Hearing Tofu’s yelp echo in my mind, I felt anger crushing some of my fear. My fingers balled into fists without any prompting, and my muscles no longer felt frozen. I prepared to charge toward the dark corner of the room…until I realized I couldn’t fight a ghost. Any punch I threw would go right through it.  
 
    So I ignored the near palpable rage that shot through my veins and did my best to momentarily overlook what had happened to my dog, otherwise I’d resort to acting like an animal, and that hadn’t worked very well for my dog. I scanned the portion of the room I could see for a weapon in case a ghost hadn’t incapacitated Tofu.  
 
    Three stacks of ten chairs were against the wall to my right. Opposite it stood a few tables, one of which held a clipboard and pen for staff to mark the number of participants that had attended the programs our library offered. Beside that lay a telephone. 
 
    I raced over to the table, grabbed the clipboard and pen, placing them in either hand. I stayed in place for about ten seconds to let my eyes adjust to the darkness and used that time to once again listen for any sound coming from the vestibule.  
 
    Up ahead, all was silent. 
 
    I clutched the clipboard in my left hand like a shield and held the pen like a knife. 
 
    A tall, wide form in the shape of a human appeared in the entryway about fifteen feet away. The region around his chest seemed wider than normal. It remained in place. 
 
    I tried to speak, but my voice failed me. 
 
    The mass took a step toward me and stopped. “What is this…” said a masculine voice before taking another few steps closer, “disgusting creature doing in my library!” The form moved closer until a hint of light touched it. It wasn’t Lita, after all. 
 
    Olen Reynard stood about fifteen feet away from me.  
 
    Tofu lay unconscious in his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A swath of dampness stretched from the lower portion of Olen’s shirt to his groin area. “Your dog pissed all over me!” 
 
    “He better not be dead,” I said, ignoring the wicked gleam in Olen’s eyes, because nothing could stop me from seeking retribution for whatever he’d done to a harmless dog. 
 
     Olen wiggled a finger at me. “I told you not to stay in this building after we closed, did I not?” He took a step forward and ground his teeth together so tightly that his jaw muscles jutted through his cheeks. “Was that not a fair request?” 
 
    “What did you do to my dog?” 
 
    “Would you believe I swung the door open…and your little doggie got a bump on the head?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, anger shooting through me. “You gave him a concussion?” 
 
    A hint of a smile quirked Olen’s cheek. “I’m afraid you misunderstand. I asked if you would believe he ran into the door.” He chuckled, a sound reminiscent of a lawnmower that failed to start after a long winter in the garage. “In truth, I kicked him in the head.” His small smile grew wider with every passing millisecond. “I enjoyed it very, very much.” 
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
    “Name-calling, Rosalind? That is insubordination.” 
 
    I scanned the area for something, anything to use as a weapon to get him away from me. There were a few tables a dozen feet away, but nothing lay atop them. Otherwise, chairs were stacked ten deep up against the wall on the other side of the room, but despite those useless objects, nothing else was nearby. I had no way to defend myself.   
 
    “I’ve doled out punishment for your little doggie. But you must also take the blame. And I will take great joy in what I have planned for you.” He looked me up and down, and his eyes twinkled with lust. “I’m going to taste you Ros-a-lind. And then I’m going to fit myself deep into that sweet spot of yours. One word of caution: I’m quite large, so I’ll try to be gentle.” 
 
    Olen took a few steps in my direction…and then tossed Tofu at me. 
 
    With eight feet separating us, I caught my dog, and staggered to regain my balance, while maintaining a careful hold of Tofu without hurting him. I looked him over and thankfully didn’t see any blood or cuts. That relieved some of my anger.  
 
    I needed all of my willpower to lay Tofu on the ground and out of our path. I couldn’t run because Olen was too close and he’d surely catch me from behind, so I charged him and closed the gap between us. When I got within a couple feet of him, I swung my right arm in an arc, aiming for his heart. 
 
    I barreled into him and knocked us to the ground. I hadn’t realized I still held the clipboard so when it jammed into my left hip, I let out a quick cry in anticipation of throbbing pain, but the adrenaline rush instantly sidetracked any pain. It also robbed me of the desire to kill my boss, and I scrambled off him to check whether I’d plunged the pen into his heart. 
 
    Olen’s chest was free of blood, so I looked at my right hand and discovered the ballpoint was hiding inside my still trembling fist. I glowered at Olen as I got to my feet. “You asshole!” I screamed at him, partially terrified after having attempted to murder my boss and completely horrified by the sadistic nature that allowed him to smile after threatening to rape me. 
 
    Olen planted his hands and knees against the ground to regain his bearings. The dress shirt that had been tucked into his khakis now slipped out, and the few dozen strands of hair on his head now poked out in several spots along his head. “Whoo,” he said with a hefty sigh, as though he’d just returned from an amusement park roller coaster, not gotten bashed to the ground. 
 
    He placed a thumb against his lip and squinted to see if it was slick with blood. “Oh, don’t worry.” He placed his hands on his hips and took a couple heaving breaths, making his chubby cheeks grow even plumper. “You didn’t hurt me. I think I bit my lip in our tussle.” He shrugged to show it didn’t bother him. “But one thing is certain. You are one crazy bitch. Given the circumstances, and I’m this will come as no surprise, but…you’re fired.”  
 
    His lips peeled back to reveal a full set of sharp, coffee-stained teeth. It wasn’t a smile so much as a promise that he’d do everything he could to sink those incisors into my skin. He strolled toward me. 
 
    I adjusted the pen in my hand, this time using it as I’d originally intended because it seemed that Olen Reynard had gone insane, and if I didn’t do everything I could to protect myself, he would try to end my life.  
 
    “A pen?” he asked. “Hmmm. I’m curious how I could use that toy during our sexual activities.” 
 
    In his current state of mind, he could do anything: punch me, choke me, bite me, anything to make good on his threats. I had to be smart  
 
    I backpedaled and tried to comprehend why he seemed so confident. He tripled my age, which meant I was quicker and more agile than him, although he probably had greater strength and more familiarity fighting, since I didn’t strength train and had never been in a fight. 
 
    I could plunge the pen into his face, but he’d anticipate such an attack and potentially block it. With no way to cause enough damage to render him harmless, with plenty of space now between us, I did what I’d least expected myself to do: I turned and ran.  
 
    A moment before I reached the closet door, my head snapped back, as Olen grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged me backwards. Rather than fall against him helplessly, I used the movement to spin toward him and slammed an open chop against his neck.  
 
    Olen issued an oomph. He released my hair and staggered backwards, placing a hand against his throat. 
 
    I used the temporary respite to kick the cinder block and open secret chamber. As it revolved, I scanned the closet for a weapon, something I could use against this madman. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find anything sharp or heavy that might allow me to render Olen unconscious or worse. At this point, I didn’t really care. Whatever was necessary to get out of this situation, I’d do it and worry about the future later…if I had one. 
 
    Just as the wall opened enough for me to fit through, I squiggled into the secret chamber. 
 
    Olen, cringing from enduring the painful blow to his throat, rushed toward me. He looked aghast to discover a secret about this building he knew nothing about. His slight hesitation allowed the door to close another foot before he dismissed his surprise and charged toward me again.  
 
    I moved out of his sightline and kicked the cinder block, so he couldn’t detect which brick I’d hit and duplicate the maneuver. The wall began to close. 
 
    Olen slowed, surprised by this new development.  
 
    I’d never given much thought to how slowly the door closed. Now, for seemingly the first time, it grated against the floor, scraping past dust and dirt as it took its time spinning shut. 
 
    It gave Olen even more time to lunge in my direction, and despite his age, he quickly closed the distance between us. He neared the wall and swiped both hands in the air to grab me. He squiggled his waist and chest halfway into the secret chamber. This accomplishment made his eyes grow bright as an unhinged grin took shape. A second later, however, the door stopped moving, and a vertebral crack erupted from Olen’s back. The smile transformed into a horrific grimace as he ground his teeth and gurgled in pain. 
 
    I jumped backwards as Olen swung a hand in my direction, a portion of his body caught in either room, twisting slightly until another snap in his back forced him to stop. I just hoped the door wouldn’t spring open without warning. 
 
    “Open it,” Olen grunted. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “You just tried to rape me!” 
 
    “No, I threatened to do so.” He tried to inhale, but as his chest grew a fraction of an inch, he snarled and let out the hard fought breath. Now he took slight, almost imperceptible breaths as perspiration dotted his forehead. “It’s not the same thing. Nothing happened, so it’s okay. Please open the door.” 
 
    Having heard a couple cracks in his back gave me a modicum of assurance that if Olen somehow wiggled free of the door, he probably wouldn’t be able to reach me, unable to move a limb now that his spine had in all likelihood suffered plenty of damage. Then again, if he got really pissed off and a shot of adrenaline kicked in, he might neglect the pain and follow through on his threat. All told, I didn’t know enough about biology to hazard a guess how he’d respond. 
 
    I took out my cell phone, found the business card Mateo had given me, and started dialing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Calling the cops.” 
 
    His eyes brightened again. He tried to shimmy away from the chamber and back into the closet, but each time he moved an inch, he snapped up another breath to keep up his momentum. However, the weight pressing against his back and pushing him against the wall made him submit to the pain. He stopped moving, which locked him in place again. A streak of sweat slid down his cheek and plopped on his shiny shoe below. 
 
    Mateo’s line rang once. But since the wireless frequency had to sweep through the concrete walls in this room, through the closet, and into the meeting room to hit the access point, the connection hit a patch of static, making it difficult to tell if the call had been dropped. 
 
    The tone stretched through a second disjointed ring…and a third, both mangled with interference. There was a click. 
 
    “Hello?” I shouted. “Mateo, please, I need your help. It’s Rosalind—” 
 
    “This is Officer Mateo Cardenas of the Fairfield Police Department. I’m currently away from my desk, but if you’d please leave me—” 
 
    “Dammit!” I shouted, pulling the phone away from my ear to glare at Olen Reynard. My breath came quick, my frustration ratcheting up even quicker. 
 
    Hearing a beep, I returned the phone to my ear. “I can’t tell if you hear me or not, but it’s Rosalind. I’m at the branch now. It’s late. Wednesday night. Our library director, his name is Olen Reynard. The bastard threatened to rape me. He’s right here, at the branch on the lower level with me caught between…anyway, please try to get here as soon as you can. I don’t know what to do. I’ve stopped him, but I don’t know for how long.”  
 
    I looked at the phone to discover the line had disconnected. How long ago had that happened? Had even a few words of mine gotten through? Had the call dropped before I even spoke? 
 
    “You called an officer’s direct line?” he asked and chuckled as though I was nothing more than an imbecile. “Why rely on one person? Why not call 9-1-1?” 
 
    Because it’s not everyday that someone tries to rape me, asshole! Obviously, I’m not thinking clearly. And neither are you, if you’re actually giving me tips to get out of this situation.  
 
    He made a great point though, so I dialed 9-1-1. This time, however, my phone wouldn’t even allow me to place the call. 
 
    “The reception down here is quite poor,” said Olen. “You’d be lucky if the first call went through.”  
 
    I lowered the phone to my thigh, but I didn’t slip it back in my pocket because…I had an idea. An idea that might set things right – if I managed things correctly. 
 
    “What,” Olen asked, raising his voice with each letter exited his mouth, “did you do?” 
 
    “Do you know Officer Cardenas?” I asked, feeling comforted by his name and the confidence I felt when his name passed across my tongue. I enacted my plan: I touched the microphone icon on my phone and angled it toward Olen Reynard, but not blatantly enough that he’d realize I’d begun recording our conversation. It was the one thing I could do until I settled on a plan to get away from him.  
 
    “The person you just called? No, I don’t know him.” His eyebrows slid together and his cheek perked upward as though only now realizing he may have cracked his spin. “Why are you…standing there? Help me. I’m your boss!” 
 
    “You fired me. Remember?” 
 
    Olen chuckled, a sound now similar to a chainsaw, but doing so must have compressed his chest and back because he let out a defeated sigh. “I’m betting your call never went through. Even if it did, it’s late. He might be working a different shift. He might not get your message for quite some time.” 
 
    “He also gave me his personal line, not the one at the police station. That’s the one I called.” 
 
    Olen’s face went white, possibly at the idea of remaining fixed in place for the next ten hours. He coughed. Cringing, he took in a slow breath. “Let me out.” He adjusted position and breathed easier as though he’d found a spot that didn’t cause nearly as much pain as he’d endured until now. The animosity left his face as a righteous expression took its place.  
 
    “I’ve been library director for almost thirty years. I know everyone: the police chief, members of the city council, those in the chamber of commerce. Want me to keep going? I’d be happy to! School superintendents from both high-schools, all three middle schools, and our elementary schools. The Fairfield Commons…have you visited our community’s outdoor mall yet? I know every business owner. All thirty-two of them. Who else, you ask?”  
 
    An arrogant grin lit his face. “I’ve got commendations going back forty-five years. Did you know I was valedictorian?” He tried to laugh, but it came out as a sneering heckle. “By all means, peruse the local history section upstairs. College career? Impeccable grades. My first librarian position at Chicago Public? I’m revered as a leader there…same with every job since. So do your best, Ros-a-lind. Investigate my background. I’m sterling.” 
 
    “So,” I said, suspecting he’d allowed his ego to get the better of him. “Why did you kill Claire Rochelle?” 
 
    Olen retained a blank stare. “I didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    His confidence, now displaced with dead eyes, as though he’d practiced this expression countless times in the event that the authorities questioned him about Claire’s death, revealed that he wouldn’t relent unless I shared what I knew about him and Claire. “She died. You were involved. I read Claire’s journal. I know the truth!” 
 
    He tsked. “You know nothing. Claire Rochelle never told one truth in her life. She spoke in code, in puzzles.” His grin broadened. “You have nothing on me.” 
 
    “Oh, no?” I asked, hoping to try a different line of reasoning. “I suppose I’ll have to ask her daughter, Lita.” 
 
    A grin appeared again. “See?” he asked in a voice free of dissention. “You don’t know anything.” Olen notched his neck higher, staring at me but not revealing anything, although swallowing produced a thick knot of saliva at his Adam’s apple before it disappeared. 
 
    The certainty in his tone made it clear I didn’t have all the facts. He had information about Lita that wasn’t in the journal. The smarmy look on his face made it clear I couldn’t speak with Lita. Had she taken off? Gone to a different state? That might explain why Olen was so certain I wouldn’t be able to speak with her. I hated not knowing the truth. I just knew that something had to have happened to Claire soon after writing her last entry in her journal. 
 
    “I know the truth,” I said, adding a hard edge to my voice. “You’re guilty. You’re—” 
 
    “Innocent.” Olen groaned as he adjusted his position a little between the door and wall. 
 
    “Claire wrote all about you in her journal.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    It seemed I’d hit upon a weakness: how Claire felt about him. “What do you mean?” I asked with a quizzical look in hopes that he’d extrapolate so I could avoid meaningless chatter.  
 
    “About me.” Like a flower that angled toward the sun to get what it needed to grow, Olen shifted every so slightly in my direction, grimacing in anguish for a second before settling down. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Like if you’re a nice supervisor? That sort of thing?” How could he have threatened to rape me moments ago, only to now expect that we’d have a friendly chat. Earlier, I’d questioned whether he’d lost his mind, and I guess I had my answer. Under these conditions, he might do or say anything, so I needed to stay nimble both mentally and emotionally to take advantage of any instance where he might let slip information he’d otherwise keep private.  
 
     “No,” he grunted, aggravated that I’d wasted time getting to such an important topic. “Not our working relationship. What did she think of me? As a man.” 
 
    I shook my head, acting confused. “I don’t—” 
 
    “Sexually,” he said. “Did she find me attractive?” 
 
    “Well,” I said, not needing to fake a grin. “She said you were helping her one day right before she was murdered and that you were ‘ginormous.’” I looked off to the side because continuing would sicken me enough to puke, not simply from this disgusting conversation but the entire situation unfolding before us. I’d need to keep him off balance while I worked on a plan, one that had so far eluded me.   
 
    “Really?” he asked, facial features growing bright with pride. “Well, well.” He attempted to take in a breath, but the tight confines against his torso made him once again realize the predicament he found himself in. “What then?” 
 
    He sounded like a child hearing a bedtime story. “Well, she…” I felt bile rising at the back of my throat, and I didn’t want to keep going. The way he threatened me made my thoughts veer in a disgusting direction, one where he stuck that revolting creature…I cringed at the thought. 
 
    “Well? Go on! What then?” 
 
    “What happened to Lita?” I asked. 
 
    His facial features darkened. “We’re not talking about that little bitch. We’re talking about her mother.” He ground his teeth as hatred blazed in his eyes. “Focus!” 
 
    His disposition had changed from needy to desperate, but I refused to give him what he wanted without getting what I wanted in return. “What happened to Lita?” I repeated. 
 
    “Fuck!” He jerked back and forth with all the effort available to him, but his body didn’t move more than an inch. He released an ear-piercing grunt. “Fuck you!” 
 
    Some of my anxiety ebbed. He couldn’t move unless I dislodged the door. “I thought you were serious about learning what I know, but—” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing wrong,” he said. 
 
    “Except knock my dog unconscious.” 
 
    “That was self-defense.” 
 
    “You yanked my hair.” 
 
    “That was foreplay.” 
 
    “To rape?” 
 
    “Did I touch you in a sexual manner? No, so I’m golden.” 
 
    “Those who keep saying they did nothing wrong…usually did something wrong.” 
 
    “No!” he shouted, wincing. “I went to Claire’s house to protect her, not hurt her. I tried to save her from that maniac, that lunatic. But Mason brainwashed her. She thought she loved him totally, unconditionally.” 
 
    Finally! “But deep down, she loved you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Now out with it! Tell me what I need to know.”  
 
    “Oh, right, of course. But before we get to that, why did you go to Claire’s to protect her from Mason? Was he trying to kill her?” 
 
    He bit his lower lip, spilling blood down his chin, but he didn’t seem aware of the damage he’d caused. “No. I tried to keep her from making a big mistake. That day, I got a call from a friend who’d sold her a wedding dress. I thought Claire would elope with him.” 
 
    “So how did Lita get killed?” 
 
    “You’re new here,” he said, shifting gears. “You know nothing.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, that’s why I’m asking.” I glanced around the room. “Then again, I found this place. A place Claire knew about. But you didn’t. After all, this is where I found her journal.” I looked into his eyes for a long moment. “Pretty shocking for someone who supposedly knows everything about this building.” 
 
    He sneered and took in a little air between his nostrils, making him appear like a cantankerous old man. 
 
    “I don’t know who built this room, and if you don’t know who did, I doubt we’ll ever find out, but let’s get back to Claire. She made it very clear in her journal that she loved Mason. Not you. I mean, she bought a wedding dress to marry him. Not you.”  
 
    “More lies. She wanted me. She just didn’t want to admit it to herself. Why? Because I was married. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “She called you a pathetic old man. She and Mason laughed at your romantic gestures. The flowers, the candy, the love letters. All of it.” I paused and looked down, feigning confusion. “Even so, she wanted to…touch it.” I couldn’t meet his eyes, too grossed out to keep speaking. 
 
    When Olen slid his tongue along his bitten lip, blood smeared across his teeth. “Go on,” he said, continuing to lash his tongue against his teeth. 
 
    “You went to her house. She let you inside.” 
 
    “When I saw that wedding dress,” he said, looking askance. “I knew something was wrong. I had to help her.” Far from speaking with creepy undertones as he made bizarre facial expressions, Olen now appeared and spoke like an ordinary person.  
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I told her how much I loved her. Told her Mason was bad for her. Told her I’d divorce my wife, so we could run away together.” 
 
    He sounded like a teenager dreaming of leaving home to make a life of his own. If it weren’t for such dire circumstances, I could have laughed at him. But now, I just stared at him, startled that he could love someone who despised him. 
 
    “But she wanted to prove how much Mason loved her,” Olen continued. “Even though it felt like she’d ripped my heart out and tossed it at my feet, she went looking for him inside. We found him in their bedroom.” He appeared tranquil, as though he stood in place by choice. “He was making love to Lita in Claire’s bed.” 
 
    With a sixteen-year-old girl? What a sick, twisted, nutjob! 
 
    Shocked, I stared at him, unable to remove a quizzical expression because what he claimed…I tripped over the accusation and worked on collecting my wits to find out if he tried to twist the truth. 
 
    Olen, lost in the past, looked glum, as though recalling memories that should have gone in the direction he’d hoped, not in the one that had taken place. “Claire fell to the ground. Mason jumped off Lita and went toward Claire saying, ‘It’s not what you think.’ He half-chuckled to himself. “Two naked people in bed making sounds only lovers can make…no, of course nothing untoward was going on.  
 
    “When Mason went up to Claire, she rushed her daughter, grabbed her by the hair, and slapped her face. She screamed at her daughter, accusing Lita of stealing her man, of trying to ruin her love life the way she’d ruined everything else in her life. When Mason tried to interfere, Claire went over to the nightstand, pulled open a drawer, and removed a revolver.  
 
    “She didn’t look at Mason,” Olen said, appearing mesmerized, like he was watching a silent film unfold before his eyes, and it was his duty to narrate. “Claire didn’t blame Mason. She blamed her daughter. And that’s who she aimed the gun at. But Mason swatted it away from her. It fell by my feet. I could see it out of the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t stop watching Claire.” Olen craned his neck in my direction until his eyes met mine. “I’d never seen Claire look so wild, so untamed. I didn’t know what to make of her state of mind.” He lowered his gaze to the floor. “Mason did that to her.” 
 
    I hung on his every word because even the greatest actor in the world could not match the sorrow in his tone and the lifelessness that now possessed him. 
 
    “Lita said she and Mason were in love and planned to jump the state to get married somewhere that didn’t require parental consent. Without saying one word, Claire jumped onto her daughter and swung her fists so fast that it seemed she had four arms instead of two. Mason pulled her away from the bed, but because Claire was kicking at everything, she knocked over a lamp and a clock radio, but when she bit into Mason’s right shoulder, he finally let her go. He called her a bitch and reared back a fist.  
 
    “That’s when I remembered the gun at my feet,” Olen said. “I grabbed it as fast as I could and aimed it Mason. I told him to lower his fist, but Mason…instead of lowering it, he secured his arm around Claire’s neck. The more she kicked, the tighter he must’ve choked her, because soon enough, she stopped kicking. I told him to stop, to let her go, but he…”  
 
    “Mason laughed at me. It was a loud laugh, like he’d never heard anything so preposterous in his life. Claire’s face was turning bright red. He was cutting off her oxygen, but he didn’t even know it because he was looking at me. If she had a second to think clearly, she would have realized that Mason obviously didn’t love her. Otherwise, why would he be choking her?” 
 
    When he raised his head and looked me in my eyes with a desperate, questioning stare, I realized he now wanted me to answer. More than that, he needed me to answer, probably because he’d never before aired these words, and after probably reliving these memories in his mind so many times, he needed me to believe him. 
 
    “Well, of course,” I said. “He obviously wanted Lita. Do you think he only went after Claire to get closer to her daughter?” 
 
    Olen nodded for a long moment. “Then Mason said, and I remember this real well, he said, ‘You won’t shoot me, Olen. You don’t have the stones.’” Olen’s eyes grew glassy and his chin quivered. He swallowed three times and then a fourth, as though trying to drive those memories from his mind, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t accomplish the task. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked without the least bit of sympathy for him. 
 
    Something shuffled against the floor in the meeting room closet, quite a distance away from Olen.  
 
    “I’ll tell you,” said Mason, although he hadn’t come into view. “He pulled the trigger.” Mason chuckled. “Sort of like this.” 
 
    A shot rang out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gunshot made me duck for cover behind the wall in the bathroom. While my ears rang, I quaked in place. Had Mason fired at Olen? Or me?  
 
    My breath came quick as I waited for more gunfire, but after fifteen seconds, my chest tight expecting the worse, I separated the ringing in my ears in time to hear someone calling my name. 
 
    “By telling you what happened,” said Mason, coming up behind Olen and into view, “you know I’m an accomplice to Olen’s crimes. He just signed his own death certificate. He signed yours, too!” 
 
    I tried to think of a way out of this mess, but knowing that Mason intended to kill me made it difficult to think clearly. 
 
    “Rosalind?” Mason asked in a good-intentioned, high-pitched tone that betrayed the life and death stakes at hand. “There’s a dead man in your new home.” 
 
    Separating this room from the closet, Olen’s chest slumped slightly toward the secret chamber. From the right side of his head, blood slid from his forehead and plunked into the growing pool at his shoe just inside this room. His waist and legs clamped his body in place. His upper body would need to come loose for his corpse to possibly spring free and fall into this room.  
 
    But no longer constrained by pain, which had forced him to straighten in place while alive, how long would his body remain in place? At some point, perhaps soon, gravity would force his weight toward the ground. Even then, however, his lower body probably wouldn’t tilt over. That presented a larger problem: with less space covering the upper area between both rooms, Mason could climb over Olen and enter this room. 
 
    Fear speared through my system, electrifying me to consider options that would allow me to get out of here alive. I swept through ideas, most of which were hopeless or ridiculous. With no foolproof plans forthcoming, I felt jittery, ill equipped to deal with this predicament. 
 
    Locked in place, I couldn’t move, despite knowing that I’d need to do exactly that. Mason wouldn’t just leave. Now that he’d murdered someone, he’d need to kill me to tie up loose ends. 
 
    He waved a hand across my field of vision. “Are you there, Rosalind?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I didn’t want him to hear my voice, which would shake as badly as my knees. Seeing me hunching behind the wall would only encourage him to reach me quicker.  
 
    “Yeah, you hear me.” He let out a jagged laugh. “Where would you go? You’re stuck in there.” Another laugh erupted from his mouth, one that carried complete confidence. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as fear made the word stammer out of my mouth. Don’t let him rattle you. Calm down. Think through things. How can you get the upper hand? He had a gun, but since I didn’t have a weapon, I’d need to remedy quickly. 
 
    “You’ve been walking around here like you’re so smart, so intelligent, and now this? An idiotic question? Very disappointing. Well, you heard Olen. He aimed a gun at me and fired.” 
 
    “Did he hit you?” I asked, speaking too quickly. I needed to slow down if I had any chance of thinking my way out of this situation. 
 
    “Nope. He missed me, but he didn’t miss Claire.” He cocked his head and contemplated his response. “Well, I’ll bet he misses her now.” 
 
    “He…killed her?” 
 
    Mason nodded. “Bullet went right into her heart. Dropped dead before she hit the floor. And you know what? For a moment there, I was glad. Glad I got her out of my hair for good. Only problem was Olen. He lost it. Fell to his knees. Wailed like a woman. Swear to God, I went over to shake his hand. But what does he do? Gets up and aims the gun at me. Again.” 
 
    Mason hung his head, massaged both temples with his giant left hand, because he held the gun in his right.  
 
    “What then?” I asked. 
 
    “I rushed him. We fought for the gun. It went off.” He glared at Olen’s dead body and heaved for breath, looking like he wanted to charge the corpse right now and kick the body into oblivion. He may have stopped short of following through because Olen wouldn’t feel the damage Mason parceled out. 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “Olen accidentally shot…my love.” His arrogant demeanor vanished. He now contemplated that tragedy from a dispassionate perspective, one only those without a connection to the matter could harness. 
 
    That didn’t surprise me, despite Olen’s claim to the contrary. Likewise, I wouldn’t have expected Mateo to offer that information, not to mention that the car fire was an attempt to destroy the evidence, since he was not at liberty to share it. 
 
    “And you didn’t attack him?” That quandary puzzled me. If anyone seemed the type to exact revenge, Mason would have been a prime candidate. “Why not?” 
 
    “I was broken,” he said in a flat tone, one that showed he’d asked himself that question countless times. “Completely numb. Mentally. Physically. Emotionally. Nothing I did would bring Lita back to me. I could have beaten Olen until he died, but I’d go to prison, and he’d get off easy. I wanted him to suffer. Daily. As for me, time passed and I healed.” 
 
    In three months? If he truly loved Lita, wouldn’t he be brokenhearted for longer than that?   
 
    “But Olen got worse,” Mason said. A devious smile appeared. “He couldn’t get over what he’d done. I liked watching him come apart. Whenever I visited the Main Library, I’d wander down to his office and stare at him. He’d see me and look around like he’d lost something, something he couldn’t find, scampering around, pulling open drawers, flittering through papers. It was beautiful. Plus,” he said, his grin growing more demented, “I bribed that fucker every which way. Vacation days whenever I wanted them? Done. Shorter work days for the same pay? You bet. I owned his ass!” 
 
    I hadn’t expected him to show such restraint, although his methods to exact vengeance on Olen were typical Mason, at least from what I’d learned about him. My thoughts turned to Lita. “Olen shot her in the chest, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” His voice sounded distrustful and he stared at me with a confused glare. “No one knew that but me and…” He looked down at Olen’s body and glared at it. “How did you know that?” 
 
    I’d shaken his confidence, and the way he repeated the question pushed some of his assurance out of him and into me. I liked seeing the skepticism on his face, liked seeing him struggling for answers. Then I noticed the air around me now felt cool and dry, as though someone had placed an ice tray under a fan that aimed in my direction.  
 
    Had a ghost just arrived? 
 
    Mason notched his chin higher, irritated at not receiving an answer. “I said—” 
 
    “I saw her,” I admitted, hoping that fact would throw him for a loop. “In this room.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” He broke out laughing, but he sounded like a robot that lacked emotion. “Impossible!” 
 
    “I saw her,” I repeated. I pointed at the TV. “Right there.” 
 
    Mason shook his head, aggravated by what he considered a terrible lie. “Lying bitch!” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” I said, stepping forward, now making myself an even easier target. He could shoot me at any moment, but I hoped he’d be so immersed in my explanation that he wouldn’t even raise his gun. “My dog saw her first. Then I saw her. She had long blonde hair. She was curvy and beautiful.” 
 
    “She’s dead,” Mason shouted. He targeted my head with his gun. “Dead. Do you understand? Gone!” 
 
    “I didn’t see a picture of Lita. Claire didn’t draw a sketch of her in that journal. From what Olen says, they hated each other. So how would I know what she looked like? Because I saw her image…” I pointed at the screen. “Right there!” 
 
    Mason’s face twisted in bafflement. He approached Olen’s body and nudged up against the corpse as though not even realizing he’d done so. Or if he had, he simply didn’t care. “So…she’s some kind of ghost?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
     “Do you think I’m an idiot?” 
 
    If I told him the truth, he might pull the trigger, so I remained silent. 
 
    The gun quaked in Mason’s hand, making it seem like he fought against a deep-seated desire to pull the trigger.  
 
    Although logic advised that I not approach him, I did exactly that because Mason now responded out of emotion, not from the cold, detached manner he’d otherwise used when we talked. Strangely enough, as I drew closer to him, I stepped into warmth, but behind me, the chill caught up to my back. 
 
    It was obvious a ghost had indeed joined us. But which one? Claire? Or Lita?   
 
    I stopped about ten feet away from Mason. “I’m not lying to you. In fact, I think she might be behind me. Right now.” 
 
    “And I thought Olen was insane!” But as the seconds ticked by and Mason studied my face, his sarcasm vanished. So did the know-it-all expression on his face. He blinked once, twice, a third time. He adjusted his stance as though doubting he stood on both feet and needed to check before proceeding with whatever he planned to do. 
 
    A whoosh of cold air swept past me and blew toward Mason.  
 
    “Lita?” he asked in a timid voice. “Is that…really you?” 
 
    Behind him, the closet door slammed. The deadbolt engaged, locking me inside with Mason.  
 
    He spun away from the chamber and toward the closet behind him and fired a round at the wall. The bullet carved a divot into the concrete, ricocheted off a different wall, and blasted a couple slight cracks in it before pinging against the wall perpendicular to it, which made yet another small crack. Below that spot, a steel cart holding a stack of plastic backed wire chairs moved a couple inches forward before rolling to a stop. 
 
    Wide-eyed with disbelief, Mason backed up a couple steps and swung his gun from right to left. “Who’s there?” he asked, although it was obvious no one else but him inhabited the closet. “Show yourself.” 
 
    The rack of chairs creaked toward him, the wheels rolling ever so slowly.  
 
    Mason fired at it. Less than a second later, he pulled the trigger again. Both bullets missed his target and skipped off the floor, ping-ponged around the room, cranking into the wall and creating a couple crevices. Since the closet was thirty-feet wide and cloaked by a massive chalkboard on wheels along with stacks of cardboard boxes, and over a dozen Rubbermaid containers, the bullets probably came to a stop behind one of them. 
 
    “Who are you?” Mason asked, his voice trembling, his gun hand wavering in his hand. “What do you want?” 
 
    The chalkboard continued creaking toward Mason, making him back up a little more. 
 
    I suspected that Lita had indeed appeared. Maybe she’d planned to divert his attention to give me a chance to catch him by surprise. At least I hoped so. 
 
    With Mason distracted by the paranormal, I spun around and scanned the area for anything to help me defend myself: the television, the coffee table, a lamp, my purse on the sofa. The lamp! 
 
    I backed up, unplugged the lamp’s cord, and just as I clutched the base of the lamp, Mason whirled toward me, perhaps alerted to movement behind him.  
 
    “Oh, looking to hit me?” he asked. He switched the gun to his left hand and pointed it my way, while flicking his gaze back and forth into the closet, hoping to see that which had so far avoided his eyes. He waved for me to hand it to him. “Give it here.” 
 
    “I’m pretty certain it’s Lita.”  
 
    A box in the corner of the closet fell to the ground, slinging a dozen or so thick, transparent cases the library used to store videogames. 
 
    The unexpected sound gave me a jolt. Seeing a cardboard box shoved off a stack of four other boxes that altogether reached well past five-feet in height without someone nearby to push it had that effect. Had the ghost moved the box and cart of chairs to distract or even frighten Mason? 
 
    A second later, the pile of boxes that had remained in place blew backwards with tremendous energy. I couldn’t be certain, but the way one box moved forward before the other boxes drew backward looked like two opposing, invisible forces were at work. If I had to guess, I’d say Lita appeared first, followed by Claire, who made the ruckus only moments ago.  
 
    “Don’t say her name!” Mason shouted. Both fists shook at his sides as his rage-filled eyes blazed into mine.  
 
    He appeared completely oblivious to a potential paranormal smack down behind him. More likely, some of the fury that Claire’s spirit carried around her like a good luck charm had rubbed off on Mason.  
 
    “Give me the lamp!” 
 
    I inched toward him until he accepted the lamp, whereupon I tried to step back, but Mason tossed it a few feet away. The lampshade crunched, but it protected the bulb from hitting the floor. I didn’t back up quickly enough because he reached out, grabbed a fistful of my hair, and yanked me toward him.  
 
    I swerved and nearly fell, but banged into Olen’s dead body, which once again straightened out and now separated me from Mason. Having stepped into the growing puddle of blood below, I slipped as I tried to remain in place. My right arm bumped into Olen’s blood-slicked head, and every time I separated from him, it sounded like someone removing a Band-Aid from one’s skin.  
 
    Sensing that Mason would soon peel the hair from my follicles if I didn’t move, I righted my balance before banging into his left arm and hip. The collision made him step sideways to regain his poise.  
 
    He didn’t loosen his hold on me, nor did he stop dividing his attention between me and the unseen entity, which I guessed was Claire, since she seemingly hadn’t visited this area before but probably did so now because Mason stood nearby. 
 
    In the closet, the cart of chairs creaked forward an inch and then back an inch, as though opposing forces, in this instance Lita and Claire, engaged in a tug of war with the effort. Based on how the box of cases tumbled to the ground, I suspected that Lita had been the instigator, because if Claire had done so, her rage and the amount of energy she’d stolen from Mason would have allowed her to shove the box over. 
 
    Mason swung his left arm around my head and tugged my face into his armpit before locking me in place, making it impossible to move my head. Hit with an odious scent, reminiscent of onion and olive oil, I shifted side to side, back and forth, hoping to slip out of his headlock. But no matter how hard I tried, Mason held firm, refusing to let me slip even an inch away from him. 
 
    A high-pitched yelp came from behind Mason, and light footfalls scampered in our direction. A louder, gruff bark erupted near Mason’s heels as Tofu came into view and a ferocious growl rumbled in his throat. He latched onto Mason’s left calf and clenched his teeth so tightly that blood spilled from Mason’s leg, making a dark spot on his jeans.  
 
    Mason shrieked and shook his leg, trying to kick Tofu loose, but my dog tugged his head left and right, now snarling with savage intentions. 
 
    Staring at the ground, because Mason directed my head downward, I watched the cart’s wheels behind Tofu stagger forward and backwards once, twice, until it seemed the force which had held it in place disappeared. Now, the cart sprang towards Mason’s right side with incredible speed. 
 
    Tofu, more perceptive to his surroundings than Mason, unlatched his mouth from around Mason’s leg and veered away from the cart. The maneuver left Mason to shift his balance, and whether intended or not, he released me.  
 
    I rushed backwards and found my footing in time to glance back at Mason.  
 
    The wheels on the cart jiggled in place for only a second before rushing toward Mason, as though a path had cleared and allowed it to rocket forward. The cart moved so swiftly on a collision course with Mason that he couldn’t avoid it.  
 
    A metal bar at the bottom of the cart bashed into Mason’s ankle, eliciting a howl from him, and since he hadn’t attempted to jump out of its path, the impact propelled him forward. Noticing that he would bash into Olen’s corpse, Mason held out his arms to block some of the force with which they collided, but he didn’t have enough time to place both hands out front.  
 
    He slammed into Olen’s body with such force that the gun he’d held butted into Olen’s hip, fell from Mason’s grasp, and skittered into the closet before hitting the wall and coming to a stop. The unexpected weight plunged Mason and Olen’s corpse through the doorway and onto the ground into the chamber before the door finally closed, sealing Mason and I into this room with a dead man. 
 
    Now that the gun lay in the other room, I no longer feared dying from a bullet to the head, but because Mason probably had at least twice my strength, I had to think quickly and wisely. Otherwise, he might once more get me in a stranglehold and choke the life out of me. My gaze went to the television, and I discovered a way for me to even the odds.  
 
    I crawled over to it, swiveled around one side, and grabbed hold of the enormous tube.  
 
    Mason, grunting from the pain Tofu had inflicted, pulled himself towards me, his knees thumping into the carpet with astonishing speed. 
 
    I tried to push the television off its stand, but the monstrosity was so heavy, I barely moved it an inch. Of course, with Mason on my heels, I had little time to put my weight behind it. I pivoted behind the unit, pressed my back flat against the wall, and shoved the TV forward with all my weight, roaring as I put so much effort into the maneuver. 
 
    The TV caught on two rubber knobs an inch high, preventing the unit from falling off the stand. With Mason about to veer around toward me, which would put him out of harm’s way, I turned my shoulder aside, directed it at the television, and used it as a battering ram.  
 
    The television bumped against the two knobs and rocked back onto the stand. Without letting another moment pass, I set my shoes onto the carpet to get more traction. It also allowed me to add more of my weight into the next push.  
 
    I banged into the back end of the unit once more, and this time it titled upwards and cleared both knobs. It fell forward with such force that it tugged the cord out of the outlet. The heavy TV fell onto Mason’s bitten leg.  
 
    “You cunt!” He screamed in anguish and tried to shimmy out from under the television. He also waved his arms in every direction and grabbed hold of my blouse, nearly tearing it off my back in one swift motion.  
 
    Although I’d been leaning the other direction, once Mason clutched my blouse and pulled it toward him, I straightened. The blouse finally tore from my right shoulder, and I sprang forward from the force, pitching over the television stand. 
 
    My elbows slammed into the television, sending a sizzle of pain through my forearms.  
 
    The blow knocked over the unit. It slid off Mason and freed him.  
 
    I placed my palms on the ground to scramble over to him, but my fingers still felt like I’d grasped onto a livewire, rendering them useless.  
 
    Ignoring the pain, I hopped onto Mason, who was no longer pinned to the ground because my slight frame stretched along his body, unlike the heavy, compact TV that weighed him down at the center of his back. 
 
    A moment later, he tilted his body to the right, and I fell aside until the back of my head banged into the television screen. My vision skewed and I saw double of everything in the room. Confused, I tried to close my eyes to focus, but my head began pounding, and a wave of nausea came over me.  
 
    Mason grunted and wheezed for air as he spun around toward me, his face scrunched up with agony and bloodthirsty rage. “I’ll end you!” His chest faced the floor and he held himself up with one hand as he swung a sloppy roundhouse right at my head. 
 
    I dropped to the ground and avoided the punch. 
 
    His fist slammed into the television screen, and he howled in pain. 
 
    From the closet, the clamor continued as more boxes fell to the ground, but now videogame cases soared through the air in either direction. Half cracked against the wall, while the rest slammed to the ground and skipped across the tile. 
 
    I rushed to deal with the immediate threat: Mason. I looked around for something to help me keep Mason off me long enough to get away from him, trigger the door to open, and escape to call the police. Unfortunately, double vision swam behind my eyes, and my stomach felt like it would rebel in any moment. I caught sight of two television cords. Obviously, only one existed, but it gave me an idea.  
 
    I sprang towards it and missed. I’d gone for the imaginary “second” cord, so I threw my palm on top of the real one and clasped it tight. As Mason swung another fist my way, I somersaulted to avoid it and spun toward his backside. The maneuver made my vision swirl even more, which heightened the nausea roiling in my stomach.  
 
    I swung the cord toward me, got behind Mason, and then lassoed it around his neck twice. I fastened it. I couldn’t rely on my eyes now that my poor eyesight might fool me again, especially since every moment I glanced around made me want to vomit, so I close them. When my head slammed into the television screen, I must have suffered a concussion. 
 
    Mason continued to wave his arms and shifted left and right, doing everything possible to turn around, so he could face me and perhaps throw his hands around my neck. 
 
    I’d anticipated that exact tactic, so I pulled backwards and wrenched him in my direction.  
 
    Wet gurgles sputtered from his mouth as he tried to tilt in the opposite direction. He tried to pull me toward him, but I set my body weight behind me, hoping his lack of air would eventually knock him unconscious. 
 
    If I released him too early, I might gain a minute on him before he collected himself and rushed after me. But with double vision, I’d forfeit any advantage I’d gained because I wouldn’t be able to run straight. I’d bump into walls and trip over the boxes and cases in the closet. If I took a bad fall, Mason wouldn’t need to go far to catch me. And kill me.  
 
    I held on and pulled harder, grinding my teeth together as a furious scream left my mouth. I maxed out every muscle I used to keep from letting him wiggle free. 
 
    A shiny, metal object slid across the floor to my right, passed by me, and came to a stop near Mason’s hip.  
 
    The gun he’d dropped earlier.  
 
    Claire must have tossed it to Mason. She’d most likely overpowered Lita because she’d drained Mason of energy, which probably also explained why I’d lasted this long against him. 
 
    When something behind me snatched my hair and yanked, only one thought echoed in my brain: Claire. 
 
    I sensed that she had gotten so infuriated upon seeing me get the upper hand with Mason that she had overwhelmed her daughter and vanquished her before turning her wrath upon me. 
 
    The abrupt movement jerked my head backwards, snapped my eyes open, and knocked the wind from my lungs. The unexpected jolt made me slacken my grip on the cord and halted my every effort to squash the air from Mason’s lungs. 
 
    He took in a huge gulp of air. 
 
    The presence behind me wrenched me backwards again with even greater strength this time around. The pain building at the base of my skull tightened and tears sprang into my eyes, clouding my vision. 
 
    Directly head of me, Mason’s right hand fell on the gun.  
 
    I didn’t know how to fight a ghost, but if I gave it the least bit of attention, Mason might regroup, aim the weapon at me, and fire a bullet into my brain. Then Nona’s wisdom came to mind: if I ended Mason’s life, Claire wouldn’t have any reason to stay on Earth. She’d vanish. 
 
    Mason, now issuing shallow breaths, lay still until he clutched the gun and swept it toward his body. 
 
    Another cranking motion jerked my head back. To prevent Claire from doing it again, I drew my back toward the ground, which placed all my weight into the maneuver, which lugged the back of Mason’s head against my stomach. 
 
    Gasps erupted from him again. He squiggled in place and tried to dig his fingers underneath the cord at his neck to allow him to capture some air. All the while, he kicked his legs and shoved his hips left and right to dislodge my efforts. 
 
    I held on, but I’d misjudged Claire’s ability to continue pulling my hair. She didn’t let up on the pressure. If anything, she increased it. I tried my best to ignore the possibility that she might rip a five-inch swath of hair from my head, but a couple beads of sweat dipped into the corner of my right eye, making it almost impossible to see clearly. 
 
    Mason still worked to separate us by throwing his body into every direction. All the while, he held firmly to the gun in his hand. He spun it clockwise along the floor to his right, angling upward, toward my head. 
 
    I pivoted my head to the left to avoid falling within the weapon’s path. I tugged harder, straining my arms so intensely that they quivered under the pressure, threatening to give out. I tried to tap into a hidden reservoir of strength, but I’d tapped out those resources. I didn’t have any strength left. I just needed to stay in this posture in hopes that Mason would stop his assault.    
 
    With practically no air in his lungs, Mason’s body convulsed and grunts and groans elicited the last bits of oxygen available to him. His left arm and legs rumbled in every direction to force another breath into his chest, exhibiting great concentration not to let the gun do anything more than rattle in his hand as he continued lifting it my way. 
 
    Until now, I’d snatched up tight breaths, but I needed more air, and these little pockets of oxygen weren’t helping get air to my muscles. Losing my strength, growing lightheaded, I arched my back, which offset my dwindling strength by tugging Mason’s head backward. 
 
    His body jerked in a last ditch effort to somehow force oxygen into his body.  
 
    Like Mason, I hadn’t gotten the air I needed. Only a full, unhurried breath could make that happen. But I wouldn’t let go, couldn’t let go. 
 
    His gun hand twitched from spasms and swayed a couple inches to the left before veering one foot to the right. The gun rattled in his palm, tightened for a moment, then jiggled again…until he somehow regained control.  
 
    At that moment, however, the rest of his body gave way to violent fits. His body was shutting down. He couldn’t control it. 
 
    I’d blinked to offset the sparkling stars behind my eyes, brought upon by a lack of oxygen to the brain and complete exhaustion, Mason’s elbow bashed into my gut, jettisoning the last bit of air in my lungs. My body reflexively attempted to curl inward, wanting to turn aside. I let go of the cord so I could gather another breath. I fought the urge to give in and held on. I focused all my energy on one thought, one motion, one task: to hold onto that cord until one of us died. 
 
    Mason extended his gun hand, attempted to stop it from shuddering, and finally managed the feat when it pointed directly at me. 
 
    Although white stars continued to flash across my field of vision, I had a moment of clarity, which allowed me to see the barrel of the gun aiming at my mouth, before my eyesight failed me once again.  
 
    I cranked my neck to the left. 
 
    A gunshot cracked. 
 
    The bullet whizzed past my cheek. 
 
    A second later, his body gave one last tug and then thumped to the carpet at my side, the gun pelting the carpet before falling still.  
 
    I sensed that Mason hadn’t feigned death, since the gun had sprung from his hand. The dull yet consistent pain at my skull now throbbed rather than remained steady. Just then, I realized the weight pulling my hair had fallen away. I used my last ounce of strength to push away from the dead man beside me.  
 
    Once I managed that feat, I heaved for air, sucking in as much as I could as fast as I could. As the seconds ticked by, my vision gradually returned. It sounded like metal pangs still reverberated in the background, but my ears were probably just ringing from the gunshot. In between each metallic sounding thud, I heard Tofu’s yelp from the other side of this wall. 
 
    Overjoyed that my little buddy had survived the attack, I wiped perspiration from my forehead and slid along the carpet to put as much distance as possible between Mason and me. 
 
    He lay slack on the ground, eyes closed, mouth open.   
 
    I didn’t get sick. I wasn’t scared or regretful. I just needed to get away from him. My vision still wavered from the concussion, and after swaying side to side, I took a few moments to settle myself down before triggering the door to open. 
 
    My dog yelped and jumped into my arms. 
 
    “Tofu!” He licked my cheeks, and I hugged him to my chest, so glad that he’d had persevered despite Olen’s cruel treatment. 
 
    Another heavy bang erupted, this time drawing my attention to the closet door to the right. A second later, an even louder burst of noise made me jump. The iron door handle spun on its axis and hit the ground. The door blasted open.  
 
    Mateo stood in the doorway holding a fire extinguisher at eye level, the object that he’d no doubt used to knock the doorknob loose. Gasping for air, perspiration dotting his forehead, he wore a half-untucked black button down shirt that had lost a couple buttons to display a muscular chest. 
 
    “You came!” My voice resounded in my ears as if I’d dunked my head under water and heard someone talking above the surface. He’d gotten my message and had obviously been working on trying to get in for a while. 
 
    Mateo’s gaze passed over mine in favor of scanning the rest of the closet. “Gunshots,” he said, lowering the fire extinguisher and setting it safely on the ground before whipping out his gun and training it out ahead of him. “Where?” He made his way toward me, his eyes glancing around the room, unwilling to get caught off-guard from a hidden perpetrator. 
 
    “It’s over,” I said, unsure whether I should approach him, given his determined expression and the fact that he held a gun. “They’re dead. Both of them.” 
 
    He passed by me, came upon the wall dividing the closet from the secret chamber, and his eyes grew large as he caught sight of Olen and Mason. He swept his weapon to either side, unwilling to let down his defenses until he’d concluded that the threat had been neutralized. He stepped through the doorway and entered the closet, sidestepped the corpses, and continued toward the bathroom. 
 
    “It’s over,” I repeated. “It was just those two.”  
 
    “You’re sure? No one else is in the building?” 
 
    “It’s just us.” My arms were so tired, they shook as I found it difficult to hold Tofu any longer, so I let him down. “How did you get in?” 
 
    “The back door was resting against the latch plate. I was pretty shocked to find it open.” 
 
    I recalled Olen saying in my interview that a vendor would visit soon to repair the door. Thank God they hadn’t made it a priority to fix it as soon as possible. 
 
    “I only came downstairs after hearing gunshots,” he continued as his breathing slowed. “Even then it was dark, so it took me a while to get over here. I’m just disappointed I hadn’t gotten here earlier.” I worked on regaining his breath. “Thank God, you’re okay.”  
 
    When Mateo completed his search, the deep concentration on his brow subsided a little, and he holstered his weapon. He pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a number of times, and said, “It’s Officer Cardenas, badge number 41329. I called in a 10-14 at the library on Flatiron Drive.” He nodded to himself. “We’ve also got a 10-52. That’s affirmative. And a 10-79.” He nodded again. “10-4.”  
 
    Just as he disconnected the call, Tofu arrived at his ankle and barked with a playful smile. Mateo, no longer watchful and prepared for the unexpected, let his guard down by looking down. “Did you put down those bad guys?” 
 
    Tofu barked, circled his legs, and sat down in front of him, wagging his tail. 
 
    “We could use you on the force.” Mateo met my eyes before scanning my frame, most likely for blood or injuries. Seeing none, he cracked a relieved smile, one that stayed on his face for a while. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, but my dog will not be joining the police department any time soon.” I went with a lighthearted response because if I focused on what just happened, I’d probably bawl my eyes out. 
 
    “Well, that depends,” he said, pulling out a ballpoint pen and a notepad from his back pocket, every trace of the easygoing nature he’d shared with Tofu completely gone. He placed a hand to my lower back and led me out of the closet, away from the murder scene. 
 
    “Depends on what?” His concern made my lips twitch with fright as reality hit me: I’d killed a man.  
 
    “Your statement.” 
 
    It reminded me of my phone. I turned back to the scene, keeping my gaze away from Olen and Mason, and plucked my phone from the carpet. “I’ve got something better.”  
 
    Earlier, I’d hit record, but once Mason murdered Olen, I’d lost track of it and didn’t even remember it leaving my hand. “I recorded the whole thing.” I walked back to Mateo, but I couldn’t make out the keypad, so I handed it to him as we entered the meeting room. “The code is 9367.” 
 
    He accepted it, tapped a few keys, and grinned. “That’s fantastic. I just turned it off.” 
 
    “Phew. It’ll vindicate me.” 
 
    He looked me over again, this time with great concern. “You’re okay for real, right? I don’t have anything to worry about?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. Because we’re going on a date. An official one, this time, when you’re up for it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After our Assistant Library Director became acting Director, she cut her vacation short and returned to the library, where she and I cooperated with the Fairfield Police Department. The branch remained closed for the next few days while the authorities conducted their investigation. The library’s marketing department worked on keeping the news as low-key as possible, and the library’s legal team handled the ramifications of a double-murder on their premises. 
 
    In the meantime, our interim Library Director ensured that I received treatment from the local hospital and use of one of the best therapists in the state. Although my new boss offered me a paid leave of absence, I didn’t have any friends or family in the area to help me put the tragic event at the Branch behind me, and I didn’t want to dread going to work, so once the therapist endorsed my return three days later, I did exactly that.  
 
    An hour before I prepared to open the Branch to our patrons and before a couple Branch employees I had yet to meet arrived for duty, the doorbell at the back door rang. When Eloise’s face appeared in the window, I yanked open the door to welcome her inside. 
 
    Eloise quickly closed the distance between us and wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I needed that hug more than I’d known, so I held her tightly. “It’s okay. Thanks for coming by on your day off.” When she released me a few moments later, I didn’t want to let her go because Eloise had all the characteristics I’d always longed for in a sister. “Oh, guess what? Our new boss pulled some strings to help me sign a lease on an apartment I could actually afford.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Eloise said as her smile flattened into uncertainty. “How are you doing?”  
 
    “Good, I guess. I’ve never killed anyone before…” I pretended that I held a pen and acted as if I’d scratched something off on an imaginary notepad. “That’s one more off the bucket list!” 
 
    Eloise stared at me in shock.  
 
    I laughed at her awkward stare. “If I don’t laugh, I swear I’ll end up crying.” But just as those words left my mouth, tears built in my eyes. “Oh well.” I shrugged. “There goes that theory.” I wasn’t just sad about the events that had taken place, but also grateful that Eloise cared enough to visit. 
 
    Beside her, Nona Torres stepped forward and cupped my left hand in both of hers. She patted my hand as a deeply empathetic expression made the wrinkles at her eyes grow deep. “I’m so very sorry, my dear.”    
 
    It touched me that Nona ignored the potential to contract a malady by taking my hand. “Thank you.” When she let me go, I used my knuckles to wipe away my tears. Eloise had texted me to say that Nona wished to visit the Branch to see if any residual energy remained behind, enough that might manifest in further spiritual visitations. I’d wholeheartedly agreed, since I didn’t want any other supernatural events to upend on my life ever again. 
 
     “So,” I said, backtracking through the staff room, “I just got here a few minutes ago, but everything seems okay. I’m not a professional, so I’ll trust anything you care to share.”  
 
    Over the next half hour, I led them through the entire building but neither Nona nor Eloise sensed any spirits nearby. Then we came upon the meeting room closet and the secret chamber. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Nona grumbled. Her eyebrows were quirked as we stepped up to the doorway. “Your struggle occurred here?” 
 
    I nodded and spent a few minutes explaining everything that happened. I kicked the concrete stone to trigger the door and it opened. “Our interim Library Director will be recommending to the Board of Trustees that we fill in this area to prevent anyone from using it again.” 
 
    “I get it,” Eloise said. “Bad mojo.” 
 
    Recalling the events I’d endured with Olen and Mason made my heartbeat speed up. In an attempt to divert my attention, I asked Nona, “You don’t sense Claire or Lita?” 
 
    “Since Mason expired,” she said, “Claire must have joined him. And with no reason to protect others from her mother, Lita must have moved on as well.” Nona’s eyes flicked over to Eloise. “Do you sense anything beyond Rosalind or me?” 
 
    Eloise remained quiet for a while. “Nothing stands out. How about you?” 
 
    Nona didn’t move her head, but she scanned the area. She was about to turn around, but she stopped in mid-motion and turned back toward us. The lines around her eyes grew deep. A slight groan sounded from behind her closed mouth, revealing that she didn’t like whatever she sensed. 
 
    Eloise took in a sharp breath, as though she’d just noticed a change in the environment. She glanced around but looked unsure what she should be searching for or where to find it. 
 
    “I sense,” Nona said, narrowing her eyes as they wandered around the room, “a presence. A potent one, filled with malicious intent.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked, tension making my shoulders crimp. The air around me cooled off. It was similar to every instance either Claire or Lita had visited me, only twice as powerful. My chest was so tight, I would have had trouble taking in another breath had I needed to. 
 
    Nona met my eyes. Then her gaze slowly lowered to the area over my right shoulder. Her eyes remained locked in that exact spot, unwavering. 
 
    From behind me, a chill tickled my right ear. “I know,” said a threatening whisper from Mason Mayberry, “where you live!” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this novel, please leave a quick review, especially if you’d like a sequel (I hadn’t intended to write one, but with enough reader support, I might consider it!) 
 
    If you’d like to get an advance reader copy of my next novel, a horror story titled, The Possessed, in exchange for a reader review, please email me at kirkkilgrave@gmail.com. (You can catch a sneak peak at the cover on my website: www.kirkkilgrave.com 
 
    If you enjoyed the lighter, more romantic elements of this novel or the more action-oriented scenes, feel free to check out my romantic comedies and historical thrillers under my pen name: Sydney Bristow.  
 
    And if you like all of the above in your novels, you may want to try out my urban fantasy novels.
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