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Chapter One
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Heels were in league with the devil, Isa groaned as she pulled her off, and wiggled her cramped toes. The wind blew the door closed behind her with a bang, startling her. She always felt jumpy after a long drive. Something about being cooped up in a car. Her bags dropped with a satisfying thud onto the kitchen counter. 

Isa could finally relax.

"Isadora Mae Cofindager, if you don't get your germ-infested bags offa my counter! I raised you better than that." Before Isa could pick them up, her Aunt Maybel grabbed her up in a hug, pulling her in close.  

"Don't stay away so long ever again, you hear?" she whispered. 

"Yes, ma'am." 

Isa's throat tightened and she luxuriated in the warm comfort of her aunt's embrace. Aunt Maybel had raised her since her mom had passed when she was a little girl. Cancer was the doctor's diagnosis. Auntie had said it was from a broken heart. 

Isa had left Whisper Valley, West Virginia as soon as the ink had dried on her diploma and traveled out west to Ohio. Granted, she hadn't exactly blazed a trail to the mystic Orient. But it had been far enough that she'd felt like she'd moved light years away. And she hadn't been back until her aunt had said she needed her.

They pulled away, and Isa lifted her offensive bags off the counter. The imitation Coach bag had been the find of a lifetime when she'd found it at a flea market several years ago. It was in perfectly lovely condition. 

Her aunt was just particular about some things. 

"How was your drive? Did you eat anything on your way? Go on take that thing back to your room. I'll fix you up something to eat." 

Isa was used to her aunt asking a group of questions that she didn't expect an answer for. She smiled and lugged her bag into her old bedroom in the back. 

It was like stepping into a time machine to her teenage years.  

Everything was the same: from the bookshelves stuffed with her old favorites and track trophies to the demotivational posters on the wall including her favorite: Why try when you can just take a nap? Her bed was perfectly made and there was no sign of dust. She knew her aunt must have periodically come in and cleaned to keep it "just so."

Particular. 

The corkboard above her desk caught her eye. 

Each snapshot told a tale. Her wearing a gold medal, exhausted, but grinning after the 400m race. She and her bestie Clare with their prom dates. They'd spent more time laughing together than paying attention to those poor guys. A program from a play she'd watched at the Clay Center in Charleston. A few earrings she'd lost the mates to, but they were cool so she stuck them to the memory board. And then there were the pictures that had a face painstakingly cut out in perfect circles. Her ex-Travis. Looking at where his face used to make her stomach twist in knots.

She shook that feeling off and looked underneath her desk. Her Powder Puff Girl slippers waited under her desk like she'd never left. She slipped them on and sighed in contentment. They felt like home.

She met her aunt back in the kitchen. 

“How’s the Mystic Eye doing?” she asked, settling into one of the stools at the counter. Living upstairs from the bookstore had been amazing as a kid. She’d found her love for reading there and her aunt had found her financial independence.  

“You just got home! We ain’t talking shop yet. You eat yet? I bet you didn’t even stop for a break, did you? I’ll make you up a little plate.” Her aunt bustled around the room, her caftan of blues and greens catching the light. 

Isa had a sneaky suspicion that her aunt would be cagey about the bookstore even though she knew she needed the extra help. Eventually they’d have to confront things, but right now, she would snack. Her aunt was right, she hadn’t stopped for a snack and she was starving. 

After a few minutes and a microwave ding, her aunt set a steaming plate stacked high with leftover baked chicken and fried potatoes in front of her. 

“Auntie! I can’t eat all it all. This could feed the Whisper Valley High football squad! First string!”

“Oh hush.” Her aunt playfully smacked her arm, to Isa’s amusement. She took in the newly remodeled kitchen while she made a little dent in the food. 

The pipes had burst in the kitchen months ago, and so it had undergone a major facelift. It really was the heart of the home at Auntie’s house, and where everyone who came in was drawn to.  

It was shades of sage green with deep mahogany cabinets. An island with a butcher block and bar stools around it dominated the middle. The black appliances and more butcher block counter tops with a blue and gray backsplash. There were gadgets stuffed in all of the drawers and nooks and crannies in the house, but Auntie liked to keep it all hidden away. The surfaces were spotless.  

“Your kitchen turned out beautiful, Auntie,” Isa said in-between bites of chicken.

Her aunt harrumphed. “It better have, after all the time and mess I had to go through. This kitchen was trying to be the death of me.”

Isa murmured in sympathy. 

Her aunt had had so much trouble getting the contractor to finish the job. She'd had to threaten him with the idea of a lawsuit and her performing some type of who-doo on him. Isa couldn't remember the guy's name. She'd gone to school with him, but she thought he was younger. 

Isa took another bite and groaned at the perfectly flavored chicken. 

“Auntie, this chicken is hitting! It’s even better than it used to be,” Isa said. 

Her aunt brightened under the compliment, shaking off the irritation of the contractor.

"I wanted to make your favorite, so you'd have something good to eat when you got back. I thought you'd be home a little earlier."

She felt the weight of her aunt's disapproval. "I wanted to leave earlier, but I had some things I had to wrap up first." She cleared her throat.

"Uh-huh, I'm sure those 'things' had something to do with that man you never talk about and never brought to meet me," Aunt said.

"Auntie, can we save this for another day. Please? I'm exhausted. I just want to eat this good food and get some sleep." 

Isa gave her aunt a pleading look and the older woman relented. She would have plenty of time to tell her niece off now that she was back for good. 

"All right, baby girl. Go on and finish your plate. Put it in that fancy dishwasher. I don't like the damn thing, but if I got it, I'm gonna use it," she said. 

Isa nodded, grateful for the reprieve. 

"Do you want something to drink with your dinner? Maybe some ice for that bottle of water?" Auntie asked.

"I'll get it. Can I get you something too?" She knew what was happening next.

Auntie sat back down at the kitchen counter with a grateful sigh. 

"Yes, baby. If you could just make me a little piece of a drink with cola and just a hint of some of that rum and a few ice cubes in it, if it's not too much trouble."

Isa nodded. She'd been making this drink for Auntie for as long as she could reach the freezer. A "little piece of a drink" was large tumbler filled to the brim with ice, liquor and a few splashes of cola. The color had to be just right. Auntie was an older Southern black woman and it just wasn't ladylike to admit that she liked a cocktail that could put a sailor under the table.

She opened and closed a couple of cupboards before she found the one with the glasses. She made her aunt's beverage and then decided on some of the sweet tea that was always in the fridge for herself. She gave out the drinks, added the straws, and Auntie took a long satisfied slurp.

"When you going to cut all that hair off?"

"Oh, Auntie," she sighed. This argument was older than her auntie's hair scarf.

"You know, you'd be able to find a man if you didn't have all that hair. He can't see your face underneath all that. Looks like you were dropped here from the 70s."

Isa stifled an eye-roll. "It's the style nowadays Auntie."

Auntie gave an unladylike snort. "Styles-schmiles. The style is to find you a man, get married, and make me some grandbabies. Now, that's the style."

Isa wisely didn't say a word. She just sat there and ate her food.

"Have you heard from your daddy at all?"

Isa stiffened, but tried to relax, taking a drink of her tea. Auntie made the best sweet tea. It was much sweeter than Northerners and mid-westerners drank it, but it didn't make her teeth feel like they were going to rot out of her head, either. 

"No, ma'am. I haven't heard from him in a while." 

Two years, but who was counting?

"Maybe you should reach out to him," Auntie said. "He's getting older, you know. We all are. He's not going to last forever."

She took another sip of tea to remove the bitterness the thought of her father brought to her.

"You know Clarebele moved back in with her mama," her aunt said after the silence grew a little too long.

"She is? How’s she doing?" Isa's grin took over her face. Clare had been her ride or die. They would go everywhere together, do everything together. If you saw one, then you'd definitely see the other one coming around the corner.

Her auntie snorted again, patting her scarf to make sure it was still in place. "Maybe if you took the time to call people or write letters while you were off 'finding yourself,' you'd know better."

Isa took the hit like a champ and nodded. From her perspective, her aunt was right. But like most things, it was complicated.

Her aunt continued. "She's doing fine. Her mother has gone ill. She's been taking care of her."

"That's a shame. Miss Olivia was always on the go-go-go." 

Isa remembered her as a strong woman, always on the way out the door going between her two jobs. Clare had spent as much at Auntie's house as she had at her own. 

"Not anymore. She can hardly move without her walker some days. Sometimes old age gets hold of you just like that," Auntie said and snapped her fingers. She took another strong drink of her cocktail and smacked her lips in a decidedly unladylike fashion. Clearly, it was good to her. 

"I'm sorry to hear that. I'm going to visit really soon."

"I'd expect no less." Auntie smiled. 

Isa put her hand over Aunt Maybel's on the table. Her aunt’s skin had started to sag, her brown skin showing wrinkles where there used to be none. Isa felt a pang in her chest—it wasn’t just Miss Olivia; her aunt was aging too. She'd be able to take better care of her since she was home. But for how long? Isa still had her own life to lead, didn't she?

"I'm glad you're home, baby girl.” Auntie gave her hand a squeeze. 

She’d wanted nothing more than to leave the town behind. She’d wanted to take her love for books and to run with it. And now all of her running had led her back here. Was it for the best? 

Isa squeezed back with a huge smile, her eyes cloudy with her doubts.




Chapter Two

"Breakfast is up! Meet your morning with a smile!" 

Isa snapped awake from the nightmare where a man's tentacle arms had slithered around her waist, holding her trapped. Her heart thudded against her chest and she struggled to catch her breath. Good old anxiety dreams. She shuddered. That wasn't the rejuvenating rest she'd been looking forward to. And her aunt's voice bellowing wasn't the relaxing way she liked to wake up, but it was definitely how it went down in Auntie's house.

Her aunt hollered through the door again. For someone who enjoyed her cocktails so much, that woman was an insufferable morning bird. Tweet, tweet go back to sleep, Isa thought.

"I'm awake," she croaked, otherwise the racket would keep going. She fumbled for her glasses on the nightstand. Had she even rested at all? 

"Breakfast in 20 minutes!" Satisfaction rang in Auntie's voice. Her footsteps quickly moved away from the door. 

Insufferable morning bird. Isa would like mornings better if they started the afternoon. She slowly rolled out of bed, her back cracking as she stood. She pulled off her silk hair cap and took a quick glance in the mirror. Her curls were still popping today. She grabbed her toiletry bag and a dress from her suitcase. It wasn't wash day for her hair, so she made quick work of her shower. 

She smoothed some Shea butter on her light brown skin and some coconut oil in her damp hair. She dressed in record time, donning her customary cardigan, this time with cute plum pant, eyeliner and a berry gloss. She glided into the kitchen a few minutes before her aunt would've hollered at her again. Biscuits baking and sausage gravy simmering wafted to her nose as she got closer to the kitchen's doorway. Her aunt didn't cook like that on the regular and Isa was touched by the extra effort. She thanked the heavens that her pants had a forgiving waistband. 

Auntie's newly designed kitchen had a wet bar where her coffee pot and what looked like a never-been-used espresso machine held court. Isa started the pot, making the coffee as strong as she could stand it. 

"What are your plans for the day?" Her aunt stirred the gravy in her cast iron skillet. That thing had been around since before Isa was born. 

Isa paused in putting away the coffee grounds. "I'm not sure yet. I wasn't sure if you wanted me to dive in at the store or...?"

"You just got here, there's plenty of time for that. You can come in tomorrow. Maybe even Monday," her aunt said. 

Isa nodded and sighed inwardly. Even though her aunt asked her for help, she'd known the older woman would have a hard time giving up even a little bit of control. Perfectly understandable. Her aunt had been running the place by herself for decades. Isa just hoped for her own sake that Maybel wasn't too stuck in her old ways. Her aunt was an Aquarius, and she could be unpredictable.

Not that Isa believed in that sort of thing.  

She set the table and poured some juice for her aunt. Soon the food was ready and they passed the bowl of gravy and the basket of biscuits. They bowed their head in prayer and then dug in. 

"I might pop into This-n-That," Isa said, before taking a bite of the biscuit smothered in gravy. Delicious. It tasted like home. 

"Looking for anything in particular?" her aunt asked as she ripped apart a biscuit to dip into her gravy. 

This-n-That was the town's thrift store. One of Isa's favorite people, her retired English teach Mrs. Barry ran the store. Every time Isa went in to visit, it was like an adventure. The stock was so varied and different, there was no way to see everything. Mrs. Barry said it kept her young to look after old things. 

Isa shook her head. "Nope, just wanting to browse. You never know what you can find. One man's trash and all that."

"They're the only place in town with decent prices. Back in my day..." Auntie started droning on about the cost of prices and how much bread was when she was young and something about the Age of Aquarius. 

Isa had heard it all before. She nodded at the appropriate moments and enjoyed the sausage gravy. How could something so simple be so good? She was going to have to get back to the healthy eating soon, but for now...she took another huge bite.

After breakfast was locked down, Isa cleared up the dishes and put them in the dishwasher. 

"You all set up? You got everything you need?" Aunt Maybel kept on before Isa could answer her. "Don't worry too much and get yourself reacquainted with the town. I'll see you later tonight." 

Her aunt kissed her cheek and sashayed her way down to the bookstore. 

Isa felt a stab of envy. Auntie really was living her best life. Isa grabbed her laptop and sank into her favorite chair in the living room. None of the shops would be open yet, but there was no way she could force herself back to sleep. Once she was up, she was up. 

She crossed her legs underneath herself and rested her machine on her lap. It took seconds to boot up and connect to the Wi-Fi. During one of her summer visits, while she was in college, she'd convinced her aunt to get Wi-Fi for the apartment. She'd set up the router herself so they could have access to the internet in the office downstairs. She wondered if her aunt would be interested in offering internet to her customers. She made a note to ask her about it. 

Isa booted up her email. She traded emails with her favorite old coworker, laughing at the shenanigans from the public library. She read a few articles from her favorite site about news and celebrity gossip. And she jumped into a conversation at her professional librarian forum. Time seemed to fly as she discussed the viability of libraries in the digital age. 

This-n-That was definitely open now. 

Logging off her laptop and storing it took seconds. Slipping an ever-present hair tie from her wrist, she gathered up her thick afro into a pineapple on top of her head, her go-to style. A quick application of gel to smooth down babyhairs and a refresh of her lip gloss, completed her look. She nodded the image of herself in the mirror: a cool, young professional who definitely looked much more put together than she felt inside. She slipped on her shoes, and was out the door.

The wind carried a bit of the autumn smell, getting a bit crisp, but it was still too warm for a cardigan. The sidewalks had been widened since she was a kid to allow for more foot traffic in the downtown area. They'd even put in a bike lane. 

Nestled down in the Appalachian Mountains, Whisper Valley was one of the best-kept secrets of the state. Beautiful foliage and gently sloping mountains surrounded the small town. It was one of those towns where if you did something bad on the way home from school, your mama would find out about it before you got to the door. Gossip was a huge currency there and tradition its bedrock.

The younger people were leaving in droves. Brain drain, they called it. Isa had been part of the drain. After finishing her library science degree a couple hours south at Marshall University, she'd left so fast, she's made skid marks. But like so many people her age, she'd boomeranged back. 

For now. 

All those chats with the librarians had her feeling nostalgic, She decided to head to the library first before visiting the thrift store. It was down the street from the Mystic Eye. On her walk over, there were so many shops that used to bustling that were now empty. She felt a pang of sadness for Whisper Valley. Pretty soon it would be a ghost town. 

The Whisper Valley Public Library was in a redbrick building, one of the few places with a green space in front. The little dark brown sign with the name in gold lettering tended to get lost in the scenery. A mother knelt on one knee, tying her daughter's shoe out front. One older gentleman had the bench, looking through a newspaper. Isa smiled at them as she entered the building.

She'd always respected the hushed quiet of libraries like they had so many stories waiting to tell if you'd just ask them. She shook her head at her fanciful thoughts. 

On the other side of the doorway, there was a perpetual book sale. Walking into the library, Isa breathed in deep the musty smells of old books. The circulation desk was smack dab in the middle of the room. To the right was the children's area where things were a little shorter and a little brighter. To her left was the electronics section where the setup for laptops and tables for general studying. In the back was the reference desk.

Mackenzie sat at the circulation desk, checking out an elderly woman's stack of books. She caught Isa's eye and gestured one minute. Isa smiled and gave a nod to her old friend. She wandered over to the reading room and settled in with a magazine. A small group of computers took up a length of the wall, and patrons could also borrow laptops for library use. None of them could leave the building and they all had tags on them so if someone left the building carrying one, the alarm would sound. Tables were occupied with patrons plugged into the electrical outlets underneath. Clearly, they'd invested in their tech instead of aesthetics, which earned Isa’s approval. Tech really was the wave of the future.

Isa flipped through a magazine about the latest trends in gaming. She needed a TV in her bedroom so she could set up her gaming system. Her aunt wouldn't let her have one when she lived there as a teen, she was positive nothing on that point had changed. Besides, she'd need her own TV when she moved out the next time.

"Isa, how are you?" 

She turned as Mackenzie joined her in the room. Her plaid skirt paired with black Converse and an indie band T-shirt, looked convertible if a bit too casual for Isa’s liking. Her hair was in a messy top knot, different shades of brown and blond. Thick purple eyeliner and matching lip gloss finished off the look. She looked just like she had in high school.

"I'm good. Do you use some sort of anti-aging face cream? Found a random fountain of youth?"

"Hah, I wish!"

Isa stood and gave Mackenzie a hug. They'd been on the debate team together in high school. They'd both made the unusual choice of wanting to work in libraries. Mackenzie had chosen to take classes online. Isa had really wanted to fully experience college life and immerse herself in the experience.

And had she ever, she thought ruefully.

"Do you want to grab some lunch later? Is there anyone to cover for you?"

Mackenzie shook her head, "We've still got a skeleton staff here. I just sneak for a bite or smoke whenever I can."

Isa looked around her favorite spot growing up and made a quick decision. "Are you looking for any part-time help?"

Mackenzie shook her head again, "Just volunteers. We might be able to swing a small stipend for you, but it wouldn't be much. Definitely not what you're used to."

"I'd love even a few hours a week. I'd just like to keep my hands in it, while I'm at the Mystic Eye," Isa said. 

They talked about the bookstore with Mackenzie catching her up on some Auntie antics she hadn't heard before. MacKenzie was a sweetheart, but like everybody in town, she loved a good story, whether it was reading it or spreading it.

"I don't know if anybody told you this but...," Mackenzie looked around and then leaned closer, lowering her voice. "Auntie Maybel had some harsh words with somebody at the shop before you came here."

"My aunt told someone off in the store?" Isa was shocked. Auntie could get a little spicy at times, but she was a generally good-natured woman. "Who was it?"

"You're never going to believe it."

"Who?"

"Miss MacKenzie, it's story time!" A little gap-toothed boy called from the doorway. 

Isa wanted to shoo him away so she could get the last of the gossip.

Mackenzie looked down at her watch. "It sure is! Lucas, can you tell everybody to circle up on the magic carpet?" 

"Aye, aye captain!" He saluted smartly and went running toward the room.

"Magic carpet?"

Mackenzie grinned. "There was a hole in the main carpet. Unfortunately, we couldn't replace it, but Mrs. Barry donated a large circle throw to us. I started calling it the magic carpet and the kids loved it."

Isa nodded. It was fun to create programs for the kids to enjoy. They were so much more receptive than adults. 

"Sorry to cut this short, but I have to get in there before they revolt."

"I understand, but could tell me-"

"Miss Mackenzie! Dylan took my spot!"

"See you soon! Make sure to stop by again so we can do the volunteering paperwork," she said, smiling apologetically before she rushed away.

Isa waved and then frowned a bit. Who would've pushed Auntie buttons enough for her to lose her cool at the store? 

***
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THIS-N-THAT WAS A QUAINT shop that looked like the embodiment of Santa's workshop, red brick with a green awning adorned with a red and white striped barber's pole in the front. In the windows, Mrs. Barry had decorated with red curtains pulled back that showed a mannequin wearing a lovely gingham vintage dress. At her feet, an antiquated tiny bench was in the window with a few antique dolls on it.  

Isa pushed open the door and the little bell rang. 

"Just a minute!" Came a voice from somewhere in the store. 

"Take your time!" Isa called back. 

She hadn't been to the thrift store in so many years. Stuff. Stuff everywhere. Shelves stretched from the floor to the ceiling with so many items, it boggled the mind. Lavender satchels carefully placed throughout the shop, mingled with the musty smell of old things. A little overwhelming, but still not as strong as the bookstore.

Isa had to control the urge to sort the shelves and put them in a bit more of an orderly fashion. Antique dolls leaned against Fenton glassware, which really should be in separate glass cases. Knick knacks galore especially classic Coca Cola items, tiny cat pieces, a Felix the Cat clock with moving eyes, old phones, records, and just so much stuff. The clothing was at least on separate racks, so she started there. 

One particular piece caught her eye: a circle skirt that looked straight from the 1950s with its pea green color and white buttons down the front. She plucked the hanger from the rack and gave it a closer look. The item had been handmade with neat, precise stitches. It had enough room around the waist that it may fit her. 

Sir Mix A Lot's Baby Got Back, could've been her theme song.  

"That one is gorgeous, isn't it? We just got a shipment of antique clothing in a few days ago. I went to a lovely clothing sale in Pittsburgh. Do I know you?" 

Isa turned and saw her old teacher standing there, her hair much whiter, but still in her typical close curls. 

The retired teacher pulled her glasses down her nose a bit further and then her faded blue eyes warmed with recognition. 

"Isadora! How are you, my dear? I hadn't heard that you were in town."

"Hi, Mrs. Barry, I just got in town yesterday and you're one of the first people I came to see. How are you doing these days?" 

Mrs. Barry had been one of the sweetest people to Isa when she was growing up. She used to run her elementary classes with a velvet-clad fist and now ran This-n-That the same way. 

"Oh, I've been doing pretty well, my dear. Some days are better than others. You know my arthritis was acting up when we had that rain storm last week, but today they've been fine."

Isa happened to glance down. "You have some lovely flooring in here. Oh my goodness!" 

The floor was wooden with a beautiful cherry cast to it and had different gradients. The last she'd been in there the floors had been stained and scratched to high heaven. 

Mrs. Barry gave a disgusted sniff. "Beautiful, yes indeed, but oh my word what a struggle to get them done."

"It was?" Isa asked despite herself. 

Mrs. Barry launched into a story of how she'd been charged and overcharged for the work on her floor. The carpenter had done sub-par work at the expected premium prices. Only after she'd threatened a lawsuit did the partner, not even the original carpenter do right by her.

"Who was the contractor?" Isa asked. Crazy that someone would be an incompetent jerk in such a small town. When everything operated by word of mouth, the last thing you'd want is someone to give you bad press like this. 

Mrs. Barry was a wonderful woman with a heart of gold. But if loose lips sank ships, she'd be going down.

She leaned in a little closer, lowering her voice. "Do you remember that Chad boy?"

Isa's nose scrunched up, her glasses sliding down a bit. "Chad...I don't remember..." 

"I don't like to speak ill of my old students, but I never liked him. You can always tell a child by how well they handle share time. He never did learn how to share."

Isa shrugged. Mrs. Barry squeezed her arm, like that would jog her memory. 

"I'm sure you do. He was friends with that boy you used to go steady with, that Garris boy." 

"That Chad." 

Chad Hammill. Isa's eyes widened at the jolt of memories. Chad making fun of the poor kids, who didn't have the best clothes. Chad being an unfunny clown in the class. He'd been one of those jocks who was kind of golden in the sense that he seemed to start a bunch of drama, but none of it ever stuck to him. He always had the best clothing and his hair was perfect like Justin Timberlake during his N'Sync years, curly and blond-tipped. And his family owned the biggest law firm in the county, which gave him a whole different level of clout.

"I'm surprised his family didn't bail him out."

Mrs. Barry leaned in conspiratorially, her voice lowered a pitch even though no one else was in the shop. "From what I heard, his father got tired of his shenanigans and cut him off."

That put a different spin on things, Isa thought. Hammill LLC had been a really solvent firm before she moved away and had taken cases from all over the state. They had the kind of power that helped to put senators into office. As far as she knew, they were still pretty powerful. The bell behind her jangled as the door was open.  

"This is how I see my best friend for the first time in years?"

"Clarebele!" Isa spun around, grinning. Her best friend stood there, looking a little put out with her if Isa was being honest.

"Oh, you remember me, huh? I'm surprised, I haven't heard from you in so long... Hi Mrs. Barry, how are you?" 

Mrs. Barry waved them on, probably taking gossip notes for the lunch crowd.

Isa thought quickly. "I've been the worse best friend ever. I was planning to come see you tonight. You're beautiful and your hair looks great. Have you lost weight?"

"You're forgiven and a terrible liar." Clare laughed and brought her friend in for a hug. 

"Whatever. You always look amazing," Isa said and it was true. 

With gray tank over slim fitting jeans, large statement necklace, and rounded kitten heels, Clarebel managed to look equal parts relaxed and put together. Even back in high school when everyone else had looked like passengers on a hot mess express, Clare had looked like she'd stepped out of the pages of Teen Vogue or the West Virginia equivalent. 

Her friend's eyes had softened somewhat, but Isa knew some easily handed out compliments wasn't going to cut it. She needed to give an actual explanation. But she wasn't ready for that, especially with Mrs. Barry standing there, not even trying to pretend to not be taking mental notes of the entire episode.

"You can make it up to me."

"How?" Isa felt a small sliver of dread.

"Come out with me tomorrow night!" 

Clare raised her arms like she'd won a battle. In a way she had. Isa preferred a nice book and a cup of tea to going out and getting hammered. But what was a bad bestie to do?

She nodded. 

"Fine, fine, fine. But not too much drinking. And no driving."

Clarebel rolled her eyes. "Deal. We're walking anyway, ya goof. Text you tomorrow. I have to head back to the office," she said on her way out. "Bye Mrs. Barry!" 

Clare worked at the Whisper Valley Chronicles, the weekly newspaper and they were putting together the paper for next week. Auntie had said it was mostly ads. 

"That skirt dear, will that be all?"

Isa hurried to the cash register after that not so subtle hint. She tried to dispel the uneasy feeling that going out was going to bring all the high school drama back to life.
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Chapter Three
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It was Friday night and Clare was dragging Isa out on the town. 

Sorta. 

Whisper Valley wasn't a hotbed of late night action, so there were only so many options. 

"You've always been all work and no play," Clare said, linking her arm with Isa's. "You need to get out, girl and let loose a little bit." 

She bumped her hip against Isa's and made her stumble.

"Very little," Isa said. She admitted to herself, her friend was right. She'd always been the kind of person who put work above all else. Between the shop, volunteering at the library, and just trying to get acclimated to living with her aunt again, she would definitely be working too much and probably stressing all the time. She might as well take advantage of her downtime now while she still had it.

"No, a lot. Your eyes don't just have bags, they got an entire Louis Vuitton suitcase collection."

"At least they have good style," Isa said and pantomimed a flick of hair over her shoulder. 

Clare snorted. 

They were walking down Main Street to The Rec—literally a recreation center that had all of the fun spots for the town. It was a little bit on the outskirts, but since the town was small, the walk wasn't too bad. And the added bonus of no drunk driving.

"Does Whisper Valley have Uber yet?" Isa asked. Clare stopped dead in her tracks and looked at her like she'd grown a horn out of her head. 

"I'm guessing that's a no," Isa murmured. 

"Look atcha, gonna go and get you a fancy education in the big city-"

"I was literally in Ohio. There are cornfields there."

"-and come back asking about Uber. This ain't Morgantown girl." 

Morgantown was the proud home of The Mountaineer, the mascot for West Virginia's "party school," and was a little better known than the rest of the state. At least for fans of college football.

Isa rolled her eyes. "Anyway. What's this place like? Spill the tea, sis."

Clare took a breath and spilled the gossip. "Remember that kid Wesley, who used to wear black trench coats and didn't really talk a lot? Had black glasses?"

The glasses jogged her memory. He had moved to Whisper Valley during junior high. He'd had a really hard time fitting in until he finally just stopped trying. By high school, he had the nerdy-cute thing that girls were gagging over at the time. 

"I remember. He looked good in his specs."

"He still wears glasses. And now he's renovated the old Kilster Factory building and put in that recreational center."

The Kilster Factory was named after one of the town's founding families and it used to be a major business in the county. People from all over would come to work at the factory, but once it shut down in the 90s, the town took a major financial hit. Maybe Whisper Valley was finally on an upswing.  

"Can't say he's a creative genius with giving it the oh-so-clever name of The Rec," Clare said. "But he does have his finger on the pulse of Whisper Valley."

Isa nodded. Maybe growing up as an "outsider" had helped him to see the townspeople needed fun as well as jobs. They walked in silence down the sidewalk, past all of the houses with their perfectly manicured lawns. Further down the road away from Main Street, the homes still had nice yards, but the degree of niceness started to vary. Isa knew if they started walking down the side streets, they would walk up on a few trailers that weren't in an actual lot, just on a big piece of land. In Whisper Valley, people were just happy to have a home and didn't put a lot of stock in appearances. 

"Yoo-hoo! Oh, giiiiiirls!"

Of course, there's an exception to every rule.

They grimaced in unison, trying to turn them into half-hearted smiles. Sally Anne Johnson was the biggest social climber in town. She'd climbed her way up her husband, the mayor of Whisper Valley. But her sights for him were set much higher. Think helicopter parent, except for her spouse. And just as annoying.

"Oh, is that why y'all aren't married?" asked Sally Anne. "You're you know..." she leaned forward, "Together?"

"We're not dating, but if we were, you wouldn't have to whisper about it," Clare said. "It's not the 1950s, good grief." 

Isa gently pulled her arm out of Clare's. "What did you need, Sally Anne?" 

She cleared her throat and smiled importantly. Even in the waning light, her smile did not look sincere. "Are y'all headed to The Rec tonight?"

"Why do you ask?" Clare asked.

"Well, aren't you just the suspicious one?" She tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder. How does someone with three kids have hair that looked like a Pantene commercial? Isa idly wondered if she'd exchanged her soul for hair that was always salon-ready.

Clare just looked at Sally Anne, until the other woman sighed and showed a bit of uncharacteristic insecurity. 

"If Todd is down there, could you just tell him that we're waiting for him? He usually goes down there with that, Chad." She spat out Chad's name like she'd taken a bite of a rotten apple.

"Don't you have a cell phone?" Clare asked.

"Todd doesn't believe in cell phones. He said that they're part and parcel to the government being able to look right at you while you're on the toilet, doing number 2." 

She blinked a few times and it looked to Isa like there was absolutely nothing behind those eyes. 

Isa felt a shiver down her spine. Todd was Sally Anne's older brother. After he'd come back from serving in the Middle East, he'd had a hard time adjusting to town living and had started to spend a lot of time drinking. Sally Anne may have been a jerk, but she couldn't be faulted for the love of her brother.

Isa could see that Clare was fixing to say something devastating to the girl. She jumped in. 

"You know, if we see him, we'll definitely tell him that you're waiting for him. You take care, now." 

She pulled Clare away from the woman and made her walk a little faster. "What are you doing?"

"I don't know what's up with her, Clare, but I don't want none of that. She kind of creeped me out."

"What do you mean?"

She shook her head, "I don't know. She was just...odd."

Clare shrugged. "She didn't seem any different to me. Just as vacant as usual."  

Isa kept her thoughts to herself, but she realized some things were different in her hometown. More than just the new adult playground.

They finally made it to The Rec and the parking lot was almost full. Isa remembered the abandoned building as being pretty awful looking when she was a kid. It had been the kind of place that kids with overactive imaginations would decide was filled with ghosts and other spooky beings. No more of that.

All of the broken windows had been replaced and the graffiti was now gone. The old factory bones were still there, but now it was just...better. They walked inside and to the left, there were stairs that led down to the bowling alley.

"Oh we're not going there," Clare said with confidence. 

Isa looked at her with suspicion but decided to let this play out. It was true that she really did need to have some downtime. And what could possibly go wrong in a place where kids were encouraged to play during the day? 

The smell hit Isa first, a sticky sweet mix of burnt popcorn and sweat with a perfume overlay. Good ole Wesley must have tried spraying air freshener to tackle the smell. It failed. He should open some windows and air this place out, Isa thought. Otherwise, The Rec looked like a cheerful spot. At the double glass door, there was a big black carpet to wipe dirty feet off, which laid on top of white tiles with blue and black pattern. The creamy yellow walls were dominated by murals of people playing basketballs, pins being knocked down, and a pool stick aiming at a setup rack of balls. Presumably, everything that was offered in the building. 

Clare took the lead and led them down the stairs, past the bowling alley to a room down the hall. The door opened and the atmosphere was totally different. An imposing guy who was more muscle than man checked IDs at the door. 21 and over, ftw! Of course, it would be pretty hard to underage drink in this town.  

While she waited in line, Isa scoped the place out. People were milling around, some who looked like they'd been there for a while. A couple of pool tables were on the left side under low hanging lights. I bet more than one person has hit those with a stick, Isa thought. They were empty at the moment. The electric blue walls had another mural, this one with a guy wearing a cowboy hat bending over, while a group of guys stood there waiting for their turn. A jukebox was in the middle of the room, filling the room with some old school country. On the right was a line of some of those quarter gambling machines with a few people probably feeding them their paychecks. In between were tables and chairs that had a lot of people already sitting, even though it was pretty early in the night. And in front was the bar was a stage. A deejay was setting up shop, but there was a screen behind her and an open book in front of a microphone. 

"Karaoke?!" Isa exclaimed.

Cowabunga dude!" Clare punched the air as Isa groaned. 

Karaoke ranked right up there with walking into a poison ivy patch and eating oysters in her book. Ew, no thanks.

"You tricked me," she said under her breath.

"You know it," Clare was totally unrepentant. "It's time for me to shine in all of my karaoke superstar glory." 

Isa rolled her eyes as she gave her money to the door guy. 

"Where to first?" Clare asked. 

"If they have a little kitchen, let's get some snacks." 

Though bar food wasn't exactly a health haven, it was tasty and Isa had skipped lunch to keep working on her marketing plan for the bookstore. The bartender's hair was a brassy blond that definitely came out of a box. She wore a shirt that was so low cut, her chest was in danger of knocking over the drinks she made. Gotta do what you gotta do for those tips, Isa thought.

"Hey Todd, you doing all right tonight?" Clare said to a guy sitting on one of the barstools. He kind of grunted at her. 

Clare tried again. "Your sister is looking for you, my dude."

He grunted and shrugged. When he looked up, Isa saw a glimmer of the kid he used to be. But his face was now all hard lines and edges. His eyes were bloodshot and his hair was slicked down to his face with sweat. His eyes were incredibly dilated. 

"Are you OK?" Isa asked him. 

"Whatever." He grunted and turned back to his beer. Isa stared at him for a minute and then mentally shrugged. They'd done their part. 

"Hey Clarebel! Who’s your friend?" the bartender asked. 

"Hey, Lisa!" Clare said. She threw her arm over her friend’s shoulder. “You remember Isa, don’t you? She graduated with me a couple years before you did. She just moved back to town.” 

“What you weren’t bored enough in your town? Needed a little less excitement?” Lisa said with a laugh.

“I’m a librarian, I guess I needed more quiet.” Isa chuckled. 

Lisa gave her a second look. “Didn’t you used to date Travis?” All of the warmth had left her voice. 

"That was a long, long time ago. I haven't even seen him since I went to college," Isa said.

"You'll probably see him tonight. He always manages to show up here with his crew. It's a real fun time." Her tone let them know it was anything but fun.

Isa sighed. The struggles of living in Whisper Valley were definitely resurfacing. Everyone remembered everything you'd ever done like it was yesterday. Especially high school stuff. It was like everybody who stayed home froze in time in some respects. Or maybe just the memory of her did, because they didn't know her? Hopefully, as they got to know her better, they'd have some new memories to build from. 

Lord, let the new memories not be so cringe. 

"What did you want?" Lisa asked again. 

The two made their orders of a couple of beers and some snacks and took a sit. They sat near the stage or "where the real action is," as Clare referred to it. Isa looked around and didn't notice any people that she recognized; she mentioned that to her friend.

"A lot of people from around the county come to hangout here. It's kind of perfect. People bring their kids because there's a lot of spots perfect for playing. And other folks come because it's the perfect walking distance for boozin," she said with a satisfied smack of her lips. She took another strong drink of her beer, taking down half of the bottle. 

"Slow down there! I can't be dragging you down Main Street later trying to get you home."

"Exactly, so if you drink more, we'll both float." Clare let out an unladylike burp.

Isa shook her head. "That's not how any of this works."

"Dead meme," Clare countered and took another drink, though smaller this time. 

Isa shrugged. She didn't keep up with memes. She just kind of rolled with what she remembered. For using the Internet as much as she did, Internet culture wasn't her strong suit. 

"I'd prefer a nice Cosmopolitan, but I feel like this isn't the spot for all of that," Isa admitted.

"You snob. You think because this spot is in the basement of a rec center that Lisa can't make a decent Cosmo?"

"Well..."

"Welp, you might be right. I wouldn't know. I always stick to a beer just in case."

"See!" Isa laughed, taking a cautious drink of the microbrew. It had a dark, rich flavor. "This is really good!" 

"Oh yeah! That's from that place that's down the road from Auntie's house. The Coalminers Daughter."

"I haven't been there yet."

"Don't ask your aunt about it. She's got a lot of feelings."

Isa gave her friend a quizzical look, but Clare ignored it and didn't say anything else on it. 

More people were coming into the bar, couples, a few groups, and even the straggler or two who were just looking for somewhere to be on a Thursday night. 

"Have you ever picked someone up from here?" Isa asked, curiously. She knew her friend had been single most of the time she was gone, but she didn't really know too much about her single life.

Clare shrugged. "Some nights are better than others. But I'm really here for the karaoke. I'm not that concerned with being in a relationship, to be honest."

"It's not like you've ever been in one," Isa said.

"Why does it matter?" Clare snapped. 

Isa held her hands up in surrender and took a drink from her beer. This subject had all kinds of landmines around it.

"My bad." she replied. She quickly changed the subject. "When does the karaoke start?"

Clare checked the time on her phone. "In about 20 minutes. Jackie should be coming to the stage soon." Right on time a redhead with another sizable chest headed to the stage. Her cowboy boots clacked on the wooden stage. She had on a flannel top, but had it tied in the front under her boobs with her pigtails bouncing beside her face. 

Pigtails?

She fussed around with the mic and presumably the books of songs. Clare scooted up to the stage and grabbed a pencil, a few pieces of paper for the songs, and one of the books. She exchanged some words and a smile with the redhead and was back. 

"I can't wait. What song are you going to do?"

"The song of silence."

"Do you mean, The Sound of Silence by Simon and Garfunkel as covered by Disturbed, or maybe Enjoy the Silence by INXS?" Clare asked, flipping through the book.

"No...more like not singing a single word as covered by me."

"You're no fun."

"I try."

Before too long, The Rec was really jumping. The tables were packed with people ranging from closer to 21 to even around her aunt's age. Isa heard the crack of the pool balls as people were playing against each other, even though the voices were louder than before. That phenomenon of people losing their hearing and gaining volume while drinking was in full effect. Isa was still sipping on her first beer and Clare was at the bar grabbing beer number four, according to the empty bottles on the table. 

When did Clare start drinking so much?  It would've been hard to imagine her drinking so much when they were younger. 

"Hey baby, what's up?" A guy walked over to the table, he looked like the average dude bro from her college years, with his hat on backward and confident smirk. He looked vaguely familiar like everyone else in town, she thought.

She smiled half-heartedly at him. 

"Can I sit here?" he asked and didn't wait for permission, spun a chair around and sat right beside of Isa, even though there were four other seats.

"Sure have a seat," she said half-heartedly. She looked for Clare in the crowd and saw that she'd been stopped by some guy. 

Great.

He gave her a once over and it felt like his eyes were leaving a slime trail. He took a drink from his draft.

"Do I know you or whatever?"

She shrugged, "I honestly don't know." 

"You look familiar. We don't have a lot of...you know, in Whisper Valley."

She looked down at her outfit, jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, and her hair was up in a scarf. Pretty basic.

"What? Girls who wear scarves?"

He laughed and smacked the table, making her jump.

"No, black chicks."

Great, here we go. She wanted to say something really rude, but decided to take the high road. When they went low and all that. 

"I used to live here, but I've been away for some time," she said. Maybe if she sent some psychic energy to the back of Clare's head. Just really zing her with some thoughts, she'd move. Probably not, but she could dream, right? 

"I'm Chad, I didn't get your name."

She was shocked and tried to recover. This was the jock everybody had envied when she was in school? 

"Wow, Chad, you look...different. I'm Isa. We did go to school together." 

Gone was the golden boy she remembered and in his place was a beer guzzling, red-faced sloppy looking guy. His stomach strained the waist of his jeans and he was wearing an old football T-shirt. Maybe to remind people of who he'd been? 

He snapped his fingers. "That's right. You that THOT Travis used to fool around with."

"Excuse me?" Isa blinked rapidly. Did he really just call her That Hoe Over There?

Not bothering to acknowledge her annoyance, he carried on his end of the conversation. "What are you singing tonight?"

"Nothing. I hate singing." Her tone was short. She took a sip of her beer, looking around her, making it clear she wanted to be anywhere but talking to him. He must not have been that great at picking up on hints.

"C'mon, you really look like you can sing."

She rolled her eyes. "Seriously guy?"

"What did I say?"

She shook her head. There wasn't any point in getting into a big debate about stereotypes. "Nothing. I don't sing. I don't like to." 

Isa spotted Todd right before he lurched into Chad's beer-holding hand. 

"Careful!" Chad growled, cradling his bottle closer.

"Sorry," Todd said. He leaned down to talk to Chad for privacy sake. But Chad was so close, Isa could hear everything.

"Hey man, what you got tonight?"

"Nothing, especially not for you. Get offa me," Chad said, not bothering to look the other man in the eye.

"What? You said-"

"That was then, this is now. Loser. Get lost."

Todd looked like he wanted to say more, but he noticed Isa watching them. He mumbled something and shoved away from Chad. 

Chad kept talking like nothing had happened. "Why you here if you don't like to sing?"

"My friend Clare is going to be singing though."

His sneer gave her the creeps. "I know Clare. I know her real good."

Like he'd summoned her with his words, Clare plopped down beside him, and pushed a bottle of beer and a shot toward her friend.  

"Hey Chad, what are you up to tonight?" Clare asked. Her delivery felt deliberately easy, breezy and Isa felt suspicious. Was he a guy she'd hooked up with in the past? Gross.

"Hey baby, what's up?" he asked in response, still staring at Isa with a look that she really didn't like. His eyes looked like two tiny pieces of coal, like a blond rat. 

"Chillin, like a villain," Clare said with a laugh. She looked at Isa waiting for her customary groan, but saw the steel set of her best friend's jaw.  

"But yo Chad, where's the rest of your boys? Aren't they going to be lonely without their fearless leader?"

He turned to Clare finally, taking his focus off of Isa, "Guess I better find them. What would those guys do without me? Later babes."

Isa took a drink of beer instead of answering. He gave Isa another look and walked away toward a table on the other side of the room. 

"He called me a THOT," Isa said immediately after he left. She might be many things to many different people, but promiscuous wasn't one of them.

Clare took a drink of her beer. "Ignore him, he just likes to get a rise out of people."

"He's a creep," Isa said.  

"He's cool, once you get to know him."

Isa raised her eyebrows at her bestie and Clare wouldn't quite meet her eyes.

"Let's take these shots," Clare said. "They're lemon drops. You put sugar on the lemon, take the shot, and then suck on the lemon."

"I don't really like shots."

"I don't think I should drink two. Do you?" Clare gave her a pointed look.

"Aren't you too old to be peer pressuring me?" Isa grudgingly accepted the sugar shaker. She shook some on her lemon.

They said, “Cheers,” tapping their shot glasses together, then licked the sugar, took the shot, and bit into the lemon. It wasn't that bad; the lemon was definitely Isa's favorite part. 

"All right, do you have your song?"

After the first round of karaoke was over, including Clare's stunning version of Vanilla Ice's- Ice Ice Baby, the drinking had been cranked up a notch. Isa sipped a glass of seltzer water, so it looked like she was drinking alcohol, but she could keep her head. Pop country was bumping in the background while the karaoke deejay took a break. 

"Come to the bar with me and take a shot!" Clare said, her voice a little slurred. 

Isa walked up with her, squeezing between the people and the tables, so she could keep an eye on her friend. Even if they were in Whistle Valley, adding alcohol seemed to make things complicated. And unpredictable. 

"Hey, there's our songbird!" Chad's voice was right in her ear. "When you going to get that ass up on stage?" He smacked Isa on the butt.

"Don't do that!" She elbowed him in his soft middle, frowning up at him. What was wrong with this dude? His face had that flushed look that told Isa he'd had too much to drink. He rubbed his stomach and grinned. 

"Aww..baby don't be like that. If you liked Travis, just wait until you get a taste of all this." He flexed his bicep and then kissed it. 

"Are you for real?" Isa mumbled under her breath. She started heading toward Clare again, but he grabbed her by her arm.

"Let me go. This is not cool."

"I'm not done talking to you." 

He called her a name that had her narrowing her eyes and balling up her fist. 

"What the hell is wrong with you, dude?" 

The voice was one that Isa hadn't heard in years was behind her. She froze while Chad's grin got a little wider. A little meaner.

"What, you coming over here to cape for this fine piece of chocolate? You her hero now?"

Fine piece of... She punched him in the gut. She didn't have a lot of power behind it, but it was enough to get him to drop her arm. She didn’t acknowledge Travis’s presence. Of course as soon as he’d show up, there would be drama. Isa side-stepped them both and headed for Clare at the bar. 

Everybody turned to stare at them while a song played in the background talking about loving this bar, usually a crowd pleaser, but no one was singing along this time.

"You okay?" her friend asked.

Isa nodded. The entire bar was focused on those two boneheads. The tension seemed to have found a home in her throat. She swallowed thickly. This wasn't going to end peacefully.

"What the hell? You-" Chad made a move toward Isa, but Travis stepped in front of him. 

Travis held up his hand. "Leave her alone dude. You're only doing this, because you're ticked off at me."

Chad stood straighter so the height difference between the two was even more obvious. He laughed down at Travis, "What you mean? I'm not mad at your little punk ass. You were barely somebody with me. You ain’t nothing without me.”

Travis's eyes narrowed. "What I am is tired is your crap. You wish you were half the man your brother is. That's why he's been cleaning up your messes for months." 

Chad's laugh disappeared. "That's what you think? You think my brother needs to bail me out? Maybe he can bail you out of this," 

He punched Travis right in the eye. Travis's head snapped back and he lost his balance taking out a table on the way down. Bottle and glasses smashed and people jumped up and gave them room.

That's when all hell broke loose. Travis got up and took a swing at Chad. People started punching and pushing. A drink went flying across the room. A woman screamed when a bottle burst. The yelling was intense. The door guy rushed in and grabbed folks who were fighting and dragged them to what Isa assumed was a back door. The bartender jumped into the fray. One particular handsy couple in a back corner ignored it all and kept on bumping and grinding. Clare handed Isa a shot and they took it as they kept their eyes on the madness.

As quickly as it started, it was over. Now the bar was decorated with spilled beer and broken glass bits. Lisa was yelling at people to get out of her way. She dragged a garbage can to the middle of the room, throwing trash into it.

A girl sat on the stage crying while presumably a friend of hers comforted her. 

And the table that Isa and Clare had been sitting at was totally overturned. 

"This doesn't look like fun anymore. Wanna go back to my place and listen to old records?" 

Isa nodded. She'd planned on spending the night at Clare's anyway.

"Do you know what was going on with them?" It felt more than just a boys will be boys situation. 

"I might know a little bit."

***
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THEY WALKED INTO THE parking lot out back and started on their way back to Clare's. The night was totally in bloom, the inked sky holding a few stars close with wispy clouds connecting them. The wind played in the thinning trees, carried a hint of fall. Isa snuggled into her trench and Clare put her hands into her denim jacket's pockets. The street lights made the road feel much less threatening. Though The Rec was pretty much at the end of Main Street, the street wasn't that long. 

There was a sidewalk now, an improvement from years ago. 

"Do you remember much about Chad at all? He moved here in junior or senior year. You weren't around much."

"I remember him being a prick, even back then," Isa said. 

It was a surprise he'd made any real impression on her. With her volunteer work, maintaining her 4.0, being the track and field team caption, and working at her aunt's shop, she was too busy for most things. When she'd found out that Travis was cheating on her, she'd felt destroyed. But she had to admit to herself, a small part of her had felt relief. It had been one less thing to worry about.

Regardless of the logic, forgiving him for the past felt insurmountable. She thought she'd gotten over it until she was back here. But tonight he'd been her, or something like it. The past and the present coming together like that made her stomach queasy. She liked to put the past to bed and never revisit it. Unfortunately, that's not how it worked in the Valley. 

"Remember when he and his brother Kyle moved here when we were in school?" Clare asked. "He was a douchebag then. Bullying people and being obnoxious."

Back then? Isa thought. He hadn't grown out of it.

Clare went on. "Wesley was one of his favorite targets. Remember when he locked him inside a locker? He was like a bully from an 80s movie. Over the top."

"I can't believe I forgot that," Isa said. "I was the one who heard Wesley banging on the locker door on my way to the bathroom. It was awful." 

She'd felt so bad for Wesley, especially when he was helped out of the locker, all sweaty and kind of shaky. He'd been so humiliated. The bullying ramped up after that. It became a game with the "cool" kids to figure out how to torture him. His parents eventually pulled him out and homeschooled for the rest of the year.

"But what about him and Travis tonight? Travis said he wasn't as good as his brother?"

Clare snapped her finger, "Right! Forgot about that. He was talking about how Chad was screwing up their construction company and Kyle is been going back and fixing things. Projects. Relationships with people. Everything." 

Her phone started vibrating loudly.  

"Hold on a sec," Clare said, pulling out her vibrating phone. She texted something while they walked and Isa thought over the night. She wondered if that was the company who'd messed up her Aunt's kitchen initially. There couldn't be that many construction companies in town. He and Travis seemed to have some type of strange rivalry/frienemy thing going on. Looked like tonight it bordered more on enemy than friend. 

She shrugged and decided to not spend any more time thinking about her ex and his shenanigans. She teased her best friend about her terrible karaoke skills and ignored the strange turn of events.
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Chapter Four
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The next morning, Isa woke up in Clarebel's basement crashed out on her futon. It was like high school all over again. Her knees and her neck were much stiffer than she remembered it being. She stretched and her whole body popped like a bag of popcorn. She groaned, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

Maybe not exactly like high school.

At least she wasn't bearing the brunt of too much liquor. Clarebel was going to feel like death warmed over. 

Isa looked through her pockets and found her phone. Almost 9. She called her aunt and let her know she'd be home soon. She could hear Miss Olivia shuffling around upstairs. Clare didn't stir. She decided to go up there and give her friend's Mom a hand. 

The basement door opened up into the kitchen. It was all yellows and greens. It looked just like it had when Clarebel was growing up. She remembered sitting at that cracked Formica table grousing over homework and swooning over boys. 

"Hi Miss Olivia, how are you doing?" 

Miss Olivia seemed to have shrunken over the years. Clarebel remembered her a robust woman with wide hips and an even wider smile. This woman in front of her was like the dehydrated apple version of herself.

"Isa! You look so good. Come give me a hug sweetie." 

Isa enveloped her in a gentle hug. She could feel the older woman's bones underneath her. But she still smelled the same, French Vanilla.

"I hear you haven't been feeling well. How are you doing?" Isa asked, gently steering Miss Olivia to a chair in the kitchen. The other woman sank down gratefully onto the cushion. She sighed.

"Some days are better than others. I just thank the good Lord that I'm still here," she said. 

Isa raised her eyebrows while she washed her hands in the kitchen sink. Miss Olivia didn't use to be one who was that religious, but maybe her illness had made her find a faith. Or growing older. She dried off with a paper towel.

"How's Maybel doing? I don't see her as much as I used to. Tell her I asked about her." 

Isa smiled and gave her a short update on her aunt. 

"Would you like some coffee, ma'am? Is everything where it used to be?" Isa asked. 

The coffee grounds were still in a can in the freezer because Miss Olivia swore it kept fresher that way. The pot was a newer one, but not so fancy that Isa couldn't figure it out. 

"You haven't changed much at all, have you, honey? You used to do this same thing when you were a kid. Except back then, you'd pour everybody juice," Miss Olivia said with a little laugh.

Isa smiled. "Everybody needs a drink to start the day. Living is thirsty work."

"Amen to that," Clare said from the stairs. She slumped over to the table, wearing a dramatic pair of purple sunglasses with huge wings on the side.

"You look ridiculous." Miss Olivia tsked in disgust. She had the old woman sound thing down too. 

"Mama, this world is all too bright. I gotta wear shades."

"You gotta drink less is what you gotta do," her mother said. 

Isa decided to stay far out of this one and made breakfast instead. The pea green fridge could've been time traveled in from the 50s, but it was still in beautiful shape. She found the makings for a Denver omelet. 

"Y'all want breakfast?"

"Just coffee for me, thanks. My stomach is too sensitive for food at the moment,” Clarebel said, wincing a little.

"You get you some water in you. Coffee'll just dehydrate you. I'll get it." Miss Olivia started to stand up and Isa gestured for her to sit back down.

"I'm up, I'll get it. You just relax and tell me about all the goings-ons in Whisper Valley. I know you know the tea, Miss Olivia."

"Well, I don't like to gossip," she started. She told a story of the neighborhood kids and how they were causing havoc every day after school. 

"Them kids ain't got no kind of home training, I tell you, Isa. It's not like when y'all were kids. These new kids are terrible."

Isa grinned in response and handed her bestie a glass of water. She was pretty sure when they were kids, the old timers then were talking about how terrible her generation was, too. She pulled out a bowl, the eggs, green and red peppers, ham luncheon meat, onion, sour cream, cheddar cheese, and hot sauce. She passed a cutting board, a knife, and the veggies to her bestie.

"Make yourself useful," she said. Clare groaned but obliged. This too was like old times. Isa had always liked making breakfast, but Miss Olivia had always made the girls split the task. And once Isa had found she could get her friend to chop the veggies, she had never let that go. 

"Are there any kids you do like around here?" Isa asked, putting the cast iron skillet on the gas heat with a pat of butter in it.

Miss Olivia thought for a minute. "Nope. They're all heathens sent here to terrorize the neighborhood." 

Isa laughed out loud. She pulled out the coffee mugs and the cream and sugar for when the coffee was done. 

"It really is good to be back," she said and truly meant it. 

"Whatever. I'm still mad at you for leaving," Clare said, while begrudgingly chopping up green peppers. 

"You can't still be mad. I'm not even gone anymore. That doesn't make sense."

"Feelings don't have to make sense. They are what they are," she retorted.

Isa cracked the eggs in the bowl and added a dollop of sour cream to them and whipped them up to a frothy creaminess. She poured them onto the melted butter and set the cups down in front of everyone. 

"Oh, that's I-77 just goes one way these days?" Isa asked, archly looking over at her friend. 

Clare chopped up the veggies, stubbornly not meeting her eyes. The silence stretched to the point of breaking.

"A lot happened," Isa said finally. "I didn't know what to say or how to say it. I'll tell you, I promise. It just...hurts." She felt tears well up and she angrily blinked them away. She didn't want to waste any more tears on that man. 

Clare nodded. "All right, I'll give you that. But I'm your best friend. You should've come to me." She handed her friend the cutting board.

"You're right. I'm sorry." Isa held onto the board and made Clare look her in the eye. She really hadn't meant to be thoughtless. Her friend nodded in acknowledgment. Isa smiled a little and added the veggies to the omelet. 

The silence now was much cozier than before. 

"This coffee is delicious, honey. What did you add to it?" Miss Olivia asked, patting Isa's hand. She smiled at her gratefully.

"A little touch of cocoa powder and a smidgen of cinnamon. Makes it taste like autumn to me."

"That it does." 

Soon breakfast was ready. Clare added toast to the mix. As they sat digging into the delightfully light omelet, Isa's cell rang. She jerked in surprise. Normally, people just texted her unless something was wrong. Her aunt’s number flashed on her screen. 

"Hey Auntie, everything alright?"

"Chile, you best come on home. Things have gotten serious."

"What's wrong?"

"You'll see when you get here."

"I'll be there soon."

She clicked off the phone and stared at it in confusion.

"What's going on?" Miss Olivia asked.

Isa shook her head. "I don't know. I hate to eat and run..."

Miss Olivia shook her head, shooing Isa away. "You get on and go. Aunt Maybel isn't one to make a mountain lion out of a tabby cat," 

Clare raised her eyebrow at her mom. 

"What? That was a good one. You ain't the only one who can sling some words around here." 

***
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ISA STEPPED OVER HER aunt's threshold in record time, her heart beating in her throat. The last time she remembered her aunt calling her like that had been when her mama had passed away, and her whole life had changed. The little girl inside of her sat with her hands clasped worrying that something terrible had happened. 

"Auntie?" she called as she slipped off her shoes. She walked into the kitchen. No one was there. She hurried to the living room, where Travis sat on the couch, sipping tea. 

"This isn't exactly what I expected," she said. "What are you doing here?" 

Her aunt frowned at her abrupt tone and she shrugged. There was no rule in this great big world that said she had to greet her high school ex-boyfriend with a smile and a cuppa tea. Even if he did already have the tea.

Whatever.

"I need your help," he said. 

"We're beyond those days, don't you think?" She slid into her favorite seat and crossed her legs underneath herself.  Today she'd planned on washing laundry and dyeing her hair with henna. Not dealing with Travis. 

"Isa, hear the boy out and have some tea," her aunt said, passing her a cup. "It's leaded, but you're going to need it."

Isa took a cautionary sip. The black tea's sweetness was a nice counterbalance to the whiskey. Fortunately, she'd had a light touch with the alcohol. The tea enforced to Isa how serious things were.

"What's going on, Travis?" She asked after taking several calming sips.

"I'm going to be arrested for murder and I need your help."

She carefully placed the cup down. She must have drunk more last night than she thought, and the alcohol in the tea must have been acting like the hair of the dog. Because she thought he'd said—

"Mur-murder? For real?"

He nodded solemnly. "Serious as a heart attack."

"Why would they think you murdered somebody? And who? And how do you know this is going on? And—"

"Calm down child, let the man speak," Auntie interrupted her. "Go on boy. Tell her the news." 

He cleared his throat uncomfortably, and it reminded Isa of a young Travis, who would always get froggy when he was nervous. 

"Chad. Chad was found dead this morning. I couldn’t get much more information than yet. And since we fought at The Rec last night...”

"That's horrible! What happened to him?" Isa asked, her curiosity getting the best of her. 

Travis shook his head. “I don’t know. I couldn’t get more information. Just that I’m the primary suspect.” 

Isa shook her head, sadly. The guy had been a jerk, but no one deserved to be murdered. 

Her aunt whispered a prayer for Chad and took a sip from her flask. 

"I can't believe they think you would do something like that," Isa said. "Don't they know you?"

"I'm not the same guy I used to be. I've been involved in some shady things," he said. 

"Shady things and murder are on two different levels." She shook her head. "But Travis, what can I do?"

"I need your help."

"My help? I'm a librarian, not a lawyer," she said. "You better get one of those on the phone, not me."

He put his cup down and put his hand on hers. "I trust you more than I trust anybody else in this town. No offense Aunt Maybel."

"None taken."

"That's nice and all, but I don't know what I can really do." Isa slid her hand out from underneath his. It had felt oddly intimate, and she wasn’t here for all that.

"I don't know what you can do either," he admitted. "But it's probably more than what these people out here will do. You remember Watson. He's the sheriff now and he never did like me."

It was true. He'd always had a dislike for Isa and Travis. She'd always assumed he hated interracial couples. They certainly hadn't done anything to be on his radar, but that apparently hadn't mattered.

"That still sounds like you need a lawyer more than a researcher," she countered.

"I'm a mechanic at my Dad's shop. Things aren't going too bad like I said. But they're not keeping a lawyer on retainer good, neither. We'll have to just get a public defender. And nobody needs that for a murder trial," he said.

"If you catch a murder charge, you're just going to have to find the money somewhere," Isa said. 

"I know, but I'm hoping that we can stop it from going that far."

"How?"

"You're smarter than anybody that I know, Isa. You're definitely smart enough to find a killer in this backwoods town." 

Her eyes widened and she put up her hands like she was trying to ward off his words. "No, no, no, smart or not, that isn't my place, Travis. Who do you think I am, Nancy Drew for the love of Pete?"

"I never did like that expression, 'for the love of Pete.' Who's Pete and why he needs my love? Nobody can ever tell me that." Auntie said, sipping straight from her flask. She was sinking a little bit deeper into her armchair. 

"But why do they think you killed him? Just from your fight last night?" Isa asked, ignoring her aunt's shenanigans.

"They probably think he did it because those two boys hate each other," her aunt chimed in.

"I thought you were best friends." Isa looked at Travis in confusion. There was so much to take in.

"Used to be. But everything changes after time, even friendships." He shrugged, putting his cup back on the tray. 

Isa tapped on the arm of the chair, leaving imprints in the velvet, trying to piece it all together. "Y'all hated each other and the whole town knew?"

"If it was a secret, it was the worst kept one ever," Auntie said, pouring the rest of her flask into her half-empty teacup. She was going to be going to bed early tonight, Isa could see.

"I regret that now," Travis admitted.

"I bet you do," Auntie said. 

Isa shot her a look and her aunt made a big production of pretending like she was zipping up her lip and throwing away the key.  Isa rolled her eyes and turned back to Travis. She stared at him for a long beat.

"I don't even know where I would begin, Travis," she finally said. Watching Murder She Wrote, didn’t exactly make her a detective superstar. 

"I need somebody on my side who actually wants to find the truth," He turned to her and looked deep into her eyes. "You know me. Deep down in my soul. Do you think I would do something like this?"

His hazel eyes bore into hers and she looked at the flecks of gold that she used to stare into years ago. She saw something there that gave her a flash of nerves. She was the first to look away.

"No, I don't," she admitted. "But that's not the point. I’m still just a librarian."

She sat with that for a minute, sipping her tea. It helped to settle her stomach. She'd been feeling queasy for this entire conversation. 

"What do we do now?" she asked, finally.

"I don't know."

A pounding knock sounded at the door, causing Isa to spill some of her tea. Travis handed her a napkin from the tray.

"Why do the police always got to come to somebody's house like that? Just scaring people for no reason." Aunt Maybel grunted as she stood up and walked into the kitchen.

"Don't worry," he said to Isa. "It'll work itself out." He tried to smile, but it didn't reach his eyes. 

Isa nodded just as unconvincingly.

And then a policeman she didn't recognize came into the room. He started reading Travis his rights, while his partner placed his hands behind his back. The partner pulled out the handcuffs and she watched him click them on.

Travis looked at her then, and then looked down at ground, his jaw clenched.

Seeing him like that, his head bowed in defeat, touched something inside of Isa that she thought had died years ago. She reacted without thinking.

"I'll do it," she blurted and immediately wanted to take the words back. But her word was bond, so it was time to get her Nancy Drew on. What had she gotten herself into? 
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Chapter Five
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After Travis had been led away, Isa picked up her cell and called Clare. As a reporter, she might have connections to find out where the crime had taken place. Clare hadn't heard anything about the arrest yet and quickly agreed to swing by and pick Isa up.  

She looked down at herself and decided jeans and a T-shirt would work. She pulled on a cardigan and grabbed her jacket. She slipped on her shoes and slipped on her two seasons old Gucci bag.

"Be careful, baby girl," Auntie said. "This one act is going to change everything for you. Are you sure you want to do this?"

"I don't want to do any of it," she said. "But I have to. Travis is many things, but he's not a murderer."

"Everybody changes, and everybody's got the capability to murder. It just takes the right circumstances and the wrong reason."

She nodded and kissed her aunt on the cheek. She wasn't sure if she believed that, but she wasn't going to argue the point. Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? She thought of the quote of a classic radio show.

"I better look at the cards tonight and see what wisdom the universe has to offer," her aunt said before standing up from the kitchen chair with a little grunt.  

Isa still felt surprised to see the age in her aunt's rounded shoulders. Sometimes the realization hit her that her aunt was growing older, just like she was. A wave of sadness swept over her. She wouldn't be around forever. Isa resolved to make things as good as possible for her while they both were here on this earth. 

Isa waited on the bottom stair of the back porch for her best friend. She pulled out her phone and did a search on Facespace for gossip. No one had reported anything about the murder yet, but that wouldn't last for long. It was the juiciest news that had hit the town since her cousin Fraya's husband had ripped off so much of the town. Ex-husband, rather. 

A car horn sounded and her phone beeped with a text. 

Clare: I'm here

Isa: Omw.

Clare: Hurry up. This story is hot.

Isa: This isn't just a story.

Clare: My bad.

Clare scrolled on her cell while Isa scooted into the cab of the purple Ford F-150. 

"Not exactly how I'd planned to spend my Saturday," Clare said putting the truck into drive even before Isa had closed the door.

Isa felt a little sick at the thought of it all. Chad had gone from being a living, breathing person with real-life hopes and dreams to a body. She swallowed thickly and tried not to concentrate on that.

"I didn't expect to be going back there already," Isa said, slamming the door. 

"Life comes at you pretty fast sometimes; you never know what you're gonna get."

"Did you literally just mash-up two beloved franchise sayings? I want a divorce."

"You're stuck with me, baby," Clare said with a laugh. 

Their levity quickly sputtered as they drew closer to The Rec. The sun was going down earlier was they were nearing fall. The reds and oranges spilling into purpled that stretched across the sky seemed misplaced. The world didn’t make sense right now. The sky’s beauty felt misplaced for such an ugly evening.  

They pulled into the gravel lot and Clare navigated around the bigger potholes. The front door of the building had a big "CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE" sign on it. She drove to the back of the building where two police cars, a work truck with H&H Construction logo on the side, and a little red Toyota were parked.

She assumed the truck with the logo was Chad's. "Whose Toyota is that?"

"Wesley got that a few years back."

"Do you know how to navigate this place from the back?" Isa asked, her voice low. It felt wrong to be loud at a place where someone had recently died.

"Not really," Clare admitted, her voice just as quiet. 

"How do we get inside?"

"Don't worry, I know a guy," Clare said. Isa rolled her eyes. Obviously, she was talking about the owner. She was not slick. 

Isa followed Clare's swinging ponytail past the cop cars and into the back of the center. That back door led into a hallway that was almost as chilly as the outdoors. Isa gently pulled the door closed behind her. She'd prefer to not catch anybody's attention if at all possible.

Obviously, the money had been spent restoring the front of the building, as the back hadn't been touched at all. The hallway was that antiseptic powder blue reserved for high schools and penitentiaries. Bland and boring. The carpet under her feet had seen better days, a matted down red with a yellowed plastic runner down the middle. Clare led them with sure feet, taking a left then a right with them walking past closed doors. The musty smell of old building burned Isa's nose. That and the underlying smell of copper pennies made her stomach cramp. Blood. 

Her stomach flipped and she felt a little nauseated. Doubt struck her hard. What was she doing here? She was not a detective. Travis was her ex from high school not even recent. He wasn't her responsibility. This was all madness. 

"Maybe this isn't such a good—" she started to whisper. 

Clare threw up her hand to silence her, almost hitting her on the nose. "Wait a sec," she said, her voice barely making a sound. She pulled out her phone and Isa leaned over her shoulder and watched as Clare texted her "contact." Just as she'd thought, it was Wesley.

Clare: here. Where ru?

Wes: w/police. Sit down in the office.

Clare: kk. How long?

Wes: 10 mins. Maybe?

Clare shoved her phone into her back pocket and glared over her shoulder at Isa, who shrugged at her. Absolutely no shame in her game. Clare pointed to the door behind them. Isa moved out of the way so her friend could lead. Clare pushed the door and it seemed to be stuck. Isa felt that bad feeling in her stomach again.

"Wait! Let's just wait in the hallway," she whispered urgently. 

Ignoring her, Clare put her entire body against the door. With a final grunt, it slammed open, the sound echoing in the hallway.

"Oh fish sticks," Isa said under her breath.

Clare gasped and pointed, her skin paling under the harsh fluorescent lights.

She had definitely picked the wrong door. In front of them, there was blood splattered everywhere and the angry faces of some police officers. But the sight of his oddly clean one sneaker against a pool of blood would forever stain her memory. Isa quickly turned her head away, but she didn't think she'd ever forget the look of Chad in her life. 

***
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THE LADIES COOLED THEIR heels in The Rec's main office where they definitely walked past before. Watson, the dreaded sheriff who'd always hated Isa, of course, was the one in charge of the scene. Isa was sure his eyes were going to pop out of his head when they'd bumbled into the pinsetter room. The deputy had hurried over and herded them into the actual office. Wesley had one second sworn at them and in the next apologized profusely to the cops.

"I would've preferred to avoid seeing the police again so quickly, Clare," Isa said, crossing her legs at the ankles. 

"I need quotes from them for my story anyway." Clare, the eternal optimist.  

Isa snorted. "Good luck with that. You think they're going to give you the time of day after all of this?"

Clare flipped her hair over her shoulder. "I'll get my story."  

Isa looked around the office, trying to distract herself. The same worn red carpets covered the floor. It reminded her too much of the drying blood and she quickly averted her gaze. Everything in the room could use dusting, some furniture cleaner, or to meet a quick and merciful retirement in a dumpster. The few chairs were mismatched with faded upholstery and cracked surfaces. Isa figured they were leftovers from the original building owners. The mantel above a would-be fireplace had books and wayward files stacked on it. A tiny window halfway hidden by a filing cabinet just added insult to the injury of having no outside view. This guy probably didn't spend a lot of time in this room.

Who could blame him?

The door creaked opened and was sharply closed behind them. Isa waited while the person stood there, apparently assessing them. 

"A nosy reporter and her stupid friend. What do you have to say for yourselves?"

Isa's spine stiffened at being called stupid but she didn’t react to the bait.  

The shoes squeaked across the carpet and the owner of the place was standing in front of them.

"Clare, I told you to wait in here," he whispered frantically, leaning forward, showing part of his balding head. "What am I supposed to do now?"

"I got the rooms wrong, I'm so sorry, Wes," Clare said. She patted his bald spot. "Don't worry. Everything is going to be fine." 

"What am I supposed to do with you two now?" he asked, projecting his voice as he stood. "It's not like you're kids. I can't call your parents."

"If you're calling anybody's parents, it's hers," Isa said, pointing her thumb in her best friend's direction. "She got me into this mess." 

"Throw me under the bus, why don't you?"

"Consider yourself thrown."

He cleared this throat and adjusted his putrid green tie. It went perfectly with his rust orange work vest that matched the curtains. Other things that weren't included in the remodel.

"You could just tell us what happened and let us go before the police come in here," Clare smiled brightly. 

He tried to glare for a second, but he couldn't under the light of her smile. He smiled back, his weaselly little face caught in Clare's glow.

"I never could resist you, Clare. All right, I came in late in the afternoon, I opened the door and saw Chad. How the heck am I supposed to clean that?"

Isa ignored his commentary. "What about the security cameras?"

He shifted from one foot to another, a grimace on his face. 

"They're just there for looks right now," he admitted. "Who expects anything like this would happen in Whisper Valley?" 

Isa nodded. It was true, the town wasn't exactly a hotbed of danger and intrigue. It was the kind of place that lulled people into a sense of security. Everybody knew everybody. But even in Mayberry, people could surprise each other. 

"You know Wesley, I remember how much you didn't get along with Chad. And it doesn't seem like he had chilled out at all..." Isa trailed off when he turned his furious gaze on her.

"Are you accusing me of something?"

"Nope, but I do wonder where you were during the wee morning hours."

His lips thinned and his face flushed red with anger. Temper, temper Isa thought. "I was at my mother's house. I still live with my mother, okay?"

"Can she verify where you were?" Isa said.

"I'm only having you hear out of the kindness of my heart and because Clare is one of my favorites. You need to watch yourself." He wagged his finger at her in warning. It felt less threatening than condescending. Isa decided to let up.

"There's no shame in living with your Mom, Wesley. Clare does and I moved back in with my aunt," Isa said. He just looked at her in anger. 

"Don't take offense, Wes. I bet the police asked you these same questions," Clare said.

"Yeah, but I didn't expect this from my friends," he said grudgingly. 

Friends? Isa wondered. Are we friends? 

"I didn't mean to offend you, Wesley, I just want to get to the bottom of this," Isa said.

He wiped his hands like he was dusting all of it away. "No harm, no foul."

After waiting for a beat, Clare asked, her tone curious. "What is that room anyway?" Clare asked.

"It's the one behind the bowling alley where we can manually reset the pins and stuff," he said.

"Isn't this building normally locked?" Isa asked.

He shook his head and cleared his throat again. "What am I supposed to do with you two?" He started chewing on his thumb's skin nervously.

"Tell the police that you know us and you'll take care of it," Clare said.

"And we won't be back here until the investigation is over," Isa said.

He shook his head. "I don't think it'll be that easy." 

"Why is the body still here?" Clare asked.

"Apparently, it takes a few hours for the forensics to get here. Being rural and all that. The police are staying here until they get here." He shuddered. "I wish they could hurry up and get here so that...thing wasn't still in my building."

Isa grimaced in sympathy. It was one thing to have to clean up after a kid's birthday party or some drunkards spilling too much on a floor. But this was horrible. 

"Do you think it'll damage your bottom line?" Clare asked. 

He shrugged. "I have no idea really. I don't know if anything like this has ever happened in Whisper Valley."

"What a terrible thing to be first in," Isa said.

"I'm going to do some research in the newspaper archives and see if it really is. That could be an interesting angle for a follow-up story," Clare said, making a note on her phone. 

"As long as you're thinking about your career in my time of need, Clare," he said. 

She didn't look the least bit repentant as she finished her notes. "Hey Wes, don't take it personal. It's my job, homie."

"Maybe you should let law enforcement do their job and not get in the way of police procedure," said someone behind them. 

Isa turned and there stood Watson decked out in his perfectly pressed uniform with the darkest scowl on his face. 

"Freedom of the press Watson, look it up," Clare said. "Speaking of, what is the estimated time of death? Do you know if this could've been an accident? Who are your suspects?"

"You were trespassing on a crime scene. You're in serious trouble." He stood tall over them and it seemed like his chest expanded as wide as the satisfaction in his eyes. 

"I invited them here. They didn't mean to open that door. I think it'll be a mess of bad press and bad feelings in the community if you were to press this," Wesley said. 

Isa's eyes widened. She hadn't expected him to have a backbone. 

Watson grunted. He turned to Clare, "You'll receive a press release like everybody else." 

"Do you want to make a statement to us now?" she asked, holding up her phone's mic toward him.

"No comment," he said, his voice flat. Clare stood to her full height, which was still a foot shooter than Watson. She insistently put her mic closer to his face.

"That's the statement you want to give to the good people of Whisper Valley? Do you think no one's going to hear about this? It'll be all around before the sun comes up tomorrow. Do you want them to be afraid to send their kids to school? Do you want them to think that this is the beginning of a serial killer on the loose?"

"A serial killer? Now, wait a minute-"

"People are going to want to know how they can keep themselves and their families safe. Here in Whisper Valley a lot of folks don't even lock their doors anymore. Should they be worried?"

He looked her over with an expression that Isa couldn't decipher. He spoke slowly like he was thinking over every word. 

"From the evidence we've gathered, there's no reason to think that this was more than a one-time thing. However, it's always good to use some sort of caution. For an official statement, you'll have to wait for the press release."

"Thanks so much for your time, Officer Watson," Isa said, right as he was turning to leave. 

"Stay out of this, Isadora. This is not your business," He spat at her before turning to leave. He stopped at the door, "If you're back here before we've left the premises, I will charge you with interfering with an investigation and obstruction of justice. Mr. Casto, I'll be back in here shortly."

He left the door open in his wake.
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Chapter Six
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Isa was posted up on Clare's futon, sharing a platter of cheese and crackers with a side of a nice Cabernet. From a nice quiet morning going to church to Travis to going to that recreational center...everything had gotten crazy today. They needed a moment to unpack it all. And Isa really needed to sort out her role in all of this. Could she be the person Travis needed her to be? 

She crunched on Brie and crackers, loving the creamy texture of the cheese as she looked around. The colors were so warm and bright, inviting. Much warmer than she was feeling after seeing Chad like that. Much warmer than Travis was probably feeling in that holding cell tonight. She let her mind wander a little bit, not really settling on a thought.

"Ok, they found the body in the pin resetter," Clare said, striving for professionalism while wearing her flannel footie jammy jams. "What did we learn from him...it?" 

She may be a reporter, but she was still just a hilljack from the sticks who had never dealt with something like this before.

Isa took a sip of wine to calm down her nerves. Seeing the dead man had been horrible. Dealing with Watson had been a pain in the...toe. Basically, she'd like to just throw the entire day away.

She inhaled deeply. "Someone had pushed him into the mechanism. And they must've started the thing." 

"Right. Some guy must've been pretty strong to do that," Clare said, her voice quiet.

"Couldn't it have been a woman?" Isa asked. "He definitely tied one on last night. It's not like he was up to full strength or whatever." 

Clare nodded in acknowledgment, taking some notes on her phone. 

Isa took another sip of her wine, trying to figure out all the information they needed. Maybe an easier task would be figuring out what they knew. Then an idea struck.

"Hey, how does that machine work?" Isa asked.

"I'll have to ask Wes about that." Clare made another note. 

"How do you know him so well, anyway?"

"When I used to bartend at the One Trick Pony before it closed down, he was one of my regulars. He's an all right guy. Always tipped well."

Isa nodded, her thoughts already moving on. Who would do that to Chad? Did they come from behind and push him? Was it an impulsive move? Why at The Rec? Did the neighbors hear or see anything? 

"So many questions," Isa murmured. "How do we narrow everything down?"

"They've got Travis, huh?" 

Isa nodded. 

"Wonder what brought him to their attention?" 

"Auntie made it sound like their arguments were staples for Whisper Valley gossips," Isa said.

"Yeah, that's true, but it's a helluva leap to go from arguing to killing somebody. Friends breakup and make up all the time."

Thinking of their settled disjointed feelings earlier in the week, Isa agreed. She nibbled on a cracker, thinking.

"Wait. How did they know The Rec was unlocked? They were there even before Wesley had opened the doors." 

"Wes leaves the place open so if folks wanted to go there after church sessions, they could have a place to set up for lunch."

"You've got to be kidding me." Isa groaned. A seemingly helpful gesture had become the gateway to a murder. "And of course everybody knew about it."

"It's like you've been here before," Clare teased.

"We're back at square one."

"To be fair, it's more like we're on negative one." Clare poured more wine into her glass. She gestured at the bottle to Isa, who shook her head. A little drink to get loose was fine, but she didn't want to stumble home. There was too much to think about to muddy the waters. 

"Let's start at basics then. Who hated Chad?" Isa asked. 

"Just about everybody. Not to speak ill of the dead, but the guy could be a douche. Sometimes," Clare said. 

Isa winced. "Right. That's clear enough. Did anybody else have words with him recently? Who would know that? Who's got all the gossip?"

Clare’s wide grin was her response. 

Isa didn't like the look of that grin. She picked up her glass to steady herself. "Who is it?"

“Remember Ester?” 

Ester had been a fixture at the town's diner since before Isa was a twinkle in her daddy's eye. And the biggest gossip. She wasn't interested in talking to the older woman, but Clare really thought she could shed some light on this situation.

“I guess we’re on our way to The PotHole Diner.”

They huddled in Clare's truck, blowing on their fingers. That night, the weather had taken a downturn for the cold and Clare hadn't given her truck the chance to warm up before they'd hopped in to go.  

"It should heat up soon," she said.

Isa grunted and dramatically blew harder. 

The PotHole Diner where Ester reigned sat just outside of city limits and catered to all the area truck drivers. Truckers were notorious for knowing what was going on. 

From what Isa could remember, the PotHole Diner had some of the best food on a budget around. Their pepperoni rolls were always on point. She couldn't wait to have one. That was definitely one thing she'd missed about home, not having to bake her own pepperoni rolls if she wanted one. 

The PotHole Diner looked like a white one-story non-descript building. There were a couple of picture windows, but they always had their red curtains closed. The parking lot used to be so riddled with potholes that no one referred to it as the old name, they just called it Pothole Diner. The owner decided not to fight it and just change the name to what people called it anyway.

"Awesome, the heat's just starting to kick in," Clare said, flipping off her dashboard.

"Did that make you feel better?"

"A little bit."

When they pushed open the diner's heavy doors, the warm air blasted their cheeks. The counter was still a white Formica and cracked. The booths had red seats that Isa remembered stuck to the back of her legs after sweaty track practices. The walls were a cheery white with yellow trim that Mel liked to paint every couple of years. Otherwise, all the grease would have made the walls a dingy yellow. It was the perfect contrast to the gray and white tiles that had been around since Isa was a kid. 

The diner was packed for a Saturday night. They'd arrived a little bit after the early bird special, which according to the sign was meatloaf, mashed potatoes and gravy, and green beans. With a roll and free coffee refills, of course. 

They slid into their booth that they always used to sit at, with its tiny jukebox on the table, matching salt and pepper shakers in the shape of coal miners, and a tiny placard that had the daily specials on it. A waitress came over with the biggest beehive known to man, the reddest lipstick ever, but those lips were oddly bare with no cigarette hanging out of them.

"Ester, how are you doing?" Clare said with a smile.

"Hey girls! Well, look at you all growed up. You know my sciatica is acting up. And I sure wish I could smoke a cigarette in here like a normal decent American. Damn snowflakes."

Isa found herself squinting at the overpowering smell of White Diamonds and Salem Lights that Ester had been smoking since she was a kid. Clare scooted over and Ester took a seat. She coughed so hard that Isa caught a glimpse of her scalp underneath her wig. 

"How's your aunt doing over there?" she asked, her voice scratchy. "I hear them Hammills are gonna start trouble with her." 

Isa's eyebrows raised. This was news to her. The Hammills was Chad's kin.

"What all did you hear?" Isa asked. 

Ester shrugged and pulled out one of those vape pens. "Hate this damn thing," she grumbled, coughing harshly again. "But Mel said he'd allow me to smoke on this as long as it ain't a real cigarette. This fake stuff is just as bad for ya, I hear." 

Isa was chomping at the bit for her to continue, but she knew how this was played. You had to give Ester her time to get to whatever she was getting to. 

"They say the Hammills want her out the building, so they can tear it down and build something else there. But I don't really knowed if that's true or a lie." 

Isa's eyes widened. Was that what her aunt wanted her to come home for? She didn't even know what to say and looked at Clare significantly to get her to change the subject. 

"What have you heard about lately with that boy?" Clare asked. She was being deliberately vague, and Isa knew why. She wanted to see if she'd heard about the murder without giving her new gossip to indulge in.

"Ester, get on up now!" Mel stood at the pass-through window with his stained white apron and a scowl on his face.

"Mel, I'm taking my five-minute break!" she hollered back.  He grunted and threw down the towel on his shoulder. She turned to the girls, "That man wouldn't know what to do without me." 

"Is he going to be teed-off with you?" Isa asked.

Ester pshawed. "Ain't nothing going to get that man to get rid of me. Unless he's going to dump this wedding ring too." She showed them the simple band with lovely cubic zirconium on it with pride. "He knows which side his bread is buttered."

"I love your ring! When did you make an honest man out of him?" Isa asked, taking a closer look at it.

"A couple years back girl. You need to come home more, so you can knowed things," she said. 

Isa nodded, tired of being told off by the entire town. Were people not allowed to leave Whisper Valley and just live their lives? Oh, fish sticks!

"But back to that dead boy... I heared he was shot. Some folks say it was them out-of-towners and a deal gone wrong. Folks said his brother mighta got tired of his bull junk and showed him the business end of a 45. Others say his girlfriend did it, but don't nobody know who she was. He never had her out, but everybody knowed he had one. Mmm...hm..." she said nodding to herself.

The gossipers don't quite have it right. Not yet. But soon the ugly truth will get out, Isa thought. 

"Can't never tell what people are doing behind closed doors," chimed in the guy in the booth behind them.

"That's the truth of it, ain't it Herb?"

"These young people don't have the sense God gave a billy goat," another voice chimed in. 

"You tell 'em, Mary."

Voices who'd obviously been listening in kept hollering about how terrible young people were, especially Millennials. Of course, Isa and Clare were in fact Millennials. Awkward. 

"I guess I better end my break, so y'all can get something to eat. You want you a pepperoni roll with everything and fries, young lady?" She asked Isa.

Isa was impressed. "Yes, ma'am! I can't believe you remember that."

"I remember a lot of things," she said and patted Isa's hand. "You're still a good girl. You take care of that aunt of yours. She's a treasure."

Isa smiled in return, touched.

"What you want, Trouble?" Ester asked Clare.

"Trouble? I've been a good girl for at least ten minutes," Clare said, teasing out a coughing laugh from Ester. She waited for her coughing fit to end before she put in her order. "Can I have the dinner special, please? And we both want a pop."

Ester braced herself to stand. She straightened up slower than she used to. "Don't get old girls, it's hell." 

She turned to the window, "I'm up now Mel! Keep your shirt on! Unless you wanna give us a show! Eh, guys?" 

There was a mix of cheers and jeers from the diners. Mel shook his towel at her and she blew him a kiss. 

"What do you think of all that?" Isa asked.

Clare shrugged, "I don't rightly know. Had you heard anything about your aunt's shop?"

It was Isa's turn to shrug. "Nope, I sure hadn't. But I'd been wondering why she asked me to come home. If this is true, then that would make sense."

The Mystic Eye was her aunt's pride and joy. She would do the most to keep it going. And Isa had needed the excuse to leave town anyway and hadn't actually asked as many questions as she should've. She would do anything for the woman who'd given her the love and care she needed after her mother had died. 

By mutual agreement, they listened to the gossip swirling around them. Though some of it was interesting—she hadn't known that the new history teacher, Ms. Phillips was sleeping with the science teacher, Mr. Palmer—none of it was really useful for her cause. 

The pepperoni roll was just as good as Isa remembered. Spicy pepperoni, smothered in peppers and tomato sauce, topped with melted mozzarella. The bottom was crispy and a little greasy.  Perfect with the crispy home fries. She hummed in happiness. 

"Let's trade bites," Clare said. They switched plates and had a bite of each other's food. Isa piled a bite of meatloaf with mashed potatoes, foregoing the green beans. They were very moist and well-seasoned. 

She traded their plates back and took a drink of her pop. 

"I'm glad we came here. This place brings back memories. Remember when Wishy-Washy Joshy came here after baseball practice and vommed all over the cheerleaders?"

"They were so grossed out, it was amazing." They both laughed at the memory.

"What's he up to now?"

"I hear he's not doing so well," Clare said, her laughter drying up. "A lot of people are having a hard time finding a good job around here."

Isa nodded, recognizing that her aunt was very lucky to still be surviving if not exactly thriving. 

She leaned forward, pitching her voice lower than everyone around them. "What do you think about what she said about the shop? Have you heard those rumors too?"

Clare shook her head, her volume matching her friend's. "I hadn't heard that, but it makes sense. That family is always trying to find a way to move further up the Whisper Valley food chain." 

"Do you think one of their boys murdered under suspicious circumstances is going to put a damper on that?"

"It definitely ain't going to do anything good, I'll tell you that right now."

"Herb, you gotta stay outta our conversation now," Clare said, rolling her eyes. 

Isa turned to look at him. His blue and black flannel stood out against the booth. He adjusted his NASCAR hat.

"You can't talk here and expect people not to join in. That's just un-American." 

Isa sputtered with laughter under her friend's glare. What else could she do? He was hilarious. They made quick work of their dinner, left their cash on the table including a healthy tip, and headed out.

"Do you know any of the neighbors of The Rec? Anybody you talk to on the regular?"

Clare thought for a minute, "Not really, but that won't stop me. Why, what do you have in mind?" 

Isa told her friend her idea and they decided to try it out after church the next day if they had the time.

Isa groaned inwardly. She definitely hadn't missed going to church.
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Chapter Seven
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If there was ever a place Isa felt uncomfortable, it was always the Whisper Valley Evangelical Church. For a place that wasn't supposed to be full of judgment, she always felt on the spot. Like if she didn't come dressed correct, people would whisper behind their fans.  And she knew the pews would be packed to the gills after the infamy of Travis being arrested. And once they heard it was at her house too? Whew, the minister wouldn’t be able to keep them out if he wanted to. 

Which was exactly why she had to force herself to go.

"You know everybody's going to be there and telling their truths, especially after the fellowship." Her aunt had reminded Isa as she nudged her toward getting out of bed that morning. "You gotta get 'em while they're feeling full of the Lord's grace and honey baked ham."

Now Isa wore her most demure skirt and blouse, her hair covered in a lovely scarf as she drove her aunt to the church in her car. 

"Are you sure you don't want to take a trip down to the Tamarack and pick up some new art pieces?" Isa asked, smiling beguilingly at her aunt. She knew one of the older woman's weaknesses was always finding a new artist to support.

Her aunt shook her head. "Nope, not today Satan. We're going to get our church on. And we're going to have a lovely time." She pulled her flask out of her purse and took a sip to punctuate the thought. 

Sunday Funday my big toe, Isa thought sourly.

The church was at the end of the only cul-de-sac in town. The parking was always atrocious. It wasn't far from the house, but it was chilly out and it had rained overnight. Isa didn't want to take a chance with her aunt walking in her heels on the slick roadway. 

The church was pretty modest compared to the megachurches in bigger cities. 

The stairs that led up to the front door were cement. They paused to let Auntie on the wide wooden porch in front of the stained glass front facade of the church. The door was propped open welcoming parishioners, letting out all of the warm air. Inside the church was a bit darker with thick maroon carpet that matched the cushions on the pews. In front was the pulpit where Pastor Collins was greeting people who came up to him. Isa felt relieved that he wasn't waiting for people at the door. She didn't want him to get any ideas that she'd be coming all the time.

They walked in a bit early, which was the norm. Late-comers would bear the brunt of sideways glances and passive-aggressive comments. 

Like:

"Bless your heart honey, did your alarm clock break overnight?"

Or:

"It's so good to see you, sweetie, wish I could've talked to you before the sermon, but I guess I missed you."

All of it annoying as heck.

Her aunt split away from her, making a beeline toward the Ladies Who Lunch, all of whom wore their matching floppy hats. Auntie stuck out with her hair wrapped in a scarf, but somehow, she still seemed to fit right in. Isa sighed and looked around. 

Jamie Sutton waved at her and smiled, heading toward her. "Hey, girl! I heard you were back in town, how are you?"

"I'm good! But not as good as you are, I see,"

Jamie smiled and patted her rounded tummy. "Yup, there's something in the water. This is our third. Our other kids are in Sunday school." 

She patted her husband's hand and he smiled, rubbing his thinning hair self-consciously. "This is my husband, Gary. Gary, this is Isa. We were good friends in school."

Isa smiled and shook his hand, "I think we were all pretty good friends."

"Well, most of us anyway," Jamie said, cutting her eyes toward Tiffany and her mean girls crew. 

"Some people were really living out their 90s teen movie fantasy," Isa said. "I better find my seat before Pastor Collins starts. It was good to see you, Jamie and good to meet you, Gary."

They said their goodbyes and she moved toward Clare, who sat near a window as usual with her mother. Auntie's crew had made their way to the front where they could hear better and show off their hats to the congregation.

Clare leaned toward her, lowering her voice. "Did you see who came in together?" 

"No, who?"

"Girls, he's about to start," Miss Olivia admonished them, just like they were in grade school again. 

They sat at attention, looking face forward with their hands clasped in their lap. Grownups or not, Miss Olivia did not play. Pastor Collins topic of the day was forgiveness and learning how to be more benevolent with your fellow man. He wasn't a particularly inspired speaker, but he laid out his lessons in easily digested sound bites. Perfect for the casual churchgoer.

Isa’s mind started to drift and she thought over all that had happened. After she'd gotten home from the diner, she hadn't been able to settle down. She'd gone onto Facespace and had looked over Chad's page. He was a guy who liked to show himself off. Pictures of him cutting logs, measuring a doorway, while flexing his muscles, mowing a lawn while flexing, drinking a beer while flexing. He also had a lot of "hot chicks" posted on his feed, some of them in varying stages of undress. But she could see what Ester had meant. Nobody seemed to be any sort of special to him. Maybe one of them was the girlfriend he had on the DL and she'd finally gotten fed up with his disrespectful ways. Would that be enough for her to kill over?

There was one post that seemed to really tell her all she needed to know about his humor and what he thought about women. A meme with a picture of a smiling guy from the 50s that wasn't attributed to anyone, but she doubt he'd said it. He didn't seem like he was the type.

Women can say NO...unless they're dyslexic. Then it's on!

If her eyes could've rolled any further they'd have got stuck.

A few songs, a few testimonials, a few prayers for some elderly people who couldn't make it due to illness, and everyone was ready to leave. 

After services were over, everyone was shaking hands and offering good tidings of faith and love. It was nice. Yet, Isa felt a little cynical about the whole thing. Every one of these people had somehow in one time or another said something to her that made her feel some type of way in the past. That had stolen a happy moment from her or made her feel insecure. Granted she should let the past stay in the past, but it was hard to let things go.

"Oh, there you are, Isa. You look so nice. Like you're on your way to one of your black funerals."

Black funerals? Isa winced hearing her grating voice but tried to draw on that grace her aunt had instilled in her.

"Hello Tiffany," she said, her voice even toned and her smile as fake as the pastor's toupee. 

"Did you enjoy the service? I know you must not get a lot of God in your Auntie's house what with her being a heathen and all."

She had a smear of red across her teeth from her lipstick that Isa decided to let her keep.

"You know Tiffany, in Matthew 7 Verse 12, it says: Therefore whatever you desire for men to do to you, you shall also do to them; for this is the law and the prophets.

My aunt embodies that sentiment in a way that you couldn't possibly understand. Thank you for the fellowship. I hope you and yours have a wonderful day." 

While Tiffany's mouth dropped open with her streaked teeth showing, Isa spun around and went to find Clarebel. She didn't have time for that kind of foolishness, especially when she and her bestie were going to the land of gossip—Miss Harriet's house. Even the younger people their age went to the grand dame of The Ladies Who Lunch's home after services. And even though her home was expansive, everyone still brought a dish. Isa had made deviled eggs, much to her own amusement. Her aunt made her infamous coffee cakes. She hadn't been too deep into her "tiny little iddy biddy piece of a drink" last night, so the dessert looked pretty good. 

Isa and her aunt gave a ride to Clare and her mom, who was having difficulty climbing into Clare's truck. 

Miss Harriet lived a little outside of town in a larger home up on a hill. She always complained that it was too much house for her, but it was a family home, so she couldn't possibly sell it. 

One day, Auntie had suggested she try to get some tenants or a caretaker to help her with upkeep, but Miss Harriet said, "I don't want nobody coming up in here stealing my things and moving stuff to where I cain't find it." 

And so she puttered around trying to get it to be a nice, but just getting too tired to do it all. 

They drove down Main Street onto the backroad, past the diner and the biker bar. Soon they had reached Rolling Hills Estates. This area was where the "upper echelon" of the town lived, like the mayor and his wife. And the owner of the local newspaper/grocery store. It wasn't nearly as fancy as the name sounded. It just meant they were outside of town where their property taxes were a bit lower and the homes were more scattered. 

As the women drove up the winding hill, Isa was so glad the first snow of the fall hadn't happened yet. They would have been slipping and sliding from here to next Sunday. All around them, trees were starting to drop their leaves, but in some areas the grass was knee-high. Are they not paying lawnmowers out here?,  Isa wondered. 

The driveway leading up to Miss Harriet's house seemed to lead up the side of a mountain. Isa saw a rabbit run through the brush, peeking here and there.

The grass closer to Miss Harriet's was low. Isa mentioned that someone must have mowed there recently.

"That Chad boy would come out once a week and mow for her before we'd break bread at her house after services," Auntie said, taking a pull from her flask.

"Auntie! What are you doing?"

"Girl, I'm minding my own business, that's what I'm doing. We out that church and I need me a little juice to get me through this."

"Now Maybel, you know you can't go up in there smelling like the drink. They'll eat you up alive." Clare's mother admonished. "At least not alone. Now pass that flask back here so I can take a little sipple."  

Auntie passed it to the back seat and Isa rolled her eyes. Had everybody become a lush while she was gone? 

"Aunt Maybel, you're a bad influence," Clare said, shaking her head, but she looked more ready to laugh than anything else. 

Isa followed the tire tracks through the side of Miss Harriet's yard where everyone parked in the flat area. She didn't bother locking up. Clare jumped out and opened her mother's door, offering her hand to her mother for assistance.

"I'm fine, I'm fine," Miss Olivia said, waving her daughter away. 

Aunt Maybel was already out, having another drink from her flask. Isa looked around, taking in the vehicles that were already there and the landscape. 

Her aunt straightened up her clothes and checked her scarf, and was ready to go. After another sip from the flask.

"Could you at least try to be slick with it?" Isa said in a last-ditch effort to corral her aunt.

"Girl,” she said drawing the world out. “I was slick before you knew slick was slick."

Oh no, she had that tone of voice already. Isa shrugged. Whatever was going to be happen was going to happen. She would leave it between her aunt and her God. 

Isa noticed empty spaces on her walls where Miss Harriet had sold paintings and other pieces of artwork. She imagined the upkeep for a home like this must be massive. They reached the tea room where a buffet was started on a long table that had a faded blue and white runner on it. Isa's eyes widened. 

"We forgot the food! I'll go out and get our dishes."

Miss Harriet came over and tutted at her, taking her lightly by the arm. The elderly woman's hand had a slight palsy to it and was spotted with age.

"Uh-huh, you ain't got to do that when there's all these able-bodied young ones to do it," Miss Harriet turned and hollered much louder than her little stature would lead you to believe. "Brendan! Go on and out there and get this girl's potluck from the backseat."

It was the cute guy from the brewery downtown. His eyes lit up when he looked at her. 

"Yes ma'am," he said and winked at Isa. 

She tried not to meet his eye and tried not to blush. She described her car to him. As the handsome man walked away, Clare wiggled her eyebrows at her best friend who tried valiantly to ignore her.

"I didn't realize he was here," Isa said, trying to sound casual. Or that his name was Brendan. 

"Oh yes, he comes in with the rest of those young hooligans late. Sitting in the back like Jesus don't know," Miss Harriet said. "But he knows." She gave Isa a sharp look. "About EVERYTHING.'

Isa took a step back and smiled weakly. She wasn't sure what Miss Harriet thought Jesus knew, but it definitely wasn't all like that.

Perfect timing, he walked back in carrying the bag that had the Tupperware. "Here's the food. Where do you want me to put it?"

"I'll find a place for it," Isa said, grateful for the interruption. She went to grab him from him and he pulled it out of her reach.

"You lead," he said. 

She led him to the dining room table. He put the bag down with a thud and she set up their dishes.  

"Miss Harriet has been after me to come to church for a long time," he said. 

He stood close enough that she could feel the heat from his arm. She leaned away. He was cute and all, but she didn't like her space encroached on like that. Besides, all it took was to stand beside someone a little too close to feed the gossip folks.

"What finally brought you out?" she asked, popping lids off of Tupperware.

"I heard you might be here, so I took a chance," he said. 

She blinked wordlessly a few times and then ducked her head down. She murmured something noncommittal, refusing to look at him. Her face felt hot under his scrutiny.  

"Thanks for the help. I'm going to catch up with some people. I'm sure I'll talk with you later," she said. He opened his mouth to say something, but she hurried off. She really hadn't seen some of these people in years.

"It's so good to see you again Isa," said Mr. Moran, her high school track coach. 

She gave him a hug. When she had been on his team, he'd supported everything she'd done. She probably wouldn't have made it through most of her high school years without his support. Even afterward, he had been one of the only people to send her Christmas cards with a little extra cash during the holidays. 

"How's the team looking this year?" she asked. 

He shook his head, "It's not looking like anything. Track and field were cut."

"No!" She was shocked. They were a smaller school, but their track team had always been its strongest sport.

He shrugged looking sad. "I guess they didn't figure it was important enough to put any money into it. Nobody tried to fight the school board. So here we are. I'm retired at 60."

"I'm sorry, Coach."

He shrugged again, looking down at his shoe. Then he brightened. "I hear you're going to be at your aunt's now. Maybe you can put in a word at the Board about the team?"

"Me?" 

"Sure! You're a town success story and now you're back to help your elderly aunt to run her shop. They'll eat that up!"

"Elderly! I'm going to make you eat those words, Wilbur Moran. I've only got a couple years on you."

He blushed rubbing his hair sheepishly, "Oh, you know what I mean, Maybel."

"Uh-huh, I bet I do. I might be elderly, but I still know how to shake it," she said and did a shoulder shimmy.

Isa watched his Adam's apple shake while he tried to swallow. She took that moment to run away. Seemed like she did more of that today than anything else. 

She took the moment to look around. 

The home was bigger than her aunt's in just about every way. The ceilings were taller, with deep pine and thick beams running across the ceiling. Beautiful dark wood was everywhere. And deer heads. And a bear in a corner. Miss Harriet's husband must have been a hunter. The fireplace was a deep red brick that had an inviting fire crackling in front.

Isa stood in front of it, warming her chilled hand. She wasn't sure how to start the investigation. Who should she talk to? She felt like she needed to do something, but she wasn't sure how. 

"I ain't gonna lie. I'm not sad that he's gone." 

Her ears perked up at the man's voice. She wanted to turn to look but didn't want to attract any attention.

"Course you ain't. Who is? He was a bastard. But he was my bastard." Another voice broke off a little.

"Don't cry now. They'll put Travis under the jail after what they found putting him at the scene. That boy always was too big for his pants. Always thought he was better than everybody."
The man's voice was filled with satisfaction. "I bet he ain't feeling so fancy now that he's locked up."
She looked toward the voices slowly and saw that there were two people standing behind a plant. She could see the top of the guy's head. He was a balding redhead. The woman was covering her face with a handkerchief, but her body was fairly curvy and she had blond hair.

"Hey, I've been looking for you!" Clarebel said, coming over and hitting Isa's shoulder with her own.

"Hush! Who is that?" she whispered, pointing at the people.

She looked over and whispered back. "That guy is Chad's brother. I don't know who the woman is. I don't think I've ever seen her before."

"She wasn't at the church. That much I'm sure," Isa said. She'd been paying attention to everyone sitting there to stay awake.

"Well, that's a mystery, isn't it?"

"Great, that's all I need. Another mystery." 

A little bit later, everyone was getting ready to eat. Even the Mayor was there with his wife, Sally Anne, holding court in the formal dining room. Whenever there was free food, he always was there. He was also a carpenter and helped man the road crew to clear ice and snow. Being mayor of a small town didn't really pay all that much, but fortunately, Sally Anne came with the money to go with his title.

"I never would've thought that Travis boy would've been a murderer, but I guess you never really know a person," said the Mayor, sucking the meat off of a drumstick.

"They always say to look at the quiet ones," someone said out of the group. Everyone murmured in agreement.

"But Travis has never been quiet," Isa blurted. The group turned to look at her.

"You don't think Travis did it?"

"Of course not. Travis is taking the fall for somebody and I'm going to find out who," she said, looking around to see if she had provoked a reaction.

"If you think you could do better than my brother, by all means, Nancy Drew," Sally Anne's laughter had a sharp edge. 

Isa raised an eyebrow. She had forgotten in addition being a pain in the butt, Sally Anne was Sheriff Watson's sister. Great.

"I wouldn't call myself Nancy Drew, but I'm pretty sure I know when somebody's got the wrong guy."

Sally Anne's laugh had a derisive edge to it.

"Maybe there needs to be new blood in that office," Mrs. Garris, Travis's mom spoke for the first time. Everyone turned to her, eyes widening, whispering erupted. They hadn't realized she was in the room too. The phone lines would be burning tonight.

"What does that mean? Since your son is in the hot seat, my brother has to be wrong?" Sally Anne's chest seemed to expand, her eyes sharpening. The mayor was by her side and put a warning hand on her shoulder that she shrugged off. 

"No, what it means is if people want to get away with murder, all they have to do is be in your brother's district. Remember that fire in the early 90s over in Tiltonsville? They never did find who set that fire."

"That fire was ruled an accident."

"Accident my aunt fanny," she said.

"If you would excuse me," Isa said and spun away. She didn't want to be put under the gun. She preferred to fly under the radar unless she was helping someone at the library. Controversy and drama weren't her things. She liked to be friends with everybody.

Clare found her on the front porch, shivering with her hands under her armpits.

"You okay?" she asked.

"Sure, sure. I just told half the town I thought my ex couldn’t be a murderer in front of his mom, everything is peachy." Her sarcasm was thick.

"She didn't take it like that. She knows you're a shy, retiring, delicate little flower," Clare snorted.

"I just like things to be pleasant," Isa said. "And that was decidedly unpleasant."

"Are you an actual grandma?" Clare asked. 

Isa frowned at her. 

"Decidedly unpleasant," she mimicked her friend. "Who even are you?"

"If you don't know by now, I don't know what to tell you." Isa felt so tired inside and out. 

"I thought you were supposed to be smart?" Mrs. Garris shut the front door behind her. 

Isa took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Excuse me, Mrs. Garris?"

"He still talks about you all the time. How you were the one he should've been with. How he made such a bit ole mistake. How he shouldn't have listened to us." She pulled out a pack of cigarettes and shook out one, lighting it. 

He does, does he? Wisely, Isa said nothing, letting this play out.

"He came to you for help. He told me he did. What have you done to help him?" She blew out smoke toward Isa and she swatted the smoke away.

"Ma'am, I'm a librarian, how am I supposed to solve anything? The police are capable—"

She snorted rudely. "The police are capable of getting on my nerves. That's what they can do. They couldn't detect their way out of Melvin's Grocery, let alone find the real killer."

She was getting louder and louder, and Clare's eyes were darting back and forth between the two like she was watching a tennis match. Isa forced herself not to shrink.

"Mrs. Garris, I suggest you get your son a good lawyer. He stopped being my boyfriend when he chose Tiffany over me, 10 years ago."

"Are you so petty, that you want to see him rot? What kind of person are you?" She spat out and stomped away to her car, a trail of smoke weaving behind her. A few moments later and she ripped and roared down the road. 

Isa looked down at her shaking hands, wishing she could smack them upside Travis's head. Why did he get her involved in his mess? She had nothing to do with this. To do with him. She had come home to help her aunt with her business, not to get involved with a murder mystery for the love of chuck! She was a LIBRARIAN! 

But what if they're somehow related? her inner voice whispered. 

"Hey, you all right?" Clare said to her, putting her hand on her shoulder. 

She instinctively pulled away. "Fine. I'm fine."

"Right.” Clare’s hand dropped to her side, and she gave Isa an extra long look. “I can tell how fine you are. Well, your aunt and Mama are catching a ride home with a couple of The Ladies. You want to go somewhere and talk about all this?"

Isa hesitated. She honestly wanted to just put it all behind her and forget, but she wasn't going to be allowed to do that. And she couldn't take too many more outright confrontations like that. The gossips would never stop running their mouths. But on the other hand, she was tired of everything.

"No, I'm pretty exhausted. I'll drop you off and meet up with you tomorrow." 
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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IT WAS MONDAY MORNING and Isa was fed up with trying to relax. Relaxing made her anxious. Her aunt had encouraged her after breakfast to just kick her heels up and watch some daytime television. Isa made a sour face. Not way, no how, nuh-uh. She needed good habits for herself and part of that was working. 

Besides, if she didn't do something constructive, she was going to drive herself nuts thinking about Travis being stuck in jail and Chad being stuck in a box. She swallowed thickly. It was time to get started.

She donned on a luxurious forest green top she'd found at an online thrift store, a comfy pair of plaid slacks and her customary cardigan. She added a pearl necklace so she could feel fancy. She slipped on her boots and hurried downstairs.  

The renovations definitely stopped at the kitchen door. The stairs down to the shop were as old and creaky as ever. She'd never been able to sneak upstairs with her aunt knowing when she'd been stuck working down there as a teen.  The door groaned in protest as she pushed it open. She made an note to oil its hinges.

When she stepped into the hallway, she felt like she'd walked back in time. The first hint was the smell. Incense and old books. Maybe a whiff of the oils her aunt sometimes liked to heat on little burners for atmosphere. The unique mixture calmed the nerves that were rioting in her stomach. She hadn't realized she was so anxious to be back down there. 

The hallway itself was pretty boring. White uninspired walls. The office door on her right was closed. The carpet underneath her was still that deep deep green that carried throughout the shop. Her aunt said it had reminded her of grass on the prairie and that's why she'd bought it. 

Isa still wasn't sure if the woman had ever actually been to the prairie or if she'd watched too many Little House on the Prairie episodes. She pushed through the hanging beads that separated the front of the shop from the business end. A rush of memories hit her. 

Fraya, Clare, Auntie, and her painting the walls a deep blue and stenciled gold stars, moons, and astrological signs. Her other cousin Neilina had been nowhere to be found that day. Probably communing with squirrels in the woods or something. She smiled a little at the thought.

The time she and Clare had created a book fort in the small big print hardback books section and stayed there for the entire afternoon and her aunt had thought they'd run away. 

The day when her ex had brought her a pink tulip to ask her to the homecoming dance. It was her favorite flower and her favorite color. Months later she found out that he'd asked Auntie about her favorite flower.

She shook herself out of her reverie and paid attention to the world around her. The bookshop did feel like a whole world onto itself. The outside noise didn't reach them. It was like her aunt had cast a spell and made everything quiet.  

To her left, the deep mahogany bookshelves didn't tower of her anymore like they had in her youth, but they were still tall and gorgeous. Along side the books where also piles of books. All for sale. All a mishmash of topics. Old mixed in with the new. The shop was less an organized place as much as an adventure for the reader. Directly across from her was the front glass doors.

One way in and one way out. The thought popped into her head and then it was gone. She shrugged it off. To her right was the dark counter that matched bookshelves and the rest of the furnishings. It should have felt too dark, but her aunt had been strategic with the lighting, making the shop feel more cozy and mysterious than claustrophobic. 

She heard the office door open behind her, "Isa, is that you?"

Her niece silently groaned. That woman had ears like a bat. 

Isa turned with a ready smile. "Auntie, you look sharp today! Have I told you that?" 

She did look beautiful. Today's caftan was a deep blue with large orange flowers that Fraya must've gifted her from Hawai'i. Of course her scarf matched perfectly as did her statement necklace and bracelet. 

"Isa, you tell everybody that when you're in trouble. I ain't new," Her aunt scoffed. Isa shrugged. It had been worth a shot.

"Why are you down here? I thought I told you to go and relax somewhere?"

"Auntie, I relax best when I have something to do. I don't even have cleaning to do in my bedroom! You made me like this, it's your fault." She said, looking around, taking in the room. "Besides if I sit around relaxing, I'm going to think myself crazy."

Her aunt snorted. "Yeah, right. Since you're down here, you might as well get busy." She reached into the little broom closet and handed Isa the broom, dust pan, a couple dust rags, and a bottle of Pledge.  

"I'll clean and have a look around. Is there anything in particular that you need me to take care of?"

"You can probably reach the top of the bookshelves better than I can," Auntie stood up a little straighter. "I am a bit more petite in my old age." 

Isa winked at her and kept it moving. 

She headed over to the bookshelf area, figuring right that her aunt hadn't dusted as much over there. The metaphysical side of the store was much closer to her heart. She made quick order of the work, enjoying the sheen that she was bringing back to the wood. It really was a gorgeous place to be, even if the organizational system was more hodgepodge than Dewey Decimal. 

Her aunt didn't really go for season decorations, using instead crystals and locally made art for decoration that was all for sale. She picked up a piece that was a twist of metals and blue and purple glass and imagined how it would look on the mantle of her future home. She shook her head at herself and concentrated on dusting it instead.

Isa swept the floor and straightened shelves. She found magazines that were beyond the pale and put them in the box catch-all behind the counter. She straightened cushions in the reading areas and dusted lampshades. Stacks of books were rearranged to be more orderly. She made her way over to the teas and snacks counter. 

The notepad on the counter beckoned for her to organize things. Gladly. She made notes of teas and snacks that needed refilling. She couldn't remember the paperwork she needed for inventory and made a note to ask her aunt. She updated the sales sign, straightened up stacks, and tossed any flyers that weren't current. She put water on for tea, started a fresh pot of coffee, and made sure the display of snacks was appealing.

She looked around in satisfaction and then decided to get those forms. When she opened the door, she found her aunt at her desk pulling out her special deck of playing cards. Instead of using tarot cards, Auntie preferred these playing cards that she said was given to her by a "gypsy with the second sight." Isa was never able to tell if it was a real story or just a fable that her aunt had created to go along with her own mythology. 

"Auntie what are you doing?"

"The cards are calling to me girl. Have a seat. We need to do a reading for you."

"Auntie, people are going to be coming soon-"

"That's alright. This won't take long." She pointed to the chair in front of her desk and Isa slunk over to it and plopped down.  Generally, she indulged her aunt's idiosyncrasies but when there was work to do, it felt like a waste of time. 

"Cut the deck," Auntie said, handing the deck over to her niece. Isa did her best not to sigh heavily and roll her eyes a million times. Even if she didn't agree with her aunt's ways, she didn't want to be disrespectful. But sometimes...the woman made it really hard.

She passed the cards back over and her aunt did a spread that she didn't recognize. Often her aunt did spreads that she'd made up over the years. Isa wasn't exactly an expert and didn't pay much attention to them. She was concentrating more on her aunt's ever expressive face.

A dark cloud passed over her aunt as she looked down at the spread. An unexpected shiver ran over Isa's spine. She'd never seen this particular blend of panic and worry on Auntie's face before. She started picking at the skin on her thumb's cuticle in worry.

"You've always been like a daughter to me," her aunt started. "And I've certainly loved you the most and wanted the most for you. But this, this is too much. You should leave."

"What?"

"Leave while you can girl. Things are going to get messy here. Too messy. I don't want you to get hurt. If you leave, you should be able to avoid the confusion and the potential pain."

Isa looked down at the cards and saw nothing there, other than some spades and clubs. She gently grasped her aunt's trembling hand. 

"I don't know what you see in those cards Auntie, but I'm going to be fine. And I'm not leaving here. You wanted me to help you and I'm going to do that."

Her aunt shook her head, "You don't understand—"

"No, you don't. I'm not leaving. I don't care what those cards say. I'm here. We'll meet whatever head-on."

Her aunt held her gaze for a moment. Whatever she saw, she nodded. "Alright then. I don't know why you're so daggon stubborn. I don't know where you get it from."

Isa gave a wiry smile. "Yeah, me neither Auntie."

Though her aunt did act reassured, she decided to leave the shop to her niece for the rest of the day. Her aunt's footsteps were heavy up the stairs and her shoulders seemed bowed under the weight of the world. Isa decided to make her dinner after work and let her aunt kick up her feet and relax. 

Be careful what she wished for, apparently she was going to have the shop to herself. Fortunately for Isa, things hadn't changed in the Mystic Eye much after all. She picked up things fairly quickly.  

Isa started brainstorming ideas as she waited for their mid-morning coffee drinkers to come in. Maybe the Mystic Eye could start a monthly subscription box? That was a big trend in the bookish world. Her aunt had connections with a lot of independent artists, craftsmen, and writers. They could create a box that leaned a little heavily on the metaphysical just like the shop. It could be lucrative and a way to supplement income for the leaner days. 

The bell jangled as the door was pushed open. Isa looked up from her phone and two older women walked in. From their red hats jauntily placed crookedly on their head, they were part of her aunt's Ladies Who Lunch group. Miss Harriet was a taller woman more on the slim side and wore a distinctly purple top with a bedazzeled collar. Miss Marietta, a bit shorter and rounder, was more conservative with a cream top that had some type of feathers around the collar and sleeves like she a plump chicken. 

"Hi ladies, is there anything I can help you with?" Isa asked as she made her way toward them. "Auntie isn't feeling well today, but she's hoping to come down a bit later."

They tsked and asked for two cups of hot black tea.

They settled into the cushy chairs with the best view of the front door, flipping through magazines while Isa brewed their tea. She couldn't help but overhear them as they talked. 

"Did you hear about the last carpentry job those Hammill boys did?" Miss Marietta, the chicken lady asked.

"No, what happened?" Miss Harriet, the bead queen, leaned in a little, her eyes widening.  

"They built the Greenes' their wrap-around deck and it just collapsed underneath their family dog after church yesterday."

"Oh no! Was anybody hurt?"

"No, thank Jesus!"

They both seem to take a moment to pray or reflect or gather more gossip; it was really anybody's guess.

"Them poor people. Those boys oughta be ashamed of themselves. They were raised better than that," Miss Marietta's feather's fluttered under her tsking. 

"I hate to speak ill of the dead, but that Chad boy sure wasn't worth more than a plugged nickle." Miss Harriet nodded decisively, her nose high in the air.

"Mmmhmm...that's a fact."

Isa noticed that often older people say a lot with just a click of the tongue or a cut of the eyes. She wondered if it took years of practice to hone those skills or maybe they were born with it. That was one of those things she'd like to learn how to do. Must make conversations that much easier if you can convey thoughts with just sucking on your dentures.

She poured their teas and served them on a tray with their matching saucers. She then quoted the price. Absolute shock. But they finally gave her the cash. 

Sure, they were Auntie's friends, but she wasn't her aunt. Why would she be giving away drinks? 

She thanked them warmly and let them know the refills for black tea and regular coffee were free. They looked a bit less standoffish after that. She'd created a small sign about the refills and placed it in front of the register. And she'd added it to the blackboard that listed the bookstore's wares. Her aunt may not be too interested in changing things up, but if the rumors were true, she needed to shake things up in any way possible. And the regular coffee and the black tea weren't expensive items. 

The Mystic Eye had a steady stream of pedestrian traffic who came in looking for books and magazines and the otherworldly items that the store offered. Isa gently probed them as she assisted everyone, trying to find out what would improve their shopping experience. She had a document where she kept a running list of ideas that people enjoyed from other places. Ideas like having a bring your pet to the bookshop day probably wouldn't work out, but maybe renting out the area for small bookish events could be really interesting and pretty workable with aunt's connections to local wineries. 

"Isa dear, could you help me out?" 

She looked up from her laptop with a smile. "Of course Dena, how can I help you?"

Dena Malone had been a fixture around town for years, first as a cheerleader and now as Whisper Valley's very own socialite. There were still fairly wealthy people who preferred the slower pace of the small town. Dena's family had made their wealth in the logging industry, but had expanded to take a piece of the renewable energy market. 

"Dena, you look marvelous. How can I help you?"

"I'm looking for crystals actually. I need something to clean my energy." 

Dena looked like someone who would disdain that side of the shop with her expensive cut of slacks and blouse in neutral tones and her professionally dyed hair with its lowlights, rather than patronize it.

Isa tried to mask her surprise, but she apparently didn't do a very good job. Dena chuckled at her.

"I know, I know. I believe in life energy and life force. And the importance of trying to harvest that energy." 

Her smile was strained around the edges. Isa looked at her appraisingly, moving past her initial observatoins and trying to see a bit more. Her aunt had said she was very well-suited to sell these types of items, because she was able to link with the person and their needs. She just thought she had a strong eye for detail. She noticed that Dena was clutching the strap of her bag so tightly that her knuckles were white. She held her body rigid, like someone who was in pain. Her forehead had deep worry lines. Isa talked to her quietly as she led her to the back of the store. She suggested cistrine and jade for the calming and grounding. To detract the negative energy and to give then other woman peace. She suggested amethyst for pain relief and to relieve tension.

She advised Dena that after she found stones that called to her, to bring it to the counter. The Ladies Who Lunch had already left for the afternoon. Apparently, not enough had happened to keep their interest. 

Auntie walked into the corridor, her steps much lighter. Isa hugged her aunt close, noting her aunt hugged her back much more strongly than she had in the morning. 

"I'm fine, baby girl. Thank you for giving me a chance to nap. I felt so wiped out earlier. Just not at myself."

Isa shrugged off the praise and the memory. She didn't know where to put those ideas so instead of dealing with it, she'd put it away to deal with again at another time. 

Her aunt turned to the only customer in the place. "Dena, so good to see you! Do you need any help?"

"Oh no, Isa assisted me. And she was dead-on. I can tell she learned from your knee," Dena said, showing off her crystals.

Auntie nodded with approval. "You can checkout her out then. I'll pick up a bit around the shop."

Isa rang up her items and told her the price. The other woman, reached into her Coach bag, probably not bought used and gave Isa her card. She hesitated before taking her purchases.

"Do you need any other help, Dena?" Isa asked.

"Actually..." She started and then stopped. Isa looked up and saw the indecision on her face.

"However I can help, I certainly will."

She took a deep breath and spoke all at once. "Would you be interested in hosting my book club? There's not many of us, but we have the time and the money to make it worthwhile for both of us. We'd want to rent out the area for one evening per month."

Isa's eyes widened. If this wasn't a sign, she wasn't sure what was. "That sounds wonderful! We'll definitely have to run this by my aunt before any decision is made, but I think this could definitely be a worthwhile endeavor." 

Isa looked around, but found that her aunt must have been in the backroom. She took one of Dena's card and promised to get in touch with her after she'd chatted with her aunt. As the door closed on behind her, Isa's phone vibrated on the counter.

Clare: Want to hit The Rec neighbors tonite?

Isa: Not what I planned, but okay.

Clare: What were you planning? Books, bubble bath and wine? Alone?

Isa: ...

Isa: I feel attacked.

Clare: Haha, knew it! See ya after work.

Isa stuck her tongue out at her phone and shoved it into her pocket. Maybe she liked her rest and relaxation to be predictable. Who cares? It made her happy. 

At lunchtime, instead of locking the door and hunting down her aunt like she wanted to, she put on the soup that her aunt had ready for the customers. Whenever her aunt made soup, she made way too much and froze the extra. Auntie contended that everybody liked home cooking.

Isa wrote on the blackboard outside today's specials of potato soup. Most people didn't come to The Mystic Book for food, but if they were already hungry, they'd try the soup or a light sandwich to for their break. 

She made quick work of getting the food, cutlery, and bowls ready for the walk-ins. A satellite radio station for concentration played in the background. The relaxing music reminded her of sitting on beach in the summer. It added to the New Age-y vibe of the store.  

She soon lost herself in the ebb and flow of the customers. Between selling books, incense, beverages, and doling out reading advice, she was steadily on the move. Isa greeted a couple she hadn't met before and went back to ringing up a high school-aged girl. She asked if the girl was a Robinson, because she'd gone to school with one. Everybody in the family had a distinct look. 

The girl gave a long suffering sigh. "You must've gone to school with Bea. Everybody remembers Bea."

Isa tried not to smile at the girl's clear angst. "What is your name?"

"Lulu."

"Now, I'll remember you, Lulu. Come back real soon and tell me what you think about your book." 

The girl nodded shyly and left quickly, barely avoiding running into Auntie.

"Is that one of the Robinsons?" Auntie asked.

Isa nodded. 

"Mr. Robinson sure had some powerful sperms. All them kids look just like him."

"Auntie!" Isa admonished, looking around to make sure no one had overheard her. 

Her aunt waved away her concern.

"Girl, when you get to be my age, you go ahead and you say what's on your mind. While you still have a piece of one left." Auntie laughed at her own joke. 

Isa had to admit that did sound pretty sweet, but she probably wasn't for that much freedom. Or the wrinkles that went along with it. She told her aunt as much. 

"Wrinkles? Girl, black don't crack."  

"Oh Auntie," Isa shook her head. She was such a mess.

***
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AFTER DINNER THAT NIGHT, Isa found herself dragging a little, but was still in Clare's passenger seat on the way to The Rec's neighborhood. The area felt more like an industrial park with fewer homes, some of them even trailers. The people who lived in this area weren't necessarily interested in being involved in the comings and goings of the town, but maybe they'd like to be in the paper. That's the angle Clare wanted to use anyway.

They approached Carl Redding's home first. It was a small, pea green single story circled by a white fence. The truck in the driveway had seen better days and a car in the front yard was propped up on cinder blocks. From the look of the rust on its roof, the car wasn't on the top of the Carl's To-Do list. Several well-fed cats scampered in the tall grass. 

He hadn't added yard work to his list either.

Clare used the knocker shaped like a cat's paw with a ready smile on her face. The curtain flickered in front of the door. Carl opened the door, holding an orange tabby close to his chest and a scowl peaking underneath his gray beard.

"Hi, Mr. Redding, do you have a couple minutes? I'm writing an article about the terrible tragedy that occurred over the weekend. Did you happen to hear or see anything?"

"Nope."

"Did you know Chad?"

"Nope."

"Do you ever spend time at The Rec?"

"Nope" And then he slammed the door in their face, cutting off the conversation. After they'd gone to three houses and gotten three more doors slams, the two realized they needed a different approach. 

"This is not working out," Isa said.

"Thanks, Captain Obvious."

"Don't be mad at me cuz people are treating you like you're trying to introduce them to your lord and savior, Cthulhu." Isa shrugged. Then she snapped her fingers. "We've been going at this all wrong." 

Clare frowned at her, still smarting over the Cthulu remark. 

"Just follow my lead."

She took them back toward Mr. Redding's home. Instead of knocking on the door, she casually stood right beside of the fence talking louder than usual. 

"You know, those police said the guy who was murdered might be have been involved in some illegal stuff." Isa saw the curtain at the door twitch. 

"Are you serious?" Clare responded, curious to see where her friend was taking this.

"Yeah, something crazy about stealing cats for some type of kitten mill. Maybe a deal went bad. I don't know?"

Clare gasped, putting a hand on her heart. She's such a ham. "That's horrible! What would they do with those poor helpless kitties?"

"I'm not sure, but in a place like this where there's plenty of cats and nobody cares about them, people could do some pretty nefarious things. Big Pharma pays a lot of money for feral animals to do drug testing."

As Isa expected, Mr. Redding's door opened with a bang. There he stood, that scowl even bigger, but a little tear running down his cheek. "They can't take my babies, you hear me? They can't take my babies!" 

Isa felt a stab of remorse and she opened her mouth to assure him when Clare stepped in. 

"Listen Mr. Redding, we don't know for sure what happened that night. Or why. All we can do is to do our best to find as many pieces of the puzzle as possible, so we can figure it all out, and keep your fur babies safe."

He nodded. "Y'all come on in. It's cold out there. Let's have us a little talk." 

Isa tried to signal no to Clare, but her friend either didn't see her or simply didn't care. Typical.

Surprisingly enough, inside his home was neatly organized and didn't smell strongly of cat pee. The floor was an older wood, but it was well taken care of. The front door opened into the living room, but it might as well be the jungle cat room. It was dominated by the biggest cat jungle gym system that Isa had ever seen. It extended from the corner to corner with all kinds of little seating spaces at varying heights, especially near the ceiling. He gently placed the tabby down and offered them a seat. Isa gingerly sat on the edge of the plaid couch with her hands clasped on her knees. Clare sat close to her, eyeing the cats, who looked down at them suspiciously. She'd always been more of a dog person than a cat. Isa was fine with most animals, but in this place she felt way outnumbered. 

"Would you like something to drink or eat or something?" Mr. Redding asked, rubbing his hands on his knees. He didn't seem like he was used to many visitors. 

"No, thank you. We're fine," Clare said. 

A little gray kitty with tuxedo markings and green eyes was checking Isa out and she tried to play it cool so he'd come over.

Isa decided to start in on the conversation. "Were you outside taking care of your kitties Saturday morning, Mr. Redding?" 

His green recliner was underneath the cat jungle, like it was part of their route. A brown and black cat jumped down onto the arm of his chair and he didn't even jump. He pet the cat while he spoke.

"My routine is the same every morning." 

He ticked it off with his fingers.

"First, I get up early cuz kitties like to eat when the rooster crows. I clean out the kitty restrooms. I put on my robe, let out the kitties who want out, and the let the ones in who want in. Then I put out everybody's foodstuffs—outside and in the kitchen." 

He smiled for a minute and his eyes warmed. Isa felt a bit more at ease listening to him talk about the loves of his life. "I've got some furbabies who like to live outside, ya know. I got a garage out there that they can come in from out the cold and the wind. I get 'em spade and neutered to try to keep down the pet population. I always watched the Price is Right when I was growing up," he said with a nervous chuckle. 

Isa looked at Clare with confusion. 

"Bob Barker used to say, 'Have your pets spayed or neutered' at the end of the every episode."

"Oh right! I forgot all about that," Isa said. "Did you see anything unusual while you were feeding them, Mr. Redding?"

He stroked the cat that had taken up his lap, sucking at his teeth in thought. The gray kitten was making his way toward Isa, moving carefully, slunk low to the ground. 

"I don't think so...wait, yes ma'am, I did see two cars. A truck and a car, I mean. Two vehicles. Normally there ain't nobody back that early." he said.

"Do you remember what they looked like?" Clare asked.

"One was black. Looked like new. Very shiny. One of them big black SUVs. Tinted windows. Don't see too many of those around here. The other one was a regular Ford pickup truck. Had a logo on the side of it. I think it was green and white. I didn't pay a lot of attention to it. I was trying to feed the kitties without them eating the food before I put it down." 

The truck sound like it was for a business. It could have been Chad's, Isa thought. 

"Did you hear anything?"

"I saw three people go up in there. Looked like a woman and two men. Couldn't hear what they were saying. Couldn't see 'em too good. I didn't have my glasses," he said sheepishly.

"Wait, there were two men and a woman?" Clare was unconsciously leaning forward in excitement. This was the first real piece of evidence that they'd heard. 

"Yup. I couldn't place them, but I don't get out much." He shrugged sheepishly and another cat jumped down onto the back of his chair and curled up.

"I can see why. You have a lot to take care of here," Clare said. 

The tuxedo kitty had made his way to Isa's lap. He stepped daintily over to her, curled up on her thighs and promptly went to sleep.

Mr. Redding's eyes widened, "He hasn't gone up to nobody. Not even me. He usually hides away from folks. Even the other kitties. You have to keep him." 

Isa paused in mid-pat. "I have to—wait, what?"

"Yup, yes ma'am, he done chose you. You're his human. Cain't mess with that. It's sacred." He nodded decisively, and apparently in his mind that was that.

"Yes ma'am, it's sacred." Clare's eyes were dancing with her laughter. 

"Let me get you a starter bag together." He stood up, letting the cat jump out of his arms onto the seat of his chair.

Isa felt a flutter of panic. She didn't want a pet. "A starter bag? Hold up—"

"I have some adoption papers for you to sign too. He's had all of his shots and he's fixed. He's a good baby. He just don't like a lot of people."

"Me neither," Isa mumbled.

"He lost his mama when he was real little. I think that's why he's so skittish."

Me too, Isa thought. He nuzzled her hand, his little motor going. Her heart started to melt. 

"He doesn't seem skittish now," Clare chimed in. Isa shot her a look, but it didn't have the usual heat. It was hard to stay mad at a friend when you were meeting your feline soul mate. 

"What am I going to do with a cat? My aunt is going to kill me," she said quietly.

"You tell Auntie Maybel about how all of this went down, she'll understand. If there's one person in town who understands fate, it's her." Clare pointed out. 

Isa couldn't argue with her there. Her aunt was notorious for letting "the vibes" sort things out for her. Maybe that's why she's in so much of a mess.

Mr. Redding returned with a bag chock full of kitty stuff and a two-page document that gave Isa the ins and outs of the kitten's life. He said he'd have the paper notarized tomorrow and would send her a copy in the mail. 

"Mr. Redding, are you the county cat clerk, or something?" Clare asked only half-kidding.

"I have an unofficial animal sanctuary. I wish I could have a bigger place and really do it up right, but I can't yet. Some day," he said with a smile. 

Now that they'd gotten to know him a little bit better, he seemed much more like a gentle giant than the taciturn mountain man who had answered the door earlier.

"Do you really think that boy could've been involved in some bad kitty juju?" he asked Isa.

Clare jumped in, seeing Isa waffling. "We're honestly not sure. We're trying to help by doing little interviews like that."

He looked down at the paperwork that Isa had signed. "Oh, you're Maybel's girl. I remember you when you were this big," he demonstrated, holding his hand up about three feet from the ground. "You tell her I asked about her."

Isa promised that she would. He'd given her a little carrier for the kitten. "How much do I owe you for all of this?" she asked. 

He shook his head. "Oh no, this is the right thing to do. I'm not accepting or expecting any money from you." She decided then and there that she'd send him a check after he'd sent her copies of the notarized paperwork.

As they were making their way back to the bookshop, the silence was only interrupted by the sound of the kitten lightly snoring. 

"Auntie is gonna kill me."

"Yup, she sure is."
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"A CAT, IN MY HOUSE? Oh heck no! Huh-uh! Take it back!" 

Auntie shook her head so vigorously that her hair wrap crookedly slumped on her head, covering one of her eyes. She brushed away the brightly colored cloth impatiently. 

"Auntie, I didn't have a choice. Mr. Redding said I had to take him. He said it was fate." Isa emphasized the word, knowing this would wiggle into her aunt's psyche. She held him to her chest and pet him to let him know he would be alright.

Aunt Maybel paused in trying to retuck her wrap. "Carl...er...Mr. Redding said that?"

"Yes, ma'am. He said to tell you he asked about you."

"Oh, did he?" she smiled, and patted her wrap back into place with her shoulder up coyly. Isa caught a glimpse of what a young Maybel must've looked like when she was thinking about a suitor. Then she snapped out of the moment. "But that's not the point. No! I won't be having no feline in this house."

Isa presented the little ball of fur to her. He seemed to know what was up and looked almost sadly at her aunt. "But look at him, Auntie. He lost his Mama too. He needs love. Mr. Redding said this little baby wouldn't let anyone near him until I came."

"He really did say it was fate, Aunt Maybel," Clare chimed in, setting down the kitty bag. "And he hooked up Isa with all kinds of kitty stuff. Plus, he's already had his shots and he's fixed." 

Isa didn't remember him mentioning the cat was fixed, but maybe she'd missed it. 

"Just look at him." Isa thrust him at her aunt. He curled up in Aunt Maybel's reluctant palms, and booped her nose with his little paw. That's all it took. Isa watched as her aunt changed from being totally against him, to being under the kitten's spell. 

"Fine then. If he's got Carl Redding's stamp of approval, that's fine. But you have to be a good boy," she said, shifting her voice lower, bringing the kitten closer to her bosom. Her mewed at her. "You can't go ripping and roaring and destroying all the things in the house. Just because you're cute don't mean you won't be trouble. And another thing..." She kept giving the kitten a lecture while she shashayed away, leaving Isa with a smile on her face.

"That cat is magic," Isa said.

"Yup and it sounds like Mr. Redding is too."

"There's definitely a story there. Maybe Auntie will spill it one day," Isa said. She looked down at all of the cat gear. "I better get busy to putting all of this stuff away."

"I gotta go home and take care of Mama. I'm sure she's bored as all get out."

"Is she involved in any clubs anymore?"

Clare shook her head, "Nope, she said she doesn't have the energy anymore. I think she's mad, because a lot of the women kind of abandoned her in her time of need. Or she feels like they did."

"She does?"

Clare reminded her friend how whenever someone was sick or needed help in her groups, her mom was the first person who'd volunteer to help. But now that she needed assistance, they weren't there for her. She felt like she'd been left out in the cold. Isa shook her head. That was a shame. She'd thought Whisper Valley folk were better than that. She said as much to Clare.

"Girl, you've been gone for too long. Whisper Valley has changed. Sometimes it's for the good, but in other ways, it's really not." She heaved a sigh, her shoulders curling on themselves. "I better head out and get things done."

On impulse, Isa reached over and grabbed her friend in for a big hug. She tried to put all the happy thoughts she could into the hug.

"What was that for?"

"You needed it."

"You know what I really need?"

Isa looked at her inquisitively.

"I need to know why you were gone for so long, Isa. I'm still waiting for you to tell me, and you're still dancing around it.  We need to have a good ole sit down. And you need to spill. All right?"

Isa agreed. She did need to update her friend on her journey. It was only fair. "I will. I need to tell you and Auntie what's good. You should come over for tea sometime."

"Sounds good. Thanks for coming with me today. You're pretty good at knowing how to get people to talk."

"Instinct."

"Sure, right." Clare flashed her friend a smile over her shoulder as she let herself out. 

Isa picked up the bags and took the stuff first to the bathroom. It was a large room and she found a cubby that was the perfect spot for the kitty litter. As she got the pan ready for the kitty, who definitely needed a name, she thought about all that she needed to tell her aunt and her best friend. She'd kept her relationship from them, because she'd been so embarrassed. She'd thought she could deal with everything on her own. She hadn't though. Not really. 

But she'd moved on from all that. She'd put it behind her. She was going to be fine. 

She put her ex out of her mind and instead thought about Chad's murder. According to Mr. Redding there had been two cars out there and three people total. Two men and a lady. He hadn't seen the vehicles leaves. She pulled out her phone and sent Clare a text asking her if she'd message Wesley to see if he'd noticed a black SUV when he'd arrived on the scene. Had anyone had mentioned reserving the space for the day?

Who had Chad met with and why did they pick that place? Sure, it was open, but they couldn't have known for sure if no one was going to be there, even at that early hour. But the thing that The Rec did have, it's at the end of town where there aren't a lot of homes. At that early hour, the likelihood of people being out and about was slim. Mr. Redding is habitually up early in the mornings, but they would've only known that if they had known his schedule.

She felt like she didn't know enough about Chad to really be able to find suspects. She was going to have to phone a friend, or get some outside information.

"Hey baby girl, you should go and get your kitten some food. He looks so hungry, look at him." The kitten jumped down from her aunt's arms and walked over to Isa, purring loudly.

"What? He looks as happy as a clam," Isa said with a smile. She reached down and rubbed the top of his head. "What are we gonna call you anyway?"

He looked at her silently. 

"Reginald?"

"Boots" 

He yawned at her.

"Peg Leg Meg?"

He turned his back to her. 

"Umm..."

She sat down beside of him and patted her lap. She slowly stroked his hair until the name came to her. It was like it had been there the whole time. 

"Maddox? Mad Maddie?"

He looked up in satisfaction and nudged her hand with his nose and licked her thumb. 

"Maddox, it is then," Isa said with a smile. 

"He's already got you wrapped around his little finger."

"I wasn't the one walking and talking to him like he was my widdle baby boy." 

Her aunt harrumphed at her, "Go on and pick him up some food. And me another bottle. And some chocolate, I really could use a nice piece of dark chocolate with my tea."

***
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ISA DROVE TO THE SMALL grocery store in town, Melvin's to pick up some things. It was a red brick building and the signage was a big white one with Melvins in green. The parking lot was about as big as the store. The front boasted things that were on sale. Nothing looked good to her. She grabbed a buggy at the front of the store and made her way in.

The music was a local country station, which wasn't Isa's favorite. But it wasn't the worst. She really hated that 80s hair She ran into several people that she knew from high school including her old track coach, Mr. Moran. He still wore that flannel jacket after all these years. She could see where his wife had repaired a few rips with her sure needlework. 

"Hey there Legs, you still going on a run every day?" 

He'd always called her legs, because he said she ran like a gazelle. Her legs seemed longer than anyone else's on the team.  Before she'd grown into her figure, she'd felt like a huge pair of legs with hair on top.

"Yes, sir. Or at least I try to."

"That's good for you. Running is just about the best thing that happened with me. Me and Mrs. Moran used to run every single day until she had that stroke a few years back."

"Do you still go running on your own?"

"I sometimes do, but it just don't seem like a call for it." He shrugged and she saw the aging in the lines around his eyes and the widening paunch above his belt. 

"If you want a running buddy, I can probably meet you half way for a weekly run."

"Oh you don't have time for an old man like me," he said with a laugh. "But I appreciate you."

"If you ever change your mind. Take care, Mr. Moran," she said. She watched as he walked away, hunched over the cart way more than she remembered.  

She grabbed a bottle of Two Buck Chuck for herself and her aunt's favorite brandy. She found a bag of cat food and then a nice dispenser to put it in. Then she grabbed a couple of toys and a treat for Mad Maddie. She wasn't going to spoil the cat, but well-loved would definitely suffice.

She grabbed a pack of steaks, some potatoes, broccoli, onions, and mushrooms for dinner. Steak with a mushroom sauce with roasted potatoes and broccoli on the side would be a nice way to end the evening. She checked her phone. No text back from Clare yet. She hadn't expected response already, but she felt like she should be doing something for Travis. She wondered how they'd been able to keep him in jail. Did they have any actual evidence against him? She pushed her buggy to the counter, putting her items up without looking up. She needed to get back to sleuthing and making dinner. 

"Why, Isadora as I live and breathe!" 

Isa looked up from her purse and stared at the checkout person for a moment, trying to place her. Her hazel eyes looked so familiar.

"Don't you remember me? My hair used to be dyed pitch black back then."

And something in her clicked. 

"Oh my goodness, Meredith is that you?!" 

Meredith, or Meredeath as everyone had called her behind her back had been the one resident goth chick in school. She'd specialized in black nail polish and a biting disposition. Isa had found her hilariously over the top. They'd often worked together on school projects. 

"In the flesh!" She laughed. Her nail polish was still black, but her hair was that two-toned look that was so popular—right now, black on the bottom and red on top. She'd exchanged black lipstick for a deep red. But her skin was just as pale, still must be avoiding sunlight.

"How've you been?" Isa asked, adding a gossip magazine to her pile and a news one to make it look like she was cultured.

"Actually decent. It's amazing how much different a place is after high school," she said laughing as she rang up the bits. "I've been here, working on my nursing degree. I'll be done in about two months."

"Early congratulations to you."

"Thanks!" 

"I said to I needed you to bag this up! Don't put my eggs in there you idiot! Why would I want my eggs under my heavy meat?" Sally Anne smacked the bag boy's hand away from her bag. "I'll just do it myself."

Isa raised her eyebrows at Meredith. "Holy crap, is she always like that?" Isa whispered. Meredith gave a quick nod. 

"Oh here! I forgot, I brought my own bags," Isa gave them to her bag boy who smiled at her. They usually hired younger people to do that position at the grocery store. 

Isa had a flash of intuition. "Hey, did you know that Chad guy pretty well?" 

Meredith accidentally dropped the box of kitty snacks she was getting ready to scan. "Who told you that?" She snapped.

You did, just now Isa thought. "No one told me," she said instead. "It was a guess."

Meredith looked at her for a long second in suspicion while the rest of the counters around them was ringing up items. She shook her head in defeat. "It doesn't matter now. Nothing does. Yes, I knew him very well." She emphasized very and raised an eyebrow so Isa would get her meaning.

"Oh. OH. I see." She leaned forward and pitched her voice low. "Did nobody know about it?"

Meredith shook her head once, quickly. She rang the rest of Isa's items in record time and quoted a price. 

"Hey, you can stop by any time if you want to chat. Auntie would love visiting with you," Isa said before leaving. Meredith nodded and greeted her next customer.

Isa climbed into her sedan, putting her things in the passenger seat beside her. She paused with putting her key into the ignition, thinking about what Meredith had said. Meredith had dated Chad, or at least been intimate with him at some point. A shiver ran down Isa's spine. Ester had said there was a secret girlfriend. Was that girl Meredith? Could her old high school friend be a murderer?
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THE NEXT MORNING, ISA dressed in brown slacks, a cream cable-knit sweater, and tied a colorful scarf around her hair. She wore her imitation Chanel slingbacks to complete her look. She couldn't wait to dive into her workday. At least in the shop most things made sense.  

Her steps echoed her determination as she made her way downstairs to join her aunt. Come hell or high water, she was digging into those accounting books today. If Isa was going to help her aunt out of the red, she needed to know what she was dealing with.

Her nose always let her know when she'd entered The Mystic Eye. Incense—Nag Champa and various spices. The scent was heavy, but beautiful. Of course, if anybody had some sinus problems, they would probably need to stay clear of the place. It might be overpowering, but it smelled like home to her. 

Her aunt leaned against the tea counter wearing a cozy blue caftan with an orange and pink floral pattern on it. Her hair was wrapped in a matching scarf. She looked like a hippy grandma guru, which Isa guessed was pretty accurate. Though she hadn't given her any grandchildren yet, which was fine. They had enough going on without throwing a baby into the mix. 

"Auntie, I've familiarized myself with your inventory enough. Maybe it's time for me to hit the books—  are you OK?" she asked. Her aunt turned to her and she was wiping tears away from her cheeks. She nodded and wordlessly handed a letter to her. 

Isa's mouth dropped open. "Eviction notice? Are you behind on rent?"

"Nope, I keep my stuff together, you know," Auntie said with a heavy sigh. "I should've known this day was coming. I should've paid more attention to the signs."

Isa resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the mentioning of "the signs." She read through the letter slowly, trying to read through the legalese. 

"Okay, you haven't been evicted yet, officially. This is a notice letting you know that if you aren't able to pay the rent and the back rent in the next two months, you'll be gone." 

Since the shop was in the middle of town and included her home above, the rent was much larger than Isa had initially thought it would be. She swallowed thickly. How would they raise those funds?

Her aunt nodded again. "Isa, I don't know what they're talking about. I'm not behind on rent. But that thing says I owe the thousands. I don't know what I'd do without this place. My whole life is here." Her voice had a shaky timber to it that Isa hadn't heard before.

Isa put her hand on her aunt's shoulder and squeezed a little, feeling the tension there. She lent her aunt her strength. 

"We're going to figure this out. Together. Let's get to those books and get me started. Are you up to handling the front of the store today?"

Just as she'd figured, Auntie stiffened her spine and stood a little straighter. Her family never backed down from a challenge.

"Of course, I can do it. I've been doing this for years. Since before you were even a twinkle in your daddy's eye." 

When Auntie had first started in the book selling business, she'd been a traveling sales woman, hawking her "psychic gifts," books, incense, and all the other trappings of a would-be psychic in the back of a van. She'd had the mystic eye symbol painted on its side that now dominated the sign on the front of the building. She'd only told Isa a few stories from that time, and they were always bright and shiny pictures. Eventually, she'd moved back home to Whisper Valley to settle down and take care of Isa. The rest was history.

Isa wondered what things had really been like for her, being a black woman traveling from city to city in a mostly rural state, playing the role of the psychic nomad.One day Isa would have to get that full story of how the shop came to be out of her aunt. She was  ashamed to realize she hadn't done that before. But not today. She had another goal on-hand. 

Her aunt opened the office door and flicked on the lights. Isa stifled a groan. Of course there wasn't a computer in sight. Why make it easier on her? The room was a decent size, but felt smaller because it had a row of filing cabinets that were overflowing with papers. The desk was barely visible under a mountain of paperwork. Boxes overflowing with inventory where stashed here, there, and everywhere. The blue, red, and gold braided carpet in the middle of the room had even more boxes stacked on it. Blue beaded curtains were hung on the wall over a large artistic rendering of a window with a large eye in the middle. First order of business, Isa thought and let the beads swing down and cover the eye. 

Her aunt cleared her throat in disapproval. 

"Auntie, I can't with that eye. It's just too creepy. I don't have it in me," Isa said. She kissed her aunt on the cheek. "Let's get started in here. You want to tell me about your process? How do you have things organized? And can you give me the ledgers for last year and this year? Those will give me an idea of what's going on here. And what about your taxes? Who does your taxes for you?"

"Martin Shelley. I think he graduated a couple of years before you. Nice boy. His mama is one of the Ladies Who Lunch. You've probably met her. Her hat always has the large feather sticking out of the band." 

Isa vaguely remembered her as an elderly white lady who had a quick smile and always smelled like a sugar cookie. "When will the Ladies Who Lunch be having an event outside of the shop?"

The Ladies Who Lunch was a worst kept "secret" club with women of a "certain age" who literally had lunch together. Unofficially they ran the town, because between them, they had their fingers in all parts of the town. Perhaps they'd be able to shed some light on what was being said on the rumor mill. 

"We'll be meeting at the Church this week to finish planning the Fall Festival." 

The Fall Festival was an event where the town got together, did hayrides, drank cider, played games and basically had an excuse to hangout out together.

"Do you think it's wise to have a party like that so soon after Chad's murder?"

"Baby girl, life goes on, in spite of the most terrible tragedies. It's important for the living to not stop living it," her aunt said with a solemn look in her eyes. 

Then she turned to her office and threw up her arms with a grin, "There's decades of information here. You better get started!"

Isa did groan this time. She really wished she wouldn't have put it that way.

After her aunt left the room, Isa wanted to flick the switch on the little table fan, but she was afraid it would blow half the paperwork away. All of the mess made her feel stifled. The air was stale, the files were overflowing. This was obviously the place her aunt disliked the most in the entire building. 

I can't work like this, she thought. 

She rolled up her metaphorical sleeves and grabbed the cleaning supplies out of the small closet that she was all too familiar with. She snapped on the purple cleaning gloves and dove in. Trash was trash and it had to go. And if she didn't put those files in some semblance of order, she'd scream. RIP dust, she thought, time to meet your maker. 

After a couple of hours she straightened with a sigh and wiped off her forehead. She looked around in relief. She'd opened the window earlier to let some of that cool autumn here in, but she closed it now. The room felt much nicer. 

She opened her bag and pulled out her laptop. Her aunt still had everything on paper. It was past time to update her system. Paper as a backup was fine, but for convenience sake, her aunt needed to go digital. Isa opened her accounting program, created a new document for the The Mystic Book, grabbed her auntie's ledger for this year and started adding information. She would go back and input older years after she was caught up from there.  

As she started adding in data, a picture formed. 

There weren't any programs to bring in any new customers. In order to stay afloat, having a customer base that was just local wouldn't necessarily sustain the company. She also didn't have any money invested in marketing or advertising. She wasn't utilizing any social media ads and she wasn't working with other local businesses to do any activities to again open up a potential financial funnel. 

But even with these shortcomings, The Mystic Eye wasn't doing terribly. There was debt of course, but it wasn't anything that was out of this world.

"What's going on here?" Isa tapped her fingers against her aunt's ledger, deep in thought. Auntie's store could definitely use some updates. Isa realized as there was also a definite pattern to the bookstore patrons' behavior. People came in to chat, but they didn't actually buy anything. They read magazines for free, chatted with Auntie. They asked her for advice. She gave them complimentary tea, but they didn't buy anything to go with it. But they were dropping coin in the new shop down the street. 

She needed to find out what that place was like and if the Mystic Eye could compete. 

Of course it can compete, Isa thought stubbornly. This place is an institution. She thought back to the letter from the landlord. They better compete anyway. Otherwise her aunt was sunk. 

The door creaked open. "Hey baby girl, how are things back here?" Her aunt sashayed in wearing a caftan with Mountaineer colors blue and gold and a matching hair scarf, of course. "Well dang girl, you've been busy!" She looked around, her eyes huge.

Isa felt a streak of uncertainty. "Do you like it? I needed to get things a little more organized so I could see the forest for the trees."

"Are you joking? You did a wonderful job." Her aunt grabbed her up in a close hug. "I haven't been able to stand to be in here for months. I felt overwhelmed."

"Hopefully now you just feel whelmed," Isa joked. Her aunt looked at her in confusion. "Nevermind." 

Her aunt's eyes lit on Isa's laptop and her lips tightened. "Absolutely not. I do not abide by no computers and technology in my store."

"Auntie." Isa crossed her arms and turned to face off her aunt. She'd known sooner or later it would come to this.

"Isa. Marie. Cofindager." Her aunt mimicked her stance.

"If you want me to help you, you're going to have to give up a little control. If I have all your data in a program, I can figure out a little more quickly what's going on. I know you haven't changed your style of dress since the 70s, but you have to adapt some with your business model." 

"Ma'am," she added hastily.

Her aunt relaxed her stance and shook her head. She slumped against the desk. "Business model? I just want to help people. And give them the tools to help themselves."

Isa sat at the other chair and put her hand on her aunt's. 

"And that's wonderful. And you have helped people. And you will help people. But you need to help yourself a little bit." She squeezed her aunt's hand.

Her aunt looked down at their hands, staring at the Isa's ring. "When your Mama gave me that ring to give to you, she told me to wait until you were ready. A woman. She knew even then that you were going to be something special."

"She did?" Isa said, her voice husky. 

Her aunt nodded, her smile misty. "Oh yes. She always knew her baby girl would be a bright, shining star. I know wherever she is, she's proud of you. Just like I am." 

She sighed heavily. "I know you think I'm an old fool, trying to hold onto my old ways."

"No Auntie I—"

Aunt Maybel held up her hand and Isa subsided. "And maybe I am. Change is hard. And it's real hard when you've been doing things the way you want to for decades. But I want to have this shop more than I want to be stuck in my ways."

"You're going to be okay, Auntie."

"I hope so. Let's go on upstairs and have some dinner."

Isa startled. The workday had ended and she hadn't even realized. 

***
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WHEN ISA WAS CLEANING up the after dinner mess, her phone chimed with Baby Got Back. Clare had messaged her.

Clare: Have you heard the latest?

Isa: Nope, whatsup?

Clare: They have evidence against Travis.

Isa: What kind?

Clare: I better tell you face 2 face. Be there in 10. 

Isa: Make it 20. 

Clare: K.

Isa felt sick in her stomach. Evidence? What kind of evidence could they possibly have against him? A mistake maybe? He hadn't there, right? But what if was there earlier in the week? Could his DNA have been in there? She made quick work of the rest of the kitchen, trying not to think too hard, but she couldn't help herself. 

As she was putting away the leftovers, there was a knock on the door, and then Clare let herself in. She took off her shoes and padded into the kitchen in her Sponge Bob socks.

"I need to get you some adult socks," Isa said after giving her a quick hug.

Clare looked down in confusion. "What d'you mean? These are adult-sized. I can't fit into kids socks anymore." 

Isa shook her head. "Nevermind." No point in trying to change Clare now. 

Her aunt walked in with an empty glass. Isa took it to fill it up as her aunt and best friend greeted each other. 

Clare got into the fridge and grabbed a pop for herself and Isa. They all convened in the living room.

"All right, what's going on?" Aunt Maybel asked.

"How do you know something's going on?" Clare asked.

"Isa hasn't stopped spinning that daggon ring around since you textmailed her a little bit ago," she said in satisfaction. Isa stopped in mid-spin and folded her hands on her lap. 

Clare chuckled. "Textmailed. That's a good one."

"What did I say?"

"Nothing Auntie. You're fine. But you're right, something is going on," Clare cleared her throat. "They've got real evidence against Travis. And it don't look good."

"What could they possibly have against him?" Isa asked.

"I can't reveal my sources, but they've found his blood in the area."

"Your sources are either Elsie Mae or Wesley, Clare. You ain't slick," Isa said. 

Elsie Mae worked the front desk at the police department and did enjoy a gossiping sesh or two. 

Clare pouted. "I'm a journalist, Isa. Respect my craft."

"All right, all right, your 'source'," Isa gave the word air quotes. "Told you about the blood. But how do they know it happened during the murder? Was it under his nails or something?"  

She grimaced. "That I'm not too sure about. The source would only say so much. And it was off-the record. Of course."

That made sense. They wouldn't want the public to know any extra bits of information, that may or may not effect the investigation. 

"This is getting us nowhere. We need more facts. I think I need to talk to Travis," Isa said. 

"Do you think you can handle seeing him like that?" Auntie's voice was quiet. Isa looked down at her can of pop, like she could find the answer there. 

She finally settled on, "I don't think I have a choice."

"There's another angle we've forgotten," Clare said. 

Isa looked at her inquisitively. 

"The woman and the man. Who was there at The Rec with Chad?" 

"With no camera and no witness, I'm not sure how we'll figure out who those people were," Isa said. 

The women talked a bit more with Clare trying to get Isa to let her take her to the jail. She didn't want to go along with it, but she decided that she could probably use the backup. This was a trip she was absolutely dreading.

"It'll be fine, you'll see. It's not like he's in the state pen or anything. He's just over there in town over being help until his trial," Clare tried to reassure her, but failed.

Soon, Clare was out the door, Auntie had retired to her bedroom, and Isa sat curled up on her favorite chair with Mad Maddie snoozing beside her.

The facts were few and far between. Right now, Travis's blood had been found on the scene, but they weren't sure where. When Travis had come to the house, she hadn't felt any malevolent energy coming from him that would indicate having done something so heinous to someone. Her auntie liked to call it the family gift, she preferred good old woman's intuition. It hadn't failed her before, so she was going to go with it.

She wasn't some big time investigator, but she did know one thing. Normally, there was a reason for a murder. Who had the motive to go beyond general dislike to actually killing one of the most disagreeable people in town? 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER ELEVEN
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THE NEXT DAY, ISA'S workday had been a quiet one. She hadn't found out a path out of her aunt's financial difficulties, but she thought she might be making headway. After her day was done, she and Clare met up at Auntie's to start the next line of investigation. She'd settled into Clare's truck, grateful that it was warm in there. The day had a chilly cast to it. It felt like autumn had turned up. 

"If we're going to get more info, you're going to have to dress better than that."

"What do you mean?" Isa looked down at her perfectly respectable tan slacks and over-sized navy cardigan over a teal tank. She'd topped her outfit with a matching trench coat that tied in the front. Her heels peaked out from the bottom. She looked cute. 

Clare shook her head, "If you're going to try to smooze some info, you need to be showing more leg or more cleavage. Preferably both."

Isa shook her head. How her best friend still found ways to surprise her, she'd never know. 

"Do you have a notebook of 'Quotes to drive Isa crazy?' you refer to?" Isa asked as she checked her phone for messages.

"Never. That's not my style, home skillet." She crossed her arms over her chest and struck a pose. Isa rolled her eyes.

"Get out."

"We're in my truck."

"Then I'll get out."

"Too late, yo. I'm your ride or die."

"Ugh, I should've left you in the 90s."

Clare grinned and pulled out in a screech of tires, leaving tire marks behind. 

They were on their way to the police station to find out more information about Chad's murder. Isa had watched the local news last night and the statement the police had released was sketchy at best. Clare hadn't faired much better on her end. In the statement, the police had said they were holding Travis, but of course didn't release specific information about the evidence. 

Thinking about Chad, forced Isa to remember what he'd looked like and she swallowed thickly. She needed to concentrate on finding out more information and less about that horrible day. Even if he had been a jerk, he didn't deserve to be shot down in cold blood. He deserved justice. And justice wouldn't be served with the wrong man behind bars.

Travis had talked to her like she was his only hope. She felt obligated to help, even if she didn't really know what she was doing.

The sheriff's department was a town away in Westlake, a small community that was placed right beside of a large lake; one of the choice spots in the summertime with the mountain backdrop. Area kids met up there for shenanigans and families would go for a respite from paying hand over fist at county fairs and amusement parks. 

As they drove, Clare was bumping some old school hip hop, while they rapped along and laughed, often forgetting chunks of the song and just mumbling along. Like old times. 

"Remember the time when we got to the game and then it was rained out?" Isa asked. Getting a chance to go to a game had been a big deal for her back then.  

"We ended up at the PotHole, looking like drowned rats," Clare laughed. 

At the time, they were so bummed out. Like everything at that time, it had felt like the literal end of the world. 

"But everybody ended up there, and we played the jukebox and danced until they kicked us out of there. We had the best time," Isa said with a smile.

All too soon, they pulled into parking lot at the sheriff's department that didn't look like a legal building other than the sign in front. Clare parked in the lot with Isa trying to gather her confidence. It felt like so much was riding on this moment. Hopefully, she was making it bigger than what it actually was. 

Clare looked over at her friend and squeezed her shoulder. "Don't worry. We got this. Just take a few deep breaths and relax, alright?"

Isa took a few slow, deep breaths, gathering herself. She nodded decisively. "Alright, let's do this."

The inside the sheriff department was all dark woods and uncomfortable chairs. Elsie Mae at the front desk, was the woman in the know. She used to run track against Isa back in the day. They'd been mostly friendly and only sometimes real competitors. Out of everyone on the the field, Isa had actually liked the woman. If only she wasn't so depressing. Debbie Downer didn't had nothing on her.

"Hey Elsie Mae, how are you?" Isa asked. 

Elsie Mae stood up and walked around her desk to give Isa a hug. She looked just like Isa remembered her, a red head with big green eyes and a dust of freckles on her nose. She'd always looked like a little pixie, until she'd put her hair in that high bun and left her competition in the dust. 

Except for Isa, of course. Not to brag or anything...but...Isa had been the bomb.

"Isa! You look incredible! I guess you didn't have any kids then. I tell you what, my three sons just about ruined my figure."

She sounded like Isa remembered, too.

Isa made a production of stepping back and giving her the once over. "Three kids! Where? You look incredible Elise Mae."

"Elsie Mae Prickett now. I married Jonathan, remember him?" 

Isa vaguely recalled a rather thin and serious boy who didn't say much, but had always been at the track meets. Now she knew why.

"That's wonderful!"

"It would be if he was ever home. He works for one of those Silicon Valley companies, and he's able to do it remotely. But he still has to take the time to leave the house and go out there every so often. Then I'm just left here with the kids. My Mama died a few years back and I don't have any family to help. And his family don't have the sense that God gave a billy goat, so they're just about useless. And you wouldn't believe—"

"Wow, cool story Elsie Mae, really interesting. Riveting, even," Clare interrupted. "But we kinda need to talk to you about something serious."

Elsie Mae looked at Clare with suspicion before her eyes cleared in recognition.

"Oh, it's you Clare Belle."

"Just Clare now."

"Whatever." 

Elsie Mae cleared her throat and returned to chair behind her desk. "What can I do for you?" Her voice tone had changed and she sounded way too professional. Not the best sign, Isa thought.

"We came to talk about Travis Garris," she said.

Elsie Mae gave her a measured look. "Y'all used to date in the old days, didn't ya? Until he cheated on you with half the cheerleading squad. And you didn't even know about it. You musta felt like such a fool."

Isa took a moment to swallow slowly before she spoke. For whatever reason, Elsie Mae was feeling combative now and she wasn't going to give into that.

"It did hurt. It hurt a lot," she admitted. "But that's old news. Isn't he locked up here? I'd like to see him."

"You want me to let you see him?" Elsie Mae asked. "The sheriff said that other than his lawyer, he can't have any official visitors."

"How is that even legal? He doesn't have any priors or a history of violence. What type of evidence do they have against him anyway?" Isa asked.  

"What does it matter to you, Isa? If I were you, I'd be happy that he was getting his just desserts served cold," Elsie Mae said.

Isa felt stymied. How could she get this woman on their side? 

Elsie Mae cleared her throat again. "Well ladies. As you can see, I'm very busy. We've got a lot going on these days." She tapped her pen impatiently against the desk.

Isa looked around around. The entire place seemed empty and quiet. She couldn't even hear anyone on the phone.

"Aren't you the only person here?" Clare asked.

"That's besides the point," she said.

Isa took a seat at her desk and leaned for conspiratorially. "All right, here's the thing. Let's help each other."

"What do you mean? You trying to bribe me?" Elsie Mae leaned back, her eyes narrowed.

Isa shook her head. "No no no, never that. Let me level with you. I have to help Travis. Even if he did me dirty. It's the right thing to do. And I want to help you too."

"How are you going to do that?" Her face relaxed a little, but she still looked suspicious.

Isa followed her hunch. "When's the last time you and your husband got to have a night out together with no kids? Just the two of you?"

"Probably before I got pregnant."

Isa smiled beguilingly. "I just want to know what evidence they have against Travis. And we'll babysit your kids for you for one night."

"A weekend."

"A weekend?!" Clare's eyes widened so far, Isa thought they might pop out of her head.

"Friday and Saturday. You come home Sunday. And for that extra night, you gotta get us a copy of the incident report."

"I can't copy that and give it to you. That's probably not legal," she said doubt starting to rush into her voice.

"Then don't make exact copies," Isa said. "Just read it and write down who called and reported it in. How did they find out there was a problem? What's the evidence? Have they decided a motive?"

She looked at them considering. "And you'll babysit the boys?"

Isa nodded and elbowed Clare, so she'd nod with her.

"Alright, I'll give you a call after I leave tonight and we can set things up. Y'all better leave before anybody comes back."

Before Isa knew it, they were headed back to Whisper Valley and Clare was giving her hell. 

"What do you mean, volunteering us to babysit? I don't 'do' kids. And her kids are little monsters. There's three of them. THREE. THREE LITTLE MONSTERS."

Isa smiled beguilingly at her. "We're going to get the information we need. Isn't that what you wanted?"

"I would've preferred giving her money," she replied.

"Her husband is working for some company in Silicon Valley, who can afford to fly him back and forth frequently. Sounds like they're doing well financially. What they don't have is time to themselves. And that's where we come in."

"I have to admit, you executed that flawlessly," Clare admitted. "But I still am breaking up with you for messing up my weekend."

"I thought you were my ride or die?"

"Bite me."

***
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BACK AT AUNTIE'S HOUSE, Mad Maddie greeted her at the door. He seemed to have the most chill disposition any cat had a right to have. Isa bent down to pick him up. He booped her on the nose. And she scritched under his chin.

"You're such a good boy. Give you scritches under your chin. Cutie cutie patootie," she said in a singsong voice.

"Isa! That cat is a menace! He ripped up the living room curtains, trying to climb up them! To get to what? I have no idea. I had to rescue him, he got up there and got scared," Auntie was shaking her finger at Isa like she'd found her on top of the curtain rod instead of Maddie. 

"You did all that?" she asked, looking at the kitten in her arms. He cleaned his paw nonchalantly. "Unless you want to go back to Mr. Redding's house, you better calm down." 

He seemed to understand her, and gave her chin a gentle head butt in agreement.

"Hmph, he's a menace."

"He's the cutest menace ever, aren't you cutie pie?" Isa cooed at him. He gave her a slow blink and she gave it back.

"Oh, for the love of—" Auntie shook her head in exasperation grumbling as she walked away. "I'm tired of this mess. Too old to deal with a damn kitten trying to take out my favorite curtains. Never had a cat in all my days. Lord have mercy." 

"You're a good kittie," Isa whispered in Maddie's hair and he flicked his ears in response. She cuddled him close and walked into her bedroom, curling up on the bed. 

She had so much to process from over the last few days. From moving back home to having a new pet, good things had definitely happened. 

"Bad things too," she murmured sadly, thinking about Travis. Even if as she'd suspected, she'd been used as a pawn to get to Travis in the first place, he'd come to her rescue that night. And because of that, the police were giving him a much bigger look than they otherwise may have. The obligation to help was real, but how could she find out more? Who could she turn to? It had been so long since she'd been home, like everyone kept reminding her, she rolled her eyes. She was out of the know.

Auntie's house phone rang, startling her, making Maddie jump off her lap in a huff. She hadn't heard that sound in a long time. 

"Isa pick up the phone!" Her aunt hollered from the other room. 

She picked up the her old phone that was shaped like a red lips and pressed it against her ear. It felt so foreign. "Hello?"

"Hey, Isa this is Meredith." Her voice was soft, almost like she was whispering. 

"Meredith, hey! What's up?" she asked, curious.

"Sorry to bother you, I can call back—"

"No, no, I'm good. Are you okay?"

The pause on the phone seemed to stretch forever.

"I don't think so," she said. Her voice broke a little.

"How can I help?"

"Could you and your aunt do the cards, like we used to when we were kids?" she asked.

"I'm sure that would be fine. When do you want to come over?"

"Can I stop by tomorrow after my shift at the store?"

"Sure...sure. Of course," Isa said and then hung up, considering.

Back in the day, her aunt had done readings for only two other kids: Clare and Meredith. Isa had always wondered why she'd taken Meredith under her wing. As she grew older, she realized her aunt tended to take the kids under her wing who especially needed it. 

"And that little goth girl don't have nobody at home who paid her any never mind," Auntie used to say when Isa would complain about having to do the readings. 

But she wondered why the girl had waited until now to do one. Was this about Chad or something else? 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TWELVE
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THE NEXT DAY WAS BUSINESS as usual. Isa stood in for her aunt, who had to go in for her annual check-up. Nothing major went down in the shop. She tried to upsale people as unobtrusively as possible. Fortunately, she had a pretty good handle on the merchandise. So it was, "Oh, I love that incense burner. Have you tried these incense sticks? They have a lovely soothing scent for tough days."

She was surprised that it was actually fun. 

Of course people came in for the tea. Instead of letting them serve it themselves, she served it for them with recommendations and letting them know where it came from and that they could purchase some for themselves. Out of the 10 people who came in for tea, four of them went home with a box. That increase in sales was really amazing. And soon, people would start to realize what they.  

Later than night after dinner, she and her aunt sat in front of the TV watching Wheel of Fortune when Auntie said, "You know, I don't do that thing where you try to push products on people. I had three people stop me in the street today saying you were pushing products on them." 

Isa turned in surprise, "I'm going to guess that the people who resulted in the 250 percent sales increase didn't bother mentioning this to you."

"No, probably not," she admitted. "But I'm not doing this for money. I'm here to offer guidance. To offer people an oasis in this harsh world we live in."

Isa stifled the urge to roll her eyes. Didn't the hippies die out decades ago? 

"You're not going to help anybody if you're broke and bankrupt."

Hurt flashed in her aunt's eyes and she turned away. Isa felt a pang of regret for her harsh phrasing, but refused to take it back. 

"If you want me to help you keep the bookstore, Auntie, things have to change. I'm trying different methods to encourage people to spend more and stay longer. We'll figure out what works best for you, but I have to start somewhere."

Her aunt sighed, and picked non-existent lint off of her caftan. "I know you're only trying to help me. And I know I need the help. I just wish I didn't, that's all. It's hard to see something you've worked so hard and so long on slip right through your fingers. It's happened a lot in this town, you know."

Isa did know. She saw it as she was walking through the downtown. A closer looked showed several shops that had boarded up windows and the trend was happening all over West Virginia. With big box stores coming in, smaller owned businesses often went to the wayside. 

"You're not anywhere near there, Auntie. And we're going to work our bootymus maximuses off to make sure you don't."

She surprised a squawk laugh out of her aunt.

Isa's smile melted into a frown. "That reminds me, who is the owner of this building? The word around town is that they're planning on selling. Is that true? I've been looking at your books from the past few years and though your profit margin isn't the best, you don't seem to be in serious trouble."

"Hammill Law Office owns this building," she said. "They bought it offa my old landlord, Steve Greene. He retired and Hammill bought up all the properties he used to own. They haven't said anything to me about selling, but folks are acting like it's a done deal."

Again, another Hammill situation. Cheese and crackers, do these people ever rest? 

"It's good that we'll be going to church this weekend then," Isa said, swallowing dramatically.

"Oh girl, you'll be fine! You need a little Jesus in your life anyway."

"Uh-huh. With your voodoo-hoodoo..."

Her aunt's face sobered. "We don't do voodoo in this house. That's very serious business and not to be toyed with. We use our  given talents to elevate the lives of those around us."

There was a knock on the door.

"Oh that's right! I forgot to tell you that Meredith was coming tonight," Isa said in a rush.

"That's fine, go on and take her downstairs. I'll meet you all there in a minute," Auntie said.

Isa threw open the door just as Meredith was gearing up for another round of knocks.

"Hey Meredith, Aunt Maybel said she'd meet us down there," Isa said. "We can go on down if you want." 

The other woman nodded, shifting back and forth on her feet. She was dressed more like her high school days all in black, except for her orange and purple socks. 

"Sure, sure that's fine," she said, her smile more like a grimace. 

They took the stairs to the bookshop. Instead going into the hallway to enter the area, Isa pushed a brick on the wall, revealing another set of stairs. Her aunt had said she suspected this building had somehow been a part of the Underground Railroad at one time, but she'd never checked to make sure. Down there was where the real heart of the building lay. 

The naked light bulb swung above them, casting shadows around them. Isa used to hate walking down this part of the staircase where the air was thicker and steps seemed extra creeky.  

She walked first, and unlocked the massive black door at the bottom with her skeleton key. Only she and Auntie had a copy. The door swung open with a bang and they both jumped.

"Sorry," she whispered. She flicked on the light switch and there in front of her was the real heart of the store. She flipped on the light switch. 

All around them, soft lights flickered on, showcasing the deep plums, emeralds, and maroons her aunt favored. The tapestries on the walls softened the rooms effect, making it feel much less severe than it would otherwise. The room had the oldest books on witchcraft and the occult that her aunt had managed to salvage from her travels all over the world. To her left an ancient fireplace that hadn't been lit in years took up most of the wall. She grabbed the box of matches from the mantle, marveling at how that one room never seemed to get dusty. 

Auntie must come down here and dust every so often, she thought. She lit an incense cone there, letting the familiar fragrance soothe her. 

Long iron-wrought candelabras stood in the four corners. Just like her mama had performed and her mama before her, Isa went to each candle and let it, whispering a prayer to the North, South, East, and West winds as were her family's element. Cofindagers had been declared witches for hundreds of years, each of them professing some form of the "sight." Fraya had always channeled her energy into the creative, but didn't really acknowledge the family history. Neilina's path was with the animal world, but who knows where she fell with the family lineage? 

Isa just performed the rituals as she'd been taught, but didn't believe any of it. 

Not really.

The room was dominated by a substantial black circular table that sported deep ridges from decades of use. It too had been around for the ages. Its matching chairs were well-cushioned with high backs. Isa offered Meredith a seat, who took it in reverence. 

Meredith had always believed much more than Isa ever did. 

In the far reach of the room, Isa put a small tea kettle on for boil. There was a small kitchenette with one burner and a sink. Sometimes fire was needed and others water. She knew her aunt's habits well. She would want tea and cookies afterward. The tea to calm her stomach and the cookies for a sugar kick. She found "the vibe" draining. They had to time prepare. She knew her aunt was readying herself for the process by washing her hands, arms, and face to cleanse herself from the residue from the day. She may even change her clothes, if the spirit moved her. 

"Meredith, do you want me to sit over there or at the table? Or would you prefer for me to go away? It's all about what would make you most comfortable."

She shook her head, "Oh no, stay. Please. Sit with us."

Isa nodded. She needed to prepare the tray first. On the small shelf beside of the sink, she picked a tin of coffee, the pack of sugar cookies, and the tea cups. After she'd arranged everything just so, she sat at the table. 

They took a few minutes for small talk, not settling on one subject. Isa asked about her family and how she was doing, just like you would do at any other social gathering. She hadn't sat in on a reading in a while, but she remembered this tactic of helping the client to relax. She supposed even if you were a skeptic like herself, sitting down in front of someone and thinking they were going to be able to see through all of your secrets was unnerving.

The teapot started whistling. "Do you still like Earl Grey, Meredith with cream and sugar?" Isa asked.

She startled, her mouth dropping showing off her tongue ring. It had a ying yang symbol on its ball. "How do you remember that after all this time?"

She shrugged. "Some people remember astrological signs. I remember drinks." 

Just then, Auntie rushed through the door, her freshly sprayed perfume melding well with the incense. Her caftan was a dark purple now and her head scarf matched with silver specks on it.

"Nothing for me, thank you." Auntie said, taking her seat at the table. This too was familiar. She would a tea afterward, just to make sure she didn't accidentally spill something on the cards. 

"All righty, I'll grab tea for me and Meredith then."

She placed the well-loved tray on the rail car cart and assembled all of the teas for them, a black tea with cherry blossom flavor for herself. The cups were all mismatched, from an antique shop in Charleston that she and her aunt had visited years ago. She made quick order of the work and pushed the cart over. She made the tea, and handed Meredith hers, who seemed to warm her hands on the cup. She murmured a thanks.

"Meredith, go on and choose which deck you want me to use. You know where they are. Pick the bag that seems to call to you and we'll go from there." 

Beside an overflowing bookcase was a wall mounted shelf filled to the brim with all sort of witchy business. The shelf her aunt was indicating held bags of all manners of shapes, sizes, and colors. Some with motley fabric of a makeshift of different cloths, others were in heavy velvet in royal colors that matched the room.

Meredith nodded and walked past the shelf once, looking at each bag. Then she did a curious thing. She closed her eyes reached her hand out, as though she was waiting for something. And she pointed at a beautiful velvet purple one. 

"These were a gift when I was trianhopping from  from Chicago to St. Louis." Auntie walked over and picked the bag carefully off of the shelf. 

Isa's eyebrows rose. Her aunt used to hop from train to train? That took some nerves of steel. And who gave the gift? 

"Take the seat that feels most comfortable to you and we'll sit ourselves around you accordingly."

Auntie had always maintained that choice in all things was one of the highest responsibilities and privileges that people have.

"We must do the most to not take choice away from people," she used to say. "Sometimes choice is all somebody's got."

Meredith sat at the head of the table, Auntie sat to her left, and Isa to her right.

Aunt Maybel pulled the cards out of the satchel. They had a dark cast to them, handcrafted and beautiful. However, if an inanimate object could have a feeling, this one felt dark to Isa. 

"You must have some serious thoughts on your mind," Auntie said, her voice a low tone. 

Meredith nodded and she licked her lips nervously. "What do I need to do?"

Auntie opened a drawer on the cart and pulled out an onyx tray and a satchel of sage. "I'm going to light this sage bundle and smudge the cards to clean them of any lingering energy. Then I hand them to you. You shuffle them until you feel you're done. Then hand them back."

Meredith nodded solemnly. Isa wanted to make a biting comment that it was all merely a mirage, but she couldn't find the voice to do so. Her aunt took a lighter out of her bra and lit the bundle. She blew out the flame and allowed the smoke to run across the cards. She whispered something under her breath. Everyone was silent for a moment. She put the sage on the tray after she was finished. The effect of all of the different scents in the room was starting to go to Isa's head. 

She passed the cards to Meredith who took them with a shaky hand. She started to shuffle them and one card flew out from the stack. She went to pick it up.

"No, leave it." Aunt Maybel's voice rang with authority. "If the card wants to be in the spread, so be it." 

Meredith nodded again, and after a few more shuffles, handed the pile back. 

"What did you come here to figure out tonight Meredith?" Auntie asked, her voice gentle. "What do you seek?"

"I wanted to know...I wanted..." At that moment, she seemed like the Meredith who would come over even when Isa wasn't home, just to have someone to talk to after school. "Am I forgiven?"

"You want forgiveness? From whom?" Auntie asked.

Meredith's swallow was audible. "From Chad."

Isa's eyes widened and she looked down at her hands in her lap, so no one would see her expression. Forgiveness from Chad? Did that mean Meredith killed him? But if she had, would she come here and be so blatant about it all? That doesn't make sense. Before he was gone, they didn't even let people know they were together. 

Her aunt started laying cards out in no real order that Isa could see. She'd been reading cards for decades so it was probably a spread she'd learned back in the day. She clasped her hands on the table in front of herself, studying the cards for a long moment. Gathering her thoughts.

"This doesn't look good at all," Meredith murmured, her voice low.

"It might not be the cheeriest reading," Auntie admitted. "But there are a lot of dark things hanging around Chad. It's not a surprise that some of it seeped into the reading."

Isa looked down at the cards, trying to discern where her aunt would go with this reading. Would it effect the directions she took? 

Her aunt pointed to the first card she laid down, the one that had jumped out of Meredith's hands- a couple standing close to each other, with a tree behind them. They looked like they were rapt for each other's attention, or smothering each other. The duality of meaning.  

"The Lovers," Aunt Maybel said. "There was love in your relationship. It looks like you had to make a decision in the past with this relationship. And that decision's ramifications are still being felt by you."

Meredith's small gasp confirmed Auntie's supposition. 

She nodded moving to the next card. A man had seven swords on his shoulders and he appeared to be trying to sneak away. "7 of Swords—You weren't open about your relationship. Because it was a secret, lies were told to keep that public appearance."

Meredith's hand was on her mouth.

Next was a woman sitting on a throne, a sword in one hand, the other hand had an open palm up. "The Queen of Swords. You did not like that you had to keep things quiet, did you? You've always been an honest person. The sneaking around tore you up." Auntie looked down again and looked at Meredith, her eyes soft. "You had words with him, didn't you? Oh honey."

Meredith's whimper was muffled. Isa took a sip of her tea instead of interrogating her old friend about an argument that she'd apparently had with her dead lover. Did the conversation get too heated and that's why he ended up in the pinsetter?

"This is not a good reading at all." Meredith's voice was muffled. She closed her eyes so tightly and a tear squeezed out. 

"Meredith, you already knew. You been knew what was going on with you two, was no good for you," Auntie's voice was gentle, but firm. She pointed to The Devil card and his face seemed to almost sneer at them. "I don't know what was dragging down your relationship. But it was something even more than the secrets. Something you couldn't stand." 

She tapped the last card on the spread. It was curiously the only card that was upside down. A woman sat on her throne, her hands crossed, the moon at her feet. 

"This one is The High Priestess. As she's upside down, she can't tell you everything you seek. The cards do not hold the answers," Aunt Maybel's voice was quiet and kind. "You have to look inside yourself for that answer. You already know."

Meredith nodded and ran her finger along the top of the cup. "It's good then." 

Isa took another sip of her tea, looking at Meredith's reactions. What was going on in her head? When they were younger, she'd always understood what was up with Meredith, but time had passed. And they just didn't feel as tight as they once were. How could she separate the adult from the girl? Should she? Detecting in a small town with people she knew was hard. How did real detectives do this?

"Thank you Auntie. This was a blessing," she smiled sadly. She opened her worn purse and pulled out a couple of bills. "For your time Auntie. I really do appreciate it."

"You know I don't ask for no money, child."

"I know you don't, but you need to. I hear things at the store. Now you take this as a donation and to say thank you for all the times you let me stay at your house even when my own family didn't want me there."

Auntie put her hand on Meredith's, " I always thought of you as one of my own. If you need me, that door's still open, you hear me?"

"I hear."
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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THE NEXT DAY, ISA PUSHED open the heavy wooden door of her aunt's biggest competition, The Coalminer's Cafe and let her eyes adjust to the lighting. Back in the day when when she and Travis used to hangout, it was a rundown hot dog joint that had the cheapest food in town and the most questionable quality. She felt a pang at the thought of her ex, but tried to put him aside for the moment. She needed to try to focus and figure out if this was truly a competition or maybe a potential for future opportunities.  

The aesthetic was hipster gone cowboy converted warehouse. The first thing she noticed was the strong smell of cedar. Not unpleasant, just unexpected. The floors were a shiny pine. By Chad's construction company? Booths lined the sides of bar and in the center were tables that looked like large wire spools with tall stools set around them. A row of large kegs in the back could be seen behind a glass wall. Presumably that was their microbrewery. 

The lunch crowd was definitely strong, there were very few spots open. 

Skirting around a group of people standing in the walkway chatting and a waitress holding her full tray with one hand, Isa made it to the back to the bar with the deep finish and the rough edges to it. She climbed onto a seat, leaning forward to peer at the menu. It was written in orange chalk on the massive blackboard behind the bar. The menu mostly consisted of microbrews and coffees, where the food seemed more like a vehicle for more drinks than anything else.  

The bartender came up to her, wearing jeans and a green shirt with a stein and black pickaxe graphic on the front pocket, the coffee shoppe's logo.

"Is this your first time here?" he asked. 

She nodded. "I just moved back to town and I'm getting reacquainted with everything. I think you were renovating when I was last home."  

"I thought so. I would've remembered you," he said. 

She looked up so quickly her glasses slid a little down her nose. She pushed them back up with her finger and felt a flash of shyness. She turned back to the menu, and tried and failed to focus on the menu items.

"Wh-what's the house special?"

"The Coalminer's Daughter could make your mama weep, it's so good. It's a thick, dark creamy brew with that hint of sweet to it. Are you in the mood to indulge?" He smiled at her and she wasn't sure if he was flirting or not.

She tried to shrug nonchalantly, but it felt more like a weird twitch. "Sure, that sounds like not the worst thing ever."

He barked a laugh. "With that incredible endorsement..." He wiped the already clean counter in front of her. "Are you in the mood for soup and a salad or one of our specialty sandwiches?"

She saw that the soup of the day was a chowder and it came with a side salad. "The chowder will work."

"Coming right up," he said. 

She watched him walk away despite herself. He had a strut on him like he knew he was all f-i-n-e fine. He, like all of his coworkers weren't wearing name tag.

"You looking for a ride on that white stallion, you're going to have to take a number."

"Excuse me?" She spun her chair to tell the rude person how she felt and there sat a smirking Clarebel. "Gurl! You almost got cussed out."

Her best friend laughed. "I know, right? If you could've seen the look on your face!"

"Never say 'white stallion' again. That was gross." Isa shuddered, making her friend laugh even harder. 

Isa rolled her eyes. "So hilarious."

The bartender came back and brought them both waters. More people were milling in and he couldn't take the time to talk again. Isa tried to push down the little flash of disappointment. She wasn't there to flirt. Right? Right. 

"Hey there young ladies! Fancy seeing you here!"

Isa couldn't stifle her groan. She plastered a plastic feeling smile to her face she twisted her chair to greet the newcomer. 

"Pastor Collins. How are you today?"

The minister pinched face looked like he was perpetually constipated. Out of his slacks, he pulled out his ever-present handkerchief.  

"I'm mighty fine, thank you," Pastor Collins said, wiping his damp brow. 

He turned to Isa. "I'm so sorry to hear about your Auntie honey. If there's anything I can do to help you through these troubled times, let me know." His cherry red mouth was pursed into a semblance of sympathy. The only distinct feature in his doughy face.

Isa's brow furrowed. "Troubled times?"

He nodded piously. "Oh yes, what with the bookstore going under and all. It must be terrible for you. Even though you and your aunt don't come to church as much as you should, I think my church represents the community and everyone here and I..." 

He continued, but she'd stopped listening to him. Why was this information such public knowledge? Sure, rumors ran rampant in town, but why would this even be spreading? What was the point? She knew her aunt hadn't told anybody about it, she had barely wanted to tell her. Something didn't feel quite right about all of it. 

"Thank you for your support in these troubling times," Clarbel said smoothly. "Isa is speechless from your generosity. We wouldn't want to keep you from the rest of your meal! We'll see you Sunday."

She turned back to the bar and after giving another weak smile, Isa followed suit. 

"Here you are." She looked up and the cute guy from earlier slid the plate in front of her and her brew on the side. 

She reached for her purse to pay the tab.

"Oh no," he said, shaking his head. "It's on me."

"Thank you." She felt her cheeks flush.

He winked at her. And then he slid a plate in front of Clare and quoted the price to her. She shot her friend a look and Isa just shrugged with a little smile. 

*** 
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"YOU KNOW, AUNTIE, I don't think that shop is really your competition," Isa said, folding her clothing. They were seated in  the living room after their dinner. Isa was finishing up the laundry, while she and her aunt watched Wheel of Fortune. 

"Why do you say that?" Auntie was having her evening cocktail, occasionally shouting answers at the television.

"That place is more about alcohol and food, whereas you're—"

"Don't buy a vowel girl! You ain't even tried to get a 'T' yet!" Her aunt shook her remote at the screen. Maddie opened her eye from her spot on the couch and seemed to glare at Auntie, before going back to sleep.

"—more about the books and tea end of the spectrum." Isa continued calmly.

"What? Books and tea, yup that's me," her aunt said. The show was on commercial and turned her full attention to her niece.

"I think you could probably drum up some business if you did an event with him."

Her aunt took a sip, her eyes narrowing in thought. "I don't know Isa. How would that work?"

Isa folded her top, her mind working quickly. "It needs to be something that would benefit the town, but also would help each other's business too. If it was more for charity, you could get the churches involved. Then other folks would have a stake in it."

Her aunt's eyes were soft while she wanted her niece think things through. "This is just like when you were in high school and you'd come to me with one of your schemes."

"This is a plan, Auntie!" Isa protested. "Or at least it will be. It could be some sort of small event to start off. Maybe for Spring? And involve books and food. And have a 21 and over component so they could bring in their beers."

"I do like the sound of that," Auntie said, shaking her glass, making the ice clank.

"I figured you would," Isa said wryly. "In any case, I don't know who the owner is, but I think that could be something really fun."

"That does sound great, but a whole lot of work. You'll have to work on that with the other owner. His name is Brandon, Brendon. Something. One of those new names, you know," she said and turned away. 

The commercials had ended and so had Aunt Maybel's attention.

The house phone rang and Isa looked at her aunt to see if she'd make a move to get up. 

"Q is the worst letter to choose! Y'all don't know nothin'!" Auntie said, shaking her head in disgust. Maddie got up and stalked out of the room, apparently giving up on napping there. 

"Don't worry, I'll get it," Isa said, grunting as she set aside piles of clothing so she could stand. 

An old school cream white phone was on the corner furthest away from her, of course. She rushed over and picked up the receiver.

"Hello?" she answered. There was a long pause and then a robotic voice said, "Collect call from—"

And after a long pause she heard a familiar voice:

"Travis."

She almost dropped the phone in surprise and sank into the chair. 

The robotic voice was at it again, "If you accept the call, press one. To—"

In her excitement, she pressed the number way more times than necessary and she couldn't hear the other things the robotic voice said. And then there was another pause.

"Hello?" she asked, cautiously.

"Hey, what's up?" Travis said, his voice scratchy.

"Travis! How are you holding up?"

"I'm doing..." he said, his voice drifting on. He cleared his throat. "I'm glad your aunt has the same number after all this time."

"I can't believe you still remember it," she said, and she twisted the phone cord around her finger.

"I remember a lot of things," he said. 

The ensuing silence felt clunky and heavy. She scrambled to fill it.

"Have you talked to a lawyer yet?" she blurted.

He snorted. "Yeah, a public defender. I think your cat is probably more prepared than that guy. He said he's represented one other person for a traffic violation."

Isa grimaced. "How did he do with that case?"

"He lost."

"Oh boy," Isa said. 

"Yeah. It ain't looking too good," he said.

"I'm trying on my end," she reassured him. "In fact I wanted to come visit next week so we can think up a game plan."

"Naw, naw, naw, I don't think that's a good idea."

"You don't?" She frowned. 

"Naw, I think you better stay out of it. Things are going to get heated and I don't want you to have to deal with all that."

"Travis, you can't ask for my help and then dismiss me before I can do any real good."

"I shouldn't have put you in that spot anyway."

She got that familiar sick feeling in her stomach. "Travis. Have you been crying? What has happened to you in there?"

His chuckle had a bitter edge to it. "Nothing gets past you, does it? Just let it go, Isa."

"Travis, I can't do that."

"I don't need your help," he said. And then there was a click.

"Travis! Travis!"

She was yelling at the dial tone.

"Girl, calm down! I can barely hear Pat Sajak!" her aunt hollered.

Isa slowly hung up the phone, frowning. What was going on at that place? Mysteries upon mysteries. 

"Who was that?" Auntie asked from her favorite spot in the living room.

"Travis." She gave her aunt a quick recap.

She harrumphed. "I wonder what he's trying to protect you from."

Isa shrugged. "I'm not sure, but at this point, he needs protection more than I do."

"Maybe he got a point."

"Auntie!" Isa's mouth dropped open. "I thought you loved Travis."

"I do. But you're my heart. And we don't know what he's got his fool self caught up in. I'm serious."

"Maybe," Isa said, just to end the conversation. Regardless of what her aunt said, she was not going to let Travis sit there in jail being underrepresented with nobody at his back. 

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. 

Clare: You ready?

Isa: Where we going?

Clare: It was your idea to babysit these demons this wkend.

Isa: Oh no! I forgot.

Clare: ...

Gurl.

Isa: Come on up. I'll pack a bag.

"Auntie, we're babysitting for Elsie Mae this weekend. She might be able to shed some light on this whole mess."

"You're babysitting her little hellions? You better pack yourself a little sipple tipple for your health," her aunt crowed. 

"Oh, they'll be fine. I love kids."
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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"DO THEY EVER SLEEP?"

"Evil doesn't rest, Isa. It just gets stronger in the night time." 

Isa and Clare were whispering behind the couch, trying to take cover from the Mogwais who'd obviously been fed after midnight. Those kids were full-fledged Gremlins at this point. Elsie Mae and her husband had pretty much run out as soon as they'd gotten there, leaving skidmarks in their wake. The little boys had looked like little triplet angels when they were in bed pretending to sleep. As soon as they'd heard their parents driving off, they'd tossed off the blankets and the cute veneer. Dillion, Drake, and Darron had become the super villains there to fight against their biggest enemy yet—Bedtime. 

Once their parents had gone skir skir down the road, three very suspicious little boys were standing at the top of the stairwell armed with Nerf guns and their favorite super hero towel tied around their shoulders. Apparently, they'd decided that Isa and Clare were enemies of The Avengers and they needed to be stopped.

Who knew little boys were able to be so creative with their torture?

"Maybe kids shouldn't watch superhero movies until they're too big to try to swing from the chandelier?" Isa groaned silently, rubbing her forehead where the tiniest one had kicked her on his way down. At least she hadn't lost consciousness.

For too long.

"Maybe we shouldn't tell the parents about that one?" Clare suggested. 

"Oh no, I've got some words for these people," Isa whispered furiously. "They've been raising them on Mountain Dew and The Avengers. Then they unleashed them on us?! And now we're hiding behind a couch? This has to end now."

Isa stood slowly, her groan silent.

"Be careful," Clare said, still behind the house.

"Gurl. If you don't get from behind there—"

"You're not the boss of me."

"Clare!"

"Fine." Her face looked like she'd been sucking on a lemon. "I just want the record to show that this wasn't my idea."

"Yeah, yeah, everybody in North America knows. Let's go find these kids before they burn this house down."

They followed the sounds of yelling to their expansive living room where one child was standing on the back of the couch, firing tiny plastic soldiers at his brothers with his slingshot. One of his brothers was yelling, "Stop! Drop! Roll!" and rolling across the floor. The third brother fired his water gun at Clare, hitting her directly in the face. 

Isa held her back, before she snatched the kid up by his ears.

"Let me at him! I just want to talk." Her teeth were clenched as she lunged toward him against Isa's restraining arm.

"Enough!" Isa yelled, flickering the lights on and off three times. Something in her voice penetrated the boys' sleep madness. They stopped in mid-motion, their eyes huge.

"All of you, sit on the couch. With your butts. Right now."

She sighed. "Not you, Clarebelle."

"Oh right. My bad." Her friend slid off the couch, sheepishly.

Isa walked over to the kids, pulling over one of their short chairs and sitting on it gingerly. She looked each one of them in the eye.

"I know having a babysitter sucks and I'm sorry. But your mommy and daddy wanted to have some time to hangout all by themselves." 

Their little faces looked so sad. Even though they were literal Gremlins, her heart strings were pulled.

"Okay, what's your favorite game to play?"

They named a popular game in unison where they'd each be wearing headsets and their avatars did dances. And they shot at people, but it was her watch. Not her children. With an internal shrug she said: 

"You can play it for one hour and then you're going to back to bed. Deal?"

They looked at each other like they were silently communicating. They were giving Isa distinctly Children of the Corn vibes and she wasn't a fan. Finally, they all nodded. 

"Alright, go on and play. No more hitting, throwing, or water guns. One hint of trouble and I'm turning off the machine. Understand?"

They nodded again in unison. 

"Good. We'll be in the kitchen if you need us."

The kids mumbled something in response, already getting into setting up the game. The babysitters made their way to the kitchen, but had to keep their voices low. The Pricketts lived in an older home that had been renovated to current standards. The living room and kitchen were basically one grand room with a dining table in the middle of the space as the only real divider. 

In the kitchen, Isa and Clare sat at the marble island in the middle and opened the file Elie Mae had created for them. She'd photocopied some pages and taken handwritten notes on others. 

Isa realized how much trouble Elsie Mae could get into if anybody knew she'd given the actual paperwork. 

"We have to make sure nobody sees this," she said to Clare, who nodded in agreement. 

To do all this, she must have been feeling pretty desperate for a break, Isa thought.

Clare sat on a stool beside of Isa and flipped open the manila folder. The first page was the initial intake for Travis. Nothing new was there. It documented him being arrested at her house and taken to jail. 

Isa flipped through those pages fairly quickly, scanning it for new information. 

"Sounds like he kept his cool the entire time. That's something at least," Clare said. Isa nodded. 

The next part of the file had people's character witnesses about him, to get a better feel for who he is? Isa thought. Even though they were just the county over and knew of Travis, the sheriff hadn't exactly known him all that well. Just well enough to hate him. 

But that seemed to be a common theme in these docs.

"What is up with all of this stuff?" she asked Clare. "This doesn't sound like the Travis I know at all."

Person after person talked about the wrong that Travis had done to them. Whether it was toilet papering a house, stealing someone's girlfriend, or stealing a liquor bottle at a party (really?), everyone was airing their grievances to the police.

"Are they taking this information seriously?" 

Clare shrugged. "Who knows? They may have included this stuff in his file, because it was part of the information they'd gathered. You can't tell by reading it, how important it is to everything."

"Let's hope not. A lot of this stuff is just petty. When did toilet papering a house equal a murderer?"

"Maybe they'd argue that this was an escalation of his bad behavior," Clare said.

Isa snorted. "Going from grabbing a woman's butt and running in the grocery store to murder is one heckofa jump."

She started flipping through the pages. At this point, she needed to learn the actual evidence. She flipped the back of one of the descriptions of his heinous behavior of spiking the punch during junior prom. In Elsie Mae's flowery script, she'd taken short hand on the information they'd had about the scene of the crime. And the evidence they had against him. 

His blood was found on Chad's body.

"Where was it found?" Isa scanned through the pages, not seeing anything else. "They'd been in a fight that night. Travis had punched him in the face pretty hard. It makes sense that he might have scraped a knuckle on him."

The fight seemed to be part of the evidence. And also the other ensuing arguments leading up to the fistfight. They'd been having falling outs in public for the better part of the year. 

"Why weren't they getting along?" Clare murmured, reading over the pages that Isa was passing along. Isa shook her head. She didn't see any research about Travis and Chad's relationship. It didn't seem like they'd asked any of these witnesses much about it either. 

"Shouldn't their friendship be something that came up?" Isa asked. "I'm not even seeing if they asked them about Chad at all."

"Why would he be entirely omitted from the investigation? Shouldn't they be trying to find out if Chad had any other enemies who would want him gone?" Isa continued, flipping over more pages.

"Something's weird is going on," Clare said.

"You don't know the half of it." Isa gave her friend a run-down of Travis's surprise phone call and how weird his voice had sounded. "I think someone had hit him, maybe? I'm not for sure."

"This is really bad, Isa. If someone is getting to him in the police station, couldn't they get to us too?"

A shiver ran down Isa spine and she considered what Travis had said again. He'd been warning her away from the investigation, even before it had gotten started.

"It sounds to me like they have decided that Travis is their man and they're just trying to find information to confirm it," Isa said.

"Confirmation bias. Going in with a pre-determined outcome could skew any investigation," Clare nodded. "But what can we do?"

"I'm not exactly sure. Things aren't making sense. They're not even looking at the personal affairs angle. Did you know that Travis and Meredith messed around?"

"They did what?" Clare's voice seemed a little bit more strident than the situation warranted. 

"Clare, is there something you should tell me?" Isa asked.

Something flashed across her friend's face, but before she could go into a, a little voice behind her said, "Can we hava pop?"

Isa casually closed the folder. "Nope, it's much too late for Mountain Dew. Want me to grab you some water or milk?"

He shook his oversized Hulk fist at Isa and stuck out his lower lip. He was obviously tired and it was about to get to him. "No. I. Want. Pop!" He stomped his foot to illustrate his words.

One of his brothers, came in waving a foam sword. Why are they giving these kids a plastic arsenal? Isa thought. The third brother came in with his Nerf gun. He pointed it at Isa and said in the deepest voice he could muster, "Gimme the pop and nobody gets hurt."

"Hey wait a second.I thought you were supposed to be an Avenger?" Isa asked, looking confused. 

"Yeah, so what?" He shrugged.

"Avengers don't go around pointing weapons at everybody so they'll do the stuff they want. They're the good guys," Isa said.

"My daddy said that everybody has a dark side," the sworded boy said. "And he said we're his dark side."

Isa blinked rapidly. Is he training his kids to be supervillians? What in the world is going on here?

Clare huffed impatiently and snatched the Nerf gun out of the one boy's hand and the sword out of the other. "No more weapons. We'll hook you up with some water or milk, but that's it. And it's time to get off the game anyway, so just go ahead and get ready to go upstairs."

They started loudly protesting and she head up the sword above her head and shook it like crazy, startling them into being quiet. 

"We'll make you delicious breakfast in the morning. And you can play all day. But even the Avengers had to sleep. Look at you, you barely have your eyes open."

Each boy's eyes were drooping. Without their weapons, they were losing steam fast. 

"Milk or water?" Clare asked again. Each boy opted for milk. Isa filled their Avenger cups halfway for each other, assuming that they'd probably fall asleep before they finished their cup.

"Does anyone want a story before bedtime?" Isa asked.

They looked back in surprise. 

"You don't have a storytime?" she asked. The librarian in her was feeling super judgy, but she had to remind herself that not everybody was a reader. Even if they should be.

They shook their head. 

"I'll tell you one tonight," Isa said, handing the cups to Clare to carry up the stairs. The boys led their way up to their shared bedroom. 

"Who's your favorite Avenger, Captain America?"

"Hulk Smash!" One of them said, brandishing his fist proudly.

"Alrighty, let me tell you a story about the Hulk. Do you remember his name when he's not the Hulk?"

"Bruce Banner!" the little fist wielder said proudly. 

"Excellent. Let me tell you a little something about Bruce. Once upon a time..." Isa wove a story for them, that got them settled into their twin-sized beds and their blankets up to their chins. As she told them this story of Bruce being in grade school and stepping in to defend another kid from a bully, their eyes started to droop, until finally they were asleep. 

The two quietly left the room, leaving the door open a little, so they could hear if the boys cried out. 

"How do you know so much about those nerdy things away?" Clare asked as they settled into the faux leathers couches front of the TV with glasses of ginger ale. Even though they could've used some wine, it felt odd to drink while caring for someone else's kids. 

"My ex loved the MCU, but he hated DC comics," she answered without thinking. 

"The MCU?"

"Marvel Cinematic Universe. It's kind of like a different timeline than the comics, but it borrows some from it. It's really interesting when you think about it—"

Clare shook her head. "It's really not."

"No?"

"Not even close. Nerd."

"Whatever, nerds are cool now. You need to get with the times."

"Do you know that's the first time you've actually mentioned the ex to me with real words?" Clare's voice was quietly contemplative.

"No, I hadn't realized," Isa replied the truth of her friend's words hitting her. "I know I need to tell you more."

Clare made a sound of agreement.

"It's really hard. And I'm not entirely sure of what to say. But I need to tell Auntie too. I'll have to tell y'all together to make the telling a little easier." 

"You can have your time," Clare said. "But don't take forever. I think you need to talk about it more than I need to hear it."
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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"DO YOU KNOW WHEN THEY're supposed to be back?" Clare asked, exasperation oozing from her every pore. 

"Tomorrow, I think?" Isa said with a grimace. 

They were surrounded by the carnage the boys had left from the morning. Their play area easily drawfed Aunt Maybel's living room. It was dominated by a huge sectional that must've been Scotch guarded to heaven and back to not be full of stains. An area rug decorated with Marvel characters took up most of the floor space, though it couldn't be seen All of their playroom toys were strewn all over the room. Half-eaten plates of food where precariously stacked. Empty cups had been dropped where they'd finished them. And even their precious video game controllers were dropped. Their joyous yells could be heard from outside and as they ran after a neighborhood cat, wielding their weapons and wearing their towel capes. 

"Do you think this is why Ellie Mae is so bitter?" Isa picked up one of the shirts that was on the floor with a grimace. She wasn't sure what was on that shirt, and sure as sure could be was not going to sniff it to find out. Elsie Mae hadn't picked up very well before they'd come to babysit. But after seeing those boys in action, she couldn't blame her. She decided to try to give the house back to the exhausted parents as clean as possible. First step was putting together the laundry.

"Wouldn't you be?"

Isa shrugged. "I don't know. She and her husband seem to get on pretty well. And even if the boys are a little rough around the edges, surely there's good there."

Clare looked up from putting the toys in the bins. "You sound a little wistful."

"Wistful? Me? You should get your hearing checked." Isa's laughter felt forced, and she avoided Clare's eyes. 

"Sure." Clare didn't sound convinced, but she didn't press the issues either. 

It was before noon and soon they'd have to call the boys in for their lunch. According to Ellie Mae's instructions, she just put together whatever they wanted and that's what they had. Isa didn't want to go through the trouble of having three different orders. 

"We'll make mini pizzas," she said declaratively.

"Oh really?"

"Everybody can have the toppings they want and we'll cut down on arguments. Also, I think I'll ask them help me to make them."

Clare's eyebrows almost shot off of her forehead. "Are you sure about that?"

"Of course, what could possibly—"

"Don't finish it."

"—go wrong."

Clare threw her hands up. "Well, that's just tempting the fates." 

When the smoke was rolling out of the oven an hour later, Isa had to admit her friend may have been on to something.

"Where's the fire extinguisher?" Isa asked out loud, not really expecting an answer. The pizzas had been going fine. She had to break up a fight with the boys, first finding the toy they were arguing about, and then when they wouldn't share it, putting it up out of their sight, amid a great outcry. And then redirecting them to play something else. And before she knew it, everything was burning. 

Clare and Isa opened a few windows to let the smoke out. Isa rushed to the oven to pull out the pizzas, but couldn't find an oven mitt.

"Here use these." Clare threw the oven mitts at her friend, hitting her in the butt. Isa turned with a glare and was met with Clare's smiling face. 

"Where were you anyway?" Isa snapped, fanning the smoke as she opened the oven. "Why didn't you take the pizzas out?" 

Clare's smile faded. "Hey I was on my phone. Don't get ticked off at me."

The smoke alarm felt like it was setting up shop inside the headache that was firmly planted behind Isa's eyes.

"We're in this together. I was dealing with their craziness. You could've helped me out."

She pulled the pizza trays out of the oven and thumped them down on the island. The smoke stung her eyes. They looked like mounds of burning. When she turned to turn off the oven, she saw that someone had turned the oven up to broil. Well, no wonder, she thought. 

"I'm dying, I'm dying," one of the boys said, clutching his throat and rolling his eyes around his head. 

One of his brothers threw himself on the floor and started rolling around, yelling "Stop! Drop! And Roll!"

The third brother's eyes grew incredibly large and his eyes started to fill up. "Are we gonna die?" his little voice was wobbly.

"Of course not kid. Unless the oven explodes or something," Clare amends. His crying started to outdo the smoke alarm for destroying her head.

"Clare!"

"What? I was just sayin..."

"Say less and open more windows." 

Isa took a kitchen towel and and tried to wave it near the alarm. She had a feeling with a house like this, Ellie Mae probably had an alarm system on it. The last thing she wanted was to have the fire department...

A siren split the air outside the house. 

She closed her eyes and groaned. This day had gotten out of hand real quick. Maybe she didn't want any kids after all. She rushed to the door to let them in before they destroyed the front door. 

Isa pulled open the door. "Listen, we're fine. I burned the pizza and it made a lot of smoke. I'm trying to clear it up, but it hasn't worked yet."

The fireman gave her a narrow-eyed look. "Do you live here?"

She frowned. "No, I'm babysitting. Why do you ask?"

"You don't look like you belong in this neighborhood."

Her mouth dropped open. "You've got to be kidding me."

One of the boys came yelling from the kitchen, "She's trying to kill us! She's trying to kill us! Save us!"

"What?!"

The other boys came trailing behind him, yelling about stop drop and roll and exploding ovens. She gave them her best librarian shush face and they immediately stopped. 

Works like a charm.

Sheriff Watson stepped up the stairs to the large home. "Isadora, what are you doing here?"

"I'm babysitting for Elsie Mae and Jonathan."

"I didn't know you were close to them."

The alarm stopped abruptly and Isa'a voice carried when she fired back. "Do you feel the need to know everything about your employees?" She winced. Not her day at all. 

"I'd like to come in and look around." The fireman started to step in and Isa put her hand up. 

"First off, I've been cleaning in here all day. You're not mucking up these floors with those big, filthy boots."

He looked down. "They're not that bad," he murmured. He looked at Sheriff Watson, "Are they?"

The sheriff nodded. "They're pretty bad."

"Second," Isa kept on ignoring the interruption. "I have to figure out what to make these kids for lunch now that it's burned to an absolute crisp."

Struck by a thought she looked down at the boys who were crowded around her. "By the way, who played with the dials on the stove?" They looked at each other and made a beeline to their playroom and away from her line of fire.

Great, just great.

"Third, you probably have something else you need to take care of."

"Like me," Clare said, almost shoving Isa out of the way. "How've you been, Darrel?"

He took off his hat. "Clare! Hey, I uh, didn't know you was here. I'm pretty good."

"I'm going to figure out what's going on around here," Sheriff Watson stepped around them and headed into the house. Isa's eyes widened. The file! She couldn't remember if they'd put it away or not. She followed him into the kitchen, calling after him. She glanced into the playroom while she walked down the hallway. They were sitting too close to the television watching a cartoon.

She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that her bestie had put away the file. 

"There are the offending pizzas. Are you going to book 'em, Danno?"

***
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MUCH LATER THAT NIGHT after the pizza debacle and when bedtime had come and gone, Isa and Clare were pouring over the file again. Ellie Mae and her husband would be back bright and early in the morning. She'd offered to come home earlier after the sheriff called her to confirm that Isa and Clare hadn't broken into her place to burn up pizzas. 

Isa sank into the corner seat of the sectional. She took a sip of her sweet tea, surveying the area. They'd managed to get the kids to put away most of their toys. That counted as a win. Now that the kids were in bed and the room was clean, Isa could pay attention to its details. The furniture was heavy and dark, probably in deference to their little Gremlins. Pictures of the family graced the walls at different photo shoots and candid shots, along with a few of their parents when they were dating and at the wedding. 

Her mind seemed to slip automatically into thinking about Chad and Travis and how they needed more pieces to this puzzle. She couldn't shake the idea that Chad had been involved in something pretty big. The town was so nosy, but she hadn't heard any rumors about anything. How had he managed that?

"Sheriff Watson really needs a Sherlock," Isa said, shaking her head. "He gets involved in the stupidest stuff, but doesn't pay attention to the big picture details."

Clare looked up from her phone. "What do you mean?" 

"He was sure ready to lock me up today for babysitting. If I had been stealing from the house or trying to kidnap the kids, why would I have opened the door?"

"That was a bad look for him, but on the other hand, he doesn't have any good ones," Clare said. 

"He has Travis locked up because his blood was on the victim and there had been witnesses to a fight hours before."

"Right?"

"He's not taking into consideration that maybe the blood was literally from the fight? By ignoring that, he's allowing himself to not look for anybody else. He can't see past his own problems with Travis."

Clare nodded, taking a sip of her tea. It was true. According to the notes that Ellie Mae had taken, they were looking at more of the reasons that Travis would have done it,but didn't find anything other than being mad. 

Isa went on. "Plus, they haven't even figured out why Chad had been at the bowling alley. Travis said he'd gone home to his parent's house, but he'd been quiet so he wouldn't wake them. No real alibi there."

"No real evidence either," Clare added. 

"I guess we're going to have to do more, despite what Travis said. We have to find out what Chad was involved in. Who would have the most reason to get rid of him? Did he have any dirty dealings that he was into? Did he double-cross somebody? Did he hurt somebody? Or what about his girls?"

"Girls?" Clare's voice was strained.

"Yeah, the girls he used to fool around with. Were any of them people who might have misconstrued what was what? Look at this."

In the police report, Isa noted that an unidentified female caller had called in the tip to the police that a murder had taken place at the bowling alley. 

"Didn't Wesley say he'd come in and found the place like that?" Isa asked Clare.

She shrugged. "Maybe he got confused."

"I don't know. I'm guessing he probably doesn't get many dead bodies in the bowling alley. I would have assumed he would remember things pretty precisely."

Reading further into the summaries of information, Isa noticed that Ellie Mae had taken out some information. She hadn't left all the names in for instance.

"I wonder who was the person that they'd found who was working with Chad to run the schemes?" Clare asked.

Isa chewed on the side of the thumb. A gross habit, but it helped her to think. It felt like this version of the police report was bringing up more questions than answers. 

Something caught Isa's eye. "A girlfriend?" she asked. Apparently, someone had told the police that Chad had a girlfriend, but he kept her on the side. 

"Could she be Meredith?" Isa asked, taking notes on her phone.

"Or maybe someone else," Clare quickly added.

Isa looked at her friend a little closer, noting how clenched her fist were. "Yeah, maybe. You never know," she said to appease her friend.  

"No, any girl who dealt with him knew exactly what he wanted. And didn't want."

"You certainly knew, right homie?" Isa smiled a little sadly. 

"How did you—?"

"It might not have been obvious to somebody else, but you've been my ace from practically birth," Isa said, throwing an arm around her friends shoulder and drawing her closer. "He must have meant something to you, and I'm sorry you lost him."

Clare blinked in surprise, drawing away. "I thought you'd have way more to say than that."

"What do you mean?"

"Back in the day, you would've told me how loose my morals were and how I needed to get right with the Lord."

Isa grimaced. "Back in the day, I could be an insufferable know-it-all."

"Still can," Clare stage whispered.

"Dang! You didn't have to take the shot," Isa shook her head in mock sorrow. "But seriously, I have grown up a little bit. And I don't know what went on between you two. Who am I to judge?"

"Sex," Clare said, her eyes sharp on her friend's face.

"Huh?" 

"That's what it was about. Doing the nasty. Bumping uglies. Making a two headed beast, buttering the biscuit, parking the beef bus in tuna town—"

"Parking the...okay, okay I get it!" Isa her hand in surrender, which Clarebelle collapsed into giggles. Her friend wasn't wrong, it did make Isa feel some type of way to hear her talk about sex like that. But she'd learned that not everyone was looking for a special someone for life. 

Some people only wanted someone for the night. 

"What if there's someone who didn't get the memo?" Isa asked. 

"What do you mean?"

"What if he was involved with somebody who accepted the terms, but wanted to change things?"

"Like buyer's remorse?"

"Something like that. It seems like that spot would be as good as any for a late night rendezvous."

"Who are you thinking?"

"Maybe Meredith?" Isa thought back to the girl's tarot reading. "She wanted forgiveness for something. Maybe she wanted forgiveness for murdering him?"

Clare shook her head. "That sounds crazy,"

Isa shrugged. "People have done stranger things for love." 

Like go along with a situation that you absolutely hate, just so you can be around the guy you love, she thought. She could relate on one level. 

"Or obsession," Clare said. "She did used to hang around where he was a lot. She always seemed to know where he was going to be. Remember, we even saw her when we were on our way to The Rec."

"I forgot about that!"

Isa snapped her finger. "Here's another thing I can't believe I didn't think of before now. How easy is it to operate the bowling alley thing? Would someone be able to just start the mechanism or would they need to do how it works? Who has worked there before?"

"I honestly don't know. I'll ask Wes about that," Clare said. 

They sat in silence for a second, the rooster clock above the stove making the most noise. 

"Where do we go now?" Clare asked.

Isa started ticking things off on her finger.

"We need to figure out where Meredith was that morning. We need to find out the shady stuff Chad was up to. He must have been doing something more than what was in these notes. And we need to see if anybody saw Travis go home that night."

"They can just say that he came back without someone knowing," Clare said.

Isa nodded. "That's fair. But it gives us a place to start with establishing an alibi for him. Right now, we're at nowhere on that front."

"I can't wait until all of this over. I like the drama of drank too much for karaoke night to this dumpster fire," Clare said.

Isa nodded in agreement. At the moment she'd settle for going home to see her aunt and her cat. She figured Mad Maddie was probably sleeping on the back of her chair. She'd claimed that comfy spot.

"Too bad we have to balance out the sheriff's bullpuck," she said. She thought back to last week with Travis's mother getting into her face. "That's what everybody is expecting of me anyway."

"Might as well make the best of it. I got an idea for Monday night's caper. Text me after dinner."

"Oh no," Isa closed her eyes briefly. "What kind of shenanigans are you going to get me into?"

"Only the good time. Don't worry, I've got it all under control."

Isa groaned. "Famous last words." 
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ISA ADJUSTED HER CARDIGAN, a chill lingered in the backroom today. Yesterday had been her first relaxing day since she'd been home. She'd managed to slip through the cracks on going to church. She'd spent the day with Maddie, lounging in different areas of the apartment. But now she was back at it again in the Mystic Eye. Her aunt was in the front where she liked it best and Isa was in the office where she could get the most done. She was continuing on her quest to add data to her spreadsheet trying to find more patterns for sales. Her Aunt still thought it was the new business coming in and cutting into her business. Isa didn't agree, but she needed numbers and cents, before she could talk to her aunt about common sense. Proof.

And that's what she needed to do with this case as well, she thought. She hadn't gotten any concrete evidence about anything. And after Travis's odd call the other night, she felt like she knew even less. She stomach felt sour with all of her worry. Of course he wouldn't sound like himself, he was in jail. But why had he been trying to warn her away? Especially since it sounded like his lawyer wasn't ready for a potential murder case. She had to keep on this path.

As things stood, she knew they'd found his blood on Chad, but since they'd had that fight earlier it wasn't exactly conclusive. And some information gathered through a woo-woo tarot reading in her aunt's apartment, which she wasn't sure could be used as evidence. She wasn't sure what it all meant. It felt like there was something her aunt had to to get her to pick up during the tarot reading, but she wasn't sure what. Her aunt liked to say that her "gifts" made it impossible for her to give immediate directives to people. If she were too specific, it could change the course of actions for people, resulting in chaos! It was like the butterfly effect for hippies. 

And then there was the mystery woman at The Rec that no one had heard much about. If Meredith and Clare had been his lovers on the DL, who knows who else he could've been playing with? She'd have to find out more, maybe at his funeral that had been announced in today's paper. Would it be the most awkward thing in the world to go to the funeral held by the family that owned the building that was trying to evict her aunt?

Yes.

Would she be going?

She sighed. She'd known the answer before she'd asked herself. 

"I miss Ohio," she murmured, adding more data to her Excel spreadsheet. Though she'd had drama there as well. If there's drama everywhere she went, was she the actual problem?

"Oh my goodness, you gotta hear this!" The door behind her slammed against the wall as Clare rushed in.

Maybe not, she thought. She spun her chair around.

"Sorry about the door," Clare said. She was so excited, her entire body seemed to vibrate with energy. Even some of her hair was standing on end. 

"No problem, what's up?" 

She threw herself into the other chair, panting a little. Isa got up and grabbed her a can of pop from the mini-fridge under the desk. 

"Thanks, I got so excited, I ran all the way over here." Clare cracked open the can and chugged it down in record time. Then she let out the loudest belch Isa had ever heard.

"You're welcome... I guess?" Isa nose wrinkled in disgust and she took the empty can, tossing it into the trash can. "What's the tea?"

"I was on my way over to the bank when I ran into Sally Ann. She mentioned that she'd heard that Chad was involved in some really bad things. Dirty stuff. She said Rusty had something to do with it. And she told me anybody in his crew had more information." She smiled with satisfaction. 

"That's it?"

"Yup."

"Rusty? The owner of that POS bar heading out of town? No other names? No idea of what the 'it' is?"

Clare tapped her nails against the desk, each tap beating out her annoyance. "I feel like you're not getting how big this break is."

"Until we get actual concrete evidence, this is just farting in the wind." 

Clare opened her mouth the retort, but her eyes sharpened on Isa fiddling with her ring.

"What's really going on here, Isa?"

She sighed and reminded her friend about Travis's phone call and the thoughts she was having. 

"Things were already bad, but now they're getting that much worse. And we don't even know what we're walking into. I'm just...I'm worried, Clare," she finished. 

Clare stood up and walked around the desk, hugging her friend. "We're not going to just leave him there, Isa. We're going to figure this out."

Isa leaned into the hug for a minute, allowing someone else to take the strain. But all too soon, she straightened.

"I hope you're right," she said.

Clare picked up her purse and turned to go. "Of course I am. I've got a plan," she said with a wink.

***
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"ARE YOU SURE THIS A good idea?" Isa asked, adjusting the collar of her coat, trying to protect her face against the cold. 

"Of course," Clare said, matching her quiet tone. "Don't worry, this is all going to work out fine." 

Isa shook her head, but there wasn't much to be done. They pushed open the door of the biker bar and walked in. 

If there had been a record play at the The Rusted Nail that night, it definitely would've skipped to an end. As it was, every single person in the bar turned and looked at them as they walked in.

Who knew a biker bar would be so full in the beginning of a work week?

The first thing her eyes lit on was the deer head hanging above the bar with a huge rack. A dusty black thong hung from one of the antlers. The dive had pool tables sporting stained cup rings on the felt. The dart boards hanging from the wall had seen better days, especially the one with the knife in the bull's eyes. Isa clocked that big knife and gulped. Some of the tables had questionable slices and holes in them too. And she noticed a large stain on the floor near the entrance that she decided to believe was a beer stain and nothing else. 

A few women milled around, and they seemed more like "working girls" than fellow bikers, judging by the way they were dressed. She couldn't imagine them being on a bike in those skirts. Isa fought the urge to pull her own leather skirt down and straightened her shoulders. If there was one thing she knew, it was how to fake it. 

Just ask her ex. 

She stomped over to the bar in her tall black faux leather boots and leaned against the bar. Clare joined her, her massively enhanced lady lumps leading the way. 

"Believe me, these babies are going to come in handy," she'd said with a satisfied pat when Isa had questioned their ballooned size.

The bartender paused mid-wiping off one of the beer steins. His smarmy smirk left a film thicker than the one on the bar.

"Where can I find Rusty?" Clare asked, leaning forward to show off her cleavage. 

He grunted and nodded his head toward the right side of the bar. A guy sat there, nursing his beer, his graying beard hanging down his chest. She winked her thanks and walked away with an extra twist in her step. Isa followed suit, making sure to give herself plenty of room between walking and the guys seated at the bar just in case she needed to make a fast move.

Clare slid on a bar stool, making sure her boobs were on full display. "Hey Rusty, I hear you got what I'm looking for."

"Oh yeah?" He didn't look up from his beer.

She frowned a little and shimmied her chest to attract his attention. He still didn't look up, but the guy standing behind him, dropped his pool stick. 

Isa tapped Clare on the shoulder to get her to look at her. "Was this your plan?" she whispered furiously.

"Well...yeah." Clare shrugged. Isa rolled her eyes. She'd forgotten her friend's planning skills were like that of a three year old with ADHD.

"Hey Rusty, do you know the dead kid?" Isa asked. He looked up then and seemed to notice her for the first time.

"Why do you ask me that? I didn't have nothing to do with that kid's tragic end." His voice did not seem to match his look and could've been coming out of a cultured business man, rather than a reprobate biker running a seedy bar. 

Isa's stomach felt sour. Something wasn't quite right here.

"I don't know if you did or didn't," she said. "But you and I both know it would be best to find out what's going on so you can keep running your operation here." 

He frowned for a second and then his face was expressionless again. "You know, it would be a shame if something happened at your aunt's little bookstore."

Isa found herself right beside of him, looking down. He held up a hand when three of the guys standing behind him, who would've rushed her. 

"Rusty, I feel like you might not want me here. Why is that?" she asked, her voice only loud enough for him to hear. "Do you have something to hide? What happens if the police get a tip that you're doing some dirt here? What kind of product was the dead kid unloading for you?"

"You don't know what you're talking about," he said, his voice a low rumble.

"Teach me."

He stared into her eyes for a beat too long. She fought to appear unshaken, even though she felt like in earthquake was happening in her stomach. 

"Alright then," he finally said. "Come to the back with me. There's too many ears here. Leave your girl at the bar."

Her stomach still had the sick feeling, but she didn't feel any additional alarms going off. "I'll go back with you alone as a show of faith. I hope you make it worthwhile," she said. 

Isa turned to Clare and whispered into her ear. "If I'm not back in 10, get the hell out of here," she said. 

"Are you sure you want to do this?"

"What choice do I have?"

She turned and smiled at Rusty with a sort of satisfaction. "Let's do this." 

Rusty opened the swinging saloon doors to behind the bar. He through the doorway behind the bar to the back of the place. It was a little less honky tonk and more business back there. There was just an office and the bathrooms. The Rusty Nail didn't have a kitchen. They snacks like chips and nuts for their customers. You couldn't pay Isa to eat out of that communal nut bowl. 

He opened the door and it was surprisingly neat as a pin. Almost spotless and just as sparse as she'd imagined. A file cabinet, a desk with a newer model Mac, a couple chairs, a coat rack in one corner and a plant in another. 

"Have a seat," he said, indicating the red cushiony chair across from his chair. She noticed how clean his nails were. He doesn't repair his bikes, she thought. Grease is one of those things that stick. She took a closer look at him in the better light of the office. 

His beard was long, but it was very well maintained. His mustache was perfectly groomed. His blue bandanna was crisp. His clothes seemed newer, even his jeans. 

Curious, she thought.

"What do you want?" he asked.

"I just want answers."

"Why do you think I have them?"

"Small towns have big ears," she said. "And it's pretty clear you're supplement your income in some way. You're not living the life of a poor bar owner. How are you supplementing that income?"

He raised an eyebrow. "Is that right?"

She tsked in impatience. She only had ten minutes. She didn't have time for games. "Of course it's right. Isn't that your SUV outside with the tinted windows? Were you parked at The Rec when that kid died?"

His mouth dropped open in surprise. "That's my ride yes. Was I there? Hell no. I'm at this rusted bucket of nails every single night and then I go home to my wife. Why the hell would I be there?" 

"There aren't that many cars like yours in town."

"That doesn't mean it was mine. You don't know what vehicle everybody drives."

She felt foolish, but she had had to put it out there.

"Look at the rings on your fingers."

He looked down with her.

"They're pretty expensive. And your nails show me that you don't work on your bikes and vehicles yourself. All of that takes money. And it's probably not just the money that you're pulling down here." 

"You're just like your aunt, aren't you?"

"In some ways," she said, mimicking his manner of speech. She didn't want to give him any more information than he was giving. 

"I like your aunt. Good woman. Always treated me right," he said. "And that's why I'm warning you to walk away from all of this."

"What is all of this?" she countered. 

They sat starting at each other for a minute. 

She noticed a plant that was not thriving in the least. She followed her queasy gut. "You know, a fiddle fig tree is hard to keep alive. But that one still looks alive. You should trim off the brown of the leaves."

Rusty's eyes looked shocked. "You know plants?" 

She smiled. "I'm a librarian. I know things."

He nodded. "Indeed you do." 

He looked at her assessing her in a different way until he seemed to come to a conclusion.

"I've been trying to figure out that plant for a long time. My old lady is getting ticked off at me over the stupid thing." He shook his head. "Damn woman. She should've known better. I don't know nothing about no plants."

Isa sat quietly, letting him get to what he was planning to say. This was more than he'd said since she'd walked through the door. 

"You've helped me. I'm gonna help you. Chad was involved in some dirty business. Nothing that I'm involved in. I move some things, but nothing like that. We're into natural products. Teas. All on the up and up."

"Like what? Kratom?" she asked. She'd read some articles about the supplement, but she was still on the fence about it. It seemed a little too risky to her.

He reared back in surprise and then chuckled. "You are a surprise. Nobody around here knows about that stuff, but they should. Especially around here."

She nodded. She knew people took Kratom to get off of opiates, which was a huge problem in her home state. And there was a lot of debate about how safe it was and who should or shouldn't use it. Right now it was legal, but that didn't mean it would be legal forever. 

"Are you growing it yourself?" she asked, dubiously looking at his sad plant. 

"Hell no, we wouldn't make a plugged nickle if I were farming. No, I'd call it more of a distribution center than a grow facility."

"Is that what Chad was into?" she asked.

He shook his head. "Oh no. He was working with somebody who had money invested in pharmaceuticals. He was moving pills. In a big, bad way. He might have got in somebody's way and that's why he ended up dead."

Rusty looked her in the eye and made sure she was meeting his. "I don't want you to wake up dead, too." 
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"I HOPE YOU ENJOY THIS read Mrs. Reynolds," Isa said putting the older woman's steamy romance in her bag.

"I'm sure I will honey," Mrs. Reynolds said, with a wink and a little shoulder shimmy. 

Isa couldn't help but laugh. Even when she was in high school, the older woman had picked up copies of her bodice rippers as she liked to call them. If a glistening hot bod wasn't on the cover, Mrs. Reynolds wasn't buying.

After Mrs. Reynolds had left, she had plenty of downtown between customers. She went around and picked up a bit: straightening stacks, throwing away trash, and some light dusting. 

Her aunt had gone to the church to work on a fundraiser and left Isa in charge of the shop.

It was that perfect time mid-morning when there was a lull before the lunchtime rush. Isa was still processing last night's little "adventure." She rolled her eyes thinking about Clare's fake boobs. That woman was going to be the death of her, she thought with a smirk. 

She sobered up quickly. It sounded like Chad had been involved in some pretty heavy stuff. Oxycodone was opiate pain reliever with a huge in the black market in West Virginia. It seemed like every day there was another death or arrest related to the opiate. It was scary how much people were involved in all of that. It made her sick to think that Chad was moving those things. He was from a wealthy well-to-do family. What did he need to move drugs for? 

And then a thought occurred to her. 

Was Travis involved too? Is that why he had told her to back off? The Travis she'd known would never do that, but like Clare and Auntie kept reminding her, people changed. And it wasn't always to the good. 

Had someone that Chad was working with taken him out?

She had too many questions and not enough answers. Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She gave it a look. 

Why won't you talk to me? Let me explain. 

Isa deleted the message. It was her ex again. He'd been sending her messages like this on the regular. She knew she should just block him, but she couldn't make herself click that button. And it was giving her a certain amount of satisfaction for him to be begging to speak to her, after she'd spent so much time begging him for any crumb of attention he'd give to her. 

She shook her head, shaking the thoughts off. That trip down memory was definitely one she didn't want to take. No thanks. Her stomach did that thing where it dipped and felt sour. She felt that feeling of foreboding. She stopped sweeping and looked at the door, waiting.

A steady stream of customers finally trickled down and Isa had a moment to think. These rumors were getting more and more ridiculous. She couldn't but wonder what was going on? The Hammills may be irritating as a family, but they were clearly business-minded people. And her aunt would be able to track down her payments, so would why they be trying to say she was in arrears with her rent? It didn't make sense. 

She worked on autopilot while she served their customers. She had to confront this thing with the Hammills head-on. She had to do what she had to do to protect her Auntie and the family business. Aunt Maybel would be lost without the Mystic Eye. And Isa wasn't going to lose another family member to tragedy. The lost of the bookstore and the family secrets inside would be a horrible burden.

Time had passed quickly and she was able to close the shop. She was done with closing up shop pretty quickly. The more she thought about the building and all of the confusion surrounding it, the more she felt the need to do something.  She grabbed her coat and purse from the coat rack in the office and was out the door before she could change her mind. 

It was still pretty early in the evening, but there weren't that many people out. The wind blowing in Isa's face definitely had a bite to it. It smelled like snow and Isa wondered if she'd have someone to cuddle up to in the winter. Right on cue, she walked pass the Coalminer's Daughter and gave a wave to Brendan, who seemed to be watching the street for something. She kept it moving. She didn't want to stop on her mission. 

At the end of Main Street was the Spencer Hammill law offices. It was a fairly modest brick building with the corner lot. It had parking lot in the back, which was at a premium downtown. The town's founding fathers hadn't bothered with adding silly things like parking to their plans.

She pushed open the front door and everything had that muffled sound. It was all whites with a wooden floor and red chairs. Fica plants were in the corners. At the front desk a familiar face greeted her.

"Justine Jones? Is that you?" Isa said with a smile. Jussy looked up from her phone in surprise.

"Isa Cofendager! What are you doing?" Jussy asked. She'd been one of the few black people in town. She'd moved to Whisper Valley when Isa was still in grade school. They hadn't had a lot in common, but had hung out occasionally during their school lives.  

"I wanted to speak to Spencer Hammill about my aunt's property and some issues surrounding that," Isa said.

"You should've called first and saved yourself the trip." Jussy's tone was more judgmental than friendly.

"I've left several messages and he hasn't returned any. I think I've been patient enough," Isa returned, a frown on her face.

Jussy gave an echo of a smile. "Of course you have Isa. I'm sorry, but Mr. Hammill has been out of the office in court all day. He generally only has one or two days in the office."

That's pretty surprising for a such a small town, Isa thought. "Do you know which day he'll be available this week?"

"Let me check his schedule," Jussy said. She clicked around on her desktop and made a sympathetic noise. "I'm sorry. He hasn't emailed me his schedule for the week yet. Sometimes he does that."

"That doesn't seem very professional," Isa said.

Jussy shook her head. "No, it doesn't, does it?" She leaned forward and gestured for Isa to come closer. "I'll tell you something else that's not professional. The stuff they've been saying about your aunt's property."

"What do you mean?" Isa asked, matching her tone.

"I don't want to say too much here, I don't want to lose my job." She looked around cautiously at the obviously empty office. 

"Do you want to meet up for coffee sometime chat?" Isa asked.

An emotion flashed across her face so quickly that Isa couldn't quite catch it. Anger? Disgust? She wasn't sure, but she felt a little off-balance here.

"I have a better idea," Jussy said. "Meet me here tomorrow night in the back. 9 on the dot. I'll show you exactly where their plans are."

"Are you sure that's wise? Don't they have security?"

"I know the schedule for the security guard, it will be fine. You need to know what's really going on."

"Okay great, thank you so much—"

"You should probably go now," Jussy tone was dismissive.

"Right, thanks again," Isa said, leaving as quickly as she came.

Isa kept her head down and walked as quickly as possible back to The Mystic Eye. She didn't want to talk to anybody right now. Fortunately, the evening's chilly air seemed to be working in her favor in that way. Soon, she was back at the Mystic Eye. She took the stairs at the back up to the apartment door. She felt unsteady after her unexpected meeting with Jussy. Something hadn't gone right with her, but she wasn't sure what. She pulled the door closed behind herself, lost in thought.  

Isa frowned, feeling even more confused now than ever before. This new wrinkle wasn't going to add a matching wrinkle to her forehead. 

"Black don't crack," Aunt Maybel said, as though she was reading her mind. Isa startled, grabbing her chest.

"Auntie! You scared the fluffernutter right out of me!" she said taking a few deep breaths to calm down. 

"I thought you saw me. You must've been in some really deep thoughts." She gave her niece a curious glance, but when nothing else was forthcoming, she went on. "You'll never guess who I saw at the church."

Isa opened her mouth to respond-

"Meredith! And whoo-ee was she in a tizzy. I wanted to tell her that she needed her chakra's aligned and that I could help her to sort herself, but before I could go into, she was out the door."

"I wonder what she was so worked up about?"

Auntie shrugged, putting her bag on the counter, pulling out a sandwich. "I don't know, but when she saw that I was there, she got real agitated and mumbled something about putting things right." 

She abruptly changed the subject. "Now, did you eat? You ain't have breakfast did, ya? Did you even take a break today? Go on in the kitchen and grab yourself sandwich fixings. I'm going to watch my stories."

Isa entered the kitchen and grabbed an apple instead. She wasn't all that hungry. What would she find if she went to the law office? And Meredith. She went way back with Isa's family. What had freaked her out? 
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OF ALL THE PLACES ISA had wanted to visit in her life, catching up with a friend at the jail just hadn't been on the top ten to-do list. After returning from the law office, she'd changed into more casual clothes and met up with Clare for this inevitable meeting. 

There were too many questions and not enough answers. Travis had to come through with some information, regardless of whether he wanted to, or not. Obviously, she was in it now. 

Isa pushed open the heavy door and hoped for the best. A new person sat at the police desk. He had a very pressed, prim and proper look to him, and Isa wondered if he was brand new to the team. His lips were pressed thinly together.

"How may I help you?" he asked.

"We wanted to visit Travis Garris," she said. He shuffled paper around on the desk and pulled out a clipboard and a pen.

"Are you on his list?"

"I wasn't aware of any lists," she said.

He tsked and shook his head. "As a murderer—"

"Alleged, he hasn't even had a hearing yet—," Isa protested.

"—he isn't allowed to see the general public, according to the sheriff."

"The Sheriff?" Isa echoed, surprised at how all of this was headed. 

"Yup, according to me, Isadora," Sheriff Watson strolled up to them, a satisfied smirk on his face. 

The first fission of anger grew inside of her. "You can't create arbitrary laws to suit your purposes, Sheriff."

He frowned down at her, "I don't create the law. I am the law."

"No, you're just here to enforce it," Clare said. She held up her phone recorder. "I'm sure my readers would like to know more about your views, Sheriff Watson. Travis may have done some stupid things in the past, but he's still a darling of the community. Will your people see this is a black mark against you, if they find out you're letting your personal feelings get involved in all of this?"

He swallowed thickly. "What you think you're going to bring me down?"

"Not just her," Isa said. "The area is small, Sheriff. A post on Facespace with a recording of you telling us how you are the law would spread like wildfire." 

"You got 10 minutes. And she stays," he said, pointing at Clare.

"I don't think—"

"That's fine," Isa said quickly. She didn't want to have a huge argument. She just wanted to check-in on Travis. His face contorted for a moment and then he led her to the back to a room that had two seating areas with large table and a clear glass in the middle. Watson grunted and pointed at the chair nearest them. She took a seat and waited.

It didn't take that long for Travis to shuffle in. His eyes were so dark, she wasn't sure if he hadn't been sleeping or eating right, or if they were bruised. 

His eyes widened and then narrowed. He shook his head, but slowly sank down to the chair. He waited until Watson walked away from him and stood by the door with his arms crossed. Glaring. 

"You can't be here." 

"Interesting. I am here. And you need to tell me what's really going on."

"What do you mean?" he frowned and then shook his head. "Nothing is going on. It's none of your business."

"Listen Travis, you're going to be sitting in here until they have a better idea. Nobody is in any hurry to get you out other than me. I suggest you let me help you." And she waited.

He heaved a sigh and rubbed his hands over his hair, reminding her of days long gone. That was always his way of showing stress, whether it was a final or when he'd told her that they needed to break up. On his arm, he had a new tattoo, one she definitely didn't remember seeing before. But it reminded her of something...

"What do you want to know?" he asked finally, his gaze on the table in front of him.

...and the memory was gone. She'd get back to it later. Now wasn't the time for reminiscing. 

Her gaze hardened, and asked with no hesitation, "Were you pushing pills?"

He reared back, like her words physically repelled him. "Or course not. Who do you think I am, Isa?" She could almost feel his hurt, and guilt flooded her. She didn't want to cause him pain, but she didn't have time to baby him.  She needed to know his truth was.

"Then why don't you tell me everything? I can't help you if you don't tell me what's going on. And I do want to help you." She'd always been a person who guided herself with her instincts. And this path felt right.

"This is all messed up." 

The seconds he spent staring at his hands, felt like days. He opened his mouth was and seemed to start to speak. He closed his mouth again without speaking a word. Isa watched him, allowing him the chance to gather his thoughts, even as the clock rolled down. 

"Me and Trav used to be really tight when we were in high school. When you were busy, I was alway hanging with him. When you were around, I just wanted to be with you. Remember?"

She nodded with a soft smile. They used to annoy the other kids with how much they liked spending time together. It felt like it was them against the world, sometimes. Her smile faded. That was a long time ago.

"After you left, we were together all the time. And things got real."

"How so?"

He had trouble meeting her eyes, clearing his throat. She stifled the urge to push, but she knew Watson was watching that clock run down.

"We were just messing around. We'd get wasted and we'd do whatever. No big deal. Nobody was hurt." He shrugged defensively, like she was arguing. 

"The thing was, Chad always wanted to do more. Always drink more. Push it more. Do too much. Make it as fu—er—  messed up as possible."

Isa smiled a little, "You can cuss around me these days."

"Old habits," he said with another shrug. When she was in high school, she didn't like people to swear around her. Even now, she kept her language pretty clean. She liked to think that she could think of other words instead and convey her feelings more than a well placed f-bomb.

Though sometimes a f-bomb was appropo.

"Anyway, we were doing too much. All the time. And everybody was getting ticked off at us. People in town. Our families. Even our...girlfriends," he said, his eyes shifting to Isa again.

"Don't worry, I had boyfriends. I think it's safe to say that high school romances are dead."

"You did?" He seemed so surprised that she felt a flash of irritation. What did he think, that she stayed in her dorm, pining for him, and wishing on a star? 

She just raised her eyebrows at him. "Get to the point, please."

He cleared his throat. "Right. Everything started to escalate star, when he heard her..."

"Her who?" Isa asked, when he stopped speaking.

"Meredith," he said. "I still can't believe..."

Isa felt a twist in her stomach. She had a feeling that she didn't want to know what happened next. But she needed the truth. She waited for him to go on, staring him in the eye.

"Chad likes...liked to go out to the clubs. A big drinker with a big ego. Fast to take a shot and take a shot, you know what I mean?" He made a little punching motion with his fist. She nodded. 

"We went up to Morgantown for the weekend. WVU versus PITT. You know how big the parties are. Chad had a lot of friends up there. I don't even know how he met them all, everybody seemed to know him."

"Was he a well-liked guy?" She asked, even though she knew the answer. She was trying to test her old boyfriend honesty.

"The people who were close to him were down for whatever. The people who weren't didn't get his vibe you know what I mean? I'm just saying he was a cool guy and not everybody saw that."

He glanced at the clock on the wall and started speaking a little faster. They didn't have a lot of time.

"Any way that doesn't really matter. We went up to Morgantown like I was saying, we were going to be for the weekend. My then-girlfriend and Meredith and a couple other guys went up with us."

"Who were the other guys?"

"That guy Stan from high school and there's a guy that you might not know yet. He wasn't around when you were here. Brendan."

She nodded. Of course he was involved in all of this somehow. Could she just find a guy who wasn't attached to drama?

"The game was awesome! It was the backyard brawl of the century. We destroyed them. We tailgated in the parking lot before the game, we drank during the game, then on the way to the bar we were drinking. We had so many shots—"

Isa rolled her eyes. "Travis! I get, you were drunk. Move on."

He blinked rapidly. "Right. Right. Sorry. We ended up going to a bar. Downtown. We got there and Chad had a lot of money. He was buying shot after shot after shot. The girls were totally hammered. We left the bar and went to a party. It was mostly guys there."

He paused for a moment, and he didn't look like he wanted to go on. "He treated Meredith really bad."

"In what way?"

"She was absolutely wasted, man. And he just kinda... Passed her a round like she was a bottle. And everybody was having a sip, if you know what I mean."

Isa was afraid that she did know what he meant. She felt nauseated at the idea of her old friend being treated that way.

"What happened next?"

"One of the guys there went off on Chad. He kind of white knighted for Meredith. He and Chad had words. They came to blows. It was pretty intense."

Isa was disappointed that it hadn't been Travis who had "saved" Meredith. What kind of guy was he now? But being a sleaze didn't mean he was capable of murder.

"Who was the guy?"

"That one guy think she's dating now."

Isa hadn't met him yet, but it was time to make a change there. "What does this have to do with you beating up with Travis at the bar?"

He huffed. "I'm getting there. I'm telling you what happened."

She held her hands up in surrender. 

He cleared his throat again and kept going, "After all that happened, I wasn't cool with Chad. We didn't speak for a while. He was doing crazy stuff and I didn't want to be a part of it. But he texted me that night after seeing you. Told me to meet him at the spot."

"And the bowling alley?"

He nodded. "After I got the text I rushed over there. And when I got there, he was already dead. I called the police and then I bounced. You know what happened after that."

"Wait a second. You were there? You didn't tell me you were there. And he sent you a text?"

He nodded again. She frowned. If he didn't tell her that he was on the scene, what else was he lying about?

"I wonder if he was alive when you got that text or if somebody was trying to pin things on you after your fight?" 

He blinked rapidly. "I didn't think that he could've not been alive. I...I don't know. This is craziness."

Isa started tapping her finger against her mouth, thinking. Whoever the murderer was new how close those two were. They also may have known there was a problem between the two of them at the time.

"I hear that Chad was doing something illegal. What was he doing? Do you know who he was dealing with?"

Travis's eyes darted again, like he couldn't stand to meet her eyes.

"I wasn't sure. But he was definitely making a lot of extra cash from somewhere. Their construction business wasn't going that great. But he was always buying the most drinks, the most drugs, flashing his money. Acting like the hotshot."

The last part he said with a tinge of bitterness that surprised Isa. She opened her mouth to speak, but then she heard some footsteps against the stone floor.

"Time's up, Isadora," Sheriff Watson's voice sounded behind her. She nodded and stood up. She didn't want to make trouble with him. She had just wanted to check-in with her friend.

"Isa, be careful," Travis said to her back. 

She flashed him a peace sign over her shoulder.
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SNOW FLURRIES FLUTTERED softly in the air as Isa paused to peer through the Mystic Eye's storefront. A fresh dusting covered the sidewalk outside, but it was still early yet. People hadn't started bustling around, opening their shops,  and getting ready for the day. She and her aunt were lucky. They could roll out of bed and run downstairs, if need be.

Yet, we never sleep in, Isa thought ruefully. 

Her phone played the theme song to Murder She Wrote. She rarely got calls, especially early in the morning. She glanced at the number and smiled. It was from the public library. 

"Hey Mackenzie, how are you?" she answered.

The library wouldn't be open yet, but Mackenzie was definitely the kind of person to come in early to make sure everything was perfect.

"I'm good. Fine thanks. No actually, I'm not fine at all. One could probably say I'm bad at this point." Her words came out in a heated rush. Isa's eyebrows raised. 

"What's going on? Are you okay?"

"I'm okay. Of course, I'm fine." She must have realized she was repeating herself and took a deep breath. She'd always been a little high strung when she was under stress, even in grade school. "I hate to ask you this, but one of our techs is going to be at the dentist on Thursday. We've already got a skeleton crew as it is. I need someone to cover the children's area so I can cover the reference desk. If you're not too busy. I totally understand if you are. I could—"

"Is that all?," Isa broke in before the girl got herself into an even bigger tizzy. "Of course! I'll let my aunt know that I'll be at the library for the day, so we can plan around it."

"Are you sure it's no trouble?"

"You're doing me a favor. I miss being in a library."

"I'm so glad. Thank you so much! I'll see you tomorrow morning." MacKenzie's relief was so palpable, Isa could feel it. They ended the call and Isa felt a flash of excitement. There was something so soothing about working at a library, even when crazy things went down.

"What are you staring at?"

Isa almost jumped out of her skin. Her aunt's voice was right in her ear. "You think that's how this store gets ready for the day, staring out the window? You hoping a pot of gold plops in for the first snowfall? Help me finish setting up this display."

Pot of gold? Isa brow furrowed in confusion, but she rushed forward to held her aunt. They'd created a very pretty display for the autumn. Isa had taken a large wire display rack, spray painted it bronze, threaded battery powered fairy lights and glittery leaves through it. They were going to temporarily attach it to the wall and below it they'd display autumn themed books that gave a distinctly "cozy" vibe. They also had tea cups and coffee mugs that sported the shop's logo of a radiating eye, like the one in her aunt's office. Cuter on a smaller scale. And they placed teas around them that had autumn notes like apple cider and apple cinnamon.

It would be really eye-catching in the storefront window. Isa spread more of the leaves on the beneath the display for continuity. The window already had fairy lights dangling from the top of the window that were operated by a switch. She turned them on and then went outside to take a quick look. It was just as warm and inviting as she'd thought it would be. 

"Nice job, Isa," Brendan said. He was sensibly dressed in jeans and a thick jacket. She smiled her thanks, wrapping her arms around herself against the cold. 

"They don't wear coats in Ohio?" he asked playfully.

She tilted her head and gave him a closer look. "How did you know I lived in Ohio?" Had he been asking about her? If he was, she wasn't sure how she felt about it.

His cheeks looked a little red, but she wasn't sure if it was just from the cold. "You know how Whisper Valley is. People talk. And most nights, I'm bartending."

"People love to open up to bartenders. It's like alcohol is a chat serum," she said, nodding and then fell silent. They stood there, shifting back and forth on the balls of their feet. 

She cleared her throat. "Alright well, I'm going to..." She pointed to the store.

"Right. I need to..." He pointed toward his brewery.

"Okay then."

"Right."

"Isa, quit flirting with the enemy and let's get this show on the road!" Her aunt stood in the door, an accusing look on her face, and Isa silently asked for all the gods to swallow her whole.

No such luck.

"The enemy?"

"She's old," Isa said with a shrug.

"I heard that!"

"I meant that!" she called back. 

She turned back to Brendan, "I better go." He nodded as she rushed into the shop before her aunt could say anything else that would mortify her. 

As soon as the door closed behind her. "The enemy? Really, Auntie? I told you his store has nothing to do with your financial issues."

Her aunt's face took on a mulish expression that was all too familiar. "I don't care what you say. I don't trust him."

Isa's eye roll was epic. "You haven't trusted any boy who's taken a shine to me since I started grade school."

"They ain't proved me wrong yet." Aunt Maybel shrugged one shoulder in her smug way. Isa wisely kept her tongue. There was no arguing with that woman when she thought she was right.

The rest of set-up was smooth sailing. By the time they opened the doors, The Ladies Who Lunch came marching in. The book Isa had been trying to shelf, fell from her hand, bouncing on the ground when she caught sight of Mrs. Brown. 

The Ladies liked to keep up with the times by reading magazines and watching shows on Music Television. Unfortunately, they sometimes decided to take on the fashion as well. Which was why when Mrs. Beaulah Brown shrugged off her faux fur coat to reveal a cropped top, over her skinny jeans, and blue platform Chuck Taylors, Isa really shouldn't have been surprised. But it was snowing outside! And the should cut-outs were a bit much, right? Really heavy smoky eye should've topped her off. And the fresh manicured nails with the diamond bling shiny on the tips were another dead giveaway.

"You like my 'fit, Isa?" Miss Beaulah asked, ending a slow spin, with a jaunty hip thrust. 

"You better watch, you're going to throw your back out," Auntie cautioned.

"Oh hush. You're just jelly at my swag," Miss Beaulah said, pretending to dust dirt off of her shoulder. 

Isa smiled weakly at her. "You are definitely living your best life, Miss Beaulah."

Her laugh was as smoky as her eyeshadow, and Isa had the impression that when she was younger, Miss Beaulah got down with her bad self.

"I need to take this show on the road. Anybody wanna blow this popstand and go to the senior center?" she said with a wink.

"We just got here. And I'm feeling every single one of my seventy years. Sit your fast self down." Mrs. Hildegrad Strait said, seating on the edge of her chair, with her hands folded primly in her lap.

Mrs. Brown huffed, but gently perched on "her" chair. They took their residence near the drink and snack counter. Isa put the book away and then made her way to the counter. Even though her aunt was there, she was there to take care of the stuff. 

Her laptop was already open and cued up for mindless browsing. No one was in the place other than The Ladies. Isa checked her socials. Nothing was exciting there. She posted a picture of the display on the Mystic Eye social networks. Once she started taking pictures of all her aunt's hard work and they actually started like things and sharing, Aunt Maybel was hooked. 

Now she wanted her own Facespace.

Have mercy on us all, Isa thought. 

She wondered what people were saying about Chad. She pulled up his profile and started scrolling through it. A lot of posts about him drinking with people. Was that all his life was? There were a few inappropriate memes from people who thought he'd get a kick out of it, "From wherever you are, bro." 

A couple angry posts from people wondering what was going to happen with their botched work. She winced. His brother is going to be really busy with a lot of ticked off people.

Nothing seemed too angry or misplaced. 

She searched for Meredith's profile. Who was her boyfriend? Time to find out. After a few minutes, she came up with nothing. How can people live in a small town and still manage to have secrets? She'd never learned that skill, but she would definitely take that webinar.

Mrs. Viola Jones, Jussy's grandmother came in a few minutes later.  The elderly black woman had on a much more sensible outfit than Miss Beaulah. Thanks goodness. Her gray slacks matched her overcoat. She carried a cane that had a  wooden  duck handle on it.  

"Hi Miss Viola! I heard from Jussy the other day. She sound really good. I think we might get lunch together or something."

"You are? That's surprising," Miss Viola said as she settled in.

"It is? Why's that?"

"She doesn't like...that is you...she thinks...oh nothing dear. I'm just an old fool. Don't mind me." She picked up her bag searching for something and ending the conversation. Isa looked at her curiously, but didn't push the subject.

Other than Auntie's hooligan geriatric baddies sipping and spilling tea about Whisper Valley, nothing else happened that morning. 

She thought back to the conversation from last night with Travis and she knew she had to check on one other thing. While there was no one in the shop, Isa gave Meredith a call.

"Hey Meredith, this is Isa, how are you?"

"Isa, hi. I've been meaning to call you, but things kept coming up."

"I was wondering Meredith, the day that Chad died, where were you that morning?"

She paused for a beat."I was visiting my boyfriend Scott in Westlake. He's living there with his parents until we save enough for our own place. Why do you ask?" 

"I'm looking into all of this for Travis and I'm just being thorough. Nothing personal."

"Of course not." She cleared her throat. "I've been meaning to call you anyways."

"Is something wrong?" Isa asked.

"Oh no, nothing at all. Quite opposite."

Isa waited for her old friend to fill the silence. 

"Your aunt's reading really brought things to light for me," she said.

"It did?"

"Oh yes. I had been praying that something terrible would happen to Chad after...something went wrong with him. He wasn't a nice man." Her voice wavered a bit.

"I'm sorry that he hurt you," Isa said quietly. She didn't have to ask Meredith what he'd done. And she felt guilty that she'd thought maybe Meredith had done something terrible in retaliation. 

"But now I see that his death and the death of anything we had, can bring light to my current life. I thought I needed closure. I thought I needed to know why he was the way he was. But I didn't. I needed to know it was over. And it is," she said, and Isa could a smile in her voice.

"I'm glad for you Meredith."

"In any case, we'll have to doubledate sometime."

"We will?"

"Sure. Me and Scott and you and Brendan."

"We're not together like that."

"Oh you will be." Meredith's voice was so confident, Isa almost believed her.

After they rang off, Isa thought about going to the law office tonight, and her heart beat hard in her chest. At least Jussy was going to help get them into the building.

Hopefully, it wouldn't go full-out blizzard before their night adventure. 

***
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"THIS IS CRAZY, ISA! Did I rub off on you or something?" Clare whispered. The snow had stopped for the day, but it still smelled like snow in the air. 

Definitely cold enough for more of the white stuff, Isa thought, rubbing her gloved hands together. They looked like the Olsen twins turned goth dressed in black from head to toe. Their sneakers even had black shoelaces. Perfect outfit for the spying they were planning to do. They stood outside of Spencer Hammill Attorney at Law, pressed against the back wall hidden from the street. 

Isa set her lips firm. She honestly couldn't believe she was being this impulsive either. If she thought about it too deeply, she'd probably go back. But she'd do anything to help her loved ones. 

"We have to do we have to do. And Jussy should be here any time now," she said, glancing down at her phone again. It was already ten after.

"But do we have to do this?"

"This feels like opposites day," Isa's voice was low. 

They'd already gone through this many times before. She knew that some of the answers they were seeking would be about at the Hammill Law Office and they weren't going to get those answers by asking nicely. Time was of the essence and they were going to cut some corners so they could access things that the police legally could not. 

She said as much to Clairebele, who replied, "Not to play devil's advocate but, then anything we find they won't be able to use. Because we got it illegally. So what's really the point?"

"My dear friend the point is that we will know. And we can act accordingly from there," she said with a glimmer of impatience. "So hush it up." 

She felt her phone vibrate in her back pocket. She covered it, so the bright screen wouldn't bring unwanted attention. It was Jules. 

Jules: Not a good idea for me to be seen with you.

Isa: I thought the plan was not to be seen?

Jules: Not coming there. Left the bottom floor bathroom window unlocked. It's on the ground floor. You can shimmy thru there.

Isa: Shimmy through...are you sure about that?

Jules: It's the best I could do.

Isa: Ok. Thanks. 

"Your best ain't too great," Isa muttered. She whispered to Clare, catching her up.

"Not to be a broken record, but are you sure we should do this?" Clare asked, her tone dripping with doubt. "Doesn't this feel off to you? And why didn't she tell you all that earlier, instead of making us stand out here shivering?"

Internally, Isa agreed, but what were her options? She'd tried to have a conversation with Spencer Hammill, but he hadn't gotten back to them. That letter was hanging around like a threat. Her aunt was getting progressively worried. She needed to find out what was going on behind the scenes. And if she didn't do something, then who would? 

"I don't think I have much of a choice at this point," Isa finally said. "But you don't have to do this."

Clare scoffed, "We're in this together. Ride or die, remember? Let's do this."

"Let's concentrate more on the riding part than dying," Isa murmured, a shiver running down her spine. Her stomach wasn't bothering her, so things should proceed okay. Probably.

They crouched down with Isa in the front. They pressed against the wall, moving low and quickly as possible. She kept looking around, but couldn't see anything.

Hopefully, if anybody is out tonight, they can't see us either, she thought.

Even though Jussy had promised to take care of everything, Isa had memorized the blueprints for the building that she'd found online. Now she was glad for that forethought. They hadn't depicted security cameras, but everything else seemed identifiable. Hopefully, if they did have cameras, Whisper Valley Security would be as lax as they were rumored being. 

The two would-be break-in artists were in the back of the building that faced the small parking lot. On the right side of the building was the bathroom on the first floor. That also was right beside Main Street. They'd planted some foliage there, but how could they get in without being seen? 

"Let's just try the backdoor," Isa said, her voice low. It was hidden behind the large trash bin. Sometimes people were careless with things like that. It's not like places were often broken around here. She felt a pang of guilt that she ruthlessly pushed aside. 

The bin smelled particularly ripe and her nostrils flared in disgust. Clare made a muffled gagging sound while Isa  tried the door. The nob turned without any problems.

"Huh, didn't expect that," she said under her breath.

"This is all wrong." Clare's voice was just as quiet. Isa agreed, but they were here now. Might as well carry it out to its end.  

It was much stranger to be in there when there was no one around. There were a few yellow emergency lights on, but the majority of the floor was dark. She tried to remember the layout. They were at the backend of the building. The hall branched off to the left and to the right. To the left should be Hammill's corner office. She tapped Clare on the shoulder and started moving quickly down the hall. It felt a million miles long, but it was just her imagination. And anxiety. 

When they reached the end, she gently pushed the door open, puling it quietly behind Clare with a soft click. They each had a small pen light that wouldn't attract attention from the outside. By mutual agreement, they started going through the files looking for names that were familiar. Isa try to open in the large desk, but they were locked.

"Let me try," Claire Bell said, pulling a long thin piece of metal out of her Fanny pack. Isa's mouth dropped open as her bestie expertly jimmied the lock. 

"Got it," Claire Bell gave a cocky grin. 

"You know how to pick locks?" Isa asked.

"We probably shouldn't get into this right now," Clare looked around pointedly.

"Right. We're going to circle back to this though. Don't you worry."

"Great. Exactly what I wanted." Clare's tone was drier than the Sahara. 

The door swung open. Everything in the office was precise and pristine. He was a man who needed structure in his life. Isa wanted to make sure that they left no trace of their presence. Glad for her gloves, she carefully looked through the tabs on the files for her aunt's name, the bookstore, or anything of interest.

"Should we look in his computer?" Claire Bell asked. 

"Definitely," Isa said. "He probably has a password, but we can at least try." 

She turned on the computer and it opened to a password protection screen. She tried some of the common ones ABCD 1234, password, and then she started using more personal names. Like the name of his business, son, wife, and then she hit on it when she used his favorite coffee order, the flat white. Bullseye! 

She looked for the files that he accessed the most. She assumed those would be the most important files. Claire Bell handed her a USB card. She inserted it into the port and began downloading the most used files. And she saw file with her auntie's name on it and she downloaded that one as well. She glanced through to see if there were anything else that rang a bell, but nothing hit the mark. Until she ran across the one that was named after Chad. After adding that to her collection, she deleted her activity from his computer and logged off. She pocketed the card, and gestured to Claire Bell to make their way to the door. As they stood up to go, the unmistakable sound of footsteps sounded in the hallway. They exchanged a panic look and turned to looking around for a hiding spot, flashing their penlight flash lights all around. The metal on the closet caught Isa's eye. They made their way over and extinguished their lights. She pushed the door open a little bit more and they crawled in, just as they heard a rattling at the door. It was all over in a manner of seconds.

The lights in the office were clicked on. They blinked in confusion.

"Yeah, I'm here," he said. His voice was familiar, but she couldn't quite place him.

Isa carefully pulled out her cell phone and hit record. She wanted to keep a record of whatever this new player was saying. She couldn't see his face but he was wearing black boots.

"Who am I looking for? I don't see anybody here. You're the boss."

Isa heard sounds of doors being opened and closed and she knew they would be found soon. It sounded like he was looking for someone specific. How had he found that they were there? Had Jussy called the security? Why would she set them up?

She pushed Claire Bell gently aside and pressed her face against the crack. The closet door seemed pretty new and in good repair. Hopefully, it wouldn't make a sound when she opened it further. She pushed the door quietly to the left and slid open inches at a time. Her body hidden behind the door she looked to the left to see the person was and inadvertently she gasped out loud. He'd been headed to the door, but her gasp had stopped him in his tracks. He turned, walking deliberately toward the closet door.

"Is somebody there?"  

Isa tried to hold her breath so it wouldn't attract any attention. The footsteps started receding. And she could almost breathe a sigh of relief. Then Clare Bell sneezed. Isa closed her eyes in frustration. Dang it!

The door flew open so quickly it almost came off the hinges.

"What the hell are two doing in there?"

She gulped when she looked up to see who it was.

"We could ask you the same question," Isa said, trying to hide the trembling in her voice. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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BRENDAN STOOD OVER her with a frown.

"What are you doing here?" he repeated. Isa just eyed him, trying to figure out how to manage this new wrinkle.

"We're just leaving," Clare said, jumping up from her kneeling position.

"No, no we're not," Isa said, crossing her arms.

"Of course not. Why would we do that? It only makes perfect sense." Clare rolled her eyes. Isa ignored her and took in Brendan's clothing. It looked like a convention of goth crooks, she thought. 

"It's all over town that since he bought it, Hammill is trying to get Auntie. I'm just trying to find out what's going on. I'm trying to help my aunt."

He shook his head. "It doesn't matter. You can't break into a business because it suits yours agenda."

"Wouldn't you do the most for the people you love?" she asked. They stared at each other, at an impasse.

"This is great and all. But maybe we should get out of here, before the security guard comes by," Clare urged.

Isa looked closer at Brendan's outfit, the lack of all black, the way he'd turned the lights on so nonchalantly. The walkie talkie. And then it clicked.

"The security is already here," she said, closing her eyes with a groan. Clare turned toward the door and Brendan moved to the side to block her way.

"What are you going to do? About us?" Isa asked. 

He grimaced. "What do you think I should do?"

"Let us go, duh. C'mon Isa, let's go." 

Clare grabbed her arm to pull her, but Isa wouldn't budge. She looked at him, trying to take it all in. She briefly considered just leaving with Clare. She was positive he wouldn't stop them. But that didn't feel right. He had a choice  and she wasn't going to sway him either way.

"You do what you have to, Brendan. I'm not going to make that decision for you," she said. 

He seemed to be looking for something on her face. She fought the urge to squirm, meeting him dead in the eye. "I'm the security for this building. I can't allow you to take the information you got out of here."

"But I don't want to not help you," he said.

"Why are you doing security work anyway?" Clare asked. "Your business is booming."

"It looks like, doesn't it?" He shrugged. "But I'm in debt up to my eyebrows. I've been doing this security stuff for a while. I just kept it going," he said. 

Then he looked at Isa again. "I may have to end this career sooner than later."

She shook her head. "I don't want you to lose your job because of me. This is not what I wanted at all."

Clare groaned, "You're terrible at this. Do you want him to turn us in?"

"Of course not. But I'm not going to tell him what to do."

He looked them over again. "I need the data you took. I can't allow you to take that out of here."

She handed him the SD card and Clare threw up her hands in disgust.

"This whole thing was a waste of time," she said.

They both ignored her. Isa couldn't read his expression. She knew he liked her, but she didn't want to manipulate him into doing whatever. If she was going to sit beside Travis in that holding cell, so be it. 

He finally spoke. "I'm going to let you two out of the building. I won't say anything about any of this. If I catch you here again, I won't hesitate to have you arrested."

Clare grabbed her arm and dragged her toward the door. Isa looked over her shoulder at him and nodded. He gave a nod back.

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT ISA laid in her bed and stared up at the ceiling. It had been a close call. Brendan had given them a break and honestly she wasn't sure why. He didn't know her that well. How could he know whether she was even a trustworthy person ?

Her mind drifted back to Chad's murderer. Meredith being a scorned lover didn't quite feel right. Just like Mr. Moran being angry about the work in his office. Or anybody else really. There was a ton of people ticked off about Chad's shoddy work, but were any of them angry enough for murder. She needed to check things out with the other have of the construction company- his brother.

And what about that girlfriend that people have mentioned, but there seems to be no one who knows anything concrete about her? Or pill pushing? 

She had so many questions that needed answers. A ping hit her phone and she looked at the text. 

Jarold: Why won't you answer me? 

She stared at those five words and thought about Jarold and all the times she'd sat by her phone waiting for him to acknowledge her. But he hadn't. He'd left her hanging over and over again. 

But she'd kept coming back. Playing herself over and over again.

And for what?

She'd felt like Boo Boo the Fool after dealing with him. All the signs had been staring her in the face. She hadn't been allowed to call him. Only text. They only met up when he said so, usually for lunch dates. But she thought that was because as coworkers, it was just more convenient to meet up then. And she thought it made sense that he wanted to wake up early in the  morning, so he went to bed early at almost geriatric times. Or at least, she'd thought he was going to sleep. The only time they spent the night together was when he took her away on a vacation that one weekend. Later she found out his wife was staying the weekend with her mother. 

She'd found out so much. 

For a guy leading a double life, he'd made finding out the truth so easy. He'd left his phone on her nightstand as he'd gone to make breakfast. And it had dinged. It was habit. She picked it up to take it to him and she glanced down at the phone. His wife had sent him a picture of their baby smiling. 

Me and Jr Miss You BB xoxo. 

She'd always know he'd make very cute kids. She'd just thought they would be hers. Theirs. Together. He'd encouraged that dream. And there she was, wishing that she could take back the past five years of her life. 

Isa picked up her phone and looked down at it. She dialed a number by heart and waited for the answer. 

"Hey what's up?" Clare asked.

"I need to talk. Is that okay?" Isa's voice broke. 

"I'm on my way," Clare said and clicked off. 

There was never a question with her. She was always ready to jump right in, feet first. Shame rolled through Isa. She shouldn't have pushed her best friend away. She shouldn't have pushed her aunt away. Her family. Even her town. She'd chosen a man who wasn't worth a tinker damn, as Aunt Maybel would say. She couldn't blame it all on him either. She had been blinded by him, but also by what she wanted to be true. She had wanted him to be everything she'd ever expected. 

She sat up in bed and grabbed her big fluffy pink robe, a leftover from high school. She'd put on a few elbees since then, but the thing was so big it still worked. She shuffled into the kitchen where her aunt sat sipping a cup of tea with two others waiting on the tray

"How did you—?" Isa started and then broke off when her aunt raised her eyebrow that was much like Isa's. 

Soon enough, Clare joined them at the counter and Isa told them. Everything. From meeting Jarold at the monthly book sale at the library before she started working there. To learning he'd put in a good word for her after she was hired. And then leaving without actually officially breaking it off with him. For once her aunt didn't chime in and Clare didn't have a funny joke.

Once she was done, she felt light-headed, like a two ton weight had been lifted from her chest.  

"You better now?" her aunt asked. 

She thought for a moment and then nodded. Things still weren't right, but they would get there. 

"Good," her aunt said and then gave her a light smack on the back of her head.

"Hey!" 

"For somebody who is smart, you sure is dumb sometimes." Her aunt shook her head. "Don't you know that we're your family? And no matter what we're here."

"Yeah Isa, you don't have to hide from us, even when you're not doing the right thing," Clare said.

"But I didn't know..." Isa trailed off. 

She might not have known in words, but she'd had a feeling. And those feelings had simmered for so long that she couldn't take it anymore and that's why she'd picked up that phone that morning.

"I played myself," she admitted.

Clare nodded. "You did. But we still love you, homie."

Her aunt stood up and gathered them both close to her. "I love you both. Even with your foolishness. You're special to me. And I don't want either one of you to forget that."

They leaned into it and then she pulled away, trying to wipe a tear without them seeing it.

"You're good here? You have everything you need? You work in the morning, Clare? I'm going back to bed," she said in her way, and sashayed out the room. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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ISA WAS COVERING THE front register for her aunt, who needed to have some "time to herself." She hadn't looked her normal bright and bubbly self, so Isa didn't put up too much of a fight. 

That was fine by niece. She wanted a little time away from the office books. And she needed a chance to think over yesterday. Her mind was boggled over the last 24 hours.

The last week really. Being a librarian had never been so eventful. 

The store's phone rang and startled Isa out of her thoughts. It was Dena who had asked about bringing in a book club to the store. 

"Would you be interested in doing something a little differently?" Isa asked. 

"I might be, what do you have in mind?" 

Once Isa had described her plan, Dena's reluctant tone had taken one of full-blown enthusiasm. They decided to talk later to finalize the book club get-together. 

After hanging up, Isa felt a spark of worry, but quickly squelched it. If she was going to help her aunt get the store back in black, she needed to strike when opportunities arose. They didn't happen all the time in Whisper Valley. 

The stream of foot traffic into the Mystic Eye had been a trickle that morning. A few people meandered in for coffee or tea. A few old timers grabbed some newspapers as part of their morning constitutionally.

The town's self-proclaimed mystic liked to come in every so often to challenge Aunt Maybel's mystic prowess. Unfortunately, it looked like today was Isa's day. 

Esmerella swept into the store, her purple and pink scarves flailing in the behind her. Each step she took, her many bracelets and necklaces jingled. Her strong musky scent reached Isa before she did. She didn't like to use deodorant, because she felt it clogged her chakras or something. But she did like to spray perfume over it, which didn't really do much to mask her special aroma. Isa sneezed, her eyes tearing up a bit. 

Great. Whatever special concoction she was wearing was killing Isa's sinuses.

"Eeeeesa. My darlink, how can you help me today?" she asked, striking a dramatic pose against the counter. 

"Good morning Esmerella, what do you need?" Isa grabbed a tissue from the box under the counter and dabbed her watering eyes.

"I need a creeestal. But not just any creeestal. One that can divine the divine!" She threw her arm into the air and the smell almost took Isa out. 

"Esmerella, we have many crystals for you to choose from. In fact, I'm sure you're familiar with our crystal selection by now." 

Very familiar. She probably knows this store better than I do, Isa thought.

"How can you claim to be sanctuary for those who have opened their third eye and not be able to help us to select totems for our practice?" 

The other woman threw her arms up again and looked up to the ceiling as though she were expecting divine intervention. Isa dabbed at her eyes and looked up with her, just in case she was missing something.

She wasn't. 

Isa looked at her, really looked at her. Past the scarves and the public portrayal. Past the flamboyant persona. And then it hit her and her stomach felt a little queasy in response. 

"Come with me," Isa said. "I think we have what you need." 

The other woman looked confused and followed her, prattling on about how people who were really in touch with the spirit world were more inclined to be creative and outlandish in their appearances. Isa didn't need to look down at her beige slacks and cream colored sweater to know that was a not-so-subtle jab at her. 

She turned toward the woman, and put her hand on her shoulder. "Esmerella, you have a great sadness inside of you. I'm so sorry for your loss."  

"I—I...What?"

Isa picked up a velvety bag that held a shattuckite crystal. The bluest one she'd ever seen. Isa could feel that this one was the right one.

"I hope this can aid you in your practice," she said, handing over the bag.

"How did you know?" Esmerella's voice was quiet and she took the bag without any fanfare. 

Isa smile sadly and shook her head. She had no idea how these things worked, only that they did.

For a long beat, they stood in silence, sharing this moment. And then the front door opened and the moment was over. 

"Take your time, I'll meet you up front," Isa said turning to walk away.

Esmerella posed with her hand against her forehead, a heavy vibrato in her voice, "I have to feel this crystal to see if it is meant for me. It will take some time."

"Take all the time you need. If you'll excuse me." 

Isa dabbed her eyes as she made her way to the front to see who had came in. 

"Are you alright?" Brendan stepped from behind a display of local artwork, causing her to stumble in surprise.

"Sure, I'm good, why do you ask?"

"Oh, you and the tissue"

"Allergy," she explained lamely. 

"Right, of course," he nodded. She waited for him to say something about last night, but he surprised her.

"Do you feel up to having dinner with me tonight?"

She blinked a few times, trying to gather her thoughts. On the one hand, she felt like she owed him a bit. On the other hand, this was really short notice and she was surprised that he'd asked her out after last night's fiasco. 

"Uh...sure. Let's have dinner tonight. How about at 7?" she asked. That should give her enough time to get ready. If his grin stretched anyway wider his face would split in two. She had to smile back.

"Alright, I'm good with that."

"Where are we going?" she asked. "Not your place, by the way."

He put his hands to his heart. "Ouch! I'm wounded."

She snorted, and smiled reluctantly.

"It's a surprise. Dressy casual. I'll be upstairs at 7."

"Alright, it's a date," she said.

As he walked away, she repeated the words to herself. A date. When was the last time she'd gone on a first date? Wow. Time's were definitely changing. 

"Isa, I need you," Esmerella called from the stacks.

"Be right there," she said, picking up her pace. She'd think on this whole date thing later. 

After she closed the Mystic Eye for the day, her was posted on the couch, destressing by reading a library book. It was a mystery by her favorite author. Her aunt joined to probably to watch some trashy afternoon talk shows, Isa decided to spill the beans. 

"Hey, Auntie. I just wanted to let you know that I'm going to be going out with Brendan tonight." She braced herself for her aunt's reaction. She didn't have to wait long. 

Aunt Maybel's head swung around so fast, Isa hoped she didn't sprain her neck. "You're doing what, with who? Have you lost your ever-loving mind? Don't you even care about this family anymore? I can't believe this betrayal." She threw her hands up in the air in a state of utter shock and dismay. She collapsed into her chair.

"Auntie, I love you, but give it a rest," Isa said. Her aunt's mouth dropped open. "We're not in any type of war. He seems a good person and I want to get to know him better. Support me here. Don't I deserve to have a guy treat me right, for once?"

Her aunt's lips had thinned to the point of disappearing. Never a good look. 

***
[image: image]


ISA TOOK HER TIME GETTING ready. There was something special about a first date. It was a time when they'd be getting to know each other and hopefully connect. She wanted to have fun and to feel confident. She pulled out the stopped. A bubble bath. Gave herself a French manicure. She pulled on some shapewear. She hated it, but it would give her figure some vavava voom that she felt was missing. She added a pair of galaxy print tights to go with her vintage black Mary Janes and to give her outfit a more modern look. The blouse was a shimmery black with a tie at the neck. She picked her hair out and added a band that had little silver flowers with diamonds in the center. That green skirt with black buttons from This n That really made her outfit complete. She looked at herself with a critical eye and added the tiniest amount of gloss, eyeliner, and mascara.

The vintage Chanel purse that she'd found at a yard sale gave it an extra pop. She was positive it was a knock-off, but she was out here balling on a budget. Sacrifices had to be made. 

Besides, she looked cute.

A knock sounded on the door and her eyes widened. He was a little early. She'd planned to be right at the door when he got there, to minimize dealing with Auntie. Too late now.

"Oh. It's you," her aunt's voice couldn't have any less happy.

"Hi Miss Maybel. Is Isa available?"

"And why should I let my niece associate with you?"

"Ma'am, I just want the chance to get to know her. She seems like you raised her right. My mama wants me to find a good woman and Isa seems like she's been raised right."

"She does take after me in that way." Her aunt's tone had changed a little bit. 

"I could see that immediately."

"All right. I'll allow it. But I got my eye on you."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Isa! You can stop listening by the door and come in now."

She cringed and made her way in. "Way to call me out, Auntie," she said with a wink. And then she stopped dead in her tracks. Brendan was fine with a capital damn. The fit was on point. Dark slacks, cream-colored sweater, and a black peacoat that matched hers. Small world, right?

"You look great," she said with a grin. 

"You're incredible." His eyes were so big. And then he glanced at Auntie and hastily added. "In a totally respectful way, of course."

"Mmmhmm...," she said, giving him a look. She turned to her niece. "Don't be too late, you know I'll be up all night worried about you." 

Isa hadn't planned on staying out all night, but what if she did one day? Might as well nip this in the bud, she decided. "I love you and I appreciate that you worry. But I'm grown. I'll make sure to call you if I'm going to be late, so you won't worry."

She kissed her aunt's cheek and gave her a hug. She grabbed her coat from the little rack beside of the door. Brendan gently took it from her hands, and held it out for her so she could put it on. She'd never had a guy do that before. 

"Thanks?" Her tone reflected her confusion.

"Was that weird? I'm trying to be a gentleman over here." His voice was low just for her ears.

"It's fine," she said with a smile. They told her aunt goodbye again and were off.

He was parked beside of her car and of course he had a forest green SUV, a vehicle that popular in the area. He opened the door for her and she slid in. He kept it clean and cozy inside. He started the car and his radio started blaring a familiar song and she grinned.

"I love Portishead. I saw them in concert in Ohio a few years ago," she said. They chitchatted about different musicians, finding that they at least had a similar musical tastes. 

"Where are we headed, by the way?" she asked. They were headed out of town, but other than that, she was pretty clueless. 

"You'll see, it's a surprise," he said. She nodded, not wanting to admit to him or herself that not knowing was more uncomfortable than romantic.

"We'll be there in about five minutes," he said. 

Before too long, they pulled up to the business that Isa was unfamiliar with. It was an art gallery and it looked like it was closed.

"Is there restaurant here, or something?"

"Nope," he said, pulling into the gravel parking lot. She kept her thoughts to herself, curious to see where this was going. They got out of the car and he led her to the backdoor. 

"One of my good buddies opened this place a few years back. He said I could come here after hours for our first date. And I came here earlier to set things up."

He turned on the light and she gasped in surprise. 

The art gallery was stunning. Beautiful paintings and photography adorned the white walls and throughout the room were sculpted pieces of varying heights and made of different materials. The room felt eclectic, but warm with dominate colors of blues and blacks and greens with little pops of yellows and reds here and there. The ceilings were short enough that the room felt intimate rather than an impersonal showplace for art.

He took her hand and led her to a table in the middle of the room. It was covered in a lacy cloth and there was a table setting for two. 

"May I?" he asked,holding out his hand. She gave him her coat and he put it on the back of her chair. He held it out for her and she had a seat. 

"You did all of this?" she asked, her hand on her heart. She was truly stunned. No one had ever gone through so much trouble just to impress her. And it had definitely worked.

"I can't lie, I had some help." He grinned. "Some of my employs helped me to plan tonight's menu. And I brought sweet tea instead of any of my brews since we're driving and all."

"I appreciate that," she said. 

He held out her seat and she tried to gracefully sit down. He lifted a the lid for the tins and showed her the meal.

"We first have a nice salad. Second is a eggplant Florentine with fire-roasted tomato sauce. And this third has some freshly baked Ciabatta." 

"Holy moly! But what, no dessert?" she said with a twinkling eye.

He grinned down at her, "It's chilling in the mini fridge in the back." 

She eyes widened in delight, "This is amazing."

He served her salad, and they sat together, chatting. They had more things in common than music. Their bookish tastes ran in the same direction, though their movie tastes differ greatly. 

"How can you possibly think the DC Universe is better than Marvel? Who hurt you as a child?" Isa asked. 

He puttered. "Have you been stuck under a rock? Are you one of those Millenials who don't watch television? DC has been creating incredible content for years."

"First of all, you're a Millenial too. Stop being self-hating,"

"Whatever."

"Secondly, the movies are what makes the franchise. And the movies have been owning everything in the Box office."

They argued good-naturedly while he served the food. She felt pampered and that was an unfamiliar feeling. How can I possibly top this, she thought. Maybe she could make a lateral awesome move.  

"Why did you decide to be a librarian?" he asked her after they'd taken a moment to dig into the delicious eggplant Florentine. 

"When I was growing up, everything always seemed so loud," she said.

"What do you mean?"

"I don't know." She took a bite of her eggplant and chewed it thoughtfully, giving herself time to think. "My cousins, NayNay and Fraya, they had big personalities. Fraya is the middle of us and she always seemed to want to run things. And NayNay was a sweetheart, but as the youngest, she kind of would take over. Their Moms and my aunt dominated as well. And if I wanted calm, I could find it in the library."

He nodded. "Is your family close?"

She smiled thinking back. "We used to be. But after Fraya's divorce, she ran off to Hawaii. And once NayNay graduated from high school, she decided she wanted to explore the country. And boom she was gone too."

She was quiet for a moment. "I miss them sometimes."

"Sounds like they're lovely ladies," he said. 

"They are truly the better side of me," she said. 

Soon they were finished with the meal. 

"Do you have room for dessert and a coffee?" he asked.

She groaned and patted her tummy. "You have made entirely too much delicious food. But I'll have a tiny bit of dessert with a coffee."

She helped him to clear up the dishes and took them into the little kitchen. The gallery occasionally held openings where they served food and beverages. He grabbed a tray and laid out the brownies and the small dishes, mugs, and coffee fixings. Isa grabbed the coffee pot.

"I have to admit, I didn't bake these. I bought them at Noel's Nuggets. Her bakery is incredible."

"I haven't had anything from there yet. I think she moved in after I'd left town."

"Give it a go," he encouraged her. She took a bite and her eyes widened in surprise. The brownie was so soft with the little chunks of chocolates was incredible. And the ribbon of caramel in it made it extra decadent. 

"That's amazing. I definitely can only have half of this," she said. The tucked into their dessert, but things felt different now. She watched him. Even though he seemed interested in the conversation, but she noticed that he was shifting and moving around. He kept picking up and putting down his fork.

"What's up?" she finally asked. 

"I wanted to talk about the law office...thing," he said. She nodded and put down her fork. She'd been waiting for this moment, but she wasn't going to bring it up.

"Listen, I know how the Hammills are. I used to hang out with Chad," he paused taking a drink of his sweet tea. 

"You did?" Isa looked mildly surprised, waiting for him to fill in some blanks.

"I considered him fam, ya know? But things got really messy. I didn't want to deal with his drama anymore," he said. "I was trying to start a business. Have a life. And he seemed like he was trying to ruin everything. I didn't understand it."

He looked down in his glass like he wished it was something strong. "And now he's gone."

With those few words, she was reminded that even if Chad hadn't been the most stand-up guy, people still cared. 

"I'm sorry, Brendan."

"Yeah, me too."

He tapped on his phone and a 90s Indie playlist started. He pulled something else up on the phone. "I don't know how to tell you this, so I'm just going to say it. I didn't find anything that was weird or out of place with the paperwork for your aunt's place."

"What?"

"Nothing. Not at all. According to this file, your aunt hasn't been paying those bills. She's in for thousands at this point. But nothing appears to be out of order." He passed the phone over to her. "I took pictures of her files. You can look over it, if you don't believe me. And there's another aspect of this that you haven't considered. Someone reported to the security company that a robbery was planned."

She remembered he'd said on his phone that he didn't see anyone. 

"Who would want to—?"

The only person who had known what she was going to do was Jussy. The question was why? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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AFTER THE BIG REVEAL and the delicious meal, they didn't have a lot of appetite left for dessert. They made short work of packing up. 

We work well together. That's a nice change, she thought. With her ex, she was expected to clean up after them, no matter where they were, even at work, which had felt vaguely humiliating.  

He dropped her off at the house without any real fanfare. Before he had a chance to try to kiss her or to get out to open her door, she'd already jumped out. 

"See you later?" she asked. 

He frowned at her. "Sure." And then he started to talk and she closed the door with a wave. She quickly jogged up the stairs into the apartment.

"Are you being chased? Why are you running?" Aunt Maybel asked. She was in the middle of pouring herself a cocktail.

"No, no of course not. I'm just excited to talk to Clare."

"How was your date with the enemy?"

"He's not a bad guy, Aunt Maybel. Not even a little bit. And dinner was bomb."

"It should be. He's got all kinds of connections."

"What do you know about him?"

She took a noisy sip of her drink. "Not too much. The same stuff he'll tell you, if you ask 'im, I bet."

Her aunt's face was calm, but underneath the her placid exterior, Isa knew the woman was howling with laughter. She loved knowing the town's gossip and holding over Isa's head like a game of keepaway.

"That's fine. I'll get to know him as we go on." Isa grabbed a glass and filled it up with filtered water from the fridge. "I'll be seeing him again, really soon. And a lot of him."

Auntie rolled her eyes.

"And I do mean a lot." Isa wiggled her eyebrows.

"What in the world? What has gotten into you?"

"I'll tell you what hasn't..."

"Don't you start with me."

Isa lifted her baggie of leftovers. "Dessert. I was too full. Couldn't finish it all."

"Get out of here. And consider yourself disowned."

Isa laughed and walked away. She had to mess with her aunt every once in a while. It kept her on her toes. Her laughter dissipated as she thought over her options. She sank onto her bed, and called up Clare.

Her bestie answered immediately. "What happened on your date?" She didn't even say hello! 

"Not a whole lot. I do think I like him, but that's not really the point."

"It's not? I thought the point of going out with a hot boy was to see how much you liked said hot boy. And maybe seeing how hot he is under the clothes..." Clare trailed off.

"Clare!"

"What? What? I'm here."

"I meant that's not the point of my call."

"Okay, I'll bite. What's the point?"
She gave her friend the rundown of the conversation about the legitimate paperwork and Jussy's betrayal.
Clare gave a low whistle. "That's crazy. What are you going to do?"

"I'm not sure. Do you think Jussy's been stealing from my aunt's account?"

"I don't know. Something has been happening to the money. But why would she steal? She seems to be doing well."

Isa shook her head, forgetting that her friend couldn't see her. "This is all craziness."

"What are you going to do now?"

"I'm not sure yet, I'm going to think of something."

"As long as it's not a B and E type of situation, I'm down. We are definitely not master burglars."

"Not even close."

***
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THE NEXT DAY, ISA PULLED a book from the shelf and offered it to LuLu. "I think you might like this one," she said. "It's about this girl's glow-up from being the town's whipping post to becoming a powerhouse."

"Sounds good," she said, and reached for it hesitantly.

"What's wrong?" Isa asked.

"Nothing. I just really like being here. And I heard that you were going to be closing down soon."

"We're not planning on closing, but somebody's spreading rumors. Do you know who said it?"

Isa grimaced. She'd realized the rumors were rampant in the church arena, but the Robinson family didn't attend services. It was all over town then. They walked to the register together. 

The rest of the shop was empty except for Aunt Maybel holding court with the rest of the Ladies Who Lunch in their usual spot. 

Isa rang up LuLu while the girl sent off a video message to someone. 

"What are you up to today?" Isa asked her, hanging over her change and purchases.

"Job hunting. It's a pain in the butt, especially around here," she said with a sigh.

"I hope you find something," Isa said, wincing at the prospect of looking for a job in Whisper Valley. It was not exactly a hotbed of commerce and opportunity.

"Thanks Isa. See ya later." LuLu grabbed her bag and shuffled out of the shop, her head down.

Isa watched her shuffle away, considering. She looked around and The Ladies Who Lunch were leaned over the table, expressively arguing, the tones of their voices was ardent. What's going on here? she wondered.

She grabbed a tray, and added a coffee pot and the fixings to it. 

"Hey ladies. How are y'all doing? I just brought some refills for you." She studiously avoided her aunt's glare, putting her tray down on an empty chair and poured coffee into their cups. 

"I just don't know what we can possibly do to combat it," *** said, with a resigned sigh.

"You don't? Oh really? Because you sure had some ideas about things when you wanted us to go after your niece's slimeball ex."

"Her slimeball ex deserves whatever we served up to him," she said with a sniff. 

Old women are ruthless, Isa thought, refilling **second lady's** coffee with a smile. "Do y'all need anything else?" Isa asked.

"Oh, just take that extra cup and sit down. YOu ain't fooling nobody," *** said, pointing to the offending cup and the chair.

"Nobody else is here and if I don't have some human contact, I'm going to fall asleep standing up."

"If you didn't stay out from all hours of the night, maybe you wouldn't be so tired," Aunt Maybel said.

"All night? I was home by 10," Isa said, affronted. She was by no means a prude, but she didn't want this group of older ladies to think she was a "fast girl." 

**second lady** scoffed. "Maybel out here trying to act like she's above a little romance."

"We remember you before you had this fancy bookstore." 

"We definitely got stories to tell."

"And as my grandkids say, we got the receipts!" They started laughing and Maybel's eyes narrowed into tiny slits.

"Let's just go and not do that," she said, her voice gruff.

"Oh no, let's get some stories. Aunt Maybel never tells us anything," Isa settled into her seat, early waiting for a gossipfest.

"No, no, she looks like she's going to pop her top. She can dish it out, but she can't take it."

"What do you mean? Of course I can take it."

"Nope, no you can't. Don't want to injure your sensitive feelings."

Isa watched in amazement as these women worked her aunt into not only agreeing to talking about her (misspent?) youth, but to actually insist on it. That would not work with her though. That was the kind of craftiness that only years of friendship could bring.

"Remember that one dress you made?"

"Which one honey, I made so many dresses back then, you'd think I was trying to clothe all of Whisper Valley."

Already surprises were in store. Isa hadn't known her aunt designed clothes. There wasn't even a sewing machine in her home, as far as she knew. She suddenly felt a little uncomfortable that she was going to learn so much about a person she'd spent so much time with. Maybe she didn't know her aunt as well as she thought?

"The one where your bazooms were out to here and the slit came up to here," **Badass Betty** said, making hand gestures to really get the point across. "It was orange, red, and black. That was a baaaaaad dress."

*religious one* sniffed. "That dress showed off way too much for my comfort."

"Well thank goddess that I wasn't dressing for you," Aunt Maybel said.

"Now Maybel, don't get your panties all in a twist. You know that *religious one* hasn't shown her ankles since Eisenhower was in office."

"There's not need to be rude. I can just go if my tender sensibilities are too much for you ruffians."

"Feel free to dislodge that stick from you butt at any moment *religious name*. This is a storytime about Maybel's checkered past, not your prudish present." 

*religious name* gave another sniff, but subsided.

"Why did you make that dress Auntie?" Isa softly prompted. She wanted to get some of this tea before a new customer came in.

After the chat with The Ladies, the rest of the afternoon flew by. A small, steady stream of customers came in through the afternoon. And Brendan sent her a thinking of you text that made her smile. She was just getting ready to close up the shop when Sally Anne walked in. The normally put together woman looked disheveled and agitated. Her normally smooth bun was mussed, and her tan pants had a stain on the leg. Isa's clenched so much, she had rubbed her stomach to try to calm it down.

"Oh hey Sally Anne. How are you?" Isa asked cautiously, walking around the counter to meet up with the other woman. "Do you need help with anything? Maybe crystals to help align your chakras?"

"Chakras? That's absurd. I can't believe they allow you to sell that tripe."

Who are "they" Isa thought with a frown, but held her silence, watching the other woman. She walked over to a statue, picking it up and putting it down. Look at a book briefly and shelving it in the wrong place. 

"You seem unsettled. Are you okay, Sally Anne?" 

She turned abruptly and looked in Isa's eyes. "Have you seen my brother today?"

"No, I'm not sure if the Mystic Eye is really his thing." 

"Don't you think I know that?" Her voice rose on the last word. Isa took a step back and frowned at Sally Anne. "I can't help him. The more I try to help him, the more things go wrong."

She looked at Isa pleadingly, "You should know how that feels. Doing anything you can to help your family."

Isa's phone vibrated in her pocket and she pulled out her phone. She had a text from Clare. 

Clare: Finally heard back from Wes. He said the bowling alley pinsetter is hard to accidentally trigger. 

He said Sally Anne worked there for a few months when he first opened.

Isa: This is not good. She's here being weird.

Clare: On my way.

Isa struggled for a neutral facial expression. 

Sally Anne's gaze sharpened. She pointed an accusing finger at the phone. "What was that? What did that say?"

"Nothing that has anything to do with you. Boy things, you know how they can be," Isa said with an awkward chuckle.

"Sure right." Sally Anne walked back to the door and locked it. She pulled down the shade.

"What are you doing Sally Anne?" Isa asked, her eyes narrowed.

"One way in, one way out," she said, her voice lowered. "You know, I've been protecting my brother for years. Trying to stop him from getting hurt. Being used."

"I'm sure you've been a great big sister to him," Isa said. She looked around for a weapon of some sort. There was a huge crystal on display near her. She moved closer to it.

"Don't. Move." Sally Anne said, pulling a gun out of her purse and pointed it at Isa, who immediately froze putting her hands up in the air. 

"I was telling you about my brother and you were being so rude and not listening."

"Sorry about that, Sally Anne. Maybe you can put the gun away and we can have a nice cup of tea and talk about your brother?" Isa's voice was soothing, but it had the opposite effect.

"Don't pretend like you care. Nobody in this town cares." Her hand waved wildly as she gestured with the gun. Isa winced. 

Sally Anne's laugh had a cruel edge to it. "You're so scared. Look at you. Didn't you grow up in these valleys. Don't you know how a gun works. The safety's on."

She pulled it back with a click and brought her hand up so both hands were pointing the weapon. "And now it's off. I've noticed the way you look at my brother."

"The way I—excuse me?" Isa's mouth dropped open. "You can't possibly be serious."

"Oh I'm serious all right. I won't let him be ruined by a woman like you with your loose moral character."

"Loose moral...Sally Anne, this is 2019, not 1819. What are you even talking about?"

"Once I saw the chemistry between the two of you, I did some checking. I know about your homewrecking ways."

"Even if I was a homewrecker, Sally Anne...your brother doesn't appear to have a home."

"He has a home with me!"

"Then why isn't he there?"

"He's mad that I wouldn't let that Chad take advantage of him anymore. I did it for his own good." Her hands were starting to shake a little and Isa felt a shiver of fear. She was so agitated, she could accidentally fire. 

"Isa, why did you close the shop early? I was planning on a few of my friends coming back today?" Aunt Maybel walked in from the  office. Sally Anne swung the weapon toward the doorway.

"Stay back, she's got a gun!" Isa called out to her aunt. She picked up the crysal nearest to her and threw it at Sally Anne. She missed and it crashed through the glass of the window behind her. The woman screamed and covered her face as glass shards hit her. The gun misfired and Isa froze unable to move. 

The gun had been pointing outside at the time. 

Todd stood there looking at his sister, his body shaking. And he fell to the ground, holding his stomach. 

Isa would never forget the raw animal sounds that tore from Sally Anne's throat when she saw what she'd done. She put the gun up to her own forehead and Aunt Maybel finally spoke.

"That's enough Sally. You've done enough. You need to stop now."

"I killed, I killed, I killed my, I."

"Put down the gun Sally Anne. Put it on the ground." Her voice was soft, compelling. Sally Anne put the gun on the ground. 

"Now step away from it. And stand there quietly and wait for the police to come," Aunt Maybel said. Sally Anne stopped moving and didn't speak again until the police arrived.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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ISA SAT UPSTAIRS ON her favorite chair trying to sort everything out. Sensing that things weren't right with her human, Maddie hadn't left her side since she'd come home. on one of the couches trying to make sense of everything. When Clare had realized Sally Anne was in the shop with Isa, she'd immediately rang up Watson. He hadn't wanted to believe his own sister could do such things, even with the evidence right in front of him. Police from out in Tiltonsville was going to have to take over for him. Too much of a conflict of interest. Especially after he tried to interrogate Isa for what felt like hours until Sheriff Brownstone had showed up and Aunt Maybel finally chased Watson off. 

"I can't believe it was her," Isa said. "I never would have suspected Sally Anne. I thought she was weird about her brother, but not on this level."

Clare shook her head. "I don't know what was going on with her. Something snapped."

"Is her brother going to be okay?" Isa asked. Aunt Maybel took a drink from her cocktail to calm her nerves. 

"He's not dead, if that's what you mean," Aunt Maybel said. "He's going to have to get off those pills if he wants to truly heal."

"Pills?" Isa asked. 

Her aunt sighed. "Sometimes I don't know how I raised such a naive little thing. Yes pills. Chad was his supplier and once his sister killed him, he didn't know where to find a new supply."

Isa leaned back into the chair. "I can't believe something like this could happen in Whisper Valley."

"It's not as perfect as you've always imagined it to be," her aunt said. "There's enough skeletons in these closets to fill a graveyard."

Thinking about bodies made her shudder. Once she'd shot her brother, Sally Anne hadn't been able to stop talking. She'd followed Todd to The Rec and when she saw him meeting with Chad, she'd lost her cool. She hadn't planned to do what she did, but once it was done, there wasn't anything she could do about it. 

"I can't believe she was going to let an innocent man rot in prison for what she'd done." Isa rubbed her eyes. 

"You can't? I can. Her mind has always had a one-way track to it. Her way," Clare said. 

Someone knocked insistently at the door. Clare went over and answered it. 

"There's someone here who you might like to see," Clare said. Clare moved out of the way and in walked Travis. Isa stood up and gave him a hug. He seemed, maybe a little thinner, but ultimately he was fine. 

"I thought you'd been hurt," Isa said.

He frowned. "No I wasn't hurt, why did you think that?"

"Your eyes were so dark and you sounded awful on the phone."

"My eyes looked dark because I'd been in the fight with Chad, remember? And when I talked to you..." His voice trailed off and he cleared his throat. "I was trying very hard to sound strong and to not cry. That was all."

"Oh." She didn't know what to say.

"Don't make the boy stand there all the day long. Have a seat Travis."

He flashed a smile at Aunt Maybel. "Thank you ma'am, but I have to get home. I wanted to stop here first." He turned back to Isa, "I appreciate you more than you know."

"Me? I barely figured anything out until the very end." Almost my own end, she thought.

"You believed in me when the whole town doubted me, that's amazing. You've always been amazing."

"I'm just glad you're out now," Isa said, her face heating up a little.

He pitched his voice low for her ears only. "I'm going to show you that I can be the man for you that I never was before."

She shook her head. "Now is not the time or place."

"I'm just letting you know." He smiled. "I'm going to go see my family now. Give my Mama a hug."

"You can give me one first," Aunt Maybel said, standing up. He hugged her close and rubbed his back. He gave Clare a high five on the way out and looked back at Isa before leaving. 

Isa sank down into her chair again. "What even is this life?" she asked.

Then she looked suspiciously over at her aunt. "Hey what was going on with Jussy's grandmother today? When I interrupted you, you were going strong."

"I overheard you talking to Clare last night," her aunt admitted. 

Isa's eyes widened. "You can hear that easily through our wall?" Now some of the mysteries of growing up in her aunt's household felt clearer. 

"Oh girl, of course. How else could I keep you in line?"

Clare laughed so hard, she developed a stitch in her side. "Isa literally didn't do anything."

Aunt Maybel nodded her head in satisfaction. "And now you know why."

"For the love of..." Isa didn't bother finishing it. "Auntie, we'll talk about establishing boundaries later. What happened with Miss Viola?"

"She, my dear, found out what it's like to cross me and mine. Her ugly little grand daugther had been stealing our money the entire time since Hammill had taken over. Nasty little thing has a shopping addiction." Her aunt paused. "And a dislike for you."

Isa paused in petting Maddie. "Me? What do I have to do with any of it?"

"She wanted to finally get one-up on you, I figure. But she got the wrong one this time. I'm prosecuting her and Hammill and I will be making some changes to this mortgage. Even though he wasn't directly involved, the mismanagement of funds happened in his business under his watch." Her eyes were narrowed and her smile had a mean edge to it. "You don't mess with me and mine."

"I guess not," Clare said with a shudder. "You're terrifying when you need to be."

Aunt Maybel beamed with pride. "Thanks sugar. It's a good skill to have." She nodded her head toward Isa. "I need to work on Pollyanna over here to get her mean up to snuff."

"Me?"

"Yeah, you're definitely too nice," Clare agreed.

"If I were a cutthroat, I figure this friendship would've been over years ago."

"Never that. I would've been back. Ride or die," Clare said.

Isa shuddered and Maddie cried out in protest, snuggling closer. Today had been the closest she'd ever been to death in her life. 

"If she had been pointing that gun inside, it could've been me. Or you Auntie."

Her aunt reached over and grabbed her hand. "Don't could've yourself into early senility. It happened the way it was supposed to. And we're both safe."

She nodded, but Isa didn't feel entirely. Maybe her aunt had been right for what felt like months ago, but had really only been a couple of weeks. Her coming home had changed things. She had a feeling nothing would ever be quite what it was.

After telling Clare to go home to her Mom, Isa and her aunt sat in the living room watching the nightly news. Unable to eat anything, Isa sipped on a can of ginger ale to settle her tummy. 

Her phone pinged. Expecting it to be Clare, she was surprised to see Brendan had texted her.

Brendan: Hey, I was out of town for the day. I just heard what happened. Are you alright?

Isa: I'm fine. I'm exhausted, but fine.

Brendan: Good. Can I stop by? Maybe listen to Imogen Heap together?

She hesitated for a moment. Even though part of her wanted to see him, a larger part of her just wanted things to be at her old normal. 

Isa: Not right now. I'm probably going to bed soon. I'm sorry.

Brendan: I understand. Tomorrow, lunch. My treat?

Isa: Sounds good.

She put her phone away as the reporter started talking about the updates in Chad's murder. Sally Anne's mugshot resembled a woman on her way to spa retreat more than the woman she'd seen tonight. She seemed almost...peaceful. The whole situation was incredibly odd. 

As she started thinking of the strangeness, one thing became apparent. 

"Auntie, it seemed like you were able to compel Sally Anne to put down the gun. Like you convinced her to do it, even though she didn't want to."

Her aunt made a sound in agreement.

"But that's not possible," Isa protested.

"It's not?" Her aunt turned from the television with a sigh. "There's still a lot that you have yet to learn. And I'm going to teach you as much as I can. If you're finally ready to learn it."

"I think I might be."

Auntie tsked impatiently. "Maybes and might bes won't work here. You have to know deep down that this is your path. That this is your choice. It's a hard road ahead if you do."

Isa took a moment, breathing in deeply. And she listened to her gut. 

"I'm ready."

Her aunt grinned in triumph. "I've been waiting for this moment niece. I have a lot to teach you."

They finished watching the news in silence, each of them remembering the day's events and in her own way, eager for what the future had in store.
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