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            Chapter 1

          

          Dead Serious

        

      

    

    
      When I left this town, I told everyone I'd rather burn alive in a septic tank fire than return. My good friend Shelby Winehouse walked me out to my car that day, carrying the last box of crap that I didn’t really need but wasn’t about to leave for my ex.

      She turned and hugged me. ”Come on, Carly Mae. You're joking. You'll at least come back to visit."

      I couldn't get the words out fast enough. "I am dead serious. I would rather suffocate in a blaze of toxic shit fumes than come back here. No offense. We'll still keep in touch. But everyone knows my business. Everyone knows what happened with Jackson. I'm not coming back."

      That was four years ago. And we hadn’t kept in touch.

      I flipped off the sign I was passing.

      Potter Grove, Wisconsin, population 1,500.

      No point in searching out flammable port-a-potties now.

      My car bumped and swerved, hitting every pothole and crevice along the way. I could hear my ex-husband laughing in his grave somewhere, wherever he was buried. I absolutely refused to look that one up. He was the reason I was back here. The bastard.

      When I got the call about three weeks ago, I was down in my mother's basement in Indianapolis. My mother was busy telling me, once again, how I needed to Xerox more resumes to mail out to temp agencies, and I had just finished thanking her for her unsolicited career advice from 1986, when my phone rang. I hadn't known the number and suspected spam, but I answered anyway, just to stop my mother from going on and on about how I needed to buy a navy skirt for job interviews.

      "It just presents better than black."

      "I have to take this," I said, like it was someone important. After confirming my identity, the man on the other end matter-of-factly told me he was the lawyer representing Jackson Bowman's estate.

      "His estate?"

      "Yes, ma'am. Your late ex-husband..."

      I hadn't even known he'd died, but apparently, it had been months. I pulled the phone away and stared at it, not really hearing what the man was saying anymore. I'd spent a good part of the last four years of my life dreaming about that day. I'd even choreographed a short jig for it, but somehow, I didn't feel like dancing anymore.

      I pulled into the coffee shop before I made my way up the long, steep dirt drive to Gate House. Might as well rip this band-aid off as soon as possible. I parked next to the pink Cadillac I knew was Shelby's. She still drove the same beat-up car she pretended she got from selling makeup. We all knew she won it at an auction in Landover and had it painted that color. Makeup companies didn’t give out 60s Cadillacs with dents.

      The coffee shop was the same as I'd remembered: Jukebox playing Elvis Presley. The smell of grease and cheese wafting up from the kitchen, Spoony River's specialties.

      Mrs. Carmichael stood at the back of the counter, her short puffy blonde hair sticking out in all the wrong directions from her uniform's little pink hat. She was one of the few people I truly missed. My old best friend's mom. She didn't look up when I entered. "Try to find a spot," she laughed, gesturing around at the empty tables and chairs set up to look like a 50s diner.

      Old George, the town's barber, sat at the end of the counter, the only other customer in the place besides me. He glanced up from his newspaper and his sunken, ashen face dropped with surprise. "Look what survived the septic tank fire," he said, making me realize I really did tell everyone that. "Carly Mae, I heard you were coming back. But I did not believe it."

      "It's just Carly now," I replied, my voice softer than I'd meant.

      Mrs. Carmichael squealed herself into a smoker's cough when she saw me. She hacked her way across the restaurant, waving her thick arms around like she couldn't wait to give me one of her famous bear hugs, same as she gives everybody but you always feel special when you're on the receiving end. "I knew you'd come back." She looked me over. "Tina always told me, 'Mom, people don't leave Potter Grove. It snatches you like quicksand.'" She scrunched her eyes when she mentioned Tina, and I searched her face to see if she was mad I hadn't called. I should've called.

      Every part of me knew the etiquette now was to ask how Tina was doing. Instead, I dug one of my Nikes into the checkerboard plastic tiled floor. "It also helps to come back if your dead ex-husband gives you a free house."

      "And that's why, Carly Mae, you are the luckiest ex-wife I know." It was Shelby peeking her head through the little serving hatch that led to the kitchen. “A dead ex-husband and a free house? That’s better than the Lotto.” Shelby was only saying that because she'd rather have dead exes than dead-beat ones. She had four kids and two divorces. But it did feel a lot like a lottery win for me too.

      She hurried out from the kitchen. Her hair was pink now, same shade as her car, and she was pregnant again.

      Shelby turned me around, making me self-conscious all of the sudden. It had been a long car ride from Indianapolis and I probably should've checked my hair and makeup before I stopped in, especially since this woman was always on the prowl for a new customer.

      She sucked in a thin lip. "I should give you a makeover," she began. She pulled on one of my brownish blonde curls then watched it spring back into place. “There’s a hair care product line now.” She turned her head to the side like I was a blank canvas.

      "She just got here, Shelby," Mrs. Carmichael interrupted. "For goodness sakes, let the poor girl rest her pocket book a second.”

      Old George checked his watch then put his hat on. “Shoot. I gotta go. Brock's comin' in for a trim. Boy likes his hair too long if you ask me," he said while grabbing his jacket from off the back of the chair. His barber shop was right next door, and it was a beautiful day in July, but old George walked around like a blizzard might break out at any moment.

      "Brock's still single," Shelby sing-songed as old George left. "Mrs. Carmichael calls him the Hunk. You know, instead of the Hulk. Isn't that right, Mrs. Carmichael?"

      Mrs. Carmichael looked down at her pink dress, smoothing out the wrinkles along its pleats. Shelby seemed to catch her mistake and quickly went on. "We have a lot of good prospects here. Justin Fortworth's also single and... okay, maybe just the two."

      Brock Calhoun was probably the best looking guy in Potter Grove, or at least he used to be back when I worked with him at the Thriftway in college. But he was also Tina's ex. And Mrs. Carmichael was Tina’s mom.

      Shelby carefully wiggled onto the stool next to me. "But, there used to be three eligible bachelors. One hunk is no longer on the market." She patted her baby bump, and held out her hand to show me her engagement ring, a tiny blue stone that looked like glass. "Bobby Franklin, if you can believe it." I could. Bobby Franklin was the town ne'er-do-well, always leaving town for some sort of life-changing opportunity he'd heard about. Still, I never thought he was the type to give out engagement rings. I hugged her. "Congratulations."

      "Another boy," she said.

      Mrs. Carmichael untied the straps of her apron, sat down, then retied them again. The apron still looked like it cut off her circulation. "You might not know this, Carly Mae, but we've had some trouble here in Potter Grove. And I don't just mean the fact you've got a lot of people none too happy Jackson left you his house."

      I knew exactly who she was talking about. Destiny was one of those people who was none too happy, which made me all too happy. She was Jackson's wife at the time of his death, and the reason we got divorced in the first place, mostly because she was the stripper I caught him with. And Jackson's family was probably none too happy either. The Victorian had been in their family for generations.

      I had no idea why my ex left me his creepy old house. Didn’t care much, though, either. A free house was a free house.

      "Murder," Mrs. Carmichael said, and I almost fell off my stool, knocked out of my smug daydream.

      "What?" Potter Grove didn't have a crime rate. "Are you serious?"

      "Dead serious," Shelby replied. "Don't trust anyone."

      "Stop scaring her." Mrs. Carmichael said. "But, you need to watch yourself, that's all. Lock the doors. Be careful at night. All women around here need to. Two women from Landover went missing a little more than a year ago," Mrs. Carmichael said, shaking her head. "They turned up dead here in Potter Grove."

      Shelby took up where Mrs. Carmichael left off. "Two more went missing earlier this year. No trace of them, yet. Police say it's a hate crime against women. So, be careful. Maybe get some mace. And a knife, or a gun. Lots of concealed weapons."

      I must've looked as pale as I felt because Mrs. Carmichael shushed Shelby. "I said stop scaring her. You're gonna give the poor girl a heart attack, like Jackson."

      I hadn't known how Jackson died until that very moment. I never bothered to look it up. I should’ve guessed that was how the old man went out, though. Jackson had been a heavy drinker who was more than twenty years my senior.

      But now, after hearing about the attacks on women, I wasn't sure I wanted a free house in Landover County. I checked my watch. It was after 2:00, the time I was supposed to meet Jackson's lawyer. I hugged Mrs. Carmichael and Shelby good-bye then rushed out the door. Once again, I hadn't asked about Tina. I never managed to get that done.

      My shoes sounded extra heavy smacking along the concrete on my way out to my car. The parking lot seemed too empty and quiet. I turned my head in every direction possible, checking the surrounding woods, gasping to myself every time a bird rustled through the branches overhead.

      I was about to move into a creepy, weird Victorian that sat at the very top of a deserted hill, with a murderer on the loose. And it was all my ex-husband’s fault. He was getting the last laugh in death too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          You Get What You Pay For

        

      

    

    
      The drive up to Gate House wasn't easy, but I knew this ahead of time and popped a motion pill a while back. The path, full of twists and turns along a hill-like mountain of dirt, had never been given much of a facelift over the years. There weren't any signs posted to indicate this was Gate Hill, no lights along the way to guide anyone coming or going at night. No wonder the lawyer insisted on meeting in the afternoon. He probably knew he'd end up in a ditch at any other time. And now, all of this creepiness was mine. With a murderer on the loose.

      The trees that surrounded the road seemed to get closer at every turn, like throat muscles closing in to swallow prey. The afternoon sun was barely visible through the overhanging branches. I checked the speedometer and pushed the gas pedal up to to 20 miles per hour, causing my car to bounce over every rock and hole like it was having one major accident after another. I took a deep breath. I could do this, again and again. Every day for the rest of my life.

      The entire seven years I was married to Jackson, I begged him to get an apartment in the city. We both worked at the university in Landover, the "big city" by Potter Grove, and it was bad enough coming home from a long day's work without having to inch my way up Spooky Mountain just to relax.

      "What?" he would yell like getting an apartment was the dumbest thing I could've said. "We have the chance to live in a beautiful, historical Victorian designed by my great grandfather, and you want to get an apartment?"

      He used the word "beautiful" loosely a lot when describing this place. It was a crazy house designed by a crazy person, who everyone politely labeled "eccentric" because, apparently, you shouldn't call rich people crazy. Gate House had been in the Bowman family for forever, named Gate House because, aside from the massive hill you had to drive up, there were also two security gates to pass through before you even spotted a turret. The old man was paranoid about something. Eccentric all right. Eccentric out of his flipping mind.

      I moved forward, past the first gate, a rusty, pocked iron one straight out of a horror movie.

      As soon as I could afford it, I was going to change some things around my "new" house. I pictured my ex rolling over in his grave as he watched me messing with his stuff.

      Good. I didn't know why he left me everything anyway. We hadn't even spoken since he called to tell me he was marrying Destiny, which was an odd conversation, to say the least.

      "Carly doll, I have wonderful news. I'm getting married again, to Destiny the stripper." I could hear Destiny cackling in the background. They were both drunk.

      I hung up without even offering a "Congratulations." Apparently, eccentricity runs in some families, and I was just happy we hadn't had any children.

      Gate House came into view, exactly as I remembered it. It was not the traditional Victorian, probably because it was designed by a madman who never took an architectural course in his life. There was one main turret that actually looked like two turrets plopped one on top of the other, and three little ones just for show that didn't hold much. Each had its own entrance, detached from the main house. The guy had a thing for turrets.

      Ronald, Jackson's lawyer, was a wax-mustached twig with slightly more twitches than he had pens in his shirt pocket, but then, I really didn't count either. Waiting for me outside, he paced the dark green veranda back and forth, making a circular motion in the air with one of his fingers when he saw me pull up, probably in an effort to get me to hurry up.

      "You're half an hour late," he snapped, like he expected me to pay him, or apologize. Neither was going to happen. I agreed to two-o'clock-ish, and only because he'd insisted. I'd just driven seven hours straight from Indianapolis to Potter Grove. I had a car full of my entire belongings and I think I may have smelled a little like Dr. Pepper from a soda explosion somewhere around Chicago. He never even asked how my trip went. Did I hit much traffic? Did I make good time? As soon as my foot hit the first step of the porch, he thrust a stack of papers at me and a pen.

      "I was on my way out, actually. I thought you'd forgotten. Like I said before I have to fly out of here at 3:30 and we have a lot to discuss," he said. "First and foremost..."

      I heard a familiar sound and Ronald lost my attention again.

      Rex, our Labrador and the only thing I missed about my marriage to Jackson, sprinted across the front lawn over to me. I swear the dog was smiling.

      I hugged him hard, running my hands through his short golden fur. "I missed you too," I said, over and over again.

      Ronald continued talking like I was listening. "There's a stipend of two thousand dollars a month while you take care of Rex."

      "A stipend," I said, actually listening now. "Did you say two thousand?" That was more than I'd ever made freelance writing horrible articles from my mother's basement. Hot damn! Maybe I'd be able to tackle my novel after all.

      Ronald continued in his monotone voice. "We've gone over this before, Ms. Taylor, please try to keep up. That's to cover utilities and expenses for Rex."

      I remembered how much expenses were for a house of this size, and a couple thousand dollars was pretty bare-boned. I would have to get a side job while I wrote my book after all.

      "Rex's schedule is outlined on page two. Please initial at the bottom that you agree to all terms..."

      I flipped over to page two and scribbled my initials without bothering to look over anything. Ronald had to fly out of here at 3:30 and I had to keep up, after all.

      Rex eagerly pushed his head into my hand as I made a mostly for-show attempt at reading whatever it was Ronald was pointing out to me. The dog's large dark eyes looked up at me in the same playful way as the day I met him, even though he had to be old, very old. His little scarred nose shot through my hand again and again. I definitely got the feeling he was trying to tell me something.

      I always told Jackson that Rex was the smartest dog in the world. He dropped something hard and smooth into my hand then stood back and panted, waiting for me to pay attention to him. I missed him, too, from his lopsided ears to the little V-shaped scar on the tip of his nose. "In a minute, big guy. I promise we'll catch up or play fetch or whatever you want." I mindlessly shoved the thing he gave me into my pocket and tried to keep up with the fast-talking lawyer.

      "Now, onto the house agreement."

      "House agreement?" I said. "This is my house, right? As in, I agree to do whatever the hell I want with it like sell it or burn it, mostly sell it."

      Ronald tapped his antique Rolex.

      I stopped talking and paid attention.

      "To boil it down," he said, turning toward the door that led to the kitchen, making his now-famous circular finger motion so I'd quickly follow him inside. "Everything. Everything's protected under this agreement. Not a single antique or piece of hand-crafted wallpaper can be sold... or burned, or else the entire agreement is null and void. You are to receive this house under the conditions that you take care of Rex without changing a thing until the dog's demise. Rex is very sensitive to change."

      He pointed around the kitchen first, which was exactly like the day I left it, everything in gorgeous dark thick mahogany with ornamental designs carved into the woodwork. He opened one of the cabinets above the counter. I tried to remember what was in there -- water glasses and coffee mugs. I peeked in. I was right.

      "You will see on pages four through eighteen that a detailed count has been made of all the china, glasses, goblets, silverware, stoneware..."

      I stared at the pages that listed everything in the kitchen along with the place at the bottom of each page I was supposed to initial to say that everything was correct to the best of my knowledge and that I wouldn't change a thing. I should've known there'd be a stack of paperwork the size of an old phonebook to sign to get this place. The prenup I'd signed had been equally as thick. I was a fool to sign that eleven years ago, and here I was about to be the fool again.

      Ronald saw me checking ahead through the agreement. "He's an old dog," he said, his voice finally rising out of its monotone, like he was trying to project optimism. "He won't last long, I'm sure. And then, at that time, the house is yours to burn.”

      I looked down at my Lab. I'd rather have him alive. The only reason I hadn't fought for Rex during the divorce was because I knew I'd never get him. Jackson had owned Rex when I met him almost 12 years ago, and he hadn’t been a puppy.

      Rex followed at my heels as I walked around the kitchen, and a thought occurred to me: How would anyone know if I accidentally threw out a fork or sold an antique tea set to help pay for electricity? This dog wasn't talking.

      Ronald seemed to read my mind. "Mrs. Harpton will be here on Thursdays and Mondays to clean and inspect the place to make sure the contract is still in good standing. Come along," he said. "We have more to discuss and I have to fly out of here soon."

      We went from room to room as the lawyer droned on, each sentence more of a life sentence than the last.

      "And you will take no more than three weeks of vacation a year, completely at your discretion, but allowing Mrs. Harpton ample time to make arrangements. You are expected to be here all other nights.”

      "All other nights?" I repeated. "You can't mean that. What if I get a boyfriend?"

      The lawyer's alarm chimed on his phone. He chuckled, pulling it out of his pants pocket. "About the only thing a cellphone's good for around here since there's no coverage, I'm afraid. I've got to go. Remember, the phone people will be here tomorrow to install your landline around 11:00, cable and Internet too. I'll transfer the utilities bill next week."

      He patted Rex's head then, after looking and seeing me scanning through the agreement, made a mock-signing motion to show me what I should be doing. I quickly initialed and signed the last few pages where spots were highlighted and handed the thick stack of papers back to him. The terms were weird, and restrictive, but I could always decline the inheritance later if I decided I couldn't stand it. Give the place to one of the people who were none too happy with me getting it.

      But right now, I needed a house, a place away from my mother and her constant reminders that I was a 31-year-old failure without a husband, kids, or a career she could brag about at bingo. I also missed Rex, and in a way, this town. As creepy as it all was, it was also familiar and comforting.

      As soon as the lawyer left, I plopped down on the rich Victorian settee in the living room and ran a hand over its crimson fabric, which was in remarkably good shape for its age, no tears or stains, no discoloration. It was funny. I could almost hear my ex-husband's pretentious, snotty voice, calling me from the kitchen. "Carly doll, you burned the pizza again. Why do you buy those frozen, awful things, anyway?"

      My stomach growled. And I almost cried. Pizza. I hadn't thought about groceries. I was in such a hurry to get here on time for a weird lawyer who'd just made me sign my life away that I'd forgotten to buy food. I'm sure Destiny hadn't left me anything to eat in this place that wasn't thoroughly seasoned with arsenic. I'd have to drive back down the hill or starve. I couldn't do it, not after driving seven hours straight. I leaned my head against the pillow, a frustrated tear falling down my cheek.

      "Awww, how sweet," said a snotty familiar voice. "I miss me too."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Dead, But Not Forgiven

        

      

    

    
      I screamed and rolled off the settee, hitting the dogwood-patterned rug underneath, fully awake now despite the motion pill I took and my exhaustion. "Jackson?" I said, looking around the room. My throat went dry and I could hardly get my voice to work right.

      What looked like the dark figure of my ex-husband appeared in the shadows near the entrance to the kitchen. I closed my eyes for a full three seconds then opened them again. He was still there. A very faded version. His color was weak and strange as he stood in the entryway. Or, was he standing?

      “Did you fake your death?” I whispered.

      I moved closer to him, blinking my eyes, telling myself my mind was just overly tired.

      The thing by the kitchen was Jackson, all right. I was able to make out the beard he always claimed wasn't pretentious even though he had a special comb for it and the tweed jacket with the elbow patches he liked to wear because it made him look like "a walking cliche of an English professor." No one ever understood his jokes.

      “Is this a joke?”

      His laugh was loud as it echoed off the wall, causing the curtains behind me to sway a little. No human could do that. “Come on, Carly doll. I expected a hug,” he said.

      Slowly, I moved for my purse, which I'd thrown onto the couch earlier. I suddenly had the energy to not only drive back down that hill but also to head back into Indianapolis again. My mother's basement awaited me. I cringed thinking about it, mostly because I'd made a "this is my life" speech about independence and never coming back that might've included something about a septic tank. Why did I have to burn every bridge?

      I took a step back then another, never taking my eyes off the strange, yet familiar, figure floating in the shadows.

      "Leaving so soon? But you just got here."

      I must be imagining this, I told myself. "Ghosts aren't real," I said out loud in an almost defiant tone.

      "Yet here we are." He crossed his arms so I could see the dumb elbow patches better. So I would know for sure it was him. He went on. "I have to say, I'd forgotten how cute you are when you're caught off guard."

      I threw my purse back down on the couch. "I should've known this would be the reason you'd give me a house. You somehow knew you'd be able to come back and haunt it, so you thought it'd be fun to make Carly's life miserable one more time around. Well, I don't need to stay here."

      That was a lie. I did. My mother said she'd be charging more rent if I came back.

      He disappeared from the doorway, reappearing right next to me, and I screamed.

      "I'm here because I need your help. I didn't mean to scare you. I do hope I didn't scare you."

      I shook my head. "Nope, just annoyed me, like always." I was mostly annoyed I needed to get in touch with the lawyer and tell him to give this place to the Bowmans or Destiny, or whoever was next in line; I didn't care.

      "Caaaarrrrllllly Mae!" Someone called from the veranda door off my kitchen.

      I didn't move. For some strange reason, I was no longer sure if it was a human voice or another ghost's. Jackson disappeared and I slowly walked toward it.

      "Caaaarly Mae!"

      "It's just Carly now." I peeked out the kitchen window and almost toppled over. All I could see was a tuft of light blonde hair and the kind of broad shoulders that made little old ladies lose their bladder control. I knew exactly who it was.

      "Brock Calhoun," I said, my lungs finally able to breathe normally.

      He looked through the window at me with that same wild boyish grin from when we were younger, and I almost lost my faculties too. He looked good, but the best part was I could finally admit how good he looked now that I was a single lady, and he was a single man.

      I threw the door open and hugged him, surprised by how strong he was when he lifted me up a little. He smelled good, like cologne. Single men always did. It was only after you married them that you got to smell their true selves, "Eau de no longer trying."

      “Old George told me you were up at Gate House. So I wanted to come by, see if you needed anything.” He held up a bag from Thriftway. "I brought you a frozen pizza. I remember you used to love those things."

      I snatched the bag from his hand like a hungry animal and looked inside. There was also beer.

      “Bless you,” I said, my eyes almost tearing up.

      He continued. "I would've called, but I won't have your phone number until tomorrow,” he said, looking me over.

      I felt my face growing hot. "How will you have my number tomorrow? I mean, I'll give it to you, if you want it. Do you want it? The phone company's coming at eleven. But you can have my cell phone number right now." Tina's face came to my mind, and the guilt that went with it.

      This was her man.

      He pulled on the name-tag part of his light blue button down shirt that bulged at the seams in all the right places. At first I only noticed the shirt, but then I saw what he was getting at. He was holding his name tag. "I forgot you worked for Landover Cable and Phone," I said, turning on the oven and tossing the pizza onto a cold rack. I turned back around. He was staring at me.

      "You look good," he said, without hesitation, like he wasn't just politely lying. I knew my frizz was extra frizzy, probably lumping out of its bun in a clown-like poof. I smoothed my hand over it to check. It wasn't too bad. I'd sneak off in a minute to check a mirror.

      Brock Calhoun was voted sexiest man at the Thriftway by the girls there way back when. There were really only three of us voting. And after he asked Tina out instead of me, I changed my vote.

      “Need some help moving in?" he asked. “Or do you like your car being full of stuff?”

      "I'm not staying," I admitted.

      His face dropped. "Really? Why?"

      "Maybe I'll stay. I don't know." Had I really just said that? Was I seriously thinking about staying in a creepy old house that my annoying ex-husband was in the middle of haunting in a town with a murderer on the loose because a cute boy seemed interested? Being 31 and single had made me significantly more desperate than I ever thought I'd be. "I think the place might be haunted."

      I pulled open the top drawer on the kitchen island and grabbed the bottle opener that I knew would be in there because it was always in there. I opened one of the beers and handed it to him. He took it and handed me something long and dangly back. It was a silver necklace with a shiny black stone pendant.

      "Obsidian," he said, matter-of-factly, like that meant something. "My aunt thinks this place is haunted. It's from her."

      His aunt Rosalie owned an upscale hippie shop in the main part of Potter Grove that sold overpriced incense and beaded clothing. I also heard she did seances and read people's cards on the weekends to make a little extra cash. None of the rich baby-boomer ex-hippies who vacationed at Landover Lake could leave the area without stopping in at Rosalie's Purple Pony shop. He pointed to the stone. “It’s supposed to ward off evil spirits, if you believe in that stuff."

      I couldn't put the necklace on fast enough. "So this gets rid of spirits, huh? Evil ones," I said loudly so my ex would hear me. "They won't be able to touch me? Or follow me around? Or talk to me at all," I asked.

      "Are they doing that right now?" Brock's horrified expression let me know I shouldn't answer that truthfully.

      "Come on," I said, taking another swig off my beer. "Let's go get my stuff. I guess I'll give this place a trial period." Again, I seemed to mostly be talking to my ex.

      There were three levels to the main part of the house. The second floor had zero options for me to sleep in, unless I wanted to sleep in the nursery (with the bug-eyed weird horse sculpture mounted on the wall that I seriously doubted any living child actually picked out) or the maid's quarters down the hall from it. Nope. I pointed up the staircase to the man who was carrying the boxes. Sweat dripped from Brock's temple.

      "You sure you don't want help?" I asked.

      He shook his head "no," and we kept going up. Since I wasn't about to stay in the master, my only other options were a creepy room with what looked like dead blackbirds pasted to the wall or the room I'd begun calling Old Lady Death because its fleur-de-lis patterned wallpaper looked like a dead grandmother's dress. I pointed to Old Lady Death.

      "I bet you start remodeling right away," Brock said when he saw the room. He set the suitcases on the bed and sat down on the wooden chair off to the side that looked more like an electric chair than one made for comfort.

      "I wish I could. I signed an agreement not to touch anything in the house."

      He laughed, but when I didn't laugh with him, he stopped. "You're serious."

      "Part of the trial basis," I said. "I'm not sure I can live in a horror house."

      "Sorry." He looked around, like he was searching for something to compliment. "Wallpaper's nice."

      "Yes, if you like the lining of a casket. I'll probably spend most of my time terrified, but at least I’ll have Rex."

      "Rex is good protection," he said, looking over at the dog who had peeked into the room as if on cue. "But he's an old dog. You should get a gun or some mace. You heard about the..."

      I nodded. "Murders? Another reason this is a trial arrangement. I'm not sure I want to live in a place where I have no cellphone coverage, and I need a gun or mace."

      "Or a strong man for protection."

      I shoved my hands in my pocket and gulped. I knew my face was getting red. ”Pizza's probably done," I said, turning back down the hall.

      Brock bent down and picked up a long gray rock from off the red carpeting. "You dropped something," he said, handing it to me.

      I checked my pocket. It must've been the thing Rex had given me before. I held it up to the window at the end of the hall where a little bit of light was struggling to make it around the heavy curtains. "Rex brought this to me when I was talking to the lawyer. What do you think it is?"

      "I don't know," Brock said, taking it from my hand. "Sure looks like a bone to me."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          A Favor

        

      

    

    
      "You don't think this bone is human, do you?" I asked as I chugged my beer by the kitchen island downstairs.

      He shrugged. “Could be.”

      “Then I'm going to take it to the sheriff first thing tomorrow. But tonight, I'm going to board up the entire house and sleep snuggled up with that block of steak knives as my pillow.”

      Brock snapped a picture of the bone with his cellphone. "Wait, you're gonna take this bone to the sheriff tomorrow? Really? To Sheriff Caleb Bowman?" He raised his beer to his lips but chuckled so hard he almost spilled it. "You two buddy-buddy now that you got the house he always thought he should own?"

      "Shoot. I forgot Caleb was the sheriff." Caleb was Jackson's cousin, and the person most people thought should've been next in line for the inheritance since Jackson hadn't had any children. I took a bite of pizza. It burned the roof of my mouth. “I’ll take the bone to Justin then," I mumbled with my mouth full of burning hot pizza. Justin was the deputy. He was also my ex. So, my choices for turning in the bone were: awkward sheriff or slightly less awkward deputy. Welcome back to Potter Grove, Carly.

      Brock leaned into me, both of us standing pretty close at the kitchen island while we ate our pizza straight off the cooling rack, looking out the window without saying too much. I felt the warmth of his hand getting closer to mine. As soon as our fingers touched, a thunderous jolt shook the house. We both turned around. Brock had pizza smeared across the front of his shirt. The sound of cicadas picked up outside, like laughter. Then a cookbook fell off the top shelf of the kitchen cabinet, almost smacking him square on the head.

      “What the hell?” he shouted. “An earthquake?"

      I grabbed my necklace and glared around the room at nothing.

      "Here, let me help you clean up," I said, yanking open the dish towel drawer, watching the room for more flying stuff.

      "Don't worry about it. I should get going, anyway, unless you're afraid."

      "No, I'm fine. I have Rex. Besides, I don't want you to have to drive down in the dark. It took me almost half an hour to get up that hill today."

      He laughed. "I've got a truck, Carly Mae. I'll be down in ten-fifteen minutes, tops. But you should really get the drive paved. Backside of the hill too. It could be a shortcut into Landover from this side of Potter Grove. You know that right?"

      I nodded. I did know that. It had been a sore spot between me and Jackson when we were living here and commuting into Landover, which meant a long drive down the hill and back around when all we really had to do was pave the back of the hill.

      "Yeah, there are a bunch of things I wish I could change around here," I said. I watched him leave. His slightly tight, dark blue work pants looked good from all angles, even with a pair of latex work gloves sticking out of his back pocket, swishing around like a bright blue tail.

      I did like a guy in uniform.

      My stomach turned, thinking about Tina, the guilt building up along with the resentment that I was basically second fiddle over here with Brock.

      I wondered how my old friend was doing, if she was finally out of her "rough patch," which was what Mrs. Carmichael called her schizophrenia.

      Hearing Brock's truck maneuvering its way over the rocks as he pulled out of the driveway sent a chill up my spine. I was alone again.

      I picked up the cookbook that had fallen off the top shelf. A photo bookmarked one of the pages, so I opened to it. It was a picture of me and Jackson back when we were dating. I had flour on my face from my failed attempt at tossing pizza dough, and he was laughing at me. I ran my finger over the photo. We had some good times back before he turned into a controlling, drunken stripper-lover.

      "He's not very bright, you know?"

      It was my ex again. I slowly ran my hand down my face. "Who are you talking about, Jackson? Brock? Maybe he's just not very arrogant and stuck on himself so that's what's throwing you off."

      "No, the man's a walking drool cup."

      Just like when we were married, I ignored him and grabbed a Ziploc bag from a drawer and began putting pizza in it.

      He leaned against the cabinet as he talked, like a ghost could get comfortable. "The guy feels the kitchen island hit him in the back, a cookbook flies off the shelf, and pizza is smeared on the front of his work shirt, and all he can do is grunt and say, 'Me go home?' Your knight in shining armor. Congratulations. He's a keeper."

      "Shut up," I said. "You do not get to talk to me, at all. Ever. You know what? When you gave me this house, I thought, 'Maybe Jackson wasn't that bad after all, Carly. Sure, he cheated on you with Destiny and left you with nothing but bills and regret, but maybe there was some sort of kindness there.' I was wrong."

      I chucked the bag of pizza across the room at him. It flew right through his stomach like nothing was there. I ran up the first flight of stairs, unclasping the stupid obsidian necklace as I ran. It obviously did nothing to ward off evil.

      He hovered right behind me. "Like I was saying before we were interrupted by Sir Drools-a-lot back there, I need your help."

      I ran up the second flight of stairs, my breath growing heavy as I did. This was going to be a lot of work, running away from my 50-something-year-old, immature ghost of an ex who no longer seemed to tire. "Why in the hell should I help you," I asked, trying not to sound out of breath.

      "I will leave if you'll do me one favor."

      I stopped and turned toward him, surprised by how lifelike and sad his eyes looked at the moment. "So you're saying you'll leave forever?"

      He put his head down like he was hurt by that. "If you want."

      "Yes, done. What is it?"

      "I want you to solve my murder."

      I rolled my eyes. "That is going to be very hard to do. I heard you died of a heart attack. Drinking and strippers will do that to a man in his fifties."

      He patted the area that used to contain his heart, not that I thought he ever had one. "You looked up the cause of my death? You do care."

      "Nope."

      "Did it ever occur to you that it was ruled a heart attack because the coroner was in on it?"

      I closed my eyes and tried to will him to leave. I opened my eyes again. He was still there. "Not everything has a conspiracy theory behind it. I seriously doubt your heart attack was made up by a diabolical coroner."

      "Suspicious things started happening to me just before I died. Someone cut the brakes on my car. Another time, I spent all night in the emergency room. Hospital staff couldn't figure it out, but I knew I'd been poisoned. I even filled out a report with Caleb. At the time, I thought Destiny was involved. But after the police did nothing about it, I thought Caleb might've been. All I knew was the attempts on my life had to be tied to my will, so I cut a few key players out. My cousins, my uncle, my wife."

      "And you gave the house to me."

      "The one person who loved me for me and would actually take care of Rex."

      "I'll look into your death, but you also have to promise to butt out of my personal life," I said. "No more throwing cookbooks or smearing pizzas. No more calling Brock Sir Drools-a-lot. Hopefully, you'll be seeing a lot of him."

      "I can hardly wait. He's very charming. Drool and all. So, it's a deal?"

      "Sure," I replied. "But what if I find out you died of natural causes?"

      His voice was right up next to me now, whispering. "I didn't, but if that's your conclusion after what I deem to be a thorough investigation then, sure. I'll move on."

      I wasn't really going to look into his death. My ex was crazy. The only person who wanted to see him dead was the person he was dumb enough to give his house to, or was dumb enough to take it. I wasn't sure which one of us was Sir Drools-a-lot yet.

      "One other thing," I said before he faded away. "If you see anything suspicious..."

      "You mean like a murderer?"

      "Yes. Feel free to wake me up or scare them off.”

      Now that I knew what was haunting this house, I wasn't afraid anymore, just pissed off I had to live with it.

      I moved my stuff to the master bedroom as soon as I got upstairs, surprised by how easy it was to make the move, and how empowered I felt making it. I set my suitcase down on the large king-sized four-poster with the crisp white quilt and watched it sink into the lumpy mattress. The last time I'd been up here, more than four years ago, Jackson and Destiny were laying side by side in this very bed. They hadn't even bothered to lock the door. Jackson knew the precise moment I got home from the university every single day, too. Tuesdays was 7:46, right after I taught the 101 English class as a graduate assistant. He must've wanted me to find them.

      Thinking back on how Rex had greeted me downstairs that night, I can see it was more like a warning the way he tugged on the hem of my favorite cigarette pants not allowing me to go up the stairs. I should've known something was up. Jackson had been acting differently for months, along with everyone else around me too. The hushed whispers of the other staff members at Landover University when they'd notice me walking by. Everyone knew Carly Mae's husband had been going to the strip clubs, drunk and disorderly, hanging over all the women.

      But I blocked it out, dismissed it as a midlife crisis. I'd even checked out a book on how to help someone through such a weird part of their life. So he liked a little porn? A lot of men did. It wasn't like he was cheating on me.

      I was carrying that stupid library book when I heard giggling coming from the other side of my bedroom door.

      Funny how I remember the very outfit I was wearing and the book I was carrying. The book I should've thrown at them, and would have if I hadn’t remembered last second that it was a library book. I was never going to let myself forget even one painful moment or detail from that night because I knew in the back of my mind that remembering it was the only way I was never going to repeat it.

      I had a backbone now. I was no longer sweet, stupid Carly Mae, the girl who was last to know about her husband's affair. I was Carly.

      And this man was no longer welcome in my house. Not even dead.
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          Bones to Pick

        

      

    

    
      I could feel the small-town gossip already forming as I drove through town the next day. People noticing my car, elbowing the person they were walking with while mouthing the words, "That's her." They all knew so much about me, and Jackson, and Destiny, and the Bowmans — the main reason I left in the first place.

      Today, with my shiny new lipgloss (thanks to Shelby) and my hot pink sundress that was probably about four inches too short for most people in town even though it was knee level, I waved back to them. "That's right. The girl who refuses to buy a truck even though she could probably use one isn't Carly Mae anymore," I said to the town as I passed them. "She's just Carly now... even if she hasn't been able to correct anyone on that name change yet."

      The Purple Pony was a little shop crying out for attention, and it had no problems getting it in this beige town. A gigantic, glittery, wooden, purple and yellow unicorn smiled at patrons as they entered from the top of the door. I used to go here more often than I needed to (because who needs to go to a hippie shop that often) for the same reason everyone else did. Its owner, Rosalie Cooper. You weren't someone unless you had a crazy "Rosalie story" or two to swap around town.

      When I entered, I wasn't the least bit surprised to find it empty. It was a 50-50 shot you'd get any customer service at the Purple Pony. Rosalie was usually in the back making jewelry or painting something colorful.

      While the outside of the store was bright and loud, the inside was its equal in quiet and subdued, mostly earth tones, with brown Oriental rugs and plants interspersed among the racks of mostly tan, but beaded and adorned, shirts and skirts.

      "I'm in the back," she yelled when she heard the wind chimes on the door. I walked through the maze of incense smells into the back room. Rosalie was behind a large easel, her thick bare arms moving in wild strokes like a mad woman as she dabbed on a brush of turquoise, a glob of silver. I hugged her from behind, avoiding the still-wet-looking blue paint streaks spiraling around a dreadlock, and thanked her for the necklace. She almost fell over.

      "What do you think?" she asked, motioning toward the colorful lion in front of her. Her eyes, which were the same color as the paint in her hair, really stood out behind her almost nonexistent eyelashes. She never wore makeup and didn’t need to.

      "It's going to fit in perfectly."

      She leaned back and stared at it a second. "Needs more yellow."

      "Lions tend to be yellow," I said.

      She nodded, and reached her brush into the little glob of yellow on her palette, brushing it gingerly along the sides of its green mane. "You know, when I heard you were here, I told Brock he needed to go up there with that necklace. I tell you, Carly Mae, there's something evil about that house you inherited..."

      "Yes," I told her. "My ex-husband."

      She laughed like I was joking. Her long gray dread-locked ponytail bounced from one shoulder to the next.

      I lowered my voice and told her everything that had happened yesterday, minus the part about how Jackson thought her nephew was dumb. Rosalie was the only person I could mention these things to, the only person who'd believe me if I told her I had a ghost.

      She cocked her head to the side and her mouth fell open a little. "So, you're saying you had an actual, voices-heard conversation with your dead ex-husband?"

      I nodded. Maybe I was wrong to think she'd believe me. "He thinks he was murdered, and he wants me to investigate it for him."

      She went back to her painting. "I thought he had a heart attack?"

      "He did. He was pretty delusional when he was alive, too."

      She wiped her fingers on her smock and scooted her stool over to the sky blue and purple antique cabinet sitting along one of the back walls. "I think I know why you inherited that house," she said, yanking on a semi-stuck drawer. It finally opened and she pulled out a small heart-shaped plastic device that looked like it came out of a Ouija board game. "This is a planchette. It's how most people talk to the deceased. I don't use it, but a lot of mediums do. They ask the spirit-world questions and it uses their hands to write down answers. But you're saying you've got direct-voice mediumship."

      "Yeah. But I could definitely see him too."

      "Holy smokes. If I'd have known you had such a gift, I would've hired you to do seances with me."

      "I never had anything like this happen to me before," I said, trying to think back in my life to make sure that was true. I used to have invisible friends back when I was little that seemed pretty real. But then, that was mostly because I was not a popular kid.

      "It's like any gift. You have to practice it in order to get control over it. I wonder if that's why they left you the house," Rosalie said, nodding.

      "They?"

      "The Bowmans."

      "The Bowmans?" I chuckled. "The Bowmans didn't leave me squat. Jackson Bowman did."

      "I wasn't talking about the living Bowmans, dear. I was talking about the ones at Gate House. We should do a seance there."

      I shook my head, "no." Something told me the house would hate that. It was probably written in blood somewhere in my 75-page contract. "I just want to get rid of my ex-husband, that's all," I said. "I can't get dressed, thinking he's watching me. I can hardly go to the bathroom. And he's crazy. He threw a cookbook at Brock last evening because, get this, I think he was jealous."

      She fell right into my trap. She threw me a knowing smile. "He's single, you know, and handsome. But then I'm probably biased; 6 foot 3, blue eyes, single. Did I mention the single part?"

      I blushed. "So he and Tina are through then? For good?"

      "Yeah, they haven't been a couple for more than a year. He did all he could on that one, more than most. She has to be the one to take her pills and try to get better."

      It sounded like Tina's schizophrenia was still getting the best of her after four years of treatment.

      Rosalie pulled out a small, dark green, worn-out book from the same drawer as the planchette. The book was old and its pages seemed to crackle and stick together as she thumbed through them. She stopped somewhere in the middle and pointed to a passage. "Ah, here it is. Sometimes spirits may not realize their presence is inappropriate..."

      "I'm pretty sure this one does," I said. "I think he's trying to be inappropriate."

      "Even if he knows, there are still ways to encourage him to move on to a higher life."

      "Or a lower one," I chuckled. "Whichever side will take him."

      Rosalie ignored my joke and continued. "But in the case of that house, I think there might be a deeper disturbance going on there, maybe a curse," she said. "Or, at least, that's been the rumor for a while. I can come over and try a few things tomorrow morning before I open shop, if you want. I've been wanting a shot at Gate House since I was a little girl. It's a clairvoyant's dream."

      "Well then let's do it. Bring that book, and try everything in it," I said.

      The wind chimes on the door rang again. Another customer. Rosalie slid off her stool and wobbled over to the main part of the store. I could tell her hip was bothering her again. That stubborn woman refused to carry a cane.

      "Rosalie, is that Carly Mae's car out front?" a voice asked. I recognized it. Caleb Bowman, Jackson's cousin.

      I came up behind Rosalie, peeking out from the corner of her shapeless green dress to see Caleb grinning at me in full sheriff uniform.

      He looked older than I thought he'd look. It had only been four years since I’d seen him last, but he looked like he’d aged 15. He was younger than Jackson, but his pale, weathered face and dark brown goatee made him look like a sad commercial for beard dye.

      He walked up closer to me, fixing his beady eyes on mine, like his stare and his police uniform were going to intimidate me.

      "Enjoying my family's house?" he asked.

      "It's okay, I guess. Little old."

      This made his neck veins throb, and his teeth clench.

      Rosalie stepped in front of us, her thick hands on her hips. She wobbled a little from her hip being unsteady and I grabbed one of her arms to help her.  "Caleb, leave her alone,” she said. “The only person you should be mad at is Jackson. Carly Mae had no idea your cousin was going to leave her that house. So why don't you go on down to the cemetery and spit on his grave or something useful like that."

      He scratched at his bushy goatee with the back of his uniform-sleeved arm. "Come on, Rosalie. You know Jackson better than that. Would he have left his house to the ex-wife he obviously couldn't stand if he was in his right mind? That's gotta be a fake will or there's some nefarious reason. And I might know what that reason is. I just got done talking to my friends at the Landover police department. Everyone thinks it's weird how these murders and disappearances suddenly stopped the minute Jackson's heart did."

      I looked at Rosalie then back at Caleb, trying not to look at my purse where I still had a suspicious bone in the compartment usually reserved for my cell phone.

      Caleb went on. "You gonna pretend you don't know about the murders?"

      "I was told when I came into town, but I don't know much."

      "Well, go on down to the library and catch up on some local news." He looked at me about 10 seconds too long before leaving, as if not knowing enough about a murder somehow made you an accomplice to it. Potter Grove's finest, right there.

      Rosalie turned to me. “It’s just a rumor that’s been making the rounds. You remember how small towns are.”

      I nodded. I was all too familiar.

      “Jackson died about four months ago, around the same time the last strippers went missing. And no one’s gone missing since. That’s all. People talking nonsense. It’s nothing.”

      "Strippers?" I said. No wonder they were accusing my ex. He did have a thing for strippers. And there was that bone in his yard... nobody but me knew that last part, though.

      I still didn't think the bone in my purse could possibly have belonged to one of the missing women, though. Sure, my ex-husband had changed a lot over the years, and he did have a penchant for boozing it up with strippers. But murdering them and burying them in his backyard? That seemed like an awful lot of work for a privileged man who probably didn't even know if he owned a shovel. Besides, the ladies were only missing for four months. Even if they died on the first day, they wouldn't have been reduced to a skeleton yet. And this bone was about as clean as they got. I'd quietly turn it into Justin later.

      But first I needed to learn more about these murders.
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          Strippers

        

      

    

    
      Right as you walk into the Landover County Library, on the back wall just above the copiers, hangs a gigantic black-and-white photo of the building's ribbon-cutting ceremony taken sometime in the 50s. Mrs. Nebitt, the town librarian, is the one holding the gigantic scissors. She was scowling then too.

      I nodded my hello to her, but she barely peered up from behind the humungous computer monitor that hid all but the tiny glare from her coke bottle glasses and a tuft of cottony hair. Still, I thought she'd be happy to see me. Not too many people came into this library on a regular basis, but I had always been one of them. I waved. "Hi, Mrs. Nebitt. Remember me? It's Carly." I almost said "Carly Mae," only remembering at the last second to leave the Mae part off. She grunted out an irritated shushing noise. Aww, she did remember me.

      Twelve years ago, when I first walked into this library and signed up for a library card, she'd given me that same disapproving look, like I had been trying to obtain a fake ID or something. Cheat the town out of a whole slew of funny-smelling paperbacks. Then, after finding out I was about to be Jackson Bowman's wife, she made a point of telling me what she thought of that.

      "Tell me something," she said, over-enunciating each syllable. "What kind of a young lady marries her much older professor? And what kind of a man does she get? A decent one?" I thought at the time that she was just bitter and mean, and that she should mind her own business and stop talking in cryptic riddles. And now, her scowl was extra smug. She'd been right.

      I grabbed a stack of Gazettes and sat down with them at the one rectangular table in the periodicals section right next to an extra-large "Quiet" sign. My chair made a screeching sound across the tile and Mrs. Nebitt shushed me again, even though we were the only two in the library. Apparently, decent people worked on Thursday mornings, and everyone else should be scolded for drawing attention to their squeaky chairs and lack of employment.

      Every single Landover Gazette had a story about the murders and the missing women. No wonder Caleb thought it was suspicious that I hadn't heard much about them. They'd been the talk of the town for some time. He didn't realize there was a lot of news like this in Indianapolis. So much so, we hardly needed to get more of it from other cities.

      The girls ranged in age from 18 to 24, all were nude dancers, two had lived in Potter Grove, two from Landover. I started at the beginning with an article titled, Police Still Baffled By Missing Women. I thought about the police here in Potter Grove. That sounded about right.

      
        
        Trish Jenkins, 24, and Kelly Moore, 23, were last seen at work at the Night Owl in Landover on October 31 and were reported missing three days later by their parents after not returning calls or texts. Police do not suspect foul play at this time. Sources say the women were roommates behind on their rent and known to leave town for various questionable parties, sometimes not returning for days.

        

      

      I scanned through the pile of nothing-new articles until I found the next interesting one, the date their bodies were discovered. March 4.

      
        
        Local Boy Scouts Make Gruesome Discovery

      

      

      
        
        While collecting trash along Main Street Saturday morning, Boy Scout Troop 9071 at first thought they'd found a wig sticking out of the dirt. Upon further investigation it was determined to be human remains. Police were summoned immediately. No confirmation has been made on the identities of the victims, but they are believed to be those of missing Landover dancers, Trish Jenkins and Kelly Moore.

        

      

      The strangest part was that they were found without clothes or fingers. Police later discovered the fingers, stripped of flesh straight down to the bones, in a Ziploc bag next to the bodies.

      I wondered if they were the same Ziploc bags I had frozen pizza in right now. I couldn't stop reading between the lines that the bone in my purse was probably connected to these women.

      Apparently, the still-missing women were the younger of the bunch. One was just about to turn 19 when she went missing in March. She was stripping her way through college at Landover University, and her parents were particularly distraught in one of the interviews, blaming themselves because they couldn't afford her education, begging for her safe return. She was an English major who always wore a large blue pendant necklace her parents gave her when she started college. It had a Shakespearean quote engraved on the back: We know what we are, but not what we may be.

      I felt my shoulders hunching as I read. I had been 19 when I took Jackson's class. I was an English major too. Had she been one of his pupils? I couldn't help but notice the woman had similarities to both me and Jackson’s second wife, Destiny.

      Whoever wrote the article made it seem like these women had it coming to them. "Seen around town in scantily clad dresses, inviting perversion."

      Inviting perversion?

      I realized I was clenching my teeth and I tried to relax. I used to blame Destiny for Jackson cheating on me, like her "scantily clad clothes" had invited his perversion. Truth was, he was the one who caused his own perversion. He was the problem. I almost wished he was also a murderer. Then, I'd have another reason to hate him. Then, the threat would be over for any more women. But, I honestly didn't think he could have done this.

      I gathered up the Gazettes and carefully put them away so I wouldn't get an extra scowl. Then I grabbed my purse to head down to the station.

      "I knew you'd come in here." It was Caleb Bowman's booming voice, yelling from across the library. Mrs. Nebitt didn't even shush him. "Did you find some evidence at your house that you're looking up? Is that the reason my cousin gave you everything? Because he knew you'd be the one person who'd cover up a murder for him?"

      I whisper-yelled back to him. "You are really grasping at straws here, Caleb, and we both know it. Nobody plans things out like that, and besides, I would be the last person to help that man out, dead or alive."

      "You might for a free house and a significant inheritance.”

      Mrs. Nebitt shushed me. Me. Even though Caleb had been yelling the entire time.

      I lowered my voice even lower. "You'll stop at nothing to try to take that inheritance, though, huh?"

      There was no way he could have known I had discovered evidence at my house unless he planted that evidence, if it was evidence, which it probably wasn’t.

      I pushed by him and went straight to the police station, only because I knew Caleb wouldn't be there. And I could trust the deputy. Maybe.

      Christine, a middle-aged woman with short red hair, thick cheeks, and a wide smile, rushed over as soon as I stepped through the door. "Carly Mae. I heard you were back in town."

      I gave her a quick hug. Justin and Christine both seemed normal. I had no idea how they put up with a spastic man-child like Caleb day after day. "Is Justin here?"

      "No, he's out on patrol. Why?"

      I briefly thought about giving her the evidence, but I wasn't sure it was even evidence or what was going on. "Can I leave you my number to have him call me?"

      "Sure. Why? He's single, you know? And just as cute as ever."

      I was starting to notice you couldn't be a single woman in Potter Grove without people trying to throw men at you. I wondered briefly why I left.

      When I didn’t say anything, Christine’s smile fell. “That’s right. I forgot you two dated.” She quickly looked down at her paperwork again, making me realize my reputation around this place might be tainted by whatever stories Justin Fortworth was telling everyone.

      I scribbled my number and a quick "Call me as soon as you get this" note on the sticky note she handed me, debating for a good half a minute whether I should add that it was about business so he wouldn't think something else. I didn't.

      Then I hightailed it over to the Walmart to pick up some food for the house and the ugliest swimsuit I could find to shower in. I did not trust my awful, perverted dead ex-husband to know his boundaries at my house. He was, after all, still the problem.

      But before Rosalie got rid of him tomorrow, he had some explaining to do, about bones in the yard and possible missing strippers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          On Shaky Ground

        

      

    

    
      Brock's large white work truck was already waiting for me when I got up the hill to Gate House. He was right on time. In more ways than one, I was pretty sure.

      He looked exactly the same as yesterday -- same blue uniform and work pants -- but when he got out of his truck, my mouth dropped. I'd forgotten how good exactly-the-same could look sometimes. I adjusted my curls and sucked in my stomach before getting out of my car. The humidity instantly smacked my face and threatened my hair again. Rats. I was going to look exactly the same too.

      "You look good," he said, making me happy I'd taken the time to touch up my lip gloss while heading up the hill.

      He grabbed two of the bags from my grasp, and I made sure neither had the awful grandma swimsuit in it that I bought for wearing around my ex, something I still couldn’t believe I had to do. Not for long. Rosalie was coming tomorrow, I reminded myself.

      As we made our way to the veranda, I squinted at the patio table and chairs. They seemed to be shaking a little. The small potted plant on the side of the kitchen door jiggled like it was doing a dance then fell over.

      Slowly, I put my foot on the first step up to the porch. An almost shocking vibration ran up my leg, making my veins itch. I pulled it off again. The veranda was shaking, all right. It had to be my dead ex-husband. I couldn't wait to get rid of that guy.

      Was he going to be like this every time people came over?

      Brock was about to step onto the veranda when the front door swung open and a cloud of dust almost smacked us in the face. All I could see was a swiftly moving broom, but I knew who was holding it. Mrs. Harpton. I'd forgotten she always came on Thursdays. I'd only met the woman two other times. Jackson used to say she was the only housekeeper the Bowman family trusted with the Victorian.

      But I always avoided the strange woman when I was married, which was just fine with Mrs. Harpton. She liked to do her cleaning and managing of the property without anyone around. According to her, “People slowed her."

      Her long, heavy, black dress scratched along the veranda as she moved. Her dark hair was always severely parted in the middle and plastered to her head in lumpy waves that seemed to poof out at the bottom and tuck into themselves.

      When she saw us approaching, she curved her mouth farther down into its folds and shooed us away with the broom. "Not done yet," she said in lieu of a smile. Her voice quivered as she spoke. "Come back in 20 minutes."

      I stepped onto the shaky veranda. "We won't get in your way," I said. "I promise. But we do need to get into the house. We have to set up the phone and cable."

      "Don't care," she said, briskly spinning about with her broom.  She looked like a stiff dark blur with movements that were both fluid and mechanical at the same time. "Phone and cable were supposed to come at 11:00, but you changed the appointment."

      "Yes," I said. "I changed it because I was busy at eleven."

      "Be done in 20 minutes. Come back then," she said, shutting the door behind her.

      I looked back at Brock, who seemed to be laughing a little under his breath.

      "I think she's using some kind of machine or something that's shaking the house. It's probably best if we just wait the twenty minutes."

      We put the bags back in my car and Brock suggested we go for a walk around the outside of my house, something I didn't exactly want to do. I was wearing my good sandals and the outside of the house was mostly just overgrown bushes and trees, lots of places to catch Lyme Disease or find the dead strippers your husband killed.

      The cicadas picked up as we made our way around the wooded area. Sweat dripped along the back of my neck, and I briefly thought about going back to the car to get a beer, but Brock probably couldn't drink on the job, and it wouldn’t be polite to drink in front of him.

      Every once in a while, he'd look over at me and smile, the side of his face growing red. "Don't tell Tina, but back when we were all working at Thriftway, I was going to ask you out first."

      I smiled, remembering those days. It seemed like ages ago. "Things probably would've been a lot different if you had," I admitted, immediately kicking myself for saying something so telling. Truth was, I wasn’t sure I believed him right now. He was probably saying what he thought a second fiddle wanted to hear, when first fiddle was no longer an option.

      Everyone thought Brock and Tina were going to get married. They’d been dating on and off again for forever. Then, Tina had her first "rough spell" about four years ago. One day the poor girl seemed fine and the next, she was freaking out at the Shop-Quik, yelling that grizzly bears with blue-shoveled claws were conspiring with her mother to bite all of her limbs off, eat them like hotdogs.

      I was just about to ask Brock about Tina when he stopped walking. “I always wanted to know something about you.”

      I stopped and looked at him, his blue eyes seemed to almost sparkle in the sunlight.

      "Why’d you marry Jackson? He was so old.” He paused. He looked down at his work boots then back up again.

      Great. The rumor was back again. Everyone, including the town librarian, thought I dumped Justin for the obvious reasons.

      “His money," I said because the question took me by surprise, and it had been rude.

      He chuckled. "I heard it was daddy issues. You didn’t grow up with a dad.”

      “Neither did you,” I shot back then thought better about it. I stared at him, not sure how to correct my snippiness, not sure I wanted to. It was something Brock and I had in common. I knew Rosalie's sister adopted him, right before her husband died. We both only had adopted moms growing up.

      Mine had a slightly different story, though. My mother was one of those power-suit-wearing 80s-ladies who pummeled through glass ceilings with her shoulder pads. First woman engineer at Stellaplex in 1975. First woman supervisor by '83. But sometime along the way, in her early 40s, she looked around and realized she'd forgotten to have kids. So she took the next logical step and adopted. She didn’t need a man in the picture. And we never had one.

      I shrugged. "It doesn't matter, anyway,” I said. "Things were good with Jackson until they weren't. But he wasn't like a dad. He was someone I could trust who protected me. Sure, he told corny jokes, but he gave pretty good advice and... oh god, maybe there were some daddy issues in there."

      He slipped his hand into mine and turned toward me. I felt myself holding my breath. “We should get dinner sometime and really catch up on things," he said, looking first at the forest then up at the sky. He seemed to be avoiding my eyes.

      I pulled my hand away. I wasn't sure how dating him would go over in a town that was probably still rooting for Tina. I knew I should be rooting for her too. Realizing I was hesitating too long and Brock was still staring at the sky, I quickly said, "Yes." I couldn't let the collective feelings of a gossipy town affect my happiness.

      A real friend would contact Tina. A real friend would ask her how she felt about things.

      The ground shook under our feet like something large was rumbling nearby.  I could tell some sort of large vehicle was making its way up my drive.

      "Expecting someone?" he asked.

      "Only Mrs. Harpton," I replied as we slowly walked toward the sound. A cloud of dust gave way to a black and white SUV police car. Caleb Bowman's smirk gleamed through the front windshield.

      He rolled down his window and shoved a piece of paper into the air as he hit the last bumps of my driveway. The paper flapped wildly like it was waving hello.

      "Search warrant," he yelled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          What Remains to be Seen

        

      

    

    
      Pride wouldn't let me walk faster than a slow stroll over to the man's police car. Plus, Justin was in there with him.

      And damn it, he looked good. His thick dark hair blew in the wind from his open window, and I could only catch a glimpse of his almond-shaped eyes before he saw me looking at him and looked away. His short-sleeved uniform showed off his muscular arms covered in the kinds of tattoos my mother would spend the rest of her days googling if she ever saw them, convinced they were gang related.

      "Sorry to bother you, Carly Mae," Justin said in a strictly business tone as I approached the SUV. "Let's hope this is nothing."

      “I’m sure it is, knowing the source here,” I said, directing my remark to Caleb. I snatched the paper from him and examined it. It mentioned me and the fact I had found a possible human bone... "What? How on earth?"

      Justin got out of the car and bro-embraced Brock while the sheriff fumbled around on his phone. After a short second, Caleb handed the phone to me, and my attention went to the picture on his screen. It was the one Brock had taken yesterday while we were drinking beer.

      Brock came around to the other side of the car and glanced over my shoulder. "Oh yeah, I sent that to Justin."

      "After he showed it around the Spoony River last night, asking if it could be one of the strippers." Caleb added.

      My ex-husband's words echoed through my head. "He's not very bright, you know..."

      "I only wonder why you didn't turn that in," Caleb said to me, in a way that suggested there was a huge conspiracy behind my actions. The Bowmans liked their conspiracy theories.

      I pulled the Ziploc out of my purse and handed it to Caleb like it was no big deal. "I didn’t think it was a bone, but I left a message for Justin about it earlier today.”

      No wonder Caleb had been so smug at the library earlier. He probably already had the wheels in motion for that search warrant, the cartoon-villain jerk. “You could just have asked me about it. Asked to search the property. You didn't need a warrant.”

      "A professional canine unit will be arriving here any minute... from Landover," he said, like that was something impressive. I shrugged and went to get my Walmart bags from my car, slowly making my way into the house, even though I wasn't sure Mrs. Harpton was done and that I'd even be able to get in there yet.

      Thankfully, the door swung open to a spotless kitchen. Mrs. Harpton had some skills; the woman was fast and efficient, and the place never smelled like harsh chemicals when she was done or anything. "Mrs. Harpton," I half-yelled into the house when I entered through the kitchen, hoping she wouldn't actually hear me. I didn't want her shooing me out the door again.

      The little pitter patter of dog claws sliding along the hardwood answered my yell. Rex couldn't get there fast enough.

      "So, you don't mind if we have a look around?" Caleb asked, practically drooling over the house he thought should rightfully be his.

      "Oh, I mind," I said. "But you have a search warrant, so unfortunately, that doesn't matter. But you may only check where your search warrant is valid for. I noticed right now that's just the woods and property outside Gate House." I shooed him back out the veranda door like I was Mrs. Harpton. Rex growled at him, and I gave my dog an extra loving pat as the sheriff headed outside.

      Justin and Brock had been buddies since kindergarten, and I could tell they were speaking some sort of unspoken language to each other. I wondered if Brock was somehow talking to him about dating me, like the way I should be talking to Tina.

      "Did you get my note? I left it with Christine,” I said to Justin, interrupting their eyebrow talk.

      "I haven't been back to the station yet,” he replied.

      “Well, when you do, just know I was trying to turn the bone in." I mostly said that for Brock’s benefit, so he’d know why I wanted my ex-boyfriend to call me.

      Justin nodded, staring at me a second longer than I expected before heading out the kitchen door. Even though I’d dated the man for about four months before I dated Jackson, I didn’t really know too much about him. No one did. He was one of those rare creatures in Potter Grove who didn’t get talked about.

      As soon as the door closed behind him, I leaned into Brock and lowered my voice. "I wish you wouldn't have shown that picture around last night."

      "Sorry. I thought I was helping."

      "It's just I know Caleb's looking for ways to get his hands on this house, and I want to be careful."

      He had a bag full of cables in his hand. "I was honestly just trying to find out if anyone thought it was the missing girls The whole town's been on edge since the two women turned up murdered last year, with a bag of finger bones next to them. But you're right. This is an old house. That bone probably came from some family graveyard or something. And I should've let you handle it."

      I nodded and he left to go install my cable.

      I could hear Caleb yelling cuss words to Justin as they struggled with procedure. There weren't a lot of murders in Potter Grove, and they seemed to be googling what to do next.

      I headed out onto the veranda when I heard the canine unit pulling up to my driveway. A brunette who looked more like a model than a police officer got out of the car along with a german shepherd. Caleb approached her. "You're Officer Grant?" he said, half-chuckling.

      "Yes," she replied, stretching a pair of latex gloves over her fingers.

      His face dropped. "I thought they said they were sending out professionals.”

      Justin backed away from the two as the woman's face sharpened.

      "Excuse me?" she asked.  "Sheriff Bowman, didn't this house belong to your cousin?" She mumbled something into her radio. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with you sitting in on this investigation.”

      The heat felt thicker, and I went back inside to grab a beer and some microwave popcorn. This was about to get good. Brock came in when the smell of butter filled the air.

      "Poor Justin," he said, pulling off a disposable work glove so he could dig into the popcorn. "He hates that guy."

      "Everybody hates that guy," I replied. I smiled a little to myself when the radioed orders must've included Caleb sitting in his police car while Justin and the woman left with the dog.

      "Wait a second." I ran over to the glass cabinet in the dining room where antiques were displayed and grabbed the ridiculously old binoculars.

      I could only see small glimpses of the woman and her dog as they left one trail and entered another, Justin following closely behind.

      Suddenly, the dog took off down a trail and over into the woods, sniffing wildly, pacing back and forth. Justin and Officer Grant ran after him. I stuffed another huge handful of popcorn in my mouth, not even caring that I was shoveling my face like a starving, grunting animal. That's just the way I ate when I was nervous about something, and I couldn't take my eyes off the woods, praying that the dog had found a squirrel or an old buried pet turtle, or that he hadn't really smelled anything interesting. He was just excited to have so much open space.

      I took the binoculars off and shoved them at Brock who was still watching by my side. I could only picture the parents from the article, pleading for the safe return of their daughter, blaming themselves because they couldn't afford to pay for the girl’s education. And my ex-husband who seemed to have changed drastically during the last years of our marriage, along with the fact he sure liked strippers...

      "Please let that be a squirrel," I muttered over and over again.

      Officer Grant pushed her way through some overgrown bushes, emerging  from the woods, and Caleb rushed over to her. She held a small plastic bag out to him that seemed to be glimmering in the sunlight.

      "What is it?" I asked Brock.

      He put the binoculars up to his eyes. “Ohmygod. It looks like a bag of bones. Maybe. I can’t really tell. But there's a necklace with a large blue pendant in it," he replied.

      I coughed on a popcorn kernel.
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        * * *

      

      The police taped off most of my yard, and it didn't take but a couple minutes for more help to arrive. I couldn't watch the process even though it lasted all night long, the carefully bagging and photographing of the remains as uniformed and plain-clothed police officers hauled them into a van, professionals from all over Wisconsin, news crews too.

      I hadn't even been able to listen to Brock when he tried to explain how my new remote worked for my TV or about my probably-going-to-be-spotty internet connection. "Look, Carly Mae," he finally said, after my fourteenth Huh, what? "You seem pretty shook up. Are you gonna be okay. I could stay here tonight. You know, on the couch."

      Every part of me wanted to scream, "yes," and would have any other night. But, not tonight. I didn't want to see anyone or anything but my dead ex-husband.

      Of course, I couldn't tell Brock that. After he left, I paced the floor, trying to figure out how to conjure up a ghost. If I had the ability to talk to ghosts, I needed to know how to summon them. I rubbed my temples and tried to concentrate. "Jackson," I said, whispering. I closed my eyes. "Jackson!" I repeated, a little louder that time into the dim lighting of my living room at dusk.

      I blinked them open. A dark figure stood in the kitchen frame, leaning casually on the wall. A silhouette against the lights streaming from the many vehicles still parked out on the dirt lot that was my yard. "Jackson?" I asked just before my eyes adjusted and I realized it wasn't my ex. It was his cousin.

      "Don't tell me you're going crazy like your friend, Tina Carmichael," he said. "I wouldn't doubt it, though. I hear trauma can bring out some real nut-job behavior, PTSD and all, and what could be more traumatic than knowing you were married to a murderer? That could've been you out there, half buried, with your fingers off... or did you know about that?”

      "Okay, Caleb, did you need something? I'm really shook up, and I just want to go to bed."

      "So you thought you'd stand in your living room and call out your dead ex-husband's name?"

      "Please knock next time." My voice was weak, defeated almost.

      He didn't seem to hear a word I was saying. "If you do talk to Jackson, tell him it looks like he's in a world of trouble."

      "He's dead," I snapped. "I'm pretty sure he's received all the trouble he can get."

      "Yes, burning in hell is probably pretty troublesome," Caleb's voice was smug and sing-songy. Jackson used to tell me there were two lines of the Bowman name. The church-going side. And the ones who had a shot at getting into heaven. Caleb was definitely the former.

      He moved in closer to me. "I just came in to let the homeowner know we'll have people here all night, tomorrow too. Expect the FBI and probably the press as well. Sleep tight," he said. "You look good, Carly Mae." He headed out the door, and I locked and bolted it. Then I headed upstairs to try to summon the alleged murderer again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Playing Favorites

        

      

    

    
      I slammed the door to my room and threw myself onto the bed, listening to the clinks and clanks of the workers outside, cleaning up what used to be life and vitality, reduced now to the regimen of paperwork and cleaning crews. The house agreement sat on the nightstand, a business envelope paper-clipped to it with my name on it. I opened the letter.

      
        
        Dear Miss Taylor,

        This letter serves as a formal written reprimand of your negligence in handling the property known as Gate House and its main living occupant, Rex, as inspected by Mrs. Theona Harpton. After three formal reprimands, appropriate actions can be expected. Please note the following areas of improvement...

        

      

      There were more than one hundred areas of improvement, from how I was forbidden to change the schedule to how I couldn't leave plates on the drying rack past 10:00 at night.

      I grabbed my phone and tried to jump on the internet. I must have rights under this house agreement that Ronald failed to mention. I got nothing but a "cannot connect to internet" page.

      I tossed the letter and my phone back on top of the agreement and let my head hit the pillow. I no longer wanted to confront my ex. I no longer cared. My mother's place in Indianapolis was looking better and better, even with her constant reminders that my eggs were on a timer. At least the internet would work and I'd have cell phone coverage. And no possibility of being murdered, at least not by anyone but family.

      I could hear my mother’s reaction. “Carly Mae, you have to stop quitting stuff when the going gets tough.”

      I turned over then jumped back when I saw Jackson's smug face laying next to me on my pillow. "I heard you call longingly for me downstairs."

      "You heard wrong. I only want to know one thing, Jackson. Did you do it?" I could barely get the words out fast enough.

      "Do what?"

      "You know what. Kill those women the police are busy carrying away from our backyard."

      I could hear the van doors slamming shut and the engines starting up, revving into the night. I checked his face for any signs that he'd known, that he was involved. His transparent appearance showed up better in the dim lighting of the one lamp I had in my room. But his expression never changed.

      "Is that what all the fuss was about outside? As a new transformation, I only have enough energy to manifest myself in the one place I haunt, not outside of it yet. And it took a full day's rest to build up enough energy to do that. You're worth it, though."

      "They think you did it," I said, almost half-whispering to the ghost sitting beside me on the bed. "The Landover stripper murders."

      "Sure, blame the dead guy... the only one who can't defend himself."

      I looked at him. He was avoiding the question. "Did you do it?"

      "No," he said. "I can't believe you need to ask me that. Not that it matters, but no. I didn't kill those women. I adore women. I could never hurt one."

      "Physically."

      He pushed his lip out in a mock-pouting way. "How many times do I have to apologize for that one?"

      "Oh, I don't know. You could try once, but honestly, it doesn't matter," I said. He'd never apologized, for anything. Everything was my fault. Somehow, cheating on me with Destiny was my fault too.

      He continued with his lie. ”I hate myself for that. I have always loved you, from the moment I saw you staring intently at me from the front row of my English Lit class, your cute little three-ring binder already open and ready to take notes. You were so serious. I knew you were wise beyond your years..."

      "Cut the crap," I said. Like most pretentious jerks, Jackson loved the sound of his own voice.

      He got up from the bed and hovered by me, kneeling down a bit so our eyes could meet. He was a pretty tall hoverer. "I'm very sorry I cheated on you, Carly. Yes, I know you want to be called Carly now..."

      Great. The one person to pay attention to my name change was dead and obnoxious. I knew he wanted me to thank him. I didn't.

      "I treated you terribly while we were married, but it was to spare you..."

      He stopped himself, probably because he couldn't think of a lie to go along with that one. What could he possibly have been sparing me from? Humiliation? Newsflash. Having a husband like him was very humiliating.

      “Let’s just keep things to the murder case. If you didn't kill the strippers then how did they get in your backyard... my backyard." I corrected myself.

      He swooshed over to the lumpy purple accent chair that sat next to the door of our room, the one he always loved but I couldn't stand and apparently couldn't change. "That is a very good question." He paused like he was thinking it over. "Someone must've brought them here to frame me."

      My chest tightened. "Listen to yourself. You expect me to believe someone carted dead bodies up Gate Hill to frame you? I guess it has to be that coroner who made up your heart attack... This is pretty delusional, even for you, Jackson."

      "I don't know. I'm just trying to help you with your investigation."

      "My investigation?"

      "The one you promised you'd do for me. Now, I think it's pretty apparent that the investigation should also include clearing my name. The person who framed me is probably the same person who killed me. Probably. I would start with Destiny, and my cousin.”

      "I'm going back to Indianapolis tomorrow morning, so I'm sorry, I won't be able to help you solve your heart attack. Caleb can have the house, so ask him for help. I draw the line at missing women being found in the yard, especially since we all know nude dancers were your favorite."

      "Now, now. I don't play favorites when it comes to nude women. I love them all, frankly... makes no difference to me whether they're dancers or accountants."

      He seemed to know his joke wasn't funny at a time like this. He dropped his smile and went on. "The families of these women deserve to know the truth about what happened, don't you think?"

      I hated him for playing on my heart strings. These women deserved justice, at the least. And I did believe him that he hadn't committed the murders.

      But that didn't mean I was going to stop Rosalie from coming over here tomorrow morning to get rid of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Curses

        

      

    

    
      Thankfully, when the police came with another search warrant to inspect the inside of my house the next day, there really wasn’t much to inspect. My stuff was still in boxes and Jackson’s personal things had already been removed after his death. Plus, Mrs. Harpton had done a thorough cleaning.

      I sat on the couch with Rosalie, next to the box she brought. It had bright yellow crescents painted all over its sides that were probably moons even though my stomach was hoping croissants. Caleb passed us every once in a while to smirk and “apologize for the inconvenience.”

      "They think Jackson did it, huh?" Rosalie said. “I was hoping that was a rumor.”

      “I talked to him last night. He says he didn’t do it. And he really hasn’t got much to gain by lying right now.“

      She chuckled. "Ghosts lie all the time. They're surprisingly worried about their reputation, if you can believe it. Legacies are one of the few things still important to them." Seeing my face, she added. "I'm sure Jackson's telling the truth, though."

      Caleb came back down, carrying my laptop.

      “Wait a minute. That’s mine,” I said.

      “I know,” he replied.

      “Oh dear Lord, they think you’re in on it,” Rosalie said, and I shushed her.

      I ran a hand down my face. I hadn’t expected to be dragged into this so deeply. “When will I get that back?”

      Caleb left without answering me along with the professionals from Landover.

      As soon as the door closed, Rosalie took her box to the dining room table and opened it up. Not croissants. I checked. Just weird trinkets, gems, and bundled twigs.

      ”This house is just as amazing as I thought," she said, obviously trying to cheer me up. She looked around the dining room. “I bet this is the exact way this house looked back when Jackson’s great grandparents owned it. You’ve got some serious antiques. No wonder Caleb is crazed with jealousy.”

      I nodded slowly. I wasn’t really in the mood to give her a tour, even though I knew she was hinting. I’d just had my privacy violated, my laptop confiscated, and my dead ex-husband accused of murder.

      She didn’t seem to catch on that now might not be a good time for me. “I sure remember the rumors about this place back when I was a kid,” she said. “Something nobody forgets. The curse, especially.“

      She suddenly had my attention. ”What curse? What are you talking about?"

      A smile formed across her thick pale cheeks that seemed to say, "All in good time," a look I absolutely despised. My mom used that look a lot whenever I'd ask about my adoption or my biological parents.

      "I feel a lot of energy in here," she said, pulling out a handheld meter device from the box.

      I sat down in the chair next to Rosalie. Out of my peripheral vision, I noticed Jackson on my other side.

      "Oh good," he said sarcastically. "You've called in Rosalie Cooper, the town fruitcake, to help with my case. They have the police, and we have the corny mystic who paints cardboard boxes.”

      I looked back at Rosalie. She didn't seem to hear a word the ghost next to us had said. She was going on and on about energy and the little contraption she was holding. "It's called an EMF meter. You've probably seen these on TV in the ghost hunter kind of shows."

      Jackson rested his elbows on the table and cupped his chin into his hands like he was pretending to be enthralled. "She's an amazing medium, huh? She knows exactly when there's a ghost afoot. We are witnessing credible science right here."

      She set the contraption on the table and Jackson flicked it with a finger. It moved a little.

      "Oooooh, did you see that,” she said, her voice rising in enthusiasm. "That movement means there's likely a ghost right here in this room, right now."

      "You don't say!" Jackson said, gasping, something I didn't know non-breathing entities could do. "Did you hear that, Carly doll? A ghost."

      I shot him a look, then went back to Rosalie. She caught on. "Are you experiencing Jackson's ghost right now?"

      I pointed. "He's sitting in that chair. He flicked the doohickey."

      Rosalie looked over but I could tell she didn't see anything. "I see," she said in that tone people use with the unstable. "You mentioned getting rid of him. Do you still feel that’s appropriate?”

      I turned to my ex. "With every fiber of my being."

      Jackson's face dropped. "This is insulting. I can't believe you're going to try to get rid of me after you promised to help me."

      "I promised to help you, and I will. That doesn't mean you need to be around when that happens."

      Rosalie pretended to be interested in her box of stuff and the movement of the doohickey, but I could tell she was listening to me, watching me with a curiosity that should have made me feel self-conscious, and normally would have, if I weren't so used to arguing with my ex.

      I went on. "You had far too much control over my life when we were married. I'm not sure why I gave you that control, but it's a regret I have to live with. You, on the other hand, are not something I have to live with. So bah-bye."

      Rosalie heard her cue and quickly dug into the cardboard box in front of her, pulling out a thick bundle of sticks and a lighter. Jackson disappeared when he saw it, making me think this "fruitcake" might actually be onto something.

      Rosalie held the bundle up as she spoke. "This is sage. It's been used to get rid of ghosts for centuries. When it comes to apparitions, you simply have to tell them that you no longer want them in the house. But there can be no ambiguity. You have to forcefully tell them to leave immediately and mean it, wishing them nothing but the best, of course. And then, after you've done that, we perform a smudging, which is just what we call it when we 'cleanse' a house with burning sage to rid it of spirits, and welcome the peace."

      "It will get rid of Jackson for good?" I asked, not really caring what in the world it was called or why we were doing it, just so long as we reached the outcome we wanted.

      "Yes," she said. "Ghosts build energy the more they're allowed to stay in a house, meaning the longer you don't ask them to leave, the more power you're giving them to stay."

      I swallowed. "Okay, spark up the sage. Let's do this."

      Jackson reappeared. "I can't believe you don't find my presence useful, or at least entertaining.”

      I ignored him, again.

      He continued. "Shouldn't you take her on a tour and ask about the curse some more before you get rid of me? I might be able to confirm a few things for you?"

      The man was desperate, so at least I knew this sage-thing was probably going to work later if I needed it.

      "Oh, all right. You're stalling, old man, but all right," I said.

      Rosalie was looking at me sideways. I could tell she was starting to question my sanity about as much as I was.

      "Jackson thinks we should go on a quick tour before we begin exorcising his ghost, or whatever this is. He said he'll try to confirm the rumors you've heard about the house."

      She tossed the sage bundle onto the table and stood up. Her 60-year-old face practically glowed with excitement in the little bits of light streaming through the curtains. “Sometimes, even a jerk has a great idea.”

      Rosalie swayed awkwardly when she walked like one side of her had to propel the other side forward. But she'd always refused to go to the doctor, the stubborn woman. She stopped every once in a while on the stairs to catch her breath. "When I was a kid, we always heard Gate House had a curse on it. It was built by Jackson's great grandfather, Henry Bowman, a man who made his money exploiting women." She raised her eyebrows at me, apparently expecting me to catch on. I didn't.

      "He owned a number of," she lowered her voice. "Houses of ill-repute, back in his day, before he got married and had children. It was how he made his millions."

      "Millions? Off a brothel?"

      "Several. He had a whole chain in New York," she said, matter-of-factly. She held onto the railing tightly, and the perfectly smooth decorative wood swayed under her weight. "This was back before there was birth control, or proper meds for STDs, so many women went mad from syphilis. Many were forced to have abortions and even more had children. Unwanted children. I heard Henry Bowman put those children to work as soon as they could sit up..."

      I gasped.

      "Not like that. He had them make awful clothing for the women, do the cleaning and stuff. Finding dresses for his high-end call girls wasn't exactly something you could just head over to the mall and pick off the racks. This was back in the late 1800s, back when women wore heavy dark dresses that reached the floor and went all the way up to their necks..."

      I thought of Mrs. Harpton.

      “We heard he treated all of his workers terribly, long hours, kids with stunted growth from malnutrition, fingers worked to the bone, poor things." She shook her head. "But, one time, he took in the wrong girl..."

      We headed down the hall toward the nursery, our footsteps creaking along the floorboards underneath us. I looked around for Jackson, wondering why he wasn't confirming or denying things. That was his job here.

      “How do you know all of this, and I don’t?” I asked.

      “It’s just the rumor. You know how small towns are. Probably nothing.”

      “That’s exactly what you said about Jackson being connected to the missing strippers.”

      She looked down at her feet as we stopped in front of a large door down the hall to our right that was decorated around its trim with birds gripping leaves. Rosalie grabbed the knob and opened it. It was just a wall.

      "There are two of those like that here," I said. "If you figure out why, let me know."

      She turned to the room on our left and opened the door there.

      “Oh good. An actual room,” she said when it creaked open to more than just drywall.

      “Only the nursery,” I said, trying to get the woman to move on. I quickly pointed down the hall. “The maid's quarters are on this level too, the real bedrooms are one more flight up."

      "One more flight up, huh?" she said, sighing like she might not make it.

      The darkened hall around the nursery felt about five degrees colder than the rest of the house. And I always got the feeling the old Victorian didn't want me on this floor. So I rarely even paused on my way up, instead pretending this whole floor didn't exist. Rosalie, apparently, didn't share that feeling. She motioned for me to follow her into the pale pink, mostly empty nursery.

      The room smelled like a well oiled antique and was spacious for a nursery, with two twin beds pushed up against the back wall next to a tiny wooden crib with the kind of solid, boxed-in sides that seemed more like a cage than a bed for human babies. A large fireplace took up most the wall by the door, its opening a gigantic mouth ready to swallow any small child dumb enough to sleep here. And above the mantle hung one of the creepiest things of all: a strange wooden horse art piece with large, bugged-out, dead eyes and a tongue flopping loosely to the side.

      Still, as creepy as all of that was, none of it bothered me as much as the thing in the armoire.

      I tried to distract Rosalie and get us out of the nursery before she could notice it. "You should see the maid's quarters," I said, taking a step for the door. "If you think this room is bad..."

      She lifted her little doohickey contraption above her head and over to the fireplace. It went crazy with movement, and Jackson wasn’t even flicking it this time. "This house holds more than one ghost. You know that, right?" She could barely talk, her voice heavy and out of breath. I wondered if it was nerves or the stairs.

      "Never thought about it," I replied, pointing toward the door. "I can only communicate with Jackson, though. Should we see the rest of the house? And weren't you going to finish talking about the curse? Who was the wrong girl that Henry Bowman took in?"

      "Yes, yes," she said. I could tell she was more interested in the room and her spinning-out-of-control EMF meter than finishing her story. "The woman who put the curse on the family. This is all rumor, dear, just some kids talking. And this town has had some crazy rumors."

      I chuckled. "Like the Dead Forest being a home to shapeshifters?”

      She looked at me sideways. "Yes, that’s one of the craziest."

      The white armoire off by the fireplace suddenly caught the woman's attention and she waddled over to it, throwing open the cabinet door as if drawn to do so. She let out a small guttural scream under her breath when she saw what was there front and center. The reason Jackson always called me Carly doll. The thing I hated the most.

      A doll mostly stuffed sat on the first shelf next to an old worn-out Bible. It had an overly large porcelain head, hands, and feet. Gently, Rosalie picked it up and studied it a moment.

      "What the..." She lifted the thing up to my face, her gaze shooting from the doll, to me, and back again; the thing's lumpy little legs dangled and clanked together by my ear. Its hair was painted on but it was light brownish blonde with curls just like mine and its face... the resemblance was spooky, especially with how well the delicate paint job had held up over the years. From the shape and color of her hazel eyes to the mole on her neck, we were the same.

      She had a black dress, very similar in material to the high-necked one Mrs. Harpton always wore, only hers was a lot shorter.

      "I know," I said. "Isn't it creepy? Jackson always called me Carly doll because I look just like that thing. Her name's Eliza, I guess. I actually pity the little girl who played with such an odd, creepy doll long enough to have named it."

      Rosalie didn't say a word. She gently set the doll back down and backed away from the cabinet. "Like I said before, I honestly think we should do a seance, here in this house, and soon," she finally said after about a half a minute of silence.

      "What about the smudging thing and asking Jackson to leave?"

      I went to shut the cabinet. The creepy doll stared at me with eyes that looked exactly the same as my own, almost pleading with me not to close the cupboard door and leave it. I turned away and headed out to the safety of the cold, dark hall, quicker than I’d intended.

      Rosalie stumbled behind me. "I could be wrong," she said. "But I'm pretty sure the woman I was talking about, the wrong one Henry took in because she cursed his family forever, was named Eliza, too."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          My Destiny Awaits

        

      

    

    
      Rosalie and I decided to do the seance next Wednesday night. But she left me the sage and some do-it-yourself instructions on the smudging in case I wanted to get rid of Jackson myself. She strongly encouraged me not to, though. "If this house is cursed," she said, tugging on one of her long dreadlocks. "Jackson might just be your liaison to it."

      I stared at her a second like that made sense. As soon as she left, I stuffed the sage into the top drawer of the credenza, catching a glimpse of what had to be one of the last photos taken of my dead ex-husband. The police had rummaged through everything, and what was tucked at the bottom of some drawers was now at the top, and vice versa.

      I pulled the photo out and examined it. It was strange to see Jackson in full color and non-transparent. His beard was grayer than I remembered it being when I left four years ago, his hair just as dark. He was standing with his cousins and his uncle at what was apparently his uncle's re-election campaign kick-off party or something just a few months back. Caleb’s father was mayor of Potter Grove. Balloons and mayoral posters plastered the background of the photo.

      I shouldn't miss the old days.

      "I'm even more handsome in person, wouldn't you say?" he said behind me.

      I quickly stuffed the photo back in the drawer. "I will use that sage someday. You know that right? This... whatever this is, it isn't normal.” I wanted to ask him about the doll upstairs and the rumors about the curse, but he disappeared again, and I didn't feel his presence.

      One thing was for sure, I was going to do as much research as I could on Gate House before Rosalie and I did our seance next week. I also wanted to pay a visit to Destiny to find out about the last few years of Jackson’s life. He said someone had been trying to kill him. Maybe she knew more about that. .

      I knew she wasn't going to be happy to see me. I was right.
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        * * *

      

      Destiny liked the early shift at the Starlight Lounge. I'd heard her regulars were older men who needed to fit their jollies in sometime between dinner at 5:00 and being tucked into their Depends at 9:00. After a quick call to make sure she was there the next day, I was on my way. The police had already finished up at my house, and thankfully, I hadn't had to talk to the press yet.

      I stopped by the Shop-Quik and picked up a bottle of Destiny's favorite rum. I only knew this because it was in one of the first boxes the movers brought to Gate House the day I moved out four years ago. I held the bottle for a full minute, talking myself out of spitting in it.

      Right now, standing in the liquor aisle of the Shop-Quik, all I could think about was Tina and how her schizophrenia had first manifested itself at this very shop years ago. I needed to call her to see how she was doing and be the friend I regretted not being. “Tomorrow,” I told myself like always.

      Once again, I talked myself out of spitting in the bottle. Instead, I tossed it into the trunk of my Civic, along with a two-liter of Pepsi and a couple of plastic cups I took from the fountain drink area when no one was looking.

      The Starlight was in Landover, a city that got its name  because so many people referred to it as that "Land over there." It was the big city near us, and a lot of people in Potter Grove commuted in for work, school, or, apparently, watching strippers.

      I parked in the lot under the large sign that read, "Totally Nude Dancers," and shook my head. I couldn't believe I was actually doing this. This place represented the beginning of the end for my marriage to Jackson. It was all part of the humiliation that kept me from reconnecting with this town for the last four years, and yet here I was, about to go through those carefully blacked-out memories to save my perverted husband's reputation.

      What in the hell was I thinking?

      I strutted over to the door and yanked it open before I could talk myself out of it. A humungous man with neck tattoos and an intimidating glare sat on a little stool just inside. "Ten dollar cover," he said.

      "I just want to talk to one of the dancers."

      "Doesn't matter. Same for everyone."

      I only had ten dollars in my purse. And I was planning on using that as a “tip” to get Destiny to talk to me if I couldn’t leave a message with management that there was booze in my car waiting for her.

      The club was much classier than the neon sign out front led me to believe it'd be. But then, I'd only seen strip clubs in movies so I imagined nothing but sparkly gold curtains holding back all sorts of weird splatter in the back. The room I was looking at was a nice cocktail lounge area, tastefully decorated with crisp white linens on the few tables it held and napkins stuffed in glasses in the shape of fans.

      These ladies were making bigger bucks than I could afford, even in a small city like Landover, Wisconsin. Destiny wasn't going to be enticed by the lukewarm booze sitting in my trunk or my ten-dollar bill. She probably had Dom Perignon chilling in a VIP room somewhere, about to cuddle up to another rich old guy with a drinking problem and a wad of cash bigger than any other wad he had on him.

      "Can I leave a message with you then?" I asked the bouncer.

      "Nope." He took his phone out from his back pocket and clicked open an app like I was no longer standing there.

      "I'm an old friend of Destiny Bowman's," I lied. "I just want to leave a message for her. Can you please tell her..."

      He turned away like the conversation was done.

      I yanked my wallet out of my purse and fished out my last ten dollars, gripping it tightly like it hurt to let go of it for something so stupid and unnecessary.

      He snatched the money. "Tell her yourself," he said, pointing to the door that I was one-hundred-percent certain led to the splatter part.

      I gulped. "Okay," I said. "Can I borrow some paper and a pencil?"

      I plopped down at one of the tables, tearing the paper in half, erasing and rewriting the ridiculous note to Destiny. I waved off the blonde in the halter top again and again when she came around to ask if I was ready to order.

      It wasn't perfect, but I'd already used every part of the paper and I was sure neck-tattoo-guy wasn't going to give me another one without charging me.

      
        
        Hi Destiny. I'd really like to talk about the creepy murderer we were both apparently married to. I have Captain Morgan's and Pepsi waiting for you in my car, so please text me to let me know if you want to talk at your break. I don't think anyone else will understand what we're going through.

        

      

      I scrawled my name and number at the bottom. Then, held my note out to the bouncer.

      "I'm not the messenger," he said, pointing, once again, to that door.

      "You could consider the ten dollars payment for helping me with this favor."

      He went back to his phone and I took a deep breath. "You're not Carly Mae anymore," I reminded myself as I opened the door. Still, my heart raced and my nervous facial tic spasmed just thinking about the whole slew of women behind this door, ones my disgusting husband used to prefer when we were married, along with a group of men who were just like my disgusting husband.

      Thankfully, no one turned and noticed the door opening. I walked right by the back of many patrons' heads. Most were sitting, zombie-like, along the various parts of the stage, but there were also a few at the nicely decorated tables, similar to the lobby. I kept my head down, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone here, only looking up to make sure I was heading toward the right naked lady.

      Destiny and I made eye contact and she shot me a dirty look. She was a large woman for a dancer, taller than Jackson, and probably weighing just as much, thick but not fat, with straw-like bleach blonde hair that she liked to keep in little-girl ponytails.

      I hugged my arms tightly around my chest and ignored the fact the only other women in the room were flopping and wiggling around poles totally nude. I marched over to Destiny, fully thinking she'd back up and shy away. She didn't. She sashay-danced over to me like I was an expected part of the show. I could feel the other patrons' eyes on me now. They were all staring like I might rip my clothes off and dance with the women on stage. I didn't look at them. I kept my eyes on the naked woman in front of me, just like what was proper under the circumstances.

      Somehow I lifted a shaky hand and tossed the mostly crumpled paper at the floor by Destiny's feet. Then, I turned and speed-walked up the aisle, mumbling a few "Sorry’s" to the disappointed patrons, instantly kicking myself for caring about disappointing a room full of perverted Jacksons.

      I couldn't get to my car fast enough.
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        * * *

      

      A little after 8:00, she finally texted. "I have a break in ten. Have my drink ready."

      I did. She came out the back door wearing a bright pink robe and flip flops. Even though she was in her mid-twenties now, she still had the round soft face of a teenager. I could see why men preferred this look. It was almost a cartoon version of what most women looked like. Long fake eyelashes and tons of eyeliner, thick pouty, glossed-up lips. And did this woman even have pores?

      She grabbed the plastic cup and took a sip. "Needs ice," she said in a high-pitched, breathy voice.

      "Sorry. I honestly forgot that part. Next time." Like we had scads of next-times ahead of us, bonding in the alley of her strip club, drinking from my Civic.

      The sun was already setting, and I had to get back to the house soon. "Sorry I threw the paper at you. I tried to get the bouncer to give you the note."

      "Jimbo?" She said. "He takes his security job seriously since the... you know."

      "Since the murders? He does a good job."

      "He's all right. At least he's normal, not like the creepy guy they got workin' the other times." Destiny took a longer sip this time then leaned against the trunk of my car. "So, I saw the news. Jackson was a murderer."

      "That's what they're thinking," I said.

      "I'm surprised you wanted to meet with me," she said. "But I guess we both got screwed by that guy. I got screwed out of a pretty significant chunk of change, though."

      It was a loaded response. The hatred between us seemed to grow thicker the more we pretended it wasn't there. I didn't want to talk about the house or the inheritance, so I tried to move on.

      "But," I said. "We're lucky to be alive. Cheers." I held up my cup that really only had Pepsi in it. She hit her plastic one against mine.

      "Those last two girls worked here," she said.

      "Did you know them?"

      She shook her head. “Not really. Jackson and I had a private dance once with a couple of the girls. But I wasn’t working here at the time. I quit dancing when I married Jackson. The liar told me I'd never have to work again. Except, here I am."

      "I saw the inside of this club. You make good money. Better than I'm making. The inheritance I got is in a trust until Rex dies.”

      She laughed into her cup. "Figures."

      I told her about how I couldn't change a thing in the house or sell it until the dog passed away, and that I was given a stipend that barely paid for electricity. That seemed to make her smile.

      I went on. "I should've known there'd be a screw-you catch involved. My pre-nup was six-inches thick. I'm not sure what made me think the inheritance would be any different."

      "Yep, a meeting with Jackson's lawyer is one you'll never benefit from. Ronald, the awful little man with the handle-bar mustache who wants you to hurry up and sign so you won't actually read anything in the contract."

      We both laughed, and I was almost caught off guard by how funny and smart she was. I was grilling her for information, but it did feel good to have someone to talk to about Jackson and the oddities of Gate House.

      I tried to regain my focus. "Jackson told me he changed his will because he thought someone was trying to kill him. Did he ever mention that to you?"

      Her mouth dropped. "What do you mean Jackson told you? When did you talk to him?" She held her cup out for me to fill up again.

      The smell of booze mixed with old trash filled the air around the backdoor of the strip club. I fumbled with my words and thoughts as I hit the key fob and opened my hatch again. "He wrote a note that was included in the inheritance." Thankfully, I was a pretty fast liar. "The note said something about a poisoning and a hospital."

      I grabbed the Captain Morgans and filled her cup up again.

      "Just so you know, Jackson was going a little crazy there toward the end, I hate to admit. I hear it runs in some families. I don't know anything about an attempted murder, though." She took another sip, looking up at the pinkish-yellow streaks across the sky. "But I do remember one time I had to pick him up at the hospital after he had too much to drink. It was poisoning, all right. Alcohol poisoning. I'm thinking about writing one of those tell-all books about being married to a delusional, crazy, drunken murderer. Maybe Jackson can help me quit dancing after all."

      Damn it. I should've thought of that one first. I was the writer.

      "Did he ever tell you someone cut his brakes?"

      "This sounds a lot like an interrogation," she said. "I honestly don't remember if he did. Why?" I felt every dagger pointing from her eyes.

      "No reason. I still can't believe he might've killed those women. I never saw any signs of instability. I mean, aside from his drinking and womanizing."

      "Those are not signs of instability or potential murdering.” She motioned toward the club beside us. “Or that whole place would be full of killers. It's actually therapy for a lot of these guys. Wives don’t understand them, pressures building,” she said, looking at the backdoor. "I've gotta get back."

      I poured the rest of my Pepsi out, watching it fall over the tufts of grass poking up from the concrete. Something small scurried behind the building, and I jumped, suddenly very aware I was standing in a dark alley... with a stripper in a robe, pouring drinks from my trunk while a murderer might still be on the loose.

      She chugged the last bit of her drink and tossed her cup into the back of my car like it was a traveling dumpster. "Can't say it was nice. But, thanks for the drinks." She walked away then turned back. "Don't contact me anymore. You won. Enjoy your inheritance. And your murder house. Game over."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          So, You Did Know Those Strippers

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't wait to confront Jackson that night, if he had the nerve to 'manifest himself'. He did. I was putting away the dishes (just after 10:00, I'd missed the house agreement again, damn it) when I realized he was next to me, staring at me in the same way he used to back when we were first dating. I thought it was endearing back then, before I knew the difference between endearing and creepy.

      "You know," he said, when I spotted him. "I'm not going to age anymore. So we can be together for more than 20 years before you're older than me. And I'll try not to let your age bother me after that, so long as you don't lose your looks too much."

      I walked right through him to get to the cabinet with the plates. A rush of cold caught me by surprise, along with the smell of peonies. "What the... did you just bring me flowers?"

      "They're your favorite. I bet Brock doesn't know that."

      "Who cares."

      "Here's another one of your favorites."

      I tried not to notice, but I couldn't help it. The smell took over the whole kitchen. "Pancakes," I said, nodding, my stomach growling even though I wasn't hungry and the smell was fake.

      "Just how you like them, undercooked and drenched in that sickeningly sweet imitation maple syrup. I never understood why you liked that one, honestly. I also remember you cry during the end of every Harry Potter movie. You say you don't want kids but you have a notebook full of baby names and room ideas..."

      "Okay, stop it," I said, holding in a smile. "It's borderline stalky and creepy, and nobody cares." I poured myself a nice large rum and coke with ice, and took it to the living room.

      I had the TV on, and the Landover murders were all over the news again today. I could hear the reporter going on and on about the bones discovered in the backyard of the local dead professor's house, and how he apparently had a love for all things lewd. "The remains have not yet been identified as those of Candace Newman and Heather Telamario..."

      "I talked to Destiny today," I said as I sat down on the couch. "She had a lot of interesting things to say about you. For one, she thinks you killed those women. She's going to write a book about it."

      "Aww, it's charming how she still can't get enough of me. A little stalky and creepy, though." He sat down on the settee, stretching out.

      "I asked her about the poisoning incident you're so convinced proves you were murdered. She said it was alcohol poisoning."

      "A murderer would say that."

      “And she says you two had a private session with the murdered women.”

      The camera angles focusing on my house made the turrets look even stranger than usual on the TV screen, more lopsided if that was possible. Scarier.

      In contrast, the newscaster's voice took on a pleasant, authoritative tone as the b-footage played. "This locally famous house, known by residents as Gate House for its two security gates and large hill, is believed by many to be cursed. Built in the early 1900s..."

      "Once I build up enough energy, I'll show you the night of the alleged alcohol poisoning," Jackson said. "I don't remember much, but I'll be able to walk you through it step by step. You can see for yourself if it was alcohol poisoning. It was also the night you were talking about, the one where Destiny and I met those dancers in the VIP lounge.”

      “So, you did know those strippers.”

      “I never said I didn’t. You can know them, too, in a channeling.”

      I had no idea what that meant.

      Unfortunately, he elaborated. "You have very strong mediumship. It's why you can see and talk to me while others can't. Another neat trick I'm sure you'll be able to master is channeling."

      I pictured those people in seances who convulsed about, allowing spirits to take over their bodies. "Yeah, no thanks," I said. "I've seen a channeling before."

      He leaned back into the velvet throw pillows on the settee. They actually depressed a little under his ghostly weight. "Those were parlor tricks, most of them, performed by charlatans. But channeling does involve you allowing me, or another spirit, to control your mind... and body for a while." He raised his eyebrows up at me when he said that last part, and I just about puked. There was no way that was happening, ever.

      He continued. "When mastered, channeling is amazingly accurate, and I'm sure quite fun, like you're right there actually experiencing things just the way they were when they happened for that ghost. Moment by moment. Breath by breath. I can't remember things accurately, but I can take you to a specific memory when we combine our energy through channeling. And it will be one-hundred percent accurate in real time.”

      "Sounds interesting. Still passing. No offense, but I can't allow you, or any other spirit for that matter, to have control over my mind and body for even an iota of a second."

      He pointed toward the TV of a photo of the youngest stripper, Candace, being shown alongside the footage of police officers packing up the remains lifted from our yard. "She was Destiny's favorite at the strip club."

      I coughed on my rum and coke. "She said she barely knew the girls.”

      "Destiny quit dancing when we got married, but we still liked to frequent the clubs together, an arousing excursion to take with your spouse..."

      "I'll take your word for it," I said.

      "Anyway, Destiny seemed particularly interested in this girl right here. Candace. Invited her back to the champagne room with us a couple times. And like I said before, one of those nights was the night I was poisoned."

      "You're doing that on purpose," I said.

      "What?"

      "Making me want to know more about that night so a channeling will sound like a good idea."

      He shrugged. "I've never done a channeling before, obviously. I've only been dead a few months now, but I think I can build up enough energy for it."

      I turned to him. He was a darkened figure sitting on the settee, his transparency fading into the crimson fabric the more we talked. "So how do you know how all of this ghost-stuff works, anyway? Are you handed some sort of handbook or something?"

      "It's more like a knowledge..." he searched for the right word. "Lump."

      I stared at him.

      "Yes. Lump. Just like a lump of knowledge is made clear to you as soon as you realize you're dead, and you suddenly know everything is going to be okay. Nothing in life matters anymore."

      "Then why are you so concerned with who killed you, if you were really murdered?"

      "I was murdered," he said. "And death is not a one-size-fits-all process. Even though some of us logically know nothing matters anymore, it's a bit harder to disconnect from the living than you would think."

      "It's hard to move on, just like Rosalie said." I sat back and crossed my arms. I had a million questions, and I still had that bundle of sage in case I decided Jackson needed to move on quicker than he was ready for. "You said you needed to build enough energy to do a channeling. Just out of curiosity, how long will it take you to do that?"

      His eyes widened and a slow smile formed across his dark bearded mouth. "I thought you'd never ask."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Chickens And Eggs

        

      

    

    
      I invited Brock over for brunch the next morning, a daring move that Carly Mae would never have made, but I was just Carly now, a different person. And Just-Carly no longer lived in her mother's basement, listening to the woman lecture about the biology of shriveling eggs that would never be babies. Just-Carly knew life was life and it would happen the way it was meant to happen. Nothing mattered in the end anyway, apparently.

      I spent all of Saturday morning cleaning the house and trying to memorize the house agreement. Rex followed my every move, jumping up on my skinny jeans excitedly whenever I put the dishes away correctly, making me wonder if he really did care about this silly agreement. He was a dog. How could he even know?

      I was just making sure the Tupperware was organized by size, according to the diagram provided in the house agreement, when the phone rang. I threw down a plastic lid and answered it.

      She didn't even let me say hello. "I saw the news. That was your house, wasn't it? I recognized it straight away, plus your horrible ex-husband was all but formally named the murderer."

      My mother. I should’ve called her. I’d spent so much time avoiding thoughts of her I didn’t think to call her when it mattered.

      Her voice was fast, almost southern sounding, a part of her childhood that spontaneously popped up when she was anxious. She continued, "I'm just glad you're alive. Who knew you were living with a murderer for eight years of your life? And to think, the only thing I used to worry about was why on earth you weren't having children. Now, I have to say, I'm glad you didn’t. We'd have little half-murderers running around right now. Don't get me wrong. That isn't to say, you shouldn't be worried about time. You don't want to wait too long to start thinking about children like I did."

      Even when dead bodies are being lifted from my yard, the woman will still finds a way to take a swing at my aging fertility, in the same breath. "Yes, I'm fine," I said, even though she hadn't asked. I told her about the press and the police, about how they took my laptop.

      There was a silence that spoke volumes. Why hadn't I called her sooner? I was terrible when it came to guilt-ridden phone calls. It wasn't just the ones to Tina.

      "I wonder why they didn't interview you," she said after a minute. “I only ask because I told everyone you'd be on the news, but I never saw you."

      I ignored her. "I'm sorry you bragged for nothing. I’ve actually been avoiding the press.”

      Someone knocked on the kitchen door. I knew exactly who it was even though I hadn't heard his truck.

      "I gotta go, Mom. I've got a friend coming over for brunch."

      "A friend? You have friends now? You make brunch? Is it a boy... friend?"

      My mother always treated me like the pathetic girl in high school who spent every Friday night reading Agatha Christie with the family cat, not that that's a bad way to spend a Friday night, by the way.

      "I'll call you later," I whined into the phone, clicking off before she could say something embarrassing that my friend might hear. I reminded myself I was Just-Carly now. I didn't need to be influenced by the past, or my mother who still wanted me to be Basement-Carly-Mae. I pulled open the back door.

      Brock leaned casually against the door frame, almost posing, taking up most of it. He looked good in a pair of jeans and a gray t-shirt, his hair still moppy.

      "It smells delicious," he said, looking around, teasing me because I told him I'd cook.

      "It will." I motioned for him to have a seat at one of the kitchen stools along the back side of the island. "And you're just in time to help. I'm making my famous pancakes from a box." I held up the instant-pancake box already sitting on the island.

      I didn't mention the part where I was just making pancakes so I could bring up how they were my favorite, and also how I liked Harry Potter, peonies, and babies. I rethought talking about that last part.

      He was good in the kitchen as we mixed pancake mix together and threw the microwavable bacon I'd bought in to the microwave. His arms were massive, bulging, tree-like limbs barely contained in the thin fabric of his t-shirt. I could hardly concentrate on my pancakes. I definitely saw why my ex-husband was jealous. This man was drop-dead gorgeous and my ex was just drop-dead. I wondered what our kids would look like then smacked myself out of it. We hadn't even kissed yet.

      Why did my mother have to call? Now all I could think about were babies.

      The microwave beeped. "They sure shrivel up," he said, and I almost thought he was talking about my eggs. He pulled a plate out of the microwave with five tiny pieces of what looked like dark brown rubber.

      "They definitely don't look as good as what's on your package," I said. "The package." Ohmygod, Carly, stop talking about packages. And stop thinking about shriveled eggs.

      A gentle breeze blew through the veranda as we sat out on the porch to eat. I almost couldn't go out there. It was the first day the police hadn't been there or the press. And it made me realize how much I had when compared to the women who were found here, how lucky I'd been in life.

      "These pancakes are undercooked," Brock said when the top half of the one on his fork broke off from the bottom. "I love that."

      I smiled into the air, hoping Jackson was catching all of this. Score one for Team Gorgeous over here.

      But I knew Jackson was resting, and I wouldn't be seeing him again for at least a week while he built up his ghostly energy so we could do a channeling together. I could choose to channel in on any chunk of time I wanted. March 30th, the day he was murdered or the 18th, the day of the VIP stripper lounge party with Candace, which was the day of his poisoning. He would take me anywhere. The thought was intriguing, being in someone else's shoes for a moment in time, experiencing things as they saw them, tasted them, felt them. But it required a lot of energy from the spirit doing it so he needed to rest for it.

      A small part of me was going to miss him this week. But I also wanted to run research on every living suspect in his murder, if he was murdered, to see if there really was a link there to the women. And I didn't want Jackson asking me about it every two minutes.

      "My aunt told me she's coming for a seance next week."

      I nodded, my mouth full of pancake.

      "You don't really believe in any of that stuff, right? Ghosts and seances. Like dead people can talk. My aunt is crazy." He chuckled, his blue eyes gleaming in the sunlight. "People hovering over their dead bodies or something. Oooooooh." He made a mocking ghost noise.

      "I guess we'll see. I'm going to keep an open mind about it, though. Your aunt was getting all sorts of readings on her doohickey thing she brought over. She thinks the house is full of ghosts."

      "And what do you think?"

      "Well, I don't know," I began. "But I do know that was strange when the kitchen island felt like it bumped into us that first night and then that cookbook fell off the shelf."

      He looked off at the woods around us. The cicadas were getting louder, or maybe they just seemed that way whenever there were pauses in conversations.

      "I think you've got an old house, and things are bound to fall or shift. There's always a rational explanation for everything." He stared at me a moment like he wanted me to reassure him that the world was still round and that the sun would rise again tomorrow.

      I nodded, stuffing my mouth with another humungous bite. He leaned in and wiped syrup from the side of my face lightly with his pinkie, tracing his finger down over the bow of my lips. His skin felt calloused and wonderful and I never swallowed a large bite of pancake quicker, almost choking when it slid down my throat in a weird clumpy lump. But I knew what was coming, or I hoped I knew. I unclenched my hands from their nervous little balls and told myself to relax.

      "I've always liked you, Carly Mae," he said, tilting his head, moving his face in closer. He pressed his mouth over mine and we kissed long and hard while the cicadas sang out their approval and the smell of shriveled bacon mixed with his cologne. I unclenched my fists again and took in every second of the moment.

      And I didn't even bother correcting him on my name.
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        * * *

      

      It was evening when he left, and as soon as I sat down to watch the news, Rex snuggled into the crook of my arm. The results were back about the bones in the yard. The remains were those of the missing ladies in Landover, exactly what everyone thought.

      "We can't say with any amount of certainty, but it has every indication this is a fairly open-and-shut case," Sheriff Bowman said with a suppressed smirk during his press conference, which was apparently recorded earlier. "Of course, we're still investigating every angle, but the ex-owner of the house where the remains were found, deceased professor Jackson Bowman, was known to frequent the nude dancing clubs these ladies worked at." He looked down at the notecards in his hand. "We also have witnesses who say he was seen with both victims not long before their disappearance, so we know he was familiar with these two ladies, and the dancing place they worked at. Plus, the murders and disappearances all ended when Jackson Bowman had his heart attack."

      Rex seemed to nuzzle in closer to me, as if he knew it wasn't looking good for our dead friend.

      "The cases are identical. The coroner made the determination that these women died in the same manner that the first two ladies did, from strangulation."

      The camera panned over to the coroner, standing off to the side of the podium, a plump, short woman with a graying ponytail and apple cheeks. The name "Julie Terris" had been typed on the screen underneath her.

      And I suddenly understood what Jackson meant when he said the coroner might have been in on his death. I was pretty sure she was Caleb's sister. I rushed over to the credenza at the back of the dining room and riffled through the top drawer to try to find that family photo from the campaign kick-off.

      It was at the bottom behind some old pieces of junk mail and flyers. I pulled it out. That was her, all right. The thick woman with an almost witch-like grin. The caption printed on the bottom of the photo:

      
        
        Let's Kick-Off Another Great Election!

        Mayor Clyde Bowman, Re-Election Campaign Kick-Off Dinner

        March 18th

      

      

      On the TV, Caleb was taking questions now. "No, we are not comfortable in assuming the threat is over. Our department is committed to keeping this community safe, so we will continue to check every possible lead until we determine Potter Grove and Landover are out of harm's way. But we also feel it is not a coincidence that these terrible acts against women ended when my cousin's life did. Next question."

      It sounded an awful lot like the Potter Grove Police Department was pretty much done with their investigation, which was funny because mine was just beginning.

      The day of the campaign kick-off, March eighteenth, had also been the day of Jackson's poisoning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          The Clean Life

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I got up early and put on my Sunday-decents, black capris and a flouncy top, perfect for church. I was suddenly feeling the need for fellowship with my community.

      And the church everyone went to (if you weren't Catholic or Jewish) was Potter Grove Methodist, a typical brown rectangular building with stained-glass windows and a pointy steeple. Music streamed from the sanctuary when I walked up. I recognized the greeters standing outside right away, mostly because there weren't too many people in Potter Grove I didn't recognize. But these two also happened to be two of the people I was hoping to see that morning. Their faces dropped when they recognized me. I don't think they were hoping to see me as much. Mayor Bowman and his wife. Caleb and Julie's parents.

      "Carly Mae. Good to see you." The man lied, handing me a program when I approached him. He cupped my hand with both of his, shaking it extra long just like the politician he was. He looked about 80, which was probably spot-on for his age, thicker than most the other Bowmans, with a dark brown suit that barely fit his middle right. He adjusted his round glasses, and the smell of stale cigar came from every angle as he moved. "How are you enjoying the house?" His voice had that shaky tone older people sometimes got, but it was still as boisterous and confident as ever.

      "It's fabulous," I said. "You would have loved it. It comes with a maid and a stipend." Their faces dropped farther. "I feel so blessed to have such an amazing Victorian, built by such an artisan. A true masterpiece that I will pass down to my children, if I have any. If I don't, I guess I'll just... give it to the homeless."

      Mrs. Bowman pressed her lips together with so much force I expected her to spit out some teeth. She motioned toward the sanctuary. "Well, enjoy the service," she said. "Good to have you back."

      I wasn't leaving that easily.

      "You both should come over for tea sometime so you can fill me in on all the old stories about Gate House..."

      I wasn't sure if I should mention the rumors about Henry Bowman and his brothels. I decided now was probably not a good time.

      "We're moving to freeze the assets," the mayor said, abruptly.

      "Clyde, not now," his wife interrupted, grabbing his arm. "It's not official yet."

      "She has a right to know," he said to his wife. "It's fairly obvious Jackson wasn't in his right mind when he changed his will, and the families of the victims should be given some money from his estate if he was the murderer. It's only the right thing to do."

      "And you always do the right thing," I said.

      He tried to hide his smirk. "Some people are saying you're involved. But I don't get into all of that gossip. Covering it up for Jackson. Who knows? You sure seem to love your house a lot."

      "We're all sad it came to this," his wife dutifully added, nodding appropriately.

      "Yes. That's why I felt I should tell you," the mayor chimed in.

      "And, I feel I should tell you something too," I began. "I'm doing my own investigation into Jackson's death. He kept a diary..." I slowed my breathing down, trying to keep it steady as I spewed out my practiced lie, but my face twitched a little. "He said he felt he'd been poisoned about a week before his death. March 18th. The exact day you had him over for your re-election campaign kick-off. Do you remember?"

      "I do remember the dinner. The poisoning part, I have no idea what you're talking about. The food was bad, but not that bad.” He laughed at his politician joke. “Now, I know you think this is fun and games. But you'd better watch yourself. A lot of people would consider what you're saying to be libel."

      "I wonder," I kept going. "If a police report was filed for that day, or if any samples were taken of the dinner. Jackson said he talked to Caleb while he was in the hospital. I also wonder if Julie noticed any poison in his system when she conducted the autopsy. She probably checked, seeing how he claimed to have been poisoned a week before his death. Any good coroner would have checked for that, I'm sure. I'll be asking to see that report and I'm going to talk to a lawyer. I've heard some people say that's a good idea."

      Two could play at the "some people" nonsense politicians loved to throw out so they could distance themselves from their own words.

      "Sounds like our lawyers will get in touch," he said.

      "I hope they do because if Jackson's autopsy wasn't performed to the satisfaction of the estate, we'll have that body exhumed so we can check for poison. I'd better do it quickly while I still have plenty of money." I let my voice emphasize the word "plenty." They didn't need to know I could barely keep the lights on.

      The 80-year-old's face turned a dark reddish purple now, the very same color as Mrs. Bowman's pursed lips.

      "Do you honestly think," he said through gritted teeth. "The good people of this town are going to be happy about having the body of a murderer dug up just so you can see if he was poisoned?"

      "Happy?" The music stopped and I headed inside the church. "I'm not sure what gave the good people of this town the impression I cared whether or not they were happy with me, or my dead ex-husband."
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        * * *

      

      Inside the church, I quickly found the rest of the family. They always sat up front, first pew, hymn books out and bookmarked to the listed pages. Julie and her husband were there next to their two teenage boys.

      "Excuse me," I said to the family behind them, squeezing into their pew so I could sit right behind the blondish gray ponytail I knew belonged to Julie Terris.

      They were already in the middle of the "greet your neighbor" part of the service. Julie's face made an unnatural grimace when she turned around to greet me. She was dressed like she'd just run an Amish marathon, long blue denim skirt and tennis shoes. She nodded to me, even though we weren't friends, and never pretended to be.

      "I'm still praying for you," she said when she saw me. "God's will be done."

      The way she said it made me wonder what kind of will she was praying for.

      "It must've been hard to do an autopsy on your cousin," I said. "Especially a man you always hated and were jealous of. The one who got everything from the Bowman estate. You probably thought your side of the family was finally going to get something when Jackson died, seeing how he didn't have any kids."

      She studied my face a second, like she was trying to instill the fear of God into me. It didn't work. "Autopsy? Did you say autopsy?" she finally said, her witch eyes softening. "Autopsies are only done if something's suspicious. I always told you Jackson had a lot of demons. A walking Sodom and Gomorrah, if you ask me. Adultery, casual sex, alcoholism, indecency. They are usually defeated with fire and brimstone. And heart attacks."

      “Speaking of Sodom and Gomorrah.” I leaned in closely, suddenly getting the urge to stir the pot a little more. "You would not believe the stories I heard about the house your family desperately wants. It was built on the backs of prostitutes."

      She bit her lip so hard I thought it might bleed.

      "Brothels, as in plural. Old Henry Bowman owned a chain of them, I hear. And the children of the prostitutes who worked there, he put them to work too. I'm actually surprised y'all want that house at all."

      She turned her attention back to the pulpit even though the pastor hadn't returned yet.

      “Houses can’t sin,” she mumbled.

      Caleb came in with his parents, helping them scoot into the open seats next to Julie while the meet-and-greet was still going on. He turned and reached across the people sitting next to me in order to shake my hand. "Good to finally see you here, Carly Mae," he said, as if I didn't know what he was really saying. He knew just how hard it was going to be in this town to prove anything, even if Jackson was innocent and he and his family were guilty. Guilt, innocence, truth, morality. It didn't matter. These were all connected by the blurred lines of whoever was writing the history. And in this case, it was the Bowmans. They controlled every inch of this town.

      “When am I getting my laptop back,” I asked.

      "The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away," he added, to me before turning back around. The "meet and greet" music stopped and Julie handed him his hymnbook.

      I leaned across the knees and purses in my aisle. “Please let him know he’d better giveth back my laptop soon,” I replied in his ear. “Or you will heareth from my lawyer.”

      As soon as I got home, I was going to do as much research as I could, on my crummy phone, about the mayor and his family in the only place at Gate House Brock said the internet connection would be the strongest. Up in that weird turret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Unstable

        

      

    

    
      I pulled the dog treats down from the cupboard and shook the box. The house agreement said Rex was allowed to have up to three a day, perfect amount for a bribe. He came running just like I'd hoped.

      "Good boy," I said, handing him a treat. He gobbled it from my palm, licking my hand, snuggling into it.

      "You get one here and two more up in the library," I said, raising my voice up a little at the end like I was selling it, or like he understood. He shook his head "no" and walked away. He had understood. The coward.

      My spine tingled and my heart raced just thinking about going up in that turret.

      Before I could change my mind, I flung open the small cabinet in the pantry and grabbed the key to the tower from off a nail. There were several keys on nails in that cabinet: ones to each of the three turrets, one to the basement, one to the library, a mysterious one I had no idea what it unlocked. I grabbed the library one too, then headed out the kitchen door.

      The veranda circled most of the way around the house and I checked in every direction around me as I made my way over to the turret's entrance at the back of the deck. I was the only one in Potter Grove who still suspected there was a murderer on the loose, but that wasn’t the reason I was jumpy.

      This creepy house was at its creepiest up in the turret.

      I checked over my shoulder for the fifth time, reassuring myself nothing was actually behind me.

      The lock was old and so was the key. I knew either one could break off at any moment as I struggled to get them to work together. The door shot from my hand like a gust of wind had sent it flying as soon as the lock was turned. And I was instantly greeted by the musty smell of closed-up, hot, dusty death. Mrs. Harpton obviously didn’t clean this part of the house as much as the others. I couldn't blame her. I would refuse to do it too. I don't do windows or death traps.

      Somehow I got my feet to move forward into the death trap. The bottom floor of the tower was just a sitting area with a ton of old black-and-white framed photos and vintage paintings of Jackson's family propped along the walls like a gallery. I patted myself on the back for that one when I passed them on my way over to the winding staircase. I was the reason they were no longer in the main house. Now I felt like they resented me for it.

      Jackson always knew the creepy family photos were the things I despised most about Gate House. So when we got married, he finally agreed to move them all to the lower level of the turret. It took years for this to be implemented. But I'd done it. And I guess Destiny hadn't undone it because most the photos were still here.

      All the gilded oval frames with what looked like dead babies wearing billowy white Christening gowns -- banished to the turret.

      The extra-large paintings of women in black lace shawls with scornful eyes that followed you -- see ya later.

      All the children with short school uniforms and lifeless expressions standing in front of gardens -- good-bye, creepy-patch kids.

      They all had to go, moved to the tower. I'd suggested the basement, but Jackson scoffed at such a thought. His family heirlooms were not going to be hidden away in storage. I didn't care. Hidden away was hidden away.

      My footsteps echoed on the hollow planks and off the stone walls as I made my way to the second level of the turret. This was the part that seemed to sway a little in large gusts of wind.

      "This tower has stood for more than one-hundred years," the logical part of me reminded myself when I felt it swaying under my feet. "It's past due to fall then," the other part replied back.

      I peeked in on the room at this level even though every brain cell I had said not to. It was by far the creepiest room in the creepiest house, so I felt it was my duty to give it one last quick peek to make sure my opinion hadn't changed about it. It hadn't.

      A taxidermist's dream. Stuffed birds of all different families behind glass cabinets and display cases, and a few stuffed bears in the corners for good measure.

      I had no idea who would put this room together and I didn't care. I kept moving on to the top level, the library. This level had a locked door. I'd heard it was Henry Bowman's secret room. The room where all his master plans were hatched, no doubt, like where to add another strange turret or stuffed bird.

      I fumbled with the key to open it, fully expecting to see a stuffed Henry Bowman sitting behind the desk, but thankfully, didn't.

      It was a circular room of wall-to-ceiling books with a large mahogany desk sitting squarely in the middle, fountain pen still off to one corner probably exactly where the old man had left it back in 19-whatever. A moveable ladder was attached to the bookcases and if I stood on my toes, I could see the trap door at the ceiling that led out to the balcony at the top of the turret, where Henry would look for cars coming up his hill, no doubt.

      There were also stained glass windows at normal height, but they were just for decoration. The sunrise scenes in the various stained-glass colors gave the turret a church-like quality that didn't sit right with me, probably because money from a brothel paid for them.

      I gently placed my phone on the center of the desk (because I still didn’t have my laptop) and sat down in the old man's chair. Jackson told me, generally speaking, women were not allowed in this library way back when, not without an escort and a good reason, probably written and signed by at least five men.

      I put my feet up and leaned back, then took them back down again. I was pretty sure Rosalie was right when she said there were more than one ghost in this house and I didn't need to piss them all off at once. On top of the desk in a frame, instead of a photo, was a yellowed article about Gate House that was dated March 22, 1900.

      
        
        Mr. Henry Bowman of New York; his wife, Margaret, and their four children are in the process of building what has been described as the most magnificent Victorian house in all of Potter Grove, the newly establishing township just north of Landover. Mr. Bowman, a prominent businessman from New York, New York told the builders to "Spare no expense. This will be a house of luxury that will stand the test of time in beauty and durability. It will establish Potter Grove as a thriving metropolis."

        

      

      I took a picture of the article with my phone including the grainy photo that accompanied it. Henry, Margaret, their three daughters and their baby son stood in front of the Victorian, blurry workers in the background.

      A businessman? I giggled to myself, thinking about how easy it must have been back then to reinvent yourself. No internet to keep track of you. No easy way for information to travel from one state to the next. You could make your millions off the backs of prostitutes and young children and still be called a "prominent businessman" in a newspaper if you told people that's what you were.

      I started by looking up poisons that could mimic a heart attack. There were more than I thought. Pretty much any poison could cause the heart to fail, making the death seem natural, but there were even a few that wouldn't show up if I paid to have Jackson’s body exhumed. I jotted some down into the notes app of my phone to look up at the library later. Then, I googled the Bowman names, starting with the oldest living relative. Mayor Clyde Bowman.

      I clicked on his re-election webpage and almost gagged looking at the promotional pictures of him and his wife, standing in front of the church along with Caleb (in full police uniform), Julie, and the two grandkids. There were other pictures of him shaking hands with Mayor Wittle, the mayor of Landover. According to Jackson, those two had been friends since they were kids, growing up on Landover Lake.

      I clicked on his re-election promises. Education. Infrastructure. Nepotism. That last one wasn't official, but it was obvious. His daughter was the medical examiner. His son was the chief of police. Probably every worker and every contract on this website involved friends or family members. And they say all the good ole boys networks were gone. It was pretty blatant, but no one seemed to care. The mayor was lining everyone’s pockets, including his own.

      One article jumped out at me during my google searches, when I combined both Caleb's and Julie's names. Another dead woman had been found in Potter Grove, four years ago, right around the time I moved away. Strange how nobody talked about her.

      
        
        Dumped Body Identified

        as Missing Prostitute

      

      

      
        
        The mutilated body discovered on the side of the road in Potter Grove on July 14 has been identified as 24-year-old Jasmine Truopp, a prostitute from Chicago, Illinois. Truopp's boyfriend, a known drug offender and gang member, reported her missing two weeks earlier in Chicago.

        Police believe she was murdered in another location and dumped in the bushes near the Shop-Quik just off the highway.

        "Likely someone in a hurry to get north saw his chance to get rid of the body and make an escape," Sheriff Bowman said.

        When asked about the mutilation of the body, which was found naked and in pieces, Coroner Julie Terris attributed it to post-mortem wounds sustained by an animal. “The cause of death was likely strangulation, but further tests are needed,” Terris said.

        

      

      Further tests are needed. Julie was very thorough for everyone other than her cousin, I noticed.

      But were these cases related? This one happened four years ago, and its only similarity to the others was the fact Jasmine Truopp had been a possibly strangled woman.

      I shook it off. The FBI, the police, or whoever was in charge of finding out who killed these women had probably already looked to see if the cases were related. I tried to find more articles about Jasmine, but nothing turned up. Maybe Mrs. Nebitt could help me out there.

      The turret swayed a little in the wind, causing a creaking noise to rise up along the ceiling above me. I stood up and grabbed my phone, checking various desk drawers before I left. All locked. Sometime soon, I would come back to Henry Bowman's library, and I would bring that mysterious key with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Contact

        

      

    

    
      Basically, the only good thing to happen to me those next few days was Brock. We were spending a lot of time together, and since Jackson was resting his energy, I didn't even have to feel guilty about it. Except I did. I knew I should find out from Mrs. Carmichael where Tina was staying. I needed to talk to my old best friend, tell her I was seeing her ex. But every time I picked up the phone to call the Spoony River Cafe, I clicked the phone off again.

      I somehow justified everything by deciding I wasn't going to make my relationship with Brock official until I'd told Tina about it. No Facebook announcements. Nothing.

      And I knew I'd get my chance that Wednesday. Rosalie said she invited Mrs. Carmichael and Shelby to the seance.

      "I'm pretty sure I could've sold tickets," she said, as she set a box of stuff onto the dining room table that Wednesday night. This one was a cardboard box with black moons painted on it. ”Everybody wants to come here. The murder house. You are the talk of a very talkative town."

      She said this like it was a good thing.

      I pulled a black table cloth and some long white candles from the box while I told her about the Bowmans and how they were moving to freeze my ghost's assets. I didn't even know what that meant. "Mrs. Bowman kept saying it wasn't official, so maybe they have to wait until Jackson's actually been declared the murderer. Still, I'm thinking about trying to contact Jackson's lawyer," I said, but I could tell by her face she wasn't sure that was going to help or even be possible.

      She pulled her crystal ball out and examined it. "Everybody wants to make contact with the strippers."

      "I thought you could only make contact with dead relatives and things. Do you think we could actually contact the murdered women?" Goosebumps shot along my arm thinking about it, mostly because I was worried the women might tell me my ex-husband did them in.

      She shrugged. "Spirits sometimes hang around the place they died. Either that, or someplace they have connections to, people or things. They also could just show up. You never know with spirits. I wrote down the names of the ladies so we could call out to them." She pulled a pink post-it note from her pocket with the four names of the deceased women scribbled on it.

      Names. That's what we were all reduced to after we died. A name etched into a headstone, written on the back of a photo, or posted on a bright pink sticky note. It seemed like there should be more. I remembered what Jackson had said about death. Nothing mattered anymore. Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

      I helped Rosalie spread the cloth over the dark wood of my dining room table  smoothing out the wrinkles before we set her crystal ball on top of it. "I could sure use some help at the Purple Pony if you're interested. Part time, of course."

      I wasn't sure if she was feeling sorry for me or if she wanted to capitalize on my new-found fame as the owner of the murder house while I was still the talk of the town. It didn't matter either way. "Done. Just let me know when to start."

      "And don't worry," she whispered, craning her neck toward the back door like someone might overhear her. "I didn't tell anyone anything about you being able to talk to ghosts, or that you hang out all day with your ex-husband, the ghost and murderer."

      "Alleged, on that last part," I found myself saying. I wasn't convinced at all yet.

      Shelby's pink Cadillac pulled into the driveway. I could tell because the bumping base of rap music suddenly interrupted the cricket sounds of the night. I could also hear Mrs. Carmichael's voice over the top of it, yelling for Shelby to turn that racket down.

      Rosalie practically hissed under her breath before the others came in. "We're gonna try to conjure up the doll lady about the curse too, find out who she was. Eliza."

      I was just about to ask her what she knew about the woman when I heard Shelby and Mrs. Carmichael on the veranda.

      "No. I'm done. I told ya I'm driving next time," Mrs. Carmichael said, practically coughing up a lung onto my porch. "I don't like any music that loud, but especially not that rap music. For cryin' out loud, you know that."

      Shelby patted her pregnancy. "You're just mad 'cause I wouldn't let you smoke."

      "I wouldn't smoke around a baby, but he's gonna pop out deaf. You know that, right? That's what you should be worried about."

      I was already at the door, opening it for them. They hugged me "hello," and came in, staring all around like they were in a museum. I hadn't expected Shelby's fiancee, Bobby Franklin, to make his way onto my porch too. He grunted his greeting to me, barely even nodding, staggering in like he was drunk. Bobby was a large man with thick curly dark hair and caterpillar eyebrows, like a muppet on the wrong side of the law.

      "We brought Bobby for protection," Mrs. Carmichael said, winking.

      "It was either this or watch the kids," he mumbled. I backed away from the smell of alcohol coming off the man. I was glad for the kids that he chose this.

      "Oh don't listen to him," Shelby said. She batted her spider-like eyelashes at her drunk. "He's been going to every single seance Rosalie's thrown lately. He's more into this than any of us, especially when I mentioned we were having the seance at your house."

      I always got the impression Bobby never liked me, and I was still getting that same impression tonight. It was no secret he hated rich people. It was also no secret he drank, but when you combined the two, you were in for a night of complaining about how rich people were ruining his life. Funny how he always considered me "rich,"even though it was only ever Jackson.

      He scowled when he walked by, giving me a once over before he moved on to my dining room where Rosalie was waiting for everyone. "You and Jackson sure had an easy life. You live up here all by yourself now? Like high falutin royalty, huh?"

      If royalty were sitting ducks on a creepy hill, sure.

      Dusk was just turning to the dark shades of night. And judging by the fact Mrs. Carmichael and Shelby were both still in their Spoony River pink uniforms, they probably drove straight here.

      Shelby swung a basket full of cute little make-up containers as she looked around my house. "Just some samples for later. A little blush and lipstick I know everyone's just gonna love. Y'all look good in pink, right?"

      "I've always been told my seance color's red," Bobby joked, making Shelby laugh a little too hard.

      "I haven't been to your house since I helped you move four years ago," she said. Shelby told me at the time she knew I'd return to Potter Grove, but I don't think either one of us ever dreamed I'd return as the owner of this house.

      "I'd forgotten how straight-out-of-a-horror-movie it is," she said.

      Bobby sat down on one of the dining room chairs. "Yeah, nobody would ever hear you scream way out here in the middle of nowhere. You should be careful."

      I knew Bobby was joking, just trying to get under my skin. But he was also creeping me out.

      Mrs. Carmichael unpinned her 50's hat and scratched her blonde hair into a bushy mess. "Okay. Let's get this started already. I told Tina I'd visit her early tomorrow. Her roommate's bothering her again," she said, looking around, probably expecting sympathetic nods or people to ask how Tina was doing.

      Nobody did, so she went on. "Yeah, her roommate’s one of those hypochondriac Mooreheads so, of course, that means she thinks she's dying. I told them to move her. This is a halfway house not hospice. I mean, I feel for the girl, don't get me wrong, but she's always got to have the doctors in there for something that she doesn’t have like heart murmurs or mineral deficiencies. You name it, that girl has it. I think it sets Tina off. It's disturbing. It's what's been setting her off lately; I know it."

      We nodded, but no one knew what to say. I didn't.

      "I can't stay long either," Shelby finally said, breaking the tension. "I got my mom watchin' the kids, and she's not so good with little ones yet. She's only had nine years to get used to grandchildren."

      "In her defense, you do have a whole gang of rowdy boys," Mrs. Carmichael said.

      "And another one on the way," Shelby said, proudly.

      Bobby grunted. "We gonna conjure up some strippers or what?" he asked. He leaned back and scratched at his belly. His tight t-shirt rose up with each scratch, showing the world he had thick dark hair all over. "I hope I didn't come up here for nothin'."

      Rosalie lit the candles and smoothed her sticky note onto the table cloth. "Just so everyone knows, I don't have any control over who shows up tonight. We will communicate with the spirits who want to communicate with us." She motioned for me to turn off the lights.

      I always knew Gate House was creepy, but I never felt it as much as I did at that moment. It was almost like a dark heaviness surrounded me, sitting on my chest, making me know it was there. I tried to breathe.

      "Let's all hold hands," Rosalie said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          The Seance

        

      

    

    
      Seances are believed to have originated in the Victorian era right alongside the rise of spiritualism and ghost sightings, or at least that's what I found in the ten-minute research I'd done online before people came over.

      A medium would lead a group in making connections to the dead, but it was all done as a fun kind of game, mostly for entertainment to scare yourself silly. Tables lifted, mediums levitated, and sometimes, if you were lucky, a medium would literally spit out something called ectoplasm, a weird gauze-like substance that came straight from her mouth, or other orifice. (Wikipedia did not specify what other orifices those might have been.) Of course, the purpose of the ectoplasm was for the spirits to drape over their nonphysical bodies so they could interact in our physical world.

      This was my first seance, and I seriously hoped it wasn’t going to be anything like my research.

      The only light in the house was the little bits flickering off the candles on the table as Rosalie said a short prayer, asking for guidance in leading the seance. The weird shadows that danced along her face made her look dead herself.

      I tried not to pay attention to the heavy feeling sitting on my chest. The more I noticed it the worse it got.

      "I see the number four," Rosalie finally announced to the group after about half a minute of silence. "I sense four, all right. Four, four, four."

      "The four dead women from Landover," Shelby guessed.

      "Yeah, let's hear from those strippers." Bobby sat up.

      I wasn't sure why, and I really wanted to tell them to only talk to Rosalie, but the voices came to me, too. Or at me. I could hear them from all over the room, shooting out in various octaves. More than 10 or 20 voices, maybe even 100, overlapping in chatter, shouting in the kind of lilt that lowered and rose at strange intervals. I tried to concentrate on just one. Four people at the table, not five. She needs to leave. Leave. Leave. Now. Now. Four. Four. Four. Hurry.

      "They want only four people at the table," I said, pretty confident I'd heard them right.

      Rosalie nodded. "Carly Mae's right. They're reminding me we can have four or six, but not five. Five is a number that might bring us trouble."

      I'd read about that in my brief research about seances too. It was considered a bad number, one that would bring up evil spirits, not sure why. Like the ectoplasm and the orifices, there didn't seem to be much explanation there.

      "I'll go," Rosalie said, standing up from the table. The heaviness in my chest eased up when she said this. I couldn't help but feel something was rewarding me for interpreting things correctly. I took a deep breath while I could.

      "What? Are you crazy?" I asked in between my breaths. "You're leading this thing. I'll go." The heaviness against my rib cage seemed to squeeze again, like an extra heavy lead apron they use for x-rays.

      Rosalie handed me her pink sticky note before she scooted her chair back and walked away from the table. "I get the feeling they want you to lead this."

      Mrs. Carmichael sucked in a gasp that got her smoker's cough going again.

      "Don't worry," Rosalie said. "You're all in good hands with Carly Mae."

      Bobby grunted. "I knew we came all the way up here for nothing."

      I had no idea how to lead a seance. But, I went along with it, seeing how my new employer at the Purple Pony asked me to do it, and the weird heavy feeling had demanded it. I said a little prayer first, just like Rosalie, except mine went something like this, "Please God don't let me spit out any ectoplasm, from anywhere."

      I looked at the pink note, and slowly read a name. And even though no one told me to, I found myself instinctively trying to make my voice spooky. "Candace Newman, are you here? Heather Telamario." I took a moment to try to feel the heaviness again. Nothing. "We welcome you here."

      Apparently, absent today. After a beat or two, I tried the other names. "Trish Jenkins. Kelly Moore... Jasmine Truopp."

      "Jasmine Truopp?" Shelby asked. "Who's that?"

      I was just about to hand the seance back over to the real medium, when just like before, lots of voices came out at once. Many spirits all around.

      No one here by that. Stop searching. Names no longer matter. You... you matter. You must save us.

      I realized my head was tilted, as if I was listening intently to something I didn't quite understand. I tried not to let it show, but Shelby picked up on it. "What? Did you hear something? What did they say?"

      "Nothing," I said, practically shushing her. I had no idea what the voices were talking about.

      I continued. "Are the dancers here? The ones whose bones were found in this yard? Candace? Heather? Are you here?" I asked again.

      No. No. No. No.

      "Who is here? Who are you?"

      It doesn't matter. You are here. The sweet, sweet living is all that matters now. The living will help the cursed. But the living must be careful. The living must tread lightly. You will figure out how to help us...

      Other voices chimed in, higher pitched ones. Children-sounding this time.

      Please. Help us. Help us. We are trapped here. The curse. You're the only one who can save us...

      It felt like I was on a roller coaster, not in the moving sense but in the adrenalin rush one. I felt dizzy, drained, and ramped up all at the same time. My heart raced and my palms felt sweaty and warm. "It's okay," I said to the voices around me, even though I had no idea if it actually was. "I will try to help you." These were children. Scared children, and I wanted to hold them, protect them, but I had no idea how. The closest I ever came to children was a notebook full of names. "I'm very confused," I finally admitted to the scared voices.

      Realizing the seance group thought I was talking to them, I focused my attention back to the table. "I've never even been to a seance. There are lots of voices, talking about some sort of a curse. They're telling me to tread lightly. They're trapped here. They're screaming for help. A lot of them sound like children."

      Mrs. Carmichael smacked her hand on the table. "The Bowman curse is real. I knew it. This old house is haunted, all right. Haunted by all the women and children the Bowman family worked to the bone in their brothels."

      Bobby mumbled. "No wonder the old professor liked his hookers. Runs in the family, eh?"

      Shelby practically screamed from her seat. "What curse? What are y'all talking about?"

      "Eliza?" I said, ignoring the fuss. I could feel them all leaving and I knew I needed to act fast. "Are you here? Eliza."

      Rosalie's doohickey flickered crazily on the table. I felt fear more than anything, not my own, even though I was pretty afraid. Something cold passed through me, along with an almost unrecognizably soft whisper, right up next to my left ear. "Do not tell anyone I am here. Do not contact me by name again." The candles blew out, and the doohickey stopped flickering.

      I shook my head. "I... I think the spirits left." Although my mouth formed the words, I didn't believe it. I knew some of them were still here, just not talking anymore, or not able to.

      Rosalie turned on the lights and everyone blinked wildly, trying to breathe normally again. Inhale, exhale... we were almost in unison, smiling oddly at one another.

      "Did you feel that?" Mrs. Carmichael said, rubbing her arm. "Goosebumps. I have honest-to-goodness goosebumps." She put her hand on Shelby's arm.

      "That was creepy," Shelby said.

      Bobby shook his head. "You mean crappy. I thought we were gonna connect with some dead strippers. Or, my dead Nana could've floated by to reveal her secret bratwurst recipe."

      All I could do was sit motionless for a second. I'd just gotten off the roller-coaster and a part of me knew I needed to calm down and process things. The other part wanted to get right back in line and do it again. That last message had to be Eliza. We had a connection, a shared secret of sorts.

      "What in the world was that all about?" Shelby asked, patting her belly. "The baby started kicking like crazy when you asked for that last person, Eliza, like he wanted to kick his way out. Who is Eliza? Or Jasmine? And y'all have to tell me everything you know about this curse."

      Rosalie limped back over to the table. "It's believed the Bowman family was cursed way back when this house was first built, and Eliza is the woman said to have put that curse on them. But no one knows who she was."

      "Oh-kay," Shelby said like she thought we were all crazy. "Who's Jasmine then?"

      "She was the woman found in the bushes outside the Shop-Quik four years ago," I said. "I thought there might've been a connection between her death and the others."

      Mrs. Carmichael scratched at her head, making her hair even puffier. "I remember that vividly. They found her a few days before Tina had her first episode." Her voice was low and croaky. I knew it was hard for Mrs. Carmichael to talk about that. It was hard for me to hear it, too. She went on. "I panicked at first. You can't get an official call from the police department in the middle of the night that doesn't make you panic. I tell ya that much for sure. I thought Caleb was sayin’ they'd found Tina's body, same as that girl. I was crying too hard to hear him. But thank God she was still alive."

      I put my hand on Mrs. Carmichael's shoulder. It was the perfect time for me to ask for Tina's address or phone number. Somehow I couldn’t get myself to.

      "Not bad for a first seance," Rosalie finally said, breaking the awkward silence that had come over the group.

      "You're kidding, right?" Bobby groaned. "I cannot believe we drove all the way up here for that."

      "I'll try to throw up some ectoplasm for you next time." I dead panned.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. "Is that an exorcist thing? At least that would've been entertaining."

      Shelby shook her head at her fiancé, trying to get him to shut up, but he didn't notice. He went on. "We were supposed to hear from your dead husband about how he strangled strippers, buried them in your yard. Or maybe hear from the skanks themselves about what it was like to have a crazy professor pull their fingers off one by one..."

      "Okay. That's enough," Shelby said, her face almost turning as pink as her hair.

      "You cannot tell me I'm the only one who feels that way."

      Shelby smacked his arm. "Yes, that's what I'm saying." She turned to the rest of us. "Don't mind him. He's just mad 'cause they cut his hours again at the Starlight." Shelby got up and grabbed her basket full of samples.

      "I didn't know you worked at the Starlight,” I said to Bobby.

      Shelby handed me a lipstick and motioned for me to try it on. "I told him he needed to get a real job because we were gonna have a real baby soon," Shelby replied, kissing Bobby's thick cheek. "And he did. He's one of the best bouncers ever."

      "It's not easy putting up with those people all day. The lowest of the low," he said, like he was expecting us to agree with his sainthood.

      "Pretty soon," Shelby went on, "he's gonna be able to buy a new truck. Well, not a new-new truck, but new to him, and he's gonna contribute to the rent —“

      Rosalie chimed in. "What happened to his old truck?"

      "He crashed it four months ago coming home from work."

      "Stop making a big deal out of it, Shelby. And stop treating me like I'm four. So, I looked down at the wrong time," he said. "Won't happen again."

      "No. It can't. It better not. Not with a baby in the truck," Mrs. Carmichael said. "I'm glad you're doing good now, though."

      Shelby and Bobby exchanged strained looks while the rest of us pretended not to notice.

      Rosalie put her hand on my shoulder. "Did I tell ya, Carly Mae's gonna work at the Purple Pony? You can start tomorrow at noon if you want."

      Shelby squealed. "I'll give you a stack of my business cards." She looked over at Mrs. Carmichael. "Just in case any tourists need makeup. Come on, now. You know those old Landover ladies have money."

      Rosalie brought out her tarot cards and told Bobby he could go first, which seemed to make his tightened face relax into a half smile. But all I could hear was Destiny's voice talking about the creepy other bouncer who didn't seem normal at the Starlight. Bobby must've been the guy she was talking about, a man a little too angry with strippers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          The Freak Show

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Nebitt unlocked the doors right at 9:30.

      "Morning," I said. She didn't smile or respond, but she didn't shush me either. Progress.

      She waddled back behind the incredibly high counter that separated us and climbed onto her stool without really looking at me. It was, after all, a Thursday again. I briefly thought about telling her I had a job now at the Purple Pony, but I knew she wouldn't be impressed. Her eyes were glued to her computer. I went over to the periodicals section.

      After searching through Gazette after Gazette for anything on Jasmine Truopp and Tina's "episode" that happened around the same time, I gave up. I needed the older stuff. The good stuff.

      The stuff that required help.

      I stared at the little old lady sitting behind the counter and tried to will her attention to me.

      She never looked up.

      I approached her desk, and leaned into her. "Can you help me do some research?"

      She scrunched her nose like she'd just smelled a burning septic tank. "Depends on what kind of research you're doing?"

      She turned her head suspiciously to the side like I might ask for help finding the "Chronically Unemployed's Guide to Cooking Meth" or something to that effect. What I had to ask would be equally as horrifying in her eyes. "I would like as much information as possible about a woman murdered here four years ago. A prostitute."

      She looked at the ceiling a second, and I tried not to care what the horrible old woman thought of me. I knew she was wondering if this was a colleague of mine or a friend. She thought of me as a prostitute too. I was just about to go back to the Gazettes when she scooted her stool forward.

      "I think I know who you're talking about. She was from Chicago, actually, or so they thought." She tapped on her computer and turned the screen toward me. "Jasmine Truopp?"

      "That's her."

      "I'll bring the articles up on the microfilm machine,” she said, quickly making her way over to the large file cabinets against the far wall of the periodicals section.  She seemed to have a swing in her step as she moved. Maybe she wasn't awful after all. Maybe she was just bored.

      She finished setting up the machine for me. "Always ask for help with this. Got it?" she said. Mrs. Nebitt was one of those people who needed things done her way. Don't open the microfilm drawers without help. Don't try to put books back on the shelf yourself. Things must go in their exact spots and ordinary people are incapable of doing complicated things like alphabetizing.

      I thanked the librarian then, before she turned away, I whispered. "You were right about Jackson all along."

      She stared at me a second, her eyes the size of dinner plates under her coke bottles. "I don't know what you're talking about," she finally said, cracking a smile as she waddled away.

      The Gazette was a weekly newspaper, so Tina's article was in the same edition as Jasmine's remains. I read Jasmine's article first. It really didn't offer anything new except that the body had been found naked by a resident who didn't want to be identified, which was strange. Most people in this town lived for publicity, no matter the reason.

      It was only when I read Tina's article that my hunch the two might have been related really came to be a real possibility. The article was dated a few days later. Tina had tried “to take the store over,” whatever that meant, saying she had weapons of mass destruction.

      
        
        "She was hollering something fierce," Mr. Joe Yelman, the owner of the Shop-Quik, said. "Something about grizzly bears and a naked princess. Of course, I called her mom right away."

        Ms. Carmichael is in police custody, currently undergoing psychiatric evaluation.

        

      

      I stared at the article, knowing how the evaluation went for my friend, knowing that she’d spent the last four years being evaluated, refusing meds, having episodes.

      The articles themselves seemed a little too connected to be a coincidence. A naked princess. The Shop-Quik. Maybe Tina had been the resident who found the woman. That could’ve set her off. Or maybe I just wanted there to be a reason for Tina's break with reality. Sometimes, mental illness just happens. I knew that. It was just hard to accept when you desperately want there to be a reason why you can't go back to the way things used to be.

      Sitting in the library's parking lot, I somehow got myself to call the Spoony River and ask for Mrs. Carmichael. She was more than thrilled to give me Tina's address and phone number, making me feel extra guilty for not asking for it sooner. "Tina is gonna love to hear from you. Love it. Love it. Love it. You are so sweet."

      I let her believe that was the reason. I was just sweet ole Carly Mae. I didn't tell her I was about to drop a double bomb on my old, now-unstable friend. Not only was I stealing Brock from her, but I was also hoping she could kindly relive that horrible night for me, the one that marked the beginning of her psychosis and ultimately ended in her and Brock breaking up in the first place.

      I punched the address into my GPS and sat there a minute staring at it, listening to the automated voice telling me to head south out of the parking lot. Tina wasn't very far away. Freemont, just a 20-minute drive without traffic. If I left in the next half an hour, I would easily make it there and back before work.

      My phone rang. It was my mother. My finger hovered over the "ignore" button. I could always talk to her later. But then, she'd been so worried about me lately.
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        * * *

      

      There were five customers browsing around the Purple Pony when I got there at noon, which was actually good for a Thursday. Even though everyone in town liked to joke about it, Potter Grove really did have a tourist season, but it consisted mostly of a handful of rich people meandering into "that quaint town next door" when they got too bored hanging out at their summer lake houses in Landover. Still, we gossiped about them.

      Rosalie waved the one-minute sign to me from behind the cash register to let me know she was finishing up with a customer. The woman looked over at me, and her jaw dropped. She stared for a full ten seconds before finally saying, "You're Carly Mae Bowman, huh?"

      “I told you she worked here,” Rosalie said, motioning toward me like she was proudly displaying her freak show.

      "Taylor,” I corrected the woman. “I’m Carly Taylor."

      "But you used to be a Bowman. I saw your photo on the news. You were married to Jackson Bowman, right?”

      "I was. But I was never a Bowman. I didn't take his last name."

      "How cute."

      "Yes," I said, biting back my annoyance. “Feminism’s adorable."

      I was no longer sure I could do this job since it clearly meant interacting with the ladies from the country club, and their multimillion-dollar attitudes. But then, I might just have been in a particularly bad mood. I'd made the mistake of telling my mother about the new job I was heading to at the Purple Pony. She burst into a tirade of insults, mostly about how much my education had cost her.

      "Retail?" she said over and over again, her voice rising into that Southern drawl.

      "It's a kind of retail job, yes. You know, the hippie shop..."

      "Remind me again. How many degrees do you have?"

      "I know. I know. It's temporary."

      "When I was your age -- and I paid my own way through college, missy, thank you very much -- I was already working at Stellaplex."

      And on and on it went.

      Rosalie shot me a look from behind the cash register. "Carly Mae. This is Suzie. Suzie recently lost her husband..."

      "Last year," Suzie said. Suzie was a thick blonde in her early 70’s with droopy jowls that seemed to be drowning in the blue-and-white striped scarf tied around her neck. "Isaac was always a huge supporter of your good mayor, especially his idea to build the shortcut to Landover."

      “Wait. What shortcut?" I asked. The only shortcut I knew of was never a possibility, the one through Gate Hill.

      "It doesn't matter now. Your ex-husband wouldn't even hear the proposal, and now I see why. He had some issues he was trying to conceal on his property."

      "Yes, dead women can be such an issue.” I was in no mood for snotty people around my mother's age.

      Rosalie could barely hold her fake smile, her lip spasmed under its weight. She added a quivered laugh, too, like I'd been joking. "This is Suzie's first summer alone on the lake. I told her about our seances."

      Our seances?

      "She's very interested in connecting with Isaac, and I told her about your strong mediumship."

      "I'm the freak show," I said, holding out my hand. "Nice to meet you." I had my own fake smile now.

      "Carly," Rosalie spat through gritted teeth. "There's a box of dresses in the back that needs to go out on the rack by the gem collection. Can you get it?"

      "I have a master’s degree. I'll see if I can figure it out.”

      "Take your time."

      I felt her glare as I stomped into the back to look for the box. I didn't care. I was beginning to feel less like an employee and more like the main attraction at the retail circus. Come see the serial killer's ex-wife who lives in the murder house. She puts dresses away for minimum wage. I bet Destiny was making a killing for the Starlight lounge now, too. And on the dance floor, a nude woman who had sex with the serial killer and didn't end up in his yard.

      I came back out carrying the box just in time to hear Suzie confirming the time for our seance this weekend at her lake house. She never looked at me once on her way out.

      "You'll get a third of it, don't worry," Rosalie said as soon as the woman left, like maybe that had been the reason I'd been snippy.

      It hadn't been, but it was now. "A third?"

      "I've got the set up, the shop, and the client connections. That's gotta be worth a little extra."

      "Look P.T. Barnum, you're not getting this dog face for nothing." I tore open the box of light brown faux suede business dresses and shoved them into the hangers that were under the rack by my feet.

      "Try to smooth out the wrinkles as you go," Rosalie said. She hobbled over to me, picked up one of the dresses from the box, and ran her hands along the fabric to show me the proper way to hang a dress. And I almost cried.

      "Is there something wrong?" she asked.

      I tried to calm down. I was blowing it, and I needed this job... just until I finished writing that novel I hadn't started yet. I slid my hands over the fabric to smooth out the wrinkles on the Pocahontas-meets-Wall-Street ensemble in front of me, somehow stopping myself from gripping its fabric into my fists and ripping it apart.

      Rosalie put her hand on my shoulder. "You okay?"

      I couldn't tell her my mother felt like this job was beneath the tens of thousands of dollars she'd paid for my education, or that maybe I felt that way too. So I told her about the channeling I was about to do with Jackson, and how I was a little worried about my ex-husband taking over my body. I looked around the store to make sure the remaining patrons hadn't heard me. I was already the freak show.

      I thought Rosalie was going to reassure me there was absolutely nothing to worry about.

      She dropped all three dresses in her hand. "Don't do it."

      "What? Why?" I laughed, lowering my voice while I looked over at the women in the swimsuit section nearby.

      "Human bodies were meant to be controlled by one entity at a time. I've heard it can cause a lot of problems. If the entity's too strong, you might..."

      "Become possessed? By Jackson?"

      "Maybe," she said, picking up the dresses from off the floor and putting them on the rack. She didn’t even smooth them out.

      "Oh wouldn't that be something? That was probably his plan all along,” I said.

      "Just don't do it. Or maybe do more research on it before you do it. I hear it's much harder on humans than it is on ghosts. You're just learning to use your powers of mediumship. Let's do another seance, with Suzie this time, and see how it goes. Take it slow."

      "I want forty percent."

      She stood back and examined the dresses. "They're cute, huh?"

      I nodded, even though they were far from my style. "Not as cute as under-the-table extra money for a seance."

      "Okay, we'll split it sixty-forty."

      She looked at the patrons who were meandering around the gem section then lowered her voice. "Let me just say one more thing. If you do start channeling, only channel with entities you trust, Carly Mae, please. And only for short periods. Keep track of how long you do it and how you feel afterwards."
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        * * *

      

      It was already time for the five-o'clock news by the time I got home. I heated up Rex's dog food, grabbed a beer, then went to the living room to relax and watch it.

      Local news stations still covered the stripper murders at every broadcast, but from a different angle. It was now mostly the "aren't we all relieved to have this murderer off our streets" one. Destiny had a mic up to her pouty pink lips as she stood outside the Starlight. The title "Destiny Bowman, Alleged Murderer's Widow" was proudly displayed underneath her.

      "Tell us what it was like, being married to Jackson Bowman, suspected serial killer," the reporter said with a tone so serious and sure of himself I could tell, to him and probably the rest of the world, the murderer had already been convicted.

      "It's surreal," Destiny said. "It's no secret Jackson left his wife for me. I wonder now if I was intended to be his first victim. He had a thing for dancers, obviously. The whole story will be coming out in my tell-all book."

      I scowled and took another gulp of my beer, mocking her voice in my head. It's no secret he left his wife for me...

      "Yes, tell us about your book." The newsman beamed. "Rumor has it there's already a bidding war going on between two major publishers..."

      I coughed on my beer, choking and gagging, and not just because I hated the taste. I was the one with the murder house, and the degrees in English. First, she stole my husband and now she was stealing my secret dream too?

      My mother was going to be very disappointed I hadn't capitalized on my dead ex-husband first.

      "And there you have it," the reporter said, gleefully like the news station had received some sort of an exclusive. "What it's like to be married to a murderer..."

      "Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?" a voice behind me said. I practically fell off the sofa. I was so happy to hear him. My awful ex-husband who might have murdered the very strippers he liked to cheat on me with.

      His voice was clearer tonight, unlike some of the other nights when he sounded like he was talking into a garbage can. And he was almost in perfect color.

      "So," he said as if Destiny and the reporter didn't matter anymore. "Are you ready to do a channeling? I feel amazing."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Charged Up

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't wait to tell Jackson about my research so far. About how creepy Bobby Franklin had been and how he worked at the Starlight, about how I conjured up Eliza at the seance, about Jasmine Truopp and Tina's possible connection there. He kept nodding in that same pretentious way he did when he practically demanded he help me with my master's thesis.

      "Great work covering all angles, but I’m worried it’s not enough. Tell me again why you haven't met with Tina yet."

      I stood up, mind numb. I stumbled into the kitchen and poured the rest of my beer down the drain. I was seeking his approval again. Just like that stupid school girl with her three-ring notebook full of naiveté. I hadn't changed. He hadn't changed. Nothing had changed in our relationship except the man was no longer breathing. Brock was right. There must've been some sort of weird "daddy issues" here. One thing was sure, I needed to grow up already, take back control, and actually claim my independence. It meant more than a name change.

      "Sorry. I can't do the channeling tonight," I said. "I have a date with Brock."

      "You drove all the way up the hill to sit around, drink beer, watch the five-o'clock news, and then go back down into town again?"

      I nodded.

      "Well, cancel your date or whatever. I'm all charged up," he said like I cared about that. "We really should do this when I'm at the peak of charged, don't you think?"

      I shrugged. “Then, go charge yourself while I'm gone." I grabbed my cell phone and keys from off the kitchen counter.

      As soon as I got down Gate Hill enough for there to be cell phone coverage, I called Brock. "Wanna meet for dinner?"

      “Sure,” he said. "I'm just finishing up work. I was gonna head to the Bulldog tonight anyway. Meet me in about an hour?”

      The Bulldog? That was a sports bar in Landover. Why would he want to go there? Was this some sort of new-girlfriend test or something? I didn't really want to pretend to be interested in whatever stupid game was on tonight.

      I drove by the Starlight on my way over to the restaurant, just to see if I'd see anything interesting. I'd be channeling here later on. Maybe. Plus, I had some time to kill before I needed to be at the Bulldog.

      There were quite a few cars in the parking lot for a Thursday evening, or maybe it was just more than I expected. I actually had no idea how many people went to these places on any given day.

      I didn't see anything unusual, except Shelby Winehouse's Cadillac, which probably meant Bobby was here. I parked and watched the entrance, growing bored after my five-second stakeout didn't produce anything incriminating.

      I crouched down in my seat so no one would see me then drove around to the alley like a little old lady who could barely see over her steering wheel. I almost side-swiped the police car in front of me, parked the opposite way just outside the Starlight's back door. It was Justin, sitting in the exact spot I'd been when Destiny and I were guzzling rum and cokes from my car. His eyes bugged out when he saw me. I might've been the last person he expected. He was talking to Bobby.

      "Hey Justin. Hey Bobby," I said as I pulled up, trying to make my voice sound normal and relaxed. "What's Potter Grove's finest doing patrolling Landover?"

      He stared at me. "This investigation involves both cities."

      "Good to see you haven't given up. I saw Caleb on the news saying it was an open-and-shut case."

      "She still thinks her husband didn't do it," Bobby laughed, puffing on his cigarette.

      "Ex-husband. And no, Bobby. I don’t,” I answered. “I heard it could’ve been a creepy bouncer, though.”

      He shot me a look, and I gulped, surprised I had said that myself.

      "What're you doing here?" Justin asked.

      I hadn't thought of that one. "Just taking a shortcut through the alley. I'm late for my date with Brock at the Bulldog," I said then drove away. Just taking a shortcut through this dark alley by the strip club, officer. Nothing suspicious here. I really should've thought up a better lie than that. I looked in my rearview mirror. Justin was out of his vehicle now, staring down the alley at me. I hadn't realized until that moment how doubly suspicious it must've been for the ex-wife of the alleged killer to stalk the place where her husband found his victims. Especially since some people were saying she was involved.

      I hightailed it over to the Bulldog and tried to forget about it.

      The Dog, as most the locals called it, was a typical sports bar. Women in tiny shorts and brown tank tops with bulldog faces on them handed out wings and beer to the many men watching them more than the screens around them.

      We sat down in a booth across from each other. I could tell his eyes were more focused on the screen above my head than on me.

      "You like baseball?" he asked.

      I nodded. "I don't follow it that much, but it's fun to watch." I was lying through my teeth. Watching baseball was as much fun as picking lint off of carpet, except after you were done, you weren’t even rewarded with a lint-free carpet.

      A brunette with big boobs, fake eyelashes, and foundation that seemed two shades too dark for her asked for our order. And I kept my eyes on Brock, watching to see how he was going to look at her. Two could play at this "testing the new relationship" game, a game I wasn't even sure we were playing. I would pretend to like baseball but only if he pretended not to notice the gorgeous woman about to serve us beer and wings. He passed the test. He kept his eyes on the menu only.

      When the waitress left, he looked at me. "So they think Jackson did it. I still can’t believe you came so close to death.”

      "It's okay," I replied. I wanted to tell him about my investigation, about Jackson's ghost and how I was pretty sure he hadn't done it, but this was all new ground for me and I had no idea what the appropriate time was to bring up what could potentially be seen as crazy to your significant other, especially since I knew one of his last girlfriends had schizophrenia.

      "I'm going to see Tina soon. I'm going to tell her about us."

      He nodded, looking more at the screen than anywhere else. He caught my eye and seemed to realize he should probably be paying attention to me. "I think that's a great... great... holy smokes, did you see that? I cannot believe he dropped that. Crazy."

      "Crazy," I repeated, like I'd just been watching that same thing on the screen above his head. "Do you still visit her?"

      "Do what?" He was still half-smiling at the screen. He looked at me, and his face took on the reality of the moment, like he was replaying my words in his head and finally cluing in. “You don’t have to do this, Carly. It's hard to see Tina. I know because I used to try. But I haven’t been there in at least a year, and I can’t feel guilty about it anymore. I know that sounds rough.”

      I nodded, digging my fingernails into the squishy, slightly sticky table.

      He ducked his head down until he caught my eye. “Sometimes, it’s better to remember things the way they used to be.”

      The waitress brought our beer. “Here you go, sir,” she said when she put down Brock’s, tilting her head to the side so her hair would fall over her breasts.

      He mumbled "thanks" while keeping his eyes on mine, which was nice. Back when I was married to Jackson, he would sneak in looks at the women around us and I would have to pretend I hadn't noticed.

      Is that kind of a man really trustworthy enough to do a channeling with?

      I could hardly concentrate on the rest of the night with Brock, and he was mostly watching the game anyway. All I could think about was the channeling I should be doing right now. The murders I should be figuring out, more for the women than my ex, because I honestly believed his murder was tied to theirs.

      Once again, I'd let my anger control my rational thinking.

      I decided that as soon as I got home I'd tell Jackson to include the dinner with his uncle into our channeling session. If Mayor Bowman was really trying to make a road through Gate Hill and Jackson was refusing, the good mayor had a good reason to poison his nephew and try to inherit a property he could make millions off of. But were they really the type to murder women just to frame Jackson?

      Maybe for a free house and a significant inheritance, they would.

      But finding out would mean an awful lot of channeling with an entity I wasn't sure I trusted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Channels of Trust

        

      

    

    
      It was almost midnight when I found myself standing in the middle of my living room with my arms stretched out and my eyes closed, just like Jackson told me to do. He explained that his energy would pass into mine and we'd become one, so to speak. The trick was that I had to keep my mind clear. (Of course when he said that, all I could think about was that Stay Puft Marshmallow scene from Ghostbusters.)

      I giggled.

      He shot me a look. "Your mind's not clear. I can only do this once tonight. Then I'll be too exhausted to go on. In fact, you won't see me for awhile afterwards. I have to recuperate."

      That was enough of a reason right there.

      I opened my eyes and turned to face him. The lights in the living room were off, a touch Jackson said was necessary because it calmed him, but I could still see his silhouette in the faint light coming from the kitchen. He was a handsome man, not in the Hollywood "rugged bodybuilder" sense like Brock or Justin. He was more like one of those weak, geeky types with the crooked smile that you find yourself drawn to.

      He smiled at me, and I realized I was staring at him.

      "Rosalie doesn't think this is a good idea," I said.

      "I know. You told me. You don't have to do this, Carly. It's entirely up to you. However, you are a very strong medium, and I think you'll be fine."

      I sat down on the settee. Too many people were telling me what I did and didn’t have to do in life.

      “I want to sit for this," I said.

      "Whatever you want."

      "And I want you to take me to the night of your poisoning," I said. "First, the dinner with your uncle's re-election campaign. Then onto the Starlight and the champagne room."

      "I have to warn you," he said. "From what I've heard about channelings, living beings feel things exactly as the ghosts felt them, and by that I mean smell, taste, touch..."

      I took a deep breath. I wasn't exactly sure I wanted to taste anything from the VIP room at a nude dancing club. "How... uh," I coughed on my words, trying to think of a delicate way to ask. "How much tasting and touching went on that night?"

      "Never enough," he said, an answer I should have anticipated from my perverted ex.

      "I'm ready," I said, even though I wasn't. I knew I needed to do this quick, though, before I lost my nerve. I lifted my hands out and closed my eyes, thinking of nothing. He grabbed the tips of my fingers, all ten at the same time, and I giggled some more.

      "Okay. Okay. I got this," I said. "I'm just nervous."

      He didn't answer me. He waited until my breath was calm and my heart rate normal.

      I felt him entering me, not in the sexual sense, but in a "whoa, that is weird" one. It started slowly, with feather-light touches that began at the tips of my fingers, traveling through my hands, up my arms, over my belly and then wrapping its way around my chest, something I wondered if it happened during every channeling or just an added movement from my ex. He was a perverted ghost after all.

      I held my breath and tried to relax into it. It was like a rush of cold wind that began outside my skin and continued inside.

      "Good," he said from inside my head. His voice was inner, like my own voice now, but different. "Do you feel me?"

      I nodded, but my head didn't feel like it was moving through air anymore. It felt like I was moving through some sort of plasma, like jello.

      The only annoying part was the breathing. Loud and exaggerated, it reminded me of the first and only time I ever went scuba diving on our vacation to Mexico. No training, no regulations. Just here’s a wetsuit, breathe into this apparatus, and good luck. I ended up freaking out in the first three minutes and had to swim back to shore. Jackson swam back with me, even though I could tell he didn't want to.

      “Relax,” Jackson said. "We're not in Cabo anymore."

      Were we sharing that memory of scuba diving just then?

      "Stop thinking about your breathing, and you won't hear it as much. You can open your eyes."

      I opened them. It was fuzzy at first, kind of like swimming with goggles. And a pain spread across my abdomen as if someone had punched me in the stomach, an odd, lingering aching.

      I realized it was the feeling of full. Jackson took another bite of what tasted like medium-rare, melt-in-your-mouth, bacon-wrapped steak with -- what was that -- yes, mushrooms. And as if at once, I knew I was going to love this channeling thing. And I no longer heard my annoying breathing at all.

      Instead, the sounds of clinking glasses and laughter surrounded me. I recognized the hall immediately as being a part of the country club. Nice tables with fine white table cloths and waiters hustling about. An extra-large red, white, and blue banner was pinned above the huge stone fireplace with "Re-Elect Mayor Bowman" sprawled across the face of it. The smells of steak, corn, and potatoes wafted up from plates. Jackson slipped his plastic cup full of coke under the table and added some rum from his pocket.

      I hissed under my breath when I noticed. "Please tell me you were not that kind of a drunk in your last days. I'm beginning to believe the heart attack was a real one.”

      "Trust me. You'd booze it up too if you had to snooze through the family gatherings I had to go to. Listen to this guy."

      I turned my attention to the rest of the table where Jackson’s uncle and cousins were sitting, along with the mayor from Landover and his wife. Mayor Bowman was in the middle of telling a story, and everyone else was pretending to pay attention, nodding and smiling.

      The mayor’s voice was loud and confident, like he wanted the other tables to hear his amazing story too. “And that’s why Mason had to pawn Grandpa Earl’s watch to pay for the damage. But then, that was my brother for you. He would've sold Gate House too, I'm sure of it, if anyone had given him the chance.”

      Mayor Wittle laughed from his corn. “That is one heck of a story,” he said, this thin turkey neck looked like it might snap under the weight of his lightbulb-shaped head.

      Jackson brought his drink back on the table and swished it around noisily with his fork like he didn't care who saw him doing it.

      "Don't lecture me,” he said to me in his head. “I take a cab to the Starlight."

      The mayor pouted sympathetically at my ex. "Sorry. You would've loved that Rolex, Jackson. Passed down for generations,” the mayor said to my ex. "But like I was saying, your father was a businessman not a sentimental one.”

      Jackson pulled his sleeve up to reveal an antique Rolex. "This Rolex? My father tracked the watch down a year after he pawned it. He had to pay double, but he got it back. A bit more sentimental than he's given credit for, I'm afraid. In other words, he would never, ever approve of anyone selling even a smidgen of Gate House property to build a road. So you can stop telling me stories about my father now. You can stop pretending this is about family."

      Mrs. Wittle's mouth fell open and I saw corn stuck along her graying teeth.

      "Settle down, Jackson," Caleb said from across the table. "Nobody said anything about the road. We know how you feel about it." He turned to Julie and muttered the last part, but loud enough for the table to hear. "Even though, technically, and we all know this, part of that inheritance should've gone to our father when Grandfather died. We should've contested it."

      Julie nodded.

      "The inheritance is always passed down to one Bowman only," Jackson said, chugging his drink. "I'm sorry, but our grandfather made his choice. And so did my father. I will too, someday."

      I watched their faces tighten. "They're about to come after you with their steak knives," I said. "You know that, right?"

      "I suppose those steak knives are pointed at you now." He chuckled in my head.

      Jackson looked out the window at the lake and the long pier with about 20 boats tied up along the side, thumping against their ropes. He sipped his rum and coke. “We’re all like those boats tied up along the pier,” he said to the table, pointing until they all turned to look at them. “Only here because we were roped into it.”

      “Jackass,” the mayor said.

      Jackson talked back to me in his head again. "Honestly, I didn't care what they thought of me at the time. Looking back, I guess I should have. I was only here because I was obligated to do family things if the press was involved.”

      He looked over at a squatty blonde with a camera, taking pictures of the various tables, asking people questions with a recorder in her hands.

      “So, I gave the required donation. I stayed the appropriate amount of time," he said to me as he downed his last gulps of drink.

      "And you got the proper amount of poison," I added.

      Jackson went back to eating even though we were full. I could see why. I always ate when I was avoiding conversation too, but I was happy he did. I've never tasted such delicious steak. Maybe food just tasted better in a channeling.

      "If you'll excuse me," Mayor Bowman said to the table, standing up. "I have a speech to make."

      He whispered something to the waiter who was busy handing out slices of cake before he moved onto the podium.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the waiter intensely, noting what cake pieces he gave out. He handed the Wittles theirs from the outer part of his circular tray, then moved onto Julie and her husband, same spots. Caleb next. Then he went to Jackson where he pulled the cake from dead center. Jackson put it back on the tray and took a different piece from the edge. “Thank you. I prefer a bit more frosting.”

      “Of course,” the man said, then hustled off with the tray.

      “I had grown suspicious,” he said to me.

      “More like paranoid.”

      “Not paranoid enough,” he replied. “I ended up dead, remember?”

      Mayor Bowman coughed into the mic and introduced himself, thanking everyone for coming, calling out sponsors by name. Wittle Construction, the company owned by Mayor Wittle's sons and grandsons. They stood up and waved. No doubt they stood a lot to lose on this road never being built or approved. Kick-backs, rigged bids, misappropriated funds...

      "And, of course, my amazing family," the mayor went on. "My son and sheriff of this fine city, Caleb Bowman. My daughter, Julie, and her husband, Arnold.”

      He never once mentioned Jackson. I wondered how that made my ex feel. His parents were gone. And these people were his only family left.

      Jackson hunched over and snuck out, barely able to dodge the waiters with their cake trays. He bumped into one and mumbled an already-slurred apology that the waiter did not stick around to hear.

      "I headed straight over to the Starlight," he told me as we staggered out the large glass doors of the country club without many people noticing. The cool breeze blew hard against his face, his stomach aching in a stretched-beyond-capacity way. I could tell, he was already pretty out of it.

      "Destiny told me she had a surprise for me," he went on. "Close your eyes and relax, and I'll fast forward to the good stuff."

      I had no idea what he meant by that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Mounting Evidence

        

      

    

    
      There was less fog this time when I opened my eyes and a lot more clarity. A dozen half-naked women stood all around Jackson as he walked along a dimly lit hallway. Destiny was ahead of him, her bleach blonde hair in its trademark pigtails swooshing along her shoulder blades. Her dress was short, bare in the back, and bright blue like her stilettos.

      "Whichever one you like, Jackie," she said, touching his chin, causing my heavy breathing to grow heavier. I reminded myself this wasn't happening to me. This was Jackson's memory. She was only seeing Jackson's chin.

      She pointed to the redhead who was coming straight for us in the hall. The woman brushed purposely against Jackson as she passed, pressing herself lightly on his chest. The smell of coconut oil took over my senses. "Oh, excuse me, Jackson," she giggled like she hadn't meant to bump into him. "You two headed to the champagne room?"

      Destiny nodded, but the redhead moved on, and so did we, toward the back where the VIP rooms apparently were. Destiny waved to two women coming out of the bathroom. I recognized them immediately. Candace and Heather. It was surreal seeing the two deceased women I'd only known from pictures on the news.

      Candace was a petite brunette with hair extensions and long bright pink nails. Heather was the taller one who liked to toss her sandy blonde highlighted curls from shoulder to shoulder as she laughed, over nothing.

      "I recommend this one," Destiny said, pointing to Candace. "You remember her, right? We like her."

      "Her," I found myself saying. I pointed to Candace. "Yes. The one from my English class. The other one too, if you can swing it."

      Destiny winked at me, running a hand up between Jackson’s legs, cupping and stroking him gently. "I thought you'd like her. I bet I know someone who's about to get an A this semester."

      She laughed as Jackson traced her inner thigh with the tip of his finger. Destiny held up the one-minute sign. "I'll be right back with your request," she said, sashaying off down the hall.

      "You can skip over some things," I yelled in my head to Jackson.

      Jackson laughed. "You're saying I should fast forward to the really good stuff."

      "I'm saying, keep it PG."

      "It's like a virtual reality porno, though. Most people would thank me."

      I looked around while Destiny was gone. It was really weird being here, and even weirder being here as my creepy ex-husband. Unfortunately, I could only go where the memory took me but I scanned everyone's face as they passed us in the hall. That's when I saw him. Bobby Franklin, Shelby Winehouse's fiancé. I doubted that bouncer needed to be back here. I was going to keep my eye on him, if I could. Bobby kept his head down, probably hoping not to have to say anything to Jackson.

      Jackson made eye contact with him as he passed us. "Shelby would make a lot more money working here," Jackson said to him, and I cringed in my channeling. Cringed. How in the world did my disgusting ex even make it to 50?

      Bobby looked like he wanted to strangle him. A lot of people gave Jackson that look. "She's pregnant, you ass," he said, and I cringed again. Bobby went on, his hand in a fist now. "And if she even talked about working here.” He paused to punch his fist into his other hand. “I’d have issues.”

      A brunette who looked a lot like the girl from the Bulldog with big boobs and way too much makeup walked out of the bathroom and down the hall. Bobby followed her, staring at her butt the whole time. Poor Shelby. Her boyfriend was a creeper who made fist-motions when he talked about her.

      I spoke to Jackson in my mind as soon as the creeper left. "What the hell was that?”

      "Just making small talk," he replied. "We joke."

      "That's not joking. That's trying really hard to get your ass kicked."

      When Destiny came back, she was carrying a large green drink. "Your margarita, sir," she said.

      "I don't drink margaritas," Jackson replied. “And I brought my own.” He patted his jacket pocket where the flask was.

      She stroked the hair around his ears. Destiny's face was close to Jackson’s, too close. I never noticed how her chin came to a severe point at the bottom before. "The girl in your class is named Candace in case you don't remember. She's 18, says you're the cutest professor at LU, and guessed that margaritas were your favorite drink so she had me order one for you. Blended with salt. I’ll tell her you’re not interested.”

      Jackson grabbed the glass, but in his already sloppy state caused cold margarita to spill along his hand. ”Tell her she was one-hundred-percent correct about the margarita.” He swigged down a large gulp of the drink, wiping the salt with the back of his sleeve. It tasted way too sweet, weird. I immediately wanted to throw up, probably because I was feeling the way Jackson would have felt after drinking a margarita.

      Destiny walked off, and I had a hard time tracking her movement.

      “I can’t tell if you’re drunk or drugged,” I said.

      Jackson didn’t say anything, making me think he was already too far gone.

      The floor felt slanted, my brain did too. Slanted and numb. Things were spinning a little. "I need to lie down," Jackson managed to say but it took just about every ounce of energy he had to get the words out.

      Candace bounced over to him. Her long waves were a dark contrast to her pale Snow-White-like complexion. "I love your class, Professor Bowman," she said.

      "Call me Jackson," he replied. His voice was shaky and weird, but I had no idea if I was hearing it wrong or if he was saying it like that.

      She continued like I was making sense. "Destiny's like a big sister to me," she said, curling her arm around his. "Of course, sisters share everything."

      Up was down and down was up at this point in the game. Her voice came at me in a jumbled mess. I tried to decipher the code. Jackson was definitely having a hard time following, but I was pretty sure I could do it if I concentrated hard enough. He was under the influence, but I was the part of us that wasn't. If I could separate myself from Jackson, maybe I could clearly see the things going on around here.

      "Relax," she said, leading me into what was probably the champagne room. I felt Jackson's shoulders soften, his breathing slow down, as if he was relaxing on her command. She gently set his half-empty margarita down on the coffee table then pushed him hard onto the couch that was just about the only other thing in the room besides a mini bar and some pumped-in dance music.

      She climbed on top of Jackson as soon as he flopped onto the dark brown cushions. Candace's very thin silky short robe rode up a little as she climbed her way across Jackson’s body, making me realize she wasn't wearing anything else. She grabbed his hands and placed them on her breasts, giggling as she did. I refused to let myself think about it, reminding myself I needed to look around the room instead. But first, of course, I compared our boobs. She was like a full cup bigger than my Bs. Hers were probably fake, though.

      Candace was obviously a great distraction for my ex-husband, and it was shocking for me to find out just what really went on in the clubs he used to go to.

      You're no longer married to him. You don't care.

      It was this thought that helped me detach, to help the room stop spinning as much.

      "I always liked you, professor," Candace said with large, pouty lips that were a ridiculously shiny red. Her breath smelled like tic tacs, the green kind. I tried to concentrate on the details, one at a time. I found that when I concentrated hard on the details, I no longer felt out of control. It was like the part of Jackson who was laying half out of his mind on the soft leather couch of the VIP room was not the same as me. The details seemed to ground me to the place and not the person.

      Another figure came into the room. At least one. They were kind of blurry, but I was pretty sure the tall blonde blur coming over to me was Heather Telamario.

      Candace's mouth hit mine with unexpected force. It was sticky from way too much gloss as her tongue snaked its way through my lips. "Professor," she said. “How would you grade my performance so far?“ Both girls laughed.

      I turned my vision to the side, hoping to find what Destiny was doing while this fatal distraction was going on. I had a feeling none of what Jackson was experiencing right now was in compliance with the club's official policies, VIP room or not. Or I hoped they at least wiped down the leather couches in between clients.

      Through foggy vision, I saw Destiny standing by my margarita glass, tapping on a syringe to the beat of the Beyonce song playing in the background. First, a laced margarita and now a syringe? Jackson was right. He'd been given something, maybe poison. Or maybe he was into injecting drugs. I had no idea what my perverted ex-husband had been into.

      While Candace and Heather's hands explored Jackson's drugged-out body, Destiny sashayed over to me with the syringe. I could smell her perfume when she sat down on the floor by the couch and grabbed Jackson’s arm that seemed to have no resistance left in it. It flopped into her hands.

      "Jackson, honey," she said from some faraway place in my mind. She put something in my hand. "Hold this."

      Jackson's hand formed around an object. It was thin and long. At first I thought it was the syringe. It was a pen, maybe.

      "Sign your name here." She put my hand on the paper. "You remember how to do that right? Sign Jackson Bowman. Jack-son Bow-man,” she said, enunciating her syllables.

      My hand flopped to the floor like she'd let go of a dumbbell.

      "Come on," she said, her voice raising into frustration. She shook me a little.

      I tried to see what he was signing, but Jackson's eyes were barely focusing, and could see much better farther away. I tried to shake my head no. Nothing happened. No responses from Jackson at all, except maybe a little drool.

      "He's too out of it," I heard what was probably Candace say. "We can try it again later."

      Destiny smacked my face hard, again and again. "You've gotta be kidding me. Do you know how hard it was to get him here in the first place? I had to promise him a surprise." She lifted my sleeve up, stroking my arm gently along my elbow and up around my biceps. "This. This is your surprise."

      "He needs to sign first," a low voice said from the back of he room.

      "His eyes are still open," Candace replied. "Maybe he can still do it."

      I scanned the room to see if I could find the bottle Destiny had planned to inject me with before Jackson went farther under.

      Destiny put the pen back in my hand. The woman was desperate for me to sign this thing, whatever it was. She finally let my arm drop. "You're good for nothing." She smacked me hard across my face once again as she and the other girls laughed. My heart raced. My eyes twitched, trying to stay open.

      "Jackson," I yelled in my mind.

      Focus, Jackson, focus. We have to find the bottle before you're all the way under.

      He did not respond to me.

      My gaze went from the margarita glass to the women who were making out on the coffee table right by it, apparently done with Jackson at this point. They groped at each other's hair, at Candace's robe that was barely hanging onto her body. Destiny pulled it the rest of the way off with one swift movement. Voices and movement spun around me in nude-colored blurs of nausea. I thought I saw a strange blur walking around, but I couldn't really tell who it was.

      I realized that's where my ex-husband's last-fleeting attentive moments had been directed that night before he lost consciousness. His eyelids felt like little cartoon anvils had been attached to them. Then there, out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of the bottle when the three women moved their naked grope-session onto the large chair by the door. A little clear bottle sitting on the coffee table. Its label was only half toward me. Desperately, I tried to make out the words written on it.

      ehead

      um

      ide

      Suddenly, and without warning, my heart jumped into hyper-speed. My arms jerked uncontrollably by my side, spasming. With my throat quickly tightening, I tried to swallow, or even to remember the feelings and muscles it took to swallow, but I couldn't. My tongue felt about six times its normal size, my mouth grew drier by the second. Somehow, I managed to lean over just enough to throw up on the side of the couch.

      "Ohmygod, I think he's dying," a woman's voice screamed from the chair. I couldn't tell who it was.

      “Shit. Not yet. Not good.”

      "We need to call 911."

      "Oh yeah, so they can trace this back to us," a third voice said. It was low, same as the other low voice. Familiar too. A man's voice. "I told you not to give him too much."
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        * * *

      

      When I came to in my living room I was on the floor by the settee without any recollection of how I got there. It didn't matter. I was exhausted. My heart was still racing and my head felt like it had just been through a four-month binge-drinking session in Vegas, not that I knew what that felt like. I looked around the dark room for my ex-husband, mostly so we could go over what he remembered from that night. He was nowhere to be found. I remembered him saying something about needing to recuperate.

      I was pretty sure the margarita had been laced with GHB, a club drug. GHB was why guidance counselors warned young girls not to leave their drinks alone for even a second. It was the stuff frat boys cooked up in their bathtubs so they could take unsuspecting girls behind a dumpster and later claim it was consensual. People on GHB were not only drugged senseless, but they'd also do whatever someone else commanded them to do, and they'd have no recollection of it the next day. Who knew the only time I'd experience GHB firsthand would be through the memory of a 50-something-year-old man?

      Destiny gave Jackson the drug so he'd sign something, probably a new will or an amendment to her prenup. Whatever. Destiny needed to explain herself. She was clearly about to commit murder right there.

      Had Candace and Heather blackmailed her or gotten in the way somehow? Had she murdered them too?

      I sat down on the settee again, letting my head throb into my fingertips. The name on the bottle was still standing on the edge of my mind, like it couldn't decide if it wanted to dive in and commit itself to being a memory or if it wanted to remain a forgotten piece of life. I bolted up, ran over to the credenza in the dining room, and yanked open the top drawer. I pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil and began scribbling down everything while it was still fresh in my mind. The two women. The words on the bottle. The exact feelings I had after being drugged.

      Of course, that's when the house started to shake just like it had when Mrs. Harpton was cleaning, only stronger. I looked around for the housekeeper. My third written reprimand was laying on the dining room table beside me.

      
        
        Dear Ms. Taylor,

        As detailed in the house agreement, after three formal reprimands, appropriate actions can be expected. These corrective actions will take place tonight.

        

      

      Great. This must be the punishment for not following the agreement.

      Somehow, I staggered to the kitchen even though the floor was shaking so hard I could barely get one foot to shuffle in front of the other. I leaned over the sink and threw up. Again and again. The shaking, and the nausea, lasted all night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Clinically Evaluated

        

      

    

    
      I was really surprised not to have a hangover the next day when Rex woke me up, gently nudging my hand with his nose, reminding me to feed him, already. I'd fallen asleep on the settee somehow. Everything was a blur, and like most things in my life, I had more questions than answers. The channeling still reeled in my mind, but not in the same way it had last night.

      Jackson had known he'd been drugged. And he knew who'd done it. Maybe all that drinking at the dinner had morphed into the drugging at the strip club, but what he'd forgotten in his fogged-up memories was pretty clear to me. Destiny was the killer. And the two now-deceased girls she was with were her accomplices.

      "Sorry, Rex," I said, grabbing my phone from off the coffee table. "I'll feed you in a minute. I know I'm late." He put his head down, obviously disappointed. This was going down on my permanent record, another corrective action would probably be taking place soon.

      I looked up everything I could about GHB before the internet conked out on me. The more I read, the more I knew that's probably what Jackson had been given the night he thought he'd been poisoned. I also looked up poisons that ended in ehead um ide, the only words I could read on the bottle. The results were weird, especially when I added heart attack to my search. Sodium fluoride came up along with a dart gun the CIA apparently made in the 1970s that would cause victims to have heart attacks. I bookmarked that one for a click-bait article if I ever went back to the dark side of writing again. Then, I came across an interesting article about potassium chloride, one of the injections they give death-row inmates when they euthanize them. Apparently, it was too painful to be given alone. The person would have to be given a knock-out drug first -- GHB! It made sense if there was also an ehead involved, which there wasn't.

      I took Rex's bowl from the microwave and set it down for him. The kitchen clock said 10:18. Shoot. I'd have to leave for the Purple Pony soon. No part of me wanted to go, but I couldn't call in sick on my second day.

      I dragged myself over to bathroom and splashed water all along my face, fully expecting to see Jackson behind me. I was dying to go over all the details of our channeling session, along with my new suspicions, but he wasn’t there and wouldn’t be for a while.

      On my way out, I noticed I had a message on the answering machine. I hated using that archaic devise, mostly because I never remembered to check it, so my messages were usually super old. But because coverage on my cell phone up here was pretty much nonexistent, I had to deal with it.

      It was Brock. "Hey you," he said, making me smile at the warmth in his voice. "I talked to Justin, and, anyway, I’m sorry I took you to the Bulldog last night. Let's plan something more fun for you. Like I don't know, dancing or wine-tasting or something. Call me."

      Maybe it wasn't a bad thing I saw Justin in the alley of the Starlight. And here I'd thought the deputy was staring at me because I'd looked suspicious, or that he hated me for dating his friend. Justin wasn't Jackson. He wasn’t jealous or controlling.

      Maybe I could talk to him about Destiny being a murderer. Somehow, telling law enforcement that I saw a woman in a channeling session about to inject my ex-husband with something called "ehead um ide" didn't seem like enough evidence, or such a good idea.
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        * * *

      

      I thought Rosalie was going to check my vital signs when she found out I'd spent all night doing a channeling with my awful dead ex-husband. She was the only person, other than Jackson, I could talk to about this; a fact that would have been comforting if it didn't feel like I was being clinically evaluated.

      "How many hours do you think you were under Jackson's control?" she asked. She had a large black book opened in front of her with thick yellowed pages that looked like they were made out of some sort of animal hide. The Purple Pony had just opened and there weren't any customers yet, thank goodness. This book and her facial expressions were a little frightening.

      "I'm not sure. It couldn't have been more than three hours," I said.

      "Three hours?" she shot back like I'd said a million. "The longest I've ever heard of was an hour. One hour. And that person had to be hospitalized afterward." She looked me over. "You sure you're okay?"

      I nodded.

      "Three hours, huh?" she said again as she scanned the pages of her large book. "I hate to tell you this, honey, but that is not normal."

      I laughed. “Like channeling with a ghost is ever normal.”

      She ignored my joke and continued in a softer tone. “This is very high-level stuff. Your mediumship is probably one of the strongest on record. It's beyond my scope or what I'm reading in any of these books. There has to be a reason you can connect with ghosts like this. Do you know anything about your parents, your biological ones, I mean?"

      I tugged at the hangnail poking out on the side of my thumb. This was a sore subject, and one I didn't talk about too often. Any time I even tried to bring up my adoption with my mother, it led to "the face." "The face" was what I called my mother's hurt look: her cheeks lost their color, a soft weird voice took over her usual gruff one, her eyes half-closed into painful sad slits. It was such a difference in the person I knew to be my mother, I couldn't get myself to go into anything that caused the face to happen. So I told Rosalie the only answer my mother ever gave me whenever I got up enough nerve to ask.

      "She doesn't know. It was a private adoption with a private lawyer. My biological mother doesn't want to be found or looked up. That's all she knows. Why?” The words came out in one breath. I hadn't meant to shout them, though.

      Rosalie hugged me so hard her dangly earring caught in my curls. "Some things in life are harder than you think they're gonna be. So don't do them until you're ready, you hear?"

      She hadn't heard me right. It wasn't my fear. It was my mother's, one of my mothers. Either my biological one or my adopted one, or both. They were the ones who didn't want me to discover this part of my life. Not me.

      She didn't let go of her hug for a good thirty seconds. "I told Brock that same thing when he looked up his birth mother a few years back. You never know what can happen. He wasn't ready either, but he heard she was dying in hospice, so he went. Strung out, no teeth, no hair, literally rotting away. It broke his heart. Once an addict, always an addict. There might be a good reason this woman doesn't want to be looked up, or your adopted mother doesn't want you to look her up. You might have to be prepared for what you find, is all."

      She was right. Some things were hard, and you needed to be ready for them. It was probably why I hadn’t seen Tina yet. I wondered if I’d ever be ready for that, or looking up my birth parents.

      Deciding to change the subject before I dug my hangnail out so far it bled, I told Rosalie about the amazing steak I'd eaten during the channeling and how everything smelled, tasted, and felt just like it would have if I were really experiencing them. "Only no calories," I said. "I highly recommend it for that reason alone. But then, the Starlight was a little awkward for those same 'way too realistic' reasons."

      I had her mesmerized. She leaned over the opened book, her thick arms curling around the pages. "We are going to make a lot of money," she said, in the same tone I pictured P.T. Barnum using with Jo Jo. Still, I hoped she was right.

      I told her about the road the Bowmans wanted to build through Gate Hill and the real reason they wanted the Victorian.

      When I got to the part about Destiny, Candace, and Heather, I hesitated, stumbling over my words, stopping myself. Everything seemed to point to them in Jackson's poisoning that night, an attempted murder that was only halted because Jackson hadn't signed his papers yet.

      These girls tried to kill Jackson. Period. That part seemed certain. What was still uncertain was how and why two out of three of them ended up in our yard. Had Jackson figured it out and retaliated?

      I blurted out all the details before I had time to worry if I should mention them or not.

      "So what are you going to do?" Rosalie asked me.

      "I don't know yet. I can't tell the police I got my information from a channeling. They won’t believe that and it’ll just make me seem suspicious. I'm pretty sure I need Destiny to confess."

      "That's not going to happen," she replied as the wind chimes on the door clanged together and our first customers meandered in, an older couple wearing designer everything.

      "I have a plan," I said. She looked even more worried than before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Reading Between the Lines

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed a shopping cart and threw my purse into its basket the next day, my head slumped awkwardly to the side to keep my phone up to my ear as I waited for my mother to pick up. A cool breeze blew through the parking lot along with the smell of diesel from the large trucks traveling through Landover to get to the more important cities. I pushed my cart through the automatic doors, pulling the list I'd written on an old receipt from my pocket:

      Recorder, plain journal, mace, check the price of Swiss army knives (make sure they are sharp)...

      "Hello honey," my mom said, answering. “How’s the retail business?”

      I tried to remember to keep my voice down. I had a tendency to yell when I was on my cellphone in a loud public place, especially when I was talking to my mother. “Great,” I replied, ignoring her attempt to pick up where we'd last left off. "I was just calling because I want to know more about my adoption."

      "What?" she asked.

      I stepped to the side of the entrance to let other customers go around me and stuffed a finger in my ear. "I think it's time we talked about my birth mother and my adoption. I have a lot of unusual questions…”

      The Walmart greeter smiled politely at me.

      There was a long pause on the other end. My mother was talking to someone else in the room. "No. No. I put the margarita mix in the cabinet above the stove." Her voice was quickly back to the phone again. "Look, honey. Brenda's here. Can I call you back about this?"

      Brenda was her best friend, and she was always there. They were rediscovering their youth, which meant they rented Redbox and went to happy hour together.

      "No," I snapped then realized how loud I was being. I softened my tone. "There's always something. I’d like you to take a photo of everything you can about my birth, now while you're thinking about it, every document you have. I know you said I came with a blanket. I want a photo of that too."

      No answer, just the rumbling sounds of the ice dispenser from her fridge spitting out ice. I knew I was being a buzz kill on her and Brenda's margarita night, but I didn't care.

      Just the thought of margarita made the room spin a little. I leaned against my cart and continued. “It’s important. Please tell me everything you remember. Right now on the phone. About the lawyer. About that day. How did you meet the lawyer? Where were you when you signed the papers? How did you get me?"

      I felt "the face" over my phone connection. My mother was not happy.

      "Carly Mae. This is not the time for this. Brenda and I rented a movie and I need to go. Besides, I've told you everything I can about your adoption. It was a closed and private one. Your birth mother did not want to be found. Period. End of story. In fact, I'm pretty sure this is the very thing she was trying to avoid. So, in order to get you, I had to agree that I wouldn't discuss the details. I will send you all the documents I can again, though."

      She'd never sent me a thing before. She only said that for Brenda's benefit and we both knew it.

      “Stop lying,” I said louder than I’d meant to.

      She quickly said "good-bye" before I could say anything else. I knew she'd casually forget to send me anything, and then pretend later that she'd done it.

      The old man in the dark blue vest sitting on the stool beside me tried not to give me a sympathetic look when I threw my phone in my purse and showed him the list. We both knew he'd been listening in.

      "Hi," I said, pointing to the paper by his face. "Where can I find... let's see, a recorder, mace, and a really sharp Swiss army knife?" His eyes traced my face and my outfit. I could feel him mentally taking notes about my appearance to tell the police later if any adopted mothers happened to turn up dead. He was a bright man.

      Later, in the parking lot of Walmart, I scribbled everything I could into the pages of the plain black journal. I was a writer. I could make this believable. I looked at the clock on my cell phone. It was already 6:30, and I hadn't even finished half a page yet. Thankfully, the library stayed open late on Fridays.

      I still had Destiny's number in my phone from when she'd texted me during our drinking session in the alley that day, so I sent her a text:

      Found Jackson's journal today. Interesting entry for March 18th. We need to talk. Call me.

      I left it short and vague. It was better that way, more believable. I bit the tip of the pen as I tried to remember every detail I could for the diary pages. The injection. The way she tried to get Jackson to sign papers. The fact Candace and Heather were there with Jackson and Destiny on the night he’d been poisoned.

      The details alone would be enough to bring authenticity to my project. And no one would have any problems believing my ex-husband kept a diary. He seemed like just the kind of narcissist who recorded every bowel movement. I made a mental note to add in a bowel movement for believability.

      As soon as I finished, I threw my foot on the gas and headed over to the library. If I was going to make this ruse one-hundred-percent believable, I had to have a witness. I knew from the many click-bait articles I'd written over the last four years in my mother's basement that even the craziest of stories would be believable if you tied someone credible to the details.

      Once again, I was the only person in there. "Sorry about the noise, Mrs. Nebitt," I yelled from the copy machines in the hallway by the bathrooms and the front door.

      She didn't even shush me.

      "I found Jackson's diary and I need to make copies of it because there's no way I'm giving Destiny Bowman the originals to Jackson's diary. That I just found. His diary.”

      She never looked up from her faded 1998 computer monitor, and I wondered if she even heard me.

      I was just about to walk over to the counter and tell her how my murdering ex's death seemed suspicious when my phone rang. At least that got the older woman's attention. I looked down. Destiny was calling me back.

      I rushed out the automatic doors without even saying "good-bye" to Mrs. Nebitt (she didn’t notice, I’m sure), cursing myself under my breath for not having the recorder I picked up at Walmart opened and ready for action. I should’ve known there was no way Destiny was going to text me back and leave a trail of evidence like that.

      "Carly Mae?" she said in a sweet, calm voice. "What's this all about?"

      "You know what this is all about." I tried to talk as slow as possible while fumbling with my key fob. I needed to get my recorder ready. I only hoped the woman wouldn't confess anything too damning until I was ready.

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      I finally got my car door open. I ran my hand along the floor mats in the backseat, looking for my Walmart bag. "According to Jackson's diary, on the night of March eighteenth, you were in the VIP lounge with Candace and Heather. You were trying to get him to sign something."

      Damn it. Why did I spill my beans so easily? If she confessed now, I was screwed.

      There was a long pause where I pictured Destiny making "the face."

      "You're lying," she finally said.

      "Really? Here's an excerpt." I grabbed one of the pages of my fake diary, enunciating every syllable into my phone. "Destiny picked up my arm and tried to get me to sign a paper, saying, 'Do you know how hard it was to get him here? I had to promise him a surprise.'"

      It was a good five seconds before her whispered voice said, "That is crazy. Did I tell you Jackson was going crazy there toward the end? If he really thought that’s what happened, no wonder he killed those girls.”

      “I think this diary proves he didn’t. He mentioned something about a syringe.”

      “Never happened. But, I want to see this diary. I get off work in ten minutes. Meet me in the back of the Starlight when you get a chance, alone. I'll be looking for you. Bring this alleged diary you're talking about.”

      She hung up, and I let myself stop searching for the stupid recorder. I rested my head on my steering wheel, listening to the sound of my breathing in the stagnant warmth of my car, trying to calm myself down.

      Heather and Candace used to be the only two people who could connect Destiny to Jackson's death. And now they were dead. Jackson was dead too. And here I was, announcing I was the one person left who could make that connection. She wanted me to bring that diary, all right, so she could get rid of me and all the evidence in one fell swoop.

      Was I really going to meet that killer in a dark alley alone with nothing but a little canister of mace and a recorder? I kicked myself for not looking harder for the Swiss-army-knife section.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Messages

        

      

    

    
      It was dark when I pulled into the alley. I turned my radio down and listened to my wheels crunching through the pebbles and trash along the street. My heart raced and I found myself hitting the door lock a few times for no reason. The recorder was in my lap, ready to go, right next to the mace I'd bought. Still, I felt anything but prepared.

      I was late. I knew I would be. The library was in Potter Grove and the Starlight was in Landover. I pulled up to the backdoor and grabbed my phone to let Destiny know I was there, so I would have a trail of my own evidence. I pulled my copied diary pages from the passenger's seat and placed them over my lap to cover the recorder and the mace.

      The backdoor opened and I fully expected a large blonde with pigtails to sashay out in a tiny bathrobe, but it was Bobby Franklin, Shelby Winehouse's fiancee. He lit a cigarette and nodded to me.

      "Hey Bobby," I said, reluctantly rolling down my window. ”What're you doing here?" I bit my lip and cursed myself for asking such a dumb question. He was the bouncer on a smoke break. I was the one who needed to explain myself. I wondered if I should ask for Destiny or tell him some sort of lie. I wondered briefly if he was here to “take care of me.”

      “Actually, I was waiting for you,” he said, and I almost screamed.

      He looked up at the full moon, his face a pale hairy beach ball in the moonlight. I put my car back into drive with my foot on the brake, ready to take off if I needed to.

      He reached into the zippered part of his windbreaker and I threw my foot on the gas, pulling forward, stopping when I saw in my rearview mirror that he was waving an envelope at me.

      He sauntered back over to my car. “Jumpy much?” He chuckled, like he knew he was creepy and relished it. He held the envelope out to me. “I was asked to give this to you if you showed up out here. No clue what it is," he said, even though I hadn't asked if he'd opened it.

      I pulled the envelope through the little opened slot of my window, the other hand on my canister of mace.

      “Thanks,” I said, my heart still racing.

      He walked away, across the alley, not even caring what was in my envelope. His pace picked up as he made his way down to the next street over. Every three seconds or so, he'd look up at the moon. I looked too. It was just a moon.

      I watched as he rounded the corner, tugging on his shirt like it was suddenly strangling him. I thought I heard howling as I rolled my window up. It was really getting weird in Potter Grove.

      I realized I was holding my mace so tightly my palm hurt. I opened the envelope.

      Don't text. Don't call. It's not safe. Meet me at Bear Rock Drive-In. We can talk there.

      Bear Rock Drive-In went out of business probably 20 years before I ever stepped foot in this town. There was no way I was going there alone to meet the woman who attempted to murder my ex-husband.

      Of course, he’d been her husband at the time, and I’m sure he gave her (along with plenty of other people) good reason to murder him, but something in the back of my mind wouldn’t let me think she could do it. She probably wanted to tell me who the only other voice was in the VIP room that night, though. And I was guessing she had to be extra cautious about it.

      I called Rosalie, just so someone would know where I was headed, in case I didn't make it back.

      "What in the hell do you mean you're going to meet Destiny outside the Bear Rock?" Rosalie only cussed when she was upset. "Carly Mae, no. This is not a good idea."

      "I know. But I think I've got Destiny scared. I'm pretty sure I can coax a confession out of her. I've got mace and..."

      "You’ve lost your flippin' mind. You suspect this woman killed Jackson and then you're gonna tell me not to worry because you have mace."

      “I don’t think she killed Jackson, not because she couldn’t, but because she wouldn’t have unless he signed his paperwork. But I think she knows who did, and I think she wants to tell me, but she’s afraid. Or maybe she killed him. I don’t know,” I said, or I tried to say. Rosalie was still yelling about mace and bad ideas, and hadn’t heard me.

      I hung up on her. She was right. But I was still going.

      I pulled down the dark road to Bear Rock, which was just as remote as the one up to Gate House. No streetlights, no street signs, just some friendly dead trees and abandoned furniture along the way to let you know where your dead body would likely be tossed later.

      The only thing left of the old drive-in quickly came into view as soon as I turned the corner, the snack shack. Destiny's convertible was right next to it just like she said. I thought about texting her, but her note said not to. Of course, it might’ve said not to because she wanted to kill me without there being too many traces back to her. I sat and watched her car, but I didn't see any movement.

      After about half an hour of waiting her out, I decided to just drive by and see if anyone was there. I wouldn't even get out of the car. I'd just do a quick drive by to check.

      I turned off the music and listened to the plinking sounds of gravel rolling through my wheel wells. I didn't see Destiny, or anyone, as I drove by her convertible. I clutched my pepper spray, and pulled my cell phone from my purse, punching in 9-1-1, ready to send if I needed to. I slipped the phone into my back pocket.

      Pulling up next to Destiny's car, I looked over. I couldn’t really see anything.

      This wasn't good. And I got the sinking feeling that I was being set up, and Destiny had the upper hand. Every brain cell I had screamed at me to turn the car around. But I didn't listen. Instead, I waited, engine still on, doors locked, mace in my hand... checking in between the dark silhouettes of the nearby trees, checking for any signs of a setup. After waiting five full minutes, I peeked over at the car next to me, but it was too dark to see anything through both of our windows.

      She probably had her seat reclined and was asleep in there.

      I put my hand over my horn but then put it back down again. "Just leave and call the police, Carly," I said out loud. A great plan, except that the sheriff was Caleb Bowman. I'd have to explain way too much to that awful man if I went that route. A forged diary, a text to my dead ex-husband's stripper, a channeling, why we were meeting here… And all because the woman had fallen asleep?

      It was a two-second run. Three steps. That's all. I'd run over, check, and run back. I kicked my car door open and ran to hers, tugging wildly on her door. It was locked. I knocked on the window then cupped my hands around my face and put my eyes as close to the window as I could. Not much, just a purse laying on the passenger's side seat. And a note, on the driver's side floor that I couldn't make out from this side of the car. I took a deep breath and ran over to the driver's side window, squinting into the darkness of her vehicle to read what it said:

      Meet me at Canyon Rock Drive-In. Don't text. Don't call. I want to talk to you about something -- Carly Mae

      

      I barely knew what happened. The pain was immediate. No air. Something tight wrapped around my neck, choking me from behind. My vision fogged into darkness, and I tried to breathe but couldn't. I kicked wildly, but the thing around my neck got tighter, and tighter. I reached my hand behind me, running it up my back. Clamping my finger down as hard as I could while keeping my eyes closed, I depressed the mace button, spraying and spraying. Foam dripped down my own hand, tingling and numbing it instantly. But the noose-like thing around my neck that threatened to snap my bones loosened enough for me to breathe in a gulp of my own pepper spray. I didn't think. Coughing and hacking, I just ran straight ahead, not caring where I was headed or how I was going to make it back to my car. I took off to the only coverage around me, the snack shack. A lopsided, half-torn-down, pile of graffitied-up plywood that smelled like pepper spray. Everything smelled like pepper spray. My own eyes stung and watered so much I couldn't see. I didn't dare wipe them with my hand, though. I knew that would make things worse. I looked around. Noticing a board by my feet, I picked it up and swung it around to check every direction for whoever it was who had choked me.

      Had Destiny been set-up too? Or did she just want me to think she'd been?

      I rubbed my neck, fully expecting to feel blood or a bone jutting out or something. Everything ached and I could hardly swallow, but I seemed to be okay. Blinking through pepper-spray-induced tears, I looked in every direction, checking my surroundings but not seeing or hearing anything. Just those damned cicadas laughing at me in the distance.

      I took a step forward. My car was still running, and my driver's side door was open, thank God. I needed to try to reach it. But, I suspected, Destiny (or whoever the strangler was) was watching my car too -- or was hiding in it.

      Quickly, I reached in my back pocket for my phone that I'd already punched 911 into.

      "Damn it," I muttered a few times when nothing was there. I must've dropped my phone somewhere in my run or while I was being choked.

      I stared at my car, knowing it was my only hope.

      I waited half a minute, until my eyes were clear enough to focus forward, and I knew I had a straight shot to Destiny's car, which was the only straight shot I could see. I mentally counted to three then took off to her passenger's side, still carrying the board at the ready to smack someone harder than they ever thought a woman my size could do.

      I stopped and looked around then inched my way toward the back of her vehicle, checking in all directions the whole way, my nose dripping, eyes running. The fact I didn't see or hear anyone was not comforting. My heart thumped out the score from Jaws with each careful step I took. I tripped over something squishy yet lumpy, and I looked down. An outstretched hand under Destiny's car.

      Screaming the rest of the way, I bolted into my own running car, locked the doors then smacked every inch of the back seat with the board. Only after I didn't feel or see anything did I throw my car into reverse and pull away. I'd watched enough horror movies to know I had to smack that back seat first.

      I drove straight to the police station, wondering what on earth I was going to say to Caleb Bowman, especially with my name all over a note in a possibly dead woman's car.

      The good news was I'd probably just cleared my ex-husband's name, but only because I'd thrown my own name under the suspicion bus.

      I didn't realize I was still screaming when I rushed through the doors of the police station until Justin ran out from the back and asked me what was going on. I collapsed into his arms, surprised he let me.

      Tears streamed down my face as I blurted it all out, telling him everything, yelling that Destiny needed help.

      "I'll send an ambulance out to the drive-in and radio the sheriff," he said. "Caleb's patrolling that area right now. But I’m going to need to know exactly what happened out there and why in the hell you were meeting your dead ex-husband’s widow at a deserted drive-in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          And Then There Was One

        

      

    

    
      The news was full of Destiny's murder the next day.  I knew I was to blame for it. Even though that woman had tried to kill Jackson and may have succeeded about a week later, this was something I would carry around with me for the rest of my life. I was responsible for taking someone's life. My dumb plan. My dumb lie. And I'd almost gotten myself killed over it too.

      I pulled my blanket around my shoulders as I watched the news, and my hand accidentally brushed against my neck. A pain shot all along my neck bones, reminding me just how fragile life was.

      Caleb was in the middle of another one of his press conferences, scratching at his beard dye, his beady eyes twitching as he talked into the mic. I wondered if he smelled like pepper spray too. He pointed to a reporter in the crowd.

      The reporter shouted, "Is this a copy cat murder or is this the same killer?"

      Caleb shuffled back and forth in front of the podium, his father by his side. He looked over at the mayor before he spoke. "At this point, we can't know either way. But it does have all the earmarks of a copy cat crime, certainly. It might not be related.” He pointed to another reporter.

      "Was she strangled like the other women?"

      "Yes. This death has similarities to the other women, but it also has many differences, and we'll be examining all angles here in the coming weeks."

      Jackson appeared on the couch next to me. I didn't jump even though I was surprised to see him so soon after our channeling. He didn't say a word, just looked at my neck, which had turned an even brighter shade of purplish blue since I'd checked it in the bathroom at the police station last night, bruise streaks across my throat in the shape of a rope or something. Jackson swept my hair away from my face like he used to do when we were married, except now it was like a cold brush of air. He never said a word, never blamed me for Destiny's death, even though I wanted him to.

      "What happened?" he finally asked after a couple of minutes.

      I told him everything I remembered about the channeling and the forged diary, the alley and the old drive-in, then waited for him to let me have it. I wanted him to let me have it, tell me how dumb I'd been, blame me for all of this.

      Caleb was still babbling away, now about a couple "persons of interest" in the case. I knew one of them was me.

      I was actually surprised they'd let me go home last night at the police department, to be honest. I'm not sure I would have let someone as suspicious as me go — dead strippers found in her yard after her ex-husband cheated on her with a stripper, then the woman her ex-husband cheated on her with turns up dead too, with a suspicious set-up note in her car. Yep, I would've convicted me.

      We were down to one person being alive from the champagne room that night, and it was the only person Jackson was too drugged to see.

      I could barely focus as I shuffled to the closet to find my puffer jacket, even though it was way too hot for it. It was the only thing I owned that zipped past my neck. My eyes fogged into tears thinking about how things had gone, how they were going. How I'd risked my life for people who were already dead, and who had, for the most part, been terrible to me to begin with.

      And through it all, there was one good friend who'd needed a friend the most, and I'd pretty much ignored her. Because I couldn't handle my own guilt. I didn't have my GPS anymore because I didn't have my phone. But I remembered it was a 20-minute drive into Freemont, a town about the size of a mouse turd, and almost as pleasant.

      "Where are you going?" Jackson asked when he saw me grabbing the jacket.

      "Out."

      "Someone just tried to kill you, and you decide it's a good time to go out for no reason?"

      I zipped up my jacket, my armpits already sweating under its insulated fabric. "I'm pretty sure, at this point, I have a police tail."

      

      Twenty minutes later, I found myself driving up and down streets, looking for the boarding house. I remembered from my GPS it was called Safe Home and that it was on Garmont Street. I didn’t know the exact address, but I guessed it was the only brick house on the block without rusty bikes propped up against weed-infested flower boxes. I took a deep breath and got out of the car.

      The woman in the yellow teddy-bear scrubs was anything but sweet. She pursed her lips from behind the counter, staring at my neck, or so I felt. It might’ve been the puffer jacket I was wearing in July. ”Visiting hours are between 7:30 pm and 9:30 pm only," she said.

      Rats. I hadn't thought to call first. "Look, I came a really long way. Okay, twenty minutes, but still. I'm an old friend of Tina Carmichael's..."

      The woman interrupted me with a wag of a finger and a tsking noise. "A patient's right to privacy is very important to us at Safe Home. Please refrain from using last names. Although I'm sure Tina C would be delighted to see you, visiting hours are restricted for a reason. Most patients hold jobs during the day or are in various therapies." She went back to her computer.

      Security around here was oddly reminiscent of the strip place, and I didn't have a ten. "Can I write her a note, leave my number so she can call me?"

      "You can write a note, but calling you back would be up to the patient."

      I stared at her a second. "Do you have some paper?"

      After a long sigh and a few more tsks, she stood up and went into the back room. As soon as she left, I quickly thumbed through the visitor's log that was sitting on the counter in front of me just to see who had come to visit Tina lately. Every once in a while I glanced up to check if scrubs-lady was back again. The walls were a stark, bright white with odd abstract splatter paintings adorning them. It was so clean, so bland…

      Every part of me wanted to take off through the door of the stupid lobby and yank Tina C out of whatever therapy she was involved with right now. Take her away from this sterile place, back to our dorm room with the mountain of crumpled tissues and soda cans strewn all over the place and our "Wall-O-Future" (mostly magazine cut-outs of European castles and tropical islands that we taped photos of ourselves into), and escape so she could be Tina Carmichael again. So we could be us again.

      Checking the pages of the spiral notebook, I noticed Mrs Carmichael wasn't the only one who'd come by to see Tina. Rosalie had come two months ago and so had Shelby and Bobby (probably with Mrs. Carmichael), Brock a few months back, and even Justin. Justin? Was I the only one who never came? I felt even guiltier when I noticed not nearly as many people came to see Tina C as her roommate Tracey M.

      Scrubs-lady strutted back through the door, her smile-scowl returning when she saw me thumbing through the pages of the notebook. She quickly snatched it from me, bringing it through the opening in the plexiglass partition so it was on her side now. Apparently, visitors had a right to privacy too. She handed me a piece of printer paper.

      Her eyes seemed glued to my neck as she spoke, stuttering over her words. "I'll see that Tina C gets this, b-but like I said before, whether or not she calls you back is completely up to her."

      As soon as I left, I pulled off my jacket and let myself enjoy the instant relief of not being smothered by a wearable sauna. Then I rummaged through my purse for my cell phone. Maybe Mrs. Carmichael could help me talk to Tina because I seriously doubted this place was going to give her any messages from the woman in the winter coat with the strangle bruises. After searching under my wallet and through my forged diary pages, I remembered I no longer had a cell phone and I didn't have any extra money to get it replaced either.

      I walked out past my car and the small parking lot, searching for the vehicle I hoped would be there. It was. And it was easy to spot in this town. Justin had a thing for clean, shiny, not-even-one-piece-of-bird-poop vehicles. Clearly, he didn't know you shouldn't stand out when you're tailing someone.

      He reached across the seat and popped the passenger-side door for me as soon as I got to his pickup.

      "Just so you know," he said as I climbed into the seat next to him. "I'm following you around for your protection. I don't think you did anything."

      His large brown eyes were sincere. Still, I didn't believe a word. "Great," I replied. "Then, you probably won't mind if I use your cellphone."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Unstable

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Carmichael's voice always rattled a little when she talked like she was holding in a smoker's cough even when she wasn't. But today, it was particularly hard to hear her over the clanks and clatters of the many patrons eating lunch at Spoony’s after church. Sundays were bratwurst.

      I dug my toe into the soft grass along the curb in front of me, walking the sidewalk around Justin's truck, watching him be bored sitting in his truck without a cellphone. Every once in a while our eyes would catch and one of us would look away. It was always going to be awkward like this between us now.

      ”I gotta make this quick, Carly Mae," Mrs. Carmichael said after telling me how sorry she was about Destiny and everything. "I can't help you. They should've told you Tina's not accepting visitors right now. She's going through another rough patch. Honestly, I think it's her roommate. She's got a new one now and the girl’s one of those Gordons from Landover. You know the ones who own the Volvo shop? I feel for the girl, but the whole family’s loud and bossy. It’s setting Tina off.”

      A gentle breeze blew through my curls, but it was still not enough to cool me down. Sweat dripped along my hairline and I wasn’t even wearing the jacket anymore.

      She continued. "The old roommate, I told you about her, Tracey M. She was quiet as a little bird." She paused like she might be thinking that through. “Probably because she’s sick all the time. Hypochondria runs in her family, poor thing. You know Mrs. Moorehead, the woman at the pottery shop..."

      I looked over at Justin, who was still staring at me. I gave him the one-minute sign. For a woman who had to make this quick, Mrs. Carmichael sure liked to talk.

      That’s when it hit me. Did she just say Moorehead? I no longer heard a word Mrs. Carmichael was saying. Moorehead ended in ehead. As in ehead um ide. The rest of the bottle from that night could easily have been Tracey Moorehead Potassium Chloride. It was a long shot but it might explain a lot.

      "Did Tina's old roommate receive potassium injections?" I asked, practically shouting into the phone.

      "Now how in the world do you think I'd know something like that? And why do you..."

      I didn't let her finish. "Please, Mrs. Carmichael, please see if you can have Tina call me back as soon as possible. This is important."

      "I suppose I could tell the center it's an emergency."

      "Yes. Tell them that," I said. I lowered my voice as I walked back toward Justin's truck. "It's definitely an emergency."

      He rolled his window down as soon I got back and I handed him his phone. He stared at my neck a second, squinting his eyes at me, like he was searching my bruises for some sort of long forgotten truth, probably hoping I'd offer up a confession.

      I just let the awkward silence hang between us. I knew it was there for more reasons than the fact my answers had been purposely vague at the police station last night.

      I knew there were also so many unspoken things between us in general.

      Justin motioned for me to get in. "Since you're here, you wanna answer a few more questions about last night?"

      "Nope, but thanks for the offer. I'm tired and my neck hurts. You gonna follow me home?"

      He slowly nodded. A man of few words.

      "Race you there," I said, walking away. I turned around. He was still staring at me. Maybe it was stupid. Maybe the pressing need to tell someone everything was laying heavier on my conscience than I thought. Or maybe I just trusted silent people way too much, even ones I’d slept with.

      I turned back around and opened his passenger door again. "I confronted Destiny last night. I told her I thought she killed Jackson."

      "Come on, Carly Mae," he said as I slid in. "Think of a better lie than that. Jackson died of a heart attack."

      "That's not what he thinks." I bit my lip. I could hardly believe I was about to tell this guy all of this. "Rosalie and I had a seance."

      He looked down at his perfectly polished black steering wheel. "If you're not going to be serious..."

      "If you don't want to hear the truth, then don't." It wasn't exactly the truth, but I wasn't under oath, and exactly-the-truth was exactly too crazy.

      "All right," he said. The slowness in his voice made it seem like hearing me out was probably going to be the most painful thing he had to go through today, worse than the bird poop I saw on the top of his truck. "Is this going to be a confession? Because I have to record it if it is."

      "No. I didn't do anything." I slammed his truck door and leaned across his console. "I lied to Destiny, though. I took down notes from that seance and I pretended they were Jackson's diary. They incriminate her in poisoning Jackson a couple weeks before he actually died. She was going to inject him with potassium chloride."

      "Going to," he said so I'd know that part was important. "But she didn't."

      "She was sure scared last night when I read her an excerpt of the diary, though."

      "I'm sure she was."

      "She was," I said. "She practically begged me to meet her at the Starlight. Then, when I did, Bobby handed me that letter. Talk to Bobby. He told me Destiny gave him that letter to give to me. He set us up. I told you that last night."

      "You and Bobby have conflicting stories."

      "I bet. Because he's a liar."

      I thought I saw him holding in a smile. "Anything else weird happen?"

      "Yes. Bobby took off down the alley after he gave me the letter, looking up at the moon like it was chasing him. I think I heard him growling. I know that sounds crazy."

      Justin looked out the window at the sky like he expected the moon might already be visible even though it was just afternoon. "You don't think he's a shapeshifter, do you?" he finally said in such a tone I knew he teasing me a little.

      I opened the truck door again. I was done here. "But one more thing. Bobby was very interested in contacting the strippers during our seance. And,” I paused for emphasis. “He told me if Shelby ever talked about working at the Starlight, he'd have issues. But he punched his fist into his hand when he said it."

      Justin raised his eyebrows. "That really happen?"

      "Yes. Everything I just told you really happened."

      "You still have those diary pages? I'd like to see them if you do," he said.

      I pulled them out of my purse and laid them on the seat. I could tell by the way he scanned my crumpled copied papers, this person-of-interest had passed her interrogation. It was likely Bobby's turn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          No Ambiguity

        

      

    

    
      It was already late by the time I started my long drive up Gate Hill, a drive that was not getting easier despite my practice. But somewhere around the second gate, it dawned on me exactly why I was making bad decisions in life, and risky plans. Exactly why I worked retail and was helping my ghost of an ex husband solve a murder that might not have happened.

      I couldn’t soar into my future because I was clinging too hard to my past. I needed to let things go, especially the annoying, snotty things that wanted me to solve their murders.

      Jackson was in a bad mood that night when I got home. Or maybe I was. Much like when we were married, I couldn't tell the difference.

      "How's our little investigation going," he said in a tone that was locked and loaded. "Find my killer yet?"

      I threw my keys down on the counter, and shoved Rex's food in the microwave to heat it up.

      "I'm too exhausted," I said. "We'll talk later, maybe." I thought about the sage in the drawer, and how quickly I could move away from this part of my past.

      His voice was strong and his color good, hardly any fading at all. He'd probably spent all day resting, like a bored 50-year-old without a job. He was always going to be here. I gasped a little in my head. Was that how my mother felt when I was living in her basement?

      I rubbed my neck. I couldn't go back. That was my past too.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      "Go away." I ran upstairs and slammed the door to our old bedroom as he floated after me down the hall. "I said I'll talk to you tomorrow,” I yelled.

      As soon as I shut the door, he appeared, cross-legged on his favorite chair, staring at fingernails that didn't really exist. "Go to sleep then. I'll wait."

      "Look," I said. "I know you think you're my Watson, and that we're somehow a team, investigating your murder case together, but you're not my Watson."

      "Of course not. I would be the Sherlock. Just like I'm the Nancy. You're the Drew. I'm that curly haired British magician. You're my spunky sidekick I spend the first season pretending not to adore."

      He hovered over the bed where I was sitting. He knew I had a thing for Jonathan Creek. And he was a far cry from that cutie.

      He continued. "I'm actually surprised to see you. I thought you'd be out with what's-his-face. Your new friend called a bunch of times inviting you out."

      "Brock," I said. "My gorgeous new friend has a name, Nancy. You know that."

      "He should've called your cell."

      "I don't have a cell anymore…”

      The phone rang and I bolted down two sets of stairs to get it. The answering machine was just picking up and I raised my hand over the receiver but didn't grab it. What if it was Tina? I should have prepared something to say.

      It was her. Her voice sounded weird to me, really high-pitched and overly excited, as she left her message. "So, my mom said I should call. You have an emergency or something? It's been a long time. My mom said to call. Come visit me next week if you're not worried... worried. The bear might come back. He told me he wants to rip your tree limbs off, bury them with his blue shovel claws. Rip your fingers off. Bury them in shallow graves. With his blue… his claws...The king of hide-n-go-seek. The king of the forest."

      I stared at the phone, unable to pick it up.

      "What's the matter?" Jackson asked, motioning toward my hand that was still hovering over the receiver. "Don't you want to talk about playing hide-n-seek with the king of the forest? You don't see blue shovel claws every day."

      "You're a dick," I said, picking up the phone, almost hoping I wouldn't catch Tina in time.

      I didn't. I got nothing but a dial tone. I'd missed my chance tonight to ask Tina about her roommate, to tell her about Brock, to reconnect. After listening to her message, I wondered if that was even possible. I thought Mrs. Carmichael had been exaggerating that Tina was having a rough patch. Obviously, she hadn’t been.

      There were other messages already on my machine, and I played them back, ignoring my awful ex husband hovering nearby who I was growing more and more tired of. Who was he to make fun of someone with mental issues? Who were any of us?

      The first one was Brock. "I heard what happened... Why haven't you called?" he said in that nervous-boy tone I liked so much. I glanced over at Jackson. He was mimicking him. I turned away from the childish, old-man ghost who was never going to leave. The part of my past that was clinging to me.

      Brock went on. "Anyway, I know this is terrible timing, but I forgot I have to leave for the weekend, some lame training event about new equipment we're upgrading to." He paused. "Hey, why don't you go with me? That would be fun. Plus, I don't think you should stay by yourself. I have to leave soon. So call me back as soon as you get this. I really think you should go. You should get away from this place.”

      I guessed the other three messages were him, too.

      I reached for the phone.

      "You're not seriously considering going with him, are you?" Jackson said. "You're safer here. You have a police tail now… Besides, you deserve someone with a semblance of a brain cell."

      "Like you?" I yelled, punching in Brock's number as I made my way to the credenza in the back of the dining room. “Newsflash, Casper, you don't have any semblance of any brain cells anymore." I threw open the top drawer and sifted through the bills I'd stuffed in there.

      If I was ever going to be Just-Carly, and move into the future, I needed to do this.

      Brock didn't answer, but I left a message. My voice was almost defiant. "Not sure if you've already left yet. I hope not because I would love to go with you. Call me back as soon as you get this."

      "I'm sure he's long gone," Jackson said as he sat back on the couch and put his shadowy legs up on the ottoman. "That message came in hours ago."

      I pulled the sage out of the drawer and the lighter. "Why didn't you tell me when I first got home?"

      "I'm not your secretary. Check your..." he stopped when he saw what was in my hands. I lit the sage. Pot-smelling smoke lifted up around me, making me wonder for a second if Rosalie had given me the right stuff. I waved it around myself, just like she told me. "You know, I used to think I was the immature one who needed to grow up in our relationship. Now, I know it wasn’t me.”

      Jackson sat frozen, face contorted. His fear, his fading... I knew instantly the sage was going to work. This was my ticket to finally being me. I tried to remember Rosalie's instructions.

      There can be no ambiguity. You have to tell the apparition to leave and mean it.

      No problems in that department. "Jackson Bowman, you are no longer welcome in this house. You need to leave. Now."

      His once darkened frame faded to a see-through light gray. I thought I heard him say, "Sometimes my jokes aren't funny. I'm sorry about making fun of Tina…”

      "Jackson Bowman, you are no longer welcome in this house, and you need to leave now." I moved closer with the sage, waving it toward him, watching as he faded, lighter and lighter. I gulped but continued, circling the sage over the doorways and around the room, walking closer and closer to my soon to be future. "Jackson Bowman, you are no longer welcome in this house, and you need to leave now. Jackson Bowman, you are no longer welcome in this house, and you need to leave now." His voice was a whisper, but I thought I heard him say he loved me. His biggest joke so far. "Jackson fucking Bowman. You heard me. You are no longer welcome in this house and you need to move on."

      He disappeared. I stood and watched the sage bundle still smoking in my hand, my eyes tearing up from the smoke, or so I told myself. The room felt empty. And it occurred to me it was.

      I hadn't heard Rex all night.

      "Rex!" I called, whistling. It was time to celebrate, only I didn't actually feel like celebrating. It was more just a sense of calm. Ash fell onto my shirt and I realized I was still holding hot sage. "Rex," I yelled again as I ran the sage to the sink, listening for the sound of claws scraping along the hardwood, or a cocky ghost too stubborn for sage to work on him. Odd how I didn't hear either.

      All the lights went out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Shovels

        

      

    

    
      After trying several light switches and getting no responses, I stumbled back into the dining room to look for a flashlight, knowing full well what was causing my electricity problems, a pissed-off apparition who didn't like sage. "Look, I just need my space for a while. Maybe we can make an arrangement if we're going to live together..." My voice trailed off. Something didn't seem right. "Jackson?"

      A clanging and a thud came from the kitchen. "Stop scaring me." I yelled this time. "Rex?"

      No one responded. Maybe it wasn't Jackson or Rex. Maybe it was the house and the curse. "Look, Mrs. Harpton, I'm sorry I keep messing up on taking care of the house. I was already planning on being extra clean next week."

      I pulled open the credenza and rummaged through the dark piles of papers there, where the sage was just moments ago, until my hand found the flashlight. I flicked it on and scanned the room. If we really did trip the circuit breaker, I'd have to go down to the basement to flick it back on.

      The thought made my heart jump into my throat. Just like the turret, the basement had an odd entrance, and its own set of spooky problems. I took a deep breath, reminding myself I was 31 years old. I could fix this situation, which was just a tripped circuit. And the noise was just Rex.

      Still, I practically ran to the kitchen and threw open the cabinet that held all the keys on little nails. Going to grab the basement one, I noticed for the first time that the key to the turret was missing. Had I forgotten to put it back when I went up for the internet a few days ago?

      I yanked the basement key from its hook and closed the cabinet, catching a glimpse of a dark figure out of the corner of my eye. "Jackson?" I said, my voice shaking.

      The cabinet with the keys was in the part of the kitchen nearest the dining room and I backed farther away from it, toward my car keys by the microwave and the exit to the veranda. I swung the flashlight around the room as I walked backwards. I no longer thought it was a tripped circuit. But I could still get back to my car if I could get to those keys.

      I ran my hand along the tiled countertop by the microwave, never taking my eyes off the beam of light from my flashlight as it moved all over the kitchen. I didn't feel my keys. Instead, right where I thought my keys should have been, my hand brushed against something small, rectangular, and smooth. A cell phone. I'd gripped that plastic case so many times, my hand instantly recognized it as my own. The one I'd lost when I discovered Destiny's body. Whoever was there that night wanted me to know they were back.

      The only person who could possibly have put that there... probably also had my car keys right now, and was standing just inside the doorway shadows.

      I rushed out the back door, the cool night air hitting my face. The cicadas sounded especially loud tonight, the air thick with humidity. I jumped off the veranda, not even bothering with the stairs. But I had no idea where to go from there. I couldn't run all the way down Gate Hill, not with a killer on my tail. I needed to figure things out.

      I ran the list of suspects through my mind. Caleb? Bobby Franklin? Where was my police tail when I needed him?

      Something Tina said stuck with me more than anything else.

      Rip your fingers off. Bury them in shallow graves. Blue shovel claws...

      What I took as the ramblings of a crazy woman... what the entire town thought was the ramblings of a crazy woman... was really a woman sharing with us the reason she went over the edge.

      She really saw something that night. Four years ago just before her first episode. Jasmine Truopp. It must've set her off.

      And with that thought, I knew who it was. My stomach lurched. Why had it taken me so long to figure things out, to do my good friend right for once?

      The sound of tires crackling along dirt and rocks broke the silence. I was never happier to hear it. Still, it might take half an hour for whoever it was to get up that hill.

      I ducked behind my car and waited, keeping an eye on any movement in the house, scanning the dirt around me for a weapon. I didn't have many options: a totally-dried-out, brittle tree branch or a couple of medium-sized rocks too large to do anything except toss underhandedly at the killer. I thought about Rex. Rex was probably held up in the turret, which had to be why the key was missing. I knew, as old as that dog was, he'd help me if he could.

      That's when I saw it, the dark figure standing on the veranda against the wall in the shadows, right by the opened door to the turret. Damn it. He was waiting for me to try to find Rex.

      Smarter than Jackson ever gave him credit for.

      The tire sounds grew louder. I thought I saw a gun in the silhouette of the killer on my porch. My guess, he was also wearing his blue-shovel claws, just like Tina said.

      His work gloves.
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          Unexpected Guests

        

      

    

    
      I wasn't one-hundred percent sure I was right, but it was worth a shot. "It's over, Brock," I said. "Someone's coming up the hill. It's gotta be Justin. You'd better get out of here."

      The figure didn't move, probably thinking it through. I went on. "Wondering how I knew, huh? Probably didn't think I'd figure it out."

      My nose ran, and I wiped it with my sleeve, catching the faint smell of sage and pepper spray still lingering on my fingers. "You said the last time you visited Tina was last year, but that's a lie. You visited her in March, right before Jackson died of a heart attack. You probably visited every time that poor girl went off."

      He didn't move, and I questioned whether or not I was right.

      I went on. "Tina's old roommate was Tracey Moorehead. Remember her? A woman with mineral deficiencies? Got your hands on some potassium chloride, huh? Such a great idea to get Destiny to go along with things. She needed a rich husband to change his will and die before he noticed the changes. And you needed a dead pervert to take the fall for some murdered strippers. I'm gonna guess Destiny didn't know that last part."

      I could hear the engine now, not just tires kicking up pebbles. Thank Goodness. Justin was almost here. My voice grew to a whole new smug level. "Great plan until Destiny let it slip that I'd found Jackson's journal... and that journal spelled out everything including the potassium chloride you stole from Tina's roommate. You panicked and decided it was time to get rid of the only people who could trace anything back to you — me and Destiny."

      Headlights bounced into view. I ran toward them. It wasn't Justin. It was Rosalie. Rats. Waving my arms wildly through the air, I tried to motion to her that she shouldn't turn the car off, that we needed to leave. She seemed to be in a hurry too, pulling right up to the house, barely stopping before she kicked open her door. I yanked wildly on the passenger's side. It was locked.

      Rosalie didn't seem too concerned with my theatrics. She wiggled her bad hip out. "Honey, thank goodness you're already out here, ready to go. Where have you been and why’s it so dark? I’ve been calling all night,” she said. She was wearing her seance dress, the sleeveless gray one with the moons. "Now I know you've been through a lot, so if you don't want to do this seance, I completely understand. Just remember Suzie is a high-paying..."

      I ran over to the driver's side and pushed on the thick of her arm, attempting to shove her back into her car. "The killer's here. We need to go. Now. Get back in. It's Brock," I whispered.

      "Brock?" she yelled. "My nephew? A killer? Are you crazy? I'm just gonna use your bathroom then we'll head back down the hill. Stop kidding around.”

      I shoved her arm harder. "Just turn the car back on. Hurry. I'll explain later," I looked up. We were staring at a masked figure with a gun.

      "Oh Lord," she said, holding her hands up.

      "Brock, you don't have to do this," I said, mostly because that's what everyone says at a time like this. I actually knew killing us was his only way out.

      He yanked the flashlight from my hands, never taking his mask off, never confirming our fears. He just motioned for us to go inside, probably so he could think things through, get up enough guts to kill us. I knew Rosalie was the part that made this hard for him.

      I sat down on the sofa next to her. The dim light streaming in from her headlights was the only thing lighting the room besides Brock's flashlight. "Brock, I know all about your birth mom, how she was a prostitute and an addict. And I understand. You were angry. You were the bear in Tina's psychotic episode, biting people's limbs off."

      "Stop saying that's Brock," Rosalie snapped.

      The dark figure sat down on the settee across from us, never letting the gun down, like he wanted me to continue. He wanted to know how I knew.

      "It came to me when Tina called me back. She kept saying weird things about bears tearing off fingers, burying things. I think she witnessed at least one of the attacks. Probably the first lady to go missing, the prostitute, Jasmine Truopp four years ago. Around Tina's first episode at the Shop-Quik."

      Rosalie smoothed out her dress even though nobody cared about dress wrinkles.

      "Psychotic episodes are triggered by trauma sometimes. I heard that," I said to Rosalie. “From Caleb, but it's probably true. The blue shovel claws are his work gloves. He gave Destiny the sodium chloride from Tina’s roommate to use on Jackson. Probably the GHB too. If you check the records at Safe House, I bet you’ll find every time Brock visited Tina, she had an episode. And those episodes happened whenever Brock wanted to make sure his star witness was still too crazy to be credible.”

      Rosalie stood and held her hand up like she was going to slap me. She sat back down again. "Stop it," she said, her voice quaky, and even in the dim light of the flashlight, I saw her eyes were full of tears. "So Brock visited Tina? Big deal. That does not mean he caused her episodes, or that he stole potassium whatever from the halfway house and killed women." She turned to the man in the baggy sweatshirt with the gun held to us. "He doesn't even look like Brock." She stood up. "I should rip that mask off myself. That's what I should do."

      "Please don't," I said.

      Rosalie lifted her hand over the figure like she was actually going to remove the killer’s mask, and I saw my chance to go for the phone. In one fluid movement, the figure smacked Rosalie across the head with the butt of his gun without saying anything. She fell to the floor, and he stared at her a second, probably to make sure his aunt was still breathing, while I put the receiver up to my ear. It was my one chance. But there was nothing but silence.

      Of course, a cable guy would know to kill the communication lines first.

      I tried to drop the phone before he saw me, but he turned, and I screamed.

      “I didn’t want to do this, Carly Mae,” he said, yanking his mask off.

      I looked down. I really didn’t want to be right. I really wanted it to be Bobby or Caleb or Justin or even the neck-tattoo guy from the Starlight.

      But in the darkness of the living room, I saw it was Brock.

      He jerked the phone cord out of the wall with one tug then pulled his aunt’s limp arms behind her back and wrapped the cable around them again and again. “I don’t want to do this, but I have to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          A Crooked Man

        

      

    

    
      Brock's movements were jerky and quick. It was as if he needed to talk himself into killing me before he lost his nerve. "I don't want to do this," he said, over and over like a malfunctioning robot as he paced the rug in the living room. The beam from his flashlight bobbed all around the dark walls and floor as he gestured. "But I have to. Have to do this.” He was sputtering now; spit flew from his lips as he argued with himself.

      The smell of sage still lingered in the air, reminding me how dumb I'd been. Why had I forced Jackson to leave?

      "My mother was a filthy whore," Brock went on. "A filthy whore like the girls in the clubs. And they deserved what they got."

      His voice was tense, like he was mumbling through gritted teeth. "My own mother left me in the back seat of her car as a baby while she turned tricks. It was all in the police report and my adoption papers. All right there."

      At least you have adoption papers, was what I was thinking. I didn't say that, though. I just hoped Brock would keep talking until my police tail got there. Where was Justin anyway?

      "I went to see that whore four years ago when she was dying…” His voice raised and lowered unnaturally as he talked; the veins in his neck throbbed. "To forgive her. She didn't even say she was sorry. You know what she did? She begged me, on her death bed, to call her dealer and buy her some meth. She'd already lost her fingers. And she wanted me to sneak her drugs? She didn't say she was sorry. I gave her the chance and she only cared about herself."

      “So you took it out on Jasmine,” I said.

      He shook his head. "I took it out on a whore. I should've killed Tina too. She saw me outside the Shop-Quik. I told her if she told anyone, I'd bite her fingers off, tear her limbs off like the rotting limbs of my mother..."

      He looked all around the room, but stopped when he reached me. "I'm sorry we didn't get to have sex, Carly Mae," he said. I tried to keep my eyes from bugging out, but I honestly hadn't expected him to say that. I somehow held in my shock and my throw-up.

      "We should've had sex. You would've liked it." He looked over at his aunt. "Sorry you had to hear that, Aunt Rosalie."

      Her unconscious body didn’t answer him.

      "Let's go," he said, grabbing my arm, yanking me to my feet. He raised the gun to my temple. “There's still time to make those dreams come true."

      He pulled me toward the stairs, but stopped at his aunt's side. Through gritted teeth, he mumbled, "She's my girlfriend, Aunt Rosalie. It’s okay."

      I gulped, and he turned back to me. “Move. Up the stairs.”

      I couldn't believe this was happening. I bit my lip, telling myself to remain calm. Maybe I could catch him off guard if I went along. Maybe I could get the gun. I needed to get the gun.

      Yanking my arm hard, he pulled me up the two flights of stairs to the floor with the bedrooms, pushing me past the room with the blackbird wallpaper and down the hall toward the main one. "Tell me how much you love me and beg for your life."

      He didn’t give me time to say anything. He pushed the gun hard against my head. “Don’t make me wait,” he said.

      “Please don’t kill me. I love you,” I said.

      “Good,” he replied. “That’s the way we’re going to play this game. I tell you to do something, and you do it. No waiting.”

      He tossed the flashlight and pushed me down hard onto the chair by the door, shoving his pants' zipper in my face, pointing the gun to my head. I could see his sinister smile in the light from the full moon. I kept my eyes focused on his smile. On the moon.

      But I sat, motionless.

      He lifted my hand and put it on his zipper. “I said no waiting,” he said, waving the gun around now.

      I tried to get my fumbling fingers to unzip his pants, my eyes on the gun. That's when I noticed the dark shadow behind him.

      "Well, this is an awkward 'I told you so,'" a very cocky voice said from behind the man with his crotch in my face. I blinked hard. I'd never been happier to see my awful dead ex-husband in my life.

      He hovered by Brock. "I would've been here sooner, but somebody did this sage smudging thing..."

      "Jackson," I said, my eyes avoiding Brock's unzipped pants, and the fact he wasn't wearing underwear.

      Brock turned his head toward the back of the room. "Who in the hell are you talking to? Your dead ex? You goin' crazy like your friend?"

      Seeing my chance, I kicked him hard in the crotch at the same time Brock's zipper flew up mysteriously, full speed ahead, catching along the extra sensitive parts of his flesh and tangling some of it into its teeth. Brock immediately grabbed himself, his face growing to a level of beet red I didn't know you could see in moonlight. He dropped the gun on his way down to his knees. I wasted no time picking it up and pointing it at him.

      "Bitch!" he mumble-screamed, looking only at his darkening skin, half tangled in his zipper.

      I stood over him, holding the gun with both hands, smiling smugly, taking full credit for his pain even though I'd had a little help.

      He leaned on the chair to get up, still fiddling with his zipper.

      "Don't get blood on my dead ex's favorite chair." I said, waving the gun toward the door. "Now, move. Downstairs." I still had to figure out how to restrain this guy, and more importantly, how to call the authorities. My phone cord had been yanked from the wall, my electricity was cut, and I had no idea where Rex was or my car keys. I took a deep breath. I could do this.

      He didn't move. Through dark cheeks, he grinned. "You think it's really loaded, huh? All the other girls did too. I wasn't sure that was going to be the case when I followed those first two home from their work that day. But once they saw the gun, they just walked right into a masked stranger's car. A rental even. People see a gun and they think they don't have options."

      I pulled the trigger, aiming right for his junk. It clicked, but nothing happened.

      "Wow. You were really going to do that." He laughed, reaching for the gun. I kicked him hard in the junk and threw the gun at him as he toppled down forward, screaming obscenities at me. I've never run down two flights of stairs faster. I took off through the living room and out the kitchen door into the night. Rosalie's beams shown in an unhelpful direction as I looked around the veranda for what to do next.

      "It's scary when you suddenly realize you don't have the power you thought you had, isn't it?" I heard him yelling from the house. He was getting closer.

      I ran for the opened turret door. Maybe Rex was in there. Maybe my police escort, Justin, would finally show up soon. Maybe Brock wouldn't see me running into the turret and would look all around the yard, giving me time to find my keys, or Rosalie's. There were way too many maybes for me to feel comfortable about my odds. Still, I had to go with them. I knew Jackson was probably too weak to help me any more.

      I heard Rex whimpering as soon as I ran in. He was gagged and chained to the couch in the room with all the paintings. Thankfully, he wasn't hurt. I tried to unhook him as heavy footfalls hit the wood of the veranda. I stopped frozen, chain in my hand, hoping Brock hadn't heard it rattle.

      “Olly olly oxen free,” he yelled into the night in a sing-song voice. He laughed. "If you're waiting for Justin, he ain't coming. I talked to him earlier tonight. Seems something you said had him convinced Bobby Franklin was the killer. He's tailing Bobby Franklin... can you believe it? Because the poor guy wants you to be safe. That's about the sweetest thing I've ever heard. I think that boy still likes you."

      While he was talking, I managed to unhook the chain from Rex's collar. He shook his head a little too loudly in gratitude, and Brock stopped talking. The footfalls came toward the turret's entrance, faster than I expected. With no other option, I ran up the stairs to the library, Rex right behind me.

      "Stupid, stupid, stupid..." he said, throwing open the door. It crashed against the back wall. "You're trapped. And all because you wanted to save your stupid dog. He's too old to help you and if he even tries, you'll be watching me kill him first."

      I heard Brock checking through the paintings in the bottom room, throwing things around, probably to see if we were hiding there. I locked the library door and ran behind the desk chair.

      Brock was soon on the stairs, clomping loudly so I'd know he was coming. Slowly.

      My heart pounded so hard I felt it in my ears; my lip twitched unnaturally. I grabbed a couple books, but I knew they weren't going to do much. In the dim moonlight streaming in through the windows, I saw the library's knob move. I held my breath, making one last desperate attempt to find something of use besides some books. The desk drawers were locked. I knew that, but I still checked.

      The door flew open with the kick of Brock's combat boot, and I screamed. Rex growled and moved forward, toward the killer, baring his teeth. My hero.

      "You're a good boy," Brock said. "You remember me, right?" He put his hand out and my dog went to him, sniffing it. So much for heroes. Brock looked at me and smirked just as Rex bit into his hand, hard.

      Yelling obscenities, Brock kicked my dog across the room. Rex smacked into the back wall, flopping down limp and lifeless. I screamed and crawled over to him, watching as Rex quickly rolled over, got up, and ran back to Brock, snarling.

      Brock laughed harder. "You want some more, huh? Too stupid to know when to give up. Stupid runs in this family, I see.” He kicked his boot through one of the stain glass windows adorning part of the back of the room. Glass shattered onto the ground below, clinking and clanking. "How 'bout I throw you out this window? First you, then your owner."

      The room began to rumble, low and slow at first like the veranda when Mrs. Harpton was sweeping it. Then the whole turret shook, violently. Books soared from their places on the shelves, papers and pens flew from the desk, all the drawers opened now; everything pelted Brock on the head and back.

      "What the?" he said, swatting the books away, trying to protect himself from the attack, backing up toward the opened window. His voice cracked as he spoke. "What in the hell is going on? As soon as this earthquake stops, I swear you’re gonna get it.”

      "Earthquake? This is no earthquake and it's not going to stop," I said, matter-of-factly. "My house doesn't like you."

      "You're crazy."

      "That's right," I said, chucking my own books at him now, moving in closer to the man at the window. "I am crazy. And you should know not to mess with crazy.”

      Brock's feet lifted from the hardwood, setting him off balance. He swung his arms wildly around, trying to regain control, trying to comprehend just what in the hell was happening. "You bitch."

      "It's just Carly now," I said, kicking him as hard as I could out the window, surprised when he teetered on the edge a second, swinging his arms around before falling. A loud thud soon followed, and even though I knew there was no way he could've survived that fall, I still checked. Every horror movie I ever watched made me know I had to check.

      I turned toward what I thought was going to be a mess in the room. Everything was back in its place, books on their shelves, paper and pens back in the desk. I sat down on the chair and put my head in my hands. Rex came over and licked my arm. And I hugged him hard. "My knight in shining armor," I said.

      One of the drawers of the desk was still open, and I couldn't help but think the house wanted to show me something or tell me something, which was crazy, except completely realistic all at the same time.

      There was only one thing in the drawer, a large book with a gold embossed title: There Was a Crooked Man.
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        * * *

      

      I still needed to catch my breath and check on Rosalie, but instead, I found myself opening the book, barely able to see it properly in the darkness of the room. It was a scrapbook of sorts with old tattered black-and-white photos glued into its pages. Children in what looked like a classroom setting, the girls in perfect curls and white dresses, the boys in black uniforms. All sitting at tiny desks. Two adults stood off in the back. A man with a handlebar mustache and a woman in a high-collar black dress.

      I squinted. Was that Ronald and Mrs. Harpton? It was a pretty fuzzy photo and the thought was impossible. Mrs. Harpton had to be this woman's great granddaughter. Either that or Ronald and Mrs. Harpton were some sort of ghosts that seemed an awful lot like real people. I held the photo closer. I just couldn't tell. It probably wasn't them.

      I'd need to look at this later. A breeze from the broken window reminded me I shouldn’t be doing this now, anyway.

      I skimmed through the rest of the book quickly before closing it. Blackbirds and lewd old photos, kind of like this book was Playboy's creepy old grandfather. Sepia-toned, black-and-white images of beautiful young women in various stages of being undressed.

      What on earth made me think the house wanted to show me this?

      I shook my head, disappointed with myself for taking so much time for nothing, for believing my house had a message for me. I still needed to check on Rosalie, find her keys, and get help.

      I was just closing the book when the last photo caught me by surprise. Three men stood around the very desk I was sitting at right now. I could tell from the stained glass windows in the background and the fountain pen sitting off to the side.

      One of the men in the photo had round, Theodore-Roosevelt glasses and a buttoned-up, stuffy vest. I recognized him from other family photos. It was Henry Bowman, the designer of this house and Jackson's great grandfather. He was the only one in the photo I recognized, though. All three of the men were laughing, staring up at a woman dancing on the desktop in front of them wearing nothing but a single strand of long white pearls and some heels. I closed the book and pinched my arm, rolling the skin between my fingers until it stung under my touch, momentarily worried Mrs. Harpton, Ronald, and I had more in common than I thought.

      That naked dancer looked just like me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Curses

        

      

    

    
      Tina and I reminisced the whole drive over to the cemetery the next week, talking about the food fights we used to get into in the back of the Thriftway, and the boyfriends we made up so we wouldn't seem pathetic, not realizing that probably made us extra pathetic.

      She seemed stable now, looking over at me from the passenger’s seat, her loose strings of blonde hair falling out of her ponytail and onto her round face. I knew things would never be like they were before her diagnosis, but little by little, they would still be okay.

      I tried not to bring up Brock in case it upset her or Rosalie, who was sitting in the back seat of the car, but I told her if she was ever ready, I'd help her write a book about everything.

      “My mother will be thrilled to hear I’m finally using my million-dollar English degrees for something,” I said.

      When we got to the cemetery, my heels poked into the plush dark green lawn like they were trying to touch the dead folks laying just underneath us. Not sure why I chose to wear heels, or Jackson's favorite dress.

      But then, my choices in life always did seem to rest on the edge of questionable.

      Rosalie pointed to a batch of headstones to our right and we headed over there, my ridiculous heels squishing the whole way over. I scanned the gravestones, genuinely surprised none of these people were trying to communicate with me right now.

      Tina handed me one of the bouquets of flowers we bought when I picked her up from Safe Home. Peonies and sunflowers, Jackson's favorite mixed with mine. Much like the dress and the heels, I wasn't sure why I chose that combination; it just seemed fitting. I hadn't seen my ex-husband since he helped me kill Brock about a week ago when we solved his murder, so I thought I should come say goodbye, maybe finally figure out where he was buried, and "pay my respects," so to speak.

      Turns out, the Bowmans had a special area of Potter Grove Cemetery dedicated to them with its own gate and everything. Money had its privileges even in death.

      "You think Jackson's really moved on?” Rosalie asked.

      "I don't know," I said. “He said he would if I solved his murder.”

      Henry Bowman's headstone was next to his wife's and their four children. Since Jackson was an only child, he was there by his parents. Oddly, there was a blank tombstone with no words mixed among the various Bowmans.

      "The unmarked grave," Rosalie said, pointing to it. "They say it's for all the women and children the Bowmans put through hell and high water to get where they got in life. Henry Bowman had the blank headstone put there, right on the other side of him so he'd never forget."

      I nodded. I didn't tell her I thought it might've been for Eliza. I hadn't shown her the photo or the scrapbook that I'd found in the drawer. I also didn't tell her how my Amytiville Horror house helped save us that night either. The poor woman had been through enough, learning that her nephew was the Landover stripper murderer.

      I stared at Jackson's grave for a minute, thankful I didn't have to have his body exhumed after all. Thankful for a lot of things, actually. I put the flowers by his headstone and stood back to examine them.

      A breeze blew my sundress up, and I barely grabbed it in time before my legs were exposed.

      "My favorite dress for a reason," a voice behind me said. "And my favorite flowers, too? You do care."

      I turned around. Rosalie and Tina had their heads bowed like they were praying.

      "How in the world did you get here?" I whispered to the bearded ghost behind me. "I thought new apparitions could only manifest in the house."

      "Looks like I've leveled up," he said.

      I turned to see if Rosalie had heard me talking to the air. She looked up and winked then pulled Tina by the arm. “You said your dad's grave is here someplace? Let’s go find it. Give him the flowers we brought,” she said, leading Tina over to the sprawling hills sprinkled with gravestones.

      For a minute, Jackson and I just stood there, not saying much. My long curls seemed heavy along my neck and I pulled them up into a bun. My bruises were still visible, but they didn't hurt as much anymore.

      "I'm learning a lot about what it means to be dead," he finally said. "Things I should've learned while I was living."

      He was a pale washed-out version of himself, like an image fading into the background as he hovered over the graves in his family's little gated community. I felt close to him, closer than I ever did when we were married. It was strange but familiar all at the same time.

      "Thanks for helping me with Brock," I said. "With the zipper, and the... everything."

      "Hardly worth mentioning," he replied. "I noticed."

      I chuckled. I was glad the sage hadn't worked that night, and not just because he helped me. I would honestly have missed him. It made me realize maybe I didn't need to escape my past to move on to my future. Maybe, they were actually working together somehow to give me everything I needed to live the moment I was in. "I hate to admit it, but you were right about Brock."

      I could see him smirking. I tried not to care.

      "But for the record," he began. "Brock and Destiny did not murder me. They may have tried, but they did not succeed."

      I rolled my eyes. "Because they weren't bright enough to murder someone as smart as you?"

      "One can hardly argue with logic."

      "They clearly tried to poison you once. I'm sure they just succeeded the second time. Either that, or you really had a heart attack. Old men who love strippers and alcohol often die from that, you know? Fire and brimstone."

      He changed the subject. "I got a lot of paranormal messages on our way over here today."

      I pulled a heel out of the soil. "It's weird I didn't. You'd think a strong medium walking through a graveyard would pick up on a ton of activity."

      "I intercepted a lot of messages, so you wouldn't have to."

      I patted my heart. "You are my secretary."

      He ignored me. "Pretty much every murdered ghost within a hundred-mile radius wants you to solve their cases now using your channeling abilities. I'm not exactly sure why. I told them you failed to solve mine."

      A couple meandered nearby with flowers and a tiny flag. So, I lowered my voice. "How on earth do they even know I solved these murders? You guys have some sort of phone?"

      "Paranormal messages, and even spirits, can travel on the living. It's how I got here. I travelled on you."

      Great. Now, in addition to being a medium, I was also some sort of ghost taxi and message service. It wasn't going to be long before I spit out ectoplasm; I knew it.

      Jackson continued. “I told them they had to make it worth our while to do a channeling. We aren't running a nonprofit over here."

      “Our while? You mean my while. I can't imagine what a ghost would have that would make solving their murder worth my while, though.”

      "What about knowledge? Memories that might explain the curse. And your part in it."

      I stepped back, almost tripping over the soft dirt that still covered his grave, catching the smell of the flowers I'd placed there. He knew about that picture. ”Tell me what you know now, Jackson," I said, hands on my hips. "Why do I look like that doll and who's Eliza?"

      He pointed to the graves of his family. "My parents were relatively old when they had me. You may not have known that. They weren't going to have children at all because my father was convinced his children would be lost to the curse. My mother was 40 when she finally decided it was now or never and she chose now. She gave my father an ultimatum."

      I nodded. It was a similar story to how I got adopted. Around 40, my mother had a "now or never" moment, and she chose adoption.

      He went on. "When I met you, I was drawn instantly to you. You looked just like the doll in the closet, just like the woman who put the curse on my family so long ago. I knew there was a connection, and I felt it."

      I looked up at the sky, concentrating on the clouds. "So you married me because I looked like the curse-woman?"

      "No," he said, hovering by my face now. "I loved you more than you'll ever know. But your notebook full of baby names, and your mother's nagging... I knew you wanted children. I knew your 'now or never' time was coming. I couldn't give a child up to the curse. So, I chose to let you go."

      "So you're trying to tell me," I said slowly, my face growing warm into anger. "That you went to strip clubs and ran around with Destiny because you were choosing to let me go?You’re delusional. I left because you were a disgusting jerk."

      I looked down at my heels, partially covered in the dirt from his grave. The very grave I should be dancing on. I could not believe he was trying to hand me the "I had to date that stripper for your own good" crap.

      "I know you'll never truly forgive me for all the awful things that happened, but I think if we work together, we can help a lot of people rest in peace: ones trapped in a curse, ones trapped by their own unsolved murders, maybe even end the curse at Gate House."

      He stared into my eyes, in that same ridiculous way he used to try to be cute back when we were married. I searched his face for the dimple in his cheek he used to shave around, but I didn't see it in his ghostly shadow, so I turned away and looked at my watch. It was getting late and I still had a sink full of dishes to clean and an ageless dog to feed before too long.

      I wasn't sure what was happening here, not with him, the house, the curse, or the ghosts that wanted my help.

      But I knew it was all going to happen over my dead husband's body.

      

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The fifth book is available for preorder,

        click here for more info
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            Chapter 1

          

          Dead Clients Are So Demanding

        

      

    

    
      Working with dead people has taught me that death is a part of life. Living with dead people has made me seriously wish there was a way to kill dead people.

      That’s what went through my head as I snooped around the library that afternoon, something I was absolutely certain went against the strict 75-page agreement I had to sign when I inherited this Victorian two months ago. But so far, my only regret was my shoe choice.

      Those damn designer, light brown, ankle booties. I had to have them when I saw them sitting on the clearance rack, lonely and forgotten. Of course, they weren’t in my section. Nothing good was ever in my section. Why did the whole world have to have a size 8?

      “They’re way too small,” Shelby said, when she saw me twisting my foot at a strange angle to get them on. “You look like you’re in pain.”

      “They just need to be broken in, is all,” I said, because they were only ten dollars.

      And now, I was breaking them in while trying not to break my neck. The library’s rolling ladder swayed a little as I tried to stand on it while simultaneously running a hand along the dusty top shelf. My toes were numb and my foot slid forward every time I shifted my weight, because apparently, traction isn’t included in ten-dollar shoes. But I was determined to snoop. And I figured the top shelf had to be where all the dirtiest secrets were.

      I tugged another antique book from its spot, and looked it over. Little Women.

      “Really?” I said to no one. “You hid Little Women, from who… women?”

      I shook its pages with my free hand to see if anything good was hidden there, my feet slipping out from under me as I did. I grabbed the ladder just in time.

      “Oh for goodness sakes, you’re going to kill yourself snooping around like that,” my ex-husband said, suddenly appearing in the desk chair below me. His coloring seemed strong in the afternoon light streaming in through the stained-glass windows. I could make out the dimple just above his beard. He looked up. “You could’ve at least worn a skirt. Made things interesting for a lonely ghost.”

      “Just as disgusting as ever,” I said, realizing I hadn’t even jumped when his ghost appeared. I was getting used to him popping in, which was a good thing; I could easily have fallen in these shoes, again. “And just so you know, dirty old men aren’t considered adorable relics anymore. They’re considered sexual harassers.”

      “But… adorable sexual harassers.”

      “If adorable includes getting fired, having their careers ruined, or, if they’re a ghost, watching as their ex-wife sparks up the sage.” I put the book back on the shelf and carefully climbed down, one step at a time, staring at my slippery, cute feet the whole way.

      I jumped from the last step and my landing shook the entire unstable turret, reminding me that this house was designed by a crazy man back before permits and safety were a priority.

      “What are you looking for, anyway?” Jackson asked.

      “Secrets.”

      “You’ll have to be a lot more specific than that around here.”

      I sat down on the bright red sofa at the far end of the library and tugged off my boots, watching as my feet expanded to their natural form, like clowns from a tiny car. I opened the scrapbook in front of me on the coffee table. It was the one I’d found two months ago in this very room after the house helped me escape death.

      And that scrapbook had set me on a quest to find out everything I could about the Victorian I’d inherited from my dead ex-husband, and the curse I’d apparently inherited along with it.

      It probably wasn’t a coincidence that I looked exactly like Eliza, the woman who had allegedly cursed the house in the early 1900s. From our curly light hair to the shape of the mole on our neck, we were the same. We even looked the same naked. I only knew that last part because the scrapbook in front of me had a photo on the last page of Eliza dancing nude on Henry Bowman’s desk way back when.

      But so far, that was about all I’d found out about the curse, other than the fact that I probably had a ghost for a housekeeper and a dog that seemed to be aging like Benjamin Buttons.

      I closed the book before my perverted ex could ask to have a look at that last page or something, and ran my finger along the gold-embossed title: There Was a Crooked Man. Henry Bowman had been a crooked man, all right, making his millions off of shady brothels.

      “I was actually hoping to find more books like this one,” I said.

      Jackson glanced at the cover, his arms crossed to reveal the pretentious, ridiculous elbow patches on his jacket. “So, you want my help in your snooping?”

      “I’m not snooping. I’m exploring my own house. Now, did you show up to annoy me? Because I don’t have time.” I looked at my cell phone to emphasize this, realizing I really didn’t have time. Shoot. I had to be at the Purple Pony in an hour.

      Jackson was just as snotty as usual. “Not that I need a reason to haunt my own house, but I actually have a bit of an announcement to make.”

      “You’re ready to move on to a better place. I’ve heard that happens with dead people. See you later,” I said.

      “I could never do that to you, darling,” he replied. “You’d be so lonely without me. Actually, I made a decision about our first client.”

      “Finally.”

      He’d been interviewing entities for the last two months, trying to decide who was worthy to be the first. I was getting a little tired of hearing about it.

      He went on. “It’s an honor to work with her, really. One of the oldest ghosts in Potter Grove has requested our services. Bessie Hind. She remembers my great grandfather, dear thing. Lots of stories to tell us about him, I’m sure.”

      I sat on the edge of my seat. Just the mention of Henry Bowman had me interested. “What on earth does she want with a channeling, though?”

      Our services had come to mean a channeling, which is an odd kind of experience where an apparition enters your body and connects with your living energy. They can take you to any day in his or her memory, and you experience it exactly the way they did — the sights, sounds, tastes, feelings. Three months ago, when I did my first channeling with Jackson, I was able to use the clues I observed to help solve the murder of some local women. I also got to eat an incredible steak.

      “This ghost has been dead for a while,” I said. “She can’t have any connections to the living anymore. What does she want with a channeling?”

      Jackson flew behind me, a wash of cold shot up my spine as he rushed toward the short stack of books partially hidden by the sofa I was sitting on.

      So that’s where all the good books were.

      After pulling off a large leather black one with gilded writing on its spine, just like the one on the table, he returned to the sofa.

      “You’ve been holding out on me,” I said, pointing to the scrapbook.

      He licked his finger to scan over the pages, even though there could not have been any spit to help the process.

      “Do you know where any other scrapbooks are,” I asked.

      “No, sorry. Just the one.” The pages blew through his fingertips. “I do know my great grandfather kept many scrapbooks, though. This is the one dedicated to his social gatherings, I think. Who knows? The old man was eccentric.”

      Jackson’s almost-transparent finger stopped on an old society newspaper clipping. At the top was a black and white photo of a beautiful, young, light-haired woman with pale skin and doe eyes, staring off in the distance. She wasn’t smiling, but no one ever did in early photographs. The date said the article came from 1906. The caption: Socialite Bessilyn Margaret Hind commits suicide.

      “You would think she’d remember committing suicide,” Jackson said. “I’m sure that has to be memorable.”

      I ignored my ex-husband’s attempt at a joke and read out loud:

      
        
        During her thirty-fifth birthday celebration at the home of her parents, Miss Hind suggested to her many guests that she would be taking a long trip and that this would be farewell for a while. Following cake and champagne, the socialite retired to her room alone where she was later found shot in the chest.

        Due to the fact that she was found alone, and her room door and window had been locked, police determined the death to be a suicide. Friends and family say she was despondent over a recent break-up with Sir Walter Timbre of Landover and had confided that she was worried her chances at matrimony had passed her by.

        Miss Hind was a champion for women’s rights in Landover County, most notably the controversial suffrage movement, and is survived by both her parents, Greta and James Hind and her sister, Mrs. Pleasant Brillows.

        

      

      “Poppycock!” a loud voice in front of us said.

      I looked up, not the least bit surprised to see the same woman from the photo in the newspaper. She was a little older than she’d looked in the article, but then, the dead rarely got to choose what picture was put in their obituary. She was dressed in a silky champagne-colored dress, probably her party dress that evening, and her hair was in a loose up-do. Beautifully Edwardian looking. She was more colorful than Jackson. I could almost see the pink in her cheeks and the blonde highlights shimmering in the overhead light.

      “Bessilyn, I presume,” I said.

      “I want retractions,” she demanded before I had a chance to even ask what she was hoping to get from our channeling. “That obituary is rubbish and I want a full retraction, pronto.”

      “I’m not sure they do full retractions on obituaries, but even if they did, probably not on ones more than, say, a hundred years old.”

      She studied my face while she floated this way and that, inspecting it. I couldn’t get over how much more lifelike she was than Jackson, and he was pretty colorful today. She touched my cheek and I actually felt her cold hand vibrating over it. “You look familiar,” she finally said when she’d finished studying every crack in my makeup. “When I first saw you at the Purple Pony, I noticed it. And now that I’m getting an up close and personal look, I’m sure.”

      I nodded, slowly. “Well, I have become quite popular among the ghosts in town, or so I’ve been told.” I shot my ex-husband a look.

      “Sorry, Carly doll. I should’ve mentioned she was here,” he said. “She came from the bed and breakfast.”

      Bessie sat down on the desk chair. I’d never seen a straighter back or a more proper leg cross. “The Landover Bed and Breakfast used to be the Hind Estate, my family’s home. The new owner is horrible. Paula Henkel. Dreadful, dreadful person who drives like she’s asleep and snores like she’s attempting to wake the dead.”

      “I heard the bed and breakfast is haunted. Now, I guess, I know whose work it is.”

      She patted her puffy hairline. “Thank you. I’ll admit I had to increase my theatrics in order to get Miss Henkel to request a seance with your boss.” She looked up at the ceiling. “The antics perfectly respectable ghosts must go through to impress the skeptics. Really.”

      “So you’d like retractions,” Jackson interrupted, rolling his eyes. “What is it you can offer?”

      “I can tell you think retractions are foolish,” she said. She moved closer to my husband, making him back away. Jackson once told me ghosts couldn’t get too close to each other. It was like two magnets trying to get together on the same polar end. They repelled and weakened one another.

      It was obvious who the stronger ghost was here. She continued. “But I was a women’s rights leader. And believe it or not, I was quite aware I was making history at the time I was making it. I cannot have people thinking I committed suicide over a man. It simply did not happen. Therefore, I want you to figure out who my murderer was, and, yes, I want full retractions on every piece of literature that talks about my suicide.” She rubbed her gloved hands together. “Shall we get started?”

      Jackson held his hand up. “Hold on a second, Bessie. We talked about this. Carly needs to agree to the channeling. They’re very hard on the living. Tell us what we’ll get in return.”

      “Of course,” she said. She hovered closer to me, studying my face again, turning her head this way and that. I could feel her heavy energy, and I gulped thinking about a channeling with such a strong ghost, especially one I didn’t know. My boss at the hippie shop warned me not to do them at all, that they were harder on my body than I realized.

      She finally spoke. “I was going to offer you a glimpse of Henry Bowman from 1906. He was at my party that night. But I think I can do better.” Bessilyn was so close to my face I was surprised I didn’t smell her perfume. “Because now I remember where I know you from,” she said. “You’re Henry Bowman’s nanny. Or, you look just like her. Eliza, I believe. She was at my party, too, following the Bowmans around as usual, only there weren’t any children with the Bowmans that evening. Hardly a need for a nanny, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Done,” I said. “We’ll do the channeling tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          The Trouble With Unicorns

        

      

    

    
      The six-foot-wide, glittery unicorn hanging above the front door of the Purple Pony was laughing at me again. My boss, Rosalie, claims the thing is good luck. She painted it years ago after she and her long-time boyfriend broke up just after college. She says it symbolizes new beginnings, strength, and courage to find your path in life. To me, it symbolizes an unnatural love for glitter and a minimum-wage job.

      And right now it was mocking me for working here. Something my mother and the unicorn had in common.

      Rosalie called to me from the back room when she heard me come in. I snaked my way around the racks of brown suede fringed dresses and turquoise beads to get to her voice. She was sitting at her desk, holding her calendar.

      “Did I tell you about the seance we have coming up?” she said, tapping at the paper in her hand.

      “The one at the bed and breakfast?”

      “I did tell you.”

      “Nope, but my dead houseguest did.” I hugged her hello. The large 60-year-old woman with graying dreadlocks and a wrinkle-free complexion was my boss but she was more like a second mom.

      “Damn. If we sold tickets to your life, we’d make a fortune.”

      I loved Rosalie. She was all about us making a fortune off my freak show.

      I didn’t tell her the part where Bessilyn was my first client. Rosalie didn’t approve of me channeling with ghosts, especially not for free. She didn’t think it was worth it to be paid in secrets. I looked down at my cheap boots currently cutting the circulation off from my toes. She might have had a point.

      I looked up. Rosalie was handing me a thick white book with nothing but two photos on its cover: a vintage black-and-white aerial shot of total dirt on the left and a current colorful one on the right of dirt and a few buildings. It was titled Landover County: Then and Now

      “The new owner of the bed and breakfast loaned that to me. Turn to the page on her house. She wants us to be familiar with Bessilyn Hind.”

      “I’m very familiar with the suffragist,” I said.

      “Let me guess. Your dead houseguest. Why am I not surprised?” She pulled out the seance box from under her desk, which was just a regular cardboard box with some moons painted on it. She plopped it on her desk and pulled out its contents: a crystal ball, candlesticks, a deck of cards…

      “If you can believe it,” she said, gesturing with her EMF reader. “Paula wants us to come over to her bed and breakfast and confirm that this ghost is Bessilyn Hind after we close up shop today. As in, she will only pay us for the seance once we sign paperwork confirming what ghosts will be there. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Have you? What do you think she’s up to?”

      I shrugged. “That’s weird. How much are we making off this?”

      “Two hundred.”

      “A piece?”

      “Total.”

      “There’s no way we can know what ghosts are going to show up to a seance. Not for two hundred.” I laughed. “That’s not even worth pretending.” I flipped through the pages. The paper was glossy and thick and smelled like ink.

      “Nice book,” I said.

      “Should be for what Mildred Blueberg paid for it. She’s the author. Went with one of those vanity presses. Poor thing had to purchase a ton. They still take up the whole garage at her lake house in Landover, and she self-published that thing ten years ago. I heard her family has to spend the good part of a day moving those boxes around just so they can get their boat out at the start of summer.”

      “How do they survive?” I asked, not really caring about the problems of the rich. I thumbed through the pages of the old photos from the early 1900s when Landover and Potter Grove were just being developed.  The houses and buildings were all labeled alphabetically with a description of each along with their now photos.

      Of course, Gate House looked the same, down to the bushes.

      I sat down at the stool by Rosalie’s turquoise-painted metal desk that was stacked full of papers, books, and half-finished paintings, and took my cute boots off, allowing my feet time off for good behavior.

      Rosalie looked over my shoulder. “Mildred went around and took most of those ‘now’ photos herself, interviewing folks, and jotting down the stories they told her. And she’s not a young woman,” she added, like I thought a woman named Mildred might be.

      Why hadn’t I been interviewed?

      I went straight to the bed and breakfast page next even though I wanted to look at the write-up and pictures of Gate House more. I’d look later.

      I’d only seen the b&b in an occasional postcard at the Shop-Quik or when I’d pass it on my way to the university every once in a while whenever I had time to go the scenic route in college.

      Jackson never wanted to stay there. “Staycations are for people too poor to go on real vacations,” he’d say. “And, Gate House is much nicer than that awful bed and breakfast. There’s no reason to stay at someplace subpar.”

      I never understood how in the world Jackson thought Gate House was much nicer until I saw the “then” photo of the bed and breakfast in Mildred’s book. The b&b was also a Victorian, but it had originally been painted a dark color with bright contrasting trim, probably intended to look like a fun “gingerbread” kind of house. But the reality was a little more grim. A huge clown-like mouth seemed to form among the flourishes and swirls, complete with dead eyes and an imagined murmur in the background that said, “Good children get free lollipops…”

      The after photo was a little better, only because the owner had painted it a consistent butter-nut yellow. It still looked like it was offering up stranger-danger candy, though.

      
        
        In its heyday, the Landover Bed and Breakfast was the epitome of high society in Landover County. Built in 1877, it was originally owned by the Hind family, a family best known for the popular nineteenth-century treat Hind’s Canned Yams. The family went into unexpected turmoil following the suicide of their oldest daughter, women’s rights leader Bessilyn Hind.

        Ms. Hind shot herself in the heart in 1906 during her 35th birthday celebration over a break-up with Sir Walter Timbre. The house was sold the following year, eventually becoming a bed and breakfast in 2002.

        The Landover Bed and Breakfast is believed to be haunted by the suffragette’s ghost with many saying they can hear Bessilyn roaming the halls calling out for Walty.

        

      

      “They certainly make me out to be desperate and sad, don’t they?”

      I didn’t even jump when I heard her behind me, reading over my shoulder. I was getting way too used to ghosts nowadays. I mouthed to Rosalie. “She’s here.”

      Rosalie turned away, pretending to be interested in the stack of old paranormal books on her desk, probably trying to find some sort of all-important article on the detriments of channeling. The little hand on the EMF reader was going crazy, though.

      Bessie turned to me. “As soon as you figure out who murdered me, I want you to write to the author of this book. I’m sure she will want to correct the bed and breakfast’s chapter.”

      “I’m sure,” I said. “Because Mildred Blueberg didn’t spend enough on these. She’s probably dead now anyway. This was published ten years ago.”

      “No, she’s alive,” Rosalie chimed in then looked down at her EMF reader. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      The suffragette didn’t hear me, anyway. “Tell Mildred Blueberg I did not shoot myself in the heart. And I most certainly do not walk the halls of Landover Bed and Breakfast, pining for Walter, yelling out the name ‘Walty,’ of all things. For heaven’s sake. I led the suffrage movement here in Landover. I wrote literature on it, made sure every man, woman, and child knew. I braved the winter in ridiculous dresses and tiny narrow boots designed by men to be prim and proper and stifling.”

      I thought about my own narrow boots I’d just taken off. Now, women stifled themselves, for a savings.

      She went on. “Horribly stifling. Corsets so tight, if we coughed or laughed, we fainted. They were large and cumbersome and we had a hard time marching, but we did it. Time and time again. And I tell you one thing, I did not do it so I could have my death listed like that. I should have a better reputation than that drivel.” Her voice rose at the end like a drill sergeant.

      “I will try. But I can’t make any guarantees.”

      Why did everyone want guarantees from their mediums nowadays?

      “If we get a customer…” Rosalie finally said after a full minute of pretending not to notice me having a conversation with air. “Just maybe refrain from talking to anyone, you know, not really here.”

      I pointed my finger at Bessie. “Don’t ride with me anymore,” I said, even though it was my own fault for talking to a ghost in public.

      Someone coughed behind us. I turned my head. It was Justin Fortworth. The deputy of Potter Grove, and my ex-boyfriend.

      He looked me up and down, his dark eyes scanning the room as he held in a smile. “Who were you talking to just then?” he asked. “And do you always come to work in socked feet?”

      Justin Fortworth drove me crazy the way he always seemed to sneak up on people without even trying. He ran a hand through his thick, dark hair as he waited for me to answer. The sleeves of his uniform were rolled along the curves of his upper arms, revealing the tattoos that also drove me crazy, in a different way.

      “What’s going on, officer?” I asked, ignoring his questions about the socked feet and the ghost I had been talking to.

      Sheriff Caleb Bowman came up behind him. Caleb was Jackson’s cousin, a lanky man with a sunken face and a bushy goatee that was about three shades darker than the men on the beard-dye commercials.

      “The whole police force is here at once,” Rosalie said hardly looking over. “This must be serious.”

      Caleb flipped open his notebook. “It’s not. Just crazy Delilah Scott again. Did either of you see or hear anything weird today?”

      Rosalie and I both looked at each other. “Define weird,” she said.

      Caleb scratched at his goatee. “Delilah Scott is sure something was stalking her while she was gardening this morning, about two hours ago. She told Christine she got the feeling she was being watched by something evil. Her words.” He chuckled.

      I got the feeling from the chuckle and the smirk on Caleb’s face that he didn’t believe her words. Delilah Scott was one of the oldest residents in Potter Grove who was still very active at the women’s club because her mind was as sharp as a 30-year-old’s.

      The woman also lived in one of my favorite houses in Potter Grove, a storybook cottage just down the street from the Purple Pony, which was probably why the police were continuing their report over here. I didn’t really know Delilah, though, except that she spent most of her time on safari or touring Europe, hiring guides to take her around.

      She was also a Donovan, one of the founding families of Potter Grove.

      Caleb continued. “I tried to tell Christine that Delilah was batty, but she insisted we come out here and make a report. Christine’s just playing up to her mother-in-law again.” Christine ran dispatch for the police department. Her mother-in-law was a member of the women’s club, same as Delilah.

      Caleb shook his head. “And all this because Delilah Scott said she heard something growling and rustling through her trees.”

      “Probably nothing,” Justin interrupted. “We checked, but we didn’t see anything unusual.”

      The whole incident made me remember a similar one two months earlier, though. I’d heard a strange growling, too, in the alley behind the Starlight Lounge. I told Justin about it at the time. I wondered if he remembered.

      I opened my mouth to mention the incident, but he raised an eyebrow at me, making me stutter over my words and stop.

      “Call me if you see or hear anything suspicious,” Justin said, handing me his card, like I wouldn’t know how to contact the police department in my city. Our hands touched for a second when I reached for it, and a jolt of electricity rushed up my arm, making me wonder why we broke up in the first place. I shook it off.

      I knew from the recent channeling I’d done with Jackson that the way you remembered something in life wasn’t always the way it went down in real time. We tended to put negative or positive spins on our fuzzy memories. And right now, I was only remembering the good times with this man, probably because Justin Fortworth was gorgeous and I hadn’t technically had sex in years, unless you counted Mrs. Bellman’s son, who I regretfully let my mother set me up with last year in a moment of weakness. I didn’t count him, figuring my official sex count should only include men who didn’t ask me to sneak out before their mothers woke up in the morning.

      “Keep your eyes open,” Justin said on his way to the door. He stared at me a little longer than I thought he would and I looked away, reminding myself there was no way I was going out with Justin Fortworth again. Not after the way things ended almost twelve years ago when I broke up with him to be with Jackson. He’d told everybody it was because I was a gold digger.

      As they were leaving, Bessie appeared by my side again. “He’s your Walter, huh?” she said, motioning toward the deputy who was looking back at me.

      “If that means one of the jerks in your life you regret dating, then yes,” I said. She was right, though. Justin was the kind of man I wouldn’t want anyone thinking I cared enough about to walk the halls, calling out his name.

      “We need a plan to prove Bessie’s presence at the bed and breakfast,” Rosalie said when the officers left.

      “She’ll come with us” I replied, gesturing to where the ghost was still hovering. “What better plan than the truth?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Dreadful

        

      

    

    
      The bed and breakfast smelled like fresh roasted chestnuts when Rosalie and I stepped into the lobby after work around 7:00. Several comfy red floral couches were positioned strategically around the main fireplace with a crackling fire already going, even though it was warm for an evening in September. Large watercolor paintings hung on all the walls, some of random dogs being washed in metal tubs and others of garden parties with Victorian women in long dresses made from ridiculous amounts of fabric.

      Rosalie motioned toward a large museum-quality display case at the back of the room with a sign above it labeled Bessilyn Hind. It held a headless mannequin wearing a faded champagne-colored gown, exactly like the one Bessilyn’s ghost wore.

      I stared at it a second; it seemed all too real now. Here was the exact gown, in the exact place she wore it. It still had beige splatter on it that I assumed was one-hundred-year-old blood along with what looked like gunpowder residue.

      As if that wasn’t enough, on the pedestal at the foot of her gown, was a gun with a sign that read. A Gift to Regret: James Hind gave his daughter this gun in 1906 after she received death threats related to the suffrage movement.

      To the left of the gown was another pedestal. This one held a single glove. Found on the side of the house during the chaos surrounding Bessilyn’s untimely death. This driving glove was believed to have belonged to one of the distraught guests.

      The glove was floppy and huge, not like the ones Bessilyn wore as a ghost. A tan color with grease along the tips of its fingers. On the back wall, behind the display were two blown-up, grainy, black and white photos. One was of the glove on a rock next to a champagne glass. The other was Bessie with what I guessed was her family.

      Bessilyn’s eyes looked swollen and she was barely smiling in her party dress next to her sister, mother, and father. She was also very modestly dressed. The rest of her family dripped in jewels and broad smiles.

      “Does anyone else think this is a little gruesome and tacky,” I whispered under my breath to Rosalie.

      “I’ve been in this bed and breakfast a lot, and I don’t remember this,” she said back.

      “It’s new. Got it a couple days ago,” a booming voice said from across the room. I turned, almost jumping. A squatty woman in her forties with short, spiky, platinum-blonde hair and a pale complexion stood in front of the check-in counter near the front door. “Paula Henkel,” she said, extending an arm and racing across the room with it. I shook her hand as soon as it got to me.

      “Carly Taylor,” I replied.

      “Oh, I know all about you,” her voice was gruff and confident. She looked me over like I was a car she might want to buy. “So you’re the medium with the special powers?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I can see and talk to ghosts, but I don’t have powers over them or anything. No power to see the future, read minds, or make things appear out of nowhere. Sorry.” It had become a pat answer now. I was getting asked about powers a lot lately.

      She nodded slowly while her eyes still scanned me. I wasn’t sure she heard a word I’d said. “Rosalie probably told you about the seance.”

      “Yes. I hear you want us to confirm your ghost is Bessilyn Hind before we agree to anything.”

      “Before I agree to anything,” she corrected me.

      I pointed to the display case with Bessilyn’s dress. “I see you’re a huge fan of hers.”

      “I’m a huge fan of money,” she said. “Let’s get that straight. I’m pretty skeptical about the rest of this malarkey, all the ghost stuff. But Bessie Hind is a name. And I’m selling dark history and death here. People stay at my bed and breakfast for a chance to see a historical ghost roaming the halls.” She looked around her living room like the woman might be roaming right now. “I’ve spent a lot of money restoring this house to its original state, for the most part.”

      I nodded. I could see why “for the most part” didn’t include the old scary paint job on the exterior.

      She went on. “You’re the most credible medium in the county, or so I hear. Can you do whatever mystical mumbo-jumbo you people do, and confirm Bessie’s presence so we can move forward with the seance?”

      I tried to tell her that wasn’t how things worked. Ghosts came and went as they pleased. She put her hand up. “Just do it, or don’t do it. But I haven’t got time for excuses. My time is money, so if you can’t do this seance, I’ll find someone else who can.”

      I had no idea what kind of mystical mumbo-jumbo she was expecting, but I tried to look the part. A hundred bucks a piece was still a hundred bucks.

      I walked around and looked longingly at the ceiling, taking deep breaths, trying to look like I was feeling the energy of the room.

      I did feel an energy around me, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t Bessie’s. It seemed male to me. Less historical.

      “Yes,” I said. “Bessie’s here.”

      “Did you talk to her just now in your mind?”

      “No. We talk like normal people. With out-loud conversations and arguments and everything. She’s here, but she doesn’t want to talk right now.”

      I hadn’t felt her at all. I only lied because I knew she’d be here. It was her idea to get Paula Henkel to seek me out in the first place.

      “How does she like the new display?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      “Well, ask her.”

      “I’m sorry, but confirming is all I can do,” I said, just as snippy as she’d been. “My time and my talent come at a price. I’m a huge fan of money too.”

      Rosalie elbowed me until I looked over. She gave me a thumbs-up and we signed the paperwork. The seance was officially on for a week from Saturday.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Dark History

        

      

    

    
      “I need your help,” I announced the next afternoon to the short woman with coke-bottle glasses, sitting behind the main counter of the library. A cloud of white hair peeked around her huge, yellowing computer monitor.

      “What do you need this time?”

      “Town history,” I said.

      “Follow me.” Mrs. Nebitt hopped off her stool and hustled over to the microfilm section. She was a squatty woman in a pair of green pants and a stretched-out, beige sweater that did nothing for her figure except create weird lumps where there probably weren’t any.

      Because the library was very small, the microfilm section was just a set of three metal cabinets in the periodicals area. And I was pretty sure one of those cabinets was empty. “Some day we’re going to digitize our archives,” she said, in a tone that suggested that was a radical idea. “Do you know what that means?”

      I nodded even though I was tempted to hear her explanation.

      She stopped in front of the gigantic computer on the desk in front of them. “Is this about Bessilyn Hind and the seance coming up next weekend at the bed and breakfast?”

      I turned my head to the side. “How on earth did you know about that?”

      “I received an invitation,” she said with a grin, which made me realize the woman’s face could make other expressions in addition to her usual scowl. “The new owner came over first thing this morning.”

      “That was nice of her,” I said. I knew there were only a few spots at any given seance table for others, probably six, max, for this one.

      “Yes.” The older woman sat down and clicked on the keyboard in front of the research computer. “Apparently, I’m considered one of the most distinguished members in town. So I get my ticket for free.”

      “Ticket? So, she’s charging people?”

      “There’s a dinner too. You and Rosalie have quite a draw with the older ladies at the country club. And Bessilyn Hind was also a member there. Oh here we are,” she said, staring at the screen while she took out a tiny pencil and scratch paper from the plastic basket on the side of the desk. “Just Bessilyn?”

      It took me a second to process what she was saying. My mind was still on the seance. “No, Sir Walter Timbre too, and Bessie’s parents…” I looked at my notes app. “Greta and James Hind. Her sister and brother-in-law. Pleasant and Troy Brillows.”

      “One at a time, please,” she said, scribbling down names onto the scratch paper.

      “So, how much is she charging for the dinner and the seance?” I asked, suddenly much more interested in making sure Rosalie and I were getting our fair share.

      “There’s a flier on the front counter.” Mrs. Nebitt pointed toward a bright pink piece of paper propped up in a plastic display case on the main counter next to the check out. “I’m selling tickets for her.”

      I rushed across the room, my hands shaking so much I could barely pull my phone out of my purse. I clenched my teeth as I clicked a couple photos of it.

      
        
        Meet the Ghost of

        Landover’s Bed and Breakfast

        The Landover Bed and Breakfast presents…

        The Conjuring of a Suicidal Suffragette with Carly Taylor and Rosalie Cooper

        $50 per ticket for the 9:00 seance show

        Cocktail hour and Buffet-style dinner

        also available at 5:30

      

      

      It went on to talk about Bessilyn and her suicide, the new historical display cases, my fame as Jackson Bowman’s ex who inherited Gate House and was briefly tangled in the stripper murders.

      I texted the photos to Rosalie then stormed back over to the periodicals section where Mrs. Nebitt waited for me, tapping her pencil.

      As soon as I returned, she scooted to the edge of her seat, pushing the film into place and twisting the knob on the side until she stopped on an article. Sir Walter’s obituary.

      
        
        Sir Walter Charles Timbre, heir to Crown Frozen Vegetables, died just before his 76th birthday on October 9, 1942 after a long bout with cancer. He is survived by his wife of 35 years Katharine Timbre, famous in her own right for her role in the women’s suffrage movement; their two children, Byron and Walter Jr; and five grandchildren.

        

      

      “Welp, he didn’t wait long,” I remarked to Mrs. Nebitt who was still sitting by my side “helping” me with the microfilm. We both knew I only needed help getting things set up. She blinked her humungous-looking eyes at me.

      I pointed toward the screen. “It says his wife of 35 years,” I explained. “He must’ve married this Katharine woman in 1907. Yet in 1906, he was still engaged to Bessilyn Hind. I wonder if she was the reason they broke up. I also noticed he had a thing for women’s rights leaders.” The article included a photo of Sir Walter. My mouth fell open. Broad shoulders, full beard and mustache that wasn’t waxed or weird, and soft vulnerable eyes. The photo was not of a 76-year-old Sir Walter.

      “He was very handsome,” Mrs. Nebitt said, pointing out the obvious.

      We both stared at him a second before looking up some of the other articles on her scratch piece of paper. Bessie’s parents died six months after she did, in a car accident. Her sister, Pleasant, died in 1950 from “natural causes.” And Pleasant’s husband passed on in 1926.

      “Pleasant Brillows. That’s a name I haven’t heard in a very long time. She used to go to First Methodist when I was a little girl,” she said, matter-of-factly, making me just about fall over onto the microfilm machine. I’d forgotten this woman was basically a walking history book herself, born and raised in Landover. “You knew Pleasant?”

      She nodded. “Only she wasn’t very pleasant.”

      I somehow refrained from making a “pot calling the kettle black” comment right then.

      The older lady leaned back in her rickety wooden chair. It squeaked under her weight. “I remember her from church. This was the early 1940s. I was a child so my memory is a little unreliable, but I know she was very scary to children. She always wore black and never smiled. It was one of my first memories, actually. I had to sit next to her one time. Mrs. Brillows opened a butterscotch candy in front of me. I was mesmerized by her hands, how they shook as she opened the candy, how pale they were with large blue veins running down the length of them. I was terrified, but mesmerized. She had a whole bag of candies by her side, and I was a child, so I smiled and motioned toward the bag. She nodded approvingly.”

      “That was pleasant,” I said.

      “When I reached for one, she swatted my hand so hard it left a pink mark. My mother never made me sit by her again.”

      I chuckled. “Whatever happened to her?” I asked.

      “She eventually left the church, so I’m not sure. I heard she died penniless. Canned yams stopped selling like they used to, I suppose. Serves her right.”

      I stared at the screen full of names and dates. It was weird how time changed everything. From how our hands looked to what we ate as a society. And how each life was eventually just a snippet, like a faded article on microfilm, a tiny part of a much broader story.

      The library suddenly seemed extra quiet to me. Lonely. The clock ticked away on a nearby wall.

      “You know who would be an excellent reference for all of this? My friend Mildred. She wrote a book on Landover a few years back.”

      I snatched my phone from my purse once again before Mrs. Nebitt could change her mind. “Mildred Blueberg? I would love to talk to her. Do you have her number?”

      Mrs. Nebitt swatted the air. “Why on earth would I have my address book with me here at work? I’ll look it up for you later.” She glanced at my phone. The screen was still on the photo I’d taken of the flier.

      “The seance is more than a hundred dollars per ticket if you include dinner.” She lowered her voice. “But I guess we both get in for free. Lucky us.”

      “Yes, lucky us,” I repeated. I couldn’t wait for Rosalie to see just how lucky we were to have signed that contract.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Cooler Heads

        

      

    

    
      Cartoon flames bolted from Rosalie’s ears when I stumbled under the unicorn that afternoon.

      “Why in the hell are we only getting a hundred dollars each to do this seance if she’s selling tickets for fifty dollars a pop?” Rosalie said, her face beet red. “And that’s not including dinner and cocktail hour. Cocktail hour. Honestly. So we’re nothing but the entertainment.”

      I shrugged. “I guess there’s not much we can do about it now.”

      Rosalie didn’t hear me. “Buffet-style dinners are what they serve when they expect a hell of a lot of people. Isn’t that right?” Rosalie only cussed when she was upset. She’d said hell five times in the two minutes I’d been there; I was counting. “They’re the potlucks of fancy dining, huh?”

      She flipped through the pages of the contract we’d signed with Paula while pacing the room. The limp she usually had from her bad hip was barely noticeable. “Nowhere does it say in this damn paperwork that she would be selling tickets at all.”

      “I guess we should have specified how many people could show up.”

      “The hell we should have,” she said, picking up her cell phone. “This is not our fault. She was purposely deceptive. I do see something in this contract that we can still use, though. This 24-hour cancellation clause. I bet she put that in for herself.” A calmness fell over her face as she left a message on Paula’s voicemail. I was pretty sure Paula was not going to be nearly as calm when she heard it.
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        * * *

      

      Bessie and Jackson were arguing in the living room when I got home a little before 7:00. Rex greeted me by begging for the dinner I was late in getting him. I put his meal in the microwave then listened in on the argument in the next room.

      “Stop being so sadistic,” Jackson said. “You used to be living. Is it too much to remember what that was like and be concerned for her psyche?”

      “There could be an important clue there.”

      “But those clues won’t involve the exact second of… impact. Be reasonable.”

      “Reasonable? I’m not the one being unreasonable.”

      “Except that you are.”

      “I have an idea probably no man has ever thought of,” Bessie said, turning to me. “Why don’t we let her decide?”

      I knew what they were talking about. It was what I’d been the most worried about too. The final moment. The gunshot part. Channelings were just like living the memory out in real life. I would be feeling death, for the first time.

      The microwave beeped and I turned back toward the kitchen, my boots digging into my feet like a constant reminder of just how humanly fragile I was. I felt pain. Every bit of it.

      “I can handle it,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure. “And Bessie’s right. There could be a clue at that moment.”

      Bessie threw Jackson a smug smile. It gleamed in the darkness. “Tell me, dear. Did you find anything interesting in your research today?” she asked.

      I wondered how much of my research I should tell the apparition or how much she already knew. Was it okay to tell her that her parents died shortly after she had, or that her sister had grown into a mean old woman who smacked little kids’ hands after offering them candy? It was strange because I was privy to stuff she probably had no idea about.

      “Nothing worth talking about,” I said. “Are you ready?”

      “I was murdered ready,” she said, chuckling at her joke.

      I sat down on one of my dining room chairs and took off my boots to get comfortable. My heart raced for no reason, and I told myself to calm down, but all I could hear was the clock ticking away in the background again. I heard a lot of clocks lately, not sure why.

      I blinked into the dimness of my dining room. It wasn’t too late to back out. I could still say, “no.” Problem was, I was feeling drawn to the channelings. I’d been looking forward to this all day. So, why was I suddenly feeling weird about it?

      Bessie looked human, aside from her glow, and the fact she was hovering just above the hardwood floor in front of me.

      She seemed to sense my apprehension. “Just keep your eyes closed until I tell you. Breathe deeply and try to make your mind open and free of thoughts.”

      I took one deep breath after another. Inhale, exhale. Like Jackson had done when I channeled with him, she waited until my heart was steady and my breathing calm.

      I smelled her first. Just before she entered. The faintest smell of mint tea, which was odd and unexpected. She was softer than Jackson had been the first time I’d done this, more encompassing. A powerful ghost must have an easier touch.

      “Do you hear me?’ she asked, her voice echoed inside my mind.

      “Yes,” I replied. I took a deep breath, which seemed to echo off my rib cage like Darth Vader.

      “You’ll get used to it,” I told myself. “Just like last time.”

      “Yes,” she said. “You will.”

      Whether I was comfortable with this invasion of my body or not, we were one. And it was happening. It was now too late to back out. I breathed in again, my loud exhale morphing into the sound of lively piano music, mostly the playful, repetitive cords you hear before a piece begins.

      A man’s voice bellowed over them in a vocal warming exercise. “Me. Me. Me… Usually, I get paid to dance,” he yelled. Lots of applause and laughter followed. I could tell, even with my eyes closed, that the crowd was pretty substantial. The man continued. “Please, maestro. My key.” The piano played. “I said my key…” The man repeated in a falsetto high-pitched voice. More laughter.

      “You can open your eyes now,” Bessilyn told me.

      Blinking around the darkened room, I could hardly believe it. The house didn’t look at all creepy on the inside like it had in the photos I saw in Landover County: Then and Now.

      A small orchestra sat off to my right where a man stood in front of a piano, singing like he was straight out of an old record.

      To my left, three large tables, each beautifully trimmed in gold and white linens, were pushed against the back wall to create a dance floor where about seven couples found places to dance.

      One table had nothing but drinks and glasses. Another hors d'oeuvres. And the third, the makings of a feast. I smelled bread, and some sort of meat in what could have been a burgundy sauce. Many people sat at tables situated around the dance floor, eating and talking, watching the dancers.

      My stomach growled. I’d forgotten to eat before the channeling, and I tried to get myself not to care, not to smell things. I had a job to do.

      I realized I was cupping something in my gloved hand, and I looked down to see a glass of champagne. Bessie took a sip as she shuffled her feet to the music. The champagne was extremely dry. The couples dancing around her all seemed to know the same dance moves, probably a waltz of some sort.

      “Are all of these people your friends,” I asked Bessie.

      “Hardly any of them.”

      Someone tapped her shoulder and she turned around. A short, older man in his 80s. “May I have the honor?” he asked.

      She warmed when she saw him. “Popsy. Of course.”

      He slipped his hand into Bessie’s and they spun around the dance floor, in perfect time with the other dancers, round and round, smiling at the many guests seated around them. A large chandelier overhead glistened in the lamp lights accenting the staircase toward the back of the room. It was decadent, all right. And I suddenly felt like a star, like all eyes were on me, but not all of them were happy-for-you eyes. I mentally felt daggers.

      He leaned in and whispered in Bessie’s ear as we danced. “I heard you had to go before the judge on a matter of speeding again.”

      “Yes.” She smiled.

      “How fast were you going this time?”

      “You would have been very proud.”

      “Someday you’ll take this old man around, I hope.” They twirled to the music as they talked. “I wanted to get you a car of your own for your birthday so you wouldn’t have to scare the town in your father’s. A faster one. Wouldn’t that have been something?”

      She smiled at him and squeezed his hand. “That would have been.”

      “Your father said you didn’t have a need for it. A need? Who makes purchases because they have a need?”

      Bessie looked down at her feet, almost losing her step as they danced.

      His breath smelled like hard liquor as he yelled over the music. “The world may be quick to tell you all the things you can’t do in life. But remember, they’re only right if you listen to them.” He winked. “They told me, ‘Jimmy, you’ll never make money canning vegetables. People can can their own. They don’t need you to do it.’ I didn’t listen, and not listening to them changed my life.”

      “So your advice is not to listen to advice?”

      “Exactly,” he said, kissing her cheek. “But then, you already knew that. Your father’s the one I worry about. I shouldn’t have pressured him to give up medicine and take over the business. He’s far too logical for it.” He paused, his brow furrowing. “I suppose logic has a place in business too, especially when business gets mixed with love and cooler heads need to prevail.”

      “It’s all right, Popsy.”

      “No, it’s not. I tell you when Sir Walter ended your engagement, I’d have ended our business partnership with that whole snobbish Timbre family right then and there if I were still in charge of the cannery.”

      “But Father did cut ties with the Timbres.”

      “He did?”

      “Last week.”

      “It’s no longer my business, I suppose.”

      The music stopped, and her grandfather hugged her and wished her a happy birthday. “I don’t know how much more your grandmother can take tonight. Pleasant’s got her watching the baby again. But if I don’t get another chance to tell you, it was a lovely party, my dear. Would’ve been lovelier with a new car.” He winked. “We’ll go shopping for that as soon as you get back. You’ll have a need for it then.”

      “Get back from where?”

      “Oh dear. Forget I said anything.”

      “Popsy, it’s too late.”

      He rushed off. In her head, she said to me, “My grandfather always did stuff like that, saying the wrong things. Probably where I got it from. My parents’ birthday surprise was a trip to Europe that I didn’t want, and didn’t get to take.”

      “What was the business deal he was talking about that involved Sir Walter’s family?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer me, quickly moving on. “Over here is my sister, Pleasant,” she said as her gaze turned to a stunning brunette around 30. “And my grandmother.”

      Beside the woman I guessed was Pleasant was an older lady dressed in a severe black dress with a high, white collar. What looked like a baby sailor sat on her lap, a toddler in a bright blue and white sailor outfit who grabbed at the candles and mints sitting in the middle of the table. The older woman swatted the boy’s hand from the candy dish when he reached across the table. At least now I knew how Pleasant had turned out the way she had later in life.

      Pleasant looked just like she had in the photo in the display case at the bed and breakfast. Simple dress, with lots of jewelry.

      “Pleasant, you look beautiful,” Bessie said to her sister, grinding her teeth a little as she smiled. “And you brought Troy junior. Wonderful surprise.”

      “I brought them all,” she replied, nervously tugging on an ear while motioning toward the two older children in the room. What looked like a five-year-old girl with blonde curls had a finger in one of the serving dishes at the dessert table. A boy of about seven yanked the girl’s hair. “Mother said you wouldn’t mind. She told me you love surprise guests.”

      “She said that?”

      “Yes. She said you tried to invite some yourself.”

      Bessie bit her lip harder. “Only my friends from the club.”

      “Where are your suffragist friends anyway? Please point them out. I’ve been dying to meet them. Did Mother approve?”

      Bessie shook her head, “no,” but added a smile. “Mother’s right, though. I do love surprise guests. A couple of them might sneak in later. I told them they should. It will liven things up a bit, don’t you think?”

      “If by liven things up, you mean father’s temper. He’ll be mad as hops,” her sister replied, and they both laughed.

      Bessie talked to me in her head. “Telling Pleasant she could bring her children was my mother’s way of punishing me for trying to invite my friends.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      A woman shrieked on the dance floor, and Bessie’s attention went straight to Pleasant’s older two kids, who were now playing what looked like a shoving game of tag around the dancers.

      Pleasant motioned to them. “I really do hope you don’t mind I brought the children. Mother said you wouldn’t, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “Mind? I wouldn’t have it any other way. Your children are the sweetest ever. Just little bundles of life.” The boy on her grandmother’s lap picked his nose.

      We kissed Pleasant’s cheek then left.

      “You couldn’t tell your sister the truth?” I asked as soon as we’d moved on.

      “She knew the truth. Who brings children to an adult party? She did it to show off. To show everyone there that she was married and I was not. To show that she had children…” She stopped herself. “It was silly, really. But I did care about that kind of stuff at the time.”

      I completely understood. The same thing went on with my family. I was 31 and there wasn’t a conversation at my mother’s house that didn’t include questions about when I was going to marry again, because really, didn’t I want children?

      Bessie’s voice trailed off a little as she spoke to me, remembering things. “And poor Pleasant didn’t really have a choice but to bring her children. She didn’t have a nanny. My father was quite controlling. And he told her, in no uncertain terms, that if she married Troy, he was limiting her funds. Girls of a certain status shouldn’t marry service men.”

      I was taking all sorts of mental notes. Bessie’s father decided a lot for his adult children. And her mother had unusual punishments.

      She went on. “There’s Troy senior, her awful husband, right now,” she said, looking toward the bar where a tall thin man in military dark bell bottoms and a neckerchief was ordering a drink. “I don’t really know him even though they’ve been married eight years now. He’s Navy. Gone most the time, which I’ve heard is probably for the best.”

      Troy raised his glass to the bartender who nodded politely. His seven-year-old son ran by him, almost making him drop his glass and Troy yanked him hard by the back of the boy’s sailor outfit, sending him to the floor, ending the children’s shoving game. “Pleasant!” he yelled, looking all around. “Where is that woman?”

      Pleasant rushed over, toddler kicking at her side. “Yes, dear.”

      “Take care of your children.” He directed his bloodshot eyes to Pleasant’s grandparents, who were heading out the door with their coats in hand. Her grandmother looked down, suddenly very interested in the buttons on her dress seam.

      “He’d been trying to get my grandparents to pay for a nanny for ages,” Bessie explained to me. “It’s a bit of a family joke that he lets his children run wild at family functions on purpose to try to persuade them.”

      Pleasant scowled at her older son, his nose bleeding from the fall. Someone handed her a cloth napkin and she dabbed at the blood while holding tightly to her toddler.

      Bessie headed out the back of the party toward the other side of the house.

      “You didn’t want to help your sister?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t know how.” She laughed. “I’m not much with children. I’m sure one of the housekeepers helped, although they avoided her children as much as I did.”

      At the back of the room, past the area that now housed the front counter of the bed and breakfast, were a set of doors that seemed like they led to a back porch.

      “The garden room,” she said as she clung to the wall, approaching it slowly. “This is where my father’s outcast friends always spent their time at a party, probably so they wouldn’t have to worry about trivial things like manners.”

      We stayed in the shadows as we peeked into the room, which was as large as my mother’s backyard in Indianapolis. It was surrounded by windows on all sides, the light of the lamps reflecting off of them, giving each person sitting around the nearby patio table a sinister glow. There were about ten of them, equally split between men and women.

      The room itself was filled with wrought iron patio furniture and extra large art.

      “I’m sure you’ll recognize one,” she said to me at the same moment I spotted him. A thick man who resembled Teddy Roosevelt with his vest and round glasses. Henry Bowman. He was taking off a clunky pair of gloves that looked just like the one in the display case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Driving Forces

        

      

    

    
      “And that’s all there is to driving, or that’s what they told me at the dealership,” he said, tossing his gloves onto the table, almost knocking over a couple of glasses. “Who wants to go for a spin?”

      “Not now, Henry,” the thick blonde woman next to him said. I knew from the photos around Gate House, she was Marjorie Bowman, Jackson’s great grandmother. It was funny how I thought she looked grandmotherly and sweet in her photos. In person, she seemed more like a prison guard.

      Bessilyn whispered to me in her head, even though there was zero chance anyone could hear her. “You couldn’t go to a party without people bragging about their cars anymore. The newer and more expensive, the more important you were.”

      “Not much has changed,” I said.

      The group of guests sitting at the informal table in front of us were an older group, most in their 40s and 50s, who all seemed too drunk to know they were laughing and toasting to nothing, which was probably why they hadn’t noticed Bessie standing at the door. I checked their faces, but didn’t see anyone who looked like Eliza.

      “This party. It’s just unseemly, that’s all,” one woman said, her wine glass spilling as she leaned over. “If you ask me, the Hinds indulge their 35-year-old child far too much.”

      The table roared with laughter. Several people toasted.

      “I have to admit, she does look good for her age. There is something to be said for the figure of a childless woman,” Henry added, adjusting his Theodore-Roosevelt-looking spectacles. He outlined the shape of an hourglass in the air with his fingertips then turned to the men at the table for confirmation. They all looked down at their cufflinks.

      Marjorie dutifully stepped in. “That’s only when comparing her to her sister tonight, who’s apparently given up on fashion anymore. Did you see Pleasant’s awful frock?”

      The other ladies laughed knowingly.

      “Motherhood changes women, and not for the better,” Henry said. He turned to his wife. “Present company excluded…” No one said a thing, so Henry continued, like he was trying to correct his gaffe. “And perhaps you all are right. A woman of Bessilyn’s age should probably prefer a ladies garden party to celebrate her birthday. Something more suitable for her situation.”

      “A party of equally aging spinsters? Henry, that might be hard to come by.” Marjorie said, touching his arm. The table burst out with laughter again.

      Bessie’s voice was calm for a woman hearing such insults about herself. “I’d introduce you to Jackson’s great grandparents, but this is when I left them that night. You can imagine why.”

      “But,” I said, hesitating to go anywhere. “Eliza’s not here. You said she was.”

      “Yes, she is. Look in the shadows. It was an odd arrangement the Bowmans had with their nanny, or house nurse. I never knew what she was. She didn’t sit with them. They barely acknowledged each other.”

      Henry pulled a deck of cards out of his jacket pocket and shuffled them. “I learned this trick in Australia on one of my business trips.”

      “He’s such a good businessman,” Marjorie said, looking up at her husband with doting eyes.

      On his other side, in a chair like she was banished to the darkness of the corner, sat a woman who looked just like me. She had a single lamp next to her on a small table, but even in the dimness of the light I could tell for certain it was her, same blondish brown curls, same eyes. She didn’t look up or engage with the rest of the table. She appeared to be knitting and mumbling to herself.

      “What did you say your business was, Henry?” one of the men asked.

      “I didn’t. Now, pick a card,” he announced to the table, spreading the deck out face down along his fingertips. A woman with long gloves indulged him.

      “I thought there’d be more yams than this,” Henry chuckled, his tight vest practically bursting at the seams as he moved the cards around to shuffle them. “I heard this aging spinster’s party was built on them.”

      We turned and left, back down the hall to the main part of the house, passing a beautiful bust of George Washington on the way by and some old paintings of Bessie’s relatives that seemed to watch your every move. The orchestra had picked up to a lively song I actually recognized. “Give My Regards to Broadway.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked Bessie.

      “Yes. I was used to being the joke at this point,” she half chuckled. “I chose not to marry, so I am naturally labeled a spinster. It’s disturbing how easily it flows off the tongue, though, as if labeling a ‘cat’ a ‘cat.’ Walter was five years my senior, a man already forty, but he was still considered a young, eligible bachelor ripe for family. No one was surprised when he broke up with the spinster woman too old to give him the life he deserved. No one but me, I suppose.”

      She looked down as she walked back out to the party. “Chin up. Let’s go meet my parents. I should warn you, though.” She paused at a beautifully adorned table trimmed in golden flowers. “Let’s just say, it’s been a while since they’ve been happy with me. I should also tell you, I suspect them in my… untimely demise.”

      We approached what could only have been the most prominent table at the party with a view that was front and center of the dance floor and the orchestra. Men in tailored suits with pocket squares and vests; women in feathered hats with diamonds and pearls, hair all in neatly swept up-dos. Bessie kissed an older couple each on the cheek.

      “My parents,” she told me.

      Her mother looked much younger than her father, a thin woman with dark hair and blue eyes. Her father was bald with a gray mustache.

      “Are you enjoying the party you requested?” her father asked.

      “Stop, James,” her mother quipped. “Don’t listen to him,” she explained to the rest of the table. “I insisted on the party. Bessie didn’t even want anything so extravagant. She’s the family humanitarian, mind you. But, I insisted. If we’re going to have a party, we should do it right. Bring up the spirits around here.”

      Everyone nodded. They all knew what spirits needed lifting, Bessie’s engagement ending and all.

      “Don’t just stand there, my dear,” a plump woman with glasses said to Bessie, motioning to the chair next to her.

      “My mother’s best friend, Doris,” Bessie explained to me as we sat next to her. Bessie fidgeted with her hands, looking down at her gloves.

      “I didn’t get a chance to say happy birthday,” the woman said. “Let me get a look at you.”

      Bessie looked up into the woman’s pale green eyes.

      “Beautiful. You’re still so beautiful. You’ll find someone. Don’t wait too long, though.”

      Bessie squeezed her hands into tiny little fists under the table. Her mother shot her a look.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Smalls,” Bessie said, dutifully.

      “We were just talking about you.”

      “No,” the man beside her said. “We were just talking about my new Moon motor car. It’s a beaut. You should see it. Cold steel and four cylinders. Only three thousand dollars.”

      “Herbert, stop bragging. He’s going to kill himself with that.”

      “Now I know why she tells me to drive it all the time,” he said, and the rest of the table laughed.

      “No, but it’s why I won’t let him teach me,” she added to more laughter.

      “You could learn to drive it, too,” Bessie said. “I could teach you at the women’s club. You won’t die.”

      Everyone stared at her and I could feel Bessie’s cheeks growing warmer as she thought things through. “It’s quite simple. Only a few things to master, really.”

      “Bessilyn’s been very busy at the orphanage as well,” her mother said quickly. “Tell us about your work with the orphans.”

      “I never knew what to say at times like this,” Bessie told me. “My mother’s idea of me and my idea of myself never went hand and hand.”

      Bessilyn leaned into Doris. “I’ve been very busy with the woman’s suffrage movement too. I think having the right to vote will help other causes…”

      Her father cut her off. “That’s enough, Bessilyn. We talked about this.”

      Bessie threw her hands on her hips. “I’m sorry, Father,” she said, her voice rising in intensity that didn’t at all sound remorseful. She swallowed and continued, looking up at the table now, a new-found confidence in her throat. “I’d forgotten it’s perfectly fine for men to talk about everything from the cost of their new automobiles to the hour glass figure of a woman, but God forbid a woman should bring up the fact that she might like to have the right to vote because that topic is going far too far.”

      “It’s fine for you to have your ideas. But don’t force them on our guests.” Her father wiped his glasses with his napkin. “Please forgive our daughter. She seems to have forgotten what polite conversation is.”

      “No, it’s perfectly all right,” Doris said. “Herbert and I feel just as strongly. Don’t we, darling? Only, we’re members of the Anti-Women’s Suffrage Movement.”

      Bessie’s face dropped. “But you’re a woman.”

      “Glad you noticed, dear. There are very large differences between men and women in society, and not just our looks. That’s precisely why I’m a member. I believe that in order for things to run properly in a society, we must never forget our places.” She turned to Bessie’s mother. “Isn’t that right, Greta?”

      Bessie’s mother, Greta, threw a hand over her mouth, shooting Bessie a horrified look for dragging her into such a conversation. “I… I,” she said, taking a deep breath. She took a long sip of her wine and composed herself. “I, for one, would hate to mess with all the meetings and boring literature that casting a considerate vote would entail,” she said, smiling nervously into her glass.

      The other women nodded at the table.

      “Then skip it,” Bessie replied. “You don’t have to vote. But to deny the rest of us that right because you can’t bother to educate yourself is reprehensible at best and pathetic kowtowing to your male counterparts over here at worst.”

      An audible gasp fell over the table.

      “Bessilyn Hind,” her father yelled. “If this rudeness is what we have to look forward to with the women’s movement then no wonder it’s failing.”

      “It’s not failing,” Bessie began then stopped herself when she looked around the table at the older faces who all seemed dumbstruck by her boldness. “You wish it were failing, but wishing won’t make it so. And that’s what scares you all the most.”

      The woman Bessie had been talking to could not seem to take her eyes off her lap. “I hear you’re going on a trip, Bessie. That sounds lovely.” She pretended to lower her voice so only her husband would hear. “I can see why they’re sending you off.”

      Bessie’s eyebrows scrunched. “A trip?”

      “It was a surprise, Doris,” Bessie’s father said, standing up and reaching into the pocket of his dark suit jacket. “I was going to make an announcement, but now that the cat’s out of the bag…”

      He waved an envelope in the air as he addressed the table. “Not exactly perfect timing, but then I’m starting to believe perfect timing doesn’t exist in life. At least not in mine.”

      The table awkwardly chuckled.

      “Happy birthday, my dear. Your present.” He handed Bessilyn the envelope, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. His smug smile, the curve of his chin, there was something very familiar about the man. But how on earth could there be anything familiar about a man from 1906?

      Bessie opened the envelope while talking to me. “Their table already knew what I was getting. My parents were tired of their embarrassing daughter living close enough to their friends that they couldn’t lie about her.”

      She pulled the ticket out and held it up for the table to see. “A ticket to Europe.”

      “An all-expense-paid trip,” her mother chimed in. “She’ll be traveling all around Europe for a bit. Great Britain, Ireland, Germany… So this will be farewell for a while for our dear Bessie, I’m afraid. But don’t feel sorry for her. Oh no. She’s about to have the time of her life. Her uncle Frederick in London has even offered her a job at his dress shop, so if it works out, Bessie may want to stay.”

      Bessie dutifully walked over to her father and kissed him on the cheek then did the same for her mother, her eyes welling up into tears as she thanked them.

      “The poor girl’s choked up,” Doris said.

      Bessie could barely get her mouth to form words. “Thank you, really. I’m so grateful, but I can’t. Not now. I’m in charge of the meetings at my women’s club. I have one coming up this month.”

      “Not anymore, you don’t,” her father replied. “And you’re welcome. Enough said.”

      The people at the table all seemed happy for her. Voices rose over the music. “Europe? What a splendid idea.”

      “Maybe she’ll find a husband of an exotic nature. That’s what my cousin did. And she was almost as old as Bessilyn.”

      “I heard from Henry Bowman that Australia’s beautiful. You should go there too.”

      Bessie smiled at each guest before excusing herself. She was holding in tears when she left.

      Bessie’s voice was loud and quick through the channeling, though. “They didn’t know how to answer questions about me anymore. That’s why they were sending me off. That’s what hurt the most. They were tired of the jokes around town. The awful, threatening letters to the suffragist movement, and the hard glances during dinner conversations. It would’ve been better for them if I committed suicide. I see that now.”

      “What are you saying? Being sent to Europe and being murdered are two very different things,” I reminded her. “We’ll figure it out, but it might not have been your parents.”

      “A suicide wouldn’t cost them a dime.”

      “Except a daughter.”

      “Pleasant’s the daughter they always wanted. My friends from the women’s club… My mother wouldn’t even let me invite them to my party. She said they were a ‘dowdy and sad lot’. I don’t even like anyone here.”

      She looked down at her boots and rushed off through the crowd.

      “And the worst part? I didn’t even eat at my party. My corset had been too tight.”

      Damn it. My own stomach rumbled louder, realizing it wouldn’t get to sample anything after all.

      Then my focus turned to my waist. The thing wrapped around my middle suddenly seemed especially tight as it squeezed at my rib cage. Had there always been this dull ache along my diaphragm? I almost felt like I couldn’t breathe properly now.

      I’d really wanted to eat everything here. The pudding. The tiny sandwiches. Whatever it was in that burgundy sauce. I didn’t even care if it was squirrel. I just wanted that sauce.

      I also felt this incredible need to dance. Feel my feet tapping along the wooden planks of the dance floor while listening in on the people from 1906, see what they smelled like, talked about besides cars and hourglass figures. Maybe even flirt with one of the men milling about, pretending not to be smitten with Bessie.

      We wouldn’t be doing any of that now. “Focus, Carly. You’re here for the clues,” I reminded myself. I needed to be objective and aware. This was not about me.

      Bessie crumpled the envelope in her fist and rushed across the dance floor, straight into the arms of one of those 1906 men I was just thinking about. I looked up to see the twinkling hazel eyes of a light-haired man in a suit with a perfectly trimmed mustache and beard. He was carrying a hat as he gently held my shoulders. Bessie’s knees wobbled a little, and she didn’t have time to think.

      “Walty,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      “So…,” I said in my head as we continued staring at him. “You did call him Walty.”
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          Never Let Them See You Care

        

      

    

    
      Sir Walter Timbre was gorgeous, all right, even better looking in person, tall with broad shoulders and a chiseled chin. And there was also something familiar about him too, just like with Bessilyn’s father, but I couldn’t place it.

      Bessie’s gaze went from the bow of Walter’s lips to his eyes then back again. I could tell her heart was racing and she was sweating in the ridiculous get-up she had on.

      She quickly got it together enough to give him an awkward, obligatory hug. He smelled like he’d just stepped out of a shower.

      “I shouldn’t have come,” he said. His accent was British, something I should’ve expected given his title. But I was still surprised.

      “No, it’s fine. I just didn’t know.”

      All eyes turned to us. People stopped mid-dance to look over and gawk. One woman dropped her plate. Bessie didn’t seem to notice.

      “I want to talk to you,” he said, lowering his voice. “Alone.”

      “Go ahead. Talk.”

      “Not here. Everyone’s staring.”

      Bessie’s voice rose. “Of course they’re staring, Walter. You broke up with me. They want to know why you’re here. We all want to know why.” She turned to the stunned spectators standing around the dance floor with their mouths open. “Don’t we?”

      He grabbed a couple of champagne glasses from off a nearby tray and pulled Bessie outside. The chatters of gossip rose up in the house as soon as the door closed.

      The night air was surprisingly warm, calming almost. Frogs croaked all around us. A horse whinnied and rustled in the front lawn where horse buggies and cars were lined up, festive lanterns surrounding the driveway, lighting the roped-off area.

      He handed Bessie a glass and she took a long sip, champagne bubbles tickling her nose as she stared off at the parking lot, pretending she didn’t want to be staring at Walter.

      I tried to get Bessie to look at him, this gorgeous man who was probably trying to apologize and maybe even ask us to dance or something. She never looked up.

      Walter cupped her chin in his hand and gently brought her face up to catch his gaze. For what seemed like a full minute, they just stared at each other, or he stared at Bessie, and Bessie tried not to look like she cared.

      “I knew the second I ended our engagement that I’d made the biggest mistake of my life,” he said. “I love you, Bessie.”

      “Do you?” Bessie’s voice was curt. “Because it seems as if you only realized this last week, when my father broke up with you.”

      She rushed down the porch stairs and into the night, heart racing, fists clenched. I tried to stay calm and detached, concentrating on the way the wind blew softly along my neckline and the smells that went with it, mostly horse manure. Walty didn’t immediately follow us and Bessie leaned against a large oak tree on the side of the house, her body wanting to take a large breath, her corset not allowing it.

      There were a lot of clues and suspects. And I took a second to try to think things through. Bessie’s parents were certainly suspicious. The poor girl had also been getting anti-suffragist death threats from someone who could easily have been her parents’ friends. Or her parents.

      “I was angry,” Bessie said to me in her head, through the consciousness we now shared. “My parents told me all along Walter was only showing me interest in order to seal the deal on the business partnership. His family owned a frozen vegetable business not too far from my family’s cannery. It was a perfect merger for both families, and they were suspicious.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I didn’t want to believe my parents, but they were right. Walter and I dated for six months, got engaged at about a year. Then, when they’d all agreed to the business, and it was too late to back out, he broke up with me.” Her voice lowered. “But my parents got the last laugh. There was a little-known clause built into the contract for them to back out, and they used it. It’s why he’s here.”

      Footsteps crunching through sticks and grass grew louder as someone approached, and Bessie looked up, watching the shadowy silhouette of a man in a dark suit coat.

      “Do you remember,” Walter began when he reached her. He bent down to catch Bessie’s attention, shooting her a smile. A strand of her hair had fallen free from its perfect placement in the up-do, and Walter swept it away with the light touch of his pinkie. “When I’d climb that horrible trellis to your window? You’d leave it half-unlatched just for me.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m afraid the old window’s always been that way. It wasn’t installed correctly.”

      “You are a stubborn woman.”

      “You used to say my stubbornness was endearing. Of course that was before my parents made the deal with your family. As soon as that happened, your true colors came out.”

      He was pinching his hat now, almost grabbing at it. He took a deep breath, looked up at the dark sky then back down at Bessie. “When I told you we should end our engagement, and you didn’t seem to care, I… I realized I did care. I do care. I love you. And I don’t give a damn about business.”

      She didn’t say a word.

      He went on. “I let the opinions of others cloud my thoughts.”

      “What opinions?” Bessie’s mind raced. “Your mother’s?”

      “I’m her only son. She wants to see me have children.”

      “And I’m too old for that.” Bessie gripped the tree tighter, its rough bark digging into her fingernails, sending a little pain up along our hand.

      “I don’t give a damn about children either. I love you. Only you. I should never have let my mother… It won’t happen again.”

      She finally looked at him, his strong chin and pointy nose. He put his hand on her cheek and my heart just about stopped. If I had any control over this situation we would’ve been making out with this Disney prince already. But Bessie was stubborn.

      She pulled away. “The opinions of others will always matter to a weak person.”

      Ouch. I doubted there’d be a kiss now. Way to blow it, Cinderella.

      His face dropped. “I came here to apologize.”

      “Not necessary,” she spat. “What’s done is done. I’m leaving for Europe next week.”

      His face fell, eyes widened. “I’ll go too.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m well aware of the real reason you came here tonight. You thought I’d be too stupid in love to realize it. But I’m not. This is just another sad attempt to get the business deal going again.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Only because I’m not allowing it. I played the part of the stupid girl once. That part can go to someone else now.”

      He chugged the rest of his champagne and threw his glass into the parking lot area, watching it crash along a rock somewhere.

      Shoving his hat on, he stormed out to the field of cars and buggies, kicking pebbles and rocks along the way. He didn’t look back.

      As soon as he was out of sight, instead of walking inside, Bessie downed her champagne and set her glass on the rock by her feet. It was surreal seeing it there, knowing there was a photo of it hanging in the bed and breakfast. There would soon be a mysterious driving glove joining it later after her death. The distraught party guest.

      Her eyes watered. Her chest heaved in short bursts.

      “That must’ve been very hard to do,” I said.

      “Pretending you don’t care always is,” she replied. “It was better for the both of us, really, even if he was telling the truth. If we’d have married, he’d have spent every waking moment wondering what it was like to have children.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, mostly because it was all I could think to say. “You weren’t too old to have children, though.”

      She went on. “Truth is, I didn’t want them. I was afraid of them. Worried I’d be a horrible mother, like my own mother and sister. I resented my mother because she let the housekeeper raise us. My sister resented her own children because she didn’t have a housekeeper to raise them and had to do all her own work.”

      She looked out at the darkened trees around us, illuminated only by the lantern decorations surrounding the front lawn. Nothing seemed very festive anymore.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a dark figure dart through the trees beside us. It looked like an animal, or a man. It was too fast for me to see anything but a shadow. It was heading toward the back of the house.

      “Did you see that?”

      “See what?” she asked.

      “Is your room back there?”

      “Of course. Why?”

      “I saw someone or something running back there. Let’s go see if it was your killer,” I said, even though I knew that investigating dark figures was an impossibility. I was reliving a memory, not creating one. And all Bessie could do at this moment was lean against the oak and gulp in as much of a deep breath as her corset would allow. She did not look over toward the woods again.

      “Who knew about the window not latching right?” I asked Bessie, as we trudged inside, our heavy footfalls echoing off the planks of the porch.

      “I’m not sure. Only family and Walter, I think,” she replied.

      As soon as the door creaked open, the music stopped. All eyes were on us, causing the announcer to clap his hands vigorously. “There’s our guest of honor now. Who’s ready for cake?”

      Bessie was taken by surprise. She dabbed at her makeup and sniffed back her tears, searching the crowd for a familiar face, anyone to turn to, to lean on.

      In less than a minute, three men in tuxedos wheeled a large three-tiered cake lit with candles across the dance floor. Thirty-five long candles sparkling in the dim room. Bessie’s parents, and her sister joined her by the cake.

      Before she could say anything, her father aimed her attention to a man behind a tripod where an unusually large black camera had been positioned. Bessilyn forced her mouth to smile.

      As soon as the flash popped, I felt an odd connection to the photo along the back wall of the bed and breakfast where everyone else but Bessilyn had been smiling. Now, I knew the story behind her sadness.

      Someone began singing “For she’s a jolly good fellow…” and Bessie’s face felt hot, flustered.

      “I knew I was expected to make a speech,” she said to me in her head as she stared at the burning candles. “All I wanted to do was run up to my room and hide.”

      But at the end of the song and the applause, she turned dutifully to the audience.

      “Thank you all for coming,” she said, making a wish and blowing out the candles. “As you all know I’ll be going on a very long trip soon, so this is also, I suppose, farewell for a while…”

      “Proving that the Hinds will pay whatever it takes to get rid of their disgrace,” a loud drunken voice rang out from the crowd. A few people in the crowd giggled awkwardly. Bessie turned toward the outburst. It was Troy. He staggered across the dance floor and over to the cake.
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      Bessie swallowed. “Ladies and gentlemen, the man I’ll miss the least when I go on my European trip, my sister’s husband, Troy Brillows.”

      Troy teetered. His sunken face contorted in a smug sort of snarl. “At least Pleasant’s married.”

      “Congratulations on being the least part of everyone’s life.”

      Bessie’s mother, a small, frail woman whose dress looked like it weighed more than she did, grabbed Bessie by the wrist and pulled her down to her height, whispering into her ear. “Go on up to your room now, Bessilyn, and wait for your father and me. We have a lot to discuss with you. The party’s wrapping up, anyway.”

      Bessie gave her mother a look. But her mother’s face, which had almost no color left, told her she should do as she was told.

      “This is when they kill me,” she said to me in her head. “I’m almost certain now. They blamed me for the deal falling through, even though they were the ones who ended it. I should’ve played my fiancee part better: contrite, well spoken, dainty.”

      She looked around at her party. “Thank you all again,” she said out loud. “I’m feeling tired now. My mother just reminded me that I should really rest up for my long journey. Enjoy the cake.” She tried to get herself to look around the room, to meet the eyes of the people who were not really her friends. No one looked back at her.

      With a forced smile, she walked over to the stairs. Her drunken brother-in-law elbowed her on the way by him. A sharp pain went up her arm.

      “Folks, let’s hear it for my wife’s pathetic, spinster sister,” he said, applauding; a lit cigarette dangled from his fingers sending ash off in different directions.

      Before I knew what was happening, Bessie ran at him, shoving him as hard as she could and, in his drunken state, that was all it took. He spun a 180 and smashed head first into the cake before landing onto the dance floor.

      The crowd erupted into a mix of gasps and laughter. Bessie hurried up the stairs, barely able to hold in her smile as her parents yelled how she was too old for this.

      We brushed by a woman in a short black dress. She turned toward us on the stairs and my thoughts went blank. It was me. Eliza, actually.

      “Excuse me,” she said, looking straight into Bessie’s eyes for what seemed like a full minute. I studied the lines and contours of my own face, my hazel eyes, the soft wine color of my lips. It was strange being face to face with my identical twin, in a short black cocktail dress that seemed completely inappropriate for such a conservative era. She studied Bessie in the same way I was studying her, like she could see all the way through to Bessilyn’s soul, maybe even to me, piggybacking on this memory. “It’s you,” she said, and I screamed a little in Bessie’s head.

      She sees me.

      I couldn’t look away. Eliza put her hand on Bessie’s arm and Bessie’s muscles tightened under the stranger’s touch.

      “You’re the birthday girl,” Eliza finally said in a voice just like my own. She pointed back toward the mess being cleaned up at the bottom of the stairs where Troy was still yelling about the spinster. “Nice birthday present to yourself.” She winked. “Best party I’ve been to all year.”

      Bessie nodded her thanks. And Eliza went up the stairs, leaving us dumbfounded.

      “Did that happen the first time?” I asked. “Or did we just create a new memory within a memory?”

      “I don’t know,” Bessie admitted. “I don’t think I would’ve remembered it if it had happened, not with everything else going on.”

      Bessie ran up the stairs just in time to catch a glimpse of Eliza heading into a room off the back of the hall.

      “Where’s she going?” I asked.

      “That’s the bathroom.”

      I knew that was the end of the memory I’d get with Eliza. It had been way too short, and really hadn’t told me anything about the curse. I shook myself out of my disappointment. I had a job to do.

      Bessie opened her bedroom door. “It’s time,” she said to me.

      Her room was the largest bedroom I’d ever seen, luxurious yet cozy with a fireplace along one of the walls. But I didn’t envy a 30-something living with her parents, no matter how wonderful the accommodations. I used to be that girl, living in my mother’s basement.

      Bessie flopped on her perfectly made white bedspread. “I know you’re not a detective,” she said. “But does anyone besides my parents seem suspicious to you?”

      “Everyone does, Bessie,” I replied. “Honestly. Your brother-in-law, of course. Your parents. Your parents’ friends, the suffragist haters. But I have to admit. Sir Walter seems the most likely.”

      “W-what?”

      “Think about it. You two got into an argument. He ran off. Then, a suspicious figure scurried off in the shadows toward the back of your house, over to your room, probably to climb a trellis he’s very familiar with and a window he knows doesn’t latch.”

      “That does make sense,” she said. “I’m sure his family blamed him for the deal falling through. He was sent here to court me for that reason alone.”

      “I don’t believe that. And neither do you.” I scanned the room. “Let’s review our other clues. You didn’t lock the door just now. And I remember from the article in Henry Bowman’s scrapbook that you were found shot in the heart with the door locked, which was why it was ruled a suicide.”

      I thought I heard something outside her door, so I listened more intensely, looking around at the details in the room. A pamphlet about the suffrage movement sat on her nightstand. Her armoire was open, and on the top shelf, a gun. The gun. The one in Paula Henkel’s display case.

      It was strange waiting for the final moment, recounting the details like they were some sort of sick check list.

      Bessie unlaced her black boots and plopped into bed, pulling the covers over her face so I couldn’t see anything anymore. Her nose was stuffing up. Tears were streaming down her eyes, along her cheeks.

      There was a light knock at the door.

      “You okay, missy?” a woman’s voice on the other side said. The door creaked open. “You want some warm milk? And your special pills for sleeping?”

      Bessie peeked out over the covers. An older woman with pale puffy eyes and saggy cheeks poked her head inside the room, dressed in a long black dress and white apron, the Hind family housekeeper, probably.

      “Oh honey,” she said when she saw Bessie crying. The woman set the glass of milk down and rushed to the bed, stroking Bessie’s hair, pulling it free from its proper up-do and running her fingers through it. “You know I always cry on my birthday too, I do. Every year like clockwork. Mostly because it starts to become depressing the older you get when you ain’t got nothing but age to show for it. But you? You’re still young and rich. You’re a lucky woman.”

      “Thanks, Martha,” Bessie said, sitting up. Martha handed Bessilyn the milk and dropped two little pills into her hand. Bessie gulped them down, wiping her mouth with a handkerchief on the side of the table. “Sir Walter was there,” she said to her housekeeper.

      “He was? I didn’t notice. Stand up and I’ll help you out of that corset.”

      “Not yet,” Bessilyn said, lying back down. “I’m not sure I’m ready to end my night.”

      “But you took your pills.”

      “I know. I’m feeling a little confused.”

      “Men’ll do that to you,” Martha said, sitting down next to us. “Tell me. Did he look good?”

      Bessie smiled. “Too good. He wanted to get back together. He said he loved me.”

      “Then why are you up here crying?”

      Bessie played with the sleeves of her stiff dress. “I’m not sure I believed him.”

      “Poor, silly girl. A man sneaks into a party when he knows he’s not wanted. That’s love.”

      “Is that what love is? I always wondered.”

      Martha stood up and looked around the room, shaking her head at he mess as she snatched clothes from off the floor left and right, balling them along her arm.

      “I guess you know what happened downstairs,” Bessie said, watching as her housekeeper tidied up after her. “Sorry for making such a mess with the cake. I’m too old for that.”

      “I was upstairs when it happened, but don’t worry, miss. It’s not your fault.”

      “Yes, it was. I shoved Troy into the cake.”

      Martha let out a loud, long cackle. “You don’t say? Now, there’s a mess I don’t mind cleaning up.”

      “My parents are going to kill me. We’re about to be the talk of the town.”

      “Don’t you know? That’s why people have parties in the first place. They want to be the talk of the town. A party is only as good as the gossip that comes out of it.” She turned her head from side to side and lowered her voice. “And I have my own bit of gossip from the party,” she said.

      Bessie leaned her head against her headboard as the woman continued.

      “Just now, I walked in on Mr. Henry Bowman and the woman he always goes ‘round with. The one who is not his wife. They was in the bathroom together.”

      “You don’t say. What happened?” Bessie yawned and closed her eyes.

      The woman’s voice went sheepish. “I’ll tell you later, missy.” She kissed the top of Bessie’s head. “You sure you don’t want me to help you get out of your party clothes?”

      “Not yet. I’m starving, Martha. I didn’t eat a bite all night.”

      “I told you that corset was too tight.”

      “Stop lecturing me, and be a dear. See if you can bring me a plate. And let me know if Sir Walter’s still around.”

      “Now I see why you’re keeping your clothes on.” Martha was at the dresser now, pouring water onto what appeared to be a cloth. She handed it to Bessie, and like a nightly ritual, she immediately put it over her eyes. The cool cloth felt good.

      “You rest your eyes. I’ll… I’ll… what in the world…” Martha’s voice trailed off in different pitches, like she was moving around the room.

      “What is it?” Bessie asked. She pulled the cloth off and sat up.

      “Nothing,” Martha said, smiling. “I’ll see what I can bring you. I only hope I can do it without Esther seeing me. Your sister has her watching those devil kids of hers, and I know that poor girl’s looking for me to relieve her.”

      That got Bessie laughing a little as the housekeeper closed the door and hustled away.

      Bessie’s head throbbed with a headache. She flicked off the light and pulled the cool wet cloth back over her eyes.

      I wanted to hear the gossip about Henry Bowman and Eliza, but I knew it was impossible. The end was coming soon, and I had to keep my focus. Our eyes were shut and she was starting to fade into the forced sleep from her pills, so I tried to use my other senses: smell, hearing, touch…

      I didn’t hear much. Maybe the door, ever so light, not like the heavy creak when the housekeeper entered… maybe the window, maybe the door locking, liquid sloshing…

      Something scratchy suddenly clamped over Bessie’s mouth. We squirmed into the fumes that surrounded us, strong and sweet. Bessie pulled her head to one side then the other, trying to cough or gasp, trying to move away, but the force had her pinned. She grabbed at the hand over her mouth, leathery and thick. Her mind was succumbing to the total darkness that consumed us. Her resistance lessened. And then, nothing. I knew she’d blacked out. But I also knew from my other experience with channeling that I didn’t need to. I wouldn’t be able to see, but I could still narrow in on my other senses.

      The pressure released from Bessie’s mouth, and I focused on her breath, slow yet shallow. Sounds were all around me. A door locking. Heavy breathing. Footsteps, first slow then faster. Pacing maybe. Whoever it was sounded like they were having second thoughts. I tried to concentrate on one of the sounds. It was like cloth, moving… odd.

      A gush of wind blew over my face and an owl hooted off in the distance. The window was opening; I could tell.

      I heard several clicks before something pressed hard against my heart. I didn’t have time to brace myself, a loud explosive pop followed.

      And I woke in my living room. The images of the channeling already falling into a distant, blurry memory.

      Snapping myself out of it, I quickly ran to the kitchen and threw open the pantry. Stale Pringles and a Diet Coke were perfect right now. Not exactly gourmet-whatever in burgundy sauce, but it would do. I grabbed my phone and my channeling notebook from the dining room then curled up on the settee. It was 12:30. I’d been channeling for more than three hours. I was starving. My body ached, and my eyelids felt like they outweighed me, but I had to get the experience down before I forgot it all.

      I stuffed a full-inch stack of Pringles in my mouth. Crumbs spilled onto my phone as I looked up clues while scribbling things into my notebook. Bessilyn had already been pretty drugged up with her sleeping pills when whoever the killer was pressed a towel over her face. And from my cursory internet search, I decided that towel must have been full of chloroform. The only other clues I remembered from the moments right before death were the rustling of what sounded like cloth and a window opening. I wondered if the latch on the window also locked from the outside.

      It must have. Did the shadowy figure I saw on the side of the house sneak up the trellis and wait in Bessie’s room for her that night? And who would have access to chloroform, anyway? Even in 1906, that must’ve been hard to come by.

      Jackson appeared as I guzzled down my soda.

      “You okay?” he said in such a way that made me question it myself.

      I nodded. “I know she’s resting from the channeling, but as soon as you see Bessilyn, let her know I have a million questions for her.”

      “You should rest too,” Jackson said. I rolled my eyes and chugged down some more soda.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          The Unusual Suspects

        

      

    

    
      Both of Potter Grove’s police cars were parked at awkward angles along the entrance to the Purple Pony when I got there the next day for work. My heart raced. Whatever was going on had to be serious.

      My mind was numb, but I knew it wasn’t just because I was worried. It had been surreal, dying in 1906 just last night only to be jolted awake in the present. After scribbling everything down into my notebook, I hadn’t gotten much sleep. And now I felt older, stiffer, and more than a little off.

      My pace picked up the closer I got to the entrance. I could see the quaint little hippie shop had been ransacked. Justin stood leaning against the entrance as I approached, glitter from the aging unicorn over his head was all in his hair like sparkly purple dandruff.

      “Is she okay?” I asked, searching his eyes to see if he was worried.

      “Yes,” he replied. “She’s fine. Her shop’s not, though. Somebody’s trashed it.” He looked at me like he wanted to say something else. I knew it was just the usual, weird heaviness that floated between us from the past we pretended not to have together.

      I walked past him and went inside. I wasn’t sure how I felt about him yet, but I was sure glad I was wearing my cute skinny jeans that made my butt look good.

      As soon as I stepped inside, I could see Justin had not been exaggerating about the place being trashed. Even some of Rosalie’s paintings were ripped to shreds, pieces of them hanging off the toppled racks like cobwebs. The jewelry section was a mess. Gems and polished stones were strewn all over the floor. I almost slipped on them on my way over to Rosalie, who was sitting on one of her stools, her dreadlocks completely disheveled. Some dreadlocks were in a ponytail, some out. She clutched at her heart. Caleb had his notebook out. I knew he was probably why her heart was acting up.

      “What in the world happened?” I asked.

      “She’s a little shook up,” he replied to me. “She claims a wild animal was here when she came out of the back room, but she can’t describe the animal. Supposedly, the place looked just like this.”

      “Supposedly?” I said.

      “She wouldn’t be the first person with a failing business to commit insurance fraud,” he replied.

      I threw my hands on my hips. “Just jot down your information and keep your opinions to yourself, officer.”

      Justin scooted by the sheriff to get closer to Rosalie. When he passed, I noticed he also had purple unicorn glitter all along the backside of his uniform too. The outside doorframe was not a safe place to lean against around here. I stopped myself from brushing it off of him.

      “You sure you don’t want me to take you to the hospital,” he asked my boss.

      She shook her head no. I knew Rosalie would rather bleed to death than go to one of those places.

      “Do you think this is the same animal that scared Delilah Scott?” I asked.

      Justin shrugged. “Sure looks like an animal did this.”

      “All I know is… Rosalie said, her voice quick and raspy. “I heard growling somewhere around the window. I couldn’t tell if it was inside or out, so I ran into the back room. What else could I do? And that’s where I stayed for a full hour until Paula Henkel came in.”

      She motioned to the chair by the dressing room, and I looked over, finally noticing the dreadful woman sitting there, scrolling on her phone. She smiled and smugly waved to me, her teeth perfectly white and straight, her smile calm.

      She waltzed over. “Good thing I came over right on time,” she said, stuffing her phone in her bra. She put her hand on Rosalie’s shoulder, and Rosalie flinched. “I’m just glad I could help, that’s all.” Her tone had that dramatic sweetness to it that people used when they weren’t really being sweet.

      “Why are you here anyway,” I asked.

      “Rosalie told me to come at 11:00. She wanted to cancel the seance and I told her we should talk about it this morning. But when I got here, I saw the store in shambles. So I found Rosalie and called the police. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “Yes, thank you for all your help,” I said. “But, if you’re done helping, I got it from here. You can take off.”

      She curled her thin lip up. “Sheriff, am I free to leave?”

      “You can go,” he said, closing up his notebook. “I think we have enough information.”

      Paula turned back around before she left. “Funny. I was just texting another medium before you came in. She’s willing to take over the seance if you both are serious about canceling.”

      “Now’s not a good time,” I said. “But yeah, we cancelled. The other medium can have it. Did you tell her you’re selling tickets all over town, making a bundle while paying the mediums nothing?”

      “I wouldn’t call hundreds of dollars nothing. Would you?” Paula turned to the police. They didn’t say anything.

      She looked about half the size of the deputy she was standing by as she paused at the front door. “I just want to point out that I came over here an hour after this store opened. One hour. I was your first customer, not that I was actually buying anything.”

      She pushed her lips together, tried to look concerned. “I know this is a bad time, and I don’t want to tell you how to run your business, but it seems like you could use the publicity that this seance would bring you. A lot of people are interested. And you’ll probably get quite a bit on the backend selling, oh I don’t know, whatever you people sell — gems or incense or something. Maybe you should think long term and not just immediate gains for once.”

      I waved. “Good bye. We’re fine. Thanks for your concern.”

      “Give me your answer by six o’clock this evening or I’m going with the other medium.”

      “We’ve already given you our answer. More than once now. We cancelled. End of story,” I yelled as she left. I turned to my boss and put my hand on her shoulder. She didn’t cringe this time. “Why don’t you go on home. I’ll clean up here and take over the shop.”

      She hugged me tightly, grabbing my arm and using it to help her hobble off the stool. She limped to the back room and I followed. As soon as we were alone in the back, I whispered. “Are you really okay?”

      “Yes, except Paula Henkel and Caleb Bowman were here for far too long.” She held her chest again. “You know I’m too old for that. My damn heart can’t take but five minutes of certain damn people.”

      She was cussing again, and I was pretty sure five more minutes with those two and she would’ve been dropping f-bombs.

      She gathered up some scattered papers that were laying around the back table and put them in her purse. One of them was a ticket to the seance.

      “Fancy, huh?” she said, handing me the gold and silver embossed 4x5 ticket. It had been printed on heavy card stock. “Paula gave it to me. Just now, while we were talking to the police. Can you believe it?”

      “Tacky,” I said.

      “She said we could get in to the dinner for free if we worked the seance. Like that shouldn’t have been part of the deal in the first place.”

      I handed the ticket back to Rosalie. “I’m glad you cancelled. Look how large our names are. She wants us. We’re a draw here in Potter Grove. The women from the country club who come in here… they love you.”

      Rosalie looked down at the card in her hand. “Nobody comes in much anymore. And truth is, I could use the business.”

      I didn’t tell her this, but I needed it too, for my case. The bed and breakfast was where Bessie died and where she haunted. And I was pretty sure there was a reason Sir Walter felt familiar to me in the channeling. I was almost certain his presence had been the male presence I’d felt at the bed and breakfast.

      “I’ll go see her when I get off work,” I said. “I’ll tell her we want half the ticket sales. She can keep the dinner profit.”

      “She’s not gonna agree to that.”

      “The hell she won’t. She’ll have to reprint everything if she goes with the new medium.”

      Caleb poked his head into the back room. His voice was slow and drawn out. “Rosalie, I’m leavin’. Keep your doors closed from now on, okay? Wild animals can get in when the door’s left open,” he said in a slow tone, like we were all as dumb as wild animals over here.

      “The door was closed,” Rosalie said.

      He threw her a condescending smirk. “According to Paula Henkel, when she got here, the front door was propped open, remember?” He shook his head and left.

      Rosalie lowered her voice as soon as he was gone. “I can’t prove anything, but I think Paula’s behind this.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But it also could’ve been a wild animal.”

      Rosalie’s normally pale face grew red. “By the time Paula called me back last night, I’d already asked all over town. I knew she was making bank on this thing, so I told her we needed fifty percent of everything or the deal was off. Especially for an audience that large.”

      “How large?” I asked, my heart pounding.

      “She wouldn’t say, but at the rate they’re selling, probably expect about a hundred. I tried to call you last night.”

      I sat down at her desk. I couldn’t tell Rosalie the reason I hadn’t picked up was because I was busy doing a channeling with Bessilyn Hind. She was already pretty shook up, and I didn’t want her worrying about me at a time like this. She thought channeling was dangerous, and I was fine. Probably.

      Rosalie was still talking. “So we got into it on the damn phone last night. We were supposed to work out all the damn terms this morning.”

      “And then this happened,” I said. “That’s some interesting damn timing.”

      Rosalie nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          On Display

        

      

    

    
      Later that afternoon, Shelby stumbled into the Purple Pony, practically dragging a newborn baby carrier. I was just finishing inventorying all the damaged merchandise from the pile I’d created on the checkout counter when I noticed her. I rushed to hold the door open.

      Every few steps, she’d stop and put the carrier down, take a deep breath then pick it back up again. When she turned the car seat around, I saw why she was struggling. Every inch of that carrier had been taken up by the largest baby head I’d ever seen, peeking out from a gray blanket. Thick cheeks and a round ruddy expression that looked like it might gobble up anything that got too close to its mouth.

      I’d just seen Bobby Jr. a week ago, and he looked like he’d doubled in size since then, or at least his head had. Largest one-month-old head ever.

      “I swear, every day he looks more and more like his daddy. Don’t you think,” Shelby said.

      “Come on, now,” I said. “This baby’s cute.” She gave me a look so I had to say I was joking.

      She told me all about how she and Bobby were about to celebrate their one-year proposal anniversary, and Bobby was planning something special.

      “Like a wedding?”

      “Don’t rush us,” she said. “We’re getting to that. But I am honestly in no hurry to have a third husband. I don’t know where he’s taking me, though. It’s a surprise…” she stopped mid-sentence and looked around at the mess on the floor and the counter. “What happened here?” she asked.

      The humungous baby head was smiling at me, and I barely looked up from it when I told Shelby about Delilah Scott hearing a growling noise and what had happened with Rosalie. Like a punch in my empty uterus, my baby instincts were kicking in.

      “So, they think a wild animal is running around town?”

      I shrugged. “Probably just shapeshifters.”

      “That’s not funny. Everyone knows that’s only a rumor, thank goodness.” She shivered. “Whatever it is, it sounds like it’s in this neighborhood. Aren’t you the least bit afraid?”

      I thought about that a second. I should have been, I guess. It wasn’t like I was raised on weapons. My mother had been an engineer in Indianapolis. She tried to teach me things like rewiring circuit boards, (which after the fifth time, I would just nod and say I had it). And, I didn’t have a dad. “I guess there’s nothing to do except keep the doors shut and my eyes open,” I said.

      “I’m gonna get some bear spray. That’s what I’m gonna do. You should get some too,” she said, dragging the baby carrier back toward the door again, looking around as she did. “I never told anyone this, but I’ve had this feeling for a while. Something in Potter Grove isn’t safe.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m pretty sure that’s the town’s new motto.”
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        * * *

      

      After work, I found myself sitting in my car at the bed and breakfast, rehearsing all the different ways I might be able to negotiate with an awful woman. I glanced out my window, catching something large and furry in the shadows around the side of the house. It moseyed around the back before I could get too much of a look at it, though, making me wonder if I’d really even seen anything.

      I opened the car door and practically fell out of it.

      Maybe that was the wild animal that had trashed the Purple Pony.

      The sun was just setting and the shadows of dusk could’ve been playing tricks on my mind, or so I told myself. A cool September breeze blew through my curls, and I pulled my jacket in tighter as I followed the animal, pushing my camera app on, already counting the money I was going to get from the first good picture of Big Foot.

      I followed the decorative stone around toward the back, looking in all directions, listening as I walked. Shelby’s words echoed through my head, “Something in Potter Grove isn’t safe.”

      The sound of that something sloshing through wet earth made me momentarily gasp until I realized it was my new boots slipping through the bed and breakfast’s manicured lawn. Apparently, for my $10, I’d also received a weird suction-cup sound included with my no-traction boots.

      I stopped just before I reached the back of the house and listened for a second. A low guttural growl.

      My heart felt like it was going to pound its way out of my jacket and I tried to get my hands to stop shaking so I could get a good picture. No wonder all the photos were blurry.

      I backed away just as a shadow came closer. Screaming louder than I’d intended, I dropped my phone and ran. Something else screamed back.

      I turned back around to see what it was. Paula Henkel.

      “What is wrong with you?” she said, coming out from the back, her arms full of firewood.

      “You didn’t see or hear anything? Like a wild animal? I thought I heard growling.”

      “Sure you did. You and your boss.”

      I looked all around the back yard. There was nothing back there, except a manmade pond and a gazebo. I flashed back to the night before. This was the part of the yard where Sir Walter and Bessilyn had had their argument. To my right was where the rock used to be, the one where Bessie set her champagne glass down.

      “Don’t tell me. You’ve come to say you want your job back,” she said, smugly carrying her firewood over to the entrance. I wasn’t sure how she managed to do everything smugly, but she did.

      I didn’t answer as I followed her inside. Every part of me hated the fact I had to ask for this.

      Inside was warm, the fire toasty. She put the logs on the hearth as I looked around. The bed and breakfast seemed different to me than it had in the channeling last night. The then-and-now differences were huge, even though Paula had made an attempt to recreate them. The furniture set-up was all different, and the chandelier was gone. It probably should’ve felt cheerier with the new colors and the bright lighting, but it just felt pit-of-my-stomach hollow and sad. Maybe channeling was harder on my psyche than I thought it’d be. Maybe I was just missing that corset.

      There was a new display now. Another glass museum-like enclosure at the front of the room by the check-in counter, where a black felt bowler hat sat on a stand, a description typed on card stock underneath it. It read:

      
        
        Love Can Make You Lose Your Hat…

        This bowler hat was a popular style in 1906 when it was found outside Hind House on the night rich socialite and philanthropist Bessilyn Margaret Hind took her own life at her birthday party. The hat belonged to millionaire Sir Walter Timbre, Bessilyn’s fiancee, who told police he lost it during a heated argument with Bessilyn when she begged him to come back and they broke up for good. With her prospects for marriage ending, the despondent 35-year-old suffragist and women’s rights leader retired to her room where she shot herself in the heart.

      

      

      “Like my display? I just got it.”

      I nodded, even though I was pretty sure Bessie was going to lose her hat when she saw it.

      Paula motioned around at the decor of the lobby. “It really adds to the ambiance of the business, huh?” She leaned in and lowered her voice like we were sharing a secret. “I’m not just selling a cozy place to spend the night anymore. That was the old bed and breakfast and that’s why they went out of business. I’m selling death, and the stories that go with it.”

      “Where did you get all your display stuff?” I asked.

      She smiled, obviously thinking I was impressed with her morbid marketing skills, which I absolutely was.

      “The police,” she said. “If you can believe it. All by accident. I was talking to the sheriff about how I thought the bed and breakfast might be haunted by Bessie Hind, and he told me they still had some of her stuff in their old evidence locker. He wasn’t even sure why they had it there. It was a routine case. Sometimes, I feel like the luckiest person alive.”

      She went on, telling me all about how she purchased the items for a steal from the police department, and the huge amount she estimated their real worth to be. “Of course, I had to make Caleb think he was raking me over the coals…”

      “So, did Sir Walter really say this to the police?”

      She looked at me sideways, probably because I was more interested in what a dead man said to the police 100-something years ago than how much money she was going to make off the dead man’s hat.

      “It was in the police report. Why?”

      “Do you have that report? I didn’t see it in the display.”

      “I was thinking about adding it, but not until it gets some work done. It’s faded and disintegrating.”

      I just decided to tell her the truth. “I don’t think Bessilyn Hind killed herself. I’m going to try to prove it, and solve her murder.”

      She rolled her eyes like I was joking.

      I went on. “The mere fact the police department had this stuff in evidence, that they took pictures and documented witnesses, says someone there thought something seemed off about her suicide.”

      “I don’t think it matters too much anymore.”

      “Maybe only to the people selling tickets.” I winked. “It’s an interesting angle. You have to admit.”

      Her jaw moved back and forth under her smile.

      I tried to feel the room for that same familiar presence as before, but I couldn’t really pick up on anything, just a quiet stirring. “I think Sir Walter Timbre is here too,” I said. “It might be fun to ask him about the police report. Don’t you think? Maybe solve Bessie’s murder at the seance.”

      I thought I heard a cash register ca-ching-ing away in the woman’s head. “You want me to go get the police report? It’s just upstairs in my room.”

      That stocky woman could sure move fast when marketing was on the line. She hustled up the stairs, rubbing her hands together. Apparently, we both needed this seance to be a hit.

      Attached to the pedestal, beside the bowler hat, was a slightly enlarged photo of Sir Walter. It was the exact one from the microfilm. And I tried, once again, to make contact with the gorgeous man.

      Orchestra music played softly from a stereo somewhere nearby, a nice touch but a little out of era from the music I remembered that night. “Sir Walter,” I whispered into the living room. I went over to Bessie’s display, just to see the glove again. I forced myself to look at the dress too.  The lace that had trimmed the bodice area hung free on one side and a large brown stain covered the heart area. I looked away. Even though it was more than 100 years ago and everyone who was at Bessie’s party was now deceased, the finality of that one moment — the second between life and death, now finely pressed and on display — made me understand the disdain most of the dead seemed to have for the living, even though they’d all been living once too. We did seem to have problems keeping our priorities straight.

      Paula fast walked back into the room, a Ziploc bag dangling from her hand. She held it out for me, but when I went to take it, she pulled it back. “Sorry,” she said. “This is a great angle, and I truly believe this might bring in a larger draw, but you and Rosalie cancelled on me. This isn’t your seance. Thank you for the idea, though. I will tell the new medium to see what she thinks.”

      “I’ve done a ton of research on this thing. I… I…” I stopped short of telling her I had Bessilyn Hind staying at my house and that I’d already done a channeling with her.

      “You… you what? You bring in a big crowd? Bessilyn Hind is what people are coming to see. Any monkey can perform the show. You’re welcome to buy a ticket, though,” she said. “Tell Rosalie the one I gave her isn’t valid anymore.”

      A young couple came through the front door, carrying shopping bags and saying, “hello” at pretty much the same time.

      The woman had the longest straightest jet-black hair I’d ever seen. It was pretty much the opposite of her partner’s bright orange spiky do.

      The woman stared at me. “You’re Carly Taylor, aren’t you?”

      I smirked at Paula Henkel. “Why yes, I am.” I wondered if the new medium was going to be as easily recognizable to strangers.

      “I’m Emerald and this is my husband, Dragon Fire.” She pulled an EMF reader from one of her bags and started waving it around the room. “I looked you up as soon as we were asked to take over the seance from you.”

      I could hardly believe Emerald and Dragon Fire were about to see Sir Walter’s evidence, and I wasn’t.

      The woman put the reader over by Walter’s display. “Yes, I’m picking up very specific energy here, Ms. Hind. I will definitely be able to sign an agreement that says Bethany Henkel will be here for the seance coming up.”

      I headed for the door but hesitated at the knob. “You guys didn’t hear a large animal growling out here, did you?”

      Dragon Fire looked at me like I was crazy. “No.”

      “You will if you cancel.”

      Paula shouted to me as I left. “Tell Rosalie I want my book back. Landover County: Then and Now. I only gave it to her so you’d know who Bessilyn Hind was.”

      “Don’t you mean Bethany Henkel? You all have a wonderful seance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Crooked

        

      

    

    
      I had the next day off, which was unfortunate because it was a Thursday, one of the days my creepy housekeeper checked on the house.

      I tried to look the part of comfortable, sitting on the couch, while Mrs. Harpton moved at break-neck speed around me, like a black tornado of motion. She swirled around from room to room, making checks on how I was keeping the place while she dusted here and swept there.

      It was all part of the stack of paperwork I had to sign as part of my inheritance. From what time I put the dishes away to the temperature of Rex’s dog’s food, I had to do everything perfectly.

      And I was pretty far from perfect. I caught quite a few scowls from my housekeeper, but then, it might just have been the dress she was wearing. I’d scowl too if I had to wear something that went all the way up my neck and seemed to be made from whatever that awful material is that umbrellas are made out of.

      Somehow, I got it in my head that I wanted to touch it.

      I’d long suspected the woman was a ghost. I never saw her coming or going. And she looked like she’d stepped out of a 19th century funeral home. But she was the most human-looking ghost I’d ever seen, if she was one. I needed to know. Plus, other people (people who did not have a strong mediumship like I did) could see her too.

      When she was busy in the living room fluffing up the pillows on the settee, I pretended to be interested in the vase on the coffee table. But as soon as I got about an inch from her skirt, she practically flew away with such accuracy and dexterity I felt like I was moving in slow motion compared to her. I tried again in the dining room to touch her skirt and got a little closer that time. But once again, I was no match. It was like chasing a hummingbird.

      “You slow me down,” she finally said. “I can be done in five minutes. Go.”

      It was a silly game anyway. I threw open the cabinet in the pantry and yanked two keys from their hooks. “I’ll be in the library if you need me,” I said to the blur. I knew it was the one place Mrs. Harpton wouldn’t touch. Plus, I’d been so caught up in Bessie and solving her murder, I hadn’t had time to look through my new scrapbook yet.

      I whistled for Rex on my way out to the veranda. But just like my ex, he usually hid when Mrs. Harpton was cleaning. He hated going to the turret, anyway, even before the incident with Brock. I couldn’t blame him. The main turret was one of the strangest parts of this house. Just off the veranda, it had its own entrance and lock. And, it had been designed on purpose to look like two turrets from the outside, one on top of the other, lopsided. It was just a small part of the oddities of Gate House, though.

      My favorite oddity was the one just across from the creepy nursery on the second floor, a door that led to no place. Just a wall. There was another one of those down the hall near the basement too. The house also featured fireplaces with no chimneys. And chimneys with no fireplaces. And a weird dead horse art piece with its tongue hanging out in the nursery because what says “Good night, sleep tight, kiddo” more than that?

      My ex-husband was waiting for me, legs crossed on the red sofa, when I got up to the third floor of the turret. “What took you so long? This is where I live on Mondays and Thursdays,” he said, laughing a little at the “lived” part. He was starting to gain more color, not nearly the amount that Bessie had, or Mrs. Harpton.

      I nodded without saying anything else. I reached behind him, accidentally going through part of his shoulder, causing a cool breeze to shoot along my hand, as I grabbed my two scrapbooks from off the shelf. I set them on the coffee table in front of us.

      Jackson turned to me. “Do you think you need the seance to figure out Bessie’s murder? I heard you cancelled.”

      I shrugged. “I really wanted the money, though. But now, I want Bessie to stay as far away from that seance as possible. I’ve been replaced. And I want the seance to bomb.”

      “Oh goody. More time with the suffragist.”

      “I like her,” I said, raising an eyebrow at my ex.

      “I’m just tired of hearing about it, that’s all. Did you know she was in charge of the women’s rights movement here in Potter Grove? I only know because she mentions it every other second like she’s expecting applause.”

      “So you’re saying this house can only fit one large head at a time?”

      “Precisely.” He cupped his own chin. “And this adorable head was here first.”

      I thumbed through the new scrapbook as I talked, stopping on one of the 8x10 sepia photos of a large crow with thick, black, greasy-looking feathers.

      “Your great grandfather was a loon. You know that, right,” I said. “What is up with all these pictures of birds?”

      He didn’t answer. I didn’t really expect him to.

      The scrapbook seemed oddly familiar. I could almost guess with astounding accuracy what the next photo was going to be every time I turned the page. But then, that’s not as impressive as it sounds when “another black bird” was a solid guess. But it became a bit of a game, only ending when I said, “The back of a woman’s head while she reads through her notes,” while turning the page. I gasped when I saw I’d been right. Down to the little glass figurine sitting on the stack of papers by her typewriter.

      How could I have known that? I shook it off and moved on. I must’ve already looked through this book and hadn’t remembered. One of the pages caught my eye.

      It was another photo of what looked like a classroom, the girls in curls and white dresses, the boys in black uniforms, hair perfectly combed to the side. I’d seen a similar photo in the other scrapbook.

      I threw the first scrapbook open, the one I found the night I solved the stripper murders, and scanned its pages until I found the picture of the classroom.

      The photos had to have been taken on the exact same day because the two adults standing off in the back of the room were the same. A man with a handlebar mustache that I now heavily suspected was Jackson’s lawyer, Ronald, and a woman who looked a lot like Mrs. Harpton. The photos weren’t exactly the same, though. The one in the new scrapbook was taken from a different angle.

      And from that new side angle, I could see that the door in the back of the schoolroom was open. And, a horse sculpture hung on the wall of whatever room was across the hall from it. I studied it a second, my mouth falling open when I realized what it was.

      Creepy bugged-out eyes and a tongue flopping out of an opened mouth. It had to be the same horse from the nursery upstairs. I squinted again. It had to be.

      Could the schoolroom in this photo be located directly across from my own creepy nursery?

      A chill went up my spine, making me aware of every hair on my neck when I thought about what was currently located across the hall from that nursery. The crazy door that opened to nothing. It didn’t seem so crazy anymore. I wasn’t sure how I was going to break into whatever secret room was hiding there without tearing open the drywall, but I was going to figure it out. This was proof that there used to be a room there. Maybe.

      I closed the book so quickly I almost caught my finger in its heavy binding, realizing it also had an ominous title in beautifully scripted cursive scrawled across the cover, just like the other scrapbook… because it’s perfectly normal to title your scrapbooks in Old English script. “Upon a Crooked Stile.”

      Jackson had disappeared long ago when I was thumbing through the bird photos, but I was pretty sure he was still here. “A stile’s like a passageway, right?” I yelled into the air to my former English professor who was now my dead ex-husband.

      He appeared in front of me, throwing me a dimpled smile. “Well, actually,” he began, his voice thick with arrogance. “It’s usually a specific passageway, like steps or a ladder that would allow humans to pass through to an area while not allowing animals to pass. I believe the word itself is German in origin, but I could be wrong…”

      I knew I should’ve just looked it up. He enjoyed spewing knowledge way too much, the know-it-all.

      He sat back down next to me, and I almost expected to feel the warmth of his body once again. The smell of his sweat. I took a deep inhale, but smelled nothing. I was getting used to nothing.

      Was the door that led to the wall the crooked stile? A room boarded up so humans couldn’t pass, but other entities could? I felt an electric spark traveling up my body. Was I figuring out clues?

      The only other items in the scrapbook were equally as confusing, a few obituaries clipped from newspapers and some bird photos. The man sure liked his birds and his obits.

      I thought about it. Maybe Henry Bowman suspected Bessie’s passageway to death had been crooked too.

      I shook my head. I was probably reading way too much into a dead guy’s scrapbook. But, I was one-hundred percent sure there was a boarded up room on the other side of the nursery now. And I was going to break into it, as soon as my housekeeper left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          A Messy Situation

        

      

    

    
      Rex took off down the hall as soon as he saw me peeling away at the paint and wallpaper.

      “Go big or go home, huh?” I yelled to him as I peeled another chunk from the wall in the hall across from the nursery. It lifted like a dry, brittle fingernail. There was no turning back now.

      Each layer of wallpaper seemed to reveal another layer, a different pattern, like a rotten onion.

      Sweat dripped from my forehead even though it was ten degrees cooler in this hall than in any other place in the house. I closed the door to the nursery as I worked so I wouldn’t accidentally see the weird horse or the doll that looked just like me. Or maybe, it was so they wouldn’t see me.

      The outer layer of paper in the hallway had been painted plain white. At first, I hadn’t even noticed it was wallpaper. My original plan was to bust through the wall one whack at a time, yelling “Here’s Johnny” as I went. But, just as I was about to swing away at the wall with the only thing I could find to do it (one of Jackson’s old golf clubs), I noticed a crack in the paint up in the corner of the door frame that looked like a folded piece of paper screaming for me to pull on it.

      I obliged, realizing immediately, it wasn’t drywall, but wallpaper covered by white paint. It peeled away easily and almost completely, revealing an odd kind of scene underneath. Black bears in a weird dark pattern where some bears were upside down and twisted this way and that, falling through a forest of patterned trees. They weren’t cute bears. These bears’ mouths hung open and their backs appeared flattened, more like hollow skins used for rugs.

      Something told me not to hack away in a hurry but to take each layer like a surgeon would, carefully removing it. Underneath the bears was a golden colored wallpaper with nests and baby birds. Mother birds flew toward the nests at varying angles. They appeared to be feeding their babies very large bones.

      Another layer was gargoyle-looking griffin beasts sitting next to dolls with curly brownish-blonde hair. The doll from the nursery?

      I knocked on the wall. It seemed hollow. And when I pulled back the wallpaper and saw white drywall underneath, I knew it was time.

      I paused, holding the golf club high above my head.

      I’d lived in this house for seven years when I was married to Jackson and it never occurred to me to tear this wall open. Any wall, for that matter. But something was compelling me to do it now, and with certainty, as if I knew it was meant to happen. Just as I was certain there would be a photo of a woman drinking tea while reading notes. How could I have known that? Who was I?

      With as much force as I could muster, I swung away at the wall, one blow after another, right at the doll’s head that looked oddly similar to my own. Drywall crumbled into my hair, falling along my face. The sound of thwacks echoing off the other walls filled my ears as dust covered my vision. I coughed, and wiped my nose, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. This was just the beginning.

      After a few minutes of whacking away, my arms felt like they wanted to bolt from my body, and my eyes were filled with so much dust, I probably could’ve planted seeds in them.

      I hadn’t thought to use safety equipment like goggles or gloves. I tried not to think about the fact that this was a hundred-year-old house, and my lungs were probably filled with lead or asbestos or something equally as deadly.

      I squinted through my dusty vision, smiling when I saw a hole was finally forming along the bottom of the wall. At least I had something to show for the mesothelioma I was probably giving myself.

      I kicked my new boots along the crumbling plaster, surprised when I saw my foot go straight through with a crash that shook the floor a little. I pulled it out and kicked the wall again. This time it stuck, and I almost lost my balance trying to yank it free.

      “Carly doll,” a calm voice beside me said as I hopped around like a wounded animal. “You’ve been very busy this afternoon.”

      I coughed on the dust falling from my hair and looked over. I could barely see my ex hovering in the hall, watching me tug a foot awkwardly out of drywall. My black jeans were covered in plaster and wallpaper bits. “There’s a room back there, Jackson.”

      “Well, it certainly looks like you’re creating one,” he said.

      I picked up my phone and shined it into the hole I’d made with my foot. “It’s too dark. I can’t see anything.”

      “What are you hoping to find?”

      “Answers,” I said, grabbing a hold of a piece of the wall and yanking another chunk off. And another. Jackson didn’t say anything. The only sounds came from me and the crunching of the wall breaking into bits. “I want answers. I know there’s something in here I’m supposed to find. Probably. And after I’m done here, I’m going to Indianapolis. I’m no longer waiting for my mother to tell me what she knows about my adoption. I’m going there and I’m going to demand she tell me.”

      “Sounds like a fool-proof plan. She won’t be able to say ‘no,’ poor thing.”

      I hated it when he was right. It was a stupid idea.

      The plaster came off pretty easily now. I gave it another kick, my foot crunching out more of a hole. I wiped my brow with the back of my hand, blinking away the dust falling along my lashes. “She probably thought she was helping me by sparing me the details of my adoption, by giving me the right education and nagging me to make traditional choices in life like career, marriage, and kids. It was a good plan…” I tossed another chunk of wall onto the huge pile forming in the hallway. My breath was heavy as I tried to talk and do hard labor at the same time. “But nothing ever works like you plan it to in life.”

      “Unless your plan is to make a mess.”

      I looked around at the mess beside me. Chunks of drywall, paint, and wallpaper cluttered the entire hallway from the maid’s quarter’s to the nursery.

      My back muscles spasmed and my head throbbed. I sat down by the pile and rested my head against the good part of the wall.

      Jackson sat down beside me, brushing my hair from my eyes, which felt a lot like a fan blowing it. “You know what’s funny,” he said, turning his head to the side so I would catch his eye. “It’s only after you die that you realize there are no real answers in life.”

      “Oh good. The meaning of life is that it’s meaningless.”

      He went on. “Sometimes, the walls you’re in, the ones you apparently feel like kicking down, are the very ones you put up yourself. Maybe that’s the answer you’re looking for.”

      He left before I could tell him it wasn’t. “Sorry, professor,” I yelled after him. “Not everything’s a crappy metaphor.” Somehow I got the energy to trudge down the stairs to grab the emergency lanterns, leaving a trail of plaster wherever I stepped, something I was sure Mrs. Harpton was not going to let me forget anytime soon. But the hole in the wall was large enough for me to crawl through now, and I was determined to see what was inside that secret room.
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        * * *

      

      The secret room was apparently hiding mildew and mold. That was all I could smell as I stood in the darkness. I couldn’t see a thing, even with the lanterns on, only tiny dust sprinkles dancing in the stream of light. My skin crawled in the thick, stagnant air as I thought about what else could be in here. Black widows, bats, Mrs. Harpton’s rotting corpse from 1885, the one the house kept locked up in this hell hole so her ghost would have to clean twice a week.

      But thankfully, and unfortunately, there was nothing. Nothing but bare walls and an empty room. I tried not to feel disappointed, like Geraldo Rivera right after blasting into Al Capone’s vault after two hours of hyping it. But there was nothing here. “F-ing metaphors,” I muttered under my breath.

      I tried to let my mind be still. Maybe I could connect with the beings that were trapped in here. There had to be a reason this place was sealed and forgotten. I could picture where all the desks were, the children sitting with their perfect curls and slicked-back side parts.

      “Hello,” I said to the air. “You’re free now. You can go.”

      A loud flapping sound, like wings, lots of wings, came straight for me. Screaming, screeching birds that sounded almost human. The lantern slipped from my hand and crashed to the floor. I could hear the back of the battery compartment falling off, batteries rolling somewhere around my feet. I didn’t have time to search for them. The bird sound got louder, and I shielded my eyes and head because I’ve seen The Birds and that’s pretty much the only defense strategy you need to remember in a bird attack. I didn’t feel beaks pecking at my skull like I expected, only wind blowing from far away, so far away I could barely feel it.

      I got up after a moment, realizing I was being crazy. I wasn’t in danger after all. I was just hallucinating, which was one of the signs Rosalie told me to look out for from the channelings. A sign I probably needed a break from it all.

      I ran my hands along the dusty planks of the floor where the batteries had fallen. It was too dark to see, but somehow I managed to pick them up and locate the spring in the battery compartment, popping them back in correctly. I turned the light on again, searching the empty room. Maybe Jackson was right. Maybe nothing was my answer. Empty, meaningless nothing. I made my way back over to the hole, light streaming through, guiding my way.

      Something was stuck to the bottom of my shoe. I could just see the small, rectangular paper peeking out over the toes of my boot. I tugged it off and brought it out with me. A postcard.
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        * * *

      

      The hallway seemed eerily quiet as I turned the card over and over in my fingertips while sitting on a pile of wall.

      The front of the card was very plain by today’s standards, marked only by the words: Private Mailing Card addressed to Henry Bowman of Langley Street in Landover, WI. It didn’t have a photo of a vacation resort or even a return address for that matter. I flipped it over.

      
        
        May 4, 1901

        Dear Mr. Bowman,

        As I have told you before, you must not send for me again. I am not who you think I am, and if I come, you will no longer have a choice when I leave. Your fate will forever be sealed. Think of your own children, and their children’s children. This deed shall cost thee all thou art worth. Do not choose this crooked mile.

        

      

      It wasn’t signed, but I could guess who it was from. Crooked mile, crooked man, a crooked stile. This was all very familiar, like a poem I’d heard somewhere but had long forgotten. I wiped the dust off my phone and punched it into the browser. It instantly came up, first search.

      
        
        There was a crooked man, and he walked a crooked mile

        He found a crooked sixpence upon a crooked stile

        He bought a crooked cat, which caught a crooked mouse,

        And they all lived together in a little crooked house

        

      

      An old 19th century nursery rhyme that shouldn’t have meant anything to me, yet my hand shook holding my phone as I read it. I was connected somehow. Henry Bowman had been a crooked man who walked a crooked mile. And we were definitely living together in a crooked house. But what did it mean?

      I felt a twinge of guilt looking at the hole in the wall, the piles of dust and debris around me, and all for a postcard.

      “At least Geraldo had been paid to bust into that vault,” I said, kicking myself. Damn it. I needed that seance. And now I had a broken wall I needed to pay to fix.

      I fanned myself with the postcard then read the words again: “I am not who you think I am.”

      Maybe, it was time I knew who I was too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          No Place Like Home

        

      

    

    
      Rosalie slumped over her cash register, eyes barely focused when I said “good-bye” to her that Thursday. It had been a few days since I told her about our seance replacements, and she still hadn’t snapped out of it.

      I knew it wasn’t about the money. A hundred dollars a piece wasn’t anything. She was depressed because she’d thought she had the upper hand in the negotiations with Paula, and we’d been easily replaced.

      I almost felt like I shouldn’t leave her.

      “You okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “That’s not a ‘fine’ people use when they really are fine,” I said.

      “I guess I just thought people liked us.” She stared off at an empty hippie store. “The ladies at the country club… the rich people on the lake. Apparently, there’s no difference between us and any other mediums.”

      “Why don’t you come with me?” I said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t close up shop for a couple of days,” she said, like business was booming. “Go. Your mom misses you.”

      I kissed her cheek and told her I’d call her every night to check on her, then I left.

      Jackson appeared as soon as I turned my car on. “Well, that was dramatic,” he said.

      I stared at him a second before pulling out of the parking lot of the strip mall the Purple Pony was located in. “Who asked you to come?”

      “Let’s be honest with ourselves, shall we?” He looked out the window. “Today is Thursday, the day Mrs. Harpton inspects the house again. And there’s still a three-foot pile of drywall sitting in the hallway. We both know that’s why you’re leaving.”

      I stared at the steering wheel. “And that’s why you’re leaving too, I suppose.”

      “Of course. I can’t be around for that. No one has ever touched Gate House. I am not going to be around to find out what happens. Plus, I need a break from our houseguest. She was a suffragette, you know, not sure if you heard that yet. When are we returning?”

      “Sunday. I don’t want to be in town for the seance either.”

      He looked at me, his transparent beard almost fading into my dark upholstery. “Sunday. You got that much time off from the house?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “You did put in a formal vacation request, didn’t you?”

      I sucked my lips in. “Should I turn around?”

      “Just drive,” he said. “I’m probably not returning at this point anyway. At least your mother doesn’t talk nonstop about marching in a corset.”

      I ignored his sarcasm and told him all about the channeling and the case itself. We had a lot of time to kill, and even though I hated to admit it, I was glad to have the company on such a long drive out to Indianapolis.

      “So Sir Walter lied to the police?” he said when I got to that part.

      I nodded. “According to the report, he told them he lost his hat when Bessie begged him to come back. I didn’t see the report myself, though. Paula has it. But, none of that happened. I know because I was there. Bessilyn didn’t beg. He did. And he threw a wine glass out into the parking lot, not his hat.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I was going to confront him at the seance, but that’s not happening now.”

      I looked off at the highway in front of us, trying to think of a way to still make that happen.
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        * * *

      

      A rooster weathervane creaked on its pole above my mother’s red brick townhouse, making me realize just how perfect everything was at her place. From the dark green trimmed windows to the little black mailbox, it all screamed of my mother’s motto in life: Don’t touch anything; I just Windexed.

      I wiped my sticky-with-Dr.-Pepper hands on my already-stained sweatshirt and tried to unlock the door but couldn’t. I inspected the key, too tired for this. Too tired for anything, really. I’d just driven eight hours straight with my annoying ex-husband, and my body couldn’t decide if it was having a caffeine rush or a nervous meltdown.

      I knocked with one shaky hand while ringing the bell with the other.

      Myrtle, my mother’s tabby, hissed at me from behind the door.

      “Geez, Louise. I’m a comin,’” said a woman’s voice that was not my mother’s. I almost checked the address even though this had been my home for all of my life outside of my marriage.

      A woman in her 60s with unusually red hair flung the door open and gave me a large welcoming smile. My mother’s friend Brenda. She told me to come in out of the cold. It was close to 70 degrees outside.

      The inside of my mother’s house looked similar to the outside. No dust dared to sit on the drill sergeant’s kitty cat knickknacks. No coffee cups meandered on random coasters, wondering if they were done being used for the day. Nothing but straight-off-the-showroom perfection allowed here.

      “Marlene!” Brenda yelled toward the back of the townhouse. “Carly’s here.”

      My mother waltzed into the living room like she was making an entrance in a Polident commercial: large smile, just the right amount of lipstick, and a bounce in her step.

      She kissed both my cheeks. “Why’d you ring the bell?” she asked.

      “My key doesn’t work.”

      “Of course it does. We’ve only had the one key.”

      “Yes, I remember the day you finally gave me a copy when I was fifteen, after I swore on the Bible I would never lose it.” I held it up. “And I haven’t.”

      Brenda leaned in and whispered in her ear.

      “Oh, that’s right,” my mother said, pushing a loose gray strand behind her ear. “Brenda lost her keys so we had the locks replaced.”

      I sat down on a perfectly fluffed, leather couch. “Brenda lost her key? Wait a second… Brenda has a key?”

      My mother didn’t let me finish. “The ladies will be here for some Hand-and-Foot in about half an hour. They’re all excited to see you. I’m making sandwiches. You want tuna or chicken?”

      “Tuna for me,” I said. Hand-and-Foot was my mother’s favorite canasta-type card game, and “the ladies” meant the group of retired women who got together once a week to brag about their children, and their grandchildren. I was already suspicious of my mother for hosting. She probably wanted me to hear firsthand what the competition was up to so I’d step up my game.

      I opened the door that led down to the basement, lifting my rolling suitcase over the familiar orange-carpeted stairs. My mother followed me down. “I put a mattress down here for you, but let me know if it’s too crowded. I’ve kind of set up shop down here.”

      What did that even mean? I peeked around the corner. It smelled like fresh paint and fabric. My jaw dropped. Three different kinds of sewing machines were sitting on tables with fabric hanging off of all of them. Large wooden, half-painted boards were propped along each of the walls except for one where, right next to the litter box, was an air mattress with a folded sheet set on it.

      My mom was right behind me. “Isn’t this great? I was asked to make costumes and set designs for the Christmas play this year. Gotta start early. It’s a big job.”

      “You know how to sew?” I asked, mouth still open. My mother had been an engineer.

      “It’s really not that hard. All you have to do is follow a pattern.”

      I nodded. No wonder. Following a pattern was never my strong suit in life.

      She continued. “I could set up something upstairs in my office, but I still do consulting for Stellaplex, and I have all sorts of files and things…”

      I wheeled my suitcase around a rack of clothes. It dragged slowly through the shag carpet. “No, this is fine. It’s fine. I’m only here two days, anyways.”

      Brenda called down the stairs after us. “Did your mom tell you about Gordon the dentist?”

      I shot my mom a look. “Gordon the dentist?”

      My mother dug one of her perfectly white Reeboks into the carpet. “Midwest Singles dot com. Brenda and I made you a profile after you called to say you were coming. It just makes sense. You seem lonely.”

      I ran a hand along my aching eyes.

      “Do you want to see your profile? You’re picking up lots of hits.”

      “Oh God no. I mean, maybe. I mean, no.”

      “Don’t worry. We made sure to weed out the dodos. We put in that you were only seeking professionals. And absolutely no smokers.”

      “Sounds very selective,” I said.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I made you dinner plans tonight with the dentist. We’ll have dinner together tomorrow night.” She looked me over. “You should probably clean up.”

      “I don’t want to go out to dinner with a non-smoking professional tonight. I just drove eight hours and I’m tired.” I sat down on the saggy air mattress, my butt touched the floor. She handed me her phone and I saw a dark-haired man laughing at a golf course.

      “He plays golf,” she said, pointing to the man.

      “I see.”

      “Just like you.”

      “In high school. And I only joined the team because it was easy to get a letter.” I flopped onto the mattress. I hated to admit it, but the dentist was cute, and I was, technically, desperate.

      I scrolled over to my profile picture, a picture of me pretending that my root beer was alcohol with a group of friends from golf, in high school. “Speaking of high school, this photo is from high school.”

      “It is? No wonder I never see you in that cute blouse anymore.”

      “Yeah, because it was cute fourteen years ago.” I handed her phone back. “Long walks by the lake? And it says here I’m a teacher. I’m not a teacher. This whole profile’s a lie, and a cliche. And I don’t need your help dating.”

      My mother headed back up the stairs, apparently finished with our conversation. She paused on a step and turned around. “About the teaching part. It’s not a lie. I looked into it. You already have a master’s degree. If you joined an accelerated program, it would only take you another year to get your teaching credential,” she said like I should be excited to hear I was only a year away from making her proud.

      I knew my mother was just being my mother, a person who saw a logical solution to every problem. And, I had a lot of problems. I needed a better job, so I should go into an accelerated teaching program. I needed a boyfriend, so I should set up a dating profile.

      Logic was ruining my life.

      Jackson appeared by my side on the mattress as soon as she headed back up the stairs. He gestured around the basement at the props and sewing machines. “And they say you can’t go home again.”

      “Shut up, “ I whispered, very aware of how it would look if anyone noticed me talking to him. I left him hover-sitting on the mattress and went up the stairs after my mother. The queen of distractions wasn’t going to get away that easily. Now was as good a time as any to ask her the many questions I came here to ask.

      As I opened the basement door, I heard the ladies already there for cards. She was queen for a reason.

      “Don’t worry,” Jackson said, appearing by my side again. “I’ll merely be a fly on the wall when you go on your date. With a golfing dentist, I hear. My, my. I’m very impressed.”
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        * * *

      

      Gordon the dentist had the kind of hair-to-head ratio that makes you stare, mesmerized by whether he had hair plugs or just oddly spaced follicles. He looked a lot different than his profile picture, but then so did I.

      I pulled on the spaghetti straps of my halter dress, trying to minimize the amount of cleavage I was showing and took a sip of water, pretending to be interested in what the man was saying when the only thing I could think about was my mother. She hosted cards and sent me on this date on purpose, so I wouldn’t have time to ask her about the adoption. She’d known all along. That sneaky woman was good.

      Gordon set his menu down, folded his hands over it, and smiled. “So, you’re a teacher. What’s that like?”

      I didn’t see the fly on the wall yet, but I knew Jackson was here somewhere, laughing. I decided lying was easier than explaining how we came to this lie. “Teaching. It’s just as rewarding as you’d think it’d be. Kids are the future, you know. And I help them get that way.”

      Gordon stared deeply into my eyes. “That’s so authentic. I think so many people are fake nowadays. I truly believe the only way to find real love is to be authentic right from the beginning.”

      Stretching his arms across the table, he touched the tips of my fingers with his, and I held in the urge to scream. I wasn’t expecting that kind of authenticity.

      He lowered his voice. “I’m going to be super-authentic right now. I feel a connection with you I don’t normally feel. What do you say we ditch this place and go for a ride? You wanna see my BMW? My house? I have a wine cellar.” He winked.

      And this is why you don’t use party-girl profile pictures from high school…

      I drew my hands away. “It’s my turn to be super authentic with you, Gordon. I’m not really a teacher. I work retail at a hippie store and I live with my ex-husband.”

      His face dropped.

      “He’s dead. A ghost. I see ghosts all the time. I talk to them, too. They’re some of my best friends, the most interesting and authentic people around. There are probably some here in this restaurant that will come out if we call them. Should we call them?”

      He was right. Being authentic felt amazing.

      Gordon’s lip curled in a kind of concerned-yet-disgusted expression. He turned his head to the side. “If you weren’t interested, you could just have told me. You didn’t have to pretend to be weird. I prefer honest people.”

      An older woman appeared by his side. She had thinning gray hair and a thick face. “My Gordy-pie. He’s a nice boy, but I don’t approve of what he’s doing. He can’t pay for this dinner so he tries to get girls to leave with him before they bring the wine. He’s a dentist, but he’s got so much debt. I worry.”

      He got up to leave.

      “Your mother doesn’t approve of what you’re doing here, Gordy-pie.”

      His face dropped. He threw his napkin onto the plate and looked all around the restaurant. “Wait, what? What did you call me?”

      “Gordy-pie, your mother says hello. She also says you’re a nice boy,” I coughed on the word boy, and nice. “But you do this all the time. Leave before the wine is served because you can’t afford it. She wants you to be truly authentic, by living within your means and being honest with yourself and others.”

      I was ad-libbing, and I was on a roll.

      He practically fast walked into the waiter on his way out. I chugged my water and wiped my mouth with the fine cloth napkin in front of me. Maybe we all had disapproving mothers in life. Sir Walter’s didn’t approve of Bessie. Gordy-pie’s hated his debt. And mine wanted me to be a teacher.

      Jackson appeared on my way out. “I heard what you said back there about ghosts being the most interesting and authentic people you know.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I only said that for shock value. Let’s go,” I said, not even caring that the restaurant was staring at me now. “It’s time I dealt with my own sneaky and disapproving mother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Distractions

        

      

    

    
      Even though I’d moved the litter box so it wasn’t right by my head, I tossed and turned all night. The air mattress sunk and squished in weird ways whenever I turned, but that wasn’t why I couldn’t sleep. I hated confrontations with my mother.

      My mother woke me at 8:00 for breakfast, but once I made it upstairs, I realized there was more to this than just eggs.

      She handed me my agenda for the day, printed out and highlighted in two different colors. I sat at the breakfast bar and pretended to be impressed.

      “You’ll see, in yellow, that I made arrangements for you to talk to a counselor at eleven,” she said, pointing to my schedule. “But, you’ll need to leave here at ten to get there fifteen minutes early, which is just common courtesy.”

      She and Brenda were both in the kitchen. Brenda was frying eggs, humming to herself over the pan, looking right at home with an apron around her thick hips. I was just about to ask if she lived here when I replayed my mother’s words in my head. “Wait. What kind of counselor are we talking about?”

      “A career one.”

      “Is this about teaching?”

      “Or editing. Or nursing. Or anything.”

      Brenda smiled up from the eggs. “Is this done enough for you, dear?”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Brenda.”

      And there it was. The reminder that I wasn’t good enough the way I was. At least there were professionals to help me be better at life. I folded the paper and stuffed it into my pajama pocket without looking at the rest.

      My mother was already dressed in perfectly pressed jeans and a sweater, her short gray hair tucked behind her ears. She walked over to me. “Honey, I’m just worried you’re not doing enough with your life, that’s all. It goes by fast, believe me. You need to get out there and network, Xerox that old resume, go to job fairs and temp agencies…”

      “Temp agencies?”

      “And…” she said, pulling a small cardboard box out from under the breakfast bar. “I found these for you.”

      I took the box even though I was deathly afraid there might be a Rolodex and a pager in there. The box was lighter than I thought it’d be. I set it on the bar, and lifted the flaps as my mother smiled proudly on.

      Peeking inside, I saw what looked like 20 overly thick, grayish white volleyball kneepads looking back.

      “She spent all yesterday morning searching for those,” her friend Brenda said from the stove.

      I pulled one of the dingy white things out of the box and squished it between my fingertips. “What are they, anyway?”

      “My old shoulder pads.”

      I dropped it back into the box.

      “They’ll make you look like a real dynamo in job interviews. We used to sew them into all our suit jackets, blouses too…”

      I closed the box back up. I would’ve preferred the Rolodex, or anything that didn’t involve 40 years of sweat stains.

      “They’ve been washed,” she said, probably because I was curling my lip, then added. “You can’t find them this big anymore.”

      Was she seriously handing down a box of humungous shoulder pads like some sort of sad feminist baton, or was she trying to distract me with this gift of gross? She knew what I came here to ask. I blurted it out. “Mom, I don’t want a box of your old shoulder pads. I mean, thanks, but I’m not taking those. Or career advice from the 80s.”

      She pursed her lips. “Most things stand the test of time.”

      “Not when those things are shoulder pads and the word dynamo. And I didn’t come here for those. I want to see my adoption papers. I know this is hard, but it’s time. I want to know names. If not my biological parents’ names then the name of the adoption agency. I want to see the blanket you say I came in. I want to know everything you can tell me about who I am. Not who you think I should be.”

      Brenda handed me my plate of eggs and hustled out of the kitchen.

      “Sit,” my mother said, motioning toward her bright yellow kitchenette in the dining room. She sat down next to me. “Do you know how happy your grandmother was when I told her I was adopting you?” she asked, making me roll my eyes. Her first tactic of distraction hadn’t worked, so now, just like always, she was moving on to plan-b. The emotional detour.

      She continued. “Thrilled. She was thrilled. Not just because she couldn’t wait for grandchildren but because she couldn’t wait for me to experience the joys of motherhood too. And you were something else. A real handful. Curly blonde hair that was larger than life. I didn’t know what to do with it.”

      I tugged on one of my curls. “Still don’t,” I said, kicking myself a little for getting sidetracked on the emotional detour with her.

      “I thought I’d missed my chance to be a mother. Most adoption agencies wouldn’t even let single moms apply back then. And I wasn’t about to get married just to have kids.”

      I nodded. I decided to allow this detour, but only until I saw the telltale twitch. It was the little eye spasm that let me know when she wasn’t telling the truth, or that she was hiding something.

      “I was walking out of Stellaplex one day when one of the guys from legal stopped me. He told me his cousin was looking for a good home for a baby she couldn’t take care of, and he knew I was looking to adopt. He said this young woman would essentially give me her baby if I complied with the terms. I couldn’t comply fast enough. I’m still complying.”

      I knew what that was like. I had to do something similar for my free house. “The guy from legal, was he the lawyer for the adoption? What’d he look like?”

      “Oh, I don’t remember that,” she said with an eye twitch.

      I salted my eggs. “What did the couple look like? My birth parents?”

      “Never met them.” No eye twitch. She was telling the truth. “Never even saw a picture. The lawyer brought you here. We signed the paperwork right on this very table.” She smoothed her hand over the dotted formica like she was picturing it. “You were so cute in your little purple blanket. I was ready to sign my life away when I saw you.”

      My mother didn’t cry. But her voice cracked a little as she talked. “I was told if I didn’t comply with the entire agreement, and it was a very thick agreement, I would forfeit my legal rights to you. I can’t legally tell you anything more than that.”

      “But that’s gotta be over, Mom. They can’t take me away now.”

      She looked down at her hands. Her eye twitched and spasmed.

      I decided to change gears. “What about the lawyer?” I said, mouth full of eggs. “Tell me what you can about that guy. He would be old, but he might still be around.”

      My phone rang and I pulled it out of my back pocket. It was Rosalie. “Hold on, Mom…”

      My mother was still talking. “The only thing I remember about that man is the mustache” She chuckled. “And the pens. My goodness he had a lot of pens in his shirt pocket and this handle bar mustache that I think he waxed… looked like one of those western movies.”

      My jaw dropped. “Ohmygod, I am your free house,” I yelled across the table.

      “Carly,” Rosalie said through the phone. Her voice was light, cheerful almost. “I need you back here ASAP. We’re on for tomorrow’s seance.”

      “W…what?”

      “You heard me. Paula Henkel never changed the tickets to say we were no longer the mediums. That’s why nobody cared it wasn’t us anymore. They didn’t know it wasn’t us anymore. But when the ladies at the country club found out… Hooey! I heard they went bonkers. They fought for us, Carly.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “We’re getting half the basic ticket sales and anything extra we pick up like tarot-card readings. This is huge. This is huge.”

      I clicked off and hugged my mother. “Thanks for the information about the lawyer. Can’t stay for the career counselor, though,” I said. “I’m making the big bucks now.”

      My eye twitched a little.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          A New Found Confidence

        

      

    

    
      It was just a door now, like always, no signs of destruction or repair. No sign that a crazy woman had kicked her way into a secret room a couple days ago. I looked high in the corner, right below the ornate doorframe where I’d first seen the folded edge of wallpaper, painted over and begging me to pull on it. There was nothing there now. And not one crumb of drywall on the hallway floor either.

      Only a letter taped to the outside of the mysterious door, addressed to me:

      
        
        Dear Ms. Taylor,

        This letter serves as a formal written reprimand of your attempted destruction of the property known as Gate House, as inspected by Mrs. Theona Harpton. The house agreement explicitly states no part of said property can be altered in any fashion. Please refrain from any more destructive attempts. After three formal reprimands, appropriate actions can be expected.

        

      

      I almost kissed it. It was confirmation that I was supposed to have done that. I was figuring things out. Maybe. Once again, I really had no idea. But, my actions that day should’ve warranted a lot more than a mere note. I most definitely got the impression this house had things to show me, if I was bold enough to find them.

      I bolted down the stairs, a new found confidence and energy in my step. I had a clue about my adoption. The lawyer. I was about to solve Bessie’s murder, and make a large chunk of money in the process. Maybe I could afford boots that didn’t cut my circulation off, after all.

      The morning sun streamed in through the window, and I heard talking in the kitchen. I quietly moved toward the conversation. “Oh good, you’re awake,” Jackson said when he saw me. I expected to see Bessie, but instead I saw the lawyer.

      Ronald’s stiff, tweed, gray suit seemed to impede his movement as he held his hand out for me to shake it. His jacket hung loosely open, revealing the unusual amount of pens in his shirt pocket. “Jackson told me you have some questions for me.” His voice was very human, natural, with just a hint of a quiver.

      “Yes. About my birth,” I replied, unsure of how to approach the subject. “And my adoption.” I hadn’t expected to confront the lawyer so soon. I hadn’t had time to prepare what I was going to say.

      Tugging on the end of his mustache, he raised an eyebrow at me. “I can give you a lawyer’s perspective if you have questions about the adoption process and your rights within it,” he said, making his way over to the dining room table. He motioned for me to sit and he pulled out a chair and sat next to me, just like a regular human. I watched him with the same eagle eye I’d given Mrs. Harpton.

      Jackson disappeared, leaving me to fend for myself.

      “I have reason to believe you might know who my birth parents are,” I said.

      “Adoption documents are usually sealed unless you go through the proper channels.”

      The scrapbooks were laying on the table and I flipped through the first one until I found the photo of the classroom. “Why do you and Mrs. Harpton look like these people?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I continued my interrogation. Even if he never said a word, at least I was getting it all off my chest. He would know that I knew. “My mother wouldn’t tell me a thing about my adoption except what the lawyer who made her sign a six-inch-thick agreement looked just like you.”

      I studied his receding hairline for any traces of sweat, not that ghosts could sweat. There wasn’t even a drop. I went on. “But how could that be? That agreement was signed thirty-one years ago. You would have been a child thirty-one years ago.”

      “I understand you are very emotional.”

      “That’s not an answer. That’s an observation.”

      “I’m very busy, and I do not have time to entertain this line of questioning. I have to fly out of here in ten minutes. But I can hear in your voice how important knowing about your biological parents is for you. If you have any questions about finding your biological family members, I am more than happy to assist.”

      After a few seconds of us raising eyebrows at one another, I finally gave in. “Okay, tell me what you can.”

      He basically gave me a helpful starter guide I could’ve found on a google search, including the many reasons why people don’t want to be found and how both parties should respect that. So I already knew, without any documents or information, I was pretty much at the same crappy standstill as before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At 5:00, Bessilyn and I passed under the glitter unicorn into the Purple Pony. Rosalie pointed to the cardboard box with moons on it marked Seance Stuff as soon as she heard the wind chimes on the door.

      She was already pacing, her thick arms barely able to flail  properly in the slightly too-tight, sleeveless (and shapeless) dress she loved to wear for seances. “It just burns my damn butt, that’s all,” she said, spit spraying a little as she talked. “I know that woman trashed my place, and she should pay for it, in addition to the seance.”

      “I thought a wild animal tore up your place.”

      “I rest my case.” She motioned to the box I was carrying. “And we’re bringing everything, the whole shebang… my candles. My crystal ball and EMF reader. My table cloth. That should all cost extra.”

      I put the box down. I could tell we were going to be a minute. “Well, we’re over it,” I said. “After tonight, we never have to see that woman again. Let’s just make some money and be done.”

      I knew I needed to confide in Rosalie about the real reasons I was doing the seance, though. “I’m also going to figure out Bessie’s killer tonight. I did a channeling with her last week…”

      Rosalie studied my face, staring in my eyes. She didn’t even bother to hold in her look of disappointment. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d already done that? I would’ve checked for signs.”

      “I knew you’d worry. I’m fine. I don’t think I’ve had any ill effects related to the channelings.”

      “No eyesight problems, odd behavior, or hallucinations?” she asked.

      “I’m not possessed yet, if that’s what you’re asking.” I didn’t mention the fact I tore through a wall for no reason and heard bird sounds while I was doing it. “But there are still pieces to this puzzle that are missing. Sir Walter seems especially suspicious. He married a year after the party and he lied on the police report.”

      Bessie appeared by my side. “What are you talking about?”

      I’d forgotten she hadn’t known the Sir Walter stuff. She’d spent the rest of last week resting from our channeling session.

      I spoke softly when I told her everything. I knew it would be hard for her to hear it, not just the part where Sir Walter had lied to police but also the fact he had married just a year after her death, and that he’d had kids.

      Her face lost color and she stared at her feet. She hadn’t known any of it.

      “I can’t go. I can’t face this, or him. The seance is over,” she said, fading into the rack of dresses behind her.

      “We’re very close to figuring out your murder. I can’t do it alone.”

      Rosalie checked her watch, pretending not to stare at me talking to air. “I hate to interrupt,” she said, pointing to the door. “But we’re gonna be late.”

      I made one last ditch effort. “Bessie, you have to go to the seance,” I said.

      “What? She’s not going? We signed a paper guaranteeing she’d be there.” Rosalie snapped her fingers in the direction I was talking. “Bessilyn Hind, get in the car now.”

      “I don’t think she’s going,” I said. “We’re gonna have to fake it.” As we were leaving, I added. “If you stay here, Bessie, then you’re letting your murderer get away with murder once again.”

      I could only hope guilt still worked on the dead. But I had no confidence in that, not even the new-found kind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Show Time

        

      

    

    
      Rosalie blinked her eyes at the dark living room of the bed and breakfast as she stood in the doorway, mouth open. It was almost as decadent as Bessie’s birthday bash.

      Buffet tables had been placed all across the sides of the spacious room. Waiters dashed this way and that, carrying trays, setting everything up. I smelled bacon somewhere.

      “Welcome, welcome, welcome ladies,” Paula said in her black leggings and matching witch dress, her spiky blonde hair sprayed with glitter. “I hope you approve.”

      Paula Henkel sure knew how to cater to her rich clientele. Deep purple and black velvet material had been draped across the ceiling of the dance floor, making the place look like a mystical circus. Cushy chairs with small tables were all around the outer perimeter so everyone could get a good look at the show.

      And in the middle of the dance floor was what I knew would act as our seance table, the extra-long dining table covered in a glittery black cloth with a crystal ball, an EMF reader, some candles and tarot cards on it. Nine chairs were already placed around. I wondered if Rosalie had counted the “premium spots” like I had. There were supposed to be five. Paula was making extra money everywhere.

      Rosalie looked nervously at the cardboard box I was still carrying with the word “seance stuff” scrawled across the front with a black sharpie. She bit her lip.

      “I’ll get rid of it,” I said, knowing we weren’t going to need Rosalie’s threadbare black tablecloth or half-gone candlesticks after all. I scanned the place for somewhere to hide it, purposely asking the waiter who was setting up trays of bacon-wrapped, who-cares-so-long-as-they’re-bacon things on one of the tables. I grabbed one. Then another. He threw me an annoyed look, extending his arms out to take the box I had just asked him to take.

      “Don’t worry. I’m one of the mediums,” I said, like that meant extra bacon. “So, keep ‘em coming.” I grabbed another bacon thing as soon as he turned his back then hurried back over to Rosalie and Paula because they were arguing again.

      “I never said half of gross. I said half of net,” Paula said.

      “I know you could not have said half of net because I would never have agreed to something so foolish. That’s like agreeing to half of nothing.”

      Paula’s smirk was as wide as her head as she strutted around Rosalie. “I see you’re here. You must be agreeing to my terms.”

      Rosalie smirked back. “I see you’ve set up. Looks like you’re agreeing to our terms, which is half of gross sales. I’d hate to see all of this go to waste.”

      “I can still call Dragon Fire and Emerald.”

      “Do it.”

      The ladies were pretty close to each other, Rosalie shaking a little on her bad hip as she bent down to Paula’s level.

      I stepped between them. “Paula, look. I think Rosalie can agree that this must’ve set you back quite a bit.” Paula threw her hands on her hips and nodded her head so hard it looked like she wanted to free it from her neck.

      I went on. “But I’m also sure that Paula, here, can agree that she can reuse much of this stuff on a second or even a third seance someday. Something Rosalie and I would be happy to do again, if we’re treated fairly at this one…”

      Both ladies seemed to calm down enough to negotiate, and I walked off.

      Jackson appeared beside me, an almost transparent version of himself in front of one of the large windows. He blended almost seamlessly into the curtains. Thankfully, I remembered other people were here or I might’ve started talking to nothing again. I was getting way too comfortable having conversations with ghosts.

      “You look especially beautiful tonight. Gordy-pie is missing out,” he said, making me roll my eyes and smooth out my black sweater and skinny jeans.

      He scanned the room. “Has Bessie seen the displays yet?”

      I looked around before whispering into the curtain. “She’s not coming. If you’d have bothered to show up earlier, you could maybe have helped me talk her into it.”

      “Let me remind you; I am a new apparition. When I ride on the living, I have to do it in low energy mode. She’s much more experienced.”

      “She decided to stay at the Purple Pony.” I whispered out of the side of my mouth to the curtains beside me.

      “You told her about Sir Walter, didn’t you?”

      I nodded, almost forgetting to whisper now. “But only because she had a right to know.”

      I looked out the window at the parking lot where, not too long ago, horses and “motor cars” had been lined up around lanterns.

      Poor Bessilyn. Apparently, love wasn’t any easier to handle after death.

      Rosalie and Paula had ditched their scowls and had their client-smiles back on by the time dinner and cocktail hour had rolled around. They both greeted one perfectly manicured older woman in a thousand-dollar black outfit after another, just like they were besties at a slumber party.

      Christine’s mother-in-law was there, a woman in her 70s with a tanned, “still enjoys the lake” face and a skeptical smile. She introduced herself as Amelia. “I’ve been a member of the women’s club for fifty years,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone do more for a member.” I didn’t tell her I wasn’t doing this because Bessilyn had been a founding member of the women’s club in its early years. I couldn’t tell anyone the truth about why I was doing this. I hardly knew myself.

      But I did know pretty much my whole paying audience consisted of women’s club members, so I played it up like that was why we were all here.

      When I was alone, I stared at Bessie’s display, noticing the description had been altered to question if she’d been murdered, and I gulped, wondering how I was going to figure things out without her being here.

      “She was beautiful,” someone said behind me, a shaky, frail hand pointing to Bessie’s portrait photo next to the description that began “A Suffragist With a Heart.” I turned.

      “Technically, I wasn’t invited to the cocktail hour,” Mrs Nebitt said, raising a glass of wine at me.

      “I won’t tell a soul,” I replied. “But you let me know if you need a refill. I happen to know the crazy medium working tonight.”

      She looked lovely in her pale blue dress, fluffy white hair in curls. “Are you ready?”

      Just having someone ask me such a question made my stomach flop. “Every time I turn around, more and more people come in.” I was nervous, but I was also getting better at doing seances too. The first one I’d done months ago with Rosalie had been a dud. Shelby Winehouse’s fiancé told me as much. I hadn’t charged for that one, but I was pretty sure he was close to asking for his gas money back.

      And honestly, I could see why the mediums of yesteryear used vaudeville tricks in their seances, making tables shake or pretending to levitate by jumping at the right moment. It was incredibly hard to make the dead seem interesting if you didn’t jazz things up a bit. Without props and extras, seances were a lot like having a pretend friend. The other people in the room could do little more than watch you talk to yourself. So now, I always made a point to narrate every side of the conversation I was having with a ghost and I always asked the ghost to show their presence by moving something or flicking the lights. Something any ghost, no matter their power level, could usually handle.

      Paula Henkel plowed through the crowd like a first responder in a crisis, carrying a Ziploc bag with a disintegrating yellowish orange folded paper in it.

      “Mrs. Nebitt,” she said, turning her attention to the librarian beside me. “I’m so glad you could come, and you’re early too. Complimentary guests aren’t supposed to arrive until 9:00.” Paula’s eyes drifted down to the librarian’s glass. “Enjoying your cocktail?” She over-enunciated every syllable.

      “I’m trying,” the woman said, downing her wine, making me like her even more. “It’s a little dry. One might even say it’s ‘unpleasantly bitter’. I’m going to find the waiter to see if you have beer.” She waddled off.

      “Be sure to try the bacon-wrapped things,” I called after her. “They’re delicious.”

      Paula pushed her lips together, holding the plastic bag high in the air so it was in front of my face. “You’re paying for her.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “You know, it’s the strangest thing. I’m suddenly feeling ill. I think I should go home.”

      Paula’s lips drained of their color. “This seance had better be good,” she said through clenched teeth. “Or there won’t be a next time.”

      “It will be good,” I said. “But next time, the five complimentary guests you invite from town will be invited to the dinner and cocktail hour too. We treat our locals like family around here, even if they’re family we don’t always like. Got it? Now is that Sir Walter’s police report?”

      I went to snatch the bag, but Paula pulled it back. “Wash your hands before you open this, and no food or drink. I’m probably going to add all of this to Sir Walter’s display case soon. I’m only giving it to you so you can confront Sir Walter with the information tonight.” She handed it to me. “In other words, make it look real.”

      Jackson, who had been snickering off to the side the whole time, followed me over to a lit table in the back.

      “Paula has been going around telling people not to talk to the main medium until showtime,” he said. “Now I know it’s because she thinks you’re full of parlor tricks and that you’ll accidentally give the strings away.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me,” I said, a little too loudly, then looked around to see if anyone was watching me talk to myself. I wiped my hands on my black skinny jeans and opened the bag.

      The paper was fragile. It felt almost like a thin breakable silk. The writing was almost too faded to read, done in a ridiculously loopy kind of cursive. Jackson read over my shoulder.

      “I told you Walter’s suspicious,” I whispered under my breath to the ghost sitting next to me. “This is not the way it happened that night. He’s lying, and I’m going to confront him with it.”

      “Oh, good plan,” my ex-husband said in his trademark snotty tone. “I can hardly wait to hear you explain to a room full of honored guests how you absolutely know Sir Walter was lying in this police report from more than 100 years ago because you were there that night, taking notes.”

      “I’ll make it work somehow. And you’d better make an appearance if this thing gets dull. I don’t think Bessie’s showing up. And I can’t guarantee Sir Walter’s even here. So, flick the lights, rattle some chains or something.”

      “That’s a little too trite for an English professor, don’t you think? And where would I find chains last minute, anyway?”

      I looked up. Rosalie motioned for me to join her at the main seance table. I folded the paper up and tucked it back into the bag. “Show time.”

      Everyone’s eyes were already on me as I made my way across what used to be the dance floor, secretly glad Paula had forbidden anyone from talking to me during cocktail hour. The whole place went quiet. I could hear every click of my still-too-tight boots, clunking along the wooden dance floor.

      Paula didn’t look at me. She gently set a large glass fish bowl full of tickets on the table.

      “I found out they paid $30 per raffle ticket,” Rosalie said in my ear, nodding like I should do something about it. “And we know that’s all extra. I’m so mad I could cuss.”

      “Don’t,” I said. “Our reputation’s on the line and she’s not worth ruining it for. Not even one damn. These ladies are not that kind of audience.”

      I couldn’t help staring at the bowl Paula was currently swishing her hand around in, trying to guess how many raffle tickets were swirling around with it, trying to times everything by $30. I stopped myself and took a deep breath.

      Stop caring about petty “living” problems. You have a ghost to cook here.

      “Put your mics on,” Paula instructed, pointing to the clip-on kind that news crews always wore. My hands fumbled like they’d forgotten how to work. Things were too ritzy for me. There was too much pressure…

      Paula smiled at the close to one hundred people in the crowd, her white-blonde hair shimmering in the dim lights over the dance floor, like a spiky disco ball. “All right,” she said. Her voice echoed over her mic and the applause died down. “Who’s ready to have a good time? We have three premium spots. This first one is the best. The person will be sitting right between our two mediums so they’ll be able to see all the action up close, maybe keep these ladies honest,” she laughed. “Doubtful. And this very enviable spot goes to…” She pulled out a name. “Caleb Bowman.”

      “Oh shit,” I said into my mic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Strings Attached

        

      

    

    
      The room was dark except for the dim spotlight hitting the table and the candles lit around us. I tried to look at Rosalie before we started, but Caleb was in the middle of us and he stuck his face in the way, bugging his beady eyes at me, making them almost look normal sized. He whispered so low my mic couldn’t pick it up. “I am going to expose you for the fraud you are. Better hope I don’t see you moving this table.”

      My heart raced, but not as fast as Caleb probably wanted it to.

      “I’ve done some extensive research for tonight’s seance,” I began into my mic, trying to keep my voice low and mystical. “This lobby, the exact spot where we’re sitting at right now, was the main room of Bessilyn Margaret Hind’s birthday party. Just upstairs was where she died. Was it suicide or was it murder? That’s what we will find out tonight.”

      “It was suicide,” Caleb said, this time loud enough for the mics to pick up. “I read the police report myself.”

      “Oh, Sheriff Bowman. You of all people should know the police in Landover County don’t always know what they’re talking about,” I said, playing to the audience, who laughed right where I wanted them to.

      I opened the Ziploc and carefully laid the paper out on the table. “I have the exact police report right here that we will be asking Sir Walter Timbre about. In case you don’t know, he was Bessilyn Hind’s fiancee just before her death, and the heir to Crown Frozen Vegetables. This paper may prove he is also a liar.” Little old ladies in the back craned their necks to get a better look.

      “It will be on display soon,” Paula chimed into her mic from her spot at the table. “I’ll keep you all posted, just sign up for my newsletter.”

      Seances were different than a channeling in a lot of ways. Channeling was a ghost taking over your body. Seances were you nagging whatever ghosts were in the room to have a conversation with you, whether they wanted to or not. You never knew who was going to show up, or if they were going to be angry about being conjured. You might get a ghost who’d ridden in on a human that night, or you could get the ghosts haunting the place you were doing the seance in. Those were the ones I was going after, at least at first. I’d probably end with all that sentimental “Mom loved it when you wore her pearls to Hamilton” garbage.

      I picked up one of the items Paula had placed on the table, a metal bell hanging from a loop that was on a stand. “This is a spirit bell,” I said, holding it up, almost rolling my eyes. She’d certainly done her homework. The bell was usually a parlor trick, though, an easy way for mediums of old to ring when the lights were off in an attempt to trick their audience. “Spirits sometimes ring a bell when they want their presence known. Tonight, we are hoping to conjure up as many guests from Bessie’s birthday party in 1906 as we can. I have heard the Landover Bed and Breakfast is haunted by many. If you noticed the two display cases, those are the two we will try to talk to first.”

      I led the group in a breathing exercise, which was really just for show, and then asked for Sir Walter. “Please make your presence known. We welcome you here as a member of our party.”

      After a few moments, the spirit bell clanged loud and clear, and a gasp fell over the crowd. Jackson was sprawled across the table, flicking it. “I couldn’t resist,” he said, his head resting on his hand.

      I ignored him. “Yes, yes. A lot of energy here… Sir Walter, is that you? I’d like to ask you about the night of Bessilyn Hind’s death.”

      Nothing happened, except for Caleb chuckling to my left.

      “Sir Walter,” I added, trying to make the ghost angry. An angry ghost was a communicating one. “I know your police report is nothing but lies,” I said. “And I implore you to come to the table and defend yourself.”

      The table shook, the candles flickered, one spilled over, its wax running across the tablecloth, dangerously close to the police report. I snatched the paper up before anything could happen to it. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I said. “Trying to get rid of the words you said that night. I’m guessing because I was right when I said they were a lie and Bessie hasn’t seen them yet. Let me read straight from the police report so Bessie knows what I’m talking about. She’s here too, you know?”

      That was the part I was probably going to have to fake. Bessie’s response. No biggie, though. I was there that night. I knew everything that Bessie would probably say. Sir Walter would know I was lying about her being here, though, but no one else would.

      I coughed, pulling the paper up to one of the candles so I could see it better, but not so close Sir Walter could burn it.

      
        
        “The witness’s account as he remembers it exactly on that day: Sir Walter Timbre, 40, heir to Crown Vegetables, last saw the deceased at her birthday celebration at approximately 9:00 on the night of Friday, September 14, 1906.

        “Mr. Timbre says it was at this time when the two engaged in a heated argument, whereby Miss Hind ran into the woods and Mr. Timbre followed. She begged him not to call off the wedding, but he did not comply. Miss Hind then took his hat and threw it into the woods. Mr. Timbre promptly left the party. When asked why he attended the party in the first place, he responded that the deceased had begged him to come.

        “Shortly thereafter, Miss Hind was found in her room with a self-inflicted gunshot wound to her heart. The door was locked and there was no sign of entry.”

        

      

      A loud crash rang through the room as all three of the large windows in the back of the lobby blew out at once; glass shattered and clanked onto the porch in the front. The audience screamed as a cool night breeze blew around us now. I thought I saw Caleb Bowman’s face grow deathly white. The bell was next. It rang at first then shot across the room, swooping just above the patrons’ heads in the crowd. It hit the back wall, clanging to the floor somewhere.

      “Lies,” Bessie said. “Come out and show yourself, you coward.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. She did come. Yay for guilt.

      I repeated Bessie’s words back to the crowd, and I heard a couple of women say, “You go, girl” in response.

      She went on, shouting at her ex-fiancé. “Did you really tell the police in an official statement that I begged you not to end our engagement? I begged you! No wonder I get no respect as a women’s rights leader!”

      I felt his presence before I saw him. “Walter’s here,” I told the crowd. They gasped.

      “Bess, I’ve waited so long to talk to you about this.”

      “Oh really,” she said, incredulously. “Then why have you been hiding from me for years when I call to you?”

      Walter looked different than he had at Bessilyn’s birthday party. He was older and thicker, but still handsome. “The police officer said those things. I merely agreed.”

      Sir Walter was a strong ghost, but meek. I could tell by how colorful and lifelike he seemed, hovering over toward Bessie. I filled the audience in on what was going on and they all swooned when I described Sir Walter because I still emphasized the handsome parts.

      “You were my true love,” he said. I repeated it.

      “Then why on earth did you kill me? And remarry the next year…”

      My audience was all on the edge of their seats. The lovers’ spat. The murder. It was my best stuff.

      “No. No,” he said. “The report is a little bit of a lie, sure. I was merely saving face over what happened that night, but I didn’t… I couldn’t… You killed yourself. We heard the gunshot.”

      “I’m sure you heard the gunshot. You were the one pulling the trigger.” Bessie liked to throw stuff when she was angry. A wine glass this time.

      “Bessie,” I said, and I knew she could hear me. “I’ll have to end this session if it looks like you’re going to hurt someone. This is a safe setting for you two to have your argument.”

      The audience booed me. Even though a cool autumn breeze was blowing through the broken windows at this point, apparently, the audience wanted more destruction.

      I looked over at Paula. Her eyes were wide, round almost. She looked from one side of the room to the next then back again, like a dazed animal.

      Bessilyn continued. “After our argument where you begged me to come back to you, saying all sorts of lies about how you didn’t care what other people thought… you snuck around the back of my house, up to my room where you murdered me with my own gun. Your hat was never tossed into the woods. It dropped when you dropped it there.”

      “I can assure you, Bessie, I did not. I would never hurt you.”

      “Poppycock!” Bessilyn lifted the table. It levitated for a second before tilting. The police report fell into her hands before I could say anything. Then it floated in midair above the crowd. They screamed and gasped, craning their necks to see if there were strings. Caleb stood up, stumbling into someone’s table as he followed the paper across the room, eyes fixed on it. He grabbed it from Bessilyn who snatched it back.

      Sir Walter was silent. I knew he hadn’t left, though. I could still feel his energy.

      When I heard him again, his voice was lower, sadder. “After our argument, I wanted to say something to you in the woods to comfort you. You looked so beautiful leaning against that tree. But pride wouldn’t let me at that point,” he said. “And you went back inside. I stewed in my anger for a long time, just sitting in my car, wondering what to do next. That’s when I noticed people sneaking around the side of your house. They seemed to be running from one window to the next, actually. So I went to investigate.”

      An audience member screamed out “bullshit” when I told them this. Maybe the ladies club was that kind of an audience.

      He went on. “Two young women, dressed in party clothes. They were giggling by an open window to the kitchen. Your friends…”

      “Kate and Agnes! They did show up. I knew they would,” she said, her voice trailing off.

      “I confronted them, in a good-natured way, of course. I knew they were your friends from the Suffragist Society, and I wanted to help them surprise you. I wanted there to be something good about your birthday for you. We laughed and talked for a while. I was just convincing them to come inside the proper way, and not through the window, when we heard the shot.”

      I looked out at the audience, to the many red, watery eyes.

      He continued. “We ran inside, and in my haste, I lost my hat. We were devastated like everyone else to learn what had happened. That you took your own life. That’s what we all believed at the time. That you took your life, not because of me. But because, somehow, you weren’t allowed to live the life you were meant to live. We had that struggle in common. Both of us caught in family businesses. I loved you more than words will ever express.”

      He hovered closer to Bessie as he spoke. She could easily have moved away, but she didn’t. She probably knew he couldn’t get too close, anyway.

      “This is the part I didn’t want to tell you. Kate and I consoled each other, and a year later, I realized I could love again, and we married. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t also love you.”

      “I will never believe it,” she said.

      “My parents were the ones who encouraged me to end our engagement. I found out later it wasn’t really because of your age. It was because they were hoping your parents would be angry enough to end the business deal if we broke up.”

      I gasped through my microphone then filled everyone in on what was going on.

      He continued. “The cannery was in jeopardy of closing. Your family was going bankrupt. The only way out of the deal was to have your parents demand it.”

      “Lies,” Bessilyn shouted then disappeared and, after about 10 seconds, so did Walter. I could tell they were done. I folded my arms onto the table and rested my head into them, exhausted. I still felt a presence. A smaller, but stronger, one. One very eager to be heard. And one I recognized immediately from my channeling. Martha. I was pretty sure of it.

      I blew it off, shooting back to the present when I heard the applause. A standing ovation.

      “You didn’t solve any murders,” Caleb said, “because there weren’t any murders. It was a suicide.”

      “I guess this story will have to be continued,” I said in my mic to more applause.

      “And now,” Rosalie said. “Who wants to see if a dearly departed loved one came to see them today?”

      A wind circled through the broken windows as Paula glared around the room at the mess she had to clean up, that was going to cost a fortune. I had a feeling, along with Bessie’s murder, our seance agreement hadn’t exactly been solved yet either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Honored Guests

        

      

    

    
      I skipped down the stairs the next afternoon, my mind still reeling with the clues from the night of the seance, more certain than ever that Martha held some real information, not just about Henry and Eliza and their meet-up in the bathroom, but also about who killed Bessie. Martha saw something the night of Bessie’s death, just after she handed her the washcloth to put over her eyes. I heard it that night when she stumbled over her words, and I was determined to find out what that was.

      There were three messages on my machine.

      The first one was slow and shaky. “Hello. This is Mrs. Nebitt. I just wanted to tell you what a wonderful time I had last night at the seance. I’ll never know how you did it, windows breaking, paper floating across the room. Wonderful performance. I talked to my friend Mildred. You know Mildred Blueberg, the woman who wrote the book I was telling you about,” the librarian said, like there were hundreds of Mildreds running around. “We’re meeting…” Beep.

      The answering machine cut her off and moved to the next message. It was Mrs. Nebitt again. “I am not a fan of technology. Anyway, if you are so inclined, Mildred is at the library now if you would like to come by. As you know, she is only here for the summer. So, hello? Hello? Did this thing cut me off again?” Beep.

      I was certain now the third message was going to be the librarian again. I actually couldn’t wait to meet Mildred. I had a very important question to ask her about running retractions on thousands of self-published books.

      But the next message was Rosalie. “I’m gonna kill that woman. You know what she said? She said we had to pay for damages.” She sighed heavily into the recording. “I’m about to show her what damages really are.”

      Rosalie was still pretty upset when I called her back.

      “A thousand bucks. One thousand dollars for each window. And you’ll never guess who that sparkly troll wants to pay for them.”

      It took me a minute to understand what my boss was talking about. “Wait. What? But we didn’t break those windows. Bessie did. I have no control over what ghosts do at a seance. I’m so glad we added that into the agreement.” I stroked my dog’s short golden fur as I talked. He looked up at me with his soft brown eyes, the cute little V-shaped scar on his nose. I knew the agreement was ironclad, too. Jackson had his attorney write it up, which was the least that attorney could do for me, considering all I knew about him.

      “She thinks you broke out the windows on purpose as part of your show. And she says all elements of your show should’ve been disclosed in the agreement before she signed it.”

      “I’m sure her insurance will pay for it. We’ll split the deductible.”

      My head hurt and just about every part of my body ached for some reason. Who knew seances were so draining? The last thing I wanted was to talk business right now. “I have to admit,” I said, reliving the moment in my head. “Those windows were my favorite part.”

      “Paula Henkel’s face when that happened was priceless… Like a money balloon being popped.” Rosalie chuckled. “I’m telling you, though. I can’t handle her anymore.”

      “I’ll go over there today,” I said, mostly because I wanted to talk to Martha.

      “I’ll go with you,” Rosalie said. “I don’t trust money balloons. They try to re-inflate to new levels.”

      “Good. I want to try to talk another one of the ghosts haunting the bed and breakfast into coming back to Gate House with me, to do a channeling.” I mumbled that last part, mostly because I knew she wouldn’t approve. “So I need a distraction.”

      “Your distraction?” she said. “More like your enabler.”

      I hung up and headed over to the library where I found Mrs. Nebitt in the periodicals section, sitting with two other older women behind the microfilm machine. I recognized the one in bright blue with her long gray hair swept up in a beautiful bun as Delilah Scott. The other woman had bright purple stretchy pants, a naturally yellowed smile, and a sensible short white haircut. She stood to shake my hand when I came over and I realized she couldn’t have been taller than a fourth grader.

      “We were just looking up some articles for Delilah,” Mrs. Nebitt said, quickly leaning forward. She flicked off the microfilm machine before I could see what they’d been researching, making me wonder why. “She heard a growling noise a couple of weeks ago. The police came over and basically did nothing…”

      Mildred interrupted with a gruff, confident voice I almost wasn’t expecting. “And they only did that much because she’s a Donovan.”

      “Only by blood,” she said.

      I nodded. I knew that she was a Donovan, one of the founding members of the town and the country club. She was like Potter Grove royalty. But she was about twentieth in line for the throne, and that was her problem.

      “I don’t think the police believe me about the growling.” Her voice was low with a quiet, velvety kind of confidence I noticed rich people often had. “I’ve heard it twice since then, and Caleb hasn’t done a thing about it. But then, he’s a Bowman, and the Bowmans have long thought I’m a bit crazy. I’m still sane enough to know it’s the other way around, though.” Her soft blue silk scarf matched her eye color perfectly. “Sorry, dear, I know you’re a Bowman.”

      “Just by marriage.”

      “Ah, isn’t that the best kind of family? The one you can divorce.”

      I almost told her that wasn’t always the case, at least not if your dead ex-husband decided to haunt you.

      I told them about how Rosalie’s shop had been ransacked the other day, and how the incidents were probably related.

      “Probably,” Mrs. Nebitt said. The other ladies looked at her like they didn’t think so.

      I pulled my chair over to them, a loud squeaking noise came with it, but Mrs. Nebitt somehow held in her shushing. Mildred leaned into me as soon as I sat down. “Debbie tells me you’re trying to solve an old murder,” she said, making me smile because I finally knew Mrs. Nebitt’s first name.

      I nodded. “Yes, thank you, Debbie, for filling everyone in.” Debbie shot me a look like I should never call her Debbie again. I continued. “I don’t think Bessilyn Hind committed suicide. I tried to figure it out during the seance the other night, but I haven’t quite got it.”

      “Yes, we all heard about that seance. It’s the talk of the library,” Delilah said, dismissively.

      “Thanks,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure that was a compliment. “So, what were you ladies looking up?” I leaned forward toward the microfilm machine, eyeing the power button. Mrs. Nebitt watched my every move and cut me off at the pass by putting her hand on mine. “Carly, here, did a fantastic job. Best medium I’ve ever seen.”

      “How many mediums have you seen?” Mildred scoffed.

      Delilah Scott smoothed her scarf along her shoulders with a trembling hand. “Debbie hasn’t talked about anything else. It must have been wonderful.”

      “Oh, you bet it was.” Mrs. Nebitt looked at the ceiling like she was remembering it. “You should have been there. The bed and breakfast went all out for the ladies at the country club. Paula Henkel said it cost a fortune, and then the windows blew out.”

      “I don’t think it cost that much,” I added. “Paula exaggerates, especially about those windows.”

      Mildred put her hand on my shoulder. “Bessilyn Hind, huh? I did a whole write-up about her in my book.”

      I sat forward. Now was my chance to ask her about retractions. “I’m glad you brought that up. I’m very close to figuring out her death. It wasn’t a suicide, though. That much I know for sure.”

      “Really?”

      I looked down. “I can’t prove it yet. But when I do, would you be willing to include an addendum or possibly even a retraction in your book?”

      Mildred laughed so hysterically she had to grab the desk so she wouldn’t fall over. “I am not reprinting anything. Horace would kill me if I added even one more book to the book fortress we still have in the garage.”

      “What if I took all the books you have and added the retraction as a sticker?”

      “Take the books?” she said in disbelief.

      I nodded.

      “And you’ll do all the work?”

      “Plus, maybe we could have you do a signing on the updated version, help you sell a few copies,” I added.

      Her face lit up. “You had me at take the books. Horace is gonna die. But still, I’m only okaying this idea if Bessilyn’s death is officially changed.”

      “Like I said before, I’m very close to figuring it out. There are just some loose ends that don’t make sense and a couple more people to interview.”

      They looked at me like I was crazy.

      I turned to Delilah. I was getting used to crazy stares. “You’ve lived here a long time. Do you remember the Timbre family or the Hinds?”

      Delilah threw a fragile-looking hand over her chest. “Am I one of the people being interviewed? I don’t know much about either family, sorry. I am old, but not that old.”

      Before any of us could do the math, she added. “I only knew of the Timbres and the Hinds. Both families kept to themselves. But I did hear it was Bessie’s parents’ car accident that brought out the news that the Hinds were not doing very well. There was hardly enough money for a decent funeral. And, years later, Pleasant and her husband ended up selling the cannery too, for dirt cheap, to the Timbres, I believe.”

      “Oh my goodness,” Mrs. Nebitt said, her voice trembling a little. “This is exactly what Sir Walter said last night at the seance. His story checks out. And there is no way Carly could have known those details. She is, by far, the best medium I’ve ever seen.”

      “And I thought we were finally going to talk about something other than that seance you were invited to,” Delilah said, glaring at Mrs. Nebitt.

      “I told you to buy a ticket, Delilah,” Mrs. Nebitt replied. “And come with me.”

      “I can’t stay up that late, anyway.”

      Mildred leaned into me. “Why Delilah Scott wasn’t considered an honored guest we’ll never know.”

      Mrs. Nebitt’s attention went to her fingernails, and I saw my chance.

      “So,” I said, reaching over to turn the microfilm machine on before the librarian could stop me. “What were you looking up about the growling…” I stopped mid-sentence as my attention went up to the monitor in front of me.

      “We learned they’re back,” Mildred said.

      Mrs. Nebitt shushed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          They’re Back

        

      

    

    
      Another Bird Attack in Landover. That was the title of the article from 1954 we were all staring at on the screen. And I had to admit, I was not expecting birds.

      “I remember it like it was yesterday,” Delilah Scott said. “This wasn’t the only attack.”

      “Nope,” Mildred replied. “Not by a long shot.”

      I quickly scanned the article. In it, a young woman recounted an attack by crows on her way home from secretarial school when she tried to take a short cut through the woods.

      
        
        Bertha Hawthorne, nineteen years old of Landover, narrowly escaped injury today after she says birds attacked her near the country club during the annual Independence Day water ski show.

        “I only took the shortcut because I didn’t want to miss the show. I heard growling first. Then, when I looked up in the trees, they came at me like bombs. Birds. Some were bigger than I’ve ever seen. Probably about twenty of them. Good thing I had my book bag. I swatted them away until this dog came out of nowhere and rescued me. He’s a regular hero, like the allies in Normandy,” she said.

        

      

      There was a photo of Bertha, a petite brunette girl in a perfectly pleated skirt, squatting down by the dog the paper had dubbed “Normandy.” My eyes bugged. The dog looked just like Rex, only this dog’s nose was bandaged.

      “This marked the beginning of the crow years,” Mildred said like I would know what that meant.

      “They weren’t crows. I’ve never heard of a crow that looked like that,” Mrs. Nebitt interrupted. “They say it was a fluke. Mutant birds crazed with some sort of flu, descending on Landover Lake because they were searching for water in their crazed state. That’s all. We need to forget about it. They’re not back.”

      Delilah wrung her tiny, wrinkled hands together. “They were awful. Angry, greasy, black birds with beaks that looked like fungus-infested toenails, thick and yellowed. They would lurk in the trees.”

      “Lurk,” Mildred agreed.

      Mrs. Nebitt shook her head. “It only seemed that way. They were searching for water.”

      Mildred went on. “You couldn’t see them, but they could see you. Waiting, watching.”

      “I was a young mother at the time,” Delilah said. “With three kids. Terrified. Those birds would watch some people and do nothing. But then, suddenly, they’d choose someone, and it was awful. Just awful. They’d attack, one right after the other like little bombs.”

      “It seemed like they had an agenda, selectively killing people,” Mildred added.

      I realized I was holding my breath, and I exhaled. “C’mon. Did anyone actually die? These are birds we’re talking about.”

      “Oh yeah,” Mildred said, matter-of-factly. “Those beaks could penetrate a skull. Horrible when you think about it. And almost unpreventable. How many times do you notice birds?”

      “I’ll be noticing them a lot now, thanks,” I said. “In my shiny new helmet.”

      Mildred ran her finger along the words and the picture on the screen. “Nobody knows why those awful things chose Landover County or how they selected their victims, but after about two years, they left. Poof, like that.” She snapped her sausage-like fingers to indicate just how quickly they had killed and gone.

      “Do you think it’s related to the shapeshifters here?” I asked.

      Mrs. Nebitt made a dismissive gesture. “I hope you don’t give in to those sorts of notions.” She gave the other women a hard stare. “Those are just rumors. There is no evidence of shapeshifters anywhere, and I am a highly trained researcher who likes to believe the experts in life.”

      Mildred turned toward her longtime friend. “Then, highly trained researcher, explain why these experts hid how many deaths there were? There’s not a count anywhere. And other than this article, there’s hardly any coverage. This is the only article I know of that mentions the growling.”

      “If I remember correctly, there was a lengthy article about the mutant birds…”

      “Only after so many people were outraged there wasn’t any coverage about them,” Delilah said. “I’m pretty sure the growling I’ve been hearing is the same one we all heard back then with those birds. So, you see, I doubt this is what ransacked the Purple Pony.”

      I chill ran up my arm. I looked at my phone. It was getting late and I needed to meet Rosalie at the bed and breakfast soon. “Can I have a printout of this article, please?” I asked, getting up to leave.

      I knew it must just have been a coincidence. A lot of dogs looked like my dog, a golden Labrador with especially dark sensitive eyes and a bandage where my dog now had a scar…

      “Twenty-five cents a copy,” Mrs. Nebitt replied.

      I opened my purse and searched the bottom for some change, which reminded me just how desperately I needed to get paid for that seance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Just a Rumor

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t help but picture the parking lot at the bed and breakfast just as it had been the night of Bessie’s party. The horses and carriages. The motor cars that didn’t look too different from their horse-drawn counterparts. A large part of me needed to go back. I needed to feel the solid wooden floorboards clunking under my narrow 1906 boots. The itchy, stifling clothing, the bowler hats on the men. I was going to talk Martha into doing a channeling with me. I wasn’t sure how. But I needed to do another one. And not just for clues.

      The evening air was still hot enough to be summer even though the trees were changing into their yellow and orange autumn hues; the full moon seemed extra large this evening. A gentle breeze blew through my hair, bringing with it the smell of Paula’s garden, the sounds of rustling leaves… and a soft growling. I looked up at the branches overhead, searching for whatever animal had made the sound, wishing I’d actually bought that helmet.

      I was pretty sure the noise had come from the opposite side of the house and, even though I knew I shouldn’t go after it, something also told me I had to. This was where I’d heard the same noise a few weeks ago, when Paula suddenly appeared carrying wood.

      Clinging to the side of the house, ready to bolt at any moment, I peeked around the corner. Across the yard, over by the begonias, stood what looked like a large brown bear twitching wildly in the bushes, hunching over like it was in pain, flailing its neck back and forth. It turned and our eyes met. Its face wasn’t a bear’s face. It had the delicate features of a human’s mixed with a bear’s.

      Gasping, I pulled my head back toward the wall, but it was too late. Whatever that was, and I was pretty sure I knew what that was, had seen me. I peeked back over. It was gone, making me wonder, once again, if I’d been hallucinating.

      My heart raced. The face had seemed familiar, but I wasn’t sure at all who it was. I rushed back to leave, almost plowing right into my boss who was limping behind me. “There you are,” she said when she saw me. “You ready?” she asked.

      My mind still raced a little from the thing I’d just seen on the side of the house, but I managed to nod out a yes.

      “You sure? You don’t look so good.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Do I tell her?

      We walked toward the house, and I kept looking around the yard, wondering where the shapeshifter went. Some things, even after you’ve heard they exist and are fully expecting to see them someday, still almost make you pee your pants when you actually see them.

      “Just so you know, I’m not being nice to Paula,” Rosalie said as we approached the front door. She was dressed in her black pantsuit, the one she called her power suit because it gave her instant confidence. I almost offered her a pair of shoulder pads from the box I had in the back of my car.

      “Just stick to the script,” I said. Somehow I had talked Rosalie into negotiating with the dreadful woman while I tried to find Martha and talk her into going back to Gate House for a channeling.

      Paula answered the door with a smile that quickly faded when she saw it was us standing there. “I heard you were ready to compromise.”

      “I heard you were ready to compromise,” Rosalie shot back.

      I elbowed my boss and she forced her mouth into something that showed teeth. “Yes, we’re ready.”

      “Good. Because I’ve already ironed out the details. Ninety percent of the windows here at the bed and breakfast are original to the house itself. Replacing the glass is not a cheap endeavor…”

      I moved toward the door. “And while you two look over the numbers from our seance and negotiate, I want to take some photos of the display cases… for my book, if you don’t mind me including the bed and breakfast in there.”

      “What book?” she asked. “I don’t know anything about a book.”

      “I’m writing a book about all the spirits I encounter from my seances. I’m calling it The Ghosts of Landover. I was hoping to feature the bed and breakfast in it. Give it a whole chapter with a detailed account of the seance too.”

      Free publicity seemed to soften the woman up a little, just as I’d hoped it would. She motioned around the room. “Take as many photos as you’d like. Now’s actually a good time. Most the guests are off at dinner or watching the sunset at the lake.” She motioned for Rosalie to follow her into the small office behind the front desk. “But if you think that chapter means you don’t have to pay for windows, you’re sadly mistaken.”

      Jackson appeared beside me when they left, and I almost jumped like I saw a shapeshifter. “Awww, I still take your breath away,” he said. “That’s sweet. You would do that for me too, if I had breath anymore.”

      I lowered my voice. “Did you ride in with me just now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you must’ve seen the shapeshifter,” I said.

      He shook his head. “Like I told you before, Carly doll. Low-energy mode. I haven’t sensed anything until now. But it sounds like I missed something amazing. A shapeshifter, really? But then, it is a full moon.”

      I scrunched my face up. “It wasn’t a werewolf.”

      “Like they’re the only ones compelled to shift during a full moon.” He looked around. “You should just do the channeling here,” he said. “I’m sure Martha has enough energy. The other ghosts don’t even know she’s around. If a ghost has enough energy to keep herself hidden, she’s got plenty.”

      “Yeah, not happening. I don’t think I can do a channeling anywhere but at home.”

      “So, you’re prudish about that as well, huh? Do you need the doors locked and the lights out too?”

      “Please just go.”

      He sat down on the red floral sofa. “I bet a lot of people have done a lot worse than channelings here, probably right here on this very sofa.” He mocked a shocked face.

      I ignored the pervert I used to be married to and took a picture of the display case in front of me. “Martha,” I whispered. “You here?” The flash ruined the picture, so I took another one while shooing my ex away. “Go away, Jackson. I think you’re scaring her.”

      He disappeared. Maybe he had a point. I could make the channeling a quickie. Tell her to begin right as she was coming up the stairs that night to check on Bessie and end when the police arrived. That couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes. There was no sense in dragging her to Gate House for it.

      “Martha,” I said again, taking another photo of the greasy driving glove sitting on the rock. I checked the photo on my cell phone. None of these were book-worthy shots, but I kept snapping away. A faint transparent image of a dark dress with a white apron showed up in the flash when I took my last image, which was something I hadn’t expected. She was here, all right, but afraid to show herself. “Martha,” I said. “I know you’re here.” I took another photo, seeing her again in the flash.

      I whispered. “I need to know what you know from the night of Bessie’s murder. I’m still not 100 percent sure about Walter. I’d like to do a channeling with you. A quick one. Fifteen minutes, tops.”

      She was small and transparent when she materialized almost thirty seconds later. Her face was expressionless, same saggy eyes, same sweet, trusting smile. She’d been a good friend to Bessie. Like a mom. I could tell.

      “Her parents were never the same after Bessie’s death,” she whispered. “And honestly, neither was I. I came back here after I passed because this feels the most like home for me. But I don’t want the others to know I’m here. They change things too much for me, and I just want to be quiet and comfortable.”

      I nodded like I understood, but death was a very different part of life for me. So I could only be understanding to a point.

      “You probably heard at the seance that Bessie didn’t commit suicide,” I said. “I need to see through your memories if the murderer was waiting in Bessie’s room for her that night.”

      “I don’t think I saw anyone.”

      “Bessie didn’t see anyone either, but I… I just want to make sure,” I said.  “I need another perspective.”

      “I don’t know.” Her voice was extra quaky. “If you think my memories will help, I’ll do it but… I’d rather not relive it.”

      I didn’t tell her that I wanted access to her memories for more than Bessie and her murder, that I also had my own selfish reasons. The Henry and Eliza bathroom moment. The fact I was drawn to channelings now…

      Martha squeezed the tip of her almost invisible apron with her faded hands, wrapping it around each of her fingers. “Missy’s been so angry, and I can’t bear to see her like this. She needs to move on, stop holding in the hate from her life.”

      “That’s where you can help. We have to hurry. Paula thinks we’re here to negotiate, so fifteen minutes is about all we have. They’ll be finishing their meeting soon.”

      The lobby smelled like autumn, mostly from the cinnamon and apple scent coming from the aroma diffuser on the mantle. Paula had already begun adding gourd displays here and there even though it wasn’t October yet. I sat down on one of the flowered couches and leaned back into a red velvet throw pillow. “I’d like you to take me to the night of Bessilyn’s death, the part when you went up to check on her.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to look like I was sleeping. That way, if anyone came in, I wouldn’t look too strange. Not that I cared too much anyway. The only people who stayed at the bed and breakfast were vacationers I’d never see again.

      She hovered nervously next to me, her voice was like a whisper carried on wind. “I didn’t know what was happening downstairs. I was told by Mrs. Hind to straighten the upstairs bathroom and spare rooms where some of the guests would be spending the night. That’s what I was doing when I saw Miss Bessilyn run to her room in a tizzy. And I knew that girl. When she got like that, the only thing she wanted was some warm milk and her pills.”

      My eyes bulged. “Perfect. That’s right where I want you to start. Right then, when you saw Bessie running up the stairs.”

      “If you think it’ll help,” she said, looking around.

      I nodded even though my heart raced too. I’d never done a channeling in public before. “Whenever you’re ready,” I said, trying to relax and let my mind think of anything but the shapeshifter I just saw or the negotiations being shouted out in Paula’s office.

      After a minute, the smell of apples and cinnamon from the bed and breakfast was replaced with some sort of lemon cleaner, and I felt myself humming. Voices rose in the background and they weren’t Paula and Rosalie’s. A man yelled, “At least Pleasant’s married.”

      “You can open your eyes now,” Martha said to me. We were in a room I didn’t recognize, dusting under a lamp, humming as we went. A full-sized bed of dark mahogany with a white quilt beautifully accented the dark green leafed wallpaper pattern, making me wonder just how much canned yams cost in the early 1900s.

      I could tell Martha was drowning out the sounds of the party. And she was good at it. She poured some more cleaner onto her rag and dusted along the bed rails. I concentrated on the sounds from downstairs while Martha tucked in the bedspread and fluffed up the pillow. I knew Bessie would be heading up the stairs soon. .

      “Folks, let’s hear it for my wife’s pathetic, spinster sister,” a muffled, slurred voice said from downstairs, followed by the loud sounds of plates hitting the floor, along with gasps, giggles, and screams of horror. I knew it was more than plates, an entire three-tiered cake.

      Martha rushed to the door and peeked out into the hallway just as Bessilyn flew up the stairs in a beautiful champagne-colored blur, and I got to see just how strikingly gorgeous the woman had been, her high cheekbones and pointed little nose, soft light brown hair. I caught a glimpse of Eliza addressing Bessilyn as Martha closed the door again.

      Martha’s voice was calm as she spoke to me. “I didn’t want her to see me. She was very upset. This is ‘round about the time when I thought I should go downstairs and get her some milk and her pills. Miss Bessilyn had had a rough year. And now she was having a rough birthday too.”

      She stepped back and examined the room before she left, scanning over the dresser, the bed, and mirror. The Oriental rug was bunched up along one of its corners and she hustled over and straightened it up then darted swiftly out of the room and down the stairs.

      Martha didn’t even glance over at the living room and the party as she passed through. She scurried into the kitchen and went for the kettle. She whispered to me inside her head, commenting on the action. “That kettle. It was already full of warmed milk. I remember thinking that was odd ‘cause usually I’m the one warming it, but it was the perfect temperature, and everything.”

      She turned, looking around. A younger housekeeper in a bonnet held Troy junior, the three-year-old sailor, along her hip while Troy’s older brother ran around her, pulling at her apron strings. Martha ducked down while she poured the milk.

      “That’s Esther,” she said, pointing to the other housekeeper. “I didn’t want her to see me. Poor thing was given the children to watch that night once their grandparents left, probably why there was already warm milk,” she chuckled. “I’m sure she was trying to get them to calm down, go to sleep, already. If she saw me, she would’ve wanted me to take a turn watching those monsters, and that wasn’t neither of our jobs.”

      After pouring just a little milk in a cup, she hurried back upstairs again. She looked over at Bessie’s room. “I don’t go in yet,” she said. “I remembered Mrs. Hind specifically told me to check the bathroom every half an hour and put fresh towels in there, and I hadn’t done it even once yet, the whole night. Wish I hadn’t checked it now. This part’s a little embarrassing.”

      Martha set the milk on one of the linen closet’s shelves, just under a wooden box on the top shelf with medicine bottles of varying sizes and colors. I wondered if one of them was chloroform.

      “What are those little bottles on the top shelf?” I asked her.

      “Oh, I never messed with those. They were Mr. Hind’s, leftover from when he used to practice medicine.”

      “He was a doctor?”

      “Until his father got too old and talked him into taking over the cannery.”

      Martha grabbed a stack of stiff white towels then headed down the hall toward the bathroom.

      This was it, the part I personally couldn’t wait for. Opening the door, I saw them only briefly. Henry Bowman had Eliza pinned up against one of the walls. She wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t moving to get away either.

      “I want you gone,” he said. “You’re no longer welcome here. You’re a curse.”

      Her voice sounded just like mine. “This did not come without warning. Surely you remember me telling you to change your path or it would be the worse for you. Now, it’s too late. You’re knee deep in it. This deed of thine shall cost thee all thou art worth. You, your children, your children’s children and all who aid you on your quest…”

      They looked up and saw Martha. “Sorry,” Martha said, putting her head down and closing the door.

      “I couldn’t wait to tell missy about that one,” she said to me, as she shuffled over to the linen closet to put the towels back. She took the milk and shut the cabinet door. “Most people in town had a story or two about Henry Bowman and the lady he sent for from New York, and now we did too. He wanted that lady gone. She was refusing. And threatening his children. Who’d of thought that of a nanny?” Her voice lowered. “I didn’t get a chance to tell missy the story, though.”

      She knocked lightly on Bessie’s door. “You okay, missy?” she asked. “You want some warm milk? And your special pills for sleeping?”

      The door creaked when she opened it. “I can’t tell you,” she said to me, “how many times I wished that I’d have stayed in this room with Bessie. That I’d have taken that gun. That maybe I’d have noticed more.”
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          The Other Side

        

      

    

    
      Martha went on and on, chattering to me in her head nervously. “I took care of Bessie ever since that girl was a baby, just a round little pudgy thing with rolls up and down her legs and a smile that reached from one ear to the other. I felt like she was my own kid. She wanted to leave her parents many times, live on her own. I was glad they talked her into staying time and time again. I would’ve hated living here without her. She was the only thing good about the house.” She paused, her voice lowered. “I know that’s silly to think that way. I was just the housekeeper.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize what a hard memory this is for you to relive,” I told her.

      Martha peeked into the room. “Oh honey,” she said, immediately running to the suffragette when she saw her eyes were red and swollen.

      I looked around the room while Martha talked to Bessie about Sir Walter and the break-up. The armoire was open, the gun sitting on the top shelf, the window closed. I didn’t see any signs of a person lurking in the shadows, waiting to kill Bessie as soon as her pills had set in.

      But then, the bedroom was pretty messy, not nearly as spotless as it probably should have been with a housekeeper around, something I hadn’t noticed as Bessie, but now, as Martha, I was noticing. Big time. You could hardly see the chair by the vanity because a heap of dresses had been strewn over the back, and they were not tiny dresses. Long billowy fabric that seemed to ball into a mess of fluff and lace.

      Martha’s eyes scanned the room as she rambled on about how she hated birthdays too, mostly noticing the mess she’d have to clean up later. Shoes and books took up a lot of the floor. I noticed a bunch of clothes under the bed too.

      “I guess you know what happened downstairs,” Bessie said. “Sorry for making such a mess with the cake. I’m too old for that.”

      “I was upstairs when it happened, but don’t worry, miss. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yes, it was. I shoved Troy into the cake.”

      “I could hardly believe that one,” the housekeeper said to me in her head. “And boy, was I sure sad I’d missed it. That Troy was nothing but trouble. Mean as a mad dog. He had that shove comin,’ and a few more, to boot. I always liked gossiping with Bessie about it. I tried to tell her a bit of my own gossip that night, but I could tell she was too tired to hear it.”

      Bessie’s head rested on the backboard of the bed, her longish golden brown hair spilling out along her shoulders, her eyes half-closed.

      “I’ll tell you later, missy,” the housekeeper said, kissing the top of Bessie’s head. “You sure you don’t want me to help you out of your party clothes?”

      “Not yet. I’m starving, Martha. I didn’t eat a bite all night.”

      “I told you that corset was too tight.”

      “Stop lecturing me, and be a dear. See if you can bring me a plate. And look around to see if Sir Walter’s still here.”

      “Now I see why you’re keeping your dress on.” Martha walked across the room to a pitcher on the dresser at the connecting wall. She poured water onto one of the soft white cloths stacked up to the side of the basin then handed it to Bessie.

      “You rest your eyes. I’ll… I’ll…” Martha’s voice trailed off. She pulled a small blanket from under the bed, picking something up with it: a dark pair of men’s pants and a suit jacket. “What in the…” She put them back down on top of what looked like clean, tan driving gloves.

      The glove wasn’t from a distraught guest after all!

      “What is it?” Bessie asked, pulling the cloth off her eyes and sitting up.

      “Nothing,” Martha said, smiling. “I’ll see what I can bring you. I only hope I can do it without Esther seeing me. Your sister has her watching those devil kids of hers, and I know that poor girl’s looking for me to relieve her.”

      Martha closed the door and headed downstairs.

      “Did you recognize the pants and jacket?”

      “Of course I did,” she said. “I’ve only been doing the washing around here for longer than Bessie’d been livin’. They were her father’s.”

      “Why didn’t you ask her about them?”

      “I didn’t want to know the answer. Most women who acted like Miss Bessilyn, you know, driving fast and marching in them marches, they were also known to wear men’s clothes at times. They were different. A lot of people already talked about missy like that, and I just thought I shouldn’t be one of them, is all. She didn’t need to feel different everywhere.”

      Martha moved fast for a woman close to 60, her bones ached and cracked after each step down the stairs, pain shooting through her knees, but it didn’t slow her down one bit.

      Downstairs now, I looked around the party to see who was there and could possibly have an alibi, and who was not. But Martha wasn’t interested in the guests as much as I was. Her gaze went to the cake mess all over the floor, the toppled wine glasses, the spills and stains. She took a second to admire the mess, smiling at the two waiters who were busy cleaning it up. They didn’t smile back. They threw Martha the evil eye like she should have been helping. “They were hired help just for the party, not family,” she said, like she was family. “They didn’t know what a joyous mess that was.”

      The other housekeeper I now knew as Esther ran up to Martha when she saw her, her blonde bangs had fallen out of her bonnet, cake smeared all along her dress. She handed Troy junior over to her. He smelled awful along our hip, like he needed changing, bathing, and maybe some of that lemon cleaner.

      “Your turn,” she said, taking a breath. “I’d rather clean up cake, thank you.” She hustled off toward the hall. “But first, I’ve got bags and coats to fetch. Half the guests are leaving. Mrs. Hind is apologizing all over the place,” she said. “Bessie sure knows how to end a party fast.” She smiled and winked after that last remark.

      Troy junior fidgeted to escape Martha’s grasp, kicking the side of her thigh harder and harder, making her knees ache even more. She clutched him tighter and he burped, the smell of salami and milk rising up with it. I almost threw up. She put him down and he toddled over to where his brother and sister were dripping candle wax into a blob on the tablecloth. “Good riddance. Not my job anyway,” Martha said.

      Bessie’s father, James, approached us as we searched the room for food to bring to Bessie. “Martha, is she upstairs?” he asked.

      Martha nodded. “Resting.”

      “Good,” he said. “She’s not a girl anymore. Yet, she acts like one, right down to the tantrums. Probably because we treat her like one.”

      Martha just nodded. I looked around at the guests out of the corner of Martha’s eye.

      “Don’t bring her a thing to eat. Do you hear me? She doesn’t deserve to eat…”

      That’s when we heard it. The sound I knew was coming. It was loud, no mistaking it. Louder than I thought it’d be. The sound of a gun. Bessie’s life, ending. The final moment.

      The band stopped. The room filled with screams so loud they echoed off the walls. Bessie’s father’s face drained of its color. The front door swung open and the guests who were in the process of leaving were suddenly back. Loud chaos ensued.

      “Everyone okay?”

      “It sounded like a gunshot,” Troy said, staggering across the dance floor, his uniform still full of cake.

      Henry Bowman bolted down the stairs. “I believe it came from one of the rooms,” he said.

      Bessie’s father exchanged a worried look first with Henry then with Martha. He darted up the stairs, with Martha and several guests at his heels. He tried to turn the knob but it was locked. “Bessilyn Margaret Hind, open this door,” he yelled, pounding on it, fist over fist. He threw his weight hard against the door, but bounced back.

      “Let me try,” Henry said. He was more than a head taller than James, a lot broader too.

      “It’s my fault,” James said, looking at Henry, his eyes filled with tears. “I was warned. We were warned… The curse. Henry, the curse.”

      “Not now,” Henry said, throwing his weight against the dark, heavy door.

      It was at this moment that I finally recognized James, with his head lowered, and his eyes looking up. He’d been one of the men with Henry in the desk-dancing Eliza photo.

      “Not Bessie. Not Bessie. Not missy. Please no…” Martha said, over and over as someone shook and tugged on her shoulders. On my shoulders.

      “I think she’s having a stroke,” a voice said. “Carly, dear.”

      “Stop filming, Bobby. This isn’t funny.”

      “It is from my end.”

      I recognized one of the voices. Rosalie. I blinked, my head throbbing, my eyes not focusing right. It felt like my tongue was about six inches too wide for my mouth.

      “Oh yeah. Drool away, baby,” the man’s voice said. My eyes focused. Rosalie, Paula, Shelby, and Bobby all stood around me. Bobby had a cell phone about two inches from my face.

      Shelby scooted by him. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Just channeling,” I said, still dazed.

      Bobby chuckled. “I don’t know what that means, but it was awesome. Totally made up for the boring seance I came all the way out to Gate House for. I thought we might need an exorcist over here.”

      “Oh, Bobby, shush,” Shelby said, stroking my hair. “You’re gonna ruin our anniversary.”

      He ignored her. “You were doing all sorts of voices. Low-pitched ones, ‘Open this door,’” he said lowering his voice, mocking me. “And a high-pitched shaky one, ‘Not missy. Oh no…’”

      “Great,” I said, kicking myself for being so public. I looked around, remembering where I was, that it wasn’t 1906 anymore.

      I shook myself out of my stupor, taking out my phone so I could jot everything down from the channeling into my notes app, as I wiped a little drool from my lip. I knew the information wouldn’t last long. “This was your surprise anniversary gift?” I asked, furiously typing everything I could think of. “A stay-cation?”

      Shelby nodded. “One year since he proposed,” she said, holding out her hand to show off a dainty ring with a tiny blue stone. “He even got my mom to watch all the kids, all five of them including the baby and everything. More romantic than anyone thought.”

      “I re-proposed,” Bobby said, proudly. “I got down on one knee this time, surprised her at the diner. I told her I’d do it every year.”

      I didn’t bother to tell them engagement anniversaries weren’t a thing.

      Paula smiled. “I gave them quite a deal. A lovebird special.”

      “Special?” Rosalie rolled her eyes. “You should check your credit card. That means she charged you double,” she said, making me realize she and Paula probably hadn’t negotiated anything about the seance while I was channeling. But they both dutifully admired Shelby’s ring, “oohing and aahing” at just the right moments while Bobby sat on the couch next to me and replayed his video over and over again, probably making a boomerang-looping gif with my drool moment.

      That’s when it came to me. The bear’s face.

      I leaned over to him. “You need to delete that video, Smoky,” I whispered.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, eyebrow raised.

      I stared at him, the same way I had when we exchanged looks outside, when he was shifting forms. “Does Shelby know?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “But if you have something crazy to say, that wouldn’t surprise me. Crazy people often talk about crazy things.” He patted his phone like the video was proof of that.

      I leaned in so close one of my curls brushed his shoulder. “She has a right to know, regardless of you deleting that video,” I said. “And you know it. You and Shelby have a child together, for crying out loud. He could be a shape…”

      Bobby handed me his phone. “Delete it. She needs to know, but I’ll tell her later, on my own terms. Got it?”

      I nodded, snatching the phone before he could change his mind. The last thing Youtube needed was a drooling video of me doing weird voices. Shelby looked over and nodded her approval, sauntering across the living room, her black and white rockabilly dress swishing out in all directions. She gave Bobby a huge lipstick-smeared kiss on the cheek.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “We are on a romantic weekend, and you are earning all sorts of brownie points,” she said, running her hand down his cheek. “That was real sweet of you to let Carly Mae delete that video.”

      “Yep,” I said, scrolling into his “recently deleted” folder to make sure everything was gone for good and couldn’t be recovered. “He’s a regular teddy bear.”

      I glanced over at the glove on display. There was no doubt it was the one under the bed. The murderer had placed it there along with a change of clothes. A disguise to look like Mr. Hind?

      My gaze went from the glove to the dress and back again, my heart suddenly racing as an idea came over me. “I’d like to borrow the evidence from the display cases, please.”

      Everyone stared at me.

      “I’m not one-hundred-percent sure who murdered Bessilyn Hind yet, but I can prove it wasn’t a suicide. Can I borrow some things?”

      “I charge a fee for borrowing my displays,” Paula said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Hard Evidence

        

      

    

    
      The full moon lit the way as Rosalie and I walked through the parking lot just before 9:00 that night. I couldn’t help but wonder how many shapeshifters were out tonight, besides Bobby. How many there were in Potter Grove, for that matter.

      She stopped and lowered her voice as soon as we were far enough away from the house that no one could hear us. “You weren’t you back there. Your eyes were half rolled into your head. You were doing voices I didn’t know you could make. If I hadn’t shook you out of that trance, they would’ve called the paramedics. They were close to doing that.”

      I looked down at my $10 boots. They were either breaking in or I was getting used to the numbness. Probably the latter. I was getting used to a lot of weird things lately.

      She continued. “You can’t channel anymore. That, whatever that was, it couldn’t have been safe and it certainly wasn’t normal.”

      “I gave up on normal years ago,” I said, smiling at her. She didn’t smile back. “I’m very close to figuring out Bessilyn Hind’s murder. I wouldn’t have gone through that if I wasn’t close.”

      “But, is it worth it?” she asked.

      I didn’t answer, and we both walked in silence. I knew she didn’t understand why solving a 100-year-old murder was important. I didn’t understand it too much myself, but I’d grown to like Bessie. I thought of her as my friend now.

      I went on. “Look, I had to get that evidence. Bessie’s window somehow didn’t latch right. That’s why it was locked when the police checked it. Or at least I think. And when I channeled with the housekeeper back there, I found out there was a pair of pants, a jacket, and those gloves under Bessie’s bed. Her father’s. Her murder was premeditated and calculated. Whoever it was wanted it to look like her father.”

      Rosalie gasped. “So, who did it?”

      “I have my suspicions, but if I’m going to prove this to the police, I’ve got to link the evidence to the murderer.”

      “So, that’s why you sold us out for a box of junk. So you could look it over better? Good to know your priorities.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to reply. “But did you really have to say we’d pay half the damn damages? She signed a waiver saying we weren’t responsible for damages. And she didn’t pay for half of my damn damages when she trashed my place.” She yelled toward the house.

      “I thought a wild animal did that,” I said.

      “I’m not saying I know how she did it.”

      Rosalie was really dragging her leg while she walked. Something that happened when she got upset, that and the Tourette-like cussing.

      She wasn’t done. “I don’t think we’ll see dime-one from that seance anymore. Not now that she’s been given the green light to fudge the numbers on those million-dollar windows.”

      I ignored my friend and listened to my boots clunking along the gravel for a minute. Their rhythm seemed almost poetic. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, allowing the cool night air to chill into my lungs. One breath after another.

      As a ghost, Jackson always said that life is wasted on the living. Probably because it’s so easy to get caught up in petty squabbles when you’re in the middle of life, like money or politics or gossip. “I can’t believe he did this” or “she needs to pay for that” kind of stuff. The kind of stuff that consumes you and makes you forget just how good it feels to take a deep breath or listen to the sound of your own boots clanking along through gravel. The living moments.

      “Damn it, Carly. I can’t believe you agreed to that. At least we didn’t sign anything,” she said, under her breath. I was pretty sure me picking up the evidence tomorrow was the same as me saying that we agreed to Paula’s terms, but I didn’t mention that to Rosalie. Instead, I opened the door and held my arm out so she could use it as leverage to slide herself into the driver’s seat.

      I knew she didn’t really need my help. It was just one of those living moments.

      I watched her drive off then headed back toward the house to check out the one piece of evidence I was hoping still existed after more than 100 years. I had a good shot since ninety percent of them were original to the house.
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      I stared up at the moon a second. It had been bright the night of Bessilyn’s death in 1906 too. The murderer probably had no problems getting down from Bessie’s window. I only hoped I wouldn’t have any problems getting up. I needed to see how the latch worked, to see if my theory was even possible. I took a deep breath.

      Was I really about to possibly kill myself to help a woman who’d been dead for more than 100 years?

      The decorative rock jutted out in almost perfect foot and hand holds, plus there was a trellis too, but I didn’t trust that. It looked even less sturdy than the ladder in Henry Bowman’s library. Pulling myself up the first couple of foot holds, I tried not to look down. I wasn’t even that high off the ground yet, but my lip still quivered and it wasn’t just from the wind.

      When I was almost to the window, I thought I heard voices and I stopped dead in my tracks. It sounded like someone taking a stroll, maybe. How on earth was I going to explain scaling the bed and breakfast’s wall?

      I grabbed the trellis and prayed it would hold my weight as an older couple passed just underneath me hand in hand, leaning into each other. The man had a blanket in his free hand, the woman a picnic basket, probably filled with the kind of stuff they both pretended to like in their dating profiles. “Late-night strolls with wine and cheese at the bed and breakfast…” I almost wanted them to notice me. Then, I’d yell down like a crazy person that he was probably a creeper with debt problems and she wasn’t really a teacher.

      They never looked up, never yelled that there was a crazy stalker climbing the wall, which made me realize this trellis was at a perfect angle, enough in the shadows not to be seen, and still pretty sturdy.

      I continued up as soon as the couple had passed me. The thick Victorian-era curtains were closed on the inside of what used to be Bessie’s room. I had no idea if anyone was on the other side of the window, though. I would need to be quick. And quiet. Just check the mechanisms of the latch then scurry down before anyone saw.

      Even in the light of the full moon, things were too dark to see. I stopped myself from reaching for the flashlight on my phone, reminding myself that beacons of light were attention-drawing, and therefore, life-threatening at this point. And instead, I studied the dark window, willing my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting.

      It appeared to be lifted just a crack, and under the crack, was a thin metal bar protruding out like a bit of a clothes hanger. I tugged on it and the latch moved. It worked. I tried it again, and someone screamed from the other side of the window, but the latch closed. My heart dropped, almost as fast as I bolted back down that trellis. The lights in the room came on and a male voice asked what in the hell was going on, but I was already down and running.

      I took off into the parking lot. I really needed better plans in life. Any plans, actually. I kicked myself, realizing I probably should’ve stayed around for that career counselor, after all.

      But at least I could prove for certain the escape route the murderer had taken, and why the police hadn’t noticed anything. And I hadn’t killed myself doing it.

      Sitting in my car, I tried to breathe normally again. My hand shook as I turned on the heat, pulled out my phone, and brought up the pictures of the evidence I was planning to take over to the police department tomorrow, as soon as I picked it up from Paula.

      Paula was only letting me borrow “certain pieces:” the gloves, the gun, and the witness accounts. I wasn’t allowed to take the dress because, apparently, steaming out the wrinkles in a murder victim’s gown and pinning it to a mannequin had been pretty costly. And in return for her generosity, the Purple Pony agreed to take half the net profit, something Rosalie was not at all happy about.

      But with the glove alone, I could prove Bessie hadn’t committed suicide. And that was probably enough to get her death certificate changed and the case reopened.

      My phone rang. It was a number I didn’t recognize, but I still answered it.

      “Carly Mae? This is Mildred. I know I said I wasn’t going to get the man’s hopes up, but they’re up. Horace wants these books out by tomorrow afternoon because we’re leaving town soon. The lake house is only our summer home.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “I think I’m about to get Bessie’s death certificate changed.” I was lying. I had no idea how hard that was going to be, and no idea what I was up against.
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          Then and Now

        

      

    

    
      “I love it when the lake’s like glass,” Mildred said the next day when I came to pick up the books. We were standing in her backyard, staring off at the water, which didn’t have many ripples disturbing it.

      I clicked another photo on my phone. The dark  water, the cloudy sky, the million-dollar backdrop. It was gorgeous. No wonder rich people paid so much to live here.

      Mildred pointed across the lake. “You can’t see it from here, but the country club’s just behind that bend,” she said, a gentle breeze blowing her soft white curls. Her property was one of the smaller houses along Landover Lake. There were only a few charming older ones left, most having been knocked down for fifty-story mansions. At the end of her backyard, where it met the water, was a lopsided dock with two boats: a pontoon, and a small speed boat.

      A family of ducks quacked off in the distance, and I had to remind myself I had nothing to fear. Those were ducks, not skull-crushing, mutant crows. “Tell me why you think the birds are back,” I said, my gaze darting all around.

      “Delilah’s not the only one who’s heard them. I have too,” she said.

      I looked at her. “How do you know it was them? And not some other animal?”

      “They don’t sound like other animals, certainly not other birds. They make an almost growling noise that seems a little human sounding, if you wanna know the truth.”

      I actually wasn’t sure I did.

      She looked around and lowered her voice. “I was in Potter Grove at the Bait ’N Breath last week with my great grandchildren getting stuff to go fishing. Horace and I both heard it. A chill went straight up my spine and we hustled those kids back in the car faster than his pacemaker probably liked. And when I looked up, I thought I saw one in the branches. They like the high branches, so you can’t see ‘em as much.”

      The Bait ’N Breath was right next to the Purple Pony.

      I must’ve looked terrified because she quickly changed the subject. “Just keep your eyes and ears open, and you’ll be fine. Thanks for taking my books.” She looked down at her dark sandals. “You sure you want ‘em? There’s probably more than a thousand left.”

      I coughed on nothing. “Yes,” I said, even though I hadn’t thought about the amount yet. “Don’t worry, I won’t do anything until Bessilyn’s death certificate has officially been changed. But I’m close to getting that done, and I made a promise to her…” I stopped myself before I sounded like the crazy lady who makes promises to ghosts. People knew I did seances, but a lot of them thought I used sleight of hand and magic-trick gimmicks. Admitting I was friends with ghosts was going to put me on a whole new level of crazy for many people.

      “You promised who?” she asked, leaning into me like we were old friends, and she wasn’t about to let me get away with not telling her. I didn’t answer. She grabbed my arm and continued.

      “My dad was the caretaker at Landover Country Club when I was growing up. Did you know that? Sometimes he’d take me into work and some of the rich ladies there would feel sorry for me and pay me a quarter to help them out to their cars with their golf clubs and bags and things. They’d look at my torn-up dress, filthy from playing in the garden, and they’d say, ‘Millie, you may have a terrible life now, but you save up your quarters and you’ll be somebody someday.’ Thing is, I never knew I wasn’t somebody already, not until they told me that someday-part. I never thought my life was terrible.”

      We turned around and walked back up toward the house. “That was when I started noticing we were the poor folk living on the lake, and I resented my parents for it, until I realized, ‘Who the hell are these rich ladies to tell me I have a terrible life?’ I may be different, but maybe being different isn’t a bad thing.” She winked at me, like she thought I would know what being different was like. “And there are still a few of us odd birds from yesteryear hiding out on this million-dollar lake,” she said in a way that made me wonder what she meant by odd birds.

      She pointed to her small green two-story that seemed to shift to one side a little. “I could sell this lot for a fortune, easy. Had another offer this last year,” she said, squeezing my arm as we walked back up the steps toward the house. “But it’s my family home, and I’m gonna pass it down to my son, Benny, when Horace and I go, so he can have the stories and the memories inside it, so my great grandchildren can join the water skiing team like their great grand-mom did. So they can know how good it feels to be different on this lake.”

      I smiled to myself, picturing this little old lady on water skis.

      “But now I want you to make me a promise, just like you promised your friend Bessilyn Hind.”

      I gasped. How’d she know I was top-shelf crazy?

      “If Benny tries to sell this property after I go, you have a seance with him in this lake house. Tell him how his mom feels about it.”

      I smiled. “I promise. But I can’t promise he’ll listen.”

      She patted my hand with hers and brought me into the house. “You let me worry about that,” she said.

      It was warm in the living room and it smelled a lot like hardboiled eggs and tuna. Her husband, a thin man with a hunch in his back, chopped an onion on the cutting board in the dining room. “Real nice of you to take those books,” he said, hand shaking a little as he motioned with his knife.

      “Horace is thrilled to have the garage back; can you tell?” Mildred said. “I suppose my grandson will be too. Instead of boarding up the lake house until next summer, we’ll be letting him and his kids stay here.”

      She pointed toward the living room, and I finally noticed a bald man around 60 laying across her flowered couch, taking a nap. “My son, Benny. I’ll wake him in a minute so he can help you out with those books. You wanna stay for dinner? Horace is making his specialty.”

      “Tuna casserole,” he said. “The secret’s eggs and butter.”

      “No thanks,” I said, trying to make sure my face didn’t look disgusted while I politely shook my head no. Tuna casserole with eggs and butter did not at all sound appealing, but I also had a sheriff to confront with a box full of evidence. And I still wasn’t 100 percent sure I was right about Bessie’s murder. I needed not only a plan, but a back-up one.

      I heard the front door open and a little girl around five with curly dark hair and a chocolate-faced grin skidded into the room on her socks. She gave Mildred a hug.

      “My little namesake,” Mildred said. “Meet Lil Mil, that’s what we call her.” She gave the girl an extra squeeze. “Where are your shoes?”

      “In the car.”

      I knelt down so I was eye level with the girl. “I’m Carly,” I said, feeling that baby-obsession thing all over again. “I hear you get to stay on the lake this winter. Should be fun.”

      A man’s voice called from the foyer. “Lil Mil, we’ve talked about this. You’ve gotta bring in your own shoes if you take ‘em off in the car.” I looked up and bit my lip. A tall man in his 30s with green eyes and light brown tousled hair came into the living room carrying a sparkly pink pair of buckle shoes in one hand and a three-year-old boy in the other. He saw me and quickly put the shoes on the counter to introduce himself. “I’m Mildred’s grandson, Parker,” he said with the kind of sparkle in his eyes that made me want to rethink dinner. Tuna casserole with eggs suddenly sounded amazing. Anything with eggs…

      Why was I always thinking about eggs?

      “This is Carly,” Mildred said after I didn’t remember to introduce myself. She took the boy, who even at about three years old almost rivaled his great grandmother’s height. “Here, let me hold Benjamin while you help Carly load up her car with my books so I don’t have to wake your dad.”

      “Take ‘em all,” Horace cackled a little too wildly for a shaky man with a knife. “Every dang box.”

      “He’s been very supportive of my writing career over the years; can you tell?” Mildred laughed, throwing her husband a look.

      “Come on,” I said to Parker. “I’m the Civic out front.” I turned to leave, but Mildred gently grabbed my arm. “Parker just got divorced,” she whispered, not very quietly. Parker shook his head, and I smiled at him as we walked out to the garage.

      “I apologize for my grandmother. She’s always trying to set me up.”

      “Sounds like my mother,” I said. “Only mine went so far as to make a profile for me on a dating site. One where I sound terribly desperate and I did not ask her to make it in the first place.”

      It was cold in the garage and it smelled like oil. Parker flicked on the light, and I let out a small gasp when I saw the stacks of boxes labeled Mildred’s Books.

      “I don’t think they’ll fit,” I said, doing a quick mental count. I went to the back and lifted one of the boxes, quickly putting it back down again. I’d need help carrying them into my house too, and I only had a ghost and a possibly elderly dog to help me.

      I took a couple boxes then told Parker I’d come back for the rest later that week.

      “I should be here,” he said. “But let me give you my number so you can text me to make sure.”

      I fumbled with my phone, almost dropping it when I pulled it out of my jacket pocket, momentarily forgetting how to create a new contact. I was too busy thinking about the cute outfit I was going to wear when I came back for the books and the witty things I would say to his kids.

      After he went back inside, I sat in my car and looked at the photos on my phone before pulling out of Mildred’s driveway, kicking myself for acting even more desperate than the dating profile my mother had made for me. But night-time strolls by the lake with a basket full of wine and cheese seemed anything but cliche right now.

      I scrolled on, looking at the pictures I’d taken yesterday at the bed and breakfast before the channeling with Martha, the ones I took for my book.

      I knew now the stains on the glove weren’t grease and I needed to match the pattern on the fingertips to the pattern on the dress in order to prove it was used in the shooting. I looked around. I was still sitting in Mildred’s long gravel driveway. Not the best place to reenact a murder. But I didn’t see anyone peeking out at me from her neighbors’ lake-mansions.

      The evidence box was sitting on the passenger’s seat, and I pulled out the gun and the glove.

      It was strange to hold a weapon of any kind. Colder than I thought it’d be, lighter. I’m not sure why I expected warmth and heaviness.

      The glove was also different in person than I thought it’d be, heavier, scratchier, and a lot droopier.

      It was hard to hold the gun with what felt like a saggy oven mitt. But I was able to curl my finger around the trigger, remembering at the last second that there could still be a bullet in there. It was a remote possibility, but I didn’t trust the police in Landover to empty a gun before selling it. And it would be just my luck to accidentally kill myself with a stray bullet from a 110-year-old piece of evidence.

      The glove bunched up and flopped forward when I pointed the gun down at the angle it would have to have been angled at that night.

      I brought up the photo on my phone of Bessilyn’s dress and compared it with the glove. Back and forth. The patterns were similar, especially if the glove was bunched forward like it would have been if the hand in it had been smaller, like mine.

      I glanced over at the police report, noticing for the first time that it had been signed by the police chief, Herbert Smalls. And in it, he talked about how he had apparently been at Bessilyn’s party that night, and witnessed how upset Bessilyn had been.

      I put the paper down. Herbert Smalls was the anti-suffragist guy. Doris Smalls’s husband. No wonder the police were quick to write this case off as a suicide. The jerk probably didn’t want to have to investigate a death he didn’t see as worthy.

      And suddenly I knew why the police had ignored blatant contradictory evidence. The glove with blood splatter should have been enough right there.

      At least it was still enough to reopen the case. I took off the glove, something scraped along my thumb, and I turned the glove inside out to inspect it. A small green gem was embedded in the inside threads.
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          Back-Up Plans

        

      

    

    
      It was evening when I got there. The sun was already setting. I took a deep breath and grabbed the box of evidence from my car.

      I pretty much knew what Caleb’s reaction was going to be when I showed him this proof, but I swore to a ghost I would do this, and I was going to keep my word. Plus, I had to return Paula’s display items by 9:00 tonight or she was keeping my deposit. I didn’t have time to think of a back-up plan.

      The police station was on the corner of Main and Washington, just a little brick building with a flag out front and the words “City of Potter Grove Police Department” painted on the front window in block letters.

      Justin leaned against a desk in the back next to Christine, a woman around 50 who was Shelby’s biggest makeup customer.

      I tried to seem as confident as I could, like what I was about to say was not at all crazy. I set my evidence box on the counter and waited for them to acknowledge me. “I need to see the sheriff. I’d like the police department to reopen a case.”

      “What’s the case?” Justin asked, walking over to the counter, giving me a skeptical smile. “And what’s in the box?”

      “Evidence.”

      He nodded slowly. “Is this about Jackson? I know you think Destiny and Brock killed him, but there’s not a lot we can do without getting the body exhumed…”

      “They did kill him,” I shot back. “But that’s not what this is about.”

      Christine had short auburn hair and a thick coat of lipstick to match. “I think I know what this is about. The women’s club has been talking about nothing else all month. The 100-year-old suffragette case. Most the vacationers are still around for this reason alone. My mother-in-law says she’s never had more fun.”

      Justin peered over the box. “A hundred years? You serious?”

      I looked him straight in the eye. “Yes. I’d like to know how to reopen a case that’s more than 100 years old,” I said. “One that’s not considered a case yet.”

      Justin laughed then stopped when I didn’t laugh with him. “Let me get Caleb,” he finally said as he meandered down the hall, an almost saunter to his walk. At well over six feet, Justin’s head almost grazed the door frame to the back. I thought I heard him add, “Just as stubborn as always.”

      I could hear Caleb before I saw him. His voice echoed off the walls of the small police lobby. “What? This is some kind of sick joke… Tell that woman I don’t have time for her!”

      “That woman can hear you,” I yelled back. “And I’m not leaving until you make time.”

      Caleb’s neck bones seemed to lead the way, protruding out at sharp, angry angles as he strutted to the front. I lifted the flap on the cardboard box and took a deep breath, prepared to make my statement. Christine practically ran to the counter to see what I was about to pull out.

      “Bessilyn Margaret Hind did not kill herself in 1906.”

      “Is this what you do with your time now?” Caleb asked. “Think of ways to annoy hardworking folk?”

      I ignored him. “And I have proof.” I pulled out the police report, the evidence tags, the gun, and the driving glove. Everything Paula allowed me to take from her display cases that morning. “These are all items Paula Henkel recently bought from this police department, correct?” I said.

      Caleb rolled his eyes. “Old evidence taking up room that wasn’t even part of an investigation. She can have it.”

      I nodded, pointing at the paper. “I think these were put in the evidence archives because somebody, even then, suspected something. And they were right. This glove alone proves Bessie Hind could not have committed suicide. On its evidence tag from 1906, it’s described as being found outside, RS of house. Right side of house. And you can see it has a gunpowder pattern that matches the one on Bessie’s dress.” I pulled out my phone and brought the photo up of the champagne-colored gown on the mannequin in the display case.

      I zoomed in on the spot. “I’m betting that’s not grease on the fingertips, not when the dress has a similar pattern, proving the glove was there at the time of the shooting. And if this glove was found on the side of the house then there was no way the deceased could have taken it off and run it down there.”

      “Oh, I see why they love you at the country club. You’re good,” Christine said, clapping her hands a little.

      “There’s more,” I said. I pulled the glove inside out and took the green gem out from the threads inside it. “This was stuck inside the glove. I’m not sure what it means, but I bet…”

      Caleb laughed, interrupting me. “You know what I bet? I bet you think you’re something else. Better than the police officers who already worked this case, huh? I saw that wire the other night at the seance. You’re lucky I didn’t say anything.”

      I tried to interrupt, but he waved a finger at me. “It’s time you heard this. I don’t like your kind. Good people don’t start trouble. They wax their cars on Sundays. They bake casseroles and cookies for funeral wakes. Well, the women do.” He looked at Justin and Christine for confirmation. They didn’t nod. “Good people are busy. They don’t raise the dead. They don’t have time for hundred-year-old nonsense. Nobody cares about this anymore. It just makes more work.”

      Somehow, I resisted the urge to cuss the man out. “Regardless of how you feel about me, you have to open this case up again. The evidence proves it could not have been a suicide. Let me tell you about the window, and how the glove fit…”

      “I don’t have to do anything. And I don’t care if all the ladies in Landover County got together and signed a little note saying, ‘Pretty please, Sheriff Bowman, won’t you reopen this case? You’re so handsome and sweet…’”

      I pointed my finger at him. “If you think, for one second, that’s the way the Landover Ladies operate, you are more delusional than anyone gave you credit for, and we gave you credit for a lot of delusion.”

      He didn’t even blink, so I went on. “I’m going to write a letter, all right, but not to you. To the Landover Gazette. I’ve got an interesting story about Bessilyn Hind’s suicide I’m sure they will love to run. And the police officer standing in the way of her justice because he thinks I should be baking cookies for a wake.”

      “Ooooh, you should mention the Landover Ladies and the seance you did with them,” Christine said, leaning over my evidence, apparently impressed. “Bessilyn Hind was one of the founding members, you know?”

      “I should’ve known this was all a part of the show. You’re still playing to your audience.” Caleb burst out laughing. “The Landover Ladies really need to find better stuff to do with their time. Be sure to tell your mother-in-law I said that, Christine.” He flicked the tiny green gem across the room.

      Christine glared at him.
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      I slammed my car door shut and yanked the evidence box from the passenger’s seat. Things could not have gone worse for me. Rosalie was still mad I traded our seance money for a box of “damn evidence” to prove Bessie’s case, and that box had pretty much meant nothing. Nothing. Caleb wouldn’t even listen to me. I had more than a thousand books to pick up from Mildred’s. I hadn’t seen Bessie since the seance, and I had to return this box of evidence by the end of the night to Paula like I promised. Or she was charging me double.

      At least I’d taken pictures of everything during my car reenactment. Maybe somebody would listen to me someday.

      I threw open the door to the lobby, and looked around. It was darker than normal, and no one was there. The lobby was done in a dark Halloween theme, pumpkins and cornucopias strategically placed on tables and such, making the blood red wallpaper seem, well, bloodier.

      The display cases had decorative museum lights now. Sir Walter’s hat stared back at me. “I’m sorry I thought you killed her,” I whispered to the ghost I knew was here somewhere.

      I went over to the front desk and rang the bell. “Hello,” I called into the creepy darkness. It was not like Paula to leave the place unattended. I helped myself to one of the cookies in the plastic cookie bin then swept the crumbs onto the floor. I rang the bell on the desk again and again. I finally texted her. “Where are you? I’m at your b&b. About to leave this box of evidence on the counter.”

      The room behind the desk had a light on, so I craned my neck to see if anyone was in there. A large shadow flickered around. I tiptoed over behind the desk, slowly approaching the room. That’s when I heard it. Growling. I turned around and bolted, straight into the front desk computer, dropping my phone and almost falling.

      “Rosalie wasn’t crazy,” I said to myself, noticing how large the shadow in the back room looked. “And now, whatever trashed her store is in there.” I wasn’t sure if it was a shapeshifting bear or a skull-crushing bird. I almost yelled out Bobby’s name when a horrible thought came to me. What if Paula was already killed by whatever was in there?

      I looked around for a weapon, deciding on the large metal Halloween candlestick on the front counter for decoration. Whatever animal was in the back room was still growling, almost huffing, in low gravelly tones that made me think it was pretty large. I went around the customer side of the front desk area again, holding the candlestick up over my head, but mostly looking for my phone so I could call 911. I didn’t seriously think the candlestick was going to do much good despite its street cred in the game of Clue.

      I kept my distance, staying far enough away that I had time to run. Good thing I knew the old Hind House pretty well by now. There was a garden room off the back I could escape to. And I inched toward it, looking at the office as I passed it, fully expecting to see it trashed with blood, guts, and gore. Instead I smelled fish.

      What the?

      A large white furry head looked up at me from behind the desk of Paula’s cushy office suite. Its mouth was in a metal bucket, but when it saw me, it stopped chomping and stood up. A huge, thick polar bear.

      I held in my scream and quickly backed my way down the hall toward the garden room.

      It padded slowly around the desk, knocking over the decorative globe behind it. It stopped and roared, mouth open extra wide, like it was trying to tell me to stop walking away already and just succumb to being part of the snack.

      “Nice bear. Go back to your fish,” I said. As soon as I’d backed up out of its sight, I took off down the hall toward the patio room. The beast was right behind me. I could hear its heavy paws thumping and skidding along the floorboards. I closed the garden room door and took a deep breath, my heart still racing. In my wildest dreams on possible ways to die, polar bear attack was pretty far down the list.

      I flicked on the light, and looked around for a phone, wondering if I should run out the back door or stay put. I didn’t hear polar bear breath along the doorway like I thought I would. Maybe it went back to its fish. Or maybe I’d imagined the whole thing. Maybe I’d been hallucinating again.

      Hallucinations were sure making my life confusing.

      The garden room was spacious with huge glass windows for walls, a wicker chair patio set was next to a wrought iron one. Bookcases on every wall were filled with tacky vases, along with old framed black-and-white photos of the early 1900s.

      This was the room where Henry Bowman, his wife, and the other “wealthy outcasts” had hidden themselves away so they wouldn’t have to keep their conversations polite that night.

      A large photo of a garden party with women in white dresses and parasols hung on the back wall, reminding me how condescending and awful they’d been to Bessie on her birthday.

      I shook my head at the painting. Even at a garden party, the dresses were huge and intricate… except for Eliza’s and Pleasant’s.

      “A simple frock, perfect for slipping into pant legs,” I said. “Pleasant…”

      The picture crashed to the floor, shattering on the tile. And the lights went out.

      “Show yourself now,” I yelled with as much authority as I could muster. No one materialized. I blinked into the darkness, trying to get my eyes to adjust to the moonlight. A vase shot across the room at me, almost hitting me on the hand.

      “Pleasant, I know it was you.”

      The hazy glowing outline of an older woman dressed all in black appeared in the shadows. She looked very different than she had at the party, her face sunken and hollow, more like the way Mrs. Nebitt described her.

      “I’ve been riding on you for a while, following you,” she said.

      “And you didn’t say ‘hi’ to your sister?”

      Another vase shot across the room. This one hit me square in the shoulder. Pain shot down my back. I should’ve known better than to get mouthy with a ghost.

      She was coming at me now. Books and knickknacks seemed to fly from her fingertips as she moved. I ducked behind a chair, covering my head with one of its cushions.

      “You couldn’t leave well enough alone,” she said. She was a very powerful ghost. I could tell, even more powerful than Bessilyn, and Bessie had Jackson beat by a mile.

      “It’s over, Pleasant. We’ve figured it out, and nothing is going to change about that, no matter how many knickknacks and vases you hit me with. But don’t you want to end this burden once and for all? This secret you’ve been lugging around?”

      I was really putting my ad-lib skills to the test here. Having to negotiate with an antique-throwing ghost was as surprising to me tonight as being mauled by polar bear.

      She didn’t stop. She rushed at me, passing through the chair I was hiding behind, chilling every one of my bones instantly.

      Her attention went to the back of the room.

      “You have a lot of nerve,” said a loud booming voice that seemed to echo off the wall behind me. The large picturesque windows that showcased the backyard blew out in the patio room, one after the other, shattering glass onto the courtyard and garden. I knew who it was before she even showed herself. But then, there was really only one ghost I knew who made glass-breaking her MO.

      Bessilyn appeared right in front of her sister. She was very bright and very large compared to Pleasant. “You! Killed! Me!”

      I knew from Jackson that most ghosts repelled each other if they got too close. Bessie seemed to use that energy to her advantage. She rushed at her sister, knocking Pleasant across the room.

      I curled tighter under my chair, unsure what damage a sister-ghost fight was going to do, but totally sure I was going to be asked to pay for it.

      Pleasant got up and made herself larger too. “I’ve always hated you,” she screamed, throwing a vase at her sister. It went right through Bessilyn, crashing along the tile of the garden room. “You were never the same after I had the kids. You didn’t care anymore!” Pleasant tossed a chair at her this time.

      Bessie caught it mid-air and set it down. “Stop, Pleasant. It was Troy. That’s why I never came over. After you had the kids, all you wanted from me was for me to be your nanny. That’s all you wanted from any of us. Mom, Dad, Popsy…”

      “No. And you know it.” Pleasant’s color faded and she grew smaller again. “I only wanted you to be my sister. I needed help with those kids and my marriage. I needed advice. I didn’t know what I was doing. Mom was no help. I needed a sister. And you only cared about your stupid clubs and causes.” They were both quiet now, hovering close but not touching. “You were jealous of me and my family. Admit it.”

      Bessie’s face turned white. “If I was, it was only because Mother talked a lot about your children… her precious grandchildren… Yes, you were the one who did everything right and perfect, and I shouldn’t have been jealous that you were rewarded for it, but you’re right, I was.”

      This seemed to calm Pleasant down. Her voice was weaker when she spoke. “It was Troy’s idea,” Pleasant said. “He always said things like, ‘Why does Bessie get all the money? We deserve better. Our children will never have the proper upbringing they deserve with nannies and a large house because Bessie will always be a financial burden on your parents. She’s never going to leave.’ I let him convince me you were doing it on purpose, draining all our parents’ money, refusing to leave and get married.”

      I peeked out from my hiding spot behind the metal chair. Pleasant’s ghostly white face showed years of regret, hanging off of her in unpleasant sags.

      She went on, looking down at her dress as she talked. “He picked the fight on purpose. It was completely planned so you’d go upstairs and sulk into your sleeping pills. If anyone noticed me following, they wouldn’t think much of a woman consoling her sister, but no one saw me. The whole time I went up those stairs, I kept wishing someone would notice…”

      “I bet,” Bessilyn said. “What did you use? Father’s chloroform?”

      Pleasant nodded. “It only took a little splash and you were out like a light, just like Troy said would happen. He put everything in place. Father’s trousers and jacket under your bed, so I could stuff my dress inside the pant legs. Troy said I needed to do that so if I got caught, it would look like a man had done it, and of course, he would have an alibi. He made it sound so natural, like something you should already be doing, killing yourself at this point in your life because you were 35 and useless.”

      “Useless?” Bessie said.

      “He killed our parents too,” Pleasant replied.

      “I knew it,” I yelled. “The car accident.” Both ghosts looked at me like they couldn’t believe I was trying to join their conversation, and I sank back behind my chair again.

      Pleasant’s voice was even louder now. “Six months after you passed away, so did our parents. Troy cut their brakes. He never admitted it, and I never asked. But I saw him looking under the hood of Father’s car just before they went out on their country drive to the mountains to try to take their minds off your death.” She tugged on the long sleeve of her stiff-looking dress. “I never forgave myself. I became a bitter, angry woman.”

      I crawled out again. “And after their death, that’s when it came out that your family had nothing. No money. Just debt.” They both glared at me. I went back behind the chair.

      “I don’t believe it,” Bessie said.

      Pleasant went on. “It’s true. We had to sell the house, the cannery too. For pennies.” She hovered across the room, staring out at the night. “I’m sorry,” she said to Bessie. “I know sorry doesn’t mean much now…”

      Bessie faded and so did her sister just as the lights came back on. The room was quiet, calm. Pieces of vase and window were all over the floor and the table. Chairs were overturned and the large photo frame that contained the garden party scene was broken into bits. Cold air swirled all around the room from the broken windows.

      But I was okay. I took a deep breath and shook out my limbs until it suddenly occurred to me I still had a possible polar bear problem to deal with.

      I listened at the door, but didn’t hear anything. No growling. No roaring. Nothing but a knock.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Hello,” Paula said back. “Carly Mae? I was just texting you. When you said you were at the bed and breakfast, I didn’t know that meant you were hiding in my garden room. I saw my evidence box on the counter, and I found your phone. I’ve also got my checkbook. I’m ready to pay you for the seance and be done with this.”

      I reluctantly opened the door. She shoved my phone at me then turned toward the mess.

      Her face grew bright red. “You are paying for this,” she screamed over and over. “I should call the police.”

      I looked down at my phone. My screen was cracked, of course. But it was working. I ignored her tantrum and checked it over thoroughly.

      She continued yelling. “And to think, I was just about to pay you. You’re not getting anything now. Anything. You hear me? Not even a quarter. You probably owe me money. What in the hell happened here?”

      I looked up at her. Her nostrils were flaring, eyes bugging.

      I pulled a chunk of fish out of her hair. “Polar bear,” I said. “That’s what happened.” I flicked the fish onto the floor next to some glass.

      Paula opened her mouth like she was going to say something, but stopped.

      “Yep, a polar bear,” I said. I turned my phone toward her, showing her the photo I’d accidentally taken when I dropped my phone earlier. The screen was cracked but you could still see the white fur and fangs of an animal (one with a lot of human features), behind the half-closed door of her office. “Police ought to be on the lookout for that. Don’t you think? I bet it’s what tore up Rosalie’s shop and scared Delilah Scott… Maybe, it broke the windows at the seance too. That would be a lot more believable than a ghost, seeing how I have a photo of this very real bear. And ghosts are malarkey.”

      She licked her pen and held out her checkbook. “What do I owe you again?”

      “Half the gross price. The exact number we worked out before,” I said as she wrote. “And we’re calling it even on damages. I charge a fee for deleting my polar bear photos.”

      I snatched the check and walked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Seeing Reason

        

      

    

    
      Looking like she just came off the lake in her crisp red boat shoes, matching shorts, and striped cardigan, Amelia strutted up to the front door of the police department with me and about 15 of her country club friends.

      “Where’d you say you were from again?” she asked me, her dyed-brown bob swinging naturally with her stride.

      “Indianapolis,” I answered.

      “I’m originally from Indiana too, Lake Tippecanoe. Here’s what these turkeys don’t know about us Hoosiers,” she winked at me. “We kick butt the same way we grow corn. In mile-long, ain’t-we-done-with-this-yet stretches of it.”

      I smiled. I was really starting to like this woman. Her daughter-in-law, Christine, was behind the computer when we all stormed into the lobby. She hurried into the back as soon as she saw us. “Sheriff! You’ve got some visitors.” She sounded like a kid announcing Christmas.

      Caleb strutted out, wiping his fingers on a napkin, the smell of chicken wafting up from the back room. His face fell when he saw all the ladies taking up the whole entryway of the small police station’s lobby. “I… uh… what’s all this about, Christine?”

      “Sorry to interrupt your dinner, Sheriff Bowman,” Christine’s mother-in-law said. “I’m Amelia Mayfair. You obviously know my daughter-in-law.”

      He gave Christine a look as if to ask, “Just what in the hell is going on here? And why wasn’t I properly warned?”

      Christine only smiled, lipstick on her teeth the whole time.

      Amelia continued. “You may also know this woman here.” She put her arm around me, squeezing me tighter than I thought a bony woman could squeeze. “One of the finest mediums I’ve ever met. I tell you. I’ll believe anything she says. And so should you. That’s why you’re gonna open Ms. Bessilyn Hind’s case back up and turn it from a suicide to a murder…”

      “The hell I will,” Caleb said. “You all are crazy. I don’t even know if it’s possible to do that, but I am certainly not going to find out. That thing’s more than a hundred years old, and nobody cares.”

      “I thought you might say that.” She placed her cell phone on the counter. “Go ahead, Mayor Bowman,” she said. “Your turn.”

      Caleb looked at the phone like it might bite his hand off. “Uh… Dad?”

      The voice was stern and gravelly. “Caleb, yes, it’s your father. I’m going to make this brief because I cannot for the life of me know why I even have to make such a foolhardy phone call. Do what these ladies want. They came to you in earnest with evidence that contradicts the work of your fellow police officers. It doesn’t matter if it happened now or 300 years ago. You take that evidence and you do what’s right. Everyone’s lives matter, and so do their deaths. And as mayor of this town, it’s my job to make sure we all know that.”

      Caleb didn’t say anything. His face turned about three colors of red.

      “Caleb, did you hear me?”

      “Yes, I heard,” he said. “I’ll look into it.”

      “You’ll do more than that. You’ll handle it.”

      The mayor went on. “Ladies, I apologize that you had to come down here. We will handle all the details. You just go on home, being rest assured that those details will be handled. I saw the evidence myself, including the photo of Pleasant from the night of that party. She was wearing earrings that looked like the gem I saw in the pictures of that glove. Bessilyn Hind was murdered by her sister. Period. End of story.”

      He hung up.

      Amelia scooped up her cell phone. “Thank you for your time. I’m glad you can finally see reason,” she said, as we walked toward the door. She winked at me again as soon as we were outside. “More than half the country club contributes heavily to the mayor’s campaign.”

      We took about a million victory pictures in front of the police station for the country club’s wall before everyone hugged and shook hands. Most of the ladies were vacationers here, and I knew I wouldn’t see them again until next summer. I slowly got into my car, already feeling the loneliness of a winter coming.

      The whole way up Gate Hill, I thought I felt a presence beside me. I knew who it was, too. I turned toward the passenger’s seat. “Did you see that, Bessie,” I said to the ghost I now had a feeling had been traveling with me for a while. “Your case is officially closed.”

      She materialized in the seat beside me. “Please tell the ladies I am forever grateful for their help. Yours, as well.”

      “I’m sorry it was your sister.”

      “I am too,” she said, staring out the window at the woods and dirt surrounding Gate Hill. “As it turns out, you don’t stop learning about life after you die.”

      I threw my foot on the gas, easily maneuvering around the potholes and rocks that I had memorized along the dirt road up to my place. The sun was setting, but even in the shadows of dusk, I knew how to avoid the bumps by now.

      I turned back toward my guest, unsure of how this all worked. “So, are you moving on?”

      She tilted her head. “Wherever would I go?”

      “Wherever ghosts go when their cases have been solved,” I said, trying not to be too presumptuous.

      “Doubtful,” she replied. “I’m the star of the bed and breakfast, you know. I can’t see me wanting to move on anytime soon. I like it where I’m at with Walter, Pleasant, and Martha. Plus, my case isn’t done yet, which brings me to my next point of business…”
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        * * *

      

      Justin’s muscles bulged through his t-shirt as he lifted another box out of the back of his truck a few days later. I shut the tailgate behind him then watched as he struggled to put it on the dolly. These boxes were heavy and there were a lot of them. “The last one,” I said. “Thanks for helping me get Mildred’s books.”

      It was oddly warm today, like summer wasn’t quite done throttling us yet, even though it was technically fall now. Sweat soaked the back of his shirt, and I got a whiff of musky cologne as I caught up to him so I could open the kitchen door.

      My ex-husband materialized on the veranda next to me as soon as the deputy stepped inside. “He’s flexing on purpose,” Jackson said, rolling his eyes. “You know that, right? It’s so pathetic how petty the living can be.”

      “Almost as petty as the dead,” I whispered back so low Justin wouldn’t hear.

      Rex growled from the kitchen when he saw Justin with the boxes. He didn’t always growl at Justin, but it happened a lot.

      ‘Rex, stop,” I said, grabbing his collar. I stroked my golden lab’s fur, trying to calm him down, but I could feel his back muscles tightening.

      “I rest my case.” Jackson motioned toward the shaking labrador. “Even my dog knows a phony when he sees one, and there’s something phony about Justin Fortworth.”

      He did have a point. Rex liked just about everyone, but for some odd reason, not always Justin, which made me not always trust Justin one-hundred percent.

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into him,” I said to the deputy, pulling Rex back. “I’ll take him upstairs.”

      “Don’t bother” Justin replied. “I have to head into work soon anyway.”

      We both looked at each other for a second, until I looked away. There were too many things between us for there to be room for anything else, I reminded myself. We tried this twelve years ago, and it ended awfully.

      “I should go,” he said.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I let go of my lab who seemed to relax knowing Justin was leaving.

      Justin stopped in the doorway and ran a nervous hand through his thick, moppy brown hair.

      “For what it’s worth,” he said. “I didn’t start those rumors about you being a gold digger way back when.”

      I studied his eyes, looking for any telltale signs he wasn’t telling the truth, but only my mother had those. “It’s okay. I was dumb and nineteen, and the rumors were more accurate than I like to admit. I didn’t always make good choices.”

      “Looks like you’re making better ones now,” he said, motioning toward my wall of books just inside the living room. I laughed.

      He leaned into me, his head tilted, his eyes on my lips, and my heart jumped into my throat.

      Was he going to kiss me?

      I pulled away. I wasn’t ready for that, not yet. I still didn’t trust this man.

      He looked down at his boots, his face growing red under his tannish skin. “I should go.”

      I knew now what Bessilyn meant when she said Justin was my Walter. I was pretending not to care. I’d made one of my famous “I deserve better” speeches when I broke up with this man years ago right before I went out with Jackson. And I’d been wrong. But, I still couldn’t admit that.

      He turned back toward the door, and I watched him leave. Was my pride really going to let me lose him again, like Bessie lost Walter?

      “Wait,” I said, walking out to the veranda after him. He turned around. I stood on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. It was scratchy and warm, and I wanted to pull him in closer, but I stopped. “Thanks for helping me with the…”

      “You wanna get coffee sometime?” he asked, his arm on the dolly.

      My ex appeared by my side. “Honestly,” he said, motioning toward Justin. “He’s flexing again. You see that, right? Who flexes while leaning casually? You know what they say about men who flex all the time. Overcompensating…”

      “Please stop and go away. This is confusing enough,” I said to him, realizing how that sounded to Justin, because no one could ever see the ghosts I talked to. “I… I wasn’t talking to you, Justin.”

      He nodded.

      I knew it needed more of an explanation. “I was talking to a ghost just then, actually. I’m sorry. I talk to ghosts. And now that you know I’m weird, I totally get it if you tell me you don’t actually have time for coffee.”

      “You wanna get that coffee this Saturday?” he said, walking down the steps of the veranda. “Maybe dinner’s less confusing. I can pick you up at six. We’ll talk more about your ghost issues then.”

      “Perfect,” I said, a little shocked. I didn’t mention the part where the ghosts might ride along with us or that the main ghost was Jackson. It was probably best to take one crazy moment at a time.

      Justin left and I almost wanted to call my mother. I was weird. I worked retail. And I had a date on Saturday with a wonderful man who knew those things about me and thought I was wonderful back. I didn’t even need to lie about anything.

      I sat on the couch and grabbed a stack of books, opening one up to the bed and breakfast’s spot. I smoothed in the sticker I’d made for it, reading it to myself.

      
        
        For more than 110 years, it was believed this founding member of the Women’s Club in Landover, Wisconsin shot herself in the heart over a break-up with her fiancé, millionaire Sir Walter Timbre. But the case was reopened and declared a homicide, in large part because of the help from the Landover Country Club’s Women’s Club of today.

        

      

      Bessie appeared. Her smile took over her entire face when she saw the books. “Splendid!” she said, reading the label over. “But you forgot the part where I most definitely do not walk the halls of the bed and breakfast calling out for ‘Walty.’ That simply does not happen. So, add that in there too.” She motioned for me to get moving.

      I glared at her. “You have got to be kidding me. I already printed the stickers out.”

      “I’m sure pens still work for retractions in the modern age.”

      I stomped over to the credenza on the far side of the room, searching for a pen so I could write in every single book that this dead women’s-rights leader definitely did not spend her nights pining for a man while yelling out a cutesy nickname, even though we both knew she did do that.

      I caught a glimpse of my cute boots as I walked, and smiled to myself. I used to think nothing good was ever in my section, like “good” was something life bestowed on some while denying to others. And that I would always have to settle.

      My life was good now. Maybe it always had been, but I could see it clearly now. Not just in spite of my dead ex-husband, but because of him. And that’s what scared me the most. I was getting swept up in this curse. And I didn’t want any of it to end.

      Rex brushed against my leg just as I spotted the newspaper article I printed out about the hero dog and the birds. I pulled it out from the drawer and looked from the grainy black-and-white photo of the dog in 1954 to my own dog. What on earth made me think my dog could possibly be this one?

      My eyesight flickered and the room suddenly went black. I realized I was clutching the dining room table, but only because I felt its smooth wood under my fingernails. I couldn’t actually see a thing. My heart raced as I fumbled and grasped for a dining room chair, trying to understand just what in the hell was going on. I managed to sit down as something brushed against my leg that felt very much like a large feathered fan. The sound of flapping wings filled the room, thick and monstrous.

      “Rex,” I called, my voice frantic. “Jackson.”

      Through flickering spots of light, I saw a dark shadow by my leg that I momentarily thought to be an enormous bird.

      My ex materialized beside me, and I could see him perfectly. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Hallucinations. Flickering eyesight. These were all signs Rosalie had warned me about.

      I looked down at my leg. Rex stepped out from under the table, away from the shadows and into the light of the room. Just a normal-sized dog, not a gigantic bird brushing along my pant leg.

      “I’m fine,” I said to my ex after a second. “It’s nothing.”

      Neither one of us believed me.

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Book five available for preorder

      

      

      Hi. Etta here, interrupting your box-set reading again. If you’re enjoying these books, please remember to review the box set on Amazon. Indie authors live off our reviews, so we appreciate you taking the time.

      If you’d like to know when new books are coming out, just sign up for my list at ettafaire.com. (You’ll also get a novella in The Ghosts of Landover Mystery series free when you sign up.)

      Find a typo or other editing error? Please, email me at etta@ettafaire.com and let me know, and I’ll fix it right away. I try to put out the best product possible, but I’m far from perfect, so I appreciate your help and support on that.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Date Killers

        

      

    

    
      I realized I was making my ice-skating face again. My cheeks naturally scrunched into an odd, fake smile whenever I had to pretend to adore something I really hated. It wasn’t something I had control over, and it happened whether I was on the ice or not.

      Snow fell along my path. My toes were numb in the skates I’d had since I was 14 and swore to my mother that my feet were done growing so she could go ahead and buy those expensive skates that everyone else had at school because I just loved ice skating. That day marked the beginning of my ice-skating face. I make that face a lot around my dead ex-husband now, whenever he wants to buddy up and solve another murder together.

      The five-year-old little pink puff in front of me skated backwards, sticking out her tongue. “Come on, slow poke,” Lil Mil said, wiggling her hips in a mocking fashion. I tried to catch up but I lost my balance and fell into the six-foot, dark-haired man skating by my side.

      “Don’t worry,” Justin said. “She’ll come ‘round again in a second. You can catch her next time.”

      His already large arm was made even thicker by the puffer jacket he was wearing. We’d been dating for three months now, and it was nice, but not serious. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for serious yet, but I was sure enjoying the nice part.

      Partiers’ Loop was the one part of the lake everyone came to ice skate on whenever the weather permitted, and it was packed with people today, enjoying a winter Sunday on Landover Lake. Soft rock music played out from the speakers that someone had set up along the side. I tugged Justin in tighter, trying to warm myself on his chest as we passed under a tree limb.

      I watched every branch intently as we went under, not quite trusting nature just yet, not after Delilah Scott said she heard “those birds” again last week.

      Mrs. Carmichael came up behind me and grabbed my arm, making me lose my footing and fall onto the ice, mostly because I’d been thinking about the birds. Pain shot up my back, but I tried to laugh it off.

      She put out a gloved hand to help me up. “Sorry about that, Carly Mae. You would think that’s why they call this Accident Loop, wouldn’t ya?” She looked different without her pink Spoony River uniform on. Her blonde hair was dotted with gray and flew crazily out of her knit cap as she talked. In or out of the diner, Mrs. Carmichael was still hands down the town’s biggest gossip. And I could tell, she couldn’t wait to tell me something here.

      “I thought it was called Partier’s Loop,” I said.

      “Same thing.” Old George grunted by her side. He pointed down to the ice we were skating on. “Terrible boating accident happened on this side of the lake.” His voice sounded straight out of a horror movie.

      “Let me tell it,” Mrs. Carmichael teased, hitting his arm in a way that made me wonder if old George and Mrs. Carmichael were becoming the town’s latest bit of gossip. “Sometime in the 1950s. Oh no, it was the 1960s… Oh I don’t know. A while back, some kids went partying on a boat after dark. Four people didn’t come back. Drowned.”

      “No, they got run over by their boat, mangled in the propeller,” George said.

      “They drowned. They were high and drunk and they swam too far from the boat. Their bloated remains washed up right here.” She pointed.

      He shook his head and she shot him a look.

      “Well, it’s a lovely story either way,” I said, making Justin smile at me as the older couple skated on still arguing over the gruesome details.

      Justin was a man of few words, but I was really enjoying the quiet way he communicated, especially since I lived with a loud-mouthed ghost of an ex-husband.

      We skated by Parker Blueberg, who was off to the side holding onto his three-year-old son’s back as they shuffled slowly along the ice. The kid could barely move he was so bundled up, but he sported a wild grin and rosy chubby cheeks.

      “Thanks for inviting us,” Parker said when he saw me watching him. He had his hood down, and his thick sandy brown hair was flaked with snow. He smiled just enough to show he probably wore his retainer a lot more than I did; perfectly straight, white teeth.

      Justin pulled me in tighter.

      “Of course,” I said as we skated over to him. “You’re the newbies in town. And this is the best entertainment we have here in January. Cheapest too. Okay, it’s the only entertainment. Sorry.”

      “I’m always looking for cheap entertainment for the kids,” he said. “Mostly because I’m also still looking for a job.”

      I turned to Justin. “Parker was a personal trainer back in Chicago.”

      “No kidding.” Justin puffed out his chest. “What do you bench?”

      “I mostly taught spin class and yoga.”

      “That’s bike riding, right? You taught bike riding to grown-ups.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that,” Parker said.

      “Two-fifty,” Justin replied, still puffing out his chest, which made me wonder if he’d exhaled yet. “I bench two-fifty.”

      “If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know,” I said and skated ahead, leaving the testosterone competition behind.

      Jackson appeared by my side. “Well, they certainly are impressive, aren’t they.” He motioned toward the men behind us. “You don’t often see two jocks using almost complete sentences at the same time.”

      I hit a slippery patch and struggled to catch my footing again. “Go away,” I muttered under my breath to the annoying ghost hovering by me. My ex-husband’s coloring seemed particularly pale against the snow surrounding us, his full beard and thin frame fading into the background. I looked around before saying anything else, just to make sure no one was watching me. I tried to avoid looking crazy in public, whenever possible. And no one else could see the ghosts I talked to. “You promised you wouldn’t go with me on dates. You’re being a date killer again.”

      “I’m actually here on official business, not as a date killer. Although you seem to be your own biggest date killer right now.”

      I turned to him, hands on my hips.

      “Come on, Carly doll,” he said, raising an almost transparent eyebrow at me. “Why did you invite Parker and the kids along on a date with Justin?”

      “I thought the kids would like this, and… I don’t need to answer that. Justin and I are happy. What’s your official business?”

      “That boating accident they were talking about. One of the partiers is coming home with us.”

      “Of course he is. Let me guess. It wasn’t an accident.”

      “It’s a she. And no. She’s absolutely certain it wasn’t, but she doesn’t remember what happened. She’s been waiting a long time for a strong medium to come to this part of Landover Lake so she could finally figure things out. It’s why she haunts here. Since 1957.”

      I nodded, but my face felt oddly frozen when I moved it. I was ready to head inside, defrost, and get some hot chocolate.

      Jackson continued. “She’s also got strong memories from 1954.” His voice took a sing-songy lilt to it. He knew that was going to be the kicker. A ghost with memories from 1954 was too enticing for me to pass up. I’d recently started a keepsake box full of articles and information from 1954 and a little bit of 1955, the years when the strange growling crows with large yellowed beaks had taken over Potter Grove, apparently dive-bombing victims’ skulls seemingly at random. They killed five people and seriously wounded several more before leaving the area as mysteriously as they came.

      A few people believed they were back. I was one of them.

      “You don’t need to convince me,” I said to my ex. “I was already going to do it.”

      Justin skated up and took my hand again. “You were already going to do what?” he asked, turning his head to the side. Justin knew I was a medium. He knew I talked to ghosts at my haunted house, and I could tell he was slowly starting to believe that maybe they weren’t just pretend friends. But I never told him they sometimes followed me around or that I more than occasionally helped them solve a murder case or two. I needed to ease people into my crazy.

      “Nothing,” I said, pulling my hat off so I could adjust it over my blondish-brown curls in a way that would hopefully frame my face in something that looked cute and not clownish. “You ready to go?”

      The wind picked up, blowing my hat off my fingers and sending it sliding along the ice. Of course this also made my hair fly out in all directions, and I struggled to press it back down to normal-poof as I skated after my hat. My nose dripped and my ears stung, and I realized after a while that I was skating with my tongue out, but I’d paid way too much for that cute hat to let it go that easily. It landed under the tree limb, and I bent down to grab it. Parker did too, and our hands touched. Technically, our gloves.

      “Sorry,” I said, pulling my hand back like he’d assaulted me.

      Parker smiled and handed me my hat. “Thanks again. We had a great time.”

      “You too.” I said. “I mean, me too. I had a great time too.”

      “Oh my. Awkward,” my ex-husband said, popping in to commentate. I ignored the annoying ghost. “Don’t mind me,” Jackson continued. “I only wonder if your boyfriend is watching this completely natural exchange with the man you invited on your date.”

      As soon as Parker left, I glared at Jackson. “There is nothing wrong here. I only invited this man to this lake because I told Mildred I would help her grandson acclimate to the area.” I tried to remember if I actually said that to Mildred or not.

      “Tell yourself whatever you want,” Jackson replied.

      The wind pummeled my face again but this time I heard a low, humming kind of a noise along with it. It lifted along the breeze, an almost growling sound. Like nothing I’d ever heard before, different than the growls at the bed and breakfast months ago. It was almost human sounding.

      I looked all around, searching the branches overhead for the birds I knew must be there, a chill running up my spine. When the wind died down, I covered my skull and shushed my ex-husband even though he wasn’t talking and listened intently to the wind again. But I didn’t hear anything else.

      It had to have been my imagination. I was just being paranoid. Still, I quickly caught up to Justin who was sitting on the bench, putting his boots on, oblivious to the hat hunt and the birds growling. I scooted in close and grabbed his hand faster than I’d intended.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      “That’s what we’re doing, right?” He shrugged. “You gonna change out of your skates?”

      “Nope,” I replied, not even listening to my mother’s nagging voice echoing through my head about how she knew I wasn’t going to take care of those expensive skates. I stood up and wobbled across the snow and dirt in them.

      Justin didn’t say much as we trudged over to his truck while we held hands, me trying to make the pace as fast as possible in a clunky pair of ice skates as I checked all the branches along the way. When we reached the parking lot, he looked back at the makeshift skating rink set up along the ice behind us, his eyes wet from the wind. “Spin class and yoga,” he said, shaking his head.

      I looked back too just in time to see a very large crow flying across the rink toward the bench where Justin and I had just been sitting. I couldn’t move. I just stood, holding onto the truck door, staring at the tree. The bird looked completely normal, yet something seemed off.

      “You okay?” Justin asked, starting the truck, motioning for me to get in.

      Squinting into the wind, I caught the eye of another black bird. This one was in a higher branch when our eyes met. A bigger one. It seemed to be looking for me too, with a surprisingly human glare, and a thick yellowed beak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Accidents Happen, Sometimes on Purpose

        

      

    

    
      I snuggled into the crook of Justin’s arm and tried to focus on the superhero movie streaming on my flatscreen. Justin smelled like soap mixed with sex appeal, and he was wearing the dark gray sweater I told him I couldn’t resist. But still, the only thing I could think about was my ex-husband and the partier we’d just taken home with us.

      They were here somewhere, watching and waiting, probably tapping on their ghost watches.

      Rex sat quietly at our feet. My dog was finally getting used to my boyfriend. He used to bark at Justin a lot, but it only happened every once in a while now.

      “Did I tell you,” Justin said, leaning over toward me. “You look beautiful tonight?”

      “It’s completely okay if you repeat yourself. I hear that’s a sign of extreme intelligence.”

      He brushed a strand of my curls away from my face and moved in for a kiss. His face was wonderfully scratchy and soft all at the same time. He ran a hand along the back of my neck as he pressed his lips over mine and a tingle ran all the way to my toes. I was just starting to get into it when I opened my eyes for a split second. Jackson was hovering directly above us.

      I closed my eyes again and tried to ignore him. He’s just looking for attention, and if you give it to him, things will only continue down this path, I told myself like I was dealing with a toddler and not a 50-something-year-old ghost.

      I peeked again. He was still there. The man was bound and determined to break Justin and me up, again. Twelve years ago, I broke up with Justin to date and marry Jackson, and it wasn’t about to happen again, not that you could date and marry a dead guy. Or that I would want to.

      Justin stopped kissing me and pulled away. “Is something wrong?’ he asked.

      “No. It’s nothing,” I replied, mostly for the benefit of the hovering ghost.

      “It’s your ex again, huh?” he said. He looked around my living room. “I think I like hanging out at my place better. No offense.”

      “None taken. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he said in a way that made me think it really wasn’t. “I have to get up early anyway.”

      It was a sore spot all the way around. Even though Justin would never admit it, I knew he resented Jackson again, and probably wondered if I was even making him up.

      I followed my boyfriend to the kitchen where he paused at the back door that led to the veranda. “Next time, my place,” he said, gently lifting my chin up with the tip of his finger so he could kiss me again. Then he left. And my heart sunk into my gut.

      These ghosts were ruining my love life.

      Plus, I didn’t really want to hang out at Justin’s apartment all the time. That place gave me the creeps, and this was from a woman who lived in a haunted house. His apartment complex sat right at the edge of the Dead Forest, a wildlife preserve that spanned a whole side of Landover County, reaching for miles, like a divider that kept us apart from the rest of civilization. Every place in Landover had its myths. You couldn’t live here and not know about them. But the Dead Forest had the creepiest one. People who went into the Dead Forest didn’t come out, hence the name. And it was this fact that made the myth so creepy. Nobody knew why people didn’t return because nobody returned.

      Logically, I knew it was just a rumor. And, I’d never actually heard of anyone going into the forest. But when you live in a town where rumors seem to be proving themselves true right and left, you don’t test things. You don’t decide to be that person who goes in.

      So now, because my jerk of an ex-husband was ruining my love life, my only choices were be the pervy ghost’s sex show or hang out by death’s forest.

      Of course Jackson appeared as soon as the door closed. “I thought he’d never leave,” he said.

      “He shouldn’t have to. He’s my boyfriend.”

      “Just until someone better wins you back.” He winked.

      “So your plan is to annoy your way back into my heart?”

      “Worked the first time.”

      I grabbed one of the dishes drying along the side of the sink and somehow resisted the urge to chuck it out the window. I needed privacy around here. I needed to be free from this house agreement and these ghosts. Clutching the dish so hard I almost broke it with my bare hands, I gently placed it into the cabinet where it belonged. One after another. Then, I grabbed Rex’s dog food and plopped it into the microwave. The thermometer to check the food’s temperature was right where it always was. Everything was always right where it should be. Things were too routine. Too strict.

      “No wonder I’m 31 and still dating. Justin’s not going to stick around if he has to put up with weird house rules and ex-husband ghosts.”

      “Now, Carly. If a boy really likes you for you,” Jackson began. “He won’t care.”

      “Oh shut up,” I replied as the microwave beeped. I whistled for Rex then checked another box off the house agreement checklist I kept on the fridge. “I’m going to burn the sage again, a whole truckload this time.”

      As the familiar sound of dog claws along the hardwood sounded, I felt another presence, and I remembered we had a guest. I felt guilty for yelling at my ex in front of her. But then, it wasn’t the first time my ex-husband and I had done that. In fact arguing in front of company and almost demanding they take sides was pretty much our MO back in the day.

      “I’m sorry to intrude,” the timid voice said, making me instantly feel sorry for her.

      “Allow me to introduce our guest,” Jackson said. A woman appeared with dark bobbed hair, full eyebrows, and a cute button nose. She was dressed in a sleek navy blue skirt and a polkadot sleeveless shirt. She was absolutely stunning.

      “Carly, this is Gloria Elenore Thomas, our newest client,” he said.

      The girl smiled softly at me, hands behind her back as she nervously hover-rocked back and forth. She couldn’t have been older than 18, max.

      I searched my brain for something appropriate to say. “Sorry about your accident,” I managed. “I mean, if it was an accident.”

      She nodded. “It wasn’t.”

      “Let’s go into the dining room and you can tell me everything you remember.”

      I knew it wasn’t going to matter much, as far as the story’s accuracy went. Ghosts didn’t always remember things correctly after they died. It was only when we joined forces during a channeling that we relived the memory, exactly as it happened at the time it happened, second by second.

      I pulled open the top drawer of the credenza in the back of the dining room, grabbed my notebook and pencil, then sat down.

      “I don’t know where to begin,” she said.

      “Gloria wasn’t a regular on Landover Lake,” Jackson said. “She’s from California.”

      “Los Angeles,” she chimed in, looking up at the ceiling like she was trying to remember. “We always rented a house on the lake, every summer since I was six, for two weeks with my aunt’s family. My mother and my aunt grew up in Wisconsin, so even though we all lived in California, we always went to the lake to vacation.” She sat on the chair next to me, such a small spirit, one I suspected was pretty easily taken advantage of in her day.

      She continued. “I looked forward to it every year, eating fresh-picked corn while we caught fireflies and fished. I have to say, we were much more successful at catching fireflies than fish.”

      I nodded along, not much to take notes on yet. “So, the night you passed away. You were renting on the lake? What happened?”

      “My cousin Nettie is what happened. Annette, but everyone called her Nettie. We’d both just graduated. Most years we kept to ourselves, just our families on the lake. But that year, Nettie got it in her head she wanted a boyfriend. A summer fling, she’d said. And the boys on the lake were so cute I found myself wanting that too. The boys only liked Nettie, of course. She’d just dyed her hair, like Marilyn Monroe’s.”

      I wrote Nettie’s name into my notebook along with a short description.

      Gloria squinted her eyes up. “Honestly, I don’t remember too much from the night itself. We went to the sock hop at the dance hall. Nettie found a boy and ditched me like always. I’d just turned 18 and this was my first country club dance. But I didn’t really know anyone, so I was happy when the party broke up early. I wanted to go home.”

      “So the party ended early, huh?” I asked, scribbling as I talked. “Why?”

      She looked at the ceiling. “Somebody spiked the punch and some kids were getting out of control, I think. I don’t really remember. Nettie wasn’t ready to go home, though. I do remember that. She convinced me to sneak on a boat with her. Man, it was the largest, most luxurious boat I’d ever been on, with a downstairs and everything. We thought the people on the boat would be cranked to have us along for their after-party. But I only remember their faces when they found us. They went ape, and not in a good way. I woke up in the water with Nettie.”

      “You’re sure you didn’t fall overboard?”

      “Oh no. I don’t remember how we got in the water, but it wasn’t a fall. And when we were there, treading water, another boat showed up and yelled to us over a megaphone or something. I tried to wave my arms to get their attention, but when I looked up, the boat was coming right for us…”

      I wrote as fast as I could at this point. These girls hadn’t been partiers who met with an unfortunate accident. Something else had gone on entirely, and I was going to figure it out.

      “So, will you help me?” she asked. Her voice seemed weaker now, her body almost completely transparent.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “Tomorrow morning, I’m going to find out everything I can about this so-called accident. We’ll start gathering evidence, schedule a channeling of that night as soon as you’re up for it. And if there’s anyone left from that boat still alive today, they’re going to wish they were dead. Mark my words.”

      I was feeling especially confident for someone who had no idea where she was going with this.

      Gloria vanished, and I continued writing out our schedule and my plan to help her.

      Jackson hovered by my side, reading over my shoulder in that annoying way he always did, even when we were married. “That’s a lot of channeling you’ve got planned. Are you sure you’re up for that?”

      “Of course,” I said in my most confident voice.

      I knew he was concerned about the effects the channelings were starting to have on me. Truth was, I was concerned too. But I was also starting to feel drawn to them. I needed those channelings, and the ill effects that went with them. Possible hallucinations. White specks impeding my vision. Dizziness. The whole thing was like an intoxicating package that needed me to unwrap it, again and again.

      I pulled the shoe box off the bookshelf in the living room and sat down at the coffee table. It was where I kept all the research I’d done on the crows and the history of Gate House. All the articles from 1954 about skull-crushing birds with thick yellowed beaks. And my notes. If anyone told me anything about Gate House, shapeshifters, curses, the Dead Forest, or birds, I put it in there, along with the things I remembered from every channeling and seance. I didn’t have much so far.

      There seemed to be a curse, all right, and I felt like I was supposed to end it somehow. But that was about as much as I knew, except for the fact I looked exactly like the woman who put the curse on the house in the first place. No idea why, but a coincidence didn’t really seem possible.

      My mother wouldn’t tell me anything about my biological parents or my adoption, except to say the lawyer in the case resembled the lawyer I had now, a man who didn’t seem to age, and kind of looked like he’d just stepped off the field of a Civil War reenactment.

      Every week I’d think of some other thing to research, some other key word that might unlock the mystery behind this curse and my life, so I’d head optimistically over to the library.

      But Parker’s grandmother Mildred had been right. There wasn’t nearly enough coverage in Potter Grove about the things that mattered, the supernatural things that terrorized this town. And might be back.

      But with Gloria’s help, I was about to do my own firsthand research and see things for myself in real time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Inconsistencies

        

      

    

    
      I bumped the library door open with my butt because my hands were full of to-go cups of coffee. Stopping just inside the doorway, I closed my eyes a second, enjoying the warmth from the vent blaring out heat right above me. Giggles, screams, and squeals interrupted my thoughts, so loud they echoed off the walls.

      There were kids in the kids section?

      We had a kids section?

      “You didn’t get me,” a little voice taunted. “Come on, at least try.”

      A toddler screeched.

      “Lil Mil, sit down. Mrs. Nebitt is still reading the story.”

      I recognized the voices immediately. Landover Lake’s newest single dad, Parker Blueberg, and his family. I walked toward the sounds and leaned against one of the book racks to watch the very first story time this library probably ever had. Mrs. Nebitt’s frail, veiny hand shook as she struggled to hold the book out so the pictures would show to her audience as she sat on one of the metal chairs in the children’s section, a section about the size of a small bathroom.

      Parker grabbed Benjamin, his toddler, and secured him on his lap even though he was squirming to break free, while Lil Mil, his five-year-old daughter with wild curls, was spinning around on the floor in front of them. He smiled and waved to me when he noticed me standing there.

      Mrs. Nebitt ignored the interruptions. “Where was I? Oh yes. ‘This must be a home,’ he said. ‘I know I’ve always wanted a home.’” The 80-year-old closed the book with a soft sigh. “Corduroy. One of my favorites. I remember your great grandmother reading it to your dad when he was a baby. You might not know I am very good friends with your great grandmother.”

      Benjamin got up and started spinning with his sister. Mrs. Nebitt was quickly losing her audience, but oddly, not her patience. She picked up another book, seemingly oblivious to the children who were now chasing each other through the stacks in the nonfiction section. That woman used to shush me whenever I’d move a chair too loudly and now she had children screaming through the library and she hardly noticed?

      I handed her the coffee while she carefully put the children’s books back, in their exact right spots along the shelves. She hesitated to take it, glancing over at the “No food or drinks” sign posted along the side wall next to the sign that read, “Quiet Please.” Lil Mil screamed louder from the back, and Mrs. Nebitt snatched the coffee from my grasp, thanking me.

      “I need research on another ghost,” I said. “For my book.” I added that last part so Parker would know I wasn’t crazy. “Someone named Gloria Thomas. She was one of the partiers from 1957 who died in that unfortunate boating accident.”

      Mrs. Nebitt’s smile dropped and she stammered her words a little. “Microfilm section again,” she finally said after a couple seconds.

      Parker leaned against a table, like he didn’t have kids running crazy in a library right now. “I heard you were writing a book,” he said. “I’m very impressed.”

      “Don’t be. So far it’s just a lot of research.”

      Even though I had the first chapter written about the suffragette’s suicide sitting at home on my laptop, I would rather jump into a vat of hepatitis needles with it than have anyone read it yet.

      I caught Parker’s profile as he craned his neck to look for his kids. Beige sweater and jeans, his hair tousled like he hadn’t had time to brush it. He rocked the frazzled, single-dad look; that was for sure. I looked at my phone, pretending not to be looking at Parker. Jackson’s voice echoed in my head, something about wondering if Justin would approve.

      A loud crash came from the back, followed by even louder laughter, and Mrs. Nebitt shot Parker a look.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Nebitt,” he said. “I’ll take care of it.” He ran after the noise as Mrs. Nebitt and I walked to the periodicals section together. It was a short walk.

      She mumbled to herself, tugging on an ear. “So, let’s see. 1957…” She set her coffee down on top of the cabinet and opened a drawer.

      “You were here in 1957,” I said, thinking about the large black-and-white photo that hung on the wall over the copiers. The library’s ribbon-cutting ceremony had to have been from around that time. “Do you remember the boating accident?”

      She hummed loudly to herself as she sifted through the boxes in the drawer, like she was ignoring me.

      “Did you know the people involved? Were you at the dance?”

      Still nothing.

      Parker came back over, carrying a grinning toddler on his shoulders while holding Lil Mil’s hand. “Tell Mrs. Nebitt thanks for the story time, kids,” he said, heading for the door.

      “Thanks for the story time, kids,” Lil Mil echoed back in a gravelly deep voice that sounded a lot like her great grandmother’s. Benjamin just waved and blew kisses. And I bit my lip, mentally yelling at my uterus to stop being so needy. We would have kids when we were meant to, if we were meant to.

      Mrs. Nebitt pulled on her ear. “What was that?” she asked Parker in a soft, faraway tone. “My hearing aid was down.”

      I knew from helping my mother take care of my grandmother just before she passed away that hearing aids didn’t just turn down on their own. Older people turned them down when they didn’t want to hear you anymore.

      I walked Parker and the kids to the door so I could get a look at the photo of the ribbon-cutting ceremony again. He put his hand on my shoulder before he left. “That accident you’re looking up. That was very hard for Mrs. Nebitt and my grandmother.”

      I looked at him sideways.

      “They were chaperones at the dance and were pretty much blamed for the accident. Someone spiked the punch and kids got out of control. And when some kids drowned because they were drunk… It was a rough time for the family.”

      I gasped. “I had no idea.”

      “Just tread lightly,” he said then left with his kids.

      Mrs. Nebitt waddled over to me as soon as the door closed behind them. “They are driving me nuts, running around like that. Parker asked if we did story time. What was I going to say? Poor guy’s looking for cheap entertainment for those kids. But honestly, I don’t know how to do a story time for toddlers. Run a book club for 90-year-olds, sure. But toddlers…”

      “I can do it next time,” someone said, and I realized it had been me. I immediately tried to back peddle. “I know you would hate that, though, because you would hate for someone else to take over. And there probably won’t even be a next time.”

      Mrs. Nebitt’s face relaxed, so it was only halfway scowling now. “I will take you up on your very kind offer,” she said.

      Why had I made such a very kind offer, anyway?

      “We’ll talk about the details later. I set up the microfilm machine for you,” she said, sashaying off to her humungous desktop computer at the front, leaving me to do my own research for once. Every other time, she’d kept me company.

      I looked up at the photo above the copiers before making my way to the periodicals section again. In it, Mrs. Nebitt stood with a pair of humungous scissors next to four smiling men in dark suits and one young woman in a beauty queen sash, Miss Potter Grove 1950-something. The woman was standing behind one of the men, so I couldn’t really tell the date on her sash. Mrs. Nebitt looked remarkably similar to the way she looked today, except in the picture her hair was dark and her glasses were thick and cat-eye looking as she glared down at the ribbon she was about to cut, like she might want to stab it instead.

      I went back over to the periodicals section and sat in front of the machine. Mrs. Nebitt was humming to herself, causing a very loud distraction. The woman didn’t hum. She hated noise. I could already tell this case was going to be different.

      
        
        Young Party Goers Meet Tragic End; Alcohol Suspected

        Gloria Thomas and Annette Jerome, recent high-school graduates and cousins from Los Angeles, CA, were two of the four victims in the boating accident late Saturday night. Witnesses say alcohol was most certainly involved. After attending what was supposed to be a “sock hop” at the country club’s recreational center, the girls surreptitiously boarded a yacht owned by the Donovan family with Frederick Linder, 18, of Landover and his friends Clyde Bowman, Myles Donovan, and Darren Wittle. Also in attendance were Bill Donovan and Dwight Linder.

        

      

      My jaw dropped. There, on the screen, were some of the biggest names in Landover County. Clyde Bowman was the mayor of Potter Grove (and was also Jackson’s uncle) while Darren Wittle was the mayor of Landover. And Myles Donovan was the Myles Donovan, the man in the largest house on the lake, the richest man in Landover. He was also Delilah Scott’s distant cousin. I didn’t recognize the Linders, though, even though there was a photo of them. I read on.

      
        
        “I am actually surprised this didn’t happen sooner,” one of the mothers of a young party attender said. “We’ve been warning the country club for years. They need to do a better job chaperoning those dances. The punch was spiked again, and I suspect funny cigarettes were a part of it, too.”

        Witnesses on the boat say the teenagers jumped overboard for a late-night swim, but were too inebriated to make it back and quickly became lost in the water.

        Frederick Linder’s father, Dwight, apparently jumped in to save the kids, but was quickly lost too. A police vessel was summoned to the scene, but in the chaos, accidentally ran over the women who were still struggling to stay afloat. The search for the Linders continues. Ms. Thomas is survived by her parents, Tony and Velma Thomas and her sister, June, of Los Angeles…

        

      

      Below the article were all three of the kids’ senior high-school photos. Gloria and Nettie smiled at me in velvet wraps and pearls. And Freddie Linder was a lanky kid in a bow tie and suit, his thinning hair parted neatly to the side.

      “Who’s Frederick Linder?” I called out across the library.

      Mrs. Nebitt shushed me and took another sip of her coffee. “This is a library, Carly Mae,” she said, like it hadn’t just been a daycare about 20 minutes ago.

      In the middle of the article, there was a small grainy photo of the lake, with a couple large boats sitting along the bank and what looked like stretchers loaded with lumpy white sheets being wheeled along the dirt. The caption underneath said: “We didn’t know they were swimming when we pulled anchor and drove off. By the time we realized they were in the lake, we turned around but it was too late to find them. Freddie’s dad jumped in and we called the police.” — Clyde Bowman

      I noticed the inconsistencies right away. Did the “witnesses” know their friends had jumped overboard or were they surprised not to see them onboard? And almost none of this went along with Gloria's account.

      I printed out the article and wrote down every person’s name I could find in the margins, circling June Thomas, Gloria’s sister. There was very little chance Gloria’s parents were still alive, but maybe her sister was. Finding her might be a challenge, though.

      I could only find a couple other articles about the accident. Apparently, the other two victims had drowned. Mrs. Carmichael and old George had both been right. While I was printing out every article I could find, I looked up at the 50’s photo just above the copiers again.

      I didn’t care that this happened 60 years ago. Someone from that boating accident was going to talk to me. And I was going to start with the person I didn’t have to look too hard to find. The mayor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          The Investment Club

        

      

    

    
      Mayor Clyde Bowman was a predictable man who loved three things: money, himself, and food. And Mondays were the day he could celebrate all three. The investment club always met at the Spoony River Cafe because chicken fried steak was on special, and that was an investment most people could agree on, even without an investment club.

      After work I went over there. It was warm and loud, and smelled like grease mixed with blood pressure medication.

      Mrs. Carmichael rushed over to me, strutting to Runaround Sue playing softly in the background. “There’s a spot open along the counter, hon. Coffee and chicken fried steak?”

      “Just coffee,” I said, sitting down at one of the stools close to the investment club. The mayor was right behind me at his usual spot in the large corner booth next to five other men, leaning back into the sticky white vinyl of their seats, laughing, probably at some joke about poor people or taxes, or how they avoided both.

      I knew this was a bad idea. There were too many people and it was weird to ask an almost 80-year-old man about a horrific boating accident that happened when he was 18. I gulped, but scooted my barstool over a little so I’d be close enough to overhear them.

      Landover’s mayor, Darren Wittle, was among the group, a man who looked more like Pee Wee Herman’s creepy uncle than an authority figure worth voting for. He and Mayor Bowman were talking about how they might be able to take a trip to Florida together soon, on the taxpayer’s dime for business reasons.

      Nobody glanced in my direction or smiled, even though they all knew me and saw me there. But then, I was the awful woman who had somehow swindled Gate House out of the Bowmans’ grasps, so I was getting used to being ignored.

      Mrs. Carmichael carried a pot of coffee when she came back over. She fixed her pink waitress hat and set a white coffee cup by my place mat.

      “When you told me about Accident Loop yesterday…” I began, loudly. I paused to see if the investment club at the large booth was looking over at me like I wanted them to. They weren’t, so I made my voice even louder. “I did a quick library search to see what you were talking about.”

      Mrs. Carmichael stopped pouring mid-cup, suddenly interested. “So, tell me. Who was right? Was it a drowning or were those kids mangled by a boat?”

      I studied the woman’s face. I had no idea how old anyone was, really. But I guessed Mrs. Carmichael must have been in her late 50s so she probably hadn’t been around when the accident happened. And since not too many people talked about it anymore, she might not have known that two of the people involved were sitting at the booth next to us right now. I was about to fill her in, though.

      “You were both right. Two of the victims were hit by a boat, the other two drowned.” She almost looked disappointed not to be fully right.

      I pointed over to the booth with the investment club while she filled my cup the rest of the way. “I also found out the mayors of both Landover and Potter Grove were on one of the boats when it happened.”

      Mrs. Carmichael turned so fast she almost spilled coffee on them. “These two?” She motioned with her coffee pot at the mayors. “Well, I’ll be,” she said, mouth open. Mrs. Carmichael prided herself on being the town’s biggest gossip, and now I’d scooped her on a story that George had already partially scooped her on.

      Mayor Bowman cut her off. “Just a splash more coffee, Patsy,” he said, raising his cup. “And before you even ask, I don’t talk about that night. It was a horrible, tragic accident. One we all want to forget about.”

      Mayor Wittle nodded his thin, turkey neck so hard in agreement, I worried for a second I’d hear a twig-snapping sound. “Horrible,” he repeated, voice nasally and shaky.

      Mayor Bowman went on. “And it happened a long time ago. There is no reason on God’s green earth to relive it.”

      “What if I gave you a reason? I don’t believe the accident happened like it was reported.”

      He went back to his food and his friends. “Some people don’t know when to quit. Nobody cares about something that happened that long ago.”

      “The dead do,” I said, then after realizing that sounded crazy, added. “I mean their families do, and I care too.”

      Dr. Vernon Gleason, the town’s only veterinarian and the youngest one in the investment group at age 60, leaned in my direction. Rosalie called him Dr. Dog, mostly because he hit on every woman at his vet clinic. “She’s just trying to drum up some business over there at the Purple Pony. Charge good people millions of dollars to watch another silly seance. I heard they’re not doing very well over there.” He ran a thick freckled hand through his greasy dyed bangs and winked at me. “You should come on over and work for me, Carly Mae. I’ll keep you busy.”

      I was happy my stomach didn’t have anything to possibly throw up.

      I grabbed my coffee and took a larger sip than I’d intended, burning my tongue. I hadn’t heard the Purple Pony wasn’t doing well. I mean, I should have guessed. My hours had been cut again, but Rosalie just said that was because it was winter and we didn’t have rich tourists here for the summer yet.

      The diner seemed silent, except for the occasional sounds of forks scraping along plates, and a mumble about me and the Purple Pony. I shook myself out of my stupor.

      “Stop trying to change the subject. Gloria Thomas did not die by accident. And I’m going to prove it,” I said, loudly, so the whole restaurant could hear me. That got the murmurs really going.

      The mayor pointed a shaky finger at me. “We know how you operate, and we’re all tired of it. Aren’t we?” he asked the members of his table. They all nodded like the old man was making sense.

      He went on. “You sure like to stir up trouble where there isn’t any. Well, that might have flown with the country club ladies who like to take on ridiculous causes like helping mediums change death certificates on old suffragettes. But this is different. You could hurt people’s reputations. And I, for one, will fight for mine.”

      We were both talking for the benefit of the entire restaurant now. Mrs. Carmichael and Shelby were the only ones shuffling about, grabbing empty plates and filling coffee cups, but even they were really looking over, listening.

      And the ball was back in my court. “I thought just a couple months ago, you said every life mattered in this city and so did every death. Gloria Thomas was a life. So was her cousin Annette and your friend Frederick. Apparently, life and death only matter when precious reputations aren’t also on the line.”

      “The good people of this town have suffered enough with this case,” he said. “You’re right. Freddie was my friend. And he was lost in a tragic accident. I think everyone here will agree with me when I say we’re done reliving it. Certain things should stay in the past.”

      He was good, better than I thought. Just like the politician he was trained to be, he knew exactly when to bring the crowd to his side, and how to do it. I could tell he’d just won this round. Everyone went back to their chicken fried steaks and their conversations about what a bad winter this was going to be.

      I took another couple sips of coffee, threw down five dollars onto the counter, and hopped off my bar stool. Someone who probably wasn’t on the verge of losing her job should have my spot. Someone who could afford chicken fried steak and not just coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Tread Cautiously

        

      

    

    
      “Jackson is seriously getting on my nerves,” I told my boss the next day when we were standing by the main storefront window, pulling the stiff arms of a headless mannequin into a cable knit, vintage, 70s sweater for the Purple Pony’s window display. “I have no privacy.”

      “And that’s surprising to you how? I’m pretty sure Jackson didn’t have boundaries when he was living either.”

      “And the other day, when Justin and I were on the couch…” I stopped myself. It was strange talking about my love life in front of someone I thought of as a mom.

      “I get it. You don’t want Jackson popping in. Maybe I can find a recipe to help.”

      I nodded like I knew what that meant. One of my curls caught on a random Christmas bulb hanging from the side of the window and I yanked it free, leaving a chunk of blondish brown strands dangling off of it like tinsel.

      Even though we were well into January, the Purple Pony still had Christmas lights hanging everywhere because Rosalie “loved that time of year.” What she probably loved best was that it was the last time we had any customers. I didn’t mention the part where Dr. Dog said the Purple Pony was in trouble.

      Instead, I told her all about my new client and the run-in I had with the mayor.

      Rosalie pulled her dreadlocks into a bun and steadied herself on the stool by her side, resting her bad hip as she straightened out the neckline of the mannequin’s sweater. “If the mayor had that kind of a reaction when you just brought up the boating accident, he’s hiding something.”

      “Yep,” I said.

      “You could uncover a whole mess of trouble,” she mumbled with a pin in her mouth. She bunched the mannequin’s skirt a little in the back and pinned it so it would fit its curves better. “Tread cautiously.”

      That was the second “tread cautiously” I’d heard in the last couple days.

      “Were Woodward and Bernstein told to tread cautiously by the Washington Post?” I asked.

      “How should I know? They didn’t have to deal with the good-ole-boys club of Landover County. I do know that. Now, go on outside and tell me how this dummy looks from the window.”

      “It’s below freezing outside,” I said. “I can already tell you. It looks fine.”

      She gave me a look, so I went in the back and grabbed my coat, gloves, and hat. She waited to roll her eyes until I got back to the front. “I asked you to make a two-second assessment. You’re dressed like you’re going camping in the Arctic.”

      I smiled behind my scarf and opened the door, blinking into the sunlight that always seemed brighter when it reflected off snowbanks. A cold wind shot through my body, and the many layers of clothes I was wearing weren’t doing much to help.

      The sidewalk under my feet hadn’t been salted properly and I slipped a little as I cautiously trudged out to the window in the front. Just like I thought, the mannequin looked fine, although very Christmasy for nowhere near Christmas with all the red and green lights surrounding it.

      “Thanks again for the rush delivery,” a familiar voice said as the door to the Bait ’N Breath opened, and Paula Henkel stepped out, carrying a large box. The hippie store couldn’t even get one customer during the off season but the tackle shop next to us in the strip mall had customers galore.

      Last time I saw the spiky-haired, bleach-blonde woman, her face was stuck in a bucket of fish as a polar bear. Apparently, there were many shapeshifters here in Potter Grove. So far, I’d only discovered two bears for sure: her and Bobby Foreman, Shelby’s fiancé. I avoided both.

      “Going ice fishing?” I asked, pointing toward her box. “Or buying a few snacks?”

      Paula glared at me. “How’s business?” she said in such a way I knew she was dying for me to ask her the same question. The winter business season in Potter Grove was even deadlier than winter itself.

      “Oh, it’s always slow in January,” I said. “But we’re making do.” I added that last part to try to quell the rumors already circulating.

      She waited a second for me to ask her about the bed and breakfast. I didn’t. “Still going strong at the bed and breakfast,” she replied, trudging out to her large white truck. “But then, I know how to cater to the locals. That’s the secret. I’m running a local lovebird special right now if you and Justin are interested.”

      “Thanks, but I live in a beautiful Victorian. Every day’s like waking up in a bed and breakfast.” If cursed haunted houses were charming and had privacy. I looked down at my scuffed-up puffer coat, which was the same coat I’d been wearing for five years. Who was I kidding? She knew the truth.

      She smiled a little too enthusiastically. “Well then, have a good day.”

      I needed to figure out a way for the Purple Pony to cater to the locals, too. I was just about to go back inside when I thought of something. Why not take the investment club’s advice?

      I sucked in my pride and yelled to Paula. “I think I have a ghost story the locals will be very interested in if you feel like partnering to do a seance again. I’d do it myself, but you were great with marketing last time.”

      She stopped and looked over. “I’m listening.”

      “Sixty years ago, four people died on the lake. It was deemed an accident, but I’ve talked to one of the ghosts, and it was no accident.”

      “You talked to one of the ghosts?” She chuckled to herself, her cheeks bright red from the cold.

      “You’re right. That’s crazy. Enjoy your fish, from your bucket.”

      She paused at her opened driver’s side door. “I’m always up for a business proposition,” she said, sliding her box of polar bear food across to the passenger’s seat. “But just so you know, if we work together, I won’t be paying for damages this time around. And windows probably cost double to replace in winter.”

      She was referring to the last seance we’d done when my suffragist client was so angry with her lying fiancé that she blew out some windows at the bed and breakfast. It made negotiating the terms of our agreement with Paula pretty sticky.

      I tried to make my voice as confident as I could. “We’ll have sage on stand-by this time. Burning sage will keep the ghosts in check.”

      She looked at me like I just told her I still believed in Santa. “C’mon, Carly. That’s an old wive’s tale, and ghosts aren’t real.”

      “They’re real, and it works. But even if it doesn’t, we’ll pay for any damage caused by ghosts. You paid for it last time.”

      Her smile grew to an evil length. “We’ll talk,” she said, getting into her truck.

      Snow fell heavily as I walked back toward the Purple Pony, a new-found confidence in my step. All I had to do was convince Rosalie to work with Paula again, and get a ghost or two from the boating accident to show up. I pictured the whole county getting behind me on this one. The truth would prevail.

      I looked up at the sad headless mannequin celebrating Christmas from 1976, a hairy bulb behind her neck. Truth was, we couldn’t afford for the truth not to prevail.

      Rosalie was just as curious as I thought she’d be when I got back inside. “What were you talking to Satan about?”

      “Business.”

      “My soul’s not for sale.”

      “He said he needs ‘em pure, anyway,” I joked. I wanted to say a lot of other things, like how I knew the Purple Pony wasn’t doing well, maybe remind her that we needed to figure out ways to cater to the locals. But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I just nodded like we weren’t about to do business with the dark lord.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the day, when the window mannequin was sporting her third 70’s Christmas look in January because we were bored, I stood at the mirror by the dressing room, touching up my mascara. Justin and I were hanging out at his place tonight and I was counting down the seconds until I could leave.

      The wind chimes on the front door clanged, and Rosalie darted in from the back like she was prepared to pounce on our one-and-only customer. She stopped when she saw it was Justin, and limp-walked back.

      “You’re early,” I said to him. “I can officially go in…” I looked at my cellphone clock.

      “Just go,” Rosalie said.

      Justin didn’t say a word as we walked out to his truck. And, it dawned on me that he hadn’t kissed me hello either. Snow fell all around us, but it wasn’t why I was feeling cold.

      “Everything okay?” I finally asked when we reached his truck.

      “Fine.”

      I nodded and got into his spotless passenger’s seat, turning the vent over toward me and adjusting my temperature to max heat. “I wish everything was fine with me. I think I’m about to get my hours cut again.”

      He took a deep breath like he was going to say something then exhaled without saying a word. I hated it when people did that. My mother made that same sound every time she asked how my career was going.

      It was the sigh of disappointment. I never thought I’d hear it from my boyfriend, though. I turned the radio up so we wouldn’t have to make conversation then looked out the window because staring at darkness was much more interesting right now.

      “Do you know what I did all day?” he finally asked.

      “I have no idea,” I replied to the window, never looking over at him.

      “I filled out paperwork and filed it. I cleaned trashcans and wiped toilets. That’s what I did.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Yes. It did suck.” His voice was cold, distant.

      I didn’t say anything and he didn’t either, but after his third sigh-of-disappointment, I’d had enough. “Look, okay it sucked. But I have been in enough years of therapy to know that what you’re doing right now is inappropriately displacing your anger. You’re mad at Caleb and taking it out on me.”

      He stared at the road.

      I went on. “Now, my anger about your anger, on the other hand, is very understandable. I’m pretty sure even a therapist would say, ‘Good job on this anger, Carly. Totally appropriate use of it there.’”

      Justin clenched his teeth and furrowed his thick eyebrows. “When I asked Caleb what was going on, why I was cleaning and filing stuff. You know what he told me?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “He said, ‘Ask your girlfriend.’ So now I’m asking. What does that mean?”

      I took a deep breath like I was about to say something, but only exhaled. The sound of Justin’s wipers swishing away the fast-falling snow was the only sound.

      My mouth fell open. “He said to ask me?”

      “Yes.”

      I sat listening to the wipers. That comment must’ve been the mayor’s attempt at trying to silence me. I tried to hold in my smile. “I think it means I’m on the right track. I met a new ghost…”

      “Ghost,” he said with an almost laugh in his tone. “I have to clean trashcans and file because of a ghost. Listen to yourself.”

      “I am listening to myself,” I said. “You’re the one not listening. Just take me back to my car. I’m not in the mood to hang out with your illegitimate anger issues.”

      “You always do this,” he said. “You did it twelve years ago, and you’re still doing it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Make me out to be the villain.”

      We didn’t talk the whole way back to the Purple Pony. And I didn’t even give him the chance to kiss me good-bye. I slammed the door shut and stumbled through the piling snow over to my car, never looking back.

      I could tell the man of few words was holding in a lot of them at that moment. Good. That made two of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Slippery Slopes

        

      

    

    
      It was just one simple question. For my investigation. It had nothing to do with the argument I’d just had with my boyfriend. I hit the little phone icon and waited on the side of the road for him to pick up. The snow had really piled up while I was at work and it was still coming down. It was going to be slow-going, getting up Gate Hill tonight, and this was my last chance to use my cell phone.

      “Hey Carly. I’ve been meaning to call you,” Parker said when he answered.

      I lost any semblance of thought. “Whymever for?” I managed. Whymever for? I cursed my ex-husband for making me feel nervous around this man. Maybe Parker hadn’t heard me.

      He went on. “Mrs. Nebitt said you were going to take over story time at the library for her. She wants us to coordinate a day to do it so she can put it on the library’s online calendar. She’s hoping more kids’ll show up next time so Lil Mil and Benjamin can maybe make some friends.”

      “Oh,” I said, cluing in that this was a business call. I tried not to show my disappointment. “Pretty much any morning works for me. I work at the Purple Pony in the afternoons,” I said. “But I’ll be honest. I have no idea how to run a story time.”

      “It’s simple.” He laughed. “You just read stories.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I had two English degrees. I could read.

      “And maybe do a puppet show or a sing-a-long.”

      I coughed on air. “A puppet show? Where do you even buy puppets? Is there a puppet store somewhere? And do kids really like those creepy things?”

      He laughed even harder, probably thinking I was joking. “You’re creeped out by puppets, huh?” His voice had a teasing quality to it that made me want to get teased more. “They’re Lil Mil’s favorite.”

      “Well, then,” I said. “I don’t want to piss off Lil Mil. She seems like a tough cookie.”

      “Takes after her great grandma.”

      “Speaking of her great grandma,” I said. “I’m calling because I lost her phone number and I need it.”

      There was a long pause. “Whymever for?” he asked, making me kick myself even harder for saying that before. So much for thinking he hadn’t heard.

      “I just want to ask her a few things.”

      “You’re not going to…” he hesitated. “Ask her about the night of the dance, are you? Honestly, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Your grandmother’s a grown woman, Parker. And a tough cookie. You just told me that. She can handle my questions.”

      “Okay, but you saw how Mrs. Nebitt reacted when you asked her about that night? My grandmother is ten times worse.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll tread cautiously,” I said, before he had a chance to say it.

      Parker agreed to text me the number and I agreed on a week from Monday for the story time. Then I slowly maneuvered my way up Gate Hill, along the barely-visible path that had supposedly been snowplowed for me that afternoon.

      My car skidded on what felt like a block of ice and I turned my steering wheel in the direction of the skid, just like my mother taught me to do, taking my foot off the gas. My heart pounded through my sweater as I mechanically went through the steps of coming out of a skid, but ended up sliding out of control for a full 10 seconds. The only light around was coming from my headlights as they bounced crazily over rocks and trees. I finally stopped in a snowbank and took a deep breath.

      Quickly, I put my foot on the gas again to make sure I wasn’t stranded. Commuting to work was not as safe as it used to be. It was definitely not worth the short hours and minimum-wage pay.

      After lurching my car forward enough to know I was okay, I threw it into park and took a second to calm down, let my hands stop shaking before I moved on. And I remembered now how Justin and I had broken up originally more than twelve years ago. It had been a similar night to tonight.

      I had a different car, though, a God-awful orange Volvo that I nicknamed the politician because I couldn’t count on it for much more than money-sucking and broken promises. This was around the time when Jackson started noticing me too, and unfortunately for me, I was a dumb 19-year-old who apparently liked to be noticed, and couldn’t tell the difference between a nice guy and a pile of… cash.

      And I’ll just admit it; it felt good to have somebody rich treat me special, flaunting money, saying all the things I liked to hear like, “Here’s some more money.”

      I didn’t choose Jackson over Justin for the money, but it sure made things confusing. I mistook generosity for kindness and love. It didn’t help that Justin looked the part of the bad boy. He had a motorcycle and tattoos, pretty much everything my mother hated in my boyfriends from high school because they’d all been selfish pricks. And before I knew it, I’d put Jackson in the nice category and Justin in the jerk one. I was a shallow, confused teenager.

      The night we broke up, I knew I had to tell him it was over, but I didn’t know how. We were just about to snuggle on the couch like usual when I blurted out, “I can’t do this anymore. I’m not a kid. This was fun, but I need somebody stable and secure who cares about me for me.”

      The politician wouldn’t start in the snow when I got back out to it. And after about 10 minutes of me sitting in my car outside his home, cursing into my steering wheel, trying to get the damn thing started, I got a text on my flip phone.

      “You okay?”

      I ended up staying over. He even insisted I take the bed.

      I kicked myself a little just now in my Civic for not seeing true kindness back then, especially when it let me stay the night, after I’d been the villain.

      Did justice for the dead really matter that much? Finding out what happened the night of the boating accident wasn’t going to change what happened the night of the boating accident. But it might change a lot of things for the people I cared about right here, right now.

      I turned the heat higher and warmed my fingers on one of the vents, suddenly feeling like something was watching me. I looked around but didn’t see anything. That’s when I heard high-pitched screaming from up above. The sound grew louder and louder like it was plunging straight for my car. I screamed too, ducking, covering my face, certain whatever it was was coming straight through the windshield. I looked up just in time to see it stop. A crow zoomed past my windshield and down the road.

      That was crazy.

      I wasn’t sure if it was one of the thick-beaked bomber birds, or a shapeshifter, or just a regular bird who forgot to fly south and had apparently frozen in midair, plummeting to the ground like a screaming piece of hail. I maneuvered my way back over to the path again, the bird just in front of me now, soaring ahead like it was guiding my way. I got a look at its beak. It wasn’t crusty yellow, but still, that was not as comforting as you would think it’d be.

      It took me more than an hour to inch up Gate Hill and I must’ve looked like hell frozen over when I finally stomped through the veranda door, kicking my boots off on the porch, as was required by my agreement. I leaned against the wall of the kitchen and closed my eyes, trying to feel safe.

      Jackson appeared as soon as I opened my eyes again.

      “Don’t start,” I said, my eyes stinging with rage. “I cannot get stranded on that hill without cell phone coverage. We will be making some upgrades to this place or I am leaving it. We need lights on Gate Hill. And paved roads.”

      He didn’t say anything. He just calmly listened to me ranting about safety issues and improperly plowed roads. And then when I was finished, he looked at me with the kind of sad concern I saw way too much of nowadays, and I wanted to strangle him for it.

      That’s when I noticed Ronald was there too, standing in the kitchen. Jackson’s lawyer, and probably the lawyer in my adoption 31 years ago.

      He was a rail thin man in a perfectly-pressed, buttoned-down white shirt and a waxed mustache that bordered on handlebar, his hair neatly side-parted with a little swoop.

      “The trust pays handsomely for that road to be maintained,” he said. “I made a full inspection on my way in, and I can conclusively say it hasn’t been touched. I’m very sorry. I will immediately stop further payment to the city…”

      “To the city,” I said, suddenly suspicious.

      “We have never had problems contracting with the snowplow service they use.”

      And now, I understood. I hadn’t even had a channeling with Gloria Thomas and the mayor was so scared he was trying to convince me to go no further with this. At least I knew what tread cautiously meant. “Yes, thank you, Ronald. Please do whatever you can to make sure that road is safe.” I thought about the bird I saw on Gate Hill. “And thanks for directing my way in. Bird’s eye view of the road helps, huh?”

      I’d long suspected that man was a ghost. Now, I also suspected a shapeshifter too.

      His face never changed expression. “We’ll go directly with a private contractor from now on,” he said, ignoring my comment. “I’ll call to see if they can come out tomorrow morning. And you’re right. It’s time for some upgrades this spring. I’ll put in an order.”

      I had no idea what “putting in an order” meant, but I knew it was futile to ask. I was the owner of this place, but I had very little control over it. I had to follow a house agreement and, apparently, I also had to wait for approval before doing any upkeep.

      I sat down on the couch and sunk into the cushions, yanking my super-soft throw blanket over myself. This case was already getting dangerous. Rex bounded over to me and I scratched him behind his ear. “I’ll feed you in a minute,” I said, knowing that was about all the time I had before I’d get docked for not feeding him on time.

      My laptop was on the coffee table in front of me and I pulled it over so I could look up as much about this boating accident as I could before my channeling tomorrow. The Donovans. The Linders. The Bowmans and Wittles. The mayor was not going to stop me that easily. This investigation was moving forward. Like it or not.

      “Sorry, Justin,” I said in my head. “Looks like you’ll have trash duty for a while longer because I’m choosing to be the villain again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Golden Girls

        

      

    

    
      My mother didn’t answer when I tried calling her the next day just before the channeling. I expected to get her voicemail. I didn’t expect to get her friend’s voicemail as well.

      “Hi, this is Marlene,” my mother said.

      “And Brenda,” said her friend.

      “We’re not here right now,” they said together, giggling. “But leave a message.”

      I left one. But not the one I wanted to leave, which was, “What the Golden-Girls is going on here? Are you and Brenda roommates now? And why are you so happy?”

      It wasn’t any of my business, but I thought it was odd that I hadn’t heard a thing about anyone moving in.

      “Call me when you get this,” I said, instead.

      My choppy internet had been extra choppy last night, and I hadn’t been able to look anything up, so I was happy to have the printed library articles.

      I spread them out along the dining table and glanced over them one by one. There were so many inconsistencies, it was crazy. From the misspelling of names (Linder vs. Lender) to the “blame the victims” defense, the Landover Gazette had dropped the ball on its reporting all over the place. And it seemed to be on purpose.

      
        
        According to police reports, Miss Thomas and Miss Jerome secretly boarded the Donovan’s yacht after the Landover Country Club dance ended, apparently hoping to continue a night of carousing and debauchery.

        “Myles’s dad had no idea the girls were even on there. He and Mr. Linder were asleep downstairs,” Clyde Bowman, 18, said. “Freddie and the girls were drinking. Beer bottles were everywhere, onboard and in the water, all over the place. Freddie didn’t do stuff like that. These girls were party girls from California. I think they were pretty ‘loose.’ They must’ve talked him into it. I bet that’s how he got drunk at the dance too.”

        

      

      It went on to lecture about the perils of being “talked into stuff,” with advice backed by “experts,” of course. “It’s one of the dangers our young people face on the lake every summer, and when the university’s in session,” said Mayor Lawrence Peterton. “Outsiders who come here with questionable values and nothing but partying on their minds.”

      The byline said the article was written by Ethel Peterton, same woman who wrote the other articles, and the same last name as the mayor.

      Jackson appeared beside me. “I see you’ve found the work of my great aunt Ethel,” he said. “Henry Bowman had four children. Ethel was one of them. Such a dear, dear woman. Loved by all.”

      “Sounds like she and the mayor pitted the whole town against the outsiders,” I said. I’d been an “outsider” once too. And I’d felt every bit the pitted part. “I take it the mayor’s her husband?”

      He nodded. “They made a great team, like a deadly version of Bonnie and Clyde.”

      I snatched my laptop from the middle of the table, happy to see the internet was working again.

      I looked up the Landover Gazette itself, clicking on the “about us” tab on its website. A rich history of serving Landover County with accurate and timely reporting for more than a century. I also saw that it had been established in 1888 when Landover was just becoming a rancher town, but was sold to the Peterton family in the 1930s and then to the new owners in 1993.

      “If you think my uncle is a crooked mayor,” Jackson said. “Ethel’s husband, Lawrence, made Uncle Clyde look like the Dalai Lama. Lawrence was supposedly an ex-mafia lawyer.”

      “Interesting,” I said, taking mental notes to keep the couple in mind as potential suspects. I couldn’t decide which was more crooked. The mafia or the Bowmans.

      At that moment, Gloria appeared. She was brighter now. I could see the blonde highlights in her brown hair where it had lightened over the summer. A good sign she was strong enough for a channeling.

      Jackson whispered in my ear. “Be careful. This is harder on your body than you think.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, even though I had no idea if I would be fine or how to be careful, anyway. I hadn’t done a channeling in a couple months. But I was still having weird side effects that included a hallucination or two. I kept hearing birds when there weren’t any. But then, maybe I was fine and there were just ghost birds flying around my house. Anything was possible nowadays.

      I asked Gloria about her sister.

      “I do have a sister,” she said like she was just now remembering that fact. She closed her eyes. “June. June Bug, that’s what I called her. I don’t know what happened to her, or anyone for that matter. I couldn’t get myself to leave the lake. I got so caught up in knowing the truth.” She hovered back and forth. “Bug was thirteen when everything happened.”

      I quickly did the math in my head. “So she’d be in her 70s now. What’s her full name?”

      It took Gloria a good ten seconds before she answered. Ghosts seemed to have a very hard time recalling specifics outside of a channeling. “June Marie Thomas,” she finally replied. “Dark-haired girl with freckles. Please, let me know if you find anything about her.” Her voice trailed off. “I should’ve sought her out. I should’ve been a better sister.”

      “I’ve found it’s never too late for that one,” I said, mostly thinking about the case I had with the suffragette not too long ago.

      Jackson left “to give us our privacy,” and I stacked my articles up into a short pile on the table, the afternoon light shining in on them from the opened curtains. “I’d like to go back to the beginning of the dance, if you’re able to,” I said, pulling the curtains closed so the room would be darker, the mood more appropriate. “We’ll channel until one of us gets tired.”

      I said that like I knew how to get myself out of a channeling. They’d ended before with either a death, a pass-out, or someone shaking me from the present.

      For some reason, my heart raced thinking about this one. Seeing the town back then and the people in it might change the way I felt about them now. And truth was, we were all different people. I sure wasn’t that same dumb 19-year-old who’d picked Jackson over Justin.

      I took a deep breath to calm down, reminding myself I could be a fair and nonjudgmental bystander no matter what I saw or went through. And I could go through death again. I could do this. “I’m ready whenever you are.” I lied.

      She nodded. And I stared at one of the golden fleur de lis in the wallpaper, concentrating on its curves and shimmers, trying to think of nothing.

      I barely felt her entering. It was a lighter touch this time, much different than when I channeled with Jackson, Martha, or Bessilyn. They had all been heavier, more confident ghosts. Gloria was a bit reluctant, almost like she was as afraid as I was. Maybe she didn’t really want to relive this. It’s one thing to want to know what happened and a whole other thing to want to go through it again, second by second.

      A mild tingling began in my fingertips, travelled up my spine, and spread across my face.

      Music played all around me, along with lots of talking and laughing. The smell of adolescent sweat mixed with chips and punch.

      “He was absolutely the cutest. The cutest,” a girl’s voice said while See You Later, Alligator played in the background. “He says he’s one of the richest boys on the lake.” She squealed. “His name’s Freddie. So cute.”

      “You can open your eyes now,” Gloria said to me in our now-meshed mind. I looked around. A large dance floor was surrounded by a pool table and some couches. A couple of girls with short curled hair and high-waisted shorts with no shoes or socks sat on a couch in front of us. One of the girls bounced up, folding her legs underneath her. “My parents told me we can’t afford Purdue anymore. Can you believe it? They actually suggested secretarial school,” she said. “Who are they kidding?”

      I didn’t recognize them. The dance floor was also filled with kids I didn’t know. Some were twirling around in a jitterbug fashion, others bobbed up and down, squatting and twisting to the beat. Most the girls were in tight long skirts but some had casual shorts or capris on and sandals like they’d thought to come straight off the lake.

      Gloria was an out-of-towner, so I knew she was not going to be able to show me around. I scanned the room for people I recognized myself. Their faces were all so round, rosy, and wrinkle-free. How would I be able to tell anyone?

      A chubby dark-haired college girl stood at the entrance to the dance hall. She was wearing a puffy pink dress and an awkwardly large corsage. Every once in a while, she looked over at the tall, thin man beside her who was wearing a suit slightly too short for him. And I knew instantly who they were. Mildred and her now-husband, Horace.

      “Please don’t leave me here alone. Promise me you won’t go off with anyone,” Gloria begged the girl standing by her side who was wearing a tight-fitting black dress with her bleach blonde hair done in a high ponytail, and more makeup on than Shelby Winehouse (and that girl was a walking makeup sample). I knew it was Annette.

      Gloria went on. “He’s probably just telling you he’s the richest kid on the lake because… you know how boys are around you, Nettie. They’ll say anything.”

      Annette laughed. “You think?” She smiled even broader, her penciled-on beauty mark cracked a little with her facial muscles. A boy looked her up and down and she looked back.

      “Please,” Gloria said, squeezing her cousin’s hand tighter.

      “Stop being such a wet rag tonight, Gloria. Gosh. Have I ever left you anywhere?” She turned her head to the side in a coy kind of way. “Okay, maybe I have, but I won’t go off with anyone tonight.” She held up three fingers on her right hand. “I solemnly swear I won’t have any fun at all tonight. I promise.”

      Gloria didn’t respond and Annette pulled her onto the dance floor, almost bumping into a tall, muscular boy in a plaid shirt. He smiled at Annette and she batted her false eyelashes back at him.

      “You’re the girls from California, huh?” he asked.

      She grabbed onto Gloria's arm. “Los Angeles.”

      He pointed to Nettie. “You were hanging around with my friend Freddie earlier, huh?”

      “Well, I’m certainly not married to him,” Nettie replied, taking a step closer to the boy. “If that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Who?” Nettie asked.

      The boy rolled his eyes, and I suddenly recognized him from the way his forehead crinkled when he was annoyed. Myles Donovan, looking vaguely similar to his promotional photos around town. There was one at the gym and another in the grocery store. He owned half this town and you couldn’t go many places without feeling like he was following you.

      He brought out a comb from the back pocket of his jeans and combed his hair a little. “You wanna dance?’ he asked.

      He licked his lips and Nettie leaned into Gloria, grabbing her arm. “Isn’t he the cutest? The cutest. To die for.”

      “I thought you were just telling me the other boy was the cutest?”

      “Can’t they both be?”

      Gloria talked to me. “Annette was a little bit of a flirt. She hadn’t always been that way. It was only after she started dyeing her hair last summer. Everyone told her she looked like Jayne Mansfield and she’d been nonstop ever since.”

      Myles and Annette went off together to the middle of the dance floor, and Gloria danced by herself for a while, snapping her fingers awkwardly before she backed her way off to the outskirts of the crowd again. I listened in on some of the conversations going on around us, while trying to recognize people.

      “We might have to sell the lake house,” a girl in loose-fitting jeans cuffed at the bottom said. “My parents are so mad they could kill.”

      “They’re not the only ones,” another girl replied.

      I tried to hear more from the girls by our side, but Gloria began talking to me in her head. “If I were back in California, I would just have grabbed one of my friends and made her dance with me, you know? But I didn’t know anyone here.” Her voice was sad. This was a tough memory for her.

      “I get it,” I said. “I’ve spent a fair share of my life being an outsider too.”

      After straightening out her polka-dotted blouse, she stomped over to the punch bowl and grabbed a dixie cup from the stack in front of it, plunking the ladle into the bowl. A group of about four girls passed the table, stopping long enough to give Gloria the curled-lip once-over like she was trash then laughed to themselves and left.

      “She always does this. Brings me someplace where I don’t know anyone, and I don’t fit in, and then she goes off with some boy. I know she only brings me along so her mom’ll let her go.”

      Some of the punch spilled onto the plastic tablecloth. She didn’t even notice.

      A short, thin brunette in a pale blue dress and thick horn-rimmed glasses leaned into her. I knew it was Mrs. Nebitt even before I read the name tag on her conservative cardigan that said, “Deborah.”

      “I suggest you drink from the other punch bowl,” Mrs. Nebitt said, motioning with her head to a bowl of orange liquid at the other end of the table. “This one has added ingredients.” She winked.

      Gloria had already filled her cup with punch. She smiled at the woman and downed the punch in front of her. “Thanks for the warning,” she said then filled the cup up again.

      Next to the punch bowl was a tip jar with a sign that read, “Help build Landover’s first public library.”

      Mrs. Nebitt waddled off to warn someone else about the punch, and Gloria looked around. “I think that girl thought I was 14 or something. I’m 18. I’m old enough to drink in this state. Not in California, but in Wisconsin, sure. Or, at least, that’s what Nettie told me.” She took a sip of what smelled like Pine-Sol and tasted even worse. It burned our throat a little. “It’s awful, though.”

      She walked over to a group of boys dressed in jeans and t-shirts, stacking dixie cups on a table off to the side of the dance floor. The pyramid was taller than the kids, and a chubby boy stood on a chair with a cup in his shaky hand, reaching up to the top.

      “Ain’t that a bite. He’s gonna make it,” one of the bystander’s said.

      “Nope, never,” another kid replied.

      “You’re going down, fat boy,” said the first. Everyone laughed. The chubby boy’s face grew red and his hand even shakier.

      “You can do it,” Gloria told the boy with the cup in his hand.

      He looked down, saw who it was who had talked to him, and curled his lip at her. “Get lost, out-of-towner,” he said. “Troll.”

      The other boys laughed their approval.

      She went back to talking to me, her voice lower now. “I didn’t know any of these kids, and when you look like Kathy from Father Knows Best instead of Marilyn Monroe, nobody wants to know you too much either. At least the boys didn’t.”

      She bumped the table on purpose when she moved past the group and all the cups fell, clattering over the table and onto the floor. A hush fell over the group and they turned to Gloria.

      “Oh, you’re cruisin’ for a bruisin’, huh?” the thick-necked teenage boy said, eyebrows furrowed. He jumped down from his chair with a loud thud and strutted after her. Gloria took off, fast-walking through the crowd, pushing by kids. He grabbed her arm, yanking her back. “Hey. What’s your problem?” he said.

      She pulled away. Looking only at her feet, she walked quickly toward one of the side doors.

      He threw his cup at her but missed, and she turned to face him. I got a good look at his face that time. Clyde Bowman.

      “Why don’t you go home? Out-of-towner,” he yelled. “Loser.”

      She pushed open the door to the outside, not really trying to connect with anyone anymore, her heart racing. “I just wanted to go home,” she said. All along the outside of the dance hall kids were making out, leaning up against the wooden frame of the building. Mildred rushed around from couple to couple, trying to break them up while smelling their drinks, her puffy pink dress bobbing from side to side.

      “If you don’t stop, you’ll have to leave,” she kept saying to each couple.

      They treated her like a substitute teacher. There, but without any real authority. She could only just beg them to be good.

      Gloria's nose stuffed up and her eyes welled into tears. A couple kids who were hanging out throwing rocks into a nearby tree laughed and pointed at her. She pretended not to notice, and ran out to the lake to sit by the water’s edge. She curled herself into a ball and rocked back and forth.

      A gentle breeze blew through her hair, bringing up the smells of a barbecue somewhere. “I couldn’t leave her,” she explained to me. “I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t fit in like she did, but I couldn’t leave her.”

      For a few minutes, I just sat there with her. I didn’t ask her to fast forward through these tough moments. I just calmly felt her tears sting her cheeks and her breath quicken as I listened to the thoughts running through her head at the time, thoughts of doing herself in, thoughts that she wouldn’t fit in at college either and that she’d never find a boyfriend or a career.

      Normal thoughts that just about every teenager feels, but when you’re going through them, you’re convinced you’re the only one in the world who feels that way.

      Footsteps came behind her. “Hey. You okay?”

      She turned. It was Clyde again. She sniffed back a tear. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Her shoulders shook, and she didn’t at all seem fine. “I’m leaving. Don’t worry.”

      He sat down next to her. “I’m sorry… you know, for back there and everything. I wasn’t going to make that stack anyway. You actually saved me the embarrassment of messing it up myself.”

      She nodded. “Thanks.”

      “What’s your name? You’re one of the girls from California, huh?”

      “Gloria,” she said.

      “I’m Tony,” he said, lying. The piece of shit. I knew where this was going.

      He put his sweaty thick arm around her and I thought I was going to hurl. He smelled like he used Velveeta as cologne. And I tried to get Gloria's memory to slap his face, but I had no control over the way things were going to go tonight. I shuddered thinking about the possibilities.

      Gloria sobbed even harder, and he pulled her into him with his mouth open and his eyes closed. His thick tongue touched her mouth, my mouth, just as she turned at the last second and bolted up. Thank God. Leaving him sitting in the dirt, she ran back over to the party.

      He didn’t go after her. “Like I wanted you anyway, troll,” he said. “I heard the ugly friend was always the easiest.”

      “That was the closest I got to fitting in that night,’ she said to me.

      “That was a little too close if you ask me. There are some places in life you do not want to fit in.”

      She laughed.

      I went on. “He was lying about his name too. That’s Clyde Bowman back there.”

      “When you’re an out-of-towner, boys think they can get away with a lot.”

      Nettie rushed up to us on her way out the door. “I just kissed the cutest boy ever,” she said, twirling a strand of her hair around a fingertip.

      “Congrats,” Gloria replied, sarcastically. “The boy from the dance floor?”

      “Oh no, that boy was a real dud,” she replied. “But he helped me find the other one. The one from before. I kissed him in a closet. Can you believe it? I never do that.”

      Gloria talked to me in her head. “She always did that.”

      Nettie went on. “And while we were, you know, getting to know each other in the closet, which I still can’t believe I did, the door swung open and one of the chaperones walked in on us. I just about died, right there. Died.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t die,” Gloria said.

      “It was that weird college girl who was going around trying to warn everyone about the punch, like anyone cared. When she opened that door, she just started yelling. Man, the girl went bananas. I think she was upset that Freddie was drunk. Like he was the only one drunk.” She sighed. “I was just telling her to mind her own business when Freddie puked.”

      The girls walked along the lake as they talked. “Anyway, punch-girl and the other chaperones are breaking up the party now. I think because of the puke.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” Gloria said. “I just want to go home, anyway. It’s late and I’m tired. Maybe you’ll meet that boy again sometime. We’re still here a few more days.”

      Nettie didn’t seem to hear a word Gloria said. She grabbed her hand and swung it wildly as they walked. The night air chilled Gloria’s cheek, and it finally felt like she could breathe again. Nettie hadn’t even noticed that Gloria's eyes were swollen from crying. She just went on and on about what a magical night this had been. She was sure this boy, once he sobered up, was going to be madly in love with her. She needed to know more about him. She only knew he was a recent grad like them, and he was one of the richest boys on the lake. She said it was like a page out of Cinderella.

      I could hear Mildred’s loud gravelly voice above everyone else’s. “Thanks for coming. But you heard Debbie and Horace, dance is over. Out! Scram!”

      Kids groaned and meandered out of the dance hall, making their way along the lake and the parking lot, getting into their cars or their boats to go home. Little Richard stopped playing and the sounds of engines replaced Tutti Frutti, echoing through the night.

      “Come on,” Nettie said, grabbing Gloria by the arm and pulling her into a nearby bush. “It’s one of those nights you never want to end. You know, the kind where you feel pretty and loved and like the whole world is hanging on your every word. Don’t you just adore those nights? Like you could do anything or be anyone. Nothing can stop you on a night like this.”

      Gloria bit her lip, allowing herself to be pulled into the bushes.

      When Gloria spoke to me again, her voice was very weak, defeated almost. “I should’ve told her the truth. I’d never known a night like the one she was describing. I never felt pretty or loved. I felt like Nettie Jerome’s frog cousin. That’s the way I lived, and that’s the way I died too.”

      The branches surrounding our face smelled thick and earthy as we peeked through them. Three boys staggered out from the dance hall arm and arm toward a very large boat docked at the country club; the two boys on the outer sides seemed to be holding up the one in the middle, almost dragging him.

      “What happened to Freddie?” a man on the yacht yelled out into the night. “Is he drunk? You have got to be kidding me. I told Ernst to make sure that didn’t happen.”

      The older man continued yelling as the boys dragged their friend onboard. “His dad’s not gonna like this one. Let me have a quick word with these so-called chaperones.”

      “Come on,” Nettie said when the older man had gone off to talk to someone at the party and the kids had made their way onboard. She tugged Gloria out of the bushes and over to the boat. “They’re gonna be jazzed to have us at their party.”

      Gloria ran along with her cousin. “This is a bad idea, Nettie. This doesn’t seem like a party. That man is angry.”

      “Stop it,” Nettie said, pulling hard on Gloria's arm, pain shot all the way to our shoulder. “You’re being a bore again. You promised me you’d stop doing that. Besides, that’s the boy I kissed. He’ll vouch for us. You watch.”
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          Outsiders

        

      

    

    
      It was dark and hot, and Nettie kept elbowing me in the chin every time she turned to peek out of the small closet we were hiding in. Gloria had been forced to squat at an awkward angle to get the door even remotely closed. It smelled like pine needles and stale beef jerky and when someone came into the room and sneezed, Gloria’s nose tickled too.

      After sneaking onboard, Nettie had motioned for Gloria to go down to the lower level while everyone was still boarding on top. There were two bedrooms. They checked both, picked the larger of the two, and then found the largest closet there, which wasn’t very large.

      But it must’ve been a pretty good hiding spot. People had come into the room three times so far, and no one ever mentioned seeing a crazy blonde peeking out of the closet.

      “What’re we gonna do?” Gloria asked when the bedroom went silent again.

      “Same as I told you before. When it sounds like the party’s in full swing, we’ll pop up to the deck and join in. They won’t even know we’re not supposed to be here. You know how it is with parties. Who knows how anyone got there or who’s officially invited?”

      “This isn’t a party,” Gloria said. “This is a private get-together.”

      The voices were back, again. Someone was in the room. Sweat trickled down Gloria’s temple.

      “Okay, in about 15 minutes, we’ll start the music,” a man said.

      “Got it,” a kid answered.

      “Grab the bags and beer from the cabinet and let’s start this party.”

      They left again.

      “Did you hear that? Beer… and a party,” Nettie whispered. “They’re probably just driving far enough out so homeowners won’t hear them. It’s late.”

      A few minutes later, as soon as they heard Jerry Lee Lewis blaring from the speakers on the main deck, Nettie pushed open the door and motioned for Gloria to follow her out. “Come on,” she said, under her breath. She opened her purse and popped out a compact. Looking at herself in the tiny mirror, she ran a finger under an eyelid. “What is with you today?” She swiped her face with the puff and pouted on some lipstick.

      “My mom’s gonna worry about me. That’s all,” Gloria said, straightening out the lining of her skirt.

      “My mom too.” Nettie rolled her eyes. “But let’s worry about moms later, and stop acting like moms now, okay, mom?” She playfully elbowed Gloria, handing her the lipstick and her compact. Gloria reluctantly put some makeup on.

      “And fix your hair too,” she snapped.

      Nettie inspected Gloria’s face when she’d finished. She pushed Gloria’s cute brunette bob this way and that, finger-combing it. “I think you’re a doll,” she said, making Gloria’s heart race.

      “You’re just saying that.”

      “I’ve always thought it. You’re definitely the cute one, and you don’t even need a dye job.”

      When the girls were done primping, Nettie pulled Gloria up the narrow staircase that led to the deck with Gloria shaking her head no the whole way.

      “Just be cool for once in your life,” Nettie said. “Talk to people. Don’t be a...”

      “I’ll try not to be a wet rag,” Gloria said before Nettie could say it.

      “You’re not a wet rag, okay?” She adjusted her bra and opened the door to the deck. “I’m sorry I said that before. Let’s go have fun.”

      But as soon as Gloria saw what was going on upstairs, her stomach flopped and her heart sank into her throat.

      We could only see their backs as they faced the lake and reached over the edge of the boat, laughing and talking. I tried to count the people there, check their clothing against the people I’d seen at the party, but it was dark and I couldn’t tell anything for sure. I heard a large splash over the side while Whole Lotta Shakin Goin On played in the background, which was followed by whoops and laughter. “Holy crap. That sunk fast,” somebody yelled as they reached over the side of the boat.

      Someone else was in the middle of pouring two beer cans into the water then threw the empty cans in with it.

      “This is a pretty weird party, Net,” Gloria whispered.

      “I’ve been to weirder,” Nettie replied, adjusting her dress and sashaying forward. Gloria backed away, eyeing the life preserver on the wall by the stairs, already thinking about jumping. Something didn’t seem right.

      “Getting the fish drunk so you can take advantage of them?” Nettie teased as she strutted across the boat. She stopped at the group. “Remember me?”

      “Oh shit,” one of the boys said when he turned around and saw Nettie. The older man, who had been leaning over the side of the boat, turned around to see what was going on. His pale face got three shades paler in the light of the boat and the moon. He chucked the beer bottle he was holding into the lake and charged full speed at Nettie. She fell hard against the boat deck, her head hit the side of the metal rail on her way down.

      “Ohmygosh, ohmygosh,” one of the boys said.

      The one I knew was Myles pointed at Gloria, who was still standing by the stairs. “There’s another one,” he shouted to his friends and charged at her. Gloria screamed and turned. She tugged the life preserver off the wall, but her hands fumbled and wouldn’t work right. Myles yanked it from her grasp and smacked her hard across the face with it. Pain shot through my jaw and down my neck as I felt everything Gloria had felt that night. Punch after punch landed on our nose and eyes, each one felt more numb than the last, less painful as it went on. I fell to the floor of the boat and crawled along the planks, begging for my life. “We didn’t see anything,” Gloria said, her voice muffled. “We don’t know who you are. We won’t tell. We don’t even know what’s going on here.” I tasted iron as she talked. She was bleeding a lot.

      My eyes had swollen shut, and I couldn’t see who was doing what anymore. But the boys were all screaming now.

      “Shut-up,” an older man hissed through what sounded like gritted teeth. “Just everyone shut up and calm down.” He hoisted me over his shoulder with ease as I had little resistance left in me now. Wind shot over my wounds, the pain almost a numb constant throbbing. “They won’t survive.”

      The cold hard water hit me like I’d been thrown onto cement. It whooshed around my ears, spilling into my lungs, making them burn. I spun around, down was up and up was down. I had no idea how to get to the surface. Darkness consumed my every sense and I knew my end was coming soon. Somehow, my body floated upward enough for me to get a sense of which way to swim. My thoughts were Gloria’s as I coughed my way above the water, surprised I was breathing, surprised they’d let me off the boat. I looked around for Nettie.

      “Nettie!” I yelled over the boys still screaming from the boat. I had no idea what they were saying. I could really only hear my own breathing now, panting hard along the surface of the lake.

      Nettie didn’t respond and my eyes were too swollen to see much. I swam a little farther out and yelled her name again, gulping in a huge mouth of what smelled like sewer water.

      “Gloria,” she said, her voice slurred and low. I swam toward it. Nettie’s beautiful Marilyn Monroe face was puffed out in odd places and already darkened with bruises. Her hair stuck to her head in matted, wet clumps, mascara streaming into the blood that dripped from her scalp. “I’m so sorry,” she said when I reached her.

      “It’s okay,” Gloria told her. “We’re alive. That’s the only thing that matters. We’re okay.”

      “We’re not okay.”

      “We’re gonna be. We can swim back to shore…”

      “I can’t swim that far.” She was crying now.

      “I can,” Gloria said. “And you can too. I’ll help you. We’ll take it one stroke at a time, got it? I won’t leave your side.”

      Nettie took a few strokes and stopped to cry again.

      “Float on your back when you get tired,” Gloria said, pulling herself onto her back. “Like this.”

      Nettie flopped over, coughing up water, gurgling. “We’re never going to make it.”

      “You just need to take your mind off of it. Remember that song your mom taught us when you fell off your bike in kindergarten? The one about never giving up?”

      Hysterical sobs came from Nettie’s direction. She slapped the water hard. “Stop it, Gloria. We’re going to die. I’m not singing about it.”

      The sound of a boat approaching caught Gloria's attention and she turned herself back over. “Look, I’m afraid too. But there are two boats now. I think one’s the police,” she said, with tearful joy in her voice.

      “Oh please let it be the police,” Nettie gurgled back, her head barely above the water.

      “It is! It’s the police.” With all the energy she had left, Gloria kicked above the surface, enough to scream and wave her arms about. “Somebody probably called about the screaming, and they came to investigate. We need to get their attention.”

      The engine cut out on both boats, and for a minute, it was quiet, still, calm. “They tried to kill us.” Gloria yelled and waved her hands around until a bright light shone right on her. “Over here! Save us! Please!”

      She blinked into the light. It stung her swollen eyes and she couldn’t really see. The sound of an engine turning on again filled the night, growing louder and louder, faster too. Gloria squinted against the light. It was headed right in the girls’ direction.

      “What are they doing? They’re going too fast.” The light got brighter. Gloria waved her arms around a little more frantically. “Stop!” she screamed, her voice high-pitched, desperate.

      She grabbed her cousin around the neck, and kicked as hard as she could with achy legs, trying to swim off to the side and avoid the boat. “It’s not sto…”

      Oddly, I heard it first. A loud cracking sound I knew was probably my head followed instantly by darkness.
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          Sympathy Pains

        

      

    

    
      The hardest part was always dying. Over and over again. It was all I could think about when I snapped back to life in my living room, gasping like I was still under water.

      It never seemed logical that one second there was life and hope, and the next, there simply wasn’t anymore. A snap of a finger, a blink of an eye. And even though I always knew the moment was coming, it didn’t make it seem right. I wondered if that was how I was going to feel when my time came. Even though I tried to tell myself these channelings were preparing me for my own final moment, I knew they weren’t. It was never going to seem right.

      I got up, my face still stinging a little with the sympathy pains that came from living through someone else’s violent death. I staggered over to the credenza in the back, to my notebook where I would write everything I could remember while it was still fresh in my memory. I checked my face in the reflection of one of the silver bowls displayed along the back wall, fully expecting to see bloody swollen gashes.

      I was fine, even though fine was far from what I was feeling.

      I made myself remember everything I could — the people involved, the oddities of the night — even though I wanted to forget every last one of them. I had a job to do here.

      Myles Donovan was the one who’d beaten Gloria senseless, him and his dad, and his dad had thrown Gloria overboard. I knew from my research that Myles’s dad had died a long time ago, but Myles was still here. The 80-year-old powerhouse who owned much of Landover County. And that old man was going down.

      I scribbled as fast as my hands would go, trying to remember who else had been onboard, who the other kids had been, but once Gloria had been spotted at the “party,” things had gone ape, as she would say, and not in a good way. I wrote my questions out one after another, circling the biggest one I had. Why?

      Why were they dumping things over the side of the boat? Pouring beers out? There was definitely more to this story than the part I’d just lived through. And I was going to figure it out, and a way to connect it to Myles Donovan.

      My phone rang and I lost all concentration.

      Rosalie didn’t even let me say “hello.”

      “Where the hell have you been?” she yelled. “I’ve been trying to call you for more than a damn hour. You will never believe who came by my shop today, not to buy anything, of course. But to try to tell me you’d made an agreement with her to do another seance.”

      I didn’t answer her.

      “Satan,” she began in the overly dramatic tone she seemed to reserve for Paula Henkel moments. “Please, for the love of our friendship and everything decent and good in life, do not tell me Satan is spewing out truth.”

      “It’s true,” I said, looking through my cabinet for the ibuprofen, and some crackers. Something, anything to snack on. I was starving. “But admit it. We made a ton of money last time and we could sure use a ton of money right now. What’re you gonna do, cut my hours to less than nothing? But honestly, if you won’t do the seance with me, I’m doing it by myself because I need the money.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Dr. Dog said the Purple Pony’s not doing very well,” I added.

      “What’s it to him?” She spatted back.

      “That’s not exactly denying it.”

      I opened my ibuprofen and went to the sink for water, downing my pills. The water tasted good, like I was dying of thirst almost. I took another gulp and another, wiping the back of my mouth with the edge of my sweater. I leaned against the kitchen island, and looked outside. It was already dark. I must’ve been channeling for hours. “Okay, you think about it,” I finally said, sick of the awkward silence. “But I just lived that boater’s death in a channeling.”

      “Oh no,” she said, like I’d just told her I kicked a puppy on my way out from robbing an orphanage. “How long?”

      “What time is it?” I asked

      “Almost 9:15, and the fact you had to ask me that means you were channeling for way too long.”

      “Only about an hour,” I interrupted because I didn’t want her to worry, even though I was pretty sure it had been afternoon when I’d started.

      I rubbed my jaw and temples as I talked. “It was no accident. I know who did it. And they’re going down. Myles Donovan.”

      “And now, in addition to crazy, you’ve gone and flipped your lid too.” Her voice rose beyond concern, bordering on freaking out. “I am about to turn 60. I have heard about that accident since I was a kid. The papers, the people, the whole town has the same story. What do you have except an old ghost’s memory that says otherwise? Because it seems to me you are forgetting the tread-cautiously part.”

      She was right. “I don’t have any evidence yet,” I admitted.

      “Is that what you’re hoping to do with this seance? Get another standing ovation? Not gonna happen with this one. Besides, Myles Donovan is gonna die soon anyway. He’s gotta be close to 80. No sense in stirring the pot.”

      I opened the cabinet and pulled out a large drinking glass, filled it all the way up with tap water, and chugged. “Just finish setting up the seance,” I said in between sips. “The truth about this accident is going to come out, so we might as well make money from it.”

      “So you’re saying you’re going to be foolhardy no matter what I say.”

      “Yep.”

      Rosalie didn’t say anything after that, and we sat in silence until I finally interrupted it. “I can’t care if there’s not enough evidence to convict anyone and I sure as hell don’t care if that old man dies before he’s convicted. His reputation, dead or alive, will suffer. Gloria and her cousin at least deserve that.”

      “I’m just wondering if I deserve it,” Rosalie said. “The last thing I need is Myles Donovan gunning for me.”

      I downed my water, remembering how skunky and rancid the lake had tasted, how it felt in my lungs. I couldn’t help but wonder just what kind of hot water I was about to land in by stirring this particular pot. I took a deep breath and reminded myself it had to be stirred.

      I knew I wouldn’t see Gloria again for a few days while she rested. It was hard on her to relive that night too. But I couldn’t wait to tell her how brave she’d been. She always seemed so timid and unsure of herself. She was the one who held Nettie together and figured out a plan. She was the one who’d tried to do the right thing all along. Her family deserved to know that about her too.

      I got off the phone with Rosalie, the details of the channeling still crawling through my head like worms in a garden, disgusting yet there for a purpose.

      The girls had obviously stumbled onto something they weren’t supposed to see, something Bill Donovan was involved in. And something he’d enlisted his teenage son and his friends to help him carry out.

      I knew the newspapers weren’t going to be very helpful on this one. Was there anything truthful printed there?

      One of the articles clearly said Mr. Donovan and Mr. Linder had been asleep below deck. That wasn’t true. I knew because I’d been there, hiding down below, until I was thrown overboard by one of the allegedly sleeping men, which also happened to be the only older man I saw that night.

      The police investigation. The newspaper. They all seemed to be going along with the same narrative the Donovans had created.

      I tried to think back to the channeling. Was it really the police boat that had run the girls over?

      I decided to pay the local boating shop a visit tomorrow to see what they could tell me. It was a long shot, but maybe they kept records from that time period that would indicate if Myles Donovan had taken his boat in for repairs.

      But then I remembered it was winter. Would anyone even be there?
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          Making a Splash

        

      

    

    
      Before heading out the next day, I tried to call my mother again. But the woman who lectured nonstop about the common courtesies of answering phones and returning messages wasn’t picking up or returning my messages.

      I swallowed my worry, grabbed my purse, and headed down to the Knobby Creek Boating Company.

      There were several boating service companies on the lake now, but Knobby Creek seemed to be the oldest. It was also the creepiest. And it wasn’t just the rundown wooden warehouse that looked straight out of a slaughterhouse movie. I couldn’t get over the two weird statues of old fishermen in overalls that greeted customers on a bench by the front door. Because nothing says good service like stuffed people watching you.

      With flaky, orangish-green “skin,” these men hadn’t aged well either. Their chipped off noses were almost nonexistent and the old-fashioned gasoline attendant hats they wore sported logos that were so faded, the KC almost looked like rusted, severed baby legs. Or maybe the logo was supposed to look that way. It might have been an anchor, who knew?

      I took a photo of the men before trudging past them, noticing a bright red “open” sign.

      Was that for real?

      Sure enough, I swung the door open to a small souvenir shop that smelled like boarded-up motor oil mixed with Ben Gay.

      A thick older man with a bushy white mustache and an argyle sweater moseyed in from the back when he heard me come in. “Mornin’,” he said. His smile wasn’t customer-friendly, like you’d expect from a place with smiling dummies out front.

      Behind the man was a large chalkboard with the prices and services for boat rentals and storage fees. The store was also full of summer stuff not even on clearance yet: Long, one-piece swimsuits, inflatable inner tubes, water guns, along with some fishing gear, tackle, and brightly colored bait. Rosalie wasn’t the only one in Landover with delusions of a more prosperous season.

      “Surprised to see you open,” I said. He didn’t smile, didn’t elaborate. He just nodded slowly.

      “Something I can do you for?” he asked.

      “Information,” I replied then chuckled. I knew that was not what any business on the lake wanted to hear, especially not in winter. “How old’s this boating company?”

      “We opened April 3, 1944,” a shaky voice from behind me said, making me jump. I turned to see an old man who looked remarkably similar to the two out front. Only, this one was talking.

      He had to be in his 90s, thin and without many teeth, rocking in a chair by the only window. “I had just returned from the war…”

      “Dad, go back to your Popular Mechanics.”

      The old man searched his lap, resting his hand on the magnifying glass sitting on top of his magazine. After licking a shaky finger, he opened the magazine up.

      “What kind of information you looking for?” the younger of the two older men asked.

      “I want to know about the boating accident from 1957.”

      “Nineteen-fifty-seven. I would’ve been five at the time, so I cannot help you.” He motioned toward the older man. “And don’t even think ‘bout askin’ my dad. He’s senile and won’t remember.”

      I ignored him, mostly directing my attention to the supposedly senile man in the rocking chair pretending to read Popular Mechanics with a magnifying glass. “He seems fine to me. Do you remember Bill Donovan, sir? Or the boat wreck from 1957?”

      “We don’t keep records that old. And we don’t share stuff with… out-of-towners,” the younger man hollered for no reason.

      “Out-of-towner? I live here.”

      “I don’t know ya.”

      “Okay,” I said, turning back to the man in the rocker. “Maybe you remember something.”

      He looked up at the ceiling like he was trying. “Bill Donovan had a lot of fine boats. I worked on all of ‘em.”

      “I thought I told you to leave him alone,” his son snapped at me.

      I went to the rack of overpriced, floral swimsuits with humungous cups stitched into the lining. “Oh you have swimsuits,” I said, like it wasn’t the middle of winter and these were cute.

      “Knock yourself out,” the man replied, watching my every move. I checked my cellphone. I was going to have to leave for work soon, and this was going nowhere.

      Jackson appeared by my side and I was never more thankful to see him.

      “Oh my,” he said, looking around the store. “I’d forgotten how quaint this place was. And by quaint, of course I mean if the movie Deliverance had a gift shop. I made the mistake of coming in here once when I was in my twenties. I’m not much of a boating person, but I came in with a friend.”

      “You have friends?” I said, forgetting I was being watched. I quickly put my cell phone up to my ear and acted like I was on the phone with someone while I browsed. “Could you work your magic?” I said, to my phone.

      Jackson didn’t answer me. He was too busy turning his lip up at the long swimsuit I was holding against my body. “I hear it’s all the rage to look 40 pounds heavier and about 20 years older,” he said, which made me think seriously about buying it, just to have a swimsuit I could wear in the shower that my ex apparently hated. I looked at the price tag. $169.

      Ohmygod, these people were psychos.

      I laughed into my cellphone. “I just need you to work your magic, that’s all. You know,” I motioned around the store.

      “Cause a distraction,” he said. “That’s all I am to you now.”

      “Pretty much,” I replied.

      He rolled his eyes but went over to the back of the room, in the corner by the magazine racks. “This is actually a pleasure. When I came into this store more than 30 years ago, they wouldn’t serve me because I wasn’t dressed properly. Surprisingly discriminating for a place that sells plastic flip flops. My Italian sandals probably cost more than this entire shack …” He threw a magazine across the room. It smacked the back wall, knocking the decorative anchor down. “This same man called me a bum.”

      The guy looked up from the cash register. “What the… What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said. “But wow, that was freaky. Is this place haunted?”

      Another magazine flew across the room. This time, it went in the opposite direction and flew by the man’s reddening face.

      “Let it all out, rich boy,” I whispered into my phone. The whole magazine rack toppled over and the man in the argyle sweater stormed across the room to see what was going on. Quickly, I pulled one of the articles I’d printed at the library out of my purse, smoothed it out, and held it up for the old man in the rocking chair to see. I approached him while his son tried to control the cyclone of overpriced crap circling the store as my ex-husband went for the fishing stuff now.

      “I’d like to know as much about this night as you can remember,” I said.

      He put his magnifying glass over the article. “I know that boat,” he said, voice loud and perky. I shushed him. “Bill Donovan’s Vanderflint 300.” He pointed at the paper. “That was a beaut of a yacht. I serviced it myself.”

      “So he took it here for repairs?” I asked quickly, trying to get as much information as I could in as little time as possible.

      “All the time. Well, when it needed something.” He smiled at the fluorescent lights above our heads. “We were the only shop on the lake back then. Still the best. Serviced everything but the government vessels. They had their own people.”

      “What about right after the accident in 1957? Did he take it here around that time? July of 1957. And did you know the Linders? What about them?”

      “Out!” his son said, pointing at me, even though I clearly had nothing to do with the flip flop smacking his cheek right now. Still, I didn’t argue the point, just went for the door.

      “I’ll never know how you made this mess, but I ought to call the police.”

      “I’m sure you have cameras. If you call the police, I want to see the recordings. I didn’t have anything to do with this mess, and you know it.” I motioned around the store on my way out. “This place is obviously haunted, by a ghost… who probably likes expensive sandals and hates being called a bum.”

      I left. I hadn’t found out much, but it was at least a start. The weird fishermen statues watched my every move as I made my way out to my car.

      Once I got in, I looked up the Vanderflint 300 on my cell phone while my car warmed up.

      “That was fun,” Jackson said by my side. “We should do that more often.”

      I nodded even though I was more interested in the yachting article I’d just found.

      The Vanderbilt 300 was the epitome of sailing luxury when it arrived on the scene in 1955. Owners could accommodate up to six guests comfortably with two cabins below and a lounge area that converted into a bed.

      “Two,” I said to the ghost who was still reminiscing about that time when he trashed a quaint souvenir shop on the lake, like it was already a part of his glory days. “There were only two cabins below. Just like I thought. Nettie and Gloria checked both of them before hiding in the master suite. So I can conclusively say Mr. Linder was not on board that yacht. I never saw him.”

      “At least not alive,” Jackson chimed in from the passenger’s seat.

      He had a point. And there had been a very large splash just before we interrupted the party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Strange

        

      

    

    
      Mildred smacked her gums a lot during our conversation the next morning when I finally got in touch with her from my landline at Gate House. I didn’t know what the sound was at first. I thought she might’ve been kissing the phone.

      I told her I’d uncovered stuff about the accident that made me know for sure it wasn’t an accident. She smacked her gums.

      I told her I knew she’d been chaperoning the dance with Mrs. Nebitt and I wanted information about it. More smacking. At least I knew the woman was alive and hadn’t keeled over from the conversation. She sure wasn’t saying too much. Parker had been right.

      “How did you know I was a chaperone?” she finally asked, suspiciously.

      Mildred was one of the few people in life I could tell the truth to. A couple months ago, when I took a bunch of self-published books from her garage to paste in retractions about a suicide that was really a murder, Mildred told me she knew I was different, and that I was helping a ghost.

      “Parker told me,” I replied. “But I’m also helping one of the ghosts from the accident. Gloria Thomas. Gloria told me she saw you there in a cute pink dress.” That was only sort of a lie. I didn’t mention the part where I knew what she was wearing firsthand because I had channeled with the ghost to relive her memories. Some things crossed the line of what was considered acceptably crazy.

      “I wasn’t wearing pink. I hate pink,” she said.

      She had been. She just wasn’t remembering right.

      I continued. “If you can, I’d like a list of as many people as you can remember who were there that night. And if you still keep in contact with any of them, I’d love to get their story. I’m also trying to find out more about the Linders. Did you know them?”

      There was a long pause before she answered. “I only kind of knew the Linders. They were nice enough, I guess. They kind of thought they owned the town, though. Them and the Donovans. Rich, and spoiled, and strange. I knew Eric better than Freddie. But neither very well. The rich stayed with the rich, you know? Strange family.”

      “You keep saying strange. How strange?”

      Gum smacking followed.

      I took a deep breath. “It would really help if you could be more specific. Strange as in ‘eats a little paste’ or strange as in ‘hides in the bushes so they can ambush cats to shave for fur quilts.’”

      “Let’s just say it wasn’t the good kind of strange.”

      I did not know which of my examples was the good kind.

      She lowered her voice. “You know my dad was the caretaker at the country club, right? Well, one time, when I was around ten, I walked in on Eric and his brother outside one of the caretaker’s sheds.” She paused to smack her gums. “Eric was chasing his little brother around with a saw. Thing was, Eric didn’t seem angry. He was just laughing, saying the punishment needed to fit the crime and he was simply and matter-of-factly going to chop Freddie to pieces. I think Freddie tore up one of Eric’s baseball cards or something. They were always doing strange stuff like that.”

      “I was hoping for paste eating,” I said.

      “My dad made sure all the sheds were locked after that.” Mildred paused for a second. “You know what?” she finally said. “If I find my old diary from that year, I can get back to you about who was there that night. I guess I can give you a list of people to contact.”

      I salivated a little, knowing she had a diary from that year. Every part of me needed to see it, but I also knew if I asked for something so bold, she might shy away from even giving me the list of names.

      I tried to choose my words wisely. “Is there any way you could, maybe, take some photos of those diary entries for me?” I asked. “You could omit anything too personal or painful,” I added.

      A full 20 seconds of periodical smacking followed.

      “Mildred, you weren’t the one who killed those people. You know that, right?”

      “Of course I do, but it still tears me apart, even now.” She paused. “Debbie and I didn’t talk for years after that night.”

      “Years?” I repeated.

      I needed to see those diary pages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Warts and all

        

      

    

    
      Five parking spaces. That’s all there were in the Landover County Public Library’s lot. Still, I never had any problems finding one. Sitting in my car the next day, I watched Mrs. Nebitt watching me. I didn’t even motion for her to open the door. I knew she wasn’t about to let me in even one minute early. Our friendship only went so far, and that woman was a rule-follower. I used the time to text Justin. We hadn’t spoken in days. I honestly wasn’t sure what to say.

      Hey, just wanted to see how things were going. Give me a call when you can!

      I regretted it as soon as I hit send. It screamed needy and desperate, especially with that stupid exclamation point at the end. What was I thinking?

      I quickly scrolled over to Facebook before I obsessed any more about the intricacies of punctuation, and looked to see if I could find June Marie Thomas. There were three of them. I clicked on the first one. A young blonde in a bikini taking tequila shots in the Bahamas. I moved on to the second. June Thomas Gilman. The woman didn’t have a photo, but she lived in Glendale, CA. I decided to take a chance and sent her a private message:

      Not sure you’re the June Thomas I’m looking for. If you used to have a sister named Gloria, please get back to me. Thanks!

      Once again, I agonized over the exclamation point a full minute after sending the message. At least I hadn’t mentioned what I wanted to talk about. I’ve found that revealing my crazy had to be done delicately in life, a lot like how they say frogs should be boiled. Apparently, frogs don’t realize they’re dying if you start out with cold water and slowly boil it. Not that I boil a lot of frogs. But the point is, that’s the way revealing my crazy had to be done. Just a smidgen at a time, so people wouldn’t realize I was boiling them.

      At exactly 9:30, Mrs. Nebitt waddled over to the front of the library in her coat and boots, and unlocked the glass door. And I could only picture the young woman from the channeling, with her horn-rimmed glasses and hair in short puffy curls. I smiled at her when I came inside, staring at her, still picturing it.

      “Is there something wrong today?” she asked, pursing her lips.

      The library’s heat rattled on above us. Strange to think that just a few days ago in my channeling, it had been summer and this library had been in its planning phases. “I was just wondering if the library had any puppets I could use for the story time I’m doing next week.”

      “Puppets?” she asked in such a startled tone I wondered if I’d accidentally asked for severed heads.

      “Parker Blueberg says there should be puppets at story time.”

      “Then Parker Blueberg should bring puppets to his story time. We do not have the funds for puppets. We are a library. We have money for books, and microfilm, and that’s about all.”

      I could tell by her gigantic, yellowing computer monitor that she was probably telling the truth about that one. “I’ll see what I can scrounge up on my own. I think old socks still work as puppets, right?”

      She didn’t answer. “I posted story time on the online calendar for Monday. Should I mention the old socks you’ll be dazzling us with?”

      I ignored her sarcasm, and decided to get started on my research. Like usual, she followed me to the periodicals section because she didn’t trust anyone but trained professionals with degrees in library science to do research correctly. I turned to her. “I heard you and Mildred didn’t talk for years after the night of the boating accident.”

      Her jaw moved back and forth under her saggy skin, and her brow furrowed. “Why on earth did you just ask me that? That came out of nowhere.”

      Perhaps I was boiling my frog too quickly here.

      “It just came up when I talked to Mildred.” I laughed like something was funny. “I mean, I know I shouldn’t pry…”

      “Then it begs the question, why are you prying?”

      “Come on, Mrs. Nebitt. You know I’m writing a book and I’m doing a chapter on the boating accident. You have a little part in that history. And I think it’s important to know what happened, warts and all.”

      “Enjoy your warts,” she said, stopping at the huge, metal microfilm drawers. She tapped the cabinet and turned around. And I could hardly believe it. She walked right back to her computer and clacked away at her keyboard, like she was suddenly way too busy to care about the welfare of this library.

      “I sure hope I don’t mess things up over here,” I yelled. She didn’t even shush me. Must’ve had her hearing aid turned down again.

      I rummaged loudly through the drawer like I was tearing it apart, eventually pulling out a few boxes. I looked over at the woman behind the desk. She wasn’t even watching me. Good. That meant I didn’t need to follow her “one box at a time” rule.

      I pulled out boxes from 1955, 1956, and the last part of 1957. Carrying three at a time so she might not notice, I brought them to my desk and hid them under the big purse I’d begun carrying to hold all my research. I had ten microfilm boxes, a record at this library. I was sure.

      I scanned through one from 1956 first, looking for anything that seemed strange or relevant. I spotted the couple I was searching for first in an article in the society section. Dwight Linder was a tall, thin man with greasy dark hair and glasses. His wife had the kind of perfectly plucked eyebrows and straight-out-of-vogue makeup that made me want to dig the woman up and ask her how she pulled the look off. She looked professionally cute in every photo. I looked down at my sweatshirt. I needed to step it up.

      There were lots of photos of the Linders, with the Donovans, with the Petertons, by themselves, all at fancy-smancy fundraisers and campaign parties, such beautiful people, smiling over their champagne glasses. Apparently, Mr. Linder had been a real estate investor and a financial planner, his wife a philanthropist. The Donovans and the Linders looked like they’d been good friends.

      It just seemed impossible that the loud splash I heard that night was Bill Donovan enlisting a group of teenagers to help him dump his good friend’s body over the side of a boat. I could totally see him paying a couple of strangers to do that, but lugging dead friends around himself seemed way out of character.

      They had to be staging the deaths. It was the only thing that made sense. After searching the rest of the reel and finding nothing, I rewound the microfilm from 1956 and carefully placed it back in its container, craning my neck to see the front desk again. Mrs. Nebitt was still busy pretending to be busy.

      I set up one of the reels from 1957, several months before the accident, and continued my search with the society pages. I was hoping to see if Bill Donovan looked at all upset with his friend, Dwight. I couldn’t find even one photo of the Linders in the society section. There were a couple of the Donovans, but the parties didn’t seem nearly as full or swanky.

      “Exactly how many boxes do you have there?” a stern voice said by my side, making me jump into the heavy peppermint breath that was already smacking my neck.

      I screamed.

      Mrs. Nebitt shushed me. Her usual scowl had the undertones of suspicion and disappointment this time. She snatched my purse off the table and the hidden stack of about six boxes toppled over.

      “This is why this section needs to be supervised,” she said, making a tsk-ing noise while scooping up three of the boxes. She waddled over to the cabinets with them.

      “I was going to put them back when I was done,” I called after her.

      She shushed me again without turning around. I got the feeling I was about to be the first person on record to ever get kicked out of a library for quietly doing research.

      “I’m mostly interested in the Linders, and their drowning,” I said when she came back and looked like she was going to continue her lecture. It worked. She opened her mouth like she was prepared to scold me about the boxes then waddled away without saying a word.

      I opened the box labeled Landover Gazette July - September 1957 while Mrs. Nebitt straightened up the metal cabinet. I’d already checked through this reel, but I must’ve missed the part where the remains had been found.

      The only article I found about their deaths was when the search officially ended. It basically assumed they were dead. No bodies. No proof.

      
        
        The search for one of Landover’s most famous residents and his son was called off yesterday after more than three weeks. Dwight Lender, 48, and his 18-year-old son, Frederick, were last seen on July 20 on a boat owned by family friend and business partner, Bill Donovan.

        Dwight Linder, a financial planner at Feldman Martin, was also a volunteer fireman for the county of Landover and a deacon at Potter Grove Methodist. However, Mr. Linder was probably best known for his grandparents’ pioneering efforts to bring Landover Country Club to completion in the early 1900s.

        “This is a deep lake with lots of rocks and weeds,” a spokesperson for the Landover County Medical Examiner said. “It’s common for bodies not to resurface right away. The lungs compress and the person sinks, but as decomposition sets in, it could fill with enough gas to resurface again.”

        

      

      “It’s probably also common for a body not to surface if the person is wearing a pair of cement shoes,” I thought as I scanned the gruesome article detailing the logistics of bodies decomposing.

      The last part of the article broke my heart.

      
        
        Frederick Linder was headed to Yale University where he planned to follow in his father’s footsteps to become a financial planner and a real estate mogul.

        

      

      He, like Gloria and Nettie, had been robbed of that if he really was dead. And none of it was their fault. I looked up. Mrs. Nebitt was still standing by the cabinets.

      “Whatever happened to the Linders? Mrs. Linder and Eric? Did you know them?”

      My phone dinged loudly from my purse, and she glared at me, but I could tell there was relief behind the glare. I’d given her an excuse not to talk about the accident.

      I turned down my phone’s volume and checked to see if it was Justin who’d texted me back. It had been June.

      Yes, I am that June. How do I know you?

      I just about fell out of my seat. Here she was. A real, live connection to Gloria, and easier to find than I thought. Thank you, Facebook.

      I quickly messaged her back: I am writing a story on the boating accident from 1957. I have reason to believe it wasn’t an accident and that information has been covered up. I would like to get the family’s perspective. Could we talk sometime?

      I left her both my numbers then waited for her to call me. Nothing. After a minute of me staring at a blank phone, cursing in my mother’s voice that nobody had common-courtesy phone etiquette anymore, I texted Justin.

      We need to talk about our relationship.

      I sat with my finger over the send button for probably a good 30 seconds before saying “screw it” to myself and sending it off. He replied almost immediately.

      Good idea.

      I really wasn’t expecting that reaction, and so quickly too. I stared at his words a second. Were we breaking up? Another text came in while I stared.

      Dinner tomorrow at my place?

      I texted back a “yes” with way too many exclamation points. This was going to end in one of two ways. The same way it had 12 years ago or with amazing make-up sex. Of course I was hoping for the latter, which I decided he must’ve been hoping for too. It had to be why he’d suggested dinner at his place. But like most things in life, I could also have been reading way too much into it.

      Later that evening, when I finally got home after work, Gloria and Jackson were already waiting for me in the living room. I was surprised to see Gloria so soon. Most ghosts needed at least a week after a channeling to materialize again. She was nearly transparent, though. So I could tell she was still very weak.

      “We had a long talk,” Jackson said, in the fatherly voice he knew I hated. “And we’ve decided. Some things just aren’t worth the effort. Gloria knows what happened that night and who did it, and that’s enough.”

      “You’ve decided?” I replied, my voice even snippier than I’d intended. “That’s nice of you. What about me? Don’t I have a say in this?”

      Jackson went to open his mouth, but I cut him off.

      “And here’s the weirdest part. I’m the only one of the three of us with an earthly life left to lose, and I’m the only one brave enough to do this?”

      “That’s the point.” Gloria sat down on the settee, the red fabric taking over her color now. Her voice was so low I could barely hear it. “I don’t want what happened to me to happen to you or anyone else. I was able to remember that night in the channeling. Thanks for that. It’s enough. I don’t need justice for my murder.”

      I sat down beside her.

      “This investigation just seems to be a little more dangerous than we thought,” Jackson added. “Myles and Bill Donovan did this, but it might be too dangerous and tricky to prove it.”

      I stared at the ceiling, unwilling to let them know they had a very good point.

      Gloria sat forward. “I’ll still do the channeling to take you to the memories I have from the summer of 1954, don’t worry. You know, when I saw the weird birds.”

      I coughed on my own spit. “I didn’t know you actually saw the weird birds in person.”

      Her voice was mumbled. It was like listening to someone whispering. And unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I was catching everything she was saying.

      “Nettie and I were 15 at the time. I’ll never forget it.” Her voice cut out here and there. “My aunt was an amateur bird watch… She was the first one to see them and point them out when we were walking along the lake. She had no… what kind of birds they were. Ugliest things… ever seen. Beaks that looked like thick… We saw the girl… attacked. And we saw the hero dog, too.”

      The hero dog?

      I almost fell off the couch and landed on Rex who was sleeping at my feet. A couple months ago, in an article from 1954, a young woman was attacked by birds while walking through the woods but was saved by a hero dog… that looked just like my dog, down to the little scar on his nose.

      I knew it was a crazy idea but something told me if I just got a glimpse of that famous bird dog up close, I’d know for sure if it was Rex.

      I took her up on her offer and told her how impressed I was with her bravery that night.

      “You weren’t Nettie Jerome’s frog cousin. Not at all. You were strong and quick-thinking. You did everything you could have.”

      She smiled. “It was good to remember, in a way.”

      “And, I disagree that this is too tricky or dangerous. The people responsible should be held accountable. Plus, your family has a right to know what happened. I found your sister, by the way.”

      Her face brightened to almost full color. She turned to Jackson then back to me. “June? What’s she like? How’s she doing?”

      “I haven’t been able to talk to her yet,” I admitted. “I left my number. So we’ll see. But I lived that night with you, Gloria. That was a brutal attack. Your family deserves to know the truth, and the people involved shouldn’t get away with it.”

      Jackson shook his head at me.

      “I’m done treading cautiously.” I continued, this time to my ex. “You always told me to go with my gut when it came to ending this curse. And I think a huge part of it involves uncovering the secrets of this town, and making things right.”

      It was a lie. I actually had no idea how to end this curse, but it shut my ex-husband up for once. Gloria disappeared, and he didn’t say a word the rest of the night.

      Note to self: Mention that curse more often.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          A Calling

        

      

    

    
      My mother was less than apologetic when I finally got a hold of her later that weekend, making me realize, as we both aged, there was a bit of a role reversal going on in our relationship.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you for a week. A week. I was worried sick,” I said.

      “Brenda and I flew into Cabo for a few days, spur of the moment. She owns a timeshare there and you know how expensive cell phone coverage is in Mexico.”

      I paced the dining room as I talked. “No, Mom. I actually have no idea. I don’t go to Mexico. You don’t go to Mexico. We’re not a spur-of-the-moment, go-to-Mexico kind of a family. We’re a plan-things-out-for-years kind, and then decide it’s actually not a good idea.”

      “I don’t like your tone. Should I call back when you remember how to talk to your mother?”

      I ignored her. “Stop evading my questions. That’s a big spur-of-the-moment thing to do. Don’t you think you should have called and told me about it?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Apparently, I was getting the silent treatment now. I went on. “And Brenda is over a lot.” I stopped myself from telling her that Brenda was a bad influence, but she clearly was. “I noticed she’s even on your answering machine now.”

      “Of course she is. She lives here.”

      The awkward pause between us grew longer as I tried to process this new conversation I was having with my mother. Our conversations usually went something like this: Hello, Carly, I’m very bored with my life, so I called to pry into yours. When can I expect grandchildren? I’ve been eyeing a pair of light blue stretchy pants on clearance in the grandmother section of Macy’s…

      Whatever this new conversation was, it was unchartered territory. My mother was no longer my mother anymore. She had secrets. She went to Cabo. She had her own life.

      “So, Brenda is living there now? What does that even mean? Are you guys… I mean, is there something you want to tell me?”

      “Are you asking if I’m a lesbian?”

      I plopped down at the dining room table. “No, I mean… Well, since you brought it up, are you? Actually, don’t answer that. I know you’d tell me if you were.”

      “Because gay people must announce to straight people that they are gay.”

      “That’s not it. We used to share stuff…”

      “Well then, I must’ve missed your big coming-out-straight announcement.”

      “Okay, stop,” I said. “It’s not a big deal if you are.”

      Her slight country accent was back. She got that a lot when she was angry. “Brenda and I are friends who enjoy each other’s company. End of story. I realized you had a very good point when you left in such a huff to head back to Wisconsin. I, too, only have one life to live and I get to live it my way. Life is too short to worry about how others see you. You have no control over that anyway. Be happy…”

      I let my mind wander while my mother tap danced on her soapbox. I didn’t need to listen. I was the one who wrote that speech when I left Indianapolis. No doubt once she was finished, she’d somehow figure out a way to ask how close to marriage and kids I was.

      But she didn’t, and after a while, I got sick of hearing about margaritas and how cold Brenda was in Mexico even though it was 75.

      “Look, Mom, I’ve gotta…” My eyesight flickered. It was like I was blinking when I wasn’t. I closed my eyes, a little worried about myself. But I knew from past episodes, it would go away in a second.

      “And you know how I get after I’ve had more than one mai tai,” my mother said, like I actually did know or care. She certainly liked to talk about drinking more than she used to. Brenda was her Nettie in life.

      I opened my eyes. The flickering was gone, but the room spun a little and I felt a headache coming on. I grabbed the table to steady myself and got up, then walked to the living room to lie down on the couch. The temperature felt like it had suddenly dropped by about twenty degrees. I snatched my super soft throw blanket from the back of the settee on my way by and draped myself in it. “I have to go, Mom.” I mumbled into the phone through chattering teeth. I plopped on the sofa, almost missing the cushions.

      “But I haven’t even told you the part about the worm. I drank a to-kill-ya worm.”

      “Tequila,” I corrected her pronunciation.

      “I’m pretty sure it was trying to kill me.” She chuckled. “I didn’t really drink it, but Brenda tried to dare me.”

      I said good-bye to my mother and pinched the bridge of my nose to help the flickering a little. After another minute, just when the throbbing made it seem like my head might explode, it stopped. Everything was normal again.

      I was just thinking that maybe another channeling wasn’t such a good idea when I heard a loud thud in the hallway that led to the basement.

      “Rex,” I called, looking around the living room. It was quiet, way too quiet. And I was surprised to hear a quiver in my voice as I yelled his name. He was an old dog (supposedly) and my mind went to the worst case scenario. Of course, Jackson was nowhere to be found. When I needed him, he never materialized, but try to fool around on the couch with your boyfriend, and there he was, critiquing things.

      I stepped out onto the veranda without even grabbing my coat, almost slipping on the ice. “Rex?” I called. The sun was barely visible through the clouds. The wind smacked my face, making my nose water. I went back in and was just about to check upstairs when I heard something by the second staircase down the hall again. The only staircase in the house that led down.

      “Jackson,” I called, slowly walking down the hall toward the noise. “Rex.” No one answered. I knew where the noise was coming from, even though I didn’t want to admit it to myself. The basement.

      I’d only ever been down in the basement twice the whole time I lived at Gate House, and that included the first time I lived there, when I was married to Jackson for seven years.

      I listened by the door and heard a definite loud thump coming from down there. Even though logically I knew it couldn’t have been Rex, I still went back to the kitchen and grabbed the key for the basement out of the key cabinet. I also grabbed one of the mace canisters I kept in strategic places around the house ever since the incident with the stripper murders.

      I flicked on my flashlight app on my phone, one of the only things it was good for because cell phone reception was pretty much nonexistent at Gate House then swung open the door at the back of the hall.

      To strangers, the door appeared to lead to a very small closet. I knelt down on the floorboards, running my hands along the planks to feel for the keyhole. After unlocking it and finding the almost-hidden handhold, I lifted up the trap door and an instant smell of must and mold floated around me from the dank basement underneath.

      “Rex,” I called into the dark pit coming off my floor, but it sounded more like a whisper. I shined my light around the walls and the pitted concrete stairs that led down. I didn’t see a light switch, something I probably should already have located in the house I owned.

      I stopped myself. What in the hell was I about to do? Rex wasn’t down in this pit of secrets.

      Still, I felt compelled to check. Something made me think I should go down there to make sure.

      The banister swayed under my very light touch. Slowly, I inched my way to the bottom of the stairs, my eyes darting left and right like I was in a horror movie.

      “Rex!” I shouted, my voice echoing off the walls of the basement.

      I didn’t hear anything, which was not surprising. How was my dog going to get down here, anyway? Unless someone or something brought him down here.

      It was pitch black in the basement, despite the tiny window along the top of one of the walls.  And it was freezing. I looked around for a light, willing my eyes to adjust to the darkness, willing warmth to my body. I coughed on some dust floating around in my beam of light.

      I remembered there was a lightbulb hanging from the middle of the room somewhere, and I somehow got myself to move forward to look for it. Each step felt like it could be my last. The string overhead swept over my face and I screamed like I’d been stabbed in the head before realizing what it was. I pulled the light on, but my flashlight was actually better at illuminating the room.

      The basement was entirely done in bricks, with strange archways that were oddly decorative for something so unfinished. Birds with stuff in their mouths adorned each archway, maybe a stick or a snake or a bone. I shined my flashlight against the back wall where a couple bookshelves had been stored, then I moved toward the old 1950s refrigerator in the corner that I was never, ever going to open.

      I looked around for my dog, but there weren’t many places to hide here. A washing machine and dryer were off to the side, where Mrs. Harpton probably did my laundry twice a week. Bless her heart. If she hadn’t done it, my options would’ve been come down here and do it myself or go dirty. And we all know which option I would have chosen if cornered to do so.

      “Rex?”

      No one answered.

      “Not funny, Jackson,” I said, like every other victim in a horror movie, right before they discover the mysterious noise was not, in fact, their friend playing a trick on them.

      The lone rocking chair at the back of the room rocked back and forth even though no one was in it like it was taunting me. I almost bolted up the stairs, but I reminded myself I was a strong medium… who dealt with ghosts all the time. It probably wasn’t Rex down here, but whoever it was obviously had something to tell me, and I should take the time to listen.

      “Hello. Who’s there?” I asked. “I am open to your message.” I rolled my eyes at my own cheesy words.

      A chill passed through my shoulder, with almost slicing precision. And it didn’t feel friendly. I turned quickly with the intention to run back up the stairs and abandon whatever stupid impulse brought me down here in the first place but my legs wouldn’t move, despite the fact my brain was telling them to get going. I was frozen in my spot. I went to scream, but I also realized I couldn’t form sound. It was like sleep paralysis, only I was most definitely awake.

      I heard barking at the top of the stairs. Rex. I tried to call for him, but couldn’t. He barked again and again, growling now, demanding I answer. And suddenly, my legs, which were still in the middle of trying to run, were given the freedom of movement again and the jolt of unexpected momentum sent me soaring forward awkwardly like a cartoon character. I tripped over my own feet, stumbling onto the concrete floor, hard. “Rex,” I said, able to talk now. “I’m down here, boy!” Pain shot up my leg and over to my back as I crawled to a standing position again, hobbling toward the sound of the barks, almost tripping over a book at my feet.

      I picked it up, feeling years of grainy dust coating my fingers. Apparently Mrs. Harpton didn’t maintain the basement nearly as well as the rest of the house. A fact no one on Earth blamed her for. I quickly wiped off the dust and scanned the title.

      A Crooked Mouse

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Collect Them All

        

      

    

    
      It was one of the missing scrapbooks. I rushed up the stairs with it, fumbling and tripping onto the concrete stairs, which made my still-hurting leg hurt even more. Rex barked wildly the whole way like he was cheering me on now, and I practically launched myself at him. I hugged him tightly, thankful he was okay. I was okay. I quickly shut the basement entrance and locked it, vowing never to go in that creepy place ever again.

      I ran back down the hall and over to the living room, practically throwing the scrapbook onto the coffee table before sitting down to examine my leg. Nothing seemed broken. I took one deep breath after another, trying to get my heart to calm down, already. I hadn’t died. I was safe. Crisis averted.

      As soon as I calmed down, I opened the scrapbook, still puzzled over how I’d found it in the first place. Was that scary episode an indication of how the house was going to show me stuff? Because next time, I was going to politely decline.

      But I had to admit, I was happy to have another scrapbook. My third one in what I was starting to call the “Crooked Collection.” I had a feeling the house was encouraging me to collect them all, like incredibly sad Happy Meal toys.

      I wasn’t sure what was going to happen once I had them all, but I kind of guessed that maybe I’d be able to lift the curse that had been plaguing Gate House and possibly other families in Landover County for generations. The scrapbooks seemed to go along with an old nursery rhyme:

      
        
        There was a crooked man, and he walked a crooked mile

        He found a crooked sixpence upon a crooked stile

        He bought a crooked cat, which caught a crooked mouse,

        And they all lived together in a little crooked house

        

      

      So far I’d found the ones titled: A Crooked Man, A Crooked Stile, and now A Crooked Mouse.

      It was pretty obvious to me that Henry Bowman, Jackson’s great grandfather, had to be the crooked man. He’d built his fortune in New York off a chain of brothels, even putting the prostitutes’ unplanned children to work producing clothing and such for his business. I also guessed that the money he earned from that had to be the crooked sixpence in the rhyme. The crooked stiles were a little trickier. I guessed they were somehow this house. The manor had twists and turns, fireplaces without chimneys, and doors that went into walls. There seemed to be many crooked stiles that allowed spirits to come and go as they pleased but prevented living beings from following them. The stiles also could have been the deaths in Potter Grove that didn’t happen the way they were said to have, like their “stiles” leading into the afterlife were crooked.

      And whatever was in this book was going to lead me to the crooked mouse. I had no idea what that meant, but I couldn’t wait to find out. Kind of.

      After checking my watch, I realized I only had about half an hour before I had to leave for my three-hour shift at work, which seemed almost like a waste to drive all the way down there for that amount of time. But Justin was going to get off early so we could talk about our relationship after my shift. I didn’t want to end things like last time. We were both adults now. We should discuss whatever it was going on with our relationship together, maturely.

      Every part of me wanted to fake sick and back out of dinner, though.

      I turned to the first page of the scrapbook, my fingers still chalky with the dust from that room.

      It was an 8 x 10 photo of Henry Bowman and his family. Henry was an easy man to recognize. He looked a lot like Theodore Roosevelt, same round glasses and bushy mustache. He was standing with his wife and their four children, each staring into the camera like they were afraid to blink or smile. Wide, blank stares.

      Ethel was one of the three girls. I had no idea which one, though. They all looked pretty much the same, with height being their only difference.

      Judging by the age of Earl, the youngest who I knew was born in 1900, I guessed the photo was from around 1903-ish. The children were all holding something. The three older girls, each in frilly white dresses and hair in curls, held toys in their hands: one had a teddy bear, one held a wooden bird, and the third girl had a stuffed lion-dog-looking thing in one hand and that creepy doll that looked like me in the other. I shuddered when I saw that one. The reason Jackson called me Carly doll. The doll that was still in the nursery upstairs.

      But Earl, a toddler dressed in dark shorts and a dark sweater, was carrying something brown and furry. It was limp in his hand, drooping out of his fist in a furry, slumped mass.

      One of the corners of the photo was folded over on its edge, and I could see there was writing underneath. Carefully, I pulled the tape off and turned the fragile photo over.

      “Christmas 1903. Earl killed a mouse for Papa” it said on the back. Earl was Jackson and Caleb’s shared grandfather. I put the photo back and moved on, wondering now just how disgustingly literal this scrapbook was going to be when it came to catching crooked mice.

      Thankfully, the next page was a letter.

      
        
        My Dearest Eliza,

        I have made appropriate transportation arrangements following your release from jail. Gate House is near completion and I await your arrival with breathless anticipation. I do hope you won’t hold your predicament against me. You left me no other choice.

        Yours Truly,

        HB

        

      

      Jail? Had Henry Bowman had her arrested? For what?

      I skipped ahead, looking for answers. But there weren’t any more letters, only old black-and-white photos that looked like they were from the early 1900s or before.

      Some of the pages had the word “Signs” at the top of them. Apparently, the first “sign” was a photo of a glass figurine bird, very similar to a photo in another scrapbook. Back of a woman’s head as she read through her notes next to the figurine.

      Under that photo was one of a person wearing a dark cloak and an old plague mask, the kind that resembled a cross between a gas mask and a bird costume. Another picture in the “signs” pages was of bear skins, eyeless and haunting, staked along a fence, three of them. Another photo had a severed animal foot adorned in jewelry.

      They were all very weird and I had no idea what any of them meant or what catching a crooked mouse had to do with them all.

      I turned the page, unsure if the rest of these photos were still signs or not, and what signs they were even talking about. I stared at the last page, hoping the photos didn’t mean anything.

      It was one of bones again, but they were laid out like a puzzle on the floor, similar to what they do in museums when they’re trying to recreate an animal’s skeleton. It was definitely a bird. I could tell by its long bendy arms and beak-like skeleton. But it must’ve been a hoax. A woman in a long black dress and stockings laid down next to the bones, her face obscured by her arm. The bird-bone puzzle was as tall as she was, and four times as thick.

      Its caption said. “Last one. Never again.”

      Most the rumors in Potter Grove were turning out to be true. Bear shapeshifters, growling birds that probably wanted to kill you… I guessed the shapeshifter wars I’d heard about were probably true too. Supposedly, the wars went on in Potter Grove between the birds and the bears a long time ago. Bears eventually won. But there seemed to be an underlying feeling that it wasn’t over yet.

      After looking at my cell phone clock, I grabbed my keys and put out the timer-released dog bowl that I was only allowed to use on special occasions according to my house agreement. Hanging out with my boyfriend after work was a special occasion as far as I was concerned. Or at least I hoped it was going to be.

      “See you tomorrow, Rex,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Rotten Fruit

        

      

    

    
      It smelled like someone had mixed a vat of wood varnish with some dirty diapers and rotting, fermenting tangerines. Apparently, Rosalie had given up on having customers, ever. I followed the odor into the back room of the Purple Pony. Chopped-up leaves, stems, roots, and flowers were strewn all over the floor along with some dirt and what looked like it could have been blood, but I decided it was best not to ask.

      Rosalie looked up from the bowl she was mixing and smiled, caked-on dirt around her cheeks.

      “I’m doing you a favor,” she said.

      “Smells like it.”

      “You’ll get used to that. It’s mostly just the one ingredient. Angelica root. I used a lot of it.” She wiped her nose with the back of her sleeve and her lip curled. “Maybe too much. I found that recipe I was telling you about.”

      She motioned to the long strands hanging off the book shelf on the far end of the room where mesh packets had been tied to long ribbons, dripping with something red, probably what I had originally thought was blood. And still wasn’t sure.

      She rubbed her red-tinged hands together. “I’m making you little sachets to put in your pockets, too.”

      “So I can smell like I’ve crapped my pants wherever I go… This favor is too kind.”

      “Don’t be crazy. You want your privacy, right? I’ve finally found a recipe that will give you that.”

      “Yes, I’m pretty sure you have.” I knew where she was going with this, even though there was no way I was going along. She’d been searching for a recipe to ward off ghosts from certain spots in my house, like the bathroom and my bedroom, places I wanted more privacy.

      “I want privacy from ghosts. Not every living thing ever.”

      She was still talking and didn’t hear me. “You should probably hang, oh I don’t know, maybe five to seven strands along the entrances to any room you and Justin want a little privacy in. So you don’t always have to go to his place.” She winked. “Use odd numbers and space them about a quarter inch apart, making sure they don’t touch.”

      “I will be a very lonely girl if I put those things up at my house.”

      “Precisely,” she said like I was saying something positive. “And when you don’t want spirits to travel with you, slip a few sachets in your pockets.”

      I knew she was just trying to help me be normal.

      “Thank you, Rosalie,” I said, kissing her on her cheek. “I will definitely try them out to see if they help my relationship.” I touched one of the dripping wet strands, and pulled back a smelly finger full of whatever the red stuff was. I wiped it on one of the rags on her desk. My eyes were starting to sting from the pungent fumes being produced in the back room. “If only we could open a window without freezing to death.”

      “The smell’ll get better in a few days as they dry.” She continued stirring the plant goop in her bowl. Her eyes were red and watery too. “I probably shouldn’t have mixed this batch up in winter, huh? It’s a little much with the doors closed and the heat blaring.”

      The wind chimes on the front door clanged indicating we had a customer and Rosalie and I both froze. It’d been so long we’d forgotten what to do when that happened.

      Paula Henkel’s military-commanding voice yelled from the storeroom. “Ohmygod, she’s killed her. I knew this day would come. Hurry, Carly, I’ll help you hide the body.”

      Rosalie’s eyebrows furrowed as she yelled back. “I know Paula Henkel did not just say that. She knows she’d be the first one Carly murders in my store. Isn’t that right, Carly?”

      I didn’t answer and she lowered her voice. “Go see what she wants before I kill her myself.”

      I pointed my red-tinged finger at her. “Be nice and no cussing. We’ve got to do business with that woman. And we need the money more than she does.”

      We already negotiated and signed the paperwork days ago. Tickets had been printed. We were good to go. Still Paula Henkel’s face was pinched up and her thick arms folded as she leaned against the check-out counter.

      “Rosalie’s working on a recipe for warding off ghosts,” I said when I saw her. I waved my hand in front of my nose, like that was doing something to alleviate the smell. “How’s the seance coming along?”

      “I haven’t sold a single ticket. Not even one, and I know it cannot be my marketing. I have advertising up at all my usual spots: the library, the gym, the grocery, all over the place. I thought you said this boating-accident story would be a hit in this town.”

      “I thought it would be.”

      “I’m calling the seance off. We need to cut our losses. Just pay me half the print job on the tickets, and we’ll call it even.” She stuck her hand out like she expected me to open the cash register.

      We both knew it was empty, or darn near it. “Let’s wait to see if things pick up. I’ll ask around. See what’s going on.”

      Paula turned toward the door in a huff. “I should’ve known that’s what you’d say. I’m giving you two days. That’s it. If you don’t hear from me, consider the seance cancelled. I can’t even get the librarian to come for free. And that woman is desperate for freebies.”

      “I’m sure it’ll pick up,” I said, trying to make my voice as reassuring as possible. But, honestly, I wasn’t even buying my fake optimism.
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        * * *

      

      Justin’s apartment was small and beige, almost the complete opposite of my spacious Victorian with the different colored wallpaper in each room. My place also never smelled this good either, like some sort of basil and garlic sauce. A definite “million steps up” from the Purple Pony I’d just left.

      The man could cook. He was gorgeous, and sweet, and I liked the crinkle around his eyes when he let himself smile naturally. He had everything going for him. I shouldn’t be pushing him away.

      Why did I always push away the nice guys, and marry the Jacksons?

      I rolled my linguine around my fork as we sat at the small table that took up most of his dining room, staring at each other.

      He looked good tonight. He was wearing the light gray button-down shirt I loved on him because it showed off his broad shoulders. I wondered if he’d worn it on purpose. A man who wanted to break up probably wouldn’t wear the shirt he knew was my favorite, or at least I hoped he wouldn’t. I was wearing one of his favorites too, my skinny black jeans and soft blue sweater.

      It was quiet at first with only the sound of the exhaust fan humming from the kitchen and our forks scraping along our plates. I took another bite of the shrimp scampi.

      “I need this recipe,” I said, like I cooked. Sauce plopped along my lip from an unruly piece of linguine, and I quickly wiped it away with my finger, looking up to see if he noticed how messy I was.

      He only stared at his plate. “You can take some home if you want. There’s plenty.”

      “Thanks.” I hated just how acquaintance-sounding our conversation felt to me right now. I almost asked if he thought it was going to snow again tonight when, instead, I blurted out the obvious. “Are we breaking up?”

      He raised an eyebrow at me.

      I didn’t give him time to answer. “I mean it was nice that we gave this relationship a second chance because I always hated how things ended last time. I’m sorry for that, by the way. Don’t know if I ever apologized. And I’m sorry for snapping at you in the car the other day. You hate trash duty. I should’ve known that…”

      “Do you want to break up?” he said, interrupting my ramble.

      The million-dollar question. I stared at him a second. “No,” I finally replied, with certainty. “But, you should probably know I work with ghosts now. I help them solve their murder cases.”

      He half-chuckled.

      “I know you think that’s strange. And it is strange, but I can’t change it. Or myself. I’m not going to compromise any part of me anymore. And now that you know that…”

      I paused for him to tell me it was okay, but he didn’t. He only chewed. His apartment seemed particularly bright, the fluorescent lights contrasting the darkness from the dining room window. I circled the air with my fork. “Well…” I said.

      “Well, what?”

      “It’s your turn. Do you want to break up with the strange woman who works with ghosts?” I asked, putting the fork in my mouth, realizing it didn’t have anything on it.

      “Of course not. I didn’t want to break up twelve years ago either. Just because people disagree with each other doesn’t mean people give up on each other.”

      Ouch. That one hurt. He seemed to sense that, and went on. “I really wish you’d stop snooping, that’s all. This isn’t about trash duty or ghosts. Things can get serious.”

      “Well, you can stop worrying. We’re probably about to call off the seance anyway. I heard from Paula Henkel that we haven’t sold a single ticket. Not even one.”

      “The town’s afraid,” he said, mouth half-full of shrimp. “Myles Donovan’s a lot of people’s boss’s boss’s boss. Not to mention two mayors are involved here and the police department likely too.”

      “But if we stand up collectively to this bullying, then their bullying can’t work.”

      A smile escaped his lips. “I don’t think you know how bullying works. This is the kind of intimidation that doesn’t technically exist. People just know not to rock the boat. Nobody’s actually being threatened.”

      I bit on the tip of my empty fork. He was right.

      He slid his chair closer to mine. “But the fact nobody’s willing to come to your seance says you’re onto something worth fighting for here. And if there’s one person in this town who can get people to collectively fight… for something they don’t even know they should be fighting for… you’re that stubborn person.”

      I jumped up and threw my arms around his neck, kissing his scratchy cheek, quickly moving down to his lips. Soft and thick, and garlic-smelling. I sat on his lap and kissed him some more. Sometimes all a girl wants is someone who believes her stubbornness is worth it.

      Justin’s phone rang, an odd sort of ringtone, and he reached in his pocket. “I have to take this,” he said, practically pushing me off of him. I scrunched my lips up and went back to my linguine, pretending to be interested in eating when all I really wanted to know was who in the hell was on the other end that was so important right now.

      All he said was, “Okay, got it. Thanks.”

      Two minutes later, we were walking through his parking lot out to my car, my teeth chattering from the bitter wind blowing around us as I swung my plastic bag full of leftovers. My consolation prize. So much for makeup sex.

      Like usual, I searched through the trees of the Dead Forest as we passed by it to get to my car. A chill went up my spine and it wasn’t because of the wind. I pulled my jacket in closer.

      “You okay?” Justin asked, because the Dead Forest didn’t bother him. He believed the town’s Wikipedia page when it said the Dead Forest got its name because the soil was too acidic to grow crops anywhere near it.

      That poor man lived in denial.

      One of Justin’s neighbors stumbled toward us, holding his shoulder. I recognized the pale blonde man as the guy down the hall on Justin’s floor.

      “Justin,” he said as he passed. He stopped and looked me over, watching as I hopped from one foot to the next, trying to stay warm. He was only wearing a thin jacket, but he didn’t even look cold. But then, neither did Justin and he wasn’t wearing a jacket at all.

      “We haven’t met,” the man said, holding out a hand. His voice dripped with sexuality and his nostrils flared a little.

      Justin pulled me in closer before I could shake his hand. “And you’re not meeting now,” he replied, making me take a step back by how oddly protective my boyfriend was being all of the sudden. First with Parker, now with this guy. Didn’t he trust me?

      The man nodded to me. “If you ever want to speak for yourself, I’m just down the hall from your police protection over here. Name’s Knox. I have handcuffs too.”

      Justin pulled me along to my car, stopping just in front of it to give me one last kiss, as his neighbor made his way inside.

      “Your apartment complex is so… interesting,” I said when we came up for air.

      “It’s cheap and clean, and most people are afraid to live so close to the forest. But that also means it attracts the kind of people who aren’t afraid to live so close to the forest.”

      I looked at the spindly trees swaying menacingly behind him, like giant finger bones, wagging a final warning to stay out. I didn’t need any warnings, thank you very much.

      He turned around. “It’s all a rumor,” he said, shaking his head. “But I’m thankful for it. I get almost free rent.”

      We kissed good-bye again and I drove off through the parking lot, watching Justin in my rearview mirror standing right in front of the forest, staring at it. He wasn’t afraid of anything, all right. I was just about to pull out onto the main road when my vision went blurry and dark again. The white spots were back. I pulled over to the side of the parking lot so I could close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose, the only things that seemed to help when these episodes came on.

      After about a minute, I opened my eyes again, my vision back to normal, even though my heart still raced. I took a deep breath and looked in my rearview mirror again, wondering if Justin had noticed me off to the side of the parking lot and was worried. He hadn’t.

      I only knew this because I saw him, clear as day, slowly walking into the forest.

      Or was I hallucinating again? I swung my car around so fast I almost hit the dumpster by the parking lot’s entrance. But I needed to know.

      I pulled into a spot right by the edge of the forest, exactly where I thought I saw Justin entering, and waited while I peeked at every shadow in the trees. Ten minutes later, I decided I was insane. There was no way a man in just a dress shirt went anywhere but back inside.

      What was wrong with me nowadays?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Just telling stories

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Nebitt turned her nose up at the box of socks I set on the counter next to her computer just before story time the next morning. She pursed her lips, white hair blowing softly from the heat sputtering out of a nearby vent. “I see you were serious about the socks.”

      I didn’t answer her. I adjusted my leggings so they’d sit right under my boots. Even though I’d tried my hardest to look professionally cute that morning, nothing had worked in my favor. My curls frizzed, my eyeliner smeared into what looked like dark smudge streaks along my eyelids, and I couldn’t find anything to wear except my go-to winter outfit, an oversized sweatshirt and black leggings. I was pretty far from professional or cute. But in my defense, I hadn’t had much sleep last night. I could only think about the hallucinations I’d been having lately, and how they were getting worse.

      Mrs. Nebitt continued. “Do you know what books you’ll be reading, or do you need my help in selecting some?”

      “I’m going to start off with If You Give a Mouse a Cookie,” I said. I rummaged through my box of socks and pulled out a tan one with googly eyes glued to the front of it. It hung sadly in my hand like a vintage photo of a toddler holding roadkill.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a mouse. I couldn’t spend too much money on this either. The library isn’t the only one with limited funds around here.”

      I stretched the sock over my hand and moved its mouth around. Mrs. Nebitt rolled her eyes, and I could see her point. Its cardboard cut-out ears were unevenly spaced and one was falling off a little. “I don’t need puppets,” I said, taking it off and tossing it into my box of props. “Do you have any instruments? We could do a musical theme.”

      The door opened and Lil Mil shot into the library like someone had yelled, “Go.”

      “I heard there’s gonna be games and puppets and hula hoops and singing,” the little girl said in a gruff voice, pulling her pink hood down to reveal a mass of dark curly hair.

      I turned to Mrs. Nebitt. She chuckled under her breath. “Have fun,” she said.

      Parker wasn’t too far behind his little girl. He flashed me a smile when he came in carrying Benjamin. “Kids are excited. Can you tell? Thanks for doing this.”

      I had no idea what I’d signed up for. I grabbed a stack of printer paper from under the cabinet and Mrs. Nebitt glared at me through her coke-bottle glasses like she was mentally counting the stack.

      “C’mon. How much is paper? The library’s gotta contribute something.” I grabbed a handful of the tiny pencils people used to write call numbers with too.

      The walls shook and the floor rumbled under my feet as the sound of NASCAR filled the library. Low, thunderous, revved-up engine noises were followed by laughter and hooting.

      Mrs. Nebitt threw me a scowl like story time had been my idea.

      We both walked to the large windows at the front of the building and watched Shelby and her twins struggle to climb out of a large black pick-up truck that took up the entire lot. Bobby, her fiancé, jumped out to help her, his puffy dark hair seemed to morph into his eyebrows, kind of like Satan and Raggedy Ann had a love child. He handed Shelby their humungous baby.

      Shelby’s hair was still pink, matching the accents in her 50’s-style wool coat. She sashayed across the parking lot, her four-year-old twins leading the way.

      Opening the door for Shelby, I was instantly greeted with the stench of exhaust, and I took an extra-long inhale, hoping the fumes would help me get through this story time.

      “Bobby’s brothers are using my car again today,” Shelby said as she went inside.

      “They still driving you crazy?”

      She looked at me like that was the dumbest question I could’ve asked. Everyone knew her Christmas visitors were still visiting, and it was almost February. Four adults and five kids living in a three-bedroom apartment.

      “Every night’s a beer fest. They don’t work. They don’t chip in with the housework. I’m putting my foot down tonight. Mark my words. Either they go, or I do.”

      “I’ve only been telling you to do that since New Year’s,” I said. “That’s almost two months of frat parties.”

      I grabbed my box of puppets from off the counter and headed over to the kids area.

      “They got a laundromat here?” Shelby asked when she saw my socks. I didn’t answer her.

      The kids ran around, tagging each other, swinging their coats around like weapons.

      I dragged a small plastic blue chair over to the center of the room and sat down. “Okay, everyone” I called, my voice cracking with every syllable. I tried to bring it back to normal. They could probably sense fear. “Come sit down. Story time is about to start.”

      Lil Mil put her arm around my shoulder and peeked at the book in my hand. “It’s the mouse with the cookie again, you guys,” she announced to the group like we’d had millions of story times together and this was always the story.

      “That’s your favorite book, Lil Mil,” Parker said. “Sit down.”

      “And, it has puppets this time,” I said, nodding to Parker and Shelby who were sitting next to each other on chairs. I pulled out my tan sock and the circle shape I’d cut out of cardboard. Shelby threw her hand over her mouth like she was holding in laughter when she saw me breaking out my props. I ignored her. “Who would like to give the mouse this cookie?”

      “Ew. That’s a smelly sock and a dirty, old piece of cardboard,” one of Shelby’s four-year-olds said. A whoosh of cold blew through the library when the door opened. I looked up from my sock, wondering who else was coming to join my story time. A gorgeous blonde with salon-style highlights and a cute, fur-trimmed jacket sauntered in, holding the hand of an equally stylish four-year-old blonde girl.

      Mrs. Nebitt looked at them then quickly went back to her computer, almost like she recognized the woman, even though I had no idea who she was.

      The woman told her daughter to sit down quietly then smiled at me. “Sorry we’re late,” she said, taking a chair and moving it over to Shelby. I could smell her expensive perfume from my rickety child’s chair in the front of the circle. She introduced herself to Shelby and Parker and I leaned over to hear.

      Her little girl dutifully went over and sat down next to Lil Mil. They talked for all of three seconds before Lil Mil put her arm around the girl and announced to the group that this was Clarisse, her bestest friend in the whole world.

      “You are so pretty,” Lil Mil went on, poking the cheek of her new best friend. “I’m gonna show you how to do a fake burp later on.”

      Parker’s face went red and he said something to the girl’s mother.

      I was losing my audience and I hadn’t even started yet. I quickly slipped the sock puppet on my left hand because I needed my right one to hold the book, but it was awkward and uncomfortable. And the puppet just kind of flopped there until its ear came off in the middle of the story and the kids all laughed and took turns throwing it at me. Thankfully, they had terrible aim.

      I tried to pay attention, do things like I’d planned to do them, but all I could think about was that weird forest yesterday and how I’d been almost one-hundred-percent sure Justin had gone into it. But now that I was thinking about it, I was almost one-hundred-percent sure he couldn’t have.

      The cardboard ear smacked my forehead and I snatched it away before the kids could grab it again.

      After I’d read two books, I was ready for a nap. No wonder preschool had those. Obviously, they were for the adults.

      I told the kids to sit at a table and draw out their favorite parts of the stories, but not to worry about mistakes. Mistakes were okay in my book, which was why I’d brought these cool, stubby pencils that didn’t even have erasers. Then, I handed out the printer paper that Mrs. Nebitt was probably going to dock me for.

      “Is this fun or what?” Shelby said to her sons.

      They didn’t even bother to answer “or what.”

      I pulled my friend aside. “Who’s that?” I asked, pointing to the mysterious woman.

      “Her name’s Lila. She just moved to Landover. Isn’t she cute? She looks like she likes makeup.” Shelby was always looking for new clients.

      “And it looks like she has plenty of money for a big ole pile of it,” I added.

      I tossed my pathetic socks back in their box and trudged over to the front desk like a woman defeated.

      “Well, how did it go,” Mrs. Nebitt asked. “Were your puppets the success you were hoping they’d be?”

      “And now we know why I’m not a teacher,” I said. “I’m exhausted and I only did half an hour. You can do the next story time, thanks. I’m done.”

      We both looked at each other for at least half a minute without saying a word. She finally spoke. “Perhaps, we can come to an agreement. If I locate real puppets, crayons, paper, and…” she paused to inhale deeply, “instruments, will you continue with the story times?”

      “Once a month, tops,” I said and we shook on it.

      The library’s counter was full of fliers: one for the opening of the new French restaurant complete with coupons. Another for half-off a spin class at Donovan’s gym. The obligatory tax forms all libraries had to have this time of year. But there was something pretty obviously missing from the countertop. “Where’s the advertisement for the upcoming seance?”

      Mrs. Nebitt was looking at her computer monitor, apparently too engrossed in whatever librarians looked at back there.

      I wasn’t giving up that easily. “Are you even selling tickets?”

      She turned her hearing aid up. “I’m sorry. Tickets for what?”

      “The seance.”

      “I haven’t sold any. Sorry. I took down the flier because I heard it’s been cancelled.”

      “No. Not yet. Put the flier back up.”

      She looked around, like she was being followed or something, then lowered her voice. “It’s not like Paula’s paying for this advertising. This is a library, not the Gazette.”

      I thought that statement over for a second. The Landover Gazette might be interested in the seance, seeing how the old owners were instrumental in the cover-up.

      Parker came over to us. “We need more paper,” he sang then turned to me. “Great story time. The kids loved it.”

      “They loved the part where they threw a cardboard mouse ear at me.”

      He laughed. “So that’s what that was. I thought it was another cookie.” He pointed to the flier about the gym, the one taking up the library’s prime real estate spot for fliers. “First class is free. You should stop by. I happen to know the instructor.” He pointed to himself.

      “Congratulations,” I said.

      Mrs. Nebitt handed him a small stack of printer paper and he went to walk off with it, but stopped himself. “It’s funny how life works. The blonde over there’s Lila Donovan. She’s new to the lake too. When I met her at her family’s grocery store, I told her all about the library’s story time and she told me all about the new spin class her grandfather’s gym needed an instructor for. Isn’t that something? And now, her daughter and my daughter are hitting it off.” He walked away.

      It was something, all right. A little too much of something.

      “Did you know she was Myles Donovan’s granddaughter?” I asked Mrs. Nebitt, but she wasn’t behind the counter anymore. She was halfway to the kids section, a pretty fast waddler when she wanted to be.

      I grabbed my box and headed out. “I’ll get you another flier about the seance later today,” I yelled back to the librarian. She didn’t even shush me.

      On my way out, I paused at the humungous photo hanging above the copiers, opened my purse, and pulled out the articles I’d printed of the old society pages. They were around the same time, so I hoped to identify some people.

      I stared from the articles to the blown-up photo of the ribbon-cutting ceremony and back again. I was able to conclusively identify Mayor Peterton, the only squatty man with a bushy mustache, so he was pretty easy to pick out. I was also able to identify some of the board members of the country club.

      And… that’s when I noticed a little half-covered sign right by the library that looked like it said “tle Construction,” as in Wittle Construction. That was a pretty big coincidence even in this small town since Mayor Darren Wittle also happened to be onboard the boat that killed Gloria. I made a mental note to pay the good mayor a visit, which was something I’d been meaning to do anyway.

      The blurry man standing by the sign looked familiar too. I was pretty sure it was Bill Donovan, but I couldn’t say for sure. And like a punch in the gut, it hit me. I stumbled back almost bumping into the large glass window behind me, my boots slipping a little on the plastic tiled flooring. The tip jar at the dance.

      No wonder that woman was acting weird and didn’t want a free ticket to the seance even though she loves freebies. No wonder she and Mildred hadn’t talked for years after the accident.

      This library, my quiet little sanctuary I’d known and loved for years, had been built on hush money. From that accident. Mrs. Nebitt was probably part of the cover-up, having been paid a library to shut up about something.

      I now questioned whether Lila Donovan was really here at my story time to hear If You Give a Mouse a Cookie or if this had all been some sort of bizarre, unspoken intimidation tactic. Mrs. Nebitt had known who that woman was as soon as she’d walked in. I could tell by how quickly she’d pretended not to know her.

      Lila was probably here to make sure Mrs. Nebitt didn’t go to my seance or give me information. She was probably also hoping the librarian would go straight to Mildred to tell her she needed to tread cautiously too.

      A large part of me wanted to rush back over there and confront them all with this, to see if I was right. But instead, I walked out to my car. Justin had been right. This was the kind of intimidation that nobody said out loud. Yet, everyone felt it.

      One thing I did know, I needed to get to Mildred first to convince her to share her diary before Mrs. Nebitt convinced her she needed to be afraid.

      That diary might be the concrete evidence I needed to catch this crooked mouse. It might be my cookie.
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          Old News

        

      

    

    
      I tried to keep my voice calm as I sat in my car, leaving a message for Mildred. “Just wanted to see if you had a chance to look for that diary yet. Call me when you find it.” I somehow refrained from adding before you call Mrs. Nebitt or anyone else. “I’d really like to get one of the chaperone’s perspectives on that dance.”

      I turned the heater on full blast and called the Purple Pony next. I was supposed to start work in an hour, but I had a better idea. “I think I know how to get more people to buy tickets to this seance. I’m going to the Landover Gazette,” I said to Rosalie as soon as she answered, like she would instantly be impressed with my idea.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” She only cussed when she was mad, and she was mad a lot lately. “I don’t even want to do the seance anymore. I was up all last night thanking my lucky stars that I don’t have to work with Satan again.”

      “I know you don’t mean that,” I said.

      “The nerve of her, coming in here, asking us to pony up money for printing tickets. I’m gonna need to see a receipt, that’s what I should’ve told her…”

      I didn’t let her finish. “Okay. If it comes to that, we will definitely get a receipt. But let’s all try to make money first. I need it. You need it…”

      “I don’t need it.”

      I coughed. “Okay, but everyone else does. I have an idea.”

      “You already told me,” she said. “You’re gonna buy a newspaper ad.”

      I laughed. “I don’t have money for that. But I think they might give us coverage for free.”

      There was a long pause, so I continued. “The reporters who covered the accident back in 1957 did a horrible job. Inaccuracies everywhere. Misspellings. Biased, directional reporting intended to persuade an audience, instead of just presenting facts. I think they were in on the cover-up.” I paused for a gasp. I didn’t get one.

      I went on. “But the paper switched ownership in 1993. I bet the new owners would love to help uncover things. Don’t you think? Run a scoop on their own paper. Maybe help me find out the truth about that night, so I can nail the murderers.”

      Once again, crickets.

      “Well?”

      “I think you have a wonderful imagination. But this is not going to play out like you think it will.”

      “I have to try, anyway.”

      I could still hear Rosalie’s heavy sigh in my head twenty minutes later as I stood outside the small, two-story brick building that housed the newspaper. I took a deep breath, reminding myself that Rosalie was wrong. These people weren’t the same owners who covered up Gloria’s death. They would be thrilled to help.

      A little bell chimed my entry when I opened the front door. The place smelled like ink and chocolate chip cookies. I looked around, mostly for the cookies. All that talk about mice with cookies was making me want one.

      Five desks of various sizes were crammed around the room, each about as cluttered as Rosalie’s, except Rosalie’s was still cluttered with bloody leaf cuttings right now.

      A young, auburn-haired woman sat in front of a police scanner. She took off her headset when she saw me come in.

      “Hi. Are you here to see the Herndons? You’re early.”

      “No. No one’s expecting me. I’m here to see whoever’s in charge, though.”

      “The Herndons. They own the paper. I’m just an intern from LU. Lynette.”

      “Landover University. My alma mater. English grad.”

      “Journalism.” She nodded politely. “Go Bears,” she said, raising a fist.

      I raised my fist too, like I’d known we were the Bears.

      “There’s Mrs. Herndon now.” She pointed toward the backroom where a squatty middle-aged blonde in a bright red sweater and a colorful, flowered accent scarf hustled through the doorway, carrying a plate of cookies. She looked startled to see me. “Can I help you?” she asked, wiping crumbs from her chest.

      I introduced myself, making sure to mention that my dead ex-husband’s great aunt used to own this place.

      “Well, isn’t that something?” she said in a tone that made me know it really wasn’t.

      “Jackson Bowman,” I continued.

      She smiled like I’d said Jeffrey Dahmer then motioned to the intern who was staring at us with wild, interested eyes. “Lynette, I hope you’re not missing important police activity. You have to be the one to make the most of your time here,” she said sternly.

      The intern put her headset back on, or pretended to. I had a feeling a stranger walking into the newspaper office was a little more interesting than anything the police were doing around here.

      “So, what can I help you with?” Mrs. Herndon asked, setting the cookie plate down on her desk without offering me one.

      I tried to ignore my stomach rumble while faking some confidence. “I think I have a story you might be interested in.”

      “Another murder at Gate House?” she asked.

      I shot back. “He was innocent, you know.”

      She put her hands on her hips and gave my sweatshirt and leggings a suspicious once-over, making me kick myself for not spending more time trying to look professionally cute this morning like I’d planned to.

      I swallowed and continued. “I know this is going to sound strange, but I’m a medium. I work at the Purple Pony,” I began. Her plastered-on smile went from polite to condescending. She sat down in front of her computer, and I felt my nervous facial tic coming back. I was losing my faked confidence. “I’m also a writer, writing a book about ghosts. You know, the ones here in Landover. I have a seance planned about the boating accident that happened in 1957, which was not really an accident…”

      She was clicking her keyboard now. “We don’t cover seances, sorry. That’s not real news.”

      I resisted the urge to point out how chili contests usually made the headlines around here. “I’m not asking you to cover the seance, but there is a bigger story here. The newspaper’s coverage of the boating accident back then. Or lack of. I believe it was part of a much larger cover-up.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “I know it seems unbelievable now because I’m sure you are an honest and trustworthy owner of this newspaper. But, if you look in the archives about the accident, I’m positive you will see the newspaper might not always have been.”

      “Okay, thank you,” she said while I stood there.

      She kept typing like she expected me to leave. When I didn’t, she added a very sharp, “Thank you, again, for the tip. I will jot it down. Have a good day.”

      “If you’re not interested in the angle, maybe I could just go through your archives myself to see if there’s anything I missed at the library. It was almost like they were doing bad reporting on purpose… using journalism as a weapon.”

      She pressed her lips together so forcefully they drained of color. “You come in here and insult this publication, saying it helped to cover up a murder… that wasn’t even a murder. It was an unfortunate accident.”

      Jackson appeared next to her, leaning against her desk, mocking her outrage with a puppet hand, minus the sock. “My, my. You would think dropping the Bowman name would have more clout than this,” he said, making me smile. A part of me was happy Jackson was here. The other part couldn’t believe he’d been traveling on me the entire day and I hadn’t even noticed. I needed those stinky sachets asap.

      He went on. “But then, I suppose I know why she’s so upset. This is Grace, my distant cousin. She and her husband, Dan, own the paper now. They had to buy it for fair market value from her grandmother, that great aunt I was telling you about, because she wouldn’t give it to them. Aunt Ethel. Lovely woman.”

      I knew by now that whenever my ex said lovely woman, he meant anything but. He said that a lot about my mother.

      “Okay, so now I get it,” I said to the woman whose neck veins were bulging. “Your grandmother was part of the cover-up, most likely. I’m sorry you had to find that out from me, but that doesn’t mean you can’t make things right.”

      “Get out now,” she said through gritted teeth. “Or I will call the police. You’ve been asked plenty of times.”

      I yanked the door open and left. A chilly wind punched me in the face as I made my way over to my car. I was now late for my shift, and that was time I wouldn’t get paid for. And it had been for nothing. I couldn’t afford to cut my own hours.

      I looked back at the newspaper. I could see Grace’s red sweater between the slats of the blinds. She was watching me at the window. It was all I could do not to one-finger salute her. She was just as lovely as her grandmother.

      I turned on my car and waited for the heat to kick in just as a beautiful blonde strutted over to the front door of the newspaper. Grace had been watching for someone, all right, but it hadn’t been me. Lila Donovan. At least now I knew who the cookies were for.
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          Whittling Away

        

      

    

    
      “He can’t see you, Carly Mae. He’s very busy,” Mayor Wittle’s executive assistant said the next day before I even had a chance to say “hello” or explain myself. She’d obviously known I was coming.

      The lobby was nice, larger than I thought it’d be with American flags and eagle seals as part of its decor. Green velvet curtains covered the one window.

      The woman behind the small mahogany desk was an acquaintance of mine who used to work at the Spoony River back in the day. A thin woman around forty with a large head and stringy jet black hair. It was strange to see her in a nice pantsuit instead of a pink 50s outfit.

      “Kelly Leone,” I said like we were long lost besties. I gave her a hug and asked how she was doing.

      She told me all about how her oldest was just about to attend Landover University and her youngest was learning drums. “The neighbors wanna rip his arms off, of course.”

      She looked me up and down. “I heard you were… interesting now,” she said, making me drop my smile. It was like a person couldn’t talk to ghosts anymore without getting labeled.

      I laughed like she was joking. “Everyone’s interesting, right?”

      “Right.” She curled her lip. “You don’t really think dead people talk to you, though, do you?” She lowered her voice. “I’m only asking because Mayor Wittle told me you’re crazy now. You know, like Tina.”

      She was talking about a mutual friend with schizophrenia. And I could tell by the way she was practically whispering that she wasn’t at all comfortable talking about her. She went on. “You seem normal to me, though.”

      “I am normal.”

      “The mayor’s not. Not anymore, he’s not. He’s been acting crazy. Needy too. He said if I saw you that I should definitely not let you in to see him. He says you only want to talk about your new dead friends.”

      Mayor Wittle opened his door, peeked out, and shut the door again.

      “Looks pretty busy, huh?” Kelly said, motioning with her large head at the now-closed door. She winked at me. “He’s busy making more work for me, that’s what he’s busy with.”

      I moved toward his office which was at the back of the lobby, but hesitated at the door.

      “Oh, it don’t lock,” she said then went back to scrolling on Facebook. “Good seeing you, Carly Mae. And if that crazy old man asks how you got in, tell him I tried. He knows I don’t really try. How’m I supposed to keep people from coming in there?”

      The mayor’s office was only a little bigger than my walk-in closet at Gate House and just as boring. A photo of his construction company sat proudly on the wall alongside the one of him taking the oath of office. There were also a few family photos and some of the many construction jobs his family’s business had tackled over the years, from the 1940s and up.

      In one of the black-and-white photos, the mayor stood arm and arm with five large men, each one looked like a body builder compared to him, including the older man by his side. Broad shoulders, full heads of hair. Kind of like if Bill Nye the Science Guy posed with the Thunder from Down Under.

      I pointed to the photo. “The original crew of Wittle Construction?” I asked. “Beautiful family. Your dad and brothers?”

      He nodded a nervous yes. “Now my sons and nephews have taken over.” He fiddled nervously with his bow tie, his wispy gray combover flopping into his eyes with each movement. He looked over at the large stack of papers sitting on his desk like he was remembering he should look busy. He sat down in front of them and picked them up. “Carly Mae, Kelly should have told you. I am very busy, and I do not have time to see you today.”

      “How about tomorrow?”

      He shook his head. “I’m very busy.” he said, holding up one of the papers, like it was proof of that. He checked his humungous watch next, probably in case the paper wasn’t proof enough. The thing looked more like a compass attached to his wrist than a watch. I wondered if it was just for his “I am busy” show.

      He never looked at me. “I know you think it’s normal to talk to dead people. But it’s not normal. And it’s a waste of time and money to bring up that old accident.”

      “So, you know why I’m here?”

      “Of course. I heard about the seance. Everybody has. Vern was right. You’re only doing this ‘cause you’re desperate to make a buck at the Purple Pony.”

      “Tell me what you remember about the accident.”

      He shook his head. “Ohmygosh. You talk like it was yesterday. I don’t remember anything. Nobody does. Looks like you’ll have to get all your information from your ghosts this time. I’m not helping you drum up old stories so you can pretend later that the ghosts told you them. I know how seances work. They’re all fake.”

      He straightened out the stack of papers, his hands shaking. I wondered if it was a condition or nerves.

      “Your family built the library, huh,” I asked.

      “Yes.” He pointed to the black-and-white photo on the wall behind him of a bulldozer and a dirt lot. “Very proud of that one.”

      “Who paid for it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “The Donovans?”

      “Stop asking me questions. I don’t have to answer, you know?”

      “How much did you get for the job?”

      He looked at his papers. “I don’t think we charged much. It was for a good cause.”

      “Hush money?” I asked.

      I sat down in the chair across from him and crossed my legs like I had all the time in the world.

      He motioned toward the photo. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re a construction company. We make bids. We’re given plans, and we follow ‘em. Plain and simple.”

      “Did you know the Linders? Did your family buy into the investment?”

      “Of course I did. I mean, of course I knew the Linders, but no about the investment.” He wiped the sweat from his receding hairline with the back of his sleeve. “Freddie was my friend, and his death was a shock to us all. We’re still not over it. I’m sorry the girls got involved.” He looked down at his feet.

      I had a feeling if anyone was going to crack, it was going to be this guy. He always seemed like the nervous type who liked to talk but tried not to say too much. So, all I really needed to do was get that last part to change.

      “What do you mean you’re sorry the girls got involved?”

      “I mean with Freddie and drinking and swimming after dark…”

      I leaned across the desk and lowered my voice. “I already know how those girls died, Mayor Wittle, so you can drop the act. My ghost friends told me they were on the Donovan boat being beaten up and thrown overboard.”

      His lip quivered as he snapped his chicken neck toward the door. “Kelly!”

      “I want to know why.”

      “Kelly!”

      Kelly poked her large head into the room. “What the hell is it now?”

      “Please escort Ms. Taylor out. I told you sh… sh…she’s crazy.”

      She motioned for me to follow her. “Come on, Carly Mae.” She leaned into me as we were leaving and lowered her voice. “Ms. Taylor. Honestly. He’s the one acting crazy. Calling me in here to escort Ms. Taylor out. Acting like Rockefeller all of the sudden. I swear if that man wants caviar for lunch, I’m knockin’ him out myself.”
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      Mildred finally called me back a couple days later. I was right in the middle of figuring out how to hang Rosalie’s stinky strands along my bedroom and bathroom door frames, (which included a lot of swearing because hanging weird strands isn’t as easy as it sounds), when the phone rang. I jumped down from the chair I was balancing on to welcome the break.

      “You were right,” the gruff voice on the other end said when I answered. “I found my diary and I was wearing pink that night. How on earth did you know that?”

      “I told you. Gloria.”

      “The ghost,” she said, like she halfway didn’t believe it.

      “Yes.”

      “If there was any doubt in my mind before, it’s gone now. I didn’t remember my pink phase. Used to wear a pink flower in my hair when I water-skied too, apparently, so my mom could tell me from the other skiers. Funny the things you forget. Debbie wore blue…”

      I listened for any traces that Mrs. Nebitt had beaten me to the punch here, and that Mildred was now too afraid to talk to me, but she didn’t seem any more reluctant than usual.

      I searched the room while we chatted. “Hold on. Let me find my recorder.”

      There was a long pause where I heard her smacking her gums again. “I don’t want to be recorded.”

      “It’s just for my research. We’ll only record the things you’re okay with…”

      “I’m not okay with recording anything.”

      I ran my hand over my face. It smelled like dirty diapers from the strands I’d been hanging. “Is this about you and Mrs. Nebitt? What happened with you two anyway?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Let me guess. It has something to do with the library.”

      Her voice was louder than I’d expected, and I pulled the phone away from my ear. “My father bent over backwards to get us those jobs chaperoning that night. He was very liked and respected at that country club. Best groundskeeper around. He took such good care of that place, the people there, and us. But after Debbie and I were blamed for the accident, the Donovans had the board fire my father. And you know who my family blamed? Me.”

      I gasped. “I hadn’t known he’d been fired. That’s a big deal.”

      “Damn straight it was…”

      I thought about Parker. I didn’t think being fired would be too much of a big deal for the guy, seeing how he had just been hired, but he was so happy about being employed.

      She went on. “Debbie knew the truth about that night, too. She knew we did our best to keep those kids from that punch bowl. That Myles Donovan had been the one to spike it in the first place. That punch tasted just like my dad’s moonshine. Plus, Myles all but demanded I let him do it.”

      “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “My dad liked to make moonshine and most the rich folk liked to drink it, too. Oh, I know they probably thought it was quaint or kitschy or however they liked to describe the poor, working-class folk when they thought we weren’t listening…”

      My mind went to my own ex-husband and the way he described the Knobby Creek.

      She went on. “My dad never asked for a dime for his moonshine, either. Mainly because he liked all the compliments he got, people saying he was a genius for infusing his moonshine with stuff like juniper so it tasted like gin, or cayenne so it had a bit of a kick. He kept a lot of that moonshine in the woodcutting shed, and Myles made me hand over the key to that shed about a week before the dance. I knew why. Debbie was there, too. She knew why.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just sat and listened as the woman ranted.

      “I tried to get Debbie to go with me to the board, to the police, maybe even to the newspaper to tell the truth. There were inconsistencies in everybody’s story.” She paused for a minute. “You know I’ve spent most my life trying to forget that night, and reading it over in my diary was a little bit painful.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I was tempted to ask if she just wanted to hand over the diary to make things easier for her. But I knew that would never happen.

      Mildred’s voice was softer after her pause, slower too. “Debbie called me out of the blue the other day to tell me Parker got a job working for Donovan gym. She told me about your investigation too.” She started to smack her gums again, but stopped mid-smack. “She said she just wanted me to know, as a friend. You know what I think?”

      “What?”

      “I think you should call me when you find that recorder. I might have a few select passages to read yet.”

      I never ransacked my house faster looking for something.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I decided I shouldn’t interrupt her as she read each entry into  my speakerphone. But it was really hard not to, especially with entries like this one, written the day before the accident:

      
        
        “July 19, 1957,

        “Dear Diary, I am so mad I could scream. The woodcutting shed burned down this morning with all of Daddy’s moonshine in it, and I know why. I should tell someone. I should. But I can’t.

        “I’ve never seen Daddy so upset. He used every curse word in the book about a hundred times. I feel so heartbroken for him. All his hard work.

        “And it’s all because Freddie and Myles were mad at me. I saw Freddie sneaking out of the shed last night. So I confronted him. I know. Dumb move. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I was mad.

        “He denied getting moonshine and even had the nerve to say no one else was in that shed, but I could hear Myles sneezing on the other side of the door. Freddie must think I’m stupid.

        “And this time, they’ve gone too far. Apparently, those two killed a deer off-season. Freddie admitted it. He didn’t even care. He said it was an accident, that he was just shooting at cans and trees, but who knows? I told him he didn’t own this country club and he needed to stop acting like it, just because his family’s rich and one of the town’s founders. I told him I’d had enough. I was going to tell on him, to his father and the board.

        “And then the shed burned down. I guess he showed me.”

        

      

      “Wow, Mildred,” I said. “So, the good ole boys club already knew how to intimidate people and shut them up, even as teenagers.” I suddenly remembered I was still recording, and made a mental note to take my comment out.

      “You wanna know what really burns my butt?” She didn’t give me time to respond. “That was the last time I saw Freddie. I looked for him at the dance because I was getting up enough nerve to confront him about that shed and the fire, but I never saw him.”

      Could it be because Freddie and his father were already dead? Or already in the Caribbean?

      “I tried to tell that to the board when they went to fire my father. I never saw Freddie at the party, much less getting drunk. I tried to get Debbie to tell them that too. But she said she couldn’t remember. That she might’ve seen Freddie there.”

      I gulped. This was why they didn’t talk for years.

      “Next thing I know, town’s getting that library she always wanted. I think she’d saved all of 150 dollars before the generous, anonymous donors stepped in. They broke ground pretty much right after the accident.”

      My stomach sank. It was true. The library had been built on lies. Mildred’s shaky voice echoed through the room. “She was going to be my maid of honor that fall. But I couldn’t. I rescinded the offer and uninvited her to my wedding.” Her voice broke when she said that last part.

      “Wow. I’m sorry. How’d you two ever make up?”

      “It’s a long story, but when Debbie’s husband got sick, I guess we both decided life was too short. We were different people then, too.”

      I’d heard Mr. Nebitt passed away in the 1990s from cancer, which meant Mildred and Mrs. Nebitt hadn’t spoken from 1957 t0 199o-something. Those women could hold a serious grudge.

      “I should read you the stuff I wrote when I got home from the dance. Hold on,” she said. I could hear her turning pages.

      “And boy was Mr. Donovan mad. He grabbed my arm after the dance and twisted it. He said he had a boat full of drunken teenagers now. And that his friend Mr. Linder was especially mad about how drunk Freddie was. He said if anything happened to them it was my fault for being a poor chaperone.”

      I interrupted her. “So, after establishing that Freddie Linder was at the dance, even though you say he wasn’t, and establishing that he had drunken teenagers on his boat, even though he probably didn’t, Mr. Donovan even went so far as to imply that something terrible might happen, which it did. That’s pretty suspicious.”

      Mildred stopped reading. “You know what? Benny wants to check up on Parker anyway. Boy’s in his thirties, but he still treats him like he’s seven. When’s this seance?”

      I told her all the details, except the most important one: that it had been canceled, or I was assuming so. My two days had passed, and no tickets had been sold.

      “And the whole town’s really showing up? I heard you had a lot of people last time.”

      “Mmmm-hmmm,” I lied again. “All the locals. All of them… us,” I corrected myself, forgetting for a second that I was a local.

      “I’ll be there with my diary. There are things that need to be said all over again, in person. My dad’s reputation still matters to me.”

      As soon as we hung up, I threw my head back into the cushions of my couch and closed my eyes.

      How on earth was I going to get the seance going again, and the whole town to show up?

      As soon as I opened my eyes, I realized Gloria was hovering by the fireplace. I could tell by her vibrant coloring that she was more than ready for our second channeling. I wondered if I was.

      I gave her the one-minute sign. “After dinner and a shower,” I said, dreading the whole routine I had to go through to shower, which still included a swimsuit. I needed to figure out how to hang Rosalie’s stinky strands, and fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Birds of a Feather

        

      

    

    
      After finishing the freezer-burned pizza I found wedged behind the ice cube bin and the discolored frozen vegetables I threw in just to say I was eating healthy, I made a fire and plopped onto the couch cushions in front of it. It was only 9:30, but with my pajamas on, it felt like midnight. I tucked my feet under the throw and waited for Gloria to materialize again, allowing my eyes to close and my brain to relax until she did.

      Was I awake enough to do this channeling tonight? I was about to see the birds up close, see the things that had terrorized this town. I needed to concentrate.

      Jackson appeared by my side. “You don’t have to do this. I know you’ve been having eyesight flickering problems and dizziness.”

      “I can handle it,” I said. I didn’t tell him that I was also having hallucinations. And that I kind of liked it.

      “You need to take care of yourself in order to be strong against this curse. That eyesight problem you’re experiencing is a sign that something’s not right.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said in much the same way Gloria had to Mrs. Nebitt just before she guzzled the punch in 1957. “I’m well aware of the consequences, Dad.”

      Gloria appeared. “If you want to do this some other time, that’s totally fine. No rush. I have all the time in the world.”

      “I don’t,” I said. “I have a seance coming up a week from Saturday and I need you there, too, as well rested as you can be.” I turned to Jackson. “I’ve already decided. After the upcoming seance, I’m taking a break from channelings and seances. At least a full month. I hate to admit it, but you’re right. Connecting with the other world is having a toll on me. I need to start eating better, getting  more sleep, maybe find a good therapist or use my new gym membership…”

      “Spin classes sounding good, huh?” Jackson asked.

      “Please stop with that,” I said. “You want to cause a rift between Justin and me. And it’s not going to work this time. I’m not a stupid, impressionable girl anymore, and you… you’re not even a person.” I turned to Gloria. “I’m ready.”

      I closed my eyes and let my mind go blank. The clock in the dining room ticked in the background and I tried to focus on it and my breathing. Tick. Tick. Tick. Inhale. Exhale.

      I never even felt her entering this time. I opened my eyes when the ticking of the clock finally turned to something tapping against a glass somewhere. The air felt warm now, humid and stagnant. Hot, actually. Didn’t they have air conditioning in the 1950s?

      I was in a dark green accented bedroom with pale white furniture and orange shag carpet. I shuffled over to the window where a little gray bird thumped the glass again and again.

      “Hello there,” Gloria said to the bird. “You birds sure are strange on the lake this year. Why is that, huh?”

      The bird tapped out an answer onto the glass, making Gloria giggle.

      Gloria’s window overlooked the lake. An already loud motor got louder in the background as a couple of speedboats whooshed by.

      She touched the window and the bird flew over to greet her hand. It must’ve been close to a hundred degrees outside. A chubby brunette bounced in from the hall, wearing a bright red swimsuit and carrying a striped beach bag. “Come on,” she said. “My dad said we can watch the ski show.”

      I looked at the 15-year-old in front of me, round face, freckles, braces, no makeup. I barely recognized her. Nettie, before her Marilyn Monroe phase. “I bet there’s gonna be a lot of boys there.” She let out a little squeal and held up her bag. “I brought makeup. We can put it on in the boat. Come on. Hurry.”

      Pulling Nettie into the bedroom, Gloria pointed toward the little bird still sitting at the window. “You have to see this, Nettie. I think this bird is trying to communicate with me. I feel like Cinderella. Watch.”

      Nettie scrunched her face. “You’re acting like weirder-ella. Stop noticing birds like my mother and go get dressed. You’re starting to worry me. Of course there are birds. They’re all over the place. Geez.”

      Nettie left after telling Gloria to hurry.

      Gloria pulled open a drawer and riffled through the neatly folded pants and shirts until she found the largest floral swimsuit I’d ever seen out. Thick and heavy, the suit made the $169 one at the Knobby Creek look like a controversial Sports Illustrated cover. “This awful thing was my mother’s old suit,” she said to me. “I was too busy with finals and didn’t have time to get a new one. So now, I’ve gotta make due.”

      She locked the door before slipping out of her clothes and into the suit. It was just as scratchy and heavy as it looked. She stared at herself in the mirror and I was amazed at how different she looked than she did three years later at the dance. She was shorter and thinner. Her hair hung flat and lifeless, her face free of makeup. She puffed out her chest and turned to the side. The awful bright green and red flowers seemed to hang off her almost non-existent curves like they were trying to slink away from a bad idea.

      Gloria took a deep breath and walked out into the hallway where Nettie quickly fell into a long, hard laugh, stumbling against the back wall. She made a twirling motion with her finger and Gloria spun around to show her the droopy butt part too. “Okay, good one. Now go take off your mom’s swimsuit and get dressed into your real one, you goof. And be quick about it.”

      “My mom’s making me wear this one,” Gloria said.

      Nettie yanked Gloria down the hall by the arm, the carpet scratched at our bare feet. She practically threw me into her room, which was small and bright yellow with the same shag carpet as the hall. Without speaking, she yanked a gray hard plastic suitcase from under her bed, plopped it onto the mattress and unlatched it. There were only a few items in there.

      “My secret stash,” Nettie said, pulling out a black bikini with its sales tags still on. It was large compared to the bikinis of today, but very small compared to what Gloria had on. She snatched it and hid it behind her back.

      “You’re not serious,” she said.

      “Our mothers don’t have to know everything we do, you know?” Nettie winked.

      Gloria’s heart raced. I could tell partly because she was thrilled and excited and partly because she was so nervous she was going to puke.

      Nettie went on. “When it comes to moms, you gotta start them out slow, like boiling a frog. This summer, a bikini. Makeup by fall, that we don’t have to sneak. And by next summer, they’ll be ready for us to get a dye job.” Nettie’s smile was broad, already straight from her braces.

      As Gloria got dressed, I heard something just outside the window again. This time it sounded like a low growling sound. I wanted Gloria to rush to the window and look, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “This trip was different,” Gloria said to me in her head as she examined her bikini in the mirror, sucking in her stomach so much her ribs protruded. “I saw a lot of birds, everywhere. Weird ones. Ones that seemed to watch you and try to communicate with you. Others that were large and scary. Nettie’s mom said they were probably mutants.”

      The bikini bottoms were pretty much shorts and the top was a large bra-like thing, but she felt very self-conscious, almost as if she’d rather be wearing her mom’s suit; I could tell. Blood rushed to our shared cheeks. She opened the drawer and took out a short striped cover-up that seemed a lot like a long, sleeveless shirt. When we came out, Nettie made us take it off so she could see the suit.

      “You look good,” she said with a slight tone of jealousy Gloria enjoyed. “Better than I do in it. Man, don’t let me eat anything else today. I’m going on diet pills as soon as we get home.” She pinched a large chunk of her stomach in her fingers. “Stupid baby fat.”

      “You look cute,” Gloria said, snapping up her cover-up all the way to the top again.

      It was a short walk down to the pier where we carefully stepped into a large green pontoon that was tied to the dock. I realized where we were immediately. Just a few houses from Mildred’s, around the bend from the country club.

      A small, skinny brunette about ten with short cropped hair and freckles ran down the backyard’s hill to the dock and over to the boat. “Mom says to take me with you.”

      I knew the girl had to be June.

      Nettie shook her head at her cousin. “Liar. Your mom’s playing cards next door, same as my mom. She didn’t say anything. Scram. You’ll watch the fireworks with them.”

      The girl stuck out her lip at Gloria. “But I want to see the ski show too.”

      “Then talk your mom into taking you,” Nettie said, backing the boat out.

      “Glor-i-a, you always say we’ll do stuff and then we never do,” June yelled, arms folded. “Us against the world, remember?”

      “It’s okay, Bug. We’ll get ‘em next time. I promise,” Gloria yelled over the boat engine.

      “You always say that,” the girl yelled back, kicking her shoe along the planks of the pier.

      Gloria talked to me in her head. “That’s the part that hurts the most. The night of the accident… I never got a chance to say good-bye to Bug. All she ever wanted was to hang out with me.” Her voice trailed off. “We should’ve done more together.”

      The pontoon was loud and slow, and we lazily made our way over to the country club with the warm summer breeze blowing lightly along our cheeks. The smell of mud, gas, and pollen surrounded us. The lake was so different. Only a few larger houses even existed, most were modest-sized two-stories. I tried to look over at Mildred’s when we passed it, but I could only see where Gloria's eyes went that day, and she was checking the trees.

      “There they are. Look,” she shouted to Nettie, pointing. I screamed a little in my head as four large black birds with crusty, thick, yellowish white beaks swooped down by the boat. They were huge, bigger than I expected.

      One was as big as a large cat, only thinner and mangier looking. And another had a twisted, thick beak with a sharp jagged end.

      “My mom can’t stop talking about these mutant ravens,” Nettie said, pushing the lever on the boat. The motor hummed and picked up speed. “Just don’t do anything stupid like feed them.”

      “Like I want to lose a finger today,” Gloria replied, making her cousin smile.

      The boat went faster, but not by much, and the birds had no problems keeping up. They were very good flyers, easily maneuvering around with the boat. We were close enough to see the pock marks along their beaks and their cold, dead black eyes that seemed to look straight through Gloria, to me, like they knew I was there.

      An especially mangy looking one next to me squawked loudly by my side growing dangerously close to Gloria’s face.

      She screamed and laughed as the boat went around the bend, heading for the country club at a high speed, losing the birds once again.

      The birds did a final inspection of our boat and flew off toward the crowd that was starting to form along the pier.

      “Those weren’t even the biggest ones,” Gloria said to me. “You’ll see later.”

      Oddly, the country club looked largely the same as it did today, except in 1954 it also included a large wooden building to the side that resembled a cross between a warehouse and a barn.

      “You remember the dance hall,” Gloria said to me in our head when we passed it. A shiver went up my spine as I remembered that night. They would be dead in three short years from this memory. “Over there’s the ice cream shop and the record store.”

      It was like a casual tour of a place I knew well but hardly recognized. Like a page out of Mildred’s book, Landover: Then and Now.

      Much of the water was roped off with buoys. And the piers were mostly outlined with boats and filled with people sitting on lawn chairs, sporting sunglasses, oversized hats, and zinc noses.

      Nettie was an expert driver. She easily pulled the boat into a small spot along the dock next to the ice cream shop. “Perfect,” she said. “We can get ice cream on the way out.” She winked as she tied the boat up. “Don’t say it. My diet doesn’t start ’til we back.”

      Nettie pulled off her cover-up, sucking in her stomach and puffing out her chest. “Come on,” she said. She tugged on Gloria's shirt-dress as soon as she stepped off the boat. “We can’t attract boys without a little bait.”

      Gloria unbuttoned the first button while Nettie rolled her eyes and strutted through the crowd of people, practically pushing her way through. “At least hurry up, already. We only have until dinner.”

      Gloria talked to me in her head again. “It was the Fourth of July. We had to meet up with our families at the barbecue so we could all watch the fireworks together.”

      Nettie’s pace was fast and efficient, like she already had everything mapped out and memorized. “They say the best spot is right by the Knobby Creek Boating Company. It’s where the local kids hang out.”

      “I don’t know the local kids…” Gloria began with a stammer. “I mean, can’t we just hang out by ourselves and watch the show?”

      Nettie pulled out two sets of binoculars from her bag and handed one to me. “For the show. And the boys. I think you know which ones I really want you to point out.”

      An announcer’s voice echoed through a loud speaker somewhere. “Welcome to Landover Lake’s eighth annual Independence Day Water Ski Show.” A smattering of applause and whistles came from the crowd around us. Nettie pulled me up a dirt hill, away from the gas pumps lined up along the water, and up toward the large white service buildings where a group of teenagers stood around, leaning on a couple benches set up there. Some were smoking. Some were drinking from a shared flask.

      The Knobby Creek rusty baby-leg anchor logo sat proudly atop the shed, making me realize it was supposed to look that way.

      Nettie smiled at one of the boys. He looked at his friends and they laughed a little, elbowing him forward. The boy was tall with slicked-back short hair, jeans, and braces. I didn’t recognize him or one other kid. I tried to recognize all the boys in the group. Clyde was there. Myles Donovan and Mayor Wittle too. They had to be the Linders.

      They looked us up and down. Nettie puffed her chest out while Gloria fiddled with the top button of her cover-up.

      “You girls wanna see something?” the boy asked Nettie.

      “No,” Gloria said.

      Nettie elbowed her. “She’s kidding. What is it?”

      He cupped his hand over Nettie’s ear and whispered into it.

      She nodded. “No kidding?”

      “Let’s just watch the show,” Gloria chimed in. “We don’t need to see anything. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      About twenty crows swooped down by our faces and over to the bench by the front door of the Knobby Creek just as a thin, tall man in a gray uniform with a matching hat stormed out of the building. He waved a rolled up magazine around at the birds sitting on the bench until they flew away.

      “Go on, go!” he yelled over and over. He turned toward the kids and swatted the magazine in the air around them too. “You all are as bad as the birds. Go on, get, unless you’re buying something.” When he saw Myles, he stopped himself and uncurled the magazine in his hand. It was Popular Mechanics, just like I thought. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know you kids were with Myles, Freddie, and Eric. How are your parents, boys?”

      Gloria turned to the boys and I got a better look at the Linders, two thin kids of varying heights with freckles and side parts.

      The man continued. “Sorry, if I scared you all. These birds have been driving me crazy since May. I told my wife I’m gettin’ a scarecrow, even though she hates those things, thinks they’re uglier than the birds. But I’m getting one anyway.” He winked. “Or two. I talked to a man in Fremont, and I think I’ve got just the kind of scarecrow this town is gonna love. I’m putting ‘em right here on this bench so those mangy birds won’t sit here.”

      Myles turned his head toward his friends, but I could tell they were laughing and making fun of the man.

      The man tipped his old-style gasoline hat with the KC logo on it before walking back inside. “Tell your father my retirement thanks him for getting me in on that investment. Your father is a fine man. Yours too, Freddie.”

      I wondered what investment he was talking about. I needed to know more. I made a mental note to go back to the Knobby Creek because I’d seen firsthand what kind of retirement that man was having. Unless being propped in front of a window with a magnifying glass and a magazine was what he’d been saving for.

      A motorboat buzzed by and the crowd by the lake cheered. Gloria moved her attention over to the water skiers gracefully zooming by.

      “The Landover Ladies Team,” the announcer said, allowing his voice to linger at the end like he knew they were a crowd favorite. All the men and most of the women stood on tiptoes to see the action, oohing and ah-ing.

      Ten ladies wearing red, white, and blue swimsuits and tutus zoomed by with American flags mounted on their skis. As soon as the lively band music picked up, they pulled their flags out one by one and waved. I immediately recognized two of the ladies, Mrs. Nebitt and Mildred, only because Mildred told me she always wore a pink ribbon in her hair and Mrs. Nebitt wore a blue one.

      “I don’t think your friend wants to come with us,” the boy said, shaking his head at Nettie like she shouldn’t even bother to ask. “She’s really into the show.” He laughed.

      They walked up the hill toward the surrounding patch of woods and Gloria took a deep breath and followed them. I could tell it was more to talk her cousin out of going than it was to see if she could come. Nettie touched the boy’s arm and went back down to her cousin.

      “Just stay here, Gloria.”

      Gloria kicked her foot into the dirt like June had at the dock. “Why don’t boys ever like me?”

      “Oh please,” Nettie replied. “Stop being such a dud and they will.”

      I felt the punch in Gloria's gut. She knew her cousin was leaving her, again.

      She ran her hand through Gloria’s hair to fix her headband. “They can tell you’re too much work,” she began. “And boys don’t like hard-to-get girls. Not in the summer, they don’t. Maybe at school, they’ll like the girl who sits off in the corner reading a book and wearing her mom’s humungous, awful swimsuit.”

      “Nobody wears swimsuits to school.”

      “You know what I’m saying.” Nettie bit at her cuticle. “That’s fine for long term, when they have more time to get to know a girl. But we’re summer girls. We have to be fun.”

      “I don’t want to be fun.”

      “Then I’ll see you later,” she turned to go with the boys, but then turned back around. “Whatever you do, don’t go home. My parents might be there, and they’ll ask where I’m at. But they also could be here. Just… if you see my parents somewhere in the crowd, tell them I went to find a bathroom, okay?”

      Gloria nodded. “What’s in the woods anyway?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Supposedly, a dead body.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Coordinated Attacks

        

      

    

    
      The smell of fuel surrounded Gloria as she searched the beach bag she was carrying for some money or a soda. The sun beat down on her exposed shoulders and her heart raced as she debated what to do next: follow her cousin, go home, or stand around like a weirdo by herself and watch the ski show.

      A couple of skiers came by the main pier, and Gloria put the binoculars back over her eyes, apparently choosing the weirdo option.

      This time, a woman skier climbed onto the shoulders of the man skiing by her side. I could tell by her pink flower, it was Horace and Mildred, her muscular legs wrapped firmly around his neck. It was hard to believe the little old couple from the lake used to ski like that. Strange how time changed people.

      After a second, Gloria threw the binoculars into the bag and stomped up toward the woods where Nettie had gone.

      “I should’ve gone home,” she said to me in her head. “It would’ve been a long walk, but I should’ve done it. Who knew this was just the beginning of Nettie’s stunts?”

      She turned back around to scan the crowd for their parents as she walked. I could tell she was half-hoping she’d see them.

      It grew darker the deeper she walked into the woods. The sound of music and boats slowly faded into the sounds of cicadas and frogs. Gloria listened for the kids, but didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary, except a low growling sound. She gasped, turning her head this way and that, not knowing what was going on. She spun around to head back, stepping on a large, dry twig that caused a cracking sound to interrupt the otherwise calm woods. Loud flapping followed, whooshing past leaves, piercing branches.

      “Go away!” A girl screamed, her voice shrill and frightened. Gloria at first thought it was Nettie being attacked by the boys.

      “I knew it,” she said, running toward the voice, even though every part of her wanted to run in the opposite direction. She put her binoculars on and scanned the area.

      A young brunette in a multi-colored pleated skirt darted frantically through the forest, birds diving for her head like she was an unfortunate extra in a Hitchcock movie. She swung her book bag around in windmill fashion, smacking some of the humungous black birds, but none looked even slightly deterred by her efforts. I knew exactly who it was from the article. Bertha somebody-or-rather. I would see the hero dog soon. I couldn’t wait.

      The hero dog was the one that looked just like my dog. It was a crazy thought, but my dog didn’t seem to be aging, so I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been around, not-aging, in the 1950s as well.

      Gloria was almost to the girl now, but stopped short when a large black bird flew straight into her face as if it were daring us to go any farther. It swooped up at the last second. Gloria stumbled back, narrowly escaping its thick beak, the smell of rot and mildew swooping up with it.

      Tripping over a rock, Gloria landed hard on the ground. A sharp pain shot up our back. She scrambled to her feet, grabbed a large stick on her way up, and swung it above her head like a baseball bat.

      The girl I knew to be Bertha was on the ground now too, screaming with the book bag covering her head as the birds pecked her legs and arms. I already knew the girl would survive. The newspaper article said minor injuries.

      “Get away!” Gloria screamed. But they weren’t like other birds. They didn’t respond to loud noises. They seemed laser-focused on their attack.

      Gloria’s attention turned toward a blur of gold bolting through the bushes and trees beside us. Without stopping or hesitating, the dog snatched one bird after another from off Bertha’s legs, easily snapping through bones even though most the birds were about as big as rabbits. He swung the animals around in his jaw, spitting them out as soon as they’d broken into two or gone limp in its clutch. He didn’t pause, never looked up. He was equally as focused. The sound of cracking bones and whimpering birds filled the woods. Most the birds gave up and flew off with only a few larger ones remaining.

      “Get off my dog,” I screamed, but it didn’t come out. Gloria’s ghost was the only one who could hear me in the channeling.

      “How on Earth is that your dog?” she asked me in her head.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I see now how Rex got the scar on his nose.”

      The dog bled profusely from the tip of its nose. And even though Bertha was covered in cuts and bruises herself, she grabbed the dog into her arms after the birds left and held him close as the other kids finally arrived.

      “That was crazy,” said the boy I recognized as Clyde. “You okay?”

      Bertha checked her legs and arms. They were dotted with blood but she nodded.

      “My aunt owns the newspaper. They’re covering the ski show right now, but wait’ll I tell them about this. You all stay here,” he said, running off through the woods. “I’ll get help.”

      Jackson’s aunt was on the scene in less than 15 minutes with her photographer. She was a graying stick of a woman around 60 with a sleeveless shirt, a very dark tan, and so much extra skin hanging off her bony arms and legs she looked like she was wearing a Silence-of-the-Lambs skin suit in need of an iron. A dark brown cigarette dangled from the side of her mouth as she finger swept her thin bangs from her forehead. “This the victim?” she asked, pointing to Bertha.

      A paramedic also pushed his way through the crowd that was forming and began assessing Bertha’s injuries. “Stay still,” he told her, opening up his bag.

      Gloria stepped back, still trembling from the experience. She turned around and saw Nettie standing there with the boys, and Gloria’s eyes filled with tears.

      “Oh Nettie,” she said, wrapping her arms around her cousin and hugging her. Nettie smelled like pot and cologne.

      “It was awful,” Gloria whispered into her cousin’s ear. “Those birds wanted to kill that girl, and I swear, they wanted to kill me, too, for trying to stop them.”

      “Were you coming into the woods to spy on me?” Nettie asked.

      While Gloria tried to convince her cousin she was just following Bertha’s screams, I listened in on the other conversations around me.

      “People are already afraid of these damn birds. And we can’t afford to lose any more tourists,” Aunt Ethel said in a cigarette-induced low voice, probably to her photographer. “Focus on the dog, the hero perspective. Comb the girl’s hair and get a close-up of her and the dog. Don’t show any of that blood. Not a drop.”

      Gloria was still trying to placate her cousin, reassure her she wasn’t going to say anything. Her attention was nowhere near the dog and the girl, so I couldn’t get a close look at the Lab like I wanted to.

      “Did the boys really show you a dead body?” Gloria asked.

      Nettie’s cute hairdo was a disheveled mess and her swimsuit was turned to the side, all wrong. She twisted it right and giggled. “There wasn’t a dead body anymore, no. Just the spot where the boys found one a couple weeks ago or something. They’re not supposed to say anything about it. You know, so the police can keep some details secret. But they told me because I’m an out-of-towner, so it didn’t matter.”

      “Congratulations,” Gloria said.

      Nettie continued, oblivious to the sarcasm. “The paper said the man had been split in two, right down the middle, but the boys said the man had actually been decapitated. His head was on one side of a log, body on the other. Can you believe it? Someone sliced his head off.”

      “I want to leave right now, go back to California,” Gloria said. “And never, ever come here again.”

      “The man was a transient…”

      “So?”

      “So, that doesn’t happen to normal people. Besides, one of the boys said the bum came into some money, some sort of great investment, and a jealous relative did him in. So, it’s not like there’s a crazy person on the loose.”

      “This whole place is crazy,” Gloria said, looking all around. Her gaze stopped on the police officer who was grilling Bertha on the incident.

      “If you don’t mind, we’d like you to come down to the station to make an official report, Miss…” the police officer said. His voice was familiar, but I knew there was no way I could possibly have known the man.

      “Hawthorne. Bertha Hawthorne. Call me Bertie,” she said, still holding onto the dog.

      “This is about the same spot ole Richard was found in last week,” the police officer said, and I realized it was the same voice my ex-husband used.

      “Mason, you’re not suggesting birds did that to Richard, right?” Aunt Ethel said. “Any fool knows a bird couldn’t split a man in two. And the last thing we need is for that to get around.” She turned to her photographer. “Don’t put that connection in there and don’t get any of these mangled, dead birds in the shot either.”

      “But they’re huge.”

      “Exactly. Everybody knows Richie died from one of his drug deals gone wrong. Being split down the middle is what happens when you lose your moral compass,” Ethel said loud enough for the crowd around her to hear. A couple people nodded. A few others winked at her.

      Ethel had called the sheriff Mason, which I knew was Jackson’s father’s name. Fortunately, Gloria’s attention went to him so I could get a better look at the man I’d never met and didn’t know very much about.

      Even though I’d seen him in many pictures, he wasn’t nearly as tall as I thought he’d be or as thin, and he seemed to have a perpetual hunch in his shoulders and a faraway look. Other than his full beard and mustache, he didn’t look very much like my ex-husband at all. And I couldn’t help but wonder why Jackson never mentioned his dad had been the sheriff of Landover before.

      But the biggest question running through my brain was who was Richard? And what in the hell had split him in two? Was it a drug deal, a jealous relative, or a wild animal? That was definitely one for the research pile.

      The paramedic had a cigarette dangling from his mouth as he bandaged Bertha’s leg.

      Bertha pointed all around as she told Jackson’s dad what had happened. “I normally don’t cut through the woods,” she began. Her brown hair was cut short like Elizabeth Taylor’s, her make-up almost as perfect. And after a bird attack. Was I the only one who could never look polished? She continued. “I only took the shortcut because I was coming from school…”

      “What kind of school is that?” Ethel asked, looking up from her pen and paper.

      “Secretarial,” the girl said proudly. “Mrs. Hetterman’s, the best in the county.”

      “They have school on the Fourth of July?”

      “I get a discount on tuition if I come in and correct papers. It took longer than I thought, and I wanted to catch the whole ski show, so I took the shortcut. I don’t know what would’ve happened if it weren’t for this dog,” she said, pointing to the Lab still by her side. “He’s my hero. I’m calling him Normandy on account of the way he stormed in and saved the day. Like the allies in Normandy.”

      The dog barked at her and she laughed.

      “Sounds like he likes his name,” the photographer said, clicking photos.

      “And you said crows did this to you?” Jackson’s dad asked.

      The girl looked up at the trees like they might come back.

      “No,” Gloria interrupted. She marched over to the sheriff. “They were birds, and some were crows, but some were different, larger and with weird beaks. I saw the whole thing and my aunt’s an amateur ornithologist.”

      “A what?”

      “A bird watcher. She says she’s never seen anything like them before. We just got in yesterday, but they’re all over the lake. They growl.”

      The wrinkles around Aunt Ethel’s eyes grew thicker as her face contorted from a scowl to a smirk. “Growling birds? Ain’t that something, sheriff? These kids pulling your leg?” The cigarette fell from her lips, and she stomped it out with her sandal. “I’m not putting any of that crap in my story and I suggest you keep it out of yours too. No sense scaring the town over a kid’s joke.” She stared at him long and hard, drawing large x’s over some of her notes.

      Mason ignored his aunt and turned his attention to Bertha and Gloria. “Just tell me exactly what you saw.”

      “Hey Clyde,” someone yelled from the crowd. “Looks like your dumb brother actually believes this crap. Dumbest sheriff ever. That’s what my parents say.” It was the kid I was guessing was Freddie Linder, elbowing the chubby younger Bowman. Clyde’s face grew red under his freckles.

      “Sheriff Moron Bowman, that’s what they call him,” Eric chimed in. “They wonder if you’ll ever solve a case.”

      Mason blinked over and over, looking down at his shiny black shoes and back at his pen again. He looked everywhere but in anyone’s eyes. “Young lady, are you sure that’s what you heard and saw? I just want the truth.”

      Gloria nodded profusely. “One-hundred percent. Yes, sir.”

      “One-hundred percent. Yessss, sirrr. I’m a fancy ornithographer, so I know. Those birds growl. Grrrrrrrr,” Clyde mocked, and the group burst out laughing. Nettie laughed too.

      Gloria’s eyes stung and her nose stuffed up. She pushed past the kids while they pointed and laughed at her. She pushed past the group of grown-ups that had formed a circle along the outskirts, studying her with skeptical eyes and hushed whispers.

      Nettie was right behind us. I could tell.

      “I’m sorry, Gloria. I shouldn’t have laughed,” she yelled, but Gloria kept running, never even turning around.

      The announcer’s voice was still projecting in the background from the ski show. “Let’s hear it for another fine demonstration of athletic ability and showmanship,” he said to the sound of applause. “That concludes the ski show this year, but stick around for the barbecue and fireworks…”

      Nettie caught up and pulled on Gloria’s arm, apologizing again and again. “We need to keep our stories straight, okay? We both saw the bird attack. We were together watching the ski show when we heard the girl scream. Got it? We need to stick together on this…”

      Gloria’s head throbbed along her temples, but I couldn’t tell if it was Gloria’s headache or my own. I closed my eyes, or Gloria did, and let Nettie’s whines drift into the background. She was telling us she would never let this happen again. They were going to stick together from now on. She promised.

      When I opened my eyes, I was in my own living room. My head still throbbed and I slowly turned my neck this way and that to try to loosen my muscles and relieve my headache.

      Jackson hovered nearby, watching me. It was creepy and endearing all at the same time. “I was very worried about you,” he said.

      “I’m fine,” I replied, my voice raspy and dry from channeling for hours without drinking anything. I slowly got up and made my way to the kitchen for some water. My legs moved but I barely felt them. I had no idea how I’d woken from the channeling. That was one area I seriously needed more control over.

      “Your great aunt was horrible,” I said to my ex as I grabbed a large glass from the cabinet and filled it from the tap. “So was Clyde. Your father seemed all right. Why didn’t you tell me he was sheriff of Landover?”

      Jackson’s transparent face grew slightly paler. “I forgot you’d see that. He wasn’t sheriff for very long. Apparently, he quit right around the time of Gloria’s accident. Told my mother she could have the baby she always wanted.” He framed his chin with the back of his hands. “An adorable son, well worth the wait. And they just lived off the inheritance from then on.”

      I nodded, looking up at the ceiling. It was strange how Gloria’s accident had changed the town, from who the sheriff was to the library being built.

      “You should’ve told me sooner,” I said.

      Rex ran up to me and stuck his head in my lap as I scribbled. “And you, young man,” I said to my dog, cupping his head in my hand. “You were quite the hero in my channeling.”

      He walked away like he had no idea what I was talking about.

      “Whatever, Normandy,” I yelled to him. I turned back to my ex. “The birds were very coordinated in their attack…”

      I grabbed my notebook and wrote as I talked, circling Look up Richard. Decapitated or split in two? Find out about the investment.

      Jackson glanced over my shoulder as I wrote. “Not that I’m your secretary, but someone called and left a message on the answering machine while you were channeling. A university student, works at the paper.”

      “Lynette,” I said, dropping my pencil. I knew she hadn’t really been listening to that police scanner. “Go Bears,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Duly Noted

        

      

    

    
      The next day was one of those days in Wisconsin when the news lectures nonstop about the importance of having an emergency kit in your car in case you get stranded.

      I shivered my way into work, scarfing down both granola bars I’d brought with me as emergency rations even though I’d already eaten an early lunch. I wiped the crumbs from my sweatshirt, kicking myself a little for eating rations for no reason. Now if I got stranded, I’d probably have to Donner-party my own arm to survive. I glanced over at my left one. We both knew which one was going down first.

      Almost as soon as I arrived, Lynette bounced under the glitter unicorn that adorned the front entrance of the Purple Pony. I could tell immediately she had the kind of positive energy I was going to have to stop myself from wanting to smack out of her.

      “I could not believe my luck when you walked into the newspaper office,” she said, barely pausing to breathe. “It was like, what do you call that, kismet or something.”

      Rosalie rushed in from the backroom when the wind chimes clanged.

      “Not a customer,” I said to her. She limped back. At least she was getting exercise. The doctor was always on her about that.

      Lynette looked around the shop. The gemstone section seemed to catch her eye and she sifted through one of the bins as she talked. “Anyway, I’ve been searching for a story to investigate for this nightmare investigative journalism class I have to take this semester. I was like, ‘How do you just make up something to investigate?’ And then, there you were.”

      “There I was,” I repeated, wondering briefly if this girl was trying to step in and take credit for my investigative work, something I probably should’ve been okay with.

      She went on. “So, when I overheard you talking about the Gazette’s botched reporting job and a possible cover-up on that accident, I looked up the old archives the next day as soon as the Herndons left for lunch. Because they always go out for lunch. Dinner too. They barely work, actually. I searched every file every day until I found something.”

      I leaned in. “Okay, what’d you find?”

      She threw a small, gray notebook onto the counter, and I recognized it immediately. Aunt Ethel’s.
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        * * *

      

      This particular notebook covered almost five years of Aunt Ethel’s notes, from 1953 to 1958. And trying to sift through the mountain of bad handwriting was too much for me to sneak in during work, but I still tried.

      Lynette was making it almost impossible, though. Sitting on a stool by my side, she went on and on about her ridiculously hard classes and how disappointed she was that the seance had been canceled because she really wanted to film it.

      “I would’ve been able to use that footage for two classes. Two. Ohmygod, how amazing would that have been? Investigative journalism and broadcast journalism,” she said, her voice rising for added emphasis and enthusiasm. “And it’s such an interesting angle, right? The ghosts coming back for revenge.”

      I nodded. “They’re not really coming back for revenge. It’s more like closure.”

      Her face dropped.

      “But last time all the windows did get blown out at the bed and breakfast,” I said to cheer her up. “And that would’ve made for some awesome broadcast journalism.”

      Her face brightened, and I realized I had just used the word awesome.

      “Unfortunately,” I continued. “The town’s too afraid to come out for this seance because if they did, it would look like they supported my investigation into the good ole boys club around here.” I smoothed in a little post-it note on the page I just found in Ethel’s notebook about the split-in-two body in the woods, squealing a little to myself about finding that.

      “You could do it for free,” Lynette said. “I’ll post the seance in the Daily Bear.”

      I turned my head to the side, no idea what she was talking about.

      “Landover University’s campus newspaper. It’s called the Daily Bear, but we don’t release it daily, not sure why it’s called that. If I call now, I can make it into the next issue. I’m one of the editors there.”

      “Do it,” I said. “Put the seance in for a week from Saturday, here at the Purple Pony. For free.”

      Rosalie hobbled into the room, making me realize she’d been listening at the entrance to the back.

      “For free?” she said. “You said we were going to make money off this?”

      “Good thing you don’t need money.” I teased her. “But it’s great for the long run. We’ll be tapping into a whole new local market, one you can use in winter. College students.”

      “Oh yeah,” Lynette said, looking around at the long tie-dye dresses and vintage clothing. “They’ll probably buy tons… and tons of… stuff.”

      Rosalie twirled one of her dreadlocks around a finger. “I can’t do the seance here, for free. Sorry.” Her voice was unusually quiet, and her limp extra pronounced as she turned and headed to the backroom again. I’d never seen her act so strange before.

      “I’ll talk her into it later,” I said as soon as she was out of earshot.

      Lynette shrugged and looked at her watch. “Well, let me know before seven if you guys change your mind. I’ve gotta run or I am going to be late to class. And I need to sneak that notebook back into the Herndons’ files after that.” She held out her hand like she expected me to hand over the notebook, that I’d barely had time to look through because she wouldn’t stop talking.

      I shook my head so hard and fast I pulled a neck muscle. “I’ll return it tomorrow when they’re out for dinner. I promise. In the meantime, look for more. There has to be more than this notebook. Look for an article about the Linders. I want to know if their remains washed ashore or if just a couple of shirts and shoes did.”

      Lynette’s face turned almost as red as the highlights in her auburn hair. She bit her lip.

      “Don’t worry. They’ll never know you’re doing this,” I said in that confident tone I was getting far too good at faking. “Plus, think how amazing this is going to be for your career.”

      I had no idea how whistleblowing and a seance were going to be amazing for anyone’s career, but she seemed to buy it. And as soon as the talkative girl left, I went back to the notebook.

      I took a deep breath and leaned over it, finally able to look at the small, black leather notebook in peace, when it occurred to me it really was in peace. I hadn’t seen or heard my ex-husband all day. I patted the pocket that held a couple of Rosalie’s stinky sachets. Score one for privacy.

      Ethel’s notebook seemed to be divided into what was put in the newspaper and what was x’d out. I went to the bird attack first to see what it was she had crossed out that day.

      
        
        Near the same spot as Richard. Bertie Hawthorne, growling birds, thick beaks, fifth bird attack

        

      

      Instead, the notes about the dog had been circled, and even though the headline read “Another Bird Attack in Landover,” the article never mentioned that this was the fifth one.

      That was a lot of bird attacks.

      But the strangest parts of Ethel’s notes that day were scribbled almost illegibly into the margins, so I concentrated mostly on those areas. Things like:

      
        
        Check on cut of R rumor. I KNOW I sent more leads than was paid for. People winking and nodding at me all over the place. He better deliver. Get L to call his friend in DA office. Crime or society pages — D’s choice. He already owes me.

        

      

      I had no idea what that meant. L was probably Lawrence, her husband, and the mayor. D was probably Dwight Linder. R was Richard, most likely, the dead man in the woods. Her code really wasn’t hard to decipher, but then it was reflective of the cocky attitude that plagued this whole town, an attitude that almost dared someone to figure things out and say something.

      Rosalie hobbled out to check on me. “You can go on home early if you want,” she said in a defeated tone. “I can handle things today.”

      I barely looked up from the notebook. “But I have another hour on my shift,” I said, like I was busy and leaving early was a crazy notion.

      She sighed and left, and I continued flipping through the notebook, wondering what Dwight Linder owed Ethel.

      Crime or society pages?

      Did this have to do with the investment the old man from Knobby Creek was talking about?

      And what was the Richard rumor she’d been referring to? The one about the drug deal gone wrong or the greedy relative?

      I scanned for entries from July 1957 when the accident happened to see if I could find anything on the Linders. But Ethel’s notes ended the night before the accident and picked up in December with the best egg-nog recipes. I took a picture of the eggnog recipes for later.

      Flipping back over to her notes just before the accident, I looked for anything strange about the shed fire’s reporting. There wasn’t much about it, but I was excited to see it in there.

      
        
        Fire erupted just outside the country club, 2:00 a.m. when a worker’s shed caught fire. Probably all of Ernst’s moonshine. A blowtorch and a welding mask found just inside. The fire was seen clear across the lake. No injuries or threat to the main structures. Shed is destroyed. Arson suspected.  Firemen responded promptly. Cause under investigation.

        

      

      I bit the end of my fingernail. Every piece of information that could have implicated the good ole boys club had been struck from her notes, of course. Mildred had been right. The fire was started on purpose, to put Mildred in her place and destroy all her father’s hard work.

      In the light of the fluorescent bulbs overhead, I could just see what looked like an erased message scribbled into the margin of the page, just like before. Aunt Ethel’s margin notes were always the hardest part of her notebook to read, little jokes and reminders written in an almost illegible scrawl. But this time it had been erased, making it almost impossible to decipher.

      I squinted and tried to concentrate on the faint lines. An “L” maybe… or an “R.” I brought my face in closer. Nope, it was definitely a “B.” B wants article on FM. DS driving him crazy. Bury it. A loud deep cough interrupted my thoughts. Cigar and coffee breath. I screamed and fell off my stool.

      Mayor Bowman and Dr. Dog. I’d been so into the notebook I hadn’t even heard the wind chimes on the door.

      “What in tarnation is that?” the mayor yelled, pointing a thick shaky finger at his aunt’s notebook.

      I threw the opened notebook into my purse. “Just taking notes on the inventory I need to order,” I said. “Someone has to keep this place stocked. We are busy…” I looked around for a stack of papers to prove it, but I didn’t have my props ready like Mayor Wittle had.

      Mayor Bowman leaned in so close I could see the wild nose hairs protruding from his flared nostrils. Of all the Bowmans, he resembled Henry the most, only the mayor was shorter with a slightly more modern hairdo. Same round glasses, though.

      Dr. Dog towered over both of us. I’d forgotten how huge that man was, easily the largest man in Potter Grove. “This place busy?” He laughed. “You think for one second we believe that?”

      “I don’t care what you and the mayor believe. What do you want?”

      I could tell by the mayor’s cold stare, he wanted me to break open my purse and prove my lie about the notebook, but he could stare all he wanted. I wasn’t intimidated by flaring nostrils or gigantic veterinarians.

      I kicked myself for not tossing the notebook in my purse sooner, though, and for not hearing the door. The one person who would recognize his aunt’s notebook…

      Dr. Dog’s heavy footfalls echoed through the floorboards as he stomped around the store, scanning the place from ceiling to floor. He took a couple dangly turquoise earring sets from their display cases, shook his head, and put them back.

      “Most everything here is done by local artists,” I chimed in, like I actually thought he was interested. “Beautiful, huh?”

      The mayor’s face relaxed when I said that, a smile escaping his thin lips. “I’m just gonna cut to the point, so you don’t get your hopes up that you might actually have a customer. Rosalie is behind on her rent. Did you know that? I don’t know how you couldn’t.”

      I looked around for Rosalie, but she hadn’t run out from the back like she usually did when the door clanged. She must not have heard the wind chimes either.

      “So?” I asked. “It’s winter. I’m sure she’ll make it up when things pick up.”

      “Dr. Dog’s thinking about expanding his business. To this location.”

      “Location’s good, but it’s a little small,” he said, shaking a package of incense.

      I walked over to the veterinarian and snatched the incense from his grasp. “Let me guess who Rosalie’s landlord is,” I said, gesturing with the box before putting it back on display. “Myles Donovan?”

      The mayor didn’t answer.

      My face grew hot with anger. Rosalie had begun keeping the Purple Pony about five degrees colder than most businesses, but I could feel the sweat threatening my cute curly up-do. I took my cardigan off. “The Purple Pony has been around for decades, and she has quite the following among the wealthy ladies at Landover Lake. I can guarantee if Myles Donovan kicks Rosalie out, the women at the country club will revolt.”

      “Most of ‘em are already pretty revolting,” Dr. Dog laughed from across the room.

      The mayor chuckled. “It’s funny how famous you think you are. I doubt losing the Purple Pony would even make the papers.” He tsk-ed. “And to think, I had such high hopes for that seance to help y’all out over here. Such a shame. Heard it got cancelled.”

      “You heard wrong,” Rosalie said, coming out of the backroom. “It’s actually going on, for free. Here at the Purple Pony. There’s a demand for it, from my new clientele. The college kids.”

      “The college? Everyone hates the college. They’re out-of…” he stopped himself.

      “Out-of-towners?” I said through gritted teeth. I took a deep breath. “Yes, most of them are. And so am I. Maybe that’s why I’m so interested in an accident that involved a couple of out-of-towners, even though it happened way back when. And that reminds me. I’m actually glad you’re here, Mayor Bowman. I have some questions for you about that night. Thank you for saving me the trip in to see you.” I strutted across the room to the checkout counter, a new-found confidence in my step.

      I grabbed my purse and plopped it on the counter, careful not to let his aunt’s notebook out. “Let me just find my recorder. You don’t mind if I record your answers, do you?” I said, sifting through my stuff. I looked up when the wind chime clanged again. He and Dr. Dog were gone, for now.

      I turned to Rosalie. “When were you going to tell me about the rent?”

      She didn’t answer, didn’t even cuss. She just put her head down and shuffled into the backroom again. I grabbed my phone from my purse and texted Lynette about the seance. This needed to be my best one yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          A Little Bird Told Me

        

      

    

    
      On my way up Gate Hill, it hit me. B wants article on FM. DS driving him crazy. Bury it.

      B had to be Bill. I was guessing FM was Feldman Martin. But who or what was DS? Not too many people in life were allowed to drive Bill Donovan crazy.

      I put my car into park, flicked on the overhead light, and went back to that page. I glanced up at my gas tank to make sure I had enough gas not to get stranded on Gate Hill, seeing how I no longer had rations.

      Then, I checked through every page. Sure enough, in between the egg-nog recipes was an almost complete article about Feldman-Martin, including scribbled notes in the margin that read, “Bury behind the recipes, just before Santa’s mall location.”

      
        
        Local Financial Firm to Close Its Doors Early Next Year

      

      

      
        
        After forty years, local brokerage firm Feldmen Marten is going out of business amid allegations of fraud and embezzlement with a scheme some experts are calling reminiscent of Charles Ponzi.

        The firm allegedly took money from new clients to pay off earlier investors until too many clients demanded payment and it became apparent that they could not cover the amounts.

        “It’s devastating to realize you’ve been a victim,” Mrs. Delilah Scott said, of Potter Grove. “You trust people and consider them family.”

        

      

      DS was Delilah Scott, Bill’s cousin. The only person allowed to drive Bill crazy over a bad investment, and probably the only reason the article about Feldman Martin had even been written.

      Carefully, I inched my car around so I could head back down Gate Hill without getting stuck in the snowbanks around me.

      Ten minutes later, I found myself trudging up the front walkway to Delilah Scott’s door. I actually had no idea if she was even home. Ninety-year-olds rarely strayed from home, except this one.

      Delilah Scott liked to go on safaris to exotic lands when the weather here in Wisconsin didn’t suit her tastes. My breath surrounded me in a puffy, frozen cloud as I scanned the snow piling up along her garden boxes. I could not imagine this suiting anyone’s tastes.

      Delilah’s cottage could only have been described as “straight out of a storybook.” It was cream colored with dark green accents and a rich chocolate colored roof that made you want to eat it. Or maybe I was the only one who got hungry over roofs. I made a mental note to my growling stomach that I would replenish my emergency car rations as soon as I got home.

      I knocked at the door, surprised when it opened. Delilah Scott looked around her front porch when she saw me. “Come on in,” she said like she’d been expecting someone else. She motioned for me to hurry inside and offered me tea. The room smelled like vanilla and chamomile, and I couldn’t accept the offer fast enough.

      I’d only met Delilah a few times, but this was the first time I’d ever been inside her house, which was equally as adorable on the inside, decorated with the kind of handcrafted antiques that were designed to outlive all of us. They were at least a hundred-years strong and just getting stronger.

      She motioned for me to sit on one of her claw-footed stuffed chairs that looked a lot like a throne. Her silky turquoise blouse billowed with every movement as she casually peeked around the curtains of her bay window.

      I looked around, too, immediately noticing there wasn’t a TV, but there were a lot of properly bookmarked books and notebooks at every accent table, unlike my books that got dog-eared or left opened on their spines.

      “I heard you were investigating the boating accident from the 1950s,” she said.

      “Yes, the accident,” I replied, emphasizing the word accident so she’d know I didn’t really think it was one. “And, in my research, I keep coming across the Feldman Martin scandal. Can you tell me more about that? I read you were one of the victims.”

      “It wasn’t just me, dear,” she began. “Most of the well-to-do in town were taken in by it.”

      She poured my tea from a shiny silver tea set already sitting on the coffee table, making me wonder if she lived this way, prepared for guests at a moment’s notice, or if she’d been expecting someone else when I showed up.

      She went on. “Dwight was a friend, and it hurt to have him rob me and my husband. He claimed he was innocent. It was always the firm’s fault. They had refused to pay him his owed commissions and they were unduly blaming him for their financial woes. The firm said Dwight had embezzled millions from their clients. There were lawsuits filed and then Dwight Linder had his accident, so we’ll never know.”

      “I assume there was an investigation.”

      “The firm quietly closed its doors, yes, but as one of the victims, I can tell you we did not receive anything. The whole thing was tainted in speculation, rumor, and sneaky trails of paperwork. I never talked to Bill again. He was the one who told me to trust this.”

      “Your cousin,” I said. How could this sweet, refined woman be related to the man who beat Gloria to a pulp? “Did Bill get swindled too?”

      She chuckled. “Nobody swindled Bill.”

      And lived to tell about it… I thought, but didn’t say.

      “Tell me about the investment.”

      “By the time my husband and I invested, it was already the talk of the town,” she said. “I was actually mad at Bill for not letting us in on it sooner. I obviously regret that.”

      “You seem to be doing all right,” I said, looking around.

      “Yes. Thankfully, we were one of the lucky ones who didn’t put everything into it. We were all issued promissory notes, some mumbo-jumbo about investing in Eurodollars after the war that were unregulated by the Federal Reserve.” She paused to sip her tea. “It was really just a pyramid scheme that went on for years, earlier investors being paid by newer ones. That’s all I remember. You’d have to ask someone from Feldman Martin if you want more specifics. ”

      “Do you know of anyone,” I asked. “I’d also like to find out what happened from their end.”

      She laughed. “May I remind you I am over 90? I doubt too many of us are still around who can tell you much…” she stopped herself. “No, I do know someone. I was surprised to see her when I visited a friend at Landover Assisted Living a couple months ago. Dwight Linder’s secretary. Waved to me from across the room as if we were friends. I could’ve strangled her.”

      “I’m sure the poor woman had no idea about the firm she worked for,” I said.

      Delilah pursed her lips. “I don’t know about that. She married one of the firm’s owners right after the scandal. Tell me that’s not suspicious. Name’s Bertie Martin. I knew her as Bertie Hawthorne back then.”

      Somehow, I held in my tea, refusing to do a spit-take all over the thousand-dollar Oriental rug under my feet, mostly because I’d probably be asked to pay for it. Bertie Hawthorne was the girl in the bird attack. I thanked Delilah for the tea then headed out the door.

      Glancing over at the last second, I caught the older woman writing something into a notebook on the coffee table, a small glass bird sitting just to the right of her. And my heart flopped into my stomach. From the angle I was standing at, she looked just like the picture of the woman in the scrapbook with the bird figurine, on one of the pages marked “Signs.”

      She closed the notebook before I could see what she was writing then stood to walk me to the door.

      “Interesting figurine,” I said, motioning toward the bird. “Funny, there’s a picture of one just like it in a scrapbook I found at Gate House.”

      “I’m sure it only looks similar. This is one of a kind, and has been in my family for generations.” She smiled. “I adore crystal sparrows, though, mostly because they symbolize spring. Changes. Things coming to light. And new beginnings to follow. Some people fear change. Almost as if they’re afraid to choose sides. Me? I’m having a hard time waiting this winter out.”

      We walked to the door, and I somehow stopped myself from asking just what in the hell was going on here. Why had she suddenly started talking in some sort of cryptic, poetic riddles? And if that crystal bird was one of a kind, how did she just recreate a photo I had sitting in my scrapbook, down to the angle of the back of her head in relation to the bird and the notes?

      I stopped at the door. “I’m glad you were home. I was almost worried you’d be on safari someplace,” I said instead of everything else I was thinking.

      “I try to go where it’s most important to be.”

      I had no idea how to respond to that.

      But I knew where I was heading next.

      “Directions to Landover Assisted Living,” I said to my phone on my way out to my car. It was already getting dark, and I wondered how long visiting hours lasted.

      Just as I headed down Delilah’s quaint, tree-lined street, a black SUV passed me, heading toward Delilah’s house. I thought about turning around to see if it would pull into her driveway. But I stopped myself. I was acting crazy and paranoid.

      People could have guests, and I didn’t need to know about them, even when 100-year-old photos were unintentionally recreated and cryptic messages were being tossed around like they were normal conversation.

      I did a quick three-point turn and headed back to Delilah’s. Something wasn’t right and I just wanted to check, but it was too late. The SUV was parked in her driveway, the door to her house just closing.

      I shook it off and drove straight home to see the photo in that scrapbook again. I was going crazy. There could be no way one of the 100-year-old photos labeled “signs” in a dead guy’s scrapbook was actually something that just happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Photographic evidence

        

      

    

    
      Dust spilled out from the pages of the scrapbook when I plopped it down on the dining room table, and I held in a sneeze. This thing hadn’t been touched in ages.

      I almost didn’t want to look. The Dead Forest. The weird signs. I was just hallucinating. I needed a break from channeling. It was the only thing that made sense.

      Still, I opened right to the pages on signs. There it was. The exact one-of-a-kind sparrow figurine from Delilah’s, along with the back of the woman’s head. Light, probably gray hair swept neatly into an up-do while the lady in the photo overlooked her notes, wearing what looked like Delilah’s same billowy blouse.

      I closed the book so hard more dust popped out.

      What in the hell was going on?

      I opened it back up again. Same photo. Same angle. Leaning over toward the credenza at the back of the room, I was just able to open the drawer and grab my own notebook.

      I needed to write down everything that woman said. Every cryptic riddle.

      I bit the end of my pencil.

      Damn it. Why hadn’t I paid more attention?

      I took a deep breath. I could do this.

      She said something about changes. I remembered that, and new beginnings. And taking sides. And something about sparrows, I think.

      I pulled one of the other photos out of the scrapbook and turned it over and over in my fingertips, fully expecting to see “Hello Carly” scrawled on the back now, but completely thankful I didn’t. The photo was old and fragile and had that dank smell that old paper sometimes took on. I smoothed it back into its spot, wondering now if this whole thing with Delilah was a fluke or if other cryptic messages were coming my way related to these signs.

      Delilah’s sudden weirdness had thrown me off my game, but that wasn’t going to happen again. If anyone else handed me some sort of weird message, I was going to call them out on it. Ask questions. Be prepared. Shelby Winehouse once told me she didn’t think Potter Grove was safe anymore, like things were changing. I felt it too, but I also felt connected to its strangeness.

      I spent the rest of the night taking as many photos of Aunt Ethel’s notebook as I could. Jackson appeared by my side as I was reviewing them, and I tried to fill him in on everything new about the investigation, but the ghost was even moodier than usual.

      “Looks like you’ve been very busy,” he said, his voice dripping in sarcasm. “But were you able to link Myles Donovan to Gloria’s murder?”

      “Not yet, but I have a feeling if I uncover the cover-up, I’ll be able to link everything. And I’m very close.” I began filling Jackson in on the stuff he missed, which was mostly that I had his aunt’s notebook in my possession.

      He didn’t even smile.

      “That woman took full advantage of the fact she had the power to publish a career-damaging story or sit on one. I think she was taking bribes all over the place. And, I think she was in on the investment. Her notebook is full of lies.”

      “So, I can tell you’re dying for me to ask. How did you get her notebook?”

      I turned my head to the side. “Oh yeah. You weren’t there.” I shrugged. “I guess Rosalie’s sachets work.”

      “I guess so.” He crossed his arms.

      I sat up. “So that’s what this is about. You’re upset about the privacy recipe Rosalie gave me.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve only used the sachets one day. One day. And you can’t even handle that.”

      “Need I remind you, we have an investigation to do together, and I feel like I’m on the outside of it now.” His voice had the condescending tone again, the one I hated back when he was my professor in college too.

      I egged him on. “You should’ve been there when Lynette brought in this notebook. Thanks for telling me about her phone call, by the way, not that you’re my secretary.” I laughed. “I think my mouth dropped to the floor when I saw the notebook. You would’ve loved it.”

      He stared at me, the clock in the living room ticking noisily in the background.

      I held up the small black journal. “And this thing proves your aunt was close to a lot of scandals in Potter Grove. I bet you’d love to see it.”

      “Perhaps,” he said, with jealous eyes. “But, Ethel is dead. Even if you prove she got away with every pyramid scheme out there, it doesn’t implicate Myles Donovan for the murders of these people. Come on, Carly. Focus on what’s important.”

      “Sorry, professor. I no longer care if I get a B.”

      With Aunt Ethel’s notebook in hand, I grabbed my phone and stormed up the stairs, but Jackson was right on my heels. People are so much faster when they’re dead.

      “I don’t need to explain my research to you, but I’m pretty sure staging the Linders’ deaths was the only way out of that investment for a lot of people,” I said as I ran up the second flight, hurrying down the hall to my room. “Your aunt included. And staging deaths are much easier when you have the police and the press in on it.”

      “Are you implying my father…” Jackson replied, or tried to. He crossed Rosalie’s stinky strands and disappeared mid sentence. I smirked to myself.

      I finished my research alone.
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        * * *

      

      I waited until I got a text from Lynette that the Herndons had left for dinner before making my way over to the newspaper the next day.

      The office was hotter than most people set their heaters, and cleaner than it was before. I pulled my knit hat off as soon as I got in and fanned myself with its cuteness.

      “You were right,” Lynette said when she looked up from her computer and saw me. She waved me over to her desk, which was just a small, cluttered table off in the corner. “There was more than just the notebook.”

      She brought up a window on her laptop, peering over her shoulder toward the door. She whispered. “I’m pretty sure they would kill me if they knew I was snooping. These are the pictures the photographer took of the accident in 1957. Only a couple made it into the article.”

      I pulled a chair over to her desk and sat down. There were ten grainy, black-and-white images on the screen.

      Each image looked strikingly similar to the last. Five images of the stretchers being pulled from the lake, a boat being lifted out of the water, a close-up of the beer bottles floating along the shore.

      But I noticed something odd. “Look,” I said, pointing toward the screen where the photos all went in sequential order IMG0167 was right next to IMG0168, and on down the line. “Image 173 and image 174 are missing,” I said.

      Lynette nodded.

      I quickly grabbed my phone from out of my purse and took pictures of everything on the screen, trying to guess what the missing pictures could have been from the photos that surrounded them. IMG0172, the image before the missing ones, was a picture of Mason Bowman, sheriff at the time, talking to someone. Unfortunately, I could only see the back of that person’s head. Ball cap, about the same height as Mason. IMG0175 was a photo of the boats involved in the accident.

      It was hard, even now, to see the old photos of the paramedics with their stretchers, knowing who was under the sheets and how they got there.

      Lynette pointed to the screen with her pencil. “I’ll text you these photos along with a picture of the article I found about the Linders. Their remains washed ashore in October,” she said. “And — huge surprise here — their names were misspelled.”

      October. That would explain why I hadn’t found the article. I’d only looked at reels from before that.

      “Remains. Are we talking bodies or clothes?”

      “It didn’t say. I assume bodies.”

      “Don’t assume anything with this paper.” I was really getting annoyed with Aunt Ethel’s journalism standards. “Send it to me anyway,” I said as I took the liar’s notebook from my purse and handed it to Lynette, just as a cold wind shot through the office from an opened door. Because I have that kind of luck.

      I looked up and into the eyes of a chubby, balding man in armpit-reaching jeans and a tucked-in polo shirt. “What’s going on here? Some sort of party? I thought we said no friends…”

      Lynette stuffed the notebook in her pocket.

      “She’s not a friend, Dan,” Grace said from behind him. “She’s the medium I was telling you about. The one doing a seance on the old accident. The one who practically called my grandmother a murderer.”

      I waved to the man. “That’s me, minus the murderer part. And, to clarify, I don’t think your grandmother was a murderer. She was simply a journalist before ethics were a thing.”

      Lynette chuckled by my side and Grace scowled at her.

      I searched my purse for my hat as I headed toward the door, trying to think on my feet, which was not my strong suit. “Anyway, just forgot my hat the other day. Thankfully, your intern found it. She is a treasure to have around. So helpful.”

      Judging by the glares on my way out, I wasn’t sure they bought it. But at least they hadn’t seen the notebook. I smiled to myself as I walked to my car. Maybe my luck was changing.

      Sitting in my car outside the newspaper office, I looked over the article Lynette sent me while my car warmed up again. Like the intern said, the article only mentioned remains.

      
        
        Remains believed to be those of Dwight Linder and his son, Frederick, were discovered just south of the country club late last night when a passerby spotted them along the shore. Mr. Linder and his son were last seen July 20 on a boat owned by family friend and business partner, Bill Donovan.

        

      

      That was it. I wondered if the article had been buried behind the tips for safe trick-or-treating. I was just about to bring up the photos when a text came in.

      
        
        For real? You were the one who wanted to try the spin class. Where are you?

        

      

      It was Justin. I was letting this investigation ruin my relationship again. I texted back. “On my way. Meet you at your place in 10.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Spin Cycles

        

      

    

    
      Justin smirked at the receptionist when we checked in at Donovan’s gym, like they were sharing a joke. “We’re here to learn bike riding,” he said.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the humungous smiling photo of Myles Donovan placed above the waiting bench in the lobby. It was the same one that stalked you in the hallway of the Grocery Ranch if you ever had to use the bathroom and the one at the main lodge of the country club. A cheesy, promotional, “I’m important because I’m in this suit” photo, mostly there to remind employees they’re being watched.

      I almost pointed at the smug old man and yelled something about how he was going down, but instead followed Justin into the room the perky receptionist told us to go to.

      “Hey, you guys made it,” Parker said. He was dressed like he shopped in the Tour-de-France section of Big Five: bright yellow top and tight-fitting spandex biker shorts. “You both ready?” He clapped his hands together.

      “Ready?” Justin rolled his eyes. “To ride a pretend bike? Yeah, I think I’m ready. Are you ready, Carly?”

      Parker didn’t seem to pick up on the macho-sarcasm coming from my boyfriend, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether Justin’s bad attitude was directed at me or Parker. He was still on trash duty, and despite the “you’re probably onto something big” speech he gave me the other day, I knew he was still pissed.

      The spin class was empty except for the two rows of exercise bikes and the three of us. Parker’s bike faced us, and when he got on it, Justin leaned in and whisper-yelled, “Is this guy seriously going to show us how to ride a bike?”

      I shrugged as hip hop music began to play.

      “We’re going to keep it slow to begin with,” Parker said, cycling away like he was just strolling around a park. “A nice easy pace. Get the heart rate going.”

      I looked to my side. Justin’s “nice easy pace” looked more like a killer was chasing him. Every once in a while, he’d look over at me and roll his eyes, which I couldn’t help but think was adorably confusing.

      Was he trying to impress me with his bike riding skills or was he working out some anger issues?

      “We’re just warming up,” Parker reminded Justin. “You don’t have to go so fast.”

      Justin half-smiled. “I want this to actually be a workout, dude.”

      “Okay,” Parker said as the music began to pick up. “Then get ready. Let’s go.” The music went at triple speed and so did our pace, except for Justin’s because he was already going pretty fast. Parker woo-hoo-ed and stood up. We followed him. At first it was fine, but after about thirty seconds I was ready to sit back down again. Each pedal felt like a million. My butt hurt, along with part of the back of my thighs where I hadn’t even realized I had muscles. Justin was doing even worse than I was.

      Sweat poured from his purplish face. He guzzled his water. Parker was barely sweating. “Everyone okay?” he asked, obviously directing his question to the heart-attack by my side.

      Justin nodded, puffed out his chest, and picked up the pace again.

      “Good. Because that was the beginning round. Let’s raise it up a notch. This is why they pay me the big bucks. Because I get results.” Parker turned a knob on his bike and Justin and I both followed suit. And suddenly, it felt like we were riding uphill, slower, harder. Parker stood up again and so did I. Justin stopped pedaling and drank some water.

      “Do whatever you’re comfortable with,” Parker said, and Justin glared at him before turning his knob even higher and fast-peddling again.

      After about five minutes of this, I was pretty sure my boyfriend was on the verge of death. He was making weird, raspy, gasping noises, kind of like a wild animal with emphysema.

      I grabbed the side of my stomach and stopped. “Sorry, Parker,” I said. “I’m out of shape, and I have a cramp. I’ll need the beginner class from now on.”

      “This is the beginner class,” he replied, still standing as he rode, not even sweating at all. “My advanced class is in half an hour.”

      “Let’s go home,” I said to my out-of-shape boyfriend.

      Justin stopped pedaling and sucked in another strange-sounding gasp of air. “Only if you’re sure you’ve had enough,” he managed to say.

      He grabbed my water on the way to the lobby and chugged it down because he’d finished his. Then he turned to wave to Parker, putting his arm around me.

      “Impressive job out there, dude,” Parker yelled to Justin. “You certainly made pretend bike riding into a real workout.”

      “Be prepared to bench press next time,” Justin yelled back as we left. “I want you to know what a real workout feels like.”

      He turned to me as soon as we were out of earshot. “He was being sarcastic, huh?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “I thought you were pretty impressive, though.”

      Justin kept a normal pace as we passed the receptionist and some other clients in the parking lot until we reached his truck where he practically collapsed into the passenger’s seat, weakly demanding that I drive because he’d pulled something.

      “Let’s go to Spoony River. I’m starving,” he said.

      “Exercise and a healthy meal?” I replied. “We’re living to a hundred.”

      I leaned over and gave him a very light kiss on his very sweaty cheek, even though he didn’t deserve it. The sun was already setting and dinner sounded good to me too. I pulled across the parking lot as a gorgeous blonde in an expensive black SUV pulled in, blaring Taylor Swift.

      “I cannot believe it,” I said, taking my foot off the gas and throwing the truck into park. “Lila Donovan’s here.”

      Justin barely opened his eyes from his fetal position in the passenger’s seat. “So?”

      “So, that’s a pretty big coincidence, don’t you think? Myles Donovan’s granddaughter has been following me all over town since I started snooping into that accident. Or I’ve been following her. Not sure yet.”

      “Maybe you should just stop snooping,” Justin said. He groaned and rolled over, his seatbelt curled uncomfortably around his thick neck.

      “The library. The newspaper. And now this.”

      I also realized she had probably been the one heading to Delilah’s earlier for tea. Delilah’s distant cousin, and probably her namesake.

      I turned around and watched her park, straining my neck to see if she was even wearing a workout outfit. “I cannot picture that woman breaking a sweat.”

      She got out of her SUV and sauntered across the parking lot in leggings and a cute coat, a different cute coat than the day at the library. How many cute coats could one incredibly rich person own? I mindlessly fixed my hair, pulling my curls out of their sweaty ponytail and swishing my head around, pieces of frizz sticking to my cheeks. I checked my hair in the mirror, noticing Lila looking over at me. She waved and I ducked into my seat.

      “She’s watching me,” I said.

      “Well, you are the only vehicle just sitting in the parking lot, idling by the entrance. She probably thinks she knows you.”

      I lifted my head up again as she went inside. “Do you think she’s going to the advanced spin class?” I asked as I pulled forward toward the exit.

      “Probably,” Justin replied. “Rich people have time to excel at things like pretend bike riding.”

      “And did you hear Parker say he was getting paid the big bucks? I bet they’re overpaying him so they can control Mildred’s family again.”

      “Carly, you’re being very paranoid.”

      He didn’t know the half of it.

      I knew I needed to ask him about the forest. It was still playing heavily on my mind. “Speaking of probably just being paranoid,” I began. “When I left your apartment the other night, I thought I saw you going into the Dead Forest. Did you?”

      He groaned and rolled back over so he was facing me again. “Now, I’m really worried about you. What? Why would I go into the Dead Forest? Why would anyone? I mean, I’m not afraid of it and I don’t believe the rumors, but it’s also not something I would do. It might be time for you to see someone.”

      I leaned back in my seat. He was right. Damn it. My phone rang, and I pulled it out of my purse, half wondering if it was really ringing or if I was hallucinating again.

      “It’s not a good idea to talk on the phone while you’re driving,” said the police officer beside me.

      “I wouldn’t be driving, officer, if my boyfriend hadn’t pulled something pretending he and Lance Armstrong shared steroids.”

      The call was from California. Gloria’s sister maybe.

      My hands fumbled trying to answer it fast enough. “June Gilman? Hi. This is Carly Taylor…” I put her on speaker, and pulled down the road toward Potter Grove and the Spoony River. “This is probably going to be the strangest phone call of your life,” I said.

      Justin groaned even louder from the passenger’s seat, but I ignored him.

      Her voice was shaky and I could tell her hearing was a little off. “What’s this about again? How do you know Gloria?”

      “I’m investigating your sister’s death,” I yelled, watching my boyfriend turn closer toward the window. “I’m gathering information about a possible cover-up from 60 years ago.”

      “Who is this now? And what do you want from me?”

      Not exactly how I’d pictured things going. I held the phone closer to my mouth. Justin shook his head when he saw how I was driving.

      I went back to my conversation. “I’m a medium.”

      “A what?”

      “A person who can connect with ghosts, talk to them, and your sister came to me. Gloria wants you to know the truth about that night. She wants you to know what happened. She loves you and…”

      A man’s voice shouted from somewhere in June’s room. “Mom? Who’s that on the phone? You okay?”

      I rushed the rest of my message. “I’m going to be exposing the truth next Saturday at a seance at the Landover Bed and Breakfast in Wisconsin. Gloria will be there. I know it’s short notice, but if you’ve got some frequent flier miles…”

      “A seance? You want me to go to a seance in Wisconsin a week from today?” she said.

      Her son’s voice got louder. “Who are you talking to?”

      “It’s about Gloria,” she said to the man. “Some woman is claiming Gloria wants me to go to a seance in Wisconsin. She’s a medium.”

      The man got on the phone. “Hello?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “What is wrong with you? You’ve made my mother cry. I will never know what kind of a person calls up a vulnerable senior citizen like this, but if you call again, I will alert the authorities. She’s not going to a seance.”

      “But I can prove…”

      “I don’t care what you can prove, lady. We don’t want any.”

      My face felt hot. “Just tell her Gloria said, ‘It’s okay, Bug. We’ll get ‘em next time.’”

      “I’m not telling her squat. If you call again, I’m taking this straight to the police.”

      I hung up the phone and slipped it back into my purse. “Shoot,” I said. “I forgot to tell June the location’s not at the bed and breakfast anymore.” I told Justin about how Paula Henkel had called the seance off but how I was just about to expose everything for free. “Maybe I should call them back.”

      Justin pointed to the road. “Just take me home,” he said. “I’m not feeling up to dinner.”

      He didn’t say a word the rest of the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Pros and Cons

        

      

    

    
      It was already dark when we got back to Justin’s. I parked next to my car even though I wasn’t ready to leave yet. And I hoped he wasn’t ready to let me leave.

      I leaned into him. “You want me to pick something up for dinner and bring it back for us? We could vedge out on the couch and see what’s on HBO?”

      He inhaled deeply like he was going to say something then exhaled without saying anything.

      I could tell. This boiling frog was about to jump the pot. He thought my investigation wasn’t worth it, and he was right, but I was still doing it.

      The engine rumbled and hummed, the only sound in the car other than the disappointment sighs coming from my right.

      I looked at my cell phone. “Is it really almost eight? I have to feed Rex and put some dishes away, straighten the living room.”

      I shut the engine off.

      “I think I pulled something in my leg,” he said. “I’ll probably go to bed early, anyway.”

      “Are we breaking up?” I asked just before I opened the door.

      He looked at me, but he didn’t say “no.”

      I threw the door open.

      “There are so many things I like about you…” he began.

      “Oh no. This sounds an awful lot like another pros and cons list,” I said. “You pulled that crap twelve years ago, and now, here we go. Round two.”

      His eyes grew large.

      Snow fell softly outside and a gush of wind blew in from the opened door. I closed it again so I could rant in comfort. “You didn’t know I found that, huh? Twelve years ago. Your little pros and cons list. It was right by your computer, so I’m pretty sure you wanted me to find it. And now, it sounds like you’re starting another one.”

      “If I remember right, twelve years ago,” he began. “The only thing on my cons list was that you were a little immature and you liked to pick fights.”

      “That’s not quite the way it was phrased on the piece of paper. I believe the words childish and moody were used.”

      “I’m not so sure you’d find a different list now.”

      I opened the door again and got out, slamming it behind me. I looked back momentarily then kicked myself for doing it because then I knew, he wasn’t looking back at me.

      I got in my Civic and shivered while it warmed up, watching as Justin walked to his apartment.

      He could’ve at least faked a limp.
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        * * *

      

      The whole way home I tried to get my mind off of Justin. It felt an awful lot like we’d broken up, even though we hadn’t officially. He was so confusing to me. On the one hand, he said he liked my crazy. But on the other, he always seemed so upset whenever I talked about it.

      And how dare he call me moody and childish? He was the one who was moody and childish, the jack-ass bastard.

      Ohmygod. I was making a pros and cons list while being moody and childish.

      I decided to concentrate on what the missing images could have been from that night, and why they’d been deleted. Maybe the newspaper didn’t want anyone to find out who the sheriff had been talking to, in case anyone ever investigated things.

      I turned my car onto Gate Hill, thinking I saw a shadow in the distance. I hit the door locks and looked out at the falling snowflakes, drifting along the darkness. No shadows. Nothing but darkness. I took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of my nose, just in case another episode was starting and I was hallucinating.

      “Not a good time for one of those,” I said to myself, like timing was the only thing I should be concerned about.

      Just as I pulled past the first old, dilapidated gate that was always left open for convenience, I realized there were headlights behind me. Someone was following me. And it was obviously a large vehicle, like a truck.

      Justin. He was coming to say he was sorry, not that we were fighting. But it was about time.

      I slowed down to let the lights get closer, thinking about the full-on grovel session I was going to make the man go through as soon as he caught up. That was the least he could do after calling me moody and childish.

      I quickly texted: “Is that you? Hope you’re prepared to apologize.” I didn’t get a response. We were probably too far into the no-cell-phone-coverage area of the hill for that, though.

      When the truck got close enough, I realized it easily towered over my vehicle. Much too big to be Justin’s and it also wasn’t exactly slowing down like you’d expect oncoming traffic to do. I threw my foot on the gas pedal but it was too late. The truck hit the back of my Civic hard, shooting me forward into my seatbelt. A pain shot up my neck and my teeth smacked together.

      Had the good ole boys network lost its flipping mind? How obvious was it going to be if I turned up dead?

      And there was my problem, right there. I’d been trying to apply logic to a situation that defied it.

      As mad as I was, I needed to do something. I gently turned my car around to head back down the hill to safety, but the truck backed up and blocked my way, like it was daring me to try. It revved its engine, gray exhaust pouring menacingly from around the sides of the black vehicle. I pressed the park button on my hybrid and revved my engine too. Two could play at this game. My car gently hummed, just as pathetic as I thought it’d be. But I needed to let this guy know I was not intimidated. I probably should have been, though. It wasn’t going to take much to send my car into a “stranded-without-granola-bars” area of the hill.

      We stood there a moment, both of us revving and humming, until I backed up to try to turn around and go up the hill. Even though he was in a truck, I could probably make it up to the house faster because I’d done it so many times. Maybe get a little help from the ghosts at my house and the house itself if I was quick enough.

      I heard the roar of the truck’s engine again just as I was about to put my car into drive. It crashed into the side of my vehicle, spinning me around. Left was right and right was left, and I suddenly had a flashback of splashing around in the lake, coughing out water, knowing that a human could only tread water for so long.

      My final moment was coming if I wasn’t careful. But just like Gloria, it wasn’t coming without a good fight. My car finally landed in the snowbank, my head smacking against the steering wheel while the taste of blood formed along my bottom lip. I checked my car over. The passenger’s side door was dented, but everything else seemed fine. Facing the opposite direction to the truck now, I saw the driver in my mirror, wearing black, face obscured by a dark ski mask.

      I tried to pull forward. But my wheels spun helplessly in the snow without moving the car. I pushed harder on the gas.

      Crap. Crap. Crap.

      I was stranded. All the guy had to do now was drive back down and I’d probably die here. Damn those granola bars.

      Just in case leaving me stranded wasn’t his plan, I grabbed my coat from the back, the mace from my glove compartment, and the Swiss army knife that probably wasn’t going to do much. And waited.

      The truck backed up again, but not like it was turning around to leave. I didn’t even turn off my car. I unbuckled my seatbelt and took off into the snow, ducking behind a boulder that was sitting nearby. I threw my coat on, zipping it up and readying my mace and my knife. Snow fell all around me as the bitter cold shot through to my bones.

      He’s going to demolish my car, I know it. Or he’s coming after me.

      My nose ran and my hands shook as I shivered with my mace, listening to his truck just idling there, taunting me.

      My breath puffed out in little clouds in front of me, giving my location away. I tried to slow it down. But I was just getting colder and more hysterical. I sniffed in a tear. This was a game of cat-and-mouse, all right.

      And this sicko wanted me to make a move, or freeze to death.

      And that’s when I heard it. A growling noise.

      The noise was low and loud and I turned my head this way and that to try to tell where it was coming from. It didn’t sound like the birds from the channeling.

      A dark shadow emerged from the other side of my boulder, followed by the largest black bear I’d ever seen. It didn’t even hesitate, and neither did I. I threw myself against the rock as it charged past me and over to the truck.

      And I realized I had a chance to run back to my nice, warm car.

      As soon as my butt hit the seat, I slammed the door shut and locked it, not that bears could open doors. Then I somehow held in my fear-pee, watching as the humungous rodent-like beast scraped the paint and metal of the truck, breaking the side window with what seemed like a mere tap of its paw. A long series of expletives came from the man in the mask. “What the… I’ll kill you,” he yelled over and over again in a voice I didn’t recognize. The bear opened its jaws, drawing its head closer to the man.

      The truck shot backwards in reverse, sliding along the snow as it turned around and took off down the hill without the man killing anyone.

      And I let my face fall into my hands. I took one long breath after another, thanking my lucky stars until I remembered that whoever was driving that truck probably wasn’t about to call for help for me when he got back down the hill. And I was still stuck in the snow. With a bear. And no rations.

      I cursed Rosalie’s stinky sachets right now. If I hadn’t defiantly stuffed them in my pockets, I might have had some ghost help right now.

      “Shouldn’t you be hibernating?” I whispered to the bear as I ducked down into my seat, hoping the large animal would forget about me.

      No wonder that thing was so angry. We’d either woken it up or it was a shifter, helping me.

      Please God let it be a shifter.

      My head suddenly smacked against the side of my window, knocking me out of my pity party, as my car lifted on its side then fell back down again.

      I screamed then got it together. This could still be a shifter.

      Somehow, I got myself to peek out, into the humungous jaws of the angry bear, who didn’t at all seem human or like he was helping me. He smacked his side into my window, and I tried to stay calm through the jostling. Maybe this thing would accidentally kill itself while trying to kill me and then I would have a whole bear for rations. Or maybe, it would get tired and leave. There were still many options if you were delusional enough.

      Those were the thoughts I clung to, until my Civic let out a sad, metal-crushing noise that let me know it was tagging out of the fight. It was no match for the animal swinging its weight into the side of it, over and over again.

      After a minute, the rocking stopped.

      I no longer heard a thing. I peeked out the window, my finger on the trigger of the mace the whole time, even though I had no idea if mace worked as bear spray.

      The bear was scampering off in the direction it came from.

      And I threw my car into drive, surprised that my wheels no longer spun when I put my foot on the gas pedal. I jerked unsteadily forward on wobbly tires. The bear had freed me. I knew for sure it was a shifter now.

      “Thank you,” I yelled to no one.

      As soon as I got home, I swung the veranda door open, and stood in the kitchen a second, enjoying every ounce of relief I was entitled to. I’d escaped death once again, but I couldn’t let myself stop for too long. I ran to the phone, not even checking to see if I had any messages. Oddly, I thought about calling my mother first. I stopped mid-dial, reminding myself I was the adult here. And she was probably in Mexico with her Nettie, anyway.

      “Potter Grove Police Department,” the familiar voice said.

      My hand shook and I could barely keep the receiver up to my ear.

      “Hi Christine. It’s Carly. I need to report a crime,” I said, my voice cracking. I told her all about the attempted murder with the truck and the bear smashing out the guy’s window. “Look for a truck with a broken window and scratches on the paint.”

      As soon as I hung up, Jackson was by my side. “What in the world happened?” His faded eyes were large and concerned. It reminded me of the good years we had, how gentle and caring he could be when he tried, even when he was mad at me.

      There was a knock on the door and I jumped out of my seat, hyperaware of everything at the moment, my nerves and adrenaline still in high gear. But I was also acutely aware that the guy in the truck could easily have come back. I should’ve told the police to come here first. I hadn’t even heard a vehicle pull up the hill.

      “Don’t answer it,” my ex said.

      The knock got louder. “It’s me, Justin.”

      I ran past Jackson and threw open the door, falling into the cold thick arms of my boyfriend.

      “You got my text,” I said, pulling him inside. I kissed his cheek and his lips. I barely noticed my ex-husband fading into the background. “You were right. Someone just tried to kill me. This investigation isn’t worth it.”

      “No, you’re the one who’s right,” he replied, pulling away. He hobbled over to the sofa.

      He took off his jacket and his sweater, revealing spots where bruises were forming along his arm just under the sleeve of his t-shirt. “This town has too many secrets, and it’s time we started exposing them.”

      He looked at me, and I knew. The bruises were right in the spot where the bear had smacked against my car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Strange Like Me

        

      

    

    
      I spent most of the night at the police station, filling out a report and trying to describe the truck and the bear, making sure my description of the animal didn’t sound a thing like the gorgeous man holding my hand.

      Caleb was about as concerned as I thought he’d be, scratching at his dyed-dark goatee while raising a skeptical eyebrow at me. “So, you say a bear saved your life?”

      Justin squeezed my hand, and I pulled away. “It sounds crazy, I know.”

      “It sounds like a joke,” Caleb snapped. “You pulling my leg?”

      I felt like Gloria when she’d tried to tell the police about the growling birds.

      Justin stepped forward. He was about half a foot taller than Caleb, broader too, and he towered over the smallish man. “Carly’s Civic is right out front,” Justin said. “You can have a look at it yourself if you think she’s joking.”

      “I’ll get to that if I think it’s worth it,” Caleb replied.

      “Since when is crime not worth investigating? Probably since you’ve been having your deputy clean trash cans and file reports,” I yelled.

      Justin pulled me outside before I could say anything else.

      “I’m sorry. I’m making things worse,” I said.

      “Probably.” He kissed me. “But thanks for trying to make it right. And I’m sorry for calling you moody and childish.”

      It was hardly the groveling session I’d been expecting, but I stood on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek anyway. The cold night air was already making me shiver, and I curled into the warmth of his jacket. “And I’m sorry for calling you a confusing, jack-ass bastard. That was in my car later, so you didn’t hear it, but I thought you’d want to know.”

      He took me home, offering to stay with me and help me get a rental car the next day.

      “I think you should go to the seance with me,” I said as we walked up the steps to my back porch.

      “Too weird,” he replied.

      I leaned in and whispered as close to his ear as I could get. “Now that I know your secrets, you can’t pretend mine are the weird ones around here.”

      “Your secrets are weird.”

      “Said a talking bear.”

      He nodded, stomping his large boots onto the mat just outside Gate House. We went inside, and I pulled him straight through the kitchen and the living room and over to the stairs. “Come on. I’m making a pros and cons list. We’ll see how you do,” I teased. “How’s your shoulder?”

      “It’s fine,” he said. I couldn’t tell if he was in pain or not.

      “That’s a pro. Holds up well under pressure.” I was on the stair in front of him, yet I was still shorter. I kissed his cheek and made my way to his lips. I knew they’d be scratchy from his not-so-closely-shaved beard. I threw my arms around his neck and he easily lifted me, carrying me up both flights of stairs. If he was in pain, he did a good job of hiding it.

      “I’m so glad you’re strange like me,” I said.

      “I don’t feel strange.”

      “We never do.”

      He stopped at the strands hanging along my bedroom door frame, sniffing and touching them.

      “Rosalie’s recipe for keeping ghosts out of my room,” I said.

      “I have to get this recipe,” he replied, carrying me through the doorway, closing the door behind us.
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        * * *

      

      I woke in his arms the next morning and it felt so good I almost forgot I had a seance to prepare for, and no idea how to prepare for it. Somehow, I needed to find evidence from today that tied Myles Donovan and the rest of his gang to the crime from 1957 in order for Gloria to get her justice. And no one in this town was helping.

      But right now, the only thing I cared about was the bear beside me in bed.

      “Good morning,” I said the moment Justin opened his eyes. “So, how does this superpower of yours work, anyway?”

      He blinked several times, his eyes barely focusing. “Wait, what?” He shook himself like he was trying to wake up. “Superpower what?”

      “The shifting thing,” I replied. “How does it work?”

      He sat up along his pillow and I snuggled into him, smelling his neck. I could never explain why, but I always loved smelling his neck. It always made me feel safe and connected to him. Now, I wondered if it was because he smelled like a bear. I took another whiff. Lingering cologne and sweat.

      He didn’t answer me, so I went on. “Do you need to get angry to change?”

      “You mean, like the Hulk?” His voice was curt as he looked at the ceiling. I could tell he didn’t want to answer my questions. I wasn’t sure why.

      “No. I have more control over it than a comic book character. It’s painful, yet compelling.”

      I nodded. It sounded a lot like the way channeling and the curse were to me.

      “And how did you even know I was in trouble last night, anyway, Dr. Banner,” I asked, sitting up.

      “I had a feeling.” Justin turned over to face me.

      “Like a spidey sense?”

      He always looked good in the morning. It was easier for men to rock the tousled, bed-hair look. I wondered if it was even easier for bears. I nervously twisted my frizzed-up curls into a makeshift bun, trying to get there.

      I didn’t want this new information about him to change things between us. I tried to look comfortable like nothing had changed, even though it had.

      He ran a hand through his hair, and I noticed every muscle in his bare chest and arms. “I’ve been checking this area a lot since you told me about the snowplow incident. When you have a gorgeous, stubborn girlfriend who refuses to carry a gun and likes to stir up trouble in a town that doesn’t like to be stirred, you pop in every once in a while to make sure she’s okay.”

      I knew he was looking for a thank-you, but I wasn’t feeling it. “I don’t need protection,” I said.

      “I know. I wasn’t asking.”

      I mindlessly ran a finger over his bare chest. It wasn’t even hairy like you’d expect a bear shifter to be. “But thank you.”

      He was right. I probably should’ve carried a gun, but I didn’t really like those. Plus, I had horrible aim. I changed the subject. “So, how many shifters are there? How does this all work? And…” Something came to me. “Is your neighbor a shapeshifter too? Neither of you were cold in the parking lot the night I was over despite the fact you weren’t wearing coats. And that weird phone call in the middle of dinner. Was that like your top-secret, superhero call? I bet your whole apartment complex is full of bears, huh? And you all forage in the Dead Forest…”

      “What? Now you’ve gone one-hundred percent out of your mind.”

      His smile was crooked, his teeth straight. He leaned over and pressed his mouth over mine, stopping my line of questioning with a long kiss. When we came up for air, he said, “One of these days we’ll have a long talk about this whole thing. You can ask me questions about shifting and I’ll ask you questions about being a medium.”

      “Deal.” That was seriously a no-brainer. I could talk all day about the oddities of being me. I wasn’t sure he was ready to hear those oddities, though.

      “But we have to get going soon,” he said. He got up and I watched him walk across my room to find his clothes and get dressed, muscles rippling like he stepped out of an erotica book. The man certainly did not need a spin class, which was a good thing because the man also did not know how to ride a pretend bike.

      And he was right. I still had a seance to plan and a multimillionaire to cook, and slowly, so the frog wouldn’t know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Double Trouble

        

      

    

    
      The rental car made a weird grinding noise every time I turned on the heat. The radio didn’t work, and the tires slid even more in the snow than my Civic. But it was cheap, and when cheap is all you can afford, you just drive like a grandma while listening to the beat of your heat grinding. It took me half an hour to get from the car rental place to the Purple Pony.

      I knew as soon as I pulled in, Paula Henkel was either buying more snacks at the Bait n’ Breath or she was harassing Rosalie. Probably both. Her large white truck took up two spots in the lot, like usual. As soon as I stepped inside, I noticed Lynette was there too.

      “Got fired,” she said as soon as she saw me.

      “Sorry,” I replied. “I guess they didn’t buy my ‘I’m just here because I forgot my hat’ lie after all.”

      She shrugged. “No biggie. I’d rather have it this way. It wasn’t like I was getting paid. And it’s gonna look amazeballs on my resume when I put down what I was fired for. We’ve gotta nail that newspaper for covering up the murder and anyone else involved.”

      She stared at me like I should chime in with how, exactly, we were going to do that.

      “Is that what we’re all talking about here?” I said, directing my question to Rosalie and Paula Henkel more than Lynette.

      “No, not exactly,” Rosalie said. “We heard what happened last night on Gate Hill.” She adjusted her head scarf. “Are you sure this is worth it?”

      “Hell yes,” I answered. “The only thing I’m not sure about is what you’re doing here, Paula. The seance is at the Purple Pony now, for free. We need to make money and you are no longer getting a cut.”

      She pursed her lips. “And that’s where we have our problem. I didn’t know you did that. You should’ve told…”

      Rosalie cut her off. “As soon as Lynette posted the free seance in the university’s newspaper, somebody called Paula and bought up every damn ticket.” She smiled, probably because she could use the money and was breathing a little easier. “So good news: we’re not losing the farm. Bad news: They’re either going to let the bed and breakfast sit empty or they’re stacking the audience full of people like the Herndons.”

      “Nope,” I corrected her. “The bad news is for whoever bought those tickets. The seance is here now, for free. So, the Donovans or whoever else bought the tickets can sit alone at the bed and breakfast and enjoy their buffet.”

      “You didn’t tell me you changed the seance’s location,” Paula said, hands on her hips.

      “I didn’t need to. You told me you were giving me two days, and if I didn’t hear from you in those two days, I should consider the seance cancelled. That was a long time ago. I considered it cancelled.”

      We scowled at each other for half a minute.

      “So we have two seances at the same time, different locations,” Rosalie said. “And the one with food may or may not have people attending.”

      I sat down on one of the stools my boss kept at various places around the shop so she could rest her bad hip whenever it acted up on her. “How many free tickets have you given away?” I asked Lynette.

      “I just wrote to show up here at eight o’clock like you said. And I can’t change that because the next edition of The Daily Bear doesn’t go out until next week.”

      After debating for a while on the best plans, we ultimately agreed to do the seance at the bed and breakfast like originally planned, but to put a note up at the Purple Pony telling people about the location change so they’d know where it was at.

      “What if those raggedy tag college kids come and eat all the food someone else paid for?” Paula asked.

      I stared at her.

      “This is Chez Louie we’re talking about. The new fancy restaurant. This isn’t Waffle Buffet.”

      “Rich people hardly eat anything,” I said.

      “And college kids eat everything and the napkins too, if you let ‘em.”

      “Okay, valid point. If Myles Donovan and the rest of his gang actually show up to claim the dinner tickets, then we’ll ask for tickets at the buffet line. Otherwise, the food is free for everyone,” I said, reminding Paula that it had already been paid for, and profited from, so she shouldn’t care who enjoyed it.

      I scrolled through my phone as soon as the dreadful woman left. On the one hand, I needed to impress the college kids with a good seance full of ghosts and spooky stuff so they would become interested enough to want more from the Purple Pony. On the other hand, I needed to blow this case open using evidence and proof, and ghosts were not generally considered factual.

      And so far, I really had neither.

      “What can you borrow from the media center at LU?” I asked Lynette, an outrageous plan forming in my mind.

      Maybe I could at least make this entertaining.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Sometimes, Friends Turn

        

      

    

    
      Several little-old-lady faces peered through the blinds of the large front window, probably to see who was making “all that racket” when I pulled into the parking lot a couple days later in the car I was now calling the preacher, because it was loud and seemed to be demanding money at every turn.

      Landover Assisted Living was a beautiful brick building with horizontal parking along a circular driveway and a ridiculous amount of shrubbery separating the parking lot from the walkway. I stumbled through the bushes instead of going around, waving to the faces that were still staring at the woman in the loud car who was so lazy she took awkward shortcuts through snow-covered bushes.

      The place was really warm when I got inside, which made the combined smell of incontinence, medicine, and mac n’ cheese make my gag reflexes act up.

      “I’m here to see Bertha Martin,” I said to the woman in scrubs at the front desk.

      She pointed to the guest book. “Just sign in.”

      No ID required. No “Is she expecting you?” They were way too happy to have visitors at this hell hole.

      “Bertie is down the main hall to the left, room 106.”

      I passed by the living room, where 80- and 90-year-olds sat around a large TV or played cards at tables. No wonder they’d been so interested in my car sounds. This place was seriously lacking in entertainment.

      Bertie was a woman who could afford a lot of facelifts in life, and decided to purchase every single one of them. Her cheekbones were unusually high and pronounced, more like strange growths protruding under taut skin that seemed to also somehow make her lips seem frog-wide. She adjusted her short, dark wig when she saw me, but it was still askew.

      “I thought you were Charlie,” she mumbled, wringing her hands together, her long, bony fingers covered in rings.

      The room held two beds and two chairs. The older lady sitting on the bed next to Bertha scoffed. “Stop talking about Charlie. He ain’t comin’.” She turned to me. “She’s off her rocker again. Charlie’s her son, but he don’t come to see her.”

      “You don’t know that,” Bertha said.

      “The hell I don’t. When’s the last time he came?”

      “Thanksgiving.”

      “Maybe one of the Thanksgivings before I got here. He and the pilgrims brought you a turkey.” She had white hair that almost matched her velour sweatsuit. She shook her head, turning her attention back to me. “Gets dressed for Charlie every single day. He ain’t comin.’” She was shouting now.

      I leaned into Bertha. “Maybe there’s a place we can go to have some privacy,” I said ignoring her roommate. “My name’s Carly Taylor. Delilah Scott sent me. She said you might know about the scandal way back when that involved the firm you used to work at.”

      “Delilah Scott. She came to visit me the other day.”

      I nodded. I didn’t mention the part where she’d technically come to see another friend and had originally wanted to strangle Bertha when she saw her waving to her.

      Bertha stood up. “There’s a computer room nobody uses too much.”

      We headed over to it. Fluorescent lights buzzed over our heads as we walked, at a pace only slightly faster than not moving at all.

      “What do you remember about Dwight Linder?” I asked, taking her arm to help her along.

      She smiled up at me. “I got fired because of him. And I got married because of him too. How about that?”

      “Sounds like quite a story,” I said.

      “One of the owners at Feldman-Martin, Samuel Martin, took me out to lunch to see what I knew about Mr. Linder. I didn’t know anything. How could I? I was just the secretary, fresh out of secretarial school to boot. It didn’t matter. He was there to break the news to me that I was being fired, tell me how sorry he was they had to let me go. But something magical happened.” She paused like she was remembering it. “We never had a better time. I was being fired and all I kept thinking about was what a marvelous time I was having at lunch. We married six months later, much to the chagrin of his children who were all older than me.”

      “That is a story,” I said. “I married an older man too.”

      “Then you know. The problem with falling in love with an older man is there’s never enough time for the good times. The age difference robs you of that.”

      “Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “There just weren’t enough good times, period. Nothing to do with time robbing me of them.”

      I thought it was best not to tell her the part where that dead older man and I were now roommates who solved murder cases together in our haunted house. Some things were best left unsaid.

      “Sam used to tell me that if he’d met me sooner, it would never have worked between us. He said he was a different person back then. Things are supposed to happen when they happen in life.”

      “Plus, years sooner and you would’ve been a child.” I pointed out, then regretted it. I could tell by her expression she liked to remember things her way.

      “I can’t tell you much about Mr. Linder,” she went on. “I never saw anything too much out of the ordinary. Never knew about an investigation until I was being fired because he stuck his hand in the cookie jar.”

      “How many cookies?”

      “Way too many.” Bertha smiled through her wide, bright red lips as we turned down another hall. She seemed especially happy to have me there. “I feel like I know you,” she kept saying.

      Since Bertha was Sam Martin’s widow, I knew she was only going to be able to tell me one side of this two-sided argument. She probably believed her husband that Dwight Linder was the guilty one.

      “Do you remember any of the names of Mr. Linder’s clients, the ones that he allegedly bilked out of money?”

      She shook her head. “Only a few. Most of it happened before I got there. In fact, Sam found out later that’s why Mr. Linder’s old secretary quit. She was tired of people coming in, demanding to know stuff about the investment. Being his secretary was harassment.”

      “Did you experience this harassment?”

      “I wasn’t even there a full year, but yes, especially there toward the end. A lot of wealthy, powerful people were very angry. And some not so rich people too. I’ll never forget the last day I saw Mr. Linder…”

      She pointed to a room and we went inside. It was small and bright with a large desktop computer sitting on a table along with a printer. No one else was in there. She closed the door and gently sat down in the only seat, which was in front of the computer.

      “It was the Friday before the accident.” She paused to look at the overhead lights. “No, it must’ve been a Thursday. Mr. Linder always took Fridays off. And he usually left early most days anyway. He’d sneak out and I wouldn’t even know it until I’d check on him.” She lowered her voice. “Rumor had it, there was a shed at the country club full of moonshine that Mr. Linder took full advantage of, if you know what I mean.” She winked awkwardly, her thick mascara sticking a little when she opened her eye again.

      She propped her hands over the keyboard in front of her in perfect about-to-type formation. “I wasn’t a very good secretary,” she said.

      “You look like you know what you’re doing.” I commented, pointing to her hands.

      “Typing? Yes. But, I let all sorts of people in to see Mr. Linder, even when he told me he was too busy to see them. But when a teacher comes in with tears in her eyes holding the deed to her house, or the construction worker’s kid pulls out a photo of his family… What can you do? I had no idea it was because Mr. Linder was swindling them. I thought they needed Mr. Linder’s help.”

      “Was Bill Donovan one of Mr. Linder’s clients? Was he angry too?”

      “I’m sure Mr. Linder never swindled Mr. Donovan. They were good friends. Inseparable. Their families went way back. Why I think their grandparents even built the golf course together or something like that.”

      “Sometimes friends turn on each other.”

      “Not those two. I used to send birthday cards for all the Donovans. Myles and Freddie were going to go to Yale together. They went on vacations together every year. The Bahamas. Mexico. They’d kill for each other.”

      “I bet.” I thought, but didn’t say out loud. I was starting to think the loud splash I heard that night was “evidence” of the drowning, just enough for the corrupt newspaper to report that remains had been found and the Linders declared dead, on page ten behind some recipes.

      “But I do know Mr. Donovan was very instrumental in telling people about Mr. Linder’s investment. When I first started working there, people would come in and tell me Bill sent them. They wanted that foolproof plan. Foolproof? More like foolhardy. A lot of people lost their retirement because of that investment and a lot more. And poor Sam was blamed.”

      “Did Mr. Donovan lose credibility because of Mr. Linder?”

      “Oh, I’m sure he didn’t care too much about that. Just as sure as I know, if Mr. Donovan invested in Mr. Linder’s scam, he was one of the lucky ones who got out with money.”

      “I bet.” This time I said it out loud. “Can you tell me anything about a man named Richard? He was a homeless man who died in the woods in 1954, but there were a lot of rumors tied to him and the investment.”

      She looked at the ceiling. “Nineteen-fifty-four was a couple years before I got to the firm. I do remember the rumors, though, but mostly because Sam liked to talk about them. Apparently, Mr. Linder’s career really took off when that man was murdered.”

      I tried to take mental notes as she talked because it was probably rude to break out a paper and pen at this point. I should have brought my recorder.

      “People believed the man was murdered by a greedy relative after he came into money. Or a drug deal gone wrong. Either way, people believed the man had come into some money, from the investment. But Sam always told a different story about that one.”

      I sat forward in my seat, kicking myself even harder for not bringing the recorder along.

      She continued. “He said Richard came into the office, demanding they make good on his promissory note. He was out of control and angry, yelling like a crazy man. I guess he’d put all his savings into it. Mr. Linder took the man into his office and ultimately convinced Richard to reinvest his money. Not long after that, Richard was dead.”

      “So… he didn’t come into any money?”

      She shook her head. “Only on paper, and we all know how good that was. He was one of the first to ask for it, though. Or at least, that’s what Sam told me. Of course, at the time, Mr. Linder told everyone that Richard must’ve needed to liquidate his investment to pay off his drug dealer. And when the drug dealer didn’t get paid off, the bum got his head chopped off…”

      I remembered the fact that decapitation was a detail the police were keeping to themselves about the homeless man in the woods. Apparently, a few people knew it.

      She was still talking. “I think, after everything came out about Mr. Linder, Sam wondered about the drug-dealer story.”

      “Your husband thought Mr. Linder killed the man?”

      She shook her head. “He always wondered, and we’ll never know for sure. A lot of things died with Mr. Linder, I’m afraid,” she said, adding a frozen half-smile.

      “Whatever happened to Dwight’s wife and his oldest son?”

      “Who knows? After the accident, they didn’t stick around for long. Who could blame them? Whole town hated that family, except the Donovans.”

      “Before I go,” I began, smoothing out my cardigan, trying to figure out how to ask her this. “I also wanted to talk to you about something completely unrelated. I read an article about you and a hero dog. Can you tell me about him?”

      She stared at the ceiling. “Normandy. It’s been a long time since I’ve thought about him.” It was in that instant where I saw the Bertha from 1954, the way her face lit up when she talked about the dog, the twinkle in her eye. It was funny how it’s impossible to picture somebody’s old-person face when they’re young, but you can totally see their young face when they’re older. Even through plastic surgery.

      “I got to keep that dog after the bird incident.”

      My eyes bugged. I wasn’t expecting that. “How long did he live for?” I said, then realized that was probably the weirdest question I could possibly have asked just then. Plus, I was afraid of the answer. I wasn’t prepared to find out my dog wasn’t that dog. I was really getting used to the thought that Rex might last forever, that maybe I was his fourth human or something.

      “I only had Normandy for about two years. I never really had him, though. He’d get out and patrol the neighborhood. He was a watch dog, such a good protector, watching for those sick birds that kept attacking people. Then, one day, he didn’t come home. It was about the time the birds stopped coming around too. I guess someone else needed a hero dog.”

      “Like me,” I thought in my head, but fortunately refrained from saying out loud.

      “Some people think the birds are back,” I said.

      “Oh my.” She wrung her hands together again, the sound of her rings clacking against each other were the only noises in our tiny room.

      After a minute of silence, I finally told her I had to get going. Her face fell, or it seemed to try to.

      “Yes, I think Charlie’s coming soon, anyway,” she said, looking around.

      That’s when something inside me must’ve gone a little crazy because I found myself saying, “I’d like to come visit you, if you don’t mind. Maybe once a week on one of the days Charlie’s not here.”

      “He won’t mind,” she said, her face brightening.

      “Maybe I could take you up to Gate House…”

      “Gate House?” she said. “So you’re a Bowman?”

      “No. The old man I married was.”

      She nodded. “I’ve heard rumors about that place. Always wanted to see it.”

      “I think you’ll like my dog. He’s a lot like Normandy.”

      I helped her back to her room but paused before opening the door. “It’s kind of a coincidence that Mr. Linder had an accident right before he was going to be investigated for securities fraud. Don’t you think?” I rolled my eyes. “That man is in the Bahamas and I’m going to prove it.”

      “I thought that too,” she said. “Until just before Halloween that year. I’m afraid Sam and I were called in to identify Mr. Linder’s remains. His family was nowhere to be found, and I guess the Donovans had refused to do it. They were just too upset.”

      She leaned against the door frame, wringing her hands together, clanking her jewelry again. “Sam told me I didn’t have to go with him. He could identify Mr. Linder alone, but I insisted on going too. You know what? I honestly wish I hadn’t.” She lowered her voice, her face growing paler like she was still seeing it. “I’ll never forget the cold, sterile smell of that morgue, and the moment they opened that drawer. I thought there’d be more of him. When they pulled back the sheet, it was just his big bloated head.”

      I held in my scream. “You were sure it was him?”

      She nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. They said his head likely got wedged between some of the larger rocks at the bottom of the lake as the body was surfacing, causing it to detach…”

      I realized I was curling my lip and holding my breath. I exhaled. “What about Freddie,” I asked, louder than I’d meant.

      She shrugged. “You know, I don’t know. The medical examiner said sometimes bodies don’t surface.”
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        * * *

      

      The whole way home I tried not to think about it. Linder’s bloated head, and the gruesome way Bertie told me it likely got separated from its body.

      But decapitation was too big of a coincidence for me to dismiss that easily, seeing how that was exactly how Richard had died. And Linder had likely done it to him.

      I couldn’t help but feel back at square one. And the seance was tomorrow. I turned to my empty passenger’s seat, once again cursing the stinky sachets in my pockets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Compromises

        

      

    

    
      Hours before the seance, dressed in my fanciest outfit, I sat crouched in front of my laptop at the dining room table, still trying to figure things out.

      I paused the powerpoint presentation and zoomed in on one of the photos on the screen. Mason Bowman was talking to a man in a hat, and I thought I saw something in the sheriff’s glasses. I squinted and turned my head. What looked like infant legs curled into an anchor stared back.

      I practically fell off my chair. “See that? The Knobby Creek logo,” I yelled, pointing to the screen. “That means it couldn’t have been the police boat that was damaged in the accident. Knobby Creek doesn’t service government boats. There would only have been one reason they were called to the lake that night.”

      No one responded.

      “Jackson, did you hear me?” I said as I looked around the dining room for the ghost I knew was here but wasn’t materializing. I hadn’t seen him since the night someone attacked me on Gate Hill, and not only did I have a ton of information to tell him about the case, I also kind of missed him.

      I would never admit that last part, though.

      Catching a glimpse of myself in one of the silver bowls along the shelf in the dining room, I grimaced.

      I should’ve felt powerful in the black designer dress I was wearing. I bought this sucker on clearance last summer with an extra 30-percent-off coupon, and it was, by far, the nicest dress I’d ever owned.

      It practically smiled too, when I pulled it out from between my bulky sweaters and wrinkled cardigans in the closet, as if it were saying, “Finally, these tags are coming off.”

      But I knew I was only wearing it to impress Myles Donovan and the rest of his good ole boys gang. And that rich bastard probably expected everyone to try to impress him with their best clearance-rack stuff, like we were all begging to make the society pages.

      I hobbled toward the stairs in the ridiculous heels I had coupled with the dress, my mind wandering to the consequences of simple life choices. The choice of wearing a professionally cute dress or being yourself in jeans and a t-shirt. The choice to allow yourself to drink a to-kill-ya worm and go to Mexico on a whim or stay off the yacht and live.

      Gloria appeared. “You look cute,” she said.

      I smiled my thanks. “I’m changing. Do you ever regret letting Nettie talk you into so many crazy things?”

      “I used to,” she said, her voice weak, her coloring strong. “I mean, she did ultimately talk me into the night that caused my death, but she also talked me into living a lot more than I would have too.”

      I refrained from saying that maybe everybody needed a bad influence just as my ex-husband appeared in front of the stairs that I was wobbling toward. And I held in a smile. My bad influence.

      “I see your big plan tonight is to bore Myles Donovan into confessing,” he said, motioning to my laptop. “Nothing dazzles potential customers and intimidates thugs more than full-page, powerpoint slides.”

      “I will be presenting evidence, yes,” I said. “But I’ll also have you and Gloria to jazz things up with flying objects and levitating tables for the seance part.”

      Jackson shook his head. “Excellent plan, if I were going.”

      “You can’t seriously still be mad about the privacy recipe,” I said as I walked past him, catching the side of his elbow as I did. A chill sliced through my shoulder, shocking me a little, and I struggled to regain my balance. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to change in the privacy of my own room,” I said, almost twisting my ankle as I hit the first stair. I slipped my shoes off so I could actually make my point without falling on my face.

      But when I came back down in my black skinny jeans and sweater, Jackson was nowhere to be found. Gloria hovered by the door.

      “Guess it’s just us tonight,” she said. “You ready?”

      I shook my head. “Jackson, I know you’re not serious. Stop playing around! Let’s go.”

      No answer.

      “We are going to be late.”

      I only heard his voice. “Oh, now you want me to travel on you. When it’s convenient for you. All other times and you’ve got the fruitcake’s ghost repellent in your pocket.”

      I checked my watch as I grabbed my laptop and gently put it in the backpack I reserved for seance stuff. I didn’t have time for the 50-year-old’s drama tonight.

      “Look, Jackson. I’m sorry. I just wanted more privacy. And truth is, while I do need privacy, I also need you more than I care to admit.”

      He appeared, arms crossed so I could see every crease in his pretentious jacket. “I’m listening. Go on,” he said, like he expected a full-on groveling session.

      I bit my lip and somehow got myself to continue. “There have been several times lately where I’ve regretted not having you around. So, how about we compromise? I only really need the privacy strands along the door frames, and the sachets on important nights with Justin. Other than that, I won’t put them in my pocket anymore.”

      “Because…”

      “Certainly not because I missed you if that’s what you’re getting at,” I said.

      He smiled. “I missed you too,” he replied and disappeared. “Now, let’s go. I feel like being a bad influence tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      I told Jackson everything on the ride to the bed and breakfast while trying to keep the wheels of my rental from slipping in the ice. My heat had begun making a fun, new “screaming” noise when I turned it on, but that didn’t stop me from turning it on all the time.

      I turned the heat up a notch then waited to talk until it was done screaming.

      “So now, I’m back to square one,” I said. “Linder really did die, apparently. But at least now I know why people have been trying so hard to keep this under wraps. Dwight Linder is the murder no one wants to be tied to.”

      “The others are optional?” Jackson replied.

      That’s when it hit me. “The shed,” I shouted. “It burned down the day before the accident. I bet whoever murdered Linder did it in the shed, then burned everything down to cover their tracks.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” Jackson said.

      “Nope. But I don’t need to. Not when I’m just looking to trap a mouse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Always Know Your Audience

        

      

    

    
      Paula Henkel rushed around the lobby of her bed and breakfast at breakneck speed, lighting a candle here, directing workers there. The woman was in her element. Her short, spiked, bleach-blonde hair swayed with every movement, making her look a couple inches taller than she was. But Rosalie still towered over her in flats as she sported her “good luck seance dress,” which was basically a humungous gray pillow case with moons glued to it.

      “Only pass around the hors d’oeuvres if I direct you to, and only to those people I direct you to,” Paula said to a waiter when I approached her and Rosalie.

      I looked at my watch. It was almost 7:00, the time on the tickets when the buffet started. Lynette was already filming everything, a large camera on one shoulder, press pass dangling from her neck, like that meant something. She’d been the one to print that out for herself.

      The dining hall was full of fancy tables with mystic dark scarves draped across the ceiling over them, like a Halloween circus tent.

      Dinner guests would be arriving soon, if they were arriving. The smell of garlic shrimp and the little baby quiches I loved took over my senses, and my stomach rumbled.

      “I’m starting to think no one important’s showing,” Paula said just as the door opened and Lila and Myles walked in, dressed like they were heading to a million-dollar fundraiser instead of a seance.

      “I stand corrected.”

      Lila took her coat off to reveal a long, black, Oscar-worthy dress and her grandfather had on a tux. They ignored the entourage of about five people walking alongside them.

      The mayors and their wives walked in next and I got my nervous facial tic again. “You can do this,” I reminded myself. “This was what you wanted.”

      The place was filling up fast, with people I hadn’t really expected to show. It felt a little like they were daring me to say anything bad about them “to their faces.” Another form of intimidation.

      I tried not to think about it and grabbed one of the dinner plates at the buffet while Paula rushed over to every “important” guest, her hand already extended, ready for a handshake like they were royalty. “Welcome. Welcome,” she said, her smile strained and phony. “Plenty of food. Chez Louie, you know. Nothing but the finest for my finest guests.”

      I tried to look away, but Paula pulled my arm to introduce me to Myles and Lila.

      “And speaking of the finest. Carly is the finest medium in all of Landover County, probably the whole state of Wisconsin,” she said. I could barely shake the man’s hand. All I could think about was how we’d already met, face to fist, just a couple weeks ago. I could still taste the blood on my lips after he and his father beat us up.

      “Nice to meet you,” Myles said. He was in great shape for a man of around 80. He didn’t have that arthritic, hunched-over look most men his age sported. But then, the hardest “work” he probably ever had to do was punch a woman 60 years ago.

      “I heard you got into a bit of an accident,” Myles said. “I do hope you’re okay.”

      He leaned into me and whispered in my ear, his breath hot against my cheek. “I just want to let you know my lawyers are here in case things get libelous for anyone. Anyone. I don’t care if every ghost here tells you what they think happened that night. You’d better have real proof to back it up. I just want you to keep that in mind. Court can be so expensive.” He pointed to two bald men in dark suits sitting at the best table in the house. Obviously his lawyers. “Have you tried the garlic shrimp? You must,” he said, moving onto the buffet.

      Dan and Grace rushed over from across the room and asked Myles and Lila to pose for a quick photo.

      “We stopped running the society section when we bought the paper from Grace’s grandmother,” I heard Dan explain to the millionaire. “But we’re thinking about bringing it back, just for tonight, in special memory of Dwight and Frederick Linder. The Linders and Donovans shared many society photos together.”

      Myles smiled. “My father would have been proud to hear that.” He chuckled. “Maybe he is hearing it. You never know who will show up to a seance.”

      They all laughed like seances were a joke.

      Lynette stepped in beside Dan and filmed them. Grace scowled at her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Not surprised you don’t know,” Lynette said, pointing to her lanyard. “It’s called journalism. Look it up.”

      Dan turned his nose at Lynette, trying to ignore her, but the camera was pretty much right in his face the entire time. He directed his attention to the Donovans. “We just wanted to thank you personally for the invitation,” he said to Myles, holding his hand up so his face was shielded from the camera.

      Dan’s sleeve fell back against his watch, revealing what looked like a long, red scratch peeking out from underneath it.

      A bear scratch, maybe?

      Could they have seen me give back that notebook?

      I excused myself to the coat check so I could text Justin and tell him to check out Dan Herndon as a possible suspect, see if they owned a large, black truck.

      That’s when I noticed Shelby sitting behind the coat-check counter with a basket full of makeup samples next to her, and my shoulders finally relaxed. I hadn’t even noticed I was clinching up until then.

      “Thank goodness somebody decent is here,” I said. “This place is full of old, rich, and awful.”

      She nodded. “Three things I hope to be someday.”

      “So what happened with Bobby and your ultimatum?”

      She straightened her makeup samples, her eyes tearing up.

      “Nuh-uh,” I said. “He chose his brothers?”

      “All three of them walked out together about a week ago. I haven’t seen him since. He left his own baby. It’s why I’m here, working all the jobs I can get. I gotta pay the rent on my own soon.”

      “He’ll be back.”

      “That’s what my parents say,” she said. “I’m not so sure I want him back after this.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said. “I’m sorry.” I hugged her then offered to get her a plate of food.

      She happily accepted. “I left Spoony’s so fast to get here, I didn’t have time to eat.”

      I glanced over at the buffet table and knew I’d have to act fast.

      The college kids had started trickling in, and things were getting crowded. About twenty people in torn sweatshirts and jeans grabbed plates at the buffet table. “I didn’t know there’d be food,” one of them said loudly. “Sweet.”

      Paula tried to tug the plates from their grasps, but hungry college kids can be pretty strong. “May I see your dinner tickets?” she asked again and again, like that was going to mean something to them.

      I rushed over during the commotion to help myself, not even caring that Paula was watching me out of the corner of her eye the entire time. She pushed past the college kids and grabbed my arm, pointing to the second plate in my hand. “At a hundred dollars a person, I cannot afford to feed the coat-check girl.”

      I shook myself free of her grasp. “This has already been paid for.”

      “Not by Shelby Winehouse.”

      “Then you should probably tell that to Lila,” I said, pointing to the woman in the perfect up-do who was bouncing over to say “hi” to Shelby. She handed her a full plate of what looked like shrimp, bread, and pasta.

      Paula’s mouth dropped. “What the…”

      “They met at my library story time,” I said, matter-of-factly. “So, go ahead. Tell Lila what you just told me. Her lower-class friends shouldn’t be eating the good stuff, after Lila’s family paid for every single ticket.”

      Paula stomped off but quickly found her fake smile again when she saw Mayor Bowman and Mayor Wittle with their wives at the buffet table.

      Mayor Wittle looked almost the same as he had 60 years ago. He was a lanky, bald man with a bit of a nervous twitch but nothing that really screamed his age. It was funny how that whole group of equally horrible friends had aged the best out of everyone in town. It was true; only the good died young in Landover County. With the exception of my ex-husband, of course.

      As if on cue, Jackson appeared next to me. “So, how many windows do you want me to break tonight?” he said.

      We both knew he was joking. He didn’t have the energy for that kind of ghostly display. Only experienced, well-charged apparitions like our friend the suffragette could manage something so spectacular, which was good. It was a huge sore spot the last time we’d had a seance here, so it was one of the main things Paula made sure we put in the contract, stating in triplicate that the Purple Pony would pay for the windows this time if it happened again.

      But then, we had technically cancelled that contract when the tickets hadn’t sold.

      “Break them all out,” I said. “But wait ’til the end, or we’ll freeze.”

      I looked around. It was really getting crowded. One of the waiters brought in more chairs from a back room and Paula was busy making sure paid guests got all the best spots.

      At about 8:00, Paula grabbed the handheld mic and introduced the seance by calling out all the distinguished and honored guests she had in the audience, the very ones I was about to call murderers.

      “Saved the best for last,” she said after introducing the mayors and the sheriff. “Myles Donovan and his absolutely stunning granddaughter, Lila.”

      They both half-stood and waved to a mostly standing ovation, minus the college kids who had no idea who the man was, except maybe “that creepy old dude on the wall at the gym.”

      After about ten minutes of Paula spewing out upcoming events at the “historical Landover Bed and Breakfast” and the 20% off coupon you could grab in the back on your way out for locals, she finally dimmed the lights and put the spotlight on the black-clothed table in the middle of the living room, just like last time.

      Rosalie, Paula and I all clipped our mics onto our collars, and I began the show, thanking everyone for coming and introducing myself. I explained the items on the table. The spirit bell, the EMF meter, and the crystal ball that was “just for show because I actually didn’t know how to use that.” The audience only laughed awkwardly at my jokes.

      “Tough crowd,” Jackson said, as he plunked the spirit bell. Nobody even gasped.

      Most of them knew the story I was about to tell and the people who were about to be involved in it — the mayors, the Gazette, and Myles Donovan— and they liked them. Or, they were scared of them. There was very little difference when it came to this town.

      “You see, not everyone comes back to the physical world after they die. Only if they are clinging to a person, a place, or an event. Maybe they have something they want to tell you or maybe you have a need to connect with them and they sense that, and come back to tell you they’re okay.” I looked around at the audience, but spoke to no one in particular. “So at the end, if there’s time, we’ll see if there are other ghosts here that would like to make their presence known to someone too. But right now, we have a story to tell.”

      Lynette had been able to check out a projector, so I turned it on.

      The senior photos of Nettie and Gloria took up most of the large screen in the dining area of the bed and breakfast.

      “More than a hundred dollars a ticket for a powerpoint presentation,” Mayor Bowman chuckled loudly from his seat at the table, like he actually paid for stuff.

      Jackson shook his head. “Don’t mind him, Carly doll. He obviously doesn’t know you have an Excel sheet and bar graphs coming up.”

      I took a deep breath and ignored them both. “As you all know, we’re here to tell the real story of the boating accident on July twentieth, 1957 on Partiers Loop, otherwise known as Accident Loop. Only, those girls weren’t partiers and this was no accident.”

      The audience didn’t even stir, except for the lawyer next to Myles, who sat forward, obviously letting me know I needed to tread cautiously.

      “First, I’m going to let the ghosts tell their story, and then I’m going to back that up with evidence from today, so it won’t at all be libelous.” I looked right at Lynette and her camera when I said it then over at the bald lawyers.

      That’s when I noticed a gorgeous, Marilyn Monroe-looking blonde hovering by an older woman sitting by herself in the back of the room. Nettie was here, and she was right next to a woman I was guessing was June.

      The blonde girl looked exactly the same as I remembered her looking from the channeling with the same tight-fitting black dress as the night she died, hair in a high ponytail. She and Gloria both hovered by June, chattering away to one another, probably reconnecting.

      “I… I just noticed Annette Jerome is here,” I said, to no applause. “Gloria Thomas too.”

      Myles looked at his Rolex and yawned. The jerk. He was trying to look bored and so were the rest of his gang. They wanted this seance to bomb and for the news of my massacre to make it to the Gazette, the Daily Bear, and the gossip around town.

      They could control a lot of narratives in life, but not this one. “I won’t bore you with the details, Myles. You know them already, seeing how you and your father beat the girls to a pulp when you discovered them on your yacht then tossed them overboard to die.”

      The audience gasped. The lawyers sat forward.

      “Libel!” A few voices yelled from the crowd.

      “How dare you,” someone else screamed.

      “I see that got your attention,” I said, my voice echoing through the mic. “Good. These girls deserve at least that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          The Optional Murders

        

      

    

    
      Myles and Lila stood up to leave, and I casually flipped to my next slide. “Don’t go yet. You’ll miss the best part. The proof I have. Plus, the whole seance thing with ghosts and stuff. But then, you might just have come tonight to pretend to be offended by it all.”

      “We’ve seen enough, thank you,” Myles said, taking his granddaughter’s hand. Shelby handed them their coats and Myles opened the front door, only to have it flung closed again, straight from his grasp. Myles grabbed the knob, but couldn’t get the door to open. Gloria appeared in front of it.

      Dan from the paper stood up. “Let the man go.”

      A chorus of angry yells from the audience followed.

      I looked over at Paula Henkel. She glared back, shaking her head like I was somehow controlling this, probably wondering what her own liability was if the old, rich man didn’t get his way.

      My voice barely rose above the yelling and I had a mic. “Gloria Thomas is holding the door.” I shrugged. “I guess these ghosts have a lot to say to Myles Donovan tonight.”

      Myles leaned casually against the back wall, coat draped over his arm, and waved to me to go on, probably because at this point, he didn’t really have a choice.

      The next slide was already on the screen. The ten grainy photos from that night.

      “Then, when those 18-year-old girls didn’t die fast enough, the Donovan boat located them in the water and purposely ran them over. The police stood by and did nothing.”

      “Lies from an out-of-towner,” I heard from more than one person mumbling in the crowd. “Everybody knows the police ran them over.”

      “And here’s how we know it wasn’t the police boat.” I showed them the photo of the Knobby Creek logo being reflected in Mason Bowman’s glasses. Then, a photo of the dummies in the front of the boating company. “Same hat,” I said, explaining that the Knobby Creek didn’t service government vessels.

      Mayor Wittle wiped the sweat from his brow as he whispered something to Mayor Bowman. Mayor Bowman shot him an angry look.

      “And now, we’ll talk about why.”

      I then invited Nettie and Gloria to tell their version of events, relaying everything to the audience as they spoke.

      Nettie’s voice didn’t have that youthful lilt anymore like it did in 1957 as she hovered around the room talking about how she met Freddie and how they snuck onboard the yacht.

      “I thought he was the cutest,” Nettie said. “I was also thrilled that one of the richest boys on the lake was interested in me.”

      “Like many people,” I said, knowing full well what most of this crowd thought of girls who went out with rich boys. “She was impressed by dumb things like wealth. I was, too, back when I was her age. None of us are the same people we were as teenagers, and I think most of us are pretty thankful we were given the chance to grow out of our dumb phases.”

      Nettie was a fierce sight to see in her powerful black dress, the rest of her a ghostly white contrast. “We were introduced by that man,” she pointed to Myles. “He’s older now but I still recognize his spirit. Freddie and I were the reason the chaperone ended the dance early. We made out in a closet, and she said we were drunk…”

      “I am wondering if you see Freddie Linder in this room,” I said. This was the part I was guessing at.

      She looked around, doing a double take. “Why there’s Freddie now,” she said. She touched Mayor Wittle’s cheek, and I could tell he felt her, the cold slicing sensation people receive when brushing up against a powerful ghost.

      His face shook and he fell over in his chair a little.

      “She is pointing to Mayor Darren Wittle,” I said, watching as the mayor’s already pale face lost so much color I thought he might pass out.

      I put the two images of Mayor Wittle and Freddie Linder’s senior pictures side by side on the screen. Both were lanky, dark-haired boys with a penchant for bow ties and side-parts.

      “P-lease,” one of the lawyers sitting with Myles Donovan yelled to the crowd. “Everyone knows that just because the photos of two men look similar does not mean anything.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “This is not a courtroom, so any and all objections will have to shut the hell up.”

      A few college kids laughed when I said that.

      I was playing to my new customer base, and I was loving it. Jeans-and-t-shirt outsiders were my kind of people. “Leave if you want. We’ll see if Gloria and Nettie let you. Ghosts can get pretty angry. They’ve been known to throw things. Break windows.”

      I looked over at Paula. She had her head in her hands.

      Mildred was sitting with her son, Benny, toward the back, and I motioned to her to come forward.

      She adjusted her thick cardigan as she took the handheld mic and introduced herself. She held up a small yellow book with flowers on the cover. “My diary,” she said, like that would make sense to the crowd. She coughed. “I have been asked to corroborate this story, so I looked over my diary to make sure I got everything right. I was a chaperone at that party in 1957, and I did not see Freddie Linder there.” She opened her book. “Let me read straight from a passage…”

      “Don’t bother,” Clyde Bowman yelled from his seat. He stood up, voice so loud he didn’t need a mic. “This is nothing new. This has always been Mildred Blueberg’s version. It’s exactly what she said when she begged the country club not to fire her father. It was a weak argument then and it still is. It’s sad how she worries more about her family’s reputation than the truth about that night.”

      “Maybe,” I replied, standing so the squatty man would see me clearly from across the table. “She, for one, will fight for her family’s reputation. Or did you think that was a trait only admirable in Bowmans?”

      He sat back down, swallowing hard to hear his own words used against him.

      One of the lawyers took over. “I’m sorry, but it was under Ms. Blueberg’s supervision that Frederick Linder got drunk and out of control, went swimming in the dark, and drowned. End of story. To suddenly say he wasn’t there is crazy. Plenty of people saw him at that dance, including the other chaperone who walked in on him and Ms. Jerome making out in a closet.” He sifted through his notes. “What was her name?”

      A voice from the back of the room yelled. “Deborah Ford. Deborah Nebitt now.”

      I looked over, trying to focus on the parts of the bed and breakfast that were dark. A tuft of white hair bobbed through the crowd. Lynette followed her every step with the camera as she took the handheld mic from Mildred.

      Thank goodness that woman really did love a freebie.

      “It’s true,” Mrs. Nebitt said. Her voice was shaky but loud. “My name is Deborah Nebitt. I was the chaperone who walked in on Darren and Annette.”

      The crowd gasped.

      “Yes, I said that correctly. It was not Freddie. When I opened that closet, I got a good look at the young man guzzling punch in the letterman sweater Freddie always wore, his arm around a gorgeous blonde. He turned and tried to pretend to be too drunk to look at me, sneezing and coughing, looking as if he was going to throw up. I knew it was Darren Wittle all along. Even when Myles’s father scolded Mildred and me for letting Freddie Linder get too drunk.”

      Mrs. Nebitt’s voice cracked and shook as she looked around the dark room. “Mr. Donovan offered to find a generous donor for the library while also suggesting that it had been dark and chaotic the night of the party, so no one would blame me if I didn’t remember things correctly.”

      She turned to Mildred. “I’m very sorry. I should have corroborated  your version of events back then.”

      “My father would’ve been fired anyway,” Mildred said as the two hugged.

      Gloria hovered near me and I gestured toward her. “I don’t believe it was a coincidence these girls were involved. I think they were targeted. Because they were out-of-towners. Darren Wittle was supposed to wear Freddie’s clothes, find the only two girls at the party who would believe he was Freddie, drink enough punch to pretend to get drunk, and then leave on the Donovan boat. Isn’t that right, Mayor Wittle?”

      He didn’t answer. He only shook.

      “But you didn’t expect the girls to follow you onboard. And we all know what happened then.”

      I went on. “You see everyone on the boat was in the middle of staging the deaths of Dwight and Frederick Linder. Dwight was involved in swindling the town out of millions with his bogus investment and was about to be investigated for securities fraud. Bill was helping his good friend out of the mess by helping him out of the country.”

      I paused long enough to see my new customer base playing on their phones by the buffet. Great.

      I continued like they were still interested. I needed to get back to ghosts breaking windows and fast. “And when Nettie and Gloria witnessed these men staging the Linders’ deaths on the boat, they were killed. And everyone else covered it up because Bill Donovan wanted them to.” I turned toward the lawyer. “That’s the end of the story.”

      The room was silent, until the lawyer stood up. “Well then, I guess we will see you in court.”

      “Lies. Lies. Lies,” Mayor Bowman yelled, loosening the tie that seemed to be strangling his thick neck. “I will sue you for everything you have.”

      I knew that man already thought he deserved everything I had: the house, the inheritance, probably not the curse, though.

      Mayor Wittle staggered through the crowd, smacking chairs on his way from the back of the room, knocking the empty ones over. His face was as vacant as a stuffed fisherman. When he reached me, I backed away and scanned the room for some sort of a weapon.

      With shaky hands, he reached for my neck, and I screamed, then realized he was actually reaching for my mic. I breathed a sigh of relief and gave it to him.

      “Is Nettie really here? I… I felt her. If she’s here, I want her to know I’m sorry,” he said, his voice quivering worse than Mildred’s had been.

      “Sit down, Darren,” his wife yelled from her seat. “And for God’s sake, shut the hell up.”

      He didn’t seem to hear her. “I know she only made out with me that night ‘cause she thought I was the richest kid on the lake…”

      My face dropped. I wasn’t expecting a confession.

      He went on, sputtering each syllable. “I had no idea that… stuff on the boat was going to happen. She knows that, right?”

      “Get a hold of yourself, Darren,” Myles yelled from across the room.

      Darren shot back. “Shut up, Myles. I trusted you. You said nothing was gonna happen. We would all be okay… Then you and your dad beat up the girls, threw them overboard… ran them over with the boat. And then Mr. Linder was actually murdered. Who knew that?”

      “No one tells Myles Donovan to shut up,” Dan from the paper said. He picked up a chair and lifted it over his head. Caleb got up, arms folded over his police uniform, and Dan put the chair back down again.

      Mayor Wittle continued. “We were supposed to be staging deaths. That’s it. Freddie’s and Mr. Linder’s… I didn’t know there was a real murder…” His voice cracked as he talked. “I never knew…”

      I leaned over Rosalie so my voice would pick up through her mic since I wasn’t wearing one anymore. “Actually,” I said. “I think you did know, Mayor Wittle.”

      The college kids at the buffet stopped eating and playing on their phones and looked over.

      Rosalie yanked her mic off her seance dress and handed it to me so fast part of a moon pulled off of its seam. “Damn,” she said, her voice ringing out before I took over. “Damn. Damn. Damn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          A murder so quaint

        

      

    

    
      The room seemed extra quiet to me now. I had no idea what libel entailed or how to defend myself against it in court, but I knew I had to do what was right.

      I put the mic up to my mouth and continued. “At least one person onboard the Donovan yacht that night knew there was more than staging going on, and I think that person was you.”

      The crowd gasped.

      Mayor Wittle went on. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Did your ghosts tell you that?” He chuckled to the crowd like they were suddenly going to be on his side.

      “They didn’t need to. But I will take some ghostly help to cue up Mildred’s diary entry to the day the shed burned down.”

      I waited. Nothing happened, but everybody’s heads turned this way and that to see if I was off my rocker.

      I covered my mic and yelled for Jackson under my breath.

      He was rolling his eyes when he appeared. “Honestly, the things I do for you. Mildred’s right there with her diary. She could easily read it herself…”

      I sent the lazy ghost mental daggers until he picked up the recorder and hovered on the table with it, half-heartedly moving it this way and that in front of him, kind of like a sign spinner five minutes before quitting time. “Oooooh,” he said like anyone could hear him. “No strings.”

      It was enough to get the college kids’ attention, though. One dropped his plate of garlic shrimp when he looked up and saw the recorder dancing across the table over to the mic stand.

      Jackson pushed “play” once he got there, and Mildred’s voice shot out through the mic, the same entry about the shed as before.

      
        
        “He denied getting moonshine and even had the nerve to say no one else was in that shed, but I could hear Myles sneezing on the other side of the door. Freddie must think I’m stupid.

        “And this time, they’ve gone too far. Apparently, those two killed a deer off-season. Freddie admitted it. He didn’t even care. He said it was an accident, that he was just shooting at cans and trees, but who knows? I told him he doesn’t own this country club so he needed to stop acting like it, just because he’s rich and his family was one of the founders. I told him I’d had enough. I was going to tell on him.

        “And then the shed burned down. I guess he showed me.”

        

      

      Jackson clicked the recorder off and I took over. “Hours before the shed burned down, there was something bloody inside it. According to Ethel Peterton’s notes, the only things recovered from that shed after it burned were a metal welder’s mask, a blow torch and some tools, including an ax.”

      I clicked on the photo of that page of her notebook on my laptop and it appeared on the screen. “As you can see, arson was suspected.”

      “I knew you had that notebook,” Grace said, hitting her husband’s bear scratch.

      I ignored her. “And, Mayor Wittle, your family had access to welding equipment. Isn’t that right?”

      “A… a lot of people did,” he replied.

      “But how many do you suppose also had a weird allergy to pine? That was you that night, not Myles, sneezing in the shed. Mildred’s father infused his moonshine with juniper, so you were allergic to the stuff you were supposed to be getting drunk off of. That’s why you were sneezing in the closet the night of the party too. You and Freddie killed Mr. Linder in the shed then burned it down to cover your tracks. Later on, you threw his head into the lake as proof of the drowning. Why not? You were already staging the death. Freddie’s body was never recovered because Freddie was in the Bahamas by the time his father’s remains were discovered…”

      Mayor Wittle didn’t say anything, wasn’t cracking like I wanted him to, so I went on. I steadied my eyes on his. “You killed Dwight Linder. Because you thought you deserved better. You deserved to be a part of the rich circle, and I’m guessing you might have thought you were even born into it.”

      I checked through the photos on my laptop, clicking on the one I took from Mayor Wittle’s office of him and his family. “Funny. You don’t really look like a Wittle. But you look an awful lot like Freddie and Eric Linder.”

      I didn’t let him respond yet. “You killed him because you thought you deserved to be an insider and one of the richest boys on the lake, and you weren’t.”

      Mr. Wittle shook his head. “No…no. It wasn’t like that. I told Myles about it. He knows. It was Freddie. He killed his dad.”

      I sat back down in my chair, exhausted. I knew that mouse would crack eventually. I didn’t know it’d take so many cookies to get him there, though. I handed Rosalie her mic and whispered that I was done. I didn’t hear applause. Rosalie had been right. There was no standing ovation this time. The town hadn’t rallied around me to hear the truth. It was like they didn’t care. Or didn’t believe it.

      “Thank you all for coming,” my boss said. “But that concludes the seance.”

      Her voice was barely audible over the pandemonium erupting around us.

      Mayor Wittle was still confessing. “Freddie said his dad already had everything set up. The plane tickets, fake IDs, offshore accounts. They didn’t need him anymore, and he wasn’t a good man. He threatened Mrs. Linder with an ax…”

      “Shut up,” Mayor Bowman yelled as he tackled the other 80-year-old mayor, wrestling the mic from his hands while the Donovans tried to open the front door once more, their lawyers right behind them.

      Dan picked up his chair, but this time, Caleb couldn’t stop him. It soared past the fighting mayors and crashed against one of the windows.

      The glass cracked, little pieces clanking along the hardwood by our feet.

      “We will not be paying for that,” Rosalie said calmly into her mic. “That was clearly a living human who did that.”

      Cold wind streamed steadily through the now broken parts of the window. Paula stood up. “Sheriff Bowman, handle this, please.”

      Caleb seemed almost frozen, unsure of what to do to get the peace. They were all his friends and family. He bent down to take Mayor Wittle by the arm, but the two older men were still wrestling, egged on by yelling and hooting outsiders. The college kids had circled the aging fighters like they were watching a mosh pit form at a Barry Manilow concert.

      Nettie raised her arms out by her side and two chairs rose with them. The chairs flew across the room at the same time. One smacked Myles across the side of his shoulder. The other chair landed squarely by Mayor Wittle’s feet.

      With a swirl of her hand, Gloria wrapped one of the mystic scarves from the ceiling around Mayor Bowman’s leg and yanked him out of his dog pile with Mayor Wittle. The thick man rose into the air by his leg, screaming and kicking the whole time. Then she released him so he landed hard against the floorboards.

      “Tell Tony that’s from the troll friend,” she said. I didn’t even try to tell him. I no longer had a mic, and it was too loud anyway. Smoke drifted around me, and things got instantly quiet.

      Someone was burning sage.

      I’ve never heard Paula’s voice louder, and I’ve heard that woman get pretty loud. It practically vibrated off the walls. “Enough! If you are living, go home now or you will be arrested. This party is over. And if you are dead, I have burning sage. I’m not dealing with any more broken windows or chairs or anything else tonight.”

      I wondered if she was mad enough to turn polar bear. I looked for Hulk-like signs as she waved the bundle of sage all around the living room. Ghosts disappeared right and left.

      Slowly, I walked over to her. “And you said you didn’t believe in any of this sage-burning hocus pocus…”

      “Still don’t,” she replied, the house quieter now. “But it’s cold enough.”

      “For a polar bear?”

      “That was your last seance at my place,” she said, staring me right in the eyes, making me regret my big mouth.

      I sat down and cupped my head in my hands, regretting a lot of things as I listened to people complain about the seance on their way out.

      “I’ve never been to a party where old people fought before,” one of the college kids said.

      “I totally saw the strings when that recorder floated above the table,” another chimed in.

      “And when the chairs flew around. Lame.”

      So much for a new customer base. It was my worst seance yet, if it could even have been considered a seance. It was more like an interrogation mixed with a senior-citizen brawl. The Purple Pony was never going to make money until summer rolled around again.

      A very light, smattering of applause came from a dark corner in the back of the room. I squinted in its direction.

      It was June.

      “Thank you,” she said when she reached me. “I have always wondered what happened to my sister. If you see Gloria, you tell her Bug says, ‘No more waiting. We got ‘em this time.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Return of the Date Killers

        

      

    

    
      Lil Mil skidded to a perfect hockey-stop in front of me, the show-off, while her bestest friend, Clarisse, spun around like she was in front of an audience. I blinked into the sunlight, thankful for a little warmth as we went into spring.

      “If the weather continues like this,” Justin said, taking off his jacket. “We won’t be able to skate on the lake too much longer.”

      “Damn,” I replied, snapping my fingers. I knew I was making my ice-skating face again.

      I looked up in the trees, wondering what else spring had in store for me. New beginnings. New awakenings. Taking sides, whatever that meant.

      Parker and Lila laughed behind us, struggling to catch up to their kids. Parker’s three-year-old was almost faster than he was now.

      I didn’t trust Lila one bit. No matter how many times Justin told me the woman wasn’t really following me around town, I still got the impression that, yeah, she was. The Donovans were trying to control things, and they wanted me to know about it.

      Justin squeezed my hand and I almost slipped on the ice. I snuggled into him, just listening to the sound of his breathing as he skated, enjoying the warmth of his body.

      “Wittle admitted everything,” he said. “Not just on camera at the bed and breakfast a couple weeks ago, but he made an official statement yesterday. He was pretty freaked out at the seance.”

      “Me too,” I admitted. “Did they find Freddie Linder and his family?”

      He shook his head no. “Won’t be long, though. Not sure what’s going to happen, but everyone’s lawyering up. Good job figuring it out.”

      From what I’d heard, there probably wasn’t enough evidence to convict anyone, except Darren Wittle, and only because he’d confessed.

      Someone grabbed me from behind and I almost fell on the ice. I turned around, fully expecting to see Mrs. Carmichael again. It was Lynette.

      “Getting straight-A’s this semester,” she said. “They arrested Dan Herndon this morning. And guess who got it all on video. Thanks to my many connections on the police force. Okay, just the one.”

      She looked over at my boyfriend and I smiled at him.

      Justin nodded. “Truck was registered to his son-in-law, bear scratches just like in the report. They think he just wanted to scare you into not being so nosy.”

      “By almost killing me?” I shook my head. “At least that crazy good-ole-boys network was finally taken down a notch.”

      “This round, maybe,” Justin said.

      He waited until Lynette had skated out of earshot to add, “But I have to admit, I was very impressed with the investigation. I can see why ghosts come to you to solve their cases. You and your ex do good work.”

      Jackson suddenly appeared by our side. “Smarter than the average bear,” he said. “I’ll give him that.”

      I shot my ex a look.

      He waved his hand, dismissively. “Go on. Go on. Enjoy yourselves like I’m not even here. God forbid I should have some fun.” He disappeared, but I knew he was still there. The date killer.

      I also knew how hard it must’ve been for Justin to admit that. Having your girlfriend live with the man she left you for twelve years ago was hard enough, but add in the fact the guy was a ghost and there was nothing you could do about it, and that was probably more than most men would take on.

      Passing the same area I’d lost my hat last month, I thought I heard it again. The growling. I searched the trees around us for any signs of the large-beaked birds that growled, remembering the way Clyde had laughed at Gloria, the way the dog had bit through the birds, breaking them in half. A chill shot up my spine along with the feeling that something just wasn’t right.

      “We should go,” I said to Justin.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, let’s go back to my place and vedge out.”

      “Rosalie’s recipe strands still holding up?” he asked.

      “In all the best places,” I said as his radio crackled.

      Christine’s voice came over it. “Justin, you there?”

      He kissed my cheek and put the walkie talkie to his mouth. “Go ahead, Christine.”

      “Caleb wants you to swing by old George’s barber shop. Calm him down.”

      “I’m supposed to be off tonight.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Old George called saying something about a couple bear skins strung up on poles out behind his shop.” She hesitated. “Probably won’t take long. I’m sure it’s someone’s idea of a joke, but can you check on that?”

      “How many?” he asked.

      “What do you mean how many? You asking how many bear skins? I’m sure I don’t know that. No wait. I see it here. Three.”

      “Is the number significant?” I asked, leaning up so I could try to hear better.

      “Probably nothing,” he replied, skating off. He turned back around, the wind blowing his dark hair along his shoulders. “You okay if I leave you here?” he yelled to me.

      “Yeah, I can get a ride home with someone. Parker’s here.”

      He looked at me sideways like he didn’t trust Parker as much as I did. But he turned and skated off.

      “My. My,” Jackson said, suddenly appearing with his arms crossed while we both watched my boyfriend leave. “Parker Blueberg. You would think he’d have objected to that one. I would have.”

      I bit my lip and ignored my ex-husband’s very good point. Justin did seem jealous of Parker.

      Justin rushed across the lake toward his truck so fast he slipped a couple of times on the ice and he was an expert skater. My stomach dropped as I suddenly realized why that number might’ve been significant. Why Justin was in such a hurry.

      Shelby’s shapeshifting fiancé, Bobby, and his two brothers were still missing. I wondered now if they’d just been found.  Another possible sign from the scrapbook.

      
        
        The End
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            Chapter 1

          

          Winehouses

        

      

    

    
      I was the only one who tried to talk Shelby Winehouse out of marrying her awful first husband twelve years ago when she announced her engagement at one of her makeup parties.

      Okay, so technically, I just sat on the old floral couch in her parents’ living room, quietly scanning the five-page order form, searching for an eyeliner under fifteen bucks (there wasn’t one). But I made sure to shift my gaze downward a lot whenever she’d talk about her boyfriend. And that should’ve been a tipoff.

      I would’ve done more, but at the time, I didn’t really know her. Shelby was just the pregnant girlfriend of the route driver who serviced the Thriftway when I worked there in college. I’d just moved out of the dorms, so when the root beer guy came in one day and shoved an invitation into my hands, I jumped on it.

      “My girlfriend’s having a makeup party,” Peter said, practically grunting.

      I remember staring at the brightly colored card and then back up at the humungous oaf of a man, wondering just what the hell kind of unibrowed girlfriend he was going to have. But I was torn between two men at the time (one being my dead ex-husband, and the other my now-boyfriend), so I wanted to get away from both and meet some new people.

      The route driver wasn’t for Shelby. I tried to tell her that with my strategically timed gazes all evening. I tried to tell her about her second husband, Roy, too. That time, I actually said things out loud.

      “His name’s Roy? C’mon. That’s not a real-person’s name anymore. That’s the name you tell people is your name after you’ve exhausted every other real-person name. He’s obviously been on the run for a while. Either that, or he’s a 90-year-old cowboy.”

      “You’re too funny,” Shelby said, patting her pregnancy. She was on her third kid at the time, which turned into twins. And I had been right about the fake name. Roy left without a forwarding address, probably goes by John Wayne now.

      But, I honestly thought Bobby Franklin had been the one, even though he had always been a ne’er-do-well that I didn’t really like. He was good to Shelby.

      The grandfather clock in the Winehouse’s living room ticked rhythmically in the background, reminding me what an annoying bastard time was. Almost two months had passed since Bobby and his brothers disappeared and there was still no sign of them. But, like the two husbands before him, he was allowed to leave.

      I set the cardboard box I was carrying next to the others, in a pile by the faded floral couch, and pulled my curls up into a bun. It did nothing to cool me off. Mrs. Winehouse liked her house more like the Florida Keys in August instead of Wisconsin in March.

      The smell of bleach took over my senses because, for some odd reason, most people in Potter Grove treated ordinary spills like crime scenes. And Shelby’s kids apparently caused massacres.

      Shelby was right behind me. Her hair was pinker today, her makeup extra thick, and she had a new black rose tattoo circling one of her wrists. She told me once a long time ago that she liked to “play with her looks” when she was nervous. Her fiancé was missing and she was moving back in with her parents. It’s a wonder that girl looked anything like herself.

      Mrs Winehouse moseyed in from the kitchen, a sponge in one hand, Bobby Junior in the other. The baby wouldn’t be a year until July, but he took up most of Mrs. Winehouse’s hip and seemed to be glaring at the old bulldog laying lazily in the corner like he wished Wisconsin had a Stand Your Ground law he could fudge.

      “Take the boxes upstairs before your dad gets back with the boys, okay?” she said to Shelby while scanning the room, probably looking for something else to bleach.

      Shelby shuffled over to the stairs, staring off into space like she wasn’t really there.

      “You okay,” I whispered as we took the boxes up to her room.

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Don’t worry. He’ll come back.”

      “I don’t know about that,” she said, pointing me to the room down the hall. It was painted pale pink with black accents. Photos of Shelby in various majorette uniforms from high school sat on her desk. In one, she was twirling a flaming baton in front of a judge’s stand. In another, she had red-white-and-blue streamers attached to the ends of her baton. Somehow, I still couldn’t picture it.

      “I never told anyone this,” she said, closing the door behind us. She rummaged through one of the boxes as she talked. “Bobby and I had both been saving for our wedding, stuffing whatever extra money we could into the mattress of our bed. After he left, I checked for that money.”

      I turned my gaze downward. Oh God, another Roy. “At least you didn’t marry him this time,” I said.

      She pulled something tiny and furry out of the box and held it out. It barely took up any space along her palm. “Instead of money, I found this.”

      It was instantly familiar. One of the signs in the scrapbook I’d found in the basement. Some sort of an animal’s foot with white fur, and long yellowed claws protruding out from its three toes.

      I realized my lip was curled and I hadn’t reached out to take the taxidermied foot from her even though she was still holding it out for me.

      “It’s a grouse pin,” she said. “I looked it up.”

      Somehow I got myself to take the bony, weird thing with a surprisingly cute silver toe ring on its middle digit, the initials BFF engraved into the metal with a heart.

      “Worst Best Friends Forever pin ever,” I said, plopping down on her black comforter. She sat down next to me and smoothed out the wrinkles on her 60’s-looking capris.

      “BFF isn’t for best friends forever, or at least I don’t think it is. It’s Bobby Furgus Franklin. I also read it’s a Scottish thing, these grouse pins. They used to wear them when they went hunting. And people also gave them to their significant others when they’d go on a long trip, as a way to remember each other.”

      “Awww. I knew it had to be romantic,” I said, leaning into her, trying to get her to smile. “I need to take this to Justin. Why didn’t you show the police this earlier?”

      She shrugged. “I guess I didn’t want people to know for sure that Shelby Winehouse had been stupid once again. I mean, everybody already knew it. I knew it. But the missing money and this grouse pin with his initials on it, it was like a ha-ha added onto the way things ended for us. And I didn’t want people to talk about it and pity me, the stupid woman with five kids and no husband or savings, living out of her parents’ house.” She put her head in her hands. “I honestly thought he loved me.”

      I put an arm around her bony shoulder. I knew how this town operated, and she was right. They would’ve pounced on that part of the story. But, I honestly saw it as a positive sign. “I don’t think this was meant as a ha-ha. I think it’s an IOU. One of those ‘we’re not through yet. Here’s a tiny, severed foot to prove it’ moments.”

      This made her smile. I had no idea what the severed foot actually meant. All I knew was that Bobby and his two brothers were bear shapeshifters that no one had seen for more than a month. Or at least, I hoped not.

      Last month, three bear skins had been strung up behind the barber shop. No one knew why or who’d done it. And to make matters weirder, bear skins were in one of the photos on the page in my scrapbook marked “Signs,” right next to the foot I now knew was a grouse pin.

      Of course, Shelby didn’t know her boyfriend was a shapeshifter or that his brothers (and her baby) probably were too. And she always looked at me like I was crazy when I worried about those bear skins.

      But we had the “dating a bear shifter” thing in common. I recently discovered Justin was one too. And when you’re dating a bear and you see bear skins strung up in your town for no reason, you have to think maybe somebody’s trying to tell your bear shifter something.

      Thing was, even if Justin knew, he wasn’t sharing that with me.

      “How much money did Bobby take?” I asked my friend who was still staring off into space.

      “Probably around three thousand.”

      “You had three thousand dollars stashed in your mattress? Are you crazy?”

      “You know I don’t trust banks. They steal your money.”

      I resisted the urge to point out the irony here. But at least it explained why Bobby’s debit card hadn’t been used, something I only knew because Mrs. Carmichael told me, not my police officer boyfriend.

      I slipped the foot into the pocket of my skinny jeans and headed downstairs when I stopped midway down. Something was walking with me, close enough for the hairs on my arm to stand on end, but not close enough to touch me. It was like a heavy coldness right by my side, hard to ignore, but I tried.

      Ever since I moved back to Potter Grove last summer, strange things had been happening to me. The strangest was my strong mediumship abilities, which I’d never had before. But ghosts were coming out of the woodwork to communicate with me now. So naturally, I’d started taking on their cold cases, helping the dead to solve their murders so they could move on with their after-lives.

      The thing that was following me here seemed different, though.

      The front door opened and the sound of four rowdy kids arriving home with their grandpa took over my senses, indicating my time to go.

      “Staying for dinner,” Mr. Winehouse asked when he followed the kids in and saw me coming down the stairs. He was a tall man in his 60s with a ruddy, weathered complexion and reddish gray hair. He took his firefighter jacket off to reveal a t-shirt with the same logo.

      I shook my head no. “Can’t. I have plans.” I was lying. I just had a rule about eating with kids: I tried not to do it.

      I loved kids, but I didn’t grow up with siblings, and I didn’t have children yet. So, maybe I was being snobbish about the whole thing, but I liked to eat dinner without someone opening their mouth to show their already-chewed food because someone else farted.

      When I went to leave, Mrs. Winehouse pulled me to the side by her husband at the front door and lowered her voice. “I’m real worried about Shelbs. She’s usually our trooper. Even when she was a single mom with the four boys, she’d rather have worked three jobs than move back in with us. Isn’t that right, Ryan?”

      “Yep, but don’t get us wrong, we love it,” Mr. Winehouse quickly added, looking over at Shelby who was holding the baby while staring aimlessly off at the ceiling while three of her kids ran around her in a circle, the oldest filming it on his phone. “But we’re worried.”

      Mrs. Winehouse continued. “Has Justin mentioned anything? Are there any leads on Bobby yet?”

      “Not that I know of,” I said. I didn’t tell her the part where nobody was really looking. Shelby had given Bobby an ultimatum when his brothers’ Christmas visit lasted until almost February, and Bobby was allowed to take the or-else option.

      “They haven’t given up yet,” I said, because, apparently, lies are like potato chips for me.

      She nervously cracked her fingers as she talked. “We need to find Bobby, one way or the other. It’s this not-knowing thing that’s killing Shelby.”

      Shelby did look like she was dying, but I didn’t think it was the not-knowing part that was doing it to her. I maneuvered my way through the circling children and hugged the cadaver good-bye. She barely looked at me.

      The cold feeling that had followed me down the stairs suddenly shot over my entire body, making me gasp for air. I searched the room, but didn’t see anything. Was it Bobby? Had he passed? Was he making contact? I shook the feeling off, refusing to believe it until a painful chill crawled up my spine and across my chest. Someone was riding on me, and unlike every other ghost I’d ever encountered, this one wanted me to know about it.

      I concentrated on each step as I trudged over to the front door, my breathing labored.

      “You okay?’ Mr. Winehouse asked, watching me with a raised eyebrow, his first-responder instincts probably kicking in.

      I nodded that I was fine, even though I wasn’t sure. I’d never experienced anything like it before.
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          Turning Points

        

      

    

    
      I stumbled through my kitchen door. It felt like every cell in my body had been forced to carry a tiny five-pound weight, and it was pretty apparent we were all seriously out of shape. But I somehow managed to make it to my living room where I sunk into the soft crimson fabric of the settee.

      The room spun a little when I tried to focus on anything too hard, especially the damask wallpaper. I avoided that, mostly because it made me sick anyway.

      The sound of an excited dog’s nails clattered along the hardwood, but I was afraid I’d throw up if I turned toward the noise.

      My dead ex-husband appeared beside me. He was bright today, full-color almost. I could see every hair on his beard and pockmark in the leather of his jacket’s elbow patches. “And just when I was telling the other ghosts how well you were aging,” he said, “the old person in you had to come out and prove me wrong.”

      I closed my eyes but I could still tell the annoying man was hovering right by my face.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Fine.”

      “I would say you’re cute when you lie, but I’d be lying,” he said. “The upside to that, of course, is that I’m an adorable liar.”

      I scrunched my already-closed eyes up tighter, which made my head hurt. But I was in no mood for my ex. Rex licked my hand and I smiled, instantly regretting it because it made me realize my mouth-muscles hurt too.

      Then, as suddenly as it came on, the chilling, nauseating feeling travelled across my body in a gust that started at my toes and ended through my sinuses like it had taken a flying leap out.

      It was gone. I bolted up, relieved. “I feel better now,” I said, moving my neck around with ease.

      “I bet.” Jackson pointed to the middle of the living room where a tall, darkened ghost hovered in front of us. I looked the apparition over. It really didn’t have much detail or form to it, just a weird dark mist-looking thing that I wasn’t even sure had ever been human.

      Rex barked uncontrollably at it.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I said, stroking his back to calm him down. He was tense, his fur stiff. “What are you, and what do you want,” I asked the thing in the room.

      I threw my ex-husband a look. Ghosts were supposed to follow a certain protocol if they wanted my help, which included Jackson vetting and approving them. And part of Jackson’s job was making sure they followed the rules.

      “Sorry, Carly,” Jackson said, moving between us, glaring at the spirit. “If you’ve heard of Carly’s abilities then you know how this business is run. All clients must meet with my approval first. No exceptions.”

      The thing hovered closer to my ex. I knew from past experiences that if spirits got too close to one another, they repelled each other like the polar opposites of magnets. It didn’t happen this time.

      It made a low, almost humming noise, and I wasn’t sure what to do or expect, so I backed away, thinking about the bundles of sage I always kept in the top drawer of my credenza. Even burning a little of it seemed to get a ghost to leave, if only momentarily. I turned to get it, but heard something in the humming noise. There was a voice in there.

      “I need your help,” it said through mostly low-pitched vibrations.

      Jackson must have heard it too. He answered. “I’m very sorry. But we have a long list of clients already waiting. You’ll have to get in line to be interviewed about your intentions. You must follow the rules.”

      “I’m about to turn,” the voice said, over and over. “Need your help fast.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked my ex.

      “I think it’s trying to tell you it wants to skip the line because it doesn’t have time to wait. Its energy is transforming from a ghost to something else,” Jackson said.

      “What the hell else is there?”

      “Darker energy. People sometimes mistakenly call them demons or poltergeists.”

      I turned to the dark form still floating in front of me. “Yeah, I’m not channeling with you, sorry. Hard pass. I’ve seen The Exorcist, and we are done here. And, not only that, unless you can show yourself in a normal ghostly form, I’m getting the sage.”

      “Try, try, try,” the dark mist said through the humming sound coming off of it as it lightened into some sort of a striped pattern.

      “Maybe if we all think happy thoughts and clap our hands,” Jackson deadpanned by my side.

      The thing balled itself into a swirl of black-and-white stripes, like a dark mist swirling inside a glass ball. But the ball almost took on a pulsating rhythm as it grew larger and smaller again and again.

      I watched Jackson’s reaction, much the same way I watched flight attendants during turbulence, the only sure way to know when to start screaming that we’re all going to die.

      Jackson yawned, and shook his head. “Such theatrics,” he said. Rex, on the other hand, was still tense, barking every once in a while at the dark thing in the middle of our living room.

      After a full minute of pulsating, the thing finally stretched along its ends until it took the shape of a tall, slender human, the stripes fading and turning into the soft pinstripes of an outdated suit.

      The ghost in front of us was almost transparent like it was weak, but something told me not to trust that assessment. His eyes were little slits along a long, horse-like face, his hair light, probably blonde. “Feldman Winehouse,” he said with a vibrating voice.

      “Winehouse. Shelby’s relative,” I said.

      “Quite a showman.” Jackson hovered around the apparition, close but not close enough to cause a reaction. “Or should I say a conman?”

      “I need your help,” the ghost said with almost perfect clarity now, making me wonder if he had been conning us before. “And you need my help, too. Neither one of us has much time.”

      “We have all the time in the world,” Jackson said. “We’re not the ones turning.”

      I could feel the anger in Feldman’s energy now as he glared at my ex-husband. “You think you’re clever, huh? You’re Henry Bowman’s direct descendent, huh? A far cry from your great grandfather. That’s for sure.”

      “So you’re saying you knew my great grandfather?”

      He nodded. “Did business with him.” He looked Jackson up and down. “And you’re no Henry Bowman. It’s not just the fact that you’re smaller and daintier, with a lot of feminine qualities that I’m sure the ladies loved back when you were alive…”

      “The paid ones seemed to like me fine,” Jackson said, making me shake my head. His back was to me, blocking my view of our guest, so I couldn’t see much of what was going on.

      The ghost went on. “But you don’t have Henry’s smarts. Henry Bowman knew when to make a deal.”

      “Get on with your point,” Jackson said. “No one here is trying to be Henry Bowman.”

      “Potter Grove is turning too. You feel it. I know you do. The signs are there.”

      I thought about the tiny foot I had stuffed in my pocket. The bear skins. The glass figurine. He was right. There were signs. A lot of freakin’ signs.

      “What are you getting at?” I asked.

      “You want answers. I’ve got answers. But, I want answers too. Maybe we can help each other out. But I need to cut the line.”

      Jackson whispered to me. “Carly doll, don’t believe him. This man is clearly a liar and a charlatan who doesn’t want me to check him out. I would’ve heard if my great grandfather had done business here in Wisconsin, especially with questionable sorts like this. Henry Bowman simply lived off his wealth, a man of leisure.”

      “Please stop pretending your family wasn’t full of questionable sorts,” I chimed in.

      Jackson’s face fell. “You’re not seriously going to do a channeling with a strong, changing spirit you can’t trust. One that hasn’t been vetted yet.”

      He had a point, and I probably should have listened, but instead I said, “I channeled with you, and you are last on my list of trustworthy apparitions. I know you think I’m the dumb version of you, someone who needs your guidance on everything. But I don’t.”

      “Sounds like you know everything,” Jackson said, disappearing. I knew I’d hurt his feelings, but I didn’t care.

      I turned to Feldman as soon as he left. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not saying I’m helping you out. I’m only hearing you out. Go on.”

      Feldman’s smile was wide and confident, a man who thought he had the upper hand on the stupid woman in front of him. His voice was even less shaky now. I could understand him perfectly. “I have to say when I heard there was a strong medium in Potter Grove, I pictured an old bag, not a cute, young bird like yourself.”

      I didn’t respond.

      “You should smile when someone compliments you,” he said. “Maybe say ‘thank you.’”

      “And you should stop calling condescending bullshit compliments.” I went to the bookshelf in the living room where I’d begun keeping the weird scrapbooks I’d found around Gate House, and pulled out the one labeled A Crooked Mouse.

      I plopped it on the dining room table and flipped through its pages. “The only reason you’re still here and my ex-husband isn’t is because there have been signs.” As soon as I reached the page about the signs, I pulled the grouse foot out of my pocket.

      I tapped on the photo of the glass figurine of a bird. “I saw this one at Delilah Scott’s house.” Slowly, I moved my finger over to the photo of the bear skins on posts with large empty eye sockets. “Bear skins were recently found staked up on a fence behind the barber shop. Eyeless ones like these. Not bearskin rugs. And now this grouse foot was found at your… relative’s house, the Winehouses. These are hundred-year-old photos that also seem recent. What is going on here?”

      “The relatives you’re talking about are my brother, Terry’s, family. He was probably the one who did me in.”

      “We’ll get to that. What about these signs?”

      “Accept my offer and I’ll show you. But, I can only tell you what I can tell you. Henry came to me with a business proposal right after those bluenose puritans got their way in ’20. He wanted to be a silent partner in what he believed would be a very lucrative business. He was right.”

      “So you owned a speakeasy or did some bootlegging together.”

      He nodded. “It’s where I died. It’s where I should be haunting. But I can’t. Something’s there, a strong dark force, preventing me…” He looked me up and down, suddenly distracted from his rant.

      Raising his eyebrows, he circled me, a dark smoky kind of force. “I know you.” His fading got more color as he circled. I could see the thick waves of his hair now, the deep wrinkles around his eyes. I guessed his age to be around 40. “I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you before.” He shook his head. “You didn’t age. You’re Henry’s nanny.”

      “I’m not Eliza. I just look like her.”

      “You’re not her, huh? Could’ve fooled me. Not much of a nanny, though. Never did see you watch any kids.” He cocked his head to the side. “Did Henry keep that photograph of you? I mean, her.”

      My heart raced. He knew the picture. The one I’d found in one of the scrapbooks where Eliza was naked and dancing on Henry Bowman’s desk, in front of Henry and two other men.

      I played dumb and shrugged.

      He moved so he was right up next to me. “Maybe you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      He was trying to intimidate me, and it was working, but I couldn’t show it. I kept my breathing normal, my heart rate slow.

      He was a chilling dark force of cold vibrations that seemed to be able to stand still in one spot and circle me all at the same time. I took a wide stance with my hands on my hips, focusing only on his face. I couldn’t let him know I was afraid.

      He went on. “There’s only one photograph with that lady in it, as far as I know, a very specific photo indeed,” he said in a way that made me fold my arms over my bulky sweater. “A dancing picture taken on the day the bears and birds were supposed to sign a treaty. Instead of signing, we were all cursed.”

      I hadn’t known anything about a treaty. I was already getting information. Hee-hee. My heart raced.

      But something still wasn’t right. I had that photo etched in my memory. The faces of those men. Every hair on their heads, every angle of their brows. I’d already identified one of them as James Hind, the father of the suffragette who didn’t really commit suicide. He’d mentioned something about a curse when he’d heard a gunshot coming from his daughter’s room.

      I turned my head to the side. This guy didn’t look like the other man, though. The unidentified, younger one in the picture, although the age would’ve been about right because I’d placed the photo around 1901 to 1906. Feldman was lying.

      “I only know about that photo,” Feldman continued. “Because I was the one who took it.”

      “I accept,” I said, barely able to get the words out fast enough. A channeling from that day, that moment, was very enticing. I calmed myself down. “I mean, maybe. It does sound like you might be able to tell us a lot. And we need answers. But I also need to check things out to make sure you’re telling me the truth and that you can be trusted.”

      I knew by Jackson’s disappearance I was probably going to be doing my own vetting this time.

      “Perfect. Allow me to give you some facts,” he said. The man had a crooked smile, and it slowly formed across his horse-long cheeks. He quickly morphed into an almost completely lifelike form now. I could count the pin stripes along his suit if I wanted to, smell the bootleg liquor wafting through his lapels, the remnants of a speakeasy.

      He was by far the strongest ghost I’d ever encountered, aside from Mrs. Harpton and Ronald, who might not even be ghosts.

      His teeth were a golden shade of yellow and he liked to show them off when he talked, but it was the kind of smile I wasn’t entirely sure was intended to be friendly.

      “My death,” he began. “Took place during a snowed-in weekend at my speakeasy in Landover, Wisconsin in 1923. Otherwise known as the basement of the pharmacy on Ninth and Main. It was a private poker game, only my best friends were there. One of them slit my throat, that much I know. I want you to figure out which one.”
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      A humungous purple, glittery unicorn hangs above the entrance to the Purple Pony. And every time I pass under it, I picture it crapping minimum wage on me like sad fairy dust.

      I had a master’s degree, yet I was stocking beaded necklaces and incense for barely any money.

      At least the inside of the hippie store wasn’t nearly as garish and colorful as the outside. It was surprisingly understated and modern with nice oriental rugs and potted plants all over. It was kind of like the owner herself, Rosalie Cooper, a large woman who looked every bit the part of the peace-loving hippie on the outside with her graying dreadlocks and shapeless dresses adorned with moons. But on the inside, she was a tough businessperson with a no-nonsense attitude.

      Not today, though. When I entered the Purple Pony the next afternoon for work, it sounded like someone was snacking on rocks. Rosalie sat over the counter with a bag of Corn Nuts, and I instantly knew something was wrong.

      My boss had been doing really well with her New Year’s resolution to “make healthier food choices,” which was what she was calling the diet she was on because she’d read that labeling a diet a diet triggered your body to produce more fat cells in a stubborn retaliation of some sort.

      I pretended not to notice the Corn Nuts. “Jackson’s being a control freak again,” I said.

      “I told you to sage the crap out of that bastard a long time ago,” she replied, barely looking up. She wiped Corn Nut dust from her gray dress.

      I had been right. Something was wrong. The woman only cussed when she was upset, and “bastard” was a big one for her.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She nodded along with the crunching. “What did Jackson do this time?” she asked.

      I told her all about Feldman Winehouse, including the fact he was a “turning ghost” and how Jackson had pretty much forbidden me to do a channeling with the guy, which meant, of course, I was probably going to do one for sure.

      “Controlling jerks are right once a year. Listen to him,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Nobody channels with a demon, and stays human for long,” she said nonchalantly, waddling into the back room. I knew what was coming next. She was going to come back with one of her “big books on everything.”

      I was right. When she returned, she was carrying a large faded black leather book with a tattered spine that read The Encyclopedia of Paranormal Activity. “Found this beauty in my garage last year.”

      She plopped it on the counter and opened it, licking the Corn-Nut coating from her fingertips as she did.

      “I’m not even sure the ghost is telling the truth,” I said. “He may just have said he was turning so I’d let him cut the client line.”

      Classic rock streamed from a speaker overhead. Shopping music, even though no one was shopping to it. The upscale hippie store was empty again today. Tourist season wouldn’t really start for another month or two.

      She tucked her thick gray dreadlocks up into a bun. “I heard about a man who channeled with a dark energy for just one hour. One hour. He was never the same. They had to mush his food up for him and spoon feed him…”

      “You’re making that up.”

      She grabbed her reading glasses from their usual spot by the cash register and thumbed through her book. “Listen to this. Energy can be neither created nor destroyed, but it can change form. Human apparitions are no exception. Harmless human energy can change to a deadly dark force for a number of reasons, but anger appears to be the underlying cause.” She ran a finger along the page as she read.

      “Feldman Winehouse is a very angry spirit,” I said. “But then, so is Jackson. And so was the suffragette…”

      “Most ghosts are,” she replied. “But when the anger becomes all consuming, it changes them.”

      She continued reading. “And according to the book, the known reasons for this dark-force change include: when entities are pushed out of a place they feel entitled to haunt by a stronger, darker ghost. If they have bottled-up hatred for living beings. Or if a supernatural entity passes, such as a shapeshifter, griffon, or omni when he or she was wronged or hurt in life.”

      She paused to chuckle. “Shapeshifter. Griffon. Whatever.”

      I bit my lip. I’d never told anyone about the shapeshifters I’d seen around Potter Grove, like the one I was sleeping with, but they were definitely anything but laughable, especially not the sleeping-with part, which was amazing. I couldn’t mention that to Rosalie, though. She believed in ghosts, but laughed at shapeshifters.

      “What’s an omni?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “According to legend, it’s a shifter that can take on more than one form.” She went on reading from the book. “It looks like after the spirit has successfully turned, the darker energy is commonly referred to as a poltergeist, demon, or, in some cases, a curse.”

      I gulped as it hit me. “Last night, Feldman told me he wasn’t able to haunt at the speakeasy he used to own here in town. Maybe that’s why he’s changing.”

      “Speakeasy? I didn’t know we had one of those.”

      “Yeah, me either. Apparently, it was in the basement of the pharmacy on the corner of Ninth and Main.”

      Her face drained of color. “Interesting,” she said, grabbing another handful of Corn Nuts.

      “You’ve heard of it?”

      “Barely. I think it’s that new restaurant now. Chez something or rather. Sounds expensive and phony.”

      “Chez Louie,” I repeated. “We know that place. Well, I mean not personally, but they catered the last seance. Remember?”

      “They did, didn’t they,” she said. She shoveled more Corn Nuts into her mouth and crunched away like she was punishing her teeth.

      I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and texted Justin that I was in the mood for French cuisine. We were already planning to go out to dinner after I finished my shift. Might as well check out the old pharmacy, see what was going on there that would make it so Feldman couldn’t haunt the place.

      Justin texted back: Did you just use the word cuisine? I’m pretty sure we don’t have that in Landover.

      My fingers couldn’t move fast enough. “Haha. Just make a reservation at Chez Louie, the new place.”

      I looked back at Rosalie. She was pointing at a passage in the book, her finger shaking. “Here’s the part I was looking for,” she said, swallowing a Corn Nut so quickly she coughed it back up again. “Contact, especially channelings or seances, with suspected poltergeists, demons, or curses should not be sought out due to the strength of the entity’s paranormal energy and its evil nature.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means don’t do it, you fool. They’re cheaters and liars, desperately looking for any opportunity to take over a human’s body because they will no longer have even a ghostly one soon.”
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      The whole way over to Chez Louie, I tried to think of a good time to tell Justin about the tiny severed foot I now had in my purse.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if it was some sort of ominous shapeshifter sign.

      “You look beautiful,” he said when I hopped into his truck after work. Just a few minutes before, I’d changed into his favorite black dress in one of the hippie shop’s dressing rooms while quickly finger sweeping my curls into a bun to show off my neck because one time he mentioned he liked my collar bone. Collar bone? Who knew I needed to show that one off more often?

      “You look good too,” I replied because the man could not look bad if he tried. Smoldering brown eyes with just a touch of vulnerability. Scruffy dark hair — tousled enough to look sexy without trying too hard.

      I stared out the window of his truck, watching the still mostly barren trees drift by in a blur of greenish brown. I unzipped my purse, still trying to figure out a way to segue naturally into this.

      After a full minute of awkward silence, Justin finally spoke. “Chez Louie. You’d think someplace with a fancy name like that would be hard to make reservations to. Nope. No problem,” he said, mindlessly picking up the lipstick that had escaped my purse when I was feeling around for the severed foot. His truck was otherwise spotless and he liked to keep it that way. He handed it back to me.

      “Weird,” I replied, finally placing my fingers on the bony thing. “You know what else is weird?”

      He turned his head to the side, tapping a hand along the steering wheel to the Green Day song playing in the background. I pulled out the scruffy foot with the surprisingly cute toe ring and watched as his eyes widened for a second.

      He stopped tapping and his mouth dropped open just enough to see his canine teeth. The car behind us honked and he looked up to notice the light was green.

      “Shelby doesn’t want this to get out, so you are hereby sworn to secrecy,” I said as we moved through the intersection.

      “You can’t do that, Carly. You can’t swear someone to secrecy without their consent, especially not after you tell them the secret.”

      “What does this foot mean?” I asked, ignoring the mansplaining. “And I know you know what it means.”

      He stared at the road ahead of us, so I continued. “Bobby took all their savings from their mattress bank and left this grouse pin in its place.”

      “How much?”

      “Shelby guesses about three thousand.”

      “Shelby should have said something sooner.”

      “I also happen to know this pin is a sign,” I said, watching his face, looking for any trace that he also knew it was a sign. “I don’t know what it’s a sign for, but I was hoping you could tell me all of that.”

      He didn’t flinch or answer, and we sat in silence the rest of the way to the restaurant. As soon as we pulled up to the location the GPS said was our destination, we knew something was wrong.

      The parking lot to Chez Louie was pitch black, not a single light was on. No street lamps. No lit signs or restaurant lights.

      Justin opened his door slowly and looked around. “Wait here,” he said.

      I practically jumped out of the truck and ran to catch up to him. He was trained to think like a cop. I was trained to think like a person who’d watched way too many horror movies in life. And everybody knows the person who stays in the car always gets it first.

      He didn’t seem to mind me walking closely beside him like I was glued to his arm, which was good because there was no other option.

      The sound of our footsteps shuffling along the gravel was just about the only noise in the parking lot as we made our way through a night only slightly darker than that time just before God announced we could have light.

      A cold breeze blew through my curls, sending a shiver up my spine. I tapped my phone’s flashlight app on, but it really didn’t do much except illuminate my feet as I tripped along toward the restaurant.

      Justin pulled the front door open slowly, turning his head this way and that. A nervous male’s voice shouted into the darkness. “Just a few more minutes, folks. We are working to fix the p…p…problem.”

      Just like me, most of the people in the restaurant had their flashlight apps on, casting an eerie glow along the annoyed patrons’ faces. About four of the wait staff scurried around with candles and lighters.

      A small person, probably a woman (my eyes hadn’t adjusted to zero light yet), came rushing toward us. When the figure got close enough, I could tell she was waving her hands around.

      “Uh, I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking a little. “We’re not seating right now. We’re… uh… having some technical problems with the lights. They just shut off about five minutes ago. I’m sure we’ll get them on in a second, if you want to wait.”

      “So they suddenly went off?” Justin asked. I could tell his police training was kicking in. “Nothing else weird?”

      The woman went on. “It’s crazy. The ovens and fans work. We’ve checked the circuit breakers. It just seems to be the lights themselves.”

      Justin turned to me. I could tell by his expression in the light of his phone he wanted to stay to make sure everything was safe. I wanted to stay too, for my own this-has-to-be-paranormally-caused suspicions.

      The woman pointed her flashlight toward the booth by the front door. “You can wait here if you want.”

      We didn’t sit down. We moved into the dining area where the manager was still trying to keep the situation under control, pretty much just repeating the part where he was sorry and sure things would be taken care of soon.

      “Crème brûlée on the house,” he said like he was expecting applause. He didn’t get any.

      I definitely got the sense something paranormal was here, strong and unknown. I could almost feel the intensity vibrating off the floor and the walls like it was oozing up from the basement where the old speakeasy used to be.

      Whatever it was must’ve been the reason Feldman couldn’t haunt at his speakeasy.

      The lights flickered a few times then came back on. Mild applause filled the dining area and the bald, short manager laughed awkwardly. “See? I told you we wouldn’t be eating by candlelight all evening. Enjoy your meal.” He hurried off.

      The hostess from before smiled her relief as soon as the lights came on. She was already holding our menus and showed us to a spot by a window. I counted the patrons, only eight tables were filled in the whole place, but then it was a random Tuesday night.

      The restaurant didn’t look anything like a pharmacy now. The walls were done in a soft golden yellow with dark red wooden trim and wine bottles all along the back wall. The smell of garlic made my stomach rumble.

      “The garlic shrimp was amazing at the seance. This place catered it,” I said to my boyfriend.

      Justin nodded, shifting his gaze up from his menu every once in a while like he expected a gunman to pop out from one of the large potted plants along the back wall.

      “It’s thirty-five bucks,” I said, louder than I expected, when I found the item I loved on the menu. “No wonder this place is empty.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he replied. Justin always paid, because he was the one doing a much better job at adulting in our relationship. He had a career and a great job with benefits and time off. I was the one working minimum wage with student debt. Still, I felt guilty ordering something so extravagant. I searched the menu for something else.

      When the waitress came to get our drink order, I tried to find out if she thought the light problems had been caused by paranormal activity without sounding like a crazy person. “That sure was weird with the lights and everything. Anything else weird happen here? Anything unexplainable or creepy?”

      Justin raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Nope,” she said. “Just the lights.”

      “I heard this place used to be a pharmacy with a speakeasy in the basement.”

      Her smile was wide and superficially white. “That is so interesting. I did not know that. But then, I’m new here”

      “You’re all new here,” I said. “The restaurant just opened a couple months ago, right?”

      “Today is actually my first day,” she said, bouncing away after Justin and I both ordered wine.

      Great. Leave it to me to get the one waitress who wouldn’t be able to help me corroborate Feldman’s story.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a woman in black pants and a white blouse falling face first across the aisle in between tables. Her head smacked the hardwood floor hard while the tray she’d been carrying flew from her hands and crashed on an older man’s shoe.

      Her face grew red. “That’s it!”

      The manager came out from the kitchen, the same little bald man as before. “Emma, can I have a word with you?” he said in a hushed tone.

      Emma was not catching on that his hushed tones were a hint for her to be quieter. “No.” She took her apron off and threw it on the floor next to the tray. “There’s something wrong here. Seriously wrong. I almost broke my neck that time. I quit!” She stormed off, past the gaping mouths of the patrons in the restaurant.

      The manager rushed over to the man whose shoe was full of about a hundred-dollars worth of garlic sauce. “You know I don’t like to complain,” the man began. I realized it was Mayor Bowman, Jackson’s uncle. He was lying. He loved to complain.

      “I’m so sorry,” the manager said, over and over.

      The mayor stretched his leg out, groaning, scowling, and shaking his head, probably to let everyone know this inconvenience was so extreme it should probably warrant a discount or something.

      A thin teenage boy in a similar black-and-white outfit approached our table. “Sorry for the wait,” he said, voice cracking a little. “I’m new. Do you know what you’d like?”

      “Uh, I don’t think we’re your table. We’ve already been helped.”

      “Sorry. Tonight’s my first night.” He smiled awkwardly with a mouth full of braces then hurried off at an abnormally fast pace, looking in all directions as he walked, like something was behind him, like he was being followed.

      “He’s terrified,” Justin said, crossing his arms. The slats of his dark wooden chair creaked under his weight as he shifted to look around. “Is there a particular reason you chose this restaurant? Like a ghostly one?”

      A smile escaped my lips. Maybe I was going to get to investigate things after all.

      I tried to pay attention to the room to see who else was here with us, to see for myself if I felt it was dangerous.

      The manager, who was still pretending to be very concerned with the mayor’s shoe even though three other employees were also cleaning the mess up, looked up and noticed me. He excused himself, tucked his rag into his pocket, and walked over. The mayor turned his head to see who could possibly be more important than his shoe. His face fell when he saw me.

      “Excuse me,” the manager said when he reached our table. “Carly Mae Taylor?”

      “It’s just Carly,” I said. I blinked at the man, recognizing him now. He’d been the manager at the Thriftway when I worked there in college. It had been a while. “Mr. Peters? You’re still managing?”

      He nodded. “I own this place, regrettably.”

      “Regrettably?”

      Justin leaned over, and I remembered I should introduce them, even though they probably already knew each other. Potter Grove was a very small city, after all. “Mr. Peters was my old boss, way back when,” I explained to Justin as they shook hands.

      “I just returned to Potter Grove,” he said. His receding hairline was drenched in sweat, and he dabbed at it with the same rag he’d just used to wipe the mayor’s shoe. His voice quivered as he told me how he lived in Illinois the last eight years while his wife struggled with cancer.

      “She needed special treatments we couldn’t get in this small town.” He twisted the rag in his hand. “She passed away this last fall.”

      I put my hand on his and told him how sorry I was even though I’d never met the woman, never even known he was married, or that he’d moved away. The only other conversations I’d ever had with this man started and ended with him handing me a broom and saying, “A time to lean, a time to clean.”

      “After she died, I used the life insurance money to buy this restaurant, and…” He looked around, stopping himself mid-sentence. “Is it true, you’re a medium now?”

      Justin looked at his phone, pretending not to care about the conversation I was having with my old boss. My boyfriend wasn’t really comfortable talking about my mediumship yet.

      “Yes,” I said. I didn’t mention the part where I took on dead people’s cold cases, working for free because ghosts didn’t really have money, just secrets and memories they could share with me that might help me solve my own mysteries of life. “I heard this place used to have a speakeasy in the basement,” I said, hoping, once again, for confirmation of Feldman’s story.

      “Yes. It’s still pretty much in tact down there. I’ve been wanting to restore it to its glory, but that’s when things started happening…”

      Our waitress brought our wine. “I’ll be back later to get your order,” she said when she noticed the owner talking to us.

      Mr. Peters stopped the waitress. “Whatever they want, it’s on the house.”

      “Garlic shrimp,” I shouted at the poor girl. “Uh, whenever you’re ready to jot that down.”

      Mr. Peters waited until the waitress left to continue. He leaned in and whispered, looking around as he spoke. “I wonder if I might have a word with you privately sometime soon about the situation I’m having. It’s… a paranormal one.”

      “I’m not a Ghostbuster, Mr. Peters,” I whispered back. I laughed. He laughed. Justin downed his wine. “I can only communicate with ghosts. But yes, call me. I definitely want to help you with whatever it is you need. On the house, of course.”

      “Thank you,” he said. His shoulders eased a little. He looked me straight in the eye. “Because every day it gets worse. I think there’s a demon here.”

      And just like that, Feldman’s story checked out enough for me. He couldn’t haunt here because a dark force was already here, preventing him from doing it.

      “Actually, why wait? As soon as we’re done eating dinner,” I said, downing some of my wine. “I’d like to see what you’re talking about.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Just Your Everyday Demon

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t going to be anything like the Exorcist. Or, at least that’s what I told myself because when you think your life is like a horror movie, the Exorcist is not the one you want to be the main character in.

      Plus, according to Jackson, most people erroneously called the darker energies in life demons, poltergeists, or curses. But, in reality, they were just angry ghosts. And I could reason with an angry ghost. I’d done it many times before.

      Still, projectile vomiting was all I could think about as I walked arm in arm with Justin, a very reluctant walker who dragged his feet and rolled his eyes whenever I looked over at him, while we followed Mr. Peters around the side of the building.

      The cold air whipped my cheeks, making my nose run. I sniffed in the smell of garlic and meat sauce from the restaurant’s kitchen.

      Now that the lights were back on, I could see the old pharmacy better. It was no longer the dilapidated building I remembered it being. Whoever fixed it up did a great job. It was now a beautiful, wooden two-story with a balcony on top and a large veranda-like porch on the bottom, more like a Cracker Barrel than an old bootlegging joint in need of an exorcism.

      “I bought this place for the speakeasy. I wanted to have a piece of the town’s history, maybe put a club underneath the restaurant.” Mr. Peters walked fast as he spoke, motioning for us to follow him down a set of very dark stairs that seemed to lead to hell. “Back in the twenties, people would walk around to the back, just like we’re doing now,” Mr. Peters said. “But they’d have to have a password to get in.”

      Justin and I walked slowly down the stairs. “You should put a light in,” Justin said.

      “Tried,” Mr. Peters replied as he jammed the key into the lock like he’d done it a thousand times before and opened the door. A moldy, dank smell wafted over us as soon as the door creaked open along its hinges. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “One-hundred percent,” I lied. It was closer to two percent.

      Mr. Peters flicked on the light switch by the door then hustled across the room to turn on another lamp. It was still very dark. “After one of the original owners was murdered, the basement was used mostly as storage by the other businesses it turned into,” he said. “But the bar is still here. Most the lounge area too, under the cloths.” He motioned around at what looked like covered furniture off in one section. A large, empty, dusty bar stood pretty much right in front of us, kind of like if Walking Dead combined with Cheers for a weird episode I’d totally watch.

      “So, what makes you think there’s a demon down here?”

      “I don’t think. I know. And there’s at least one. There could be more,” he corrected me, and I cocked my head to the side.

      Justin chuckled by the front door, then went back pretending to scroll on his phone.

      Mr. Peters had always been a reasonable man, a little on edge and OCD-ish with his compulsive cleanliness philosophy, but nothing out of the ordinary. I was starting to worry about him now, though.

      He stared at his feet as he talked, like he was afraid to look around. “The first time I came down here, I saw a dark figure out of the corner of my eye. Then another. Circling me. I couldn’t breathe right. I swear something was choking me. I told myself it was all in my head, until I saw this…” He pointed to the bricks along one of the back walls in the lounge area where an antique wood stove stood.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Get closer.”

      It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the light. I scanned the brick wall and broken trim around the doorway, trying to guess what it was I was looking at. Chances were, I wasn’t going to be impressed or scared. I’d seen far too much over the almost full year I’d owned Gate House.

      Still, I suddenly got the feeling I was being watched, studied almost. It was an all-encompassing uneasiness, and the strong smell of sulphur took over my senses. I looked straight at the spot Mr. Peters told me to. At first I only saw brick. But like one of those “magic eye” pictures, my sight began to focus on a pattern. A message. And a human head. Curly hair, an oval shaped face. 3D almost. I let out a very loud gasp. It was my face.

      Justin stuffed his phone in his pocket and rushed over. “What is it?”

      “Die,” I said, pointing. The words came into focus and I read them aloud as they seemed to hover just above the bricks. “Leave or die.”

      “Leave or die,” Mr. Peters repeated. “It always says the same message. The face you see is always your own.” He looked nervously around. “We should go before it gets angry.”

      Justin’s face dropped, but he didn’t say anything as he studied the patterns in the wall in front of us. I could tell he saw the images too.

      One of the pieces of covered furniture moved violently across the room, noisily skidding along the wooden floor like it was on roller blades. I jumped out of the way just in time for it to narrowly miss me, sending it crashing hard into the back wall instead.

      “It’s okay. I know you’re angry. I’m here to help. Show yourself and let’s talk,” I said to the angry ghost, like I was a ghost therapist all of the sudden.

      Something wrapped itself around my throat as soon as I got the words out. I struggled to breathe. The light went dimmer or maybe that was me losing consciousness. Everything went black.

      When my vision came back again, I was outside the door of the basement, wind blowing up my dress as Justin held me in his arms. “You okay?” he asked. “You passed out all of the sudden.”

      “I did?” I felt my neck and took a deep breath. I was fine. I could breathe. I broke free of Justin’s grasp and assessed my injuries. “I’m okay,” I replied, moving my neck to make sure.

      “Thank you so much for agreeing to help me,” my old boss said, making me realize I’d also agreed to do it on the house.

      He dabbed at his hairline again. “That was more violent than I’ve ever seen it. It usually only sends old papers flying around or chucks a throw pillow or two,” he said, locking the basement door. My legs felt weak and wobbly as I made my way back up the basement steps, but I didn’t mention it to anyone. I felt Justin watching me as I walked, so I tried to make sure I was walking as normally as possible.

      Mr. Peters was still talking. “It’s getting worse. It no longer just keeps to the basement. It attacks my staff. I can’t keep anyone. And tonight, I’m pretty sure it was the reason for the power outage.”

      Once at the top of the stairs, I took one deep breath after another, hardly noticing the cold air now; it felt good along my face and hair. My neck still ached a little but the most painful part was knowing I’d agreed to help get rid of that thing — whatever that was — for free. Rosalie was going to kill me, if that thing didn’t kill me first.

      I could tell it didn’t want me there.

      I needed to be honest about what I could do for free. “This is going to take a lot of studying,” I said, massaging my shoulder as I talked. “And honestly, I’m not sure if I can even help you. I’ll ask my boss at the Purple Pony…”

      Mr. Peters’ eyes grew large. “You work at the Purple Pony?”

      I nodded.

      “I didn’t know that.” He looked down, his shoes suddenly the most interesting part of the night again. “I know it’s a big job. I can pay you.” Mr. Peters’ hand shook as he dabbed at his baldness. “I’m not sure how. I’m losing money left and right.”

      “Maybe we can work out a deal. Give me your number. I’ll ask my boss, Rosalie, about a discount.”

      His face got whiter. “See what you can do,” he said. “But when I called her this morning, I could tell. That woman still hates me.”

      That explained the Corn Nuts.

      “Why on earth would Rosalie hate you. She doesn’t hate anyone.” I lied. She hated most people.

      “You should really ask her,” he replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          For the Birds

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Nebitt prided herself on being an expert researcher. And usually I had a lot of confidence in that. But the next day, all the librarian could do was scrunch her face up at the research computer in front of her. Her thin, white curls bobbed gently along with the doubtful shaking of her head.

      “One article,” she finally announced, scooting her chair back and scurrying over to the metal cabinets that held the microfilm.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      Even though I was starting to get used to the lack of articles written about key pieces of history in Potter Grove, it was still upsetting that a murder would only get one write-up.

      The Gazette was the local newspaper, and the people who ran it were questionable, now and in the past. They were also Jackson’s relatives.

      She set up the microfilm, twisting and turning the knob, focusing in on the one article we apparently had about Feldman Winehouse’s murder.

      I looked up at the screen. A very small, blurry photo of Feldman looked back.

      
        
        “Joint” Discovered When Owner Found Dead

        Feldman Theodore Winehouse, 41 years old from Potter Grove, was found dead with his throat cut Sunday night in the basement of the pharmacy he owned on Ninth and Main. Locals say the basement was the location of a popular “speakeasy,” an establishment set up to hide illegal activity such as alcohol consumption and gambling.

        

      

      My palms grew sweaty as I read. Having my throat cut did not at all sound like something I wanted to live through in a channeling. Not that any of the deaths with the ghosts of Landover had been a treat: near-drowned then struck by a boat. Shot in the heart. Drugged. I lived (and died) moment by moment in a channeling, feeling every punch, blow, and now apparently, slice. I read on.

      
        
        Police have no leads. An anonymous caller reported the crime to the local police station.

        “By the time we found out about it,” Sheriff Mulch said. “That basement had been wiped clean of any fingerprints or evidence.”

        Anyone with information is encouraged to call…

        

      

      A side article asked, Does Prohibition Actually Prohibit Anything? And another one: Is Lawlessness headed to Potter Grove?

      I read them both. They didn’t say much. The police hadn’t even known who had been there that weekend. I went back over to the research computer and looked up Terry Winehouse, Feldman’s brother and the person he said may have done him in. Terry had known the guest list at the speakeasy that weekend and what had happened. Why hadn’t he told police? That seemed very suspicious, especially since he was Feldman’s brother, and he had probably inherited everything.

      Two weddings and a funeral came up when I searched for him. He died in 1965 at the age of 77, survived by his second wife, Judy, and his nine unnamed kids and grandkids. I wondered if one of those kids was Shelby’s dad.

      I printed every article out then left for work.

      But on my way to the Purple Pony, I stopped at the Spoony River just to see if Shelby had started back like she was supposed to. I didn’t see her Cadillac, but Mrs. Carmichael was leaning against her bright blue Volkswagen, smoking a cigarette. I pulled up alongside her.

      “Shelby working today?” I asked.

      Mrs. Carmichael shook her head. “She called out again, if you can believe it. And I tell ya, I’m really startin’ to worry about that girl. I have to take her shift again today or Lenny says he’s gonna fire her.” She took a long inhale of her cigarette and blew the smoke straight over her head. “If you ask me, he’s not firing anyone and he knows it. I’m not the only one ‘round here who wouldn’t go back to Spoony’s if he…”

      Loud bird squawking interrupted her speech, and I instinctively ducked, even though I was in my car. A man’s voice, yelling and cussing, followed. We both turned in the direction of old George’s barbershop, which was right next door to the diner. But I already knew what was causing the commotion.

      The birds were back.

      And they sounded angry, screeching and crying in low, almost human tone. Old George ran from the side of his shop with about ten black birds of varying sizes swooping around his head, pecking at his ears and his skull.

      “Stop it,” he kept saying like the birds could speak English.

      “What in tarnation?” Mrs. Carmichael yelled, stomping her cigarette out and running over to help, coughing and flailing her arms the whole way. “I’m a comin’, George.”

      I got out and ran over too, even though every logical bone in my body said to roll the window back up and maybe just call for help from faraway.

      Grabbing a stick as I ran, I easily passed Mrs. Carmichael who was still coughing across the parking lot to the barbershop.

      Old George had backed himself against his front door, unable to open it because his hands were too busy protecting his head.

      I was surprised to see only a couple of the birds had that telltale, mutant, crusty beak. And they weren’t the ones attacking. They seemed to be the ones directing, which was also strange. But every time they squawked, the smaller crows swooped down from just above George’s head, one after the other. Blood dripped down his cheek and into the folds of his neck.

      I raised my stick and swung, smacking the door right above his head.

      “Oh Lord. Carly Mae, you’re gonna kill him,” Mrs. Carmichael sputtered at the same time George was yelling something that sounded like “I told you. Tomorrow is fine.”

      I shot her a look as she took off her apron and swung it at the birds like she was a professional bullfighter all of the sudden while I tried beating the air around George without getting close to him at all now.

      “Yes, okay,” he said, to the birds. “As soon as I close.”

      And just like that, the two larger birds with the cold, dead eyes and crusted beaks flew off into the clouds. The others quickly followed. And Old George slumped against the door, trying to get his breath.

      I threw down my stick. “What in the hell was that all about?”

      “Are you okay?” Mrs. Carmichael yelled, cupping old George’s chin. She yanked his head this way and that, inspecting the blood. After spitting on the apron still dangling from her hand, she wiped the bloody peck marks from his thin cheek. “We should call Caleb.”

      “Or Justin.” I reached in my back pocket and pulled out my phone.

      “Are you crazy?” George shook his head. “Don’t call anyone. Those birds are back. I knew it. I was pretty young the first time they came ‘round, but my parents talked nonstop about the doomsday they caused. People stopped coming to the lake.”

      “So, you’re saying you don’t want to report this?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’ll be fine.” His voice was unusually curt. “We got a diner to think about and the Purple Pony and the barbershop. Ain’t none of us can afford the doomsday days again.”

      I put my phone back and adjusted my pony tail. “I thought I heard you talking to the birds. What were you saying, anyway?”

      Old George ran a hand along his forehead, then inspected his fingers over, probably to see if he was still bleeding. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Mrs. Carmichael spit on her apron again, and he waved her off. “Last thing I need is spit,” he said. “Or pity. So both of y’all, just stop it, and go on with your business. You hear?”

      He pulled himself upright and opened the door to the barbershop, slamming it behind him.

      “What do you think is going on with old George?”

      Mrs. Carmichael pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket and lit one. She checked her watch and walked off toward the Spoony River’s neon sign. “Break’s ending soon” was all the usually chatty woman said.

      Something told me the doomsday days were coming, no matter if we talked about them or not. Things were changing in Potter Grove.

      And whatever was happening at the barbershop tomorrow after closing, the meeting he just set up with the attacking birds then pretended he had no idea about, I was going to make sure I was there for it too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Unicorns

        

      

    

    
      I really wanted Feldman’s story not to check out. But everywhere I turned — the library, the restaurant, I even called Mrs. Winehouse to make sure her father-in-law had a murdered brother named Feldman (a strange conversation, to say the least) — everything seemed like my ghost guest was actually telling the truth.

      “I think I’m going to channel with Feldman soon,” I told Rosalie when we were clipping and twisting wires for her new gemstone ring collection at the checkout counter when I got to work.

      I didn’t mention anything about the bird attack. Old George had been right. Most business owners in Landover County would rather have their eye sockets hollowed out by birds than talk about something that might lose them tourist dollars.

      She motioned with her pliers. “I’ve been reading up on demons,” she said like that was a normal response to anything in life.

      Her face seemed different today. Her cheeks were rosier and I’d never noticed how long her lashes were before. “We should figure out what kind of entity you’re dealing with before you do any sort of channeling. There’s a recipe in some of the books that you can use to determine the type of energy you’re dealing with.”

      “There is a recipe for everything,” I said, still not entirely believing her. “But how soon can we throw that together?”

      She shrugged, tugging mindlessly on one of her dreadlocks, which looked different too. Her hair was pulled back with a cloth headband that matched her pale blue dress.

      “Are you wearing makeup,” I asked.

      “Trying out a new look.”

      “Well, you look good.”

      “And normally I don’t?” She took a smaller inhale than normal; her face scrunched up as she did.

      “Wait a second. Are you wearing Spanx?”

      She ignored my comments and hobbled into the back room, her shapewear adding an odd kind of swing to her walk. She returned with one of her paranormal encyclopedias, a dark green book this time with a gold embossed title, The Dark Recipes: A Grimoire. She swept the rings aside with the back of her arm then plopped the book on the counter in front of me. After opening it to the bookmark, she inhaled oddly again and pointed.

      I looked down at the page:

      The most certain way to determine the type of entity you are dealing with is by using a formula called a sapientia (recipe to follow). Spray the area of suspected energy generously until a green hue presents. Allow mist to dissipate for two minutes, then spray again. The color(s) you see during the second misting determines the entity or entities in the atmosphere and should aid you in their removal, if necessary. Use with adequate lighting whenever possible.

      Green: Neutral. There are no detected entities

      Purple: An apparition of very low energy level

      Blue: A benevolent/harmless apparition of high energy level and strength

      Yellow: A benevolent/harmless apparition from nonhuman origins; a supernatural being such as a shapeshifter, griffon, omni, vampire, etc.

      Orange: An angry apparition of tremendous strength transitioning to a poltergeist, curse, or demon

      Red: Poltergeist

      Black: Curse

      White: Demon

      A mixture of any of these colors is an indication more than one entity is present.

      I looked at her and snapped my fingers. “We should mix up a batch of this and test it in the basement at Chez Louie.”

      I told her about Mr. Peters and the thing in the speakeasy, but she already knew and cut me off mid-sentence. “Nope. We are not helping that jerk.”

      “What is going on with you two? He told me you hated him.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t hate anyone… well, except for Paula Henkel and the sheriff, but you don’t hate anyone that normal people don’t hate along with you.”

      “This is my business, Carly. I brought this recipe out to help you with Feldman Winehouse. I’m not special ordering these ingredients for a jerk.”

      I pulled out my phone and took a photo of the recipe and the definition of the various mist colors. “Maybe Mr. Peters will do a seance there at the restaurant, or an exorcism,” I said like I knew what that entailed beyond horror movies. “And we can make some money off of it.” I told her about the weird 3d images in the bricks that flat out told me to die, and how the furniture shot out at me. “And, I used to work with Mr. Peters at the Thriftway. He’s not that bad. Plus, his wife just died. The restaurant is all he has left. We can help him out, can’t we?”

      She turned away. “Not even for double the price. If anyone deserves a demon in his basement, it’s Louis Peters.”

      The Corn Nuts. The hair and makeup. The Spanx. The hatred. It all came to me at once. “You two used to date, huh?”

      “Do you want to try this recipe on Feldman Winehouse or not?”

      “Stop avoiding my question.” I looked at the glittery front entrance of the store. “Is Mr. Peters the unicorn man?”

      She slammed the book closed then stormed away to the back with it.

      A long time ago, Rosalie told me she painted that purple and yellow glitter unicorn just after she and her long-time boyfriend broke up after college. To her, it symbolized new beginnings, strength, and the courage to move on when things didn’t work out the way you thought they should in life, so you could find a different path.

      Apparently, it also symbolized a little bitterness and hatred.

      I scrolled through my phone. “I’m calling Mr. Peters right now. You look so cute I think he should come by and talk about that demon he has growing in his basement…” I tried to make that sound sexual. I’m not sure it worked.

      “Don’t do it,” she said. “I’m not helping him.”

      “Come on. Why else would you suddenly be wearing Spanx? Let’s be honest with one another.”

      Half an hour later, Mr. Peters came through the door of the Purple Pony. He looked very nice in his dress pants and white button down shirt (his manager’s uniform, but it still looked good). He swung a bag of takeout, making the smell of garlic take over the store. My mouth watered even though I’d already eaten the wilted salad I brought myself for break.

      “Maybe, he can pay us in garlic shrimp,” I whispered to Rosalie, elbowing her as he pulled styrofoam containers out of the bag and set them on the table in the back.

      He looked at Rosalie and smiled. “You look great,” he said. His bald head was sweaty again.

      “You look bald,” she replied. “I already told Carly Mae. We can’t help you, Louis, no matter how much food you bring to the table.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, grabbing a stack of paper plates from the bag. I handed everyone one, then when neither of them moved toward the food, I opened all three of the styrofoam boxes. Pasta, bread, shrimp. Yummy smells came from all over. Mr. Peters was probably sick of this kind of food and Rosalie probably couldn’t eat a thing in the tight shapewear she was wearing. I dug in while I had full control of the yumminess, explaining to Mr. Peters all about the sapientia spray we were going to use to determine the entity in his basement.

      “That’s wonderful,” he said. He barely took his eyes off of Rosalie. “Thank you. Will you be able to get rid of it once we determine what it is?”

      I looked at my boss. She threw her hands on her smoothed-out-thanks-to-Spanx hips. “I think he’s asking you a question, Carly.”

      I had just taken a bite of my favorite and was letting it sit in my mouth a second. “Yes, absolutely,” I said, mouth full of shrimp. “We will be able to get rid of anything you want.”

      She glared at me. “I guess you got your answer, Louie. Carly will be helping you out on this one. But don’t think that includes me. My experience doesn’t come for free, unless it’s for someone very special.”

      I nodded and mouthed the words, “She’ll help,” to Mr. Peters, mostly because I knew she would. This was the kind of paranormal project Rosalie lived for.

      After he left, my boss grabbed a plastic fork and dug in. “So much for my diet. I mean, my healthy eating,” she said, moaning while she chewed. “But then, if I wear this shapewear, I don’t need to eat nearly as healthy.”

      She smoothed her hands along her dress. I stared at her a second and she seemed to sense my thoughts. “Just so you know, I didn’t wear makeup because I want him back,” she said, breaking off a chunk of bread and dipping it into the creamy Alfredo sauce. “I just wanted an eat-your-heart-out moment. I deserve that. Someday I’ll tell you about it.”

      I nodded. “Well, you got your moment. He looked back when he left,” I said, because I really had noticed.

      “Good.” She lifted up her dress and peeled off her shapewear, rolling and tugging it along her hips, a white puff of belly popped out as she wiggled the shape wear down. “Oh God that feels better. I can finally enjoy food in the comfort of my old belly.” She tossed the beige lump onto the floor and pulled her dress back into place. “The real demon here is whoever made that God awful thing. But I can say it was worth the look-back moment.”

      I didn’t tell her I noticed she looked back too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Flying the Coup

        

      

    

    
      The next day, I checked online to see when George’s barbershop closed before I headed out to the Winehouse’s to do more research on my ghost.

      It says a lot about your life when you have to plan your day around a bird meeting.

      Mrs. Winehouse had reluctantly agreed to let me look through the family’s photo album from the 1920s for the book I was writing, but only after I promised to buy a lipstick from Shelby to cheer her up.

      I stood in front of the Winehouses’ door, with the golden eagle knocker in my hand, mostly worried about seeing Shelby. She was going through quite a depression, and I didn’t know what to say or do to help her out of it.

      Shelby answered in her pajamas, which wasn’t a good sign seeing how it was almost eleven o’clock in the morning.

      “You okay? I heard you’re not back to work yet,” I asked as we both sat on the couch. The photo album was already on the coffee table next to Shelby’s makeup sample basket and some brochures. The baby was playing quietly in the playpen by the fireplace.

      She rubbed her eyes like she wanted to head back to sleep. “I’m fine. I’m going back to work later today. I just needed a little time off to get used to being a single mom again.” When she took her hands away from her eyes, I could see she had really been hiding the tears that were forming.

      I hugged her. “It’s going to be okay. You have your parents and me and Mrs. Carmichael. We’ll help.”

      “I’m just tired of it, that’s all. It’s hard.”

      One of the brochures on the table was from the nursing program at Landover University. I picked it up.

      “My mom wants me to go back,” she said. Dark bags circled her eyes. “She told me I don’t have to worry about rent or food while I’m living here. I just need to work part-time at Spoony’s and get my nursing degree.”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” I said.

      “It is. It’s just not the me I thought I’d be right now in my life.”

      “No one is ever that person. Well, I mean I am. I totally planned on being divorced without kids and working minimum wage even though I hold a master’s degree at age 31. And let me tell you, my mother is even more thrilled than I am.”

      The door opened and Shelby’s four-year-old twins rushed in followed by her mom, carrying bags of groceries. “Let me put away these groceries and get these boys some lunch then we can go through that old album,” she said, hugging me hello. “Did you find that new lipstick you were looking for yet?”

      She winked and I dutifully looked through the makeup basket that was full of teeny tiny lipsticks. “I need a new look,” I said.

      “All the latest colors are right there,” Shelby replied, snapping into salesperson mode. “Matte, shimmer… I think you’d look good in a coral.”

      Mrs. Winehouse had been right. Shelby did seem happier just talking about making a sale.

      I put on the orange lipstick she was calling coral. One of Shelby’s twins came up beside me, chuckling. “You look like a clown,” he said.

      “Jacob!” Shelby scolded.

      I quickly checked myself in my phone’s camera app. It was true. I did. I wiped the lipstick onto the back of my hand and tried a red one.

      He shook his head sadly. “Getting worse. You look like that creepy clown from the movie with the red balloon now.”

      “I’ll just take a nude.” I told Shelby.

      “A nude?” This got both the twins laughing. “She wants a naked one.”

      Sometimes when I’m around kids, my uterus cries out that it wants a baby too. This was not one of those times. I flipped open the album and ignored them.

      “Nude it is,” Shelby said, a smile escaping her lips when her kids’ laughter got louder.

      She leaned in to me to see the album better. Her pink pajamas almost matched her hair color, except the brown roots. “I remember this now. Bobby and I looked through this very album when I was pregnant. We were just curious about what the baby was gonna look like…” Her voice trailed off again in a depressed way, letting me know buying naked lipstick hadn’t completely brought her out of her funk.

      She tapped at the photo. “Bobby said this guy here, the tall one with the suspenders, was probably his great uncle, Boyd. Weird, huh? Our distant relatives knew each other.”

      “Do you know the names of anyone else in the photo?” I said, mostly to Feldman. I’d asked him to come with me, but only if he could ride along without making me feel like I was going to die in the process. So I wasn’t exactly sure he was here.

      “Aside from the man I know was my grandfather, Terry Winehouse, nope. And he died a long time before I was even born. This is my dad’s side of the family so you’d have to ask him when he gets home, and I’m not sure he’d be much help anyway. He was the youngest of nine kids.”

      Feldman appeared beside me, scowling. “How nice. My brother had such a big, happy family. Two wives and nine kids. Must’ve been wonderful to live long enough to spread love around like that.”

      I didn’t acknowledge the bitter ghost even though I was happy he was here.

      Shelby was still going on about how old these photos were, and how her dad hadn’t been born until the late 50s.

      I turned the page and recognized Chez Louie instantly. The old pharmacy had looked a little like a Cracker Barrel then too. A group of about eight people stood in the snow in front of it.

      “That was the night of my murder,” Feldman said, and I almost dropped my phone because I couldn’t get the camera app on fast enough.

      I peeled back the scrapbook’s plastic protective coating and snapped a couple photos of the page.

      Feldman turned his head to the side, like he was studying it in an almost human way. “I’m not in this photo. Everybody wanted to be in it, so Terrance and I took turns with the camera. He obviously only kept the photo with him and the gang. But this is that weekend. One of these people in this photo did me in.”

      Feldman ran a ghostly finger along the three women and five men in the black-and-white photo. “My good friends, these ones. Slicing my throat. No one coming forward to report the crime or give any information about it.”

      “Sorry,” I said then kicked myself for talking to an entity only I could see.

      Shelby stopped talking, and looked around. “Sorry about what?”

      “That I’m coming over here, intruding on your family, for my book. I know this is a hard time.”

      “It’s okay. It’s good to talk about something else,” Shelby replied.

      I turned the page and took as many photos of the speakeasy and the people involved that weekend as I could. “There’s Feldman Winehouse,” I said. “Your grandfather’s brother. He’s the ghost I’m featuring in the book.”

      Shelby nodded.

      “I’d do anything for my brother,” Feldman said, pointing to a photo of him and Terry standing arm in arm.

      I didn’t say anything.

      “Terry was always so jealous of me, though. He thought our mom liked me best. And she did. It was true. Feldman was her maiden name, so she kind of thought of me as special.” He paused, looking down at the photo book. “That’s not true, actually. The truth is, my mother was a gambler. It’s where I get it from. Her folks, the Feldmans, were a big banking family with a lot of money. My father had nothing. So when my mother married my father, they cut her off. Naming me Feldman was her way of trying to get them to like us. Sometimes, you lose when you gamble. And your kid is stuck with a weird name.”

      “Feldman is an unusual name. Do you know how he got it?” I asked Shelby.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Shelby chuckle-sighed. “I didn’t even know he had a brother.”

      Mrs. Winehouse yelled out from the kitchen. “I think it was Grandpa Terry’s mother’s maiden name or something like that. Some of the Feldmans still live ‘round here.”

      Feldman’s story was checking out all over the place.

      “Grandpa Terry,” Feldman said, the name crawling off his tongue. “I sold my part of that bar to help Grandpa Terry get a leg up in life, change his path…”

      “It looks like it worked,” I said, motioning around. Shelby sat forward, and I checked the pictures on my phone like I’d been talking about that. “Let me try again, though, just to make sure,” I said, clicking another photo. “Oh yeah, it worked.”

      Feldman went on. “Yeah, he got a leg up, all right. I can’t say I cared for the way I got thanked for it. It was a real pain in the neck, actually.”

      I wanted to ask him about that. From the brief research I’d done, which mostly consisted of looking through old, gruesome Yahoo Answer pages, having your throat cut was not an easy way to go out. The victims usually didn’t die immediately and had time to scream and flail around. Feldman must have seen something before he died.

      But Shelby was there, turning pages. And I could see the photo album pretty much skipped right to Terry’s first wedding after the speakeasy. So I thanked her and her family for their hospitality and headed out to work with my new nude lipstick.
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        * * *

      

      Potter Grove is the kind of town where everybody knows what kind of car everybody else drives, down to their license plate numbers and cutesy cat decals, so they can keep tabs on each other around town.

      And I was no different. After work that day, I checked for Shelby’s Cadillac as soon as I pulled into the parking lot that the Spoony River shared with the barbershop, relieved to see it was there.

      But I was careful to make sure no one else saw my car there. They’d wonder why I was at the barbershop, and I didn’t want to have to explain that I was spying on George. I circled the parking lot, checking the other cars to see if any busybodies were here before finding the most obscure spot at the back of the lot.

      These were the kinds of problems I never had in Indianapolis. Something to be said for the obscurity that a big city gives you.

      It was 6:30, and old George was just turning the open sign to closed. Band-aids dotted his grayish face from yesterday’s bird attack. I darted around back and waited until he was done taking the trash out to the dumpster before heading over to the back door to listen in.

      Feldman appeared by my side. I’d forgotten he was tagging along today. “Look who the real crook is around here,” he said. “You casing this place?”

      I shushed him even though I was the only one who could hear the ghost.

      I needed all my senses to listen in.

      A cold breeze blew by me and I zipped my jacket up, looking around before casually cupping my hand over my ear and placing it against the window. Years of grime coated my hand but I tried not to think about it.

      I didn’t hear anything at first. Maybe I was being crazy thinking a bird meeting was about to take place at a barbershop. Or, more likely, maybe the meeting was being held in the front of the barbershop while I was waiting in the back.

      I took a step back, just about to run to the front door when I heard something.

      Old George’s voice was shaky and low. “I already told you I’m not caving,” he said, or something close to that. I put my ear back on the cold, dirty window so I could hear better. “Last time they tried a coup, it backfired. Backfired in the worst way. People died.”

      “People were supposed to die,” a woman’s voice said, almost bored. It was calm and no-nonsense with a familiar crispness to it that I couldn’t place. “Please tell me you know that’s generally how a coup works. A violent overthrow of a system…”

      “I’m not a violent person,” George insisted.

      “No one here enjoys violence,” a male voice chimed in. “But we’ve tried things the non-violent way. We can’t keep hiding forever, living in fear. We believe the sparrow is here now.”

      The woman’s voice took over again. “You know better than anyone. It’s not the only sign that it’s time to take sides,” she said. She sounded an awful lot like Delilah Scott, the 90-year-old woman who lived near the Purple Pony, but that would have been impossible. She went on. “Just know, there are consequences for choosing wrong this time.”

      “What? Are you and your thugs going to peck my head open like you did the others sixty years ago?” George replied.

      “That wasn’t me. But, it’s me now. It’s me today. We know you’re friendly with those… beasts. We’ve all seen it. We can only guess how friendly, though.”

      She paused for George to answer. He didn’t.

      “There’s a saying that applies here. You’re either with us or against us. The bears have already let us know they’re getting ready. What are we going to do? Back down again? Pretend we don’t notice? You should join us. Take a stand. Help us find those bears.”

      I saw Feldman shaking his head out of the corner of my eye. “Interesting. You said there were bear skins staked somewhere?”

      I nodded. “Yes,” I pointed to the fence behind us that separated the back of the strip mall to the main road. “Right back there. What does it mean?”

      He shrugged. “How should I know? I’m not a shifter. My bar catered to both the bears and the birds, though. And, let me tell ya, they did not always get along. I think the skins are a sign the bears are about to weed out their sympathizers or they’ve started. I forget which. It’s a warning and a sign. Shows they’re getting ready for war.”

      “They kill their own?” I bit my lip, thinking about Bobby and his brothers.

      “All shifters do. You either go along with the clan or you leave, one way or another.”

      It hit me, and I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t thought this through earlier. “So, George is a shifter? A bird shifter?”

      Feldman looked at me sideways, like maybe I wasn’t as smart as he thought. “One way to find out for sure.” He hovered through the door, leaving me there, staring at peeling white paint and a dirty window. Sometimes I forget that ghosts can go through walls.

      The chain on the inside unlatched and the knob turned.

      “What the…” someone inside said.

      The door flung open, but it was too dark to see anything. Before I could ask Feldman to find a light switch, the sound of large birds flapping crazily suddenly filled the room, shaking the walls like the kind of thunder that rumbles foundations and sends kids running to their parents’ rooms. There must’ve been hundreds of birds trapped in there somewhere or it sounded like it. I threw myself against the wall, mostly in an attempt to move out of the birds’ way as the sound grew louder around me.

      I covered my head, making sure to protect my eyes, but just when I expected to feel the searing pain of skull-crushing bird pecks, the noises stopped. And everything went silent.

      It all happened so fast that it took me a second to realize I was safe.

      “George?” I asked, taking a deep breath as I called into the darkness.

      The lights flicked on, and I saw him, leaning against the backroom of his barbershop.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “It sounded like the birds were back.”

      “Birds? What are you talking about? I was taking a nap.”

      I looked around while the man lied. I’d never been back here before. It was just a break room with a microwave, refrigerator, and coffee pot. But it didn’t smell like food. It smelled like hair tonic mixed with a bird sanctuary.

      “Sorry, Carly Mae,” he said with a pronounced yawn. “Like I said, I just woke up. Everything okay? How on earth did you get in here?”

      He studied me as I studied him. “Oh, I came by to make sure you were okay from yesterday’s bird attack. I knocked but you didn’t answer, and the door swung open on its own. You must’ve left the back door ajar.”

      I could tell by his expression he believed me about as much as I believed him.

      But I was starting to trust my new client. In the car on the way home, I thanked him for his help at George’s. “We’ll do the channeling tonight,” I told him, almost instantly kicking myself for deciding not to wait for the sapentia formula.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Feldman’s Story

        

      

    

    
      Jackson hovered by my side, arms crossed, watching as Feldman and I looked over the photos I’d printed out from Shelby’s album that were spread across the dining room table.

      “These people were your best friends, huh? The ones who slit your throat and wiped away the evidence,” Jackson said, in an almost taunting tone. “Makes you wonder who your worst enemies were.”

      Feldman glared at my ex like he wanted to kill him and I gave the man a similar look. It was just like Jackson to do something stupid like piss off the already-angry ghost I was about to channel with tonight. Jackson didn’t know the part where I was about to channel with Feldman, though.

      Feldman hover-paced the floor beside me. “I’ve thought about that myself many times. If they were my friends, why didn’t they report the crime,” he said. He was calmer than I thought he’d be. “And the only logical reason I can come up with is that most the people in that photo were pretty prominent in the community. They had a lot at stake and couldn’t afford to get caught gambling and drinking at an illegal joint where a murder took place. They’d have been done for it. A doctor, a rich socialite, a couple of tradesmen, the sheriff…”

      “The sheriff? So you’re saying this could’ve been a cover up on a huge level.” It felt a lot like the boater’s “accident” again, except I got the distinct impression the victim was hardly as innocent this time. “I’m going to need you to tell me exactly who’s who in this photo.”

      I grabbed my pencil and scribbled as fast as I could into the pages of my notebook, putting little notes about the looks of the people in the photo.

      Feldman pointed to a tall, clean shaven man with sunken cheeks and a sleek combover similar to Hitler’s. “That’s Richie Mulch, sheriff of Landover.”

      He was the one quoted in the article, commenting about the lack of fingerprints at the murder site. I vowed to look him up more as soon as possible.

      “My best friend, Doc Yelman,” Feldman continued, pointing to a short dark-haired guy next to the sheriff. “He’s the guy I sold my part of the bar to. We made a lot of deals together. Mostly, he wrote the prescriptions and I filled them at the pharmacy.”

      “But they were really just alcohol,” I asked.

      “Or something equally as medicinal.”

      “Were you cheating him?”

      “Everybody cheats a little,” he replied, moving onto the next person in the photo. “Including Doc.” He pointed to a woman in a fur jacket. Doc’s hand was on her shoulder and she was laughing. “Doc had a wife, but that ain’t her. Everybody’s got a little something going on the side.”

      “Did you?”

      “Everybody.” He paused. “Nothing serious. Just fun.”

      I remembered reading The Great Gatsby in my college freshman class at Landover University. It did seem like most people in that era had fairly open relationships, like the original free-love generation.

      Feldman went on, pointing out the other people in the photo and I took notes on as much as I could. I’d already written about Richie, Doc, and Terry, so the rest of my notes looked something like this:

      
        
        Drew: Cute brunette, late 20s. Feldman’s girlfriend of almost 10 years. Seamstress.

        Blanche: Unknown age, blonde. This is the girl Doc brought. Feldman doesn’t know much about her.

        Flo: Terrance’s girlfriend, early 20s, blonde. The rich and spoiled socialite. A Donovan.

        Boyd: (Bobby’s relative), large man with overalls and a beard. A farmer.

        Chance: Tall, handsome guy in the photo. Feldman says he was the “pigeon” Doc brought so they could all make money. Feldman thinks he might have worked as a handyman for Doc and was probably romantically involved with Doc’s wife.

        

      

      I turned to a fresh page of my notebook, my hand already tired from writing longhand. “Tell me what you remember about the murder.”

      He sat back in the chair and looked up at the ceiling. “That’s the part that’s still a little fuzzy. It was the end of the night. Everyone had gone to bed, I think. We were snowed in, I told you that, right? But I found everyone places to sleep. Blankets, pillows, the whole shebang. I made sure everyone was all nice and cozy. And how did they repay me for my hospitality?”

      He took a minute to think about that, the betrayal of his friends. Not just the one who murdered him, but everyone else for cleaning it up and never even helping with the investigation.

      He continued. “Before I went to bed, I came back into the bar where the poker table was still set up, just to clean up a little before I headed off. And that crazy piggy bank was sitting right smack in the middle of the table again.”

      “What crazy piggy bank?”

      “Ah, I didn’t tell you about that, huh?” he said, looking at the ceiling again like he expected the memories to pour into his head if he looked long enough. “Nobody would admit where it came from, but somebody sent me this ugly-as-hell cast iron bank in the mail about a week before the party. It was crazy and heavy, looked like a horse.”

      “And you had no idea where it came from?” Jackson asked, voice skeptical.

      Feldman shook his head. “No, and it drove me nuts all night. What did it mean? Who sent it? It kept showing up in odd places all night. Everyone thought it was hilarious.”

      I scribbled everything into my notes and checked the photos for a horse bank. I didn’t see anything.

      “That creepy thing was on the poker table as I was heading off to bed. That’s when I noticed it had something sticking out of the little hole on its neck. You know, the hole for putting the coins in? So, I sat down to get a better look. It was pretty stuck in there, but I was able to dig it out with my pinkie. It was a string or something with a long thin paper attached. It said: You gamble. You lose.”

      I think I may have gasped.

      “That’s all I remember. Somebody grabbed my chin and yanked my head back. Before I could even struggle…”

      “Okay,” I said, stopping him. I would live the rest of the gory details in real time soon enough. It was better that I didn’t know too much ahead of time. “You never figured out what the note meant, though?”

      “Nope. I mean I wasn’t exactly the kind of person others might describe as virtuous. I had a lot of things in my life that someone could’ve seen or found out about. A lot of gambling. A lot of cheating. But I don’t remember any huge bets I didn’t pay off or anything like that.”

      “It’s so hard when everyone wants you dead,” Jackson said, making Feldman scowl at him again. They stared at each other for almost a full minute.

      “Said a man who had a very similar problem in life.” I reminded my ex, interrupting their staring contest. “But we do know it was impossible for anyone else to get into the speakeasy or leave it because of the snowstorm.”

      “It had piled up around the doors and windows. Yeah. We were stuck.”

      “Then we know all I have to do is follow that horse. Whoever planted the horse around the bar that night is the killer. Do you know about what time your murder happened?”

      He ran a hand over his long chin. “It’s hard to say. Everyone had gone to bed. That much I know. Maybe two or three in the morning.”

      “I should go into the channeling at the beginning of the party,” I said.

      Feldman smiled.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Jackson interrupted. He had moved so he was a safe distance from our guest, hovering closer to the living room, right by Rex. The chicken. He could dish out the insults but he never wanted to deal with the repercussions. “I think that’s exactly what you want,” he continued. “Carly combining energies with you for that long… You’d be a very powerful ghost if that happened.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. I never knew that’s what was happening during a channeling. I knew I was combining energy, and I knew I felt drained afterwards, but I never thought I was somehow giving the ghosts more power when we did it.

      Feldman couldn’t stop grinning. “Carly’s a very strong medium. She can handle herself. She doesn’t need a babysitter.” He moved in closer to Jackson, and my ex backed away.

      Jackson turned to me. “This sounds like almost a full day of channeling. You can barely handle a couple of hours.”

      “I’ll take breaks with this one,” I said. “I’ll set a timer on my phone and I’ll only channel for half an hour at a time.”

      I pointed my finger at my still-grinning houseguest. “And you’re right. I’m pretty sure I can handle a half an hour. But that’s it for tonight.”

      Jackson’s face dropped. “You are not serious. Tonight? I cannot believe you are considering it at all, but so soon?” He disappeared, allowing his voice to fade out with him. “You gamble. You lose. I suppose.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Channeling with a cheater

        

      

    

    
      Jackson appeared again in front of the sofa I was trying to relax on. “For the record, I would just like to state this is a bad idea, and I am completely against it.”

      “Duly noted, professor,” I said. “I’ll probably hear my phone’s timer, but just shake me out of the channeling in half an hour if I don’t.”

      “I most certainly will not,” he said. “You are on your own. I want no part of this.”

      “It’s okay, pal. She’s not gonna want to stop after half an hour, anyway,” Feldman replied, winking at me. His teeth were almost a golden shade of yellow as he smiled. “Most women can’t get enough.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on things,” Jackson said, weakly.

      Of all the channelings I’d done over the last eight months or so, this one made my skin crawl the most.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” I said. I set my timer, put my phone on the coffee table, then let my head rest against the pillows, trying to get my mind to go blank.

      It took me a couple of minutes to calm my breathing down enough for Feldman to enter. He kept telling me to relax, which made relaxing that much harder, kind of like when Jimmy Swinson and I fooled around under the bleachers during a football game my freshman year of high school. It was my first time making out and people were stomping their feet above us. There was no relaxing then, no matter how many times he said to do it. There was no relaxing now.

      I closed my eyes and tried not to think about Jimmy Swinson.

      Still, it took me by surprise. His ghost entered my energy faster than I expected. And an instant chill fell over my entire body, like when you drink a Slurpee too fast and your brain feels numb and achy, only this was over my entire body. And this Slurpee was creepy.

      I needed to stay professional, I reminded myself, no matter how much I couldn’t stand the ghost I was channeling with. This was my job. I needed to do it. I concentrated on the sounds and smells around me. It was cold. My hands ached with a stinging, frozen feeling. A strong wind smacked my face and made my nose run. Laughter surrounded me and a bright light permeated my closed eyelids.

      “Okay, Feld, now you take the photograph and I’ll be in it.”

      I heard the sounds of footsteps crunching through snow. Somehow, I knew they were my own. Snowflakes fell along my face and head. I opened my eyes. I was standing in front of a large, box-like, black camera on a stand.

      “And hurry up, will ya?” said a curly-haired blonde in an opened mink coat with a short dress and thick legs. I recognized her as Blanche, the woman Doc brought, who wasn’t his wife. “The girls and I are freezing. You try wearing a dress in the snow.”

      “Who’s to say we haven’t?” One of the guys joked.

      “It’s warm inside,” Feldman said.

      “No kidding,” she replied. “I wouldn’t know.”

      There they were. The same people from the photo, scrunched together and smiling in front of the pharmacy, snow falling around them, piling up. Women in long coats, opened to show their short skirts, cute short haircuts made cuter by the flapper hats pressing against their hairlines. The men were in suits, of all things. The kind of ties, collared shirts, and vests that would’ve seemed too stuffy and pretentious for such a casual weekend now.

      Feldman clicked the photo. Then we all crunched back through the snow inside, laughing at nothing but our own daring foolishness to be taking a photo in a snowstorm. One of the brunettes wrapped her arm into Feldman’s. “It’s good to see your old friends again,” she said as we walked around toward the basement steps.

      “Yeah, seeing ‘em’s great. Hanging out with them’s a whole other story,” he replied.

      The smell of alcohol took over my senses as soon as we stepped through the basement door, a strong smell that I wasn’t expecting, almost medicinal, like the kind of alcohol that goes into thick cold syrups, and it seemed to ooze from the cracks in the wood, that and the tobacco smoke.

      The basement seemed larger than it did at Chez Louie. There were rooms off to the side that I never noticed before. A kitchen, maybe. The place was bright with hanging lights that separated the bar from the lounge area that was decorated in white tufted white couches and small wooden tables. At least now I knew what the lumps probably were sitting under drop cloths in Mr. Peters’s basement. I couldn’t get over the bar, though. It looked amazing compared to its rundown condition today. With its polished wood and glasses hanging down decoratively, it almost glistened.

      “Let’s have a toast to the Bear Bird,” the dark-haired man I knew was Doc said. He quickly hustled behind the bar and grabbed nine shot glasses from the cabinet underneath, lining them up along the counter while he puffed on his pipe. He looked even older in person, his hair graying around the temples. He handed the woman in the mink the first glass and they stared at each other for a second before she turned away.

      “To our good friend, Feldman Winehouse, the most appropriate host for a most inappropriate weekend,” Doc said, and everyone laughed, downing their shots. It burned my throat a little going down but Feldman didn’t cough or gag at all. It was water to him.

      “Thank you, one and all, for showing up to what I hope will turn into a tradition. An annual weekend of debauchery,” he said, turning to Doc.

      Doc looked down at his shot glass.

      Feldman spoke to me in his head again. “Look at them all. My brother, he’s sure laughing, huh? Look at him with his girlfriend. I should never have sold the place for him. He didn’t even care. All I did for that jerk, and he never even said thanks.”

      I could tell channeling was going to be hard for Feldman. He was very angry and bitter, making me feel almost sorry for the guy. It’s one thing to remember something as a distant memory tucked away in the dark corners of your mind that you pull out and rewrite every once and a while. And it’s an entirely different thing altogether to relive that day exactly how it happened, breath by breath, moment by moment, knowing one of the people in the room was just about to slit your throat.

      “Keep an open mind, Feldman.” I reminded him. “Terrance might not have been the one.”

      He did look guilty, though. They all did. A radio played softly in the background and Terrance’s girlfriend, Flo, turned up the sexy jazz song. Slowly, she took her long wool coat off to the beat of the music, laying it seductively over Terrance’s shoulders. Her dress was short and flouncy. The other men turned their heads when her coat came off. She was easily the cutest one there. Early 20s, short blonde hair, long lashes.

      “Although the weather outside is frightful, thank you, Feldman, for keeping this joint delightful,” a man said.

      Feldman turned toward the voice. It was the guy I knew was the sheriff. Richie Somebody. He sat at the bar, cleaning his fingernails with the blade of a long silver pocket knife. His initials were on the handle.

      “I like to make sure the furnace stays on so the skirts stay short,” Feldman replied. “You should know that, Richie.”

      Feldman’s girlfriend, Drew, smiled awkwardly at them both, then at the girl who had just taken off her coat. She took hers off too, but nobody’s head turned. I could tell by how quickly and meekly she’d done it, though, that turning heads was far from her intention. She was just as cute as Flo, but her dress was more of a modest length, a little longer and looser than the younger woman’s, and her face was more serious and less makeup-perfect. “Who wants a tour of the darkest corners here?” she asked. “Chance? Blanche? Anyone?”

      I really wanted Feldman to raise his hand and take her up on the offer. I knew there was no way, though. He already knew his own darkest corners.

      I recognized most of the people from the photo and my notes. But I was pretty sure I was noticing things Feldman probably hadn’t. The man known as Chance was more than just the dumb pigeon Doc had brought. I could tell by the way the women all stared at him that he was the most interesting man here. Like Flo, he was also in his early 20’s with broad shoulders, a chiseled chin, and dark, thick hair.

      Chance went on the tour with Feldman’s girlfriend and so did Blanche, Richie, and Boyd. Bobby looked eerily like his distant relative. Same curly hair and the kind of bushy dark eyebrows that looked like they might spin a chrysalis on his forehead. I would never have guessed Feldman went to high school with the man, though. Feldman was about 40, and this guy looked much younger.

      While the group left for their tour with Feldman’s girlfriend, Flo grabbed Terrance’s hand. “Come dance with me before you jokers go off and play your cards,” she said, kissing him lightly on his lips, making Doc puff harder on his pipe.

      Terrance laid their coats on a stool and allowed his girlfriend to pull him closer to the radio. Flo easily swayed into dance moves, and Terry awkwardly snapped his fingers and tried to move along.

      Flo caught Feldman’s eye, staring a second longer than I expected her to. Then, she winked at us.

      “You’re kidding. You and Flo?” I asked.

      “Sure, a little. Once. Who can blame me?”

      “Probably your brother and your girlfriend, that’s who,” I said. “And your girlfriend seems very nice.” I was mentally making notes of all the people this man had cheated, the people who might have wanted to see him under the table later.

      “Everybody does it. You have someone you care about and you get a little careless on the side.”

      Flo danced with Terrance but glanced over at Feldman more than a few times to make sure he was watching her. He was.

      I continued. “That’s why you think he killed you. You were sleeping with his girlfriend.”

      “It’s not like they were gettin’ married. C’mon. But yeah, he might’ve had some reasons.”

      “So, your brother had a motive and your girlfriend too. Doc could’ve found out you were cheating him at business. Anyone else have a reason to do you in?”

      “Everybody did,” he said, casually. I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “Never said your work was going to be easy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Half an Hour

        

      

    

    
      While his brother danced, Feldman went behind the bar with the doctor. Doc had shoe-polish black hair with only odd streaks of gray around the temples, and his face was a little ashen for a man in the health profession. He pulled down a couple beer glasses from an overhead rack and filled one from the beer tap. He gestured toward the dance floor while handing the beer to Feldman. “How’d your brother get someone like that, anyway? She deserves better.”

      “You mean like a doctor?”

      He poured himself a glass too. His smile was large and yellow. “Yes, of course that’s what I meant. Or a businessman like yourself.”

      “I’m happy with what’s-her-face,” Feldman replied, sipping his beer. “Besides, you know who that is, right? She’s a Donovan right there.”

      “No kidding. So, she’s slumming then?”

      Feldman laughed. “Except most people in the slum are bright enough not to take such a high-risk offer. Not my brother, though.”

      The Donovans had the same reputation now. Rich and powerful.

      “And to think, in high school, they used to say Terry was the bright one in your family.”

      “Before the war, maybe he was. He’s changed now. He’s drinking me out of a very lucrative business, running with the wrong crowd, acting like there’s no tomorrow. I’m only selling for him.”

      “When you gonna tell everyone,” Doc asked, sipping around the foam, scrunching his face up like it was awful.

      “Probably tomorrow evening, at the end of the weekend. No sense putting a damper on things now.”

      “You’re talking about the bar?” I asked Feldman in our head as Drew walked out of what was probably the kitchen followed by her tour group. “So no one knew you were selling the bar until this weekend? That’s kind of interesting. Don’t you think?”

      “I kind of suspected Terry would go crazy when he found out, and I was right.”

      Drew’s voice interrupted him. It was low and soft, even though she was obviously trying to project it. She was standing in the hallway with her tour group. “The cook here is famous for his chicken,” she announced to the whole club. No one listened. Most were watching the dance floor where Flo and Terrance had hands all over each other.

      I went back to talking to Feldman in our collective head. “Why did Terry get upset? I thought you said you sold this bar for him.”

      “I did, but it was also for me. I was a terrible businessman when it came to this bar. I couldn’t refuse my own brother, drinking on the house. My own friend, Richie the sheriff over there, taking a cut of my business so we didn’t get raided. Oh yeah, and he also drank on the house. And my friend, Doc, wanting more of a cut for his prescriptions. I had way too many cuts already. I wanted out.”

      Drew was still talking like she had everyone’s full attention. “I… I had the cook make some chicken for us. If anyone’s interested. I’m heating it up.”

      The place went to the smells of chicken warming in the oven, and my stomach rumbled. I’d forgotten to eat before the channeling again.

      Feldman’s eyes scanned over to Chance. I could tell he didn’t trust the man. I couldn’t stop staring whenever Feldman’s viewpoint gave me the opportunity. Chance had that “quarterback look.” He definitely stood out in this crowd.

      Stop looking, Carly. You love Justin.

      Feldman laughed at me in his head. I forgot he could hear a lot of my thoughts. “Ms. Perfect isn’t all that perfect either, eh?”

      “At least I know my boyfriend’s name,” I shot back, mocking him. “I’m fine with what’s-her-face.”

      “I knew her name,” he said in a faraway voice. “I was just playing it up for the guys. I should’ve been better to that kid. I miss her, actually. Look at her, taking our guests around. She was sweet.”

      I took a second to replay my own thoughts from earlier: Had I really just said I loved Justin? Did I really love him? Did that make me desperate to love him so early? We’d only been dating a few months.

      “Yes,” Feldman said. “That is pretty desperate.”

      “Focus on your own memories, please,” I snapped, kicking myself for getting lost in personal thoughts and inviting a stranger in to comment. I focused my attention back on the memory in front of me.

      The woman Doc had brought with him had her mink coat draped across her arm now, her hat off. She fluffed up her blonde curls and leaned into Chance, laughing at something the quarterback said while they stood in the doorway with Drew. As if feeling Doc’s glance, she looked up at him and blew him a kiss before the tour moved on. He took a long sip off his beer and picked his pipe back out of the golden naked-lady ashtray he’d set it in on the bar. “I need a new girlfriend.”

      “Is that what your wife told you this morning when you left for your weekend of debauchery?” Feldman asked.

      Doc flicked a match and lit his pipe again, puffing out smoke that circled Feldman’s head. “In the end, there’s only one story that matters in life. The one you tell your wife. Speaking of which, Pamela is dying to know how you liked your incredibly thoughtful birthday present. She had it sent special.”

      Feldman coughed on the smoke. “It’s not my birthday.”

      “What are you talking about? That’s why we’re all over here, celebrating, or at least that’s the story I told Pamela.” He winked. “You’re turning the big 4-0. Congratulations, for the second time.”

      “So you and Pamela were the ones who sent me that weird horse bank over there?” He motioned toward the back of the bar.

      And I finally got to see it. The horse bank. It was about the size of a small loaf of bread, a brown race horse with the number 3 on its green blanket, and what looked like a red blanket around its neck. Its painted metal eyes were the spookiest part, like they could see right through you in a blank, dead kind of way.

      “Oh. That is a beauty.” Doc whistled and picked it up. I tried to pay attention to every angle, not just the horse, but the way the doctor was looking at it too. “We didn’t send this. Pamela would rather have died than send something so tacky. We sent the cheese basket with fruit from Hank’s grocery.”

      Feldman thanked his friend for the cheese. “If you didn’t send the bank, I can’t figure out who did. It’s not my birthday. And there was no return address on the package when it came last week. No card. Nothing. Drew said it was probably a metaphor. Somebody’s trying to tell me they’re going to make bank this weekend.”

      “An expensive metaphor,” Doc said. “Or, it’s someone trying to tell you we should save our pennies and go to the Kentucky Derby again. Why’d we stop going there, anyway? It must be… seven or eight years.”

      “We all got old. We have wives, girlfriends, and businesses now…”

      “Some of us have all three.” Doc set the bank back on the bar and toasted his glass to his own comment. “I thought your friend from New York was coming. The writer. Jeremy.”

      “He couldn’t make it.”

      “Writers are busy now, huh?”

      “More like writers are poor now, in particular that guy,” Feldman replied. “I guess Golden Promises wasn’t the hit he needed it to be.”

      Flo danced over to the bar at that moment, sweat glistening around her face, making her look even more beautiful. Sweat never did that to me.

      “I read that book,” she said, chest heaving as she caught her breath from dancing. She turned to Doc. “Pour me a drink, will ya? Gin and tonic, easy on the tonic.”

      Doc puffed harder on his pipe as he brought down a glass.

      She continued. “Jeremy Somebody-or-rather. He certainly hates rich people and women. A bit of a hack, I’d say, especially that last book.”

      Feldman shrugged. “A talented hack who told me he made a nice chunk of change.”

      She nodded to Doc when he handed her the drink then chugged it. “I’ll never know why. His poems are all right, but the women in his stories are all fools.”

      Doc chuckled. “Well, my fool of a wife loved it.”

      Flo didn’t seem to hear him. She was still talking about the book. “It made me feel sorry for them, how they were constantly concerned with whether or not they seemed clever to their men. Which because the stories were always written from the male perspective, they never did. Try as they might. Poor fools.”

      “Do us all a favor and go heavier on the tonic,” Feldman said, through clenched teeth.

      “I’m sorry. Wasn’t that comment clever enough for you, darling?”

      She took another gulp then left to dance with his brother again.

      Doc leaned into Feldman. “I tell you, I like her. She speaks her mind.”

      “Yeah, ain’t nothing better than that,” Feldman said. “Except maybe tuberculosis.”

      Doc went on. “But I have to agree about that book, for different reasons, though. It put a bunch of useless ideas into Pamela’s head. I swear it was right after reading Golden Promises that the woman started talking nonsense, about how we needed to support each other’s dreams like they did in the books.” He sighed. “I told her the only dream I had was winning at horses and getting a divorce. And she was more than welcome to support me on both of those.”

      Feldman downed his beer and watched his brother on the dance floor. Terry kissed Flo on the cheek then broke for the bar. “Two shots of the finest, Felds,” he said to his brother. “And Flo’s thirsty too. Gin and tonic for her, easy on the tonic.”

      Doc shot him a look while Feldman started on the drinks.

      “You sure you need two?” Doc asked the tall strawberry-blonde man in front of him. “And Flo just ordered that same drink not more than one minute ago.”

      Terry’s lip curled. “You our dad all the sudden, Doc? This is my brother’s place. That means we have my family to thank for this weekend. Show a little respect, huh?” He downed one of the shots while staring right in Doc’s eyes like he was daring the older man to say something. Then he drank the other shot. “Leave the bottle on the counter, Felds. It’s too much work for you to pour it for me.”

      Feldman looked at Doc, who was already shaking his head, before shrugging and leaving the bottle on the bar.

      Terry went back to the dance floor carrying the drink for Flo.

      “I’m adding water to that bottle when he’s not looking,” Doc said when Terry was out of earshot.

      “Your place now,” Feldman replied. “Your call.”

      Feldman went back to talking to me in his head. “My brother was by far the biggest reason I sold the Bear Bird. Sometimes in life you hit a certain point where, if success hasn’t come, you think it never will. And you give up. He was giving up, drinking himself crazy. I could see that. I was buying him an art studio. Nice, huh? He used to paint some amazing stuff back in the day.”

      Richie and Boyd left the tour and went over to the bar, watching the dance floor where things were heating up as the dancers got drunk. Flo ran her hands over Terrance’s chest and down his back to the beat of the jazz song playing. She spilled a little drink on the back of Terry’s shirt and laughed as they twirled.

      “Drew is a great tour guide,” Richie said to Feldman. He sat down in one of the stools along the bar. Richie’s thin, sunken cheeks seemed to cave in at unnatural angles. Feldman quickly grabbed a glass and poured him a beer. “But we ducked out early because I got thirsty.”

      Boyd pointed to the display on the dance floor. “Plus, this is a lot more interesting than looking at Feldman’s office or the finest sheets you two got all the way from China. I thought your girlfriend said darkest corners.”

      It was the first time I’d really heard the man who looked like Bobby speak. He sounded just like Bobby too. Bored and upset about most everything in life.

      Doc slid the drinks over to the men.

      “That pansy you brought better really be a pigeon, Doc,” Richie said. “You bringing a stranger in on a reunion poker weekend isn’t sitting too well with me. I’m surprised you okayed it, Feld.”

      Feldman shrugged.

      Doc rolled his eyes at him. “When Chance expressed to me that he’d never played poker before, I said ‘Perfect. Neither have we. Bring fifty bucks and we’ll figure it out together.’”

      “His name’s Chance. C’mon, Doc. Who’s conning who?”

      Doc puffed on his pipe. “His last name’s Chance. I think his first name’s Michael, maybe. I don’t know. Pamela hired him. He’s doing work around the house for her.”

      “I bet he is,” Richie said, raising his eyebrows and his glass. “Tell Pam I do good work too.”

      Doc stared at the man like he wanted to rip his guts out.

      Feldman talked to me. “They never liked each other.”

      “I can tell,” I said.

      Feldman reached across the bar and grabbed the bank, sliding it over in front of the guys. “Okay, ‘fess up. Which one of you jokers gave me this ugly thing?”

      They both laughed when they saw it and shook their heads no. “I wish I could take credit for finding something straight out of hell like this, but you know me, I don’t shop, and I don’t buy,” Richie said. “If I spend any money, it’s here at the bar.”

      Feldman spoke to me again. “He never spent money here. He made money here. He drank on the house and he got paid off. Richie was another guy who was none too happy to hear I sold the bar. Especially not to Doc. He knew there was no way Doc was gonna pay Richie even one thin dime for protection on this place. Doc already told me he wasn’t. He said he had enough on that crooked cop to already put him away and that’s what he’d do if he was pressured.”

      “Interesting,” I said, over the sound of an alarm beeping in the background. It barely registered and kind of morphed into the man’s words. My shoulders shook and my eyesight went dark then light again.

      The two men in front of me who were holding the bank and laughing flickered in and out with my own living room wallpaper.

      “Carly… Carly.” It was my annoying ex-husband. I focused on his voice even though I didn’t want to, allowing it to lead me back.

      His face was translucent, his color weak. I knew it took a lot out of him to move things in the physical world. He stopped shaking my shoulders as soon as my eyes opened fully. The alarm on my phone beeped annoyingly.

      “I think it’s been going off for a while,” he said. “I’m not sure why I didn’t notice.”

      And when I thought about it, it did seem like more than a half an hour had passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Breaks With Reality

        

      

    

    
      It was becoming harder and harder to return to reality after a channeling. Living in someone else’s mind was invigorating and intoxicating; I couldn’t even lie about it to myself. A different time. A different person. A different way of breathing and smelling and thinking.

      I needed to do it again, and that was the part that was scaring me the most, probably because I wasn’t sure if I was starting to lose myself.

      I wrote down everything into my notes about the channeling so far, even the part where it had seemed to be longer than a half an hour. I checked the clock on my phone. 10:30. Unfortunately, I had no idea what time I’d started channeling.

      Feldman was nowhere to be found. Ghosts always needed time to rest after a channeling, so I couldn’t go over the case with him. And Jackson wasn’t interested.

      “You’re on your own, Carly doll,” he said.

      I stared at my notes while I downed the water by my side. “Feldman’s death must have had something to do with selling the bar,” I said to myself. “Sending a horse bank and then writing a note inside it was pretty planned out. Personal. Not a crime of passion.”

      At least I had a lot to look up at the library the next morning. I guzzled the rest of my water then got up for more. Sometimes, water hits the spot so well it tastes better than ice cream. This time, it was like a hot fudge sundae with whip cream, chocolate sprinkles, and a little cherry on top.

      “When are you planning your next channeling,” my ex asked, hovering beside me as I turned on the faucet and hiked myself along the side of the sink so I could drink straight from the water stream. He raised an eyebrow at me.

      I climbed down and shrugged. “Maybe tomorrow. Why?”

      “I think you should take a break,” he said.

      I shook my head so hard, water drizzled down my chin. “Why? I’m fine.” I coughed on my own drool.

      “You seem fine, for someone trapped in a clothes dryer.”

      I wiped the drips from my chin, but didn’t answer him.
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        * * *

      

      Light from my window woke me up the next morning, and I checked the time. It was almost 9:30. I hadn’t heard my alarm again. My eyes were heavy. My body ached. I was nowhere near ready to get up, but the library was already open. I had to get going before work.

      I set my phone alarm for the following minute just to make sure everything was working properly then shuffled downstairs.

      There was a message on my machine. It was Rosalie.

      “Get over to my house quick. The package came. I repeat the package came. We can figure out what Feldman is now. See if it’s safe to do a channeling. Hurry. We need to open the Purple Pony at eleven.

      I gulped. I knew she was talking about the ingredients for the sapientia formula. I almost didn’t want to find out what I’d channeled with now.

      I looked around for my water bottle, my mouth dry and chalky, as my alarm went off. My phone had been working just fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          The Sapientia Formula

        

      

    

    
      I parked my car in front of Rosalie’s cottage, which was tucked in the part of Potter Grove not too many people lived in anymore. I always guessed this division must’ve been built by a guy who thought cars were a passing phase. Narrow streets and no sidewalks. But it was why she could live off of nothing.

      A wind picked up as soon as I stepped out of the car causing the loose shutter hanging crooked on her modest two-story to bang along the paneling like it was going to fall into her lawn, a term I was using lightly because it basically consisted of overgrown bushes, colorful empty pots, and a large sculpture of a unicorn drinking from a fountain. She sure loved her unicorns in life.

      Rosalie rarely invited anyone over. I’d only been to her place one other time, and the only thing I remembered about it, aside from the fact it was full of books stacked everywhere, was that it was dark. Probably why she spent most of her time at the Purple Pony.

      The smell of over-cooked pine needles took over my senses as soon as she opened the door, which was only just enough to let me in. “Come on,” she said, waving a plastic yellow-gloved hand at me. “We’ve got to hurry.” She closed and locked the door as soon as I squeezed inside like she was suddenly wanted by the FBI or something.

      In addition to the gloves, she had on a plastic poncho and goggles with a cloth mask dangling from her neck. She handed me the same get-up. “We need to get this formula made, cooled, and tested while we still have adequate lighting, which I guess means while we still have daylight.”

      “I think we’ll be fine. It’s barely ten o’clock.” I squinted into the darkness that was her living room. We were not going to get adequate lighting here.

      There were even more books than I remembered. No wonder it was so dark. They were stacked from floor to ceiling and the stacks covered most the windows.

      I quickly put my outfit on and slipped into the kitchen where I noticed the same recipe book from the other day out and opened on the counter. Three other equally large and maybe even older books were also opened in various parts of her kitchen: One along the stove, one propped against the microwave and another balanced along an empty pot.

      “There are discrepancies in the recipes of the sapientia formulas from one book to the next. Can you believe it? I guess we just pick one and go with it. I’m boiling down the goat fingernails, half the charcoal, and frankincense now because all the recipes call for that. But maybe look through the books to see which recipe is best.”

      “Now how would I know that?” I asked, coughing through what I now knew was goat fingernail fumes. I put the cloth mask back over my face and picked up the large gray book on the pot, scanning the entry for the formula.

      “There’s going to be plenty here. Enough for me and Mr. Peters,” I said, checking her reaction out of the corner of my eye. I didn’t mention the part that I wasn’t even sure I wanted the spray anymore because then I would have to admit that I already channeled with Feldman.

      Rosalie barely looked up from the bottom cupboard she was searching through. After clanging through pots and pans, she emerged with a blender.

      “I’m only doing this for you,” she said, her voice muffled through her mask. “Because it’s important. If this entity is a poltergeist, a demon, or a curse, you cannot channel with it.”

      I stared blankly at her. Now was the perfect time to mention that I’d already done a channeling, but then I couldn’t. She would feel like she was doing all this goat-fingernail-boiling for nothing.

      She went on. “So don’t talk to me about Louis Peters. I don’t care about Louis Peters.”

      “What happened with you two, anyway? What’s your full story?” I asked, noting the side effects in the gray book included possible infertility. I tossed it aside and moved onto the purplish black book propped along the microwave.

      “Classic Barbie and Ken story. He was captain of the football team and I was the cutest cheerleader.” She chuckled through the dust mask while she stirred the pot simmering on the stove that was about to boil over.

      “You never confirmed yesterday. Is he the boyfriend from the unicorn vision?”

      She didn’t say anything, so I knew he was. It was hard for me to picture balding, pudgy Mr. Peters as the hippie who broke Rosalie’s heart.

      “This was the late 70s when we met, mind you. Louis was so straight-laced back then. Hair down to his knees, but he was already manager of the bookstore in Landover Mall. So responsible. I went in for a book. I wasn’t even planning on applying for a sales job. But I was instantly intrigued by this hippie in a suit. If I remember right, he told me to come back with shoes and he’d give me a job…”

      I continued reading while she talked. The worst side effect in the purplish black book, aside from bleeding gums and the possibility of opening doors to the hosts of evil, was constipation. The recipe was still in the running.

      She pulled her mask down so I could hear her better. “Long story short, we dated, fell in love or so I thought, and I got scared. He started talking commitments, long-term junk that hippies didn’t talk about back then. He wanted to get married, of all things. I was nineteen and he was talking forever-stuff to me. Got down on his knee with a ring and everything.”

      Her pot began smoking, blackening the wall behind it with burning frankincense while a foul smell circulated through the kitchen. She waved a towel over the smoke and turned down the flame. “I think we’re ready for step two. This is where the recipes differ. Which one are we going with?”

      I pointed to the dark green book she showed me a few days ago when I first learned about the recipe. “I guess we should stick with the original.”

      “What’s next?” she asked.

      I took a second to look. “Drop a small chunk of dry ice into the boiling mixture as soon as it comes off the stove.”

      She pointed to the red cooler at the back of her kitchen. I opened it and the vapor from the dry ice drifted around me. “So, what happened next with you and Louis?” I asked as I used the provided tongs to carry a small chunk of the dry ice to the sink.

      “I broke up with him. But we were always breaking up and getting back together again. No big deal. It’s what we did. The whims of youth. But this time, when I called to see if he was ready to get back together again a couple months later, he seemed different. Aloof. I found out through my sister that he’d gotten another girl pregnant and was about to marry her. We’d only been broken up for two months, tops. So, I guessed he didn’t love me like he’d always said he did. I guessed his proposal meant nothing. He was just checking boxes on a to-do list of life. And since I said ’no,’ he moved onto someone else.”

      My eyes watered but when Rosalie looked over, I quickly sniffed back my emotions. “Damn dry ice,” I said, in case she noticed.

      She handed me the box of tissues that was sitting at the edge of the sink. “Yep, that damned dry ice, all right,” she said, chiseling off a piece of it. “I really hated that stuff for a long time until I had the dream about the unicorn and realized everything happens for a reason.” She plunked the small chunk into the mixture and it bubbled over everywhere, spilling out onto the stove and the floor. She jumped back and threw a towel over the spill. “No matter how messy or awful it seems at the time, it was meant to happen. Louis was meant to have his kids, and I was meant to start the Purple Pony… That’s what the unicorn symbolizes. Everything is always happening as it should be.”

      That was the part of the story that never really made sense, how the glittery disco-ball of a unicorn symbolized so much depth. But, like always, I went with it. “That is an awful story, and I see now why you think Mr. Peters deserves a demon in his basement. But maybe, now that you’re both single, the unicorn and the universe are saying you two are meant to be together again,” I said.

      “You’re reading way too much into a unicorn,” she replied.

      “Let’s call him and offer to find out what entity he has in his basement, for free. Just as a test run on the spray.”

      “I am too old for dry ice anymore. If I date someone, it’s gonna be because that someone cherishes me. Cherishes. Not because they’re checking boxes off a damn to-do list in life.”

      “Maybe he’s changed.”

      “And maybe I’ve changed too. Plus, this mixture cost an arm and a leg. You know that, right? Apothecary ingredients don’t come cheap, especially when you have to ship them damn express. Give it to him for free? Honestly.”

      “I’ll talk to Jackson’s lawyer. I’m sure the estate will cover the costs since Jackson clearly doesn’t want me channeling with a dark spirit.”

      That seemed to make her smile a little. I handed her the phone while I shredded a small pile of charcoal, never mentioning the fact I had already channeled with Feldman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Testing Spirits

        

      

    

    
      “I was supposed to open the Purple Pony an hour ago,” Rosalie said as I helped her out of her car in the parking lot of Chez Louie. “Plus, I don’t want Louis to think there’s anything more to this than business.”

      “You’re just showing me how to use the spray,” I said. I didn’t tell her I noticed she’d snuck on some mascara and a cuter blouse before we left her house.

      It was a typically chilly day in spring. The ice had long melted, but it still wasn’t warm enough to go without layers that included a jacket yet.

      “All the books mentioned some possible side effects to the sapientia formula,” I said as we made our way over to the restaurant.

      “What kind of side effects?”

      “Stuff like bleeding gums, hair loss, opening gates to the hosts of evil…”

      She shook her head but didn’t stop walking. “I’ve found those things are kind of like the warnings on the Viagra commercials. Nobody really gets a twelve-hour boner.”

      I nodded, even though I was pretty sure some people actually did.

      “But just in case you’re worried, I brought protection,” she patted the flowered cloth bag she was carrying, like I’d know what that meant.

      Mr. Peters was already waiting for us at the basement door.

      “I’m losing business right now, just so you know,” Rosalie snapped when Mr. Peters pushed the creaky door leading to the basement open again. “Purple Pony’s supposed to open at eleven.”

      Mr. Peters looked down at his perfectly shined shoes. “Thank you,” he mumbled.

      Rosalie was no longer paying any attention to him. As soon as she peered into the darkened basement, she rummaged through her bag and pulled out the yellow handheld EMF reader. “Oh my,” she said, over and over as we all stepped inside. She pushed past me. “Very interesting.”

      Before I started working at the Purple Pony, Rosalie was the town psychic and medium. She read cards and did seances, but her powers were not nearly as strong as mine, for reasons I still had no idea why.

      She mostly seemed to rely on objects to tell her when ghosts were around, like the EMF reader clicking and sputtering in her hand. It supposedly picked up electrically charged objects that the naked eye couldn’t see. My naked eyes could usually see them, though, but not today. The device was going crazy. And I wasn’t seeing any entities.

      The little doohickey had a scale that went from green to yellow then to red. The dial was flickering almost at the end of the red zone. A small light on the top of the device flashed on and off and an alarm beeped. “Holy crap,” she kept saying, showing the device to me and Mr. Peters, even though we could both hear it beeping away. “I’ve never seen it do that before.”

      “Let’s do this spray and get out,” I said. “Once we figure out what the entity is here, we’ll look up how to get rid of it.”

      Rosalie fumbled through her bag then handed me a pair of yellow gloves and a dust mask.

      Then she handed a set to Mr. Peters, who chuckled and stared at it.

      “Tell your hair and gums they’re welcome,” she said to her ex-boyfriend, in the same tone a distant aunt might use when her ugly Christmas socks didn’t get the reaction she was expecting. She tossed me the spray bottle, and I walked over to the brick area where I’d seen my face before.

      “We need as much lighting as possible,” I reminded her, motioning for Mr. Peters to pull the blinds on the basement window up. He was still fumbling with the gloves, shaking his head like he was grappling with what was happening here. A reality his practical mind had probably never considered before.

      Rosalie yanked the blinds up on the only window, a tiny one near the top of the wall. But even with all the lights on and the blinds up, it wasn’t doing much to light the room. “I hope this is adequate enough.”

      “For what?” Mr. Peters asked. No one answered him.

      Rosalie grabbed her phone and set the timer while I sprayed the area thoroughly, just like the instructions said, until I saw a green mist appear.

      “Two minutes and counting,” she said, starting the timer.

      “W…what are you expecting to happen,” Mr. Peters asked in a tone that seemed a lot like he was holding back laughter under his mask. “The restaurant is already opened for lunch. I should get up there. I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for mystic tom foolery.”

      Rosalie shot him a look. Her voice was muffled and mumbly when she talked through her mask. “I’m losing business by being here too, Louis. But at least your business is open. The Purple Pony’s closed now.” She didn’t mention the fact that we maybe saw three customers a day in the off season. “And, this is a service I don’t usually provide for free.”

      “I’m very sorry,” he quickly added. “I am very appreciative.”

      After her phone beeped, I misted again then pulled my phone out of my pocket to bring up the photo of the color descriptions.

      Mr. Peters read over my shoulder. “So, this is like a mood ring?”

      “In a way…” I said, my eyes fixed on the mist.

      The drops seemed to hold in midair a little longer this time. Slowly, a dark reddish-orange tinge emerged in front of the bricks with black mist floating all around it, circling it.

      I turned my head to the side, mesmerized by the sight. But as soon as I took one step forward into the mist to get a better look, something shoved me hard across the room.

      I whacked against the corner of what could only have been a covered couch, and an instant pain shot through the back of my neck and across my shoulders.

      “You okay?” Rosalie asked, helping me up.

      I moved my arm around a little. Pain was everywhere. “What was that?”

      “Hell if I know. You just shot across the room on your own, but let’s go. We don’t need to wait to find out,” she said as we ran to catch up to Mr. Peters, who was already standing in the doorway, holding the door open.

      “Well?” he said, pulling off his mask after shutting off the lights and locking the basement again. “What did you find out?”

      “Looks like you have an angry ghost transitioning to a poltergeist,” I said, rubbing my arm as we made our way up the stairs. “But I’m actually not sure. It was a little more muddled than I thought it’d be.”

      “So all of that and you’re not even sure what’s in there?” he said. “I thought it’d be gone by now.”

      “All of that?” Rosalie snapped. “You talk like that was a huge inconvenience for you. We spent all morning making the damn spray then we came over here…”

      “Thank you once again,” he said, in an almost angry, resentful tone. He pointed to my arm. “Would you like some ice? I assume you have your own insurance for this… ghost busting.”

      “I’m fine, Mr. Peters,” I said. “But that’s all we can do for you. We’re not Ghostbusters. We spent a lot of money making that spray, and we can’t risk getting hurt just to help out an old… friend.” I stumbled over that last part. I was pretty sure Rosalie had been right. There really wasn’t much love here. Mr. Peters was merely using people to check off boxes in his life again. This box happened to read, “Get rid of the demon as cheaply as possible.”

      “I hear burning sage might get rid of ghosts,” he said, a hopeful lilt in his voice.

      “Give it a try,” Rosalie chimed in. “I sell bundles at my shop. Lighters too. No discounts, and I don’t deliver.”

      My arm still stung as Rosalie and I walked out to the parking lot together.

      “At least now you know how to use the spray,” she said.

      “Yeah. And at least now we know what color Mr. Peters is too,” I said. “You were right. I think he was using both of us that time.”

      She turned around and stared at the pharmacy a second, her graying dreadlocks never even moved in the wind. “Sage,” she said, shaking her head. “If he thinks sage is gonna get rid of those things, he’s crazy.”

      “Those things?”

      She looked at me. “You saw that, right?”

      “Saw what?”

      “There were two colors in that mist. One orangish red, the other black. It’s worse than a demon in there. There’s also a curse.”

      I didn’t say it out loud, but I was pretty sure most of Potter Grove would see that curse color if misted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Power Struggles

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I got home, I slipped my gloves and mask on. I was actually glad Feldman was probably too weak from our channeling yesterday to be visible for the spraying. I didn’t want him here, trying to talk me out of checking him.

      Jackson appeared by the couch, or tried to. I could barely make out where his head stopped and his neck began. He was a faded version of himself. More so than usual.

      “Sapientia spray? Really?” His voice was also very weak.

      I took my dust mask off so I could talk better. “I need to know what I channeled with the other day, before I channel again.”

      I went to the kitchen to get a rag from under the sink. I wasn’t sure if the spray was going to stain the flooring, but I wasn’t going to take a chance. “I was actually hoping,” I began as I laid the rag along the Dogwood rug in the living room. “That the estate would cover the cost of the spray…”

      “Highly doubtful,” he said. “Sapientia spray is not very accurate, and not worth the side effects. And that’s if it’s prepared correctly. No offense, but your fruitcake boss isn’t the best at following recipes.”

      I put my hands on my hips, my plastic poncho crinkled a little. “I don’t know. She did a pretty good job on that privacy recipe a few months back.”

      And I still had the dirty-diaper-smelling strands hanging along the doorway of my room and bathroom to prove it. The smell was a small price to pay when you lived with ghosts and wanted a little privacy.

      I plugged my cellphone in and set the timer for two minutes. Then I went around and turned on every light on the main floor. Even though it was evening, I had to admit, the lighting was better than the basement of the restaurant. And a lot better than Rosalie’s house.

      “Feldman, you here?”

      He didn’t appear. I put my mask on and sprayed until I saw green then I hit the timer button on my phone.

      Jackson’s words about the side effects not being worth it echoed through my mind as I watched the spray hang in the air. I took a step back and held in my breath just in case infertility really was a side effect, even though I wasn’t ready for kids any time soon (and wasn’t even sure I liked them that much).

      When the timer began its last ten second countdown, the overhead light flickered on and off. “Jackson, stop it. Is that you?” I mumbled through my mask. But I didn’t see him anywhere anymore.

      All the lights went out as the timer beeped.

      I stood in complete darkness, spray in my hand. So much for adequate lighting. I fumbled for my phone and hit the flashlight app.

      Either I’d blown a fuse or something in the house didn’t want me to know what it was. I thought about that last one. Feldman, Mrs. Harpton, Ronald the lawyer, Rex, the bird sounds in the back rooms, the thing in the basement… Yeah, there were probably a lot of things that turned that light off just now.

      “You know, you’re not really stopping me. I’m just going to do this tomorrow in the sunlight,” I yelled into the darkness. I got no response. I yanked off my poncho and mask, set everything on the coffee table, then stomped up to my room like a teenager in a power struggle.
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        * * *

      

      Upstairs in my room, the light worked perfectly. Of course. I pulled open my laptop, thinking about poor Rosalie. I was the one who talked her into giving Mr. Peters another chance and he’d proven to be just as selfish as she said he was.

      And, by taking time out of my day to spray the speakeasy for my cheapskate client, I hadn’t had time to do my own library research.

      I typed in Richard Mulch’s name into Google first. This was a murder that happened a long time ago, so I knew finding anything was going to be a long shot without a microfilm cabinet and my 80-year-old research expert.

      My heart raced when something came up, mostly because I couldn’t believe who Richie ended up being. I read the short article, dated June 27, 1954, twice to make sure.

      
        
        Ex Potter Grove Sheriff’s Remains Found

        Disgraced, retired sheriff Richard Mulch’s mutilated body was discovered by a group of teenagers yesterday in the woods near Landover Lake Country Club. There were no witnesses to the attack, but police believe it could have been drug related.

        “I’ve never seen anything so gruesome in my ten years on the force,” Sheriff Mason Bowman said, referring to the body, which was reportedly found in two halves.

        Mulch, 70, made headlines in 1927 when he and other members of the Potter Grove Police Department were caught taking bribes in a sting operation during prohibition. While serving time in jail, Mulch lost his wife, Drusilla, in a tragic house fire along with his mother, Maude. Although investigators labeled the fire suspicious, no one was arrested for the crime.

        Later in life, Mulch turned to vagrancy and debauchery and was often seen camping in the woods where his remains were found.

        

      

      The bum in the woods who’d been split in half in 1954, the one I’d investigated as part of the boater’s cover-up a few months ago, was popping up again. Richard, the disgraced cop.

      And, just like that, he moved to the top of my suspect list.

      There weren’t any more articles about Richard, so I looked up everyone from the party that I could, anyone who I had both a first and a last name for. But nothing came up for Boyd Ferguson or Michael Chance.

      Flo Donovan, on the other hand, had an entire Wikipedia page.

      Florence Natasha Donovan Ives, born in Landover, Wisconsin in 1901; died in Paris in 1983. There wasn’t much in the article prior to 1927, when she married a French art dealer and moved to Paris to join the other rich expatriate supporters of the arts.

      A photo of her and her husband was captioned with a quote:

      
        
        “Art collecting is a lot like gambling. Sometimes when you gamble, you lose.”

        

      

      My stomach sank when I read that very familiar quote. But, if Flo had been the one to do Feldman in, what could possibly have been her motive?

      I read on, hoping for some sort of clue or connection.

      According to the article, Flo’s early years were mostly spent with her brother, Marshall, in boarding schools outside of Wisconsin where she learned fencing, horseback riding, and martial arts at a young age. She won a prize for her tactical knife skills, something that didn’t go unnoticed by me.

      The person who killed Feldman must have been quite skilled with a knife. Slicing someone’s throat was not an easy thing to do. She also had money to whimsically spend on a cast iron bank, not that they were expensive in their day.

      It seemed like many people could have had the knife-skill training to kill Feldman. Terry had served in the war. Doc was a doctor, probably skilled at incisions. Chance was a carpenter, familiar with tools. Richie was a police officer. Boyd was a farmer. Drew was a seamstress. Not that a farmer and a seamstress were really trained at knife wielding, but it was getting late and it made sense in my mind. And Flo was a rich socialite who had won a knife competition.

      I looked up race horses next. Famous race horses and race bets. Cast iron banks with dead painted eyes. The number three in gambling and horse racing. I was desperate. I even tried finding out Feldman’s friend who’d written a book. There was a connection there, and I needed to find it.

      But I couldn’t find a thing. I’d have to take the rest of my research to the library.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          approaching the starting gate

        

      

    

    
      Feldman looked stronger the next morning when I saw him at breakfast.

      I didn’t think that was possible after a channeling. But it was like having a living, breathing being by me as I sat at the dining room table eating my peanut butter toast. And not just his coloring. It was almost like he was giving off warmth and vitality. I shook it off.

      Rex, who had been sleeping at my feet, popped up when he saw Feldman and quickly walked away, heading upstairs. I could tell Rex still didn’t trust Feldman completely, but at least he seemed to be tolerating our guest better now.

      “You ready to give it a go today?” Feldman asked. “I’m ready for a channeling if you are.”

      “I need to spray this room and figure out if you’re safe to channel with first.” I took another bite of toast. It scraped the roof of my mouth a little.

      “Sapientia spray?” he asked, chuckling. “Go ahead.”

      I looked around for the spray. I was pretty sure I’d left it on the coffee table next to my plastic poncho and face mask last night. It wasn’t there. The poncho and mask were, though.

      I searched the dining room, the living room, and the rest of the main floor, even the rooms I never went into. I went upstairs and looked around my room and the bathroom.

      “Jackson,” I yelled into the hall on my way back down the stairs again. “I know you’re here. Where did I leave the spray? Or, where did you hide it?” I flicked on every single light. They were all working fine now that I couldn’t find the spray.

      My eyes stung, probably from staying up late and doing research on my laptop. I could barely keep them open. I was happy I had today off. All I wanted was a nap.

      “Do you want to wait for Jackson,” Feldman asked, hovering so close to me I could see the cracks in his teeth, smell the stench of must coming off of him like he was some sort of forgotten antique desperate for a new chance at life.

      I opened my mouth to say something about waiting for the spray and my ex but closed it again. Every part of me wanted to dive back into this too.

      “Did you do something with the spray?” I asked.

      He shook his head no. “I didn’t even know you had it.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure I believed him.

      He seemed to sense my skepticism and went on. “I’ve been nothing but honest with you. I don’t have anything to hide about anything. But if you’re worried about me transitioning, I get it.” His voice was calm and clear, nothing like the first time I met him. “Honestly, though, I think channeling with you has made me less angry and farther from transitioning.”

      I nodded. I could tell that. I was more like a ghost therapist than an investigator.

      Feldman shrugged. “We don’t really need Jackson, you know. You have your alarm.”

      I shook my head. “That didn’t work last time, so we’ll wait.” I was starting to suspect doing this without Jackson was what the strong apparition wanted. Truth was, I wanted it too. But I couldn’t let Feldman know that. Or anyone else. “I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.”

      I sat on the couch and looked through the notes I’d taken last night, scribbling in some questions for the upcoming channeling.

      “Tell me how you came to sell the Bear Bird to Doc? Did he just ask for it one day?”

      “Yeah, he did. Come to think of it. Doc wanted in at a time when I wanted out. It was too much of a hassle, and it was making it way too easy for my brother to be a drunk. Terry used to be a pretty good artist before the war. I went with him once to paint something down by the lake. He had that painting sold to a country club lady before we even made it back to the car.”

      He paused like he was thinking about it. “I wanted to see if he could find that side of himself again. His girlfriend actually helped me locate an art studio to buy with the money I made from the bar. It was going to be a surprise…”

      I searched his eyes. They were sincere, human.

      He continued. “So when Doc came to me with an interesting offer, I took maybe a day to think it over before jumping on it.” He laughed. “Probably wasn’t even that long.”

      I could see the softer side of Feldman now, even though he tried to hide it a lot.

      Every part of me couldn’t wait to do this channeling and see Richie and Flo one more time, my two main suspects.

      I called for my ex-husband again, but he didn’t materialize.

      “Doesn’t look like he’s showing up,” Feldman said, looking around the room. “But we can wait.”

      I made sure I had three alarms set: two on my phone, and one on the little white kitchen timer, just in case my phone went out. I set them both on the coffee table in front of me. Twenty minutes. That’s all I wanted. Needed.

      “Take me back to the moment we left off before,” I said, placing my notes down by my two timers. Then I curled into the stiff fabric of my throw pillow and watched the seconds tick away on both timers. “I’m ready.”
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        * * *

      

      I smelled Doc’s pipe first, heard Richie’s voice. It was like drifting down a familiar road, without brakes or steering.

      “I wish I could take credit for finding something straight out of hell like this, but you know me, I don’t shop, and I don’t buy,” he said. “If I spend any money, it’s here at the bar.”

      “Come on now,” Boyd replied. “You also gamble.”

      “My one weakness.”

      “His one weakness,” Feldman said to me, mocking him. “You can open your eyes whenever you’re ready.”

      We were all looking at the horse. I scanned over the coin slot, but it was empty, no note yet.

      Feldman explained to his friends that it came a week ago without any indication who it was from.

      “Where was the box postmarked from?” Richie asked, like a trained police officer.

      “Yeah, good point,” Boyd chimed in. “Every package has to have a postmark.”

      The music stopped for a commercial and Terry laughed his way over to the guys at the bar. His breathing was heavy and fast, and his cheeks were red. “She’s something else, huh?” he said to Feldman.

      “Only way to describe her,” he answered.

      Drew, Chance, and Blanche laughed their way back into the bar area, finishing up with their tour, and ready to join the others. Drew had her hat off now, her shortish brown hair framed her heart-shaped face beautifully. She asked Blanche if she wanted a drink, and the woman lifted her skirt, patting a flask that was strapped to her garter. “I’m a friend of Doc’s,” she replied, winking oddly like that explained it.

      “Babe,” Feldman interrupted. “Do you know where that package came from last week? You know, the box the creepy horse bank came in?” He motioned toward the horse, like she might not know which creepy horse he was talking about.

      She shook her head. “It didn’t have a note.”

      “No, the postmark. On the box.”

      She shrugged. “The what? I think the box’s still in our room if you’re desperate to look at trash.”

      He blew it off. “Nice of you to offer to run up there and get it, honey, but don’t worry about it. I’ll get it later,” he said, sarcastically, like she should’ve jumped up at his beck and call.

      Drew and Blanche went right back to their conversation, and I listened in.

      Blanche was pointing to Flo, the twenty-year-old who was pretty much dancing to the jingle on the radio advertisement. “Must be nice to have money. And the fanciest dresses,” she said as she watched the younger woman effortlessly kick her leg out from the flouncy material the skirt was made from.

      “I made her that dress,” Drew replied, softly.

      “No kidding.” Blanche’s voice was loud and drunk. Her head swayed a little as she studied the dancing woman at the bar with new interest, probably mesmerized by how the soft fabric moved with each kick. “I can’t even mend a sock. I mean, why bother mending a sock, though? Nobody sees it.”

      Drew nodded. “I design dresses for a few of the ladies here in Potter Grove. I work at Merlot’s on fourth.”

      “Merlot’s. The old guy’s place. Can he teach me to sew too?”

      “I didn’t learn it there. I’m afraid I have the Sisters of the North to thank for that talent, a poorhouse for wayward orphans,” Drew said with a laugh. “Sewing was the best thing about it.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. The only thing worse than spending your childhood in an orphanage is being pitied for it. It’s over. Life moves on.”

      “Could you do a dress for me? I’m not exactly twenty anymore, though.” Blanche lowered her voice. “Or thirty.”

      “You’re beautiful,” Drew said and the woman’s face lit into a smile. “I will make you a dress to knock your socks off, whether they’re mended or not. I can teach you that little trick too. Darning socks is easy.”

      Like he sensed the attention his girlfriend was getting, Terry rolled up his sleeves and lifted Flo onto the edge of the bar. She scooted along the wood then got up to dance the Charleston. The room roared with laughter and applause with every high kick, probably because she was doing it to the background music of an announcer telling us all about “the new hairdryer guaranteed to give you the hair you want in half the time.’”

      “Your bar now,” Feldman said to Doc as he watched the woman’s heels scrape up the woodwork. “But I’ll say something to her if you want me to.”

      “Yes,” Doc replied, puffing harder on his pipe. “Could you please tell that gorgeous, young woman to come back every night. On the house, if she wears that dress.”

      “The chicken!” Drew yelled as the smell of something burning suddenly filled the room.

      “I’ll take it out. I want to find that box anyway,” Feldman said. He walked right by his brother and Flo, who were still laughing and dancing.

      “My brother’s a great drunk,” he told me in his mind. “Until he’s not. Trust me, by the end of the night, he turns. Like Jekyll and Hyde, that one.”

      The lilt of jazz music picked up again after the commercial as Feldman opened the kitchen door.

      “I wasn’t sure how to save him from himself, but I was trying,” Feldman said. “Of course I mean, until I died trying.”

      The kitchen was larger than I thought it’d be, twice as large as the one at Gate House with an island, a sink, and a large commercial oven taking up most the back wall. Smoke billowed out when Feldman opened the oven door to pull out the chicken, waving the smoke away with the back of the pot holder. The pieces varied in size and kind, blackened just enough to make the skin crispy, and my stomach growled even though I’d already eaten peanut butter toast.

      Calorie-free eating was my favorite part of channeling. All the flavor, none of the guilt.

      Feldman put the chicken onto the cooling rack then went down the hall. So much for eating.

      The sound of conversation spilled into the hallway from the main bar area, but I couldn’t hear anything in particular. We turned the corner and opened what looked like a closet but was really a secret stairwell.

      Feldman talked to me again. “This goes up to the pharmacy. A lesser-known entrance I keep locked and sealed during business hours. Drew and I have a little bedroom off the back upstairs. Not much. We’re saving.”

      “To get married?” I asked.

      He laughed. “Now why would we want to ruin a good thing? Saving for a house before the speakeasy came along. It was too good of an investment to pass up.”

      The steps creaked under Feldman’s heavy footfalls, echoing off the walls that seemed to close in on us as we climbed the stairs. I could hear his breathing, smell the cigarette smoke mixing with the various medicines.

      As soon as he opened the door, I tried to suck in a clean gasp of fresher air, but no such luck. The top floor was just as weird smelling.

      The pharmacy looked remarkably similar to every other pharmacy in the old black-and-white movies. Hundreds of tiny glass medicine bottles lined the entire back cabinets behind a main counter with the words “Drug Store” painted across the mirrored paneling around them.

      “Were you sad to be selling?”

      He thought about this a second. “I was, actually. This had been my life for almost three years. And it was a good one, more or less. But I was in my 40s now, and it was time to help my family and grow up.”

      Feldman’s bedroom was small, only a standard full-sized bed next to a nightstand and a vanity dresser.

      “We were happy here,” he said. “And I shouldn’t joke about marriage. Truth was, marriage wasn’t in either of our cards. And Drew couldn’t have kids.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said.

      “She had a botched procedure a few years back. Ended up in the hospital for weeks.”

      “What kind of a botched procedure?”

      “The none-of-your-business kind,” he said, his voice rising into anger again, making me wonder if the botched procedure had been an abortion.

      He went on. “She used to say she wasn’t missing anything because having me for a boyfriend was a lot like having a kid.”

      I chuckled politely. I could see that. It was also the way I felt about Jackson.

      The box was leaning against the small trashcan in his room. He picked it up and looked it over. Feldman’s address hadn’t been written directly on the box itself. It had been typed out and taped on, not that I would’ve known anyone’s handwriting, anyway. And there wasn’t a return label, but it did have a postmark, from New York.

      “Probably just where it was special ordered,” he said to me.

      “Didn’t Doc mention your friend Jeremy lived in New York?”

      “This wasn’t from him,” Feldman said, tossing the box back by the trashcan.

      “How do you know?”

      He didn’t answer me.

      There was a closet at the back of the room, and Feldman walked over to it, looked around, then opened it. Several jackets and pants hung neatly on their hangers, and he sifted quickly through them until he reached a dark gray woolen suit jacket. He didn’t take it out but instead shoved his hand into one of the pockets, feeling for an opening in the lining.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking,” he said. “Doc paid me a nice down payment for the bar, and I didn’t trust banks.”

      “Sounds like you didn’t trust your friends much either,” I said.

      “Yeah, I trusted ‘em too much if you ask me,” he said.

      Shelby’s mattress and now Feldman’s suit pocket. It must’ve run in the family. He took the cash out but didn’t count it. Then, he put it back in the lining hole, moving the other jackets and shirts around it again and closing the door.

      When he left his bedroom this time, he closed the door and locked it behind him.

      We headed back toward the hidden staircase in the hall as he explained himself further. “Drew took everyone on a tour, probably showed ‘em our room without thinking anything about it. She was sweet but she wasn’t one to notice the obvious too much. They could easily have distracted her and searched my room.”

      He opened the door to the hidden stairwell, immediately catching his foot on something hard that caused him to tumble down the first few stairs, twisting his ankle as he grabbed for the railing. His hand slipped and he fell again, smacking his head against the wall before finally grabbing the railing to stop himself.

      Cursing under his breath, he pulled himself up, a sharp pain shooting across our entire body.

      Feldman stormed back up the stairs to see what he had kicked, limping on his hurt foot. A horse’s head peeked at us from the corner of the top step.

      “What in the hell,” he said. He scooped up the bank and looked it over.

      “I never saw anyone or heard anyone, did you?” he asked me in our head.

      “No,” I replied as he limped down the stairs.

      He went straight to the radio and yanked the volume knob down like he was going to make an announcement.

      Sweat pooled along his temple and our head still stung. “Who thought that was funny? Putting this horse at the top of the stairs? I almost broke my neck.”

      The room fell quiet until Terry covered his mouth and laughed. Flo looked at him and giggled then the whole room laughed too.

      I could feel Feldman’s anger bubbling over as he watched his friends laughing, which probably stung even more now, knowing one of them would later slit his throat.

      “Sorry, Feldman,” I said.

      “Don’t feel sorry for me,” he snapped.

      I thought about the time. The dancing. The chicken. The stairs. This had to have been more than twenty minutes. Just like how I’d gone out of my way to use the sapientia spray at the speakeasy, I was losing track of time, and wasting it.

      “You sprayed the sapientia formula at the speakeasy?” he said, his voice drifting into a cackle. “That could get interesting.”

      “Stop listening in on my private thoughts,” I snapped. “And what does that even mean?” Before I got the words out completely, I realized my alarms were going off. A sound so far in the distance I didn’t recognize it at first, like a crow cawing or an engine chugging along a highway. Background noise.

      As if the sound sent a signal to my body, every bone ached with a million pains like little needles prickling my flesh. I needed rest. And water. Lots of water.

      But it was also comforting to know that where I was at also felt very restful. A place where I never needed water again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Losing Control

        

      

    

    
      Rosalie was “none too happy” to hear about the channeling the next day when I described everything to her.

      “You are playing with fire, young lady. Fire. Dancing between realms and it’s pretty clear you are no longer the one in charge.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, almost a little too haughtily for a woman who could barely keep her eyes open. I let them close again and I almost fell off my stool in the process. I quickly blinked them open, straightened myself out like I’d meant to do that, then grabbed the water bottle on the floor by my feet.

      “I know because you told me you didn’t hear your alarm, and the spray is missing. You don’t even know how long you were channeling or what you were channeling with.” She was wearing her Spanx again. I could tell by her labored breathing and the weird grimaces she kept shooting me for no reason. “Plus, you’ve got bags under your eyes, and you’re as pale as a piece of paper, like one of those desperate platelet sellers, or a crackhead, or something.”

      She had her ring-making instruments out again. Wires and pliers of various sizes lined the counter by the check-out alongside small piles of beads. She twisted her face into another scowl as she maneuvered the strand of wire between her fingers into a perfect infinity-shaped symbol. There were little dark green and black stones already strung along the wire.

      “Nice,” I said, pointing to it.

      “Yeah? Obsidian, magnetite, and malachite. A good combination for warding off evil spirits.” Sweat dripped along her hairline even though it wasn’t very warm, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand, throwing her dreadlocks into a ponytail with the faded gray scrunchie around her wrist.

      “Any particular reason you’re making these?” I said with a sing-song in my voice that ended in a cough. I took another sip of water.

      “Not for you,” she said. “We both know you want that evil spirit around you.” She yanked at her rib cage, where the edge of the shape wear ended, pulling the tight elastic out so she could take a bigger breath. “I told Louis about these rings. He seemed interested.”

      I threw her a knowing smile.

      “Stop grinning at me, crackhead. I just need a good customer, is all.” She fanned her face with her hand. “It’s so hot in here. I swear I’m gonna die.”

      “It’s because you have shape-wear layers on.”

      She ignored me. “I don’t think you should channel anymore, at least not alone. Where was Jackson anyway?”

      “He refused to come out. He’s mad because of the channeling or something. Who knows? He’s a prima donna,” I said. “I never saw him last night.”

      “Interesting,” she replied. “You’re saying he was so concerned about you channeling with Feldman that he refused to show up and supervise it?”

      The way she said it made me rethink that logic. “What do you think is going on?”

      “Not sure. When’s the last time you saw him?”

      “Yesterday. Just before I sprayed.”

      “What did he look like? Sound like?”

      “He looked terrible. Very faded, and I could barely hear him.”

      She gulped and set the wire she was holding down on the counter. After staggering her way into the back on her bad hip and uncomfortable shape wear, she quickly came back with the same large book as before, the green one we used for the sapientia formula.

      “I read something interesting about demons and poltergeists.” She plopped the book on the counter next to the pile of beads. “Remember when I said ghosts would get angry and start transitioning if they didn’t get to haunt where they thought they ought to haunt?”

      I nodded. “It’s why Feldman can’t haunt at the speakeasy.”

      “A stronger ghost is keeping him out. And now, a stronger ghost might be driving Jackson out of your house.”

      “You’re crazy. Jackson haunts fine at my house.” I stumbled over my own words, my voice squeaking from my throat being incredibly dry. I reached for my water bottle again.

      “Let’s look at the signs, shall we?” she said, flipping the pages until she stopped on her bookmark. “Ghosts being rooted out will have pale coloring and whispered tones when in the affected area.”

      The wind chimes on the door clanged and Mr. Peters came in. His face was especially pale and he was breathing heavily like a ghost being rooted out of Gate House. “The sage didn’t work,” he said, adding a quick hello to me. “I went down to the basement just like you told me to. I lit three bundles at once. Three. My goodness, it smelled something awful and my eyes stung. But I believed you when you told me it would work. The sage was ripped from my hands and thrown in my face. I almost sustained burns.”

      “Almost,” Rosalie said, rolling her eyes. “But you’re fine. And I never told you the sage would work. You were the one who told me it would work.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Peters,” I added, shooting Rosalie a look. “We’re sorry it didn’t work.”

      “You have a particularly strong ghost, Louis,” Rosalie said matter-of-factly. She sucked in her stomach and pointed to her book. “It’s rooting in your basement. Rooting is when a strong ghost takes permanent ownership over an area. The longer it’s allowed to be there, the stronger it becomes and the harder it is to get rid of.” She closed her book. “I don’t get anything extra for running research for you, Louis.”

      “So what do I do?” he asked.

      “You can start by protecting yourself with these rings I made especially for you. Obsidian, magnetite, and malachite. A good combination for warding off evil spirits. Normally, I sell special-order protection rings for ninety-nine, ninety-five, which is a steal because I say an incantation over them…”

      I watched the salesperson at work. Rosalie was never one to try to up-sell or swindle anyone, and I’m sure the rings were somewhere near legitimate in their protection properties. But she also seemed to have another agenda at play here, one where she wanted Mr. Peters to pay. And not just in eat-your-heart-out looks anymore.

      As Mr. Peters was trying on rings, I opened the book to the bookmarked spot and read more about whatever she was calling “rooting.” I was starting to be more than a little concerned about my ex-husband. If he couldn’t haunt at our house, then where was he?

      
        
        Signs that an area is being rooted by a strong ghost or demon: Smells of rotting meat, blood, or sulphur. The feeling of needles prickling skin. Extreme thirst.

        

      

      There was absolutely no way I was channeling with Feldman again. Yet, even as I scanned the pages of Rosalie’s book, gulping down water from my extra-large water bottle, confirming sign after sign and growing more fearful that I’d been conned by a demon, every part of me knew I was lying to myself.

      I had to channel again.
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        * * *

      

      On my way home from work, I stopped by the library just before it closed. Mrs. Nebitt  stood over the front counter, hands on her hips, like an extra-small, puffy-haired, angry guard. Parker Blueberg, Potter Grove’s single dad, towered over her while his kids ran crazy through the library.

      “Parker, you know I think of you as my own grandson, which is why I have no problems telling you you’re full of malarkey.”

      Squeals and laughter shot through the weird-smelling paperbacks as Lil Mil, named after her great grandmother Mildred, tagged her toddler brother and ran through the stacks again.

      Parker smiled when he saw me walk in, and motioned for me to come over. He was a good-looking man with the kind of twinkle in his green eyes that made even the happiest of monogamous women rethink their relationships.

      I tried not to rethink mine too hard as I made my way over.

      “Hey Carly. Just trying to get Mrs. Nebitt here to help a dear friend out.”

      “Dear friend,” she repeated sarcastically. “This is a sad attempt to sell memberships to that gym you work at, and we both know it.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Mrs. Nebitt handed me a bright blue piece of paper. It was one of those missing-person fliers with a description and a photo of Bobby and his brothers.

      
        
        Have You Seen Us?

        $5,000 Reward for Information Leading to the Whereabouts of Bobby Furgus Franklin

        and his brothers, Leon and Harris

        - Plus -

        Join Landover County’s First Missing-Person Task Force

        And receive

        Half-off membership at Donovan Gym

        Compliments of Donovan Gym

      

      

      It listed times and places for upcoming “task force meetings.”

      “That’s nice,” I said, a little skeptical myself. The Donovans didn’t do much out of the kindness of their hearts. They were the rich and powerful family on this lake, and they liked for everyone to know it. “But sorry, Parker. I have to agree. This does seem a little commercialized for a missing-person flier.”

      “I just think you guys don’t know the Donovans like I do. Myles is a sincere man with a great heart,” he said, like he and the 80-year-old rich guy were suddenly besties.

      Ben, Parker’s three-year-old, ran past us again, screaming. His big sister easily caught up and grabbed him by the middle, swinging him around.

      Mrs. Nebitt snatched the flier from my hand and added it to the stack sitting on the counter. “All right. You win. I’ll put them up, but only because I want to help out Shelby Winehouse, and I think you do too, regardless of what Myles Donovan’s intentions are.”

      Parker’s shoulders seemed to soften at this. He kissed the librarian on the cheek and ran after his kids. “Time to go, kids.”

      I leaned into her. “Admit it. You only agreed to put out those fliers because you wanted to get rid of the loud kids running crazy through your library right now, huh?”

      She shook her head no. “I took it because I sincerely believe we should all be looking for Bobby and his brothers.” She lowered her voice. “But yes, if I could legally get rid of that kids section, I would do it in an eye blink.”

      She waited until Parker and his entourage-of-loudness had left before taking me over to the periodicals section. She knew I was here for research.

      “What do you need today?”

      I pulled out my list. “Richard Mulch. The former sheriff of Landover. I could only find one article on Google for the man. Apparently, his wife died in a suspicious fire while he was serving time for taking bribes and extortion. I’d like to know more about his conviction and the fire. I’d also like to know about the Feldmans.”

      “The Feldmans? You’ll have to be more specific. What do you want to know?”

      “You know I’m doing research on a ghost, for my book, named Feldman Winehouse. You helped me find the article about his murder a few days ago. But his first name was his mother’s maiden name. I’d like to know more about that family.”

      She settled into her research chair and adjusted her glasses so they’d sit just right along her nose. I could tell the woman was in her element, here running research.

      After a couple minutes of her staring at the screen, she finally turned to me. “Not much on the fire at Richard Mulch’s house. But there’s quite a few articles that look like they might deal with the sting operation that led to his arrest. And I’m sorry, but I couldn’t find anything on the Feldmans either, except Feldman Winehouse’s birth announcement, which I thought was odd. Birth announcements weren’t common in the 1800s when he was born. Not even the wealthy took them out.”

      She waddled over to the microfilm cabinet, brought out a small box, and got everything set up for me like usual.

      I thanked her. “Why do you think the Donovans are so interested in finding Bobby all of the sudden?” I asked before she walked away.

      She shrugged. “You could go to one of the task force meetings to find out. Task force. Honestly.”

      “We could go together,” I said. “You want to go with me?”

      She chuckled without answering. Her matching blue polyester outfit made a swishing sound as she strutted away.

      I looked at Feldman Winehouse’s birth announcement first. It was obvious why his mother had taken it out. She was sure selling it to her rich parents.

      
        
        Feldman Theodore Winehouse was born to Mr. and Mrs. Theodore Winehouse at Landover Hospital on May 3, 1882. Mrs. Winehouse is the youngest daughter of Mr. and Mrs. J. Mortimer Feldman III of Feldman Investment Banking and Trust, one of the most prestigious firms in Landover, Wisconsin.

        

      

      His mother had probably spent money she hadn’t had to take out that birth announcement in the local paper, all to try to gain favor with her family. You gamble. You lose.

      “Things could actually have been worse,” I whispered to the ghost I knew wasn’t around. “The name Feldman’s at least better than Mortimer.”

      I moved onto the next microfilm reel and the other article Mrs. Nebitt had found for me. This one was from 1925. Two years after Feldman sold his part of the Bear Bird to Doc.

      
        
        Corruption Hits Landover County

      

      

      
        
        Sheriff Richard Mulch was among the arrested today, charged with conspiracy to sell and transport liquor, as well as attempted extortion and bribery.

        Federal Prohibition Officers made the arrests after being tipped by anonymous sources.

        “Makes no difference who you are in life. If you do the crime, you will do the time,” Mayor Donovan said.

        

      

      Jackson appeared by my side as I read, and I was never happier to see my ex before in my life. I reached to hug him, but stopped myself. How was I going to hug a ghost anyway?

      “Aww, I always knew you cared.” His voice was weak, so was his coloring. I could barely see him. He was more like a foggy version of himself at best.

      “I don’t. I mean, I do care a little, but…” I lowered my voice so Mrs. Nebitt wouldn’t know for sure that I was crazy. “I thought you were being rooted out of our house, or some silly crap like that,” I said. “But you’re not. You’re here. So all is well.”

      “Not exactly,” he admitted. His voice seemed strained, like even small words took extra effort. “I’m very weak. Every time I tried to materialize at Gate House, something happened. I was never able to do it, and I got weaker.” He stretched his thin, faded arms out. “I tried a lot. But I was able to leave with you this morning.”

      “Rosalie was right,” I yelled, completely prepared for the shushing from my librarian friend. She barely looked over. I smoothed out my skinny jeans and pulled a couple of pieces of fluff from my cardigan in a sad attempt to look normal just in case she looked up.

      “I suppose even a fruitcake is right every once in a while,” Jackson replied in his hushed tone. “Does she know what to do about it?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll ask the fruitcake. But I think our best bet is to finish the job with Feldman and figure out his murder so he can move on.”

      I thought I saw my ex rolling his eyes but he was too faded for me to know any expressions for sure.

      “Helping the wannabe demon might be our only chance to rid ourselves of it,” I added, wondering if Jackson could tell I wanted to channel with the demon again.

      “How close are you,” he said. His voice was coming out in cut-out bursts of whispers. “What have you got so far?”

      “Not much. Pretty interesting, though, in that everyone seems guilty.”

      He stared at me sadly. Not what he wanted to hear.

      I recapped the case for him. “So, you already know the sheriff was there that night, the night when no one reported Feldman’s murder until they’d had time to clean up and get away. You also know a Donovan was there that night too. Flo Donovan. Then, two years later, our corrupt sheriff is being arrested for conspiracy to sell alcohol, extortion, and bribery. And you’ll never guess who was quoted in the article, being very happy about it too.”

      I pointed to the screen.

      “A Donovan. So, how is that related to Feldman’s murder?”

      “Not sure. But there’s also that cast iron horse bank I need to somehow figure out. The one the killer sent to Feldman, and tormented him with all night, then slipped a little message into the coin slot just before he was killed.”

      “So you saw the bank in the channeling? What did it look like?”

      I thought about it. “Dark brown paint for its body. Cold, dead black eyes,” I said. “Oh, it was also wearing a thin blanket-looking thing around its neck made of red circles.”

      “Probably supposed to be roses. Sounds like the Kentucky Derby, not that I’m sure it matters.”

      “They did mention the last time they went to the races was the Kentucky Derby, so that checks out. Something must’ve happened that day. I’ll try to find out more about it. I saw the postmark. It came from New York.” I thought about that one. “Which brings me to another weird thing. Feldman was absolutely sure the horse bank couldn’t have come from his writer friend in New York, and he seemed oddly defensive about it. Jeremy Somebody. I need to find out more about him. He wasn’t there that night, but I could tell Feldman is still pretty angry with the guy. And where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

      Even the way my ex hovered along the library floor seemed off. He was shaky and unstable, jittery almost.

      I swallowed hard. This was all my fault. “Sorry about channeling with the ghost you tried to tell me was questionable.”

      He didn’t look at me. He stared down, where his feet would’ve been if he had those anymore.

      “You were right,” I added.

      “Normally, that would be enough to cheer me up,” he said. “I don’t hear that often enough, true as it so often is.” His voice trailed off, depressed.

      “We’ll get you back. Hang tight,” I said, unsure why I wanted to get the dramatic ghost back so badly anyway, but I did.

      “Just stop forgetting you’re the one in control,” he said as his already wispy form faded into the book stacks around me, leaving me to wonder just what in the hell that meant.

      I bit my lip, hardly able to believe I was about to fight to get my ex-husband back in my house. But since I was apparently in a crazed moment of helping out people I couldn’t stand, I grabbed a couple of fliers about Bobby on my way by the front counter.

      I had no idea what a task force meeting was, but I was about to find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Watchers

        

      

    

    
      When it comes to my mediumship, there’s pretty much only one thing I never want my boyfriend to ever see me doing, and that is channeling. I am not a graceful channeler.

      Channeling, on my end, is me living a memory through a spirit in real time, and it seems very natural and not at all weird.

      What I look like to others is a different story. Apparently, I mumble out the parts while using different strange voices. And sometimes I even drool. I probably even fart. So there was nothing about channeling I wanted my boyfriend to see.

      But I was desperate. I needed someone there in the room to wake me out of the channeling because I no longer trusted the entity I was channeling with. And Rosalie flat out refused to “be a part of my crack addiction.”

      I decided to spring it on Justin after dinner a couple nights later. I even cooked.

      Justin smiled at me from across my dining room table. “This is frozen pizza? I would’ve guessed you made it.”

      “I did make it,” I said, pointing toward my kitchen. “I didn’t see anyone else preheating that oven.”

      He nodded and leaned into me, kissing me lightly on the lips. I could tell the places he was expecting our evening to go probably didn’t include watching me drool and fart on the couch.

      I decided I needed to blurt it out. Admitting your weirdness is best done like ripping off a bandaid. You have to do it fast before you chicken out.

      “I need you to watch me channel with a spirit tonight,” I said, as matter-of-factly as I could, mouth half-full of pizza to make it seem that much more casual.

      “I have no idea what that means. You want to have a seance or something?”

      I took a deep breath. Justin knew I spoke to ghosts, lived with ghosts, and even helped them solve an occasional murder or two. But channeling with them was the weirdest part. It was also the part he didn’t really know too much about yet.

      I think I muttered “band-aid” under my breath before going on. “Remember when I told you I sometimes solve ghosts’ murder cases?”

      “Of course. You really helped solve the one with the partiers last month.” He adjusted the dark gray sweater I loved him in, his voice slower than normal, strained. I could tell he was nervous about where this was heading.

      I went on anyway. “Well, I mostly do this in a particular way. It’s called channeling.”

      He stared at me like ghosts weren’t real and like I was crazy. I could hardly believe I was receiving such skepticism from a shapeshifter, of all people.

      “Channeling is when a ghost enters me. We combine energy, and I live out their memories step by step. I need you to watch me do it tonight.” There. Band-aid off. “Without recording me, of course, because I’ll probably mumble, fart, and drool. It’s not sexy or graceful at all.”

      He took another bite of pizza and laughed. “You’re not serious.”

      I explained about how I didn’t trust the ghost I was channeling with, but that I still needed to do it, and Rosalie wouldn’t watch me. “I only need to channel for half-an-hour, tops.”

      Justin nodded, reluctantly. I’m pretty sure he only agreed because it was one of those “If she is serious, I need to see this” moments in life.

      I also realized I could lose my relationship when he did see it.
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        * * *

      

      “So I just watch you?”

      “You don’t have to watch me. In fact, I would actually prefer if you didn’t. Maybe just get a book or play on your phone or something. But when the half an hour is up, and this is the important part, you need to shake my shoulders until I wake up.”

      “After half an hour, shake your shoulders until you wake up. Got it,” he said. “Not exactly how I pictured us spending our Friday night.”

      I studied his face a second for any traces that he thought this was a joke. He seemed serious enough.

      I sat down on the couch and Justin sat next to me, already staring at my face.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked, taking his phone out from his back pocket. I knew he was mostly talking to himself.

      I nodded and tried to let my mind go blank. A really hard thing to do when your boyfriend is about three feet from your face, staring at you with his phone already out like he’s waiting for you to say “go” or something, even though you just told him to get a book.

      I knew Feldman was here, lurking around, probably relishing the fact I had to wait on him.

      There were so many things I wanted to confront that ghost about, but I couldn’t do it in front my boyfriend. I’d need to wait to confront him in the channeling about Jackson and what I suspected was a rooting problem.

      “Timer’s all set,” Justin said tapping on his phone. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      I took a deep breath and managed a strained smile. “Thanks. I’ve got to concentrate. So I won’t be able to tell you when to start the timer. Just do it when I start to look weird and out of it.”

      His confused look was not making me feel confident about this. “All right, Feldman. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      The ghost appeared beside me, his horse face right next to my cheek, teeth yellow and crooked. I almost jumped when I opened my eyes and saw him. He was becoming very lifelike.

      “You look especially pale today,” he said. “Feeling up for this? Feeling weaker, maybe?”

      I decided not to talk to the ghost until the channeling. That way, I could keep my weirdness with my boyfriend to one area tonight. I was just sad it was going to be a farting, drooling area.

      “Let’s pick up right where we left off. I think we’ve just about got this solved,” I said, with what I hoped sounded like a positive, full-of-energy lilt.

      “Brought your boyfriend, huh? You’re not the first to do that. Most ladies can’t trust themselves around me.”

      I ignored him and stared at the ceiling, giving Justin the thumbs-up to start the timer.

      “You don’t seem out of it,” Justin said.

      “Just start it now,” I replied.

      Feldman mumbled something that sounded like “Time for the fun and games to begin,” then hovered next to me, waiting for the moment when he could enter.

      I had no idea what he meant by fun and games. He was probably upset I was taking control by having Justin here. A human. There was no way I was channeling longer than necessary this time.

      Game on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Game On

        

      

    

    
      The bright lights of my living room faded into the dim lighting of the bar. The smell of smoke and booze filled the air, along with the smell of lingering burnt chicken.

      It sounded like the whole gang was chatting and clinking glasses. The pain in my ankle was back as Feldman walked down the narrow closet-like staircase, more like stormed down them.

      When I was sure I was in the channeling, I talked to Feldman in my head. “Look, If you want my help figuring out your murder, I demand you stop rooting and let my husband back into Gate House, or this is my last channeling with you.”

      “Husband? Ex-husband, you mean. And no offense, it doesn’t at all seem like you are in the position to be making demands.” He chuckled in his head, which somehow took on a weird echo. “Especially not in my channeling. I have all the power here.”

      “Then we’re done,” I replied, like that meant something. But I refused to be intimidated by him.

      Feldman turned the radio down. The jazz song playing in the background abruptly ended and everyone turned to face him.

      “Who thought this was funny? Putting this horse in the stairway? I almost broke my neck.”

      The room went silent until Terry laughed. Flo looked at him and giggled then the whole room laughed too.

      I didn’t feel sorry for Feldman anymore. Not even knowing that one of these people laughing at him right now was going to cut his throat later. Like the rest of these people, I felt like he probably had it coming.

      Drew rushed over and stroked our face, kissing his cheek lightly so she could whisper in his ear. “Someone’s just having fun with you, Feld. Let it go. You know how your friends are. You said so yourself.”

      I felt Feldman’s jaw relax, his shoulders soften.

      He spoke to me. “She knew tempers ran hot in my family,” he said, making me think of Mr. Winehouse, the most even-tempered man in Potter Grove. I could hardly believe that family was somehow related to this man.

      I wasn’t about to talk to Feldman, though. I told him I was done, and I meant it. A silent observer. A person trapped in this channeling, in this murder mystery. I would solve it, but I was done trying to be civil about it.

      Doc grabbed the bank from Feldman. “We were just talking about this. Remember the last time we all went to the races? Drew made Pam a hat just for the occasion. She still adores that thing. She predicted then you’d have your own shop by now.”

      “That’s what we’re saving for,” Drew said, holding up crossed fingers. “Someday.”

      “I tell you, my wife would buy everything in the shop,” Doc added.

      “Pam’s the best,” Drew replied.

      Blanche scowled.

      “Pam’s the best wife,” Drew said, touching Blanche’s arm. “You’re the best girlfriend. Tell Pam to come on by the shop. I’d love to make her a new hat. The style is thinner now, smaller. She’ll love it. It’ll be the bee’s.”

      “I’d like my wife to look like bees.”

      Blanche’s scowl deepened, but Doc didn’t seem to catch on that he probably shouldn’t be talking about his wife with his girlfriend around.

      “I lost a bundle that weekend,” Richie grumbled to the side. “Unlucky hat, if you ask me.”

      “Everybody lost that weekend,” Feldman said. “Except Terry.”

      “Probably why we don’t go back,” Richie chimed in. “Nobody likes it when Terry wins. That boy gets too much in life as it is.”

      “Said the man on the take,” Feldman replied under his breath.

      “This reunion’s all nice and chummy and all…” Everyone turned toward the deep, gruff voice coming from the back of the room. It was Chance. “But we playing cards or are we gonna fancy dance and reminisce all night?”

      “Depends on if you brought your money,” Doc said.

      “Come on, Felds. Let’s get the table,” Richie said as he went down the hall with Feldman following. Was I really about to sit through a half an hour of card playing? I almost wanted to slit my own throat.

      It didn’t take long to get the table set up, which was a heavy extra one from the kitchen, long enough for the seven of them to sit around: Feldman, Doc, Terry, Richie, Boyd, Flo, and Chance. Blanche and Drew sat off to Feldman’s right at the bar.

      I had a great location, actually. I could hear pretty much all the conversations around me, if I concentrated on them hard enough. I’ve done enough channelings to know that even though my energy was meshed with the spirit’s, I could still separate my observations from theirs, hear and see things they might have missed.

      “I’m in,” Terry said. The bet went to his girlfriend, who was sitting by his side.

      Flo practically fell into him, laughing like she was drunk. I tried to remember how much each person had to drink, and I didn’t think she could possibly have been anywhere close. Was she playing these men, or just one man? I couldn’t wrap my mind around any motive the woman would have had for killing Feldman, but I also didn’t dismiss the thought. She was the Donovan in the room. She was the one with the famous quote on her Wikipedia page that was almost exactly like the one in the horse.

      She shrugged. “Sure, I’m in. Why not?”

      “If I remember right,” Feldman said to me, interrupting my thoughts. “Flo cleaned up that night. But then, when you don’t have to worry about money in life, it makes you a better poker player. You can afford to take chances, distance yourself from the money part of the game.”

      “So she’s a skilled player with money. A threat,” I said, kicking myself for talking to the ghost after I swore to myself I wouldn’t.

      “Sure, if threats are ditzy and clueless.” He was almost mocking her. “She didn’t know the game. She got lucky because she’s rich.”

      I watched as Flo revealed her cards. A full house. She raked the chips over to her side of the table.

      “Looks like she knows the game to me,” I said then added. “Tell me about the affair you had with her.”

      “I’m pretty sure one of the people has to be married in order for it to be considered an affair.”

      “She was going out with Terry and you’d been going out with Drew for seven years. I consider it what it is. An affair.” I was in no mood to sugar coat things for this man. It wasn’t my job to make him feel better about cheating on his girlfriend.

      Terry called for another round and Feldman looked to Drew. “Honey,” he said, just short of snapping his fingers. “The guys are thirsty. Another beer for everyone?”

      She got up. “The guys are thirsty, but what about the lady? You seem to have forgotten the rule, ladies first. Flo, what would you like?”

      Flo held up her glass. “I’ll have another one of these. Gin and tonic. Thanks, sugar.”

      Feldman threw his girlfriend a look as she went behind the bar.

      And Feldman went back to explaining his non-affair to me. “Flo wasn’t anything special. She was a bored socialite who’d do anything for a kick. I was worried she was going to hurt my brother.”

      “So you slept with his girlfriend to protect him?”

      “I knew she was a whore and I proved it.”

      “My mother used to say ‘you can only prove your own character in life, not that of others.’”

      It was Doc’s deal. He passed out the cards as Feldman continued talking to me in his head. “It wasn’t as bad as it sounds. She was slumming it with my brother and everybody but that poor slob knew it. Rich, beautiful women don’t go out with people like my brother.”

      I didn’t respond, so he went on. “Drew was working late at the dress shop. It was a few months back. And I was hanging out here with Terry and Flo, drinking. Terry got so drunk he puked then passed out, like usual. And I began telling Flo how worried I was about him.”

      “This is so touching.”

      While Feldman talked, the Drew in the channeling handed out drinks. We looked at our cards. Feldman had two pairs: twos and threes. He called the bet.

      “I told her about how Terry used to paint. How he was a good artist. Won a prize in the fair and everything. This was also the night when she told me she would help me find an art studio if I was serious about selling my part of the bar and buying the studio. She told me it was sweet how I wanted to help Terry. One thing led to another…”

      “So you pretended to be the nice guy, and even sold the bar so you could impress Flo with what a nice guy you were to your brother. Then, you slept with her and called her a whore.”

      Feldman didn’t say anything to me. I could tell he was pissed, but I hardly cared.

      The sounds of chatter, clanging chips, and glasses clinking against the table rang through the night. I listened in on the conversations around me because I was done with the one in my head.

      Blanche had a high, shrill voice that seemed to rise above the others. Plus, she was drunk. And there aren’t too many quiet drunks in life.

      “I don’t know how Flo does it,” she said.

      Flo looked over at her. “How I do what, darling?”

      Blanche’s face went red. Apparently, she hadn’t known her voice was loud enough that others could hear it. “I don’t know. Be so crazy. Dance on tables. Go with so many different men.”

      “Which of those parts bothers you?” Flo’s voice was the opposite of Blanche’s, low and confident.

      “None, I guess. It’s just so exciting and dangerous. I could never do it.”

      “Then I suggest you don’t.” Flo lit a cigarette, and puffed on it quickly until the end grew bright orange, blowing the smoke high above the heads of the men sitting at the table with her. She crossed her legs, her hemline inching up just enough to catch the attention of the others. “My parents made me see a shrink in Madison once. Supposedly, a good one because he was terribly expensive. After three sessions, including one where I paid the guy to bark like a dog just to see if he would, I came to the conclusion I’m one of those creative types who’s never sure if she cares too little for life, or too much for it. But danger definitely makes me feel something. And sometimes it’s even enough.”

      Blanche looked down at her drink. “Jeepers. Did he really bark like a dog?”

      “Even wore a leash and a collar. Everyone has a price.”

      “Did you… you know, get in trouble for it?”

      “I wish. Trouble’s glorious when you’re rich. It’s always accompanied by the best prescriptions. I have pills to die for.” She looked around the table. “Did everyone fold?” Once again, she raked the money over to herself, tossing her cards into the pile in the middle.

      Feldman picked them up, but before he shuffled them into the rest of the deck in his hand, he checked them. She’d been bluffing. I felt him mentally kicking himself for folding his two pairs.

      “I gotta take a leak,” he said to the group, getting up.

      “Fast forward,” I quickly added. “I don’t need to see this.”

      “Yes, actually, you do.”

      Feldman looked around the table as he got up, and I noted how everyone was doing. Richie’s chips were almost gone. Boyd probably had half his original stack left. Chance had bought in for more. And Feldman and Doc were pretty much breaking even, more or less.

      I closed my sight the whole time I heard Feldman doing his business in the bathroom (and it was a very long time), which made the Feldman in my mind laugh. “You’re a regular goody-two-shoes, huh?” he said.

      “If that means a person who doesn’t like seeing another person peeing, then yes. Both my shoes are goody.”

      Just as he was opening the door to go out, I saw why he didn’t want to fast forward. Blanche was swaying in the doorway, waiting for us.

      She took an unsteady step forward so her face was only an inch from Feldman’s. Her breath smelled a lot like gin and throw up. More like throw up. “Doc talks a lot… about you a lot,” she said, right next to Feldman’s nose. Up close I could tell she was probably in her early thirties, my age. Her makeup was thick, coats of mascara over false lashes. Powder that settled into her creases but made her face almost look like ivory.

      “Oh yeah? What does he say?” Feldman said.

      She ran an unsteady finger across his cheek and down his back. He did not discourage her by stepping away or mentioning Drew. She went on. “He says you are a very good businessman. He says you always gets what you wants.” She grabbed Feldman’s hands and placed them on her boobs. He gently squeezed them and pulled her in closer. “I wonder whats you wants now,” she said, as she bit her finger.

      I interjected. “I think you probably wants to fast forward this part if it goes any further,” I said. “Just sayin.’”

      She smiled and pressed her mouth over ours, simultaneously skimming her hand along the back part of our thigh.

      At first Feldman didn’t kiss her back, but that didn’t last too long. He pulled her into the darkened bathroom with him, toward the toilet, kissing her long and hard as he ran his hands along the back of her head and down the small of her back.

      Then Feldman turned her around and went out the door, leaving her there. “I’ll tell Doc you wanna see him as soon as he’s done with the next hand,” he said.

      He shut the door and backed away.

      “That ended a lot differently than I thought it was going to,” I said as we headed back down the hall, the unfortunate taste of Blanche’s lipstick and throw-up sitting on our lips. “You’re still an ass, though.”

      Backing away, he tripped over something at his feet, making his already hurt ankle hurt even more. He fell to the floor, landing right on his rear this time. A quick scan of the area gave him the reason. The horse again. It was right by the opening to the bar, staring at him with those dead eyes like it was mocking him, laughing at him, already telling him what a loser he was.

      Feldman grabbed the horse and chucked it as hard as he could across the hall like a shot put. But it was metal and sturdy, not the breakable kind of piggy bank.

      It landed with a crash that rocked the entire hall, making a huge dent in the wall before landing unscathed on the floor in front of it. Doc rushed to the hallway, followed by the rest of the group. “What the hell was that? You okay? Where’s Blanche?”

      “In the bathroom,” she called.

      Doc’s face relaxed until he looked down the opposite end of the hall and saw the bank and the hole in the wall. “You’re fixing that,” he yelled as he pointed at Feldman. “And while we’re at it, there are other things I think we should discuss.”

      “What’s it to you if he fixes it or not,” Terry asked, pushing Doc against the wall of the hallway, causing his glasses to fall askew. “And there’s nothing to discuss. You’ve been getting on my nerves all night. This ain’t your bar. This ain’t your booze. And that ain’t your ugly horse bank neither. Tell ‘em, Feldman.”

      “Yeah,” Richie said. “Stop being a dick, Doc.”

      “Dick Dock. Dick Dock,” Blanche sang from the bathroom.

      Richie ignored her and went on. “Even when we were in high school, he was a dick. I’m sick of this dick.”

      “Who needs a drink?” Feldman said, pushing through the crowd in the doorway.

      “We playing cards or what?” Chance asked. He was behind the bar, helping himself to another beer. He was sure eager to play cards for a man who was losing.

      How had I missed someone bringing the horse into the hallway? I was going to be watching their every move now. Doc, Blanche, and Chance, especially. I tried to think back to the first time we saw the horse. Where were those three right before the horse had been discovered?

      Was it a coincidence that the two people who didn’t quite belong at the reunion poker game came there with Doc, the guy about to buy the bar? And one of those three had just cornered Feldman in the bathroom while the horse had been placed in the hall?

      “How were you cheating Doc in the deal?” I asked him as he sat back down at the poker table. “What did he want to discuss?”

      He didn’t talk to me.

      “And while we’re at it, I want to know everything there is to know about the man who couldn’t come, but lives in the same city the horse bank came from. You were right. This is an elaborate set up. Someone is taking the time to make you know it. Taunting you. I don’t think it’s Terry.”

      “It could be.”

      “Yes, it could be. But if Terry had been the one who murdered you, it would’ve been a crime of passion. Let’s say he found out you sold the Bear Bird and he wouldn’t be able to drink here anymore. Or he found out you slept with his girlfriend to prove to him just what a horrible person she was. He probably wouldn’t have had the foresight to buy a bank a while back and mail it here, then place it all over the bar to taunt you.”

      He still didn’t say anything.

      “And what about this guy Jeremy?” He didn’t answer, so I went on. “Could he be here, lurking?”

      “He’s not. Leave it alone.”

      “But I feel like I should investigate every angle. And you’re being evasive. If I’m going to help you…”

      “Your timer’s going off,” he said, and just like that, I heard it.

      How long had it been going off? And why wasn’t my boyfriend shaking my shoulders?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Just a Dog and a Sparrow

        

      

    

    
      The relief I felt when I opened my eyes left as quickly as it came. My living room seemed different. The lamps were in their exact spots along the end tables, the dogwood rug was centered under my feet by the settee.

      But it was darker than usual, making me wonder how long I’d been channeling. And the thick, velvet curtains were closed, even though I’d left them open.

      I looked around. I didn’t see Justin or Rex. The smell of pipe smoke took over my senses and I coughed, outraged that Feldman was likely creating unwanted smells in my living room now. But something else seemed different too.

      I no longer heard the soft ticking of my wall clock.

      A door opened upstairs, and I rose from the settee to listen in on whoever was there. Was it Justin?

      Wait a sec. Hadn’t I been on the couch?

      And I was pretty sure I hadn’t willed my body to get up.

      I looked up the stairs in time to see the door to the secret room close. I’d only discovered a few months ago that the door across from the nursery on the second floor that only led to a wall now had actually been a real room at some point in the house’s history.

      And now, someone was coming out of it. Somehow, I was still in Feldman’s memories, channeling.

      “What would you have me do?” the woman’s voice said from upstairs. I recognized it at once. Mrs. Harpton, my housekeeper.

      “I have no idea if we should do anything, Theona,” another woman said. The voice sounded remarkably like my own. Eliza, maybe. “It’s his choice to be drunk, which is no way to start the treaty session. I’ve instructed the children,” she lowered her voice, “to remain quiet and in their altered states until further instruction. We can’t have anyone know they’re here. And if Henry Bowman is as drunk as I suspect, then he might just give everything away, the old fool.”

      “He’s been smoking like a chimney too, whole house reeks of it. I don’t know if there’s any tobacco left in the house.”

      “He’s nervous, and drunk. Mostly drunk.”

      “I’ll make some coffee,” the woman who sounded like my housekeeper replied, scurrying down the stairs. It was Mrs. Harpton, all right. She looked younger, but that might’ve been because her face wasn’t in its usual wrinkly scowl. She also wasn’t nearly as fast as the last time I saw her.

      She seemed to almost lumber down the stairs, slowly lifting the skirt of her stiff, black dress so she could take the steps one at a time. She looked over at me, staring directly in my eyes for a moment longer than I’d expected. “They’ll be down in a minute, Mr. Winehouse. Would you like some coffee?”

      My gaze went to my shoes, and I saw my tattered suit, felt its scratchiness along my long, man arms.

      Just like I thought, I was still channeling.

      “Feldman,” I yelled in my head.

      He didn’t answer and Jackson’s warning bounced off every cell in my brain. Just don’t forget you’re in control.

      Problem was, I had no idea what that meant or how to gain control again. Instead of taking me home, Feldman must’ve taken me to the day of the photo in the first scrapbook, the one where Eliza was dancing naked on Henry Bowman’s desk in 1904.

      Although this was exactly the memory he promised to take me to, and I should have been happy he was being true to his word, I was also channeling much longer than I should have been.

      And I had no control over anything.
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        * * *

      

      The curly-haired blonde in the knee-length black dress sitting on the couch next to Henry Bowman wasn’t me. I knew this. I wasn’t around in the early 1900s. But still, she was my “spitting image,” as my grandmother would say. And it was very strange to watch myself from someone else’s perspective.

      Shortly after Mrs. Harpton started the coffee, two other men had arrived, one by one. A short, balding man I knew as James Hind (the suffragette’s father) and the other man in the photo, making five of us sitting around the living room. I studied the unknown man’s face. His beady eyes and sunken cheeks. The cruel way he laughed.

      It hit me. Richard Mulch, twenty years younger than he was in Feldman’s memories of the speakeasy in 1923, and 50 years younger than his awful demise when he was split in two in 1954.

      He was a thin man with bad teeth and a nervous laugh who kept looking over at the suffragette’s father and curling his lip at him. James Hind glared back.

      “This is very delicious coffee,” Feldman said, his hand so unsteady his coffee almost spilled.

      “Thank you,” Henry replied, leaning over, his words slurred. “It’s better with whiskey.” He winked.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Feldman held his cup out so fast it splashed a little along his hand, stinging our skin.

      “Theona,” Henry yelled and she hurried into the room from the kitchen, standing like a soldier at the side of his chair.

      “Yes sir.”

      “Please make sure our guests are kept well hydrated.” He motioned toward the whiskey bottle sitting on the coffee table next to a stack of papers.

      “But Henry, it’s barely afternoon and we have business to conduct,” Eliza gently reminded him. She and Mrs. Harpton exchanged knowing glances.

      “My dear lady, if you haven’t figured out by now that business is always better when everyone is properly hydrated, then God help us all.”

      Mrs. Harpton poured a little whiskey into each of the men’s coffee cups. Richard and Feldman sat together on the couch. Henry and James both sat in the living room’s only chairs, and Eliza was on the settee.

      James Hind tugged on his graying mustache, watching the housekeeper’s every move, his eyes darting around the room. He was about the same age as Henry, a good 30 years older than Richard and Feldman. He shook his head “no” to Mrs. Harpton when she offered to pour some whiskey into his cup, then as she was turning away added, “I guess a bit wouldn’t hurt.”

      Henry laughed again. “Hurt? Just a bit will make us a bit more hospitable toward each other.”

      Feldman took a sip of his coffee. It burned his bottom lip and tasted kind of like the way I pictured Windex tasting. But he didn’t seem to mind either problem. “A little more, my dear, and I don’t mean the coffee” he said as Mrs. Harpton poured more whiskey into his cup.

      Twenty minutes later and no one was asking for coffee any longer. “I’ll just have a spot more of the hydration, please,” Richard said, making everyone laugh.

      “So, tell us again why your nanny is sitting in on the proceedings today?” Feldman asked.

      Eliza rolled her eyes and sifted through the papers, grabbing a blank piece from the stack.

      Henry unbuttoned his vest and let himself take a deep breath. He looked a lot like Theodore Roosevelt. Same round glasses and thick belly. “She was my nanny in New York back when Marjorie and I had our first daughter, Henriette. I was away tending to business quite frequently, so Marjorie was thrilled to have her. In addition to being a very fine nanny…”

      “A fine nanny that no one sees with any kids,” Feldman chimed in, making the others chuckle, which at this point in the hydration-cycle was pretty easy to do. I could feel the burn in Feldman’s eyes, the same stinging sensation I felt at the bar when he’d had too much to drink there as well. “Where are Marjorie and the kids, anyway?”

      Henry tugged on the stiff hairs of his light brown mustache. “Visiting relatives in New York…”

      “You would think Marjorie would’ve wanted her nanny with her for that,” Feldman said.

      Henry went on like he hadn’t heard the comment. “Eliza stayed behind because she is also a very good secretary. And this is a very important meeting.”

      “Shall we begin?” she asked, pen and paper ready.

      “A nanny is going to take notes on this meeting?” Feldman said. He was slurring his words now. And the room had long grown foggy for us. “You don’t have to lie, Henry. We’re all here cause we know each other, straight down to the core. You’re James’s witness to the signing. Him being a bird and all, no bear’s gonna believe a word he says without having a human witness. And vice versa for my boy over here, the bear.” He motioned to Richard. “So why don’t you cut the crap.” He paused like he might be losing his train of thought, but managed to pick it back up again. “And tell us the truth.”

      Eliza cut him off. “As the only sober person in the room, I am here to make sure all the conditions of this treaty are spelled out on paper and signed by all.” She licked a finger and sifted through the notes in front of her, finally pulling out a couple identical maps of Potter Grove. Her posture was much better than mine. She sat straight as a pin, legs properly crossed at the bottom. “This is the proposed splitting of the parcel known as Potter Grove. There is a copy for both parties. As you can see, it’s really quite fair. The main concern for the birds is that their Sacred Grounds be preserved. And the main concern for the bears is that all other terms of the past also be preserved. They won the war, fair and square so it would be good to avoid another one…”

      “She’s pretty high falutin’ for a nanny,” Richard said, looking her over from head to toe, making me want to punch the man out.

      “I think she looks like she’d be a fun girl. I like fun girls,” Feldman said, reaching across the coffee table to grab Eliza’s skirt.

      She smacked his hand. “And I like respectful men with dignity.”

      “Then what are you doing hanging around Henry Bowman?” Richie said. The way he said “hanging around” implied more than hanging around, and he elbowed Feldman to make sure he’d caught on.

      “I’m sure you gentlemen are the top of your clans,” she said.

      “They wouldn’t have sent us if we weren’t,” Richie replied. “Huh, James? Best and brightest.”

      James shook his head at Richie and Feldman, obviously annoyed with the young “riffraffs” in the group. “Let’s sign this treaty and get this over with.”

      “Of course a bird would be interested in getting this over with, but what about the bears? We are in a better position, my friend. So much so, I was sent here with one question. Why on God’s green earth would we want to sign a piece of crap?”

      “Please stop being so obtuse. If we don’t sign, we risk another war,” James said, matter-of-factly.

      “We ain’t the ones worried about that,” Richie said.

      “With larger birds this time,” James went on.

      “We destroyed some pretty large ones last time.” Richie lit a cigarette without asking if it was okay to do so, and Mrs. Harpton quickly came into the room, not to tell him to put it out, but to bring him an ashtray. Nowadays, she would have thrown both cigarette and smoker out the front door.

      “And some more hooch too,” he said, motioning toward the bottle. Mrs. Harpton obliged without changing her expression, even though I could tell the woman was thoroughly annoyed.

      “And Henry,” Richie said. “I heard through the grapevine that you weren’t exactly the upstanding businessman you claim to have been when you were back in New York.”

      Henry steeled his eyes on the man and Eliza shook her head at Henry.

      “She calls the shots a lot for a nanny. You know what I think? I think she was one of your girls.”

      “What girls?” James asked, suddenly interested in something more than leaving.

      “Oh you didn’t hear, huh?” Richie went on. “I heard Henry Bowman owned a lot of brothels in New York, houses of ill-repute, working girls that were worked to the bones, so to speak.” He got up from his spot on the couch and sat down next to Eliza on the settee. He scooted in closer, and she looked away. “But she don’t look so bony. She your favorite? I heard they used to dance too.”

      Henry stood. “That’s enough. I have no idea where you got your information from but I can assure you, it is far from the truth.”

      Richie looked to Feldman and James. “We know what’s what. And we want to see a dance. Don’t we, fellas? Right now. And if we don’t get it, we ain’t signing.”

      “I think you’re pretty far from signing now,” Eliza said. She bent forward, gathered the papers together into a neat stack on the coffee table. “Perhaps another time when you’re not so well hydrated.”

      “Order your nanny to do it, Henry, or I’m walking out right now. And I ain’t coming back. Now or ever.” Richie’s eyes were beady and red as they fixed on Henry’s.

      Eliza stood and Henry nodded to her.

      “Henry, you of all people know I won’t attempt to stop this. Indeed, you know very well I can’t stop you from going down a crooked path. But remember, all paths have destinations.”

      Even James perked up when she said this, sitting on the edge of his seat. “Does that mean you are about to do this?”

      “I will oblige, but only after you all realize what you are entering into. It will be a contract of a different kind. One you cannot back out of. If you go down this crooked path, you will not be able to return. You will be entering into a generational curse.”

      Richie laughed heartily. James did too, only under his breath.

      Eliza was not fazed. “Maybe I can explain it better with a fable. Perhaps you are familiar with the fairy tale from the Brothers Grimm about the dog and the sparrow? It was originally published in German, so perhaps not. Der Hund und der Sperling?”

      They all shook their heads. “And if you make me listen to it now, I’m gonna need another drink,” Richie said. Eliza motioned to Mrs. Harpton who got up even quicker than when Henry beckoned her to do something.

      It was like watching myself in a home movie, something I was never comfortable with. My voice. My mannerisms. The awkward way my hand hung down when in a relaxed position. It was weird and uncomfortable.

      Eliza’s face brightened, which actually looked just like my face, as she spoke about the fairy tale. “In the story, a dog and a sparrow became friends. The dog, having been mistreated by his master, was very hungry and needed food. The sparrow helped him find some. But in a most criminal way. They stole food from many shops, and the dog prospered from this immensely. When he was full, the dog grew tired and laid down to take a nap in the road. Not long after he fell asleep, a man driving a horse-drawn cart headed straight in the dog’s direction. Although there was plenty of room around the dog, the man in charge of the cart decided he shouldn’t have to move. He should be allowed to go wherever he pleased.”

      The men all sipped their drinks, with bored chuckles.

      Eliza continued. “Of course, the sparrow tried to stop him. She yelled to the carter, ‘Stop! Or it will be the worse for you.’ The carter looked at the sparrow and laughed. ‘What harm can you do me?’”

      Richie leaned forward. “Look, lady, save it. I know you’re trying to tell us all about the power of birds, that birds can kill, or whatever. But the bears won the last war. And we will win any other wars. We’re stronger and smarter than the birds.”

      James coughed, furrowing his eyebrows.

      Eliza went on, her voice pleasant, cheerful almost. “You’re missing the point of the story. I’m merely reminding you that no one has control over your actions except you. I can only tell you what will happen if you continue on your crooked path. The path heading for needless death and destruction after you’ve been duly warned to turn away from it.”

      “Yeah, Richie. You’re forgetting all about that curse.” Feldman smiled. I could tell by the way his lip spasmed just a little, he believed Eliza more than he was letting on.

      Eliza continued. “But I’m not finished. Don’t you all want to hear what happened to the man in charge of the cart?”

      Richie rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. The bird killed him.”

      “I suppose in a way, she had a hand in it,” she said. “Because she kept warning him that ‘thy cruelty shall cost thee thou life yet.’ But once again, she had no control over the actions of others. In the end, the carter instructed his wife to kill the sparrow, and while the woman was trying, she ended up killing her husband instead.”

      “A surprise ending. Great. And now that we’ve all been duly warned in the most random and pathetic of ways about something no one here knows what the hell it’s about, let’s get on with the peep show. Or I am quite certain this shall cost thee thy lives yet,” Feldman said, trying to make his voice sound ominous.

      Eliza turned to us. Looking deep into Feldman’s eyes, like she was seeing right through them to me on the other side of his consciousness, she said, “Sometimes, when you think you’re in control, you’re not. And vice versa, I’m afraid. Never forget that.”

      Was she talking to me?

      Feldman’s lip spasmed again.

      “Feldman,” I yelled in my head. “I don’t want to see the rest. I know what I look like naked, and I know what’s going to happen next. Take me home now,” I demanded in my most confident and controlling voice.

      He didn’t respond.

      “You have a camera, right, Henry,” the Feldman in the memory said. “ A rich man like you has to have a camera. I think this is a moment we’ll want to remember.”

      I will not see the rest.  I will return home now.

      This time, I was telling that to myself, and not to Feldman. I was the one in control.

      I focused in on Feldman’s breathing in the channeling. In and out. In and out, all the while picturing myself on the couch in my time, looking at my wallpaper. Finding my own breath, searching for my own clock noise.

      I let my mind go blank as I searched for the familiar in a stream of darkness, of whiteness, of the flickering of dark and light that happened to my eyesight whenever I had hallucinations. I reached for that.

      That’s when I heard it. My clock, softly ticking away.

      I opened my eyes and blinked around my living room. It was dark now. The air seemed heavy and thick. Looking to my left, I saw Justin slumped over, asleep on the couch beside me, his phone timer buzzing in his hand. I turned it off and snuggled into him, sniffing at the faint scent of cologne along his neck, kissing him softly.

      I was home. And I was back in control. Or was I? Sure, I had won one of the battles. I was pretty sure I could get myself out of the channelings now, but I needed to win the war.

      I needed my ex- husband back at Gate House and Feldman out.

      And I still couldn’t believe I needed that first part.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Openings

        

      

    

    
      I woke to the smell of eggs and bacon. Items I didn’t even know were in my fridge. I got up from the couch and shuffled my way into the kitchen where Justin stood over the stove, spatula in one hand and my “Kiss the Cook” apron draped across his broad chest.

      I kissed the cook on his scratchy cheek then leaned against the island.

      He motioned toward the pan. “My big apology breakfast. I’m not exactly sure what happened last night. I must’ve fallen asleep as soon as you did your seance thing.”

      “Channeling,” I corrected him.

      “I never heard my alarm, which is weird because I never have my alarm set to vibrate. And I never fall asleep right after dinner, not even on Thanksgiving.”

      It wasn’t something I was going to try to explain to my skeptical boyfriend, but I was pretty sure it had been Feldman, stronger than I ever gave him credit for. He must’ve somehow put my boyfriend to sleep and put his phone on silent in an attempt to show me just how in control he was.

      But he’d actually done me a favor. “So, you never saw me mumble or drool?”

      “Darn,” Justin said, playfully snapping his fingers. “I missed the best part.”

      He poured some scrambled eggs onto a plate and handed it to me. I grabbed a handful of bacon from the paper-towel-lined area on the side of the stove and sat down at the dining table, not even stopping at the sink on my way.

      Normally, after a channeling I am so thirsty I just run the tap water straight into my mouth then hobble around in an achy state. And that thirst had grown even stronger whenever I’d channeled with Feldman. But not this time.

      I took a bite of my eggs and moved my neck left and right. A little stiff in the shoulders, but overall, I felt pretty good. And not even a tiny bit parched.

      Maybe in the other channelings I’d given up too much control, not knowing what I was doing with the ghosts. I was pretty sure that hadn’t happened last night. Or not as much.

      Justin took the spot next to me, and again we sat in silence. There were so many things I wanted to talk to him about, like the meeting I overheard at George’s barbershop with what I believed to be bird shapeshifters. But then, he was a bear shifter, so I didn’t think it was an appropriate topic to discuss.

      I also wanted to get his take on the Donovan-led task force to find Bobby. I had no idea what could possibly have been the motive behind that.

      But, we never talked about things like that. Not a word about the grouse pin or if there were any leads on Bobby. I was just about to rip the bandaid off once again and point-blank ask him when he pointed to my answering machine.

      “Light’s blinking,” he said, like he knew he should change the subject even though I’d only just opened my mouth.

      With no cellphone coverage at Gate House, I had to rely on old-school technology to get by: a landline and an answering machine. Still, very few people called me here unless it was an emergency, or they were my mother. I hurried over and clicked the button.

      “First unheard message,” the automated voice said before the beep.

      “Carly, pick up. Where are you? Carly! Carly, pick up!” It was Rosalie, her tone unusually frantic. “Louis wore my special demon-protecting rings into the basement last night. He’s in the hospital now. Ohhhhh, damn it. I feel so damn guilty…”

      She ought to feel guilty. Those rings weren’t meant to do anything except line her pocketbook, and we both knew it.

      I grabbed my purse and fed my dog on the way out as Justin kissed me good-bye.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital was right in the main part of Landover where businesses and shops still spanned out, most already displaying beach towels, anchors, and lighthouses in their window store fronts. Now that we were in spring and expecting our bread-and-butter tourists at any minute, we all needed to be ready to pounce on their money.

      The hospital was a weird contrast to the rest of the area with its generic orangish red bricks and decor that was little more than a flag out front.

      Just the kind of roach motel you’d expect to never leave from.

      I tried not to think about that as I made my way through the sterile-smelling hallways that would always remind me of my grandmother.

      In her last days, my mother and I visited her every day after she caught pneumonia. Funny, even as she laid there dying, machines doing most the breathing for her, I thought she was going to make it. That she’d be home soon, complaining to my mother about how it’s not good to put too much salt in everything, especially because it made her feet swell.

      As a medium, I knew my grandmother was still here. All I had to do was ask her to come talk to me, and she’d probably hang out for a while.

      Thing is, I never did this. I guess with some people it’s enough just having them there. Plus, I already knew I used too much salt. And my career was going nowhere. And I probably should stop “with the dead people, already.”

      The hospital room was quiet and it smelled a little too much like pee mixed with the chemicals designed to mask the smell of pee.

      Mr. Peters lay in the bed asleep, tubes all up his nose, his face half covered in bandages. Rosalie stood by his side, wringing her hands together.

      “What in the world happened?’ I asked her as soon as I entered.

      “The doctor said he should be okay.” She looked down at her hands as she squeezed them together. “I might’ve oversold Louis on the powers of the rings a little.”

      “You think?”

      She wrung her hands faster. “One of the waiters found him in the basement unconscious, and they saw something else there too.” Rosalie plopped down on the sad, scuffed-up, probably-used-to-be-green recliner in the corner of the room. She threw her dreadlocks into a scrunchie then looked at me. “We may have a problem.”

      Her light blue eyes seemed especially light, pale almost. And they were giving me a look I didn’t recognize at first because I so seldom saw it from Rosalie. Remorse. She picked up the flowered cloth sack that was sitting by her feet and quickly rummaged through it, bringing out one of her big books of paranormal recipes and definitions. She set it on her lap and gripped its cover. “I think we may have unintentionally opened the gates to the hosts of evil.”

      “Come again?”

      “Now, don’t freak out.”

      I looked around for a place to sit, but Rosalie was in the only chair. “You cannot seriously tell me not to freak out after you just told me we opened the gates of the hosts of evil.” I lowered my voice, remembering we were in a hospital. “I don’t even know what that means, but it cannot be good.”

      She bit her lip and opened the book. Then with the calming voice of a therapist unsure if her patient might be armed, she said, “I have to check my book, but it seems to be more like a vortex from what the waiter described. Of course, I can’t say for certain because I haven’t seen it myself. But the waiter said there’s something in the middle of the basement wall, right where we all saw the words ‘die, die, die.’ A dark, black hole that doesn’t seem to lead to anywhere human. Air was sucking in and out of it like lungs…”

      “So help me God, if that book says one of us needs to go in that hole, I will shove you in there myself.” I said, pacing the room as I talked, wiping my sweaty palms on the same jeans and t-shirt I channeled in last night. “This is your fault.”

      “Me? You’re the one who opened those gates,” she said. She clutched at her obsidian necklace like she was clutching at pearls.

      “Except that the sapientia formula was your idea. And I told you that opening gates to the hosts of evil was a possible side effect. But you said not to worry. No one really got a 12-hour boner. What would you call this?”

      Rosalie took a deep breath and seemed to think this through. The gentle sound of beeps from one of the machines droned on in the background. “You might be right. But I think it might also have to do with your channelings with Feldman. Every time you do them, things get worse at the speakeasy. For example, did you channel last night with that awful, rooting ghost?”

      I sat down at the edge of Mr. Peters’s bed. “Yes. And I’m not sure for how long either. Maybe there is a connection. Maybe it was both things combined.” I put my head in my hands. “Please say your book has a solution.”

      While she searched through her book, I turned on my phone and googled, “How to close the gates of hell once you’ve opened them.”

      As a former click-bait writer, the search wasn’t even the strangest one in my browsing history.

      I stared at the results. They were mostly just how-to guides for fantasy video games.

      Mr. Peters moaned and Rosalie sprang from her chair. Her hip, which normally gave her problems, didn’t seem to bother her too much today as she darted to his bedside, adjusting the sleeves of the cute, black flouncy top I never saw her wearing before. “Louis, are you all right?”

      He blinked at the florescent lights overhead and around the room, moaning even louder.

      “Here you go,” Rosalie said as she handed him his glasses from off the tray table. He focused on her and smiled. She smiled back.

      And even though their goofy smiles made me feel like I should leave the room, I couldn’t give these possible lovebirds their privacy, not when there was some sort of a vortex to hell we all needed to be more concerned about.

      “I think I’m okay,” he said in a whisper.

      “What happened?” I asked. “One of the waiters found you unconscious in the basement of your restaurant.”

      He turned his head to the side, puzzled almost, and scratched at the bandages sitting along his balding head. The machines beeped around him, taking over the silence. “I… I was wearing the rings, the ones you guaranteed would keep me safe.”

      “I don’t think I ever used the word guarantee,” Rosalie corrected him, then seemed to think better about it. She patted his arm. “But regardless, I’m just glad you’re okay, and I’m sorry the spirit in your basement is very unusual. I think I may have mentioned it might be beyond our usual scope.”

      He nodded. “I think it might be. There were noises in the basement, unusual ones. That’s why I went down there, thinking I’d be safe with my rings on…”

      He paused to look at Rosalie, like he was waiting for a second apology. She didn’t give him one, so he went on. “And that’s when I noticed the strange sounds were coming from the wall where the three-D image used to be. A hole about the size of a large door had been torn into the bricks. My bricks. Is insurance going to cover that?”

      “A vortex to hell?” I shrugged. “Maybe All-State.”

      Mr. Peters chuckled at my joke, but then stuttered over his words at the realization. “Is that really what th… that was? A vortex to hell?” He shivered. “That I went near?”

      His voice had a faraway quality to it, like a man stunned by the impossible. He giggled, but not in a good-natured way. He was giggling like a man losing it.

      Rosalie took her therapist tone again. “Honestly, we don’t know what it is. We haven’t seen it yet,” she said, like we were experts on vortices to the underworld and we just needed to do a quick inspection to determine things. “Let’s not worry until we have something to worry about. You used to say that to me, Louis. Do you remember?”

      He stopped giggling. “Yes, when we worked together at the bookstore. You were so cute coming in without any shoes.”

      I coughed. “But let’s go back to the vortex and what happened. You went to the basement where there was a hole and…”

      He looked at me with the wide eyes of a man unsure of life anymore. Like he was questioning everything he knew to be true. “Yes. Yes,” he said. “And as I got closer, I realized the sound I was hearing was wind, or breathing. More like breathing, very loud, and slow. But it couldn’t have been breathing, could it? Walls don’t breathe.”

      “No, not normal ones,” I began. “But you might have been hallucinating.” I said this like hallucinating was a hopeful diagnosis.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “I must’ve been hallucinating I’ve been under a tremendous amount of stress lately. The restaurant’s not doing as well as I need it to. I must get rid of this problem once and for all.”

      “We’re trying. Just tell us what happened,” Rosalie said.

      Mr. Peters went on. “I remember walking toward the hole, and I guess I got too close.”

      Rosalie’s face went pale. “Are you crazy?”

      “It wasn’t my brightest moment. But I had to follow the voices.”

      “Voices?’ I said, practically shouting. Now, I wasn’t sure. Maybe he really was hallucinating.

      He sat up, his thin blue hospital gown falling forward with him. He pulled it safely closed along his shoulders then continued. “Yes, voices coming from the hole in the wall. The closer I got the clearer the words. It was a woman’s voice saying something like tick tock, but it was more like Dick Dock. Dick Dock. It was weird. Then someone else said something about being sick of this dick. And are we playing cards or what?”

      I gasped.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “That’s just very interesting. I’ll have to look into that.”

      “Into my hallucination?”

      Mr. Peters’s voice was weak and raspy, and every once in a while he paused to take a deeper breath. “But when I got about three feet away, just as I was noticing a little metal horse, it suddenly felt like the wall took a huge inhale. And I was sucked into the hole. I think it spit me back out again. I don’t know. I blacked out from then on.”

      “Ohmygosh, Louis. I’m so sorry,” Rosalie said again, touching his arm, tracing a finger along his bandage. “I’m so thankful you’re okay.”

      “Yes, I’m okay. I’m sorry too. I should never have asked you to do things for me for free. And now, look at me. An old fool with a huge hospital bill.” He was staring into my boss’s eyes, and she was only looking back at him. And they both got their goofy smiles back.

      I snuck out during the love-fest staring contest, trying to think of a way to get in touch with my weak ex-husband.

      One thing was certain, though. Those wall voices had come straight from my channeling, and I had no idea what that meant. But worse, the thing had sucked Mr. Peters in and spit him out probably because he wasn’t the one meant to go in there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Hole in the Wall

        

      

    

    
      Rosalie lectured me the whole way over to the restaurant Sunday morning. Except that it was more like crazy yelling.

      Her tirade started the moment I told her the conversation Mr. Peters overheard by the vortex was the same one I also heard in my channeling with Feldman.

      So now, she was convinced my channelings were the cause of everyone’s problems, down to her bad hip, I think.

      I ignored her as I drove. The weather was nicer today. The news said it might even hit 65. I rolled the window down, trying to feel the breeze along my face, taking a deep breath as I bounced over every pot hole on the drive. Life seemed different since my last channeling. Or at least I felt different. More powerful. More in control.

      I stopped at the light by Potter Grove Methodist, the typical brown rectangular church most the locals attended. Music streamed from the sanctuary, and I giggled at the irony. “Good people are heading to church right now. While we are literally headed someplace else.”

      Rosalie was still yelling about how I was the one who’d created the vortex, when she stopped and giggled too. “Those good people ought to be thankful we’re heading to the gates of hell, honestly. I’ve been reading up on the vortex. Things are only going to get worse if we can’t stop this. One farmer claimed he lost four goats, almost an entire crop of beans, and a mother-in-law before he was able to close the gate again. Of course, this story happened in the 1600s.”

      “And he happened to hate his mother-in-law,” I added, driving away from the church. “How’d he close the gate?”

      “Didn’t say. But there’s a recipe in the book. Of course, the ingredients are very expensive…” She let her voice hang there at the end, like she expected me to jump right in and offer to pay for it.

      Looking down at my steering wheel, I felt the guilt pour over me. This whole thing was my fault, kind of. “I can ask Ronald if the estate will cover the costs again, but last time I could tell he really didn’t want to do it.”

      We passed the Spoony River Cafe and I craned my neck to see if Shelby’s Cadillac was there. I didn’t see it, but it was still pretty early.

      “Whole town’s looking for Bobby now that there’s a reward. You joining the task force?” Rosalie asked.

      “I don’t need half off the gym,” I said. “I canceled my membership after I realized I hated exercising. But, I’ll probably still join a search party soon. I hope all of this attention brings up Shelby’s spirit. Gives her a little hope.”

      Chez Louie was dark and quiet again, but this time I didn’t think it was the strong ghost causing it. Like the Purple Pony and most other businesses in Landover County, fancy dining places didn’t open until they were good and ready, which was usually around eleven.

      I looked at the clock on my dashboard. 9:10. We sat in the car for a minute before either of us went for the door. “I’m a little nervous about this,” I finally admitted, pulling my door handle.

      “I’d be worried if you weren’t worried.” Rosalie was right behind me.

      The strong smell of sulphur seemed to take over the parking lot. The last time I was here, that smell was restricted to the basement. Now, it was everywhere.

      I also felt something. A heavy presence coming from the restaurant.

      Rosalie waved a hand by her nose and sniffed back a tear. “Not what you’d expect to smell from fine dining,” she said.

      My eyes stung and I coughed into my elbow. The stench was so strong I could taste it sitting along my tongue. I popped my hatch and grabbed my bike helmet from the back. The shiny silver coating gleamed in the sunlight.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Rosalie said when she saw me stuffing my curls into the sides and clipping the strap.

      “I bought this a few months ago, when I first learned that the penetrating-skull birds might be back.”

      The helmet was a little loose so I pulled on the strap like I knew how to adjust it. Looking up, I noticed Rosalie staring at me, mouth open.

      She took a wobbly step back. “You really think an oversized bike helmet is going to save you from whatever the hell the gates to the hosts of evil is?”

      I shook my head “no” and the bike helmet slid along my hairline with the movement. “It’s all I have, though.”

      “You got another one?” she asked, as I closed the hatch.

      We made our way over to the basement, and the sulphur smell grew even stronger. Rosalie took her sweater off, exposing her large bare arms. She draped her cardigan over her nose and mouth and tied the sleeves in the back.

      I resisted the urge to take a selfie. Me in my helmet, and Rosalie in her sweater mask.

      The staircase seemed darker than what it should have been considering how light it was outside. And the temperature dropped as soon as I hit the first step. My teeth chattered and I almost snatched Rosalie’s cardigan from her face.

      There was definitely a presence here, trying to make a connection with me, making my skin crawl with the sensation of fingers tickling my neck. I refused to focus on it, and instead kept my eyes on the stairwell and the old wooden door in front of me, reminding myself that I was in control.

      Mr. Peters had given us a key, and I was just about to jab it into the lock when it occurred to me we didn’t really have a plan. I turned to the woman coughing into her sweater mask next to me.

      “We’re just going to see the vortex for ourselves,” I said. “From a safe distance. We’re not actually stepping inside the speakeasy.”

      I got my phone out, covered my nose and face with the edge of my t-shirt, took a deep breath, and unlocked the door.

      Rosalie grabbed my arm before I opened the door. “Did you hear that?” she asked. I hadn’t heard anything strange, but I took my hand off the door knob and concentrated on the sounds around me.

      It was unmistakable. The sound of breathing was all around me. Very loud and slow, making me wonder why I hadn’t heard it sooner. But then my own breathing had been louder than normal… I took another large inhale. And so did the thing inside, at the same time, which seemed strange.

      Just to rule out the possibility, I held my breath. The breathing inside the basement stopped too. I quickly exhaled, same as the vortex.

      “What are we waiting for?” Rosalie asked, motioning toward the door.

      “Nothing,” I answered, because when your breathing happens to be exactly in time with whatever is breathing in the gates of hell, you keep it to yourself. And act natural.

      But whatever it was, it obviously wanted me to know it knew I was here. And that we had made our connection.

      I gulped and opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      The door swung open with a sticky kind of sound I wasn’t expecting. I blinked around the dark room, shining my phone’s flashlight this way and that, willing my eyes to adjust already so I could see the hole and get the heck out.

      Problem was, my eyes watered from the stench surrounding me and I was having a hard time seeing anything. Rosalie pointed toward the back wall where tiny white specks drifted around randomly. Heavy breathing in time with my own echoed off the wall, making me feel like I was standing in the doorway of a giant MRI machine. Every exhale blew huge, cold gusts of sulphur-smells in our direction.

      But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get my eyes to adjust to the room enough to see the hole accurately. I focused on the specks, realizing they were probably papers, and they didn’t seem to be blowing around the back of the wall after all. They were blowing around inside the hole.

      I realized the hole was the entire length of the wall now.

      “This is bigger than the waiter described,” Rosalie said. “We need to go.”

      My heart quickened and so did my breath, which caused the thing to breathe faster too. The force sucked me into the room, and Rosalie screamed through her cardigan.

      I fumbled through the gust that was pulling me, trying to grab something, anything — the door frame, one of the support beams, the bar — but I couldn’t. It was the horrible sensation of being out of control.

      Somehow, I got it together enough to hold my breath. The thing did too, and I fell hard along the floorboards. My head smacked against my helmet, sending a pain down my neck and over to my shoulders. I looked at the wall. The tiny floating bits of paper had fallen as well.

      I scrambled to my feet, my lungs already aching because they wanted to inhale. I was never a strong swimmer, so holding my breath was not something I was used to. My head already throbbed with the feeling I was going to pass out if I didn’t inhale.

      I made it over to the support beam in the middle of the room and held on. Looking around for the horse that Mr. Peters said he saw in here the night he got hurt, I spotted it by the end of the bar closest to the hole opening. I took a strong, long inhale, and let my legs suck toward the vortex. My hands stung against the force of the air being sucked around me but I refused to let go. Then when my lungs were full, I held my breath again, dropped to the floor, hobbled over to the bar, and grabbed for the horse. It fell to the floor, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get it. My lungs hurt. My face hurt. I hop-ran over to the exit as quickly as I could.

      Rosalie reached for my hand and pulled me out of the basement, quickly closing the door and locking it.

      I practically collapsed onto the first step as I assessed my injuries and took my helmet off.

      Rosalie mumble-screamed through the sweater still draped over her face. It sounded like, “What in the hell was that all about?”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “But you were right. I’m going to need more than this bike helmet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          The Stories We tell ourselves

        

      

    

    
      My head and shoulders still ached the next day when I stumbled into the library like a woman finally coming home from a week-long bachelorette party. I scratched at my still-numb head, trying to wake up and feel something.

      I had a ton of research to do before the channeling later that evening, but I was mostly there because it was the one place Jackson seemed to be able to reach, or at least that’s what I was hoping.

      I needed to tell him about the vortex while also looking up stuff on the Kentucky Derby, the author Feldman knew from New York, the side effects of sapientia formula…

      Children’s laughter interrupted my thoughts.

      “There she is,” Mrs. Nebitt said from across the library. “We thought you forgot about story time.”

      I looked around, stunned with fear. The children’s section was full. Shelby, Parker, and Lila sat in chairs with their children in front of them.

      Shoot. I’d forgotten about story time.

      I waved. “Sorry, I’m late,” I said, still unsure why I’d agreed to do these things for Mrs. Nebitt once a month anyway.

      Mrs. Nebitt waddled over to me, handed me the book she was about to read, and gave me the once-over. Then she curled her lip.

      I knew why. I was dressed like I wasn’t taking my library duties very seriously, in my torn jeans and stained sweatshirt. I smoothed down my curls that were probably all over the place from me rubbing my aching head.

      I always planned to step it up and look professionally cute, but it’s kind of hard when your days are filled with things like almost being sucked down the throat of the vortex to hell.

      I decided not to share my excuse. It didn’t matter anyway. She’d already made her way back to the front desk and I was left with a section full of children, staring at me. Fortunately, it was not a large section. But it still wasn’t where my mind was at.

      I glanced at the book in my hand as I walked over to my audience. “Hi everyone. Looks like Mrs. Nebitt picked out The Very Hungry Vortex of Evil…” I coughed over my words. “Of course, I mean caterpillar.”

      At least the faint laughter to my right was comforting. Jackson was here after all.
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        * * *

      

      Shelby looked healthier today. Her cheeks had natural color through her makeup and she was smiling when she approached me after story time with Bobby Jr. on her hip.

      “I cannot believe how many people signed up for the task force to find Bobby,” she said, making me feel guilty because I hadn’t done it yet. “It’s like the whole town cares.”

      Parker and Lila were right behind her as their children ran wild through the stacks. Mrs. Nebitt glared at me, like I was one of the children’s parents.

      “Told you it would get the community together,” Parker said, putting a hand on Lila’s shoulder. “And all thanks to the Donovan family.”

      I smiled politely even though I wanted to hurl, and it wasn’t because Parker was putting his hand on another woman. It was because that woman was a Donovan.

      “Yes, thank you, Lila. You too, Parker,” Shelby said, hugging them good-bye before leaving the library. She almost forgot to hug me. The friend she’d known for more than ten years.

      This was all about that stupid this task-force thing.

      Parker ran a hand through his thick, light brown hair. “I am the luckiest man alive,” he said to Lila, with the kind of voice that led me to believe he and Lila might be more than just task-force buddies. “First a job. Then our kids are best friends. And now, we’re helping the community together.”

      They kissed, and I almost fell into the carousal rack of paperbacks behind me. I looked away.

      “Ew,” Clarisse and Lil Mil said when they saw them kissing. They quickly turned around and ran in the opposite direction. And Mrs. Nebitt shot me another look.

      “So you two are a couple,” I asked. “Congratulations.”

      Lila smiled. Her short, sleek, yellow dress and bright blue jacket looked straight out of the pages of Vogue. And whenever she laughed at something Parker said (which was nauseatingly often), she’d flip her perfectly highlighted hair to the side, with manicured fingernails. I checked. She  looked professionally cute, the way I always intended to look if life would stop tossing me into vortices already.

      The Donovans were by far the richest family on the lake. And Parker Blueberg was part of a family that still lived in their original, now-tilting house from the 1940s. Although it was completely possible these two were a legitimate couple, it was also very suspicious.

      I felt like Feldman watching Flo Donovan slumming it with his brother, right before he got his throat sliced.

      “I’m so lucky,” Parker said, again.

      “No, I’m the lucky one.” Lila laughed. Her voice sounded eerily similar to one of the voices in the backroom of George’s barbershop. She turned to me. “There’s another task-force meeting tomorrow. You should join us. Take a stand.”

      You should join us. Take a stand. That was the exact phrase someone had said to George that night, and in that exact voice.

      She looked at me sideways, almost as if she was daring me to call her out on it. I didn’t take the bait.

      “I would. That sounds incredibly helpful to the community, but I’m busy tomorrow,” I replied. I didn’t mention that I was busy trying to close the gates of hell, but I think it was understood.

      “Well, I hope to see you tomorrow at 10:00. Landover Park and Rec,” Parker said.

      As soon as they all left, I searched the library for my ex-husband, peeking around the cabinets in the periodicals section. “Jackson,” I whisper-yelled into the air.

      He barely appeared, only a very faint smoky gray outline over the table by the research computer. He had almost zero color to him, and I couldn’t make out any of his facial features, or even where his face was. It seemed to morph together with his neck. I gasped. “Are you okay?” I whispered.

      “Never better,” he dead-panned, voice barely audible.

      “At least you haven’t lost your snobbish jerkiness,” I said. “I’d be worried about you if that happened.”

      Truth was, I was worried now. But I tried not to show it. Instead, I told him about the gates to the hosts of evil, about how Rosalie and I visited the basement of Chez Louie, and that my breathing seemed to be in time with the thing in the wall.

      “So, how do I close the gates? And how do I help you get back to Gate House?”

      I glanced over at Mrs. Nebitt. She didn’t look up from her computer so I was pretty sure she hadn’t heard me talking to myself.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. He was right up next to my ear now, probably so I could hear him. “My gut feeling says you need to figure things out for Feldman, but you must maintain control throughout the channelings when you do them now. It’s this giving up control that’s energizing him, that’s giving him links to this world, and power over it. It also might be the sapientia formula. Who knows?”

      I gasped.

      “By spraying it in both Gate House and the speakeasy, you might have given Feldman a way to create a kind of backdoor into channeling there.”

      “He’s forcing his way in,” I said. “So if he’s leaving Gate House then you can come back home, right?”

      “I have no idea, Carly doll. I think Feldman created the hole at the speakeasy, but I think the stronger entity is the one who takes it over.”

      “Either way, I need to figure this out,” I said, watching as my ex-husband faded away.

      “Who on earth are you talking to?”

      I looked up. Mrs. Nebitt was standing directly over me. She smoothed out her mauve, button-down shirt while she stared at me sideways. Her eyes looked hugely judgmental in her glasses. “You’ve been muttering to yourself for a good five minutes. This isn’t the first time I’ve observed this odd behavior either. The other day, too.”

      “I’m stumped by my research,” I lied. “Do you know any authors from the 1920s named Jeremy?”

      She studied me for a minute before answering. “Do you have a last name?”

      “No.”

      “Then no. And good luck,” she said, waddling off again. “Try Google.”

      Problem was, I had tried Google.

      “And stop mumbling.”

      Taking a meditative breath, I looked around for my ex, but I could tell he was no longer there. And he hadn’t told me how to close the gates of hell yet.

      I sat at one of the library’s computers and quickly looked up the Kentucky Derby. The Wikipedia page included a list of winners. I started with 1922 and went backwards. But I stopped immediately when I saw the name of the horse that won in 1915. Regret. That was an interesting, and appropriate, name.

      I clicked on the link, and a page popped up about the horse, along with a photo of it, a dark filly with a rose garland and a number three tag.

      My heart jumped when I saw it. That had to be the one.

      Regret.

      What was Feldman supposed to regret? Or did the killer regret something?

      The note said “You gamble. You lose.” And it had been tucked into a horse named Regret.

      I needed to find out from Feldman all the people he had cheated and how. Someone wanted Feldman to regret something. And they wanted to taunt him with it before slicing his throat.

      I tried googling Jeremy next. But Mrs. Nebitt was right. Without a last name, it was pointless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Task Force

        

      

    

    
      I was doing this for Shelby, I reminded myself. Not for the Donovans or the gym membership. And definitely not for Bobby.

      About twenty people stood around a picnic table at the outskirts of Landover Park and Rec where the basketball court met the swingsets. I parked next to Shelby’s beat-up, pink Cadillac that was still pretty cute despite its rusty tail fins and not-quite-white, white-wall tires. And I gulped. What in the hell was I doing here when I had the gates of hell to take care of?

      Somehow, I got myself to open my car door and walk over. Parker waved enthusiastically to me, like I might miss the only group of people shivering in the park.

      Even though it was mid-morning and the sun was starting to burn off the clouds, a cold wind smacked my face and my boots crunched along stiff, half-frozen grass. Lila was dressed in a long brown sweater over her leggings and boots. Her hair draped her shoulders in perfect blonde waves under a white knit cap as she yelled out orders, like “Search-Party Barbie,” complete with megaphone.

      I looked down at my oversized sweatshirt and skinny jeans that I’d deemed “clean enough” even though I’d picked them out of the hamper. I wasn’t even cute enough to be Skipper.

      Shelby hugged me as soon as I got to her, making me feel guilty all over again for not going to one of these sooner.

      Parker pointed to a spot at the picnic table next to George and a couple I knew as locals who frequented the Spoony River a lot. I sat down and smiled politely as Lila continued talking.

      She motioned toward a red oak tree where a group of about ten people stood wearing orange vests. They were Landover’s regular volunteers, the ones who came out for lake clean-ups and lost pets. They were the do-gooders, and judging by their eager expressions and already-opened maps, they knew it.

      “Group one will look behind the Home Depot where Bobby and his brothers were last seen on surveillance video and group two will look around the outskirts of the Dead Forest where this item was found by the old drive-in.”

      She held up a Ziplock bag with a thick silver chain in it.

      She continued. “This might be Bobby’s wallet chain. I don’t know if you can see it, but there’s an eagle’s head on the end. No wallet, though.”

      There were only twenty of us in the search party so I wasn’t entirely sure why Lila was bothering with the megaphone. In fact, it kind of made her voice muffled and harder to hear.

      Shelby added without the megaphone. “It’s definitely the chain I gave him for Christmas, or one that looks just like it.”

      Her shoulders slumped and she looked down at her combat boots when she said that. Christmas was when Bobby’s brothers came to visit and stayed long past their welcome. It was why Shelby had issued Bobby an ultimatum in late January. And it was also why I thought this whole search-party thing was bogus.

      Bobby was a ne’er-do-well who left jobs and relationships when they got too hard, and this was probably no different. He would come back to reclaim his taxidermied grouse foot when he was good and ready, but not until he’d blown through every dollar he stole from their mattress bank.

      Lila put a hand over my head. It smelled like the perfume counter at Saks. “Like I said, group two over here at the picnic table will head over to the old Bear Rock Drive-In…”

      I looked up. Yep, the hand was right over my head. “Nope,” I said. “Group two did not volunteer to go anywhere near the Dead Forest. Did we, group two?” I looked around for confirmation from the people sitting with me at the picnic table.

      Nobody nodded back, so I coughed and tried to make my voice as loud as a megaphone. “Group one looks much more equipped to take that particular task on. They’ve already got maps and safety vests…”

      “You don’t really believe in rumors,” the woman from the Spoony River said. She laughed like Landover did not have a track record for having creepy rumors come true.

      But to make matters creepier, the Bear Rock Drive-In was also where I’d found a dead body last summer. It was right around the time I figured out just how close to the Landover stripper murderer I was in life.

      Shelby’s face was paler than anyone else’s. “Y’all, please don’t go inside the forest. That’s not what Lila is saying. We don’t need to test rumors in this city. Just look around the perimeter for clues,” she said. “Sheriff Bowman told me the wallet chain could be anyone’s. We need to link it to Bobby.”

      “Parker and I will go with group two, and Shelby will go with group one,” Lila said, through the megaphone. “Remember, don’t touch anything that looks like evidence. Just take a picture of it. Everyone should buddy up.”

      “Want to buddy-up and ride together?” Old George asked, like I was actually going. “Patsy couldn’t come. She had to work.”

      I stared at my fingernails a second before answering. I was here for Shelby. And Bobby’s wallet chain was a definite sign, no matter how dumb the sheriff was being about it.

      “I guess so, but I’ll drive,” I said because George’s Buick looked like a rummage sale on wheels. “Just so you know, we’re not going anywhere near a tree or a path. And you’d better run fast if we see anything weird in the Dead Forest, or I’ll be gone and you’ll have to shift forms and fly away…”

      He raised a thick, graying eyebrow at me. “Fly away? I don’t know what you’re talking about, Carly Mae.”

      “Sure, George. Just know, my Civic waits for no bird.”
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        * * *

      

      Some sort of a mist drifted around the trees and shadows in the Dead Forest when we pulled up alongside the other five cars from group two. I tried not to look at it. My plan was to keep focused on the perimeter. There was no reason to even shift my gaze into the forest.

      Old George hopped out of my car and motioned for me to do the same. I was not in the same hurry.

      I slowly grabbed the mace from my glove compartment and my Swiss army knife that I was pretty sure was too dull to do any real protecting.

      Lila waited by her SUV next to Parker. He smiled when George and I approached. “Sure nice of you both to come out and help Shelby,” he said.

      “Shelby’s’ a good person,” George replied, his voice sounding smooth and rehearsed. “She deserves something good in life. She deserves to know what happened to Bobby.”

      Oddly, I thought I saw Lila mouthing the words before George said them. My gaze went from her to George and back again. “Yep, what you guys said,” I said, nodding to the both of them.

      There was something going on here. I had no idea what, but I kept my finger on the mace in my pocket.

      “I’m surprised to see you two out here. Who has your kids?” I asked Parker.

      “Shelby’s parents are watching them all. Isn’t that so nice? We’re very fortunate,” Parker replied.

      I thought about how sweet the Winehouses genuinely were, a huge difference from the way the family used to be.

      Lila no longer had the megaphone, thank goodness. She pointed a gloved hand around the perimeter where the rest of  group two was already in action. Most had flashlights and walking sticks. “Stick together when you walk the perimeter, and keep your eyes open.” She handed us a walkie-talkie, a map, a couple of bottled waters, and a walking stick. “The stick’s for turning over rocks and stuff,” Parker said. “Lila and I are gonna stay back here. Radio in if you see anything.”

      I looked at the map while George and I hustled to catch up with our group. Most of the people in group two were older, which made sense. I was able to come out on a random Tuesday because I worked retail and had slow days off. Most other people my age held nine-to-five jobs.

      I felt a pang of guilt over that one. With two degrees under my belt, I had cost my mother tens of thousands for my education. And she’d done it so that I wouldn’t have to work a minimum-wage job. Yet, there I was. She didn’t even bother to lecture me on it anymore. She’d just throw in a couple sighs of disappointment every once in a while so I’d know her feelings hadn’t changed.

      I turned my flashlight on even though it was day time and scanned over the rocks and grass with it, trying not to think about the disappointment sighs, the Dead Forest looming to my left, or the fact I was a 30-year-old with so much time on her hands, she hung out at search parties with senior citizens.

      I should’ve been at home writing the novel I told people I was writing, not helping ghosts or looking for people I didn’t think were really missing. None of these seniors knew the truth about Bobby, that he’d taken thousands of dollars in cash before he left a month ago.

      My breath hung in front of me in a cold puff that seemed to be mocking me. This was pointless. He was nowhere near here.

      The walkie-talkie in George’s hand crackled. A woman’s voice came over it along with some static-like feedback because she was not that far away.

      “It’s Meg here. I saw something,” the older woman’s voice said.

      My heart jumped into my throat. I was ready to run.

      “Roger that,” Lila said through the radio from the warmth of her car. I was pretty sure she had no idea what “Roger that” meant. I didn’t. She continued. “Please confirm, Meg. Is it a piece of evidence?”

      The woman talking on the walkie-talkie was near the front of the group, and she pointed into the forest, her oversized dark golfing jacket fell oddly along her wrist, covering everything except the very tip of her finger. “Negative,” she said. “I see eyes and I hear breathing.”

      “Do not approach. Come back up here and we’ll call it a day,” Lila said.

      I squinted into the forest. The foggy mist obscured my vision. Anything could have been lurking around those bone-looking trees and weird shadows.

      “It looks human,” Meg said. She handed the walkie-talkie to her buddy, a man who looked about 75. Reaching into her oversized, “Cat Mom,” cloth bag, she pulled out a revolver. Her hand shook as she approached the forest, revolver out and at the ready.

      I screamed as the woman shouted, “I’m going in.”

      Her partner spoke into his walkie-talkie. “Meg’s going in. But don’t worry, she’s armed.”

      “Meg, for God sakes, put that gun away before you kill someone,” another voice said through the radio.

      I tugged on old George’s jacket, surprised by how light and easy he was to pull. “We’re leaving,” I said, pulling him up the hill to our car again as Parker opened the passenger’s door of Lila’s SUV and yelled, “No.”

      “We just got here,” George replied.

      The growling behind me was louder than anything I’d heard before. Animal, mixed with human, but mostly animal. I turned around to see it, a humungous black bear already straddling the woman who used to have a gun. Her gun was off to the side now. And there was no way she could reach it.

      Two of the men charged the bear and it easily hopped off the woman to scurry after them. That’s when everyone took off, including me.

      Those seniors darted up the hill like their medicare depended on it. The bear was just at their heels, close but not too close to do actual harm, even though the thing could easily have overtaken them, or eaten Meg. Everyone made it to their vehicles safely.

      “And we’re done for today,” Lila said through the radio over the sounds of group two’s ignitions starting. “Meet at the park and rec to regroup.”

      “What about my gun?” Meg answered with the black bear not but thirty feet away from us.

      Once I was safe in my car, I looked back at the bear who was scurrying away into the forest again. He seemed way too familiar. I’d definitely seen that bear before, and I knew where.
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        * * *

      

      I shoved the door to the police department open as hard as I could when I got there later that afternoon. It was one of those doors that barely moved, so my anger wasn’t noticed.

      “Hey Carly Mae,” Christine, the brunette who worked the front desk, said when she saw me come in. She was a woman around 50 with a smile you couldn’t be angry around. She stopped typing and looked up to see my face. “You okay?”

      I shook my head. “Boyfriend trouble.”

      “Justin!” she yelled into the back room. She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Just let me know if you want me to give him extra paperwork. They all hate that worse than losing reception on Super Bowl Sunday.” She winked. “Paperwork’ll take care of him.”

      Justin came out just in time to hear the tail end of the conversation.

      “Uh-oh. What’d I do to deserve paperwork?” he asked.

      “They always pretend not to know,” Christine said from her computer as my bear of a boyfriend pulled me outside so we could talk without anyone else hearing. He looked good in his dark police uniform, mostly because it fit him like a glove. I pretended not to notice.

      “Whatever, Justin. I know that was you out at the old Bear Rock Drive-In.”

      “What was me? And why were you out at the old drive-in?”

      My heart raced and I took a deep breath. “You could’ve been shot and killed. What were you thinking?”

      He hunched down so he was the same height as me and leaned in. “Now I’m worried. What are you talking about?”

      I looked around. The police department was located on the corner of two of the busiest streets in town, but still everyone avoided it. Not a soul in sight. I lowered my voice as I told him about the task force meeting I went to, the bear, and how Meg brought out a gun.

      He sighed heavily. “Look, Carly. I don’t think you should go to those anymore,” he said. “This isn’t a game. This is serious, and if the town wants to form search parties, they should come to the police. And they shouldn’t have weapons. Especially not guns. What was Meg thinking? You are so lucky. So lucky someone did not get hurt…”

      My usual “doesn’t say much” boyfriend was letting me have an earful.

      He wasn’t finished. “They should also have given us the wallet chain evidence, and Shelby should have given us the grouse foot and told us about the mattress money. Doesn’t anyone trust the police around here?”

      I looked down at my feet. I wasn’t sure what to think anymore. “The bear out there today didn’t hurt anyone. Not even the woman with the gun. It was almost like he wanted to scare us away from doing any more task forces.” I realized my voice was raising, so I lowered it again. “That bear looked a lot like you, and you told me once that you sometimes follow me around to protect me.”

      “Not this time. That wasn’t me.”

      “I don’t know. You keep a lot of secrets.” My voice was a whisper but it was still cracking as I talked. “Just so you know, we’re all getting bear spray before we reconvene this Saturday at the Dead Forest,” I said. “So watch your eyes.”

      The wind blew his thick dark hair as he talked. “Think about it, Carly. Why would Meg bring a gun to a search party? Why are they putting together this task force to find Bobby in the first place? Are they really so concerned for Shelby? Or, are they doing a little bear hunting?”

      I felt my face lose its color. “I…I… didn’t think about that.”

      “Really? Because from my perspective, it looks like you sure took a blind’s eye to some obvious things. Maybe you’ve got some secrets too,” he said, turning on his heel to go inside. He paused at the door. “That wasn’t me out there. But it does sound like a shifter, which means this is serious, and that was a warning.”

      Walking out to my car, I was more certain than ever that the members of group two had been the ones in the back of George’s barbershop the afternoon he got pecked.

      Why had they practically insisted on me being a part of their group, though?

      Whatever “serious” stuff was going on between the shifters, I didn’t want any part of it. I needed to take back control of my life, in more ways than one.

      And I was about to start at my house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Power

        

      

    

    
      Rex greeted me as soon as I got home, whimpering and pushing his nose into my hand. I cuddled my face into his golden fur and stroked his chin. He seemed different. Depressed, maybe.

      I gave him an extra dollop of his favorite food, and warmed it in the microwave, but he didn’t even stare at me longingly like he usually does as he holds in his drool. He looked off around the room, like he didn’t care or even notice there was an extra dollop.

      “It’s okay, buddy. I know you miss Jackson. We’re going to get our problems solved today.”

      He threw me a hopeful, but doubtful, glance.

      I could tell things were changing for him too. Jackson wasn’t here, and I had no idea how my “guest” was treating him.

      This fueled my fire more than getting my ex back. Nobody messes with my dog. I kept my breathing calm, though, and my thoughts neutral, mostly because I was pretty sure my own hatred toward Feldman was somehow feeding him an extra dollop of undue power around here.

      I turned my phone off and gently placed it on the settee with the bike helmet I was almost certain I was never going to need again.

      This was it. I was taking back control. And I didn’t need alarms or protection to do it.

      It was evening, but the room seemed darker than usual, the air thick with the seething ghost I’d been channeling with. I could almost smell a faint tinge of sulphur coming from off the walls.

      I pictured it lighter, airier, earthier. And I pictured myself indifferent to the fact he was making my house his home. He was merely a pest that I needed to get rid of.

      “Feldman,” I said. My voice was stern but even-keeled and powerful.

      I was definitely going for powerful.

      He didn’t show himself. But it didn’t matter. I sat down on the couch and closed my eyes, drawing the force I knew was here into me.

      This was my new way of channeling. This was me, in control. It didn’t take long, which I refused to see as either a good sign or a bad one. I was going to curtail my usual anxious thoughts. I was in control.

      But I also wasn’t the least bit surprised when the sound of my clock clicking rhythmically in the background morphed into the clinking glasses and the smell of alcohol and burnt chicken, the exact spot we’d left off at.

      I opened my eyes. The dark-haired, gorgeous man I knew as Chance stood by the bar, pouring a beer from the tap. “Are we playing cards or what?” he asked.

      Jazz music played in the background. Doc, the ashen-colored “physician” who looked about 60 but I knew was really in his early 40s, staggered to the poker table, his glasses still askew from when Terry pushed him in the hallway. With a shaky hand, he poured himself a whiskey from the bottle by his stack of chips. He teetered as he poured, swaying with what looked like the kind of rational mind that knew it was time to stop drinking, but also wanted “just one more” to maintain the high. And why not? He owned the place now. He could drink all he wanted.

      Even though he seemed too drunk to murder someone and get away with it successfully, I couldn’t count anyone out of this equation. Plus, the murderer hadn’t gotten away with it. It was just that no one at the speakeasy had reported it, or mentioned it ever again.

      What could’ve motivated the witnesses to do that? To wipe up fingerprints and blood, and hide something so awful to someone they supposedly loved? I quickly ran the scenarios in my head.

      Maybe when everyone woke up, they found Feldman dead under the table. And each person knew it had to be one of them who’d done it. That sense of being snowed in, trapped in an old pharmacy with a murderer, not knowing which one of them it was, must’ve been terrifying. Straight out of a horror movie. Or, maybe they’d all done it, Julius Caesar style. Feldman’s ghost probably would have remembered that last one.

      Snow had completely covered the only window in the basement, making it unusually dim in the room despite all the lamps.

      Fortunately, Feldman glanced by the clock on the back wall and I slowed the memory down enough to read it. 12:15. It wouldn’t be long before this was over.

      “I think we should call it a night,” Feldman said. “We’ve got all weekend to lose our money. We’re snowed in.” He turned to Drew and pointed toward the hall. “Do you want to make up the extra beds, babe? The cots upstairs too?”

      “Sure,” she said, leaving down the hall to do it.

      “I’ll help you, Drewsie,” Richie said, and Feldman eyed him suspiciously.

      “I bet you will,” Doc replied.

      “Shut-up, Doc,” Richie yelled back, leaving with Drew who was busy telling Richie to never call her that again.

      “That name stayed in the orphanage,” she said, curtly.

      I listened to the thoughts going on in Feldman’s head at the time of the memory.

      Richie thinks I don’t know. Everybody knows he’s got a thing for Drew and always has. A thing for Doc’s wife too. It’s cause he can’t get his own girl. That’s why. They’d all rather shrivel and die than be with him.

      Chance paced at the back of the room, spilling his beer as he did. “You all cheat and take my money then you want to quit and go to sleep.” His speech was slurred.

      “Nobody cheats,” Feldman said.

      Chance’s face was red now. He looked all around the bar, but stopped his attention on Flo, pointing at her. “You. You especially. You can’t go to sleep. You have everyone’s money and I felt it. Right before we took that stupid break, I was on an upswing. You just want to kill my good luck.”

      “It only felt like your luck was changing because you bought back in,” she replied, crossing her legs and blowing smoke high above her face. “But I’ll stay up as long as you want, darling.” She looked him in the eye then glanced down at the stack of chips sitting in front of his seat. “I might like that stack too.”

      “Cheating sack of…”

      Terry stumbled his way over to Chance and, on tiptoes, got right up in his face. “Don’t talk to her like that. In fact, don’t talk to her at all. Don’t look at her. Don’t think about her.” Chance was a lot bigger and thicker than Terry, but something told me Terry could hold his own in a fight.

      “Have another drink on Doc, why dontcha?” Chance said. “Drunk piece of crap.”

      Terry turned toward Doc. “What’s he talking about?”

      Feldman gulped down the shot in front of him and shook his head at Doc. “You told your handyman about our deal?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So, I thought we agreed I’d make a formal announcement this weekend.”

      “What deal?” Terry said to his brother. “What’s everyone talking about, Feld? Am I the last to know something?”

      No one said a word, so Terry rushed over to Doc, who was sitting at the table, and curled his hand into the front of the small man’s shirt. He yanked him to his feet, practically choking him. “Tell me or I’m beating the crap out of you.”

      “The hell you will,” Chance replied, knocking over a chair to get to the men.

      Flo leaned back and watched as her boyfriend raised his fist to an inch of Doc’s face.

      “Just give me a reason to beat the crap out of you both,” Terry said. “Is Chance your goon? Your bodyguard? I can take him.”

      Doc coughed from beside him. His face turned a different shade of ashen blue.

      Pouring another shot, Feldman added, “Let him go, Ter. I sold the bar to Doc.”

      “You what?”

      “For you. I did it for you.”

      “You sold the bar for me?” Terry let go of Doc’s shirt and Doc fell over, relieved, gasping for air.

      Terry strolled over to Feldman, smiling. As soon as he got to us, he punched us right in the nose. No warning, no words. A stinging sensation rang through my face, and I felt a little drip fall from my nostril and onto my upper lip, probably blood.

      Terry raised his fist like he was going to do it again, but this time Feldman was prepared.

      He blocked his brother’s punch and sent one swinging himself. The side of our fist landed squarely along Terry’s jaw, making my hand sting. It was the kind of hit you knew was going to hurt both of you for a while.

      Terry landed on the side of the table first, toppling it over, sending chips and drinks falling. A glass broke and Doc got up and moved away from Terry’s limp body laying on the floor in front of him.

      “I think we’ve all had enough for tonight,” Doc said, finally adjusting his glasses. “We need to talk, Feldman.”

      Chance laughed. “How we gonna settle up? Because the chips are down, and I think I was up.”

      “We’ll figure it out tomorrow.” Feldman’s fist still stung. He shook it out then pointed to the floor where his brother lay unconscious. “Take him to one of the back rooms, will ya?” he said to Boyd and Chance, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his nose.

      Boyd shook his head. “I can’t believe you did that.” He grabbed Terry’s arms while Chance took his legs. “And not this. Terry had it coming. I mean I can’t believe you sold the bar.”

      “Ah, you’ll get over it or you won’t,” Feldman replied. “Either way, my days here are done. I am the proud owner of an art studio now. I’m investing in a great local artist.”

      Chance looked down at the lifeless man he was helping to carry. “Who, this guy? What a great investment.”

      Drew and Richie raced into the bar area. “What in the world was that noise?” she asked. “Sounded like the roof caved in.”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Feldman said. “Mr. Hyde reared his ugly head again.”

      Drew nodded as she and Richie walked over to him, but her eyes lingered on Feldman’s nose, making him feel self-conscious. “Put Terry in the green room,” she said to Boyd and Chance, her eyes still on Feldman’s nose. “Blanche is sleeping in the blue one.”

      Flo followed the men out with her boyfriend. The side of Terry’s face was already forming a black-and-purple swollen bruise.

      “Like I said before, everything has its price,” Flo said as she sashayed past us and over to the hall. “Sometimes, you pay with your face.”

      Drew and Richie stared at Feldman for a full thirty seconds before he said anything.

      “Okay, I’m selling the bar,” he finally admitted, lifting the table and setting it upright again. His nose still stung and he dabbed at it with his handkerchief. “Terry found out and we got into it…”

      Richie pushed Feldman away from the table. His beady eyes were already reddening. “I heard you might be thinkin’ about that, but I said, ‘No, Feldman would tell me.’”

      Drew looked down at her feet. “We’ll talk about this later,” she said, walking away.

      Richie wasn’t done. He shoved Feldman against the table. “Who you selling the bar to, Felds? Cause the only one here able to buy it is the only one here who would be very bad for business.”

      “For your business,” Doc said. Richie took a step toward him and Doc backed away.

      Feldman waved them both off. “I’m gonna go check on my brother. You guys’ll work out a deal, I’m sure.”

      “I’m sure we will too,” Richie said. “Or this place is toast. And I am not one to be messed with. I got people everywhere. So many connections on so many levels. They’ll do anything I want. Burn this place to the ground if I gave ‘em the go ahead.”

      His voice faded out as Feldman passed into the hallway. Burn this place to the ground…

      Richie’s own house had burned to the ground while he was in jail, a suspicious fire. I wondered now if he’d set it himself.

      Boyd and Chance were coming out of the back room as Feldman was going in.

      “Thanks for your help, fellas,” Flo said.

      She was standing at the nightstand, tugging off her earrings. She ran a hand through her short blonde hair then, when she saw Feldman in the doorway, motioned toward the bloody lump in her bed. “Who could ever have guessed a drunk losing his free pass to drink would be so angry about it?”

      Feldman bit back anger. “It’s better this way.”

      “Never said it’s not. You just can’t be surprised, is all.” She pulled off her dress shoes next as Feldman stood watching her.

      She walked toward him, one shoe off, one on. “I work better without an audience,” she said, closing the door. Before she closed it all the way, she stopped and pointed down the hall at the dent in the wall from the horse. The dent was still there but the horse was missing.

      Feldman muttered curse words again.

      “Anybody could’ve taken that thing while you were fighting with Terry,” she said. “Hell, Terry could’ve taken it before the fight, thinking it was funny. It’s one of those things in life you just have to laugh off.”

      “Easy for you to say,” he said, looking her up and down.

      “Nothing’s ever easy,” she said, closing the door.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark in the club after I fast forwarded through much of Feldman’s memories. They were mostly of people staggering drunkly off to bed, and there wasn’t anything more with the horse after that. Apparently, after the fight, hiding a bank around the bar had lost its fun for whoever was doing it.

      Doc and Feldman were the only two still up. We leaned against the bar. Most the lights were off, causing Doc’s face to take on a ghostly hue illuminated by the couple lamps dangling over our heads. He raised his glass. “To the dream,” he said. “May we all find it for ourselves someday.”

      “Or die trying,” Feldman replied, raising his glass of beer and taking a sip. “It’s gonna be strange, coming here as a customer.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re a good friend. I’ll only charge you double.” He took another slow sip off what was probably a gin and tonic and let it linger on his tongue before swallowing. “Please tell me you don’t regret selling.”

      “No. It’s time for me to move on. Gonna help Terry find his dream, whether he likes it or not. The drunk bastard. He’s too young to give up like he’s doing.”

      “And what about you? You gonna settle down?”

      “I’m too old not to, I guess. Whatever settling down means. Pretty sure it means giving up.”

      “You’re forty-two. You talk like you’re seventy-two.”

      “And you talk like I’m twenty-two. It’s time for me to realize where I’m at in life. You’ll be better at runnin’ this joint than I ever was. Richie and Terry walked all over me. It’s hard to turn a profit when you’re as soft as a doormat.”

      “And that’s what I wanted to discuss with you earlier,” Doc said. “Richie.”

      Feldman shrugged and chugged his beer. “I’m sure you two will reach an understanding.”

      “He hates me.” Doc drank slowly, savoring every moment. He squeezed the lime into his glass and swished it around. “He blames me for everything, you know? For you selling the bar. You should’ve heard him when you left. He accused me of blackmailing you into selling. Just because that’s what he’s capable of…”

      Doc closed his eyes as he talked. He opened them again, but barely. They were little slits. “Every time he loses, he blames me. He blamed me for that horse race way back when. We all lost a bundle when you talked us out of betting on the favorite. But he blamed me. Blamed me for never having a date in high school, for failing algebra twice, because I wouldn’t let him cheat off me. And now, he blames me again. It’s always everyone’s fault but his own.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Feldman said. I could tell our eyes were getting heavier too.

      “I think I need to do something drastic.” Doc said. “Something big, to show that awful dick I will not be trifled with.”

      Feldman laughed. “Go to bed, Doc. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Something very, very ruthless and unsettling,” he said then staggered off toward the hall. “But I’m certainly not paying for police protection. Not from that guy. I told you to make sure he knew that before I bought the bar.”

      “Blue room,” Feldman reminded him. “Blanche is waiting in the blue room.”

      He staggered into the doorway before making it to the hall. And I realized, through Feldman’s blurry vision, that the drink we just had was likely drugged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          You Gamble. You Lose

        

      

    

    
      I fast-forwarded through his memories just a bit, past him finishing the beer and staggering around, picking things up while he muttered to himself that he wasn’t the maid around here.

      It was much easier now that I was in control. That I pictured Feldman’s memories as nothing more than the pages of a textbook that I could skim through for the most relevant parts.

      I stopped and rewound when I realized Feldman had just mindlessly picked up a book from the floor by the bar.

      He was laughing that he wouldn’t have to pick up after drunken jerks anymore. His days of bartending, serving, and cleaning were done.

      The book he picked up was Golden Promises.

      That did not seem like a coincidence. I slowed down the action so I could catch the name on the cover: Jeremy Mortimer.

      Feldman pushed open the kitchen door, setting the glasses into the sink, tossing the book in the trash.

      He turned on the water to wash the glasses, but turned it off again. His eyelids were too heavy, his vision too foggy.

      I tuned into his thoughts, which were all just how tired he was, how he would finish things in the morning.

      As he turned to head to bed, in the shadows of the darkened room, he saw it again.

      The horse was on the card table, staring at him. He closed his eyes, and opened them. It was still there. He stumbled over to the table.

      “What in the hell…” he repeated over and over, slurring his words, his ears stinging with anger.

      But when he concentrated on the horse, the thing blurred into two images. Two horses that fogged around each other. His stomach churned and he rested a hand on the table to steady himself.

      “You’re lucky we’re snowed in,” he said to the inanimate object. His voice sounded muffled and jumbled in our mind. Feldman had been drugged, all right, probably sleeping pills. I tried to think back on everything the man had consumed. But then he’d had more drinks than food. We never even tasted that chicken.

      He continued, talking to the horse. “I’d chuck you into the snow if I could open that damn door.” He picked up the bank and looked around for a hammer or a bat, anything to smash the thing to pieces, knowing full well that wouldn’t work. The bank was two sides of solid metal, held together by a long, thick bolt. And he was too tired. So very tired. Even holding the horse took way too much effort.

      It dropped from his hand, landing with a thud onto the table. He didn’t even check to see if it had dented the wood. Who cared? Wasn’t his table anymore.

      He plopped down next to the horse, almost missing the chair, his breathing erratic, his heart pounding into his chest. That’s when he saw a thin ribbon draped across the horse’s back, that seemed to end in the coin slot, right by the horse’s neck.

      Finally. He thought. Here was the joke. The punch line. He looked around the room to see if he could spot the jokester waiting in the shadows to spring out and say, “Gotcha” as soon as he pulled the ribbon out and whatever was on the other end popped out. He guessed it was probably a dime-store fake spider or roach or something.

      They probably thought he’d be afraid. He wasn’t.

      He couldn’t see anyone even though he knew someone had to be there.

      He turned his blurred attention back to the horse. Pulling on the ribbon, he was barely able to maintain concentration. Something was at the end, just like he thought. But it seemed to be a note attached by a safety pin. He bit his lip as he angled the pin and the ribbon just right so he could maneuver it out of the slot.

      When he pulled it out, I realized the note was more unusual than Feldman had described. He unfolded the small paper. It hadn’t been handwritten or typed. The words had been cut from what looked like the print from books, and pasted onto the paper.

      I quickly tried to make sure my own conscience was separated from Feldman’s. He was drugged but I was not. And this was the time I needed to concentrate on the details so I could see how this ended.

      He squinted and read the words out loud. You gamble. You lose.

      From there, things went dark. Someone from behind must have thrown a small blanket or cloth over our head while yanking our chin back, snapping our neck into position. The force was immediate and swift, and Feldman was in no condition to fight against it.

      I tried to get a sense of things. The smell and scratchiness of the fabric. Whether the killer was left or right handed. Anything to ground myself to the details.

      I heard it first. The “chuck” sound you hear in horror movies when someone gets stabbed and you wonder how much of the sound would actually be real and how much was manufactured in the studio. A lot of that sound is real.

      And I knew right away this was a life-altering cut, deep and undeniable. Pain shot through the numbness of the sleeping pills. Intense, red-hot pain that I knew must’ve been coming from my neck but I could no longer tell.

      Every part of me wanted to end this and go back to Gate House, but I forced myself to live through it. This was someone’s life. Someone’s death. And the least I could do was stay here and help this jackass figure things out.

      The blade was still in my neck. I felt it along my clavicle. I looked down, through the edge of the pillowcase over my head. It was upside down but I could still see the handle. RM.

      I could no longer swallow, or breathe properly. Weird, gurgling noises came from my throat as I thrashed my arms wildly around, trying to pull the thing out. But the perpetrator seemed prepared for that. The knife twisted into my throat farther and farther, wider and deeper.

      And as everything went dark and I knew we were done, I felt an odd connection to Feldman I hadn’t felt before.

      I knew him better. And he knew me.

      A male voice in the distance said, “What the hell…” just as we blacked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Finding Your Voice

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t even the least bit tired or concerned when I finished my channeling. I strolled into the kitchen, grabbed a bagel from the bag in the bread bin, and began jabbing and slicing it with my dull knife until I eventually ripped it straight down the middle.

      I slipped the pieces into my toaster oven, checking the time on the microwave clock. It was well past midnight. I’d been channeling for the longest time yet, but I wasn’t the least bit worried. I now knew the secret:

      Ghosts can only hold the power you give them in life.

      And I was no longer giving this one any. The other times I’d unintentionally given up way too much of myself.

      I pulled open the fridge and grabbed the cream cheese, thinking about the memories I’d just relived. There had been an unknown voice at the time of Feldman’s death. One he probably hadn’t heard because he might already have blacked out from the pain. The voice was male, and very familiar. It had also come from across the room and it had sounded pretty surprised by what it was seeing.

      I ran the other clues through my head. The note that had been fashioned from cut-out words of a book, probably the Golden Promises book Feldman had picked up when he was cleaning right before his death. At least now I had a name I could look up. I tried to remember it. Jeremy Mortimer. Mortimer. A pretty interesting and familiar name.

      The bagel dinged and the smell of crispy bread filled the room when I opened the oven.

      Regret. Golden Promises. Jeremy Mortimer. J. Mortimer.

      I sat down at the dining room table and pulled open my laptop. Crunching down on my bagel, I looked up Feldman Banking and Trust. There was only a brief history of the company included on the Wikipedia page for Feldman-Martin, the firm it would later become.

      
        
        Feldman Banking and Trust was founded in 1850 by Jeremy Mortimer Feldman III after an inheritance from his father.

        

      

      The name jumped out at me like a weird cast iron bank.

      “You wrote Golden Promises,” I said to the ghost I knew was here somewhere. “That’s how you knew it couldn’t have been your writer friend from New York harassing you. You were the writer friend. This was why you got so testy. Why you hated rich people and golden promises. Jeremy Mortimer was your secret. He was the side of you that you could never let people know existed. The side you could never truly be. The artist.”

      I really wanted to read that book now.

      But now I knew the murderer was someone who wanted Feldman to make the connection between Jeremy Mortimer and the Kentucky Derby, or regret.

      “Which ones of your friends knew you wrote Golden Promises?” I asked, but he didn’t answer.

      I bit hard on my bagel, thinking about the only other clue I could remember from the channeling, the RM on the end of the knife. Only one person had that monogram. Richard Mulch. But just because the knife has your initials on it doesn’t mean you were the one behind it. Someone could just as easily have wanted to set him up.

      Doc said Richie blamed him for his big loss at the Kentucky Derby even though Feldman was the one who talked him out of betting on the favorite…

      It hit me. I stuffed the last piece of bagel in my mouth and went back to the Kentucky Derby page. The favorite. There was something very unusual about the favorite that year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          The Root of the Problem

        

      

    

    
      “This might not work,” I reminded Mr. Peters and Rosalie as we made our way down the basement steps of the restaurant the next day. The smell of sulphur was strong again, and grew stronger as we approached the door. I kept my breathing calm, refusing to even consider whether or not I was breathing in time with the thing in the wall.

      I needed to remember I was in control.

      Other than the bandage still around his head and the shaky way he scratched at it, Mr. Peters seemed fine. I could hardly blame him for being nervous, though.

      “I just want to be done with this demon once and for all.” His lip quivered as he rummaged through the pocket of his work pants, bringing out a set of keys. “Thank you so much for trying to help.”

      He seemed sincere. But I still wasn’t sure about him.

      “Well, I, for one, think this is a bad idea. You’re being crazy,” Rosalie said. She casually leaned into Mr. Peters as he unlocked the door. I made a mental note to ask her about the casual-lean-in later.

      “I know. But I think closure is the only way to get rid of both of our ghost problems.”

      The door flung open as soon as Mr. Peters unlocked it like it had jumped from his grasp. The sound of breathing echoed off every wall of the speakeasy.

      And I realized it was worse than ever. The breathing sounds were loud and sticky now, and as soon as I turned my flashlight on, I saw that the hole took up almost two walls, and extended all the way up to just under the ceiling.

      I quickly reminded Mr. Peters and Rosalie to stay by the door, ready to call 911 if something happened. Then, I walked calmly over to the lamp and turned it on, picturing the speakeasy as it had been before things changed, back when it was lighter, calmer, and slightly more pleasant smelling.

      It was all a part of how I planned to maintain control. I couldn’t picture things how they seemed right now, but instead, how they should seem.

      So far, so good. I wasn’t being sucked across the room and nothing was being tossed at me.

      I mentally grounded my feet as I walked over to the bar and picked up the horse from where it had fallen behind it. It looked the same as it had in the channeling, with very little fading.

      Why were the awful things in life always the things made to last?

      I set it down on the bar.

      “When the horse this bank was patterned off of was born, the owners named her Regret because they’d wanted a colt and had received a filly,” I yelled over the sticky breathing sounds around me. “That female had a passion for racing, though, and went on to win the 1915 Kentucky Derby, the first female to do that. And she was a clear favorite to win. No surprises there. Still, Feldman, and many other people like him, didn’t bet on her. He talked his friends out of betting on her, too. Too many people weren’t about to bet on the girl.”

      I looked around. A chill went up my spine. A low grumbling replaced the breathing. The wall seemed to be holding in its anger. I got the feeling it wanted to know what I had to say, though. I turned toward it.

      “Hello, Drew,” I said, yelling out to her. “I know you’re here. I know you feel regret.” I motioned toward the horse. “You were angry when you killed Feldman. You wanted him to feel regret. You wanted him to know it was you. But he didn’t. That must’ve made you even angrier. You were supposed to be a team in life and on the investment. He was all you ever had in life, having been brought up in an orphanage.”

      I picked the horse back up again. “Designing and making clothes was your passion, your one dream, and you were promised the opportunity to fulfill it, with your partner in life. You were saving for a dress shop. You both were. You from your meager seamstress job and Feldman from his writing and his wheeling and dealing.”

      The opening in the back of the room grew larger, the breathing started up again. This time it was heavier and colder. I glanced over at Mr. Peters. He and Rosalie were standing right by the door, phones at the ready to call for help.

      “I think we should go,” Mr. Peters said, his voice quivering.

      I shook him off. I was just getting started. “It was supposed to be like Golden Promises. But when he sold the bar out from under you, you were out of luck, and desperate. Apparently, because no one bets on the girl, you were not going to get anything from your part of the investment.”

      My eyes focused on the part of the brick wall that was still there, where words were forming.

      Never. Never bet on the girl. Regret.

      The lamp shot across the room, crashing by the front door. And Rosalie screamed. It was almost pitch black now despite my flashlight, making me realize just how much light that dim lamp was giving off.

      I felt where to go, though. It was pulling me toward it.

      “I know you won’t hurt me. You’re angry at Feldman. At life. Channel with me. Show me what happened. I’m guessing you had help that night. Was it Richie or Flo? You know you need closure too.”

      The opening was pulsating now, with flaps that looked like the weird animated heart valves featured in high-school biology films. Every part of me said not to do this. A normal person would not walk toward a pulsating weird hole at the back of a room that smelled like sulphur. But I also knew I was not normal, and that I was going to do it.

      Both Rosalie and Mr. Peters turned their flashlights on, illuminating my path as I walked toward the opening.

      Rosalie screamed when she saw what I was doing. “Carly, it’s my job to tell you when you’re being stupid…”

      “No it’s not. Nobody asked you to do that,” I replied.

      “Well, you’re being stupid. And you know I can’t hold that in.”

      “I don’t need you to tell me. And I don’t need you to watch. I’m going to be fine.” I tried to believe that, make my voice as confident as when I’d channeled with Feldman. I had to remember I had the power.

      Still, I slowed my steps down. I was in no hurry to prove it to myself.

      The room grew colder the closer I got to the pulsating hole. Shivering, I forced myself toward it, noticing for the first time that the snow-like particles floating and drifting in the blackness were ashes of burnt paper. Some still had the faint ink markings of words on them.

      Rosalie yelled to me when I got to the edge. “Don’t you dare. That’s the gate to the hosts of evil…”

      But I didn’t believe that’s what it was. This hole had been made by a rooting ghost. By Drew, trying to stop Feldman from making a backdoor and invading her space once again.

      I let my mind go blank as I took a step into the cold darkness of the hole, barely registering the screams and gasps of my audience in the basement doorway.

      I noticed the faint writing on one of the burnt pieces of floating paper said Golden Promises.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          A Convenient Logic

        

      

    

    
      The room was bright and open, the tile along the kitchen counter a stark white, same as the walls and the appliances.

      The smell of smoke was everywhere. I realized it was coming from me. I was inhaling it.

      I was pretty sure I was Drew. I must’ve been Drew.

      Tilting my head back, I blew smoke just above my face and watched it hang there a second before letting it fall against my eyes. I wanted the smoke to sting them. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” I said, my voice feminine and low. “It sounded like you said Felds is selling his part of the bar. That’s crazy. He would have told me. We bought the bar together.”

      I knew for sure I was Drew then. I tried to talk to her in our head. “Is this what you wanted to show me? I thought we were going to the night of Feldman’s death,” I said. She didn’t answer.

      When our eyes stopped stinging, I was looking at Flo as she stood leaning over the counter in what was probably her kitchen. Her makeup was perfect, thick false-looking eyelashes, sculpted eyebrows. “Darling, it’s only together if you sign things together.” Her short, golden hair seemed to glisten in the light of the crystal chandelier just above our heads. Her kitchen was modern and sleek, just like her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you both put up money. But if he’s the only one with his Hancock on that paperwork then your share doesn’t count for anything.”

      Drew waved the thought off. “It’s a speakeasy, an illegal club. There can’t be paperwork. It’s against the law.”

      Her smile was crooked and confident. “There’s paperwork. Trust me. And it reads, ‘Drew gets nothing.’”

      “He wouldn’t do that to me.”

      “He’s a man. He doesn’t know not to. None of them do. They think your money is their money. But God forbid you try to touch their money. It’s a very convenient logic. Works really well for them.”

      Drew shook her head, inhaling the cigarette deep into her lungs. I could tell by the way she was holding back the urge to cough, she didn’t smoke very often. “How do you even know? You’re rich.”

      “My father owns everything, including my mother. It’s how he keeps us all on very short leashes.”

      “Your leash doesn’t seem too short.”

      Flo downed the clear drink in front of her that I was guessing wasn’t water. She opened a cabinet off to the side and grabbed a decorative bottle, pouring herself more, then she added a little more to Drew’s glass. “I found Daddy only pretends to dislike bailing me out. Having an unruly, young daughter is such a progressive problem to have.”

      She ran a finger along the edge of her short glass then motioned around her kitchen and living room with it. From the countertops to the couch, everything was clean and white. “This apartment. This bottle.” She held up what was probably gin. “Only the well to do can afford luxurious problems like me. It’s given Daddy scads to talk about at all the best parties now. His out-of-control, modern daughter.” She leaned over the bar’s countertop that separated the kitchen from the dining area, her silky white blouse almost blending into the tile completely.

      I listened to the thoughts floating around Drew’s head at the time. She was comparing her looks to Flo’s.

      Flo was beautiful, all right. High cheekbones. The kind of short, cropped hair Drew wished she was daring and young enough to pull off. She was only about seven years older than Flo, but I could tell, Drew felt every one of those seven years.

      Drew lowered her head, and I heard her thoughts clearly: When I cut my hair a year ago, Feldman accused me of trying to be a flapper, a radical. Like wanting independence and a fair share in life was a bad thing.

      She’d ignored him at the time. But then maybe she’d been ignoring too much. His winks at other girls. His short temper. “Do you think Feldman has a girlfriend?”

      “Oh darling, I have no idea. But you two aren’t married, and even if you were, that hardly means what it used to.”

      “He said he’s not the marrying type.”

      “Then you knew what type you weren’t marrying.” Flo seemed to catch herself. She stood up and brushed the wrinkles from her top. “No offense. Sorry.”

      “No, you’re right. I should have known. And now, I don’t even have a dime to show for it.” Drew put the cigarette out in the seashell ashtray in front of her and gulped down her last bits of gin. “Are you sure he’s selling the bar?”

      “Not selling. Sold. To Doc. Used Henry Bowman’s lawyer. It won’t be final until December, but it’s a done deal.”

      That did sound about right, but Drew didn’t want to hear it. She rubbed her temples with her fingertips.

      “If you don’t believe me, ask Feldman.”

      “No, I wouldn’t dare.”

      “Why?”

      “That would sound like I didn’t trust him.”

      “Why do you care how it sounds? You don’t trust him. Hell, no one trusts him.” Flo lit a cigarette then searched one of the drawers in the kitchen cabinet. She finally pulled out a clunky wad of keys. “Look, I have to go. Marshall and I are taking the ponies out for a ride before autumn really sets in and it’s too cold to do that. Wanna come?”

      Drew shook her head. She knew it wasn’t a real invitation. Only the rich got to do things like take the ponies out. “I’ve got the evening shift at Merlot’s. And Mr. Merlot told me not to be late again.”

      “You’re too good for that old man’s dress shop. How many little old ladies come in there for ridiculous things like bustles or repairs for their outdated, humungous hats? You should have your own shop by now, sweetie.”

      “That’s what we were saving for before Feldman went and partnered up with Henry Bowman for a little easy money bootlegging. Both of us saving. He told me it was an investment in us. I’m guessing he sold that bar for a lot more than he paid. Than we paid,” she corrected herself. “We both saved our money for it. He talked me into putting it into the speakeasy because Henry Bowman told him that kind of business was really going to take off during prohibition…”

      Flo set the keys down and put her arm around Drew’s shoulder. She smelled like the time Drew was twelve and a rich lady came into the orphanage to make a contribution. It was the first time Drew realized money had a smell, and it wasn’t sweat.

      Flo was talking. “I only know all of this because I adore art. And Terry’s a good artist when he’s sober. Feldman came to me asking about an art studio…”

      “An art studio? For a good-for-nothing lush?”

      “Probably why he’s doing it. He wants Terry to sober up and fly right.”

      Drew grabbed the gin and poured a little more then downed it. It burned our throat without the tonic part and we made a face. “Well, it’s sending the rest of us straight to the bottle.” She practically gagged out the words.

      “You know I’d help if I could. But my money’s daddy’s money. And Daddy doesn’t part with much. Do you have your own bank account?”

      Drew shook her head. The sinking feeling in our stomach got worse.

      “I’m afraid you haven’t much of a leg to stand on here. I heard from Daddy’s friend at the bank that Feldman already withdrew most the money Doc paid him for the bar. Looks like not all of it’s going to that art studio. Terry told me Feldman was taking him to the track this spring. He doesn’t know about the bar, but he’s very excited about the track.”

      She leaned farther across the bar. “If I were you, I’d find what Feldman did with the cash before that gambler loses it all.”

      Drew ran a nervous hand through her curls. “Then what? He’ll kill me if he finds out I took money.”

      “He’ll kill you for taking your own money back? That sounds like that convenient male logic to me. Too bad you can’t beat him to that punch line. Kill him first.”

      “Who says I can’t?”

      Flo stopped in her tracks. A smile spread across her perfectly lined, red lips. “Now we’re talking.” She pushed her cigarette out and tossed her keys back into the drawer. “This suddenly became much more interesting than ponies. Marshall won’t mind if I’m late. He probably won’t even notice. He’s such a dear. Plus, he has his eye on one of the stablehands so he probably won’t even notice.”

      Drew raised an eyebrow.

      “Come on. Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed. My brother is the topic my father is desperately trying to avoid at parties. It’s why he loves having me, so that conversations won’t roll around to raving homosexuality. Not that they ever do. Never as much as I want them to, they don’t.”

      Flo pulled Drew by the arm over to the couch, causing her to land hard along the stiff, over-stuffed cushions.

      “I’m not really… doing this,” Drew said.

      “Of course not. We’re just talking.”

      Drew’s heart raced. This was so unlike her. Even joking around about something so horrible.

      “When do you want to do it?” Flo asked.

      Drew gulped. “Well, if I were really doing it, which I am not, Feldman’s got a poker party planned in December at the Bear Bird with all of his friends from high school. Doc’s going too. I guess now I know it’s really a last hoorah at the bar.”

      “Typical gambler. We need a plan. Or, at least an objective to work off of.”

      “I guess…” Drew began, stammering her words a little as sweat formed along her temple. “I would want him to know it was me, but only at the end when it’s too late to do anything about it.” She ran her hand over the pants she’d designed for herself. Woolen, practical ones that looked good on curves, not like the ones meant for men. The fabric scratched her palms a little. She should really make a pair in linen for spring. “And I would definitely want to make sure I didn’t get caught.”

      “We won’t.”

      “We?”

      “You don’t know the first thing about law, do you? Trust me. My family has had a lot of lawyers, so I know. Just telling me about this makes me an accomplice. I might as well have some fun and play along at this point. Plus, I’m practically mad about the idea. It’s so deliciously terrible. If I could at all trust Marshall, I’d get him in on it too. My brother adores stuff like this. But his mouth is larger than his gut. Let’s make a list of all the people going to the party. Then, we’ll pick someone to frame.”

      “Wait, what? Why?”

      “You should really get out more. This is what happens when you spend all your time around sewing machines and orphans.” She rolled her eyes. “All the best murders are pulled off because the murderer took the time to make the evidence point away from them and onto at least one other person.”

      She opened a drawer on her coffee table and pulled out a pad of paper and a pencil. “We’ll write out everything. Then, we’ll burn the notepad.” She squealed. “Isn’t this already a hoot?”

      Drew’s stomach flopped. She liked her new friend, but what was she doing? She used to love Feldman. She still did. He was the one who’d lost all love for her. Lost his mind, really, and any sense of who they used to be. The dreams they used to share. He hadn’t even told her he sold the speakeasy. Plus, he’d been seen all over town with other women. How had she ignored so much?

      “Poison is how a woman would kill her sweetie. So we’ll cross that off the list I haven’t started yet. A gun is far too noisy.” Flo bit the tip of her pencil. “I know. We’ll drug him. Then, you’ll slice his throat when the coast is clear. Don’t worry. I can teach you how to do that. Who should we frame?”

      “Richie,” Drew found herself saying without a moment’s hesitation.

      “Richie? The cop?”

      Drew nodded. “He’s creepy, always asking me out. And he’s been taking far too much money from the whole neighborhood for protection, against the police showing up and raiding people.”

      “You don’t say. Who knew he was that kind of a cop?”

      “You wouldn’t know. The rich have their problems. And the rest of us have real ones. Richie is a problem for a lot of people in this town.”

      “Done. Now for the plan.” She held up the pad of paper. “We’ll need gloves, a sharp knife, practice…”

      Drew knew this was just for fun. She was definitely not going to let this get out of hand. No one was killing anyone. It was just a hoot to fantasize about it, like Flo said, that’s all.

      “And don’t worry, darling. I have the best sleeping pills. They could knock out a race horse. I believe they have, actually…”

      Sure, he looked at other women, but he loved her. She couldn’t have spent almost ten years with a man who didn’t love her. Who lied to her and never had any intention of helping her get a career going, a family, a life after the orphanage. Was he about to toss her out like a first draft of one of his manuscripts?

      Being used and tossed out couldn’t be her ending. It wasn’t going to be. She might have a thing or two to add to the plot line.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Closing Time

        

      

    

    
      Drew never spoke to me in our combined conscience the whole time we were at Flo’s, not the way other ghosts had when I channeled with them. I had no idea why, maybe guilt or lack of trust. But she merely fast-forwarded her memories with me until we reached the night in question. The night she did Feldman in.

      It was dark in the bar. Everyone else had gone to sleep after Terry and Feldman’s fight.

      I could tell, in the back of her mind, she was still questioning things. Was she really going to go through with this? It had been such fun, her and Flo sharing in the secret, hiding the horse all over the club.

      But it was now or never. Feldman thought Drew was asleep upstairs. But really, when she overheard Doc say he needed to talk to Feldman, she quickly brought down two glasses from the bar and began pouring their favorite drinks.

      “I’d known the entire night that Feldman was going to eventually admit to selling the bar,” she finally said to me, her voice barely over a whisper. “He had to. But I kept thinking that when he did, he’d tell me he’d done it for us. Maybe show me where he’d hidden the money, or tell me that he wasn’t really buying an art studio.” She paused her memory to talk. The beer froze in mid air over the glass she was pouring it into. “But when he finally mentioned it, it was like he was being forced into admitting it after his fight with Terry. He never even mentioned us. It was then that I realized what we had wasn’t love anymore. I wondered if it ever had been. It felt more like we’d just been going through the motions of life the whole time.”

      She un-paused the memory. The beer filled quickly into the glass, and she looked around to make sure no one was coming yet.

      Taking all ten sleeping pills Flo had given her out of her pocket, she slipped five into each drink then snuck off to the kitchen.

      “Things are gonna change, that’s for sure,” a man’s voice muttered under his breath. Drew knew it was Doc. He was already drunk.

      She couldn’t hear what the men were saying in the bar as they drank their sleeping pills.

      But when Doc wobbled off to join his girlfriend, she knew it was time. Feldman would be stumbling through his nightly routine of locking up. Just like she thought, he tripped his way over to check the back doors first, mindlessly grabbing a chair to steady himself as he did. She could tell he was already feeling the pills. There wasn’t really a reason to lock the doors anyway, not when they were stuck in a snowstorm.

      Flo approached her from the shadows of the hall, carrying the horse and the book. “You can do this,” she whispered.

      Drew nodded. She was already holding the thick, woolen pillow case she’d sewn herself to throw over Feldman’s head.

      I had just been the victim in this death and here I was, about to be the murderer now too.

      Even though every part of me hated Feldman and should have looked forward to this, I couldn’t.

      I fast forwarded past the murder, past her hand trembling though it, past Flo nodding to her from the shadows, and over to the voice at the end.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      Drew looked up. Her nose was dripping, her eyes stinging from the smell of blood that was everywhere. Richie. He looked from Drew to Flo and back again.

      Drew dropped the knife and cried. “Oh Richie.”

      “What in the hell,” he said again to both women. “Drewsie. My God, Drusilla, what have you done?”

      Drusilla. It hit me.

      “You were Richie’s wife? The one who died in the fire?”

      “Yes.”

      “What the…” I began.

      She didn’t let me finish. “Richie helped us, and not just because he saw the knife we used and knew that we’d tried to frame him for the murder.”

      While she talked, the memory continued playing around us. Richie directed the women on how to clean everything up. On what they would say to the others, barking out orders left and right. “Feldman killed himself,” he said. “Got it?”

      “Nobody’s gonna believe that,” Flo said.

      Richie curled his lip at her. “It doesn’t matter. I got dirt on everyone here, including you now, missy. Plus, I’m the police. If they so much as peep a word, they’re goners. I know ways to make people disappear.”

      Drew talked to me again. “He made me believe everything would be okay. He told me he wouldn’t let anyone take me away, or arrest me if I married him. He loved me too much to let that happen.” She paused. “At least I found the marrying type.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just let her have it out. “I was very confused at what was love at that point. The man who helped me cover my worst mistake or the man who drove me to it. Richie and I married the next year, but Doc refused to give him any cut from the business for protection like he was accustomed to under Feldman. So Richie started blackmailing Flo for extra money. And you don’t blackmail Flo.”

      “She arranged for the raid on the crooked cops.”

      “Yep. And she never spoke to me again either. She blamed me for my husband’s actions. Richie was always the con. I’m pretty sure it’s how I died in a fire. He was behind it, from jail, I think. For the insurance money because we had nothing then. We were broke.”

      “He wouldn’t have started a fire with you and his own mother in the house. I’m sure he loved you both.”

      “I wasn’t supposed to be home. I was supposed to be down in Illinois to see his mother for Christmas at the time. I was an orphan. I never had a mother, so it was kind of nice, actually, to visit her. She wasn’t the sweetest person in the world, but it was still good. A couple days before I was supposed to leave, she was on my doorstep, saying she wanted to surprise Richie in jail…”

      “So, he didn’t know.”

      “I was supposed to be gone.”

      I thought about Eliza’s sparrow warning to the men at the meeting not to go down the crooked path. And about how they were all being cursed. Richie was one of those men. Feldman too.

      “Maybe it’s not too late for you and Feldman,” I said. “He wants to haunt at the speakeasy.” I paused. “But then, you know that.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      And just like that, I decided I was done. I opened my eyes to the basement of Chez Louie’s once again. I was lying on the floor. Not inside a wall like I was a little bit worried I might be.

      The cold hardwood smelled like must, but I could smell it perfectly. I no longer smelled sulphur, which was good and weird because the smell of sulphur usually dissipates in a lingering kind of way.

      Rosalie knelt over me, fanning my face with something she held in both hands. My eyes tried to focus on her and the room.

      “What in the world happened?” I asked.

      “You mean aside from you drooling and mumbling to yourself?” Mr. Peters said, rolling up the sleeves on his good work shirt.

      Rosalie stopped fanning and playfully smacked his arm with the book in her hand. “You also farted a lot too,” she added.

      The room was quiet. The hole in the wall was gone. Just bricks. I got a sense Drew was still here. But now, she wasn’t angry anymore.

      Rosalie handed me the small, golden book. “The gates of hell closed up so suddenly I never even saw it happening. This was left on the floor in front of the wall. Probably meant for you.”

      “I wonder if I can get it autographed posthumously,” I said, taking the hardback copy of Golden Promises, hoping a small part of Jeremy Mortimer still believed in the crap he wrote about. He and Drew could still be there for each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Golden Promises

        

      

    

    
      “Now, remember,” Mr. Peters said excitedly as he headed down the stairs to the basement with Rosalie at his heels. “The work has just begun. The speakeasy won’t officially be open for another month or two. But I’m really surprised by how much progress we’ve made already.”

      I looked at my cell phone, thankful I had a valid excuse not to be at the task force meeting currently being held along the perimeters of death.

      It was bad enough I’d already walked into what could have been the gates to the hosts of evil the other day. I didn’t need to test something else deadly.

      Justin squeezed my hand as we made our way down the cold concrete staircase, and I leaned into the warmth of his jacket. Even though neither of us would admit it, we were both here to make sure the other wasn’t at the Dead Forest. Me, as a member of the search party, and him, getting bear sprayed or shot by members of the search party.

      It was good to have trust in a relationship.

      A gust of wind went down the stairwell, sending the smells of garlic and bread through the air from the restaurant’s kitchen that was, once again, in full swing for Saturday’s lunch. A much nicer smell than the last time I was here.

      Mr. Peters paused at the door, little beads of sweat pooling along his receding hairline. He was a nervous man even when there was no reason to be nervous. “I’m doing most of the restoration process myself, basing it off of the photo from the Winehouse’s scrapbook that you made a copy of for me, Carly. Thank you for that.”

      I nodded. Justin, Rosalie, and I were all crammed by the small opening around the basement door. I shuffled my weight from foot to foot, hoping he would get the hint to open things up already.

      His hand hovered over the knob. “The bar and the couches were all really well preserved, believe it or not.” He paused to chuckle. “An astounding feat considering how many bad winters we’ve had since…”

      Rosalie put a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s get on with it, huh, Louis? We’re all dying to see the haunted speakeasy, but we don’t actually want to die waiting.”

      He opened the door. “Well, it’s only haunted by the two ghosts. You can let me know if they’re happy with the renovations.”

      I looked around, and I was instantly brought back to the channeling. The bar was largely in tact, no glasses had been hung along it decoratively yet, but the wood and the black leather stools around the edges looked the same.

      The sitting area off to the rear with white tufted couches and tables was also perfect.

      Drew appeared first, sitting on one of the couches, legs crossed in a stylish black dress. “Please tell the man in charge we’re very pleased.”

      Feldman faded into view, his pinstripe suit was gray. I could tell that now. His long face accentuated by his silver-blonde hair. “Very happy.”

      I turned to Mr. Peters. “They are here and they want you to know they love it.”

      “Good. Good,” he said. I searched his face for whether or not he really believed me.

      Justin rolled his eyes by my side. “I don’t know about ghosts, but I have to admit. This is nicer than I thought it’d be.”

      “I almost forgot,” Mr. Peters said, snapping his fingers. “I brought wine for the occasion.” He ducked behind the bar and pulled out a bottle and some glasses from a cabinet. “Don’t worry. All from the restaurant.”

      He handed each of us a glass.

      “We hardly ever served wine,” Feldman chimed in from the couch. “That was a little too fancy for this place.”

      I ignored him. Not everything could be authentic.

      “Here’s to closing the gates of hell,” Rosalie said, raising her glass. I could tell Justin wasn’t impressed with the toast. And neither were our ghost guests.

      “Can’t a ghost get angry without it being blown completely out of proportion?” Drew said. “The gates of hell. Really.”

      Jackson appeared in almost full color on the stool in front of me, right by the horse bank at the bar. It was good to have him back at Gate House. He was almost his normal self again.

      “Oh my. What a charming toy bank that I’m sure children loved playing with back in its day,” he said. “And, of course, by children I mean Satan.”

      I smiled at him without saying a word. Even though everyone here already knew I talked to ghosts, I didn’t want them to know just how thrilled I was to have my ex back.

      Justin pulled his phone from his pocket. It vibrated in his hand and he answered it.

      “Hey Christine,” he said, raising the one-minute finger at me. He moved to the back of the room for privacy, which was something he wasn’t going to get. I moved back there too. Since Christine ran the front office of the police department, I had a feeling this call meant I was going to need to get a ride home with Rosalie.

      Justin tried to keep his voice low. “What do you mean they went inside the forest? Is everyone okay? They should really have let us know.”

      When he clicked off, I grabbed his arm. “Okay, what happened?”

      “Something with the task force again. This time they’ve gone too far.”

      “Because bringing out a gun wasn’t too far last time,” I joked.

      He put his phone back in his pocket. “Apparently, old George passed out in the forest during the search party this afternoon. He’s fine. He didn’t even want to go to the hospital.”

      “Thank Goodness,” I said. “But what do you mean in the forest? I was there at the last task force meeting and they specifically said no one was supposed to go in the forest.”

      “Well, they went in this time.” He ran a hand through his thick hair. “They’re all adults and this is a free country,” he muttered over and over, more like he was reminding himself.

      He bent down so he was closer to me. His breath smelled like the green tic-tacs he loved. “George pointed to something in the distance just before he passed out. No one knows what it was.”

      My mouth fell open. “No one saw it?”

      He shook his head. “Like I said, he’s fine. And yes, he’s being forced to go to the hospital.” He added before I could ask. “But it took five people just to lift him up and get him out of there. That seems like a lot.”

      I thought about how easily I was able to pull George up the hill at the last task force meeting. Dolls had more resistance than that petite man.”

      Justin went on. “And when they did pick him up, they found something underneath him.” He whispered in my ear. “Bobby’s wallet, right where George had passed out.”

      I gasped. “What? I’m glad George is okay, but poor Shelby. Please say there wasn’t money in that wallet.”

      He nodded. “A lot.”

      “Crap,” I said. I was so worried about Shelby I completely forgot to be happy that my boyfriend was finally sharing secrets with me. “So, I take it that means you’ll be headed into the Dead Forest soon to check on this.”

      “That seems to be the case.”

      I looked into his dark eyes, surprised to see he was worried. The man could hold in a lot, but by doing so, he gave away a lot as well. Was he worried about Bobby or about going into the Dead Forest or both?

      “I’m going in with you,” I said then quickly kicked myself for saying that. Where in the hell did that even come from?

      “Very funny,” he replied. “Not that I believe in the old rumors. But, this is an investigation now. This is no longer the amateur task force hour.”

      “Well, that has to be the funniest part, officer,” I snapped. “Because if it weren’t for the amateurs, the professionals wouldn’t even know they had a case.”

      He looked back at Rosalie and Mr. Peters, who were still busy making love-sick faces at each other, and he lowered his voice. “We talked about this, Carly. This has gotten serious.”

      I didn’t answer him. Of course, we both knew he was right. This had gotten serious, which was why we also both knew I was headed into that Dead Forest too, with or without him.

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Book Five Now Available for Preorder

      

      

      Hi. If you’d like to know when new books are coming out, just sign up for my list at ettafaire.com. (You’ll also get a novella in The Ghosts of Landover Mystery series free when you sign up.) Read on to the next chapter for a sneak peek at the fifth book in the series called Inside the Executive’s Pocket.

      And please, if you have the time, I would really appreciate it if you could review this book. Indie authors, like me, need every review we can get. Thank you!

      Find a typo or other editing error? Please, email me at etta@ettafaire.com and let me know, and I’ll fix it right away. I try to put out the best product possible, but I’m far from perfect, so I appreciate your help and support on that.

      

      
        
        Book Five, Inside the Executive’s Pocket,

        is now available for preorder.

        Here’s more about it:

      

      

      
        
        History books say Landover’s Dead Forest got its name because almost nothing grows there.

        The locals know the truth.

        The fifth book in the paranormal series, the Ghosts of Landover Mysteries.

        Most people in Landover have heard the legend of the Dead Forest. It’s why no one wants much to do with the stretch of trees that separates Landover County from the rest of civilization.

        People who go into the Dead Forest generally do not come out. Not the same, they don’t.

        And rumor has it, paranormal massacres have happened there, twice. Once in the 1800s to a group of ranchers and again in 1978 to a group of young executives just outside the drive-in, the reason the drive-in closed. Just like with the ranchers, the executives’ mutilated bodies were found along the perimeter of the Dead Forest, with one person making it out alive to tell the tale.

        It’s the exact spot where Shelby’s missing fiancé’s wallet was found. It’s also where old George passed out. And now, it’s the spot where Carly picks up her newest client, one of the victims of the drive-in incident.

        Through channeling, Carly is taken straight to the night in 1978 to relive the story behind the Dead Forest incident and figure out the mystery. But while channeling memories from the 1970s, Carly gets more than just a dose of Disco Fever. She finds clues to Bobby’s missing-person’s case. And it changes everything.

        

      

      Read onto the next chapter for a sneak peek at it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Inside the Executive’s Pocket

          

          Chapter One: When The Dead Forest calls

        

      

    

    
      I’ll never forget the first time I heard the rumor about the Dead Forest. I didn’t grow up in Landover, so I had no clue something so weird could exist in life. Locals know all too well weird exists here.

      I had just met Shelby. We were both around twenty and heading off to one of her makeup parties that I was only going to go to so it’d look like there were more people. I was in no position in life to purchase twenty-dollar lip liner.

      It was dark, and on the stretch of highway we were on, also deserted. No people, not very many lights, like the city had just given up on expensive things like safety in the less populated areas.

      She suddenly pointed toward a dirt path to our left, her voice taking on a weird, ominous tone.

      “The old drive-in’s over there,” she said. “It shut down in the 70’s after the incident.”

      A chill went up my spine. “What are you talking about? You’re trying to scare me. It’s not working.”

      It was totally working.

      She suddenly veered the car down the path, and I held in my scream. Her Cadillac bumped and bounced, hitting potholes and crevices. I remember staring at her in the light of the full moon, wondering if I was about to get slaughtered by my seemingly sweet new friend, who I really didn’t know very well and was certainly exhibiting erratic behavior.

      I was about to tell her all about the mountain of lip liners I was going to buy from her as soon as we made it to that makeup party safely, when she pointed all around at the forest.

      “It’s called the Dead Forest,” she said. “Wikipedia’ll tell you the Dead Forest got its name because the farmers and ranchers who founded Landover couldn’t grow anything on this part of the land.”

      She barely looked at the road as she talked, and it was almost pitch black, despite the full moon. Still, I did not tell the possibly crazy person by my side to slow down or pay attention even though she clearly needed to.

      She continued. “But the locals know the truth. It got its name because strange things happen to people who go inside it.”

      She stopped the car suddenly right along the path. I fell into my seatbelt, my heart racing.

      I hit my lock three or four times before looking around, trying to decide which was my best bet. Stay in the car and defend myself against the bony, pink-haired girl who may or may not be about to murder me, or run screaming into the forest.

      The full moon had illuminated the trunks and branches of the trees so they looked like skeleton fingers beckoning me to come in.

      I decided to stay in the car.

      Shelby continued. “A group of settlers way back when went in there. Legend has it they got disoriented and lost. Only one made it out alive.”

      “Maybe they just needed a better compass,” I said, trying to make my voice casual.

      “Except, their bones were found a few weeks later neatly placed all along the perimeter.”

      I tried not to look rattled.

      “Then in the 1970s sometime, a couple stayed late after the drive-in closed. They were making out in the car when…”

      “Is this going to involve a hook?”

      She ignored me. “When one of them saw something in the woods. They thought they heard laughing, like their friends were playing a trick on them, trying to scare them. The boyfriend had a baseball bat in his trunk, so they went inside the forest to have a look.”

      I didn’t interrupt her even though this was already very unbelievable. Why would they grab a bat if they thought it was their friends? And how had they not recognized this scenario, even in the 70s? This was Horror Movie 101. Never assume it’s your friends making the noise in the woods. It never is.

      “The boyfriend didn’t make it out. Only the girlfriend did. And she had the same story as the old rancher. Disoriented as soon as they went in. They saw eyes. And laughing. Her boyfriend passed out and she remembered hearing his screams but she couldn’t help him or find him. She couldn’t tell where anything was coming from. Then, when she somehow got back to town, bloodied and crazed, the police discovered the couple’s friends were missing too. It had been them in the woods playing a trick on the couple. A few weeks later, all of their bones were found neatly placed along the perimeter. The boyfriend’s and the friends’. No one went to the drive-in after that. It went out of business.”

      I looked over at the drive-in, which was just a dark, dilapidated mass of burned-down, graffiti-tagged boards.

      And now, more than ten years after hearing that story, I was about to head into those woods with my own boyfriend. To find Shelby’s fiancé. This was not my brightest idea.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled up next to Justin’s truck by the path in the Dead Forest that Caleb was pacing in front of, and checked my makeup in the mirror. Last week, after Bobby’s wallet was found, I bought $50 worth of “new stuff” from Shelby’s makeup business just to try to cheer her up. It hadn’t worked. Fifty dollars for nothing, except ridiculously shiny lips right now.

      I smudged the lip liner into the glossy lipstick so it wouldn’t look like I was trying too hard. Then, I scrunched my blondish brown curls into a ponytail to complete the “not-really-trying” look.

      The old drive-in barely stood off in the distance behind us in a clearing that was now overrun with weeds and thick grass, like a shrine to “the incident.”

      I got out and gave my boyfriend a quick hug. With his thick dark-hair and broad shoulders, he looked good in most anything he wore, but I especially liked the way he looked in his deputy uniform. The hug was awkward, though, like maybe I shouldn’t have come. This was official police business, after all. And I hadn’t even mentioned I was showing up.

      Caleb waved his arms wildly when I looked over at him. “What in the heck is she doing here?” His voice dripped with the kind of disgust you reserve for cockroaches. But then, Sheriff Caleb Bowman was my ex-husband’s cousin, and when my ex died without kids or siblings, Caleb expected to receive the entire Bowman inheritance. Instead, the cockroach got everything.

      Caleb was a thin, nervous man who always scratched at his dyed-black goatee. “The state police are gonna be here soon. We closed off the street. How did you…”

      “I drove around the closure signs, same as the state police are going to do,” I said, matter-of-factly. A cool wind picked up and I briefly wished I would’ve worn something warmer than my skinny jeans and the cute, new “perfect-for-spring” jacket I found online that was probably only meant for people with perfect-spring weather. Spring in Wisconsin still needed winter jackets.

      Caleb shook his head. “We can’t have this. Do you know how unprofessional we are gonna look, calling out the state police and then introducing them to a… a girlfriend? Carly Mae, you need to go.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Justin said to Caleb.

      Handle it? I bit back the urge to blow up into full what-does-that-mean mode.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Carly,” my boyfriend said.

      Caleb’s feet crunched along the sticks and leaves as he smugly smiled at me and waved good-bye. He whispered to Justin as I opened my car door, but I still overheard. “I’d just feel a heck of a lot better about this if old George remembered what he saw last week. It could be… anything.”

      About a week ago, George passed out in the Dead Forest during an unofficial search party for Bobby and his brothers. Apparently, the search party had formed a human chain to go into the first part of the woods in the area where Bobby’s wallet chain had been spotted. No one really believed the rumors about becoming disoriented if you went off the paths of the Dead Forest, but no one wanted to test things out too much either.

      Just before George passed out, he pointed into the distance like he’d spotted something awful. His face went white and his mouth dropped.

      Everyone thought old George had suffered a heart attack. They called 911, and attempted to get him out of the forest safely. It had taken five people to even lift the man up, and when they finally did, they noticed a black leather wallet directly under him with the initials BFF. Bobby’s full name was Bobby Furgus Franklin. It was actually Robert Furgus Franklin, but he hated the name Robert so much he even refused to acknowledge it as a letter in his monogram.

      When they opened the wallet up, they confirmed its owner. Along with his driver’s license and debit card, that wallet had also contained more than twenty-five hundred dollars in it.

      It was almost the same amount Shelby had reported missing from their mattress bank.

      Fortunately, George was fine. It hadn’t been a heart attack. The official report was stress and anxiety, but I think it was fear. George said he couldn’t remember what he saw in the forest that triggered the incident. But he was probably blocking it out.

      And now, the police were coming in. The big ones from upstate.

      As soon as I got back into my car, my ex-husband appeared in the passenger’s seat beside me. He was just a faded version of himself now that he was dead, which meant he was just as annoying but not as visible. His coloring was actually good today, a stark contrast to my gray leather seats. And he was chuckling a little.

      “Did you really think they were going to let you walk into the forest with them, or hang out and critique their police work,” he said as I pulled my car along the dirt path again.

      “I don’t know what I was thinking, honestly.” I passed four unmarked police cars heading down the deserted road to the drive-in as I drove out. I waved politely. Stoic faces stared straight ahead, hands at ten and two. No smiles. No waves. And I thought we Wisconsinites prided ourselves on friendliness.

      I waited to talk to my ex again until all the vehicles had passed. Since I was the only one who could ever see the ghosts around me, it had become second nature to avoid looking crazy unless absolutely necessary. “I can’t explain it. It’s just a gut feeling. But I know I am meant to be here. Maybe not to go into the forest, yet, but I just feel like I’m needed.”

      Jackson tugged on his ghost beard, a pretentious move that annoyed me just as much now as ever. But at least he wasn’t combing, styling, and talking to his beard anymore.

      “What you could be feeling is our newest client. She haunts at the Dead Forest,” he said.

      “I don’t think that’s it.”

      “Or, your delusional egotism could be acting up again, even though you pretend that I’m the one with the large head.”

      “You are.”

      “Yes,” he said. “You’re right. Your police officer boyfriend needs your help to do his job. You should go back and demand to be a part of it all.”

      Two more police cars passed me. I slowed down and watched them zoom by. “Six cars? For a wallet.” I put my foot on the brake and peeked at them in my rearview mirror as they kicked dirt along the path, driving full speed to get to the others. “And they do seem to be in a hurry. Those hyper-focused police officers probably wouldn’t even notice a Civic turning around, and parking far enough away to watch.”

      “And the delusions know no boundaries,” he said.

      After waiting a good five minutes to see if anymore cars came along the path, I quickly turned my Civic around and headed back toward the drive-in, slowly so I wouldn’t make too much noise.

      The Dead Forest seemed fine in the day, or at least that’s what I told myself. The trees didn’t look dangerous or ominous. No paranormal mist circling through bone gray branches.

      Just before the bend in the road that would reveal my car to the others, I stopped along the road, grabbed the bear spray I now kept in my glove compartment next to the regular mace, and opened my car door.

      Jackson stared at me like I was insane.

      “Just come with me and let me know if you see anything strange,” I said.

      “Carly doll, you know I adore you, and I’d do anything for you, but you also know that means only the things that are fun or that benefit me.”

      I got out and gently closed the door. Thankfully, Jackson was right behind me.

      “And to think I was worried you hadn’t thought this through,” he said, sarcastically.

      “Only talk if you notice something,” I snapped, pulling the key fob out of my pocket, about to hit the door locks. I thought better about it last second. The bee-beep from me setting my alarm would probably not be in my best interest.

      I quickly checked the watch on my cellphone. It was a little after ten. I’d need to head into work soon. I only had about twenty minutes to spy on my boyfriend. And I wasn’t even sure why I was spying.

      After jogging down the short embankment that the road sat on, I realized I was very close to the forest. And that it seemed to want me to get even closer.

      It looked like a normal forest, even though I refused to look into it too much. Instead, I walked about thirty feet from the path. But every once in a while when I’d look up, I’d notice I was getting closer to it than I’d intended, as if I was a piece of metal being slowly drawn by an incredibly strong magnet.

      I made a conscious effort to notice the distance and move away from the magnet every time I realized I was drifting.

      The air was crisp around me, and my nose and eyes ran a little. I sniffed back the smell of leaves and dirt.

      I peeked around the bend and saw them. More than ten police officers stood by the path that I suspected was where the search party had discovered the wallet. There were three German shepherds smelling an article of clothing Shelby probably provided for them. It looked like one of Bobby’s t-shirts.

      Justin and Caleb didn’t seem to be contributing anything to the search beyond yakking and pointing. Half the police officers and all three dogs went down the path, while the remaining ones stayed on the outskirts watching with radios.

      From what I could tell, the dogs were just sniffing around the forest, none were going crazy.

      I held my breath, hoping they wouldn’t find him. Shelby would be devastated. The baby would never get to know his daddy. No big loss there, but still. And all because Bobby’s brothers had come for Christmas and stayed until February. So, Shelby had given him the ultimatum, them or her.

      But why would Bobby have taken that ultimatum to mean run into the Dead Forest with 2,500 dollars?

      While I was thinking of all the possibilities, I saw something out of the corner of my eye, a black mass moving swiftly between the lanky trees in the forest just ahead of me. It was moving toward the police search. And it was going at a faster-than-human pace.

      I held in a scream as I dropped my bear spray down by my feet then quickly scrambled to pick it up again. The shadow was like nothing I’d ever seen before. I took off up the embankment and back over to my car, my eye on the fast-moving shadow the whole time. “What the hell?” I kept repeating under my breath as I checked the car over for a hook on the handles or anything else out of the normal before grabbing the driver’s side door and getting in. Growing up watching horror movies will make you a little paranoid.

      I checked the backseat over thoroughly. Then, after a complete inspection for hidden killers, I finally turned on the car.

      “Did you see that,” I asked my ex-husband. “I don’t know what it was, but I should warn Justin. We have to get out of here.”

      “Am I allowed to talk now?” Jackson said in his trademark snotty tone. He appeared in the passenger’s seat again. “I never saw anything except you freaking out over nothing.”

      I turned my car around and pulled up the dirt road again. Unfortunately, I still had to drive slowly so the police wouldn’t hear me, making this a slow-motion getaway from probably nothing. I stopped briefly to text Justin.

      Be careful. I saw something moving near you guys in the woods on my way out. Something short, squarish, and dark that didn’t seem human or German shepherd like.

      As I was about to pull onto the main road to get to work, I suddenly got the feeling there was more in this car than my ex. But I also knew I’d checked everything over in my fit of panic. That could only mean one thing.

      I pulled over and pointed into the backseat’s upholstery. “Show yourself,” I demanded.

      

      Coming June 20. Read free in KU.
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