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      GEORGE CARLETON SWEEPS SILENTLY TOWARDS the laundry room door, giving himself the chills through the viewfinder of his camera. The dramatic shot is ruined when he steps on a paper cup and he hops along trying to shake it loose from his shoe.

      “Apparently the coroner drank a lot of coffee,” he says to the camera as he pans across the laundry room, wishing it looked more like a crime scene.

      A single shop light aims at the broken up floor in the corner. Rubble was taken out and placed in a pile against the far wall. Of course the coroner was a thorough and methodical excavator.

      “At least there’s dust,” George mutters as he picks up a ghostly tracking shot of footprints on the cement floor.

      He then sets up the camera on a tripod facing the corner and goes to turn off the light. As the basement room falls into darkness, he crosses his fingers and kisses them for luck.

      Hitting the record button, he starts to narrate. “Delia Charles met her fate over 50 years ago in this very room though the circumstances of her death remain a mystery to this day. Ever since her tragedy, residents here have reported paranormal activity, some even claiming to see the figure of a woman descending the stairwell. No one could explain why most of the activity centered in this laundry room until just days ago when her body was discovered here, buried under the cement floor.”

      Happy with his piece, George sits down on the floor to eat a candy bar and wait. Three hours and ten vantage points later, he gets up and packs away the camera. Back upstairs in his apartment he settles in to listen to the audio in hopes of hearing Electronic Voice Phenomenon. Slumping down lower and lower on his saggy couch, he falls asleep with the headphones still in place.

      At 3 a.m. a voice startles him awake. “Darling!”

      Scrubbing his eyes and holding on to his dream of a blue-eyed brunette, George slowly realizes what happened. In his excitement he jumps up only to be yanked painfully back down onto the saggy couch by the cord of the headphones. He recovers quickly and flails to reposition the headphones when he hears the voice again.

      “My deal!”

      The whispered excitement of the voice is not coming from the headphones and George freezes. Across the short studio, his camera on the tripod turns on with a musical beep. He watches the red flashing of the record button start as the camera turns itself and focuses out the window. His heart starts thumping so hard he puts a hand tightly over it both to muffle its sound and to keep it in his chest.

      George works up the courage to stand, trying to ignore the icy slide of fear down his spine as he slowly moves across the hardwood floor to the camera. The viewfinder is open and he sees two faint mists flow together near the old fountain in the courtyard.

      When he hits rewind and plays it again a voice rings out. “Darling!”
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      ALEXIS OPENS HER DOOR AND pushes Maxwell into the hallway. He may be the landlord and deliciously handsome but the skeptical sneer on his face is enough to make her give him another shove.

      “Maybe you’re just the only person here who would see a crack in the cement floor and decide to go digging around in it.” Maxwell brushes off the front of his sports coat.

      “I’m not the only one around here who has seen the figure of a woman. You’re telling me nothing strange has ever happened to you here?” Alexis hears the sound of a door opening around the corner of the apartment hallway.

      “Thought they saw. There is no proof.”

      “And I suppose my word is just not good enough for you.” She advances on him with an angry stomp.

      Maxwell backs away, hands up. “We’re not that close . . . yet. What are you going to do, curse me?”

      “I’m not a witch!”

      “Really?” he says with an impish grin. “Then stop putting a spell on me.”

      “You are cursed,” Alexis slaps at his lapel and tries to swallow a smile, “charmless troll.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay tonight? Make sure the boogey man plays nice?” Maxwell turns the corner.

      “Nice try. And don’t worry, I know exactly how I’m going to prove what happened to me was real.” Alexis peeks around Maxwell and calls out, “George? You busy tonight?”

      George inches out of his open door, pushing a hand through his wild, curly hair and accidentally knocking his glasses on the hallway floor.

      “Oh, I see,” Maxwell says quietly to Alexis. “Trying to make me jealous?”

      She rolls her eyes and pushes past him to talk to George. “I’ve been meaning to ask you more about your hobby. What kind of paranormal research do you do?”

      Maxwell throws up his hands in disgust and strides off down the hallway, turning to wave as he descends the stairs. George doesn’t know what to say, unsure if she is serious.

      “Really, George, I’m serious. I want to know.” She drops her voice before continuing. “I saw Delia’s ghost. That’s how I knew to go to the laundry room. She led me there and I found her body. Am I going crazy?”

      George puts on his glasses and pushes them up his nose. “Want to see something crazy? Last night my camera equipment turned on all by itself and recorded the courtyard. You tell me what you see.”

      He opens the door to his apartment, the mirror image of her studio directly across the courtyard. Alexis walks in, gingerly stepping over all the cords and extra recording equipment. George stumbles around and leads her to the tripod and camera near the window. He tips the viewfinder towards her and presses play.

      Alexis watches as two separate columns of mist form near the courtyard fountain. The recording doesn’t have high volume but she clearly hears a voice call out, “Darling!”

      She turns to George and asks, “Do you think ‘my deal’ could be a nickname for Delia?”

      “You heard that? Where? I didn’t see any other EVPs on the recording.” George grabs for the camera.

      Alexis steps back. “Wait, you didn’t hear that?”

      “Actually I did; last night before the camera turned itself on. But you just heard it now? Are you clairaudient? Clairvoyant? A psychic medium?”

      “Whoa, slow down. I have no idea. Ever since I moved in to Blackvine Manor I’ve been hearing things. I see things too but more like faint impressions, or… I don’t know how to describe it.”

      George is listening intently, so Alexis sits down and tells him everything. “The night I found Delia Charles’ body, I was reading a book on extrasensory abilities left to me by my mother. It was a chapter on using meditation to open and control channels of communication. Next thing I know Delia is leading me to the laundry room and, well, the rest is tabloids.”

      “Don’t worry, I don’t believe the whole ‘strung out drug addict’ story. Not to be all conspiracy theory, but it seems like someone is trying to keep you quiet.”

      Alexis nods. “There’s no ‘seems like’ about it.”

      George hops up and starts rearranging his cameras. “How do you feel about trying that whole meditation thing again and seeing what you pick up here? I saw a psychic medium, Alice Manetti, at a séance and I could try to help coach you through it.”

      Alexis runs back to her apartment to grab the book and pauses before grabbing a bottle of wine. When she gets back to George’s and plunks the bottle down on his dinette table, the tips of his ears start to turn pink.

      “Don’t think I’m forward,” she assures him, “I just thought it might help take the edge off.”

      He shuffles into his kitchen to search for clean glasses and Alexis opens the book. Her mother’s notes cover the margins on every page; she used it as a reference and a journal. The chapter on communication through meditation is different. Besides an emphatic pencil note reading, clear your head, next to the chapter title, the pages are worn but unmarked.

      She’s already three pages into the chapter when George returns with juice glasses for the wine. Just the act of reading the chapter on meditation works as a way to open up channels of communication because she starts to whisper what she is picking up.

      “They meet in the courtyard. It’s quiet and dark and no one can hear them over the fountain.”

      George pours her an unnoticed glass of wine and turns on his camera.

      “Except they laugh, like children. They call the fountain their clubhouse. Old friends.”

      “Can you describe them?”

      “She is definitely Delia Charles. The image, the woman I saw in the stairwell. He’s got salt and pepper hair, shorter than her, lean.”

      George clears his throat softly. “What are they doing?”

      “Remembering funny stories, but now he’s angry, threatening.” Alexis slashes a hand across her throat.

      “Is anyone else there?”

      She blinks, coming out of her trance with a jolt. “My mother.”
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      MAXWELL PUNCHES THE HOSPITAL ELEVATOR button, deep in thought. He can picture his grandmother, Delia, perfectly. Her hair swept up into a bun, pearls clipped neatly on her earlobes, a soft smile on her face. He adored her, he remembers that much, but he doesn’t really know anything about her.

      I know her last name was Maxwell, he thinks sadly as the elevator doors slide open.

      “There you are, finally,” his mother, Maria, calls from down the white hallway. “Trouble at the property? Is that recovering drug addict causing any more problems? After her hallucinations scared everybody, I’m surprised you let her live there.”

      “Alexis Cole is not a drug addict.”

      “Calm down, son.” David Charles steps in between them. “Your mother is only repeating what she heard on the news.”

      “You mean the lie she told the reporters.”

      “Your mother does nothing but clear the way for all of us to be our best,” David tells him.

      “Is that what Delia did for Otto?” Maxwell waves a hand at his grandfather in the hospital bed.

      David scolds him. “Your grandfather is not well. He should be your concern today.”

      Maxwell enters the hospital room and circles around his grandfather. Otto Charles looks tough even asleep with his square jaw habitually clenched after years on the police force. According to the world at large, he was an honorable man and exemplary police chief. Maxwell knows he should look at him with pride but there is a cold knot of fear in his heart whenever he thinks of his grandfather. Delia was murdered, strangled to death, and her killer was never discovered. Looking at the hard, unforgiving figure of his grandfather, Maxwell can’t help but doubt.

      “He’ll be alright, won’t he?” he asks lightly.

      Maria breezes in and straightens the blanket over Otto’s legs. “They called it an ‘episode,’ a minor heart attack. There’s talk of putting a stint in but so far your grandfather refuses.”

      Otto’s eyes snap open and focus on his grandson. “Long time, Junior.”

      “Hello, Otto. How are you feeling?”

      Otto gives him a colorless smile. “The last few days have been hell but I’ve been through worse.”

      Maxwell sits down in the chair next to Otto’s bed. “Must have been a shock when I called about Delia.” He can’t bring himself to add an apology.

      His grandfather’s eyes tighten but his voice stays steady. “Least you could do an old man a favor. Go feed Johnny.”

      Otto turns on the television, scowling at the news and not saying anything else. Maria fusses around the room before heading to the nurses’ station to straighten out Otto’s dinner.

      “She’ll be a while,” David chuckles. “Why don’t I go with you? I seem to remember Johnny’s not that fond of you.”

      As they climb into his father’s BMW, Maxwell realizes his father knew he was going to ignore his grandfather’s wishes. “That damn German Shepherd would have been fine without food for one night.”

      “He would have eaten the couch again and you know it.”

      Maxwell grits his teeth. “How can you stand being his errand boy?”

      “You’re supposed to do things for your family,” David sighs.

      “Like finding their murderers? Like honoring their memory? He never talks about it. You never talk about her.”

      David grips the steering wheel tighter. “Has it ever occurred to you that it hurts to talk about her?”

      “Has it ever occurred to you that pretending she didn’t exist is not healthy? She was your mother.”

      “Exactly,” David raps out quickly, “and I had to come to terms with the fact that she is gone.”

      They get out of the car at Otto’s craftsman-style house. “Doesn’t it bother you that they never found her killer? Not even your police chief father?”

      David pauses on the porch. “I should let Johnny take a chunk out of you.”

      The German Shepherd barks wildly, frothing at the side window until David opens the door and calls out a command. Johnny comes quickly to the door and sits, bright eyes studying them both.

      “Just listen to yourself,” David continues, walking into the house, “even the police chief could not find her killer. So we all had to let it go.”

      Maxwell can’t help himself. “And you never wondered if maybe your father had something to do with it?”

      Johnny starts growling deep in his throat until David snaps his fingers. “Otto is a hard man. His career has made him hard, but he loved her more than anything. You were just a child; I know how he was frightening and she was an angel. But you were a kid and didn’t really know.”

      “And how did you know? You were always away working.”

      “Ah, yes, you want to cover all the old ground again. How about we take a little detour and talk about your career? Or your complete lack thereof. You might be a jerk to your grandfather but Otto would still use his contacts to get you into the academy.”

      “No thanks,” Maxwell says, looking around Otto’s place. He notes there isn’t a single picture of Delia anywhere.

      “So you’re just going to waste away as the landlord of that awful property?”

      “Blackvine Manor Apartments is not awful.”

      David dumps dog food in Johnny’s dish, making the dog sit in the doorway and wait while he turns to Maxwell mid-pour. “It’s awful to me.”

      “Yes. It’s full of crazy people and drug addicts, just like Alexis Cole. You have to admit that what you did to her was wrong.”

      “You’ve got it the wrong way around. She did something to me: she literally dug up memories I wish had stayed buried forever.”
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      ALEXIS AND GEORGE ARE IN the courtyard when Maxwell pulls up to the curb and jumps out.

      “See, the way the fountain is, #203 is the only apartment with a clear view of the bench.” George is pulling Alexis into position to prove his point.

      “You’re right, I can’t even see my windows if I stand here, much less if I was sitting on the bench like they were. And can you imagine if the water was on? Such a romantic spot.”

      Maxwell catches the last part of their conversation as he walks up. “Oops, sorry to interrupt.”

      Alexis laughs and catches him by the sleeve. “No problem. Even you have to admit this would be a very romantic spot if the fountain worked.”

      “You and George can tell Barry about his new project. You seem to make a good team,” Maxwell quips and tries to continue on his way inside.

      Alexis shrugs at George and tries to catch up with Maxwell. “Are you jealous? I mean I thought you had a thing going with Mrs. Beasley in #104. She is smoking hot for 75.”

      She manages to stop him on the front steps, stepping up to see him eye to eye. Noticing his strained look before he avoids meeting her gaze, she puts a hand on his shoulder.

      “What’s wrong?’

      “Nothing. Seeing my family always puts me in a bad mood.”

      Alexis follows him to the small office on the main floor. “Did they find out anything else about Delia?”

      He slaps a heavy file down on the desk before flopping into the old chair. “No.”

      “It must be hard thinking about Delia again,” Alexis prods gently.

      Maxwell smirks. “Heartbreaking.”

      Not understanding the joke, Alexis tries a different angle. “I know what it’s like to miss a family member.”

      He taps the heavy file and tells her, “I was named after her, you know. Maxwell is her family name. Otto always hated her family even though their money helped him get this place. Their connections helped him rise through the ranks and become police chief.”

      Maxwell breaks his gaze away from the file and, leaning back to put his feet up on the desk, turns his attention to Alexis. “So, you and George, huh?”

      She makes a face at him. “It’s nice to spend time with someone who doesn’t think I’m crazy.”

      The corners of his mouth start to turn up and Alexis feels her cheeks warming. “How’d the ghost hunting go?”

      “Very interesting. You know he has solid paranormal evidence.”

      Maxwell’s smile turns sardonic. “You know George is the one who hired a psychic medium and hosted a séance here? I suppose I should thank him. That little stunt made the woman in your studio move out.”

      Alexis throws back her shoulders. “He doesn’t pull ‘stunts’. Actually, he’s getting some recognition from other researchers.”

      “Ghost hunters.”

      Now she can feel her cheeks burning with frustration. “How did Delia know Collin Fenton?”

      “Excuse me?” He takes one boot at a time off the desk and sits forward.

      “I saw Delia and Fenton meeting in the courtyard. It seemed like they were old friends.”

      Maxwell looks at her out of the corner of his eyes while scraping a hand over his stubble. “You realize that is a really farfetched claim.”

      “Just because you don’t believe in my abilities doesn’t mean I’m crazy!”

      “No, beyond your whole ‘psychic’ claim, I mean it is farfetched for you to connect my grandmother with Collin Fenton.”

      Alexis runs both hands through her hair before slapping them on her thighs. “But you do know Fenton?”

      Maxwell crooks an eyebrow at her. “Local legend, jewel thief, arch-enemy of my grandfather’s precinct. Come on, you’re not seriously telling me that in all the research you did on my grandmother’s murder, you didn’t bother to look him up.”

      She stops cold and then leaps away from the hand Maxwell throws out to detain her. “You think I researched Delia? You think I’ve been conning you?”

      Alexis slams his office door and makes it upstairs to her studio before burying her face in her hands. She allows herself a few heaving breaths before taking one long inhale. Shoving Maxwell, her growing attraction to him and his infuriating skepticism, out of her mind, Alexis calls up what she sensed in the courtyard.

      It is hard for her to believe herself but somehow she saw Delia running around the fountain to greet Fenton with a kiss on the cheek. Focusing on it, she forces the impression to slow down in her memory.

      Repeating over and over that it really happened, she notes the details to herself. “Hair in a bun, white shirt tucked into a long gray skirt, black shoes.”

      She lets the image run through her mind again and concentrates on Fenton. “Salt and pepper hair, shorter than Delia, dark suit. She laughs when she sees the pin on his lapel.”

      Alexis opens her eyes and leans against the inside of her door for a few breaths before dashing to her computer. The design on the pin is clear in her head: a coat of arms with four corners containing a laurel wreath, a pen, a peacock feather, and a tower. Within minutes she clicks on the website of Belmont Academy and sees the exact same coat of arms.

      The phone is ringing before Alexis has even planned what to say. “Good afternoon, Belmont Academy.”

      “Hi, ah, yes. I’m calling to inquire about a former student, many years ago. Do I need to talk to records?”

      The voice is swift. “Perhaps I can help you. The student’s name?”

      Alexis hesitates but takes her chance. “Collin Fenton.”

      There is a long pause on the other end. “Belmont Academy has no affiliation with Mr. Fenton past his childhood schooling and we have no statements to make to the press.”

      The line is so practiced that Alexis gapes for a moment before trying, “One more inquiry, please? Delia Charles?”

      She hears a heavy sigh and quick typing before, “No student of that name here.”

      “No, wait, I’m sorry. Delia Maxwell.”

      More typing and another pause. “Yes, though I am not at liberty to say anything more.”

      “Thanks so much for your time!” Alexis hangs up the phone before charging out the door to find Maxwell.
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      ALEXIS LEANS HER SHOULDER AGAINST the “superintendent” sign, ready to gloat. Maxwell is half slumped over the desk, head propped up with one hand as the other idly thumbs through a stack of papers. The office is sparse, straight out of the 1950s, with the large wooden desk and a metal filing cabinet. Two straight-backed chairs flank a small table against the left wall and one lonely lamp stands sentinel in the corner. Just as she is realizing nothing decorates the cream-colored, paint-peeling walls, Maxwell notices her standing there.

      “Hello, beautiful,” he says, hoping to avoid any incendiary topics.

      “Do you like being a landlord?”

      He glances around the office himself and gives a small smile. “I’m supposed to be studying law like my father or joining the force like my grandfather. This isn’t a job, it’s an additional source of income.”

      Alexis pushes off the door and decides to try out one of the straight-backed chairs. “So you’re hiding out here.”

      Maxwell tips back in his desk chair and puts his feet up on the desk. “I like it here. I feel like one of those private investigators from an old movie. All I need is a hat rack with a fedora.”

      “I could see you as a private investigator.”

      He smiles at her wolfishly. “And are you the damsel in distress or the femme fatale?”

      Alexis can barely resist his game but instead steers the conversation back towards her original purpose. “Seems like private investigator is somewhere in between being a lawyer and a police officer. Why not go for it?”

      Putting his feet back on the floor, he sighs. “I don’t know; I’m just not inspired.”

      Taking her opening, Alexis tells him, “You know, I chose a career in advertising because I thought it was all about inspiration. Now I’ve realized the most inspired I’ve ever felt is when I started using my mother’s book on clairvoyance. I’m starting to wonder if we all have callings we just can’t avoid.”

      Maxwell is looking at the spread of papers in front of him again. “You’re being called to a carnival side show?”

      Alexis balls up a fist but refuses to move. “How about we make a little bet on my side show skills?”

      He relaxes, realizing he hasn’t driven her out the door again. “Sure. What do you have in mind?”

      “If I can prove a connection between Delia and Fenton based solely on what I sensed in the courtyard, then you have to perform a séance with me.”

      He tries to soften her determination by smiling. “You mean us together holding hands by candlelight? I’m in. What could you have ‘sensed’ that no one else did?”

      “When I concentrated on Collin Fenton I saw the image of a pin. Delia laughed when she saw it. The pin was a coat of arms that, after a little research, turned out to be from Belmont Academy.”

      Maxwell tents his hands before asking, “What’s Belmont Academy?”

      Alexis stands up and approaches the desk. “A prestigious boarding school that has been around since 1898. When I called them they admitted to Collin Fenton being an alumni. They also had records of one Delia Maxwell. They were old friends from school.”

      He takes a minute to gather all the papers back into the file folder before wondering aloud, “Why didn’t the police ever make that connection?”

      Alexis frowns. “Maybe they did and that’s why they’ve pinned your grandmother’s murder on Fenton.”

      “No, there’s nothing about Belmont Academy in the police file.”

      She sits on the corner of the desk, reaching out a hand to look at the folder, “And how do you know that?”

      Maxwell confesses, “I was at Otto’s this morning to feed his horrible dog. When I was looking around I realized he had old files from work in his study. This one happened to be of interest so I borrowed it.”

      She looks at the label. “You stole the file on Fenton from the police chief?”

      “I borrowed it from the retired police chief who stole it from work.” Maxwell makes a clear distinction.

      Alexis gets up and heads for the door. “Well bring that with.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “My place, I’ve got candles and you lost the bet.”
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      Maxwell is sitting on the red sofa, peering suspiciously at Alexis over the candles. She’s sitting opposite him on the floor with her mother’s book in her lap.

      “I don’t think these things work with non-believers in the room,” he tells her.

      “Just try to concentrate, please. I’m going to read from this chapter; it’s just a way to clear our heads and open our minds.”

      “That’s what I mean, if I’m close-minded, which I am, you are wasting your time.”

      Alexis scowls at him. “Just think about Delia and listen to what I’m reading.”

      Maxwell humors her and watches the lopsided candle in the center as he conjures up the image of his grandmother in his head. She is smiling in the sunlight out back of the building by the alley. Against the warm, red brick of the building are strawberries and she’s helping him pick the best ones to eat.

      The memory shifts and he is with Delia in the courtyard, except she’s moving fast and he sees her from a distance. She runs up to a man, laughing as she kisses him on the cheek. Maxwell shifts, uncomfortably, as he realizes it is night. He’s confused why he’d be in the courtyard at night. Delia is pulling a folded message out from under the bench.

      Maxwell rebels against the memory that isn’t his and he sees a light in a window about the courtyard. A lovely face appears and he calls out.

      “What did you see? Are you okay?” Alexis is beside him on the couch, holding his hand.

      “Nothing; just some weird memories. And I remembered someone who used to live here, this really nice woman.” He rubs absently at his heart.

      Alexis peers up into his eyes. “Did you see Delia in the courtyard? She and Fenton left messages for each other there.”

      He shakes off her hands. “I didn’t see anything. They were just memories.”

      Maxwell stands up and heads for the door, calling over his shoulder. “I’ll leave the Fenton file for you to look at tonight. That’s a better prize than a failed séance.”
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      ALEXIS IS LYING ON HER red sofa, letting the candles burn out on their own as she reads a chapter from her mother’s book. She is just reading the section on how visions can be differentiated from memories when there is a soft knock on the door.

      “Come in,” she calls out, hoping it was a real knock from a real person.

      The door swings open slowly and Alexis is about to panic when Maxwell steps forward. He smiles as she quickly swallows her momentary fear.

      “I was just heading out for dinner and thought you might like some?”

      She settles back on the couch and narrows her eyes at him. “I don’t get it. You all but call me crazy every time we’re together and yet here you are asking me out for dinner?”

      He laughs. “Well, it’s not a date or anything. I don’t date crazy people.”

      “How about clairvoyants?”

      Maxwell scuffs a hand over his mouth to cover a frown. “You’re not sure that’s what you are otherwise you wouldn’t be reading that book all the time. Why not be skeptical together?”

      “You’re skeptical; I’m honest. And, honestly, I’m not very hungry.”

      He sits down on the arm of the sofa and gazes down at her. Just as she can feel her cheeks warming, he says, “To be honest, I have a lot of memories here. People are always complaining about the building: the lights flicker, there are noises, faucets run and turn off on their own. And people tell me they see things, especially the ghost of a woman.”

      Maxwell slides down next to her. “Not just a woman, Delia. My grandmother. I loved her very much. She took care of me while my parents worked and I spent a lot of my childhood here. Until it all disappeared.”

      He pauses and scrubs at his frown again. “So I have trouble hearing what people ‘experience’ here because everywhere I look are memories.”

      Alexis reaches for his hand. “I’m not trying to tarnish your memories.”

      He slaps his thighs and gets up. “And I want to believe you. That’s why I’m letting you see Delia’s apartment.”

      She scrambles to her feet. “Really? Isn’t it rented out?”

      Maxwell crooks his arm and she takes it. “No. The Maxwells built these apartments so their daughter would have a solid form of income. They never thought much of Otto and his blue-collar work. So they also built her a penthouse apartment. Everyone just assumes the top floor is an attic.”

      He unlocks the wide door in the stairwell; the door Alexis assumed was a maintenance closet. Behind it is a curving staircase lit by pale stained glass windows.

      “Unless you’re scared and want to wait until morning?” Maxwell jeers at her.

      Alexis grabs the flashlight out of his hand and heads up the stairs. At the top is a long gallery-style room with three archways leading to the rest of the apartment. The middle arch is the largest, welcoming guests into an expansive living room crowned with a glass cupola. French doors connect the living room to the dining room, the first archway that overlooks the staircase. Alexis heads to the left, through another set of French doors, into a more intimate parlor. The penthouse is empty and echoing but a sense of comfortable elegance still permeates and she is speechless.

      “There are two bedrooms, a nursery, bathroom, and a kitchen all along the back,” Maxwell tells her.

      His footsteps are still echoing when he turns and realizes she is not following him. Alexis is drifting in a trance towards the built-in window seat in the parlor. The bay window there overlooks the courtyard and road and her face is lit by the faint glow of the streetlights.

      “Alexis?”

      “She loved it here. This is where she always sat.”

      Maxwell scoffs. “Of course it was, who wouldn’t want to sit there?”

      She doesn’t answer as she reaches the window seat. Instead of sitting down she runs a hand along the carved edge of the wood. There’s a metallic click and she opens a small panel. Maxwell shines the light on her hand as it slips inside the secret compartment and comes out with a delicate white envelope.

      “What are you doing?” he demands and comes over to snatch the envelope from her hand.

      “What? Wait, this opens?” Alexis rubs the back of her head as she tries to remember the last few minutes.

      “Please,” he growls, “spare me the act. How did you know these were in there?”

      Maxwell starts thumbing through the old photographs. As he studies the worn and obviously cherished photographs he notices his smiling grandparents. Otto is smiling, always smiling when Delia is near him. And his grandmother is radiant; the same soft, glowing smile of his memories. He thumbs through the stack until he sees a group snapshot.

      Otto is manning the grill, waving at Delia. She is smiling to him from a checkered blanket near the fountain. A 4th of July picnic they hosted for the residents of Blackvine Manor. Maxwell stares at himself, an eight-year-old boy playing with a patriotic pinwheel. Sitting on the bench behind him is the same woman he suddenly remembered during Alexis’ failed séance.

      “My mother,” Alexis says softly, peeking over his arm at the photograph.

      “Who?”

      She points to the woman he is starting to remember. “My mother. Amelia Tennon. She must have lived here when your grandmother was murdered.”

      Maxwell throws down the photographs as if electrified. “What do you think you’re doing? Why are you doing this to me?”

      “What?” Alexis stumbles back.

      “You set up this whole charade just to jog my memory. Just to get me to remember your mother. That’s why you’re here. That’s why you’re going on and on about figuring out what happened to Delia. Be honest, now, Alexis; you’re doing all this just to find your mother.”

      The words choke her but she finally whispers, “Yes, but—”

      He leaves her standing alone in the dark and she sees him through the bay window driving away as if chased by a demon.
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      THE NEXT MORNING ALEXIS IS awakened by the sound of hammering. Rolling over in preparation to be indignant, she realizes it is already 9 a.m. Quietly agreeing with her father’s voice in her head, she decides to spend the day thinking about the future. Her severance package runs out in two weeks and Maxwell already thinks she’s a con artist. She’d hate for him to turn out to be right.

      Sleep is now impossible so she gets up and goes to the window. “No. Oh no!”

      She watches Maxwell finish pounding a “For Sale” sign into the lawn of Blackvine Manor Apartments before flinging the sledgehammer in his trunk and slamming it shut. He then leans on the trunk with his back to the building and waits.

      He’s still waiting, refusing to set foot inside, when Alexis finishes getting dressed. She’s about to charge outside and confront him when she sees a town car slide up to the curb behind Maxwell’s car. A man gets out and shakes his hand before they both proceed towards the front door.

      Her worst fears are confirmed when she opens her door a crack and hears them coming up the stairwell. “Most of the apartments are currently rented, a new roof was put on three years ago, and the neighborhood is very desirable. I’ll show you the penthouse apartment first. It really is the crown of Blackvine Manor.”

      Alexis panics and steps out into the hallway, pretending to be on her way somewhere. “Oh, good morning.”

      Maxwell clenches his jaw but manages, “Mr. Wells, this is Alexis Cole, our newest resident. She hasn’t let the foolish ghost stories scare her off. Those kind of rumors and make believe aren’t really a factor in real life here.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Cole,” the man says awkwardly.

      “Mr. Wells is thinking of buying the building.” Maxwell slides a hand out and, using his forearm, gently pushes her aside so Mr. Wells can pass.

      The potential buyer looks like he wants to say something else to Alexis but pops his mouth closed and continues down the hallway. She watches, frozen, until they open the wide door and climb upstairs to the penthouse. In seconds she is ripping off her shoes and running down the hallway to hear what they are saying.

      “Was that the Miss Cole from the news stories?”

      “Yes.”

      “She doesn’t look like addiction is a problem in her life, does she? Maybe she can actually see what other people can’t?” Mr. Wells wonders aloud.

      Maxwell ignores his train of thought completely. “Here is the penthouse. As you can see, it is spectacular when the sun hits the cupola. Actually it is light and sunny up here all day.”

      Alexis peeks her head just over the stair rail, far enough to confirm what was hinted at last night. The penthouse glows with comfortable elegance. Even empty it is warm and inviting.

      The potential buyer sniffles slightly. “My sister would have loved it.”

      “Would have?” Maxwell pauses after opening the French doors to the dining room.

      Mr. Wells continues, almost to himself, though loud enough that Alexis can hear, “She loved plants, and reading, and was always writing letters. Anywhere she lived was always sunny and bright.”

      Maxwell clears his throat quietly then coughs outright when Mr. Wells turns to him and makes a wildly generous offer to buy the building. “You have a deal. I’m so glad you love the place so much. I’m sure your sister will love it.”

      “Oh, my dearly departed sister won’t be seeing it. I plan to raze the building and develop a shopping center.” He turns on his heel and heads towards the stairs.

      Alexis makes it down to the second floor just in time, rushing to George’s door. He opens it, looking blurry-eyed and confused.

      “He’s selling the place. There’s already an offer.” Alexis pushes into George’s apartment and perches on a chair covered in extension cords.

      “What place?”

      “Blackvine Manor! Maxwell is selling it. And if he does I’m never going to find out what happened to my mother.”

      George pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Nothing much will change; the new owner can’t kick us out. He might change the hallway carpet or something.”

      “I just heard the new owner say he’s going to raze the building and develop a shopping center! George, what are we going to do?”

      “Check the zoning? I don’t think he can do that here.” George puts both hands on top of his wild, black hair. “Or convince the world this place is really haunted.”

      He warms to the idea. “If we capture real evidence maybe it will scare the buyer away or convince him this place is worth more than a strip mall. I’ll make us a website and ghost-hunters from all over will want to check it out. They’ll pay for tours.”

      Alexis jumps up. “Okay. You get all your equipment ready for tonight.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To learn everything about ghost hunting, we’re going to prove this place is haunted tonight.”
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      “THIS IS CRAZY,” ALEXIS SAYS, feeling tight-throated. “It’s a long shot even if we capture anything. Maxwell wants this place sold and advertising real ghosts is not going to save it.”

      She and George have been sitting on the bench in the courtyard for nearly four hours with nothing to show but boredom and worry.

      “We could try putting it on the national registry of historic places?” George wonders.

      “What history? A woman whose own family let her disappear without a fuss and has kept quiet even after she was found?” Alexis sweeps both hands over her hair and slumps further down on the bench.

      “What?” she whispers back at George who is suddenly slumping down next to her.

      “The camera is picking something up.”

      “What about the thermal?”

      George smiles. “Hey, listen to you. You really did your ghost-hunting homework.”

      Alexis checks that her digital recorder is working in case there is any Electronic Voice Phenomenon, “Yes, I need real, legitimate, concrete evidence. Then we can use it to save this place.”

      “You said ‘I’,” George whispers.

      She scowls at him. “Yes, alright, I’ll admit it. And I want to prove I’m not crazy.”

      George turns a handheld camera on her, “So, tell me what you are sensing and hopefully all this equipment can back it up.”

      Alexis takes a few breaths, worrying she is too anxious to be open to any communication. “Wait, do you see that?”

      “What?” George keeps the camera steady on her.

      “A mist. It’s Fenton. Delia is waiting for him on the bench. He’s tearing up a note. Angry, very angry.”

      She doesn’t see the thermal camera picking up two figures near the fountain as she continues. “She’s helping him but he’s still angry, threatening to do something.”

      “Can you see anyone else?” George tries to ask casually despite the obvious third figure appearing on the thermal camera.

      Alexis whimpers, “My mother. She’s looking out the window. He sees her! Oh, God.”

      She shakes her head, fumbling with the digital recorder in her hand. “Please be there.”

      She hits play on the recorder and they hear Alexis speaking. In the static between her observations an angry voice breaks through.

      “No witnesses!”
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      Maxwell refuses to open the door all the way. “What are you doing here?”

      “You buzzed me up,” Alexis points out, standing in the hallway of Maxwell’s condominium. “The least you can do is hear what I have to say.”

      “I know what you and George are trying to do, and I don’t care what shadows and bad audio you managed to capture.”

      Alexis bites her lip but says evenly, “It’s about what I found in the files you gave me to review. Unless you want me to return them to your grandfather myself.”

      “Fine. Tell me.” He leaves the door open and strolls down the long hallway to his kitchen.

      Alexis notes the stylishly updated loft, its towering ceilings and exposed brick the hallmarks of an expensively repurposed warehouse. A warehouse specializing in the packaging and distribution of war rations for soldiers, she notes, and then wonders how she knows that for certain.

      The kitchen is a wide L-shape, open to the living room around a substantial granite-topped island. Maxwell leans on the far counter, keeping the island between himself and Alexis.

      She slaps the file down on the black granite and tells him, “They could never prove that Fenton was the jewel thief because he never sold any of it.”

      “I saw enough of the file to know he was sent to jail.”

      “They finally caught him trespassing. He had jewelry on him that he claimed to have found. Between those things and a judge who was from the social circle targeted by Fenton’s thefts, he was imprisoned.”

      Maxwell crosses his arms. “I know this little fairy tale, it’s local legend. Debonair burglar sentenced by crooked judge before he can become Robin Hood.”

      Alexis opens the file and sifts through it. “He even got letters while in prison. Love letters like this one.”

      She points to an evidence photograph and Maxwell pushes off the kitchen counter to come look at it. He shrugs and stands in front of her, his arms still crossed.

      “Does the handwriting look familiar?”

      “Just get to the point, Ms. Cole.”

      Alexis balls up her fist and taps it on the police file. “Delia and Fenton went to school together. I proved that. Delia wrote coded letters to Fenton; the evidence is right here. So, it is not a crazy theory to think she helped him hide his stash of jewelry. And from that theory it is not a far leap to think she hid it at Blackvine Manor.”

      Maxwell uncrosses his arms, putting his hands down heavily on the black granite. “I’m still selling it. And what does any of this have to do with finding your mother? That’s what you’re really after.”

      She steps back. “You really think I planted those photographs? Why wouldn’t I just ask you if you remembered Amelia Tennon?”

      “Exactly,” he says, unmoved.

      Alexis turns and strides towards the door. Maxwell catches up to her easily and puts a hand on the door over her head before she can open it.

      “What, no more ghost stories? What is your game, Ms. Cole?”

      This close up she can see his pain and doubt, and feel the heat of their attraction. She shoves at his chest in frustration.

      “This isn’t a game. I may be hearing and seeing things you don’t believe in. You may not believe in me, Maxwell, but I will find the evidence I need with or without your help.”

      She yanks open the door and steps into the hallway.

      “The least you can see is that Delia’s death and my mother’s disappearance happened at the same time and the same location. The same time and place that a notorious thief made his last appearances in public.”

      Maxwell lets his shoulders fall. “Fine, at least tell me your theory.”

      “Delia was helping Fenton hide his stash; my mother witnessed their meeting. She made the mistake of telling Otto. Either Otto killed Delia out of jealousy or Fenton killed Delia to keep his secret. And my mother ran.”

      “Alright, now how are you going to prove that?”

      “Gotta run,” Alexis tells him, “your grandfather is expecting me.”
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      “COME ON IN,” OTTO CHARLES yells before he reaches the door.

      Alexis steps inside and immediately turns to lock the door behind her. “Sorry, I think we might get interrupted soon.”

      She backs against the door, fumbling to unlock it when a German Shepherd comes around the corner, lowering its head and locking eyes with her.

      “He likes you,” Otto chuckles before calling off his dog. “Come on, Johnny.”

      Otto waves a hand for her to follow and shuffles back to his armchair in the living room. “Let me guess, my grandson. Not much of a talker but the ladies tell me he’s handsome.”

      She joins him in the living room, sitting on the edge of the worn leather sofa.

      “And you’re quite lovely,” he whistles. “The drugs haven’t done a number on you. Rehab must really be working, huh?”

      Alexis pauses and swallows her angry retort. Otto’s eyes are twinkling without malice. She can’t reconcile her suspicions with his clear blue gaze and quiet charm. He reminds her of Maxwell, except he is sharper, chiseled by the sense of purpose that has driven his well-known career.

      “I can’t wait for fake rehab to redeem me from problems I never had.”

      Otto glances at his watch, pops open a pill bottle on the tray next to him, and knocks back two pills with the rest of the bottled beer he is drinking. “Look, sweetheart, I can understand you wanting to clear your name and all but you’ve come to the wrong place. I’m old, addled, and not about to open up the can of worms you’re pawing at.”

      Alexis stands up and pulls the delicate envelope from her purse. “I just need you to look at a few pictures.”

      He pulls back his hand as she approaches. “Is that a rose imprint?”

      She notices the stamped mark on the flap of the envelope for the first time. A rose wrapped, thorns and all, around the capital letter ‘D’.

      “Where did you get those?” Otto folds his hands on his lap, refusing to take the envelope.

      “At Blackvine Manor.”

      “Where?”

      “The compartment in the window seat of the penthouse apartment. You used to live there so I thought there was a good chance these are yours. Even an alleged drug addict could figure that out.”

      Otto scowls slightly and reaches for the photographs. “How exactly did you get in there?”

      “I know the guy with the keys, remember?”

      There is a pounding knock on the door and Maxwell calls out, “Otto, I know you’re both in there. Open up.”

      Johnny barks wildly until Otto drops a hand and snaps. The German Shepherd growls once in defiance before settling back onto his bed, eyes riveted on the door.

      “Let him bruise his knuckles,” Otto tells her as he gently pulls out of the photographs.

      Alexis sits back on the couch, ignoring Maxwell’s continued pounding, and gives Otto a moment to look at the photographs. She can tell he is biting the inside of his cheek, willing himself not to react—until he reaches the fourth photograph and tears suddenly spring to his eyes. She knows it’s a close up of Delia, a scandalized smile on her mouth as he has pulled her onto his lap and is grinning at the camera.

      “I notice you don’t have any pictures of her anywhere,” Alexis realizes. “I’m sorry, this must be hard for you.”

      “Hard? A week after I reported her missing we packed up every piece of her. Every indication of her was gone and I still expected her to walk through the door. I still heard her footsteps on the stairs.”

      “So that is Delia?”

      Otto flips to the next photograph. “Yes. Look, here’s her handwriting.”

      She stands up and looks at the photograph he’s handed her. The handwriting matches the letter Fenton received while in jail. “Who are the other people here?”

      “The Maxwells; at least her mother and brothers. Her father never liked me much. Haven’t seem them since. Their namesake doesn’t even know that side of the family.”

      Alexis looks at the photograph closer. “So that’s her brother?”

      Otto looks up. “Yes, why?”

      “He’s trying to buy the building and demolish it.”

      Otto nods. “Must be William. Tell him I say ‘hi.’ Now it’s about time you answer one of my questions.”

      Alexis narrows her eyes. “Okay.”

      “Why do you look so much like the woman in this picture?” Otto holds up the 4th of July photograph and points to her mother.

      “Why ask that? Is it because she saw what happened to Delia?” Maxwell appears from the back door, the spare key still in his hand. Johnny is on his feet, growling fiendishly, but settles down with one glance from his owner.

      Otto laughs. “Always so dramatic, Maxwell. I don’t know who that woman is, except she looks a lot like this lovely here.”

      “Liar.” Maxwell comes to stand next to his grandfather’s chair. “Her name is Amelia Tennon. It took me a while to remember, seeing as lots of memories got buried, but I remember her now.”

      He takes the photograph from his grandfather and holds it up. “She helped Delia take care of me though it was more than that. They were friends. After Delia disappeared, I just figured she moved on.”

      “People move on,” Otto shrugs, tossing the photographs on the tray next to him.

      “Not like this.” Maxwell snaps up the photographs and hands them back to Alexis. “If you’ve taught me anything it’s that there is always evidence, always something left behind.”

      Otto laughs again, now a dry, sad sound. “Not this time, kid. Delia’s gone and apparently so is this Amelia.”

      “What about Collin Fenton?” Alexis speaks up.

      “He died in prison, but you two already knew that. I could have you arrested for stealing.”

      Maxwell throws the police file down onto the coffee table. “Well, we still have you and you can tell us your story.”

      “You’ll never believe it. I can’t prove a word of it,” Otto says, leaning back in his armchair and closing his eyes.

      Alexis sits back down. “Try me.”
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      THIN WISPS FROM THE CANDLE choke the air around the table and her voice becomes tight as she rasps, “Please don’t. I love you.”

      “What do you see?” A young man, scratching at his wild, curly hair, adjusts the camera angle on the speaker.

      She shakes her head, struggling. “His eyes are strange, he doesn’t see me anymore. So angry—all of his anger on me. Please, my love!”

      “Who are you?” demands a thin woman seated to the right of the psychic medium.

      The small group of people gathered around the table eye each other uncomfortably. Skepticism, fear, and terrified belief are all coming to the same conclusion: something is wrong here.

      “His hands are around my neck. He doesn’t know, he doesn’t know what he’s doing.” She claws at her throat, her voice squeezing to a rough whisper.

      “Who? Who is doing it?” The thin woman’s face pales as she turns to her tight-lipped friend. “I told you. I told you this place is haunted.”

      “You looked it up. She could have too,” her friend whispers back. “It took me all of five seconds to find an article about the murder. Where did you find her, Trish?”

      “You mean the unsolved murder. George found her,” she says, gesturing to the wild-haired cameraman.

      “Her name is Alice Manetti, look her up,” George whispers pointedly. “She has a long track record of confirmed experiences. I found her name through a university study on extra-sensory abilities.”

      The psychic medium’s eyes fly open. “Someone saw; there was a witness to the murder. A young woman. She’s coming here again. Strange, it’s almost like there are two of them.”

      “Ghosts?” squeaks Trish.

      “No, yes. I can’t tell.” Alice’s head swivels to the other corner of the room. “There’s another strong presence here. Grinning like he’s got a big secret.”

      George turns the camera towards the corner she is facing. “Is he the murderer?”

      Alice flinches. “He could be. Happy one second; enraged the next. He takes and takes. I can’t tell what. He’s hiding something.”

      “Ridiculous,” the skeptical friend snorts.

      “Shhh, Susan. You said you’d help.”

      “Exactly. I’m not letting you get taken in by this show.”

      “What? I’m not. And you can stop staring at me like that.”

      George silently pans the camera towards Susan. The string of multi-colored fresh water pearls she has draped over her v-neck sweater is slowly inching upwards, dragged by an unseen hand. She scowls at everyone until she feels the cold smoothness of the necklace touch her bare skin. Jerking around she sees no one behind her and begins to flail her arms wildly. The pearls tighten around her neck and she panics, pushing her chair back and jumping to her feet. As she does so the necklace is slipped off her completely and dangled above the table.

      Susan makes a grab for it but can’t encounter any wires or line. “How are you doing this?”

      “He’s a thief,” Alice says from her chair.

      The necklace is pulled apart and over the patter of falling pearls Trish declares, “That is it. I’m moving!”
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      ORDER WHATEVER YOU WANT, DEAR. Lunch is on me.”

      Alexis Cole shakes her head at her father. “I’m pretty sure I could still afford this place.”

      The diner is small but crowded with a diverse menu offering everything from kabobs to stir fry to burgers and fries. They sit at a small table near the front window. Alexis peers through it, hoping anything out on the busy street can distract her father from the lecture she feels is coming.

      “Well, you’re going to have to watch your pennies now that you’re unemployed.”

      “I was laid-off, Dad, it happens. I got a severance package.”

      “Just enough to tide you over while you job-search. How’s that going?”

      “Its only Monday!”

      “And you had all weekend to apply to other firms.”

      She grits her teeth and thanks her lucky stars the waitress arrives to take their order. “I’ll have the chef salad and a side of fries.”

      As her father peers at the menu on the wall and asks a dozen questions, Alexis’s mind keeps circling back to her small cubicle at the advertising firm. Copywriting was her way in and she was going to put in her time and move up the ranks—until she noticed the manager working his way down the row of cubicles, taking people here and there into the director’s office. When he finally stopped outside of Alexis’ cubicle he didn’t have to say anything.

      In the elevator she slumped against the wall and dropped down her cardboard box of personal items: a half-brown fern, a desk calendar featuring rock n’ roll trivia, and a faux-crocodile portfolio partially filled with successful ads she’d written.

      The security guard assigned to walk her out looked at her sheepishly and explained, “They always lay people off on Fridays. Something the director read in a magazine about keeping up morale.”

      “So this happens a lot?”

      “This year,” he told her as he held open the door.

      After her father carefully orders a ham and cheese omelet, Alexis opens her mouth to tell him what the security guard said.

      “That severance pay is not going to keep you in French fries for long,” he interrupts her attempt and leaves her gaping. “You should set a goal: three applications a day. Do you have a printer at your place?”

      She groans. “That’s the other news, Dad. My lease is up. I have this week to notify the association whether I’m staying on or moving.”

      His frown somehow blames the bad timing on her and he says nothing so she continues. “It’s the perfect time to downsize. Just like the firm did.”

      The joke falls flat and Alexis feels the squeeze of tears behind her eyes. How can he not notice how terrified she feels? She shreds her napkin and wishes she’d ordered something that would arrive at the table faster.

      A. J. Cole takes a few noisy sips of coffee before relenting. “It’s only tough right now. You’ll get everything organized again soon.”

      She refuses to let a single tear fall. “It’s all coming apart and what if I can’t get it all back together?”

      “Come on, Humpty Dumpty, everyone takes a fall now and then.” He pats her hand.

      The food arrives and Alexis sniffles over a few French fries while she considers what her father said about getting organized. She had a plan before she graduated college. A senior year internship secured her a place as a copywriter. For three years she kept her head down and worked in her cubicle every day. She budgeted for a business wardrobe, picked an upscale apartment, paid every bill on time, and planned out her future. There had been no question which way she was heading and now she didn’t know which way to turn.

      “Maybe it wouldn’t bother me so much if I was more like Mom.”

      A. J. tips his head back and sends his eyes heavenward, “Because her freewheeling did you so much good.”

      “She could handle this, all this uncertainty. ‘Let it roll, Al.’ I remember her always telling us to stop forcing everything.”

      “I don’t force anything, I just don’t stand by and let everything blunder along.” He bites his lip before he says anything else and changes the subject. “Your mother used to love this restaurant. The whole world on one menu.”

      “And every meal up for grabs,” Alexis remembers wistfully.

      He smiles. “She used to always order breakfast at dinner time and lunch at breakfast time here. Like you.”

      “Do you think she still comes here sometimes?”

      “Don’t think about stuff like that, dear. She’s gone. Probably out of state or, or who knows…” He trails off and sips his coffee again.

      They eat in silence for a few minutes before A. J. clears his throat nervously. “I suppose now is as good a time as any to give you this.”

      He hands Alexis a crumpled letter; she unfolds it and recognizes her mother’s handwriting:

      
        
        Dearest:

        I’m sorry you found out about Blackvine Manor. I kept it not to escape you but to keep you separate from all the things that happened there. Fenton has appeared again and I know that’s not what you want to hear. Just please remember that I love you and I never meant to hurt you.

        Keep Alexis safe and give her my all.

        – A

        

      

      “That is the last letter I got from your mother. I know there isn’t any comfort there except that you were on her mind. I’m certain she’s never forgotten about you.”

      “Blackvine Manor?”

      A. J. scowls and gets up to pay the bill. “Her first apartment: a wretched little studio. It’d make you think twice about giving up your place so quick.”

      Alexis gives her father a hug and declines his offer to help write new cover letters. He waves as he drives away. Alexis wanders down a side street, reluctant to get back to her mess of a life. Two blocks off the busy street she turns a corner and stops short. An ivy-covered brick apartment building stands out in the middle of single-family homes. A hand-painted sign hanging from a wrought-iron arm above the front door catches her eye:

      Blackvine Manor Apartments – vacancy.
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      “YEAH?”

      “I’M SORRY, IS THIS Blackvine Manor Apartments?” Alexis walks slowly down the block, making a second pass of the horseshoe shaped building. She counts eight apartments surrounding a center courtyard.

      “Yeah.”

      She holds the phone out, bewildered, before telling the gruff voice, “I’m inquiring about the apartment for rent.”

      “It’s a studio. Small. Little less than 700 square feet.” His voice cuts out as a machine turns on.

      “Would it be possible for me to see the apartment today?” Alexis raises her voice and a neighbor unloading groceries pauses to stare at her.

      On the other end of the phone there is a scuffle, an irritated voice outdoing the noisy machine, and then Alexis hears, “Apologies. This is Maxwell Charles, how can I help you?”

      “This is Blackvine Manor Apartments, correct?” Alexis asks again, trying to ignore how the neighbor is shooing her children inside while obviously eavesdropping. “I’m interested in seeing the studio apartment you have for rent.”

      “Its lovely, you’ll love it. Bigger than the typical studio, floor to ceiling cabinets in the kitchen, built-in vanity and drawers outside the bathroom, hardwood floors and crown molding. A real gem.”

      “When could I look at it? I’m actually in the neighborhood.”

      The smooth voice gets muffled as he covers the receiver to have a quick argument with the gruff one. After a heated back and forth of which she only hears swear words and the repeated phrase “finish now,” the crooning voice comes back on and tells her she can see the apartment anytime.

      “Apartment #206. I look forward to meeting you. I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

      “Alexis,” she says, hesitating over her last name and deciding not to tell him in case he might know her mother’s married name.

      She hangs up the phone and decides its best to take one more lap around the block before going in. The neighbor stops her before she’s even gone five steps.

      “Are you considering moving in there?” The woman bustles across the street.

      Alexis is taken aback but sees a good opportunity to get more information. “Yes. It’s a quiet street. Have you lived here long? Do you love it?”

      “I love our place but I wouldn’t go anywhere near that building.”

      The woman has paused for dramatic effect so Alexis has to ask, “Why? What’s wrong with Blackvine Manor?”

      “It is most definitely haunted. All kinds of horror stories come out of there. In fact, a woman just moved out days ago saying a ghost was trying to strangle her.”

      The woman steps closer to Alexis with a burning look that makes her move backward. “If I were you, I wouldn’t even go in to look.”

      Alexis thanks her and inches back farther just as a man with wild, curly hair gets out of a fading black sedan behind her. He sees her wide-eyed look and pushes up his black-rimmed glasses before coming over to join them.

      “Hello, Mrs. Ramsey. How are you?”

      “This nice, young woman was going to look at the vacant apartment but I was just telling her about Blackvine Manor. Tell her, George.”

      The corners of the man’s mouth turn downward at her judgmental tone. “Tell her what? That the water pressure is great, the rents are low, and in the summer strawberries grow out back?”

      Mrs. Ramsey stiffens up and sucks in a breath before saying a sharp “good day” to both of them.

      “Sorry, she’s like that. And she’s not totally off her rocker. Blackvine Manor does have a haunted reputation. There was even a murder here about 50 years ago. Hi, by the way, I’m George. George Carleton.”

      “Nice to meet you, George. I take it you live here?”

      “Yup, ghosts and all, but I’m weird like that.” He gives her a lopsided grin and holds open the front door for her.

      “So it’s haunted but still a nice place to live?”

      “Really the only downside is the handyman, Barry. You probably talked to him on the phone.”

      Alexis is just starting to grin when a tall man with brandy-colored hair comes bounding down the narrow stairwell, “You must be Alexis!”

      Not brandy, maybe rye whiskey, Alexis decides as all 6’ 2” of him fills the foyer, eclipsing the brass-covered mailboxes and George with his broad shoulders.

      “I’m Maxwell Charles. Welcome to Blackvine Manor Apartments. Come on up.” He smiles and nods at George without a word and takes Alexis’ hand as she climbs the stairs.

      A surly handyman is lugging a floor polisher down the hall as they round the corner. He scowls at Alexis and she smiles back, assuming he was the gruff voice on the phone.

      “Don’t mind, Barry, he makes up in expertise what he’s lacking in charm.”

      Maxwell, on the other hand, is not lacking in any way, Alexis thinks before checking herself. Luckily, he opens the apartment door and she is happily distracted from the handsome man.

      Large windows overlooking the courtyard flood the small studio with bright sunlight. The just-polished hardwood floors glow, lighting up the bright white walls and crown molding. Dark stained doors to her right open on to an old-fashioned dressing room complete with a built-in dresser surrounding a curved vanity and etched mirror. Alexis can see into the black and white tiled bathroom to a claw foot tub. Maxwell spins casually in the center of the living area before showing her through a wide arch into the eat-in kitchen. The wide window there has a box garden, and he wasn’t lying about the floor to ceiling cabinets. The galley kitchen is bright and clean.

      Alexis pulls herself together enough to ask all the prerequisite questions her father taught her. Just as she’s nearing the end of the list, coming to terms about utilities and rent, Barry returns with a ceiling fan.

      “We have a few updates to make the place more comfortable,” Maxwell tells her.

      “I really didn’t want to rush into anything,” Alexis tells them both, “but the rent is so reasonable and now that I can hear my mother’s favorite song I think it must be a good sign. I’ll take it!”

      Barry cocks a scraggly eyebrow at Maxwell whose smile slips just a little before he quickly says, “I’ll grab the paperwork. Why don’t I take you to the neighborhood cafe for a drink to celebrate?”
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      “SO YOU’RE MOVING IN HERE because the landlord is hot?” Nora drops a noisy box of pots and pans. “No wonder your dad refuses to help. Too bad I’ve known you since junior high school otherwise I wouldn’t have gotten suckered in either.”

      “I told you the rent is a steal and since I’m taking some time off between jobs, this made the most sense.”

      “Again, no wonder your dad refuses to help. What on Earth are you going to do with time off? You’ve had a job ever since junior high.” Nora flops down on Alexis’ red sofa and surveys the studio apartment. “He’s gotta be hot for you to go from 1,500 square feet to this.”

      “Its not about him!” Alexis protests as she creates a wall around her bed using two bookshelves and a privacy screen. “And I think this place is charming.”

      “I’ll give you that,” Nora agrees as the sun breaks through the heavy clouds outside and the entire apartment warms. “So, what are you going to do with this ‘time off’ you’ve been forced to take?”

      Alexis sits down on the steamer trunk currently in use as a coffee table. “I’m going to see what I can find out about my mother.”

      “About time.” Nora sits up, “How do we start?”

      Alexis shows her the letter and confesses her mother’s connection to Blackvine Manor Apartments is the real reason she decided to move in. “And the reason my dad refuses to help me. Something happened here that caused her to leave and for him to let her go. He didn’t want me anywhere near this place.”

      “Ah, let me guess, you’ve heard a few ghost stories about your new home.” Maxwell is leaning on the open door.

      Alexis stands up as if electrified and Nora tries to smother a grin. “You must be the landlord.”

      “Sorry, yes, this is my friend Nora. She’s helping me move in.” Alexis is more worried about the nervous speed of her words than the slight blush arriving on her cheeks.

      “The place looks great and I’m glad you are settling in. Oh, and don’t believe all the stories; old buildings have quirks, that’s all it is.” He waves at them both, giving Alexis one last glance before heading back down the hallway.

      “Liar.” Nora sinks back down onto the couch. “You totally moved in because of him. Jeans, t-shirt, sport coat, all that hair and those eyes melting you. He’s exactly what you need to be doing during your ‘time off’.”

      Nora finally leaves after an exhausting day of hauling everything into the small studio apartment. Alexis thought she’d done a great job of downsizing but looking around at all the boxes she sighs and decides she needs another purge. Opening a bottle of wine and the first moving box, she happily settles in to simplifying her life.

      Just as she’s gathering up a box now marked ‘Goodwill’ and heading down to put it in her car, there’s a soft knock on the door. She opens it to see George pushing up his glasses and smiling his lopsided grin.

      “I just thought I’d stop by and see how moving was going.” He’s nervous, hitching up his baggy jeans and not knowing where to look.

      “Great! Actually exhausting. Would you mind giving me a hand?”

      He quickly wipes his damp hands on his jeans and takes the box from her. “Sure, no problem.”

      As she pops the trunk of her car, she remembers Mrs. Ramsey’s warnings. “So, everyone keeps mentioning ghost stories but no one has actually told me one.”

      George, relieved to be given a topic of conversation, lights up. “Lights flicker; residents see shadow people down halls. Oh, and the laundry room door likes to shut on its own. It sticks and a few neighbors have gotten caught inside. Ask Barry about it. He’s tried everything from olive oil to diaper cream to keep that door from sticking.”

      When the hallway lights flicker, she looks around thinking George must be playing a prank on the new girl but he’s already waved goodbye and headed back to his apartment. No one is there. Then a flash moves and Alexis is sure a woman is standing in the opposite stairwell, at the end of the hallway. Thinking it’s a new neighbor beckoning her, Alexis heads towards her only to realize it must have been a reflection in the stairwell window.

      The lights flicker again and Alexis gasps. There is clearly a woman, her hair pulled up into a bun, on the landing below her.

      “Alright, George, you’re not going to get me.” Alexis heads down the stairs.

      A voice calls to her from the foyer and she marches down to find it empty. Down the short flight of stairs to the basement, she hears a door creaking and heads towards it, fists clenched.

      The faucet is running in the laundry room so she barges through, calling, “Nice try, George!”

      “Come on, Al.” The whisper from the side door makes her blood freeze. The only person to ever call her Al was her mother.

      The water stops running on its own and Alexis fumbles for Nora on the speed dial. “You are not going to believe this.”

      “Are you freaking out in your new place? Come on, hottie landlord told you old buildings have quirks.”

      “I’m down in the basement and something is not right.”

      “Then go back upstairs,” Nora shouts into the phone. “What are you, the bimbo from a horror film?”

      “Shhh, I hear something. I gotta check it out, just stay on the phone with me.”

      “Great, now I’m going to have nightmares,” Nora says but stays on the line.

      Alexis heads cautiously through the side door. Wooden storage stalls line the interior wall. She sees the well-lit back stairwell past all the doors and decides she’ll just walk through quickly.

      “Talk to me!” Nora can’t stand the suspense.

      “Nothing, I’m just heading back upstairs. Except—” Alexis cuts off and drops to a frozen whisper “—there’s music coming from one of these storage units.”

      “Please tell me its not creepy kids singing nursery rhymes.”

      “No,” Alexis says, feeling a wave of sickness, “its my mother’s favorite song: ‘You Can Call Me Al’. Can’t you hear it?”

      She holds the phone up to the storage unit door.

      “Honey, I can’t hear a thing. Are you alright?”

      “Yup, fine. Just tired and silly. Night!” Alexis hangs up the phone and sprints all the way back upstairs.
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      ALEXIS CAN HEAR THE SMILE over the phone, curving Maxwell’s lips, and she has to shake her head to remember why she called. “I was just curious about the storage units in the basement.”

      “Sure. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you; we got a little distracted over drinks that first night.” He chuckles and she is glad this is a phone conversation as her cheeks start to blaze. “#206 is yours; just put a padlock on it.”

      “Thanks. Just so you know”—Alexis tries to sound casual—“I went down to check them out and heard a radio or something playing in #203.”

      There’s a pause before Maxwell admits, “That’s strange. No one is living in #203. Though I think Barry mentioned a few things had been left behind.”

      “If you let me know the last few residents, I could track them down and give them back their stuff. I don’t mind.” She thinks fast. “I’ll be down there organizing my stuff anyway and I’m on vacation right now so I have some time.”

      His voice is crisper as he says, “I can look it up right now. Sure. Hmmm, it looks like the last tenant was Amelia Tennon. No one has rented the unit since then.”

      Alexis can’t catch her breath and has to hold the phone away while she flaps her hands and steadies herself. “Hey, thanks. Oops, I gotta run.”

      She cuts him off mid-question and quickly redials the phone. “Dad, it’s me.”

      “How are you? How’s the job hunt? Need any help writing cover letters? Why don’t you come over here and we can practice interview questions?”

      Alexis rubs her forehead hard. “Just tell me what happened with Mom and Blackvine Manor. You can’t avoid it forever.”

      A. J.’s voice drops all emotion. “When you were little I found out your mother had kept her old apartment. She’d had it for years, it was still furnished, and she was starting to go there regularly.”

      “Maybe she just liked the quiet.”

      “Maybe.” He heaves a big sigh. “I think marriage scared her. Maybe she regretted marrying me. Maybe she was having an affair. Whatever it was felt like betrayal. There was something she wasn’t telling me. But that was your mother; she liked to keep everything to herself.”

      “You really think it was an affair?” Alexis asks softly, “Is that why she mentioned a man named Fenton in her letter? Dad?”

      The connection buzzes with static and his voice disappears in snaps and crackles. As she presses her ear harder to the phone, Alexis starts to hear a man and woman arguing.

      “I’m married to you. He’s a friend, an old friend. I love you.”

      “Stop saying that! How can I believe you? You’ve been lying, I caught you lying!” The man’s voice cracks with rage.

      “Dad?” Alexis shakes her head, terrified she’s somehow hearing the last fight her parents ever had.

      She holds the phone away from her ear and she watches it flicker and turn off. She can still hear the argument, now growing louder and more intense. It seems to reverberate from the walls.

      “Please don’t. I love you!”

      Her window lights up with the silhouette of a man leaning over a woman. She falls to her knees, one pleading hand reaching up; he smacks it away, his fingers flexing with anger. Alexis feels her throat tighten as the shadows intertwine.

      “Delia!” A hoarse voice shouts so loud that Alexis cowers down onto the floor and covers her ears.
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      “There you are, Barry. Everything alright, Ms. Cole?” Maxwell starts his appreciative smile but it stops when she turns in his direction.

      Barry, holding the step stool as she examines the ceiling fan, gives his boss a stern look. “She’s had a fright.”

      “I’m fine,” Alexis snaps. “Someone played a prank on me. Probably that George guy.”

      Maxwell holds out a hand to help her down from the stool. “George isn’t like that. A bit weird but he’s a good guy.”

      “Do you believe this building is haunted?” she asks him, hands on her hips.

      He scoffs. “No. It’s just an old building and an old, creaky building makes some people nervous.”

      Alexis sticks out her chin. “So your old creaky building yelled the name Delia?”

      “I’m sorry, what name?” Maxwell steps back and blinks a few times.

      “You heard her,” Barry huffs, taking the step stool out of Maxwell’s hands and leaving.

      He recovers and starts turning around, scouring her apartment, “You’re right. It must be a prank. I’ll help you figure it out.”
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      “ALRIGHT, DESCRIBE WHAT HAPPENED AGAIN,” Maxwell tells her as he pulls open all the cabinets in the kitchen looking for speakers.

      “I was talking to my father until this weird static drowned him out. I could hear two people arguing, actually more of the man arguing and the woman defending herself. Then I realized it wasn’t the phone, it was coming from inside my apartment, or inside the building. I was standing here and saw the silhouettes in the window reflection.” Alexis pauses, staring at the window as she steps back and rubs gently at her throat.

      “What?” Maxwell comes out of the kitchen, putting a comforting hand on the small of her back.

      “He strangled her. That’s how she died. One of the neighbors said something about a murder here. It was long ago but is that how she died? Was she strangled?”

      Maxwell draws his hand away and rubs his 5 o’clock shadow. “How should I know?”

      “You own the building, right? How can you not know if a murder took place here?”

      He yanks down his sleeves and heads across the small studio to check all the built-in dresser drawers. “It had to be a prank.”

      Alexis tries to ignore the fact that he is fumbling around in her underwear drawer by remembering how immediate his reaction was. “You know the name Delia. You have to know something about it.”

      He pauses in his search, slowly realizing he is holding a pink pair of silk underwear trimmed in black lace before quickly deciding, “If it was a projector, it had to come from across the courtyard. Come on.”

      Alexis wonders if the slight red on his cheeks is from the underwear or her prying into the familiar name. Either way he is determined to prove it was a prank, so determined that he takes her by the hand and hauls her down the hallway, around the corner and to the apartment that directly faces hers across the courtyard. He still hasn’t let go as he knocks on the door and she has to tear herself away from the flashing suggestions his large, capable hands are producing in her head.

      “Charles in charge, Alexis, what can I do you for?” George Carleton opens the door slightly and speaks to them through a narrow gap.

      “Hiya, George, sorry to barge in.” Maxwell drops her hand and pushes the door to George’s apartment open wider.

      Her hand cools and Alexis realizes the heat his innocent touch ignited in her. “I didn’t realize we lived straight across from each other, George.”

      “And I didn’t realize you had so much film equipment, Georgie. Got any projectors in here?” Maxwell pushes all the way into his studio, the mirror image of Alexis’ apartment.

      George gives Alexis a stricken and confused look. “I’m a cameraman, freelance but I get a lot of local gigs. And all the extra stuff is for editing, no projectors.”

      “This looks like a little bit more than work, eh, George?” Maxwell goes immediately to the equipment lined up along the window facing Alexis’ apartment.

      George gives Alexis another look, reminding her of a kicked puppy, “What’s going on? Are you alright?”

      She relents and tells him, “Someone played a trick on me. I saw and heard an argument play out; it didn’t end well.”

      Maxwell picks up a pair of night vision goggles and turns sharply on George. “I think you need to explain a few things.”

      Alexis shies away from George and it breaks him out of his haze, “This is more than work, this is my hobby. I’m a paranormal researcher. I use this equipment to assess possible encounters. Once I get some good evidence, I’m going to join the West County Paranormal Society.”

      “You’re a ghost hunter?” Alexis asks as Maxwell snorts.

      “Yeah.” George snatches back the night vision goggles. “But there’s more to it. There’s a science to it, and … and standards for evidence.”

      Maxwell steps closer to him, using his six inches of extra height to loom over him. “And you’re spreading stories about Blackvine Manor? You’re the reason this cursed place is getting a bad reputation?”

      “It’s not a bad reputation,” George splutters. “This place is really haunted. And it’s not hurting you at all.”

      Maxwell cocks an eyebrow at him and George cowers slightly. He opens his mouth to apologize but Maxwell cuts him off. “Is this kinda thing why you were asking about storage unit #203?”

      Alexis wants to stay and ask George a hundred questions but Maxwell’s reminder sets her on a different trajectory. “Yes. I heard music coming from it the other night.”

      “Like you heard inside your apartment before you decided to rent?” He frowns.

      She feels her heart sink. “Why? Didn’t you hear it? I’m not crazy!”

      “Well, let’s go open it.” Maxwell snatches out his phone and calls Barry. “We’ll figure out where all the sounds are coming from and then catch the person doing it.”

      “What if it’s not a person?” George calls out but Maxwell is already ushering Alexis into the hallway and closing the door.
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      Barry meets them in the basement with a lock cutter and a sour look on his face. When he sees Alexis he sends his eyes heavenward before handing over the tool and leaving without a word.

      “He’s not the nicest of people, is he?” Alexis sighs.

      “Barry? He’s a realist.” Maxwell pops the lock off storage unit #203 with a quick jerk and heads in before Alexis can look.

      “Nothing but a rusty sledgehammer and an old box,” Maxwell tells her as he stoops to pick up the box.

      The cardboard box falls apart as he stands up and a scant pile of old things fall to the cement floor of the storage unit: a picture frame showing a pink-bowed infant, a decorative tin full of ticket stubs and nostalgic scraps, a ragged book, and a silk scarf with a delicate hummingbird print.

      “Nothing that plays music,” Maxwell says, trying hard not to accuse Alexis of hearing things that don’t exist. “Just some leftovers from that Amelia Tennon woman I told you about. You can keep it or toss it.”

      Alexis shrugs, casually stepping past him to eye the disintegrating box. On the ground in the corner she notices a folded note that fluttered out when everything fell. In thin, curvy penmanship she reads her own name. She puts her toe over it and leans down to brush dust off her black boots, deciding not to tell Maxwell her mother’s maiden name was Tennon.
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        Dearest Alexis,

        I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything I was not able to give you and everything that was taken away from you when I left.

        For everything you grew up without, please know the one thing that was never missing was my love.

        I love you and miss you every second of every day. I’m also sorry for everything you did get from me—the sweet tooth, the tangled hair, the drive to always know more. Be careful. If you are reading this, I’ve given you more than you know.

        

        Love always, A

        

      

      Alexis lets the letter drop to the floor next to her red sofa and slowly leans her head back. Staring at the ceiling she takes a few deep breaths as her mind battles over the weird coincidental discovery. Part of her knows she was led to Blackvine Manor, while the other part warns her and wants to dismiss it all as a strange, cruel joke.

      She lifts her head up. The worst part of the discovery is not the letter, but an earmarked, coffee-stained paperback book with Amelia’s careful notes in the margins. The author covers the entire range of clairvoyance from empathy to psychic medium and every extra sense in between. Alexis’ first response is of course her fanciful and irresponsible mother would believe in such nonsense. Though, if she can bring herself to believe it, then the strange experiences she’s had since moving into the reputed haunted building are all explained.

      “I just have to make the jump from aspiring ad executive to clairvoyant.” Alexis heaves a jagged sigh.

      She snaps the book back up and heads into her narrow kitchen to make a cup of tea. Leaning against the gleaming black granite counter, Alexis squares her shoulders and makes a decision to read the book. Maybe it’s the comforting closeness of the galley kitchen—the ceiling is nearly ten feet high but the built-in cabinets make it feel snug—or maybe it’s the familiar routine of the tea, a habit given to her by her practical, and non-fanciful, father, either way, she takes a deep breath and opens the first page.

      She immediately finds Amelia’s margin notes more interesting than the text itself. It only takes her two pages to realize the margins act as a diary for Amelia, recording her experiences at Blackvine Manor. Next to the definition of “clairaudient,” Amelia recounts hearing the pleading voice of Delia.

      She pleads with him, always telling him she loves him. Then she whispers to me to forgive. To love is to forgive, to forgive is to love – this haunts me most of all.

      The kettle whistles just as Alexis sees an entry that cracks open her heart. With a shaking hand she turns off the burner and lets the whistle slow to a whisper as she reads, everything fades outside of Blackvine Manor. Seeing is just blurs in the corners of my eye like everyone experiences. I can’t catch any words or whispers. A. J. is relieved. So I can’t tell him. The rent is low and I pay in cash from waitressing at a North side café. He thinks I’m restless and wandering but I’m here trying to master this, trying to hear and see. I owe her that much.

      It feels disloyal to continue and Alexis drops the book, turning her back on it to finish making the tea. Her father loved Amelia, suffered when she kept disappearing, and raised Alexis all on his own. He would be livid at all of this and rightly so; she shakes her head at how far astray she’s gone from just a week ago. Her mother is right about her drive to find answers but this feels crazy.

      She turns around to find her phone and the book falls on the white-tiled floor. When she stoops to pick it up she sees a chapter on meditation. The only note from Amelia is a quick exclamation-pointed line reading: clear your head!

      Alexis smiles at one of her father’s favorite lines, his most used piece of advice. So she takes the warm tea and that chapter and settles down to read. The writing is hypnotic, meant to be a meditation in of itself and she finds everything around fading as she continues.

      “He needs to come so I can forgive him. Come, come here.” The voice is soft but distinct over the sound of running water.

      As the voice repeats, Alexis recognizes the running water as the sound of the faucet in the laundry room. “Please, come, come find me. Bring my love so I can forgive and be free.”

      In a trance, Alexis rises from her red sofa and leaves her studio door open as she treads lightly down the hallway. The voice is soft as is Delia’s face when Alexis sees her reflection in the stairwell window. She sees her smooth hair tied in a bun disappear down the stairs in front of her and Alexis follows.

      The faucet is running again in the laundry room and Alexis goes in to turn it off. Her heart is starting to thump wildly as the meditation is giving way to reality. The faded wisp of a woman is beckoning Alexis to an unused corner of the laundry room. There the floor has crumbled and she now realizes what she assumed was water damage is actually the cleaned up result of a sledgehammer. Her mother must have sought out the same corner.

      Alexis turns sharply, suddenly afraid someone is behind her, but she doesn’t see anyone in the laundry room. She has to know but the terror is starting to choke her so she quickly drops to her knees and starts flinging the rubble away with her hands. She doesn’t have to dig far before her worst fear is uncovered and a scream tears from her throat.

      The white bones of a hand reach out and Delia whispers, “Thank you.”
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      ALEXIS STUMBLES BACK AS MAXWELL races into the room. He catches her and, seeing the remains, pulls her close and guides her to the opposite side of the laundry room.

      “What are you doing down here?” he asks breathlessly.

      She manages to stand up but is shaky and glad for his arm around her waist. “What are you doing spying on me? I knew there was someone behind me.”

      “I was coming up the front steps when you walked by. I waved and you didn’t say anything. Your eyes were strange, I thought maybe you were sleep walking or something.”

      Alexis considers taking the out he has inadvertently given her. She could agree she was sleepwalking and leave it at that. A quick glance at the corner reminds her that the truth always comes out no matter how it gets buried, so she decides to tell him everything.

      “I know you’re not going to believe me but the truth is my mother is … was … Amelia Tennon.”

      Maxwell cocks an eyebrow at her already. “You don’t know if she’s alive or dead?”

      Alexis grits her teeth. “No, I don’t. She ran away when I was young and I was raised by my father.”

      She tries to pull out of Maxwell’s embrace but he tightens his arm to keep her there as he mutters, “God, sorry. You don’t think that’s her, do you?”

      “No, I know that it’s Delia Charles.”

      A bolt of recognition shoots through Maxwell’s entire body and though he can’t hide the physical reaction from Alexis, he says, “Did you just pull that name out of a hat or what?”

      “No.” Alexis starts thinking aloud. “I think my mother knew her, your grandmother. They both lived here. Except something happened to Delia. She helped a man hide something, something valuable. Her husband found out and accused her of adultery.”

      “And how do you know all that?” Maxwell drops his arm away, interrupting her.

      “I’ve been experiencing strange things ever since I moved in.”

      “You said you’d been pranked, remember?”

      She crosses her arms against the chill of her shock and squares off against him. “I thought I had but we didn’t find any proof, remember? Then I discovered that similar things happened to my mother here. She saw and heard things. So I followed what I saw and heard and I found evidence.”

      Maxwell turns to peer at the uncovered corner of the laundry room, his face paling. “It’s not that hard to read about Delia Charles’ disappearance, it was in all the newspapers. Why make up that stuff about being psychic?”

      “I didn’t make it up. I saw her.”

      “Prove it,” he mutters as he takes a few steps closer and gingerly examines the skeleton Alexis uncovered.

      Alexis shuts her eyes and takes a few deep breaths. Pressing her palms to her eyelids she thinks about the image of the woman who led her here. Instead she sees a little boy smiling in the basement window well. He carefully catches a frog that had jumped in and couldn’t get out. After he releases it he puts in a few long sticks to help out any other curious frogs.

      When she describes his childhood memory to him, Maxwell stares at his shoes briefly before turning and gesturing to the door. “I think its time we called the police, don’t you?”

      He sends her back up to her apartment before going to his small office on the main floor. Alexis paces her studio until he returns with a bottle of whiskey in one hand and two glasses in the other.

      “Aren’t the police going to want to question me?”

      Maxwell sits on her red sofa and starts to pour. “It will help with the shock. I explained your suspicions about it being Delia, so the coroner is coming first. If the age of the … um … remains fits that time period there won’t be any police at all.”

      Alexis keeps pacing and sips at her drink before a wave comes over her. “Oh, God, Maxwell, I’m sorry!”

      “For what?”

      “I told you what happened to her. I mean, I don’t know if it was him or the man she helped hide something. If it was him, then I can’t imagine how you’re feeling.”

      He finishes his drink and decides to pour another one. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your grandfather!”

      “He was never warm and fuzzy. Cops are like that, and he was a police chief. After my grandmother disappeared he never mentioned her again, but I don’t think that means he murdered her. It was just his way of dealing with it.”

      “Didn’t he investigate it? She was murdered.” Alexis grips her glass with both hands.

      “Of course. The department decided it was some enemy of Otto’s out for revenge. Though, like I said, he wasn’t a people person and he was a cop so he easily had a hundred enemies.”

      Alexis finishes her drink and sits down next to him. “I’m really sorry to bring all of this up again. You really loved her, I saw it.”

      He gets up abruptly. “I’ve got to go meet the coroner. Stay here. I’ll call you if they need to ask you anything.”

      Curled up on the couch, Alexis watches until she sees a black van arrive. No one else comes and she has a sinking feeling Maxwell called in a favor instead of calling the police.
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      “YOUR GRANDFATHER WAS ASKING FOR you. Your mother lied and said you had an emergency at the property, a burst pipe and flooding. You better get that old goat Barry to corroborate your story because you know your grandfather will check.”

      “My story? I didn’t make it up.” Maxwell refuses to stand up from his desk, his hands flexing over week old paperwork.

      His father stands in the door of the small office, frowning at the dusty “superintendent” sign. He never visits Blackvine Manor, usually preferring to pretend it doesn’t exist. David Charles grew up in a large suburban home on two acres where his parents moved when he was born. It was his mother, Delia, who insisted she and Otto move back to Blackvine Manor when David left for college. After she disappeared, he helped his father move and never spoke of the apartment building again. When Maxwell took over its management, David only ever called it “the property.”

      “A lifetime achievement award ceremony and you couldn’t be bothered to show up. After all your grandfather has done for you.” David moves stiffly from one foot to the other.

      “After he’s given me a few decades worth of nightmares and last night’s horror, I thought I could take a day off.”

      Maxwell’s mother, Maria, can’t listen quietly from the foyer anymore and pushes past David into the small office. “Despite your childish assumptions, your grandfather is a great man and you should have been there to honor him today.”

      Maxwell stands up, towering over his 5’ 2” mother on the other side of the desk. “When are we going to talk about my ‘childhood assumptions’? I think Otto killed my grandmother and I found her skeleton in the laundry room last night.”

      Maria hisses at him to be quiet while David stands pale and silent in the doorway. She takes a quick minute to smooth down the front of her Chanel suit before holding out her hands to Maxwell.

      When he doesn’t take them she comes around the desk. “What a horrible discovery. Why on Earth did you let that woman go digging around?”

      Maxwell evades her. “I should have called the police.”

      David speaks up. “You did the right thing. Your grandfather promoted Arbuckle to county coroner and it was only right for him to come and … ah … collect what you found quietly.”

      “That’s right, it was quiet. Almost as if your mother was never murdered.”

      “Sometimes the past should stay buried,” David says before turning sharply and leaving.

      “Maxwell, honestly, think of your father. His campaign is just getting off the ground and he doesn’t need a scandal.”

      Maxwell slumps against the old filing cabinet in the corner. “Yes, of course, we should focus on father’s political career. What about Ms. Cole’s career?”

      “It has simply come to light that Ms. Cole has a drug problem. That explains her visions and her wild stories.”

      “You bribed her H. R. Department and then paid some doctor to trump up drug tests just to keep her quiet. She found Delia; she gave us all a chance to face the truth. Doesn’t Delia deserve that much?”

      “I know you loved her, we all did.” Maria pulls herself up tall. “Remember that Otto loved her more than anyone. In fact, he spoke to the press about it this morning. If you’d been there you would have heard him.”

      “Heard another cover up? No thank you.”

      Maria blinks back tears of frustration, gives him a kiss on the cheek and leaves. As the front doors swing closed and their town car drives away, Maxwell leaps up the stairs two at a time.
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      Alexis hears Maxwell coming before he pounds on the door but she stays on the floor where she’s been lying all morning. She spent the entire night reading the chapters in her mother’s book about shielding herself from unwanted psychic encounters. She didn’t experience anything more than the nightmare replay of finding Delia’s skeleton. Then her phone started ringing at six a. m. with friends calling out of concern mixed with co-workers assuring her they knew it was lies and the occasional journalist trying to get the scoop.

      “Alexis, please open up. I’m done covering up for them and they know it. I want to help, please!”

      She stays prone on the floor but reaches up to her steamer trunk coffee table and fumbles for the television remote control. In less than twelve hours she’s gone from an unemployed but employable straight-laced worker to a budding psychic and a drug-addled liar. Alexis clicks on the television, intending to drown out Maxwell’s pleading voice.

      He hears the television and increases his volume so the entire floor can hear. “They lied and they paid people to lie about you. I can make them tell the truth. They have to this time!”

      Alexis sits bolt upright and turns up the volume on the news report. As the reporter reads a special statement she leaps up and yanks open the door. Maxwell stumbles forward, mid-pound, and almost falls at her feet.

      “I’m sorry, Alexis. Please believe me.”

      “Shh, stop. Just listen!”

      Maxwell clenches his jaw as he hears the reporter recounting his grandfather’s illustrious career as police chief. “A career untarnished by the personal tragedy Chief Charles suffered over 50 years ago. Now the decorated police chief has solved his final and most personal case: the mysterious disappearance of his wife, Delia Charles. On the same day he received a lifetime medal of honor award from the police department, Chief Otto Charles uncovered his wife’s body. The county coroner has confirmed, through DNA testing, how Mrs. Charles was strangled by Collin Fenton. Locals will recognize that notorious name as the jewel thief who once robbed each of the city’s top families, stealing countless heirlooms that have yet to be recovered.”

      Alexis turns on Maxwell. “How would I have known she was strangled? Do you believe me now?”

      She doesn’t wait for his reply. “Fenton. My mother’s letter mentioned him. I’m one step closer to finding her. You want to help? Help me find Fenton?”
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      ALEXIS SMILES TO HERSELF, SNEAKING up the stairs of Blackvine Manor Apartments like a giddy teenager out past curfew. A quick glance at her watch reveals it’s past 3 a.m. and she shakes her head. Her strange interview with Otto Charles turned into dinner with Maxwell; dinner went long and then they walked. They walked until they found an all-night diner that served real malted milkshakes and time completely disappeared in their comfortable high-backed booth.

      Her happy review of the evening ends as abruptly as her footsteps when she sees her neighbor, Doug, backing out of his apartment. His hand is over his mouth but it doesn’t cover up his look of horror. Alexis quietly joins him and all he can do is point inside his still dark apartment.

      His carry-on suitcase is still in the doorway and just beyond it is chaos. Drawers are open, clothing strewn everywhere, papers scattered, and everything else is upended.

      “You’ve been robbed.” Alexis turns to grab her phone and call the police.

      “That is not a robber,” Doug whispers hoarsely.

      She squints at where he is pointing, freezing when she sees the shadow move. No one is there, no noise is made, but the shadow of a man moves through the wreckage. It bends to look through drawers and reaches up into open cupboards.

      Her neighbor starts pushing her back down the hallway and Alexis doesn’t want to go until an eruption of voices comes from the stairwell. Two police officers clatter down the hardwood staircase from the penthouse apartment and try to comfort another distraught neighbor.

      “There is no one there, ma’am. There’s no sign anyone has been up there tonight.”

      Mrs. DuBois reaches for Alexis’ hand to steady herself. “But it was such a horrible argument. He was yelling horrible things at her.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but there is no one there and there is nothing else we can do.”

      “Is everything alright?” The second officer notices the look on Doug’s face.

      He looks helplessly at Alexis who tells the officer, “Late nights can be a little rough.”

      The police officers tip their hats and head down the stairs to their waiting squad car.

      Doug helps Mrs. DuBois onto the antique settee on the stairwell landing. She is shaken but there is no other reason to disbelieve her story. It sounds very familiar to Alexis. Hearing an argument was the first encounter she had with the ghosts of Blackvine Manor and the first experience she had of her extrasensory abilities.

      “Mrs. DuBois, I think maybe Doug should sleep on your couch tonight. Would that make you comfortable?” Alexis glances at Doug who gives her a relieved nod.

      Mrs. DuBois doesn’t let go of Alexis’ hand. “A wonderful idea; thank you. I was coming to find you, dear. I don’t want to upset you but I think you should know. I heard a name; the man was yelling a name.”

      “Was it Delia?”

      “No, dear, he was yelling about your mother, Amelia.”
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      MAXWELL LEANS BACK FURTHER IN his desk chair. “Two more residents just gave their notice. I think that supports my plan to sell this place.”

      Alexis shifts uncomfortably in one of the straight-backed chairs that furnish his small superintendent’s office. She sips at the tall coffee he brought her and thinks aloud.

      “The anniversary of Delia’s death is coming up. Maybe that’s why the activity around here is getting stronger.”

      “You mean worse. Whatever is happening around here is getting worse and I’m out.”

      “Then why are you here at 8 a.m. on a Tuesday?” Alexis teases him.

      Maxwell smiles. “Someone needed to bring you coffee.”

      “Besides”—his smile fades—“I thought you might be following up on this and I want to go with you.”

      He produces the envelope Otto gave them yesterday. Maxwell has his suspicions about his hard grandfather but he trusts the evidence the retired police chief passed along to them. If Alexis wants to find her mother, then he wants to help her follow real leads instead of unraveling ghost stories.

      Alexis snaps the envelope out of his hand and slides out the police report. “Amelia was arrested for trespassing at the Lakeview Cemetery. Did you notice the date?”

      Maxwell comes around to lean on the corner of his desk. “Same date as today, just about 50 years ago.”

      “One week before Delia’s murder. Don’t you think it’s a sign?”

      He sneers. “A sign we should check out Lakeview.”

      His sneer is still firmly in place when they get out of his car at Lakeview Cemetery. “How about we start by finding the lake?”

      Alexis nods, looking around nervously. “What if I can’t sense anything here? What if my abilities only work at Blackvine Manor?”

      Maxwell heads into the undulating rows of headstones. “Don’t you think that would be a good thing? Maybe once you have real leads on your mother, your imagination won’t have to fill in the blanks.”

      “My imagination? That’s how you explain me finding the connection between Fenton and Delia?”

      He leans on a moss-covered pedestal holding a weeping angel. “It’s much more likely that you brainstormed possible connections and got lucky instead of seeing a ‘vision’ of a man you don’t know wearing a school insignia pin you don’t recognize.”

      Alexis scowls at him. “And that’s what you believe even though I told you how it happened.”

      “What’s that saying, ‘seeing is believing’? Well, I’m not seeing much around here that will help us find your mother.”

      Alexis turns her head away and contemplates the other side of the headstone he is leaning on.

      “What, are you giving me the silent treatment?”

      “No—” Alexis hushes him “—I’m listening.”

      Maxwell rolls his eyes. “Is the angel telling you something? I hope it’s about your mother.”

      “No, it’s about the woman who’s buried under that angel. She says the drunk driver who killed her visits every week. She’s glad he is sober now.”

      “Seriously? You looked up this woman’s name on your phone just to fake a point?”

      “His name is Peter.” A voice behind Maxwell makes him jump two feet in the air. The caretaker pauses to lean on his rake by the weeping angel.

      Alexis turns to him. “He still drives the same blue sedan; it reminds him every day.”

      The caretaker nods. “And he visits every week.”

      Maxwell shrugs. “A lot of people drive blue sedans; that was a lucky guess.”

      “She’s happy when he visits; she loves the wildflowers the best. He makes her proud.”

      The caretaker looks at Maxwell’s cynical frown. “I’ll tell Peter. A message like that can save a man’s life.”

      Maxwell ignores his comment. “Do you know if anyone by the name of Tennon is buried here?”

      “It doesn’t sound familiar but I can check the registry. Feel free to keep walking, living people are easy to find around here.” He continues on to his golf cart and drives off towards the main gates and office.

      Alexis can’t help a small smile as she and Maxwell continue to thread their way through the headstones. “Seems like my abilities might work outside Blackvine Manor after all.”

      “Why would that make you happy?”

      “Because now that I realize what I’m able to do, it would feel like losing my eyesight or ability to taste if it disappeared.”

      Maxwell makes a face. “Alright, how about another test? If you happen to see another ghost, let me know and I will check out the headstone before you can see it. Then we’ll see if you can give me any information that matches the engravings.”

      “It doesn’t work that way.” Alexis can feel herself getting nervous and tight again.

      “Just let me know. And I still say we try to find the lake this cemetery is supposedly named after.” Maxwell strikes out in a new direction.

      Alexis tries to distract herself and dissipate the pressure of Maxwell’s test idea. “You know, the caretaker was right; living people are easy to find around here. There is no one else around but us. Maybe that’s why Amelia was coming here.”

      “To get away from the living?”

      “No, to find something that Fenton hid. Lots of hiding places around here and no witnesses to see you bury it.”

      Maxwell scrubs his chin. “True. And repeat visitors are a normal thing for a cemetery.”

      Alexis doesn’t respond. Her attention is captured by a stocky man waving to her over to a tall, white headstone. “There’s your test.”

      Maxwell is surprised but goes to the front of the white headstone. “Alright, gimme anything you can.”

      “He’s a sailor, he has an anchor tattoo. He’s mad because he’s in his family plot instead of with his fellow servicemen.”

      “Name?”

      Alexis closes her eyes for a moment and sees the stocky man in uniform, “Cordon.”

      “Hey, there’s the caretaker.” Maxwell spins away from the headstone and goes to meet the caretaker on the gravel lane.

      She is about to confirm what she sensed when Maxwell returns with a shrug. “No Tennons buried here. I asked him to look into the security files to see if there’s a report on her trespassing. He’ll get back to me.”

      Alexis comes around to the front of the white headstone. Underneath the engraving of an anchor is the name Robert Cordon.
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      ALEXIS FLINCHES SHARPLY, ENTANGLING HERSELF further in her quilt. She struggles wildly for a moment before realizing it was just a dream. Relaxing back against her pillows, she tries to recapture the details of the dream before it disappears.

      The dream started off warm and sweet with Amelia tucking her into bed. They were in their small house, in her room with white clouds painted on blue walls. Alexis painted over those clouds when she was ten, after realizing Amelia was never coming home again.

      Alexis sits up and rubs both palms over her eyes. It’s not a dream; it’s a memory, one of her last of Amelia before she left. Her mother tucked her into bed, sang her favorite song about the blackbird, and turned off the light. In the glow from the hallway, Alexis saw her mother clap her hands over both ears. Amelia turned around, her mouth open in shock.

      “Delia?”

      Now Alexis can’t separate the memory from the dream. Did her mother really call out Delia that night? All Alexis can remember is how her mother whispered to someone she could not see. How she cried and apologized. How she promised she would be there soon. Amelia didn’t know her daughter was awake and watching. She didn’t know how the kiss she blew to her would be the last solid memory Alexis would have of her.

      Alexis wraps herself back up in her quilt as the memory replays in her mind. There’s something strange about it and she closes her eyes to see it all again: her mother’s silhouette against the glow from the hallway, Amelia crying and apologizing. Alexis remembers being scared as her mother talked to someone she couldn’t see.

      Her eyes fly open. The hallway in her old house had a hideous fluorescent light that everyone hated. Amelia never turned it on at night because it was too bright and made a faint buzzing sound. Alexis had been comfortable in the dark and didn’t object. So what was the glow?

      Despite her clock radio telling her it is only 2 a.m., Alexis jumps up and goes to sit at her built-in vanity. The white-painted drawers are just the right size for make-up, jewelry, or a well-used paperback book. She pulls out her mother’s book on extrasensory abilities and starts flipping through the pages. Her mother used it as a reference but also as a diary of sorts, recording her own experiences in the margins.

      Alexis skims through the clairvoyance chapter until she finds the tightly written note she is looking for.

      A. J. won’t confirm what I see. He slipped once and asked me about a glowing light. It was her ghost but I said nothing.

      Alexis puts her head in her hands, trying to fit the pieces together. A ghost visited Amelia and Alexis was there to see it. She remembers the promises her mother made, promises Alexis now knows she made to Delia.

      She is standing up but doesn’t remember pushing back her chair. Her hand holds up the paperback book and she realizes it’s open to a section on spirit possession. The reflection in the mirror is strange, a man’s suit coat, Alexis thinks, before turning around and leaving her apartment.

      Somehow she has tweezers and a bobby pin in her hands, approaching her neighbor’s apartment silently despite the creaking hardwood floors of the hallway. The lock slides open and she enters, moving straight towards her neighbor’s dresser and jewelry box. They are on vacation, she knows, and their little dog is at the kennel. She moves quickly through each drawer, unable to stop herself.

      Keeping her breathing slow and even, Alexis takes stock of what is happening. A spirit is determined to show her the ease with which he is able to take what isn’t his.

      “Fenton,” she whispers though her voice sounds strange.

      Alexis starts to struggle, willing him to leave her body, clenching her fists though an unseen force still moves them. She lurches into the bathroom, facing the mirror in the dark. A man with salt and pepper hair smoothes down the part in their hair before smiling wickedly.

      “Accomplice,” Alexis hears herself whisper.

      Using all her strength, she forces herself to turn on the faucet. Her arms push back as she tries to lean down but finally she wins. Splashing cold water on her face, she cries out triumphantly. The spirit leaves her body and she is left standing in her absent neighbor’s apartment with the water running.

      “Alexis?” a timid voice calls from the door.

      She pats her face dry quickly and meets George at the door, turning on lights as she goes. “Hi, George. What are you doing up so late?”

      “I was sleeping, until my EMF meter went crazy. What are you doing?” He is peering over her shoulder, dressed in striped pajamas and thick socks.

      “Taking care of the Johnsons’ plants.” She catches his cocked eyebrow and realizes there are no plants in the apartment.

      He ruffles his black, curly hair. “At two in the morning?”

      Alexis has a sinking feeling. She didn’t get rid of Fenton’s spirit; he abandoned her to take the blame. If she’s arrested for stealing then she won’t be digging around at Blackvine Manor, seeing and hearing things he might not want her to know. Glancing down, she is horrified to see Mrs. Johnson’s rings decorating each of her fingers. She slips her hands in the front pocket of her sweatshirt before giving George a sheepish look.

      “I guess if anyone would believe me, it’d be you.”
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      “ALICE, THIS IS THE FRIEND I was telling you about. Alexis, this is Alice Manetti.” George rubs his hands together, excited for the introduction.

      Alice Manetti, the psychic medium, reaches out a hand and gives Alexis a strong shake. The diminutive woman quickly makes herself at home in Alexis’ studio apartment, tossing off her red leather coat and unwrapping an excessively long silk scarf from her neck. Underneath she is wearing a long-sleeved black sweater and black jeans. Silver bangle bracelets and her bright white pixie cut hair flash as she moves around the room.

      “Did George tell you I’ve been here before?” She doesn’t wait for anyone to answer. “Except you are having different experiences than the other woman.”

      Shaking back the silver bangles, Alice takes Alexis’ hands. “You are hearing things and seeing things. For such a new discovery you are accepting it very well.”

      “My mother had similar experiences and I have her sort of diary.” Alexis finds herself opening it up as she looks down into Alice’s bright black eyes.

      “Yes, yes, it’s good to have a reference. Though there is always a gap between pages and practice. We will practice.” She pats Alexis’ hand and pulls her down onto the red sofa.

      Alice begins breathing in deep, audible breaths, encouraging Alexis to join her. They breathe and exhale; Alexis feeling herself focusing until George comes clattering across the room with his video camera.

      “Sorry, don’t mind me.”

      Alice waves a hand at him. “George films some of my client conversations as payment for the séance I performed here. The energy in here is rather different this time.”

      She releases Alexis’ hand and claps her own, holding them up as if they are still reverberating cymbals. Alice then listens, turning her head slowly and deliberately, before clapping again.

      “Yes, yes, we will get to all of that. First, though, you have no ritual. You have no way.” Alice turns her sharp eyes on Alexis again. “You cannot control when spirits contact you.”

      “No, it pretty much happens at random. More around here than anyplace else.”

      She shakes her silver bangles at George. “Like this one. Always inviting spirits to communicate but never protecting himself. You will get hurt, Georgie; soon if you are not careful. I see it.”

      “I meditate?” Alexis volunteers, thinking of the chapter she reads from her mother’s book.

      “Not enough. First you must summon your own energy. Then you open up the space for communication. Lastly, you always, always, clear the space and close up the energy.” Alice rolls up her sleeves.

      “First I breathe, building my own energy; a different force than you use for running errands or walking a flight of stairs. It is from deeper inside and stronger. Then I listen to the room, some people cast circles but I concentrate on one room at a time. I clap my hands to send my energy out to each wall, making it my own space. When I am finished I walk around the room, touching each wall to take my energy back. Then I wrap my scarf around and around. It is easiest to meld mental protection with physical actions.”

      Alexis quickly scribbles notes in the index margins of her mother’s book, knowing she will have to practice herself later. When she is done Alice stands up, ready to communicate with the spirits of Blackvine Manor.

      Alice takes deep breaths, exhaling slowly, before turning to the first wall. She claps and holds her palms out to the wall, letting the echoing thought of the sound fill the space. When she has clapped in each direction she settles down cross-legged on the floor and listens.

      “I do not see the way you see. I close my mind and through the dark come flashes, like my inner eye opens on other scenes. You see with your eyes open.”

      “And I can sometimes hear things ghosts say,” Alexis tells her.

      “I say spirits because there are different types and, to me, ghosts are just one type.” She closes her eyes and breathes in. “In fact, that is the answer you are seeking. There was a wraith.”

      “What is a wraith?” George can’t help but ask.

      Alice opens her eyes and tells him, “A wraith is a spirit of one recently departed or one about to die. You’ve seen one before?”

      Alexis turns to George. “I remember my mother talking to someone I couldn’t see right before she left. It could have been Delia right before she died. After that night my mother started spending time here before she disappeared.”

      “Delia. She has spoken to you,” Alice assumes aloud.

      “Yes, but as a ghost, right? She had been dead for a long time before leading me to her body.”

      Alice closes her eyes, still nodding. “And someone else is here. He is strong. He has already used your curiosity against you.”

      George snorts. “He almost used her to steal a fist full of rings.”

      “And this is why you must practice. No one cares if all you do is say ‘abracadabra’ and spin in a circle. As long as your intention is to build up your energy, contain it, and then reclaim it, you will protect yourself from unwanted spiritual contact.”

      Shaking her finger at both of them, Alice walks around the studio apartment touching each wall before wrapping her long silk scarf around and around her neck.

      “Thank you so much, Ms. Manetti.” Alexis shakes her hand again.

      “You are very interesting, different abilities than mine. We should talk more. After you practice.” Alice kisses her on the cheek.

      “Thank you, Alice. I’ll see you on Wednesday?” George inquires.

      “Yes, at the Roberts’. Another séance. Though I am serious, if you do not take steps to protect yourself you will get hurt too.”

      Alice throws on her red leather coat before turning one last time to Alexis. “He keeps showing me a willow tree. He wants you to meet him at the willow. Protect yourself first. Practice!”
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      “YOU’RE A TERRIBLE DETECTIVE.”

      “HOW’S that? I have the office.” Maxwell motions to the sparse furnishings with his coffee.

      Alexis makes herself comfortable in one of the straight-backed chairs. “That smells great.”

      “Glad you think so because I happened to get two and I’m not sure I need that much caffeine.”

      She grins at him as she grasps the hot coffee with both hands. “I like this.”

      “So, are you going to tell me why I’m a horrible detective or do I need to guess?” Maxwell puts his feet up on the desk, his dark eyes sparkling at her.

      “We only asked about Amelia when we went to Lakeview Cemetery. You didn’t even think to ask about Delia or Fenton for that matter.”

      She catches Maxwell admiring her legs before he answers, “I got distracted.”

      “Come on, I’m serious.”

      “I’m serious too. You distracted me with all your hocus pocus.”

      Alexis sips her coffee, hoping its warmth can soothe the twinge in her heart. “Well, are you going to follow up on it?”

      “Actually, I already did.” Maxwell slaps his feet back on the floor and reaches for a notebook. “The caretaker called me back. Your mother broke into the cemetery after hours. The security guard reported her behavior as unstable.”

      “Go ahead, just tell me.”

      “She was yelling at someone though the guard states she was definitely alone. She then started waving a shovel around and screaming. The guard was injured trying to subdue her and that’s why the police were called. I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Alexis sips at her coffee.

      “I thought that might be hard to hear.”

      She snorts quietly. “Well, where you think it sounds crazy, I think it sounds like she was having an altercation with a spirit.”

      He stiffens in his desk chair. “Right. So, are you heading back to the cemetery?”

      “ Actually, I’ve got plans today.”

      “New man in your life?”

      Alexis smirks. “You could say that. How about you, do you have plans?”

      “Unfortunately. If I didn’t I’d force you to break your date and go out with me.”
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      Maxwell slams the door of his car, startling Alexis before she can knock on the door of the craftsman house. “Please tell me I’m having crazy visions like you and I’m not really seeing this.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Otto is my grandfather, remember?” He joins her on the steps and knocks on the door.

      “Well, stop calling me crazy or I’ll set Johnny on you.”

      The German Shepherd appears at the window and starts barking. He froths and lunges at the window, eyes riveted on Maxwell.

      “Seriously, why are you here?”

      Alexis shrugs. “Otto invited me.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that. And are you really going to ask an old man if he buried his murdered wife at Lakeview Cemetery?”

      She swallows, not liking the sound of her plan explained aloud. “I’m just here for lunch?”

      Otto throws open the door, not bothering to stop Johnny’s barking. “I’m so glad you could both make it. Come on in. The grill is already going and my nosy neighbors will be happy there’s someone here to supervise the old man and his fire.”

      Alexis takes his outstretched hand and walks inside, both of them leaving Maxwell to face the frothing German Shepherd.

      “Stand down,” Otto says over his shoulder and Johnny stops with a snort.

      Maxwell catches up with them as they head out to Otto’s back deck. “I’d think the neighbors would worry more about you inviting young women over.”

      “Well, you’re here too, ain’t you? I thought he was a quick one but maybe I was wrong.”

      Alexis laughs. “It sounds like you’re trying to play cupid?”

      Otto pulls out a chair for her before dropping into one across from her. “What’s the harm at my age? Max might not believe me but I was in love once.”

      “Guess I’ll put the steaks on?” Maxwell ignores them both, taking a beer from the cooler.

      The two men are stiff around each other and there are awkward pauses but Otto’s charm is undeniable. He sips at a beer, supervising every move Maxwell makes over the grill, and making Alexis laugh. By the time the steaks are done and everyone sits down, they are both relaxed enough to talk more.

      “How did you meet Delia?” Alexis chooses a safe topic.

      Otto spins his fork through his salad without eating. “I worked at a gas station near her house. She used to smile at me out the window of her father’s car.”

      “Maxwell told me her family didn’t approve?”

      He lays the fork down and takes another sip of beer. “A pump jockey whose best prospect was the police academy. Yeah, they weren’t real excited.”

      “And he wants me to join the academy,” Maxwell scoffs.

      “Isn’t that the only way to become a detective?” Alexis asks him innocently.

      Otto perks up. “So, you may make something out of yourself yet?”

      Maxwell chews on his steak before reminding Alexis, “I thought I was a terrible detective.”

      Alexis decides to risk it. “Only because you can’t even figure out where to take Delia’s flowers. He thought it would be nice to take flowers to her grave.”

      “Sure, sure. They were always close.” Otto nods absently.

      “Does she have a grave?” Maxwell asks, too interested to be mad at Alexis’ rough segue.

      “Not at first, not when we didn’t know, but now she’s over in Lakeview. Her family has a plot there.” Otto’s voice is hoarse.

      “It’s a lovely cemetery. I remember a beautiful willow tree there,” Alexis comments.

      “Under the willow!” Otto suddenly yells, kicking over his chair as he stands up, “I saw you with him under the willow!”

      Maxwell jumps up. “Who are you talking to?”

      “You lied to me. I saw you with him. Are you trying to make a fool out of me in front of the entire department?” Otto shouts, his face twisted with rage.

      Alexis holds her breath, seeing Delia in front of him, her face wet with tears.
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      GEORGE SLOUCHES DOWN ON THE red sofa next to her. “And then what happened?”

      “It took Maxwell forever to get Otto calmed down. He finally had to give him a sedative. He apologized to me, explaining that Otto has been showing signs of dementia for a while now. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I saw her too.” Alexis covers her eyes with the palms of her hands.

      “You don’t think its dementia?”

      “No,” she uncovers her eyes and blinks, “I think Delia is appearing to him because the anniversary of her death is coming up. But Maxwell thinks I’m faking all of this so I didn’t say anything.”

      George sits up and turns to face her. “If it makes you feel any better I have hundreds of people online telling me I’m a liar.”

      Alexis rolls her head towards him. “It might. Tell me more.”

      “After Alice left, I went out to record footage of the fountain. It turned out to be the most amazing stuff I’ve captured yet. Orbs moving around the fountain to the bench, they appear out of nowhere, there’s no way they could be faked. And then there is the same mist I first saw.”

      “That’s great, George.”

      He nods. “Yeah, I thought so at first but now I’m getting all these comments telling me to take it down. People are calling it a hoax.”

      Alexis sits up. “Why? You said there was no way it could be faked.”

      “Except in the middle of the footage is a cut-in image that I didn’t put there. I don’t know if I got hacked or what. Exactly halfway through what I recorded a gravestone appears.”

      “And people seriously think you added it? What’s the point of putting a random gravestone into a genuinely spooky scene?” Alexis gets up and heads to her computer.

      She has his website bookmarked and clicks on the latest video link. A ticker marks 437 comments posted. The video starts playing and Alexis watches intently. The orbs are amazing, forming directly on-screen with no hints of other light sources or reflections. The mist is eerie and as she squints she swears she can see a hand reaching out. Then there is a hitch in the recording.

      “Wait, did I miss it?”

      George takes over. “Here let me pause it so you can see.”

      The footage plays again and George clicks at just the right second. A weather-beaten gravestone appears and Alexis gasps.

      “What, what did I miss?” George asks, getting closer to the computer screen to study the image.

      “It says Willow!”

      He runs his fingers through his wild hair. “Does that mean something?”

      Alexis rings her hands. “Otto admitted he had Delia buried at Lakeview Cemetery. Maxwell and I went there following that clue about my mother. So, I was just politely commenting that I’d seen a lovely willow tree there and he went ballistic.”

      She paces back and forth. “He was accusing her of meeting someone there. It had to be Fenton. Otto was screaming at her about making a fool out of him in front of the whole department.”

      George is listening but he can’t help scrolling through the comments. “Some people think a spirit is using my footage to communicate. Like they had to get it across so badly they found a way to imprint a memory during my recording.”

      “Is that possible? It could be possible.”

      He sighs. “Other people are saying I’m the worst editor they’ve ever seen and that all my work is amateur crap.”

      Alexis reads over his shoulder. “That one says ‘stay away from Willow. Don’t look for what isn’t yours.’ Can ghosts leave comments?”

      George slumps back down on the red sofa. “I don’t know anymore. Have you been practicing what Alice told you?”

      “I think I’ve decided on it.” Alexis comes to stand in front of him.

      “I do the breathing like she showed us. Then I make a circle with my arms.” She twists all the way to the left reaching both hands out behind her then swings slowly around until she twists all the way to the right. “This way if I don’t want people to know what I’m doing I just look like I’m stretching.”

      George nods. “Channeling under the radar, I like it. And how are you going to bring it all back in and protect yourself?”

      She smiles. “I just spin in a circle the opposite way. And for protection, I put on this necklace. It’s black onyx.”

      He gets up and shuffles to the door. “Then keep practicing. Good night.”

      “Wait—” Alexis catches him at the door “—have you come up with something for your protection?”

      George smirks. “I don’t need protection, I’m just the cameraman.”

      “I know this will sound crazy—” she slaps him as he sticks out his tongue “—but what if Delia did use your footage to send a message. What if Willow is a clue that someone doesn’t want us to know about?”

      “If it’s a clue, take it to Maxwell. All I did was record a broken fountain at night.”

      George salutes her and heads down the hallway to his apartment. Alexis waits at her door, worrying, before slowly shutting it and wandering over to her window. Pulling back her chevron imprinted gray and white curtains, she sees his light come on across the courtyard. He never pulls his shades all the way and she can see him stumbling across his camera equipment.

      Not wanting to be nosy, Alexis goes to put water on for a cup of tea. When she returns to her living room she can’t help but peek out the curtains again. The kettle starts to whistle as Alexis claps her hands to her mouth and tries not to scream. Across the courtyard she sees an invisible force pick up George’s tripod and swing it at the back of his head. He falls to the ground as his cameras turn on him, recording the tripod swinging like a metal club.

      Alexis tears open her door and, leaving the kettle screaming, she sprints to save her friend from the unseen attacker.
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      “AND HOW EXACTLY DID THIS happen?” The nurse stands in front of George with a clipboard in her hands.

      He looks up at Alexis from under his icepack and pleads with his non-swollen eye.

      “He was mugged outside our apartment building. I think they had a pipe or something,” Alexis tells the skeptical nurse.

      “Well he’s going to need a few stitches. The doctor will be a little while.”

      “Great, thanks,” George mumbles.

      The nurse cocks an eye at him. “Would you like me to ask the police to come in? An officer is already here finishing up a report with a stabbing victim.”

      Alexis steps in again. “Actually, we have a friend on the force and I’m going to call him. Thanks though.”

      The nurse shrugs and ducks out through the curtain surrounding George’s hospital bed. A man with a beer bottle concussion is moaning in the next bed over and two beds down a middle-aged flu patient dry heaves in between whimpers. The other emergency room patients are quiet or unconscious.

      George whispers, “Thanks again. I have no idea what I would say to a police officer. An angry ghost beat me with a tripod because I may have accidentally picked up a clue to his hidden jewel stash if we’re thinking of the right dead person?”

      Alexis perches on the edge of the bed. “I think you should worry about what you’re going to tell Alice. You think you’re going to follow her advice now?”

      He winces. “Why don’t you get me one of those protection crystal necklaces along with some pain killers?”

      “You know, I actually saw some in the hospital gift shop.”

      “You had time to window shop while I was bleeding in the waiting room?”

      She smiles. “Think you can handle getting stitches without me?”

      “No, hurry back,” George squeaks.

      “What happened to ‘I don’t need protection. I’m just the cameraman’?”

      He gives her a pathetic puppy dog eye from under his icepack and she has to promise to hurry. After going down two wrong hallways, Alexis finds her way to the main entrance of the hospital. The small coffee shop there has a line even at 11 p.m. but the gift shop is closed. She’s waiting in line to buy George a giant oatmeal cookie when her phone rings.

      “Hello?”

      “Wait, are you out? And here I thought I’d be waking you up.” Alexis can hear Maxwell sulking through the phone.

      “Yup,” she tells him, “I’m out on a hot date at the emergency room with George.”

      “Really? He had an accident filming an empty room?”

      She scowls and holds the phone away from her ear to order the cookie before saying, “Yeah, something like that. He’s getting stitches in a minute so I’ve gotta run.”

      “No, wait, is he okay? Barry called me to let me know an ambulance came to Blackvine Manor. What happened?”

      “You won’t believe me or you’ll call me crazy.”

      Maxwell sighs. “Well George can corroborate your story when I get there and that will make it more believable.”

      “Whoa”—Alexis winks at the barista as she pays for the cookie—“Why are you coming here?”

      “You arrived in an ambulance; you’ll need a ride home.”

      Alexis stops in the hallway and tips her head up to the florescent lights. He’s right but she can’t bear to agree with him.

      “See you in ten,” Maxwell tells her and hangs up.

      George is wincing under the iodine wipe down before his stitches when Alexis pulls back the curtain and rejoins him. “Gift shop closed?”

      “Yup. Good news or bad news first?”

      “That wasn’t the bad news?”

      Alexis takes his hand while the doctor starts the stitches. “The good news is I bought you an oatmeal cookie. It’s giant and has chocolate chips.”

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “The bad news is Maxwell called and he’s on his way to pick us up.”

      George whimpers. “That’s not bad. He’s a good guy. Skeptical but good.”

      The doctor interrupts. “The good news is that you only needed six stitches. You were unconscious when the ambulance arrived?”

      “Yes, he was.” Alexis shivers as she remembers.

      “But the report says you gained consciousness en route and you were speaking clearly by the time you arrived: all good signs. I’ll send you home with some literature about concussions. You’ll have to keep an eye on him tonight. Other than that, you are very lucky.”

      “Yeah,” George tells the doctor, “the muggers didn’t even get my wallet.”

      Maxwell whips back the curtain. “You were mugged?!”

      The doctor steps around Maxwell. “The nurse will be back in a minute with your pain killers and the concussion pamphlet.”

      “Thanks, doc.”

      “You’re right”—Maxwell crosses his arms in front of his chest—“I don’t believe you. Nobody gets mugged in front of Blackvine Manor.”
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      When they return to George’s apartment, he limps over to his computer and shows Maxwell his website.

      “So, you’re telling me a ghost embedded a picture of a gravestone to your video, ruining your credibility as a warning?” Maxwell is very skeptical.

      “And when he didn’t listen to good advice”—Alexis prods George—“the ghost returned for a more physical warning.”

      Maxwell notices all the comments underneath George’s posted video. “A lot of people have seen this. Whoa, your website is very popular. That’s insane!”

      “Thanks,” George groans before collapsing on his Futon.

      Alexis, feeling the prickles of irritation at Maxwell’s continued disbelief, has a sudden idea. “Insane or not, I’m sure your potential buyer would be very interested in the video.”

      Maxwell makes a face at her. “Luckily you don’t know who he is.”

      “Actually, I know him better than you do. And unless you help me follow my own ‘crazy’ lead, I will show him all the evidence of how haunted this building is.”

      “He won’t care, he’s going to tear the place down,” Maxwell tries to say confidently, “but if you’re going to do something crazy you should probably have someone to watch your back. Where are we going?”

      Alexis smiles. “Back to Lakeview Cemetery.”
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      MAXWELL GETS CAUGHT UNDER THE fence and comes up covered in dirt, “You really want to follow in your mother’s footsteps, don’t you? First all the clairvoyant stuff and now the arrest for trespassing.”

      “Shh,” Alexis whispers, clutching her black onyx necklace.

      “Wait, why are you nervous? Isn’t this supposed to be part of your deal now, graveyards at night and spooky stuff?”

      She smacks him on the chest. “You’re not the one who’s going to see spirits. They don’t exactly ask me permission before they appear.”

      “Hmm, you might want to work on that,” Maxwell tells her as he turns on a small flashlight. “Now is probably a good time.”

      They start walking and Alexis tries not to flinch at every little sound. She holds tight to the black onyx, telling herself over and over again that she is protected and not open to communicating.

      “Any idea how to find one headstone in all this?” Maxwell whispers loudly.

      “Actually, yes. The image on George’s video had a year on it. After he cleaned it up and zoomed in he said it read 1893. So, we’re heading to the oldest section.”

      “Great, the longest hike to the spookiest spot. Wanna play the same game as last time?”

      Alexis stomps past him. “You mean the one where I proved my abilities and you completely ignored it?”

      “Alright”—Maxwell shrugs and follows her—“I haven’t figured out how you did that. A reflection off my sunglasses?”

      “It was cloudy and I’ve never seen you in sunglasses. Why can’t you just believe me?”

      “Look, it’s not that unreasonable for me to want a little more evidence before I jump on the crazy train.”

      Alexis starts walking faster. She can feel a buzzing around her and there are faint flashes of blue light. The more irritated she gets, the less focused she is on protecting herself and spirits are starting to break through.

      “Why not just let me sell the place?” Maxwell asks her.

      “I like my studio.”

      “You think it’s the only way to find your mother. Just like you’re clinging to this whole clairvoyant thing because you think it’s the only way you’ll connect with her. Why not hire a real private investigator? Between a P. I. and my grandfather’s connections, I’m sure she’ll turn up.”

      Alexis spins to face him. “Did Otto suggest that? Did it ever occur to you that he wants her found because she’s the only witness to what he did? Maybe I have these abilities just so I can find her without his help. Maybe I don’t need your help either!”

      She storms off, clicking off her flashlight and easily losing him among the tall headstones. Five hundred feet away from where she left him, Alexis regrets her rash decision. A young man stumbles out from behind a black granite headstone and reaches his hands out to her.

      “Have you seen Chloe? You have to help me find Chloe.”

      The cold slide up the back of her neck tells Alexis this isn’t just a teenager lost in the cemetery. His clothes are torn, bloodied, and faded. In fact, his image is completely faded.

      She faces the ghost and stammers, “I think you’ve been in an accident. You need to really look at where you are.”

      He blinks around slowly, taking in the uneven grass, the occasional bunch of flowers, the undulating rows of headstones, “Oh yeah, I know.”

      Alexis sees the forlorn slump of his shoulders. “Who’s Chloe?”

      “She was with me in the car. She died too, at least I think she did.”

      “Where were you heading?”

      The boy smiles sadly. “Spring break road trip, back to see her mother in New Mexico.”

      Alexis has an idea. “Was Chloe from New Mexico? Would she be buried there?”

      His smile widens and he’s gone in a smear of misty light.

      She lets herself sink to the grass and takes a few minutes to pull all her energy back in. She concentrates on the gold chain of her necklace as a wall between her and the spirits. Just as she feels the black onyx working as a pulsing deflector, she stifles a scream.

      Striding out from the headstone behind her, Maxwell says, “Psychic or not, this place is not friendly at night. Let’s find Willow and get this over with. You okay?”

      Alexis lets him pull her to her feet, glad for his strength and size. She allows herself to lean into him for a few seconds, breathing his aftershave, “You’re still here.”

      Maxwell smiles and gives her a squeeze. “Yeah, I must be the crazy one.”

      She laughs and pushes him away before heading toward the oldest section of the cemetery. “So, does that mean you’re ready to hear my theory?”

      “You think Otto caught my grandmother and that jewel thief, Collin Fenton, meeting here. Fenton told Delia to meet him under the willow tree, where he let her know the location of his hidden jewel stash. And you think that stash is in the grave marked with the Willow headstone.”

      Alexis steps into the darker shadows of the oaks that grow in the oldest section of Lakeview Cemetery. As her eyes adjust, she stops, frozen by what she sees ahead.

      “What I don’t get is how you think this will lead you to your mother.” Maxwell bumps into her.

      “Because she’s here.” Alexis points with a shaky finger.

      She inches forward, her eyes riveted to the woman kneeling in front of the Willow headstone. “Amelia? Mom?”

      “I’m sorry, Al,” Amelia says and suddenly she is gone.

      “Alexis”—Maxwell takes her arm—“there’s no one here.”
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      “LEAVE ME ALONE, MAXWELL!” ALEXIS kneels down in front of the headstone marked Willow.

      He kneels down behind her, pulling her into his arms. “Maybe it wasn’t your mother.”

      “Come on, you don’t believe I saw anything.”

      “No,” he says gently, “I didn’t see anything except you. What happened?”

      She fights the urge to bury her face in his chest. “I saw my mother. What if she’s already dead?”

      Maxwell is at a loss. “If you saw her ghost then she’s gone?”

      Alexis straightens her back, taking a deep breath, “Or it could have been her wraith. Either way it means I might never find her.”

      He has to let her go as she starts to claw at the grave in front of her. “No, we’ll find her. What are you doing?”

      “Whatever is buried here is the reason she’s … she’s in the state she’s in.”

      Maxwell catches Alexis under the arm and hauls her to her feet. “I’m going to stop you before you outdo your mother’s legacy by adding grave robbing to your arrest report.”

      “I need to know if it’s here. If Fenton’s stolen jewels are here then we can stop him from hurting anyone else.”

      Maxwell pulls her back again. “Fine. If I’m going to be your accomplice, we’re at least going to be smart about this. Otto has a metal detector. We swing by his place and borrow it.”

      Alexis swipes the hair out of her face. “Okay, fine. You go get it. I’ll wait here.”

      “Alexis, please, come with me.” He tugs her gently away from the headstone.

      “But what if she comes back?” She blinks tearfully.

      “We’ll come back, I promise.”

      The drive to Otto’s house is quick and silent. As they turn the corner to his house, Maxwell tightens his grip on the steering wheel. The garage door of the craftsman is wide open and the dusty retired Crown Victoria is gone. Alexis opens her door just as Maxwell throws the car into park. Johnny is barking inside the house, scrabbling at the interior door of the garage.

      “He’s gone. Where would Otto go in the middle of the night?”

      Alexis’ eyes go wide. “Oh God, what night is it?”

      “Thursday, why?”

      She grabs his arm and pulls him urgently towards the car, “Tonight is the anniversary of Delia’s death. He’s at Blackvine Manor!”
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      Maxwell’s car squeals up to the curb outside Blackvine Manor just as lights start coming on in all the upstairs apartments.

      Alexis’ phone starts ringing. “George? George, what’s going on?”

      “Someone is in the penthouse, he’s yelling loud enough to wake the dead!”

      Maxwell sprints into the apartment building and up the stairs with Alexis right behind him. He shoos the residents back inside their apartments, telling him his grandfather is suffering from dementia and he can handle him. George grabs Alexis by the arm as Maxwell heads up the stairs to the penthouse.

      “I think he’s going through it again,” George tries to explain.

      “What?”

      “Just come on.” George pulls her down the back staircase just as she hears Otto coming down from the penthouse. “He’s yelling at Delia just like the night she died. If you’re right, he follows her to the laundry room.”

      Alexis leads the way down the back staircase and through the basement hallway of storage stalls. She waves George back from the laundry room door as he wheezes up behind her.

      Maxwell has just caught up to his grandfather and is standing, speechless, in the other doorway as Otto continues to yell, “You knew I was after him. How dare you help him! You betray our marriage and make a fool out of me in front of the whole department. What do you have to say for yourself, you whore?!”

      “Please, I love you.” Alexis can see Delia drop to her knees before her enraged husband.

      Otto’s eyes are black as his hands reach out, fingers flexing. Maxwell leaps from the door to pull him back before Otto’s hands start choking the air. “Stop! What are you doing?”

      Alexis rushes in to help and in the struggle Otto swivels to face her. “You!”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with him,” Maxwell grunts as Otto punches him in the stomach and lunges towards Alexis.

      “Always hiding and watching. I see you, Amelia!” Otto charges across the laundry room.

      “Run!” George yells and pushes her past him into the hallway of storage stalls.

      Alexis stumbles and when she gets up everything looks different. The names on the storage stall doors have changed. As she sprints up the stairs, the carpet is shaggier. The light fixture hanging above the mailboxes in the foyer has a different shade.

      Feeling dizzy with the encompassing vision, Alexis stops to shake her head. Otto shoves George out of the way and runs after her, still ranting.

      “You didn’t see anything. Remember that, Amelia. Otherwise you’ll never see anything again!”

      “50 years ago,” Alexis pants, “this is over 50 years ago.”

      She turns to the front door and sees a lime green car screech up to the curb. Her father, complete with shaggy hair and the thick mustache she laughed at in old pictures, kicks open the passenger side door.

      Otto thumps the stairwell wall, “Not this time, girl!”

      Alexis rips through the front doors and heads towards her father’s old car.

      “No!” Maxwell slams into her, knocking her out of the way of an oncoming minivan.

      The vision of her young father dissipates but not before she sees her mother jump into the passenger seat and kiss him as they drive away. Alexis is left, scuffed, on the pavement of the street. Slowly she feels Maxwell cradling her gently, pushing the hair out of her eyes.

      “What happened?”

      He kisses her forehead. “George stopped Otto, you ran into the street. Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t see them anymore. I think they’re gone.”

      “Who? What?”

      Alexis starts to cry. “My abilities. I think they’re gone.”
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      ALEXIS BREATHES DEEPLY, WAITING AT the corner for the light to change. Despite being downtown, the avenue is unhurried and quiet. She looks around and frowns. There is no one on the street: not a person, not a spirit, not a flicker from her former extrasensory abilities.

      She shakes her head and runs across the street in defiance of the flashing red light. In the back of her mind she hopes for the rush of oncoming headlights, the screech of skidding brakes, anything to jolt her back to the way she was just days ago. She slows down, shuffling on the sidewalk as she remembers the anniversary of Delia’s death at Blackvine Manor Apartments.

      Otto Charles was there, in a trance that had him seeing the same night nearly 50 years earlier. Alexis saw it too, in the unsettling way she could clearly see Delia’s ghost pleading for her husband to stop. Otto had stopped when he spotted Alexis. In his residual rage he mistook her for her mother, Amelia. Racing to escape him, Alexis had seen the entire night as it played out all those years ago. She had seen through her mother’s eyes as she ran from the apartment building into her father’s waiting car.

      Except Alexis had dodged across the sidewalk only to narrowly miss being hit by a modern day car. Maxwell had thrown himself in the way to stop her. He’d saved her life. Her heart warms at the thought though there is an ache with every beat. When she’d fallen she felt it all knock out of her: the vision, the clairvoyance, the ability to hear the whispers coming from the notoriously haunted Blackvine Manor.

      “Good evening, Ms. Cole.” The doorman tips his cap to her.

      “Hi, Darren. How’s your Tuesday?” She shifts the bag of groceries to her hip as she stops to chat.

      “Quiet, everyone’s working hard. Is that what Mr. Charles is doing?”

      “I hope so; he’s supposed to be studying.”

      Darren looks out at the gathering storm clouds and smiles mischievously, “You’re brave to hang out in his condo all alone. Don’t you know it’s haunted?”

      Alexis brightens up. “Oh, really? Do tell!”

      “Back when this place was a real working warehouse, not frou-frou lofts, there was a horrible accident.” Darren rubs his hands together, getting into the story. “One of the workers was using the freight elevator. His team was running late for a deadline and they decided to add a few more loads before he took it down. It was too much weight and the elevator plunged all the way to the basement. Folks say that worker is still up on the top floor, your floor, trying to finish his work so he can go home.”

      “I don’t know, Darren,” Alexis shrugs. “Not very scary.”

      He smiles. “Just think about it on your way up.”

      She laughs as he holds the elevator doors open for her. Once they close she puts down her bag of groceries and hits every button so the ride will take longer. Taking a few deep breaths, Alexis swings her hands in a circle, trying to open up a channel of communication like the psychic taught her.

      There’s nothing, not even a whisper and she can feel tears stinging her eyes. The elevator doors open on the top floor and she can hear music coming from Maxwell’s condo. He swings open his door and smiles broadly at her, coming out to take the groceries and give her a kiss.

      She can’t complain that everything is so blissfully normal, yet she still feels like crying.
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      MAXWELL POURS HER ANOTHER GLASS of wine. “I could get used to this.”

      “What? Keeping me prisoner?” Alexis flashes him a smile.

      “Come on, you can’t tell me you miss that little studio apartment.” He settles down on the leather couch next to her and gestures to the skyline out the wide windows. “I think we have a good thing going here.”

      She wants to tell him how much she misses her abilities. Not being able to see or hear spirits has left a tear in her heart. It is strange how just a few months ago she thought she felt the same about being laid off from her job. Now, having felt how fulfilling her true purpose was, she aches without it. Just as she was learning to control and focus her clairvoyance, it all evaporated.

      Maxwell jumps up when the oven dings and pulls out a pan of brownies. It may be a pre-made mix that just needed water but he made her brownies for dessert. She watches him as he carefully cuts large pieces, humming happily. His sense of relief emanates like an aura she can’t see.

      “How did your studying go?” Alexis has to change the subject.

      “Good. A lot of it feels like common sense. Maybe Otto was right; police work is in my blood.”

      “Well, you have a long, hard road to go before you make detective.”

      He smiles and brings her a warm brownie. “I’ll make it, with a little help.”

      She lets him steal a kiss before trying to articulate how she feels. “Doesn’t knowing what you want to do feel good? A sense of purpose makes everything … I don’t know … brighter.”

      Maxwell looks at her out of the corner of his eye. “Yeah, I suppose.”

      Alexis shifts to face him. “It makes all the hard work, all the learning and trying, and even the failing feel right.”

      The wariness has completely taken over his face and he’s trying to form a careful response when his phone rings. After a brief few minutes he hangs up and leans his head against the back of the couch.

      “Otto died. After the heart attack he had that night at Blackvine Manor, they didn’t expect him to recover. The doctor said it was peaceful, while he was sleeping.”

      Tears spring to her eyes. “Oh, Maxwell, I’m so sorry!”

      He turns to look at her. “I am, too, as strange as that is. He may have murdered my grandmother in a jealous rage; he may have forced your mother to go on the run; and he definitely tried to attack you. But he was still my grandfather.”

      Alexis takes his hand. “You could just remember how much he loved Delia. Before everything else, he loved her with all his heart.”

      Maxwell leans over and kisses her softly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He’s still eating toast as he heads for the door. “I’m going to the precinct to tell them the news about Otto.”

      Alexis is curled up at Maxwell’s round kitchen table finishing her coffee. “Do you want company?”

      “No, it’s alright. While I’m there I can find out about the Willow grave too.”

      “Really? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      Maxwell turns in the open door, “I can’t abandon my first investigation and I might as well follow up on your hunch. If Fenton hid all those stolen jewels there it might explain why your mother was at Lakeview Cemetery.”

      After he closes the door, Alexis considers the round table. She gets up and puts her empty coffee mug in the kitchen sink before returning to stand next to the table.

      “Please work,” she whispers before trying her ritual again.

      Closing her eyes, she breathes deeply, drawing her energy up. Stretching behind her with both hands, she sweeps them all the way from the left to the right, creating a circle around her. Taking off her black onyx necklace, she opens herself up.

      “Otto, come talk to me. If there is anything you want to say, I’m here. Please.”

      Alexis breathes and waits, envisioning the circle around her and letting herself be open to communicate with spirits. “If there is anyone here who wants to speak, I’m listening.”

      After a long while, she exhales on a heavy sigh. Sweeping the circle closed, she picks up her black onyx necklace and hangs it back around her neck. Knowing that Maxwell will be gone awhile, she grabs her car keys and heads to Blackvine Manor Apartments.

      “He’s not home,” Mrs. DuBois tells Alexis as she pounds one more time on George’s door.

      “Hi, how are you? Any more mysterious arguments waking you in the night?”

      Mrs. DuBois frowns tightly. “No, nothing. No sounds, no ghosts, no nothing.”

      She pats Alexis on the hand then hurries past her down the stairs. Alexis stands, befuddled for a few minutes, before heading down the hallway to her apartment. There she sees Doug, just returning from yet another business trip.

      “Hi, Doug. How’s work?”

      They chat casually for a few minutes before she asks, “How’s your apartment? Have you had any more incidents with that shadow man?”

      Doug’s eyes widen, remembering the shadowy figure he once saw ransacking his apartment before fading without a human trace. “Ah, no. Nothing. Nothing’s been happening around here at all.”

      Alexis frowns as he disappears inside his apartment, wondering if the spirits have disappeared for good and taken her abilities with them.
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      DISAPPOINTED BY HER QUIET MORNING at Blackvine Manor, Alexis goes directly to her father’s house. She’s avoided him for months, ever since her vision showed him helping her mother.

      Her anger spills over as soon as he opens the door. “How could you lie to me like that?”

      A. J. Cole scrunches up his eyebrows. “Nice to see you too. How’s the job hunting?”

      Alexis marches inside the house where she grew up. “You knew Amelia had gone back to live at Blackvine Manor Apartments. You helped her run away. All these years I’ve been asking what happened and you told me you didn’t know where she went. You drove her away!”

      “How could you possibly know that?” A. J. skirts around her and goes to sit at the kitchen table.

      “The same way Mom knew Delia was in trouble. I saw it. Spirits, ghosts, whatever, I see them the way Mom did.” Alexis leans on the kitchen counter, arms crossed.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about. Alexis, is this some kind of break down? I know the lay off was rough but you’ll recover.” He leans back in his chair, rubbing his forehead.

      “Stop lying to me!”

      He looks at her with pleading eyes. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Your mother kept secrets from me, but I loved her.”

      “And you came when she called for help.” Alexis tries to steady herself.

      A. J. covers his eyes with his hand, rubbing wearily. “She was being threatened, so of course I went to pick her up.”

      “Where was I during all of this?”

      “You stayed at a friend’s house. Amy? I think her name was Amy.”

      Alexis slides into a chair across the table from her father. “Why didn’t Mom come home?”

      “This isn’t healthy, Alexis. It’s all in the past. Your mother made her choice and left. Didn’t we do okay on our own?” He reaches for her hand.

      She can’t help but pull away. “Keeping all of this from me is not okay.”

      Her father doesn’t say anything so Alexis gets up and roams around the kitchen, trying to remember what her mother was like. She remembers Amelia always singing while she was cooking, using the big wooden spoon as her microphone.

      Alexis reaches up and pulls a tattered looking cookbook from the shelf next to the refrigerator. She recalls her mother letting her drum on it with the measuring spoons while she sang. As she holds the book in both hands, there is a flash of blue light. Her mother is sitting on the floor in front of the kitchen sink, head on her knees. Moonlight comes through the old striped curtains. Amelia holds her breath, hoping her daughter doesn’t hear her, then lets out one last jagged sob.

      Coming to stand at the counter, A. J. sees his daughter staring down at the floor in front of the sink. “Your mother wasn’t well. She used to come out here and cry. She didn’t want to wake you.”

      “What was wrong with her?”

      He groans. “I don’t know. She saw things that weren’t there, heard things that weren’t possible: she was mentally ill.”

      “She couldn’t control her abilities,” Alexis says, mostly to herself.

      “She needed help,” A. J. tells her gruffly, “instead she chose to run away and hide out at that horrid apartment building.”

      Ignoring her father’s derision, Alexis asks, “What happened to Amelia at Blackvine Manor?”

      He snorts. “All her talk of visions came back to bite her. She saw something she wasn’t supposed to see. That nice woman, a friend of your mother’s, was murdered. Turns out she was the police chief’s wife and he didn’t think your mother was a reliable witness. He threatened her and the threats got worse. Your mother was worried we were in danger, that he’d use us as leverage. So she left.”

      “You helped her leave.”

      A. J. scrubs his hands over his face again. “I helped her leave. Alexis, it was for the best.”

      Alexis clenches her jaw. “Where did you take her?”

      “I drove her right to her friend’s house and dropped her off. She didn’t even stay there one night. She wanted to make sure we knew nothing.”

      “What was her friend’s name?”

      “I don’t remember,” A. J. says defiantly. “It was a long time ago and if I did remember I wouldn’t tell you. This isn’t healthy, Alexis. Let it go. Your mother is gone and you have a good life. All you need is a new job and you can get your feet under you again.”

      She squeezes her eyes then pops them open. “Do you still have Mom’s pearl? The single pearl pendant?”

      “The one you told me to throw away?” A. J. looks at his daughter’s tear-bright eyes. “It’s upstairs in your room. A little blue box on your old chest of drawers.”

      Alexis heads upstairs and finds the pearl easily. She slips it on the chain alongside her black onyx crystal and grips the charms in her hand. Breathing deeply, she stretches her hands out and creates a circle, hoping this time the spirits will communicate with her.

      “Please, please, tell me the name.”

      She tries not to hold her breath, wishing she could hear the whispers like those that came to her at Blackvine Manor.

      “Apple Berry Cart.”

      Alexis opens her eyes, certain she heard the voice correctly. Thanking the powers that be profusely, she closes the circle, and puts on her necklace. Her mother’s pearl feels warm next to the cool of the black onyx. Hoping she is not going crazy, she goes to the bookshelf, tipping her head and running her finger along the book spines until she finds the old favorite.

      Amelia used to read her the alphabet book every night before singing her to sleep. Opening the familiar book a photograph slips out. Amelia arm in arm with an old friend, and in her handwriting on the back Alexis reads “Jane Dalton.”
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      “HELLO? IS THIS JANE DALTON?”

      The voice on the other end is smooth and pleasant. “Yes, this is she.”

      Alexis pauses, not knowing what to say, before diving in. “My name is Alexis Cole, I think you knew my mother. Her name was … is Amelia Tennon.”

      There is a short silence followed by a sigh. “Of course. Alexis, how are you?”

      Taken aback by the sudden understanding and warmth, Alexis stammers, “I, I’m not sure. I have some questions about my mother.”

      “There isn’t much I can tell you. Your mother kept it that way on purpose.”

      “Anything would help.”

      Jane Dalton takes a deep breath and says what she’s been practicing for years. “Your mother was dropped off at my house late one night by your father. She wouldn’t even stay over night; all she wanted was a ride. All I can tell you is the corner where I dropped her. I’m sorry, Alexis.”

      Her heart beating fast, she is quick to say, “No, it’s alright. I understand. Anything would help, really. I appreciate it.”

      “She was my best friend. If you ever want to get together I would love it. I really would, Alexis.”

      “Thanks, ah, Miss Dalton?”

      There is a sweet chuckle. “Please, call me Jane and call me again soon. Now, go ahead and look up the corner of Charleston and Fairdale. Way out in the suburbs near Ridgedale. I don’t know what’s near there but your mother assured me she would be safe and there was a place there she could stay.”

      Alexis promises to call again soon, hanging up quickly and immediately entering the address in her phone. There is nothing near the street corner and she has to zoom out three times before a few landmarks show up on the map. A distribution center for the U. S. Postal Service, a truck stop gas station, and St. James Care Facility.

      She’s running out the door with her keys when Maxwell arrives home. “Where are you off to?”

      “Errands,” Alexis tries to call out casually. “How about I pick up a pizza for tonight?”

      He kisses her as she slides past. “Sounds good to me. Sure you can’t stay?”

      She blows him a kiss and pushes through the door to the stairwell, unable to wait for the elevator.
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      It takes 40 minutes to drive out to the corner of Charleston and Fairdale and Alexis spends the entire time hoping her mother did not walk to the truck stop and hitch a ride. Fingers crossed she drives first to St. James Care Facility, wondering what kind of care it provides. The sign doesn’t help at all, so she parks her car and marches up to the front steps hoping there will be more clues in the foyer.

      Inside she is relieved to see a pamphlet and quickly grabs it before heading over to a sofa, hoping not to draw attention. The literature tells her St. James provides lifelong care for those with mental challenges.

      “A mental institution?” Alexis doesn’t realize she’s whispered her question aloud until she sees the receptionist’s frown.

      The neat, brown-haired woman has come over to inquire about Alexis’ business and starts by answering, “We like our families to think of this more as a home.”

      “I’m sorry, yes, of course.”

      The woman narrows her eyes slightly. “Can I help you?”

      Alexis grasps for a likely story but can’t think of anything. Gulping, she tries, “I’ve come to visit Amelia Tennon.”

      The receptionist stiffens and, turning quickly on her heel, rushes to the desk to make a phone call. Alexis is about to flee when a tall male nurse strides into the foyer, apologizing to her.

      “I’m so sorry. You must be Alexis.” He reaches out, shaking her hand as he helps her to her feet.

      “How did you know? Wait, why are you apologizing?”

      The nurse stops, keeping her hand. “We didn’t call you?”

      The receptionist clears her throat. “The number she listed was a fake.”

      He shakes his head. “I should have checked when Amelia changed her contact information. She likes to make us work hard.”

      “My mother is here? I mean, can I see my mother? Please?”

      “Come with me, dear. By the way, I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Ted Diaz. I’m a registered nurse here at St. James.” He leads her through the secure doors and down a short hallway to his office.

      “And you know my mother.”

      He sits her down on a gray sofa and takes the chair across from her, looking in her eyes intently. “You didn’t know she was a patient here until now?”

      Alexis confesses, “No. But I’m listed as her contact? And you tried to call me today?”

      Ted bites his lip. “Why don’t we start at the beginning? You were what, ten or eleven when your mother came here?”

      “She disappeared.” Alexis corrects him.

      “Your mother came to us for help. She saw and heard things she could not explain. She was very ill for a long time but she liked it here. She responded well to her therapy.”

      Alexis gulps back a sick feeling. “What kind of therapy?”

      Ted smiles. “She was a voluntary patient. No drugs, your mother refused them. Just group therapy. She felt safe here, and once she opened up things got better.”

      He leans back in his chair and considers Alexis before admitting, “And when I realized your mother was actually clairvoyant, we found ways to help her control her abilities and ways for her to use them to help others heal.”

      The tightness in her chest suddenly loosens and Alexis exhales. “You believed her. Thank God.”

      Ted leans across the narrow coffee table and catches her hand. “Your mother became my friend. That’s why this is so hard.”

      Alexis grips his hand, tears in both their eyes. “What happened?”

      “She ran away the other night. I’m sorry, Alexis, she’s gone.”
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      THE FOUNTAIN IS A SOOTHING, soft fall of water lulling her thoughts as Alexis sits in the St. James garden. Nurse Diaz quietly joins her and hands her a cup of tea.

      “The police won’t start looking for her yet. She was a voluntary patient and she’s only been gone 24 hours so there is nothing they can do.”

      Alexis sips the tea and says nothing.

      “You’re in shock.”

      “No, no.” She’s not sure if she’s trying to convince him or herself. “Its just I feel like I should know where she’s gone.”

      He pats her knee. “Well, stay here as long as you’d like. I’ve got rounds but here’s my card. Call me, please.”

      Alexis tucks his card into her back pocket and absently reaches for her necklace. As her fingers close around her mother’s pearl pendant the garden changes. The path is gone: the lawn rougher, and the scattered lawn chairs are the distinct neon color of her childhood summers.

      She sees Nurse Diaz, younger and with darker hair, walk past and smile. Looking down she sees her own photograph in Amelia’s hands, Amelia’s filigree wedding ring on her finger.

      “I don’t care where you are, Mom, as long as you’re still alive.” When Alexis releases the pearl pendant, the garden vision evaporates and she gets up from the bench.

      Back in the car she calls George and is just about to leave a voicemail when he picks up. “Hey, I came by Blackvine Manor the other day but you weren’t home.”

      “Alexis, are you okay? How are you?”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine. Got a quick question for you: what do you call it when a psychic can hold an object and see visions?”

      George chuckles. “What is this, an ESP pop quiz?”

      “Exactly. Don’t fail me now.” She gives a tired smile as she pulls out of the St. James parking lot and heads home.

      “Psychometry.”

      “Thanks, Georgie, I’ll see you soon.”

      “Hey, wait; is there something you want to tell me?”

      Alexis smiles again. “Maybe. We’ll see.”
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      Turn on the oven! I’m home.” Alexis calls down the loft hallway.

      Maxwell jumps up from the leather couch and kisses her cheek. “Take and bake pizza? You really know how to spoil a guy.”

      Alexis kisses him back. “And red wine.”

      He gives her a melting smile. “Sounds perfect. And what should we do until the pizza’s ready?”

      She feels her cheeks heat up but slips past him and lies. “First I have to check my email. I promised my dad I would follow up on some job stuff.”

      “Job stuff?”

      “Yeah, tell you about it over pizza.” Alexis blows him a kiss, heading into the guest bedroom.

      “Psychometry: the ability to learn facts about a person or event from touching an object associated with them.” Alexis reads from her mother’s earmarked book on extrasensory abilities.

      There are no notes in the margins from Amelia except a small scribble that reads: Can messages be left in objects for others to find?

      Alexis touches the pearl pendant again. “Mom, did you leave me a message?”

      She jumps two feet off the bed when the smoke detector goes off and Maxwell calls down the hall. “Nothing to worry about. Everything’s fine. Pizza’s ready!”

      Laughing despite her failed attempt, Alexis goes to join him on the leather couch. He hands her a glass of wine in exchange for another kiss and goes to cut the slightly crispy pizza.

      “So, tell me about the ‘job stuff’.”

      “Boring,” Alexis tries to be flippant. “Have you ever heard of psychometry?”

      Maxwell gives her a wary look, delivering two plates of pizza to the coffee table. “No. Sounds like something television psychics do to con money out of large audiences.”

      “Something like that.” Alexis decides to take a big bite of pizza to hide the hurt.

      He sips his wine and sighs. “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s when someone is able to touch objects and learn about the object’s owner or an event that happened around the object.”

      “And has this happened to you?” he asks stiffly, not wanting to give up the peace of the last few days.

      Alexis hesitates, not wanting to feel the friction of his skepticism. “I’m not sure.”

      Maxwell chews his pizza for a minute before tossing the rest down on the plate and turning towards her. “You really miss your … ah … abilities. Don’t you?”

      “Yes. I know you didn’t believe me, but I was able to see and hear things others didn’t. I helped Delia; she wanted to be found. It felt right.”

      “Well, test it out.”

      “What?”

      Maxwell sips his wine and tosses a woolen throw blanket onto her lap. “Test it out. Tell me what you get from that blanket. And it better be more specific than some con from the street could come up with.”

      “I’ve told you before, it doesn’t work that way. I can’t just turn it on.”

      “I thought that was what you worked with the psychic on, isn’t it?”

      Alexis feels her cheeks flaring. His skepticism is irritating but his condescending tests make her burn. She puts down her wine glass and grabs the throw blanket with two hands.

      “I see a cabin by a lake.” She shuts her eyes to ignore his cocked eyebrow stare. “There’s a pontoon boat with yellow buoys tied on the side. Somebody’s left croquet mallets all over the lawn. You got in trouble and had to sit inside for fifteen minutes before joining your family at the fire for s’mores.”

      Maxwell blinks at her, his wine glass frozen halfway to his mouth.

      “Say something, please.” Alexis gropes for his hand.

      His hand is cold. “You couldn’t have known that.”

      “Exactly. I’m not crazy. And this just started happening. Maybe my abilities are coming back!”

      Alexis’ excitement drops and she squeezes his hand too tight.

      “What? What’s happening? Are you okay?”

      “This was Otto’s blanket?”

      Maxwell whispers, “Yes.”

      “He’s here.”
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      OTTO IS YOUNGER, THE MAN he was before anything bad happened between him and Delia. He smiles and straightens the collar of his police uniform.

      Maxwell shifts uncomfortably and Alexis hesitates to tell him anything.

      “Tell him to ignore everyone at the academy. It’s not a popularity contest; he’s got to learn what they have to teach and that’s it.”

      Alexis says softly, “Otto wants you to study at the academy and ignore everything else.”

      “Anyone could tell me that and it would sound like the truth.” Maxwell lets go of her hand and gets up to get another slice of pizza.

      He stands leaning against the kitchen counter as he eats it and Alexis watches Otto fade. “I didn’t say it to upset you.”

      He chews for a minute before saying, “I know. How about we go back to being normal? Is it so bad to want to eat a little pizza, drink some wine, and hang out with just you?”

      “No, not at all.” Alexis forces herself to smile, ignoring the slice across her heart his use of the word ‘normal’ caused.
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      She wakes up early in the morning and slips out onto his balcony. Just as she is about to open her circle and try using Amelia’s pearl pendant again, the phone rings.

      “Alexis? Alexis Cole? This is Nurse Diaz, Ted, calling from St. James. Do you remember we spoke the other day about your mother?”

      “Yes, of course.” She reaches to hold the pearl necklace as he speaks.

      “Have you heard from her? There’s no news on our end. I’m sorry I don’t have anything to tell you.”

      She frowns. “I haven’t heard anything either.”

      “There’s something else,” he interrupts. “Would it be possible to meet up this morning? I can be in the city in about twenty minutes.”

      Alexis gives him the address of a bakery near Maxwell’s condo and agrees to meet Nurse Diaz there. Inside, she finds Maxwell still sleeping in his wide bed.

      “How about I run out for bagels and coffee?” she whispers to him.

      Maxwell opens one eye. “You trying to fatten me up?”

      She laughs. “Fine, but I’m craving real, strong coffee. Want anything?”

      “Just you,” he purrs as he pulls her into the bed with him.

      Alexis finishes getting dressed. Maxwell stretches out and goes back to sleep as she slips out of the condo, down the stairs, and out onto the street. The bakery has a short line and before she makes it to the front, Nurse Diaz joins her.

      They make easy small talk until they are seated at a small table in the back of the bakery. She spreads out a napkin and picks at a buttery croissant as she waits for Ted to put cream in his coffee.

      “I’m sorry to call you like this, I really am. I wish I could tell you that Amelia is back with us.”

      “There isn’t much you can do,” Alexis says evenly.

      “Except bring you this.” Ted pulls an envelope out of his coat pocket and slides it across the small table.

      “What is this?” She sees the letter has already been opened.

      “Its policy that we open all incoming mail. I’m sure there are rules about me taking that opened mail and showing it to people other than the recipient but I thought you needed to see this.”

      Alexis eyes the letter and sips her coffee, feeling unsure.

      Ted explains, “Amelia received a threatening letter a few years back. She was frightened that someone had found her but she would never tell me who. There’s no return address. I showed her all our security measures and it calmed her down substantially.”

      “Is that how she slipped out unnoticed? She knew your security measures?”

      He stops, his mouth open in realization. “Oh, God, probably.”

      “She must have been determined to leave.”

      Ted recovers, pulling the envelope to him and opening the letter. “The message and the tone are the same but it’s different handwriting this time.”

      Alexis looks at the letter. “When did Amelia get this?”

      “She must have opened it the morning of her disappearance. I think it must be why she was so determined to leave. It’s been years since she got a letter like this and it must have frightened her all over again.”

      Alexis reaches for the letter and the café melts away. She’s back in Lakeview Cemetery, covered in dirt as if she’s been digging. By the light of a flashlight she sees her hands: lithe, male hands with black dirt under the fingernails. One hand clenches into a fist, then the other. Past the white knuckles, Alexis can see an empty grave.

      “Are you okay? Alexis? Alexis!”

      She drops the folded letter as if the paper has stung her. The vision fades and she shakily takes hold of her coffee cup with both hands. Ted scoots his chair around the small table and puts a hand lightly on her shoulder.

      “It happened, didn’t it? You saw something when you touched the letter?”

      Alexis nods her head.

      “It took your mother years to get used to it, years not to be afraid of it. Amelia once described it to me as falling into a movie of someone else’s life.”

      “One blink and I’m seeing through someone else’s eyes. I’m in their body.”

      Ted nods. “Your mother practiced and practiced until she could look around in the vision, until she could move in the vision and see what she needed to see.”

      Alexis slumps in her chair. “I know where I was, I know what I was looking at. Can you open the letter for me?”

      He opens it and slides it in front of her so she can read:

      
        
        Put back what you took or I will take from you the things you hold most precious. One week and it’s done or I’m just getting started.
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      ALEXIS SAYS GOODBYE TO NURSE Diaz at the bakery but cannot bring herself to go back to Maxwell’s condo.

      “Hey, sweetness, where are you?” He answers the phone sleepily.

      “I’m heading over to Blackvine Manor to pick up a few things. I’ll see you a bit later?”

      There’s a pause before he agrees. “How about I pick you up there around 5 p.m.?”

      “Great, see you then.” Alexis hangs up quick, sure Maxwell can hear her plans.

      She walks quickly the few blocks to Blackvine Manor, sighing happily as she turns up the sidewalk. Despite the small square footage of her studio apartment and all the restless spirits, she loves it there. It’s the place she found ways to connect with her mother, the place where she met Maxwell, and the first place she realized her abilities might stretch further than a ‘normal’ day job.

      It’s also the place she met the awkward and unlikely man she is starting to think of as her best friend. She knocks loudly on George’s door, hoping he is home this time.

      “Alexis! You’re back?”

      “I’m just stopping by, but don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”

      George looks at his messy living room, “I’d invite you in but. . .”

      She laughs, looking at all the cords, cameras, and video equipment. “That’s alright. Actually I was wondering if you’d help me with a little field trip.”

      He pushes up his glasses and gives her a wary look. “Sure?”

      “Come on, any good paranormal researcher should love a peaceful day at the cemetery.”

      He throws a baseball hat over his curly, black hair. “Somehow I doubt the word peaceful is going to describe what you have planned. I don’t need to bring a shovel or anything, do I?”

      Alexis laughs again. “Not this time. We’re just going to visit a gravestone. Simple and peaceful, I promise.”

      He mutters under his breath but quickly grabs a handheld camera and follows Alexis downstairs. She heads straight for his junked out pick-up truck and he shuffles up to open the door for her.

      “What, Mr. Charles isn’t around to chauffeur you?”

      “Like I said, I want a simple and peaceful trip.”

      George starts the car with a rough rattle. “He’s still not big into your abilities, huh?”

      Alexis snaps her seatbelt on. “Let’s just say he’s making me hate the word ‘normal’.”

      “Yeah, I was never a big fan.” George is vague as to whether he means the word ‘normal’ or Maxwell himself.

      When they reach Lakeview Cemetery, Alexis directs George to take the gravel road around the back of the property to the oldest section. There he parks under a huge oak tree, careful not to slam his door out of respect.

      They amble along between the headstones and George finally clears his throat. “So, have your abilities … um … recovered?”

      Alexis shrugs. “No, not completely. Though something new has been happening. Think of this as an experiment. Do you remember when I asked you about psychometry?”

      “Yeah. You mean you can touch things and find out what happened? What’s it like? How does it work? Can you describe it?”

      “Calm down, George, we’re here. Let’s just see what happens.”

      Alexis leads him under the dark shade of the largest trees and to the cluster of oldest headstones in the cemetery. There, near the stretching roots of a tree, is the moss-covered headstone marked Willow.

      Standing arm’s length from the headstone, Alexis breathes deeply. Feeling her energy get stronger, she stretches her arms out and creates a circle around herself. Slipping off her necklace, she lays it on the headstone and puts her hands on the cool marker.

      “Do you see anything? Or is more like hearing?”

      “Shh, George, let me concentrate.” Alexis opens herself up.

      The vision sweeps over her like a dark cloud blocking out the bright afternoon sun. The day fades away completely as she sees a shovel breaking into the dirt on a dark night. A woman’s running shoes steady the shovel before pushing it into the dirt next to the grave again and again.

      Alexis tries looking up and around, trying to find anything that will tell her whose memory she is seeing. A hand rests on top of the headstone as the woman leans far down, pulling a dirty burlap sack from the ground. There is a tiny flash in the darkness and Alexis sees her mother’s filigree wedding ring.

      Her hands pull at the wrappings and a pearl necklace slips from the folds. It is Fenton’s lost jewel stash, just as Alexis suspected. Amelia gathers it up and runs, leaving Alexis behind to blink in the sun of the present day.

      “She found it,” she tells George. “Then she must have hidden it before the security officer spotted her, before the incident that got her arrested.”

      “Your mother?”

      “Yes,” Alexis stops, remembering something else. “She wasn’t alone. Someone was watching her.”

      George shifts uneasily, looking over his shoulder. “I know the feeling.”

      “What?”

      “I think there’s someone watching us.”

      Alexis shrugs. “It’s probably just the caretaker. We aren’t doing anything wrong.”

      She claps a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream. A few rows from where they are quietly talking a woman is watching them. Amelia waves before arriving at Alexis’ side faster than humanly possible.

      “What? What is it?”

      “My mother. She’s here. You don’t see her, do you?”

      George admits softly, “No, I don’t.”

      Alexis feels tears well up. “I don’t know whether you’re a ghost or a wraith. Please, Mom, tell me, are you still alive?”

      The spirit of Amelia evaporates as another fierce spirit breaks through. Alexis stumbles back as an angry young solider advances on her and George. He thrashes his arms, warning them away, the burns from a blast clear on one side of his body.

      Alexis pushes George. “Move, get back.”

      “What? Why?” He is slow to move, fumbling for his handheld camera.

      “I don’t know, he’s just telling us to get back!”

      She shoves George just in time as a heavy limb cracks from the tree above and crashes down, narrowly missing them and the headstone marked Willow.
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      MAXWELL IS TIPPED BACK IN his office chair when Alexis and George return to Blackvine Manor Apartments. He’s not surprised to see them walking in together but he cannot hide his annoyance.

      “Out ghost hunting again?”

      Alexis is immediately irritated. “Following up on a lead. Have you got to that lesson yet?”

      He scowls but calms himself down. “You went back to the cemetery? Did you find anything?”

      George excuses himself and leaves Alexis standing in the doorway of the small office. She refuses to sit down, fiddling with an old lamp on top of the file cabinet.

      “Careful, it might be ugly but I loved that lamp.”

      She closes her eyes, hoping what she senses is really happening but regretting the timing. When she opens them, Otto’s spirit is standing behind his grandson, shaking a finger at her.

      “It’s not good to keep secrets from a loved one.”

      Alexis ignores both Charles men and instead asks, “Is there any way you could figure out what jewelry was in Fenton’s stash? I mean, there has to be a list from the police reports, right?”

      “Sure, in my file.” Otto shrugs.

      Maxwell scrubs his chin. “I don’t know, I could ask. Otto still has a few buddies working in the precinct.”

      “Could it be in the file he kept on Fenton?”

      Maxwell pins her with a look. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Otto crosses his arms and smiles.

      Alexis shakes her head before carefully starting, “I think I know a way to prove that Amelia moved Fenton’s jewel cache from under the Willow headstone.”

      He sits up, letting his shoes slap the floor. “And what makes you think she moved the supposed jewels?”

      She struggles for a moment, wanting to tell him she saw it happen through Amelia’s eyes, but she knows he will never believe her.

      “Wait, I have proof! Amelia was receiving threatening letters.” Alexis pulls the envelope from her purse.

      “Hold on, you found Amelia?” Maxwell stands up. “You think to tell me about weird visions you get from touching objects but you forget to tell me you found your mother!”

      “I didn’t find her; I found where she’s been: St. James Care Facility.” Alexis sinks into one of the straight-backed chairs. “I didn’t tell you because I … I didn’t want you to know she’s been in a mental institution. You already call me crazy enough.”

      He slumps against the side of the desk, and Alexis realizes she’s holding her breath when Otto fades and Maxwell says softly, “I don’t really think you’re crazy. I’m sorry, Alexis. You should have been able to tell me.”

      “Well, I’m telling you now. Amelia ran from Blackvine Manor that night, just like I saw. My father finally admitted he drove her to a friend’s house. Her name is Jane Dalton.”

      Maxwell sits down next to her. “Its okay, I believe you.”

      “Jane told me she dropped Amelia off at a street corner way out in Ridgedale. The closest place to that corner is St. James Care Facility. That’s where I met Nurse Diaz … Ted. He gave me this.”

      Maxwell opens the letter, his frown deepening. “And you said she’d gotten other letters like this?”

      “Yes, but then they stopped. This one came out of the blue and Amelia decided to leave St. James that same day.”

      He leans back and thinks for a moment. “But that doesn’t prove that she moved Fenton’s jewel stash, if there was even one there.”

      Alexis’ eyes flash as she stands up to leave. “I think I’ll have enough proof for even you if I could just see the list of stolen jewelry.”

      Maxwell goes to his desk drawer and pulls out the file Otto collected on notorious jewel thief Collin Fenton. Otto obsessed for years over the fact that Fenton never sold any of the items he stole. That meant somewhere there was a cache of jewels worth millions of dollars.

      When Alexis takes the file, Otto reappears. “It could have been a career-maker, finding that stash. I worked on it for years. Then I found out Delia was helping him, they were meeting in secret.”

      His spirit falters, as if some mottled darkness sweeps across him. Otto tries to tell her something else but the deepening shadow blots him out.

      “Alexis!” Maxwell is about to come around the desk and shake her. “Are you okay?”

      “Just fine,” she mutters.

      “What?” he snorts. “You touched the file and saw something? Is the case closed?”

      She snaps and lunges for his desk, grabbing a worn paperback book from the select stack he keeps there. “An ex-girlfriend gave this to you and you hate Hemingway but you loved her. Plus you like the macho image you think it gives.”

      He scoffs, moving away from her around the desk. Alexis advances, sick of him shrugging off every test of her abilities. She yanks open the top drawer and pulls out a hockey puck.

      “You quit hockey after Ian died. Cancer. This is the last puck you hit.”

      “Stop.”

      “Do you believe me yet?” She reaches up to the windowsill behind his desk and picks up a bronze turtle. “This was Delia’s. Otto gave it to her for their 8th wedding anniversary.”

      “Enough, Alexis! What is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. That’s what I’m trying to tell you!”

      Maxwell puts up both hands to calm her down. “You think this is normal behavior?”

      Gripping the bronze turtle in her hand, Alexis spins to the door. Maxwell catches her arm and tries to stop her but she yanks free. “I’m sick of you telling me I’m not normal. I don’t know what we had going but it was all pretend.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You can’t accept what I can do, you can’t think of me as ‘normal’ and I’m not going to pretend to be for you. It’s over.” Alexis slams the office door behind her.
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      ALEXIS IGNORES THE EMPATHETIC YET hopeful look on George’s face as she tells him, “I’m done with Maxwell. If he can’t accept me or the ‘crazy’ things I believe are real, then it will never work.”

      “So, does that mean your abilities have come back?”

      She trips over an extension cord in his studio apartment and lands on his sagging Futon. “No. Except for this whole psychometry thing. It’s weird; I think there is something blocking the spirits here.”

      George perches on the arm of the Futon. “Actually I was going to talk to you about that. I haven’t gotten a single good video since the anniversary of Delia’s death. The footage just fades to black. I’ve checked every piece of equipment I have and it’s not on my end.”

      Alexis flops back. “I just saw it happen. Otto was telling me something when he was smudged out.”

      “Wait, Otto is telling you things?”

      She rolls her head away. “I know, I know, it does sound crazy. Now I’m not just seeing and hearing spirits but having full blown conversations with them.”

      “That’s amazing!”

      She smiles, glad George is on her side. “I’m glad you believe me. Now all I have to do is find proof that Amelia moved Fenton’s jewel stash and Maxwell will have to believe me too.”

      George slumps his shoulders, “Why do you care if he believes you? After everything that’s happened it seems like he is never going to change his mind.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. It’s just I can’t stand knowing the truth and having him ignore it.”

      She sits up and opens the thick file Otto kept on Collin Fenton. “Help me sort through this. If we can find all the mentions of the stolen jewelry, I think I can find the proof I need.”

      He slides on to the floor on the opposite side of the coffee table and grabs a stack of paper. “What am I looking for?”

      “Pearls.”

      They start sorting through the police reports, finding all the descriptions of the stolen jewelry. “Wow,” George breathes, “there is a lot. He must have stashed millions of dollars worth of jewelry.”

      Alexis tries not to be disheartened, “And mostly diamonds. Diamond bracelet, diamond solitaire, diamond brooch, and diamond choker.”

      “Here’s the mention of pearls: three strand necklace, pink cultivated pearls.”

      “Nope.”

      George shrugs his shoulders and keeps sorting. “How about single strand gray pearls?”

      “Nope.”

      They shuffle papers and Alexis thinks aloud, “This file is a mess. It would be a lot easier if Otto could tell us what he found.”

      Both George and Alexis look around but there isn’t so much as a shadow.

      “How about ‘pearl choker, freshwater, blue’?”

      “Nope.”

      George finally bristles, “Why don’t you just tell me what I’m looking for?”

      Alexis holds up a single page police report and reads, “Large freshwater pearl, teardrop pendant.”

      “How do you know that’s it?”

      Alexis pulls her mother’s pearl necklace out from her blouse. “Psychometry works when the object is associated with a person or an event. Every time I touch this, I see something to do with the stolen jewels. This isn’t an heirloom from my mother, it’s proof she found Fenton’s stash.”

      George pulls himself up on the Futon. “And that explains why she is being threatened. Fenton wants his stash back.”

      She frowns and pulls another piece of paper from the file. “The only problem with that is Fenton died in prison.”

      “Well, that would explain what happened to Doug and to you. Fenton’s spirit has been here looking for his stolen stash.”

      Alexis rubs her forehead, “But it’s all stopped. Both Doug and Mrs. DuBois told me everything has been quiet around here.”

      George stands up, frowning. “That can’t be right. Just yesterday Doug admitted things have been moving around in his apartment on their own. And Mrs. DuBois told me she’s going to stay at her sister’s because every morning all her drawers and cupboards are open.”

      “Why would they lie to me?”

      They both head out the door and down the hallway to knock on Doug’s door. He looks sheepish as soon as he sees Alexis. “I told him you’d never believe me. And it keeps happening. You gotta help me.”

      “Wait, who? What?”

      Doug opens his door all the way. “Maxwell told me to shut up about all the strange things happening around here. He said you needed a break and it was worth a chunk off this month’s rent.”

      Alexis reels back before clenching her fists. “Never mind that. What exactly has been happening around here?”

      “Things are moving around all on their own: drawers sliding open, cupboards, closet doors. Melissa’s front door won’t stay closed.” Doug gestures to his neighbor.

      “And Mrs. DuBois?”

      Doug shakes his head. “Poor thing. She’s gone to stay with her sister because every morning she’d wake up to all her drawers and cupboards hanging wide open.”

      Alexis turns to George who says, “And she agreed with Maxwell that you didn’t need to know. She was worried she’d upset you when she mentioned hearing your mother’s name.”

      “Enough of what Maxwell thinks. I think we need to call Alice and find out what is happening.” Alexis squares her shoulders.
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      Alice Manetti, the psychic medium, arrives within the hour and finds a small knot of Blackvine Manor residents milling around Alexis’ studio apartment. George, Doug, Melissa, and even the surly handyman Barry are ready to hold a séance and hear any possible answers.

      “If it saves me one more door repair, I don’t care what hocus pocus you use,” Barry grumbles as he shakes Alice’s hand.

      They stand in a loose circle as Alice claps her hands, opening the room and herself to spirit communication.

      “Something strong, something dark is blocking. It wants something, demands it.”

      Maxwell bursts through the door. “What is going on?”

      Before anyone can answer, he is picked up, turned upside down and held suspended above the séance by an unseen force.

      Alexis asks, “Now do you believe me?”
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      MAXWELL CHARLES TURNS OVER IN his sleep, his dream changing from an easy reverie to the disorienting memory of the séance. Without a step he rushes down the hallway of Blackvine Manor Apartments, his mind easily filling in the details of the faded paisley carpeting and brass wall sconces as he has dreamt every inch of the familiar building before. The sunlight ebbs from the stairwell window as he soundlessly rises up to the second floor. He can feel his hand on the door of the studio apartment, pushing the heavy, dark-stained wood inward as he enters. A tight cluster of Blackvine Manor residents stand around in a circle, only Alexis shifting her eyes to his abrasive entrance.

      The image of her tips violently, and Maxwell cries out in the dream, his body being slung up into the air by an unseen force. The helplessness and fear wash over him again and he claws at the covers like he did the empty air, not understanding how it was he could suddenly be hanging upside down.

      His mind races over the strange happenings at Blackvine Manor, desperate to find logical explanations. In flashes he recalls Alexis Cole arriving out of nowhere to see the studio apartment and how she smiled at him, taking music no one else could hear as a sign she was in the right place. He wanted to believe she somehow interpreted clues an entire police force confused when she was able to uncover the body of Delia Charles in the basement. He could not accept his grandmother’s ghost had called out for help and Alexis, exploring her new extrasensory abilities, was able to answer.

      Thrashing back and forth on his pillow, he skips over each time she tried to prove her perceptions to him. He could have believed her, she deserved his trust and yet he hid behind skepticism until it was literally shaken loose from him.

      Again he relives the disturbing cartwheel over and upside down, his stomach sick as he can’t reach the hardwood floor with his hands or see what has him tight by the ankles. The others cower away from his freely suspended figure; afraid of unknown power that grips him. He hears Alexis’ voice, sees her stepping forward.

      “Now do you believe me?”

      Of course she’s not afraid, Maxwell is able to think despite his terrifying predicament. I’ve called her crazy, doubted her since we met, and never thought I could be wrong.

      The force releases him and he crashes to the floor, thoroughly shaken but unhurt. Maxwell jolts from the dream, remembering how Alexis immediately came to kneel beside him. Where he expected a smirk or at least a smug quirk of her lips, he saw nothing but love and concern. Without hesitation, she gathered him in her arms, willing to protect him and put up with him.  

      Fully awake, he turns in bed to wrap his arms around Alexis’ sleeping form, whispering very quietly in her ear, “I will never doubt you again.”
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      “YOU MUST BE MS. LARUE?” George locks his hands together to stop any of his normal fidgets.

      The new resident smiles as she shuts the front door of her car.

      “Makes sense that I would meet you out on the street.” George rocks up on the balls of his feet before reminding himself to play it cool.

      She brushes blonde hair out of her face and gives him a quizzical look.

      “Your last name, LaRue, it means ‘street’ in French, n’est pas?”

      He is so awkward she can’t help but be charmed. “Do you mind giving me a hand? I was a little ambitious when I told all my friends I didn’t need any help.”

      George jumps to the trunk of the car and immediately helps unload two heavy suitcases. “Not a problem! Think of me as the unofficial Blackvine Manor welcome committee.”

      “There’s an official welcome committee?” She cocks an eyebrow at him.

      “Well, ah, no. But there should be; it’d be a nice touch.” He starts hauling the suitcases up the sidewalk and into the foyer.

      The blonde Ms. LaRue follows him with a large cardboard box. “I think you’re right. If you put this place into a search engine a whole bunch of ghost-hunting stuff comes up. It’s got a reputation for being seriously haunted.”

      George mentally pats himself on the back for leaving his photograph off the profile on his paranormal investigations website. “But you’re still willing to move in?”

      She balances the box between her hip and the wall as she fishes the keys for the ground floor apartment out of her pocket. “It’s good advertising, I’ll give the owner that. I’m not a big believer in ghosts and all that mumbo jumbo. A bunch of shadows and special effects are not enough to keep me away from a good deal on rent and a nice neighborhood.”

      George’s smile is strained as he hauls the two big suitcases inside her apartment and tries not to be hurt by her judgment of his work. His website has caused a lot of controversy in the paranormal community because the evidence he captured is so amazing. Hundreds of other paranormal enthusiasts have studied his videos and deemed them legitimate but he can’t tell her that, despite his pride.

      She flips on the light against the fading afternoon sun and surveys her new apartment. “Hardwood floors, built-ins, and this unit has a Murphy bed, I couldn’t pass this darling place up even if it had been a murder scene.”

      George chokes a little and she whirls towards him. “Oh, sorry! You were living here when they found the body in the basement? That was insensitive of me. I’m sorry.”

      “So you read about that too?”

      “Yeah, it pretty much topped the list. Blackvine Manor has a good story, huh?”

      “A few,” George mutters as he shuffles to her door.

      She trots over to him and holds out a slim hand. “I’m Bella, by the way.”

      He shakes her hand, caught by her pretty blue eyes. “I’m George.”

      “Well, George, do you mind helping me with a few more things? It was really silly of me to think I could handle it all by myself.”

      “Sure, no problem!” He happily follows her back out to her car for another load.

      As they bring up a second load of boxes, Bella admires the brass-covered mailboxes in the lobby. “They’re still original. I bet this place hasn’t changed much in the last 50 years.”

      “The landlord has done a lot of good updates, especially the kitchens and bathrooms.” George struggles to control a box of pots and pans.

      “Maxwell Charles, right?”

      He bristles, not liking the way Bella brightened at the mention of Maxwell. He’s tall and handsome and dating George’s best friend Alexis. George can’t decide if he’s defensive because he doesn’t want competition for Bella or because he doesn’t want someone flirting with his best friend’s boyfriend. “Have you met him?”

      “I met him and his girlfriend when I signed the papers. It’s sweet how they met here.”

      George relaxes only to have a pot lid slip through the side of the box and clatter down the front steps.

      “Maxwell grew up here too?” Bella asks, propping the door open as George tries to retrieve the lid without dropping the entire box.

      “His grandparents lived here.”

      They arrive at Bella’s apartment and she flops down on the wooden window seat. When George finishes depositing the unruly box of pots and pans in the kitchen, she pats the space next to her and he happily sits down.

      “I actually saw his grandfather’s story on the news. He had a heart attack here on the anniversary of his wife’s death? How romantic.”

      George scrubs the back of his neck, remembering that night. Otto had relived the night of Delia’s murder. In the depths of his memory he mistook Alexis for her mother Amelia and threatened to kill her for what she saw. Alexis had to run for her life and was nearly hit by a car on the street outside. “I don’t think I’d use the word romantic.”

      Bella shrugs, “The news made it sound romantic: police chief returns to the recently discovered scene of his worst unsolved mystery. His heart couldn’t bear the strain of standing where his beloved wife was killed all those years ago.”

      Remembering the terrifying look on Otto’s face as he shoved past George and tried to silence Alexis runs an awful shiver down George’s spine. He gets up and wipes his hands on his baggy jeans before shaking Bella’s hand again. “It was nice to meet you, Bella. I could maybe take you out for dinner sometime? There’s a little restaurant nearby all the residents go to. It could be a more official unofficial welcoming committee thing?”

      Bella smiles and shakes his hand. “Or we could do a pizza night and try out one of those Ouija board things. I haven’t played that game since I was kid. Who knows? Maybe this place will have me believing in ghosts.”

      George waves as he shuffles towards the door. “Blackvine Manor has been known to do just that.”
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      “TROUBLE SLEEPING AGAIN?” ALEXIS FINDS Maxwell in his kitchen already sipping coffee and staring out of the window. Outside the city skyline is just turning pink as the sun is rising.

      “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “No, though I wish you would have.”

      He has dark smudges under his eyes but he still manages a wolfish grin. “Well, we could always go back to bed. Maybe try something more than cuddling this time?”

      Alexis holds up a hand to stop him and he smiles, placing a mug of hot coffee in it. She can’t deny she is attracted to Maxwell Charles. The way he shrugs his broad shoulders in his soft, black t-shirt is enough to make her lick her lips. He is delicious, leaning against his kitchen counter in flannel pants with his hair still rumpled. The shadow of stubble on his handsome face is soft enough for her to blush, thinking of the electrifying friction it could cause.

      She shakes off the naughty daydream and takes a sip of coffee. Alexis has been keeping him at arm’s length and with good reason. Her recent discovery of extrasensory abilities has been life changing, to say the least, and his stubborn skepticism in the face of all that has happened to them is enough to make her cautious.

      “Are your, um, visions kind of like nightmares?”

      Alexis frowns at him. “What do you mean?”

      Maxwell shoots her an apologetic look. “I mean, when you see things does it feel like it does when you’re having a dream?”

      She takes a seat at his large, round table and contemplates his question. “I don’t really know how to describe them. I guess it looks like a dream but doesn’t feel that way.”

      He crosses his arms and Alexis tries again. “Mostly it’s like the dream is in front of me and I am in control and can look away at any time.”

      “Except the night when Otto, the anniversary of Delia’s . . .” He can’t finish.

      She nods in agreement. “The anniversary of Delia’s death was different. You’re right; it did feel like a bad dream. I knew where I was, I could hear you and George, and I could control my body. I just couldn’t see anything except the scene from that night. No matter where I turned, it was all I could see.”

      Maxwell nods and goes back to drinking his coffee. Alexis pretends to read the headlines but watches him out of the corner of her eye. It’s not surprising that he has questions after what happened to him at Blackvine Manor. She’s just shocked he hasn’t already come up with a ‘logical’ solution.

      After the unseen force released Maxwell and he crashed to the floor, she and George had helped him to her red sofa. While he and George argued over what happened, Alice Manetti, the psychic medium, had pulled Alexis aside.

      “You said the spirits here were unable to come through. Something seemed to be blotting them out. There is a dark force here. Something determined, with a purpose is coming.”

      “What could pick up a man and turn him upside down?” Alexis remembers asking Alice.

      The medium had stood back and considered Alexis from head to toe. “Your abilities are not extending to telekinesis?”

      “No. No, I did not do that.”

      Alice shrugged. “We are all capable of doing more than we know. Like generating the white light. That is what you should practice now.”

      Alexis had looked up the white light in her mother’s earmarked paperback on extrasensory abilities. While it was mostly used by mediums to help ghosts transition, it was a powerful protection. The book outlined how to find the light and expand it. There was even a technique for projecting the white light onto those who needed it.

      She’s about to tell Maxwell about it, despite the scoffing skepticism she knew she’d face, when her phone rings.

      “Is it too early to ask for advice?”

      “Good morning, George. You’re up early, is everything okay?”

      Maxwell pushes off the counter, expecting another emergency at his apartment building.

      Alexis laughs. “You want advice on asking a girl out? I think I can help.”

      Maxwell kisses her on the cheek, calls ‘hello’ to George, and heads into the bathroom to shower. She watches him go, admittedly glad that she can now talk freely with her best friend.

      “How’s he doing?” George asks. “He can’t really deny the whole paranormal thing anymore, can he?”

      “I can’t tell. He hasn’t been sleeping very well. I think he’s having nightmares. And he’s been asking me questions about my abilities.”

      “Well, that’s a start.”

      She smiles. “Speaking of ‘starts,’ what kind of girl advice do you need?”

      She can hear George straighten up over the phone. “There’s a new neighbor you should meet. Her name is Bella. She’s got blonde hair and blue eyes and I helped her carry her boxes in.”

      “You really are the welcoming committee of Blackvine Manor.”

      “That’s what I said!” George exclaims. “Then I tried to invite her to dinner but I think I made it sound too casual because she didn’t really respond.”

      Alexis knows he’s slumping his shoulders. “Don’t worry, George, you can do this. Just don’t get stuck in the ‘friend zone’. You have to be busy, let her know you have things going on too. Do not do handy work for her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know exactly what I mean. Don’t hang around in case she needs light bulbs changed. Make Barry do some real work for once.”

      “But I don’t mind doing those things,” George protests.

      “What you need to do is be busy so that when you talk to her you only have time to schedule real dates.”

      “Oops!” George tells her. “There’s a knock at my door. Gotta go!”

      “Don’t do handy work!” Alexis calls out even as the line goes dead, knowing full well that’s exactly what he’s about to do.
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      “TIP IT A LITTLE MORE to the left. Perfect!”

      George stumbles down from the makeshift step stool, the whole stack of heavy books toppling over. “Picture four, done.”

      He turns to Bella, pushing his glasses up into his black, curly hair. Alexis’ words are burning in his ears but when he sees Bella’s nervous little smile he feels better. She looks around the apartment, her hand swimming in the air as if she’s trying to come up with another task for him to complete.

      Finding nothing, she asks, “How about I make us some coffee?”

      “Sounds great.”

      Bella clears some bubble wrap and empty boxes off her denim sofa and gestures for him to sit down. “I ended up unpacking all of the kitchen stuff late last night so this is one thing I can do without digging through ten boxes.”

      George tries to relax. “Couldn’t sleep last night?”

      She pauses, her hand on the kitchen faucet. “Yeah, something like that.”

      “You’re in good company here. I’m a night owl and Alexis is up at all hours, when she’s here.”

      Bella fills a red kettle with water and puts it on the stove. “Is she living with Maxwell?”

      “Temporarily.” George runs a hand through his hair, knocking his glasses onto the floor. “While some … uh … work is being done at her place.”

      She measures out coffee grounds saying, “I’m guessing he doesn’t live here. Doesn’t seem like it’s his style. Or maybe too many memories?”

      George wipes his glasses on the hem of his shirt. “I don’t think about my landlord’s style all that much.”

      “Sorry.” Bella joins him on the sofa. “I confess, I’m a gossip.”

      “Then you should be having tea with Mrs. DuBois. She’ll tell you everything.”

      She laughs. “Actually I ran into her yesterday.”

      It’s George’s turn to chuckle. “More like she showed up at your open door while you were unpacking?”

      Bella pulls a face. “Something like that. But, second confession, she told me all about you.”

      He fumbles putting on his glasses and frowns.

      “Oh, don’t worry! She loves you and made some very good points about how you are perfect for me.”

      His cheeks redden. “And she told you all about my hobby?”

      “The mumbo jumbo?” Bella slaps his leg. “I’m only teasing. I guess I’m just a skeptic like your landlord. Except I’m much more open-minded, especially after last night.”

      The red kettle whistles and she runs over to pour the hot water into a French press. George’s cheeks get redder as he finally processes what she said about him being a perfect match for her.

      “The reason you didn’t sleep well?”

      Bella nods. “The reason I stayed up and unpacked all my kitchen stuff. Including coffee mugs. Here. I really need this.”

      She hands him a tall mug decorated with a large diamond design.

      Distracted and nervous, George asks, “Is this where you work? McCormick’s Jewelry?”

      She blinks her eyes wide before laughing. “Oh, yeah. It’s a paycheck until I launch my own jewelry line. Fine Shine. That’s what I’m going to call it.”

      He takes a few gulps of coffee before retracing his thoughts and asking, “So, Mrs. DuBois told you about my paranormal investigations?”

      “In the midst of singing your praises and telling me some of the ghost stories from around here.”

      “I hope she didn’t scare you off.”

      “Not at all. In fact, she made me feel better. I thought I was losing my mind. Every time I turned around a drawer or cabinet was open and I didn’t remember touching them.”

      George nods. “And last night?”

      “Last night, around 6:30 p.m., I fell asleep here on the couch and when I woke up every single cabinet and drawer was open in the kitchen. I was terrified and ran out into the hallway. Mrs. DuBois heard me and opened her door.”

      “Did she tell you our neighbor Doug had, um, similar things happen in his place?” George decides to skip the part about the shadow thief rifling through the drawers.

      “A little bit. She told me I should talk to Alexis. Alexis has some kind of ability?”

      He shrugs, wanting to keep Alexis’ confidence. “I know a psychic medium, Alice Manetti, if you want someone to come here.”

      Bella shrugs and sips her coffee. “I don’t know. Why don’t I start with you?”

      George tries not to be too hopeful. “How can I help?”

      “I know I made fun of your website. I didn’t know it was you! And I’ve never had anything like this happen to me before. Do you think you could stay and investigate here? I feel better with you around.”

      He wills his heart to stop leaping around in his chest but jumps up himself and says, “I’ll go get my equipment right now.”

      She looks around at the bright windows. “Do things actually happen during the daytime?”

      “Around here they do.” he says before biting his lip.

      George heads upstairs to grab his camera equipment, chastising himself out loud. “Why don’t you just help her pack up and run away now, Stupid?”

      He’s loaded down with a tripod, two cameras, a microphone, and an EMF detector when he heads down the stairs again. Halfway down he hears an earsplitting scream from Bella’s open door. Dropping everything except a handheld camera, he charges to her apartment, turning the camera on as he runs.

      Inside Bella is covering her mouth with both hands to smother her screams as she dodges around the center of her living room. One of the coffee mugs smashes at her feet and she screams again.

      “George, help!”

      Objects lift off of surfaces all around her: a picture frame, the television remote, a handful of paperback books, and the other coffee mug sloshing hot coffee on the hardwood floor. They swing around her in an impossible circle before swiping across and narrowly missing her head.

      George drops the camera and charges in to save her.
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      MAXWELL STANDS OVER ALEXIS’ SHOULDER, watching the footage George just sent. “You’re right, I don’t see any strings or wires.”

      Alexis tries not to grind her teeth. “There couldn’t be. All the objects move at different rates and different trajectories. And they cross paths in ways wired objects would get tangled.”

      “Projections?”

      She hits play again and points out, “The coffee cup smashes right here. And you can see the other one spilling on her. See? Her shirt gets stained.”

      “Fancy editing?”

      “George just shot this himself! Oh, what am I doing? I don’t care what you think. He asked me to go over there and help. I’ll see you later.”

      “No, wait!” Maxwell grabs both her shoulders as she jumps up, turning her to look into his eyes. “I don’t know what to think. I really want there to be a simple explanation.”

      She takes a deep breath, “I’m just glad you didn’t say ‘normal’. There might not be a normal explanation for any of this.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Alexis softens. “So you’ll be open-minded and I’ll let you come?”

      He kisses her cheek and grabs his car keys. “But you have to admit Bella LaRue sounds like a fake name. And not everything on her rental application checked out.”

      “You still rented to her.”

      “Well, it’s not that easy to find renters for an actively haunted apartment building. And what about that?”

      She snaps on her seatbelt and crosses her arms. “What about what?”

      “She called about an apartment before the vacancy sign was up, faked some information on her application, tells George she doesn’t believe in ghosts, and has a paranormal blow-out in her place in the first 48 hours. That doesn’t seem odd?”

      “Remember we have different definitions for that word, same as our different understandings of the word ‘normal’,” Alexis reminds him.

      Maxwell snorts. “I’m just saying we shouldn’t trust everyone right off the bat. And you should tell George to be careful.”

      “I should tell him to stop flirting with a girl he likes because you’re suspicious? Maybe you should wait in the car.” She gets out as he parallel parks in front of Blackvine Manor Apartments.

      “I’ll be in my office if you need me,” he calls out as she heads up the sidewalk without him.
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      Alice Manetti, the psychic medium, is already in Bella’s apartment when Alexis arrives. Her silver bracelets are jangling as she walks around, dragging her hands along the walls.

      “Strange, strange energy here.”

      Bella is watching her intensely but breaks into a cheerful grin when she sees Alexis. “Hello! Come in. George speaks very highly of you and I was so glad when you said you’d come.”

      “Nice to see you again, Bella, right?”

      The blonde woman smiles and nods. “Yes, Bella LaRue.”

      “Is that French?” Alexis can’t help but ask, cursing Maxwell for getting into her head.

      “Something like that,” Bella says. Gesturing to Alice, she asks, “What is she doing?”

      Alice sweeps her hands over her head, palms reaching across the room. “I mostly channel spirits from the other side, but sometimes I can sense residual energy. Tell me about what happened this afternoon?”

      Alexis crosses the room to pat George on the back. He’s busy behind his camera but gives her a warm smile as Bella explains.

      “I asked George to investigate my apartment after I’d had a strange experience last night.” She turns to Alexis. “All my drawers and cabinets opened on their own. He left to grab his camera equipment. I was finishing my coffee when I noticed his cup starting to … I don’t know … shimmy across the table. It got really cold in here or I got the shivers, I’m not sure which. Then all of a sudden things started flying up into the air. He recorded most of it.”

      Alice waves her hand away, refusing to watch the footage. “You felt cold? Do you think there was a presence here with you?”

      “I have no idea. I’m kinda new to all this.” She looks to Alexis again, who gives her a reassuring smile.

      “Don’t worry. We have a tendency to believe people first and then investigate. Unlike some people.”

      “I guess that’s my cue,” Maxwell says from the doorway.

      “Mr. Upside Down,” Alice chuckles. “Still so skeptical?”

      He shrugs. “I’m working on the whole open-minded thing. It is nice to see you again, Ms. Manetti. Any idea what happened here?”

      “Yes and no,” she says and goes back to feeling out the room.

      Bella frowns at Alice before her brow clears and she says brightly, “So what do we do now?”

      “Alexis is better suited to this task, I think,” Alice says. “Her abilities have a wider spectrum than mine.”

      Alexis tries not to give in to the tightening in her chest. “I can try.”

      Everyone gives her space as she takes a few deep breaths, concentrating on her own energy. The long inhales help her build up her energy before she sweeps her hands around her in a circle, creating a space for open communication. Finally, she slips off her necklace, holding the black onyx and pearl pendants in her hand as she silently asks the spirits of the room to come forward.

      “I see Otto. He’s mad; trying to push something aside.” Alexis turns to Alice, “There is a dark mass blocking him out.”

      Alice is watching Bella before Alexis addresses her. “Yes, there is some force that wants silence.”

      “What could it be? I’m not sure what sort of spirit it is.” Alexis watches Otto being blotted out by a heavy shadow.

      “The drawers and cabinets opening, the objects flying, those details point to a Poltergeist.” Alice chews her lip.

      “But there’s something else?” Alexis can feel the spirits of Blackvine Manor trying to tell her something, warn her of some new danger.

      “Watch out!” Maxwell yells, throwing himself across the room.

      He and Alice fall onto the sofa, narrowly escaping a heavy bookshelf as it crashes to the floor.
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      GEORGE TAKES ALICE HOME AS Maxwell and Alexis help Bella clean up.

      “So, this Otto pushed the bookshelf over?” Bella asks.

      Alexis frowns. “No, why would you think that?”

      “Oh, right before it happened you said he was trying to push something out of the way. And I guess it makes sense he wants the ghosts, or whatever, here to stay quiet. He was the murderer, right?”

      Maxwell clenches his jaw but says nothing. He continues to examine the bookshelf as it takes all three of them to hoist it back into place.

      “You’re sure you’ll be okay here? You don’t have somewhere else you can stay?” he asks as he and Alexis head for the door.

      “Don’t worry. I’m fine. Thanks though.”

      He and Alexis walk in silence down the hallway and into the small office marked ‘Superintendent’. She closes the door behind him as he takes up his regular place behind the old desk, his feet up on the corner.

      “I’m not going to say you were right,” Alexis tells him as she sits down in her usual straight-backed chair.

      “A little suspicious of Ms. LaRue?” He waggles his eyebrows at her. “Why the change of heart?”

      “How about you, hero detective? I thought you’d be on fire to tell me you found strings or springs or something on the back of that bookshelf that caused it to fall over.”

      “I’m open-minded now, remember? Besides, there wasn’t any evidence on that bookshelf. And, you felt how heavy it was, it could not have just fallen over on its own. So, what’s your theory?”

      “I don’t know. It feels like maybe the Poltergeist didn’t want Alice sharing any more information.” Alexis runs a hand through her hair.

      “And Ms. LaRue?” Maxwell taps his long fingers on the edge of the desk.

      “She was strange, right? Frightened enough to call us all in there but completely fine with spending the night there alone. Weird.”

      “So I wasn’t totally off base feeling like she staged it.”

      Alexis has to agree. “I felt it too. Except she didn’t rig the bookshelf and she couldn’t have known what was going to happen. Could she?”

      “That sounds like a good question for Alice.”

      She gets up and leans over to give him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank God you were there.”

      Maxwell drops his feet off the corner of the desk, letting his shoes slap on the floor. “Well, that settles it. I’m going to call in a favor at Otto’s old precinct and see if they can run a background check on our Bella LaRue. What are you going to do? Need a lift home?”

      “Home to your loft?” Alexis smiles before she looks out the window and watches Bella heading down the front steps. “I think I’ll take a little walk. See you at your place later?”

      Maxwell winks at her. “Most definitely.”
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      Alexis realizes at the corner that she has no idea how to follow someone without being seen. When Bella settles on the bench at the bus stop, she has to think quickly. Running through the alley, she barely reaches the bus stop before the bus slows down and stops. Fumbling for change, she manages to deposit the right amount and scrambles for a seat just before the bus stops to pick up Bella.

      There is a moment of panic when Alexis realizes she may have gotten on the wrong bus as Bella takes her time getting up from the bench. She breathes a sigh of relief and hides her face behind her hair when Bella finally boards the bus.

      The bus heads downtown and Alexis wonders what she hopes to discover. Some of Bella’s story and actions don’t make much sense but that probably means nothing. When Alexis first moved into Blackvine Manor Apartments, her actions made even less sense. She has to admit that is the reason she’s following Bella, for the thinnest wisp of a possibility that Bella is connected to Blackvine Manor and therefore a lead to her mother Amelia.

      Alexis is just berating herself for chasing a random hunch and not acting rationally at all when Bella suddenly jumps up and gets ready to disembark. She rushes down the front steps of the bus as Alexis slips out the back and dodges behind the nearby bus shelter. Bella marches into the large grocery store on the corner of the block.

      “Well, I’m already a stalker; I may as well get a snack while I’m here,” Alexis mutters to herself before running across the street and following Bella inside.

      It is even harder to follow Bella inside as she moves sporadically from aisle to aisle, sometimes back tracking and sometimes skipping three aisles at a time. At one point she spins around and Alexis is sure their eyes met but Bella doesn’t see her. Instead, she turns around and peeks around the corner of a banana display.

      Alexis decides her best strategy is to find a vantage point near the front of the store and simply wait to see what Bella is doing. She sets herself up at the long shelf of magazines and is halfway through scanning an article on Feng Shui when Bella approaches the checkout counters.

      Grabbing a bag of chips off an end display, Bella goes to the self-service checkout lane. She scans the bag of chips, paying with a card, while constantly watching someone two counters over. Alexis shifts in order to see the other person. Moving around a tall spinning rack of sunglasses, she drops the magazine.

      Standing in line, fidgeting with a rose-printed silk scarf is a woman with long, auburn hair. She has large, round sunglasses on even inside but there is no mistaking her.

      Amelia Tennon-Cole pays for her deli sandwich and disappears out the front door.
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      ALEXIS SEES THE EDGES OF her vision blur before she realizes she is holding her breath. Amelia is gone and Bella has followed her, crunching casually on chips. The sharp cry of a candy-begging child shakes her loose from her trance and she rushes out the door.

      Amelia is moving slowly, following what seems to be a familiar route along the shop windows. She browses and strolls, unaware of Bella intently following behind. Alexis crosses the street, no longer caring if Bella sees her, she simply has to keep a clear view of her mother.

      To her estranged daughter, Amelia looks like she fell out of a photograph. Her slim jeans, white t-shirt and light cardigan form the same perfect-in-any-era outfit Alexis remembers her always wearing. The rose-printed silk scarf makes her heart ache as she used to sort through her mother’s drawers to wrap herself in those scarves her mother left behind.

      A few times Amelia looks around, a worried crease forming in the middle of her forehead about the large, round sunglasses. Alexis remembers the threatening letter her mother received. Her mother must suspect someone is following her, or at least be worried about being seen. Alexis stops behind a parked SUV to think; should she call Maxwell, or maybe Ted Diaz? Amelia felt safe at St. James Care Facility but she ran from there when another threatening letter arrived.

      Alexis forces her gaze onto Bella. Why would Bella be following her mother? Was she the one who revived the threatening letters? She hopes Maxwell is able to trace her through Otto’s police connections. Bella LaRue has to have a background that ties her to Blackvine Manor.

      Amelia crosses the street against a red light, running as lightly as a ballet dancer. Bella doesn’t get flustered, watching the direction of Amelia’s path as if she’s seen her go that way before. She leans against the stoplight and waits for the light to change. Alexis jaywalks and falls in step a few paces behind Bella. They both cross on green and head into the park.

      An after work crowd is starting to fill the park’s winding sidewalks and paths. Amelia meanders off across the grass, slowly winding through picnickers and sunbathers. Bella is walking with purpose to what must be Amelia’s regular spot and Alexis follows behind, hoping to find a vantage point that will keep her hidden from the other women.

      She has a hundred and one questions for her mother and her mind is a tornado not sure where to touch down first. When Amelia settles on a bench near a fountain, Alexis keeps walking quickly, all her unanswered questions spurring her quick pace.

      Bella settles on a bench across the wide expanse of lawn on the other side of the fountain. Pulling out a paperback book, she blends in with the crowd. Alexis heads up a small hill to the fence surrounding the dog park. From the shade there she can watch both women in the sunshine while looking like a casual walker enjoying the puppies chasing each other in circles.

      Was Otto really such a threat that Amelia had to disappear? Yes, the police chief was very well connected but did she really have to cut ties with her husband and abandon her young daughter just to keep us safe?

      Alexis can hear her father, A. J. Cole, telling her the same thing he always told her when she focused too much on Amelia’s decisions. “It’s done now and it’s not healthy to think so much about it. Focus on your life.”

      “Did you miss me?” Alexis realizes she whispered the hardest question out loud.

      Never one to sit still or back down from a confrontation, Alexis wants to march across the park, sit down next to her mother and simply ask her, “Did you miss me?”

      She imagines Amelia’s answer as she watches her mother finish her sandwich and enjoy the sunshine. Suddenly Alexis jolts away from the dog run fence, what if she is seeing a ghost? It would mean Bella was a liar and most likely a medium but that was easily possible in Alexis’ estimation.

      “No, no, calm down,” Alexis mutters as she watches a man with two small dogs pause near her mother’s bench. He tips his baseball hat to Amelia who smiles politely. She reaches down to pet his bouncing dogs before they continue on. Wanting to make sure, Alexis watches intently until she sees a knot of runners wave and laugh at the encouragement Amelia tosses their way.

      Finally Amelia gets up, gathers her trash, and heads towards the opposite end of the park. Bella gets up minutes later and follows her. Alexis starts down the hill from the dog park and jumps onto the sidewalk that will take her right past the bench where her mother sat. Deciding she’ll skip all the questions just for a chance to be near her mother, Alexis speeds up to catch her.

      She hurries to keep her mother in sight. When she is near enough to hear the fountain splashing, a cold slice runs up her spine. The day is still warm but she feels the air change, growing colder. Looking out of the corner of her eye, Alexis sees it again. A woman sitting primly on the same park bench Amelia vacated. Her hair is up in a tidy bun, her shirt neat, and her long skirt pressed perfectly.

      The woman becomes clearer and smiles. “Hello, my dear.”

      Alexis approaches the ghost on the bench, watching as her mother leaves the park and Bella trails after her. Her heart hurts to see her mother disappear again but now she knows why Amelia visits the bench so often. The fountain splashes, a soothing sound, and Alexis recalls the fountain at Blackvine Manor and all she witnessed from the spirits there. She sits down and sighs.

      “Hello, Delia.”
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      MAXWELL HAS DINNER, TAKE-OUT, on the table when Alexis arrives at his loft. Before she can even get a word out he sweeps her close and kisses her. She comes away smiling softly. He hands her a glass of wine and her smile widens. It’s been yet another strange day in a long series of odd occurrences and yet it was a good day. And now she knows her mother is alive.

      “You’ll never believe what happened to me,” she tells him as he pulls out a chair for her at the table.

      Maxwell laughs. “No, no, I’m open-minded now, remember?” He kisses the top of her head. “And I want you to be able to tell me anything.”

      Alexis arches an eyebrow at him. “So you won’t call me crazy if I tell you that I just spent a half an hour sitting on a park bench with your grandmother’s ghost?”

      He sits down across from her and takes a long thoughtful sip of his wine. “Well, if I start by assuming that can actually happen, which I might be starting to believe it can, then I guess I would ask how is she?”

      “Funny, she mostly asked about you.” Alexis doesn’t care if Maxwell is just pretending for now, it feels good to have an open conversation. “She was remembering how you used to wade and splash in the fountain at Blackvine Manor. Maybe we can figure out how to fix it?”

      “Whether or not she told you that—” He catches himself and gives her an apologetic look. “It’s a great idea. I loved playing in that fountain. If you throw the water up in the air just right you can see rainbows.”

      “That is so sweet. I wish I could see a vision of you making rainbows.”

      Maxwell thinks about that while chewing. “Actually, that’s a big question I have. How come you only rarely see happy memories? It’s all trauma and intrigue.”

      “I think it has everything to do with what the spirits need to communicate. The happy ones move on, into the white light, I guess. And the ones that have unfinished business or ‘trauma and intrigue’, as you say, stay and look around for people like me to help them.”

      He takes that in and then decides to change the subject. “Where did Bella go? I didn’t have much information to tell Otto’s police buddies so it might take them a while if they find anything at all.”

      Alexis sips more wine, feeling excitement bubbling up. “I followed Bella and it ends up she was following someone too.”

      “That’s odd, who?”

      “My mother.” Alexis sits back and lets the grin take over her face.

      “Amelia? You saw Amelia?”

      She nods happily.

      “That’s crazy!” He catches himself again. “I mean that is amazing. What did you say to her?”

      Alexis sighs. “I didn’t say anything. I had too much to ask and too much to say, so I just watched.”

      Maxwell hesitates but has to ask, “And she was … ah … alive?”

      “Yes!”

      They spend the rest of dinner speculating why Bella would be following Amelia but the mood is buoyant. Finishing the take-out they move to Maxwell’s leather couch before pouring another glass of wine.

      “I know you still don’t completely believe in what I can do”—Alexis snuggles into the crook of his arm—“but thank you for trying. This is a good end to a good day.”

      “No,” Maxwell whispers in her ear. “This is a good end to a good day.”

      His lips kiss her neck, just below her ear and send a shiver down her shoulder blades. His kisses move slowly along her collarbone until he tips her chin towards him and their mouths meet. There he kisses her softly, pulling back so she can see his smile until she longs to bring him deeper.

      He pulls her down on top of him as he stretches out on the leather couch and luxuriates in a long, deep kiss. Alexis groans and tangling her hand in the hair at the nape of his neck, she rises to meet him. Suddenly he turns over, laying her down and plunging the kiss deeper. She meets his every move, hips pushing up to answer his press, back arching up as he unbuttons her shirt.

      They wake up in the morning, the bright sunshine warming their naked bodies, clothes strewn over the ottoman and coffee table. At one point, just before they made love again, slowly with teasing explorations, Maxwell had pulled the soft comforter from his bed. Wrapped up together with him Alexis doesn’t want to move, but as soon as her eyes open she thinks of the park bench.

      “We’ll go together,” Maxwell mutters sleepily. “Right after coffee.”
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      Still wrapped around each other and stealing occasional kisses, Alexis and Maxwell walk into the park and find the bench. Just as they reach the fountain, Alexis puts a hand to her mouth.

      “What?”

      “She’s here! Oh, God, my mother is here!” Alexis kisses his cheek and rushes forward to greet Amelia on her own.

      She arrives breathless in front of her mother and before she can form a word, Amelia smiles and says, “Oh, Al, I’m so glad you came. I was worried you didn’t want to see me.”

      “Of course I want to see you.” Alexis swallows a hundred sad and angry phrases she’s practiced thousands of times and says, “I want you to meet Maxwell.”

      He comes over to the bench slowly, nodding awkwardly.

      “So tall and so handsome!” Amelia winks at her daughter. “And you look so happy.”

      Alexis sits down, nervously lacing her fingers together. “And how are you? Do you know I met Nurse Diaz?”

      “Isn’t he wonderful? Thank God for a sympathetic ear.”

      “He gave me a letter of yours. The one he thought upset you enough to make you leave St. James.”

      A wave of sadness washes the color from Amelia. “I’m sorry, Al. It’s all yours now.”

      Alexis looks under the bench, where Amelia gestured, and when she sits up Maxwell is next to her.

      “Where’s my mother? Where’s Amelia?”

      “I’m sorry”—Maxwell takes her hands—“I never saw her.”
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      ALEXIS IS FROZEN, STARING SIGHTLESSLY at the fountain, when her phone rings. Maxwell reaches into her pocket and answers it for her. After a subdued conversation she doesn’t hear, he nudges her.

      “It’s your father.”

      She takes the phone but can’t bring herself to say anything.

      “Alexis? I don’t know how to say this so I just have to say it. Your mother was killed in an accident this morning. The parking brake failed on a delivery truck. It rolled down a hill without a driver and up onto a sidewalk where it injured a few pedestrians. She didn’t see it coming. She didn’t get out of the way in time. . .” A. J. runs out of words and Alexis hears a ragged sob.

      “She’s dead?”

      Her father pulls in a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, Alexis.”

      “Where did it happen?”

      “A block from Blackvine Manor.”

      Alexis hangs up the phone and gets up from the bench. Swaying on her feet, she grabs Maxwell’s arm for support. Together they head out of the park and straight for Blackvine Manor Apartments. When her father calls back Maxwell answers the phone and tells A. J. where they are going.

      “Are you sure you want to go that way?” Maxwell tugs Alexis to a stop.

      She’s taking the long way to Blackvine Manor, going to the only street that has a hill steep enough to have caused the accident. She can’t do anything but nod in the affirmative, pulling on his arm.

      “No. I don’t think I can let you go.” Maxwell’s eyes are wide with concern. “What if you see something? This isn’t a vision you need.”

      Tears fill her eyes. “But what if she’s there? I want to talk to her again.”

      He nods, keeping a tight hold of her arm as they walk towards the scene of the accident. The crash site is obvious though everything has been cleared away. White paint and long gashes scar the side of a red brick building, deepening just before the crushed rubble of what used to be an archway over the entrance. Black tire marks on the sidewalk and the tracks of an ambulance in the dust are the only other things they can see.

      Alexis sinks into a chair at the abandoned café across the street and waits. Maxwell pulls up a chair next to her and sits, holding both her hands in his, as the light fades and it gets dark. A. J. calls once to say he is at her Blackvine Manor apartment. The second time he has been called to the county coroner’s office. The third time he is back at her place, sounding desperate and begging her to come back soon.

      “We’ll be there in an hour. There’s something I have to do first,” Alexis tells him.

      Maxwell meets her eyes expectantly; those are the first words she has said all day.

      She kisses him and gets up, holding his face in both hands. “I know Amelia saw what Otto did to Delia. I know Delia confided in her before and after her death. I know Amelia moved the stolen jewels from under the Willow grave. And now I know where they are.”

      Maxwell looks around. “She came? You saw her?”

      Alexis blinks sadly. “No. I just know.”
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      A thin saber of moon illuminates the deserted park as Alexis leads Maxwell back to the park bench. He nods to assure her no one followed them and she shakes her head to tell him there are no ghosts. The digging is easy and it takes only minutes before Maxwell pulls out a moldering burlap sack from a shallow hole under the bench.

      The dim slice of moon is enough to shatter thousands of sparkles across Alexis’ face as she uncovers a diamond necklace. She quickly wraps it all back up and stuffs it into her black backpack.

      “No one saw us?”

      Maxwell scans the lawns and paths again. “No. There’s no one around.”

      In the car he pauses before starting the ignition. “How did you know Fenton’s jewels were there?”

      “Delia, your grandmother, visited that bench every week and my mother would meet her when she could. Its location is in between half a dozen regular errands; just a mundane place that they made their own special spot. No one would recognize it as anything more.”

      “Unless they knew both women met there regularly. And only you could know that now.”

      He starts the car and they head back to Blackvine Manor Apartments. “So the threatening letter had to do with Fenton’s stolen stash of stolen jewelry. Who else knew about it?”

      Alexis thinks. “Otto.”

      Maxwell doesn’t deny his grandfather would send threatening letters but he points out, “The whole city knew, actually. It was big news for a long while.”

      “But the letter made it personal. We need to find out more about Collin Fenton. Before something else happens,” Alexis says urgently.

      She opens the car door before Maxwell can turn the engine off. A. J. is ranting up at the apartment building, throwing whatever rocks he can find on the front lawn.

      “You ruined everything! You ruined her! I’ll tear you apart before you put harm to my daughter!”

      “Dad!” Alexis catches his arm before he can fire another rock at the front doors of Blackvine Manor.

      A. J. is distraught. “I can’t get in. I got in but something shoved me back out. I thought you were in there. I couldn’t get to you.”

      “It’s okay. I’m here. Everything is alright.”

      Except when she looks up at Blackvine Manor a looming shadow splits into a dark and harrowing vision. A poisonous force wells up, eating away at the core, tearing everything apart from the inside out, hurting everyone and everything she holds dear.
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      WHEN ALEXIS SEES THE CLOCK turn to 3 am, she knows that spending the night at Blackvine Manor Apartments was a mistake. She wanted to be closer to Amelia, wrapped in her grief over her mother’s death like a heavy quilt, but it wasn’t working. Amelia’s ghost had not appeared and Alexis is sleepless and hurting.

      At least the sound of the fountain is soothing, she tries to comfort herself.

      She bolts upright in bed. The Blackvine Manor Apartments’ garden fountain has been broken for years. Listening intently through her open window, she hears the gentle splashing. There is nothing else, no traffic, no neighbors, and no spirit voices, just the water flowing down the two tiers to the round base of the long-abandoned fountain.

      She peers out her window and sees the fountain basin half full of leaves, the spouts bone dry, the top hosting the remnants of a loose bird’s nest. Still, Alexis can hear the water and over it the soft trill of a woman’s laugh.

      “My Del!” Collin greets his old school friend, Delia.

      Alexis sees Delia smiling as she glides around the splashing fountain to grasp both Collin’s outreaching hands. She kisses his cheek and they sit down together on the bench, disappearing from Alexis’ vantage point.

      She immediately reaches for her sweater and heads downstairs to the garden. If she can see the two ghosts reliving the meetings that led to Delia’s tragic death, Alexis hopes it will mean her abilities are coming back stronger. Her mother once had a part in this scene, and she hurries out to the fountain, aching for one more glimpse of Amelia.

      “You don’t mind?”

      “I won’t even ask what’s in it.” Delia waves away Collin’s worried look.

      Alexis sees the burlap sack under the bench. In helping her old school friend with a harmless-sounding favor, Delia unwittingly hid millions of dollars worth of stolen jewels. Alexis grasps her necklace, a pedant made of black onyx for protection next to a large pearl. The pearl came from that stash, stolen from the thief by her mother.

      She turns and looks up to the second floor studio apartment where her mother used to live. Hoping to see Amelia’s face in the window, Alexis stumbles back and smothers a scream as Otto appears on the ground in front of her.

      “He made her an accomplice. He made me destroy her.” He watches the replaying scene sadly.

      Alexis is still unaccustomed to speaking directly with spirits but manages, “Aren’t you supposed to be looking for a white light or something?”

      He twitches his lips in a faint smile. “No rest for the wicked, my dear. Not yet anyway.”

      He turns towards her, a look of concern on his hardened face, when the shadow of the building shifts. Moving like an avalanche of darkness, it pours over the lawn blotting out the garden, the fountain, and the ghostly scene. Otto tries to tell Alexis something but she watches as the shadow blots him out and leaves her alone next to the silenced fountain.
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      “LATE NIGHT?” GEORGE LAUGHS WHEN Alexis squints at him through her partially opened door. “Open up. I brought coffee.”

      She groans, opening the door and snatching the coffee from him as he comes in. “Why are you knocking on my door so early and how did you know I was up late?”

      He pushes his dark-rimmed glasses further up the bridge of his nose before saying, “You look … ah … a little rough.”

      She shrugs, running a hand through her hair. George shakes his head, Alexis looks beautiful but her eyes have dark smudges underneath and he knows how she is grieving.

      “You doing okay?” he asks, sitting down on her red sofa and pouring extra sugar into his coffee.

      “Yes and no.” She sits on her low window sill, letting the sunlight warm her back. “I never really knew Amelia; she was gone most of my life.”

      He swirls his coffee. “But now you can’t know her. Sorry.”

      Alexis blinks back the tears, “No, you’re exactly right. Just knowing the opportunity is gone hurts the most.”

      “And still nothing … ah … extrasensory?”

      She sips her coffee. “Well, now that you mention it, there was something that happened last night.”

      He grins. “You mean around 3 am when you went running out into the courtyard?”

      Alexis narrows her eyes at him over her coffee cup. “You were filming the fountain again last night.”

      George taps the side of his nose. “And now I want to hear if your version matches what my camera captured.”

      His hobby of paranormal investigating is as good a distraction as any from her confusion and grief, so Alexis sips at her coffee and recalls, “I heard the fountain. When I looked down I saw Delia and Collin meeting.”

      “Stone Tape theory? They were just playing out old history?”

      “Yeah. Except this time I heard him asking her to hide the burlap sack.”

      George scoots to the edge of the sofa. “The one filled with stolen jewels?”

      Alexis nods. “Yup. Delia was so nice. She didn’t even ask what was in it.”

      George’s excitement wanes as he realizes why Alexis rushed out to the courtyard. “Your mother saw Delia take the burlap sack. And Collin noticed her.”

      Alexis rolls her shoulders in the warm sun, wishing the tension in her shoulders would ease. “Except she didn’t appear.”

      He frowns. “And something startled you.”

      “Yeah, Otto appeared.”

      “A different past event?” George scratches at his head, making his wild hair wilder.

      “No, he actually talked to me. I’m never going to get used to that.”

      “That would explain the different ratings, he was a different kind of apparition. That’s wild!”

      “No, what’s ‘wild’ is how he was about to tell me something when a massive shadow swept along and blotted him out. Did you catch that on your recording?”

      He grabs his laptop and gestures for her to join him on the red sofa. “Something like that. After you were startled, we lost the feed and everything went to static.”

      “We?” Alexis gives him a nudge and, though George’s cheeks redden, he says nothing and starts the video.

      “See on the thermal recording how Otto builds up? The temperature heats up slowly before he emerges. On the bench, the apparitions of Delia and Collin arrive fully formed and at a lower heat. Which is really interesting because now we can detail differences between certain types of ghosts.”

      Alexis watches herself talk to Otto. The moment she notices the shifting darkness is plain on her face. Then the video cuts to sharply crackling static.

      “Too bad you don’t have any idea what that dark force is.”

      They both remember the increasing paranormal activity happening all over Blackvine Manor Apartments: drawers and cupboards opening on their own, shadow figures searching through apartments, and objects taking flight. Alice Manetti, the psychic medium, tried to warn them of a dark force and was almost crushed by a heavy bookshelf.

      Alexis wonders aloud, “A poltergeist can’t block other spirits, can it?”

      “Not that I’ve ever heard of. Poltergeists mostly just move things around, cause a lot of noise, and throw things.”

      “Where do you suppose it came from?”

      George puts down his laptop and pushes up his glasses. “Well, we have a theory on that.”

      “Who is the ‘we,’ George? Come on, out with it. Do you have a girlfriend?”

      George’s ears turn pink. “Bella has gotten really interested in the paranormal. Especially after what happened in her apartment.”

      Bella was at the center of a poltergeist encounter shortly after she moved to Blackvine Manor Apartments. It was enough to turn even the skeptical landlord, Maxwell Charles, into a believer, though, true to his nature, Maxwell had assumed something was suspicious about Bella’s rental application. Alexis didn’t have the heart to tell George his sweetheart was operating under an assumed name.

      “So what is Bella’s theory on the poltergeist?”

      George slumps his shoulders. “Well, poltergeists are drawn in by emotional turmoil. They’ve been known to coincide with individuals who are suffering or angry.”

      Alexis gets up sharply, retrieving her coffee and sipping at it through her frown. “Please tell me more.”

      Her stiff manner makes George hesitate but he finally says, “The poltergeist activity started just as you discovered your mother was at St. James Care Facility.”

      “You mean when I discovered she’d just disappeared from St. James.” Alexis remembers how she felt sitting with her mother’s friend and nurse as he held her hand. Her heart had been soaring at the thought of seeing her mother, and when he told her, the plunge had been so sharp it cut like a knife.

      “Exactly,” George says carefully. “It was really hard for you to get that close and feel like you lost her all over again. And then when her accident happened and she . . .”

      “She died,” Alexis finishes for him.

      “That’s when the poltergeist got even stronger.”

      Alexis looks down at the remains of the fountain. “You and Bella think I’ve brought a poltergeist to Blackvine Manor.”
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      ALEXIS SITS CROSS-LEGGED ON her floor and tries not to cry. She gathered up her energy, created her circle, and sat open to communication for hours and there hasn’t even been a whisper. She knows her own thoughts are getting in the way but every time she thinks she may see something there is only darkness.

      She undoes the circle and releases her energy. Then Alexis pauses before putting on her black onyx and pearl necklace. She wears it for protection, to try to keep spirits from appearing to her when she isn’t prepared. If only it was her mother whose spirit would surprise her as she turned around. Alexis gets up and hangs the necklace from a hardcover book sticking out of the shelf: one of Amelia’s favorite poets.

      Feeling chilly, she digs in the back of her closet to find a sweater. Even with the soft blue sweater on, she feels shivers run up her back. Returning to her red sofa, Alexis sees books jittering to the edge of the bookshelf. Two paperbacks tip over the edge first and drop to the floor. A modern hardcover is next. It falls to the hardwood floor and makes Alexis jump.

      “No wonder everyone’s going digital,” Alexis says aloud as she sees a puff of dust explode from the neglected book.

      Then the book of poetry starts to slide, the necklace pulled up by unseen fingers. Keeping her fear and discomfort tamped down underneath her curiosity, Alexis peers closely at the bookshelf. There is no spirit that she can discern but there is a definite chill in the air.

      When the necklace slips off the book and floats towards the door Alexis reaches out and grabs it. Envisioning the chain of the necklace as a circle of protection around her, she drapes it over her head and faces the bookshelf. Not a single page is fluttering and all is quiet.

      Still, she jumps two feet when her phone rings. “Hello? You gave me a heart attack!”

      She can hear Maxwell’s smile through the phone. “I make your heart flutter, huh?”

      “More like this old building of yours will be the death of me.” Alexis hears him grit his teeth as she realizes what she said. “Are you downstairs?”

      “Yeah, I just got here.”

      She heads for the door. “I’ll be right down.”

      Alexis opens the door and gasps, “Oh my God, you scared me.”

      Bella smirks before asking, “Is George here?”

      “No, he stopped by this morning but I haven’t seen him since then.” Alexis tries to move around her but the slim blonde just narrows her eyes and blocks the doorway.

      “Did you know we’re dating?”

      Bella says it so combatively that Alexis frowns. “Congratulations?”

      “It’s just I find it funny that he’s always hanging around with you when he’s dating me.”

      Alexis laughs. “You’re jealous? There’s nothing between George and I except common interests.”

      “Common interests that have to be discussed first thing in the morning?” Bella puts her hands on her hips.

      “We’re friends too.” Alexis pushes out into the hallway and shuts her door behind her. “He knows I’ve been having a hard time lately and he brought me coffee.”

      “Yes, I know all about your mother.”

      Alexis turns on her, stepping close so Bella feels her height advantage. “And do you have something to say to me?”

      Bella steps back but juts out her chin. “I suppose George already told you my theory about the poltergeist. It attacked me, you know.”

      “And what exactly is this theory of yours?”

      “You need to get help, maybe go away for a while and deal with your grief. Your sadness over your mother’s death is what’s giving the poltergeist its energy.”

      Alexis raises an eyebrow. “You want me to go away?”

      “It makes sense. If you find somewhere else to deal with your sadness, the poltergeist will either go with you or diffuse here.”

      “You know, your common courtesy is just heartwarming.”

      Bella tosses her hair. “I’m sorry for your loss. I thought you loved Blackvine Manor. Seems like the best thing for you to do.”

      “And it seems like the best thing for you to do is tell me why you were following my mother days before she was killed.”

      “Why would I be following your mother?” Bella takes another step back and crosses her arms.

      Alexis exhales harshly. “I don’t have time to theorize or pretend I didn’t see you following her. It seems like you were pretty familiar with her routine so you’d been following her for a while. I want the truth or we can talk about your fake name, Ms. Bella LaRue.”

      “Fake name?”

      “Fun fact about Blackvine Manor: our landlord’s grandfather was the chief of police and Maxwell has lots of contacts at the police department. Actually, he’s attending the police academy now and studying to be a detective. Should we go have a chat with him right now? He’s expecting me in his office.”

      “You mean your boyfriend?” Bella crosses her arms tighter.

      Alexis can’t help the momentary distraction. She hasn’t thought about it until now but things between her and Maxwell have become so steady and so serious, there isn’t another term she can find to call him. “Yes, he’s my boyfriend.”

      Bella titters. “Sorry, it’s just hard for me to picture that lasting.”

      “Whatever! Tell me why you were following Amelia or I think the police should know a suspicious woman was stalking her before her ‘accident’.”

      “Fine.” Bella rubs her arms uncomfortably. “I knew your mother. She wasn’t in the best health so I was keeping an eye on her.”

      “How did you know my mother?”

      “She was nice, you know, your mother.” Bella crosses her arms again.

      “How did you know my mother?”

      “We … ah … lived together for a while.”

      Alexis considers Bella for a moment, realizes the truth. “You were at St. James.”
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      “I WAS JUST STARTING TO worry about you.” Maxwell holds the door to the small ‘Superintendent’ office open.

      Alexis gives him a kiss on the cheek as she slides past him and into the familiar space. “I ran into Bella in the hallway. Did your contacts at the precinct ever find out her real name?”

      Maxwell slumps down in one of the straight-backed chairs. “No. Turns out giving the cops a fake name is not enough of a lead.”

      “Well, detective, I think I have some more information. Unless she’s lying.”

      “What did Ms. LaRue tell you now?”

      Alexis slumps down and Maxwell reaches for her hand. The weight of her mother’s passing sweeps over her again; the grief comes in waves and for a moment she feels like she’s drowning. She focuses on his strong hand, his loving quiet, and lets it wash over her.

      When the feeling draws back, Alexis tells Maxwell, “Bella told me I’m the reason the poltergeist is at Blackvine Manor. My grief is giving it energy.”

      “Well, that’s out there. Who’s going to believe that?”

      “George. He came to visit me this morning. It fits his research on poltergeists and he thinks its possible.” Telling Maxwell, Alexis feels the sting. “It can’t be true but he’s believing her over me.”

      Maxwell sits up. “George has his head turned by a pretty girl. You need to prove that it isn’t you. You said it can’t be; how do you know that?”

      Alexis takes both Maxwell’s hands, grateful to finally have his support instead of his skepticism. “Because if I was the one feeding the poltergeist then its activity would directly correlate with me. It all started when I was staying with you at the loft, remember?”

      “The peaceful days?” Maxwell smiles.

      “Exactly. I didn’t know about my mother, she was still alive, and I wasn’t even here.”

      “Alright, you’ve convinced me.” Maxwell kisses her cheek and goes to his desk. “Now what else did Bella tell you in the hallway? You said you had more information about her.”

      Alexis takes a deep breath before she can manage, “I confronted her about following my mother. Bella claims she knew Amelia. They met at St. James Care Facility.”

      “Well, we can’t just call and ask because she was probably there under a different name. We could get a picture of her and take it to St. James?”

      “They’re very careful about patient privacy.”

      Maxwell nods. “How about your mother’s friend, the nurse?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. I don’t want Nurse Diaz to get in any trouble, but I can ask if Amelia was friends with any of the other patients.”

      “Bella said they were friends?”

      Alexis makes a face. “Yes. She said that was why she was following Amelia; out of concern for her health.”

      “When are you going to tell George his crush is working an angle and probably working him too?”

      “I can’t tell him that. Plus he won’t believe me right now.” Alexis slumps back in her chair again.

      Maxwell rubs his chin, worried. “You don’t think he’s told Bella about the stash of jewels, do you?”

      “I didn’t tell him about it. There’s been too much happening and he’s been busy with Bella.”

      They both glance over to the old filing cabinet. In the bottom locked drawer, behind a carefully wrapped fur stole that belonged to Delia, is a burlap sack full of stolen jewels. Long ago, Delia helped an old school friend by hanging onto the bag without opening it. Collin Fenton, a notorious jewel thief, then took the bag and hid it at Lakeview Cemetery. When Amelia was threatened, she dug up the hidden jewel cache and buried it elsewhere as leverage. Alexis realized where her mother had hidden the stolen jewels after visiting with Amelia’s ghost.

      “I still don’t know what to do with them.” Maxwell rakes a hand through his hair. “If I turn them over to the police, I have to explain where I got them.”

      “You mean where I dug them up,” Alexis reminds him, wrapping her blue sweater tighter around her.

      Maxwell rubs his hands together, looking up at the thermostat. “So no one knows you found them under Amelia’s favorite bench in the park.”

      The small flat screen television, Maxwell’s only update to the small office, flickers to life. Alexis can see Otto through a dark haze. He scowls at the television, flipping through channels and muttering about the useless trivial headlines of local news.

      He finds the channel he is looking for just as the evening news jingle begins. The television starts to malfunction, the screen pixelating, freezing, and then fading to black.

      “What are you seeing?” Maxwell whispers to Alexis, not wanting to interrupt.

      “Your grandfather looking for the antenna and ranting about the shoddy workmanship of new technology.”

      Maxwell smiles. “That sounds about right.”

      Otto’s ghost manages to turn the television on one more time before a black shadow detaches from the office wall and edges towards him.

      “It’s happening again,” Alexis tells Maxwell. “It’s like the darkest shadows know when a spirit is trying to communicate and they move to cover it up.”

      “Would that be the poltergeist?”

      Alexis shakes her head. “Alice never called it a poltergeist, did she? She said there was a dark force here.”

      They both think back to what the psychic medium, Alice Manetti, sensed in Bella’s apartment.

      “You’re right,” Maxwell says, getting up to look at the television, “she was trying to tell you something when the bookshelf fell.”

      Otto’s ghost is blotted out completely as Maxwell reaches for the television and flips it on. After a short weather report, the anchor opens with a local story of vandalism.

      “It seems the bench was torn from the cement base and moved. The police told our reporter on the scene there were no drag marks, meaning the bench was carried. Local authorities would like help bringing the vandals to justice.”
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      ALEXIS CAN FEEL THE TEARS rolling down her cheeks but she doesn’t move to wipe them as she watches the footage of the vandalized bench. That bench was the last place she saw her mother. They sat side by side and talked for the first time in years. Only Alexis did not realize at the time she was talking to Amelia’s ghost.

      “Someone went looking for the jewels,” Maxwell surmises as he turns the television off.

      “Can I have the key to Amelia’s old apartment?”

      Maxwell startles at Alexis’ quiet request. “It’s been empty for years. There’s nothing in there. Why do you want the key now?”

      “Amelia witnessed Delia’s murder. She was running from your grandfather. But she also saw Fenton meeting with your grandmother. She knew enough to move the jewels. They must have been the leverage that stopped Otto from pursuing her. She could have revealed the motive for Delia’s murder but she kept them hidden and stayed safe out of sight. If someone else is looking for the jewels, Amelia’s old apartment is the first place they’d look.”

      “Okay.” Maxwell squats down and unlocks the bottom drawer. “If we’re going to start there we might as well take one of these.”

      He pulls out a diamond necklace and stuffs it into Alexis’ pocket. She frowns at him. “Amelia only ever touched this pearl pendant she gave to me. What am I going to get from a stolen necklace?”

      Maxwell grabs his superintendent keys and opens the office door. “Fenton touched that necklace. He went to prison for that necklace. If we want to find out who’s searching for his stolen stash then we have to find out more about Collin Fenton.”

      Alexis follows him upstairs to her mother’s old apartment. The dust is thick on the dark wood and the air is still and stale. She moves to the middle of the room and takes deep breaths, drawing up her energy. Stretching her arms out, she sweeps them in a circle, creating space for communication. Removing her necklace, the symbol of her protection, she opens herself up to any spirits connected to the room.

      From a distance further than the eight feet to the door, Alexis hears Maxwell whisper, “Concentrate on the necklace. Collin Fenton’s obsession.”

      She sees the necklace in her hand, her hand changing to a brown leather glove. The diamonds glitter as it slips through Fenton’s gloved hand and into the burlap sack he carried. Then the light changes and Alexis looks up at the bluish light of florescent bulbs buzzing over a hospital bed.

      “What do you see?” Maxwell asks from impossibly far away.

      “A hospital bed, a guard; it must be a prison infirmary.”

      “Is he there?”

      Alexis gathers all her energy to turn inside the vision and look. “Yes, Fenton’s here. I recognize him from the visions of the fountain. Except he’s old now, and so frail.”

      Maxwell watches as Alexis leans down, her hands out as if hovering over a bed railing. He bites his lips and waits while she listens.

      “He’s muttering in his sleep, he sounds delirious.” Alexis startles, her fingers spreading wide as she recognizes his words. “Willow. He said, ‘Willow.’ He’s talking about the headstone where he hid the jewels.”

      She leans in closer. “He keeps saying, ‘her.’ He did it all for ‘her’. Do you think he’s talking about Delia?”

      “That doesn’t make sense; he would have just given Delia the jewels instead of asking her to help hide them. What else do you see?”

      Alexis strains to see other details, ignoring the dusty hardwood floor incongruously underneath his hospital bed, “There’s a card. Hand-drawn with crayons.”

      “Is there a name on it?”

      As she squints, trying to make out the name, the black crayon center of the flower spreads. It stains the vision and spreads outward until Alexis is pushed back into the old, empty apartment with Maxwell.

      She blinks at him. “All I saw was a flower. Like a little kid would draw. Did Collin Fenton have children?”

      Maxwell opens his mouth to respond but a yell shakes them both out of their speculations. “HELP!”

      A floor shaking crash spurs them both into a run as Alexis calls, “We’re coming, George!”

      They charge around the corner to George’s door and Alexis starts pounding on it as Maxwell fumbles for the right key. “George, George, are you alright?”

      There’s no sound from inside his studio apartment as Maxwell finds the right key and opens the door. Alexis jumps over the jumble of camera equipment and rushes into the room. Not seeing her friend anywhere, she dodges into the kitchen and shrieks.

      “In here, Maxwell, help!”

      Maxwell skids around the corner and his jaw drops open. George’s refrigerator has detached from the wall and crashed across the kitchen. He’s curled up underneath, crushed between the heavy appliance and the countertop.

      “Oh, God, George. Hang on, we’ll get you out!” Alexis kneels down and reaches for his hand.

      “I don’t know how we can lift this. We need to call for help.” Maxwell strains to budge the refrigerator.

      “I’m okay, hold on, I’m okay,” George mutters, squeezing Alexis’ hand.

      He uncurls himself enough to realize what a tight spot he is in before saying, “I think you’re both going to have to pull.”

      They grab his hands and pull him out from underneath the refrigerator, amazed that he is unscathed.

      “What happened?” Maxwell asks as he hauls George to his feet and helps him to his saggy Futon.

      “I don’t know.” George rubs his head and reaches for Alexis’ hand again.

      “Are you okay?” She holds his hand tight and sits next to him. “I was so scared.”

      George’s ear turns pink. “All I remember is I was cold so I was going to make some instant coffee. I heard all this clattering, the ice cubes coming loose in the freezer, and I ducked down just as the refrigerator tipped over. Who knew I’d ever be thankful for a narrow galley kitchen?”

      Alexis smiles even as her hand clutching his shakes. “Thank God you’re okay.”

      He pats her hand, reading her upset face. “I know you didn’t do this.”

      Maxwell snorts. “You mean bring a poltergeist here and tell it to squish you with a refrigerator? Glad you got some sense knocked into you.”

      George pushes up his glasses with his free hand. “It doesn’t make sense. The poltergeist activity doesn’t match Alexis’ emotional spikes. If it was her, the two would correlate.”

      Alexis beams up at Maxwell, both of them relieved her best friend is back to his normal self.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter five

          

        

      

    

    
      “GEORGE!” THE SHRIEK FROM THE door is a curious mix of anger and concern.

      Bella rushes into the room and yanks his hand away from Alexis. “Are you okay? What did she do?”

      Alexis moves off the couch as Bella pushes her way between them. “If you heard the crash what took you so long to get here?”

      Bella scowls up at her. “I was doing laundry downstairs. This is all your fault, you and that demon you called up.”

      “That’s funny, we were just talking about that.”

      Bella turns to George. “I told you she was always around when the darkness does things. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It was a near miss but I’m okay.”

      Maxwell is moving Alexis towards the door but she can’t help telling Bella, “Your theory is full of holes. And since when are you an expert? I remember when you first moved in you didn’t believe in any ghost ‘mumbo jumbo’.”

      “So I’m a fast learner”—she snuggles closer to George—“and I had a good teacher. We thought about it and you seem to be at the root of all the poltergeist activity.”

      George clears his throat uncomfortably. “Actually that’s not true. I’ve been thinking it over and the poltergeist doesn’t coincide with Alexis at all. She wasn’t even living here when it started.”

      Bella looks confused so Maxwell reminds her, “Alexis was staying with me when the so-called poltergeist activity started happening.”

      Alexis catches George’s eye and says, “And remember how Alice didn’t jump into the whole poltergeist conversation? She was warning us about something else when the bookshelf fell.”

      “What is going on? Your friend gets hurt and all you can do is bother him about your wild theories?” Bella recaptures George’s hand.

      Throwing her hands up in disgust, Alexis turns to Maxwell. “Did I start this conversation?”

      Again, Maxwell starts steering her towards the door but Bella throws one more parting shot. “What makes sense to me is that bad things happen to the people you love.”

      Alexis whirls around. “Don’t you dare talk about my mother again! I don’t care how you think you know her.”

      Just as she clenches her fist, the coffee table cracks in two.

      Bella screams. “See what you did?!”

      “Enough!” Maxwell barks. He grabs Alexis by the waist and pulls her into the hallway.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to my loft?” Maxwell asks again as he hesitates in the doorway.

      Alexis is curled up on her red sofa under a blanket. “No, I refuse to be pushed out of Blackvine Manor just because Bella thinks I’m the devil.”

      “You’re not, you know.” Maxwell reminds her, “You are not the one causing all the strange accidents.”

      He blows her a kiss and leaves. Unfortunately, she can’t take his words to heart and worries that somehow she is to blame. Of all the people at Blackvine Manor, she is the most likely. Her life is a lightning rod of strange phenomena and lately she has been on an emotional roller coaster.

      There’s a timid knock on the door and just as Alexis is deciding to ignore it the door opens and George comes in.

      “Are you okay?” she asks him from under her blanket.

      He shrugs and gives her a smile. “Now that I’m over the initial shock, you know me, I’m totally excited. Finally something paranormal happened directly to me!”

      Alexis smiles. “Too bad you didn’t catch it on camera.”

      George’s smile fades. “But I caught something else. And you’re not going to like it.”

      “If it has anything to do with Bella, you’re right. I don’t like it.”

      He sinks down onto the sofa next to her with a sad sigh.

      “I’m sorry, George. I just don’t understand why she hates me so much. What did I do to her?”

      “She’s really very nice. When it’s just the two of us, she’s really sweet and she loves hearing all my stories. Even all my theories about Blackvine Manor.”

      Alexis sits up but keeps the blanket tight around her. “I want you to be happy, George, but there’s something off about Bella. Maxwell thinks so too. In fact, he wants to talk to you about it.”

      George shrugs his shoulders, wanting to ignore her. “First let me show you this.”

      He opens up his laptop to show her the video from earlier, fumbling quickly to turn down the sound so they don’t have to relive the argument she just had with Bella. As they watch, the coffee table trembles and then cracks in two, collapsing in front of them all.

      “I know, George, I was there. That doesn’t mean I caused it.” Alexis feels her throat tightening at the thought that her friend doesn’t believe her anymore.

      “When I slowed it down and watched it again, I saw this.”

      They watch again, the footage going frame by frame. When the table begins to tremble, George pauses the video and points to Alexis’ hand.

      “You start to flex your fingers right here, and when you curl your hand into a fist it gets worse.”

      Alexis watches as her hand clenches into a fist and, in the frustration of the moment, she jabs her fist down. At that exact moment the coffee table cracks in two as if a force smashed it down from above.
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      “THANKS FOR MEETING ME, I don’t really know anyone else I can talk to.” Alexis sits down on the garden bench next to Ted Diaz.

      “Not a problem, especially since you drove all the way out here. My break isn’t very long but I’m happy to listen.” He shrugs off his white jacket and makes himself comfortable.

      The fountain in the garden of St. James Care Facility splashes happily and Alexis tries to stay focused on it. She blinks away images of the dried and buried fountain outside Blackvine Manor Apartments. The scene of her mother sitting on the now vandalized bench, enjoying the soothing flow of the park fountain, lingers in her mind.

      As if reading her thoughts, Nurse Diaz says, “Your mother loved sitting here. She said the noise of the fountain, the constant flow of the water, calmed her. It drowned out other things.”

      Alexis holds her necklace. “I agree. It’s hard to find things that can do that.”

      “Your mother tried really hard to learn how to control her abilities. Is that why you’re here? Are you having problems like her?”

      Alexis blinks back tears. “Something like that. And I just miss her. I mean, I didn’t really know her but it still feels like there is a giant hole in my life where she used to be.”

      Diaz pats her hand. “Did I ever tell you how I came to believe in your mother’s abilities?”

      Alexis shakes her head, glad that he is distracting her with a story.

      “When I was younger my sister got sick. She would be fine, helping me make dinner. My mom had to work two jobs after my father passed, so my sister and I looked after each other. Except on the days when she was different. I remember one time she dropped a saucepan in the middle of the floor and just walked out. Spaghetti sauce was everywhere. I would have laughed except she left and didn’t come back for days.”

      He pats Alexis’ hand again, “Don’t look so worried. It’s a hard story but it’s old and everything turned out all right. She was bi-polar, like my father. Luckily, our mother was alert and we got Sophie help.

      “When your mother was trying to explain her abilities she told me a word she kept hearing. ‘Pineapplesauce.’ It was a code my sister and I created. When everything started to crush together for her, she’d tell me she ate ‘pineapplesauce’.

      “No one knew that word. Except your mother.”

      Alexis smiles. “Is that why you became a nurse?”

      Diaz nods. “It seemed logical.”

      “So what happened when you started believing my mother?”

      “It gave me the starting point I needed. It’s hard to map out treatment if you don’t know the symptoms. I studied and we worked. Your mother tried every form of meditation, every prayer and spell. And you know what the only thing was that helped?”

      Alexis gives him a hopeful look. “Something easy?”

      He laughs. “No, but it’s simple. All she had to do was believe in herself.”

      “Great,” Alexis mutters, on the verge of tears, “I’m here because I don’t know what to believe. There’s actual evidence that points to me being out of control.”

      “Evidence?”

      “Yes. My friend has video footage that makes it look like all my negative thoughts materialize into physical violence.”

      Diaz snorts. “You of all people should know there are unseen forces at work.”

      “But how do I know it wasn’t me?”

      “Was it?” He looks at her calmly. “What do you really believe?”

      Alexis tries to calm herself down. “I know it wasn’t me. I’m upset, I’m grieving, but I’m not channeling it into a dark force.”

      “A dark force? I remember your mother talking about a shadow. She said she could see it even on the sunniest day. It blocked things sometimes.”

      “My mother saw it too? What did she do?” Alexis holds her breath and hangs on to hope.

      Diaz doesn’t hesitate. “She practiced the white light. She told me it was there when she closed her eyes, just a minute pinprick of a light. She spent hours with her eyes closed, looking into the darkness and opening up that tiny spark of light.”

      Alexis sighs. “Easy. Just believe in myself and generate the purest force out of total darkness.”

      He laughs aloud. “Nothing to it.”

      They sit for a moment, enjoying the sparkle of sunlight on the fountain’s bubbling water. Alexis can feel Diaz’s steady belief, his unwavering faith in her mother. Somehow she knows if she concentrates on that feeling, the white light will appear.

      “Thanks for visiting, Ted, it means a lot to me.”

      “Please, anytime. I have to go back to work soon but this has been a wonderful break.”

      As they get up, Alexis remembers the other reason she’d chosen to drive all the way out to St. James Care Facility. “You wouldn’t happen to remember a patient named Bella. Do you?”

      He shakes his head, “I’m not sure.”

      “She’s younger than me: blonde, blue eyes, slender. She might have hung around my mother.”

      His eyes clear. “Actually, I do remember a Bella. Kind of a nasty past, she was in here from foster care. Why?”

      “I met her not too long ago and she’s claiming to know my mother. But there are some … ah … discrepancies in things she says.”

      Diaz purses his lips. “I remember she kept her distance from the truth. There were other strange things too. In her room, in the dining hall, during group, light bulbs would burst. Our doctor’s best theory was she was throwing rocks as a way to distract everyone from things she didn’t want to discuss but that didn’t really hold up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean this is a secure facility. There are metal baskets around most of the lights so patients cannot harm themselves. Still, a lot of light bulbs seemed to shatter around her.”
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      “HOW FUNNY, GEORGE JUST CALLED wondering if you were here.” Alice Manetti swings her door wide open and welcomes Alexis inside.

      “Let me guess, he asked you about poltergeists.”

      Alice laughs. “Yes, though I reminded him that all I did was mention the possibility. Right before you concluded there was something more.”

      Alexis feels relief. “I’m so glad you remember. I was starting to think that everyone’s poltergeist theory was the only explanation.”

      “Yes, exactly. Though our George is not too open to other theories at the moment. He seems to be under the influence of someone.”

      “The pretty blonde from the séance. Bella.”

      Alice smiles and chews on the corner of her mouth. “Ah, yes, of course. Strange energy there.”

      Alexis raises an eyebrow. “From her or from her apartment?”

      “Please, come in, sit down. This conversation needs tea!” Alice bustles off to make the tea, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll be right back. You can practice your white light.”

      Shaking her head at the unsurprising coincidences that always crop up in conversation with Alice, Alexis settles down on a pile of floor cushions and closes her eyes. Practicing a Yoga technique Nurse Diaz just showed her, she rubs her palms together before pressing them over her eyes. The warmth of the friction encompasses her and in the darkness she looks for the spark of white light.

      When it finally appears, minute in the shadows, Alexis focuses all her energy on it. She strains to look closer, watching it grow larger as if she was approaching a single candle flame in a cavernous room.

      “A distant star, a single light bulb, a paper lantern, a spotlight, the large sweep of a lighthouse; just keep moving closer,” Alice says quietly as she returns with two cups.

      It sinks like a white stone down into muddy water as Alexis opens her eyes and sighs, “Why is it never as easy as it sounds?”

      “Because then you wouldn’t have to put your heart in it.”

      Alexis drops a white sugar cube into her tea. “Did George show you the footage?”

      “Of you clenching your fist and breaking a table in half without touching it?”

      She groans. “Yes, that one.”

      Alice sits down. “I pointed out to George that his theory is more about an individual with telekinetic powers than a poltergeist. Poltergeists are chaotic spirits, they do not do focused bidding.”

      “So you think I have telekinetic powers?”

      “Do you?” Alice gives Alexis a look out of the corner of her eye. “Because that seems like something you would know, doesn’t it?”

      “I do not have telekinetic powers.” Alexis feels better for saying it aloud so definitively.

      “And this disturbance at Blackvine Manor is not acting like a poltergeist. So, our friend George has no theory, not even the one his pretty friend gave him. He left quite upset.”

      Alexis sips at her tea thoughtfully. “So what happened in the video?”

      “George asked that too, so we looked at it again. Four people in a room: George does not have telekinetic powers or the emotional upset that would attract a poltergeist. Our handsome yet skeptical Maxwell may have the emotions, on your behalf, but he is easy to rule out. That leaves you and George’s blonde.”

      “Bella.”

      “Yes. George got upset when I pointed out how little he knew about her.” Alice shakes her head. “I didn’t mean to disillusion him but he deserves better than someone who does not stand up under scrutiny.”

      Alexis puts down her cup. “What do you know about people with telekinetic powers?”

      Alice thinks for a moment. “I know most start off not knowing what they can do. It comes out during emotional spikes. Small things at first, you know, easy to break.”

      “Like light bulbs?”

      “Sure. What I don’t know is why someone would want to pretend her powers are really the work of a poltergeist, and then blame even the poltergeist on someone else.” Alice frowns.

      Alexis gapes. “To distract us. Can someone with telekinetic powers block spirits from appearing?”

      Alice nods, following her train of thought. “She uses her abilities to move shadows across the spirits, so you can’t see them. What doesn’t she want you to know?”

      “About the jewels. She doesn’t want me to know where Collin Fenton hid the jewels.”

      Both women jump when Alexis’ phone rings, and seeing the caller I.D. she picks up, already saying, “Let me guess, her last name is Fenton.”

      Nurse Diaz stammers. “How … how did you know? She lied on her intake papers but our staff dug deeper and found her real name. Bella Fenton.”
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      GEORGE IS SITTING IN THE first straight-backed chair in Maxwell’s small office when Alexis walks through the front doors of Blackvine Manor.

      “I’d be mad, if I were you.”

      Alexis stops in the hallway and backtracks to the office door marked ‘Superintendent’. She pauses in the door long enough for George to clear his throat and push his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

      “I’m not mad, George. We’re friends.”

      “Well, I’m mad at me. Here I’m supposed to be a paranormal investigator and I mishandle my first real case. I jumped to conclusions; that’s the worst mistake a ghost-hunter can make.”

      She sits down in the identical chair next to him. “So you don’t think I have telekinetic powers?”

      George smiles. “We’re friends. You would have told me.”

      “Well, friend, can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure,” he says, wiping his damp palms on his jeans. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Organize a séance.”

      Maxwell groans from the doorway, “Please tell me there’s another way.”

      Alexis grins. “Not unless you can talk to ghosts. We need to have a word with our jewel thief.”

      George scratches at his wild hair. “What does he have to do with all of this?”

      “Just set up the courtyard, please. And invite everyone.”

      He swallows, awkward. “Even Bella?”

      “Yes, please. I promise I won’t fight with her.”

      When George leaves, Maxwell catches her in a tight hug. “I’m glad you two made up. He really loves you.”

      “Just him?” Alexis tips her head and looks up at Maxwell.

      He grins down at her. “Let’s just say I know the feeling. Do you have plans tonight?”

      “You mean after we clear all the spirits from your building?”

      Maxwell laughs and kisses her. “Just tell me I can be the one to take you home.”

      She kisses him back. “I am home.”
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      “Really?” Bella says as soon as she joins everyone near the old fountain. “Another séance? I guess it’s better outside where no furniture can fall and crush someone.”

      She pointedly eyes the old tree and its heavy branches spreading out above them. George tries to edge away from her but she clutches his hand and smiles sweetly.

      Maxwell clears his throat. “I know it’s usually bad form to tell stories before a séance, but I thought before we reach out to the particular spirit we think might be at the root of all the strange happenings lately, I should tell a local legend.

      “A local man made all the headlines a long time ago and became a sort of Robin Hood. He stole from all the richest people, the city’s highest class citizens, and his name was Collin Fenton.”

      Mrs. DuBois nods. “I remember that name. He always stole the jewelry during charity events. Everyone loved the irony he pointed out of wearing millions in diamonds while writing small checks for those in need.”

      Maxwell nods. “For a long time the thief was anonymous and the legend grew, until the chief of police, my grandfather Otto Charles, found evidence tying the robberies to Collin Fenton.”

      George pans his camera around the circle, catching Bella with a clenched jaw. She breaks into a bright smile and tosses her hair. “What does this have to do with the ghosts around here?”

      “Well, Collin Fenton has ties to Blackvine Manor. Alexis uncovered the connection through one of her visions.”

      Bella snorts. “Visions are not evidence.”

      “Actually,” George tells her, “Alexis saw that Collin was wearing a school pin and with that she was able to confirm that he and Delia Charles went to Belmont Academy, back when she was Delia Maxwell.”

      Doug coughs. “So this Collin Fenton has been haunting Blackvine Manor too? I guess that makes sense. A shadow figure was rifling through my apartment like a thief.”

      “Exactly,” Alexis breaks in, “and it was right around that time that these strange shadows started blotting out the spirits.”

      “Why?” Mrs. DuBois asks.

      “To stop Collin Fenton from showing me the truth,” Alexis tells her.

      “Oh, you mean showing you where the jewels were hidden! That’s what I remember the most. Everyone became treasure hunters. Except the fun ended when Delia Charles went missing.” Mrs. DuBois pats Maxwell on the arm.

      Maxwell takes her hand on one side and Alexis’ hand on the other, saying, “So tonight we all need to concentrate on Collin Fenton. With everyone focused on the same spirit, he should be able to appear to Alexis without being overtaken by a shadow.”

      Bella scoffs. “And why are we supposed to believe anything Alexis says?”

      George speaks up. “Because Alexis has helped everyone here and she has no reason to lie to us.”

      There is silence while everyone closes their eyes and concentrates on what they know of Collin Fenton. Bella scowls at the circle, meeting Alexis’ eyes with a vicious stare. Alexis calmly meets her glare until a figure distracts her.

      “He’s here.”

      “Like before? The same scene?” George asks her.

      “No, he’s standing behind Bella.”

      Bella looks over her shoulder and shakes her head. “Sorry, honey, nothing there.”

      Alexis ignores her. “He says he has two regrets. He never thought Delia would come to any harm. Everyone knew how much Otto loved her and Collin thought the public would love hearing how the police chief’s wife unwittingly helped him. Otto’s fit of rage shocked him and he is eternally sorry he could not save his friend.”

      Bella looks at Maxwell. “You know psychics are just frauds that tell people what they want to hear, right?”

      “His second regret is about you, Bella.” Alexis tells her softly. “He says he never should have traded his future with you for a burlap sack of jewels.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Alexis continues, “After your mother died, he was supposed to raise you. Instead he went to jail and you went into foster care.”

      Bella sneers at her. “Oh, I see. You got smart and went to St. James. I should have given them more credit, I guess.”

      “Wait,” Doug asks, “you’re Bella Fenton?”

      She yanks her hands free of the circle. “This is ridiculous!”

      “Bella, he’s trying to apologize. Your grandfather loved you.”

      Bella spins back to Alexis, a look of hatred in her eyes. “Liar!”

      The window above Bella’s head shatters and glass cascades down into the empty fountain.

      “See! She’s trying to hurt me with her poltergeist or demon or whatever it is.” Bella looks to George for support.

      Maxwell helps Mrs. DuBois over to Doug who takes her inside. “Seriously, Bella? Your little trick isn’t working anymore.”

      She drops the façade. “So, what, is my grandfather telling her where the jewels are?”

      “Actually”—Maxwell leans down under the bench—“they’re right here.”

      Bella’s eyes go black with anger. “I knew your mother took them.”

      Alexis tries to calm her down. “Your grandfather wants you to hand them in. There’s a reward.”

      “For a tenth of what they’re worth? Nice try, charlatan.” Bella lifts her hands and the burlap sack is torn out of Maxwell’s grip. Just as the heavy bag swings towards Alexis, George knocks Bella’s hands down.

      “You know the card you drew him, the one with the flower? He kept that by him every day. He’s trying to say he’s sorry.”

      Bella breaks away from George, the heaviest limb of the tree smashing down on top of the fountain. When everyone recovers, they realize Bella is gone with the stolen jewels.
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      THE GARDEN OF BLACKVINE MANOR Apartments is in full bloom. The sunlight pours down on a new fountain and an archway of white roses. George comes to stand next to Maxwell as the rest of the guests assemble.

      “Bella did us a favor, really, the courtyard has never looked so good.”

      George smiles at Maxwell’s nervous banter. Then their smiles turn to wide grins as Alexis comes around the corner of the brick building. Her wedding gown shimmers in the sunlight and her smile glows even brighter. And her friends know the spirits are smiling back at her.
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