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      Don't panic, Zoe. You can do this. No sudden movements. No staring. No talking. But really, most importantly, don't panic!

      Okay, I'm feeling a little panicky.

      My stomach is doing that roller coaster-lurchy thing, and my fingertips are numb. Standing in front of me is a young woman in black yoga pants, a gray tank top, with an abdomen wound.

      Also, she’s dead.

      Last time a spirit appeared at The Gazette, he was a fit, thirty-something-year-old man in a dapper suit and shiny shoes. This woman looks like she walked straight off the set of a horror movie: her dark hair teased with twigs and leaves sticking out, a cut under her right eye, and mud smeared on her forehead.

      Frankly, she's freaking me out.

      "I heard Ira brought donuts," Beth says without taking her eyes off the computer. She's putting the finishing touches on her latest article—a recap of Fernn Valley's softball game last night against Trucker. "Do you want one?" She clicks save and smiles up at me, completely unaware of what's happening directly behind her.

      "I'll take a glazed if there's any left," I manage to say. "Thank you."

      "Not a problem. I'll be right back." Beth takes off her glasses and places them on the desk. I watch as she stands and adjusts her pants, tucks in the back of her shirt, runs a hand through her short hair, scratches her nose, and … holy crap. You're going to the break room not going to meet the Queen. Hurry up!

      I drum my fingers on my desk, waiting with a patient smile plastered across my face. Finally (hallelujah!) Beth deems herself break-room ready, pushes her chair in, turns around, and walks right past the spirit.

      Okay. Play it cool, Zoe.

      I retrieve my cell phone from my briefcase. Word of donuts in the break room travels fast, and the newsroom is empty—thank goodness. I flip open my phone and place it to my ear, giving the illusion that I'm taking a call and not talking to myself—one of the many tricks of the trade. "I'm Zoe," I say as I approach the woman slowly. "What's your name?"

      She frantically surveys the room with quivering hands. “It's … Penelope. Wh-wh-what happened?" She looks down at her stomach. "I'm hurt!"

      "You're going to be just fine," I say as convincingly as I can. Truth is, I have no idea what’s happening.

      "I don't remember anything." Her breath quickens. "Why am I at The Fernn Valley Gazette? How'd I get here? Why am I here?"

      "Penelope, I know it's hard. But try to keep calm." I inch closer, the phone still at my ear.

      Beth returns. "Bad news. Mike took the last glazed. I brought you an old-fashioned." She walks through Penelope and slides a paper plate with my donut across the desk. "Did you hear about the Chief's visitor?" She licks frosting off her fingertips. "Everyone in the break room says she came down for the three-day weekend to—oh, shoot." She covers her mouth. "I didn't realize you were on the phone. Sorry."

      “It’s fine.” I snap my cell shut and smile, which is really hard to do because Penelope has faded to a pale, translucent state. I'm new to this whole medium gig, and my experience is limited, but I've never seen a sprit do that before.

      The lights around the room flicker on and off several times. Everyone lets out a collective "ah, man!" as they come in from the break room to find black computer screens.

      "That was weird.” Mike walks over with a paper plate stacked with not one but three glazed donuts.

      Thanks, Mike.

      "Must have been an outage, I guess," says Irwin from the corner. "Good thing I saved my story."

      Oh, geez, now everyone is back at their desks, rebooting their computers. I need them all to leave again so I can get Penelope out of here. If only there were more donuts. In my four months of employment, I've come to learn that nothing clears the workroom faster than food. It doesn't even matter what kind. Chris from accounting brought in apricots from his tree last week, and it was like the freaking Hunger Games around here.

      Speaking of death, Penelope is putting two and two together. "Am I dead?" She spins around in a complete circle and holds up her hands, studying them as if she's never seen them before. "I-I can’t be dead. Is this a dream? It’s a dream, right? Yeah, this is totally a dream."

      I wish.

      “So, Zoe.” Mike leans against my desk, still holding his donut tower on a small paper plate. “You missed an epic game last night. We were down by two in the seventh inning when Ira crushed the ball into center field. Dude brought in three runs.”

      “Cool,” I say, not quite paying attention. Mike has barely uttered more than one word to me since I started working here. I’m not sure why he chooses now of all times to be friendly. Maybe he feels guilty for being a donut hog.

      “Is that Meathead Mike?” Penelope presses her nose up to his face. “It is! He works here?”

      If Meathead Mike is Mike Handhoff, then yes, he does.

      Here’s what I know about Mike: I’m not positive what his job title is, but he always looks busy; he’s in his early to mid twenties; he has a dark-coiffed mane, brown eyes, and broad shoulders; he mostly wears white shirts; and he uses “dude” as a noun, verb, and adjective.

      Also, he’s still talking. “So what do you think?”

      “Um … huh?”

      “About the game. Epic right? Dude, we celebrated so hard afterwards I could barely get out of bed this morning.”

      “The game?” I try to keep my face stoic, which is hard to do considering there’s a spirit circling him.

      “Now I know I’m dreaming, because Mike is looking good,” Penelope says, nodding her head in appreciation.

      “Zoe? You okay?” Mike asks with his mouth full.

      Nope.

      "I think … um … I think that I need to use the restroom." I jerk my head, hoping Penelope will follow me.

      No such luck. She disappears and reappears in the parking lot. I watch her panicking outside the window. Good grief.

      “I, um … okay, now I need to make a private phone call." I slap my phone to my ear and hurry outside, around to the back of the building, where Penelope is holding her stomach.

      "This is the worst dream I’ve ever had!"

      “Penelope, this isn’t a dream …” I search for a way to tactfully tell her she has died. “The thing is … well, you’re dead.”

      Okay, so maybe that wasn’t tactful.

      Penelope’s face blanches. It almost looks like she’s going to pass out. Then, as if making some sort of inner resolution, she peers up and narrows her eyes. “If I’m dead then why am I bleeding, huh?”

      "I don't know. But I have a feeling if you calm down you’ll get better." A total guess, but it makes sense.

      "Calm down. You want me to calm down? You’re telling me I'm freaking dead!" She runs her hands down her face. "I go to church. I pray every night!" She paces the length of the walkway, hands wringing. "I've dedicated my life to religion, and when I die I'm sent to The Gazette! Oh, no." She covers her mouth. "Is this hell?"

      "What? No!" Geez. The paper isn't that bad. "You're not in heaven, and you're not in hell. You're here because there is business you need to tend to before you can transition to the next phase. I'm going to help you."

      "I-I'm only twenty-one years old. Of course I have a lot of business left to do on earth! Like … living!"

      "Well, first things first. Let's get out of here because um …" I turn around. Everyone inside is gawking at me through the window.

      Great.

      "Wait right here," I say, my cell still at my ear. "I'll be back."

      I clap my phone shut and rush inside, feeling a bit unsettled. There’s a hushed silence as soon as I enter the workroom, and everyone puts their heads down, pretending to be engrossed in their work.

      Well, everyone but Ira, who follows me to my desk. "Who were you talking to?"

      "There's um … an emergency at home.” I grab my briefcase and go to turn off my computer then remember that I never turned it on. “My dad is … sick."

      "Really?" Beth rolls her chair over. "I just spoke to him. We have an offer on my house. I'm meeting your parents after work to sign the papers."

      Well, shoot. "Um, it's recent … food poisoning. Yeah, it’s food poisoning. Came on suddenly, and he’s super sick."

      Beth's dark eyes grow in diameter. "When I spoke to him he was at Butter Bakery. He must have gotten food poisoning from there."

      "Butter!" echoes several voices.

      "Where'd you get the donuts, Ira?" someone else asks.

      "I bought them from Butter this morning," squeaks Ira, a young guy with birdlike features and curly hair. He's over obituaries and "The Squirrel of the Week" article. When you live in a town of fewer than 800 people, you have to get creative with the news.

      Side note: it used to be squirrel of the month, but I suggested it be weekly—because I'm innovative like that.

      Beth inspects her donut. "I thought they were day-old."

      "Dude, my stomach feels weird." Mike dumps his plate into the trash.

      "I feel fine." Beth tears off a chunk of deep-fried dough and pops it into her mouth.

      Everyone else quickly discards donuts into the trash.

      "We should run a story about this," says someone.

      "I think I'm going to be sick," says someone else.

      "Should we call the health department?"

      "I'm going to vomit!"

      "I swear the donuts are fresh," Ira says in a panic. "I-I bought them this morning."

      Oh, for heaven sakes.

      This is precisely why you don't lie.

      The Chief's door opens and out walks a slender woman with a brown choppy haircut and legs for days. Everyone watches as she glides across the floor and out into the lobby.

      Beth leans over and whispers, “I heard that’s his girlfriend. She lives in Portland. According to Mike, their relationship was getting rocky, and she came to win him back."

      "Yeah, I think it worked." Right before Penelope arrived, I'd walked in on Brian—the editor-in-chief, and the slender, choppy-haired girl making out. Which wouldn't have been a big deal if I weren't totally and completely head-over-heels-I-want-to-have-your-babies in love with Brian Windsor.

      Not that he's completely aware of my feelings.

      Brian steps out of his office and adjusts the bottom of his shirt. He's a little older than I am, has black-rimmed glasses, gray eyes, dark hair, freckles across his nose, and he smiles without showing his teeth. Also, he's gorgeous. "Can I speak with you?” he asks me.

      Penelope is still outside the window, holding her stomach, and she appears to be counting.

      "Err, I don't have time. I need to go home."

      "Me too," says Mike, stifling a burp. "Food poisoning. Don't eat the donuts in the break room." He rushes to the bathroom.

      Geez. The power of suggestion is … well, powerful.

      "I'm not feeling so good either, Chief," Beth says. "I should probably go home." She grabs her purse and winks at me as she passes by.

      Gah! I need to call Dad and tell him he has food poisoning.

      "Are you sick, too?" Brian asks me.

      Um … "Yes. I. Am. Very. Sick. Gotta. Go."

      Penelope appears in front of Brian, and the lights flicker again. "I can't wait anymore!"

      "Zoe? Are you okay?" Brian steps forward with his arm extended. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

      He has no idea.

      "Zoe?" Brian tries again. "Zoe?" He waves his hand in front of my face.

      I look from Penelope to Brian and back again.

      "Is this about Vanessa?" he asks, his brow wrinkled with concern.

      Vanessa?

      His girlfriend's name is Va-ness-a?

      Really?

      In most every romance novel I've ever read (and I've read a lot), the other woman's name is always Vanessa. Granted, in this case, Vanessa is not technically the other woman since she's the girlfriend. I guess I'm the other woman, except we’ve had almost zero physical contact.

      Bottom line: there are no grounds for me to be upset.

      Except, I am.

      "I have to go," I say and beeline for the door.

      "Don't leave, Zoe!" Brian calls after me.

      When your boss tells you not to leave, especially when you’ve been at work less than an hour on the Friday before a three-day weekend, you should probably stay put. But if Brian knew there was a spirit following me around, I'm sure he'd be fine with me taking a personal day.

      I slap my phone to my ear. "Come with me, Penelope." I power walk to the parking lot, my briefcase swinging at my side. "Get in my car and we'll go someplace to talk privately."

      Penelope's mouth falls open when we reach my copper-colored BMW i8—a hundred-thousand-dollar car with Back to the Future style doors. "The Gazette pays really well!"

      "No, it doesn't. This was a present from the last spirit I helped." I slide into the driver's seat and unlock the passenger door out of habit when Penelope appears beside me. She reaches for the seat belt several times until she realizes she can't grab anything.

      "Do I have to pay you? Cause I don't have any money, and I don't have a BMW!"

      "Shhhh, calm down. You don't need to give me anything." I press the start button located on the center console, but nothing happens. "Shoot." I slam my foot on the brake and try again. No such luck.

      "Um, no offense, but do you even know how to drive this thing?"

      "Yes. Sort of. I've only had it about"—I check my watch—"two hours." I push a few more buttons, and the dashboard lights up. I put the car in reverse and ease out of my parking space. "Let's go someplace where no one is watching us."

      "Like Irky Ira?" She points to Ira who is standing beside the dumpster holding the pink box of donuts and giving me a peculiar look.

      "Yes, exactly. And why is he irky?"

      "It’s a nickname … wait a second. Is your last name Lane? As in John and Mary Lane, the real estate agents?"

      “I'm their daughter.”

      “I know you! I mean, I don't know you, know you. Obviously. But we call you Looney Lane.”

      “Yeah, well, you're dead, and I'm the only one who can see you. So perhaps we don't call me Looney Lane anymore.” Like ever.  Also, “Who is we?”

      “Me and my friends. I heard you talk to yourself.”

      “I'm talking to dead people. Hence the reason you're here.” I drive across the street to Earl Park. We appear to be the only ones here, which is perfect. I don’t need an audience. But before I can deal with Penelope, I need to call my dad.

      “Hid-eee-ho there, pumpkin,” he answers on the first ring. My dad looks like Tom Selleck and talks like Mr. Rogers.

      "Dad, I need you to do me a solid and be sick."

      "But I have a meeting with Beth later today, and we're at an open house right now."

      "I've um … had a visitor, and it's a long story. But I need you to be sick."

      "Is that Zoe?" I hear mom say in the background. Mom doesn't know about my gift. Dad does. It's better that way. Mom doesn't do paranormal.

      "It is," I hear Dad say to Mom. "But"—he coughs—"I don't feel good."

      "No, Dad. You need to have food poisoning."

      He sighs. "Okay. I got it."

      "Thank you."

      We hang up, and I reach into my briefcase and grab a Bluetooth. My phone is old and has zero ability to connect to anything, but the Bluetooth is a great prop. "Okay. Back to you," I say to Penelope.

      "Why do you see me if I'm dead?"

      "I'm a medium. It's a gift. You're not the first spirit I've seen, and you're not the last, I'm sure. But, oddly enough, you look different than the others."

      "Really?" She perks up. "Like better?"

      "Honestly? Worse."

      She frowns.

      "Typically, spirits are restored to their prime and aren't so translucent." I extend a finger, and she leans away.

      "Am I, like, a sick ghost then?"

      "I don't know what's going on. Let's start with the basics." I grab a notepad from my briefcase and click my pen, which is silver and engraved with Lane, a present my dad gave me on my first day of work. “What’s your last name?”

      “Muffin.”

      I scribble this on the top of the paper. “Any relation to Mr. and Mrs. Muffin?”

      "My dad is Arnold Muffin and Michelle is my step-mother." She says step as if it's a bad word.

      Here's what I know about Mr. And Mrs. Muffin: they're in their mid-fifties. She is the president of the crochet club, he wears straw hats, they own Butter Bakery. When your last name is Muffin, you kind of have to, right?

      I'm not much older than Penelope, but we've never met before. I've only just entered the "real world." My parents sheltered me my entire life thinking I was a schizophrenic. Turns out I'm not—I just speak to the dead.

      "Do you ever work at Butter?" I ask.

      "Only in the summer and on holiday breaks. I go to Trucker Community College." Trucker is one county over, about a forty-minute drive north, and twice the size of Fernn Valley.

      "Can I ask about your outfit?” Penelope says. “I don’t understand what’s … happening.” She moves her hands around helplessly.

      "There is nothing wrong with my clothes." I pick off a strand of cat hair from my shirt, which is a pink chiffon blouse that I bought last week. The sales lady said it looked good with my light brown hair, dark eyes, and tiny frame. I have on jeans and a pair of checkered Vans. And just once I'd like to connect with a spirit who will easily transition to the next phase without having an opinion on my wardrobe.

      "I didn't say there was anything wrong with your clothes …" Penelope holds up her palms, and I notice the paint smudged under her fingertips. "My grandma has that shirt, and I thought maybe you were old … but, like, came back young … I-I-I-I … I can't be dead! You can't let me be dead!"

      "Bringing people back to life isn't one of my gifts, unfortunately." Actually, no. Fortunately. That would be a little too creepy.

      "You have to help me!" Her voice reaches an ear-piercing octave. “I know I’m not dead!”

      "I'm trying to help you. We’ll figure out what happened so you can transition peacefully."

      "What if I don’t want to transition anywhere?”

      “I know this must be shocking—”

      “We can't figure anything out by sitting in the car! How many ghosts have you helped?"

      "Spirits, and really just one, but—"

      "That's it? You've helped one! I need a professional. Someone who knows what they're doing. I'm in trouble. I need help! Don’t you see? I’m not dead!"

      "I'm trying to help you, Penelope. Please try to stay calm. I know this is difficult to take in—"

      "Stop telling me to stay calm—" And poof, she's gone.

      Um …

      "Penelope?" I stumble out of my car and survey the park. "Penelope?" I call out. "Hello?" I check the duck pond, behind the bushes, the trees, and the gazebo. "Hello?" I close my eyes and concentrate, hoping to feel Penelope's spirit. I don't feel anything but the wind on my face and a gnat, which has landed on my nose.

      I shoo the tiny insect away and walk back to my car, feeling utterly baffled. Penelope's words roll around in my mind: I'm in trouble. I need help! She sounded so bone-chillingly desperate that just the memory brings goose bumps to my arms. Then there’s her appearance. Her translucent like state, the abdomen wound, the twigs in her hair, and the cut under her eye. Clearly, she didn’t go down without a fight. No wonder she’s so frantic.

      From everything I’ve experienced and read, a person will be restored to his or her prime after death. For example, the last spirit who visited me was in his nineties but looked thirty. Sure, Penelope is only twenty-one, which most would argue is your prime. So it’s not like she would appear to look any different than she did when she was alive. But why would she still have the abdomen wound and the cut under her eye?

      I take out my key fob and unlock my car. The driver’s side door slowly lifts just as a horrid thought enters my mind. When the previous owner of this car showed up and declared he’d been murdered, I didn’t believe him. He was old, and early reports stated he’d died of natural causes. I thought it was my job to help him accept this news. In the end, he turned out to be right. He had been murdered. He’d known all along there was nothing natural about his death, despite my insistence, and I made a promise to never question a spirit's instinct again.

      Which is problematic because Penelope did say, “I know I’m not dead!” She was rather adamant about it too. Why would she appear to me if she weren’t dead? Can a person’s spirit leave a living body …? Oh, crap.

      I bend over and put my head between my knees, feeling light-headed. I’d read about this once in a book. When a spirit made contact right before their death. It’s rare, but it has happened. If I’m right, that means Penelope isn’t entirely dead. She’s not entirely alive either, which makes this situation entirely dire.
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      I barrel into the library and find Rosa, the librarian, sitting at the desk peering down at an iPhone. Her glasses rest on the tip of her nose. You'd never know it by looking at her, but Rosa recently inherited a great deal of money. She's still the same person on the inside and out—even wearing the same flowy dresses, same beaded earrings, sitting in the same library that smells of damp wood and books.

      I slam my hands on the counter. "I need the copy of Reaching the Other Side. Tell me it isn't checked out."

      Rosa puts a hand on her chest. "Goodness, Zoe. You can't go around scaring old women like that. I'll have a heart attack."

      "Sorry. I need the book now. It's in, right?"

      "Of course. You're the only one who checks it out. Why don't you buy yourself a copy?"

      “Why buy when I can borrow for free?” I shout over my shoulder as I take off toward the non-fiction section—paying no attention to the Shhhhhh signs posted on every available surface. There's no one else in the library. There never is.

      It's been months since I last used Reaching the Other Side, a how-to workbook for mediums. I run my finger along the books until it lands on the familiar spine. I flip to the table of contents and scan the chapters until I find what I’m looking for.

      Chapter Fifteen: Crossing Together

      There are several reports from around the world of Spirits visiting loved ones prior to their death. It's happened to me only once, writes the author, Tabitha Corner. The Spirit of my aunt Kitty appeared to me. At the time, she was over 3,000 miles away at home with pneumonia. She came to say good-bye and died three days later. I discovered through this experience that a Spirit can visit loved ones during or just before their death, to bid farewell or to give a warning.

      One of my clients saw the spirit of her father prior to his death. “I was doing dishes when my dad walked past the window. At first, I was confused. As far as I was concerned, my father was at home perfectly well. But he appeared almost see-through, and he had a head wound. He didn’t know what had happened, but he knew he was about to die. We had a nice conversation and said our good-byes. Several hours later, I received a call from the hospital telling me that my father had been in a horrible car accident and was in a medically induced coma. He died two days later.”

      I fall back against the bookshelf, weighted by shock. I'm not a loved one, but I am sensitive to spirits, which is why she appeared to me. This all seems unbelievable and way out of my comfort zone. I’m still figuring out how to help people who are actually dead. I’m not sure what to do about the almost dead.

      I turn to the back cover.

      Medium Tabitha Corner began communicating with the dead when she was three years old but didn't fully accept her gift until she was forty-two. Now, she's helped hundreds of people connect with their deceased loved ones using her remarkable gift. Tabitha lives in Seattle, Washington, with her five cats, two birds, and a hamster.

      Aha! I’ve got an idea.

      I take a seat at the computer desk located in the back of the library. The internet is free but requires a code. Good thing I have it memorized. I click on Google and search for Tabitha Corner, Medium, Seattle, Washington.

      Who better to help than the medium who wrote the book?

      Tabitha’s Yelp page shows up at the top of my search. She has over two hundred five-star reviews. I call the number listed. Three rings and I get her voicemail.

      "You've reach Tabitha Corner, medium and psychic. Please leave your name, phone number, and reason for calling. I'll get back to you shortly." Tabitha sounds much older than I expected.

      I wait for the beep. "Hello, Ms. Corner. I'm a fan of your book, and I have a question about a spirit who visited me today. Her appearance—"

      "If you're happy with your message, please press one," says an automated woman's voice.

      I press one, and I'm disconnected.

      Ah! Stupid phone.

      I call the number back. Wait for the voicemail message to end then spit out my name, number, and ask her to please call me back as soon as possible.

      Phew.

      Okay, so now I wait for Tabitha Corner to call me back. In the meantime, I need to look for Penelope.

      I race to the front and slam the workbook on the counter. "Do you know Penelope Muffin?"

      Rosa jumps and drops her phone. "Zoe, please, a little warning next time." She plucks her cell off the floor and wipes the screen using the bottom of her dress. "My kids told me to buy one of these smart phones, but I just don't know that it's worth the hassle."

      "Okay, sure. Do you know Penelope?"

      "Yes, she's the Muffins’ daughter. She gives poor Michelle Muffin quite the stress."

      "How so?"

      "Do you remember the welcome sign incident?"

      How can I forget? Someone with a spray can and a stencil made the F a P, connected the two n's, and added an S. Welcome to Sperm Valley it read. Nearly every person in town died of mortification. Wait …"Did Penelope do that?"

      "Yes."

      "Isn't Penelope super religious?" Changing Fernn to Sperm doesn't sound like something a churchgoing patron would do. Granted, I'm not a churchgoing patron myself. So, I guess I wouldn't know.

      Rosa laughs. "Heaven knows the girl could use a little religion in her life."

      Great. So Penelope lied to me. Not a great start to our medium/spirit relationship.

      "She and Michelle have a rocky relationship," Rosa adds.

      "How rocky? Like Michelle would-attempt-to-kill-her-stepdaughter rocky?"

      "Heavens no, Zoe. What an accusation to make."

      "Sorry." I wring my fingers, unsure of what to do next. Penelope said she was a student at Trucker Community College. I guess that would be a good start. Obviously, no one knows she's hurt yet. This is a small community. News of that nature would travel fast. Two weeks ago, Mr. Sanders, the town’s pharmacist, choked on a hot dog at Glady’s Diner. Glady was still mid-Heimlich when residents began calling in the news to The Gazette’s tip hotline. If people knew Penelope was hurt or missing, everyone would know.

      "Zoe," Rosa interrupts my thoughts. "Zoe, are you all right, dear?"

      “Um … yes. But I do need to find Penelope. You wouldn't happen to know if she came home for the three-day weekend, do you?”

      "I'm not sure. You can check Butter and see if she's there. But don't eat anything. There's been an outbreak of food poisoning. The town is boycotting the bakery until they’ve passed a proper food-safety inspection."

      Oh, geez. Why did I have to say food poisoning? Couldn't I have just said he had the stomach flu? Gah! I need to get better at lying. The poor Muffins are having a really bad day—and I suspect they don’t even know the half of it yet.

      "I'll check this out." I hand Rosa the book.

      "Okay, but remember, My Hot Stepbrother books one and two are due back Monday. You also have the entire Steamy Waiters series out. I meant to tell you sooner, but I completely forgot. It's been a busy morning. I just got here less than an hour ago—"

      "Mmmhmmm, will do." I peek around the room, hoping Penelope is hiding behind a bookshelf. I don't see her. I don't feel her.

      Where did she go?

      "You seem preoccupied." Rosa scans the barcode then hesitates. "You know what? Here." She hands me the book. "Have it."

      "Doesn't it belong to the city?"

      "Pfft. No one comes in here anyway. Let alone looking for anything on this subject."

      "Thank you so much, Rosa." I slip the book into my briefcase and race out. Except there's a revolving door, and it's painfully slow today. Like it knows I'm in a hurry. We fight for a while (me and the door), until I win and get outside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Butter Bakery is the most popular place in town. A pink and white awning hangs over the entrance, with three-tiered wedding cakes proudly displayed in the window. Inside, the tables are white wrought iron, the walls are painted lavender, and the display case is long and filled with the most delicious-looking treats. The aroma is a mixture of sugar and coffee, and on any typical day, you'd be lucky to find a place to stand.

      Today is not typical.

      The bell attached to the door announces my arrival. The display case is cleaned out, and Mrs. Muffin is behind the counter wearing a pink apron, dumping trays of sweet-smelling baked goods into a trash can. Every single table is empty.

      I feel terrible.

      "Sorry, we're closed." Mrs. Muffin drops an entire coffee cake into the trash. "We'll reopen tomorrow, hopefully."

      "I'm actually looking for your stepdaughter, Penelope."

      Mrs. Muffin looks up. "Aren't you the Lane girl?"

      "Yes." I squeeze between two tables and walk up to the counter. "Is Penelope in town?"

      "She arrived last night.” She raises an eyebrow. “I wasn't aware you two knew each other."

      "Um, yes. Have you spoken to her recently? Today, maybe? Like”—I check my watch—"a half-hour ago?"

      "No, it's been a busy morning. Why do you ask?"

      How do I tell her that I've seen Penelope's spirit? She'll think I'm crazy. Which won't help Penelope at all.

      Think, Zoe. Think …

      Penelope was in workout clothes. There are many places to run around here, or so I think. I've never actually been. But The Gazette prints hiking trails in the paper once a year.

      Mrs. Muffin is staring at me.

      "Can you please call Penelope?” I ask.

      "Why?"

      "I heard she went hiking and … um … there have been reports of … unruly wildlife."

      Her eyes go wide. "Like lions?"

      "Sure, and bears, possibly cougars! You should call her. Right now."

      Without another word, she shuffles to the rotary phone mounted to the wall. I cringe with each turn of the number dial, counting the seconds ticking by. It's like nothing in Fernn Valley is efficient!

      Mrs. Muffin wraps the phone cord around her finger while it rings in her ear. "It goes straight to voicemail." She hangs up. "Who told you she was on a hike? That doesn't sound like something Penelope would do."

      Well, crud. "What about a run?"

      Mrs. Muffin shakes her head. "She's probably still sleeping."

      "Oh, I really don't think she is." I massage the back of my neck. "It's almost eleven o'clock. I'm sure she's up. Maybe you should go home and check on her."

      "Why would I do that?"

      “Because … um … because …" Nothing. I've got nothing. My mind is like a vast field of dead grass blowing in the wind. “Errrr …."

      "Honey, I'm a little busy." Mrs. Muffin dumps a tray of banana loaves into the trash. "Perhaps you could call her yourself."

      I want to tell her that I can’t call Penelope because one, I don’t have her number and two, she’s almost dead! Of course, I can’t come right out and say this. She won’t believe me. What I need is for Mrs. Muffin to realize Penelope is missing. The more people looking, the better chance we have of finding her in time.

      Mrs. Muffin clears her throat to grab my attention then shifts her eyes to the front door.

      Got it. She wants me to leave. Except I don't move. “Errr … um … um … um … Mr. Muffin! What about Mr. Muffin? Where is Mr. Muffin?"

      “He's on the phone with the health department.”

      “Oh! Oh! Oh! Wh-what if I go check on Penelope? Is there a spare key? Can I get your address? I’ll let you know what I find.”

      Mrs. Muffin freezes in place with a cherry pie in her hands. “Are you unwell, dear?”

      "No, um … I'm perfectly well …" But this is not going well. "I should probably go."

      "I think that would be best."

      Right.

      Okay.

      Crud.

      So at least I know Penelope is in town. I step outside and pull my hair up into a bun. All this running around has left me a sweaty mess. I unlock my car when out of nowhere Penelope appears.

      "Hi!"

      I scream and fall over a fire hydrant. Passersby pause to roll their eyes. Being the town's crazy has its benefits. I guess.

      "Wh-wh-wh—" I dig my phone out of my briefcase and slap it to my ear. "Where have you been?"

      "I don’t know." She goes in and out of focus as she talks. "One minute I was in your car then suddenly it was brown."

      "Brown?'

      "Brown."

      “Brown?”

      “Yes, brown. As in the color of crap! Which is fitting because this entire situation is one big pile of—”

      "What kind of brown?"

      She gives me an exasperated look. “Did you flunk kindergarten?”

      "Look." I duck into a little alleyway and gesture for Penelope to follow. "As it turns out, I don’t think you’re dead, but I do think you’ve been hurt and are close to death.”

      She gives me a blank stare, and I’m not sure she heard me right, until she says, “I told you I wasn’t dead! Do you remember? Cause I told you, and you said I was. Remember? Remember? Remember!”

      “Yes, I remember. That was less than an hour ago. I’m so sorry. Typically when a spirit appears, it’s because the body is dead.”

      Penelope tilts her head away and fidgets with the bottom of her shirt, twirling it around her finger. The blood on her abdomen is gone. It’s like it was never there. I’m not sure what this means, but the cut is still under her eye, and the mud is still on her forehead. Her hair looks like she stuck her finger in a light socket, and there are enough twigs in there to construct a bird's nest. She must have been drug through the forest, or maybe she fell some place rural?

      Yeah, that’s an option!

      She was going for a walk and slipped, fell down an embankment and landed on a rock. It was all an accident!

      Oh, please, please, please let this be accidental.

      I don’t know if my nervous system can handle solving another murder … or, um …attempted murder. Really, anything with murder in it. But even as I’m silently pleading, I know deep in my gut—this was no accident.

      There’s silence, and Penelope jerks her chin up. “I told you I wasn’t dead,” she says at last.

      I guess we’re still stuck on that. “Yes, I made a mistake.”

      “You should be more careful about throwing around the d-word.” She juts her jaw but avoids eye contact. She’s putting on a defiant front, but I can feel her true emotions—she’s terrified.

      “I am so sorry, Penelope.”

      “Yeah, well, you can make it up to me by making sure I don’t die.”

      Her words stab at my heart. “Oh, Penelope. You’re obviously in critical condition. I can’t promise that you won’t die.”

      “Fine, then promise you’ll find me before I die. Give the medical professionals a chance to revive me.”

      I hesitate. Of course I want to find her as soon as possible, but I can’t promise it will be in time. I’m not even sure where to start looking.

      “Zoe, promise me!” Penelope stomps her foot.

      Oh, geez.

      “Promise you’ll find me before I die!”

      Ummm …

      “Promise me, Zoe!” She’s in my ear, screaming like a toddler who hasn’t gotten her way. “Promise! Promise! Promise! Promise! Promise!”

      “Fine!” I blurt out in desperation. “Fine … I promise.” This feels like a terrible idea to make such a promise, but it’s too late now. Her relief is palpable. She genuinely believes if I make a promise, then I must keep it, like some kind of medium Hippocratic oath.

      I feel a bit nauseated. “If I’m going to help you, then we’re going to need to set some boundaries. First, you have to be completely honest with me.”

      “I am being honest with you. It was brown.”

      “I’m not talking about that. You told me you dedicated your life to religion, but I heard you’re the one who dubbed this place Sperm Valley.”

      Penelope waves a dismissive hand. “I was fifteen. It wasn’t that big of a deal. And I’ve gone to church like five times, and I pray … sometimes … Okay, so I’m no nun, but religion is personal, and dedication is a subjective term.”

      Oh, man. Penelope is going to be a royal pain to work with. I can already tell. She reminds me of the stereotypical mean girl casted in every romantic comedy ever made—minus the whole almost-dead thing.

      I take a breath and regain my composure. “Please think really hard and tell me the last thing you remember.”

      She looks off into the distance. "I drove to my dad’s house last night … my memory is fuzzy. Why is my memory fuzzy?"

      "I’m not sure. Maybe whatever transpired was traumatic and you’ve blocked it out.”

      Penelope crosses her arms. “Well, there’s a comforting thought. Thanks.”

      “Sorry, I’m only trying to figure this out.” I step back and run my eyes over her again, hoping a clue will jump out at me. For the first time, I notice her feet are bare and her toenails are pink. She’s unlikely to have gone hiking or for a run without shoes. But she is in workout clothes. “Do you remember doing yoga this morning? Or getting ready to go on a run?”

      “Yeah … that doesn't sound like something I would do. I don't like to sweat."

      "Then why are you in workout clothes?"

      "For style."

      That makes no sense, but it's not like I'm exactly in the know when it comes to fashion. "Okay, the last thing you remember is going to your parents' house here in Fernn Valley, correct?"

      "Correct."

      "So as far as you're concerned, you're still there?"

      "Maybe."

      "That's a start. Let's go."
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      On the way to Muffins’ house, I call Trucker Hospital. The nurse is unable to verify if they have a patient by the name of Penelope Muffin. But she did say they haven’t had any serious injuries come through since Monday. And I’d venture to say Penelope’s injuries are pretty serious. It would make it a whole lot easier to keep my promise if she were lying in a hospital bed. But alas, she’s not.

      Moving on.

      The Muffins’ house looks like a fairy hotel. A whimsical high-pitched roof, yellow siding, a walkway lined with colorful flowers, and bright green grass. Much like most of the houses in this neighborhood.

      I park across the street. "Where’s your car?"

      Penelope peers out the window. "It's not here."

      "Then chances are you're not here either, right?"

      She shrugs. "Sometimes my dad takes my car to work when I'm in town. That way he doesn't have to drive with my stepmother." She sticks out her tongue, like she's just swallowed a fly.

      "Do you think your stepmother did this to you?"

      “Pfft. Probably. She once slapped me. I told my dad, and he didn't believe me, but she did. She just slapped me across the face."

      There's a big difference between slapping someone and attempting to kill them, but it's certainly worth looking into.

      "The mud on your forehead looks thick," I say, examining her closer. It would be easier if she weren't so translucent. "Can you touch it and tell me what it feels like?"

      She dips her finger into the mud and examines it. "It feels like … mud."

      "What I meant was, does it feel like wet dirt?"

      "Isn't that what mud is?"

      "Yes, but it looks thick and grayish. Not like something you'd find in your backyard."

      "Ooohhhh, I see what you mean." She rubs the mud between her thumb and forefinger. "This reminds me of clay."

      "Like the natural clay you find near a creek?"

      "Sure."

      "With the twigs in your hair and the cut on your face, it looks as if you fell or were dragged through the forest. Maybe you were left near a creek." Only problem is there are several little creeks in Fernn Valley, at least half a dozen more in Trucker, and who knows how many are in the surrounding areas. There's no way I can cover all that by myself. "Let's get inside and see if there's any sign of a struggle. Then we can call the police."

      “Why don’t you just call them and say I need help?”

      “Because I need a reason to believe you’re in trouble. Otherwise they won't believe me.”

      "Oh, I got it, but—" Penelope flickers in and out then disappears.

      "Penelope?"

      Ahhh!

      I get out of my car, which is low to the ground and not exactly easy to exit—gracefully that is. I fall to my hands and knees. "Penelope? Hello?"

      She's gone.

      Great!

      I scramble to my feet and cross the street (looking both ways first). The Muffins’ front door is locked. I lift the welcome mat, move around the pots, check under the rocks in the flowerbed in hopes a hide-a-key will be underneath.

      No such luck.

      I open the side gate and go around to the back of the house, checking for a point of entry, only to find the house locked tight. Fernn Valley is a small, safe community. Aren't people supposed to leave their doors unlocked? Honestly!

      I peek through the windows and don't see anything out of the ordinary. No lamps knocked over. No furniture pushed out of place. Nothing to show signs of a struggle.

      Penelope reappears. "I'm back."

      Ahhh!

      I clutch my chest. "Yes, I can see that."

      "My room is over here." She disappears around the corner, and I wait for my heart to jump back on rhythm before I follow. We pass a vegetable garden and a row of tomato plants in ceramic pots.

      "That's mine." Penelope points to a window. "I think I'm still asleep because the blinds are drawn."

      "I know you're not asleep because you're in front of me. Go in your room and tell me what you see."

      "Okay." She squeezes her eyes shut and fades away.

      I hear a car pull into the driveway and peek over the fence. It's Mr. Muffin. He's in the Butter Bakery delivery van, which means he didn’t take Penelope’s car to work this morning. This is both good and bad. Good because at least I know Penelope left her home at some point. Also, Mr. Muffin can check to see if Penelope is in her room, or if there’s something suspicious, and he can call the police. Bad because he won't be happy to find me in his backyard (and even less happy when he finds out it was me who started the food poisoning rumor).

      Mr. Muffin steps out of the van and adjusts his straw hat, grumbling under his breath. He starts for the door and stops when he sees my BMW parked across the street. He panics and rushes inside.

      "Penelope! Are you here?" I hear him call out. "Penelope!"

      Penelope appears, and I stifle a scream. "Good news!"

      "First off," I whisper once I've caught my breath. "Please give me a little warning before you appear."

      "Will do. The good news is I'm not in there and there's not, like, stuff everywhere. Like I wasn't in a fight or anything."

      This is terrible news. Now the only person who knows she's hurt is me. And I'm the town crazy! She could be anywhere. "You don't remember driving around? Getting out of bed? Going to the store?"

      "No. No, and … no. I remember getting home late last night. I do remember getting in a fight with my stepmother. She was mad because I said I was moving back in. But, seriously, this is my home too."

      Great. The last thing she remembers is getting in a fight with Mrs. Muffin, which makes her the prime suspect. It will be difficult to convince her to help find Penelope if she’s the one who did this to her stepdaughter.

      "Penelope?" I hear Mr. Muffin call out from inside the house. "Penelope!"

      "Think," I whisper. "Concentrate really hard and see if you can appear where your body is."

      "Okay." Penelope closes her eyes and fades away. Fewer than five seconds later she reappears. "It’s brown.”

      Oh, geez. “Are you sure you’re with your body?”

      “No idea. All I saw was brown.”

      “Brown like mud or like a …” I’m drawing a mind blank. What else is brown? “Um …tree, bears … chocolate?”

      “Yes, I’m in a giant pool of chocolate, bleeding to death. Exactly. Bravo.” She claps her hands in slow, exaggerated, silent movements. “You’ve solved the case.”

      Death by chocolate doesn’t sound like a bad way to go, but I don’t appreciate the sarcasm. “Second boundary, you have to be nicer.”

      “I am nice. I’m just feeling a bit moody because of, you know, the whole dying thing.”

      “Fine. About the brown place. Do you hear anything? Smell anything? Are you cold? Hot?”

      Penelope twists her mouth. “It’s just brown and really fuzzy.”

      “Like your vision is fuzzy or it feels fuzzy?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Well, I’m stumped. I rub my temples. “What kind of car did you have?”

      "A hatchback Honda. It's silver."

      "Do you know the license plate?" I pull my phone out from my back pocket.

      "Who knows their license plate?"

      Guess that's a no.

      "What are you doing?" Penelope asks.

      "I'm calling the police because we don't know where you are. Your car isn't here, and you're somewhere critically hurt. Why don't you go ahead and pray they believe me."

      “Okay.” She clasps her hands and drops to her knees.

      "Fernn Valley Sheriff's Department," says the disembodied voice in my ear.

      "Hi, I believe my friend has been hurt or … kidnapped.”
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      It takes five minutes for Sheriff Vance to arrive. Which is about how long it takes for me to sneak out of the backyard and pretend like I, too, have just arrived. Except my car is parked out front, which makes my "Hey, fancy meeting you here" approach null and void.

      "I don't understand," Mr. Muffin says for at least the fifth time since both Sheriff Vance and I arrived on his doorstep. "You were in Butter this morning saying Penelope went on a hike. Now you think she’s been kidnapped."

      The three of us (well, four, counting Penelope) are in the Muffins’ living room. The inside of their house smells like coffee and disinfectant. Penelope's school pictures line the hallway, starting at kindergarten and ending with a glamorous senior photo of her wearing an off-the-shoulder black dress. The furniture is blue, and there's an oak upright piano in the corner with the sheet music for “God Bless America” opened and marked with pencil.

      Also, there's another spirit here.

      I'm still honing in on my skills. They're a bit sporadic at times, but I am certain there is someone else here. It's a good, light spirit. It’s … I suddenly realize both Mr. Muffin and Sheriff Vance are staring at me.

      I should probably pay more attention to the conversation.

      "What was that?" I ask with a smile.

      "He wants to know why you think I’ve been kidnapped," Penelope says.

      Right. Good question. If only I had a reasonable answer to give aside from, Penelope's spirit is sitting on the couch.

      “See … Penelope and I are friends," I start, unsure of where I’m going with this. “Um …we were supposed to meet for breakfast this morning, and she … didn't show up." I’m improvising here. I should have come up with a solid story before I called the police.

      Mr. Muffin doesn't hide the shock from his face. "You and Penelope are friends? Really? My daughter and you?"

      "Sure, why couldn't we be friends?” I feel a bit affronted.

      "She told me the other night that she's never met you. Then she referred to you as Looney Laney."

      My eyes slide to Penelope. She’s pretending to inspect her cuticles. "It's Looney Lane, not Laney,” I correct. “And, for the record, I'm not looney. But your daughter is in trouble."

      "Did you call her when she didn't show up?" Sheriff Vance asks, peering down at me with tired eyes.

      Here's what I know about Sheriff Vance: he's been the sheriff for almost ever, and he looks like a sheriff with his gray mustache, and gray hair, and he appears to be about eight months pregnant with a donut.

      “Um … I called but she didn't answer." Oh please, please, don’t ask me what her number is. There’s no time for facts. "Look, I'm worried. Can't you track her phone?" I ask Mr. Muffin.

      He stares at me like I've just asked him to construct a space ship out of cardboard and fly to the moon. "How would I do that?"

      "Oh!" Penelope appears beside her father. "There's an app on iPhones where you can find your … crap! He can't do that because I disabled it. I don't want him knowing where I am at all times … except now. Now would be a good time to have the app."

      Ya think?

      "When was the last time you spoke with Penelope?" Sheriff Vance asks Mr. Muffin.

      "Last night. She went to bed just after midnight, and she was asleep when we left this morning."

      "Did you actually see her sleeping, or did you assume she was sleeping?" I ask.

      "Her door was closed, and her car was here."

      "What time did you leave?" I ask.

      "We're out the door no later than four every morning."

      Yikes, that's early. I run my hands through my hair, feeling rattled. This is taking too long. "She got in a fight with Mrs. Muffin last night. Would she know anything?"

      Mr. Muffin appears taken aback. "How do you know that?"

      A good question. "Penelope told me … late … last night."

      "Did she tell you the only reason they got in a fight was because Penelope was banging on our front door at eleven o’clock? Did she tell you she's moving back home and quitting school?"

      “Um … no."

      "Did she tell you she used the money I sent her for books on art supplies?"

      "No to that as well." I glance at Penelope, who is back sitting on the couch.

      "I don't see how any of this is relevant," she says. "He has never taken my art seriously. He thinks it's a hobby not a profession. School is a total waste of money and time."

      "I know what happened." Sheriff Vance crosses his arms over his belly. "Penelope was upset with Mrs. Muffin. She went on a drive to blow off steam. We all know Penelope has a flare for the dramatics."

      "No, I do not," Penelope huffs.

      The front door opens, and the three of us (well, four counting Penelope) turn our heads. In comes Mrs. Muffin, wearing the same pink apron and a scowl. Her cheeks red and her forehead glistening. "What is happening?" She crosses the room in three large strides. "I walked all the way here from the bakery when I heard the police were out front. Vance, what are you doing here? Is it Penelope?"

      "Yes!" I yell before anyone else can say otherwise. "Penelope has been murdered!"

      Everyone gasps.

      Including Penelope.

      I should have probably kept that statement in my head.

      “Or … or … she’s fallen … somewhere … near a creek …” I’m frantically backtracking. I would like a time machine so I can travel to one minute ago and staple my lips shut.

      “I’m not dead!” Penelope shrieks. “Take that back!”

      Sheriff Vance leans in close, too close. I catch a hint of tobacco on his breath. "First she was kidnapped, then she was murdered, and now she’s hurt by a creek?"

      I feel myself shrinking. “Well … I’m a bit shaky on the specifics." Even I can hear how stupid this all sounds.

      Mrs. Muffin actually rolls her eyes at me. "That child has to make a big ta-do about everything. She's mad because I told her she needs to pay rent if she's going to live here. Which is only fair considering she quit school. Now she's trying to get us all worried about her. She put you up to it, right?" she asks me.

      I feel like clawing at my face this is so frustrating. I look to Penelope for help and use my eyes to gesture her over. She catches the hint and appears beside her father.

      "What do you want me to do?"

      “T-t-a …" Awk. I can't talk to her here. "Can I use the restroom?" I march down the hall without waiting for a response. I find the bathroom easy enough and close the door behind me. The toilet has one of those fuzzy covers on the lid, which is not relevant, except I find them quite unsanitary.

      "I'm getting worried." Penelope flickers, and the lights in the bathroom turn off and on. "This is not going well and is a total waste of time. They do not believe you! Why do you have to be so crazy? Can’t you just tell them the truth?"

      “That I see your spirit? Sure, that’ll go over well.”

      “And why did you say I’ve been murdered?” she says, not bothering to listen. “I’m not going to repeat this again, I am not dead. Get it straight, Lane!” She rises to her toes and stares down at me like I’m a moldy leftover found shoved in the back of the fridge—and I snap.

      “You know what?” I rise to my toes. “I am not your servant. I do not have to help you. This is all new to me too, and if you want a medium with more experience, then by all means, go find—” I’m interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “You okay in there?” It’s Sheriff Vance.

      “Y-yes. All good in here.” I sound a bit too cheery for someone taking so long in the bathroom. I clear my throat. “I’ll be out soon,” I say in a baritone voice. Gah! I need to take acting classes.

      Penelope walks through the wall. “He’s gone,” she says once she returns. “But they’re talking about you. They think you’re, like, obsessed with me and want to hurt me. My dad said there’s a strange car parked out front. I think he’s talking about yours. Then he tried calling me twice but I’m not answering. Which isn’t that big of a deal, because I never answer my phone.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because that’s what texting is for. Talking on the phone is just awkward.”

      I don’t even know what to say to that. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. You go up to your dad's ear and tell him you need help. Yell it as loud as you can."

      "Does that work?"

      "Sometimes. I'm counting on the parent-child bond to transcend the barriers of death."

      "So go into his ear and yell really loud," Penelope confirms.

      "Exactly. You ready—"

      She's already gone.

      Guess that's a yes.

      I flush the toilet to give the illusion I've actually used the restroom and open the door. Directly across the hallway is a room painted blue with a canopy bed and heart stickers on the wall. I check first to be sure no one can see me then step inside, assuming it's Penelope's room. The spirit I felt before is stronger in here. Everything looks normal. The bed is made. I move the pillows to see if there's mud or blood anywhere. She has clean pink sheets with little butterflies. I check in the nightstand and closet, searching for a suitcase or purse, but I don't find either. Penelope said she was moving in. Where’s her stuff? She must have left this morning.

      I close my eyes, hoping to connect with the spirit, but as soon as my lids shut, I hear Penelope screaming my name.

      I dash out to the living room. Penelope stomps her foot. "He's not listening to me. Watch." She puts her mouth to her father's ear and screams, "Find me! Find me! Find me!"

      Mr. Muffin's eyes gloss over, as if he's in a trance.

      “… after the day we've had," Mrs. Muffin is saying. "First the food poisoning outbreak, and now we have to deal with this nonsense."

      "Find me! Find me! Find me!" Penelope is still chanting.

      Mr. Muffin's breathing quickens.

      I think it's working!

      "We need to find her,” he says at last.

      I throw my arms up in silent victory.

      Everyone’s eyes swivel toward me. Oops. I slowly lower my arms and clear my throat. “Um … yes, I agree with you, Mr. Muffin. Let's gather volunteers from town. We can cover more ground in a shorter amount of time—"

      "Didn't she say she was meeting a friend today?" Mrs. Muffin interrupts.

      Mr. Muffin shakes his head, as if waking from a daydream. "You're right. She said she was meeting a friend in Trucker."

      Sheriff Vance nods. "That's probably where she is then."

      I look to Penelope for confirmation. "That's tonight. Not today," she says.

      "She's not meeting her friend until tonight," I say.

      "Don't you have to wait twenty-four hours before filing a missing person report?" Mrs. Muffin asks Sheriff Vance.

      "If you have serious concerns about the person's safety, then you can open one now." He loops his thumbs into his front pockets. "Do you have serious concerns about your daughter's safety?"

      Penelope is now in Mrs. Muffin's ear. "Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!"

      Unlike her husband, Mrs. Muffin is not responding to Penelope’s cries. Her eyes gloss over, but only for a moment. Perhaps because they're not blood-related. Perhaps it's because Mrs. Muffin had something to do with Penelope's current predicament. Either way, she says, "No, not at all. This is just one of Penelope's stunts in order to get attention."

      If someone showed up at my house and told me my daughter had been kidnapped or murdered, I'd at least look into it. This is ridiculous. "You have to believe me!"

      "No offense, dear." Mrs. Muffin pats my arm. "But you're not exactly a reliable source."

      How can I not take offense to that?

      I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. “Just you wait. Penelope won’t show up tonight, or tomorrow, or the next day. She’s going to die, and you will all know that I'm not Looney Laney!"

      Sheriff Vance glares down at me. "Is that a threat?"

      Oh, dear. "No! Not at all. It’s … it’s …"

      "It sure sounded like a threat," Mr. Muffin says, red in the face. "Are you threatening my daughter?”

      “What? No! No, I would never threaten anyone.”

      “But you just did.”

      “Wh-wh-what, no … I said that I think she’s in trouble, and we should look for her.”

      “I know my daughter isn’t friends with you.” Mr. Muffin is awfully scary when he’s mad. “If you hurt Penelope, I'll make sure you hang."

      Well, this escalated quickly.

      Mrs. Muffin removes her earrings and hands them to her husband. "Why the sudden interest in my daughter?"

      "Not her daughter," Penelope pipes in.

      "W-w-we were supposed to meet …" my voice trails off. Obviously I need a new cover story.

      “Why don't you come with me?” Sheriff Vance places a firm hand on my back. “You keep trying to get a hold of Penelope,” the sheriff says to Mr. Muffin. "We'll get this sorted out."

      There're a series of ping sounds, and Mr. Muffin checks his phone, heaving a sigh. "Will you look at that? A text from Penelope."

      "What?" I grab the phone from his tight grasp to see for myself.

      Penelope: I'm fine.

      I take it upon myself to respond.

      Me: Who is this?

      Penelope: It's Penelope.

      Mr. Muffin pries his phone out of my hands. "Would you stop that!”

      "Someone has my phone!" Penelope bellows into my eardrum. "Someone stole my—" Poof. She's gone.

      She's gone, and I'm left with three seriously angry people.

      I'm seconds away from a complete and total nervous breakdown. See, along with my gift of seeing the dead comes my ability to feel other's feelings. I haven't quite perfected this ability either. But I am 100% positive that Sheriff Vance believes I’m lying, while Mrs. Muffin wants to drop-kick me out of her house, and Mr. Muffin is restraining himself by silently counting. I don't know what number he's hoping to reach, and I don't want to find out. After all, he could be the reason Penelope is hurt. You never know.

      I side shuffle away from the trio, toward the door. "I better go."

      "And stay away from my daughter!" Mrs. Muffin says.

      I go outside and cut across the grass. That went way worse than I expected, and now Penelope is gone. Is she in the brown place? Is she dead? Did she transition already? I don’t know, but I still need to try my best to find her. A promise is a promise.

      "Where do you think you're going?" Sheriff Vance calls after me.

      I stop. "I-I-I need to go home." I'm staring at the ground, looking at the bright green grass until the tips of Sheriff Vance's boots comes into my line of sight.

      "Zoe Lane." He says my name as if it were a serious medical condition. "I think there's more to your story."

      Of course there is more to my story, but I'm not about to tell him the truth. So I choose to keep my mouth closed and eyes glued to the ground.

      "I don’t understand what your angle is here," he says. "But if I discover something has happened to Penelope, at least I know where to start."

      My heart nose dives into my gut. "I would never hurt Penelope, if that’s what you’re implying."

      “What time and where were you two meeting for breakfast?”

      Oh … um … gee … I seriously, seriously need to become a better liar. Maybe there’s a book on lying for beginners. I make a mental note to ask Rosa. “Um …” I blow out a breath, making an involuntary raspberry sound.

      The problem is there are only two places to eat breakfast in Fernn Valley: Butter and Glady’s Diner. I can’t say Butter because everyone eats breakfast at Butter—including Sheriff Vance. Someone would have seen me. It would take minutes to verify if I was there this morning. Glady’s is less popular but poses the same problem.

      Okay, think … think … think …

      The little lightbulb in my head turns on. Aha!

      “Starbucks in Trucker!” I blurt out. No one knows me there. Plus, I was in Trucker this morning covering a hospital dedication. Penelope went to school there, so it’s a totally plausible story.

      “Which Starbucks?”

      “Are there more than one in Trucker?”

      “There are five.”

      Five? That’s like one Starbucks per every three hundred people. Geez. “Um … I don’t remember which one.”

      “Is that so?” The sheriff nods his head. “And when your friend didn’t show up to breakfast, you assumed she’d been out for a hike, or a run, or she’d been kidnapped, murdered, or is hurt near a creek? That’s oddly specific.”

      Yes, I suppose it is.

      “Why the creek?” he asks.

      “It’s a hunch?”

      “A hunch?” He sounds skeptical.

      “Yeah, a hunch.” I wonder how many times we’re going to say hunch.

      “A hunch …”

      Apparently once more.

      Sheriff Vance tilts his head and looks right through me. "Let me see your phone." He holds out his palm. I'm not sure it's exactly legal for an officer to ask for my cell, but I'm not sure it's exactly illegal either, which makes me do exactly what he asks.

      I hand over the phone. He flips it open and pushes a few buttons. "You said you called Penelope, but I don't see her name or number in here."

      My tongue feels about two sizes too big for my mouth. “I … um … called her from work this morning." Good one, Zoe.

      "But you said you were to meet her in Trucker.”

      Yes, yes I did.

      I feel like my best option at this point is to say nothing. Or, “Um …" Because I'm really good at saying um.

      Sheriff Vance hands me back the phone, and our hands touch briefly. He squints down at me. "Your skin is cold."

      "Yes." I get cold when I'm around spirits, and the spirit from Penelope’s house is hovering close by. It’s a female spirit. I can’t see her, but I can feel her. I have no idea who she is, but she’s here to help.

      There’s a stretch of silence, and an image of a brown-eyed child flashes through my mind. I can’t tell if it’s a boy or a girl, but tears roll down the child’s flushed cheeks as red and blue lights alternate across his or her face. The child is screaming and pleading for help. A woman dressed in blue wraps an arm around the child’s waist, and the child fights to break free, still screaming, still crying, and still pleading.

      It's a haunting memory, but it's not mine. It's his. I peer up at the sheriff. His steely eyes meet mine. I'm overcome with a mixture of emotions: suspicion, anger, sadness, frustration, pride, rationalization, and there's a hint of fear. Fear of what? I don't know. But there's something not quite right about Sheriff Vance, which is concerning because he's arguably the most powerful man in Fernn Valley.

      I’m overcome with an urgent desire to get away. The unseen spirit wants me to apologize for any inconvenience my overdramatic imagination has caused and promptly leave.

      I do as she says. “I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions.” I try to keep my voice steady. “I guess Penelope is fine, like her text said. I’m sorry for wasting your time.” I can’t make eye contact.

      He doesn’t entirely believe me, and the brown-eyed child still occupies his thoughts.

      “Am I free to go?” I finally ask.

      Sheriff Vance steps aside. "Don't go far, Zoe Lane. Not until we verify Penelope’s location."

      "Okay." I force my legs to move forward. I can feel the sheriff's eyes beating into the back of my head. He could easily have detained me. He could claim I made a threat. Claim I'm a danger to myself, a danger to society … I've read the entire Hot Cops of Atlanta, L.A., and New York series. I'm well versed on how this all works.

      But he chose to let me go, and I have a feeling there's a reason.

      So does the spirit. She’s gravely concerned.

      As am I.

      What happened to Penelope was no accident. Someone did this to her, and that person has her phone. Soon everyone will know she’s gone, and I’ve just made myself the prime suspect in the case. There’s no judge or jury in the county who will take my word over the sheriff's.

      After all, I'm Looney Lane.
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      I stop at the Food Mart to buy map of Fernn Valley County. With Penelope gone and no one willing to help, all I have to work with are "fuzzy brown" and the clay-like mud on her forehead. None of Penelope's things were in her room, and her bed was made. Mr. Muffin saw Penelope's car around 4:00 a.m. then she appeared at The Gazette around 10:30 a.m. Which means she was hurt sometime in that six-and-a-half-hour window.

      The perp could cover quite a bit of distance in that amount of time.

      Ugh.

      I rest my forehead on the steering wheel. The helpful spirit from before is gone, and so is Penelope. The situation feels helpless. But I can't give up. I can’t go back on my promise. Perhaps I have some sort of medium sonar that will kick in once I start looking. Sounds absurd, but twenty-four hours ago, so did talking to the almost dead.

      As I enter the Food Mart, I'm assaulted with the smell of day-old hot dogs and stale coffee. I scan the store, looking for the maps, when my eyes land on Penelope. She's standing in the corner, looking at the display of magazines. I nearly melt into a puddle of sweet relief.

      I dig the Bluetooth out of my briefcase and shove it in my ear. "Where have you been?"

      A guy buying a pack of gum gives me a sideways glance. I point to my ear and pick up an Us Weekly. Geez. How many times is Jennifer Aniston going to have her heart broken?

      “Just here and there.” Penelope shrugs her shoulders as if she can’t be bothered, but I can tell she’s worried.

      “It’s okay to be upset,” I say.

      “I know.” She tosses her chin. “But I’m not upset.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “Well aren’t you perceptive!” she explodes. “Of course I’m upset! Someone stole my freaking phone! They took my phone, and they’re texting my family. Which means whoever took my phone probably did this to me! So, yeah, I’m mad!”

      “Try to stay calm.” I put Jennifer Aniston back on the rack.

      “No! I don’t want to be calm. And if you tell me to stay calm one more time, I’ll … I’ll … I’ll do … something!”

      "Yelling at me will not help the situation. I’m the only person helping you right now.”

      “I’m not yelling! I’m talking loudly. There’s a difference.”

      “Is there really?”

      “Yes. Anyway, I’m the one who is half dead, and someone is texting my family pretending to be me. That’s creepy. I’m allowed to yell. "

      "I know it’s creepy … " I’m struck with a thought. It's also kind of irky. Like Irky Ira. Not that I find Ira to be irky, nor do I think I'm looney. But nicknames have to come from somewhere, and stealing a phone is annoying.

      Obviously I’m grasping at straws here.

      “How well do you know Ira?” I ask.

      "What does Ira have to do with anything? We don’t ever talk. He was always that kid who wore turtlenecks and hung out by himself under the bleachers smoking. You know, the loner type.”

      I know the loner type well—I am one.

      “He’s also the one who ratted me out for painting the welcome sign,” she adds.

      "Why'd he rat you out?"

      "Because he's irky."

      “Does he know you call him Irky Ira?”

      “You don’t call people their nickname to their face. That’s just rude.”

      Oh, geez. All right. Moving on. “Let’s go.”

      Penelope follows me down the aisle toward the display of maps in the back, near the bathrooms.

      "Who were you meeting tonight?" I unfold a map of Fernn Valley County.

      "A guy from Instagram. He lives in Washington, but he's in town for the weekend on business."

      I lower the map. "You were meeting some guy you met on the internet?" I'm socially challenged, and even I know that's not a good idea.

      "This isn't two thousand and five, Zoe. How else are you supposed to meet people with the same interests? Tag and I have been talking for a few weeks now. He's also an artist."

      "His name is Tag?"

      "Yes, his name is Tag," she says, mocking me.

      "What's Tag's last name?"

      She mumbles something under her breath.

      "What was that?"

      "Fine! His username is Tagalicious. I don't know his actual last name. But it's not like I gave him my address or phone number. We’ve only talked on DM, and were meeting at a crowded bar in the middle of town. That's it!"

      "Is there any way to get a hold of Tag?"

      "Sure, look him up on Insta and DM him."

      She might as well be speaking Swahili. I have no idea what she’s talking about. I've only just gotten my own email account. Social media is next on my Enter the Twenty-First Century to-do list. "Let's pretend I didn't have Instagram. How might I get a hold of him?"

      "Why don't you have Insta? That's, like, basic social media."

      "Does he have an email account?"

      She shrugs. "Probably. But I don't have it."

      I blow out a breath and check the map. "We can figure out the Instagram thing later. First, let's see about the local creeks. There’s Paradise Falls not too far from where you live." I run my finger along the creek’s path; it’s over twenty-miles long.

      “Uh … Zoe?" Penelope says.

      I look up and, oh no! Penelope’s abdomen is bleeding again. I have no idea what this means, but I feel a renewed since of urgency.

      "Is this good or bad?” she asks. “Cause it feels bad."

      That would be my guess, too. But voicing my opinion won't help anyone.

      “We need to get out of here.” I attempt to refold the map, but I can't seem to get it back into its original form … gah! Never mind. I wad the thing into a ball and march up to the register. I ring the bell to get the attendant's attention. "I need to buy this."

      The attendant, Dominick—per his nametag—peers down at the waded-up map.

      "Are you familiar with Paradise Falls?" I ask him.

      "Sure. There’s a great hike following part of the creek.”

      I doubt someone would dump Penelope near a popular hiking trail. But you never know. “Where is the trailhead?”

      “It’s at the end of the frontage road, off Main Street. I don't think you want to go today, though. There have been sightings of lions and cougars."

      "Really?" Perhaps a lion attacked Penelope! Except, a lion wouldn't have texted her parents. Also, I'm ninety-nine percent positive I started the lion rumor. "How much for the map?"

      "That'll be four ninety-nine. Do you want a bag?"

      "No." I slam a five-dollar bill on the counter, grab my map, and tell Dominick to keep the change.

      Penelope is already sitting in the passenger seat when I get back to my car. I can see her through the window, and she appears to be counting. Must be a Muffin thing.

      My phone rings, and I fumble my cell out of my back pocket, hoping its Tabitha Corner finally calling me back. I check the display and … it’s Brian. Darn it. I hit ignore and get in the car.

      My phone rings again, and I drop it into the cup holder.

      "Who is calling you?" Penelope asks.

      "It's Brian, from The Gazette." I start my car and take off toward Main Street.

      "Is that your ex?"

      "No."

      "Your boyfriend?"

      "No."

      "Your lover?"

      "No. He has a girlfriend. Her name is Va-ness-a." Not sure why I feel the need to break her name into syllables. Could be because I’m blindly jealous. Oh, which gives me an idea. “Do you have a jealous ex-lover?"

      Penelope snorts. "I wish. I've been in a dry spell for almost six months."

      "I hear ya." Except mine's been more like twenty-three years, but whatever. "We’re going to check Paradise Falls, unless you can think of any other place you could be?"

      “I might have gone to Trucker this morning, now that I think about it.”

      "Good. This is good. Where in Trucker?"

      "To Quinn's work”—her face lights up with recognition—"I can't believe I forgot. Quinn bought an old copy of Gone with the Wind at an estate sale for me."

      Hallelujah! We have a lead, and the lead doesn’t involve a twenty-mile hike. "Let's go talk to Quinn and see if you ever made it there." I make a U-turn and get on the highway toward Trucker.

      "I can't believe I forgot about that. I'm going to use the pages to create a windstorm coming out of the book. It’s part of my collection for the show."

      "What show?"

      "The Paper Cut Show in Portland this Sunday … if I can still make it." She slouches and flickers in and out.

      "No. No. No. Stay with me. Tell me more about your show."

      “It’s really not that big of a deal,” she says, but I know it means everything to her. I can feel it. What I don’t know is why she downplays her emotions.

      “Is it a big show?” I ask.

      “It’s decent. They’re featuring about ten paper artists. The director saw my stuff on Instagram and invited me to participate."

      "That's amazing, Penelope. What exactly is paper art?" In my head, I imagine brightly colored shapes stuck to a piece of construction paper with Elmer’s glue. But I highly doubt that's what she does, since she’s not in preschool.

      "I create three-dimensional art using paper." A smile creeps across her face. "It's my passion. What I was meant to do. My dad and Michelle want me to become an accountant or a journalist or something equally boring. If I had to sit behind a desk for the rest of my life, I'd die. I would seriously die. And it's not my dad's fault. My mom was an artist. She created the most beautiful cakes, and my dad supported her. Hell, he bought her a bakery so she could carry out her passion. Now he's all grumpy and wears straw hats, and it's because of Michelle. She's his cousin. Did you know that?"

      “Seriously?”

      "It's true. I looked her up on one of those ancestor sites before they got married. They're fifth cousins only once removed. It's practically incest, and he still married her."

      "Pretty sure that's not incest. But it does sound like you and Mrs. Muffin have never gotten along."

      "No, and it's not because she replaced my mom, either. If that's what you're thinking."

      That’s exactly what I was thinking. Her dad now runs the bakery he bought for his dead wife with his new wife. Anyone would be upset.

      "My mom died when I was ten," she says. "My dad didn't marry Michelle until I was fifteen.”

      “Isn’t that around the time when you changed Fernn to Sperm?”

      “Don’t get all therapisty on me.”

      “I’ll try not to.” Though the sign incident does make more sense now.

      “I was totally fine with him moving on. But not with her. She had way too many opinions on how I should be raised. She imposed a curfew, made me move my art studio to the garage because the smell of the glue made her sick. Honestly. She just wanted to use the extra bedroom for her crochet crap. When I wanted to go to art school in New York, she convinced my dad that it would be best for me to do two years of community college. That's when she slapped me. When I told her to stay out of my life. She just slapped me right across the face."

      "Because you told her to stay out of your life?"

      "That and I called her a fat cow. She still shouldn't have slapped me, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was responsible for all this.” She gestures to her stomach.

      For the record: if I called my mom a fat cow, she’d slap me as well.

      I'm not entirely convinced Mrs. Muffin hurt Penelope. I'm not entirely unconvinced either. She was with us when Mr. Muffin received the text. I’m not sure how she could pull that off, unless it was a two-man job. Which is a possibility. Hopefully Quinn will hold some answers as to where Penelope went this morning, because she's even more translucent than she was ten minutes ago.

      "There was another spirit at your house," I say. "Did you see anyone? Feel anyone?"

      She shakes her head. "No, but I think Sheriff Vance wants to help find me now.”

      "I’m not so sure about that.”

      "Then why is he following us?”

      "What!" I look in my rearview mirror and, sure enough, three cars back is the familiar black SUV.

      “Um … um … okay. It's going to be okay," I say, mostly to myself. I'm not doing anything illegal. He said not to go far, but he wasn’t specific. Trucker isn’t considered far. He can’t follow me for no reason. Right?

      "You look a little green," Penelope says. "Just so you know, I have emetophobia."

      I turn my head slowly and say, "What?"

      "A fear of throwing up. Just the thought gives me a panic attack …" she trails off. "Except I'm not panicking." She perks up. "I'm cured. Vomit! Vomit! Barf! Gag!"

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it," I interrupt, because if she doesn't stop I'll be an emot-whatever. And I don’t need a new ailment right now because I’m this close to soiling myself. This is so bad. The spirit told me to get away from Sheriff Vance, and now he’s right behind me!

      I suppose he could be on his way to Trucker as well.

      Of course.

      This is just a wild coincidence.

      Yeah, that’s probably it!

      Just to be sure, I take the next exit, hoping he'll disappear, but instead he exits as well. I turn right. He turns right. I turn left. He turns left. I get back on the highway going toward Fernn Valley. He gets back on the highway toward Fernn Valley. This is not a fun game we’re playing.

      “Why are we going back to Fernn Valley?” A painful and confused look is coming over Penelope’s face, and she flickers.

      “After you disappeared, Sheriff Vance followed me outside. We had a strange encounter, and there was another spirit there. She instructed me to get far away from Sheriff Vance. He’s not going to help us find you, Penelope. If anything, he’s going to make it harder.”

      “Oh,” she says, barely above a whisper and falls back against the seat. “One, two, three, four, five, six …”

      “What’s with the counting?”

      “After my mom got sick, she used to count. She said it helped when she was feeling overwhelmed, or angry, or scared. Seven … eight … nine … ten.”

      Oh.

      One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten … Nope. Not helping. I’m still feeling overwhelmed, angry, and pee-my-pants scared.

      We’re nearing town, and the sheriff is still trailing behind. There’s a slight glare on his windshield, but it looks like he’s on the phone. “Penelope, can you go see who Sheriff Vance is talking to?”

      "I'm on it." She disappears.

      I beat my thumbs on the steering wheel, glancing up at the rearview mirror every two seconds.

      "He's calling in your license plate," Penelope says, reappearing beside me. "He thinks you stole the car. Err …" She drums her fingers on her thigh. "Did you steal this car?"

      "What? No! I told you, it was a gift. I have the title." I cock my thumb to the shoebox on the backseat, where the title is. Earlier this morning, before the donuts, before Penelope, and before Va-ness-a, the widow of the last spirit I helped gifted me a pair of trendy Vans (which I’m wearing) and the car. It was a pleasant surprise. A surprise I haven't had time to fully digest yet. Like how much is the gas and maintenance for this expensive gift going to cost?

      “Do you think he’s the one who did this to me?” Penelope asks.

      “I’m not sure. What’s odd is your name hasn’t crossed his mind. He’s more concerned about a little child with brown eyes.”

      “What would that have to do with me?”

      “I don’t know. For some reason, the whole incident at your house brought back these haunting memories for him.”

      “And he seriously told you all this?”

      “No, I felt it.”

      Her mouth drops open. "Can you read minds? Like the vampire from Twilight?"

      "No.” Thank goodness. I don’t want to know what everyone is thinking all the time. “I get flashes of people's thoughts as they pertain to their current feelings …" Wow, I’ve never said that out loud before. I’m not sure I even realized that’s how it works. But, yes, it makes sense. I see people’s thoughts as they relate to their current feelings. Huh. It’s nice to know how this power of mine works.

      "Dang, girl.” Penelope smiles. “That would be an awesome party trick. Seriously, you could charge money for that."

      "Why would someone pay me to tell them what they’re feeling? It's not like I can predict the future." If I could, then I’d already know where Penelope is. I would have known about Va-ness-a and not wasted my time pining over Brian. I would win the lottery—a few times.

      Also, I’d already know how to lose Sheriff Vance and do it so we can concentrate on finding out what happened to Penelope and not spend our time cruising around town.

      “So what’s your plan to get rid of Sheriff Whacko-doodle?” Penelope asks.

      I stop at a red light. “I’m not sure. If he called in my license plate, then he must be looking for a reason to arrest me, I guess.”

      “You can’t be arrested?” Penelope shrieks. “You can’t find me if you’re in jail—” And poof, she’s gone.

      The light turns green, and I start to go when I hear a crash, whoosh, and a scream. I’m scared to look, but I have to. I peek into my rearview mirror. Mrs. Batch's pink Cadillac is on top of the sidewalk, parked exactly where the fire hydrant used to be. Water gushes from the ground like a geyser, and everyone has rushed to Mrs. Batch's aid, including Sheriff Vance.

      Penelope appears, smiling from ear to ear. "I created a distraction so we can get out of here."

      “Is anyone hurt?"

      "Pfft. No. I went in Mrs. Batch's ear and told her to run the red light so, you know, she’d get pulled over. But, nope. She just made a U-turn in the middle of the road and took out the fire hydrant. This is fun. Who else should I visit? I can tell Brian to break up with Va-ness-a."

      "What? No. Well … no. Definitely … no. Let's go."

      I turn left on Crawford Street and travel through a residential area of small homes with picket fences. The house on the corner belongs to Beth. My parents’ real estate sign is proudly displayed on the front lawn, and Beth is on her hands and knees gardening. I wonder how many people went home “sick” today from work.

      “I doubt we’re going to be able to keep Sheriff Whacko-doodle away for long,” Penelope says.

      I agree. He’ll easily find me. Especially when I’m driving around in a flashy car … oh! “I’ve got an idea!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheriff Vance is still occupied with the Mrs. Batch vs. the fire hydrant incident, which buys me enough time. I drive down the back frontage road.

      “Where are we going?” Penelope asks.

      “I’ll park my car at the Paradise Falls trailhead. That way when Sheriff Vance finds it, he’ll suspect I went into the woods. The hope is he’ll go looking for me there, and while he’s looking for me, he’ll be looking for you too. In case you happen to be near the creek.”

      “Cool plan, unless he’s the lunatic who hurt me.”

      “True, but we can’t drive around in my car. It’s too flashy. So at the very least, we’ll ditch the car. Then we’ll walk over to The Gazette.”

      “The Gazette? Sweet, I’ll meet you there.” She closes her eyes and disappears.

      Um … okay. Guess I’ll do this part on my own.

      I park my car right at the trailhead and run up the dirt path, stomping my feet, then I leap over to the grass and come back down. Hopefully this will throw the sheriff off.

      It’s a quick walk to The Gazette, and I manage to get there unseen.

      Or so I hope.

      Penelope is waiting out front, pacing, counting, hands wringing, abdomen bleeding. “What took you so long? All the waiting is making me crazy.”

      I check my watch. “It’s been ten minutes.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know what to do with my hands. I want my phone back.”

      “Let’s concentrate on finding you first.” I push open the door to The Gazette. It’s quiet—only the sound of the fans whirling above us. Chairs are pushed in, and all monitors are black, except for mine. The time scrolls along the bottom, which is odd since I didn't turn my computer on this morning. The old-fashioned glazed donut is still on my desk, untouched.

      I give the mouse a shake, and the computer comes alive. Someone has checked my internet browser history and my email. They didn't even bother closing either program when they were finished. I'm not sure what they were expecting to find. All (well, most) of my searches are for my job—which consists of finding information so other people can write the article. There are also the frequent visits to my favorite author's websites, but that's only during lunchtime. So it doesn't count.

      "Someone was on my computer,” I say.

      "It's probably Sheriff Wacko-doodle. Don’t you need a warrant for that?"

      "Do you give everyone a nickname?"

      "Pretty much."

      "Good to know." I Google Do the police need a warrant to check your computer history?

      According to the internet, the police can obtain a subpoena. I never saw a subpoena, but then again, the computer doesn't technically belong to me. It belongs to The Gazette.

      I need to check with Brian.

      He's in his office, sitting behind his desk with headphones on, typing on the computer. Everything is neat and Lysolled, as it usually is. I wave to get his attention.

      "Zoe?" He removes the headphones. "Are you feeling better?"

      "Feeling better?"

      "You have food poisoning," Penelope reminds me.

      Oh, right.

      “No … yes … sort of."

      Brian stands and walks around to the other side of the desk. "I’ve been trying to get a hold of you.”

      “Sorry, I’ve been … busy.”

      He folds his arms, showcasing his biceps. Typically, this would be a turn-on. But I don't have time, and he has Va-ness-a.

      For the record: still a little bitter about that.

      Fine—a lot bitter.

      "I heard you’ve been going around town telling everyone that Penelope Muffin has been murdered. I also heard she's been in contact with several people."

      "Like who?" Penelope and I ask in unison.

      "Her dad and Sheriff Vance.”

      My heart leaps into my throat at the mention of the sheriff's name. “Have you talked to Sheriff Vance?”

      "He called the tip hotline and told me the story. So did a few other people."

      Oh, geesh. You can’t do anything in a small town without it being reported. "Did you go on my computer?"

      Brian pushes his brows together. "No. I didn’t."

      Then who did? I wrack my brain for a possibility. Brian had headphones on. Someone could have snuck in to check my computer, and he wouldn’t have heard them. Of course, there’s nothing on there, so it doesn’t actually matter. It is really rude to look at someone’s personal emails, though. I mean, I only have like ten, and most are The Dress Barn promos, but still.

      "This is getting freaky," Penelope says.

      Agreed.

      "Was Mr. Muffin here?" I ask.

      Brian shakes his head. "Everyone left shortly after you did. Is there something on your computer that I should know about?”

      "No." I stop to think, just to be sure. "Yeah, no."

      "Why do you think Penelope Muffin is dead?"

      “Um … I said she had been hurt or kidnapped. I’m not sure she’s dead."

      He studies me with a musing tilt of his head. "Tell me what you know about Penelope, and I’ll help you."

      I heave a sigh of relief. This is why I came. I knew Brian couldn’t pass up the chance at a good story. "I know someone has Penelope's phone. I know she got in a fight with Mrs. Muffin last night. I know she moved home and dropped out of school. I know she's an artist. I know she was meeting a friend named Tag tonight. She might be around a creek. I know she disappeared sometime between four and ten thirty this morning."

      "How do you know this?"

      “Um … Penelope and I are friends."

      "And she told you that she was missing?"

      I pause, unsure of how to answer this question. So I redirect. "Is everyone out with food poisoning?"

      "Yes. Every. Single. Person. Even those who didn't eat a donut. Like yourself. Whose donut is still sitting on the desk."

      "Wow, that's a really bad case of food poisoning."

      "Yes, it is." Brian takes a step forward. He has a delicious fall leaves and orange zest aroma. My stomach butterflies. The fact that I find this interaction, us talking about food poisoning, sensual, tells me two things:

      One: I need to get a life.

      Two: I am losing focus!

      Get a grip, Zoe. "Anyway, I need to get to Trucker to follow up on some leads. You ready?”

      I can tell by his expression this is not what he expected to hear. “I’m sorry. I can’t leave. I’m the only one here."

      "Please."

      "I can’t."

      “Please.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then … um, how about you lend me your car?” It’s a long shot but worth a try because this is taking too long, and Penelope is growing impatient. She’s counting again.

      "Okay,” Brian says, and I nearly fall over.

      "Really?"

      "If you tell me what's really going on. There have been two murders in Fernn Valley. One in the late thirties, and one in two thousand and three. And you’re saying Penelope Muffin is possibly the third, yet she’s responded to text messages from both her father and Sheriff Vance. Your story doesn’t make any sense, and any logical person would think you’re nuts."

      Well, that’s fun to hear.

      “But I can’t help myself. You seem to know things. I’m not sure how, or why, or where you get your information. Just tell me what is really going on, and I’ll happily lend you my car.”

      My eyes shift from Penelope to Brian and back again. I need to get out of here, and I can’t drive around unnoticed in my car, and I can't borrow my parents'. There's a giant picture of my dad giving my mom a piggyback ride with We're in your Lane in big neon font on both sides of the van—not exactly inconspicuous.

      "Please," I try one more time, even pouting my bottom lip.

      "Tell me the whole story."

      Ugh. Fine! Here it goes. This is the moment where I tell the man of my dreams that I see dead people. Not only do I see them, but I also converse with them, and I have the ability to feel other people's feelings. "When I was young—"

      "Give her the car!" Penelope is in Brian's ear. "Give her the car! Give! Give! Give! Give!" Penelope's yelling increases to an unbearable level, and I can't help but cringe.

      Brian's eyes glaze over while Penelope continues to chant, "Give her the car!"

      Brian shakes his head desperately, as if trying to get water out of his ear. "Okay! Okay! Okay!"

      Penelope smiles triumphantly. "I'm really good."

      Brian reaches into his pocket and holds out his keys, still looking dazed. I snatch them up before he realizes what he's done.

      “Thank you. I'll be careful … um … I'll see you later.”

      I rush out of the office through the lobby and peek outside. Sheriff Vance must still be dealing with Mrs. Batch’s fire hydrant run-in, because he’s not here. Unfortunately, there’s a row of men sitting on the bench in front of the dry cleaners. Mr. Clark, Mr. Sanders, and Mr. Ishmael. I can’t risk being seen driving off in Brian’s car by anyone, especially these three. They spend a good majority of their time watching the street. Why? I don’t know. Lack of better things to do, I suppose.

      "Is there a back door?" Penelope asks.

      "No, but there’s a window in the bathroom. Come on." I cut across the workroom, steeling a glance into Brian's office. He's staring down at his hand as if he’s never seen it before. Poor Guy. I feel guilty for tricking him into lending me his car.

      Not guilty enough to do anything about it, but I will have to write him a thank you note once this is all over. That is, assuming I’m not in jail.

      I go into the bathroom and lock the door behind me. Above the toilet is a window.

      Good news: it faces the back of the building.

      Bad news: it's about a half an inch wider than my hips.

      "That's a small window," Penelope says.

      "Yeah, I know." I climb up the toilet and rise to my tiptoes. I'm not exactly tall, nor am I particularly athletic—two attributes that would come in real handy about now. The lower half of my body goes cold, and I look down. Penelope is attempting to give me a boost. My fingers grab hold of the bottom ledge of the window. It would be quite helpful if my feet had suction ability, or I had a ladder. Either one, because the wall is slippery. Using all my might, I leap up, and my knee goes right through the drywall, making a large hole. Oops. Also … ouch!

      "That's not good," Penelope says.

      "No, it's … well, actually." I stick my foot in the hole and use it as a boost up. Perfect! I push open the window. It's a tight squeeze—had I eaten that donut this morning I might not fit. But I manage to get out. Well, I fall out. Face first.

      Smooth.

      I crawl to the nearest tree and take cover. If I can get to Brian's car without being seen, then I can drive out the back exit, through a neighborhood, and onto the highway toward Trucker.

      I dash across the parking lot and get in Brian's car, staying low. Brian's sedan is black, four-door, and much like his office—immaculate.

      "He seriously has a DustBuster and Clorox wipes on the backseat," Penelope says.

      "So?"

      "He's Boring Brian."

      I jam the keys into the ignition and start the car. "Being clean does not make you boring." I shift the car into drive. “New boundary, no talking about Brian."

      "Suit yourself."

      I grip the wheel tightly with both hands as I cruise out of the parking lot, checking to be sure no one is watching. Coast is clear, and I exhale for what feels like the first time all day. “We need to talk to Quinn. Tell me where he works in case you disappear again."

      "It's kind of tricky to find. I'll try to stay here." She clenches her fists.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Trying to stay." She flickers. "It's getting harder."

      I slam on the gas, and we go two MPH faster. I already miss my car.
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      Forty-five slow minutes later and we're in Trucker. Penelope directs me through town, past an elementary school with kids at recess, and past a strip mall with a McDonald's and two Starbucks. We make a left at the light, and I'm in a part of Trucker that I've never seen before. There are mostly automotive shops, single-story buildings with aluminum siding, and office suites. Everything is gray.

      "What exactly does Quinn do?" I ask.

      "He works at a desk doing stuff."

      That's helpful.

      "How do you know him?"

      "It's Quinn Clark," she says, as if it’s obvious.

      It’s not, so I keep driving.

      "He grew up in Fernn Valley," she adds.

      Again, no idea.

      "Seriously?" She turns to in her seat to face me. "Everyone in Fernn Valley knows everyone. But no one knows you. Don't you want to have friends your age?"

      "Of course I do." More than anything, actually. "It's hard to build relationships when dead people are popping up demanding your attention."

      "But if everyone knew what you could do, you'd be the most popular person in town. You could open a place on Main Street, The Fernn Valley Medium."

      I can’t help but laugh. Of course I want to help more people connect with loved ones. But it’s just not realistic. Maybe in a big city someone like me could be honest about seeing the dead. But not in Fernn Valley. Five years ago, a man from Trucker applied for a permit to build a bar on Main Street. Based on the reaction from the public, you’d think the devil himself was trying to move in. People picketed, signed petitions, and held a rally, calling the place sacrilegious (never mind it was a family bar and grill). If they think chicken wings and beer are sacrilegious, imagine the reaction if I were to set up The Fernn Valley Medium? I’d be burned at the stake—metaphorically speaking … I hope.

      “Nope, not going to happen,” I say.

      “Whatever. Do as you please. It’s not like I care.” Penelope crosses her arms. "Anyway, Quinn and I grew up together. We both moved to Trucker at the same time. He collects records and goes to estate sales all the time. Which is how he found the copy of Gone with the Wind."

      "Any relation to Mrs. Clark?"

      "She’s his grandma."

      I stifle a smirk, wondering if she knows that Quinn's grandmother's other identity is KR Tuss and she pens the Sizzling Baby Daddy series, along with several other hot romance novels. "I do know Mrs. Clark quite well, actually. By the way, where am I going? Does he work in any of these buildings?"

      Penelope looks out the window. “I'm trying to remember. This morning was the first time I was here. I think we're close.”

      "You remember being here this morning?"

      She pauses. “Yeah! I do.”

      This is great. Being in the area must have sparked her memory. If we know where she’s been today, then we can have a better idea of when and where she was when she was attacked.

      "It's right there!" Penelope points frantically out the window. "This is it! This is it! This is it!"

      "Okay. Okay. Okay." I park in the only available space. The building's windows are tinted. The landscaping is nonexistent. The sign says HKP, Inc. It's about as generic as you can get. "What does HKP stand for?"

      "Dunno. Let's go." Penelope disappears.

      I swing open the door and, "Crap! No. No. No. No!" I didn't notice the mailbox, and now there's a foot-long scratch along Brian's car door. I think I may pass out.

      Penelope reappears and grimaces. "Maybe he won't notice."

      "Of course he will notice. The man has a DustBuster on his back seat!" I lick my fingertip and attempt to rub the scratch out. This does absolutely nothing. Not that I really expected it to. But I had to try.

      Penelope taps her wrist. “Hello? Some of us are dying here. Maybe you can rub spit on his car another day. M’kay?”

      She’s right. She’s a wee bit patronizing, but she’s right. This is a matter of life or death, and in the grand scheme of life—what’s a scratch? Let’s hope that’s Brian’s attitude when I tell him.

      The front door to HKP, Inc. is secured, and I press the call button on the intercom. It takes three more pushes before a friendly male voice answers. "Hello?"

      "H-hi, I'm looking for Quinn," I say.

      "Who is this?"

      "My name is—”

      “Shhhhhh,” Penelope scolds. “Don’t tell him your real name. He thinks you’re crazy.”

      “Won’t he recognize me then?” I hiss under my breath.

      She shrugs. “Probably not. He rarely goes to Fernn Valley anymore.”

      Fine. I lean in closer to the intercom. “My name is … is … Shhhllyy.”

      Penelope smacks her forehead.

      “Shly?”

      “Yes, and I need to speak to Quinn urgently, please."

      "That is Quinn!" Penelope stomps her foot.

      Oh.

      There's a long stretch of silence.

      "Awk! It’s like I have to do everything myself!" Penelope disappears, and one minute later a guy with broad shoulders, a dimpled chin, and curly brown hair opens the door. Penelope is in his ear screaming so loud it's hard not to react.

      "Come in, come in, come in," Quinn says in a trance like state. "Come in, come in, come in."

      I step inside and follow Quinn into an office space separated into cubicles. Quinn's desk has a framed picture of the band Queen near the keyboard. He slouches into a black chair, his eyes glossed over.

      There are already several of his co-workers poking their heads out of their cubicles to see what's going on. I bend down and speak at a whisper. "I'm looking for Penelope. When was the last time you saw her?"

      "Come in, come in, come in, come in," Quinn chants. "Come in, come in, come in, come in."

      I snap my fingers in front of his face. "I'm already in."

      Quinn peers up at me. "Wh-wh-what do you want?"

      I drop to one knee. I can feel the scratchy carpet through the fabric of my jeans. "I'm looking for Penelope. She's in trouble."

      Quinn narrows his eyes. "Financial trouble? Does she owe you money too?"

      "Too?" I look at Penelope, and she waves her hand, as if he's being ridiculous.

      "I owe him a little money, and he seriously brings it up all the time …" She flickers as if she's shorting out and cradles her head between her hands. The lights around the room go on and off, creating a strobe effect.

      "Dude, what the hell is happening around here?" comes a voice from a neighboring cubical.

      "What in the world?" comes another voice.

      Quinn's eyes are darting around the room.

      The lights go on and off … on, off, on, off, on, off, on several times until poof, Penelope is gone.

      Okay, I'm officially spooked.

      "Dude," says a guy in the corner.

      "Dude," agrees a girl in a neighboring cubical.

      Dude is right. "Quinn." I shake him by the shoulders, and he looks at me as if I appeared out of nowhere. "Was Penelope here to get a book?"

      Quinn gulps a few times. “Y-yes … yes," he says with a little more conviction. "Yes, she was here. I found a vintage copy of Gone with the Wind at an estate sale, and I thought she could do something with it." He clears his throat and looks around. "How'd you get in here?"

      "You let me in. Now, was she wearing exercise clothes when she was here?"

      Quinn is clearly still in a fog, and I snap my fingers a few more times.

      "Y-yes," he says. "Why are you looking for her?"

      "I think she's in trouble, and you might have been the last person to see her. Did she say anything when she was here?"

      "S-s-she said that she’d pay me back." He sits up straighter. "Yeah, she said she'd pay me back tomorrow."

      "Does she owe a lot of people money? Any loan sharks or someone with mafia ties?"

      “Seriously, who are you?"

      "Shly. So Penelope came here to get the book. Did she say where she was going afterward?"

      "Just the funeral with Jack and then getting some stuff to prepare for her date tonight with the Instagram boyfriend.”

      Okay, I have no idea who Jack is, but first, "Is Tag the boyfriend?"

      "Yeah, she's meeting him tonight for the first time." He chuckles. "I'm almost positive that Tag is going to end up being a pervy old man with fish breath. Have you seen his Instagram account?"

      "No, do you have it handy?"

      "Yes. You're going to die when you see this."

      Interesting choice of words.

      He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his phone. "I swear it's a fake account, but you tell me what you think." He shows me the screen. The profile picture is a black and white photo of an eyeball. That's it. Just an eyeball. He has twenty-eight followers and is following seventy people. Under his name, Tagalicious, it says, I am who I am. I am not who I am not. We are all puppets for the who is.

      "What does that mean? We're all puppets for the who is? The who is what?"

      "Hell if I know. This dude is a poet, but check it out. He's following more people than are following him. There's no picture of him, and all his posts are poems that suck. Look at this one." He taps an image of a brown leaf with the words: Life is the thing that pulls you away from the depths of your plunging purple sight.

      Um, huh?

      "Makes no sense, right?"

      "Not really." To be fair, my knowledge of poetry starts and stops with Dr. Seuss. "You think this is a fake account? That this person Penelope is meeting tonight could be someone else?"

      "That’s my bet, but she won't listen to me. I told her to meet him at a crowded place. I’ll probably swing by just in case.” Like Penelope, Quinn pretends not to care, but he does. A little too much, and I’m not quite sure what to make of his feelings. I need to dig deeper without raising too many questions.

      “Have you and Penelope ever dated?” I ask.

      “Nah, we’re friends.” Quinn twist his mouth to the side and then shakes his head, looking around. “What are you doing here again? And how do you know Penelope?"

      "Who is Jack?" I ask, hoping to change the subject.

      "Jack's her roommate."

      "What funeral did they go to?" I don't remember reading of any deaths recently, and I pay close attention to the obituaries.

      Quinn shrugs. “For reals, though. I have never heard of you before. How do you know Penelope?”

      That’s a good question. “From … college. We had a class together at college.”

      This answer appears to appease him. For now.

      “What time was Penelope here?” I ask.

      Quinn rocks back in his chair. "I don't know, shortly after I got into work. Around nine?"

      She was here at 9:00 a.m., and she appeared to me around 10:30 a.m. Which means she was hurt sometime in that hour and a half. I can work with this. "And she said she was going to pay you back tomorrow? Did you talk about anything else?"

      "Today."

      "She talked about today?”

      "No, she said she was going to pay me back today."

      "But you said that she said tomorrow."

      "I said she said tomorrow, but you said I said tomorrow when it's actually today."

      Quinn and I need to work on our communication skills.

      “Um … Huh?"

      "Penelope said she'd pay me back tomorrow,” Quinn explains. “Today is tomorrow."

      Okay, I think I understand. “Are you saying Penelope was here yesterday morning?"

      "Yes."

      Crap. I drop my head into my hands. Penelope had her days mixed up. Which means she could have died anytime between 4:00 a.m. and 10:30 a.m., without ever stepping foot in Trucker. What a complete and utter waste of time.

      Quinn pokes my shoulder. “You okay?”

      "No. I thought she was here this morning. Have you spoken to her today?”

      “No.”

      “Have you spoken to Jack?”

      “Not since the two got in a fight last night.”

      I look up at Quinn. "How heated was this fight?"

      "Bad enough for Penelope to move out.” He blinks a few times. “Seriously, though. What are you doing here? How'd you know where I worked? Why are you looking for Penelope? How'd you get in here?"

      That's a whole lot of questions that I don't want to answer.

      "Does Penelope know you're looking for her?" He stands up. "How’d you get in here?"

      This is my cue to leave. "Thank you for your help. I better go." I backtrack toward the door. “Have a good day.”

      Outside, Penelope is crouched down on the sidewalk holding her head.

      My Bluetooth is in my car, and I'm 99.8% positive Quinn is watching me from the window. "Get in," I mutter under my breath and hurry to the … Gah! I forgot about the scratch. This entire day is giving me heart palpitations.

      I slide into the car and shove the key into the ignition.

      Penelope appears in the passenger seat.

      I put the Bluetooth in my ear. "What happened back there?"

      "It was weird. I felt myself starting to fade then suddenly everything was brown again. When I opened my eyes, I was outside."

      "Yeah, well, you didn't come here this morning. You came here yesterday morning. Which means you probably died in Fernn Valley."

      "Are you sure?"

      "I'm not sure about anything. Do you remember a funeral?"

      “Vaguely …"

      "Quinn said you and Jack got in a huge fight. Is it possible that Jack did this to you?”

      "I don't know. Probably not. Maybe? It's possible. Sure."

      "Well that's about as good as a lead as any. Where do I find Jack?"

      "Maybe at our apartment."

      "Tell me where to go." I back out of the parking spot, carefully, not wanting to inflict any further damage on Brian's car.

      "I live on H Street." Penelope goes to grab the seat belt. “Ah! I want to use my flipping hands again! Can’t ghosts move stuff?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “The dead guy in Ghost did. He could concentrate really hard and move stuff.”

      “Sorry, I haven’t seen the movie.”

      Penelope gawks at me. “You haven’t seen Ghost? That’s like your life. Oh! Oh! Oh!” She gasps so loudly that I nearly drive off the road.

      “What’s wrong now?”

      Penelope turns in the seat, her eyes wide and sparkling. “In the movie, the ghost goes into the medium's body so he can be with Demi Moore one last time.”

      “Please erase any idea of you going into my body.” I have to draw the line somewhere, and possession seems like a good place to draw it. “Forget about movies. We have bigger issues.” I drive south toward the main road. "Quinn showed me Tag's Instagram account. He thinks it's fake."

      Penelope grunts. "Quinn's so weird about my relationship with Tag, and I don’t even know why. He met his last girlfriend on a dating app. What’s the difference?”

      “Because he has feelings for you.”

      “Not Queenie Weenie. We’ve been friends forever.”

      "Is it possible that he killed you because you nicknamed him Queenie Weenie?”

      “He likes Queen. It’s just a nickname.”

      “For the record, I don’t like my nickname.”

      “Noted.”

      I turn onto H Street. “Do you even know what Tag looks like?"

      "Yes. I know what Tag looks like," she says in a mocking voice. “He sent me a picture on DM."

      Good, and, "What is DM?"

      "I can't decide if your naiveness is cute or annoying." She tilts her head. “Probably annoying.”

      "Thanks."

      "You're welcome.” She points out the window. “It’s the apartment building at the end of the street."

      We roll to a stop in front of a small two-story complex with black railings, manicured bushes, and red doors. I park behind a Prius and peer out the windshield. It's a cute place.

      "What is that sound?" Penelope asks.

      I pause and listen. "It's my phone vibrating at the bottom of my briefcase. Hold on." I dig my cell out and check to see who is calling. It's my dad. Considering he's faking food poisoning for me, I think I should answer.

      "This will only take a second," I tell Penelope and flip open my phone. "Hi, Dad. This isn't a good time. Can I call you back?"

      "Zoe.” His voice echoes, like he’s in a long hall, or the bathroom. Probably the bathroom. “Sheriff Vance is here looking for you.”

      Oh, no. "What does he want?"

      "He said you threatened to harm Penelope Muffin, and now no one can find you or her.”

      I cover the receiver and relay this information to Penelope.

      “So whoever has my phone isn’t answering anymore?” Penelope asks.

      Good question. I ask my dad. “Has anyone tried texting Penelope?”

      “Sheriff Vance said she was responding to text messages up until an hour ago, and now her phone goes straight to voicemail. He isn’t the only one looking for you either, Zoe. I’ve had several people call to ask where you are, and I don’t know what to say.”

      Great. “Who called looking for me?”

      “Brian, Sheriff Vance, Mr. Muffin, Mrs. Muffin, Mike—”

      “Mike! Why was Mike looking for me?” The other people, sure, they’re involved. But what does Mike have to do with anything?

      “Meathead Mike?” Penelope asks. “Is that who you’re talking about?”

      I put the phone on speaker. “Did Mike … what’s that noise? Are you in the shower?”

      “No, I’m running the water so no one hears me. Specifically your mother.”

      Oh, gosh. I feel terrible for putting my dad in this position. Life is stressful enough without daughters who converse with the recently murdered or … almost murdered. “Did Mike say why he was looking for me?”

      “He asked if I’d spoken to you recently. Then he asked for your cell phone number.”

      “Did you give to him?”

      “No, I said I forgot it. I’m not sure he believed me. I should have come up with a better excuse, since I was on my cell phone when he called.”

      Oh, Dad. At least I know who I got the terrible liar gene from.

      “Then he called me back ten minutes ago,” Dad continues. “And he asked if you checked your email regularly.”

      “My email?” I massage the back of my neck, feeling a tension headache coming on.

      “Last time I saw Mike, he was sick with fake food poisoning. Why would he want to know if I check my email …?” The little lightbulb in my head turns on. Email! Could Mike have looked through my computer? I cover the receiver and turn to Penelope. “How well do you know Meathead Mike?”

      “I knew him better when he was in high school and worked at the bakery.”

      “He worked at the bakery?” My mind is spinning this information around. It was odd that Mike talked to me this morning when he’s never showed any interest before. But then again, he had no idea that Penelope’s spirit was with me. Unless … “Did I say your name out loud when we were at The Gazette?”

      “I was kind of preoccupied with trying not to die.”

      Huh. I can’t remember if I did either. It’s possible. But then again, even if I did, what would it matter? No one is going to assume I’m seeing the almost-dead spirit of Penelope Muffin.

      “Are you still there?” Dad asks.

      I remove my hand. “Sorry, Dad. I’m here. If anyone asks where I’ve gone, just tell them … um … tell them …” Oh, I’ve got it! “Tell them I’ve gone for a hike!”

      “Have you?”

      “No, but Penelope’s spirit is with me right now, and it’s possible she’s in the surrounding wilderness. It’s a good place to start looking."

      There's silence on the other end.

      "Dad?"

      He exhales into the receiver. "Penelope Muffin is dead? She's only a few years younger than you. That's awful. How’d she die?"

      "She’s not entirely dead, but she looks as if she's been in a fight. There's thick, gray mud on her forehead. It almost looks like clay from around a creek. Any idea where that would be?"

      "There are several creeks around here. The biggest is Paradise Falls, but it’s pretty dry right now."

      "But not completely dried, right?"

      "No, it’s not,” he says. “When will you be here? Your mother is hysterical.”

      I can hear her in the background, telling my dad to get out of the shower. I hate that my parents have to deal with Sheriff Vance. But it'll be more stress on them if I'm behind bars for a murder I didn't commit.

      "I'm so sorry, Dad. But I can't go home right now. I promise to keep you in the loop, though."

      “Okay, I'll try to pacify everyone the best that I can.”

      “Thank you. I’m so sorry.” We hang up, and I take a moment to digest what a mess this is. If everyone is looking for me, then I can’t go home until I know what happened to Penelope. Which proves problematic because if she didn’t go to Trucker this morning, then chances are Penelope Muffin is still in Fernn Valley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Penelope lives in Apartment 3 on the bottom floor, tucked in a corner beneath the stairwell. The door is locked, and no one is responding to my obsessive pounding.

      So I pound some more.

      Still nothing.

      I press my phone to my ear and turn to Penelope. "Jack's not home. Do you think he went to Fernn Valley early this morning to kill you? Is he jealous of Tag?"

      "Jack is a woman. Honestly, names don’t have genders."

      Oh, for heaven's sake! "I don't care if Jack is a man or a woman. Concentrate. What did you fight about?"

      Penelope looks off into the distance and shakes her head. "It had something to do with the funeral … ugh. My memory is so fuzzy; it’s like I drank too much.” She squeezes her eyebrows together. "I remember clearing my schedule for the day so I could go with Jack to her uncle’s funeral, even though he was a horrible man and didn't deserve any kind of ceremony whatsoever. Then she got mad at me, but I can’t remember why. I just remember her kicking me out. Then I packed my stuff and got in my car, went to my dad’s house, got in a fight with Michelle, and …”

      “And what?”

      When Penelope lifts her eyes, there’s a flash of defeat. “I don’t remember anything else.”

      I let out a sigh. This would sure be a whole lot easier if she could remembered something. But she can’t, and it’s not her fault. Still, it’s rather frustrating. "Why was Jack’s uncle a horrible man?"

      “He's Andrew Foster, the murderer.”

      "Murderer? Do you think he could have …" I stop myself before I ask the stupid question. Of course Jack's uncle didn't hurt Penelope. He's dead! Ah. I need to eat something. My brain is running on fumes, and my nerves are singed. "Who did he kill?"

      Penelope gapes at me. "Margo Stopler. You seriously don’t know this story?”

      No, I don’t. My skin prickles in goose bumps at the mention of Margo’s name. My parents moved to Fernn Valley shortly after she died and took over as the town’s real estate agents. It seems odd neither of them mentioned she was murdered. But then again, they kept a lot of stuff from me, so I guess it's not that odd after all.

      “It happened in two thousand and three,” Penelope says. “Andrew Foster broke into Margo’s home, smacked her on the head, took a bunch of stuff, and left. They caught him a few days later, and he went to jail for a while but got out about a year ago because of some weird technicality. I dunno. Anyway, he died, and I can’t remember why Jack was mad at me.”

      The story of Andrew and Margo feels important, and I’m not sure why. But I first need to find Penelope. “If you packed all your stuff and went to Fernn Valley, then why was your room at your dad's house empty?"

      Penelope gives me a blank stare. "My room isn't empty! I brought everything with me …well, not everything, but all my clothes."

      "I went to your room, and there wasn’t a suitcase or any sign that someone had moved in. You went in there. Didn’t you notice?"

      “Obviously not. That doesn’t make sense … I brought my suitcase with me …”

      “You must have taken everything this morning. Could you have gone to live with a friend or family member?”

      “There’s no where else to go.” Penelope’s lips flutter, and she gives a shuddering sigh. She looks as if she’s about to cry. “I can’t think of why I would take all my stuff. It really doesn’t make any sense …”

      There’s a wrenching in my stomach, and I want to give her a hug. Penelope’s tough guy exterior is cracking, and the vulnerability is a new and unwelcome feeling for her. Maybe if she allowed herself to feel, then she’ll remember what happened.

      “Penelope?” I step forward, arms extended.

      She lifts her hand. “Not now.”

      “But—”

      “Shhhh.”

      “Okay.” I take a step back and wait for her to work through her pain. Except she’s taking a really long time, and we are kind of in a hurry. I shove my hands into my pockets and rock from my toes to my heels, biting at my lip.

      Finally, Penelope rolls her shoulders and lifts her chin. “Are we going to stand here, or are we actually going to do something productive?”

      I take a deep breath through my nose. “Do something,” I say on the exhale. “Go inside and see if your stuff is here.”

      “Fine.” And poof, she’s gone.

      I pace the walkway, waiting, checking my watch, and counting the seconds ticking by. My phone buzzes in my back pocket. I'm sure it's my dad, or my mom, or Sheriff Vance, or Brian wanting to know where his car is. No doubt he's upset that I have involved his vehicle in a potential murder case.

      I put my ear up to the door. I can’t hear anything, so I continue to pace circles until I’m dizzy. She sure is taking a long time.

      Ah, crap!

      What if she isn't in the apartment? What if I’m waiting for nothing? What if she disappeared, and she's in the brown place?

      Shoot.

      I hurry around to the back of the building, counting windows as I go. I’m fairly confident that I’m standing in front of the two windows belonging to Apartment 3. I decide to start with the first and step up on what looks like an electrical box, when something catches my eye. A footprint.

      Not just any footprint either.

      A cleat print.

      There are six cleat prints going toward the window and four going away. Then there are dotted mud marks in the shape of footprints along the narrow cement walkway that separates Penelope's apartment building from the duplex next door.

      There was a softball game last night in Trucker against Fernn Valley. That is too much of a coincidence to be a coincidence.

      Here’s what I know about the Fernn Valley and Trucker softball teams: Nada. I’ve never been to a game.

      But I think it’s a co-ed league. The players range in age from Mr. Batch, who is the mayor and looks like Santa Claus, to Ira and Mike, who are around my age, and then there’s Sheriff Vance. I don’t think Beth is on the team, but she does attend all the games as the sports columnist.

      So I call her. She answers on the first ring. "Zoe Lane, where the hell are you?"

      What a nice greeting. "I can't say right now, but I have a few questions about the softball team."

      "I have a few questions myself. For example, where is Penelope Muffin?"

      "I don't know." An honest answer. I don’t know where she is.

      "Second question—did you poison our donuts?"

      "What? No, why would I do that? You ate one, and you're fine."

      "You're right. I’m fine … But that's between you and me. Tell me what happened, Zoe. Because they found Penelope's car parked at the train station, your car by the Paradise Falls hiking trail. Penelope isn’t answering her phone or texts. Neither are you. No one has seen you since this morning. No one has seen her since last night.”

      The train station?

      This is new.

      Here’s what I know about the Fernn Valley train station: it’s basically a platform with a park bench (that has my parents faces on it—you know, real estate ads). There’s a kiosk to buy tickets, and the train comes twice a day: 6:05 a.m. and 7:22 p.m.

      I can’t imagine Penelope would take a train anywhere, especially when she has a date with Tag this evening. The train only travels south in the morning and north in the evening. I’m not sure why she would go south; if anything, she’d go north, toward Portland where the art show is being held on Sunday, but that train hasn’t even left yet.

      “Do they know if she bought a ticket?” I ask.

      “I heard they were able to confirm a ticket was purchased this morning, but they don’t think it was Penelope.”

      “Who do they think bought it?”

      “You.”

      Didn’t see that one coming.

      “I heard you killed her with a poisonous donut, deposited her body near Paradise Falls, parked her car at the train station to make it look like she left, lost your mind, tried to confess to the murder, then ran away and were attacked by a lion.”

      I don’t even know how to respond to this. So I don’t. I can tell by Beth’s voice that she’s not entirely convinced this story is true.

      Also, I’m really good at starting rumors.

      “There are two search parties meeting today at five. One at the Paradise Falls trailhead and another at the Muffins’ house,” Beth says. “Brian asked if I was up for covering the story.”

      My heart hiccups at the mention of Brian’s name. “Did he say why he wasn’t covering it?”

      “Just that he was having car trouble. Which is lazy, in my opinion. I am, after all, home sick, and he could easily walk to the trailhead. It’s not far.”

      My shoulders sag with relief. Brian didn’t tell anyone that I’m his car trouble. He believes me. Even when everyone else thinks I poisoned donuts and bought train tickets and was attacked by lions, Brian has my back. Which buys me a little time.

      “Beth, I didn’t touch Penelope Muffin.”

      “I heard you say Penelope this morning when you were on the phone.”

      Crap! I did say Penelope out loud. Shoot.

      “But I don’t see you as the premeditative-murderous type,” Beth adds.

      “Because I’m not.”

      “You’re more the snap-and-blow-up-the-building type.”

      Gee, thanks. If I could have a day do-over, I would have called in an anonymous tip to the police then would have looked for Penelope on my own.

      “There is another lead besides you,” Beth says. “A crazed woman who is running around Trucker, telling people Penelope has been kidnapped.”

      Oh good, a real lead! “Was this woman’s name Jack by chance?”

      “No, it was Shly.”

      Crap.

      “Penelope’s friend says Shly broke into his work, messed with the electrical wiring, caused a scene, and told him Penelope had been kidnapped by the mob. The police are looking for her now.”

      Oh, geez. That’s not even close to what happened, but I’m not telling Beth that. The less I say the better.

      Except I do need to ask, “What time did the softball game end last night?”

      “About ten thirty.”

      “Who from Fernn Valley played in the game?"

      "The whole team was there except for Mrs. Muffin. She hurt her leg. A big hit to our team—she's our star pitcher."

      Two thoughts pop into my mind:

      One: I had no idea Mrs. Muffin was on the softball team?

      Two: Mrs. Muffin walked all the way from Butter Bakery to her home. How'd she do that on a hurt leg?

      "Did she go to the game?" I ask.

      "She came a little late, but she was there to cheer the team on. Why are you asking about Mrs. Muffin?” Beth’s voice suddenly sounds further away. I think I’m on speaker, which means someone else is either listening to our conversation or she’s recording it. Not that I blame her, she’s talking to a suspected donut poisoner.

      I snap my phone shut and power it down. I’m in more trouble than I thought. But even if I end up before a jury, at least I’d still be alive. I can’t say the same for Penelope. I need to focus all my energy on keeping my promise.

      Finding her will actually solve both of our problems.

      Okay … I massage my temples, willing my brain to make sense of all this new information. Mrs. Muffin went late to the game. It's not clear if she was wearing cleats. Since she wasn't playing, chances are she wasn't. But I can't ignore the fact that she couldn't play in the biggest game in Fernn Valley history (as the headline will read in this week’s paper) but managed to walk home today. I mean, doesn’t the pitcher sort of just stand there and lob the ball in?

      I look around to see if there's anything else out of the ordinary and find two smashed cigarette butts in the dirt directly below the window. They don't appear that old, and Mrs. Muffin doesn't strike me as a smoker. She also doesn't strike me as an all-star pitcher, so I think it's fair to say I don't know much about Mrs. Muffin.

      What I do know is that I can’t touch this window, there’s too much evidence here. I move to the second window and pull the sleeves of my shirt over my hands, not wanting to add my fingerprints to the mix. It has an old aluminum frame and is easy to pry open. I climb into a bedroom with tan carpet, a full-sized bed with a pink comforter, and neatly arranged pillows. There's a corkboard hung near the door with pictures of people I don't recognize and a badge that stays Student for Trucker Beauty Academy. I'm stabbed with panic, thinking I just broke into the wrong apartment. Until I notice the picture of Penelope. She's standing beside a girl with pink hair. They're pointing to the big roller coaster behind them.

      Penelope appears in the doorway. "My stuff is gone!"

      I do a sweep of the room. Nothing looks out of the ordinary. There’s a hamper near the closet filled with clothes.

      "This is Jack's room!”

      Oh.

      “Mine is this way." She moves down the short hall and walks through a wall.

      I use the door, and … Oh, my, gosh. "This is your room?"

      "Yes! All my stuff is gone. If it's not at my dad's house, then where is it?"

      I step over the pile of crusty dishes. Her bed is stripped, the floor is covered in socks, dishes, cups, magazines, scraps of paper, and something green and furry that I don't care to identify. Also, it smells like feet.

      Penelope walks through the closet door and howls in anguish. My hand flies to my mouth. She found herself. This is it. We've found Penelope. Oh gosh, I’m not sure I can look.

      But I have to.

      No, I don’t want to.

      But I have to.

      I really don’t want to.

      Ah!

      Fine. With my sleeve still over my hand, I slide the mirrored door, and … nothing. It's empty. Well, except for Penelope who looks panic-stricken.

      "What is supposed to be in here?"

      "My art pieces for the show! I didn't take them with me because I left in such a hurry. I was going to come back today to grab them. Someone seriously took all my stuff! That’s … that's criminal! Call the police! My show is on Sunday!”

      It doesn't seem like the right moment to remind her that they’ll probably be no show being that she’ll either be dead or, best case, she’ll be recovering from a near-death injury.

      "Do you think you came here this morning to grab your artwork, ran into Jack, she killed you, and then took your car?" I ask.

      Penelope flickers. "How many times do I need to tell you this? I. Don’t. Remember!"

      "How many times do I need to tell you this? Stop. Yelling. At. Me!”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “Good.” I step over an empty bag of Cheetos. “Now take a look at this." I open her blinds using my sleeve-covered hand. "There’s cleat prints and smashed cigarettes butts in the dirt."

      “What?” Penelope appears outside. "There's also Nike prints!" She hollers loud enough for me to hear her through the thin glass.

      I look to where she’s pointing. She's right. The shoe prints are faint, but they're there, and they're the same size as the cleats. "Come back inside.”

      Penelope walks through the wall. “It is nice not having to use doors anymore.”

      I laugh then clear my throat and put my serious face on. “Does your stepmother smoke?"

      "Not anymore."

      "So she used to.”

      “That’s what ‘not anymore’ means.”

      “Be nice. Also, do you know anyone else on either Trucker of Fernn Valley's team?"

      "I am as nice as a half-dead person can be. And yes, I know everyone on Fernn Valley's team, and a few people on Trucker's team. Not anyone who should be outside my window!"

      "Do you remember taking a train this morning?"

      "Yeah, sure, I took a train because driving a car would be too hard and I felt like dying."

      "So that's a no."

      "It's a hell no!”

      "They found your car at the station, and a ticket was purchased this morning for the early train. With all your stuff gone, it seems like you took off after you got in a fight with your roommate and stepmom."

      "I would never do that. As much as my dad can get on my nerves, I wouldn’t run off without telling him. He already lost my mom."

      So Penelope has a heart. Good to know. I close the blinds. “Everyone back in Fernn Valley thinks I killed you with a donut, parked your car at the train station, went crazy, and was eaten by a lion.”

      “That sounds like a CSI episode.”

      “Yes, but I do think there’s some substance to the story—well, I mean, besides the donut, me going crazy, and the lion part. That’s not accurate. Obviously. But it sounds like someone hurt you, took your stuff from your parents' house, took your art from your apartment, parked your car at the station, and wanted to make it look like you ran away.”

      “Then why would they text my dad if they wanted to make it look like I took off?”

      “I’m not sure. But whoever texted your dad and Sheriff Vance stopped, probably because they don’t need to keep up the charade any longer. Everyone thinks I killed you, or Shly did.” Either way, I’m screwed.

      “Who is Shly?”

      “Me! It’s the name I gave Quinn. He obviously called the police, or your dad.”

      “Oh, that’s right. It’s kind of a stupid fake name, no?”

      “Yes, it is,” I admit. “I need a better alias.”

      An evil smirk spreads across Penelope’s face. “What if you went by Va-ness-a?”

      “No, that’s terrible.”

      She shrugs. “It’s what I would have done.”

      I have no doubt she would have. I want to tell her that it’s time to rethink how she deals with people, considering someone tried to kill her. But that would imply she deserved what happened to her, which unkind and unhelpful and untrue. What we need to do is figure out who on the softball teams could have hurt Penelope. Too bad that narrows it down to roughly thirty people between the two teams.

      “Let’s make a list of suspects.” I pluck a blue pencil off the floor and take a blank sheet of white paper from a stack on her dresser.

      "Don't take that. It's part of my display for Sunday. Take a paper from that pile." Penelope points to a stack of crumpled receipts and flyers in the corner near her bed.

      “But you’re not going—never mind.” I appease her and grab a crinkled brochure for a furniture store and flip it over. "We have you dead sometime between four and ten thirty." I draw a circle and write the time in the middle then cross it out. “Never mind. The early train leaves just after six in the morning. So I think it’s safe to say you were hurt before then. Let’s say between midnight, when your dad said you went to bed, and five.” I write this down.

      “But my dad said he saw my car when he let for work at four.”

      Shoot. “You’re right, so that would mean you were hurt sometime between four and six.” Which doesn’t seem like enough time to kill, buy a train ticket, collect her stuff, and drive to Trucker. It’s possible this was all premeditated, and our perp bought the ticket before he or she hurt Penelope. Otherwise, how could they have accomplished so much in so little time? Unless they’re a super efficient killer—but then, Penelope isn’t actually dead, so they can’t be that efficient. “As far as suspects go, we have your stepmother." I draw a line from the middle circle and write Mrs. Muffin. "Then we have the Fernn Valley and Trucker softball teams. We also have Jack, Tag, and Quinn. I’m adding Sheriff Vance because there’s something off there, and I smelled nicotine on his breath this morning. What about Ira? You said he smokes.”

      “He did in high school.” She shrugs. “And you take Quinn off that list. He wouldn’t hurt me. We go way back."

      “He could have been upset that you never paid him back, or he was blinded by jealous rage.”

      “It’s not like that between Quinn and me. We’re friends. Tag wouldn’t hurt me either.”

      "We know nothing about Tag. He's the biggest question mark in this case."

      Penelope crosses her arms. "He wouldn't hurt me."

      I withhold a grunt. "We'll leave his name just in case. Our biggest problem is this timeline doesn’t make much sense, and we don’t know if you got in your car. But we do know someone was here, probably last night after the game, looking in your window …" An idea crawls into my head. "What if the person who did this to you looked through your window, saw you weren't here, and drove to Fernn Valley to see if you were at your parents' house?"

      "Damn, girl. If my arms weren't see-through, I'd have goose bumps right now."

      "And, and, and”—my mind is moving faster than my mouth. I pause to regroup—“and the person with the cleats went to your parents' house, killed you this morning, took your stuff and your body somewhere. Then they dropped your car at the train station to make it look like you took off. It's a perfect plan! The train station is old and small, and there's no way they have security cameras." I make a mental note to check anyway. “The plan was to make it seem like you ran off, but then I came into the picture. Now the killer doesn’t need to pretend anything, he or she has me to take the blame.”

      "Bam!" Penelope pretends to drop a microphone. "Only thing is I’m not dead."

      “Okay, we still have a few things to figure out. At least we’re onto something. I only wish we could get a hold of Tag.”

      “You’re in luck.” She points over my shoulder, and I turn around.

      I have no idea what she’s referring to. “What? The sock? Popsicle stick? McDonald’s wrapper? Is that half a burrito?”

      “No. The iPad!”

      Ah, yes, I see it sticking out from under the bed. “Not a good place to keep something so expensive.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you can check my Insta DM.”

      “Good idea.” I pick the iPad up off the floor and press the home key. The wallpaper is a picture of a blueberry muffin. "Where is Instagram?"

      She points to the icon, and I tap it.

      I've never been on Instagram before, but it's fairly user-friendly. I am on her profile. While Tag may be following more people than he has following him, Penelope does not. She has over fifty-five thousand followers.

      Fifty-five thousand!

      Below her picture it says West Coast Paper Artist with an email address for inquiries, which reminds me. “Can I check my email on this iPad?”

      Penelope huffs. “We’re kind of busy making sure I don’t die, and you want to stop and look at your emails?”

      “Mike asked my dad if I checked my emails. Mike is on the softball team, and he was acting quite suspicious this morning.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He talked to me. Not just talked either, he was … friendly.”

      Penelope slaps her hands to her checks. “Oh, the horror!”

      “Mock me all you want, but that’s not typical. There has to be a reason he wanted me to check my emails.”

      Penelope concedes and walks me through the process of logging into my email on her iPad. I have four new messages. Two are clothing ads. One is a newsletter from one of my favorite authors (the next book in Dating My Brother’s Best Friend series is available for preorder). And the fourth message is from Mike Handhoff.

      Zoe,

      Are you okay?

      Mike

      “Aha!” I say. “He’s guilty.”

      “He asked if you were okay. How is that an admission of guilt?”

      “Because he and I aren’t friends. He’s barely acknowledged me before today. Why the sudden interest?”

      “Maybe he likes you.”

      I dismiss her crazy notion with a wave of my hand. “Mike doesn’t have feelings for me. Even if he did, there’s Brian to consider.”

      “Girl, it’s time to face reality. There is nothing between you and Brian. I’d tell you my honest opinion on the man, but you and your stupid boundaries won't let me.”

      For which I’m thankful. There’s no time to deal with reality. Not when there’s a half-dead spirit hovering by and I’m currently Fernn Valley’s most wanted.

      Right now, I need to find Penelope. To find her, I need to figure out who hurt her. Mike has just jumped to the top of my suspect list, but there’s still Tag. I need to find more information on this un-poetic poet.

      I’m back on Instagram, scrolling through Penelope’s pictures, looking for clues. Her art is stunning. This isn't snowflakes, paper hearts, and construction paper as I had earlier imagined. Penelope has created an entire forest scene using nothing but paper. A picture of a blue bird made with multilayers of precisely cut paper has been liked over ten thousand times. I can't help but wonder if Mr. and Mrs. Muffin have seen this. If they have, I don’t understand why they wouldn't support Penelope. She's beyond talented. I can barely cut a straight line and yet, she has created a stunning bridal bouquet out of nothing but paper (that has over five thousand comments).

      "This is incredible. Has your dad ever seen your work?"

      "He's seen a few pieces,” she says. “He doesn’t do social media."

      “And all these pieces posted on your account are missing?”

      “The newer ones. They were in my closet. Should we call the police?”

      “I’m more concerned about your missing body right now than about your missing art, and calling the police didn’t work out so well for us last time.”

      “True. Continue,” she says with a wave of her hand.

      I keep scrolling. She’s posted several of Tag’s poems. One is a gray picture of a bicycle:

      I ride all day.

      I ride all night.

      I go nowhere.

      I see no one.

      I do nothing.

      I am not a bicycle.

      I am the road.

      “I don’t get Tag’s poems,” I say and look up at Penelope. “Do you?”

      “It’s art, and art is viewed with personal bias. His poems mean one thing to me, and they mean another to you. Read one again with an open mind.”

      Okay. Open mind. I reread Tag’s bike poem. I ride all day. I ride all night. I suppose riding could mean going through the motions. He goes all day, and he goes all night, but he doesn’t actually go anywhere or do anything. And in the end, he isn’t the mode of transportation: he’s the road being ridden on. He’s stationary. He’s providing a way for others to travel.

      I am not the bike.

      I am the road.

      Wow. I guess Tag isn’t a terrible poet after all, because I’ve never related more to anything in all my life.

      “It is beautiful,” I say.

      “Told ya. It’s like Tag gets me. I go nowhere. I do nothing. I’m stuck in this small crap town with the same small crap people. And, like, I’m really the strong, solid road that stretches on forever and leads people where they need to go.”

      Not exactly my interpretation—at all. But then again, art is subjective.

      Moving on.

      I check Penelope’s DM (aka: direct messages, ’cause I use cool modern lingo now). The first message is from Tag.

      Can’t wait to meet you in person.

      Penelope hasn't responded, being that the message was sent last night.

      I scroll through the rest of their conversation. They talk a lot about art. She tells him she's decided to quit school. A decision he appears to support. She vents about her stepmother, and Jack, and her lack of funds. Tag offers very little personal information. She asks to meet several times, and he declines each invitation until last Wednesday when he agrees.

      Two weeks ago, Tag sent a picture of himself. He has dark skin, brown eyes, and big circles in his earlobes, purple shaggy hair, and a smolder. His skin is so smooth it looks airbrushed.

      "You almost done?" Penelope asks.

      “Almost—” I’m interrupted by three rapid knocks on the front door. Oh, hell.

      "Go see who it is," I say.

      Penelope disappears while I concentrate really hard on not having a panic attack.

      Penelope reappears. "It's a police officer."
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      This is bad. This is so bad. The police cannot see me here. Breaking and entering is not going to help my I had nothing to do with Penelope’s disappearance argument. Not at all. I hold my breath. Why? I’m not sure. Fear seems to have taken over my ability to react rationally.

      "Should I go yell in his ear?" Penelope asks.

      There’s an idea. “Yes … wait, no!” Too late, she's gone. While I don't want the police to find me here, I do want them to see the footprints and cigarettes outside her window.

      I grab everything I touched—the scrap of paper with the list of suspects, the colored pencil, and the iPad.

      The officer has stopped knocking on the door, and I can only hope Penelope isn't yelling in his ear to go away. We need him to pause for a moment, give me time to escape, and then check the perimeter of the apartment building.

      I crawl out the window, which is really hard to do without touching anything. There's also the matter of the footprints in the dirt directly below. I don’t want to add my own to the mix, but I'm not exactly agile, and leaping a good three feet isn't a feasible option.

      But I do it anyway.

      In my mind, I'm soaring through the air in slow motion, like a secret agent leaping from a building just as it explodes. In reality, I fall face first less than a foot from the window, because I’m smooth like that.

      With a mouth full of dirt, I scramble to the narrow cement walkway. The cleat prints are still there. Hallelujah! I smooth out the area where I face planted using the backside of my hand. I should close both the windows, but I one) don't have the time. Two) open windows could catch more attention.

      I tiptoe down the walkway and peek around the corner. There's a patrol car double-parked with its lights on. Great!

      A shiver runs down length of my spine, my fingertips go numb, and my breath huffs out in a cloud. The spirit is here. She’s more present than she was before, but I still can’t see her. I press my back against the rough stucco siding of the building and close my eyes. This spirit has a peaceful soul.

      And she wants me to run.

      So I do.

      I’m going on blind faith, moving as fast as my legs will take me with Penelope's iPad clutched to my chest, dirt in my mouth, and the spirit telling me to go faster. I zigzag through a group of runners, jump off the curb, and … hold on a second.

      I come to a sliding halt on the street’s gravely asphalt. There are fresh tire marks on the curb, and the street sweeping sign is tilted. Someone hit it! Could it be the same person with the cleats? I don’t know. But I figure out how to take a picture using Penelope’s iPad and go.

      Brian's car is parked three spaces behind the officer. I open the door with a shaky hand and manage to drive away without having a heart attack—a huge accomplishment in my book.

      “Where to now?” I'm not sure whom I’m asking. Penelope? The new spirit? Myself?

      Probably myself, since I don't feel anyone else here.

      Okay, think, Zoe. Think.

      The cop is at Penelope's apartment, which means either Sheriff Vance sent him, or he contacted the Trucker PD to do a well check. This is good, unless the officer leaves without checking the back of the building—then it's bad.

      Of course, he could be there looking for Shly.

      I turn onto L Street, not exactly sure where I'm going.

      "We're in the clear," Penelope says, appearing in the passenger seat. Ah! I nearly ram the car stopped in front of us at the light. "I told him everything was fine and to go away. He was stubborn, took a while to get him to listen. But he did. Ya wel-come.” She snaps her fingers—except they don’t make the snap sound.

      “No ya welcome.” I snap my fingers. “If you would have let me finish my thought, then you’d know that the police officer should not leave. He needs to see the footprints, the cigarettes, and the missing art!” We’re still at the red light, and I suddenly notice the man in the car next to me is staring, probably because I’m taking out my frustration on the steering wheel—using my forehead. Gah!

      “I did exactly what you asked.” Penelope gives me a scathing look. “We wouldn’t even be in the mess if weren’t for you.”

      “How is this my fault? I didn’t hurt you. I didn’t ask for you to come. I was perfectly fine before you showed up at my work looking like the bride of Frankenstein.”

      Penelope isn’t even listening. “I’m probably in Fernn Valley near a creek, like you said, and we’ve spent the last several hours in Trucker!”

      “That’s because you said you came to Trucker this morning!”

      “Well, obviously I didn’t.”

      She’s so freaking self-righteous and so frustrating; I want to punch a hole through a wall. One, two, three, four, five … nope, still doesn’t work. I take a few breaths until the feeling passes. Then a few more after that …

      … still breathing …

      The light turns green. I step on the gas, not quite done working through my anger.

      “If you weren’t Looney Lane then Sheriff Vance would have believed you!” Penelope flickers as she continues to berate me. “My dad would have believed you. They would have found me by now. You broke your promise and ruined my life!”

      Something inside of me snaps. “Maybe it’s time you think about why someone did this to you. Think about how you treat people!”

      “Ooooh, so this is my fault. Right, good to know that’s how you see it.”

      “I didn’t say it was your fault, but it’s certainly not mine. And I am not Looney Lane! My name is Zoe Lane, and I’m a medium, and the only person who can see you! If you think you can do better on your own, then be my guest.”

      “Maybe I—” Penelope slaps her hands over her ears and lets out a horrid scream.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask in a panic.

      “It’s-it’s happening—” Penelope fades in and out until poof, she’s gone.

      Oh, no.

      No.

      No.

      No!

      I swerve into a strip mall parking lot and step out of the car, surveying the area. I don’t see her. I slap my phone to my ear and weave between cars. “Penelope?” I dodge a runaway grocery cart and squeeze between two SUVs in compact spaces. “Penelope?”

      No. No. No. No.

      “Penelope?” I whirl around on the asphalt, desperately searching for her. But she’s not here. I close my eyes and try to summon her back.

      It doesn’t work.

      She’s gone.

      I drop onto a bench—which has my parents’ new advertisement plastered on the back—and cradle my head in my hands. My mind is a whirl of frustration and distress. Penelope is gone She’s probably back at the brown place, and my last words were not nice. I told her to do this on her own. I didn’t mean it—okay, maybe I meant it in that moment—but I don’t mean it now. I shouldn’t have yelled at her. I snapped, because apparently that’s who I am. A snapper. And Penelope’s delicate state couldn’t handle it.

      If only the police could see the cleat prints, the cigarettes, the Nike prints, and the tire marks on the curb. But if I tell them, they won’t take me seriously.

      I guess I could call 911 from a different number or from a payphone and not use my real name, give them all the information I have, and let them take it from there. I’d have to find a payphone first. I’ve never seen one, but I’ve read about them in books. Or maybe one of the businesses in the shopping center would allow me to make a call.

      I have a look around. A dry cleaner, a Starbucks, a music store, a Starbucks, and … “I’ll be damned.”

      Trucker Beauty Academy!

      According to the corkboard in Jack’s room, she’s a student at the academy.

      Isn’t that convenient.

      I can speak to Jack and have her call the police! Surely they’ll listen to her.

      I go back to my car and grab my briefcase before I walk in. The Beauty Academy smells like perm, and there are students hustling around in black scrubs. I go to the counter and speak to a woman who has a shaved head and nose piercing. "I need to speak to Jack, please," I say.

      The receptionist doesn't bother making eye contact. "What service would you like?"

      "Huh?"

      She flips open an appointment book. "Jack has room for a lip and brow right now."

      Aha! Got it. Book a beauty service. This is brilliant. I can talk to Jack as a client! She’s bound to listen to me if I’m paying. "Yes, please book me for a brow and lip right now. It’s urgent."

      The receptionist gets on the loud speaker. "Jack, you have a client for a lip and brow wax."

      Geez, does she have to announce it to everyone?

      A girl with spiky pink hair and dark eye makeup comes around the corner. I recognize her from the photo in her room.

      “Jack!” I say with way too much enthusiasm. Jack jumps back into a display for conditioner. Oops. Dial it back a notch, Zoe. Dial it way back. I need Jack to think I’m sane. “I’m sorry to scare you.” I keep my voice pleasant but not overly cheery. “I’m your client.”

      “Hold on a second.” Jack stops to fix the display. “Okay, come on back.” She waves for me to follow her.

      "Our mutual friend, Penelope, sent me,” I say as we walk through the shampoo area. “When was the last time you talked to her?" Not exactly smooth, but smooth is not a quality I possess.

      “Oh, lawd! She's fine," Jack says, exaggerating the words. "There is a nut running around Fernn Valley telling everyone Penelope has been kidnapped. Her name is Zoe Lane. Seriously. If you hear from her, you're supposed to call the police."

      I almost choke on my own spit.

      Jack pulls open a curtain. We enter a large room with a row of massages tables and students applying masks to relaxed-looking individuals.

      “I heard they found her car at the train station,” I say at a whisper, not wanting to ruin the ambiance. “And no one has been able to get ahold of her.”

      Jack peers over her shoulder at me but doesn’t respond.

      We pass a storage closet and enter a small room hidden behind another curtain. Inside is—what looks like—an exam table. The kind you see at the doctor’s office.

      The walls are pink, and there’s a picture of a woman caressing her hands with a strange smile on her face hung above the wax station. Smooth jazz bumps through the speakers, and every nerve ending in my body is on high alert.

      "What was your name, hun?" Jack asks.

      “Errr … J-Jill." I have no idea where that name came from. But if she can be Jack, then I can be Jill. I mentally slap myself on the forehead. I really need to make a list of aliases to use.

      If Jack is suspicious, she doesn't show it. "Lay down on the table." She snaps on a pair of gloves.

      Gloves!

      Why does she need gloves?

      I lie down and try not to appear as anxious as I feel. There is no time for waxing. There is no time for chitchat. I just need Jack to call the police, and I need to convince her to do so without using my real name. This interaction is going to require more social skills than I currently possess.

      Jack rubs white powder on my upper lip. "How do you know Penelope?"

      “Um … we … Instagram. Yes, we met on Instagram."

      "Are you a paper artist, too?"

      "No, but isn’t Penelope’s work incredible?"

      Jack is not impressed and quickly changes the subject. "Do you want me to take the hair off the cheek area, too?"

      "Wh- what? I don't have cheek hair."

      "Yes, you do. Quite a bit of fuzz.” She hands me a mirror to see for myself. “Do you want that gone?"

      When did I get cheek hair? Why do I have cheek hair? Yikes. “No, thanks." I hand her the mirror and make a mental note to deal with the peach fuzz later. "So, about Penelope. I'm worried. Aren't you?"

      Jack grunts and wipes a stick of hot wax above my lip. It feels quite nice. "That girl is dramatic." She places a strip of cloth over the wax and rubs it hard, gritting her teeth.

      "She said you got in a big fight last night …" I leave the question open-ended, hoping Jack will fill me in. Like what the fight was about. If she decided to kill her over it. You know, the basics.

      "Get this." Jack pauses to rip the cloth off my lip and—

      “Mother … ahhh!" It feels like she peeled the skin off my face. Tears spring to my eyes.

      "Girl, your skin is a little inflamed. When was the last time you waxed?"

      “Never.”

      "Hold still." Jack applies a soothing gel. Then she comes at me again with the stick of wax.

      This is torture, but I need to keep Jack talking. "The fight?" I remind her as I wipe my eyes and prepare for another rip.

      “First, what did she tell you the fight was about?”

      “Um, she couldn’t remember.” Which is the truth.

      “Seriously? That’s what she said? Ugh! I swear that girl can be so self-centered. What really happened was Penelope came with me to my uncle's burial yesterday, and she was on Instagram the entire time. I get that my uncle wasn't a good guy, but he's family. Penelope came for moral support." She hooks her fingers into air quotes. "Except she barely said one word to me the entire time. Then she took a picture of the coffin and posted it to her Insta-story and tagged me. So all our friends were texting and wanting to know who died. Do you know how many followers she has? This was a private burial. Like, I didn't want anyone to know that I was related to a murderer."

      Jack rips the other part of my upper lip off so, you know, I'm evenly red, and keeps talking. "You can't choose your family. The guy was my mother's brother, and she was devastated when he died."

      I wipe the tears spilling down my cheeks—not because I’m sad over her uncle’s death, but because my face is on fire. "Did Penelope apologize?" I ask with a sniffle. Holy hell, this hurts.

      “No! She said she's sorry that my feelings were hurt. That's not an apology.” Jack grabs the torture stick of wax again, red in the cheeks. "She never apologizes for anything she does. All she says is, 'I'm sorry you feel that way.' Or, 'I'm sorry your feelings are hurt,' or she makes an excuse. I get that she's passionate about her art, but she needs to be considerate of other people's feelings."

      "Do you know what she was doing on Instagram?"

      "I guess someone wants to buy three of her pieces, and she was figuring out the logistics."

      "That's kind of a big deal."

      Jack shoots me a look, and I cower.

      “But that was insensitive to post a picture, yes,” I quickly add before I’m waxed to death. “Absolutely."

      “Damn straight, it was insensitive. But that’s Penelope.” She slathers the area between my eyebrows with warm wax. “All she thinks about is me, me, me. She can get under my skin. Do you know Quinn?”

      “Yes.” I wipe my eyes. “We’ve met before. Why?”

      “He bends over backwards for that girl, and she barely notices, barely says thank you, and never pays him back.” She rips my hair and skin off with one swoop.

      “Is he the jealous type?” I fan my burning face with my hand. “Like the raging jealous type willing to do whatever to get the girl? Also, is he on the softball team?”

      “Quinn? No, he’s a good guy, and he doesn’t play softball.” Jack continues to lather, rub, and rip. “He’s had a thing for Penelope. I know it. He knows it. Everyone we know knows it. But Penelope is either totally oblivious or a she’s pretending to be.”

      Aha!

      I knew he had feelings for her. She is totally oblivious. He’s going to be devastated when he learns what happened. Assuming he wasn’t involved. Perhaps he and Jack were in on it together. “What do you know about Tag?” I ask.

      “Besides the fact that she met him on Instagram? Nothing.”

      That’s helpful. "So about her stepmother. Kind of a rocky relationship, right?"

      "I stay out of it."

      I sigh. Then I yelp when she rips more of my face off. This must be how they get terrorists to speak. I say a silent prayer of thanks Jack didn’t have time for a Brazilian. I wipe my eyes, nose, and mouth. Every hole in my face is leaking fluid. "So um … what about Penelope's art in her closet? Did you get rid of it?" I try to sound casual. But I’m aching to get out of here.

      "I will not under any circumstance go into Penelope’s room. It’s disgusting. If she wants her stuff, she has to come get it."Jack applies another layer of something soothing on my brows. She’s almost finished, and I haven’t been able to segue into the cigarettes and cleat prints outside her apartment window.

      I push a breath out through gritted teeth, close my eyes, and concentrate on Jack’s feelings. She’s slightly annoyed by my intrusive behavior. She’s also mad, hungry, and there's a sliver of concern. Like a nagging persistence picking at her, telling her there's something wrong, but she tries to ignore it because she’s still upset with Penelope. An image of a white truck pops into her head. A white, Chevy, two-door truck with no front license plate and a dent near the bumper.

      This, I can work with.

      "I went by your apartment earlier, to see if Penelope was there, and I saw a white truck."

      Jack's hands drop to her side. "You saw a white truck?"

      I nod. “Chevy, two-door, no front license plate. Do you know who it belongs to?”

      "No, but I've seen that same truck going up and down our street several times a day over the last week. I told Penelope, but she didn't seem concerned. Did you notice anything else when you were there?"

      So glad she asked, I tell her about the window, cigarettes, curb, and cleat prints. Her face pales, and her heartbeat quickens. Panic encircles her thoughts, and I’m confident Jack did not kill Penelope. Which crosses one suspect from my list.

      "I smelled cigarette smoke outside my window last night,” she says, almost in awe. “But when I looked, no one was there.”

      “Was that before or after Penelope left?”

      “It was shortly after.”

      This fits in with my theory. The perp looked through the window, didn’t see Penelope, and went to Fernn Valley. This makes me think it was a player on the Fernn Valley softball team as opposed to the Trucker. Why? An educated guess. Penelope didn’t say she was close to anyone on the Trucker team, and how would they know where her dad lives?

      “Did you call the police?" Jack asks.

      "No. I wasn't sure what was going on. But you probably should call them considering no one is able to find Penelope."

      Jack rips off her gloves. “Do you think she's in trouble?"

      I sit up. “Yes, and I think you should call the police and have them meet you at your apartment right now. Be sure to tell them about the white truck."

      "Okay. Here's your ticket.” She hands me a slip of paper. "Thanks." She pushes back the curtain and walks away. My face is hot and sticky, but I feel a sense of relief. Jack is calling the police. She saw the white truck, she smelled the cigarettes, and she knew Penelope left her art. That seems like enough evidence to launch an investigation.

      I go to the receptionist desk and pay my service.

      "Here's your change, dear." She drops two dollars into my hand. "There's a big sale in the shop if you're interested." She points to the beauty supply store attached to the school.

      “Thank you.” I stand there for a moment, staring down at the money in my hand, not exactly sure what to do next.

      So I sit.

      I should go home and face Sheriff Vance, let the police take it over now. Heaven knows they’ll do a better job than I have. After all, I’m not a detective. I’m a medium—and after today, I’m not sure I should even call myself that anymore. Not after the way I snapped at Penelope.

      I’m deep into a self-loathing misery when in my periphery I see Jack running toward the exit with a backpack slung over her shoulder.

      “Jack, wait up,” says a guy with a dark man-bun, wearing a white smock and bright red shoes.

      “I don’t have time, Wes,” Jack says and pushes the door open. I watch her walk across the parking lot and out of sight.

      “Dammit, Penelope,” Wes says under his breath.

      Did he just say Penelope?

      “Excuse me.” I follow Wes into the beauty supply store.

      Wes takes a seat behind a glass case displaying a variety of tweezers. “Can I help you?” he asks.

      “Do you know Penelope Muffin?”

      “Not personally, but we’ve chatted on DM.” Wes twirls an escaped tendril of dark hair between his fingers, looking bored. “She was supposed to do a story yesterday about my new skincare line, but she never did.”

      “Her story?” I’m confused.

      “Her Insta-story. I gave her a ton of product. Including the mud mask.” He points over my shoulder. I turn around.

      Jars of Magic Dead Sea Mask are stacked in a pyramid on a small round table with a pink tablecloth. A picture of a model with the mud smeared all over her face is displayed on an easel, and there’s a cut out advertising the cost—only $59.99.

      Geez. No wonder Wes is mad. Sixty bucks for … MUD! I gasp so loud the ladies under the hairdryers peek over to see what the commotion is all about.

      Mud!

      I grab a jar—probably should have taken one from the top of the pyramid, not the bottom, but whatever. Wes bends down to clean up the mess while I twist open the mask. Yes, Penelope was a bit translucent, but the mud in the jar looks awfully close to what was on her forehead!

      “She was supposed to try this mask yesterday?” I ask Wes.

      “Yes.” He stacks the jars on the table. “It’s fantastic, made in Israel, and has natural therapeutic ingredients.” He nods to my face. “It’ll help with your inflammation.”

      “And Penelope was supposed to do a story on this yesterday?”

      “Yes, and she didn’t. She even DM’d me last night saying she was going to post it right then, and she never did.”

      “What time did she DM you?”

      “Get this”—he stacks the last jar—“midnight. Next time I’ll use an influencer program and not rely on a friend of a friend.”

      I don’t know what he’s talking about, but if Penelope sent him a message at midnight saying she was posting a story about the mask then she didn’t end up doing so, my timeframe of being hurt between four and six could be wrong. She could have been hurt much sooner.

      “What does this look like when it’s dry?” I ask.

      “It turns hard and a greenish color.”

      The clay-like mud on Penelope’s face was certainly not greenish, which meant it was freshly applied. “How long do you leave it on your face?”

      “You’re going to want to leave it on for about twenty minutes. A little bit goes a long way. Scoop about a quarter size of mask onto your fingertips then apply it to your forehead, rub it down to the sides of your face, over your nose, and around your chin.”

      “Start on my forehead,” I confirm.

      “Yes, your forehead.”

      “Scoop up a quarter size and plop it on my forehead.”

      “Yes.”

      “On my forehead.”

      Wes gives me the most pitiful look, like I’m a lost puppy. “Honey, do you want me to write this down for you?”

      I shake my head. “Um … no. Thank you for your time.” I place the jar back on the table

      and head back to the waiting area.

      I take a seat and go over the timing in my head, creating a new scenario with the information I have. The killer finishes the softball game around ten thirty. If the killer is on the Fernn Valley team (as I suspect he or she is), then he or she went out to celebrate. Mike did say they partied hard. Then the killer, who is slightly inebriated (or not, I’m speculating), drives to Penelope’s house, up and over the curb, taking out the sign, looks through the window, doesn’t see Penelope, then drove to Fernn Valley to find her.

      Mr. Muffin said Penelope was asleep when he left for work, but he hadn’t checked on her, and her car was out front. If her car were gone, I’m sure Mr. Muffin would have been concerned.

      I grab the piece of paper with the suspects written on it.

      Mrs. Muffin had a serious enough injury to not play in an important game, but she was able to walk all the way from the bakery to her house. She and Penelope didn’t have a good relationship to begin with, then Penelope shows up in the middle of the night and announces she’s moving home. Mrs. Muffin could have had enough and killed her stepdaughter, tried to make it look like Penelope ran away, and the stress caused her to start smoking again. She wasn’t even the slightest concerned when I stormed into the bakery talking lions and bears and posing the possibility of Penelope being hurt. Except the timing doesn’t exactly work, and I’m not sure where she’d get a white ruck.

      Then I have Jack—she was mad at Penelope, but I don’t think she hurt her.

      Jack is out.

      Quinn … I’m on the fence. We’ll keep him on the list.

      The entire Trucker and Fernn Valley softball teams? I cross out Trucker.

      Ira—he smoked in high school, and that’s about all I have on him.

      Then there’s Sheriff Vance and the Fernn Valley softball team, specifically Mike, and of course we still have Tag. Something about Tag doesn’t sit right with me.

      I grab Penelope’s iPad. Luckily the school has Wi-Fi, and I’m able to check Instagram again. I scroll through her Direct Messages reading each one, which takes a solid five minutes. Word of her disappearance has spread through Fernn Valley and Trucker, and her inbox is filled with messages of concern from friends.

      Are you okay?

      Where are you?

      I'm worried!

      I keep scrolling, looking for Tag’s message, but it’s gone. I search for Tagalicious. Several accounts show up, but none of them have the eyeball.

      Tag’s profile isn’t there anymore. Can you delete an Instagram profile that easily? I ask the receptionist. She looks at me like I’m an idiot and says, “Yeah.” Good enough for me. So Tag’s profile is gone. He wouldn’t delete it unless he had something to hide.

      Something like … gee … I don’t know … Penelope!

      I go back to Penelope’s profile and scroll through her posts. The pictures of Tag’s poems are still there. I study each one. There’s the bike poem. One poem is about leaves, and there's a picture of a leaf. One is about how our hearts are canoes on the rocky sea of diversity—and there's a picture of a canoe. One poem is titled, I Am a Tree and, of course, there's a picture of a tree:

      You stand in my shadow.

      You drink in my air.

      You consume my thoughts.

      But you don’t know I’m there.

      I hide behind the iris, hoping one day to break free.

      If you stepped out of my shadow, would you hate me?

      Huh? Is an iris a type of tree? I ask the receptionist.

      “How the hell would I know?”

      Alrighty then. I ask Google. Google says no, it’s part of the eyeball. As in Tag’s profile picture.

      Tag hides behind the eyeball!

      I bring the iPad closer. The picture of the tree is in black and white. The tree is large, off-centered, bare of leaves, with twisty branches that almost form a heart, there’s a backyard fence, and the sun is setting behind the mountains. I've never seen the heart tree before, but I do know those mountains in the distance.

      That's Fernn Valley.

      I’ve spent a lot of time looking out my own window, staring at those mountains. If Tag was from Washington, then why would he have a picture of a tree in Fernn Valley?

      The answer: Tag is from Fernn Valley!

      The next question is: who is the real Tag?

      Based on everything I’ve discovered, my best guess would be “Tag” is on the Fernn Valley softball team. Which means he celebrated “so hard” last night.

      Of course, this is just a theory. Before I go accusing anyone of murder, I want to be sure.

      I check Instagram one more time. Penelope’s profile picture is red-rimmed, and I tap on it. A photo of a casket shows up. This must be the picture Jack was mad about—the one Penelope took at the funeral. The picture disappears, and it's now a picture of Penelope. She's holding up the Dead Sea Mask. Before I can even blink, the picture changes to an ad for kitty litter.

      Ah!

      I exit out and start again.

      The casket, then the picture of Penelope holding the mask. She’s at her dad’s house. I recognize the blue walls and the bed in the background. The blankets are jumbled, and her suitcase is open and overflowing.

      My mind goes back to earlier today, when I was at the Muffins’ house. Penelope's bed was made. Not only was it made, but it was made nicely. For someone who lives with unidentified furry blobs in their bedroom, I find it hard to believe she'd make the bed before she left.

      I mentally slap myself on the forehead for not making the connection sooner. Then I actually slap my forehead, because, well, it now seems so obvious. Penelope is a slob! She’d never leave the room that clean.

      I go through the pictures again, and again, and again, and again. Hoping something will stick out to me. I check the background for clues. Her bed is unmade and … I move the iPad closer. Sticking out from under the same pink sheets with butterflies on them, the ones I saw this morning at the Muffins’ house, there’s also a blanket. It's fuzzy and brown.

      My mind jumps to Penelope's brown place. She specifically said it was brown and fuzzy. At the time, I thought her vision was fuzzy, but it is possible that it was quite literally brown and fuzzy.

      Oh, gosh. I know because of the mask on her forehead she was likely attacked in her room, right as she applied it—which vetoes my creek theory. Perhaps her killer didn’t know she wasn’t fully dead, panicked, and wrapped her in the blanket for transport. Then he cleaned up the room.

      I was completely off. Which stinks because the good residents of Fernn Valley are meeting in less than an hour to search Paradise Falls when they really need to find the heart-shaped tree. Maybe Penelope won't be at the tree, but if we find “Tag” then we’ll find her.

      And I’ve a hunch who Tag really is.
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      I peel out of the parking lot, leaving a cloud of burnt rubber behind me. "Come on, come on, come on, come on," I chant as I get on the highway. "Come to me, Penelope. Come to me."

      Driving as fast as Brian’s car will go (which isn’t very fast at all, or maybe it seems slow compared to mine), I near the Fernn Valley County border. "Come to me, Penelope. Come here, please."

      The silence stretches on, and I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white.

      "Come on, Penelope." I know it’s a long shot, but if I can summon Penelope, I can ask her about the truck and the tree. “Come on, Penelope. Please.”

      “I'm here,” she says. I can barely see the outline of her spirit sitting in the front seat.

      I’m so relieved I could cry. “Where have you been?”

      "The brown place.” She sounds like she’s speaking through a paper towel roll.

      “When you're there, does the brown remind you of the blanket on your bed at your dad’s house? The fuzzy brown one?"

      "It's hard to tell. It’s just brown.”

      I want to yell, we know it's freaking brown! But I don't. Getting hysterical didn’t work out well last time.

      Penelope grows brighter—her features becoming clearer. There’s still mud on her forehead and a cut under her eyes. But her hair is down, and the twigs are gone, and her shirt is clean, and she’s wearing a jacket.

      “Why are you so red?” she asks and leans in closer. “Did you burn yourself?”

      "I went to Jack's school, and she waxed my face off,” I say and wince at the memory. “Why are you wearing a coat?"

      Penelope looks down as if she hadn’t noticed. “Wow. I thought I lost this jacket when I moved to Trucker. It was my favorite. I wore it almost every day. How’d I get it on?”

      “There’s a headband in your hair, too.”

      Penelope touches the top of her head, confusion plaguing her face. “I don’t remember putting on a headband.”

      “You’re also wearing sneakers,” I point out.

      Penelope peers down. She has on black and pink high-top Sketchers. They look brand new.

      “These are my favorite shoes,” she says, turning her right foot from side to side. “I accidentally ruined them with glue last year, and I was so bummed. They don’t make them anymore.”

      Penelope is in her favorite shoes. Her favorite jacket. Her hair looks freshly brushed and silky smooth. The cut under her eyes is fading as well as the mud. Which means one thing, Penelope is leaving.

      Crap!

      I don’t want to tell her this, because I don’t want to freak her out. If anything, she deserves to transition peacefully. But I’m not giving up hope. Not yet.

      “Do you remember the Dead Sea Mud Mask Wes gave you?” I ask.

      She touches her forehead. "Do you think?"

      I nod. “I don't think you're by a creek anymore. I think you were applying the mask when your attacker broke into your room.”

      “Who the hell broke into my room?”

      “Two new developments while you were in the brown. First, there’s been a suspicious white truck driving up and down your street."

      “Jack mentioned that. I don't hang out with anyone who drives a white truck, if that's what you were going to ask.”

      It’s exactly what I was going to ask. "Second, Tag is a fake account."

      Penelope grunts. “No, he’s not."

      "Hear me out, Penelope. His account has been deleted."

      “No, it hasn’t. You’re just not looking right. You said you didn’t have Instagram. Remember? Do you remember when you said that?”

      "It's self-explanatory, and I'm positive. The account is gone, and do you remember the tree poem he wrote?"

      “I love that poem.” She puts her hand to her heart. “It’s so sweet.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not sure how you interpreted it. But I took it as Tag is a tree, and the real man is hiding behind the iris, which is part of the eye anatomy.”

      “Are you saying Tag hurt me?"

      "I'm saying Tag is not Tag. He’s a guy pretending to be Tag. A guy who is on the softball team, drives a white truck, smokes, was outside your window, and tried to kill you very early this morning. I don’t know if it was premeditation or a crime of drunken passion, but he made your bed, cleaned your room, grabbed your stuff, went back to your apartment—hence the Nike shoe print, and took your art—because we all know you’d never leave it behind. Then he took your car, parked it at the train station, and hoped everyone would believe you took off. Who knows where your body was dumped or if he’s holding you hostage.”

      “You figured all this out while I was gone?”

      “It’s a hypothetical situation based the information I’ve recovered. Anything sound familiar?”

      “Like, do I remember someone trying to kill me in my bedroom? Then the answer is no.”

      “The only part of my theory I’m stuck on is the timing. Your car was out front at four in the morning, but it would make more sense if the killer went from your apartment to your dad’s house. I’m sure your dad and stepmom would have heard the noise.”

      “Not necessarily. My dad snores, and Michelle sleeps with earplugs.”

      Then I could be right, the killer (or attempted killer) could have snuck into Penelope’s room shortly after she arrived home. “I read once that murderers don’t typically go far to deposit a body, so chances are you’re within Fernn Valley County.”

      “What the hell were you reading?”

      “In Cocky Baby Daddies, the main character is a homicide detective.”

      Penelope looks forward. “You’re weird.”

      “There’s one more thing that I need to tell you.”

      “Like what?”

      “I think it’s Mike.”

      “Mike what?”

      “I think it’s Mike who hurt you. He’s on the softball team, we know he was in Trucker last night, you know him, and he was acting weird today.”

      “Why would he catfish me?”

      “Um … huh?” What’s a catfish have to do with anything? Honestly!

      “Catfishing is when you go online and pretend to be someone you’re not.”

      “Why is that called catfishing … you know what? Never mind. Not important. Based on the poems, I think he catfished you because he’s secretly in love with you but doesn’t think you’ll feel the same once you’ve discovered his true identity.”

      “But why wouldn’t he say so? Mike Handhoff is hot now. Like, I’d be cool going out with him.”

      “I don’t know. Like I said, this is all theory.”

      “So where are we going?”

      “We’re going to Fernn Valley. I need to find Mike and a heart-shaped tree.”

      “You’re making no sense. You sure you didn’t hit your head?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I’ll explain it all once we get there. But we have to sneak in.”

      “Uh … Zoe? Does the white truck have a missing front license plate?”

      "Yes! Do you remember who it is?"

      “No … but there's a white truck following us."

      I check over my shoulder, and sure enough, there's a white truck fast approaching. I slam on the gas, which does nothing. Brian's car has the horsepower of a lawn mower.

      "Uh, Zoe!" Penelope attempts to grab for the seat belt. "Zoe! The truck is going to hit us."

      I change lanes. The truck changes lanes. I change back. The truck changes back.

      For the record, I really suck at being followed.

      I will Brian's car to go faster by muttering, "Hurry up, you stupid hunk of worthless metal," but it's no use. I'm fairly certain if I opened the hood, I'd find a row of D batteries.

      The truck revs its engine and rams into the back of us. We lurch forward. I check the rearview mirror. I don't have a clear view of the person's face, but I can tell by the hands gripping the steering wheel that it's a guy. He rams me one more time. I overcorrect the wheel, and we tumble down an embankment. It happens so fast and yet so slow.

      I'm screaming.

      Penelope is screaming.

      I scream.

      She screams.

      I scream.

      She screams.

      We both scream.

      She screams.

      We do this for a while until we land upside down.

      What … just …

      …

      Ugh.

      …

      It takes a moment to wrap my head around what just happened.

      …

      Still wrapping …

      …

      Wrapped.

      I cough and peer down or … err … up. I’m hanging upside down, and the roof is merely inches from the top of my head. The engine is making a hissing sound, and it smells like gunpowder. I take stock of all my limbs and organs: everything is here and intact.

      Penelope appears outside the window, lying on her stomach and looking in. "Are you okay?"

      "Not sure yet."

      I unbuckle my seat belt. Stupid idea, because my head falls hard against the smashed roof. It takes some creative maneuvering, but I'm able to crawl through the hole that was once the passenger side window, coughing and gasping for air.

      "I think that’s the same white truck Jack was talking about," Penelope says.

      I’m lying on my back and gaze up at her. "Gee, ya think?”

      "The good news is Brian won't notice the scratch anymore."

      I'm not in the mood for jokes. Even if she is right. "We need to get to Fernn Valley." I crawl back though the smashed passenger window and try to pull my briefcase free, but it's wedged in the back. "Crap! I don’t see my phone either.”

      "Someone will drive by soon and call the police."

      I stand, my body protesting the movement, and look around. Brian’s car is about ten feet outside of Trucker County (per the Welcome to Fernn Valley sign). Great. Sheriff Vance’s jurisdiction.

      “They’re looking for me, Penelope. If someone calls the cops, they’re going to take me in for questioning, if not arrest me. No one is going to believe me, and you're going to die!"

      Penelope flickers. "Then let's go!" She takes off running into the forest.

      I abandon the wreckage and follow. My heart beats in my ears, and my lungs burn, but I can’t stop. The adrenaline pumping through my veins pushes me to go faster, further, and do so without thinking about the pain radiating down my arm and across my chest. I jump over bushes, zigzag around trees, leap over a creek. I run until I reach the edge of town, and stop to catch my breath. Which is really hard to do. It’s possible I lost a lung along the way.

      “We … need … to find … out … where Mike … lives." I pause to cough, gag, and gasp. “Except … I don’t know where…. Can you go to the brown place one more time and listen, tell me if you … Penelope? Penelope?"

      “I’m here!” She’s studying her hands.

      “What’s … wrong?”

      “I feel different.” She rolls her shoulders. “I feel lighter.” The cut and mud are gone.

      “Penelope, please. Please hang on for a few more minutes. We’re so close!”

      “But if I leave now, I can see my mom.”

      “No! I mean, yes. But you have lots of stuff to do on earth, remember? Remember? Remember!”

      She nods her head. Then poof, she’s gone.

      Dammit! I fall to my knees, clutching my chest. Between the car crash and the adrenaline rush, I’m fighting to stay conscious. Every ounce of my being wants to curl up into a ball and cry, or sleep, or both. Probably both.

      But Penelope needs me.

      I manage to get to my feet and shuffle forward. I'm behind the Muffins’ neighborhood. I can hear a group of people gathered in the street. I check my watch. It's almost five, when the search party is to commence. Not the best time for me to be out in the open.

      I continue walking on the tips of my toes, hiding in the shadow of the trees. I'm not even sure where I’m going. The train station? The trailhead? The Muffins’ house?

      I stop and close my eyes, hoping the unknown spirit from earlier today will guide me. Clearing my mind, I draw in a deep breath through my nose and push it out through my mouth.

      It's not working.

      I don't feel anyone. This is a terrible time to be left to my own devices. I fall back against a tree and drop my hands to my knees. The truth is, with two search parties, they're likely to find Penelope before I do. Unless Mike is the killer, and he’s involved in the search. There’s no chance he’ll lead people to where Penelope is, and Sheriff Wacko-doodle is still involved.

      The situation once again feels hopeless.

      There’s a part of me that wants to give up. Roll over, play dead, throw in the towel, and every other synonym there is for quitting. If Penelope is dead, what’s the point of rushing? It’s too late. I was so wrapped up in saving my own hide that I didn’t do what was right for her. I should have answered the door and shown the police what I found when I was at Penelope’s apartment. Or I should have called them when I found out about Tag and the heart-shaped tree. I messed this whole thing up, so, of course, I’m crying.

      I’m crying because I’m frustrated with myself, with the situation, and … no, that’s a lie. I’m crying because a twenty-one-year-old paper artist is dead because of me. Also, I’m tired. And hungry. And hurt. And scared. And lonely. And sad. I’m so incredibly sad. I’m sad because Penelope is more than likely deceased, departed, gone, and every other synonym there is for dead. At least she’s with her mom. Maybe that’s why the spirit from before isn’t here, because it was Penelope’s mother. Now she’s reunited with her daughter, and there’s no point in helping me anymore.

      She’s not dead.

      The thought pops into my head, as if someone whispered it into my ear. I roll upright, wiping my eyes with the backside of my hand.

      There’s still time, the small voice says again. It’s the spirit from before. She’s back!

      “Are you Penelope’s mother?”

      I’m not. But you need to hurry.

      “Where is she?”

      There’s a stretch of silence, and I can feel the spirit leave. Great! How hard would it be to say, hey, Penelope is alive, and here’s the exact location of her body? Good luck.

      So it turns out the helpful spirit is not so helpful after all, and she’s not Penelope’s mother either. Not that her identity matters at this moment. If she says Penelope is alive, then Penelope is alive. Which means wallowing in the depths of despair won't to anything. There’s still time!

      Okay, think, Zoe. Think.

      The Instagram picture of the tree was taken from someone's house because of the backyard fence. The mountains in the background means the house is pointing … I spin around in a half-circle. It would be easier if Fernn Valley weren't surrounded by mountains (hence the name valley), but I have a keen sense of direction. The picture was taken at sunset, so it was …east.

      No, west.

      No, east.

      Ah!

      Whhyy can’t I remember this?

      Answer: because you haven’t eaten since breakfast, have been searching for a half dead spirit’s body all day, have been accused of murder, was threatened by the sheriff, was in a car accident, and the man you’re in love with has a girlfriend.

      In short, it’s been a traumatic day. It’s a wonder I’m still standing. Now I just need to force my brain to function. East or West?

      “Zoe Lane?” Comes a familiar voice, and my heart thunks into my gut. I lick my lips and turn around.

      "Sheriff."
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      The light peeking in through the trees makes lines across the sheriff's face, and a shiver of panic cause my knees to wobble. He takes a small step forward, the leaves crunching under his shoes. "I've been looking for you, Zoe Lane."

      I take a small step back. "I've been looking for Penelope."

      "So have we. She never did get on or off the train. But I suspect you know that."

      "I had nothing to do with her disappearance, but she is hurt, and she does need help. Did you talk to Trucker PD? Did they go to her apartment? Did they look outside the window?” I know I’m rambling, but I can’t stop. Desperation has taken over my mouth. “There are cigarettes outside on the ground. Can't you run DNA on them?"

      This question sparks an all-abandoned rage within the Sheriff Vance—and I don’t know why. I can feel the fury radiating from him, and for an instant, his gaze darkens.

      There’s a pause while we both decide what to do next. Then the sheriff lunges forward, grabs hold of my right wrist, and swings it behind my back. "Zoe Lane, you have the right to remain silent."

      “You can’t arrest me. You have no proof I hurt Penelope!”

      "Anything you say can be used against you in the court of law …" He's still spouting off my Miranda rights, not listening to me. His thoughts are black and troubled.

      "I didn't do anything!" I plead with him. "We need to find Penelope before it's too late."

      "If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be appointed for you …" He's struggling to get the handcuffs off his belt, I suspect it’s been a long time since he’s had to use them.

      Also, I’m flailing around as if my life depended on it.

      Because it does.

      "You're not listening to me! We're running out of time!” There’s obviously no reasoning with him, so I start screaming. "Help me! Help me! Help me!"

      "If you decide to answer questions now without a lawyer …"

      "Help!"

      Frustrated, Sheriff Vance pushes me to the ground and places a knee in my lower back.

      "Help!"

      "You have the right to stop answering questions at any time." He slaps the cuff around one wrist. I kick and scream and rock from side to side. Resisting arrest is a criminal offense, but so is arresting someone without probable cause … I think.

      So I continue to fight.

      Yes, a three-hundred-pound man has pinned me to the ground, but his spirit is dark, and his thoughts are troubling, and Penelope is dying. I won't give up.

      I kick and thrash and drop four-letter words that would cause my mother to faint. "Help!" Honestly, does no one in Fernn Valley respond to cries for help?

      Sheriff Vance is still struggling to get my other wrist in the cuff, while I'm struggling to break free. I throw my head back, giving one more cry for help when I see it. Off in the distance, facing west, three streets up, on a slight hill is the heart-shaped tree.

      I summon every ounce of mental and physical strength I have, but it’s not enough. Sheriff Vance is too big, too strong, and too mad. He removes his knee from the center of my back and stands. I can see his shadow, I can hear his ragged breaths, and I can feel cold metal wrapped around each of my wrists.

      “I found Zoe Lane sneaking around in the forest behind the Muffins’ house. She’s in custody now.” I don’t know who he is talking to, someone on the phone since I can’t hear a response. Unless he too has the ability to speak to the dead … I turn my head to the side to check.

      Nope.

      He’s on the phone. “Bring the search team and dogs out here.”

      I didn’t know Fernn Valley had cadaver dogs. This is good, except, “You need to find Mike Handhoff and check the house with the heart-shaped tree!”

      “That’s enough out of you.” Sheriff Vance pulls me to my feet. I can see the veins pumping in his neck.

      “No, it’s not!” I snap.  "I know about the brown-eyed child. I know about the woman in blue who took him away. I know you carry anger, resentment, and that you have a dark spirit. I know all this because I am a medium. I can feel your anger, and I can read your thoughts. I knew Penelope was in trouble because her spirit told me so!”

      There’s a flash of terror on Sheriff Vance’s face, and he drops his phone.

      “And if you’re not going to find her, I will!” I take off west, which is hard, being that my hands are cuffed behind my back.

      I can hear the sheriff chasing after me, yelling for me to stop. I may not be the athletic type, but I don't have a beer belly. This race is in my favor.

      I cut between two houses and through someone’s fenceless yard. An angry dog lets out a series of ferocious barks, testing the strength of the chain holding him back, as I round the corner. I swerve to get out of his way and keep running.

      I’ve lost sight of the tree, because I’m moving up a hill, but I know this is the right direction. The adrenaline has reactivated my ability to navigate east from west. I jerk my head from side to side, looking for people or animals ready to take me out. Coast appears clear, and I keep trudging forward with my hands secured behind me. I pass a faded swing set and stop to step over a white picket fence. I’m on a residential street lined with run-down single-story homes with overgrown lawns, discarded furniture on the driveway, weeds growing out of the cracked cement, and windows covered in cardboard.

      Right in front of me is a blue-trimmed house that looks more like a used car lot. And parked at the curb is the white truck. Bingo!

      As I go to move forward, strong arms lift me, and suddenly my back is against a prickly bush. It takes a second to make sense of what happened, and then I recognize the face staring down at me. It’s Mike.

      I go to scream, and he slaps a hand over my mouth. “What are you doing?” he asks, rhetorically, obviously, being that his sweaty palm is prohibiting me from speaking. His eyes drop to my arms. “Why are you cuffed? Are you running from Vance?”

      Again, can’t answer.

      Mike removes his hands, and I spit on him—for lack of a better defense.

      “Dude, what did you do that for?”

      “Where is Penelope?” I demand.

      “I don’t know.” Mike keeps a firm hand on my shoulder and wipes his face using the inside of his shirt. “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

      “You took her!”

      Mike stares at me in disbelief. “I took her? You’re accusing me of kidnapping when you’re the one in cuffs?”

      “Look, there’s no time to argue about this. If you just tell me where she is, then you won't be charged with murder. She could live,” I say, even though I’m fairly certain attempted murder carries the same sentence as murder, but I’m trying to negotiate here.

      Except Mike looks so utterly confused that I’m second-guessing whether he had anything to do with this. My suspicion is confirmed when he blurts out, “What are you talking about?”

      “Didn’t you stop at Penelope’s apartment after the game last night?” I ask.

      “No, I drank too much and caught a ride with Sheriff Vance.”

      Oh.

      “Did he stop at Penelope’s?” I ask.

      “I don’t even know where Penelope lives. Everyone thinks you took her. And what do you mean if we find her she could live?” He lowers his tone and tightens his grip on my shoulder. “What did you do, Zoe?”

      “Nothing! It was Tag,” I blurt out in desperation.

      Mike’s face is motionless and jaw-dropped. I try to read his emotions, but panic is pumping through my veins, and I’m in no position to feel anyone else’s feelings right now. I need to break free.

      So I do.

      By spitting in Mike’s face again.

      “Dude!” He moves enough for me to slip out from his grip and run across the street without looking both ways. The white truck parked at the curb doesn’t have a front license plate, but it does have a severely damaged bumper.  In the driveway is a two-door red car with black interior. I know that truck is the one that rammed into me. But I also know that red car. It's Ira’s.

      Or as Penelope calls him—Irky Ira.

      "Stop her!"

      I look over my shoulder. Fast approaching is a brigade of concerned Fernn Valley citizens, with Sheriff Vance leading the charge.

      Crap!

      I push open Ira's side gate with my shoulder and slam it closed with my hip. Using my legs, I tip over a wheelbarrow, and a bucket, and a rack, a potted plant, and anything and everything in my path making an obstacle course for anyone chasing me. Ira’s backyard is huge, at least half an acre, and unkempt. Twigs, leaves, and weeds carpet the ground. There’s a rusty El Camino, rundown shed, and the heart-shaped tree in the corner.

      “Penelope!”

      Ira slides open his back door. "Zoe Lane, what are you doing in my backyard?" He flicks a cigarette and brings his hands to his hips.

      "Where is she?"

      "You've lost your mind." He holds up his palms and walks toward me, as if approaching a wild animal. "A lot of people are looking for you."

      "I know you took Penelope. I know your Instagram name is Tag. I know you've been DMing Penelope this whole time!"

      "I don’t know what you're talking about."

      "Yes you do! Penelope wouldn’t give you the time of day, so you created a fake Instagram account to connect with her …" I'm reading his thoughts, which are free flowing. "You went to tell her you were Tag several times over the last week but chickened out. Last night, you were drunk and stupid, and you went to her apartment. When she wasn’t there, you went to her parents’ house, snuck in through her window. She got mad, a fight ensued, and you accidentally killed her, you sick piece of crap, except you didn’t actually kill her!"

      “H-h-how do you know this?”

      “I can read your mind!” I scan the backyard again. There’re only two places to hide a body, the El Camino or in the shed. On a hunch, I go straight for the shed. Ira runs after me. Unlike the Sheriff, he doesn't have frontage pounds slowing him down. I’m tackled to the ground. I kick and scream and thrash. "Help!" I smash my forehead against Ira’s face, and he cries out in pain.

      The brigade arrives. Ira rolls off of me, his face covered in red. "She attacked me."

      Mr. Batch, Fernn Valley’s mayor, pulls me to my feet, and holds tight to my arm. “Calm down now, dearie.”

      “Don’t call me dearie. I never attacked Ira. He took Penelope! He tried to kill her! Let go of me. Look in the shed!”

      “I’ve got this.” Sheriff Vance pushes through the crowd, huffing and puffing, his forehead glistening. “I’ll take her.”

      “Wait a second, Vance.” Mr. Batch holds up a finger. “She says Ira took Penelope.”

      Sheriff Vance’s mouth curves into a sardonic grin. “She also said that she speaks to dead people.”

      The crowd snickers.

      This is ridiculous. I’m not wasting Penelope’s time explaining myself. So I kick Mr. Batch in the shin, feeling a bit guilty. He really is quite nice, and he's only doing what he believes to be his civic duty, but he needs to move.

      I burst through the shed door. Which makes me feel like an all-mighty superhero, but in reality, the doors are rusty, and they basically crumble to the ground. "Penelope!" The shed is dark, smells like mildew, and is filled with old gardening equipment and spider webs. I start pushing stuff around using my legs.

      "Step out of the shed," Sheriff Vance says, gun drawn.

      "Vance, is that really necessary?” asks another familiar voice. I think its Rosa from the library. “Zoe, honey, why don’t you come out of there so we can figure this out.”

      They’ll have to drag my dead body out of this shed. There’s no way I’m leaving until I know Penelope isn’t here. It would be a whole lot easier to look for her if my arms weren’t secured behind my back.

      I kick a generator out of the way and find a large wooden chest with part of the brown blanket sticking out. "Penelope!"

      Sheriff Vance grabs me by the arm, pulling me away.

      "That's her!" I scream frantically. "She's in there! You need to check the chest! Check the chest!"

      Sheriff Vance releases my arm and steps slowly over to the chest, gun drawn, as if expecting an armed jack-in-the-box to pop out and go all Rambo. He kicks the lid open and gasps. She’s there. I can feel it. Penelope is in the chest, and she’s barley hanging on.

      My work here is done.

      I stumble outside and assume the fetal position with my hands behind my back.

      “She’s in here,” Sheriff Vance yells.

      There’s a hushed silence while the news sinks in. Then, as if someone flipped a switch, the crowd bursts into action. Some run into the shed. Others are on their phones. I hear Rosa calling Mrs. Muffin. Mrs. Batch has a choke hold on Ira, whose face is beet red.

      Well, that’s one way to detain him.

      I can hear the concern in the voices of those helping Penelope. “Hang on.”

      “She has a pulse. It’s weak, but it’s there.”

      “I need an ambulance.”

      I close my eyes, the adrenaline drains, and the reality sets in. To think, today started with a donut … the donuts Ira brought in. Huh? He kills their daughter then goes and buys donuts from them.

      Penelope was right. Ira is Irky.
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      The ambulance has whisked Penelope away. The Muffins are meeting her at the hospital in Trucker—since Fernn Valley only has an Urgent Care. Ira is sitting in the back of a squad car, and I’m still on the ground with my hands locked behind my back. People are staring, and whispering, and afraid to come near me.

      Well, all except Rosa, because you can always count on a librarian.

      “Zoe, Zoe, Zoe.” Rosa takes a seat on the ground beside me and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Why didn’t you tell me about Penelope this morning?”

      I give a feeble shrug of my shoulders, not wanting to answer. I will no longer say anything to anyone ever again. I drove around Trucker, spoke to Penelope’s friends, followed clues, and found her. I discovered it was Ira. I solved this entire case on my own (okay, Penelope helped a little, and so did my unseen spirit friend). If I’d not involved anyone else, if I’d not called the police or talked to the Muffins, I still would have found Penelope. But I wouldn’t have been pushed to the ground, cuffed, and had the sheriff blurt my secret to half the community (really only five people, but it might as well be the community considering how fast news travels around these parts).

      “I called your mother,” Rosa says.

      “What did you tell her?” I ask.

      “Only that you saved the day and found Penelope Muffin.”

      “How’d she take it?”

      “She was …”

      “Worried?”

      “That’s a word for it.”

      Another word is fursterical (a combination of hysterical and furious, not a real word, but it should be), which is exactly the state of Mary Lane upon her arrival. There’s no amount of police tape that can keep her out. She pushes past the officers called to the scene, berates anyone who tries to stop her, and runs to me with open arms in her tweed blazer and big permed hair, mascara smudged under her eyes.

      “I demand to know what is going on!”

      Rosa stands and dusts off the back of her dress. “Zoe here saved the day.”

      “Then why is she in handcuffs? Where is Sheriff Vance? I demand to speak to someone in charge!”

      She’s creating quite the scene, and I love it.

      Sheriff Vance walks over. “Mary.” He nods.

      “Vance.” She politely nods back, and then explodes. “Why is my daughter in handcuffs? I demand you take them off right now.”

      “She was a suspect.”

      “Was? Was! I heard Ira was responsible for all this. What more do you need from my daughter?”

      “We still have questions.”

      “Cuffing Zoe and leaving her on the ground like some animal is not only immoral but illegal. She found Penelope Muffin; you didn’t. She did your job for you, and you reward her by treating her like a criminal. I demand that you take the handcuffs off of her at once, and if you want to speak to my daughter, you can do so with an attorney present.”

      Wow. I haven’t seen my mother this mad since they cancelled All My Children. Way to go, Mom.

      “And you’ve lost my vote in the next election, and you better believe I’ll make sure everyone in this town knows that you’re lazy and can’t do your job. We’re … we’re … we’re going to sue you!”

      Too far, Mom. Too far. Yikes. When you work solely on commission, it’s not a good idea to threaten the most powerful person in town. Also, no one ever runs against Sheriff Vance, not sure whom she would vote for.

      Rosa backs away slowly, not wanting to be party to this conversation any longer. I don’t blame her. The next election isn’t for two more years. Sheriff Vance has been the sheriff for basically ever. He’s not going to take a threat to his position lightly.

      Mom has just put herself in a precarious position. She doesn’t see it yet. She’s blinded by anger.

      I peer up at Sheriff Vance, his eyes narrow but he doesn’t speak. Instead, he takes a knee and unlocks the handcuffs. I sigh in sweet relief and rub my sore wrists.

      “Let’s go, Zoe.” My mother yanks me up by the hand and practically drags me out of there.

      “Mom, slow down.”

      “I’m so mad I could spit.”

      Wow, that’s really mad.

      She marches me down the street to our van haphazardly parked in the middle of the street. Seeing my parents’ smiling faces plastered on the sliding door sparks a wave of anxiety.

      My mom may have just ruined their careers by threatening the sheriff.

      “Get in,” Mom says.

      I do as I’m told and slide into the passenger seat. She shoves the keys into the ignition with more force than required and pauses, resting her forehead on the steering wheel.

      “You okay, Mom?”

      “I can’t believe I said that,” she says barely above a whisper.

      “Thanks for sticking up for me.”

      Mom turns to face me. “I will always stick up for you.”

      I reach over and give my mom a hug. Her familiar scent of Aqua Net and geraniums brings tears to my eyes. No matter how neurotic she may get (and she can get very neurotic), there is nothing more comforting than being wrapped in her arms. And for just a moment, it feels like everything is okay.

      The spirit from before has returned. She’s watching this tender exchange between my mom and me.

      “My goodness, Zoe. You just got so cold.” Mom cups my cheeks in her hands, her brown eyes meeting mine. “Why are you …” her voice trails off, and she studies me under an intense gaze.

      She knows.

      Deep down, she knows about my gift. But she’s too afraid to admit it. So she does what she does best—fret. “You need to be seen by a doctor. You could be in shock. You could have a bruised pancreas or kidney.”

      “Can you bruise your pancreas?”

      “I don’t know!” Mom yanks the car into drive and speeds down the street. She doesn’t even know about the car accident, and I don’t tell her. Not the right time.

      “Hey, Mom?”

      “What!”

      “Can you drop me off at The Gazette? I need to pick up my car, and I’d like go to the hospital to see how Penelope is doing.”

      Mom blinks a few times. “Wh-ho-wha … you have a car?”

      Oh, right. I haven’t had the opportunity to tell her about the BMW gifted to me this morning. So I fill her in, leaving out the whole spirit element.

      “They gave you a hundred-thousand-dollar car?” Mom is near hysterics. “Why would they give you a hundred-thousand-dollar car? How are you going to pay for the maintenance, and the gas, and the insurance?”

      “Not sure, not sure, and not sure. But I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.”

      “Well, you can’t cross that bridge in a hundred-thousand-dollar car! Not on your income. Not on mine … especially now …”

      “It’ll be okay, Mom. Worst case scenario, I sell it.” Though I really don’t want to, and it’s not because it’s fast, and sporty, and fun, but because it was a gift.

      “I just don’t know what to do about all this, Zoe Matilda Lane. I just don’t know …”

      That makes two of us.

      We arrive at The Gazette. I really don’t want to tell Brian that on top of having to cover for me all day, I totaled his car.

      But I have to.

      “Do you want me to go with you to the hospital?” Mom asks. “Your father has been sick all day, but I’m sure he can manage for a few hours alone.”

      That’s right. Dad is “sick” with food poisoning. Gah! Another issue I forgot about. I’ll have to make sure everyone knows Butter Bakery is a safe place to buy baked goods.

      “No, I’m fine on my own. Thank you.” I reach over and give Mom a quick peck on the cheek. I’ve never done that before, at least not in my adult years, but it felt like the right thing to do. I don’t give her enough credit.

      Now I must get my car, drive to the hospital to check on Penelope, figure out who the spirit is that’s been following me around, and profusely apologize to Brian.

      I start with the latter.

      Brian is in his office, looking every shade of green, with his chin in his hand, and his eyes glued to the computer. I tap on the door to get his attention.

      "Zoe!" He springs from his desk, sending the chair crashing against the wall, and rushes toward me. I think he's about to give me a hug, and I open my arms, ready to receive him. But he slips past me and closes the door.

      Well, that’s embarrassing.

      I pretend to stretch my arms, as if preparing for a run, to cover the blunder. Which reminds me of how sore my body is. There’s a good chance I won't be able to move for the next three weeks. Ouch.

      Brian doesn’t seem to notice that I’m standing in the middle of his office, stretching. He takes me by the shoulders and gives me a little shake. "Where have you been?”

      “Looking for Penelope Muffin.”

      “Trucker PD just called. They found my car totaled on the side of the freeway just over the county border. What happened?”

      “Yes, about that … um … I’m so sorry. See, I was run off the road by Ira and rolled a few times. But I promise that I’ll find a way to pay you back. It truly was an accident.”

      “Zoe, I don’t care about my car. That’s what insurance is for. I was worried about you. The cop said there was no one in or around the vehicle. I thought you’d been kidnapped or worse … and did you say Ira?”

      “Yes, Ira. It seems he’s been playing Penelope for a while.”

      Brian drops his arms and runs a hand through his hair. “Ira who is over obituaries and Squirrel of the Week?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ira who brought in donuts this morning?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ira who is on the softball team?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ira—”

      “The answer is yes to all of it,” I interrupt, and proceed to tell him the story of what happened—about Instagram, Tagalicious, the cleat prints, cigarettes, white truck, and the shed. Poor Brian looks quite distraught.

      “I’m glad Penelope is alive, but how did you know she was missing before anyone else?”

      I shrug but offer no explanation.

      “That’s why you left in a hurry this morning?” he asks.

      “Yes. Thank you for covering for me. I wouldn’t have been able to find Penelope if it weren’t for your help.”

      Brian rubs his face and blows out a breath. “I’m not sure what I did, but I’m happy she was found alive.”

      Me, too.

      Brian leans back on his desk, still looking green. It seems unfair that he’s now without a car while I get to drive away in mine.

      “I really am sorry about your car. Can I give you a ride?”

      He shakes his head. “Vanessa is going to pick me up.”

      That’s right, Va-ness-a. Ugh. Her name on his lips crushes my heart. He knows it too … wait a second. He knows it. Aha! I can feel it. I feel Brian’s feelings! He’s sorry for not letting me know about Va-ness-a. He suspects that I like him, though he assumes it’s more an infatuation than anything serious, but he’s … torn.

      Brian is torn.

      Torn!

      Ha-ha!

      I try not to appear as excited as I feel. First, I’ve never been able to feel Brian’s feelings before. Second, he’s torn! Sure, that could be deemed a bad thing, but I’m choosing to see it as he’s torn between Va-ness-a and me. I’m mentally doing backflips.

      “About Vanessa—” he starts to say, and I place a finger to my lips to stop him.

      “You don’t need to explain anything.” I smile, what I hope is a choose-me-love-me-dump-her type of smile. Best not to come off too eager at this point. Not while I’m ahead … I mean, I guess I’m not technically ahead. But I’m tired, and sore, and I’ve been arrested, and crashed into, and accused of murder, and chased, and if I want to believe that I’m ahead, then dammit, I’m ahead!

      I’ll deal with reality tomorrow.

      “I’m going to the hospital to check on Penelope.” I back up toward the door.

      Brian pushes his brows together. “O-okay. Will you let me know how she’s doing?”

      “You’ve got it.” I make two finger pistols and fire them with a click or my tongue and a wink of my eye.

      Whhhyyy did I just do that? Oh, geez. Why do I have to get so weird?

      “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid,” I chant as I walk to my car. “You’ve got it. Real smooth, Zoe. Real smooth. Honestly.” I get in my car and realize that I can’t let Brian know how Penelope is doing because I don’t have a phone, nor do I have a wallet or a driver's license.

      It’s illegal to drive without a license.

      I get out, walk back to The Gazette, tap on Brian’s door, and hold up my keys. “Would you like to take her for a spin? You can see how Penelope is doing.”

      Brian has no idea what to make of me. He juts his jaw and studies me with an intense gaze. I feel my cheeks go red. He’s still torn … but in spite of himself, he says, “No.”
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      So I go ahead and break the law and drive myself to Trucker Community Hospital without a license. Rejection sucks, but it is nice to be reunited with horsepower.

      The waiting room is filled with concerned Fernn Valley residents. Mr. and Mrs. Batch, Rosa, the Clarks, along with several other familiar faces. Sitting in the corner are Mr. and Mrs. Muffin. I’m overcome with guilt upon seeing their grief-stricken faces. How could I ever think they would do this to Penelope?

      I approach them slowly, not sure how they’ll react. Mr. Muffin’s mouth goes to a line. He stands with the aid of the chair. “Zoe Lane. What are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on Penelope.”

      Mrs. Muffin wipes her red nose with a wadded-up tissue and peers up at me with wet eyes. She beckons me using her finger to come closer, and I bend down. Before I can say anything, she throws her arms around my neck. I fall to my knees and struggle for a bit before I realize she’s not trying to kill me; she’s trying to hug me.

      “You saved our girl,” Mrs. Muffin mumbles into my shoulder.

      Mr. Muffin hugs me from behind. I’m in a Muffin sandwich. It’s uncomfortable, and I can’t quite breathe. My right rib pops, but I’m overwhelmed with relief.

      “Have a seat,” Mr. Muffin says once I’m released. “Right here.” He pats the chair beside him.

      I sit down. “How is she?”

      “She’s in surgery now. They had to give her a blood transfusion, and they’re going to have to remove her spleen. But they think she’s going to pull through. Thanks to you.”

      Mrs. Muffin dabs her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’d get up to give you a real hug, but I hurt my leg at Tae Kwon Do.”

      The star pitcher and Tae Kwon Do? Remind me never to cross Mrs. Muffin.

      “How’d you walk to your house from Butter with a hurt leg, though?” Obviously she didn’t attempt to kill Penelope, but curiosity forces me to ask anyway.

      “When your kid is hurt, nothing else matters.”

      Fair enough.

      Mr. Muffin looks straight ahead. “I only wish we’d listened to you sooner. I had a feeling something was off before you even said anything. That sick lunatic of a coward showed up at the bakery first thing this morning to buy donuts. He looked me right in the eye and asked how Penelope was doing. But he was shaky and a little pale. My gut told me something wasn’t right, but I ignored it. I told myself he was sick from drinking too much last night.”

      Mrs. Muffin rests her hand on top of her husband’s. “Hindsight is always twenty-twenty.”

      “Did they say what happened?” I ask.

      Mrs. Muffin nods. “But I don’t have the energy to talk about it right now.”

      “Me neither,” adds Mr. Muffin.

      Understandable. I know the gist of the situation anyway, but I would like a few more details, for example the weapon, was Ira on my computer, why did he create the Tag account, where is Penelope’s stuff … basically everything. I want to know everything.

      The automatic doors part, and in walks Quinn and Jack. Quinn gives his grandparents Mr. and Mrs. Clark, a hug, while Jack comes straight to the Muffins. “How is she?”

      Mr. Muffin gives her the same update he gave me.

      Jack is hysterical. “I-I-I didn’t know she’d get hurt. I shouldn’t have kicked her out last night. I just want her to be okay. I-I-I—”

      “Shhhhh.” Mrs. Muffin hands Jack a clean tissue. “It’s not your fault. Heaven knows my last words with Penelope weren’t exactly pleasant. This is just a reminder of how precious life is.”

      Jack blows her nose and looks at me. “I didn’t know you’d be here, J—”

      “Hey-yo,” I interrupt, for lack of better things to say.

      Quinn walks up behind her.

      I have a mild panic attack. Before he can open his mouth, I bolt upright. “Hello, again. So glad you two are here.” My voice is abnormally high-pitched and way too cheery for the situation. “Why don’t you take a seat here?” I offer him my chair. “Can I get you water? Coffee? Hot chocolate? Funyuns?”

      Funyuns?

      Not sure why I suddenly feel the need to play hostess, but my odd behavior only seems to confuse the duo more. Quinn and Jack exchange looks, but neither says anything. I don’t need them telling everyone that I was using different names today. It will only raise questions that I’m in no mood to answer.

      I end up fetching coffee, water, and Funyuns for the entire waiting room.

      It takes two hours before the surgeon arrives with a smile on his face. “She’s critical but stable,” he says. Which sounds like an oxymoron to me, but at least she has a pulse. “We don’t see any reason why she shouldn’t make a full recovery.”

      The room erupts in cheers. Everyone is hugging. Except for me. I’m standing outside the group, doing this weird fist pump thing with my arms, because awkward is my specialty.
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      I'm home by eleven. Jabba, my cat, rubs his body up against my leg as a welcome home. I bend down to pet him, and he bites my hand, which about sums up our relationship.

      Both Mom and Dad are asleep on the couch. I cover them each with a blanket and turn off the television, not wanting to wake them. They had a hard a day too. We all need rest.

      I go to my room, peeling my shirt off as I walk, and deposit it on the floor. I’ll throw it away tomorrow. It smells like car accident and is stained with grass and sweat. Plus I’m tired of being accused of dressing like a grandma. I kick off my shoes, take off my pants, slip into a nightgown, and crawl into bed. I’m too tired for personal hygiene. That will all have to wait until tomorrow.

      Jabba jumps onto my bed and curls up on my face. “There’s seriously like half a bed worth of space to sleep on, cat.” He doesn’t move. Instead he hisses.

      Ugh. I just want to sleep!

      I plug my ears, but Jabba’s hisses persist.

      Fine!

      I sit up to see what he’s so upset about, but I don’t see anything. I do, however, feel the same female spirit as before.

      “I know you’re here. What is it that I can do for you?”

      The spirit doesn’t reply. But I have the strangest prompting to get a hold of Tabitha Corner, the medium. She never did call me back. Granted, I don’t have my phone. She could have called after the car accident. “I’ll do it tomorrow,” I say out loud. “I’ll buy a new phone. It’s about time I have a cell that has the ability to connect to a Bluetooth anyway. Reaching the Other Side is in my briefcase. I don’t remember Tabitha’s number.”

      But the spirit does.

      Ten numbers enter my head, and even though I want to sleep, I throw the covers off. The cordless phone is in the kitchen. I bring it back to my room and check the time. It’s almost midnight. Tabitha is probably sleeping, but I feel the need to call her now.

      So I do.

      The phone rings in my ear. I feel stupid calling this late, but if anyone is going to understand, she will.

      “Zoe Lane,” a shaky voice answers. I’m momentarily awestruck that Tabitha knew it was me before I said anything. Then I remembered every phone this side of 2000 has caller ID.

      “I’m sorry to bother you so late,” I say, pulling the blanket over my legs and lying back.

      “No bother. I’ve been expecting your call. Tell me how I can help you, Zoe.”

      “Actually, I don’t need help anymore. I had a spirit that turned out to be alive still, sort of how you described in chapter fifteen of your book.”

      “You’ve read my book? Reaching the Other Side?”

      “Yes, I love it. It’s helped me tremendously.”

      Jabba jumps up on my lap and folds his paws, eyeing the door.

      “You sound so young. How old are you?”

      The cynic in me wants to say, shouldn’t you know this since you're psychic? But that would be rude. Obviously, psychics do exist. “I’m twenty-three.”

      “I’m curious, how did you happen upon a copy of my book, Zoe?”

      “The library.”

      There’s silence on the other end.

      “Hello?” I ask. “Are you still there?”

      “I am,” she says at last. “I wrote Reaching the Other Side many years ago. No publisher was interested in what a medium had to say at the time. This was before all those reality shows. I ended up self-publishing the book, but I only sold a handful of copies.”

      I’m not sure what to say. Sorry? That’s a bummer? Better luck next time?

      “Where do you live?” she asks.

      “In a small Northern California town called Fernn Valley.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “It’s really not that interesting of a place, but it’s pretty.”

      “No, it’s interesting that you found my book in your library. Someone would have had to ask your librarian to order the book. I’m not sure how else it would have wound up there. Reaching the Other Side went out of print in two thousand and four.”

      My mind works hard to grasp the relevancy of this comment, and why the spirit wanted me to know this. My dad had read the book when we visited the library, but that was a few years ago. I’m almost positive he didn’t request it. Rosa did say I was the only person to ever check it out. But the book could have been there for years. That would mean …

      “Yes, Zoe Lane,” Tabitha says, answering my internal question. “There’s a very good chance that you’re not the only medium in Fernn Valley.”

      Well, I’ll be damned.
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      I’m at the library by eight o’clock the next morning. It was hard to sleep after my conversation with Tabitha last night. I couldn’t stop thinking about who could have requested Reaching the Other Side from the library all those years ago. Perhaps there is another medium in Fernn Valley, someone who has hidden his or her gift all these years, someone who has been waiting around for a person like me to arrive.

      I’m not going to lie, I picture us connecting, sitting at Butter Bakery, sharing a croissant, and chatting about the spirits we’ve helped. I picture us getting our nails done. I picture us going shopping together (okay, in my head the medium is my age, hip, with a modern sense of style, but that’s only because I have no friends or life).

      The prospect of having someone else that understands what I’m going through is exciting. Which is why when Rosa unlocks the library door, I push right in.

      “You’re up early this morning,” she says. “How are you doing?”

      I follow Rosa to her desk. “I’m doing okay. Have you heard anything about Penelope?”

      “Just that she did well overnight, and they’re expecting her to wake up this morning.”

      We take a moment to appreciate the gravity of the situation …

      That’s long enough.

      “I need to know who asked you to order the copy of Reaching the Other Side.”

      Rosa gives a short, uncomfortable laugh. “Oh. Sure … I might be able to find that out.”

      “You don’t remember ordering it?”

      Rosa takes a seat and slips on her readers. “I think I can be counted on to remember when someone asks me to order a book about connecting with the dead. It’s been here since I took over the library. The only people to show interest are your father and you.” Her mouth curves into a smile. “I have theories about you, Zoe Lane.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I play coy.

      “Sure you don’t.” She winks. “Okay, let’s see.” She checks the computer. “It doesn’t say. Let me do a little more digging and see if I can figure it out for you.”

      I try not to look as disappointed as I feel. I wanted instant gratification.

      Oh, well.

      I should have known better. Life isn’t about instant gratification. The only way I’ll get that is from a donut.

      I leave Rosa and walk over to Butter Bakery. The sign on the door says they’re closed. I should have guessed as much. Of course, the Muffins are with Penelope, plus there’s that whole food poisoning business I need to clear up.

      I settle for a Twinkie from the gas station. It doesn’t have the same instant gratification as a donut, but it will have to do. I’m feeling tired, ragged, and sore, but push myself to check off a few housekeeping items before I head back to the hospital. First, I go to the bank to withdraw cash and order a new debit card. Then I head over to JoAnne’s Boutique to buy a purse. It’s not nearly as functional as my briefcase, but it’s all she has. While I’m there, I purchase a lime green shirt and tan blazer. JoAnne says I look adorable. I’m not so sure about the combination, but she works in fashion and I don’t. Next stop, the tech store. Mr. Lewis talks me into a phone I can’t afford.

      “It has over sixty-four gigabytes of storage,” he says.

      I don’t fully appreciate how much storage that is, but when he offers me his employee discount, I hand him my temporary debit card. Praying it doesn’t decline.

      Accepted!

      Welcome to the twenty-first century, Zoe.

      I’m feeling quite proud of myself, and step outside to enjoy the sunlight. It’s a beautiful Saturday morning. Mr. Clark, Mr. Sanders, and Mr. Ishmael are already on their bench, watching the street.

      I ignore the whispers and sideways glances as I walk through town with my purchases and go straight to Earl Park. I take a seat in the gazebo and pull out my new phone. Mr. Lewis did the basic setup for me, but I still need to transfer the numbers from my flip phone—assuming it survived the crash.

      I’m able to download Instagram, and I set up my account. When it’s time to select a username, I pause. The obvious choice would be Zoe Lane. But I can’t help myself and type in Sane Lane. Ha. Penelope will get a kick out of that.

      Assuming she remembers me.

      I lift my chin, soaking in the vitamin D. It feels good to be alone with my own thoughts and feelings. I’m enjoying the peace when suddenly I feel someone take a seat beside me. It’s Mrs. Batch, with a goofy grin on her face.

      “Hello,” I say.

      Mrs. Batch wiggles around until she’s facing me. “My sweetheart died in Vietnam.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “We were young and in love when he was drafted. I told him I’d wait, and I did. But he didn’t make it.”

      I’m not sure why she decided to sit down and tell me this depressing story … oh, no.

      “The darnedest thing happened to me yesterday,” she says. “I was driving into town when I heard Penelope Muffin's voice in my head, telling me to run a red light.”

      Oh geez.

      “Terrified me to pieces, and I drove off the road, and, well, I’m sure you heard the story.”

      I nod, scared at where she’s going with this story.

      “So I got to thinking about that experience and what happened to poor Penelope yesterday.” She pauses to cross herself. “His name was Peter.”

      I’m not following. “Huh?”

      “My sweetheart who went to Vietnam. Peter Xavier. You can tell him its Darlene Valentine. That’s my maiden name.”

      “I’m not sure …”

      Mrs. Batch taps my knee. “I’ll wait. You do your thing.”

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      Mrs. Batch wants me to talk to the dead for her. Mrs. Batch, the mayor’s wife. Mrs. Batch who plays Mrs. Claus in the parade every year. Mrs. Batch who looks a lot like Mary, the See’s Candies lady.

      I’ve never summoned a spirit who has already transitioned, and I’m not exactly sure how that works. But Mrs. Batch is looking at me with hope written all over her face, and I don’t want to let her down. I’ve read about this in Reaching the Other Side, and I close my eyes and envision a door. There’s light around the door. Light so bright it almost hurts. “Peter,” I whisper. The door opens, and I feel the presence of a male spirit, but I don’t see anyone. It’s like the spirit who has been visiting me off and on over the last two days.

      “Peter is here,” I say. “He says, ‘Hey, there.’”

      “That’s wonderful! Now tell him that I found out about Susie Crimson and Dianna Waldron. He’s the devil, and I’ve never forgiven him.”

      “Um … okay.” Err … I concentrate on what Peter has to say to this. “You couldn’t have thought you were the only girl waiting for me. I needed options when I got home.” Wow, Peter is a jerk.

      “I knew it. I’ve waited almost forty years to tell you this—you are a pig!”

      A group of people walking by the pond gives us sideways glances.

      Great.

      “Er … um … maybe we keep our voices down,” I say.

      Mrs. Batch leans in so our shoulders touch. “You are a pig.” She smells like peppermint and spits when she whispers.

      Peter hears this and says, “At least I don’t look like … wow.” I clap my hand over my mouth. Not cool, Peter. Not cool.

      “What did he say?” she asks.

      “Nothing worth repeating.” I grab my purse. “Anything else?”

      “Hitler.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I want to speak to Hitler and give him a piece of my mind.” She rolls up the sleeves of her sweater and looks at me expectantly.

      Oh, geez.

      “Sorry.” I stand up. “How about you … um … make a list, and we’ll get together to discuss.”

      “What about Mussolini?” she hollers after me as I walk away.

      Evil dictators are where I have to draw the line … sure feels like I’ve been drawing a lot of lines lately. I should probably write these down. Just so I don’t draw the same line twice. You know, for efficiency sake.

      I stop at the crosswalk and wait for the cars to go by. Without meaning to, I exhale a massive sigh. There’s a gnawing pain in my stomach, just under my ribs. I can’t tell if it’s because I’m hungry or because I just admitted to Mrs. Batch that I’m a medium.

      I shouldn’t have contacted her fiancé. While I was up last night, dreaming of my medium sidekick, I came up with a script of what I should say if someone were to ask about Sheriff Vance’s comment yesterday.

      Concerned Citizen: Do you see dead people?

      Me: No.

      Obviously, I have a hard time sticking to the script. Dictators and cheating fiancés aside, my interaction with Mrs. Batch wasn’t unpleasant. Maybe Penelope was right—I shouldn’t hide my gift from anyone. But then I think about Sheriff Vance. The look on his face, the anger he felt, the brown-eyed child in his thoughts. Sure, Penelope was found, Ira confessed, she’s going to live, and I’m not going to jail, but this feels far from a happily ever after.

      Or maybe the gnawing stomach pain is from a bad Twinkie?

      Probably not, but it’s good for the soul to be optimistic once in a while.

      “Pssst. Zoe?” a male voice in my ear causes me to jump. I swivel around. It’s Mike. He has on dark glasses and a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled over his hair and cinched tight. If he’s going for incognito then he’s missed the mark. This is Fernn Valley—everyone knows everyone, even when they’re wearing a sweatshirt and glasses.

      Also, his sweatshirt says Fernn Valley Softball Team #2 Handhoff.

      “What’s wrong, Mike?”

      He jerks his head for me to follow and walks away. I really don’t have the time, nor do I have the energy to deal with him. But I suppose I do owe him an apology for accusing him of attempted murder.

      And for spitting in his face.

      Mike checks over his shoulders then ducks into the alleyway between the dry cleaner and the pharmacy. His bizarre behavior has me on edge. I look around just to be sure no one is fast approaching with pitchforks and flaming torches.

      Coast is clear.

      At least, it appears to be. “What I can do for you, Mike?” I ask as I step into the alleyway.

      There’s a deep V-shaped frown between his eyebrows. “Dude, how’d you know it was Ira?”

      “No,” I say, sticking to the script.

      Mike screws up his face into a big question mark. “No what?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      We do this for a while.

      “No …” He makes circles with his hand, urging me to finish my thought, and I give up. We can’t do this forever, and I got places to be, people to see, naps to take.

      “I had a hunch, that’s all,” I finally say.

      “You had a hunch it was Ira? Then why did you accuse me of hurting Penelope?”

      Good question. I blow out a breath and let my shoulders sag. “I assumed you had something to do with it.”

      “The truth is, you assumed right,” Mike says, and my stomach does that roller coaster lurchy thing. Mike just admitted he helped with Penelope’s attack, and, yet, I’m standing with him in an alleyway. This feels like a very bad idea.

      “Thanks … um … for letting me know,” I say, backing up. “I’ll just be … um … be on my way.”

      “Don’t go. Let me explain.”

      “No.” I turn to leave, and Mike jumps in my path to block me in. Panicked, I open my mouth, about to scream when he presses his fingers to my lips.

      “I didn’t attack Penelope,” his voice is fast and determined. “But I did know about the Instagram account, and I knew about Tag, and I knew Ira had been catfishing someone on DM. But I didn’t know it was Penelope.” He drops his finger and shoves his hands into the pocket of his sweatshirt. “I told him he should go for it last night, but I had no idea it would end this way.”

      Didn’t see that one coming.

      “Dude, we were so wasted,” Mike continues. “Ira was going on and on about this girl on Instagram. He said he was going to meet her and come clean, but he didn’t think she’d forgive him. The thing is, Ira is a little intense.”

      “A little intense? The man hurt Penelope with a … do you know what he hurt her with?”

      “Pocket knife,” he says, and we both cringe. “He asked me if he should go to her house, and I said he should. But I give terrible advice when I’m drunk.”

      There’s an understatement. “What you’re saying is that he didn’t plan on killing Penelope.”

      Mike shakes his head. “He was drunk and feeling overconfident and received some awful advice from an equally drunk friend. He went to Penelope’s apartment in Trucker since that’s where we were. She wasn’t there, so he drove to her parents’ house, snuck in her window to confess his feelings. Penelope freaked out—as anyone would—and called him some pretty terrible names. Dude snapped and pulled out his pocketknife.” He turns his attention to the ground. “That’s when he called me.”

      I take a step back. “What did you say?”

      “He asked me to pick him up from the train station around five o’clock, but I was still faded and told him no. He ended up walking home, stopping to grab donuts for the office on the way.”

      The pieces of the puzzle are finally coming together. “What time did he call?”

      “Dude called me at four. Based on what I’ve heard, by that time he’d already dragged an almost lifeless Penelope through his yard and put her in his shed. Then he went and cleaned up her room, grabbed her stuff from Trucker, and went to buy the train ticket. I don’t know what he was thinking, but my guess was he was desperate because he thought he’d killed her. And he figured he could make it look like she ran off.”

      Aha! Seems I was right about it all—except who the actual perp was. I had that wrong. Which I suppose is the most important part. But in my defense, I’m still new to this.

      “If you see Penelope, can you tell her I’m sorry,” Mike says.

      I want to tell him not to be so hard on himself. I want to tell him it’s not his fault. I want to tell him he did nothing wrong. But the truth is, he knew about the catfishing and said nothing. And saying something—in this situation—would have changed everything.

      “I’ll tell her,” I say. “And what’s with the getup? Are you embarrassed to be seen with me?”

      “No, not at all.” He pushes his hood back. “I still haven’t recovered from the food poisoning.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Those donuts were perfectly fine. The food poisoning is all up here.” I pat his head.

      “But I got sick.”

      “Probably a night of drinking mixed with deep fried dough.”

      “Oh ... ”

      We both force a chuckle, which is followed by an awkward pause. “Well …” I say.

      Mike nods. “I’ll let you go ...”

      “Um … sure.” I step to the side just as Mike does. He moves left just as I move left. Then I move right just as he moves right. We do this awkward dance for a while until he places his hands firmly on my hips to keep me in place and steps out of the way.

      I feel my cheeks turn red, and I’m not sure why. “Thanks,” I say, heading toward the sidewalk. Wait a second. One more question. “Mike? Why did you email me?”

      “Because I didn’t have your phone number.”

      “I know but why?”

      He shrugs. “To see how you were doing.”

      Oh. I feel a bit flattered. Except, “Did you look on my computer?”

      “No, I didn’t. But I saw Ira looking before I went home yesterday.” He gives an apologetic smile.

      He saw Ira looking at my computer and again said nothing! He’s unbelievable. Honestly!

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry about that,” he says, as if addressing my internal frustration. “I’ll work on being more vocal. See you later, Zoe Lane.” He strides out of the alleyway, and I watch him go, feeling all jittery. Mostly because my stomach is fluttering around like I swallowed a swarm of butterflies, and I don’t want to have fluttery feelings Mike Handhoff. First off, he knew about Ira and said nothing. Second, he isn’t Brian. And third, he wears his pants too tight.

      Also, he took the last glazed donut.
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      The atmosphere of Penelope’s room at Trucker Hospital is somber. The blinds are drawn, and Mr. Muffin is lying back in a recliner with his straw hat over his face, snoring. Mrs. Muffin is crocheting a scarf—a really long scarf. Her fingers move feverishly through the motions, loop and pull, loop and pull, loop and pull.

      Then there’s Penelope. She’s in bed with the blanket tucked under her arms, an oxygen cannula in her nose (I’ve read the entire Hot Doctors series—so I’m well versed in medical lingo), and machines beeping all around her. She turns her head slightly at the sound of my footsteps. Her face is void of recognition, and my heart sinks a little.

      Mrs. Muffin looks up startled and uses the railing of Penelope’s bed to stand. “This isn’t a great time, dear.” She says as she limps over. “She’s sleeping.”

      “No, I’m not,” Penelope says, her voice hoarse. “She can stay.”

      Mrs. Muffin hesitates then gives a slight nod of her head and limps back to her chair and the ten-foot-long scarf.

      “Can you get me purple Jell-O?” Penelope asks as soon as Mrs. Muffin’s butt lands in the chair.

      “I don’t think they have purple Jell-O here.”

      “I’ll eat if I have purple Jell-O.”

      Mrs. Muffin hesitates then uses the railing on Penelope’s bed to help herself up, again, and limps out of the room. Penelope and I are alone. Well, alone with Mr. Muffin who is deep into the REM cycle. I cross my ankles, still standing, and clasp my hands in front of me, unsure of what to say or do.

      “They don’t have purple Jell-O here,” Penelope says. “She’s been hovering, telling me to eat, but I don’t feel … ” She sucks in a breath through her nose and pushes it out of her mouth. “I feel … nauseated,” she forces the words out, and I remember—emetophobia. I looked it up last night—causes overwhelming anxiety pertaining to vomiting. The good news is—according to the internet—that it can be fixed by confronting challenging situations. I’d say being stabbed in the abdomen and undergoing hours of surgery would be considered challenging for anyone—let alone an emetophobic.

      But then again, I’m not a therapist.

      “My dad said you found me and that we’re, like, friends,” Penelope says. “I don’t get it. Are you, like, obsessed with me?”

      I suppress an eye roll. “No, actually I'm not."

      "Good, because Irky Ira was."

      "Perhaps you should lay off the nicknames."

      "Probably." She pauses to take a breath. “I had, like, the weirdest dream about you. We were in my room, and then we were in a car, and you were yelling at me.”

      I can’t suppress the eye roll this time. Of course she remembers our argument.

      “There was a car accident and a DustBuster?” Penelope looks off into the distance.

      I say nothing and let her continue.

      “There was brown and …” Her eyes meet mine. “It was so vivid.”

      “That’s because I’m a medium, and your spirit visited me.”

      “Oh, really,” Penelope says with mock astonishment. “That’s interesting.” She reaches for the nurse call button, and I grab her wrist.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” I say, reading her emotions. She’s convinced I’ve come to finish her off. “Your spirit appeared to me while you were trapped in Ira’s shed. Which is how I was able to find you.”

      Based on Penelope’s expression, she thinks I’m off my rocker.

      Maybe I am. Maybe I shouldn’t have told Penelope I’m a medium. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. Maybe I should just leave right now. But I can’t. I can’t because Penelope’s mother is here. I can feel her presence, but I can’t see her. Much like the unnamed spirit who followed me around yesterday. Much like Mrs. Batch’s unfaithful fiancé. Perhaps, if a spirit has already transitioned, they don’t appear to me in human form. They speak to me telepathically.

      This realization is equal parts remarkable and strange.

      I’m still holding Penelope’s wrist. “Your mother is here,” I say.

      Penelope’s eyes are searching and glossed over with unshed tears. She wants so badly to believe me, but the rational part of her brain is making it hard.

      “She wants you to know that she’s so proud of you. She saw your setup at the paper show today, and your work is lovely.”

      Penelope blinks, and a single tear trickles down her cheek. “H-how’d my art get there?”

      “They found your pieces in Ira’s house, and Quinn took them to Portland this morning and made sure they were displayed and ready for tomorrow …” Wow, even I didn’t know that. Way to go, Quinn.

      “Queenie … I mean Quinn, did that for me?”

      “Of course. And your mom was there, just as she is here right now.”

      “You can really see her?”

      “I can feel her. She wants you to continue to follow your passion. She wants you to be kinder to Michelle, and she wants you to stop romantic relationships with strangers on Instagram.”

      Penelope gives a reluctant nod of her head. “Anything else?”

      “Just that she loves you.”

      It’s a tender moment, until Penelope asks, “Have you ever seen the movie Ghost?”

      “I know where you’re going with this, and the answer is no.”

      “But if my mom went into your body, then I could give her one last hug.”

      It’s a sweet gesture. But Penelope’s mother doesn’t want to enter my body. Which is good, because I don’t want her to, either.

      “Your mom says you need to rest.” I let go of Penelope’s wrist, and she looks up at me with tired eyes. “Get better.”

      “I will,” she says with a yawn. “And, Zoe?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry for calling you Looney Lane.”

      “I’m sorry for yelling at you.”

      She smiles then closes her eyes.

      I blow out a breath and wait a few minutes, watching Penelope sleep. She’s alive, her art made it to the show, and she connected with her mother. I’d say my work here is done.

      I tiptoe out of the room, not wanting to wake Mr. Muffin or Penelope and check over my shoulder one last time. Mr. Muffin tilts up his hat and eyes me, apparently perplexed. Crud. Had he woken during Penelope's and my exchange?

      I don’t want to ask and hurry down the hall toward the elevators, slapping the call button. When the doors part, I step inside without looking first.

      “Hello, Zoe Lane.”

      Ah! I jump back in horror. Sheriff Vance is standing alone in the elevator with his fingers looped in his belt.

      Crap.

      I turn to leave, but the doors close before I can get out. I’m trapped in a six-by-six box with Sheriff Vance. I press the button for the first floor, and we ride down in deafening silence, the tension so thick it’s palpable. Goose bumps erupt down my arms and legs, and my heart is beating so loudly I swear the sheriff can hear it. When the doors part, I jump out of the elevator so fast you’d think it was on fire.

      Sheriff stays in the elevator, arms crossed, face forward. The doors slowly close, and up he goes.

      The unknown spirit returns. I can feel her standing right beside me, though I can’t see her. I slide my phone out from my back pocket and place it to my ear. “Who are you?”

      A friend.

      I walk to my car, the phone still at my ear. “Why are you here?”

      To tell you that you’re in far more trouble than you know.

      “Gee, thanks. What kind of trouble?”

      You shouldn’t have told anyone about your gift.

      I stop when I get to my car. “Is this about Sheriff Vance?”

      Be careful who you trust. And please tell him my death is not his fault. I know he didn’t do it.

      “Can you please be a more specific? Who didn’t do what? Why am I in trouble?”

      Just be careful.

      And … she’s gone.

      Well, that was an ominously ambiguous encounter.
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      Two weeks later.

      “Don’t move.” I army crawl to the next bush and push back a branch ever so carefully. “Don’t move a muscle.” I lift the camera to my eye and zoom into focus. The squirrel is on the ground, burying acorns under the pine needles. He has the most magnificent fluffy tail that looks red under the sunlight and a black undercoat and white belly. He’s gorgeous and the perfect squirrel for next week’s paper.

      Ira pled guilty to attempted murder and false imprisonment, which meant someone had to take over his columns.

      And that someone is me!

      I was given "The Squirrel of the Week" and obituaries (quite fitting, really). I haven’t heard from Sheriff Vance, nor have I had a threat to my personal safety over the last two weeks. I did tell Mrs. Batch that I couldn’t connect her with the dead. She was disappointed because—as I’d told her to do—she had a list of over fifty people she’d like to settle a grievance with. A list that included five former presidents, two members of The Beatles, and the inventor of the corset.

      Even if my “friend” spirit hasn’t made contact with me since the hospital, I take her warning seriously. I don’t need trouble. But I do need to work. My parents have not had an inquiry since my mom threatened Sheriff Vance, and they were not invited to the Fernn Valley small business council meeting. My mom and dad are pretending they’re not worried, but I know better.

      This is bad, and it’s my fault. All I can do at this point is take pictures of squirrels, craft beautiful tributes to the deceased, and try to think of other ways to earn money. Sure, people around town are still talking about the Penelope incident, my involvement, and what Sheriff Vance blurted out about me seeing dead people. But if I ignore the gossip, it will eventually go away.

      Or so I hope.

      I snap several pictures of the squirrel before he scurries up the tree. Then I crawl out from my hiding place. I’ve got grass and pine needles stuck to my pants, and I brush them off as I walk back to The Gazette.

      The newsroom is quiet. Everyone has recovered from the “food poisoning,” and Brian ran a lovely piece on the bakery, highlighting their proper food handling. Not that it matters. Fernn Valley residents stick together. No one was going to boycott Butter after they heard about Penelope. Food poisoning or not. The bakery has been packed since they reopened last week.

      “Did you get a good shot?” Beth swings her chair over to my desk.

      “Sure did.” I turn the camera and show her the picture of the squirrel. “I’m going to call him Alfredo.”

      “He looks more like an Oscar,” Beth says and turns in her chair. “Don’t you think, Mike?”

      Mike is walking back from the bathroom and takes a look. We haven’t talked much since our alleyway encounter, mostly because I’ve been avoiding him.

      “I like Alfredo,” Mike says, his dark eyes crinkling into a smile.

      “This squirrel looks nothing like Alfredo, but whatever. It’s not my column.” Beth wheels back to her desk.

      “So, Zoe.” Mike shoves his hands into the front pockets of his pants, which are tan and tight. Like he left them in the dryer too long. “Have you seen the sixth Sharknado movie?”

      Um …“Huh?”

      “It came out last year.”

      I’m confused.

      Beth chimes in. “It’s about a tornado that takes sharks from the ocean and brings them on land to wreak havoc.”

      Oh. “And there are six of these movies?”

      “Dude, they’re awesome. I think you’d like them.”

      “Why do you think I’d like a movie about sharks in a tornado?”

      Mike falters. “They’re like a cult classic, and … you seem like the type who would appreciate … cults …”

      Beth and I exchange a look from across the desk. “Thanks.” I yank open my bottom drawer and pull out the cable to connect the camera to my computer.

      “That came out wrong,” Mike says, scratching the back of his head. “I meant, you seem like the type who would like something farfetched.”

      Beth leans forward. “Are you trying to compliment her?”

      Mike takes a step back. “I’m just going to my … my …” He cocks a thumb over his shoulder. “Desk.”

      Geez. And people think I’m weird.

      Beth wheels her chair back over. “Give the guy a break. He’s trying to ask you out.”

      I drop the camera and it lands in my lap. Thank goodness, because it belongs to The Gazette and looks quite expensive. “No, he’s not.”

      “Yes, he is. It’s obvious.”

      “Is it?” I scrunch up my face. “He was friends with Ira.”

      “You can’t hold that against him. He’s not a bad guy.”

      “He just accused me of liking cults.”

      “That’s because he’s nervous. Trust me, I can read people’s emotions much better than you can.”

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      “He likes you, and he’s available.” She jerks her head toward Brian’s office.

      Oh.

      “Don’t think I don’t notice how you pine over the chief,” she adds. “Mike is your age, and he’s cute.”

      We both look over at Mike, who is back at his desk doing … whatever it is that he does here. I wasn’t paying attention to his emotions, but I can’t believe he’d want to ask me out after he’s heard the rumors. After everything that happened with Ira and Penelope. And he ate the last of the glazed donuts. Not sure why I’m having a hard time letting that one go.

      He is attractive. Not that it matters. I won't be going anywhere with Mike, or anyone for that matter. I need to concentrate on work and lying low. The spirit’s warning hangs over my every move, and even though Mike appears trustworthy—so did Sheriff Vance, at first.

      “Have you heard any word on Penelope Muffin?” Beth asks.

      “Yes.” I plug in the camera. “She’s at home and doing well.” Penelope and I have chatted on Instagram Direct Messenger. Dare I say we’ve even become friends? Which is a bummer because Penelope plans to move to Portland with Quinn once she’s made a full recovery. Her art show went well, and she’s been invited back to show more of her pieces. Portland celebrates artists, she wrote me. It’s the weird capitol of the world. You should totally move there.

      Tempting.

      “Zoe?” Brian says from the doorway of his office. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I’m busy uploading my photos, but I do as he asks. After all, he is my boss. I step into his office, and he closes the door. Everything is perfectly in its place. I can tell the desk has been freshly polished. I don’t know why I find his obsessive need to be neat and orderly so wildly attractive.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      Brian gazes at my face. Then suddenly he bends forward and kisses me. His mouth is opening mine, and our tongues dance. He’s tugging at my shirt and reaching for my bra. I fumble for his shirt buttons. His mouth travels down my neck. I gasp …

      Okay, none of that happened.

      But, wow, I should read some Jane Austin novels to get my mind out of the gutter. I was up past midnight devouring the latest KR Tuss book, Baby Daddies from Down Under.

      In reality, Brian is a solid two feet away and giving me the most curious look. Probably because I’m drooling. I wipe my chin. “What’s going on?”

      “The insurance company needs more information.” He pulls out a chair for me, then takes a seat behind his desk.

      Right. The car.

      I sit down. The chair is straight-backed with no arms. Not constructed for comfort or style, this chair is practical and to the point.

      “What do you need?” I ask.

      “They want to make sure you don’t have any injuries or medical expenses.” He grabs a piece of paper and clicks a pen. “Just fill this out, and I can fax it over.”

      I mark no injuries and slide the form across the desk. “I’m sorry again about this whole mess.”

      “No need to keep apologizing, Zoe. I told you that.” He sticks the paper into a scanner and hesitates. “There are several interesting rumors going around about you, though.”

      Yes, there are. They range from I’m supposedly a witch to I’m supposedly psychic. Some say I was working with Ira, others say I’m possessed. There’s a story going around about how Penelope, Ira, and I were in a relationship—not sure how or why polygamy entered the picture. But people will make up facts when they can’t comprehend the truth. “Well, you know how people are around here,” I say to Brian. “They love to fabricate.”

      Brian regards me with just an odd expression. I want to laugh. He has no idea what to believe.

      “Anything else?” I ask.

      “That’s it.”

      “Good.”

      “Good.”

      “All right.”

      “All right.”

      I leave, feeling totally and completely lost. I’m not sure why I’m holding on to these feelings for Brian. Sure, he may have been torn between Va-ness-a and me, but it’s been two weeks, and she’s still here! I thought she’d come for a visit, but she’s driven him to work every day since I totaled his car. And I doubt he’s only using her for a ride.

      What a complete and total waste of my time, pining over a man who is clearly not interested. I slump into my chair and cross my arms. Yes, I’m pouting like an idiot, but only because I feel like one.

      Beth looks up and frowns. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” I say, just as my phone rings. My direct line rarely rings. I stare down at the blinking red light.

      “Are you going to answer that?” Beth asks.

      I suppose I should. I place the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Zoe, honey, it’s Rosa.” She sounds out of breath.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve made a discovery, and I think you should come over to the library right now.”

      Oh, no. “You found a dead body, didn’t you?” I blurt out loud and the room falls silent. Everyone is staring at me. Oops. I give a nervous chuckle and swipe a strand of hair behind my ear. “Um … just kidding,” I say in an abnormally high-pitched voice. “Carry … on …”

      Oh, geez.

      I spin my chair around, plug one ear, and lean forward. “You still there, Rosa?”

      “Heavens, Zoe. What would make you think I found a dead body?”

      “Um … nothing. Sorry. What happened?”

      “I found out who ordered book, and you’re going to want to see this for yourself.”

      “Really?” I perk up. “Okay, I-I’ll be right there!”

      I hang up, tell Beth that I need to run an errand for work, and go straight to the library. It’s a ten-minute walk through town. I find Rosa sitting behind her desk, biting at her nails, staring at the computer screen intently, as if her life depended on it.

      “What did you find out?” I put my purse on the counter and walk around to look at her screen.

      She’s pulled up an article about Andrew Foster, Jack’s uncle, the one who murdered Margo.

      “You’ve heard about this, right?” Rosa points to Jack’s picture. He’s young, late teens, early twenties, with blond hair parted down the middle, and red-rimmed eyes.

      “I have.”

      “It was simply terrible. Margo was beautiful and way too young to die. Andrew Foster was only nineteen at the time. He broke into her home, and she walked in on him during the robbery. He killed her. Blunt force trauma to the back of the head. They convicted him using DNA evidence they found on a joint outside her door. But he got out of prison about a year ago based on a technicality.”

      “What technicality?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure, but he only served fifteen years.”

      That doesn’t seem long enough for murder. “He died recently.”

      Rosa peers up at me over her glasses. “I hadn’t heard. After Margo’s death, the Foster family moved to Trucker. No one wanted them here.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      Rosa twists in her chair, grabs a file folder off her desk, and flips it open. “I was knee-deep in old boxes, looking for information on who might have requested Reaching the Other Side. Then it dawned on me, I should just ask the former librarian.” She taps her forehead as if to say duh. “She moved up to Trucker to live her with her daughter. She returned my call this morning, and she remembered exactly what happened. You’re not going to believe this. Margo Stopler is the one who requested the book.”

      “Margo?” I squeak.

      Rosa nods. “LuAnne, the former librarian, said Margo was quite secretive about the book too. She gave LuAnne the ISBN number and asked if she could order it. Then she made LuAnne promise that she’d keep the book in stock no matter what. Then two weeks later, she was gone.”

      Well, geez. She just took the wind out of my sails. Guess there are no pedicures, lunch dates, and shopping trips to hip boutiques in my future with my medium buddy—because she’s dead! I thought this is why the spirit wanted me to find out about the book, so I wouldn’t be alone. Why else would she …

      I feel a stab of mortification. What if the spirit was Margo? What if she didn’t want me to have a friend, but she wanted me to learn from her mistake. You shouldn’t have told anyone about your gift …

      “Zoe?” Rosa waves a hand in front of my face. “Dear, are you okay?”

      No! Margo requested a book about spirits and two weeks later she died. “Um … Um … I-I-I have to go. I must go.” I give Rosa a side hug. “Thank you for the information. I appreciate it.”

      I leave without looking back, pushing open the revolving door. My mind is going around in circles, and I’m in no condition to work right now. Not until I figure this out. I stop at Earl Park to think. No one is around. I slouch down on a park bench, pull out my phone, and Google Margo Stopler. Half a dozen articles appear, mostly from The Gazette. All are about her murder, and all are accompanied by Margo’s official real estate photo. She was pretty. Big smile. Dark, curly hair that fell to her shoulders. Her cheeks were pink, and she had a light about her—a familiar light.

      Margo was twenty-seven, born in San Francisco, moved to Fernn Valley in 1994. She was charitable and well liked (I’m reading her obituary). She is survived by her father John Stolper Jr. and her sister, Linney Stolper.

      I Google Linney Stopler. She too is a real estate agent, but in Washington. Her number is at the bottom of a listing, and I make a rash decision to call her.

      As the phone rings in my ear, I realize I should have planned what I would say before I called. But it’s too late now because Linney answers.

      “This is Linney.”

      Um … “My name is Zoe Lane, and I live in Fernn Valley.”

      “Fernn Valley?” There’s a mixture of discomfort and surprise in Linney’s voice.

      “I’m calling because …” Problem is, I’m not entirely sure why I’m calling. “See … I have this book from the library … and … um … your sister ordered it when she lived here.”

      “That’s nice.” Linney is apprehensive, as she should be. I am not making much sense.

      “She ordered it right before she passed away.”

      “She didn’t pass away,” Linny cuts me off. “She was murdered!”

      “Right. Yes. She was, and I’m sorry.” I clear my throat and pick off the cat hair from my pants. “Um … the book is for … mediums.”

      Linney gives a short, distant laugh. “Sounds like Margo. She was interested in ghosts and paranormal stuff right before she died.”

      “Do you know why?”

      I can almost hear Linney shrugging. “She really liked those Twilight books.”

      Yes, but Twilight is about a vampire, not a medium. There’s a big difference.

      “You know what’s funny?” Linney asks. “This morning, when I was lying in bed, I had the strangest feeling that I was going to get a call from someone in Fernn Valley regarding Margo. It was almost like Margo told me so herself. Which is just silly.”

      No, it’s not. Not at all. Now I’m almost certain it was Margo who visited me. It was Margo who told me to get away from Sheriff Vance. Margo who told me to be careful who I told about my gifts. Margo who said, he didn’t do it.

      I jump to my feet, and it’s possible that a few swear words slip out of my mouth because Linney says, “Excuse me?”

      Oops. “I’m sorry … please forgive me. It’s just, did Margo ever mention Sheriff Vance?”

      “He’s the one who helped put away the guy that killed her.”

      I bite my lip. There’s something here. I’m just not sure what. What I do know for sure is Margo warned me about sharing my abilities with others. She also warned me about Sheriff Vance. I think about the brown-eyed child that haunts his thoughts.

      Could the child be connected to Margo?

      Why else would she warn me about the sheriff?

      I sit down, feeling a bit light-headed. Margo’s last words were, he didn’t do it. Was she referring to Andrew Foster, Jack’s uncle, the man who killed her?

      I need to reconnect with Margo.

      “Are you there?” Linney is still in my ear.

      I blink. “Yes. Thank you for talking to me.” I hang up before Linney can say good-bye. Rude, yes, but if Linney knew what was happening, she’d be okay with it.

      I reach into my purse, grab my Bluetooth, and stick it in my ear. I keep my eyes straight ahead, looking out at the pond. It glistens under the mid-morning sun, and a family of ducks paddles across.

      One, two, three, four …

      Yeah, counting still doesn’t work for me. I clear my throat, swallow a few times, and then close my eyes. I envision the door, and the bright light, and ask for Margo. A rush of cold prickles down my spine, and I open my eyes. My fingertips go numb, and my breath huffs out in a cloud. I feel the presence of a spirit, but it’s not Margo. I know it’s not Margo because I see the spirit. He’s sitting on the bench beside me, rubbing his hands along his thighs. He’s in light-colored jeans, white high tops, and a loose-fitting blue and yellow-striped shirt.

      “Hello,” I say. “My name is Zoe Lane.”

      “I’m dead,” he says. “Been dead for a couple weeks.”

      “I know.”

      “And you can see me, right?”

      “Yes.” I cross my ankles. “Let me guess. Your name is Andrew Foster?”

      “Drew for short.”

      Here we go again.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      Seeking an on-site Apartment Property Manager for a charming 40-unit community. Applicant must have excellent organizational skills and a calming demeanor.

      

      "Calm down!"

      Honk.

      "You're not the only one in a hurry."

      Hooonk.

      "Go around!"

      The silver BMW roared past me. I turned to deliver a mad glare, but Captain Douche was too busy looking at his phone to notice.

      "Pay attention to the road!" I yelled to his rear bumper. "Honestly, no one can drive in this city." I flipped down my visor. The zit in the middle of my freckled forehead pulsed in the tiny mirror. "You really couldn't have waited until tomorrow?" I asked the zit.

      I reached over and grabbed my makeup bag, smothered the monstrosity in concealer, added a touch of gloss to my lips, and mascaraed my lashes into tiny tarantula legs. I had to look my best today. One more week of unemployment and I'd be left with no other option than to become a phone sex operator by night who flips burgers by day. I had applications for both jobs in case this interview led to yet another dead end.

      Hooonk!

      "Take it easy." I flipped the visor back and continued maneuvering my dented Civic through the crowded streets of Los Angeles. I grabbed the past-due phone bill out of my bag and double-checked the directions scribbled on the back.

      Right on City Court.

      I looked up as the street sign for City Court drifted by my window.

      "Crap." I made a hasty U-turn, which inspired another cacophony of horns. A man wearing a dirty Spiderman costume weighed in on my poor driving habits by flipping me a double-fisted bird. Even if I didn't come that close to him or his overflowing grocery cart.

      My hand automatically went up as a feeble apology before I made the sharp turn.

      And there I saw it. An imposing ten-story building. A cobblestoned walkway led up to a pair of whimsical wrought-iron doors. Brilliant red and yellow flowers were strategically dispersed throughout the lavish landscaping. A sign, welcoming those who were clearly richer than me, hung above a glistening koi pond near the entrance. It was beautiful.

      I parked under the sign pointing to the leasing office, shoved the phone bill into my bag, and polished off the pint of French Vanilla wedged between my thighs. Ice cream was my go-to coping mechanism—and I'd been doing a whole lot of coping lately. I crawled over the center console and passenger seat to exit the car. The driver's side door had been stuck shut since an expensive meeting with a runaway dumpster a few months ago. It was annoying and awkward, especially on the days when I managed to squeeze my butt into a pair of skinny jeans. My little Civic still managed to get me from point A to point B (usually), and that was all I could afford to care about.

      As I stepped onto the sidewalk, I flattened the front of my dress with my hands and brushed off the lint clinging to my thighs. I had on an Anthropologie dress worth more than my car—the one designated for interviews and first dates only because it minimized my butt, elongated my waist, was dry clean only, and the navy color matched my eyes. Sadly, it hadn't been getting much action in the last—oh let me see—four years.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I took a deep, calming breath. The irony that I was about to interview for a job as an apartment manager when I was nearing eviction from my own apartment was not lost on me. It had been six months since I was laid off. Finding a job when the qualifications portion of your résumé ran three deep wasn't easy. Neither was being a single mother. The phone call for this interview couldn't have come at a better time. Decent salary, apartment, utilities, medical benefits, and bonuses—it was the perfect opportunity to get Lilly and me back on our feet. I only hoped my lack of apartment management experience would be overshadowed by my obvious desperation.

      Setting my focus on the whimsical doors, I charged toward—oomph!

      There was a step.

      A big step.

      A step I didn't see until my hands and knees were plastered atop the scorching cement and I was staring at it.

      "Are you OK?" A pencil thin, tube top–donning brunette stood over me, sucking on a Tootsie Pop.

      "I think so." I peeled myself off the ground and brushed away the chalky debris coating my knees. "That step came out of nowhere."

      The brunette flipped her long ponytail over her shoulder. "Yeah, it happens a lot. Like, that's why they put up the sign." She pointed her sucker to the caution sign with a person about to plunge to the ground like I had just done. "But it doesn't seem to help. I totally see people trip here, like, all the time."

      "Do you live here?"

      "Nope, my Boo lives next door."

      "Next door? There's another apartment complex on this street?" Panicked, I checked my watch. The interview was scheduled to start in five minutes. Story of my life—I was never late. I was always almost late, enough to be a frazzled, sweaty mess when I did arrive.

      She pointed her sucker toward a row of tall shrubs. "Yeah, it's over there."

      "Dang it… Thank you!" I yelled over my shoulder as I ran to the foliage fence blocking the neighboring apartment building. This one was smaller. Two-story with gated parking to the left. Pots filled with succulents lined the chipped brick walkway that led to a pair of sad-looking brown doors. No welcome sign. No koi pond, but a mud puddle near the entrance had a cloud of tiny insects hovering above it.

      I dug out the instructions from my bag: 10, 405, Exit SM, Sepulveda, right on City Court. Apartment building on the right. Ask for Joyce. That was it. That was all I wrote. No apartment name. No address. That would make too much sense.

      I ran back to the first apartment complex. Standing between the two buildings, I shaded my eyes with my hand, trying to decide which one might house Joyce. The first building was much nicer. So I turned and ran toward the second one, because running toward mediocrity felt more natural.

      When I reached the doors, I rested my hand on the rusty knob. You've got this, I told myself. You are a strong, confident woman with better-than-average abilities and a kid to feed. I took another deep breath, pushed open the door, and entered…1988?

      I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the pink and blue striped wallpaper. A glass coffee table was surrounded by an overstuffed peach leather couch and two floral-printed armchairs. Below my Payless pumps was teal carpet, followed by yellow linoleum with a repeating brown octagon pattern across it. The track lighting gave the room a yellowish, hazy tint, and a ceiling fan clinked with each turn of its golden blades, pushing the stale, nicotine-laced air around the ugly room.

      To my right was an enclosed office with a waist-high counter (also teal) overlooking the lobby. A frail old woman with scarlet hair sat behind a desk, her hands clasped and brown eyes on me.

      "Hi. Are you Joyce?" I asked, hoping she'd say no and direct me to the spa-like resort next door.

      "I am," she answered in a barely audible rasp. Despite the hundred-degree outside temperature, she wore a sweater, which hung loosely around her bony frame. Just looking at the cashmere caused my sweat glands to produce in double time.

      "I'm Cambria Clyne. I have an interview with Patrick for the apartment management position. His secretary told me to meet him here at noon."

      "You sure you really want this job?"

      "Yes, I do," I answered slowly, unsure of what that was supposed to mean.

      She regarded me for several awkward seconds before speaking. "OK then. Up to you." She stood on shaky legs and shuffled up to the counter. The two-foot journey looked painful. "Nice to meet you, Cambria. I'm the current manager." I took her proffered hand. Her palm was cold, but her eyes had a hint of warmth to them. "Patrick should be here in a bit. Would you like me to show you around while you wait?"

      "That would be great, thank you." I smiled.

      Joyce motioned for me to walk around the counter to the door that separated the lobby from the enclosed office. I followed her through the cramped space, squeezing past a row of tarnished filing cabinets and an L-shaped oak desk. She opened the door behind the desk, and—bam!

      The nicotine air punched me in the lungs, knocking me back against the doorjamb. It was as if I'd walked directly into a cigarette. I placed my hand over my chest, mentally apologizing to all my vital organs.

      Joyce stood in the middle of a square kitchen. The blue tiled counters were piled high with boxes and rolls of bubble wrap.

      "Once we're gone, this would be your apartment," she said, fanning her arm out like Vanna White. "If you get the job."

      I nodded in appreciation and took a gulp of air through clenched teeth, hoping they'd work as a filter. The lack of oxygen caused my head to beat in time with my heart, but I wasn't about to let a little cancerous air stop me. I desperately needed the income.

      The kitchen looked out to a spacious living room with Smurf blue carpet and two long windows overlooking a courtyard. Asleep in the middle of the room was an old man with a beer in one hand, remote in the other, and The People's Court playing on the television opposite him and his purple recliner. Not just any old purple either—a two-toned mauve and lavender corduroy chair with a coordinating couch and love seat. Clearly, someone was colorblind.

      I followed Joyce down a short hallway and into a bedroom.

      "This is perfect for an office or guest room," she said, sliding the mirrored closet door open to reveal a space larger than my current bathroom.

      "I actually have a daughter, and she'd love this room." Truth is, I would too. I'd been sharing a room with Lilly since the day she was born. The Frozen décor wasn't doing me any favors in the love department.

      "Are you married?" Joyce rasped.

      I shook my head.

      "Interesting…" She rubbed her chin. "How old is your daughter?"

      "She's three going on sixteen," I answered with an exaggerated roll of my eyes.

      Joyce let out a laugh that quickly turned into a procession of dry, hacking coughs. She placed her veiny hand on the wall for support as her coughs morphed into more of a gurgling sound. My joke wasn't that funny. Nor was it original, and certainly not worth dying over.

      I placed my hand on her back, feeling the ridges of her spine under the cashmere. "Can I get you something?"

      She took a slow, gravelly breath then brushed off my concern with a wave of her hand. "I'm fine. Don't fuss. Let's move on." She let out one more cough before pushing past me.

      I trailed behind, worried Joyce may not make it through the tour.

      We next entered a room slightly bigger than the first with an attached walk-in closet and bathroom. Despite the smoke and the blue carpet and the yellow popcorn ceilings, I was in love. To have that amount of space, in a neighborhood I could never afford otherwise was unfathomable. On Rent or Run (a trusty app tenants use to rate their apartment building and let prospective renters know if they should rent there or run away) the place had 5 stars for safety, 5 stars for management, and a 4% run rate. Since moving to LA, I'd never lived in anything lower than 80%.

      I was moving on up!

      A little paint and oxygen would turn it into the perfect home.

      "Joyce, I love it." Then, because my mother had taught me the way to any person's heart was through compliments, I eyed a massive oak armoire and added, "This is beautiful, by the way."

      "You like it?" she asked, not masking her surprise. "I'll be sure to give it to you when I move."

      I feigned excitement. "Really? Wow. You're so kind." I smiled, eyeing the monstrosity I now apparently owned.

      I followed Joyce down the hall, past another full bathroom and into the living room. The old man was still lifeless in the chair. "How long have you been working here?" I asked, looking around and mentally arranging my own furniture.

      She pulled a pack of cigarettes from her back pocket along with a lighter. "Almost…let's see…it's been about twenty-five years. This retirement is well overdue." With a shaky hand she positioned a cigarette between her pale lips and lit it.

      I may vomit.

      "OK…there are forty units," she continued, emitting a fresh batch of smoke. "You can take a look around. Just don't go in the third courtyard—ever. Never, ever go there. Trust me." She handed me three pieces of paper with her cigarette hand. "Then come back and fill these out." Ash broke off the end of her cancer stick and rolled down the front of the application.

      I opened my mouth, about to ask why the third courtyard was off-limits, but she opened the front door before I could get the words out. My need for air overcame my manners, and I dashed outside, seeking refuge for my burning lungs.

      I will never take oxygen for granted again.

      After several deep, appreciative breaths, I shot an apologetic grin in Joyce's direction. My exit could be deemed rude, yet an arch of her penciled-in brow and stifled smile told me she took no offense.

      "There's a picnic table by the pool you can use to fill out the application." She used her cigarette-free hand to point the way. "Bring it all back once you're finished, and remember, no third courtyard." The stern shake of her bent forefinger drove the point home.

      Note to self: After job offer, get more third courtyard specifics.

      I walked along the cement pathway, exploring the open first courtyard. There wasn't much in the way of color. Brown doors. Brown fascia. Tan walls. Brown staircase leading up to the brown second story. Greenish-brown grass. Greenish-brown shrubbery. Yet, it was clean. Not a single piece of trash or graffiti. No barred windows. No couches in the walkway. It wasn't the koi-pond apartments next door, but it was better than the armpit I was about to be kicked out of.

      I strolled through a short ivy-laced breezeway and found the picnic table next to the pool. Taking a seat, I began filling out the application. It wasn't too difficult, and I nailed the first page—name, birthday, social security number, current employer, and previous employer. Unfortunately, a questionnaire was attached.

      

      Please explain how you would handle the following situations:

      1) The tenant in Apartment 5 and the tenant in Apartment 6 don't get along. The two call you daily to complain about the other, and both refuse to move.

      2) You notice the tenants in Apartment 6 have a constant flow of visitors. The visitors tend to arrive and leave within minutes.

      3) The tenant in Apartment 19 plays his drums during the day. The neighbors complain constantly and have threatened to move.

      I had no idea how to correctly answer any of these questions. Sure, I could use common sense, and I had enough common sense to know there were legal forms and procedures to follow before one can start passing out eviction notices like candy. I just didn't know what those were.

      Self-doubt slithered through my mind like the soul-crushing serpent it was. I should have stayed in college. Everyone warned me when I had taken the year off to find myself that I wouldn't return. They were right. All I'd learned during my quest for self-discovery was that VH1 played an entire season of America's Next Top Model in a single day. My one-year hiatus had quickly turned into seven. I'd already moved out to LA from my hometown of Fresno and gotten myself knocked up by the time I realized the value of a degree. I found a job as a barista and worked my way up to manager. I was doing OK until the owner decided to sell the property to support his new girlfriend.

      I gnawed on the end of the pen, staring down at the ashy questionnaire, when out of nowhere a pair of work gloves plopped down in front of me. I jumped, dropping my pen, and gazed up at the stranger sliding onto the bench across from me. I froze, unsure of why this random, albeit very attractive, man had shown up. The Universe was not typically this generous.

      My eyes ventured down his tan shirt, past the wisps of blond hair peeking out from behind the button-up collar, to the word Maintenance embroidered in blue above his shirt pocket. This, coupled with the paint specks scattered across his dark blond hair, plus the gloves on the table, gave me reason to believe he worked there.

      Obviously, espionage should have been my chosen career path.

      "Do you need help?" the stranger asked, flashing a perfectly straight white-toothed grin.

      "Um…" Breathe, Cambria. "Sure," I answered in a voice three octaves higher than my own. I found his scruffy jawline and unkempt hair wildly attractive. A tiny scar under his left nostril made him look edgy in an I-fell-down-when-I-was-a-kid kind of way. I cleared my throat, realizing I was staring. "Hi, I'm Cambria," I said, more even-toned. I then shot my hand out like an idiot.

      He slipped his hand into mine. His strong, callused grip caused my insides to dance and flip and flutter and beg for more. It was the most physical contact I'd had with a man in years.

      "I'm Chase," he said, prying his hand out of mine. He removed a notepad from his shirt pocket. "What unit are you in?"

      "Huh?"

      "What unit are you in?" he repeated, this time slower.

      "I don't live here. I'm interviewing for the apartment management job." I held up the application in case he didn't believe me.

      He scrunched his cute face and looked around. "Joyce said there was someone sitting at the picnic table who needed my help."

      Note to self: Send Joyce a thank you card.

      He looked around the empty courtyard until his stunning green eyes met mine then ventured downward. I pretended not to notice him checking me out but felt myself blushing anyway. "Not sure if you knew this," he said. "But you have a little something…" He pointed to my chest.

      I looked down to see the French Vanilla dribbled down the front of my dress.

      "Ah, bleep," I said under my breath.

      Chase planted his forearms on the table, leaning forward. "Did you just say bleep?"

      "Oops, yeah, I probably did." I blushed again. "I try not to cuss in front of my daughter, and now it's sort of become a stupid habit." I pulled a package of tissues from my bag and began dabbing the spot.

      Now I had an ice cream stain dotted with tissue residue. Great.

      Chase laughed. "Wait, you replace profanity with bleep?"

      "Um…yes." I pulled the elastic band out of my hair, releasing my Einstein-inspired dark mane. I tamed Einstein down to a side ponytail and slouched my shoulders. Trying to cover the spot. "Better?"

      His face said no, but his mouth said, "Sure." And I liked him even more for it.

      He slipped the notepad back into his pocket. "What did you need help with?"

      I could think of a hundred and two ways he could help me. None of which would be appropriate to ask for, having only known him for about a minute. I glanced at the questionnaire. "Well, I'm curious, how might you handle a tenant who was getting a lot of foot traffic? I'm assuming it's drug-related."

      Chase made a V with his brows. "Why?"

      "There are questions like this on the application. I haven't been an apartment manager before, and I want to get them right."

      "I'm not sure. I've never been a manager." He ran a hand through his hair. I resisted the urge to reach over and do the same. "Maybe record all the information in the apartment file?"

      I snapped my fingers and pointed at him. "That's a good idea. Then I would call the police once I've gathered enough evidence. Like, who are the visitors? How long do they stay…?" I began writing my answer. "I think the police code for that is, like, 10-50 or something."

      Chase shrugged.

      "I watch a lot of crime shows," I explained. "I need to get this right because I really need this job."

      "I'm not sure how much help I can be. But I'll try." He rested his chin on his palm and watched me scrawl down my answer.

      "Can't you give someone a three-day notice if they are being loud, or do you have to give them a certain number of warnings before you give the notice?" I asked.

      Chase shrugged again. "They told you about Kevin, right? That'd be more concerning than foot traffic."

      "Who?"

      "He's the owner's son who lives here. He can be a real bleep."

      My light bulb flipped on. "Does he happen to live in the third courtyard?"

      He nodded yes then returned his chin to his palm.

      "I take it he and Joyce don't get along?"

      "You could say that."

      I looked past the pool and out to the third courtyard. All I could see from where I sat was another courtyard for Lilly to play in, Chase's left bicep deliciously bulging under his sleeve, and, at the top of the back stairwell, a black door. There appeared to be red paint dripping down the front, and the window beside it was boarded up with fresh wood.

      Strange but…meh.

      It's LA.

      I'd encountered every shade of strange since moving here.

      If there was anything concerning happening in the third courtyard, it would have been reported on the Rent or Run app. People love to complain.

      It would take a lot more than a black door and an unruly teenager to stop me from taking the job, if I were offered it. I still had to get through an interview, and if there was one lesson I'd learned during my employment drought, it was that I was a terrible interviewee. I'd been practicing though. Watching dozens of YouTube videos on what to say, and more importantly, what not to say. I prayed I'd be able to come across as poised, skilled, and normal.

      I hurried through the questionnaire without further input from Chase, who was summoned away by a bathroom emergency. His presence served only as a physical motivator anyway—and what a physical motivator he was. A cute co-worker could offset whatever was happening with Kevin.

      I think.

      I should probably get more specifics on that.

      When I swung open the lobby door, Joyce was seated in the floral armchair. She looked to have aged during the time I'd been gone.

      "Here she is," Joyce announced, sounding as if she had swallowed sandpaper. "This is Patrick." She motioned toward a tall man with a cul-de-sac of brown hair sitting on the couch.

      Patrick half stood and held out his hand. I shook it, hoping he didn't notice my sweaty palms. A casual wipe on his pants afterward told me he had. Great.

      "Have a seat." He plopped back down and began rummaging through his briefcase.

      "Here, take mine," Joyce offered, sliding off the chair. "I'm going to get some packing done."

      "Thank you." I slipped into the floral atrocity, feeling like a child waiting in the principal's office. Nerves crawled through my stomach and down to my intestines, butterflying around in my gut. Authoritative figures had this effect on me. It didn't matter how many deep breaths I took or positive thoughts I had—my nerves still managed to get the best of me.

      Joyce leaned down. "Good luck. I'm pulling for you," she wheezed into my ear before shuffling back to her apartment.

      "You have the application?" Patrick asked. He struck me as a no-nonsense type of guy with his stern face and permanent stress lines around his eyes. He wore khakis, a checkered shirt, a silver band on his left ring finger, and stark white Nike running shoes. His attire reminded me of Forrest Gump.

      I handed him the application and watched as he sat back, crossed his Nike over his knee, and read through it. At one point he squinted and looked closer with a scrunch of his forehead. Perhaps moving the drummer in Apartment 19 next to the arguing neighbors in Apartments 6 and 5 wasn't the right answer. I thought the two could bond over their shared hatred of their new neighbor. Then I'd give the drummer a three-day notice to find a new hobby. Seemed like a creative win-win to me.

      Patrick tossed the application on the coffee table and grabbed a yellow notepad. "First, you pronounce your name Came-bree-ah not Cam-bree-ah, right?" he asked with a click of his pen.

      "Yes. The correct pronunciation of my name is Came-bree-ah." Then, for no apparent reason, I added, "I'm named after the city I was conceived in. Just two teenagers on a little road trip, and bada-bing-bada-boom, here I am."

      Whyyy?

      Obviously, my nerves had taken my mouth hostage.

      Patrick made a noise I believed to be a stifled laugh or a burp. I wasn't sure. I bit my lip, afraid I would ask. He made note of my stupidity on his notepad then continued to ask sharp questions regarding my previous employment and how I might handle situations that seemed unlikely to ever occur. I stammered through, fidgeting with my thumbs, trying to use the whole "think before you speak" notion I'd been practicing. When we finished, he placed the notepad on the coffee table and rubbed his temples with his forefingers.

      "I will say this," Patrick began. "I was impressed with how you answered the questions on the application. You seem like a 'think outside of the box' kind of person. That's a good quality for this job. I like that you've had some management experience. I spoke to your references yesterday, and they all sang your praises."

      I'd used my grandma as a reference.

      "I need to tell you this," he continued. "The owner's son lives on the property."

      "Oh, I know about Kevin," I hastily interrupted, too desperate to recover from the whole "bada-bing" incident to remember my manners.

      Patrick's eyes grew in diameter. "You know about Kevin?"

      I nodded. "Chase told me all about him, and it's not a problem." His gaping expression told me I might have redeemed myself from the unfortunate "bada-bing" incident.

      "That's good to know," he said. "I still have a few people to interview today and will be making my final decision tomorrow. Thanks for coming in."

      "My pleasu-roo."

      Stop talking, Cambria.
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      I want to personally thank you. Yes, YOU, the one with the book/phone/Kindle/tablet in your hand. I appreciate you taking the time out of your busy life to read The Medium Place.

      If you enjoyed the book, it would make my day if you left a review on Amazon. The more reviews I get, the more books I can sell, the more sales I have, the more See’s Candy I can buy, the more See’s I eat, the more energy I have to write. And don’t you want to know what happens next?

      I’d also like to invite you to join my mailing list to stay up to date on my latest news and special sales, and get a free ebook of Can’t Pay My Rent! You can sign up at: http://bit.ly/erinhussnews

      My sincerest thanks,

      Erin
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