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    For my high school friends, then and now.  
 
    Ah, to be young again, only as smart as we all are now. 
Imagine the possibilities.  
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 MESSAGE FROM THE AUTHOR 
 
    For those of you that have read my Angela Panther series, you probably know there are hints to my life weaved into each story. Jake, for example, is a sweeter version of my husband (who is very sweet already, but for fiction purposes, he needed to be like sugar candy), and Fran is an exaggerated version of my mother, Rita.  
 
    I had this thought to take Angela back to her suburban Chicago roots, and this little novella seemed the perfect way to do that. I’ll be honest, this is less mystery and more a dive into some of Angela’s past, but Angela has always been more about relationships than the mystery itself. Or at least I like to think that. Again, there are elements of truth in the pages of the story, but much of it is fiction. My high school boyfriend was not Brian. In fact, Brian and I didn’t even know each other personally in high school, even though we graduated together. He was too good for the likes of me. We never talked to each other until I kicked him out of our first high school reunion years ago. (Sorry about that, buddy). The rest of the characters are real live people from my past, and ones that I hold wonderful memories with. Tim, for example, is a high school and college friend, and we’re still friends today. He does own a fabulous deli called All Ways Catering and Deli in Elk Grove, so if you’re in that area, make sure you stop by and grab a sandwich. There were so many elements of my high school years I wanted to add to this novella, so many people I wanted to give a nod to, but I couldn’t fit it all in. It’s not meant to be a walk down memory lane for me anyway. It’s not for me, it’s for my readers.  
 
    With respect to the storyline, it’s fiction. My high school boyfriend isn’t dead, and if he was, I wouldn’t see his spirit, and I don’t expect he’d pop into my bathroom if I could. That would be weird. Besides, the last thing this menopausal woman wants to do is take a hot bath. An ice cold bath, maybe, but absolutely not a hot one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    The Favor  
 
    The ghost tugged and pulled on my bathroom throw rug. He thought it was funny, but I failed to see the humor in it. I took my baths seriously, and I intended to put up a good fight. I dug my heels into the soft cotton, but my strength couldn’t top his. In fact, it wasn’t even close. In one swift move he yanked the thing out from under me. I yelped and held onto the counter to stop myself from falling down and smacking my head on the bathtub.  
 
    I growled at him. “This isn’t funny.”  
 
    Boundaries. The dead lacked boundaries, and as a psychic medium, that was my biggest pet peeve. It didn’t matter where I was or what I was doing, if they needed me, they’d just show up and start yapping away like I wasn’t half naked and ready for my well-deserved Calgon moment. At least my robe covered the wobbly bits, albeit barely. That particular ghost didn’t need me flashing him any wobbly bits, and my ego certainly didn’t need that, either.  
 
    And they’d sure wobbled a lot lately.  
 
    “Calgon, forget taking me away, take him away.” I glared at the ghost. “Can’t you see I’m a little busy here?”  
 
    “What?” My husband Jake hollered back from the bedroom. The door on his chest of drawers slammed shut, and he yelled, “I can’t hear you, babe.”  
 
    I peeked out the double doors that led into the bedroom, as I waved my arm behind me to stop the irritating blast from my past from doing something I’d regret. “Not talking to you, sorry.” I shut the doors and glared at the ghost. “Leave, please.”  
 
    Jake pushed the doors open. “Well if you’re not talking to me, then who’re you talking to?” He winked and then smiled when he saw the rug pushed into the corner between the tub and the counter. “Redecorating?” 
 
    “Not exactly.”  
 
    The spirit floating over my toilet laughed. “Go ahead. Tell him.”  
 
    I shot the snarky spirit the stink eye.  
 
    Jake caught the look and glanced at the toilet. “It’s still here?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Hey, Fran,” he said, offering my mom a greeting.  
 
    She would have said hi back, if she were the one there.  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    Jake’s posture stiffened. “Do you know who it is?” 
 
    I nodded again.  
 
    He waited for me to continue, and when I didn’t, asked, “Do I get to know, too?”  
 
    My eyes shifted toward my dead first love and then back to my forever and currently breathing one. “You promise you won’t be mad?”  
 
    Jake held up his hands. “This’ll be good I’m sure, but it can wait. Take your bath.” He walked over and kissed me. “You can tell me when you’re out, and I’m done with my conference call.” He walked out of the dimly lit bathroom and closed the doors behind him.  
 
    The spirit floated over. “You’re looking good Angie. Had I known you’d hold up like this I might not have dumped you.” His eyes trailed up and down my years old gray robe. “Nice rack. When’d you get that?”  
 
    “Shut up.” I folded my arms over my chest and forced the smile on my face into a small snarl instead. “Two kids.” I shook my head and grimaced. “Seriously, could you be any ruder and more inappropriate? And nobody calls me Angie anymore.” I tightened my robe’s belt. “And by the way, it was me that did the dumping, Brian.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You just beat me to it.” He pointed to the tub. “You getting in there? I can wait ‘til you’re finished.” He leaned onto my bathroom counter, and a smile spread across his face. “Always pictured you taking a bath back in the day.”  
 
    I grimaced. “Ew, please.” I glanced at the doors again and lowered my voice. “I don’t want to know about your high school fantasies.”  
 
    How long had my ex-boyfriend been dead? He didn’t have a problem touching things, and I had to admit, it was impressive. That usually took time or a lot of emotion and energy. Brian Carey unquestionably had the energy, at least he acted like it.  
 
    The thought of taking a nice relaxing bath flew right out the stained glass window over my tub. I pulled the water stopper out and shut off the faucet, watching the soft, relaxing bubbles swirl down the drain. I sighed. I’d really wanted that relaxing bubble bath, but not with my ex-boyfriend floating there and gawking at my naked self.  
 
    “Come on. Don’t do that on my account.” He covered his eyes with his fingers, but poorly enough, I still caught his slightly transparent eyeballs staring at me. “I won’t look, I promise.”  
 
    I exhaled. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? Have you been—” I paused, treading gently even though he didn’t deserve it, “dead long?” 
 
    Brian, my high school boyfriend, should have known me well enough to know I didn’t sugarcoat things. Any things.  
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. What’s the date?”  
 
    “May twenty-fifth.” 
 
    “Twenty-fourteen?” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Twenty-nineteen.”  
 
    “Damn.”  
 
    “You’ve been dead since twenty-fourteen?”  
 
    He laughed. “Heck no. I just wanted to see if you still do that funny little eye roll thing you used to do when I drove you crazy.”  
 
    The little eye roll thing I’d passed onto my oldest child, Emily. I had no idea I’d done it since I was seventeen.  
 
    I removed the clip from the ever-thinning bun of blonde hair I’d piled on the top of my head and let my hair drop past my shoulders. I fluffed it with my hands. “Brian, do you see a light?” I hoped I could cross him over and be done with him. Our relationship, as long ago as it was, hadn’t ended well. Not that many first love endings ever ended well. I didn’t hold any resentment toward him. In fact, I had, until that moment, warm fuzzy feelings about the guy for years. First love and all that emotion it brought was kind of nostalgic and all, but he’d interrupted the glory of a relaxing bath, and I felt nothing sentimental toward him at that moment.   
 
    He peered around the small room. “Nope.”  
 
    I sighed. “Any sparkles floating around? Maybe a bit of a glow nearby?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Nope, none of that either.” 
 
    “Not even the dim light of a flashlight about to die? Anything?” My eyes flitted to the ceiling, but I knew I wouldn’t see any kind of glow, dim or bright. 
 
    He laughed. “Looks like I’ve got some unfinished business to tend to, and you’re the one to help.”  
 
    I sat on the side of the tub and crossed my legs, frustrated because I didn’t want to help my high school and college boyfriend, and annoyed because I knew he was right. I was the one to help. It was my non-paying, yet rewarding, job. My life’s work. My destiny, darn it. “How did you know I could? I didn’t exactly have this gift when we dated.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrow. “You know, I’m not sure. After I died, I kind of hung out a little, watched them pull me out and try to revive me, and then your face just appeared to me, and I thought, why not? Wouldn’t hurt to have a look, see how you’re doing, maybe scare you a little. Next thing I know, I’m floating around your bathroom hoping you’ll lose the robe.”  
 
    I adjusted the flimsy terrycloth material over my legs. “Good grief. There’s all kinds of wrong in most of that.”  
 
    His happy go lucky expression fell into a serious, straight-lipped one. “The truth is, I need your help.”  
 
    I knew that was coming, obviously. “With what? You want me to get a message to your wife, maybe? Tell her you came to me when you died? Yeah, that’ll go over well. She wasn’t all that happy to know you’d connected with me on Facebook, remember? A visit from your spirit will probably send her over the top.”  
 
    I’d met Brian’s wife once several years ago at our fifteen-year high school reunion, the first one I’d gone to. It was the first time I’d had a conversation with Brian since the day we broke up, and only because Jake targeted him during the cocktail hour and forced him. I could have done without the conversation or the limp, sweaty handshake from his wife. She must have known about me from that, and I gave her credit for smiling and engaging, but knowing Brian, he wouldn’t have married anyone not capable of that.  
 
    Brian didn’t respond, and the awkward silence made me uncomfortable, so I babbled on. “Besides, she’s in Illinois, and the universe doesn’t cover travel expenses.” 
 
    “It’s important.”  
 
    “Do you know what happened to you?” When I saw spirits, they showed me their healthy selves, other than a few exceptions, obviously. Brian wasn’t any different. He didn’t appear sick or injured, just an older version of the boy I loved years ago.  
 
    Though his sandy brown hair, still worn high and tight, was grayer, and his eyes not as blue as I remembered, he was still the tall, skinny guy I once couldn’t live without. A little wrinkled and worn around the edges, and resembling his father more than ever, but not old enough to be dead.  
 
     “I’m not really sure. One minute I was on the water, and the next I was staring at myself on the boat while my best friend tried to resuscitate me.” 
 
    “On May twenty-fifth, twenty-nineteen?”  
 
    “Yup. At least that’s what I’m assuming.” 
 
    “That’s today. You died today.”  
 
    “Seems like it’s been longer than that.”  
 
    “Was your wife with you?” I hated myself for not remembering her name, but I didn’t want to make that obvious. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, the whole family was.” He floated around the small room. “Crap. This isn’t good. I…I should go back, shouldn’t I? She probably needs me.”  
 
    “I’m sure she does, but you can’t help her at the moment. What’s so important that you need me to talk to her about?” I hoped it was something I could easily handle over the phone or in a letter, but I knew better.”  
 
    He floated to Jake’s counter and examined the few products lying scattered around it. He attempted to pick up the hair gel, but his hand swiped through it. He tried three more times before he shook his head and grunted. “What’s up with that? I was tugging on that rug a few seconds ago, but I can’t touch anything now.”  
 
    “It’s the way it is. I’m told you’ll get used to it.”  
 
    He flickered a bit and the sparkles that outlined his glowing frame dulled. “I don’t feel right.”  
 
    “It takes a lot of energy to do what you’re doing. You need to go rest and recharge. It won’t take long. When you’re ready, come back, and we’ll talk. Just use common sense and act appropriately next time, please.”  
 
    “How do you know all this?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you sometime, but for now, go.”  
 
    “Where do I go?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Just relax, and it should happen, but I don’t know what the it is. I’ve not experienced it yet.”  
 
    He did as I suggested, and moments later, he was gone. I laid down on my bed and sighed. “Great. Just great.”  
 
    My first love was dead, and I was conflicted.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jake brought me up a glass of Riesling, my favorite wine, and sat next to me on the bed. “So?” 
 
    “Buttons on your underwear because zippers are out of style?”  
 
    He moved part of my robe to the side and rubbed my leg. “You going to fill me in?”  
 
    I sat up against our gray and white decorative pillows. “Probably not.”  
 
    “Well, that’s not a sign of a great marriage.”  
 
    “We have a great marriage. That’s why I’m not telling you.”  
 
    He squeezed my leg and then kept his hand firmly attached to it, but in a kind, gentle way. “It’ll be okay, honey. I’m used to this stuff by now, so stop worrying about how it’ll make me feel.”  
 
    Too many years of marriage to count, and the man thought he knew me. I hated when that didn’t work in my favor. “Brian Carey’s dead.”  
 
    He tilted his head. “Wow, no kidding?”  
 
    I nodded. “No, kidding.”  
 
    His face softened. I figured he probably had something snarky to say, but he didn’t want to come off as insensitive.  
 
    “He’s not here, so go ahead. Say it.” I noticed my eyes watering, and it surprised me, but from the look on Jake’s face, not him.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” He took the wine glass from me, reached over me, set it on my nightstand, and then wrapped me in his arms. “I know he meant a lot to you for a long time, and I know you cherish those memories.”  
 
    I cried into Jake’s shoulder. I would have blamed it on menopause, but the truth was, I was sad for Brian and for me, too. A piece of my history, one that meant a lot to me, and had taught me a lot about love, was gone. Brian and I may have been young, but I never discounted that love as pretend. We’d grown together. We were best friends, and we’d discovered love together. It was beautiful and amazing and tragic, and as I’d matured, I’d grown to appreciate the memories, to value them for the experience they’d given. I pulled away and wiped my eyes. “I’m being silly, I know. It’s just weird.” 
 
    Jake smiled. “I know.” He rubbed my foot with his. “So, what did he say?”  
 
    “He said he needs my help.” 
 
    “I kind of figured that. What kind of help? Standard dead person wants his family to know he’s okay kind of help, or I’ve been murdered, and I need you to find the killer kind of help?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Beats me. He got tired, so I told him to come back later.” 
 
    Jake smiled.  
 
    “He just died today. It’s hard for them to use all that energy like that.”  
 
    “The way you were talking, it sounded like he was full of it.” He smirked again. “Not surprisingly.”  
 
    I whacked his leg. “Don’t speak ill of the dead.”  
 
    “I’m not. I’m speaking illish of your ex-boyfriend, the one that got to you before me. I have that right.”  
 
    “What does that even mean, got to me?”  
 
    “You know.” He wiggled his head. “Walked you down the yellow brick road. Showed you paradise. That kind of thing.”  
 
    I laughed. “We were eighteen. We had no idea where paradise was.”  
 
    “No, but you thought you did, and he was the one that showed you it first.”  
 
    “Oh my gosh, you’re jealous of Brian, for what, deflowering me?” I laughed harder. “That’s so sweet.”  
 
    He grimaced. “I’m not jealous. I just wish you’d skipped him and gone straight to me.”  
 
    “We grew up in different parts of the country. That would have been tough.” I nuzzled into his arm. “Besides, you show me paradise several times a week. We’ve got our own mansion there.”  
 
    He smiled. “Care to go for a quick visit?”  
 
    “I’d prefer an extended stay.”  
 
    He growled, pulled me on top of him, and took me to our mansion in paradise.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
     My best friend Mel stuffed a bite of scrambled eggs into her mouth. “Oh, that’s so sad. My high school boyfriend can fall off the face of the earth, and I couldn’t care less.”  
 
    Sometimes Mel’s sensitivity, or lack thereof, amazed me. I picked up a napkin and dabbed at the bits of scrambled egg that flew out and onto my kitchen counter as she talked.  
 
    She blushed. “Oh, sorry, but still. Weird that he came to you.”  
 
    “I know.” I picked at her eggs. “I sent a friend from high school a text and acted like I didn’t know anything. He said he’d just heard from Brian’s best friend. Told me what he’d heard. Apparently, he’d been water skiing on one ski, and the handle flew up and hit him in the neck. It was a freak accident.”  
 
    “Slalom. That’s what it’s called when you have one ski. Slaloming.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “How do you know?”  
 
    “I grew up in Jersey, remember? My parents took me to the shore every summer.”  
 
    “How did I not know this?”  
 
    She sipped her coffee and winked at me. “There’s a lot about me you don’t know.”  
 
    “That’s rude. You know everything about me.”  
 
    “I didn’t know Brian took you to paradise.” She’d tried to keep a straight face but couldn’t help herself and laughed. 
 
    “Good grief.” I refilled my half full, but cold cup of coffee. “Anyway, Sue told Tim it happened at six o’clock last night. It’s an hour ahead here, and Brian appeared to me at around that time.” 
 
    “That’s weird that he’d come straight to you.”  
 
    “I know, right? Totally weird, but I guess it makes sense. I can see and hear him, and we have a history.”  
 
    “So, what’s he want you to do?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but he’ll be back. Tim is getting me the funeral arrangements.”  
 
    “You’re not going, are you?”  
 
    I grimaced. “I have a feeling I am.”  
 
    “How’s Jake feel about that?”  
 
    “He’ll be fine with it. Brian’s dead. What’s he going to do, be jealous of a dead guy?”  
 
    “Jake’s not that jealous type.”  
 
    “I know, but he was a little put off last night. It was kind of sweet.”  
 
    “Wow. Jake, sweet? He’s off his game.”  
 
    “He’s always sweet.”  
 
    “I know, but you and your perfect marriage. I like to throw a stone at it every so often to keep you grounded.”  
 
    “Okay, pot.”  
 
    “Maybe, but it took me two tries to get here.”  
 
    “Em hmm.” I took the last bit of scrambled eggs off her plate as my phone dinged with a text message. “It’s from Tim.” 
 
    “They’re having a wake day after tomorrow and the funeral the next morning. The wake is at Glueckert’s and the mass is at St. Edna’s.” 
 
    “Mass? A Catholic church?”  
 
    “Sorry. I forget you’re not from there. I feel like you’ve been in my life forever.”  
 
    “Trust me, there are days I feel that way, too.”  
 
     I ignored the quip. “What’s Aaron up to?”  
 
    My friend and unofficial boss for a few years, Aaron Banner, currently employed with the Georgia Bureau of Investigations with some fancy title I never remembered, married Mel a few years ago. After Mel’s divorce from the cheater—whose nickname included a curse word I’d stopped using months ago—was brutal, and she deserved the happiness Aaron brought her.  
 
    “The same. He loves his new job.”  
 
    “That’s good. Think he’d care if you went on a road trip?”  
 
    Her eyes widened. “Oh, to a funeral?”  
 
    “Can you behave appropriately?”  
 
    “Around the wife of your first love? I guess, but only because she’s mourning at the moment. Otherwise, all bets would be totally off.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I know I’m going to be asked to go, but I don’t want to bring Jake.”  
 
    “Oh, snap.”  
 
    I scratched my chin. “Maybe I should?”  
 
    “I can’t make that decision for you. Take me. But I don’t think you should go alone. Take me.”  
 
    “Are you trying to be subtle?”  
 
    “Is it working?”  
 
    “Not so much.”  
 
    She shrugged. “I’m pretty sure I can get away. Nick’s got the kids this weekend, not that they’d need a babysitter, but it’ll just be easier for Aaron.” She took her phone from her pocket and tapped onto the screen. “Let’s see if he answers. He rarely does at work anymore.”  
 
    “That’s rude.”  
 
    “The honeymoon is long over, baby.”  
 
    “I hear ya.”  
 
    Jake walked up from his basement office. “Hey, Mel.”  
 
    “Hey. Been to paradise lately?” She winked at him.  
 
    He walked over to me and dipped me into a kiss. “Every day with this woman is paradise.”  
 
    Mel pretended to stick her finger down her throat. “Keep it PG will ya?”  
 
    He laughed. “You two planning your trip already?”  
 
    I refilled his coffee cup for him. “To where?”  
 
    “Chicago. Where else?”  
 
    “Why would you think we’re going to Chicago?”  
 
    “Really? Your dead first love comes to you asking for help. What else would I think?”  
 
    He glanced at Mel, who looked at me and shrugged. “He’s kind of right.”  
 
    “Plus, I heard you talking about it from the basement.” 
 
    “Y’all have terrible insulation.”  
 
    “You have no idea.” I’d made him a cup of coffee and finished stirring in the cream and sugar and slid it to him on the counter. “You know I need to go. Do you want to come?”  
 
    “I think you can handle this one on your own.”  
 
    Mel waved her hand. “What am I? Chopped liver?”  
 
    “You know what I mean.”  
 
    “Would you mind if I went?”  
 
    He shook his head as he swallowed a slurp of coffee. “Not in the least. I know you’ll feel terrible if you don’t.”  
 
    He was right. I would, regardless of what Brian needed. “Tim Friese told me the arrangements. We’d have to leave tomorrow.”  
 
    “How long is the drive?” Mel asked.  
 
    “About thirteen hours.”  
 
    “Gawd.”  
 
    “Flying would be way too expensive now.”  
 
    “Maybe we can see Rock City?” Mel chuckled. “I’ve seen those signs on the highway before. They crack me up.”  
 
    I knew she wasn’t serious about seeing the popular tourist site. “Think you can swing going?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” She texted Aaron one more time. “I’m telling him now. I’m sure he’ll be fine. He does everything for you, anyway.”  
 
    “Good point.”  
 
    “I’m heading to South Carolina tomorrow, but only for the day. Can I put the dogs in daycare?”  
 
    “If you can get them by six o’clock.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem. If it is, I’ll just call Josh and have him come and get them.”  
 
    We’d added two puppies to our family about six months after we lost Gracie Girl. Losing her was rough. She was a big part of our family for eighteen years, and our hearts were broken. Since her passing, she’d visited twice, but that was it. I’d hoped she’d come around more often, but the Rainbow Bridge must have been too much fun. It took a lot for us to get our new dogs, me specifically, but it did our hearts good. Since Emily and Josh were out of the house, and Jake and I were officially empty-nesters, the dogs were basically royalty. We treated them better than our kids, which we were constantly reminded of and didn’t care a single bit about, either.  
 
    “Let me know if you need me to do anything for you before you leave. I’ll check your tire pressure in a bit. When are you due for an oil change?”  
 
    “No clue.”  
 
    He sighed and headed to the garage.  
 
    Mel smiled. “He’s such a good husband.”  
 
    “He really is.”  
 
    “Okay, I hate to eat and run, well, that’s not true. I love to eat, but I hate to run—see what I did there—but if we’re road tripping, I need to pack.” She rinsed her dish and put it in the dishwasher. “Thanks for the chow.”  
 
    “Anytime.” I didn’t bother seeing her out.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Brian shimmered into my bedroom. “Could you knock or something first, please?”  
 
    “I can’t. When I try to do something, my hands go right through it, but when I’m not really thinking about it, I can do whatever I want. Being dead is strange.”  
 
    “Like I said, you’ll get used to it. My mother tells me it’s about focus. If you focus too hard to touch something, you can’t most of the time. If you don’t try, it just happens. Eventually, you can focus and make it happen, but I don’t know how.”  
 
    “Your mom’s dead?”  
 
    I pulled my suitcase from the top shelf in my closet. “Yup, for ten years now.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. Fran was great.”  
 
    “She still is. Just slightly transparent, and a heck of a lot nosier.” 
 
    He sighed. “Sue’s really upset.”  
 
    “I can imagine. I’d be a wreck if Jake died suddenly.” I pushed that thought out of my mind. Every now and again it would creep in, and I’d be forced to think about what life would be like without him, and it sent me into a tailwind of overwhelming emotions. Even if he’d come around, it wouldn’t be the same, and I just couldn’t stand to think about it. I knew the pain of a loss so deep it destroyed a piece of your heart forever, and part of me hoped Jake went before me, only because I didn’t want him to go through that pain, but I also didn’t want to go through it either, so I rooted for dying at precisely the same time. It’s happened, so it wasn’t entirely impossible, just highly improbable.  
 
    “I think I know what happened, I just didn’t want to talk about it before, I guess. I don’t know, but I do need a favor from you.”  
 
    “Of course you do. I’ve been texting with Tim. He told me about the accident.”  
 
    “I need you to talk to Sue, and I need you to check something for me.”  
 
    I sat on the bed as I folded two pairs of capri jeans. “I’m not all that thrilled to do this, Brian. It’s just weird.”  
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry, but I don’t think my death was an accident.”  
 
    I set the pants down. “What do you mean? How do you know that?” It wasn’t common for a spirit to know how he’d died, at least that wasn’t my experience. Typically, it was up to me to figure it out, which was never easy, by the way.  
 
    He floated around the room, rubbed the top of his head and finally, after a long pause, said, “I can vaguely remember a discussion with my business partner, but I don’t know if it means anything.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    He explained it all to me, and I could see how it made sense to him, but I thought it was a bit out there. “The two of you created a special water ski handle, and you think he skimped on the materials and it broke?”  
 
    “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”  
 
    He detailed out all sorts of technical talk I didn’t understand, but I figured I’d have Mel research it while I drove tomorrow. “Why do you think your son is next?”  
 
    “It was my idea. I created the product, and Dan was the money and manufacturing guy. We argued about the cost of materials versus the price point we wanted for sales. He wanted a higher price for a higher return, but I told him it wouldn’t sell well at a higher price. He argued to swap out the materials for something cheaper, but I wouldn’t. I told him it wouldn’t hold up, that the handle was designed that way for a reason, and we’d have wrongful death suits filed on us.” He floated around the room. “But I think he did it anyway.” 
 
    “So, you want me to talk to him? He won’t admit that if he did it.” 
 
    “No, he won’t, but I need you to prove he did it. I don’t want my son hurt.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “We have two more of the handles. We were testing them. I know Bradley. He’s going to want to get back on the water right away. It’s where he goes when he’s upset. If he gets on that ski and uses that new handle, something’s going to happen.”  
 
    “Didn’t you try these out before? Run them through some kind of tests or something?”  
 
    He nodded. “With the higher quality materials, yes. The problem is, my son wouldn’t know the difference. He’s an experienced skier, but he’s a kid, and I don’t think most people would pay attention to the subtle differences in the product.” 
 
    “But you don’t know for sure something’s going to happen to your son, or do you?”  
 
    His eyes glossed over. “No, I don’t, but I just have this strange feeling I’m right.”  
 
    I nodded. My mother had said similar things in the past. I didn’t understand it, but I knew it wasn’t meant for me to understand, either. “Okay. So, you want me to go to Sue and tell her all of this? Why not just go to Bradley? Tell him to not use the handle?”  
 
    “You’ll have a better chance of getting through to my wife than my teenage son.”  
 
    I found that hard to believe, but only because of the relationship thing. “I can’t make any promises other than I’ll promise to try.”  
 
    “I know, but if you’re anything like the girl I knew, you can do it. I have no doubt.”  
 
    I finished folding my pants and placed them at the bottom of my suitcase. “I’m really sorry this happened to you.”  
 
    “We had plans. A future. I can’t believe it’s over.”  
 
    A tear slid down my face. “I know. Go, be with your wife. She may not be able to see you, but she needs you there. I’ll call when I need you.”  
 
    He disappeared.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    I left Josh and Emily messages. Emily and Mike, her long-term boyfriend whom Jake and I adored and appreciated for keeping her levelheaded, had moved to Midtown Atlanta two years ago. They weren’t talking marriage yet, not to us anyway, but a little birdie told me it was going to happen. A little birdie that continually stuck her slightly transparent nose where it didn’t belong. Josh, on the other hand, was too busy with college to date–his words, not mine—and hadn’t brought a girl home yet. That didn’t bother me. He was only twenty and had plenty of time left before he needed to worry about that.  
 
    I let them know I’d be gone a few days, not that they’d even know, but if they happened to come by, which did happen sometimes, I didn’t want them to waste the trip. Unless of course, Jake needed help with the dogs, but they’d make those arrangements together.  
 
    Josh responded to my message with a text. “Got your message. Have fun, Mama. Love you.”  
 
    With Emily, all I got was crickets, but that wasn’t unusual.  
 
    I threw the last of my make up into my smaller, second suitcase, and because I wasn’t sure what would be appropriate for the wake and possibly the funeral of an ex-boyfriend, I tossed two more dresses into my big bag just in case. Better to be safe than sorry, I thought.  
 
    “That blue one makes you look fat.” My mother floated on the opposite side of my bed.  
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate your honesty, but I think it looks nice on me.”  
 
    “If you want to look fat then go ahead and bring it, but I know if it was me, I’d want to look good for my ex’s funeral.”  
 
    I looked up at her from across the bed. “Vanity is not your best virtue.”  
 
    “I got a lot of virtues, so I can have a vice or two.”  
 
    I plucked the dress from my suitcase and hung it back in my closet. I hated how she did that to me.  
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t take it.”  
 
    “It’s hard to know what to wear. The whole situation is awkward.”  
 
    “I go to wakes and funerals all the time now. I don’t care what I wear.”  
 
    “You’re dead. No one can see you.”  
 
    “You kidding? You have no idea who shows up at those things.” 
 
    I laughed. “I have a pretty good idea, actually.”  
 
    “Then you know everyone can see me. At least the dead ones. And the kids. The kids can always see me.”  
 
    It struck me then that I’d have to go to a funeral home. I hated funeral homes almost as much as I hated hospitals and cemeteries. I realized I might have to go to a graveyard, too. Those places were packed with the dead, and they hounded me like I didn’t have anything else to do. I hated sounding snotty about it, but I couldn’t help everyone all the time. Again, boundaries were vital to me, and it had taken me years to set them. The universe finally allowed them for me, and I’d learned to shut off my gift—for lack of a better term—most of the time, when necessary, but I’d likely need it at least partially on with what was coming. I hoped I wouldn’t have to spend a significant amount of time deflecting other spirits.  
 
    Sometimes I wished I had someone to pass them off to. Though my son also had the gift, he didn’t use it the way I did. The universe didn’t require that of him, and for that, I was grateful. He hung out with a few, maybe crossed some over a time or two, but nothing like me.  
 
    Sometimes I envied that.  
 
    “I think you’re doing the right thing,” she said.  
 
    “Thanks. It’s going to be an interesting few days, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “Yup, can’t wait to be a fly on the wall.”  
 
    “Ma, you’re not coming.” I’d meant that more as a question, but it came out more like an order.  
 
    “Why not? I got to support my kid, don’t I? I wouldn’t be a good mother if I didn’t.”  
 
    I zipped up my suitcase after tossing a few more things into it. “You are not coming to support me, and you know it.” I heaved the large, overstuffed bag off the bed and carried it downstairs. “I don’t need you there, messing around and making things harder for me.”  
 
    She beat me to the bottom and floated there waiting. “I won’t make things harder. I’m planning to help.”  
 
    I sat the bag down in the kitchen as Jake came up the stairs. “I’m heading out. Oh.” He pointed to my bag. “I could have brought that down.”  
 
    “How ‘bout you get the other one? I’d appreciate that.”  
 
    He climbed up the stairs as I ignored my mother.  
 
    “Come on. It’ll be fun. Maybe I can drop a few things here and there. You know, make his wife see? That way she’ll believe he’s there.”  
 
    “He’s probably going to be there, and you will not drop a few things here and there. Seriously.”  
 
    “Meh. I look at it as a scientific experiment.”  
 
    “Great.” I clicked the button on the garage door opener for my side of the garage. The dogs followed me out. “Puppies, stay in the yard, please.”  
 
    They rushed out the garage and ran laps in the front yard while I got the car ready to go.  
 
    Ma sat in the passenger seat. “You got any good books on tape? I haven’t read a Harlequin in years.”  
 
    “I’ve got audiobooks, yes, but not any romances.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because I don’t listen to romance. And besides, you’re not planning on being in the car with us the whole time, are you?”  
 
    “I figured I’d drop in now and again. You know, Bust Mel’s chops. I haven’t done that in a while. I could use the laugh.”  
 
    Dear God. My mother made my hair fall out sometimes, but trying to tame her was like trying to tame a wild boar. “I need you to chillax over the next few days, okay? Go hang out with Buddy. Go to Italy. I don’t care. Do something, but just don’t make things harder for me than they already are.”  
 
    “Why you got to always be such a fuddy dud? You gotta live a little. Enjoy yourself. You only live once.”  
 
    “Yeah, and from the looks of it, that once is an eternity.”  
 
    She flicked her hand under her chin, an Italian hand gesture that wasn’t meant to express love and kindness. I laughed and said, “Love you too,” as she shimmered away.  
 
    The puppies tried to get in the car. “I’m sorry, babies, Mama’s going without you this time. Daddy’s taking you to see your friends.”  
 
    Beanie, the black one, jumped on my legs while Pony, the tan one, ran for his ball he’d left in the yard. The puppies were siblings we’d rescued from the shelter at two months old. They were a year and a half already and without any kids at home, spoiled rotten.  
 
    I didn’t have a problem with that, either.  
 
    Jake came out of the house with my other bag and two reusable grocery bags. “I packed you some snacks.” He handed me the bags.  
 
    I snuck a peek inside them and kissed his cheek. “You’re so sweet.” He’d made a snack bag for me and one for Mel, each filled with chocolate, salt, and gooey items, even though he had been ready to leave just a few minutes before. He’d packed the perfect driving foods, too. “I need to run. I told her I’d be there at 5:30.”  
 
    He kissed me goodbye, wrangled the puppies into the house, and watched me as I pulled out of the driveway.  
 
    Mel’s garage door was open, and two heavy suitcases, as well as two regular sized ones, sat in front of her car. I put the car into park, clicked off the ignition, and popped the hatch, thankful for the removable third seat. Otherwise we’d have to tie her stuff up on the roof, and we’d never get that done for the return trip. I had no idea why she needed so much for a quick trip, but Mel was traditionally an over packer.  
 
    I walked in through the garage door and made myself a cup of coffee. When Aaron came down in a pair of boxers and a t-shirt, I quickly covered my eyes. “Oh my gosh, sorry. I forgot it was so early.”  
 
    He laughed. “It’s not a big deal. You’ve seen me in my swimsuit. What’s the difference?”  
 
    “There’s a lot of difference. Please, put some clothes on.” I peeked through a crack in my fingers and then immediately closed my eyes when I realized what I’d done. “Seriously. This is awkward.”  
 
    He sighed and walked back upstairs. I heard him mumble, “Women,” along the way.  
 
     Mel came down a few seconds later singing Madonna’s “Like a Virgin”, loudly and entirely off key. I’d been quiet thinking the kids were asleep, but remembered they were going to spend time with their dad.  
 
    She bebopped into the kitchen, and I nearly spit my coffee out. “What in God’s creation are you wearing?” 
 
    She glanced down at her attire. “The perfect retro 80s outfit, that’s what.”  
 
    Mel wore a hot pink sweatshirt, torn at the top so it draped down over her shoulder with a black tank top underneath, a pair of large plastic hooped earrings with hot pink beads, a faux pearl black and pink beaded necklace, ridiculously huge beads, a pair of hot-pink capri leggings, and a black tutu styled tulle skirt. She’d tied her long jet black hair up into a big, poufy ponytail on the top of her head.  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “I figured it was appropriate. We’re going to see your friends from the 80s, right?”  
 
    “Mel, it’s 2019. I sincerely doubt my friends from the 80s are still wearing that. In fact, I don’t recall any of my friends from the 80s ever wearing anything like that in the first place, except one, and she had her own style, so she was able to pull it off. Otherwise, Buffalo Grove was more of a preppy look kind of town.”  
 
    “Girls just want to have fun.”  
 
    “Good grief, and that’s the wrong singer anyway.” I pressed my thumbs into my temples. “It’s going to be a long drive, isn’t it?”  
 
    Aaron came back down in a pair of sweats and the same t-shirt. “This better?”  
 
    “One hundred percent,” I said. “And a heck of a lot better than what your wife’s wearing.”  
 
    He caressed her shoulder. “I think she’s hot.”  
 
    I stuck my finger in my mouth and pretended to gag.  
 
    Mel flipped me the bird.  
 
    “Hey, be nice.”  
 
    “That was me being nice.”  
 
    I shifted my eyes to Aaron. He just shrugged and poured himself a cup of coffee.  
 
    Even though they’d been married a few years already, it still tickled me to see the two of them together like that. Mel was my best friend, and she deserved a man that treated her as a priority like Aaron did. He loved her, it was obvious, but he also loved their life together—her kids, her crazy, dead-seeing bestie, and all the drama her bestie’s dead mother brought to the table–both Mel’s and mine, too. As Fran would say, he came from good stock. And that he did.  
 
    “How’s Jake feel about you hanging with the guy that—” 
 
    I cut him off. “How would you even know he’s the guy that, you know…” 
 
    Mel giggled. “Popped your cherry? Isn’t that what we called in our youth? I tell him everything.”  
 
    “Some things are meant to be left between friends, Mel.”  
 
    “Yeah, because you don’t share my stuff with Jake.”  
 
    She had a point. “Still.” 
 
    Aaron held onto his wife’s waist. “You’re not really going like that are you?”  
 
    She grumbled something about him not being any fun, and she regretted marrying him—which we all knew was a lie—and stomped upstairs to change.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered.  
 
    “You’re welcome. You have no idea what it’s like in this house.”  
 
    “Oh, trust me. I do.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    We made it to Buffalo Grove in reasonably good time, which was surprising given the fact that Mel had to stop to use the bathroom six times. She ate all of her snacks in two hours, mine in the next three, and was hungry every hour on the hour after that.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” she’d said. “I have this thing about being in the car for too long. I’m afraid I’ll have to pee, and we won’t be close to a rest stop, and I’m worried we’ll get stuck in a snowstorm and starve.”  
 
    “It’s May.”  
 
    “It could happen.”  
 
    I called Tim and let him know we’d made it and that we had just checked into the Sheraton on Lake Cook Road.  
 
    “You hungry?” he asked. “We could meet at Lou’s.” 
 
    My mouth instantly watered. I hadn’t had Lou Malnati’s pizza in years. Their deep dish topped my list of best pizzas ever. “When can you meet?”  
 
    “How about thirty minutes?”  
 
    “We’ll be there.”  
 
    Mel stretched on the bed. “I’m tired. That drive was brutal.”  
 
    “Seriously? You’re like a dog. You didn’t do anything but sleep, eat, and pee.”  
 
    “I know, and it’s exhausting being lazy.”  
 
    “Good grief. Freshen up. We’re meeting Tim in thirty minutes.”  
 
    She rolled onto her side and off the bed. “Oh, fine. ‘Bout time I met the infamous Tim Friese anyway.” 
 
    I changed into a pair of capris and a short-sleeved shirt and dabbed some face freshener Emily gave me for Christmas onto my cheeks. I tossed my hair around with a brush, but it didn’t make much of a difference.  
 
    I hadn’t been back to the old stomping grounds in a long time, and so much had changed. It was still familiar, but different, and it brought back a flood of emotions and memories I hadn’t thought of in years.  
 
    Fran popped up in the back of my car. “Ah Madone, did you see? Another one bites the dust.”  
 
    “It’s been gone a while now. I think they sold the company and most of them closed down.”  
 
    Mel acknowledged my mother with a hello even though she couldn’t hear or see her. “What’re you talking about?” She asked me.  
 
    “Dominick’s. It was the main grocery store chain in town.”  
 
    “Italians owned it. They had good meat. I used to go to them when I couldn’t get to the Heights to Salvatore’s. Ah, I missed Salvatore’s. The best chicken gizzards in the state they had.”  
 
    I repeated Ma’s comments to Mel because I knew she’d think it was disgusting.  
 
    “Ew. Did you eat those?”  
 
    “All the time. They were yummy with grilled onions and the special sauce my uncle used to make.”  
 
    She gagged. “I don’t even want to know what the special sauce was.”  
 
    “No, you probably don’t.” 
 
    She flipped around and stared at the empty-to-her backseat. “That sucks though. I hate it when I can’t get good meat.”  
 
    I just shook my head.  
 
    Tim met us at the front entrance to Lou Malnati’s. I introduced them, and Mel had to open her big mouth.  
 
    She gave him the once over, twice. “Oh, I can totally see it.”  
 
    “See what?”  
 
    “The George Michael resemblance.” 
 
    My eyes darted to Tim’s. “I never said that.”  
 
    He laughed. “Everyone else did, but not so much these days. I think it was the hair.” 
 
    Mel’s lips curved into a seductive smile. “It’s a whole lot of other things.” She’d all but growled out that one.  
 
    “Oh, for the love of Mike, stop it.”  
 
    The two of them laughed.  
 
    “I like her,” he said.  
 
    “He’s got a good taste,” Mel said.  
 
    “You two are exhausting.”  
 
    The hostess sat us at a corner booth, and we ordered a deep-dish Chicago Malnati classic. I knew the slab of sausage would land me a severe case of agita, an Italian/American slang term for heartburn, later, but I didn’t care. The stuff was entirely worth it.  
 
    Mel checked out the restaurant. “It smells fabulous in here. I’m starving.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how that was possible after she’d eaten practically everything that wasn’t attached to the car on the ride up, but I kept my lips zipped.  
 
    “The pizza’s great,” Tim said. He flicked his hand by his left ear.  
 
    I ignored Brian floating behind him and kept him engaged as best as possible. “So, have you talked to Sue anymore?” 
 
    He sipped his beer. “I haven’t talked to her, but I talked to Olsen. Said she’s a wreck.” 
 
    Brian floated from Tim to me. “She is.”  
 
    I blinked. “I feel horrible for her.”  
 
    “I know. She’s a really nice woman, and they’ve got great kids. It’s going to be hard for them.” He chugged the last part of his beer while Mel stared at him in awe.  
 
    I kicked her under the table and gave her the stink eye.  
 
    She ignored me.  
 
    “I’m surprised you’re here,” Tim said.  
 
    “Makes two of us.”  
 
    “How weird was it that you texted me right after I got the news? Like fate or something.”  
 
    “I know, right? Strange how these things happen.” That was a bald-faced lie, but I preferred it to say, blurting out that his spirit showed up just before I’d dropped my robe to take a bath.  
 
    He tipped his bottle of beer to his mouth and took a swig. “What’d he say?”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Come on, Richter, I’m not stupid.”  
 
    Mel snorted. “I like how he’s calling you out and using your maiden name to do it. Kind of ironic, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Shh. Let him talk.”  
 
    “There’s this thing called the internet, and if you get on it, you can find out just about anything about anyone.”  
 
    The server brought out our appetizers, and Mel dug into the fried mushrooms. “You’re so busted.”  
 
    Tim laughed. “Is he here now?”  
 
    I sighed, and I glanced to his right and nodded slowly. 
 
    Tim’s head jerked back and forth, and then he shifted his body in the seat to check out behind him.  
 
    “You’re not going to see anything,” Mel said. She bit into her second mushroom, and the breaded coating fell off the bottom half into a large lump on her plate. “Happens to me all the time.” 
 
    “That’s annoying,” he said.  
 
    “You have no idea,” she said, with a mushroom stuffed into her mouth.  
 
    “That’s so freaking cool though. What’s he doing? Where is he?” 
 
    I pointed to his right. “He’s laughing at the moment.” 
 
    “Tell him Sue’s going to call him in the morning. She wants him to cater the get-together.”  
 
    Tim owned All Ways Catering and Deli, a favorite local spot in Elk Grove, and not too far away from Buffalo Grove. Even though my taste buds were heightened with excitement for the coming pizza, the thought of a tasty, authentic deli sandwich stuffed with fatty meats and cheeses made my mouth water. That kind of good stuff wasn’t available in my part of the Atlanta suburbs. I relayed the message.  
 
    “I figured. I’ve done most of their parties and business lunches, so I’ve already been thinking about it.” He rotated his body to face his right side. “Does he know what happened?”  
 
    I shrugged. “He thinks so, but there’s an issue we’re looking into. That’s why I’m here.” I didn’t think it was my place to say anything about Brian’s son or the alluded to accusations regarding his business partner.  
 
    “About that,” Brian said. “I need to talk to you.”  
 
    I excused myself from the table and plucked my cell phone from my purse. Any time spirits wanted to chat in public, I pretended to be on my cell. Seemed like the easiest way to handle things and kept me from looking like I was talking to myself.  
 
    I walked out the main entrance and stood on the sidewalk near the first row of parked cars. “Did you remember something else?”  
 
    He shrugged. “No, but I don’t think we have a lot of time. I need you to talk to Sue tonight, and then I need you to do something with Dan.”  
 
    “Do something with Dan? What does that mean? Tonight? And what am I supposed to say to your wife?” I adjusted my shirt, stretching it down over the top of my pants. “She’s going to think I’m a crazy ex-girlfriend, and she won’t take me seriously at all.”  
 
    “I think she knows about you. Like Tim said, the internet’s a wealth of information.” 
 
    “She’s Googled me?” My shoulders went back all on their own. I hated how I felt and quickly adjusted my ego. “Interesting.”  
 
    “I don’t think she knows I know.” He shook his head. “Everything’s so hazy. It’s like I can kind of remember things, but they’re like a confused dream.” He floated back and forth like he was pacing. “I think she found it last week. If I remember right, it came up on the family computer when I got online recently.” 
 
    “The haziness is common. Hopefully, it’ll be clearer soon.”  
 
    He furrowed his brows, and a long, crooked indention formed at the bridge of his nose. “I don’t really know what to do here. I just have this gut feeling something’s going to happen to Bradley, and I need to stop it.”  
 
    I leaned my head back and stared into the blue sky and prayed. Okay, it was more a whine than a prayer, but I talked to God, so it was kind of the same. “Why me? Seriously, God. There are tons of people like me in the world. Why’d you pick me for this one?”  
 
    Brian laughed. “I guess I’m the one that picked you.”  
 
    I shrugged. “Challenges create growth, right?”  
 
    He nodded. “I think she read about what you did for that couple in Georgia. That might make things easier for you.”  
 
    Brian referred to a young mother who’d called 9-1-1 just before her own murder. The operator heard her screams and the gunshot over the phone, but no one knew where she was, or who she was. Every death is hard, but that one hit me harder than most. The outcome was a complete surprise to all of us, and had I figured it out sooner, I wouldn’t have taken the physical beating I had. I’d learned a lot from that poor girl’s death, and I’d become a better person because of it. “Let’s hope. What do you want me to do? Should I involve Tim?”  
 
    He thought about that for a moment before he spoke. When he finally did, his tone was soft and caring. That hit me with all the feels, and I realized the magnitude of what he was going through. Brian was dead. His family, his friends, his life, it was all gone for him. Sure, he could see them, but instead of participating in their lives, he only watched as it played out before him. I couldn’t imagine the pain he felt.  
 
    “I think you need to do this alone. I don’t know how she’ll react, and I don’t want her to feel any additional pressure.”  
 
    I nodded. “The wake is tomorrow. What do you suggest I do?”  
 
    “Talk to her tonight.”  
 
    I checked the time on my phone. “It’s getting late.”  
 
    “Lou’s can get you a to-go box.”  
 
    I sighed. “What’s the address?”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Tim offered to take Mel back to the hotel after they finished eating the pizza I so desperately wanted. He promised to fill her in on our high school and college lives, and I knew Mel would have a field day. I, however, would not because I’d never hear the end of it for sure.  
 
    I headed to Brian’s, passing by my youth along the way. Things I’d grown to love, to recall in memories, were gone, replaced with new things for others to enjoy and remember in memories.  
 
    I drove by Buffalo Grove High School, which hadn’t changed much on the outside other than the big brick and blue electronic sign. A faint memory nudged at me, and I smiled as I repeated the words from my favorite vice principal, Mr. Schnell. “And remember to get out there and baaaack those bison!” 
 
    Ah, the good old days. I made a quick left turn onto Dundee Road and headed into the side entrance to the school parking lot. The rows of Chevy Citations used for driver’s education back in the day were long gone, and I said a quick thank you to Mr. Schnell for standing up for me when I’d had a minor mishap with one of those vehicles.  
 
    I shuddered at that memory. I sure hoped they gave up teaching driver’s education with the left foot on the brake. That never worked for me, which was evident from the dent I’d left in one of those parked Citations.  
 
    Whoops.  
 
    The back of the school hadn’t changed much, at least not that I could recall, but the football field had a bit. In particular, they’d given it a name, though I couldn’t say if it had one when I’d gone there many, many years ago. The school installed a large brick entrance into Grant Blaney Stadium, with the title posted across the top. Just seeing that made my heart happy. Coach Blaney was the football couch everyone loved, and he’d taken the team to the state championships for the win when I was a student, around the same time the Bears won the Super Bowl. My heart and head flooded with memories of nights on those bleachers backing those bison right next to Brian.  
 
    I pulled out of the lot and noticed the old 7-Eleven was a Dunkin Donuts instead. I wondered if they had the Slurpee’s like the convenience store. I pressed the button on my Sirius radio for the 80s station and smiled at the timing. “I’ll Melt with You” by Modern English had just started. More memories flooded my brain as I hummed along.  
 
    “I think I put this on a mixtape for you.”  
 
    “You did. I still have it somewhere in storage, too.”  
 
    Brian smiled as he hovered in the seat next to me. “We had some good times.”  
 
    “That we did.”  
 
    “It’s funny, I don’t remember them well, but I remember knowing they were good, and that I really cared for you.”  
 
    I tilted my head toward him. “You just cared for me? Gee, and here I was all these years thinking you were my first love.”  
 
    “That’s what I mean. It was just so long ago.”  
 
    “Yes, it was. You were a good boyfriend, though. You should know that.”  
 
    “I do.” He smiled his cocky, high school boy smile.  
 
    “Some things never change.”  
 
    He laughed.  
 
    I’d put his address into my GPS, but he gave me directions anyway, taking me by a few places from our high school years. We passed the church where Sue planned his mass. Brian quieted as we went by.  
 
    “I know it’s hard.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s the right word. I just didn’t think this was how it would end for me, and I didn’t think it would be this soon.”  
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t really know what I thought would happen though. I don’t think I ever really thought about it in detail. I’m only fifty-one. I’ve got time. Or I thought I did.”  
 
    “I think everyone thinks like that.”  
 
    He stayed quiet the rest of the short drive.  
 
    Brian lived in an older part of Arlington Heights, the town adjacent to Buffalo Grove on its south end, where many of the homes had either been torn down and replaced or redone and enlarged. The houses weren’t cheap back in the 80s, and I suspected they still bordered on the high end of expensive. I parked on the side of the street and stared at the home.  
 
    “We had it redone a few years ago. Sue did the plans herself.”  
 
    “It’s beautiful.”  
 
    “We argued about the color. I wanted the creamy white, but she wanted a soft gray. I pushed hard, and she gave in.” He dipped his head and nodded. “Seems so trivial now.”  
 
    My heart hurt for him. “She’ll think of you when she sees it now. It’ll bring her peace.”  
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    I white-knuckled the steering wheel, preparing for the worst. “Well, no sense in putting this off any longer, huh?”  
 
    I shut off the ignition and climbed out of the car. I shook my arms and did a quick but relaxing breathing exercise hoping that would help keep me calm. I didn’t struggle with giving messages from the dead anymore. I’d long ago stopped that emotional nonsense, but the history with Brian made this one unique in its own way, and frankly, it stressed me out. I didn’t want to blow it for him, and I certainly didn’t want to upset her any more than she already was.  
 
    I ambled to the front door, noting the quaint wrap around front porch and old-fashioned style. I didn’t know much about home design, but just from looking at theirs, I knew Sue had a gift, or at least the same taste as me.  
 
    We all had our own unique gifts, that was for sure.  
 
    I rang the doorbell and waited. When I heard soft steps heading toward the door, I stepped back. The light flipped on, and the door opened.  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Brian snorted. “That’s a lot better than I thought you’d get.”  
 
    I bit my lip. “Hi. I’m—” 
 
    “I know who you are. We met at the reunion, remember?”  
 
    I nodded. “I’m sorry to just show up like this, but I—” 
 
    She stepped outside and closed the door behind her. She crossed her arms over her chest and stood rigid, her eyes steadied on mine, and her voice cold as ice. “I appreciate you coming here, but this is highly inappropriate. My husband just died.”  
 
    I took in a deep breath and held it, hoping Brian would offer some kind of suggestion on what to do, on how to handle his grieving wife, but he didn’t. “I know, and I’m sorry, but I believe it’s important.”  
 
    She dipped her head back and sighed. When she made eye contact, I saw the sadness and the pain in her face. Her puffy eyes and red nose were dead giveaways, no pun intended, but her paleness spoke volumes. She moved toward the side of the porch and sat in a wicker chair. “Sit.” 
 
    Sue wasn’t overly friendly, but I cut her a break, given her circumstances. I doubt I would have handled someone like me with such strength. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Did you really help solve those murders?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    I steadied myself for a quick but detailed explanation. I didn’t want to overwhelm her or make her think I wasn’t the real thing. “Some people have strong intuition. Others have a feeling about what’s going to happen, and some, like me, can see those of us who’re stuck between life and death.”  
 
    “You believe in that?”  
 
    “I didn’t think much about it either way I guess, not before my mother died I mean. After she passed, I was forced to see things differently.”  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “I have a message from Brian, and I’ll be honest, this is extremely uncomfortable for me. I cannot imagine how it must be for you.”  
 
    She smiled a bit. “It’s pretty uncomfortable.”  
 
    “And weird, right? It’s bizarre.”  
 
    “Very bizarre.” 
 
    Brian laughed.  
 
    “How can I be sure you’re not just making this up?” Her tone was less rude and more apprehensive.  
 
    “For starters, he knows you found me on the internet.”  
 
    She blinked. “Did he tell you that?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Her eyes searched the dimly lit porch. “Is he here?”  
 
    I nodded again. “He can hear you.”  
 
    A single tear fell down her cheek, but she didn’t wipe it away. “Oh.”  
 
    “Please, tell her to get the handles from the boat. Bradley can’t have access to them.”  
 
    “What’s he going to do, get up in the middle of the night and go for a solitary boat ride and ski at the same time?”  
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    It’s Brian. He’s worried about your son. He’s scared Bradley’s going to be hurt.”  
 
    She shook her head. “What?” She held her hand to her mouth. “How? Does he know?”  
 
    “He doesn’t know for sure, but he’s concerned.”  
 
    “Does he know what happened to him, how he died?”  
 
     “Tell her I know the handle flew up and hit me. That’s all she needs to know for now.”  
 
    I repeated what he’d said.  
 
    “Yes, it hit him in the neck. They don’t think he felt it.”  
 
    “I don’t think I did.”  
 
    “He didn’t.”  
 
    She cried. “I saw it happen. I knew something was wrong right away. Bradley, he saw it, too. I don’t know if we’ll ever get that image out of our heads.”  
 
    “You will, eventually.” I wasn’t sure that was true. I still hadn’t lost the image of my father dying, and I wasn’t even there was it happened.  
 
    “Why is he worried about Bradley? I don’t understand.”  
 
    “Bradley gets angry and does things. He doesn’t think first. I don’t want him trying to ski and something happening to him, too.”  
 
    “He’s concerned he’ll do something careless because he’s in pain.”  
 
    She dropped her head into the palms of her hands. “That sounds like Bradley. I can’t believe this is happening.”  
 
    I breathed out of my nose. “You can. I know it’s hard, but you can.”  
 
    “I don’t understand any of this.”  
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. Brian just needs you to keep an eye on your son. I know it’s hard right now, but he’s worried about him.”  
 
    “He wants Dan to take him out tomorrow morning. He wants to ski. Said it will make him feel closer to his dad.”  
 
    “No.” Brian’s face showed complete panic. “You can’t let him go. Sue, please.”  
 
    “He doesn’t want him to go. He’s saying it’s important.”  
 
    “I…I guess I can call Dan.”  
 
    “No, she can’t do that either. We’ll take care of it. Just tell her to say something convincing to get Bradley to stay home.”  
 
    I let her know what he wanted, but Brian rushed me out of there so fast I didn’t have time to make sure she truly understood.  
 
    “Brad’s not going to listen to her, not when he’s upset. We have to go to the boat. We need those handles.” 
 
    “Um, how do you expect to do that?”  
 
    “I’ll get you in. I can’t let anything happen to my son.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Awesome, I love boats.”  
 
    “We’re not doing this for fun.”  
 
    Mel golf clapped. “I know, that’s what makes it awesome.” She skipped to the hotel room’s bathroom and then bolted back out again. “Oh, I have the perfect outfit for this, too. And, I brought something for you.”  
 
    I didn’t want to know, but I knew that didn’t matter. She tugged a black sweatshirt from her bag and tossed it to me. “I brought it in case we had to do something fun. Hey, skunks don’t like water, do they?”  
 
    “You’re funny.”  
 
    “Just checking.”  
 
    When Mel discovered her ex-husband was having an affair, she was on a mission to validate her questions by following him and the woman. As her best friend, I went along, and one night when we’d gone to where the woman lived it was too dark for my old eyes, and I ended up the victim of a skunk spray.  
 
    Just thinking about it brought the smell forefront in my nasal passages.  
 
    “Here.” She threw a pair of black leggings at my head. “These too.”  
 
    “It’s sixty degrees out. I’ll melt in this stuff.”  
 
    “But you’ll sleep in a nice hotel room and not the city jail.”  
 
    “There is that.” I stepped out of my clothes and into hers.  
 
    Mel seductively removed her top, revealing a black work out bra as she pulled the top slowly over her head. She shook her hips back and forth.  
 
    “He’s not here.”  
 
    She yanked the top off the rest of the way. “Oh. That’s too bad. I thought it was funny.”  
 
    “You’re a dork.”  
 
    “Hey, he can view the merchandise. He just can’t buy it.”  
 
    “I’m sure Aaron would be thrilled to hear you say that.”  
 
    “You kidding? If there was a hot girl ghost standing around and he knew it, he’d probably take it all off for her, too.”  
 
    I laughed. “My mother would pay to see that in a heartbeat, so don’t give her any ideas.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m so going to make him do that.”  
 
    “Good grief.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Brian floated near my car. “Matching outfits. Cute.”  
 
    “Shut up.”  
 
    “What’d he say?” Mel asked.  
 
    “He said these outfits are stupid.”  
 
    “Hey, that’s not what I said.”  
 
    “He so did not say that.”  
 
    “How would you know?”  
 
    “Because no adult man says stupid.”  
 
    “She’s right.”  
 
    “Shut it.”  
 
    “Who?” they both asked.  
 
    “Both of you.”  
 
    We got into the car. “Where am I going exactly?”  
 
    “Fox Lake.” 
 
    Fox Lake was one of the Chain O’Lakes, a group of lakes connected by the Fox River, and while I’d spent a lot of time on several of the lakes when I was young, I hadn’t been there in forever, and I couldn’t exactly say how to get to any of them. “Fox. Okay.” I typed it into my GPS and hit start.  
 
    “I’m so excited. We get to go on an adventure. We haven’t done that in forever.”  
 
    “And I thank God for that daily.” My head throbbed, a definite sign we were getting in over our heads.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan? We break in, grab the goods, and go?”  
 
    Brian nodded. “Tell her, yes.”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Then what’s the plan?” Mel asked.  
 
    I’d meant that for Brian, but my answer worked for both of them.  
 
    I followed the directions on my GPS as I cleared the air. “We’re going to see if we can get inside the boat or into wherever the handles are stored, and if we can’t, we’ll figure out what to do next, but we are not breaking into anyone’s boat.”  
 
    “There she goes, being a fuddy dud again,” Ma said. She’d shimmered into the backseat with Brian.  
 
    “Mrs. Richter, nice to see you,” Brian said.  
 
    Ma liked Brian back in the day. “You too. Sorry, you croaked.”  
 
    “Yeah, me, too.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Ma, I told you not to come here.”  
 
    “I’m not going to let my kid break into a boat without me. You think I’m nuts, missing out on all the fun?”  
 
    “We’re not going to break into a boat.”  
 
    She elbowed Brian, but her arm went right through him. I caught a glimpse of it in my rearview mirror. “Oh, sorry about that. I forgot you’re a newbie.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Mel wanted to know what was going on, so I said it was my mother just being her typical self.  
 
    She flipped on the 80s station on my satellite radio and laughed when Madonna’s voice bellowed from the speakers. She sang along as she bopped up and down in the seat.  
 
    Ma groaned. “I never liked that girl’s voice. Too whiny for me, like a teenager.”  
 
    I played translator, for lack of a better term, and repeated what she’d said so Mel could know, too.  
 
    “Definitely not like a virgin,” Mel said, laughing as she did.  
 
    “I see what you did there,” I said. I shook my head.  
 
    “What? It was funny and on the mark.”  
 
    “If you say so.”  
 
    She rotated and smiled toward the backseat. “Was she always this stuffy?”  
 
    Both Brian and my mother said yes.  
 
    “They said no,” I lied.  
 
    We arrived at the marina to a gated and locked entrance without a soul around.  
 
    “Well, looks like we’re not getting in,” I said. I shifted into reverse and backed away from the gate.  
 
    Brian pointed behind him. “There’s a small offsite parking area up on the right after you exit the marina. You can park there, and we’ll cut through the small woods behind it.” 
 
    I wasn’t thrilled with any of that, not a single bit. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” I considered the area with a careful eye. There wasn’t a streetlight or house light in sight, and no entrance, or path, or anything I could make out near the woods. “No, I’m sure it’s not a good idea.”  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Mel said.  
 
    “Don’t be a scaredy cat,” Ma said.  
 
    “I can guide you. I’ve had to park here before,” Brian said.  
 
    “There’s no path and a lot of natural growth.”  
 
    “There’s a path, you just can’t see it.”  
 
    “Because it’s pitch black out.”  
 
    Mel sighed. “Come on. We’re here to help this guy. Let’s just do it.”  
 
    She was right, and every time she was, it annoyed me. “Fine.” I shut off the car and stuffed the key fob into the pocket of my jeans, thankful for the black attire she’d brought.  
 
    Ma and Brian floated ahead of us. “There are a few spots where you’ll have to watch yourself, but mostly it’s just shrubs.”  
 
    “Ouch.” Mel rubbed the top of her hand. “There’s thorns here, so watch it.”  
 
    I kept a lookout behind me–albeit periodically—while everyone else marched and floated forward.  
 
    “There’s a dip in the ground up here,” Ma hollered. “Don’t tell Mel. I could use the laugh.”  
 
    “There’s a dip up ahead. Be prepared.”  
 
    She waved her hand back at me.  
 
    “You’re no fun,” Ma said.  
 
    Brian laughed.  
 
    I glanced behind me to make sure no one was coming, tripped on an above ground root, and face planted into the ground. It happened so fast, but it felt like a slow-motion video. My foot slid under the thick root, and when I attempted to step forward, the root tightened its block of my ankle, and I yelped as my body shortened the distance between it and the hard, dark ground. I hit it with a thud. Yes, my arms straightened and locked, but the force of the trip was too strong to keep them that way, and out to my sides they went. My head hit the hard surface, and I gave up my six-month roll of not swearing.  
 
    It was a good run, but a bad trip can do wonders to a foul mouth.  
 
    I lay there for a minute, stunned, embarrassed, and annoyed. Brian zipped over, the cold air surrounding him, providing a touch of relief to my sweaty, embarrassed self. “You okay?”  
 
    “I’m fine.” I rolled over onto my back and onto a broken branch or something. Whatever it was, it was sharp and hurt. “Son of a beeswax.” I jumped up, even more embarrassed than before. I swiped off the twigs, and dirt stuck to my body as Mel pulled a few out from my hair.  
 
    “That was smart,” my mother said.  
 
    “Thanks, Ma. I appreciate your concern.”  
 
    She waved me off like I was a whiny teenager. Which, by the way, was kind of how I felt.  
 
    “You okay to go on?” Brian asked.  
 
    “I said I’m fine. Let’s get this over with. I’m ready to get home.”  
 
    Brian carefully guided us the rest of the way, making sure to keep me upright with constant snarky comments about sticks, and twigs, and the like.  
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but I don’t need a play by play of every stick on the ground.”  
 
    Mel froze. “I do. Is there something coming?”  
 
    “No. You’re all good.”  
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “I’m sure.”  
 
    She kept her head bent toward the ground anyway. To be honest, I did, too.  
 
    We made it to the parking lot near the dock, which, unfortunately, was as dark as the woods. I made a mental note to keep a flashlight in my car for similar situations. The one on my iPhone just didn’t cut it.  
 
    “I can’t see a thing.”  
 
    “That’s because you have old lady eyes,” Mel said.  
 
    Both Ma and Brian laughed.  
 
    “Funny. Which way are we going?”  
 
    Mel shrugged in front of me.  
 
    “That wasn’t meant for you.”  
 
    “Oh, my bad.”  
 
    “It’s up to the left. Just follow the road, and you’ll see the entrance to the slip area. Number six. It’s eight up on the left,” Brian said.  
 
    “Whoever labeled the slips must have been bad at math.”  
 
    He laughed. “There’s two storage spots for the marina itself. They don’t have numbers for those.”  
 
    “Ah, got it.” I kicked up the pace, passing Mel on her left since I knew where we were going and what to look for.  
 
    When we got to the slips, I counted them off until we got to his. “This your boat?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “What if they’re not here?”  
 
    “They have to be. If not, we’ll check Dan’s. His is just a few slips up on the right.”  
 
    Great. I could be charged with breaking into two boats instead of just one. Fun times.  
 
    Mel stood with her hands on her hips and stared at The Bradjam. “What the heck kind of name is Bradjam?”  
 
    “It’s my kid’s names. Bradley and Jamie.”  
 
    I repeated that to Mel.  
 
    “Huh. Interesting.”  
 
    I nodded. “Mine would be Emjo.”  
 
    “More like Eeyore if you ask me.”  
 
    “Rude.”  
 
    “Truth hurts, don’t it?” 
 
    Brian laughed. “She’s funny.”  
 
    “To some people.” I bent down and stared into the small glass windows on the backside of the boat. “Where would they be, and how do you expect us to get in there?” I glanced at the door and the keypad next to it. “Do you know the password?”  
 
    “You didn’t really just ask him that, did you?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Spirits forget stuff sometimes.”  
 
    “It’s 1-1-1-6-0-2-0-9-1-2-1-4.”  
 
    “Good grief. How do you remember that?”  
 
    “It’s my anniversary and my kids’ birthdays. It’s easy.”  
 
    I swallowed back a lump forming in my throat. I tried hard not to think about the fact that Brian was dead, not only because it was sad for me, but because it was sad for him, and I wasn’t quite sure how to handle that. I wanted to be strong for him, and honestly, I didn’t have a clue what the boundaries were. Losing a family member was horrible, but I knew what to expect. Losing someone that was an important part of my past was uncharted territory.  
 
    Ma flitted away and returned seconds later. “Nice set up you got there, Brian. Jake don’t got a boat, does he, Ang?”  
 
    “Ma, Jake and I aren’t boating people.”  
 
    “That’s ‘cause you don’t got a boat.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yes, that’s why.”  
 
    Brian chuckled.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Ma is pumping up my ex-boyfriend’s ego.”  
 
    “Of course she is.”  
 
    “Brian, where're the handles?”  
 
    He explained where we could locate them, and in we went. I had to give it to Ma, the boat was lovely. The décor was simple, shades of gray and cream, a combination of the colors Brian said were discussed for his house, but not too light, and it was immaculate. “Wow. This thing is clean.”  
 
    “We’d just had it serviced. They did a full detailing, too. It won’t stay this way for long. We’ll be—” he stopped himself.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Brian.”  
 
    He nodded. “Such is life.”  
 
    “More like such is death,” Ma said.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her.  
 
    “What? I’m just being honest.”  
 
    Mel followed me following Brian to the storage spot for the handles. When I pulled on the latch and opened the container, it was empty.  
 
    Brian cursed. “They’re supposed to be in there.”  
 
    “Maybe your wife got rid of them already?” I asked.  
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve been glued to her side most of the time. They should be here.”  
 
    He floated around the small area, disappearing in and out of spots only to return seconds later. “They’re nowhere. Dan’s got to have them. They’ve got to be on his boat.” 
 
    “I’m not comfortable going onto his boat, Brian. One break-in’s enough.”  
 
    “You got to be kidding,” Ma said. “This is a matter of life and death for cryin’ out loud. The boy could get his neck broke like his dad. You got to get those handles.”  
 
    I hadn’t considered that, but I hoped it didn’t turn out that way. Brian’s partially see-through eyes pleaded with me, and a wave of guilt overwhelmed me. “Do you know where they would be on his boat?”  
 
    He nodded. “I know the password for his lock, too.”  
 
    Mel and I carefully exited Brian’s boat. “Where we going now?” she asked.  
 
    “To the other boat.”  
 
    She rubbed her hands together. “Awesome. This is so much fun.” She frowned. “Even though I’m not really doing anything.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    His business partner’s boat was just a few slips down on the opposite side. When we got there, I stood near the ladder, but I couldn’t get on board. “This doesn’t feel right. My Spidey sense is telling me this isn’t a good idea. Brian, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Ah Madone, my kid is a wimp,” Ma said. “Show me where the goods are, Brian. I’ll get them for you.”  
 
    They both disappeared.  
 
    “What’s going on now?” Mel asked. Poor thing, she hated not being able to hear it all.  
 
    I explained what had happened, and we waited. A few seconds later, the door to the inner part of the boat swung open and out flew four round, plastic things I assumed were the handles. We ducked as they headed straight for us.  
 
    “Son of a beeswax,” I hollered.  
 
    “That was close,” Mel said.  
 
    “Too close,” I said.  
 
    Ma and Brian floated out.  
 
    “That was amazing, Mrs. Richter. Will I ever be able to do that?” Brian asked.  
 
    Ma shook her head. “Where you’re going, you won’t be coming back here.”  
 
    My eyes popped open. “Ma. That’s not nice.”  
 
    “What? Up there is pretty awesome, and once he’s done with this unfinished business he’s got, he won’t want to come back. Besides, time flies up there. One minute you’re alone and the next, your whole family is there partying like it’s 1999.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Well, that’s not what you alluded to.”  
 
    “You think I was sayin’ he’s going there?” She pointed to the ground.  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “He woulda already gone if that was the case.”  
 
    “Good to know,” Brian said.  
 
    Mel had picked up the four handles. “Well, our work here is done. Can we go back now? I’ve got to pee.”  
 
    “She can do that in the boat,” Brian said.  
 
    “I’m not telling her that.”  
 
    Ma wiggled the door to the inside.  
 
    “Oh, they’re telling me to go in there, aren’t they?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Yes, but I don’t think—” 
 
    Off she went.  
 
    “Great.”  
 
    Thirty seconds later, the ants in my pants had taken over completely, and I couldn’t stand still. “What’s taking her so long?”  
 
    “I ain’t going to find out,” Ma said.  
 
    “I can,” Brian said, winking as he did.  
 
    A spotlight shined on us from the entrance to the dock. “Who’s there?” someone hollered.  
 
    Mel walked out from the boat and dropped the f-bomb.  
 
    “Crap. Crap. Crap.”  
 
    Brian floated in front of me. “It’s okay. That’s Ollie. He’s the guard. Just tell him Dan and Sue sent you, and it’ll be fine.”  
 
    A round, old man with a graying beard and a pair of pants two sizes too small wobbled over. “Who’re you, and what’re you doing here?”  
 
    “We’re…we’re…I’m a friend of Sue Carey’s. She and Dan asked me to come by and pick up something.” 
 
    He sighed. “Tragedy, it was. Brian was a good man. A bit of riffraff on the water, always liked to go a little too fast, but a good man for sure.” 
 
    I nodded. “He was a good person.”  
 
    “How’s Sue holding up? I plan to attend the funeral. Bunch of us from the marina are going.”  
 
    “Aw, that’s so nice of them,” Brian said.  
 
    “Who knew you were so popular?” Ma asked.  
 
    I giggled.  
 
    Ollie sneered at me. “You think that’s funny?”  
 
    I held my hand over my mouth and gasped. “Oh, no. No. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about Brian, and how much he’d appreciate everyone coming to pay their respects, and how he’d probably have something funny to say about it.” 
 
    He chuckled as he nodded. “That he would.” He glanced at Dan’s boat. “You get what you need?” He eyed the handles in Mel’s hands.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Then let me walk you out.”  
 
    Brian smiled. “He thinks Sue gave you a key to get into the marina. Consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    Ollie walked us back to the lot and asked where our car was.  
 
    “Tell him it’s on the road because you didn’t have a pass and didn’t want to park inside.”  
 
    I repeated that word for word.  
 
    “Make sense. Next time if it’s late, just pull on in and leave a note on the window. I’ll know then.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Back at the hotel I laid the handles out on the bed for inspection.  
 
    Brian stared at them, his mouth hanging open. “I can’t believe it.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Mel grunted in the bathroom. Ma laughed, but Brian and I were too focused to pay attention.  
 
    “It’s the coatings. He used the cheaper stuff like I thought. These are worse quality than our competition.” He attempted to pick up the handle, but his hand went right through it. “I hate this.”  
 
    “Is this what you used?”  
 
    “I…” He stared at the handles and nodded. “I can’t believe I didn’t pay attention. That’s not like me.”  
 
    “I’m sure you were just excited to try them out.”  
 
     “If Dan sells these Sue’s going to be in a lot of legal trouble. She needs to know about this.”  
 
    “I don’t understand. What’s the difference?”  
 
    He pointed to one. “Pick it up.”  
 
    I did as I was told.  
 
    “Feel that? Feel how it’s smooth?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “It’s a rubberized plastic. It’s not supposed to be that smooth because we added a special coating to reinforce the grip. I created two options for material, and I specifically switched to the one that allowed for a better grip. This one though, it’s not either of mine. Most people don’t wear gloves when they ski, which is why I created the handle. It allows for a better grip with a wet hand.”  
 
    That sort of made sense to me. “I think I understand. You don’t think people would notice the difference?”  
 
    “I invented the product, and I didn’t.”  
 
    “Again, you weren’t paying attention.” 
 
    “No one would.” He tried to pick up one of the handles but couldn’t. “It doesn’t feel like it would slip when you hold it with dry hands. Put water on it. You’ll see what I mean.”  
 
    I walked to the bathroom door and knocked. “You almost done?”  
 
    She grunted out an, “Almost.”  
 
    Ma giggled.  
 
    “You need to let Sue know. She owns the intellectual property to the products now. She can’t let them get out.” 
 
    “I guess I can try and talk to her in the morning after the funeral.”  
 
    He shook his head. “No, not then. You can’t wait. You have to tell her now. If Dan swapped it out, he’s got a reason, and I can’t let him get these started, or we’ll lose money, and Sue will be screwed.”  
 
    The dead had a sense of urgency I’d never understand. “So, you’re saying you want me to call her now? Right now?”  
 
    “No. I want you to go there right now.”  
 
    “It’s almost eleven o’clock at night.” I dropped onto the bed and moaned. “Why do these things happen to me?”  
 
    “Because you got the gift,” Ma said.  
 
    I held up my head. “Thanks. That’s helpful.”  
 
    “I’m just sayin’.”  
 
    I sat up and groaned—a much more severe version of a moan.  
 
    Mel walked out of the bathroom. “I feel so much better.”  
 
    “I need to go see Sue.”  
 
    “Tonight?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Honey, you do that. I’m taking a shower and hitting the hay. I’m beat.”  
 
    “Thanks for your support.”  
 
    “You’re welcome.” She grabbed her overnight make up bag and closed the bathroom door behind her.  
 
    I plucked my purse from the small desk, tossed the handles back into it, and headed back to Sue’s.  
 
    I complained the entire way there, but Brian ignored me and told me exactly what to say.  
 
    “I got it. Don’t worry.”  
 
    I pulled into the driveway to a completely dark house. “Everyone’s asleep.”  
 
    “She’s not asleep,” he said.  
 
    Ma disappeared and returned seconds later.  
 
    The hallway lit up. 
 
    “Nope. She’s not. At least not no more.”  
 
    “Great. Way to make this easier, Ma.”  
 
    “What? I did what I had to do.”  
 
    I gave her a combo head shake and eye roll and climbed out of the car.  
 
    Sue answered the door just seconds after I tapped on it. “Was that him?”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry. That was a mistake.”  
 
    Ma grumbled, “I don’t think of it that way.”  
 
    “May I please come in? I have a message from Brian.”  
 
    “Is this a joke?”  
 
    “No, Sue. It’s not. I promise. It’s important.”  
 
    She stiffened but opened the door. “My children are sleeping. We can go to the kitchen, but you have to be quiet.” 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    She didn’t offer me a coffee or anything. Not that I would have taken it, but it felt awkward, just sitting there in my ex-boyfriend’s house, talking to his wife like that.  
 
    “I know this is uncomfortable, but I have to talk to you about the handles.”  
 
    She raised her left eyebrow. “What do mean?”  
 
    “You know how I said Brian wanted you to keep an eye on Bradley?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “It’s because of the handles. They’re not the right material, and Brian knows that now. I don’t think he did before, or at least he isn’t sure. The thing is, he thinks Dan traded out the better coating for something cheaper, and it’ll slip out of people’s hands like it did with him. He wants to make sure they’re not put into production, and only you can stop that.”  
 
    She gasped as tears fell from her eyes.  
 
    “The handles. They’re in Dan’s boat. I told you Dan’s taking Bradley first thing in the morning.”  
 
    “No, they’re not. We got them.”  
 
    She raised her brow again. “But how?”  
 
    “It’s a long story, but you can thank your husband.” I opened my purse and laid the handles on the table. “He wants you to put these in the safe in the basement.”  
 
    “He told you that?”  
 
    I nodded. “I promise, I’m not making any of this up.”  
 
    She picked up a handle and rolled it back and forth in her hand. “It doesn’t feel slippery to me.”  
 
    “Make her do what I had you do,” Brian said.  
 
    She did as I said. “Oh, yeah. It’s slippery when I do that.” She searched the large, gray, and white kitchen. “Is Brian here?”  
 
    I nodded slowly and pointed behind her. “He’s standing near the counter.”  
 
    She flipped around quickly, and her head flung back and forth. “I can’t feel him.”  
 
    Brian floated over to her and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    Her eyes widened, and then she touched that side of her face. “I just felt something right here. Was that him?” 
 
    I smiled. “He just kissed your cheek.”  
 
    She dabbed a tissue into the corners of her eyes. “I don’t think I can do this. I miss him so much.”  
 
    “Tell her she can.”  
 
    “He said you can, and I think he’s right.”  
 
    She smiled at me. “Have you lost someone you love like this? Someone that meant the world to you?”  
 
    I nodded slowly. “Not just my mom, like I said, but my dad, too. It’s not easy, but one day you’ll wake up and the first thing you think about won’t be that Brian’s gone. It just takes time to adjust to things the way they are now.”  
 
    “I’m afraid. I haven’t been alone in years.”  
 
    I smiled. “You’re not alone, Sue.”  
 
    “It feels like it.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “She needs to get on the phone with my attorney first thing tomorrow and tell him she wants to stop production of the handles,” Brian said. He further detailed out what he wanted me to tell his wife.  
 
    “Does he think Dan did this deliberately? Did Dan try to kill him?”  
 
    Brian shook his head. “I don’t think so. It was about the money. He wanted more cash in his pocket.”  
 
    I relayed the message to Sue.  
 
    “So, what do I do? What do I say to the attorney?”  
 
    I detailed out verbatim what Brian said as Sue wrote it all down in a notebook. When she finished, she asked if she could have a moment alone with Brian. “Would you mind going into the other room? I…I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Please, don’t be sorry. I understand.” I stepped away.  
 
    Ma popped in next to me, and I almost screamed. “I hate it when you do that.” 
 
    “You want me to go listen? I can fill you in later.”  
 
    “No,” I whispered. “I do not want you to go listen. Give the woman some privacy, Ma.”  
 
    “It ain’t like she can hear him, anyway. I could go and help him out. You know, throw some stuff or something.”  
 
    “Uh, no. I think you’re fine right where you are.”  
 
    She frowned. “You’re no fun.”  
 
    “I think you’ve mentioned that a time or fifty.”  
 
    “Thousand,” she said. 
 
    Brian floated out. “Mrs. Richter, can you come and help me, please?”  
 
    She stuck her tongue out at me.  
 
    I hated not knowing what was going on when everyone else there did. Well, Sue probably didn’t, but that depended on what Ma was doing to help. I stood there, feeling all kinds of uncomfortable and weird as I slowly crept toward the kitchen. I hadn’t even realized I’d done it until I heard Sue’s whimpering.  
 
    “Am I going to be okay, Brian? I don’t know how to do this without you,” she said.  
 
    Oh boy. I felt like a heel for snooping in on her private, one-sided, conversation. I backed away from the wall and directly into a small table. Before I could stop it, a picture frame fell to the ground, and the glass smashed into pieces.  
 
    Sue ran over, her face ashen and puffy, and her nose red and swollen. She stared down at the broken frame and the picture of her family smiling on their boat. “What have you done?”  
 
    My heart sank. “I…I’m…I’m sorry. It was an accident.” I bent down and picked up the large pieces of glass. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Please, just leave. I’ll take care of things. You can tell Brian I’ll do what needs to be done. I need to try and rest now.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow then.”  
 
    “No, please. I don’t want you with us. Please. This is just too uncomfortable for me. You’ve done what Brian asked, and I thank you for that.”  
 
    Brian shrugged at me. “She’s upset.”  
 
    I nodded. “Okay.” I walked toward the door and let myself out, sniffling and holding back the tears as I did.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
     “That was kind of rude,” Mel said. I’d just told her everything that happened. “It was just a picture, and it can be replaced.”  
 
    “It’s not just a picture. It’s a whole lot of other things, and I’m kind of the center of it. It’s uncomfortable for both of us.”  
 
    She stretched out under the sheets of her bed. “Probably, but she can at least give you some credit for coming out here and helping her like you did.”  
 
    “She will eventually, but I’ll never hear it, and I’m okay with that. I don’t do this for the expressions of thanks.”  
 
    “No, you do it for the money.”  
 
    “Ha, as if.”  
 
    “Maybe you should try for a TV show? You could be the Redneck Medium or something.”  
 
    “Because I’m such a redneck.”  
 
    “Well, they’d have to work on that, but it’s not impossible. Most reality shows are fake anyway, especially the psychic medium ones.”  
 
    “We don’t know that for sure.”  
 
    “I do. Only you’re the real deal in my book, and screw Sue. I know she’s in pain, but you did a good thing, aside from breaking the picture frame and snooping, but you know what I mean.”  
 
    “I appreciate your support.” I’d finished getting ready for bed and climbed under the covers. “We can leave in the morning.”  
 
    “No, I need you to go to the wake anyway,” Brian said.  
 
    I pulled the blanket up over my chest. “Good grief. Don’t you have any boundaries?”  
 
    “You’re not naked.”  
 
    “No, but I’m in my pajamas.”  
 
    He smiled. “And I’ve seen what’s under them, remember?”  
 
    I tilted my head to the left. “No, you saw the eighteen-year-old version, not the fifty-something version.”  
 
    “It’s the same, just hangs a little lower.”  
 
    “Screw you, Brian.”  
 
    Mel giggled and flipped over to face the opposite wall.  
 
    He laughed. “Hey, it happens with age. I won’t tell you what’s hanging on me.”  
 
    “Gross.”  
 
    “Seriously, Angela, I need you to go anyway.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because I want to make sure things go okay, and you’re the only one I can talk to, so you’re the only one that can make sure that happens.”  
 
    “What’s going to happen?”  
 
    “Maybe nothing, but she’s upset about Dan, and I’m worried she’ll say something to him. She needs to handle this carefully, not with emotion, and she’s all emotion right now.”  
 
    “Great.” I moaned and pulled the covers over my head.  
 
    “I take it you don’t like what he’s saying?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Nope,” I mumbled from under the covers.  
 
    “Well, regardless, I have a feeling that doesn’t matter.”  
 
    “Nope, it doesn’t. We’re going tomorrow.”  
 
    “What time?”  
 
    I peeked out at Brian as he gave me the time, which I quickly repeated to Mel.  
 
    “Oh, cool. That means you can take me on a tour tomorrow.”  
 
    “Tour of what?”  
 
    “Your old stomping grounds, obviously.”  
 
    “Fine.” I flipped over and punched the pillow to push it into a firm ball, but it didn’t work. I sighed, and the next thing I knew, it was morning, and Mel was whispering into my ear.  
 
    “Wake up sleepy head. I need real coffee, stat.” 
 
    I opened my left eye. “No. It’s an hour earlier here. God’s not even up yet.”  
 
    “It’s almost six o’clock here. That means it’s almost seven in our bodies. How late have you been sleeping lately?” She paused. “Wait, do you really know that God’s not up yet?”  
 
    “Um, no. I’m not a prophet or anything. And I haven’t been sleeping well. That’s the point.”  
 
    “Come on, I had a cup of that stuff on the dresser, and it’s gross. I need some real leaded fuel.” 
 
    I rolled over onto my side, away from her. “I have puppies. I haven’t slept since we got them.”  
 
    She yanked the covers off me. “Well then, it shouldn’t be a big deal to get up now.”  
 
    I rolled back onto my back and blew out a breath. “Fine.” 
 
    She waved her hand in front of her face and then squeezed the tip of her nose with her thumb and finger. “Yuck, your breath smells like dog butt.”  
 
    “I love you, too.” I pushed myself out of bed, whining the entire time. “This trip is all I expected it to be.”  
 
    “A great girls’ trip with your bestie?”  
 
    “Not exactly.”  
 
    “You’re such a joy in the morning.”  
 
    “As if you didn’t already know that.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “It used to be here, at least that’s what I remember.”  
 
    We sat in my car, staring at the AT&T storefront.  
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “What? That a Starbucks was there? It’s not impossible.”  
 
    “Starbucks wasn’t even around in the Stone Age.”  
 
    “I’m not talking about while I was in high school, you dork—which by the way wasn’t Stone Age times—I’m talking about after that, before I met Jake. Why would they close a Starbucks? That’s got to be illegal.”  
 
    Mel shrugged. “Use the app, you’ll find one on there.”  
 
    “You check. I’m driving.”  
 
    “There’s one at 1205 W Dundee Road in Buffalo Grove. Is that near here?”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure but get the directions anyway.”  
 
    She stuck the phone in my face.  
 
    “Oh, that’s right by my high school. Ten minutes away. Tops.” I paused. “Depending on traffic.”  
 
    “Put the pedal to the metal, woman. I need coffee and those egg thingies.”  
 
    We headed that direction.  
 
    “So, tell me about the area.”  
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Did you do anything here?” She pointed to a random building.  
 
    “That’s a business building. What would I have done there?”  
 
    “Made out in the parking lot or something?”  
 
    “Nope, no hanky-panky in the parking lot there.”  
 
    “What about here?” She pointed to a side street. “Go to any parties there?”  
 
    “Do you remember high school in that kind of specific detail?”  
 
    “Sure, like it happened yesterday, but then again, I’m younger than you.”  
 
    “Not by much, but whatever.”  
 
    “You’re saying you don’t remember things?”  
 
    “I remember things, yes, but I can’t say where every single party was, well, except for the ones at the Jewish Cemetery. Those parties were kind of memorable.”  
 
    “You partied in a cemetery?”  
 
    I cringed as I nodded. “Yeah. I regret that now.”  
 
    “You should. That’s all kinds of wrong, partying on the dead like that.”  
 
    “Yeah, in retrospect it’s kind of gross.”  
 
    “Kind of? Probably you were too drunk to care about it then.”  
 
    “There’s a lot of truth to that. I do remember having to go to the bathroom in the grass, and that wasn’t all that fun.” 
 
    She laughed. “How ironic, you relieving yourself on the dead. That’s hilarious.”  
 
    “It kind of is, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Luckily you weren’t actively engaged with ghosts then. You would have been the talk of the school, but for all the wrong reasons.”  
 
    “What, dare I ask, would be the right reasons to ever be the talk of the school?” 
 
    “If you have to ask, you weren’t as fun as I like to think you were.”  
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    She smirked.  
 
    “How about after we get our coffee, I take you over there? Maybe that will jar something in my brain.”  
 
    “Oh,” she golf clapped. “It’s tour time!”  
 
    We pulled into the strip mall entrance. “Wow, this is different. This entire building is new.” I parked in a spot and pointed across the street as we walked to the entrance. “This would have been awesome during open lunch, Seven Eleven be damned. I’m surprised I didn’t see it yesterday.”  
 
    We ordered our drinks inside and waited for them at the bar.  
 
    I turned toward Mel and whispered, “Oh, boy.”  
 
    “Really? You’re not going to, are you?”  
 
    “I’m not going to do anything, but she’s staring at me.”  
 
    “Where is she?”  
 
    I rested the side of my hand on the counter and pointed to the right with my other hand but hid it with my palm. “There. Standing next to the guy with the Cubs hat on. Well, she’s floating, but you know what I mean.”  
 
    “What’s she doing?”  
 
    “I told you, she’s staring at me.” 
 
    “Well don’t look at her or she’ll know you can see her.”  
 
    The woman floated over to me. “You can see me, can’t you?”  
 
    I leaned into Mel. “Too late.”  
 
    Mel glanced through the spirit. “She’s here, isn’t she?”  
 
    “Yeah. How do you know?” 
 
    “Because it’s suddenly freezing right here.” She waved her hand through the poor ghost.  
 
    “Stop that. It’s creeping me out.”  
 
    “Ew, did I touch her?”  
 
    I nodded. “You’re so rude.”  
 
    She laughed. “Well, yeah, when it comes to ghosts, I’m not all that easy going like you.”  
 
    “Keep your voice down, please.”  
 
    “You can see me. Why won’t you acknowledge me?”  
 
    The barista handed us our drinks and Mel’s egg thingies. We made our way toward the door, the ghost on our tail.  
 
    “Excuse me.”  
 
    At the car I finally acknowledged her. “Yes, I can see you. I just didn’t want to make it obvious inside.”  
 
    “Oh, I understand.”  
 
    “What can I help you with?” 
 
    The woman, a petite brown-haired woman who probably died around forty-years-old, pointed toward the sky. “Is that light for me? It’s been following me around for I don’t know how long, but I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”  
 
    “Oh, honey, yes, it’s for you. Did no one come for you, a family member perhaps?”  
 
    “My father told me to go with him, but he’s dead.”  
 
    “As are you.” 
 
    “I know that now, but I wasn’t sure before.” 
 
    “Yes, you need to go to that light. Your dad and any other loved ones who have already died will be there waiting, I promise.”  
 
    “It’s a bit overwhelming. I would like to keep living. I’m so young.”  
 
    “I know. Everyone feels that way, but this is what was meant to be, as much as it seems so wrong.”  
 
    “How do I go to it?”  
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. Just concentrate on it, maybe?”  
 
    “Okay. I’ll try.”  
 
    She did an excellent job because a few seconds later, she shimmered away. 
 
    I clicked the unlock part of my key fob and climbed in, saying, “She’s gone,” as I did.  
 
    “That was quick.” 
 
    “It’s always nice to get an easy one every now and again.”  
 
    “You’re weird.”  
 
    “Yup, that was established years ago.”  
 
    I made a quick run past Hair Directors, the salon I went to before moving to Atlanta, owned by my friend Doreen. It was too early to be open, and I was glad because I felt terrible for not letting so many old friends know I was in town.  
 
    I drove down Arlington Heights Road and pointed out a few things I remembered along the way. Just before the stop light at Hintz Road, I pointed to the right. “That’s where my bestie in high school lived. One of those houses.”  
 
    “That’s my competition, Nancy, right?” 
 
    “Competition?” I laughed. “One of them, but hands down my first snarky, and my wittiest BFA.”  
 
    “Yes, you’ve told me. Many times. She made the best bologna sandwiches, blah, blah, blah.”  
 
    “Well, she did.” I smiled at the memory. “I wonder if she makes them the same now?” I should call her. I haven’t seen her in years.”  
 
    “Let’s stop by. I’m happy to meet the one I replaced.”  
 
    I smirked. “Do I detect a bit of jealousy here?”  
 
    “Nah. I just like to make you feel important.”  
 
    “Right. On the left somewhere in there is where Brian lived,” I said as we drove through the intersection.  
 
    “You’re not taking me there?”  
 
    “I honestly couldn’t get there if I tried. I just know it’s back there somewhere. Besides, we already passed the way I used to go, so…” 
 
    “It’s just a house anyway. I’d prefer to see where you and Fran lived.”  
 
    “I’m headed that direction now.”  
 
    We passed St. Edna’s Church. “That’s where the funeral is, but I don’t plan on going to that.” I’d thought about it, but didn’t feel like it was my place. I didn’t feel like anything concerning Brian was my place, but I did want to help him.  
 
    “Thank God. Those Catholic funerals take all day.”  
 
    “I know, right? And all that kneeling and stuff is hard on my old woman body.”  
 
    “That’s because you run too much.”  
 
    “Not anymore, unfortunately.” We sat at the light for Rand Road, and the changes there made me sort of sad. “Wow. This is totally different. I used to work at a place in that strip mall when I was a sophomore. A cheesy women’s clothing store called Fashionation. I hated that job. All I did was straighten racks of clothing for hours at a time. Hours. The only part I liked was being able to chat with my friend Kristin. She was a senior, and she gave me the time of day, which made me feel fantastic back then.”  
 
    “You hung out with seniors? What was wrong with her?”  
 
    “There was nothing wrong with her. She was super cool, and she was a BG-ette. I was thrilled she hung out with me.”  
 
    Mel’s face contorted into something that showed her extra chins and made her stunning Asian eyes nearly disappear. “What the heck is a BG-ette?” 
 
    “It’s like a cheerleader slash dancer.” I tried to remember exactly what they did, but the memory, like most, wasn’t clear. “They did a lot of hand movements, and I think they wore white gloves.”  
 
    She nodded. “Ode to Michael Jackson.”  
 
    “Maybe. Never thought about that. I can’t believe how much the area has changed. Oh, we have to go to Barnaby’s for lunch.”  
 
    “Sure, as long as it’s not pizza. My stomach was a wreck in the middle of the night from that stuff last night.”  
 
    “I heard.”  
 
    She blushed. “Sorry about that.”  
 
    “Barnaby’s is pizza, but it’s a great thin crust. You’d love it.”  
 
    “I think a bowl of soup and a salad would be better.” 
 
    I glanced at her and furrowed my brow. “You’re from New Jersey. Pizza’s a staple there.”  
 
    “Yes, good New York style pizza, not the kind y’all have here.”  
 
    “Don’t say that out loud in public. They’ll kick you out of the state.”  
 
    “Suits me fine.”  
 
    I turned into the main entrance for Stonebridge Apartments, where my mother and I lived after my parents’ divorce. “There you go.” I drove to the back of the 700 building. “We’re home.”  
 
    “This is where you lived?”  
 
    “Yup, for a while. Then we moved to a condo, but this is where I spent the bulk of my high school years.”  
 
    “Which one?”  
 
    “It’s on the right side of this part of the building. Second floor. Obviously, they’ve removed the plaque to clean it.”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “That’s what my dad used to say about the house where he was born.”  
 
    “Your dad deserved a plaque, you, not so much.”  
 
    “Feeling the love.”  
 
    I followed the street out and exited the complex, pointing out Barnaby’s and sighing. “I wish Atlanta had good pizza.”  
 
    “Me, too.”  
 
    Up on the right was the cemetery. I pointed to it. “That’s where the partying on dead people happened.”  
 
    “Aren’t you going to go in?”  
 
    “You’re not serious, are you?” 
 
    “Why not? Maybe you can remember whose grave you partied on and apologize or something?” 
 
    “I think I’ll stick to passing by. The last thing I need is a bunch of angry spirits whose graves were stomped on by countless drunk high schoolers taking out their frustration on me.” 
 
    “It might be fun.”  
 
    “Good grief.” 
 
    “I bet they were fun parties though. I’m sure everyone got the crap scared out of them at some point.”  
 
    “I do remember a Halloween party we had there one year. This guy came as a ghost. He painted his face and entire body white and wore nothing but a pair of tighty-whities.” 
 
    “I bet that was hot.”  
 
    “He was cute, that’s for sure.”  
 
    As I drove by, an uneasy feeling crept up my spine and settled on the back of my neck. I knew I’d made the right decision, not going in there. The spirits remembered, they definitely remembered.  
 
    Mel sipped her coffee. “So, what’s your favorite memory from here?”  
 
    “Favorite memory?” I made an illegal U-turn at the next light and headed back past the cemetery again. The uneasy feeling making a second appearance. “That’s a tough question.” 
 
    “I’ve got time.”  
 
    “Obviously.” I thought about that for a bit and then said, “I have a few, but they’re kind of random.”  
 
    “They’re probably the first random things about you, Mrs. Type A.”  
 
    “Truth.”  
 
    “Well, go ahead.”  
 
    “One is about my dad. He’d come to visit from Indianapolis, and we’d go to this restaurant he liked. I don’t remember the name, but as a matter of fact, it was right up there on the left. One time the host asked where he and his girlfriend would like to sit. I was equal parts grossed out and amazed.”  
 
    “That’s sick.”  
 
    “My dad looked young for his age.”  
 
    “You were like what, fifteen?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Young is one thing, but pedophile is something different. Clearly the dude needed glasses.”  
 
    “Nice.”  
 
    “That’s a sweet memory, but I want the dirty ones.”  
 
    “I’m not sharing those.”  
 
    “Come on, give me something good.”  
 
    I sighed, resolved to the fact that she wouldn’t stop until I could give her something that satisfied the teenage rebel in her. “Nancy and I used to order pizza from La Roman Kitchens and drink champagne and orange juice with it and sit in my room and talk about guys.”  
 
    “Too basic.”  
 
    “We went to a midnight showing of Tommy or whatever that movie was called. We were so drunk we passed out the minute we sat down. Didn’t see a single scene in the movie.”  
 
    “You led a really boring high school life, didn’t you?”  
 
    “We had an open campus for three periods a day.”  
 
    “Woo hoo. I bet you partied like crazy during those, didn’t you?”  
 
    “I might have skipped fourth period to have lunch with Nancy a time or twenty my sophomore year.”  
 
    “You crazy woman. Did you smoke behind the school?”  
 
    “How’d you know that’s where the smokers went?”  
 
    “Because it was like that at practically every high school.”  
 
    “I wasn’t a smoker, so no, but I did talk to a few people that smoked back in the day. I wasn’t as judgey about it then.”  
 
    “Like you are now, you smoke-free snob.”  
 
    Ma popped into the backseat. “Smoking gave me the big C. You better not be doing that.”  
 
    “I’m not, Ma. Geez.”  
 
    Mel smirked. “Hey Fran, how’s it hanging?”  
 
    “Tell her crooked.”  
 
    I laughed, but I told Mel what she’d said.  
 
    “I love your mom.”  
 
    “You may have mentioned that a time or two.”  
 
    “I got news for you,” Ma said.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The kid, he tried to go to the boat with the killer—” 
 
    “He’s not a killer, Ma.”  
 
    “Whatever. Anyway, he tried to go, but the wife that coulda been you, she stopped him.”  
 
    “Thanks for the update.”  
 
    “That’s not the update. The update is he snuck out and went anyway.”  
 
    “Well, he can’t ski because we took all the handles, so that’s good.”  
 
    “Yah, but just in case, I made sure he couldn’t ski no matter what.”  
 
    My eyes widened. I was afraid to ask, but I had to. “Oh Lord, what did you do?”  
 
    “Nothing too dangerous. He ain’t hurt or nothing.”  
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    “You’re gonna be upset. You’re such a tight butt about stuff, I don’t want you yellin’ at me.”  
 
    “I’m not going to yell at you.”  
 
    “You just did.”  
 
    “Because you’re making me mad.”  
 
    “Add some more mad to that, and pretend I told you.”  
 
    “Please just tell me. I need to be prepared.”  
 
    “All’s I did was give him a flat tire, that’s all. No biggie. He’s fine. Mighta ran off the road a bit, but he didn’t get hurt, and he sure ain’t trying to go to the boat now.”  
 
    I gripped the steering wheel tightly with both hands. “Is he okay? Tell me the truth.”  
 
    “Yah, he’s fine. Just a little shaken, but he needed a swift kick in the backside. Now he’s back home, and everything’s fine. I saved another one.”  
 
    I couldn’t even respond to that.  
 
    Brian interrupted our almost argument. “He’s at the office. Go there. You can talk to him there.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Dan.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t he be at his boat getting ready to meet Bradley?”  
 
    “He was headed there when Brian called, so he went to the office instead. Go.” 
 
    “And say what? That I know what he did?”  
 
    Brian had shimmered into the backseat next to my mother, and he stayed there, not saying a word for a solid minute.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “You’re right. You can’t go there. I don’t know what to do. I just don’t want those handles on the market.”  
 
    “And I’m sure Sue will make sure that doesn’t happen. We’ve got this under control, Brian. It’ll be okay.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    At three o’clock, both Mel and I were dressed and ready to attend Brian’s wake. I, however, was nervous and for a lot of reasons. I sat on the bed and pouted.  
 
    “What?” Mel asked.  
 
    “This is going to be so weird. I don’t wanna go.”  
 
    “Yes, you do. You’re doing the right thing. You don’t want to let Brian down, do you?” 
 
    “No, but still. Sue’s going to be upset that I’m there, and I don’t want to create a scene. She told me not to come.” 
 
    “Then you tell her Brian asked you to. She’ll understand.”  
 
    “It’s not quite that simple, Mel.”  
 
    “Yes, it is. She knows you can see him, and whether she likes it or not, she knows you’re going to do what he asks of you. It’s your job.”  
 
    “Sometimes I wish I worked at Target.”  
 
    “The discount would be nice.”  
 
    “I know, right?” 
 
    Ma laughed. “Walmart’s better. It’s not overpriced like that fancy Target is.”  
 
    “Seriously, Ma. Can’t you knock?”  
 
    “What’s the fun in that?”  
 
    I sighed and asked Mel if she was ready to go.  
 
    “As I’ll ever be.”  
 
    We drove to Glueckert Funeral Home and sat in the parking lot.  
 
    “Have I mentioned how much I hate funeral homes?”  
 
    “I can’t recall,” Mel said as she winked at me.  
 
    “Seriously, they suck.”  
 
    “They pretty much do for everyone.”  
 
    “Well, I know that, but I mean they suck extra for me.”  
 
    “I’m sure they do, but you’re doing a good thing.”  
 
    I got out of the car and hooked my purse strap over my shoulder. “Let’s hope Sue feels the same.”  
 
    I tiptoed in the front entrance with Mel on one side of me, and my mother on the other. Once inside, I took a deep breath and did my routine to at least partially close my psychic door, though, in a place like that, I knew a few would sneak around it.  
 
    Mel scanned the foyer. “Wow, they’re all practically identical, aren’t they?”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Peaceful with a touch of depressed. Matching furniture, soft colors, calming music, and a lot of air freshener.”  
 
    “Yup, you nailed it.”  
 
    The sign inside the foyer said Brian’s viewing was in the third room down the hall. I kept my eyes glued to the floor as we ambled that direction.  
 
    In front of me, two well shoed feet hovered slightly off the ground.  
 
    “Crap. I knew it wouldn’t last.”  
 
    “Is someone here?”  
 
    I nodded as I slowly angled my head upward. “Yup, there’s someone here all right.”  
 
    An old man with grayish black hair slicked back on the sides and wearing a black tuxedo hovered in front of me. The number of wrinkles on his face told me he was close to ancient when he passed. I had a gift, after all. I smiled at him. “Hello.”  
 
    Mel moved in front of me.  
 
    “A little to your left, please. You’re in his space.”  
 
    She shifted to the side. She knew I’d want to appear to be talking to her, so she helped me out.  
 
    “Hello, my dear,” the man said.  
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” I asked.  
 
    He smiled. “You’re here for the Carey viewing?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. Up on the right, correct?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be happy to escort you.”  
 
    “Have you worked here long?”  
 
    “I’m the original owner of Glueckert, though I did purchase it under another name originally.”  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, sir. You’ve got a lovely—” I didn’t quite know what to call it, “set up.”  
 
    I asked Mel to scoot to my side again.  
 
    He smiled as he floated next to me. “We have tried hard to bring peace to the families of the deceased. A comfortable, calm environment is important.”  
 
    “And you’ve done just that.”  
 
    “I have heard much about you, Ms. Panther. Your work is important. We thank you for it.”  
 
    It never ceased to amaze me, my popularity among the dead. “Thank you. I’m just doing what I’m called to do.”  
 
    He led us up to Brian’s viewing entrance. “Yes, well, if there is anything more I can do for you, please do not hesitate to ask.” With that, he shimmered away.  
 
    I stood at the entrance and stared at the nearly full room.  
 
    Mel gawked at the crowd. “Dude was popular, wasn’t he?”  
 
    “Apparently so.”  
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    “No, but that’s irrelevant.”  
 
    “Yup.” She took my hand and all but dragged me inside.  
 
    We took a seat in the back corner, and I prayed I wouldn’t have to do anything but sit there.  
 
    “That’s Dan, and he’s talking to the attorney.”  
 
    So much for that prayer. I stood.  
 
    “Where’re you going?” Mel asked.  
 
    I flicked my head toward the other corner of the room. “Dan’s over there with the attorney. I’m going in.”  
 
    She laughed as she stood. “I’ve got your back.”  
 
    We ambled over there, me with my head down, hoping no one would recognize me, and Mel with her shoulders straight and back like she owned the place. We stood near them and made small talk as we listened to their conversation. I wasn’t sure what I needed to do, so I waited for a sign.  
 
    Which I got fairly quick.  
 
    “She called me this morning. She knows. I don’t know how she figured it out, but she’s onto us, Dan.”  
 
    Dan swore. “What’d you say to her?”  
 
    “I told her there was no way that would happen. You wouldn’t do that, but she insisted on stopping production. She owns the intellectual property and Brian’s portion of the company. I told you to make the split in your favor.”  
 
    Dan ran his hand through his hair. “Damn it. I thought getting rid of him would make this easier.”  
 
    Mel gasped, so I wrapped her in a hug and told her I was sorry about Brian. That was the only thing I could think of.  
 
    As I held her, Brian appeared next to Dan, hollering at him. “You murdered me? I thought you were my friend!”  
 
    I glared at him, and he shut up. I needed to hear what the men were saying.  
 
    “Keep your voice down,” the attorney said. “You want people to find out?” 
 
    Sue marched over and the poop really hit the fan. “You,” she screamed in Dan’s face. “You killed my Brian. You’re going to pay for it, too.” 
 
    Dan stared at her, his jaw practically hitting the floor. “I…I—what?”  
 
    She stabbed her finger into his chest, and the entire room full of people stared at them. “You switched the material on the handle. You knew it wouldn’t hold up, Brian told you, but you didn’t care, did you?” She shook her head. “Nope. All that mattered to you was the money, and now my husband’s dead.”  
 
    “I…I…” Dan choked on his words. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He stretched his arms out to her and begged her to calm down. “Please, you know I wouldn’t do—” 
 
    She slapped his arms away. “Don’t you touch me. I know what you did, and now everyone here knows. Now, get out. I don’t want you coming near my family ever again. You understand?”  
 
    Dan pulled a pistol from the side of his pants and pointed it straight at Sue. “Watch what you say, Sue.”  
 
    The attorney tried to calm him. “Dan, you don’t want to do this.”  
 
    “Yes, I do.” He pointed the gun at the attorney, too. “You both think I’m going to lose?” He swung the gun back and forth between the two of them. “You think I’m stupid? Check the paperwork, big guy. She doesn’t own a thing.”  
 
    Sue’s eyes widened. “What? How is that possible?”  
 
    Dan laughed. “Money makes things happen, and I’ve got a lot of it.”  
 
    Sue’s face reddened, and I knew I had to act fast because the rest of the people in the room just stood there frozen. I jumped up in the air and kicked my left leg at his arm. The gun flew out of his grip and toward the crowd of people who scattered to the sides of the room.  
 
    Dan stared at me and then dove toward the gun. The gun slid farther away, though I wasn’t sure which spirit did that. I dove at Dan and fell on top of him, punching him in the back as I screamed, “Call the police! Call the police!”  
 
    Dan and I rolled on the smelly carpet, and he flipped around, gripped my neck with his strong hands and choked me. I couldn’t breathe. I yanked and pulled at his hands, but he was too strong for me. I tried to scream for help, but the words wouldn’t come.  
 
    Mel came up behind Dan and smacked him in the side of the head with the gun. His grip loosened and down he went.  
 
    “That’ll teach you to screw with my best friend,” she said. Her hands shook, but she held the gun at the attorney. “Don’t you even think about moving. I’ve got excellent aim.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Is he here?” Sue asked.  
 
    I smiled. “On your left side.”  
 
    She turned. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have behaved that way.” And to me, she said, “And I apologize to you, too.”  
 
    “It’s okay. Everything’s going to be all right now.” 
 
    “Brian didn’t sign those papers, I know it.”  
 
    “I know,” I said. “He told me that. It’s going to be okay.”  
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    Brian smiled at me. “A little birdie told me.” 
 
    She sighed. “He doesn’t belong here anymore. I know that. I’m going to be okay.”  
 
    I smiled.  
 
    “Honey,” she smiled at where her husband hovered. “Go, be at peace.” She sniffled. “I love you.”  
 
    Brian sniffled too. “But the party just got started.”  
 
    I repeated that back and laughed while I did.  
 
    Sue laughed too. “Look in there. Practically everyone you know is there for you, for me, for the kids. You were well loved, and you’ll always be loved. You don’t need to stick around. We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Wow, that was the first time a living soul other than me encouraged a dead soul to move on. I had to give the woman credit. She had some serious strength. I don’t think I could have done that.  
 
    “The light has been bugging me,” Brian said.  
 
    “Ah, so you see it now?” 
 
    “Have the whole time, just didn’t want to admit that.” 
 
    “Go to it then. It’s your time. She’s got this.”  
 
    He smiled at me. “You were the best high school girlfriend a guy could ask for, you know that?”  
 
    “I had a feeling.”  
 
    He leaned into his wife and kissed her on the cheek. She pressed her palm into it and cried. “Tell her I love her.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Brian smiled one last time, and then he shimmered away, taking Sue’s heart and a tiny piece of mine with him.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    On the way home, I returned Aaron’s call. He’d left me a message earlier that day.  
 
    “You’ve got a fan in need of some help,” he said.  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “A Chantilly Adair. She left me a message trying to get in touch with you. I’ve got her number. You want it?”  
 
    I glanced at Mel. Aaron was on speaker phone, and she said, “We’ll take it, honey.”  
 
    After we hung up, I dialed her number and left her a message. My Spidey sense told me the Universe led her to me for a reason. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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