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    unbinding love  
 
    an angela panther mystery novella 
 
      
 
      
 
    I jumped back as a glass vase flew off the fireplace mantel and soared across the room, shattering to pieces as it smashed onto the wood floor less than a foot in front of me.  
 
    “Seriously?” I yelled. “That almost hit me.” 
 
    I ducked and bobbed as another vase filled with dying yellow roses and cloudy water levitated above the mantel. It skimmed my arm as it rocketed across the room and crashed near the kitchen table.  
 
    “Ouch. You drew blood with that one, you big baby.”  
 
    The ghost bowed up, his energy encircling him and glowed an angry shade of red. He growled, or maybe it was a moan, I wasn’t sure; either way, it wasn’t a happy sound.  
 
    I held my own, even though internally I squeezed my womanly parts to stop from wetting my pants. I gave myself a figurative smack on the head for not practicing those kegel exercises my mother told me about. 
 
    “You wanna get all scary ghost on me?” I waved my hand like I was a pro at dealing with scary ghosts even though I was barely a novice. “Bring it tough guy. You’re nothing compared to what I’ve seen.” I sat on the couch and leaned back like I didn’t have a care in the world. “Oh, but when you’re done acting like a child, let me know. Then we can get on with finding your missing son. Capiche?” 
 
    The ghost’s nearly transparent mouth dropped open, and his eyes bulged. He’d have been perfect for a late night horror movie with that look. I crossed my legs, shooting for the bored-and-relaxed-psychic-medium look over the squeezing-her-thighs-together-so-she-doesn’t-stain-the-couch-psychic-medium one. It must have worked because the ceiling height curtains—a revolting plaid pattern of yellow and pink—rustled violently even though the room was filled with stale, stagnant air because the windows were locked.  
 
    Candelabras and framed family photos resting on two bookcases surrounding the fireplace shot into the air and then crash-landed on the floor near me. I pushed myself off the couch and using moves from my twice a week boot camp sessions, dodged and lunged as the irate ghost threw a hissy fit. My butt burned from the sudden motion, but at least I was getting in a mini-workout.  
 
    The power flickered, and the smoke alarm went off, piercing my ears and sending a vibrating hum across my jaw. Through the whole ghostly temper tantrum the homeowner Emma Marx hid under the kitchen table, screaming make him stop like a toddler at the dentist.  
 
    It wasn’t even ten a.m. on Monday morning, and my temples already pulsed, a sure sign of the start of a migraine. I’d had enough. I had no desire to be laid up for hours, maybe even days, because of a cantankerous ghost and his equally cantankerous ex-wife. I stood in the middle of the room, raised my hands, and screamed at the top of my lungs while stomping my feet, mostly for effect. My voice squeaked out and cracked like a teenage boy in the midst of a puberty-induced voice change. “Both of you stop. Now.”  
 
    The curtains stilled, and the few knickknacks left upright on the bookcases wobbled, but they didn’t fall. The smoke alarm shut off, thank God. Emma Marx whimpered instead of screamed. I turned toward her and growled, “Zip it.”  
 
    She shut up. Sometimes psychic mediums were similar to miracle workers, and this was one of those times. I pivoted back toward the ghost and pointed my finger at him. “For the love of God, this isn’t helping Justin, so knock it off.”  
 
    “He’s the—“ 
 
    I flipped back toward Emma, stuck my finger out, and flung it at her like my mother used to do to me. “Don’t make things worse.”  
 
    Emma’s eyes resembled those popular of Japanese anime cartoon characters, big and round and always shocked. “I didn’t do anything,” she said, still cowering under the dang table.  
 
    “It’s all her fault. She’s responsible for this,” the ghost yelled. The vibration of his voice shook the room. It was kind of impressive, actually. Apparently the anger and resentment from divorce lived on in the afterlife too.  
 
    I dropped onto the couch again, flung my head back and swore under my breath. The couch had the same hideous pattern as the curtains. Honestly, I couldn’t say what upset me more, the childish behavior of the divorced couple, or their horrible decorating theme. I closed my eyes and attempted to relax, a better option than telling them both to bite me as I walked out their door.  
 
    I whipped my hand under my chin and flicked it outward, an Italian hand signal for losing all patience. “I’m done, okay? Done. Now can you two please act like adults, for cryin’ out loud.”  
 
    Emma crawled out from beneath the table and wobbled in the middle of the breakfast area. “I will if he will.” She slurred, and spit flew from her mouth as she spoke.  
 
    Yuck.  
 
    Her ex-husband Bill Marx floated into the center of the family room. “Fine. But she needs to own—“ 
 
    I shot up from the couch and cut him off. “Eh, eh, eh. Don’t start, or I’m outta here, you got that?” I wagged my finger, and realized I’d done that more in those fifteen minutes than I had all week. I’d officially become my mother.  
 
    He sulked, his transparent chin bobbing to his transparent chest. “Fine.”  
 
    I ran my hand down my face. “Emma, I need you to tell me everything that happened the night Justin went missing. And I mean everything, okay? If you ate a bag of potato chips, tell me. You understand?”  
 
    She lowered her eyebrows. “I understand.”  
 
    “And Bill, time to put on your big ghost undies, and keep the temper tantrums at bay. Please.” 
 
    He nodded, too, and I thought I heard a bit of a groan.  
 
    “Thank you.” I shifted toward the hallway that fed into the two adjoining rooms. “Mel, you can come out now. The coast is clear.”  
 
    My best friend and unofficial assistant stepped out of the vanity bathroom, her humongous purse covering the top of her head. “I’m not gonna get hit by a flying object, am I?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Bill promised to behave.” 
 
    She sat at the kitchen table and grabbed a pen and spiral notebook from her purse. “Good. My insurance deductible is high, and you don’t pay workers’ comp.” She flipped open the notebook.  
 
    “When I get paid, you’ll get paid.” I pulled out a chair and pointed to it. “Emma, sit.”  
 
    “What about me?” Bill asked. 
 
    I waved him over to the opposite end of the table. “You can hover here but don’t even think about doing anything ghost-like, you understand?”  
 
    “Does your husband—“  
 
    I stopped him before he could say something I knew he’d regret. “Bill, if you want me to help you, ditch the attitude. Got it?” 
 
    Emma drank from the watered down glass of scotch she must have poured before we arrived. As she lifted the drink to her mouth, her hand trembled, but I wasn’t sure whether it was because of alcohol withdrawal or missing her son. “He always was a jerk. That’s why I divorced him. For that and a few other reasons.”  
 
    Mel pushed back her chair. “Annnnd there’s my clue to head back to the toilet.”  
 
    “No, stay please. I’ve got this,” I said.  
 
    Bill bucked his lanky, skinny, ghost apparition chest. “I wouldn’t have been a jerk if you weren’t such a b—“ 
 
    I held my palm out in front out him. “Keep it PG, please.”  
 
    “Pain in the butt,” he said.  
 
    “Thank you. Now that we’ve got out all of our aggression,” I aimed my eyes at the ghost. “Can we get started?” I glanced at Emma again. “I’ll try again. Start from the beginning of the day Justin went missing, okay?”  
 
    My unofficial and non-paying boss, Aaron Banner, a detective with my city’s police department, had already given me the details of their son’s disappearance, but I wanted to hear it from Emma herself. Usually Aaron had me talking to the spirits of victims, but when he’d been assigned the Marx boy case and experienced Bill’s tantrum up close and personal, he knew he’d have to get me involved.  
 
    Aaron wasn’t with us that morning, probably because he’d had a disagreement with his new girlfriend—my best friend and unofficial assistant—or because he was a chicken when it came to incensed ghosts. Come to think of it, he was a chicken either way, and I made a mental note to give him a hard time about it later.  
 
    Emma guzzled her drink and made a beeline to the counter for the half empty bottle of scotch.  
 
    “Why not just drink straight from the bottle, Em?” Bill asked. “Come on, you know you want to.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Bill and mouthed, “Knock it off.” Ghosts with baggage weren’t new to me, but he hadn’t won my sympathy and needed to build a bridge and get over his if he wanted my help in getting his son back.  
 
    Emma grabbed the bottle and brought it back to the table. “He was home and playing his video games, like a normal twelve-year-old boy. I’d had a long day and was tired, so I don’t know, I guess I fell asleep on the couch, and when I woke up the next morning, he was gone. I thought he’d done what he always did. Got up and got ready and took the bus to school. He’s a good boy like that. I never did need to get him up, he just did it on his own. But then I got that email, you know, the one the school sends out when your kid doesn’t show up. When he didn’t come home that day, I knew something was wrong, and I called the police.” 
 
    Bill hovered next to me, shaking his mostly transparent head. “When she’s drunk she reverts back to her redneck talk. Always hated that.”  
 
    Bill was kind of a jerk. He’d probably have driven me to drink if I’d been married to him. “And what did the police do when they got here?” I asked Emma. 
 
    She swirled the ice in her glass. “Asked me a bunch of questions. I gave ‘em my answers, and they said they’d send out a detective to follow up. And they did.” 
 
    “Ask her what that detective said,” Bill said. “About the drinking.”  
 
    I knew what he meant and from the looks of Emma, didn’t need to ask, but I did anyway, in a way that didn’t sound accusatory. “Did the detective tell you what he thought may have happened?”  
 
    She picked at her shirt and avoided making eye contact, then, ironically, jiggled the iced in her glass and swallowed a gulp. “He said maybe I got the times mixed up because I was drunk.” 
 
    “Were you?”  
 
    “I had a few drinks but I wasn’t drunk.”  
 
    I doubted that, given her drunken state at that moment. “Did he say anything else?” 
 
    “He wanted to know if I’m a drunk. Said my kid might have run away because of it.”  
 
    “Bingo!” Bill yelled.  
 
    His yell upset me, but I didn’t acknowledge him otherwise.  
 
    “But I told ‘em I ain’t no drunk. I might have a drink or two every now and then but that don’t make me no drunk.” 
 
    Mel caught my eye and mouthed, “And I’m a virgin.”  
 
    I coughed to hide my smirk and looked Emma straight in the eyes. “Are you sure? It looks like it to me.”  
 
    The ghost laughed. “I like your style, ghost hunter.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m a medium. I don’t hunt ghosts. Know the difference.”  
 
    He held up his hands. “Didn’t mean any disrespect, ma’am.” 
 
    Emma’s eyes bulged, her hands shaking more than before. “You talking to him? Is he still here?”  
 
    “You haven’t answered my question, Emma.” 
 
    “What question?”  
 
    The one I’d apparently not made clear, I thought. “Do you have a drinking problem?”  
 
    I’d learned a lot about body language in the few years since I first saw my mother’s ghost. Mostly so I could handle the cynics. So when Emma’s upper lip twitched after saying no, I knew she was lying, though she probably believed it to be true.  
 
    “I told that detective I didn’t have my times or nothing mixed up. I knew Justin was home the night before because I remember talking to him while I watched Criminal Minds. The new Criminal Minds with that actress that did what you do, not reruns of the old ones.”  
 
    She’d lost me there, and it distracted me. “That actress that did what I do?”  
 
    Mel coughed. “Jennifer Love Hewitt is on Criminal Minds now.” She pressed her lips together to hold back a laugh.  
 
     “What does that have to do with me?”  
 
    Mel dropped her chin and tilted her head. “Seriously?”  
 
    “Seriously.”  
 
    She made quote signs with her fingers. “In order to tell you my story, I have to tell you theirs.”  
 
    That triggered the light bulb in my head. “Oh geez. Ghost Whisperer.”  
 
    Mel often compared me to Hewitt’s character on the show, except she said I was the older, more wrinkled version. She chuckled, and I knew that reference would come up again, whether I wanted it to or not.  
 
    “Yeah,” Emma said. “That’s the one.”  
 
    “Okay, so you were watching Criminal Minds, and you remember talking to Justin. What happened next?”  
 
    “I already told you,” she said, the impatience in her voice obvious. “I woke up and figured he’d gone to school, but I got the email saying he was a no show so I waited till he was supposed to get off the bus, and when he didn’t, I called the police.”  
 
    If I’d received an email from my son Josh’s school saying he was absent without my knowledge, I would have called the school immediately, and then contacted his friends as well as their parents. Emma Marx hadn’t done any of that. Instead she sat on her couch and drank. Had it not dawned on her that her son could have been in trouble, or was she unable to think clearly because she was still tanked from the night before? Either way, she wouldn’t win any mother of the year awards.  
 
    “So what did you do between getting that email and calling the police?” Mel asked.  
 
    Tiny beads of sweat formed on Emma’s forehead. “I…I…I figured everything was fine and he’d be home on the bus. I didn’t think nothing was wrong.”  
 
    “She was drinking,” Bill said. “You see what’s happened? It’s because of you, Emma.”  
 
    The bottle of scotch slid across the table and crashed onto the floor, but Emma didn’t flinch. She just left the broken bottles pieces where scattered on the floor.  
 
    “I know where the other ones are hiding too, and I’ll smash them all,” Bill said. “If you weren’t a drunk, our son wouldn’t be out there, probably dead, for all we know.”  
 
    “Bill, calm down,” I said.  
 
    He flung his hands in the air and then disappeared, but I wasn’t worried. If I needed him, I’d find him later.  
 
    “How long has your ex-husband been deceased?” I asked.  
 
    “Four years.”  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    She made eye contact, her eyes stone cold. “He was a piece of crap husband who didn’t deserve me or his son. I didn’t lose nothin’.”  
 
    Not exactly an explanation of how he died but I didn’t push it. I checked Mel’s face, wondering if that’s how she felt about her ex, Nick. I hoped not, for her kids’ sake.  
 
    My heart ached for Justin Marx. “Did you call his friends and their parents?”  
 
    “Why are you asking me the same questions that detective did? Can’t you get the report or something? I’m tired, and my ex has been here gettin’ on my last nerve, throwing my stuff around, and making sure I know he’s pissed.” She dragged herself from the table. “I’m tired, and I have a headache. I need to rest.”  
 
    Definitely wouldn’t win any mother of the year awards.  
 
    “Hold up,” Mel said, jumping out of her chair. “Your son is missing, and you’re more interested in getting drunk, and passing out than you are in finding him? What the hell is wrong with you, woman?”  
 
    Oh boy. I stepped back to let Mel have her say. When my best friend’s Asian temper flared, I knew better than to get in her way. Besides, I agreed with her. Emma Marx deserved a verbal butt kicking.  
 
    “He’s not in danger,” Emma said, rubbing her arm. “He’s a kid. He probably went to school, and then one of his friends convinced him to ditch, and they’re just out having a good time. Kids do that all the time.”  
 
    He’d been gone two days. Emma Marx was fooling herself. We already knew Justin Marx hadn’t got on the bus that morning. He was a straight A student who hung out with the geek crowd. They weren’t the kind to skip school, and be gone for days at a time, and she knew it. Emma Marx was just too drunk to care.  
 
    Mel shook her head and sighed. “Keep swimmin’ in denial, woman. That’ll help your kid.”  
 
    “I think we’ve got enough,” I said. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Marx.”  
 
    She jiggled the ice in her cup and sipped the few drops left. “Tell that ex-husband of mine to get lost and not come back. I’m tired of him making my life hell.”  
 
    A pain tweaked in my heart. “I hope you find your son.” 
 
    Mel had already stuffed the notebook and pen back into her bag. “You need help,” she told Emma and with her NIKE tennis shoe, stepped right in the scotch and shards of glass covering the floor, making little crunching sounds from the pressure.  
 
    “Stepping in the scotch on the floor? Point made,” I said when we got into my car.  
 
    Mel’s jaw dropped, and then my mouth curved into a smooth smile. “What point? It was in my way.”  
 
    “Uh huh.”  
 
    “Well, seriously. I get that she’s got a problem, but it’s her son. How does a mother act like that when her son is missing?”  
 
    I wondered the same thing. “I don’t know.” I pulled out of Emma Marx’s driveway and headed toward the coffee shop, picturing my son, Josh, and the psychotic state of panic I’d be in if something ever happened to him. I’d kill someone with my bare hands if they tried to hurt my son or my daughter Emily, even though she often drove me to the brink of punting her through our front door.  
 
    “So her ex was pretty scary, huh? Throwing all that stuff around the house like that,” Mel said.  
 
    “He’s worried about his son. I can empathize, but it definitely won’t help find the boy.”  
 
    “You gonna ask me to help or what?” The voice bellowing from the back seat belonged to my mother, Fran Richter. She had a knack for popping in unannounced. “I’ve got some free time, ya know.” She hovered close to Mel’s head and then blew in her ear. 
 
    Mel swatted the air away and Ma giggled. She blew again, and added an earlobe tug for effect.  
 
    Mel batted both hands at the sides of her head, tilting and shaking her ear. “What the heck?” 
 
    I tried not to laugh but in doing so, sucked in a snort.  
 
    She whipped her head toward the backseat, her jaw clenched shut. “She’s here, isn’t she?” Her head shifted back and forth, searching for something she’d never see. Mel didn’t have the gift, and no matter how badly she wanted to, she couldn’t see ghosts. “Fran, stop messin’ with me. You’ll give me nightmares.”  
 
    “Not if ya got that sexy detective in the sack with you,” my dead and completely inappropriate mother said.  
 
    I cringed. “Good grief, could you not go there, please?” 
 
    “What’d she say?” Mel asked.  
 
    “She made reference to you being in bed with my boss.”  
 
    “He’s not really your boss since you don’t get paid.”  
 
    “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “Just sayin’,” Mel said.  
 
    “Subject change,” I said. “Ma, about helping us, you sure you got the time?” 
 
    “If I said I got the time, then I got the time. And why wouldn’t I? I’m a celestial super sleuth, remember? It’s what I do, investigate crime during my free time.” She laughed. “Look at that. I’m a poet and didn’t know it. I rhyme all the time.” She dragged out the -ime in time.  
 
    Lord, help me. “I thought you might be too busy bowling or hanging out with dead celebrities.” Since her death, my mother had made a few celebrity friends in the afterlife. Johnny Cash and his wife June were her current besties.  
 
    She flicked her hand in the air. “Yah, I do that too, but I got priorities.” 
 
    That was Ma code for I’m bored.  
 
    “Okay, then yes, I could definitely use your help. How about you celestial super sleuth it to wherever Justin Marx is and let me know where to find him? ‘K. Thanks. Bye.” I wiggled my nose like Samantha on the original BeWitched.  
 
    Mel and my mother both laughed.  
 
    I shrugged. “I knew it was a long shot, but I had to try.”  
 
    “The universe don’t work that way, Ang. You know that. You gotta do the work. It’s kinda like that diet you’re always on. If you don’t work for it, you’ll pack on those pounds. ‘Specially with all them cupcakes and fru-fru drinks you get at Starbucks. Whatever happened to a good old cup of Folgers? Madone, what I’d give for a cup a that stuff.”  
 
    I’d call her rude if she wasn’t so right.  
 
    “She’s talking, isn’t she?” Mel asked. “What’s she saying? Is it about me and Aaron?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Not everything is about you, ya know.”  
 
    “I know. And why is that? It sure as heck should be.” She smirked.  
 
    I filled her in on my mother’s mini-speech.  
 
    “Poor Fran. I can’t imagine not being able to have coffee. “How can Heaven not include coffee?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s in Heaven,” Ma said. “They got all kinds of coffee up there, the hoity-toity stuff, that is. They just don’t got the good stuff, like Folgers.” 
 
    That was news to me. She’d been complaining about the lack of coffee in the afterlife since she’d kicked the bucket on earth. “Since when?” 
 
    “Beats me,” she said. “We don’t deal with time up there, but I’d say a few days ago if I had to put it in your kind’s language.” 
 
    My kind?  
 
    “They have coffee,” I told Mel. “Got it a few days ago, based on our theory of time, that is. Just not Folgers.”  
 
    “Well, thank God for that.” Mel held her nose. “My mother used to drink that stuff. It smelled like cat pee.”  
 
    A paperback flew out of the backseat and whopped Mel on the head.  
 
    She leaned forward. “Holy son of a b—“ 
 
    I stopped her. “Now you know how it feels.”  
 
    “You only got whacked with a puny granola bar, and that was months ago. I got hit with…” She grabbed the book. “The Theory of Everything by Stephen Hawking?” She held the book up for me to see. “Lemme guess. This belongs to Josh.” 
 
    I nodded. “Last summer’s reading project.” My son was an old soul. He played lacrosse and gamed, but also had a need to know a lot about everything, and fulfilled that need with cable TV channels like The History Channel, books, and the Internet. 
 
    “I knew it. The question is, why’s it still in your car?”  
 
    “Because he never took it out, and I’m refusing to do it, and I’m not going to discuss it further, or my OCD will kick in, and I’ll have to bring it inside.”  
 
    Thinking about my kid brought me back to Justin Marx. “So what can you do, Ma?”  
 
    “Lemme see what I can dig up,” she said, but before she shimmered away, she added, “Well, lookie who’s come to hang out.” 
 
    I couldn’t turn and see, and since apparitions didn’t have reflections, I couldn’t check the mirror either. “Who?”  
 
    “Am I dead?” the ghost asked.  
 
    I recognized that voice and slammed my right foot onto the brake. The car jerked to a stop. I whipped my head back and couldn’t believe my eyes. “Oh crap.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There have been days that, halfway through, I realized I should have never gotten out of bed. I should have just buried myself under the covers and waited for the day to pass, praying the whole time for the next day to be better.  
 
    As I cut off two cars to switch lanes, I knew I shouldn’t have gotten out of bed that morning. I dropped the F-bomb, and Mel’s eyes popped open.  
 
    “Rut-roh,” she said. “It’s never good when you say the f-word. What’s up?”  
 
    I made a u-turn at the next light and pulled into a strip mall parking lot. “Mel, call Aaron and tell him to send someone to the Marx house ASAP.”  
 
    “Is it Justin?” she asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “His mother.”  
 
    “Crap.”  
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Emma Marx said. “How did I get here?”  
 
    “She look funny to you?” Ma asked. “She’s not sparkly like me.”  
 
    “Emma, do you know who I am?” I asked.  
 
     “You’re that woman the detective sent over.” She scanned the car. “What going on?” 
 
    “You kicked the bucket, lady. That’s what’s goin’ on.”  
 
    My mother never minced words.  
 
    Emma Marx screamed—a high-pitched, ear-piercing scream.  
 
    “Stop screaming,” I screamed back, knowing that was counterproductive.  
 
    “I…I gotta go home. I gotta get my…”  
 
    “No, Emma, wait,” I said, but it was too late. She’d already disappeared. “Great. Just great.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three squad cars and Aaron’s unmarked cruiser were parked in front of the Marx house. An ambulance with its doors open sat in the short driveway. I pulled up next to Aaron’s car and kept my motor running.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Mel said, already halfway out the door.  
 
    I grabbed her shoulder and squeezed. “Hold on. Let’s give him a few minutes.”  
 
    Mel grimaced. “Ouch. You need to dial back on the weight training, woman. Your grip’s harsh.”  
 
    I snorted. “You’re just uber fragile.”  
 
    “Like a French leg lamp, baby.”  
 
    I got caught her reference to the movie A Christmas Story and was impressed. “Good one.”  
 
    A woman in a pair of blue very short shorts and a matching tank top jogged by. We smiled at each other. I watched as she jogged away and noticed her feet weren’t touching the ground. I liked when spirit acknowledged me, but didn’t ask for anything, though I couldn’t help but wonder why.  
 
    An officer appeared and tapped on my window. “Ma’am. You need to move along please.”  
 
    Mel leaned over my lap, her low-cut tank top dropping open to reveal her B-cups jiggling inside a zebra print push-up bra. I wanted to barf but held it in.  
 
    She hit the window button. “Oh, hi officer…” She pulled her sunglasses low on her nose and read his tag. “Miller. It’s okay. “Detective Banner is waiting for us.”  
 
    Officer Miller’s eyes darted to Mel’s pumped up cleavage. A slight smile took shape, hinting at a sense of humor under the authoritarian attitude, but he caught it and it flipped into a scowl, directed right at me. “Your name?”  
 
    “Angela Panther.”  
 
    The officer spoke into the mic on his left shoulder and gave Aaron the 411. 
 
    Aaron’s voice squawked out of the speaker. “Is she alone?”  
 
    “No, sir,” the officer said, giving Mel’s perky boobs another onceover.  
 
    “Send Ms. Panther, but tell the other one she’ll need to wait in the car,” Aaron responded.  
 
    Mel growled. “The other one? He’s so not getting lucky tonight.”  
 
    The officer’s mouth twitched.  
 
    I suppressed my chuckle. “Official business and all that.” I said, “Sorry, Mel,” and got out of the car. “I’ll be back in a sec.”  
 
    “I’m goin’ in too,” Ma said, and shimmered away.  
 
    Aaron met me on the front porch. “Looks like she took a tumble down the stairs. Coroner is on his way, but it’s pretty clear her neck is broken.” He moved to open the door, but I stopped him. I wasn’t a fan of the bodies spirits left behind. I’d seen a few and made an effort to not see them if I didn’t absolutely have to. “Don’t need the visual.”  
 
    He apologized. “She tell you anything?”  
 
    I shook my head. “She was actually pretty surprised to hear of her own demise.”  
 
    “Interesting.”  
 
    “It’s not uncommon from what I understand.” I asked him for more information on Emma’s death.  
 
    “There’s a bottle of scotch on the stairs. Looks like she came up to grab the bottle from the linen closet, and fell on her way back down.” 
 
    “Linen closet? What’s that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Alcoholics typically hide their liquor. A linen closet is a common place, though they don’t realize that. The door’s open and it appears the bottle left an indention on a towel.” 
 
    “That’s some serious detective work right there.” 
 
    “As you say, it’s a gift.”  
 
    He knew me well. “She was already tanked this morning, so you’re probably right.”  
 
    “She give you anything new this morning?” 
 
    “Nope, nothing you hadn’t already told me, but it was interesting how she interacted with her ex-husband.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrow. “I’ll never get used to this.”  
 
    “It’ll happen eventually. It did for me,” I said, and winked.  
 
    “One can hope,” he said. “We’re trying to locate the vic’s mother.”  
 
    I was flummoxed. The whole situation didn’t sit right with me, but I couldn’t figure out why. “I’d like to go with you to talk to her. Something’s off here, but I can’t quite figure out what.”  
 
    “You and me both.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mel and I sat at our favorite table on the patio outside Starbucks.  
 
    “You know what I don’t get?” she asked.  
 
    “Lucky often enough?” I giggled at my own joke.  
 
    “I’d give you the details, but you’d throw up a little in your mouth.”  
 
    “There is that.”  
 
    She stirred her drink with her straw. “Why can’t Justin’s dead father see him?”  
 
    I’d pinged the same question around in my brain. “That’s the million dollar question. Both parents should now be able to see him, dead or alive. And if he’s dead, I should be able to too.”  
 
    “Clearly, you’re not as advanced in your ghost whisperer skills as Jennifer Love Hewitt.”  
 
    “Jennifer Love Hewitt and I don’t have a lot in common.”  
 
    “That’s true. For starters, she’s younger and prettier.  
 
    “And she doesn’t have a sex-crazed pain in the arse best friend.”  
 
    “Too bad for her.” She laughed, and then pulled her pen and notepad from her purse. “Here’s what we know. Justin Marx went missing two days ago. Emma Marx tumbles to her death today.” She drew a timeline, labeled the previous few days on it, and jotted down the details in order, adding Emma’s unfortunate death.  
 
    I grabbed the pen and drew a circle around the area before Justin Marx went missing. “So what happened here?” 
 
    “He was home playing video games.”  
 
    “Before that. Something must have happened here—“ I tapped the pen on the circle. “—that plays a role in his disappearance.”  
 
    “Maybe a fight with his mother? Or maybe he got tired of her drinking?”  
 
    “Wow. Look at you, getting all crime solver-like on me. I’m impressed.”  
 
    “Contrary to what you think, Aaron and I don’t spend all our time together bumping uglies.”  
 
    “And contrary to what you think, I actually don’t think about your sex life at all.”  
 
    “That’s too bad because it’s pretty incredible.”  
 
    I grimaced and gave her a please don’t go there hand wave.  
 
    “Party pooper.”  
 
    “We need to find Emma Marx. My spidey senses tell me she knows more than she’s letting on.”  
 
    “I agree, so go on.” She waved her hand at me. “Get your ghost whisperer on and conjure that there spirit.”  
 
    “Really? Wow.”  
 
    She shrugged. “It’s all I could come up with on the fly.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I suck at summoning spirits, and you suck at coming up with stuff on the fly.”  
 
    “Yeah, but for you practice makes perfect.”  
 
    “I hate you.”  
 
    “I love you too. Now go on, conjure.”  
 
    “Fine,” I said, and closed my eyes. I focused on Emma Marx.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    My right eye popped open. “Shush. I’m concentrating.”  
 
    A man’s voice said, “Maybe you’ll have better luck than me.”  
 
    Both eyes popped open. Bill Marx hovered beside Mel. “Well, I got it half right,” I said.  
 
    “You got half of her?”  
 
    “Nope, but I got her ex.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t like him all that much.”  
 
    “I’m with you on that,” I said, and glanced at the ghost. “You haven’t seen her?”  
 
    “No, and I’ve been looking.”  
 
    “What’d he say?” Mel asked.  
 
    I held up my index finger, said, “Gimme a sec, Mel. Bill, do you know what happened to her? Were you there?”  
 
    “No. I was looking for my son.”  
 
    “Did you find him?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t understand that. You should be able to see him.” I knew firsthand that spirits could move between my world and what came next. “Have you checked up there?” I pointed to the sky.  
 
    He cocked his slightly transparent head and raised an eyebrow. “I, uh…I tried, but I don’t believe he’s dead.”  
 
    “You tried? What does that mean?”  
 
    “That’s irrelevant. The point is, I don’t think he’s dead.”  
 
    “I don’t either.” I dropped the issue regarding his inability to check for his son in the afterlife for the time being.  
 
    My mother shimmered in on the opposite side of Mel. “For cryin’ out loud, he ain’t dead,” she said. “So let’s get a move on, and find the boy. I got celestial stuff I gotta take care of.” 
 
    Celestial stuff?  
 
    “He ain’t?” I asked, intentionally using her poor grammar.  
 
    “Don’t know for sure, but don’t think so,” she said. “If he was, we’d know by now, dontcha think?”  
 
    “So how do we do it?”  
 
    “Do what?” she asked.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Find the boy.”  
 
    “That ain’t for me to determine. You gotta figure that part out. I’m just here to offer my celestial assistance.”  
 
    “Good grief. You’re not helpful.”  
 
    She shrugged, and I filled Mel in.  
 
    “It amazes me that I can’t even feel their presence,” she said. “Also pisses me off.”  
 
    “You’re not missing much,” I said.  
 
    My mother stuck her tongue out at me, and, like mother, like daughter, I returned the gesture.  
 
    “Something doesn’t feel right about this, but I can’t quite put my finger on it,” I said.  
 
    My mother’s smile shifted to a straight line. She pointed at Bill Marx. “You need to tell her.”  
 
    He shook his head. “It has nothing to do with my son.”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” she said.  
 
    “Tell me what?”  
 
    Mel opened her mouth to talk, but I stopped her. “What does he need to tell me, Ma?”  
 
    “It ain’t my place to say.” She narrowed her eyes at the other spirit.  
 
    Oh boy. I knew that look well, and it wasn’t good. If Bill Marx didn’t do whatever it was my mother wanted, and do it quick, he would wish he was dead. Well, deader than he already was. I held onto my drink with both hands. “Secure your stuff,” I told Mel. “Ma’s brewing a big ol’ pot of Italian whoop arse.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and her China doll skin turned a whiter shade than I’d ever seen. She snatched up her notebook and pen in one swift swoop, latched onto her drink with her other hand, squealed, “Holy mother of God,” and dropped down in her seat, her eyes squeezed shut. “Tell me when it’s over.”  
 
    “You wanna find your son, then you need to tell her,” Ma said again, her voice so powerful it blew discarded napkins off the table next to me. “It might got somethin’ to do with your missin’ son, and you know it.”  
 
    “Bill, I need all the help I can get here,” I said. “Please.” 
 
    I watched the ghost grapple with the decision. When he dropped his head, I breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s okay,” I said to Mel. “You can open your eyes and release the death grip.”  
 
    She flipped open one eye, and I watched it dart back and forth, checking her surroundings. “Thank goodness.”  
 
    “So tell me,” I said to the ghost. I moved my hand in a circle to encourage him to continue.  
 
    “I was murdered.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bill Marx was murdered? “What?” I asked, because certainly I’d misunderstood. Aaron would have told me that when he briefed me on the family and Justin’s disappearance. “That can’t be.”  
 
    Bill raised his palms at his waist. “I’m afraid it can,” he said, spreading his arms out to show me. “See? I’m dead.” The corners of his mouth twitched.  
 
    The joke wasn’t lost on me. “And the world is likely a better place,” I said, showing I wasn’t in much of a joking mood. Bill Marx had rubbed me the wrong way from the start, and my opinion hadn’t changed.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Bill was murdered.” I pressed my lips together. “And apparently no one told me.” I didn’t mention that by no one I meant her boyfriend, but I was sure she got the point.  
 
    “Seriously? When? How?”  
 
    “I don’t know. You haven’t stopped talking long enough for me to find out.”  
 
    She threw up her hands. “Sorry, my bad.”  
 
    “Could your murder have anything to do with Justin’s disappearance?”  
 
    He shook his head but wouldn’t look me in the eye, so I didn’t believe him. “No, absolutely not. My untimely demise was four years ago, and my family has been in WITSEC.”  
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    “Untimely demise is another way of saying surprising death.” The mouth twitch thing happened again.  
 
    I’m all for a good joke, but when a kid is missing, and his mother dies suddenly, my sense of humor goes out the window. I might have made that clear as daggers flew from my eyes and stabbed through his semi-transparent aura. “That’s not what I meant and I’m not in the mood for—“ 
 
    Ma saved Bill Marx from a verbal lashing. “It’s that thing they do when someone throws their boss or someone under the bus. Ya know, when the police move ‘em to Iowa or something and change their names, give ‘em jobs at the grocery store? Happened to my cousin Richie after he ‘n his brother Sammy tried to off their boss Joey Cellioni back in the early ‘80s. You remember, right?”  
 
    I didn’t remember, but that wouldn’t stop my mother from babbling on about it, so I pretended I did. “Yeah, I remember, but what’s that got to do with this wits sect thing.”  
 
    Bill explained it for me, and I in turn, explained it to Mel.  
 
    “WITSEC. It’s the witness protection program through the U.S. Marshals Service. Bill said he was involved in some shady dealings—his words, not mind—and gave up his boss, who got sentenced to life. The Marx family was put into protective custody before the trial, but it didn’t go well. They ended up divorced. Bill got immunity for giving up the boss and being a witness for the prosecution. Except it didn’t matter because he was killed walking out of court.” I made a gun with my fingers and pretended to shoot myself in the head. “Boom.”  
 
    “Oh,” Mel said. “That sucks.”  
 
    “Pretty much.” I glanced at Bill, and he nodded his agreement.  
 
    “But he doesn’t think his son’s disappearance has anything to do with his baggage?” 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “What about Emma’s death?”  
 
    I deferred to the dead man. He shook his head, so I did too.  
 
    “Somethin’ ain’t right about this,” Ma said.  
 
    I didn’t say it, but I agreed. In my book, Bill Marx was full of crap.  
 
    “My celestial sleuth radar is goin’ bonkers.” She pointed at Bill. “You get your head blown to bits, that’s serious stuff. Maybe they found your family and are takin’ care of unfinished business?”  
 
    “She’s got a point,” I said. “Why don’t you fill me in on—“ I paused, searching for the right words. “On the whole situation, and let us decide if there’s a connection?”  
 
    Mel took notes as I reiterated everything the ghost said.  
 
    “He was laundering money for some pretty bad people in Texas. The U.S. Marshals moved Emma and Justin here, but from what Bill says, Emma struggled to adjust. He doesn’t think Aaron’s department knows, because Aaron’s using their new names, and he’s not seen anyone from the Marshals anywhere.”  
 
    “Don’t they communicate this kind of stuff?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Beats me,” I said, angling my head toward the ghost.  
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, their new lives are just that, new lives. No one, including the local authorities, knows anything unless the Marshals decide to tell them” he said.  
 
    I texted Aaron and asked him to meet us. “What were your wife and child’s real names?” I asked Bill.  
 
    “I’m Dan Reynolds.”  
 
    “Wait, why did your name get changed if you were already dead?”  
 
    “Legally speaking it didn’t, but because family often talks about their dead relatives, the Marshals Service thought it best to give me a new name for conversation and such, and I’ve just become accustomed to it.”  
 
    “That’s kinda cool,” Ma said. “I think you should start callin’ me Petronilla. Sounds a lot better than Fran, dontcha think?”  
 
    I didn’t have time for that, so I ignored her. “And your family?” 
 
    “Mary Sue and Daniel John. DJ for short.”  
 
    I grabbed Mel’s pen and wrote down the information.  
 
    “DJ,” she said, and sighed. “We need to find this boy.”  
 
    “Is there anyone your wife or son might have contacted since entering witness protection? Someone from their previous life that could help us find your son?”  
 
    Bill, er uh, Dan, or whatever he went by, floated around and then said, “Her mother. I can’t be sure, but I suspect she kept in touch with her mother. They were close. Small town southern women who didn’t miss a day talking until this all happened. Perhaps you can contact her.”  
 
    Aaron showed up and kissed Mel on the top of her head, and though I rolled my eyes, I secretly adored their connection.  
 
    I filled him in on what we’d learned.  
 
    “Son of a —“ He stopped himself. “Backyard burger.”  
 
    Mel smirked. “He’s trying not to swear around me.”  
 
    “And you came up with ‘backyard burger’ instead?” I asked, giggling. “That’s pathetic.”  
 
    “Ah, Madone, a good barbeque sounds tasty right about now. Maybe your Uncle Ernie could grill me up some chicken.”  
 
    I shot my mother a look. “Can you not right now?”  
 
    She shrugged. “So testy.”  
 
    Bill gave us his former mother-in-law’s address, and since it was only a short drive away, Aaron made the decision to drive to her right then, postponing his plans with my bestie for later that evening.  
 
    “No worries,” she said, kissing him goodbye. “I’ve got a case to work anyway.”  
 
    He swore under his breath.  
 
    “Eh, eh, eh, mister,” Mel said, wiggling her finger at him. “Watch your language. She flipped her head my direction and busted out laughing.  
 
    I did, too.  
 
    “Should I go check out the grandmother’s house? See if the boy is there?” Ma asked.  
 
    “I think that’s an excellent idea,” I said.  
 
    “He’s not there,” Bill said. “I’ve checked. I’ve checked everywhere he could possibly be, and I can’t find him anywhere.”  
 
    “What about the people who killed you? Did you check their homes?”  
 
    He nodded. “He’s nowhere. I don’t understand it.”  
 
    I didn’t understand it, either. “That’s impossible,” I said. “He’s somewhere, and we’re going to find him. He’s not dead. I can’t tell you why or how I know, but I do.” I wasn’t saying, however, that he wasn’t going to die, and that was my biggest concern.  
 
    “I don’t think he’s dead either,” Ma said. “I can feel it in my bones.” She paused and glanced at her boneless presence. “Well, I could if I had any, that is.”  
 
    My mother with the badly timed jokes, thank God. “Go, look for the boy. Bill, you go with her. You can take her on a tour of your past life. Maybe you missed something or someone. Let me know what you find.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Minutes turned to hours and not a word from my mother or Aaron. Mel and I busied ourselves running errands, and then she helped me clean out the garage. We did the stuff people do when they’re waiting.  
 
    “Do you think Aaron and I will get married?”  
 
    I sat on my rolled up, rarely used pink yoga mat. “Uh, maybe?” I wasn’t sure what the right answer was to that question.  
 
    She pulled my daughter Emily’s five-year-old hula-hoop from behind the paint rack. “I’m not saying we will or we won’t, but if we did, I think he’d want to have kids, and I don’t know if I want to have any more kids.”  
 
    Oh boy. Tread carefully, Angela. Tread carefully. “You haven’t been dating all that long to be thinking about marriage and kids. Besides, he’s the first guy you’ve dated since the cheater, so maybe it’s not the right time to be thinking about this.”  
 
    “Maybe.” She hula-hooped for a minute straight. It was impressive. “You should ease into that conversation about kids. You know, when you’ve got the chance.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do that. When I’ve got the chance. Because, you know, we talk about kids all the time.”  
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it.”  
 
    She totally missed the sarcasm in my voice, or else she didn’t, but either way I was stuck telling my not-boss that his girlfriend of only a few months didn’t want to have kids. Awkward. That was the reason I didn’t want my best friend and my not-boss dating.  
 
    Seven hours later my mother shimmered in and dropped the bomb we’d been waiting for.  
 
    “We found him, and he’s alive.”  
 
    I dropped a container of lacrosse balls and didn’t scramble to pick them up as they rolled in multiple directions across the garage floor. “Wait, he’s alive? Where? We need to get him.”  
 
    “He’s with his grandma,” she said. “Just like I thought.”  
 
    Mel stood behind me, begging me for info, so I repeated back everything my mother said as she said it.  
 
    “But I thought Bill checked there?”  
 
    “He did, but what can I say?” She held her arms out, palms up to the sky. “I got a gift.”  
 
    “I didn’t see him,” Bill said. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “Huh. That’s weird.” 
 
    “Not really,” Ma said. “Ya see, his grandmother, she’s one smart cookie. She’s got all this magic juju stuff to ward off evil spirits and Bill here,” she pointed to him, “’cause he was an evil criminal when he was alive. Me, on the other hand, I was an angel then and am now, so that magic juju stuff didn’t bother me none.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Magic juju stuff? Like what?”  
 
    “Hmm, hmm,” Mel said.  
 
    “Some ancient Chinese mirror that goes along with that fang sway stuff, a whole bunch a horseshoes, some wind chimes that I gotta say sounded really nice and calming. She had some evil eye thingie the Greeks copied from the Italian horn, them copycats. But it worked. I got in and saw the boy, and he’s okay. Was playin’ some video games on the computer like Josh does.”  
 
    I filled Mel in. “Wow. I had no idea any of that was possible.”  
 
    Mel picked up the lacrosse balls. “You and me both. I’m so gettin’ myself a bunch of horseshoes. Those things will be my new décor. Hanging out with you and knowing there are evil spirits? I’m not taking any chances.”  
 
    I grabbed my cell and called Aaron to fill him in, though, as I suspected, he was one step ahead of us.  
 
    “Already knew,” he said. “But thanks for the heads up.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. I forgot to tell you, Aaron was there. Whoopsie,” Ma said.  
 
    “Thanks for that. So I’m guessing he’s still with his grandmother? And he’s okay?” 
 
    She nodded. ““He’s perfetto and he’s still there, for now. I think them Marshals are gonna try ‘n take him, though. I heard Aaron arguin’ with one of them and they wanna take over the Emma Marx case ‘cause too. They don’t think she tripped and fell down the stairs. They think somethin’s goin’ on, and it’s all connected. Aaron, though, he got his undies all up in a bunch about it.” She smiled. “If I was on the other end of the phone, I wouldn’t mess with him. He gets a look in his eye when he’s mad. That Marshal, he’d be a giamocc’—an idiot—to mess with Aaron, with a look like that.” 
 
    I’ve seen that look. And I agreed something was up, and it was highly probable the two situations were connected, but I didn’t say that in front of Bill Marx. I didn’t trust him as far as I could throw him--not literally speaking, of course. “So wait, where have you been all this time? Did you just find Justin? We’ve been waiting for seven hours.”  
 
    “Nah, weese went on a tour of Bill’s stompin’ grounds, like you asked. Remember?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah.” My annoyance with my mother evaporated. “What did you find?” 
 
    She floated over and whispered in my ear. “I think there’s a connection between the boy and his ma’s death, but don’t go repeating that around him.” She pointed to Bill. 
 
    I leaned against a shelf full of opened potting soil bags filled with varying amounts of soil. “Uh, Bill, or Dan, or whatever you wanna be called, we need to talk privately. Would you mind skedaddling for a bit?” 
 
    “I’m going to my son,” he said, and left.  
 
    “Don’t matter none where he goes,” Ma said. “He can’t see him anyway, on account that he’s evil an’ all.”  
 
    “Tell me everything.” I glanced at Mel who was tossing two blue lacrosse balls between her hands. Her joke wasn’t lost on me. I smirked, and said, “Mel, get your Nancy Drew notepad. This is gonna be good.”  
 
    She dropped the balls and grabbed her purse from inside. “Shoot.”  
 
    Ma filled me in, and as usual, I repeated it all to Mel, sans Ma’s old school, raised in Chicago Heights, just off the boat from Italy, lazy English.  
 
    “So you think Emma knew her life was in danger?”  
 
    “Yeah. Her mother told the police that she dropped off the boy the day he went missing. Told them her daughter got an envelope on her front porch the day before.”  
 
    “What was in the envelope?” I asked.  
 
    “A picture of Justin sittin’ at school, eatin’ his lunch. Probably somethin’ bad too. Josh says those school lunches are nasty. Says the Tweeter is blowin’ up with pictures of rotten meat and cold beans. They oughta have Italian women makin’ their lunches. ‘Course not half-breeds like you. You got your father’s cookin’ genes. Too bad, you ask me.”  
 
    “Can you not slam my cooking ability now, please? And it’s Twitter.”  
 
    Mel snorted. 
 
    “What cooking ability?” Ma asked. “You don’t got one.”  
 
    “Good grief, Ma. So you were saying? About Justin Marx.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, so they think Emma was protecting him.” She repeated what she’d said earlier. 
 
     I dragged my thumb and forefinger down my mouth and rubbed my chin. “I would have freaked, too.”  
 
    “Apparently, she did. The grandma said she said they’d been found and something bad was gonna happen. She didn’t know what to do, and told her ma she didn’t think the Marshals could help, so she left Justin with the one person she could trust. ‘Cause you know us grandmas are trustable an’ all.”  
 
    “But her mother hadn’t changed her identity. What’s to stop Bill’s—“ I paused, trying to find the right word, “enemies from finding him there?”  
 
    “Beats me,“ Ma said. “Looks like we need to get Bill back here to find out what’s goin’ on.”  
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.”  
 
    We stood there and waited, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Well, you gonna get him or what?” Ma asked.  
 
    “Me? I thought you were doin’ it.”  
 
    “Why should I do it? You’re the one that does the ghost talkin’, you get him.”  
 
    I felt the heat rising up my neck. “Oh for crying out loud. This is not the time to teach me a life lesson.” I clenched my fists. “Fine, whatever.” I focused my thoughts away from my frustration toward my mother and on Bill’s energy, and asked him to come back.  
 
    He did.  
 
    “That was weird,” he said. “All of a sudden I was drawn back here. How did that happen?”  
 
    I flung my hand. “Fugeddaboudit. We need to talk.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    I laid it all out for Bill. Told him I thought he was responsible for whatever had scared his wife and for her death. I explained that he had to tell us everything or his son would be in more danger and could end up dead too. 
 
    “The note,” he said, “it was a scare tactic. They weren’t after my boy. They were after my wife.”  
 
    Ma gasped.  
 
    “Emma? Why?” 
 
    “Because of the money.”  
 
    “The money you laundered? I thought the cops got that.”  
 
    “There’s still two million missing.”  
 
    “Holy crap. That’s a lotta cash. Do you know where it is?” After the words left my lips, I realized he probably did, as did his wife.  
 
    “No, and that’s the problem. I thought it was buried in her backyard, but I’ve looked and can’t find it. I’m worried if I don’t, they’ll use my son to get it. I think they think he or his grandmother knows where it’s hidden.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re gonna do some gardening,” Ma said. “Pronto. You got college educations to pay for.” Her expression told me she was only half kidding.  
 
    “So Aaron knows all of this?” I asked.  
 
    Both ghosts shook their heads.  
 
    “But he knows about the money, right?” 
 
    They shook their heads again.  
 
    I glanced at Mel and gave her the last bit of information.  
 
    “Holy Monopoly money.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s the fake stuff. Call your man. He needs to know.”  
 
    Mel hesitated. “You know what we could do with two million dollars?”  
 
    “That’s what I’m sayin’,” Ma said.  
 
    “Really, sometimes I think you should be my mother’s daughter. You two are more alike than you know.”  
 
    “Nothin’ wrong with that,” Ma said. “’Cept a course we got different shaped eyes.”  
 
    “If Fran was Asian, we could be,” Mel chimed in.  
 
    “Good grief,” I said, moaning. “Call Aaron, please.”  
 
    She did, and an hour later Aaron had a team digging up Emma Marx’s backyard while we were in the front yard, giving him an earful of the latest.  
 
    “The boy is with his grandmother still, right?” I asked.  
 
    He nodded. “We’ve got eyes on them for the time being, but the Marshals want to take over the case. I’m just not going to let that happen.”  
 
     “I still don’t get why Emma’s mother doesn’t want Bill to see his son,” Mel said.  
 
    “Probably because he’s a criminal,” I said.  
 
    “Ain’t nothin’ good about stealing money,” Ma said.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her, considering that she’d suggested we have a dig-fest in Emma’s backyard just an hour before.  
 
    “That ain’t the same,” she said. “Finders keepers, losers weepers.”  
 
    “Good grief.” 
 
    Aaron and Mel watched what looked like me talking to myself and mumbled quietly to each other. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this,” he said.  
 
    “You and me both, but at least we have each other to share the craziness with.”  
 
    He leaned his shoulder into hers. “Pretty happy about that.”  
 
    “Me, too.”  
 
    Their romantic moment was cut short when an officer spoke to Aaron on his mic.  
 
    “Detective Banner, Officer Meadows. Uh, we’ve got a situation back here.”  
 
    Aaron responded. “Go ahead, Meadows.”  
 
    “There’s no money under the dogwoods.”  
 
    “Did you check under the deck?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s all clear, too.”  
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Bill said. “She did it. She really did it.”  
 
    “Did what?” I asked.  
 
    “Moved the money. Just like I told her.”  
 
    I glanced at Aaron. “She moved the money.”  
 
    “Where to?” he asked.  
 
    I directed my attention back to Bill. “Well?”  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t have a clue.”  
 
    When I told Aaron that, he swore, and Mel didn’t give him a hard time about it because she swore too.  
 
    “Pack it up, Meadows,” Aaron said. “We’re finished here.”  
 
    “Guess we’re goin’ money hunting now,” Ma said, and she and Bill shimmered away.  
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Aaron said, pacing as he spoke. “Bill keeps two million dollars, does we don’t know what with it, and before he dies, makes sure his ex-wife knows. She buries the money in her new backyard after Bill is murdered, and then dead Bill tells her to move it—I’m curious to know how that happened by the way. She moves it to God knows where, gets an envelope from an unknown source, sends the kid to his grandmother’s, and then she allegedly falls down the stairs to her death.”  
 
    A nagging pounding in my head intensified, hitting a pain level of eight on a scale of one to ten, and I grimaced, knowing it would get worse before it got better. I pressed my thumbs into my temples, but it didn’t help. “Sounds about right.”  
 
    “So what do we do?” Mel asked.  
 
    “We don’t do anything. I have a case to solve. The medical examiner should get back to me soon with the results of Emma Marx’s autopsy, and we’ll know if her death was a homicide or an accident.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late, the stars twinkled light nightlights in a baby’s room, and the moon like the hall light near a parent’s bedroom. Aaron paced up and down my driveway. “Are they back yet?”  
 
    I checked the time on my phone. “It’s only been an hour.”  
 
    He shook his head. “If they can’t find the money, then I’ve got to.” He ran a hand through his hair.  
 
    “What can I do?”  
 
    “I need names. Who did Marx testify against? I know it’s the Texas Syndicate, but I don’t have time to go through the case info, and the Marshals don’t want to play nice. They’re fighting to keep the case. I need to know who specifically, so I can find out who’s trying to get the money. ” 
 
    “Hold on.” I wiggled the tip of my nose with my finger. “Fran Richter, come on down.” My imitation of the Price is Right announcer made me giggle, but no one else thought I was funny.  
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    “Ma, come on. We need you.”  
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Bill?”  
 
    Nada.  
 
    “Bueller? Anyone?”  
 
    Then it hit me. “Oh for the love of Mike. Petronilla, please.”  
 
    My mother appeared. “What now? I’m on a money hunt, ya know.”  
 
    Bill popped in beside her. I refrained from smacking them both upside the head, but only because they didn’t technically have heads, and she was my mother and scared me.  
 
    “Bill, who did you testify against, and who would still be out for that money now?” 
 
    Mel grabbed her notepad again.  
 
    “Jesus Hernandez,” he said. “If you Google him, you’ll find him. He’s part of the Mexican mafia, and he’s not someone you want to mess with.” 
 
    I reiterated that to Mel and Aaron.  
 
    “I’m on it,” Aaron said. He kissed Mel and jogged to his car on my street.  
 
    “We done here?” Ma asked. “We just got started, tryin’ to find the money. We got a lotta work to do.”  
 
    I flicked my hand. “Yes, we’re done. Go. Find that cash.”  
 
    “You betcha,” she said, and they both shimmered away.  
 
    “Two million dollars,” Mel said. “That’s a lotta bank. Where could Emma have hidden it?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Beats me. I wouldn’t be able to hide it. I’d spend it.”  
 
    Mel laughed. “Me, too.”  
 
    “It’s late,” I said. “Maybe we should get some rest and worry about this in the morning?”  
 
    “Or maybe we should go back to Emma Marx’s house and see if we can find any clues?”  
 
    “Um, the last time we broke into someone’s home we ended up barfing all over their bathroom, remember?”  
 
    “Totally different. We already know there’s nothing rotting in Emma’s house.”  
 
    “Maybe, but we’ll still be breaking and entering, and that’s illegal.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You always get caught up in the details.” She practically bounced into my kitchen and grabbed her keys off the kitchen counter. Back in the garage she skipped over to me and latched onto my arm. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”  
 
    “Yeah, getting arrested sounds like a blast. Can’t wait.”  
 
    “I have connections, remember?”  
 
    “Good grief.”  
 
    Mel put the pedal to the metal and drove like a crazy woman back to the Marx house. I only feared for my life twice, thankfully. Once there, we sat in the car on the street and stared at the house. “So, what do you suggest we do, boss?” I asked.  
 
    She pointed to her chest. “Boss? Me? Nope. I’m just the sidekick. You’re the boss.”  
 
    “Uh, not in this situation, no. This was your idea, buddy, not mine.”  
 
    She shut off the car. “Yup. You’re right. So let’s do this.”  
 
    “And what do you propose we do?” 
 
    “Uh, duh. Go in and search for anything that might lead us to finding the cash, obviously.”  
 
    “I’m so going to regret this. I just know it.”  
 
    “Don’t be a spoil sport.” She got out of the car, and I followed suit, though I really didn’t want to.  
 
    The front door was locked, but that didn’t really matter.  
 
    “Why, summon the great Petronilla, of course,” Mel said, giggling.  
 
    So I did, but I coughed a little while doing it. “Petronilla, we need your assistance, please.”  
 
    “Ah, I love that. The way the name rolls off your lips. Petronilla. So beautiful. So much better than Fran,” My mother said, after shimmering in with Bill Marx by her side. “And whatcha doin’ here?”  
 
    I pointed to Mel. “This is her idea. She thinks we might be able to find something that’ll lead us to the money.”  
 
    Mel got that my mother was there. “If we find the money, we turn it in and eliminate the threat to Justin. There’s got to be something here that’ll lead us to where she hid the money.”  
 
    “Why can’t we just ask Emma?” Ma asked.  
 
    “She’s not really been all that forthcoming with information, Ma.”  
 
    “Have you tried lately?” 
 
    I hadn’t, so I shook my head.  
 
    “Well, come on then,” she said, and flicked her arm. “I gotta teach you everything, don’t I?”  
 
    I did my best to summon Emma Marx. I focused on her face, talked to her out loud, and in my head. I told her we wanted to help her keep her son safe, but she didn’t show. I didn’t know if she’d heard me or not. The last I saw her she was lost and confused, and it was very likely she would remain that way until she came to terms with the fact that she was dead. I had no clue how long that would take. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t work,” Ma said. “Guess we gotta go in and start lookin’.”  
 
    “The door’s locked,” I said.  
 
    Ma disappeared and seconds later the door swung open.  
 
    Mel smiled. “Ah, the perks of having a ghost around.”  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    We kept the lights off and used the flashlights on our phones to look around. “Bill, what do you think we should look for?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m not quite sure.”  
 
    “You’re not helpful,” Ma complained. “Think about your wife. What did she like? What meant something to her?”  
 
    Go, Ma. Who’d have thought she’d be so intuitive?  
 
    Mel made her way into the family room, and seconds later we heard a loud thump, something fell and crashed to the ground and Mel dropped an F-bomb.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked.  
 
    She dropped another F-bomb, so I assumed she wasn’t, and did my best to get to her in the dark. “What happened?” I shined my light around the room and gasped. The room was in shambles. Pictures once hung on the wall were scattered on the floor. The couch and chair were upturned with the pillows thrown aside. Tables were flipped over, the glass on them cracked. The gas logs from the fireplace were tossed onto the carpet. Framed family photos had been ripped from the frames, the frames broken into pieces on the floor. The corner desk was trashed, papers and other desk items strewn haphazardly around the room. Mel lay on the floor, her left leg bent one direction, her ankle twisted another.  
 
    “Ouch,” I said. “That’s gotta hurt.”  
 
    “It does, like a son of a beach ball.”  
 
    I suppressed a giggle. Mel must have forgotten the few F-bombs she’d just dropped, or else she remembered them, and mentally repented. “Let me help you up.” I bent down and pulled her to stand, but she pushed back and sat on an old trunk near the fireplace.  
 
    “The trunk,” Bill said. “That’s it. That’s something special to Emma.”  
 
    “The trunk,” I said.  
 
    Mel glanced down at her seat. “What about it?”  
 
    “It’s the only thing she was allowed to bring from our previous life. It’s got to be a clue,” he said.  
 
    I filled Mel in and grabbed her hand, yanking her up. She hopped over to a chair that my mother had somehow flipped upright without touching.  
 
    “Thanks, Ma,” Mel said. She glanced at me. “It was Fran, right?”  
 
     “Petronilla. Shine your light over here. I’ll check it out.”  
 
    I searched the trunk, but it was empty. “There’s nothing here.”  
 
    Bill floated over. “The bottom comes out. Push down on one side and pull up on the other.”  
 
    I pushed down on the left, and the right side popped up, so I latched onto it and drew it up. The entire bottom lifted off. I tossed it to the side, flashed my light into the trunk, and hit gold. Well, something pretty darn close to it at least.  
 
    Mel hobbled over from the chair? “What is it? Cash?”  
 
    “Ah Madone,” Ma said.  
 
    Mel latched onto my arm and leaned over to peer into the trunk. “What the?”  
 
    “That’s what I said,” Ma said.  
 
    I shook my head, not at all interested in playing interpreter for them. I stared at the single small item in the trunk. “Well, that’s not what I thought it would be.”  
 
    “Not so much,” Mel said.  
 
    I bent down to pick up the white envelope, and Mel, still attached to my arm, stumbled forward, crashing into the trunk headfirst.  
 
    Ma let out a laugh so loud I swore the room quaked. I grabbed Mel’s waist and lugged her out, heaving in big breaths at her body mass. “You gain weight recently?” 
 
    She growled. Leaning on me for support, she hobbled back to the chair, singing a stream of curse words the whole way. I wasn’t sure if they were because she was hurt emotionally or physically, and I wasn’t going to ask.  
 
    She’d retrieved the contents of the trunk during her head dive and handed it to me. “Remember when you lost your virginity?”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The first time you had sex? Remember it?”  
 
    Ma hovered next to Mel, eyes wide, nodding repeatedly. “Yeah, I remember mine. Wasn’t all that and a bag a chips, you ask me. Kinda a let down.”  
 
    I realized where Mel was going with her question, but opening the trunk and finding the envelope wasn’t the same as losing my virginity. “Not a valid comparison.” I flipped the small white envelope in my hand. I almost made a crack about the flimsy envelope and my high school sweetheart, but couldn’t bring myself to knock him, the memories too sweet to stain with sarcasm.  
 
    “Well, whadda you waitin’ for?” Ma asked. “Open the darn thing.”  
 
    I glanced at Bill. He simply shrugged, so I carefully opened it and pulled out a single piece of paper. “Ten twenty-five.”  
 
    Mel tilted her head. “Huh?”  
 
    I showed her the paper. “That’s what it says. Ten twenty-five.”  
 
    I held the paper to Bill. “What’s it mean? Any idea?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Not a clue.”  
 
    “Well that’s what it is,” Ma said. “A clue.”  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said.  
 
    “Who’s right?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Ma thinks it’s a clue.”  
 
    “A clue to what though?”  
 
    I shrugged. “No clue.” I glanced at Bill. “It’s got to mean something. Think about it. Ten-twenty-five.”  
 
    He shrugged. “I just don’t know.”  
 
    “An anniversary?” Mel asked.  
 
    When Bill shook his head, I shook mine too.  
 
    “Birthday?” Ma asked.  
 
    “Not a birthday either,” I told Mel. “Bank code?”  
 
    Another head shake from Bill. 
 
    “Garage code?” Mel asked. 
 
    “Part of a license plate?” I asked.  
 
    Bill just kept shaking his head.  
 
    After running through every possible option without success, we gave up. I needed to get Mel home to ice her sprained ankle anyway.  
 
    I played interpreter on the ride home, filling Mel in on what Bill and my mother said.  
 
    “We need to tell Aaron,” she said.  
 
    “Jesus Hernandez,” I said.  
 
    “The Mexican Mafia man?” Mel asked. “What about him?” 
 
    “Maybe the number has something to do with him?”  
 
    “Like a case file or something?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “Call Aaron.”  
 
    She put him on speaker, and we detailed out the 411 for him. 
 
    “You need to go to the ER,” he said. “Your ankle could be broken.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. Boyfriend had taken precedence over detective. I made a mental note to tease the crap out of him about that. 
 
    “It’s not broken,” she said. “Just sprained.” 
 
    “And that’s not the point of the call,” I added. “The point is the numbers. Ten-twenty-five. It’s a clue, Aaron. At least we think it is.”  
 
    “First, let’s discuss the breaking and entering into the crime scene of an active investigation, nonetheless.”  
 
    My eyes met Mel’s.  
 
    “Ouch,” she said. “Maybe I should go to the hospital. My ankle really hurts.”  
 
    I gave her a thumbs up.  
 
    “Nice try, babe,” Aaron said.  
 
    I flipped my thumb down.  
 
    “Do you know what kind of trouble you could be in for this?” he asked.  
 
    “First of all, we did not break in,” I said. “The door was unlocked. And we didn’t disrupt anything—“ 
 
    “Except for the trunk,” Mel interrupted.  
 
    I gave her my death stare. “You’re not helpful.”  
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “Do I want to know how you knew to check the trunk?” Aaron asked.  
 
    “I’m guessin’ you already know the answer to that question,” I said.  
 
    “I’d prefer the answer be Emma Marx.”  
 
    “You and me both,” I said. “But then we wouldn’t need to decipher the code, would we?”  
 
    We ran through the gamut of options for what the numbers meant, and Aaron said he’d check on a few. It wasn’t a guarantee of finding the money, but at least it was a start.  
 
    “And by the way, why did your guys leave her house in that kind of mess? That was kind of rude.” I asked. 
 
    “What kind of mess?”  
 
    I explained the condition of Emma’s house to Aaron, and he let out a stream of curse words that definitely made up for the ones he’d not used since he’d tried to stop swearing. 
 
    “We didn’t leave the house in any kind of mess. Someone else has been there. I gotta go.”  
 
    And that was the end of that conversation.  
 
    I dropped Mel off at her place and set her up with a bag of ice, and eight hundred milligrams of ibuprofen.  
 
    “I’d love a tall, non-fat, with whip mocha,” she said.  
 
    “And they’d like ice water in Hades, too,” I said, heading toward her front door.  
 
    “You suck at being a best friend,” she yelled my direction.  
 
    “Not the first time I’ve heard that.” I shut the door behind me.  
 
    On the short drive home my mother and Bill rambled on.  
 
    “Who do you think did that to her house?” Ma asked. 
 
    “Probably Jesus,” Bill said.  
 
    “Boy’s got no manners. You don’t leave a mess in a woman’s house. You visit, you clean up after yourself.”  
 
    “I don’t think he was there to visit, Ma,” I said. 
 
    “It don’t matter, it’s still rude.”  
 
    I didn’t bother. Sometimes it just wasn’t worth messing with her old school way of thinking. “What do you think the numbers mean? Could it be a password for something?”  
 
    “Josh says you gotta have passwords for everything these days. Maybe it’s for that thing-a-ma-jig your son plays?” Ma asked.  
 
    “I think she means his XBOX or whatever it is he plays.” 
 
    “It’s an XBOX,” he said. “And I hadn’t thought about that.”  
 
    “There’s one way to find out,” Ma said, and then she was gone.  
 
    “She does that often, doesn’t she?” Bill asked.  
 
    “More than I like.”  
 
    He gave me a head nod and disappeared too.  
 
    “And then there was one,” I said to my empty car.  
 
    Several hours later I sat on my couch, thoughts of Emma Marx, her son Justin, and the rest of the case keeping me from sleep. I reviewed what I knew, which I realized wasn’t much. Bill Marx had been killed walking out of court after giving up the bad guys. The family had been put in WITSEC. Bill saved a little of the money he’d laundered for the bad guys, and Emma hid it after his death. Emma gets an envelope from who knows who, with who knows what in it, ships her kid off to her mother’s house, gets drunker than a skunk, claims the kid went missing, and then takes a tumble down her stairs to her death. Some time in the midst of that—or not, I wasn’t sure—she leaves a clue in the false bottom of a trunk. Ten-twenty-five.  
 
    What I didn’t know was a heck of a lot more than what I knew.  
 
    I snatched an icy cold Diet Coke from the fridge and headed to the basement. Everyone was asleep, and I needed to have a powwow with my mother, and I didn’t want to wake them, nor did I want my daughter Emily to hear me talking to my deader than a doornail mom. Emily didn’t know I had the gift, and I didn’t want her to find out. Because my mom had some freaky celestial spirit sixth sense, she was already floating down there when I flipped on the light.  
 
    “Boo.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Nice try.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Drat. I coulda used a good laugh.”  
 
    I stumbled backward, clutched my chest, and squealed. “Oh my stars, a ghost! Whatever should I do?”  
 
    “What’s the point a bein’ a ghost if I can’t haunt the ones I love?”  
 
    “You do--my brothers.”  
 
    “There is that, and I gotta say, that’s a lotta fun.”  
 
    An image of John and Paul seeing something they couldn’t explain popped into my head, and I giggled. “Yeah, I bet it is.”  
 
    “So whadda need?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s creepy how you know when I need you.” I plopped onto the couch, but not before moving a handful of chick-flick DVDs my daughter had left stacked on the cushion.  
 
    “I’m your mother. I know you like I know a good meatball.”  
 
    I ignored the fact that my mother had just compared me to a mixed ball of cow and pig. There was a joke in there somewhere, I was sure of it. “Something doesn’t fit. I’m missing something.”  
 
    I went over what I knew again, except before I finished, the light bulb over my head flashed. “Bill was killed leaving the court-house.”  
 
    “Yeah. That’s what he said.”  
 
    “After he testified.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “After.”  
 
    I could almost see the light bulb go on over my mother’s head, too.  
 
    “Why would they kill him after he testified against them and not before?”  
 
    I tapped my chin with my finger. “Because the people he testified against weren’t the ones that killed him.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m onto something here.” She rotated in circles, her feet just barely hovering above the floor. 
 
    “Uh, excuse me? I’m the one that said it, not you.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I was thinkin’ it first. I just gave you a nudge in the right direction.”  
 
    Good grief. Why did I even bother? “So if wasn’t the people he’d testified against, who was it?” 
 
    “Ain’t that the million dollar question?”  
 
    More like the two million dollar question. “Where’s Bill?” 
 
    “How should I know? I ain’t his babysitter. Call him.” 
 
    “Ugh. Fine. Bill? Hell-ooo?” I waited a few seconds and when he didn’t appear, I tried again. “Hola, Bill? Eh, uh, Dan?” I thought using his real name might help.  
 
    “I heard you when you said ‘Bill.’ Like I said, I’ve grown accustomed to it. It’s funny how that happens, actually. I guess names aren’t as important as we think.”  
 
    I waved my hand in the air. “We’ll talk about that later—or not—who wants the money?”  
 
    He stared at me, his brows furrowed. “I don’t know.”  
 
    My mother chimed in. “You work for someone else? Someone you didn’t give up to the po po?”  
 
    Remnants of ghosts from my recent past along—with my mother rapping—flitted through my head when she said po po. “Who killed you?”  
 
    “Who killed me?”  
 
    “Yuh huh. Who?” Ma asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said.  
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” I asked.  
 
    “That part’s kind of foggy. I remember walking out of the courtroom. I remember walking out the front doors of the court- house, thinking everything was going to be okay, and the next thing I knew, I was floating over my body watching blood spurt from my neck.”  
 
    “A neck shot? Ouch,” Ma said. “That’s gotta hurt. Angela’s great uncle Joey got his throat slit back in the sixties. The neck’s a gusher, Madone. The blood on his clothes. My aunt never got it out. Hadda bury ‘em in a stained suit.” 
 
    I held out my palm. “I know, Ma, ‘cause the other one was all stained because he used that one to shoot up his boss. Blah. Blah. Blah.” I’d heard the story a billion times and still didn’t like it.  
 
    “All’s I’m sayin’ is you oughta have at least three dressy outfits. Ya know, just in case. ‘Specially if you’re gonna play with the bad guys. You know what I’m sayin’?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. No one went off topic better than my mother. “Aside from the attorney, did you…” I paused, looking for the right word. “help anyone else?” 
 
    Bill contemplated the idea but couldn’t come up with anything. “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s as if there are holes in my memory. Some things are perfectly clear, while others seem to have disappeared completely.”  
 
    “Yah, that’s the way it works. More so when you’re knocked off like that. Bein’ I’m an advanced spirit and all, I can tell you you’ll remember eventually, so you just gotta be patient.”  
 
    “I don’t have time for patience,” I said. “I’ve got a lot of missing money to find, a code that makes no sense to anyone, and then there’s the whole who killed Emma Marx question.” I paced the length of the room. “Ten-twenty-five. One-zero-two-five.”  
 
    “One-zero-two-five?” Bill asked. “I think I know that number.”  
 
    I would have beaned him if my hand wouldn’t have gone right through his head. “It’s the code we’re trying to decipher, remember?”  
 
    Ma waved her hand at me. “Hush. Maybe he’s remembering.”  
 
    She had a point.  
 
    Bill did a ghostly version of pacing the room. “One-zero-two-five. One-zero-two-five.”  
 
    “Yeah, one-zero-two-five,” Ma said. “So what’s it mean? You rememberin’ something?”  
 
    From the look on Bill’s face, I wasn’t sure if he was concentrating or constipated. Either way, he was focused. “Ma, give the man a minute, will ya?”  
 
    “I thought you didn’t have time for patience?”  
 
    I really hated when she threw my words back at me like that. “Just hush.”  
 
    She stuck her tongue out at me.  
 
    So mature.  
 
    I returned the gesture because I was mature, too, and because I loved her ability to ease my stress with her silly sense of humor.  
 
    “I know the numbers mean something,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah, they’re the key to where the money is,” Ma said.  
 
    He shook his head. “Other than that. They mean something to Emma. To me. I’m close. I can almost remember.” He made that funny constipated look again.  
 
    Ma hovered close to him and cheered him on. “Come on, Bill, you can do it. Just think.”  
 
    “Ma, he could probably think better if you’d give him some breathing room.”  
 
    She flipped toward me. “He’s dead, remember? He don’t need no room to breathe.”  
 
    Score another point for my mother.  
 
    Bill paced again for what felt like a year but was exactly two minutes. I knew because I checked the clock on the cable box five times. I sat on the couch, emotionally and physically drained, and wondered if it would be inappropriate to get a bowl of ice cream while he concentrated. When I decided it wouldn’t, Bill’s energy lit up and shone bright blue, with little sparks flying off him.  
 
    “Oh, now that’s impressive,” Ma said. “I wanna sparkle like that.”  
 
    I jumped from the couch. “You remembered?”  
 
    He nodded. “I think so.”  
 
    Ma and I waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, Ma said, “Well, tell us, for cryin’ out loud.”  
 
    “It’s the day our dog died. October twenty-fifth.”  
 
    Ma moaned. “That’s it? Well ain’t that a real letdown?”  
 
    I didn’t understand. “They day your dog died? What would be the importance of that?” I realized that sounded harsh, but it wasn’t intentional. I know when our girl Gracie crosses the Rainbow Bridge I’ll be beyond devastated, so I swallowed my snotty attitude and showed some compassion.  
 
    “I mean, that’s a sad day and all, but why write the number down and stick it in the false bottom of a trunk? Could it have any other significant meaning?”  
 
    “When did the dog kick the bucket?” Ma asked. “Before or after you?”  
 
    Clearly I got my compassionate side from my father.  
 
    “After.”  
 
    “And you know the date?” 
 
    The light surrounding him brightened. “I loved that dog.”  
 
    “I can understand that, but what could it mean in relation to the money?”  
 
    “Why don’t we ask the dog?” Ma asked.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “You gotta get better at this talkin’ to spirits stuff, you ask me.”  
 
    “Good grief.” I glanced back at Bill. “Think about it. What’s the missing link?” When Bill didn’t answer, I continued. “What kind of dog was it?”  
 
    “Golden Retriever. He was a great dog. Even I cried when he died. I was with them when they buried him. I wanted to comfort my son, but he couldn’t feel me. Broke my heart to see him crying like that.”  
 
    “Where’d they bury the dog?” Ma asked.  
 
    “In the woods behind their house.”  
 
    I locked eyes with my mother. “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?”  
 
    “We gotta dig up that dog,” she said.  
 
    “Ew, no. That’s not what I was thinking.” 
 
    “Well, whadda ya mean then?”  
 
    I had no intention of digging up their family dog, but the date had to mean something, and the best place to start was where he was buried. “I mean we need to pay our respects to the dog.” I ran a hand through my hair, knowing Aaron would flip if he knew I went back to Emma’s house, but what was I supposed to do? “Let’s do this.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning I scattered yard tools around the back of the garage searching for the small shovels I knew we had, but couldn’t find, even though Mel and I had just cleaned out and organized the darn garage. And not because I planned to dig up a dead dog, because ew, but because…well, heck…because I planned to probably dig up a dead dog. “Where the heck are they?” I complained loudly, but only to myself. “Where did Mel put the shovels?” Blaming Mel was the easiest way to pass the buck.  
 
    I kicked up a fuss and responded to myself. “Well, Ang, ease up on the poor gal, will ya? You only asked her to help you clean up to pass the time. It’s not like she did much anyway, and, really, neither did you, so you’re to blame as much as she is. And anyway, this is technically outside work. And the outside work—since it’s outside of the house—is Jake’s, so it’s really his fault, not Mel’s. Get on him about it, not her.” I crouched down and pulled a shovel out from under the bottom shelf of paint cans. “Finally.”  
 
    “You’re doing it again.”  
 
    Startled by the sound of Jake’s voice, I jumped up and bumped my head on a stack of two by fours sticking out from another level of shelves. “Son of a beach ball.”  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Looking for the shovels. When’re you planning to clean the garage? You promised to do it last summer.”  
 
    He rubbed the top of my head and kissed it. “Didn’t you and Mel just do it?” 
 
    “That’s beside the point.” 
 
    “What’s the shovel for?”  
 
    My eyes involuntarily shifted left, and he let out a heavy breath. “You gonna tell me what’s going on?”  
 
    I leaned the shovel against the garage wall near the door and walked back into the kitchen. Jake followed. “We’re not digging up any graves. It’s just in case we need to dig up the money.”  
 
    “The money?”  
 
    I hadn’t told Jake the whole story, so I gave him more of the details.  
 
    “Does Aaron know what you’re doing?”  
 
    My eyes betrayed me again, and I hated them for it.  
 
    “I’m coming with you.”  
 
    “No, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. This is dangerous. You almost got killed the last time you went out on your own. You’re not doing this again.” I was pretty sure his brain was bubbling to a boil because his face was the color of the extra ripe tomatoes my mother used to use in her pasta gravy.  
 
    “Ma, Mel, and Bill will be with me. If anything happens, they’ll take care of me.”  
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”  
 
    I dipped my head into a partial nod. “Yes?”  
 
    He didn’t so much as pace the length of the kitchen; it was more of a sprint. Back and forth, zinging expletives about my gift and my lack of fear, and my inability to know when to quit. I kept my mouth shut, a feat in and of itself for an Italian woman for sure, and for me, nearly a miracle, and I waited until he settled down. When he did, he dropped into a chair at the counter and ran his hand through his hair. “It’s always gonna be like this, isn’t it?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.”  
 
    “I’m proud of you, but I worry about you.”  
 
    “I know, but I’ll be careful.”  
 
    “I’m getting you a gun and teaching you how to use it.”  
 
    I laughed. “I can’t shoot a ghost.”  
 
    “It’s not for the ghosts.”  
 
    And that’s when I realized his fear was real. I pressed my lips together. “Okay.”  
 
    He came over to me and wrapped his arms around me, nuzzling my neck with his scruffy, hadn’t-shaved-in-a-few-days face. “If anyone tries to hurt you, you beat the living daylights out of them with that shovel, you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Thirty minutes later I was at Mel’s house, beeping my horn in her driveway. A few seconds later she limped out her front door and hobbled to my car.  
 
    “Mangled Mel, ready for service,” she said. She peeked into the backseat. “Uh, why is there a shovel and a rake in the back?  
 
    “Why do you think?” 
 
    Her eyes shot open. “Oh, heck no. I am not diggin’ up any dead people.” She grabbed the door handle. “No thank you.”  
 
    I clicked the electric lock. “Chill out, Daniel-san, we’re not digging up any dead people. Only a dog.”  
 
    Her already China doll-white face paled more. “Nope. No dead animals either.” She rotated her head back and forth. “I don’t do dead.” 
 
    There were so many ways I could go with that comment, but I didn’t. “I’m kidding,” I said, patting my best friend on the knee. “We’re not digging up anything dead. They’re just in case we need to dig around the area. Bill thinks the code is the date their dog died, and they buried the dog in the backyard, so he thinks it’s the clue.”  
 
    She leaned back in the seat. “So we’re for sure not digging up the dog, right?”  
 
    I held up my pinky. “Pinky promise.”  
 
    She tilted her head toward me. “I’m not five.”  
 
    “Sometimes you act like it.”  
 
    “Bite me.”  
 
    “And my point made.”  
 
    “Are we alone?” 
 
    “Oddly, yes, but I’m sure they’ll be with us soon.”  
 
    “Good. Tell me if anyone shows up, okay?”  
 
    I narrowed a brow her direction. “Okay. Why? What’s up?” 
 
    She pulled a notepad from her purse. “Did some research last night. Bill, er uh, Dan was associated with some pretty bad dudes. Allegedly, of course, but you know what that means.”  
 
    “Yes, it means innocent until proven guilty, and we already knew that anyway.”  
 
    It was her eyebrow that narrowed that time. “Maybe to someone who doesn’t live in the world of cops, but for someone like me, it’s the other way around.”  
 
    “You did not just seriously say that to me,” I said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re just dating a cop and he’s a cop I introduced you to, remember? I work with cops.”  
 
    “You don’t get paid so really what you do is more like volunteer.”  
 
    I noticed my knuckles had turned a pasty white from gripping the steering wheel. “I do not volunteer. I am a special consultant who works in an undercover capacity at no charge.”  
 
    “You say tomato…” 
 
    “Oh my—“ 
 
    My mother cut me off, and Mel was lucky she had because it was the first time in a long time she’d get a verbal Italian butt whooping from her best friend. Trust me, it was deserved. A volunteer. As if.  
 
    “We goin’ for the clue now?” Ma asked.  
 
    I gave Mel the stink eye. “Ma’s here. Consider yourself saved.”  
 
    “I’m just sayin’,” Mel said, the laugh in her voice clear.  
 
    “Whatever.”  
 
    “You wearing your butt on your shoulders today, Ang?” Ma asked.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said.  
 
    “She’s asking you what’s wrong, isn’t she?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Drop it, Mel,” I said.  
 
    “You sure sound cranky,” Ma said.  
 
    “I said I’m fine, Ma.”  
 
    “She’s cranky ‘cause I told her she’s a volunteer for the police,” Mel said.  
 
    “Oh boy. That ain’t gonna turn out good for Mel,” Ma said.  
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I said.  
 
    “What’d she say?” Mel asked.  
 
    “She said you’re headed for a serious Italian whoop ass.” 
 
    She hit the electric window button and took a gulp of fresh air.  
 
    Ma chuckled, but I didn’t find it funny. Jake’s fears had become my own, and Mel’s comment rubbed me the wrong way. I was cranky. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, the rest of the world needed to watch out. Hell had no fury like an Italian woman in a bad mood.  
 
    Luckily for Mel and the rest of the world, Bill appeared a few minutes before we arrived at the house.  
 
    “Aaron isn’t going to be happy we’re here,” I said. “We definitely can’t go back inside since we’ve already disturbed the crime scene of an active investigation. I don’t know if the outside counts. If it does, we can at least claim naiveté.”   
 
    “If it does, whadda we care?” Ma asked. “We’re lookin’ for the big bucks, and if we find it, we might find out who killed Bill and Emma too, right? Then we’re the heroes and it won’t matter none about the crime scene bein’ disturbed.”  
 
    “I hope so,” I said. “But it’s not like their names will be on the money.”  
 
    “I really wish I was psychic,” Mel said.  
 
    “Watch what you wish for,” I said.  
 
    Mel hobbled out of the car, and I grabbed the garden tools from the back seat and carried them to the backyard. She leaned against a tree while Bill showed me where the dog was buried.  
 
    “What kind of dog?” Mel asked.  
 
    “A Golden Retriever,” I said.  
 
    In the far back of the lot, just into a heavily wooded area past the fenced part, stood a tall tree with a thick trunk, probably hundreds of years old based on the size of it. Bill said Emma put a small box with a photo plaque and poem encased with glass inside. He said she’d told their son she’d buried the dog there because she didn’t want the next owners of the house possibly disturbing the grave. Mel staggered over to it while I crawled around the burial area checking out the ground for possible clues. I wasn’t sure what I was searching for, probably a needle in a haystack, but a girl had to do what a girl had to do. I hoped whatever I needed to find would make itself known to me.  
 
    “Ang, you gotta come look at this,” Mel yelled from the tree.  
 
    “Gimme a sec,” I yelled back, patting the ground with a small metal spade. I pulled myself up, wiped the leaves and sticks from my jeans, and moved toward the far end of the backyard. Just before I reached her, my ankle caught in a dip in the ground and twisted. I tumbled down on it and fell to the right, catching myself on my right arm and falling flat on the palm of my hand. “Son of a beach ball,” I screamed. “That hurt.”  
 
    Ma zipped over with Bill close behind her. Mel took a little longer, but that was to be expected. “Oh, that can’t be good,” she said, staring at my twisted ankle. “Who’s gonna drive home now?”  
 
    I glanced at my foot. And my eyes lit up. “Mel, get the shovel, quick.”  
 
    If anyone happened to be secretly taping Mel and me shoveling dirt in the woods behind Emma Marx’s backyard, they definitely needed to send it to America’s Funniest Home Videos because they’d take home the big bucks. Two middle-aged women holding each other up and attempting to balance on one foot each while taking turns shoveling and falling all over each other had to be hilarious to watch. It was gut-busting to Ma and Bill or would have been it they still had guts, and it was pretty comical to Mel and me too.  
 
    My psychic juju had been sending me all kinds of signs telling me something wasn’t right, but I had ignored them. I’d been intent to figure out what was going on or find Emma Marx, the money, the next clue…I didn’t quite know what, and that was the problem. I didn’t know what I didn’t know. I just knew I needed to find out.  
 
    “Keep your heel pressed into the ground so I don’t fall,” I said.  
 
    “My heel is pressed into the ground.”  
 
    “It doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Stop pushing your hip into my thigh, and we won’t tip over,” Mel said.  
 
    “I have to or I can’t get enough force to push the shovel.”  
 
    “That’s because all you do is run instead of lift weights. You need to build more muscle,” Mel said. 
 
    “Do you really wanna have that conversation when I’m holding the shovel?”  
 
    She shook her head. “Not so much.”  
 
    The shovel hit something solid in the dirt. “I think I found it,” I said.  
 
    “Found what?” Ma asked.  
 
    So did Mel.  
 
    I dropped the shovel and wobbled to the ground as carefully as I could without putting any unnecessary pressure on my already swollen and pained ankle. “Look.” I pointed to the top of what looked like a piece of metal. “Can you see that?”  
 
    Mel mimicked the way I sat, and checked it out. “Looks like some kind of metal something.”  
 
    I used the metal spade to push the dirt around it off. The more I pushed, the bigger the metal got.  
 
    “Wow, that’s pretty big,” Ma said.  
 
    “Can you do anything?” 
 
    “Who me?” Mel asked.  
 
    “I’m talking to my mom,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, Fran. Can you work your celestial juju for us? This could take all day,” Mel said.  
 
    “Who’s she talkin’ to?” Ma asked. “I don’t see no one named Fran around here.”  
 
    “Oh for the love of Mike. Now is not the time for that, Ma.”  
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” Mel asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t go by Fran, remember?”  
 
    “Seriously? Now?” 
 
    I agreed. 
 
    “Petronilla, can you do anything?”  
 
    “What’s she thinkin’? It’s not like I can work miracles or somethin’.” 
 
    I sighed. “No, but you do have some fancy celestial super powers when you need them, and right now we need them. We can’t be digging like this all day.”  
 
    Mel held up her hand. “Look, I just got a manicure and it’s ruined.”  
 
    I bit my bottom lip. “Really? That’s what you’re goin’ with?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Do you know how expensive manicures are these days?” She held her hands to my face and as I examined the dirt between her skinny, dirty fingers I caught a glimpse of something flash behind her. One minute it was there and the next it was gone.  
 
    “They’re ruined,” she said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My nails. You’re not even looking at them,” Mel said, and checked behind her. “What’re you looking at?”  
 
    “I thought I saw something.”  
 
    Bill floated behind Mel. “What did you see?” He turned around and checked out the area behind him. “A neighbor?”  
 
    “I couldn’t make out what it was. Probably just the wind.” I went back to the metal in the ground and dug my hands into the dirt, trying to find where the thing ended, but I couldn’t. Either it was massive or I wasn’t the brightest bulb on the tree. I figured it was the second.  
 
    “Ah Madone,” Ma said. “Hold on.” 
 
    She drifted upward, and she did some funky thing where her arms rose up above her head and slightly behind her and wiggled like they didn’t have any bones, which I realized, they didn’t, anymore. Her energy lit up, glowing a bright white, trimmed in a soft gold, something I’d never seen before, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t amaze the heck out of me. She positioned herself over the metal piece and pulled her arms back in, and then immediately back out. When she did, the dirt, leaves, and everything else covering the metal flew off, splattering all over both Mel and me. Since our jaws were gaping O shaped holes, we both got a mouth full of the stuff too.  
 
    “Holy mother of God,” Mel said as she spat out dry yard yuck. “Your mom is the bomb.”  
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Ma said.  
 
    I spit out the debris and bent down to grab the metal box. “It’s a safe.” I dug around the sides of it with the spade. The depth wasn’t as big as I’d expected, so I doubted it had the money in it, at least not all of it. I was able to push it out with the spade. I wrenched it out of the ground and set it down next to me. We all gawked at it like it was some priceless artifact from some Egyptian prince or something.  
 
    The sunlight reflected off the metal and bounced into my eyes, nearly blinding me. When I squinted, a prism of colors darted across the yard and rebounded off the mounds of dirt the police left when they’d dug up the yard before. “This doesn’t make sense,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Mel asked.  
 
    “The police already dug up this entire backyard and found nothing.” 
 
    “This wasn’t in the backyard. It was in the woods behind the backyard. Why would they check there?”  
 
    “Since they didn’t, I guess it’s not something they would do.” I ran my hand across the box and let out a frustrated breath. “It’s got a combination lock.” 
 
    “Try the ten-twenty-five number again,” Bill said. The urgency in his voice struck me as odd.  
 
    “Why so impatient, Bill?” 
 
    “I’m not impatient,” he said. “We’re just waiting.” His energy vibrated, and instead of glowing, it hummed. I would have sworn he was anxious, though he tried hard to remain calm.  
 
    “What’s going on, Bill? You’re acting awfully strange.”  
 
    “Nothing’s going on. Just open the box.”  
 
    I wiped off the lock area with my shirt and moved the four little numbers to the date the dog died, and the lock snapped into place and clicked open. 
 
     I stared at the safe one more time. 
 
    Ma’s patience was close to done. “Well, whadda’re ya waitin’ for? You gonna open it or what?”  
 
    I let my conscious get the best of me. “Should we get this to Aaron?”  
 
    “Hell no,” Mel said. “Open the darn thing before I pee on myself.”  
 
    “We’re all curious,” Bill said. “Just open the safe.” His tone had quickly gone from impatient to upset.  
 
    Mel couldn’t hear him but must have sensed something. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Why are you curious, Bill? Do you think the money is here? What does it matter to you anyway? You can’t do anything with it.” 
 
    My mother glared at Bill. “Yeah, Bill, if you were alive, you’d be sweatin’ like a dog in a Thai restaurant right now. You wanna tell us what’s goin’ on?”  
 
    Bill back peddled. “I uh, I…I’m just excited. I don’t know how the money could be here. I don’t know how the police couldn’t have found it. I don’t know what’s going on.”  
 
    I swirled the numbers on the lock so it wouldn’t open. “I’m not gonna open it. I think we need to call Aaron.” Since we’d basically broken all kinds of laws—or so I thought—I didn’t want to break any more, so notifying the police was definitely the right thing to do. I tugged my phone out of my pocket and called him.  
 
    He answered with a new greeting. “Tell me you’re not doing something you shouldn’t be.”  
 
    “Why can’t you just say hello? It’s like you think the worst of me now, and there’s no reason for that.” I worked hard to keep the mood light so Bill wouldn’t freak any more than he already had. I wanted him to think I didn’t suspect him of anything even though I was certain he’d done something bad.  
 
    “Because lately I feel like I’m the comic relief in some bad women’s play.”  
 
    “What women’s play could ever be bad?” 
 
    “What can I do for you today?” There was a hint of sarcasm in his tone, but I ignored it.  
 
    “I think you should come to Emma Marx’s house.” I clicked the speaker icon on my phone so everyone could hear the anger I knew was coming.  
 
    “Son of a bi—bicyclist. What are you doing messing around an active crime scene again? Is Mel with you? She better not— oh hell. I’m on my way.” He disconnected.  
 
    Mel giggled. “Guess I’m not getting lucky again tonight.”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a blond ball of something bounce through the bushes. I rubbed my eyes and focused, and realized the blond ball was a cute Golden Retriever. “Bill, what was your dog’s name?”  
 
    “Benny. Why?”  
 
    “Benny,” I yelled, and the dog bounded over, his telling wagging, and his tongue hanging from his mouth. He pounced toward me, and I went to pet him, completely forgetting that I couldn’t. “You’re a good boy.”  
 
    He wagged his tail, and his tongue licked right through my leg.  
 
    Bill’s face lit up light a Christmas tree decorated in all white lights. “Hey, Benny, how’s my good boy?” He crouched down, though not touching the ground and got up close to the dog. Benny’s tail stopped wagging, his ears went back, and he showed his teeth. Instead of a soft moan, the dog growled, and he barked like he wanted to eat Bill for breakfast. Bill cooed in an attempt to calm Benny, but it didn’t work. After a few minutes of incessant barking, Bill’s Christmas lights burned out, and he disappeared.  
 
    As I filled Mel in on my thoughts, Benny ran around in circles, sniffing the holes the police dug around his backyard. He’d catch my eye occasionally, and I’d laugh as he’d drop into a hole and jump out. When he didn’t come out of one, I heaved myself up and hobbled toward it.  
 
    “Where’re you going?” Mel asked.  
 
    I pointed to the hole. “Benny’s in there and hasn’t come out.”  
 
    “Wait for me,” she said, then pushed herself up and limped behind me.  
 
    “Oh crap,” we both said in unison.  
 
    “Well, that ain’t good, “Ma said, staring into the hole.  
 
    Aaron’s timing was perfect. “What on God’s earth are you two thinking? This is an active crime scene—“  
 
    Mel and I glanced back at him and then pointed into the hole. When he saw what we saw, he grabbed his radio on the side of his shirt and said, “This is Detective Banner, I need the medical examiner over at the Marx property ASAP. We’ve got a probable 1048 in a hole in the backyard.”  
 
    “Who do you think it is?” Mel asked.  
 
    Aaron held up his palms. “But from the looks of him, he hasn’t been there long.”  
 
    “Come on, Benny boy, come here!” The ghost-dog was still in the hole with the body, and it freaked me out. The man lay there, face up, covered with only a thin layer of dirt. Contrary to what people think, unless you’re asleep or your eyes are already closed, they don’t automatically close when you die. If they’re open, they stay open. This guy’s eyes were wide open when he took his last breath, and from the look on his face, he was pretty shocked to be dying that way, too. My skin tingled, and I scratched my biceps to make it stop.  
 
    “Is he here?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Who?” Aaron asked.  
 
    She pointed to the man in the hole. “Him. Is he here?”  
 
    “Oh, you mean his ghost?” 
 
    “No, Santa Claus.”  
 
    “You’re asking me a question I can’t answer.”  
 
    “Actually, I’m asking Angela.” She poked me in the shoulder. “Hey, you listening?”  
 
    “Ouch. What?” 
 
    “Is the dead guy here?” 
 
    I glanced around just to make sure. “The only dead one with us is Benny the dog. The rest took off.” 
 
    “Even Fran?”  
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “Odd.”  
 
    “Something’s up with Bill,” I said. “He really wanted me to open the box. The box!” I grabbed the box and gave it to Aaron. “The combination is one-zero-two-five. Whatever’s inside means something to Bill, and I know you’re gonna think this is crazy, but I think he killed his wife.”  
 
    The eye roll he gave me confirmed my suspicions.  
 
    The medical examiner arrived, along with his team and a crew of crime scene technicians. Benny was not pleased. He ran circles around them all, barking and nipping at their heels. I watched as one tech kept glancing and swiping at his feet, and wondered if he also had the gift. When I caught a glimpse of him crouched down and talking to Benny, I knew. He noticed me noticing him talking to nothing and quickly stopped, so I walked over to him and whispered in his ear. “The Golden’s name is Benny. Your secret’s safe with me.”  
 
    His mouth about hit the ground, but when it had time to sink in, he smiled and said, “Thank you.”  
 
    We stood around the makeshift grave as the ME asked us questions.  
 
    “Do you know the man?”  
 
    “No, sir.”  
 
    “Find any ID?” 
 
    “No, sir.”  
 
    He leaned into the hole. “Looks like a recent death. Body is clearly in rigor, smell is limited.” 
 
    Praise God, thank you, Jesus. The last thing I needed was Mel or I throwing up all over a crime scene. Again.  
 
    Mel leaned on her good foot and anchored herself against of Aaron for support. “The victim appears to be approximately mid-thirties.” 
 
    I might have thought too soon about the puking at a crime scene thing because Mel playing detective made me want to hurl.  
 
    I leaned in on my good foot but didn’t use Aaron as a support. I should have because I lost my balance and tumbled into the hole head first. I flung my arms out in front of me, hoping they’d stop my face from hitting the dead guy and the dirt.  
 
    They didn’t.  
 
    The branch cracked loud enough that it echoed between my ears and vibrated across my jaw. When the pain radiated through my fingers, I realized it wasn’t a branch that cracked, it was my hand, and I had to force myself to swallow so the bile wouldn’t race up my throat and project into the hole, and onto the crime scene. I had already made a big enough mess of it. My face smacked the dead guy’s face, making a thud sound kept the bile floating at the base of my throat. I wanted to go home and start the day over again.  
 
    The ME was right. Rigor had set in. His face was hard as a rock. I’d learn later that I’d broken my left maxillary bone—the bone under the eye, and my left ring finger, but at that moment I was more concerned about the grossness of lying on top of a dead guy. My whole body stiffened, and my flight syndrome kicked in. If I could have, I would have flown out of the hole and straight back home to my shower where I’d have boiled the dead germs off of me for a minimum of six hours straight.  
 
    I lay still for a moment as everyone above asked if I was okay. “I’m fine,” I said, too embarrassed to mention the pain throbbing in my hand and face. I pushed myself up with my right hand, scooted over, and heaved off of the dead guy. 
 
    “So of a beach ball,” Aaron said. Even from six feet under I could see his face turning red. “We’ll get a stretcher and get you right out.” He shook his head. “Just…Just try not to touch anything.”  
 
    “Little late for that.”  
 
    Mel laughed.  
 
    The medical examiner snorted and walked away. 
 
    I knew I liked him.  
 
    “Juan Garcia.”  
 
    I glanced at the dead dude. “Was that you?”  
 
    His wide eyes didn’t budge.  
 
    “I’m over here.”  
 
    I flipped my head to the right, and the man’s ghost was floating on that side of me. So was Benny.  
 
    “I’m Juan Garcia.” 
 
    “Angela Panther. Nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Would be nicer under different circumstances.”  
 
    “For you, probably. Know how you got here?”  
 
    “I was killed.”  
 
    So many sarcastic comments, so inappropriate at that moment.  
 
    “What about the who, what, when, why, and how? Do you know any of those?” 
 
    “None of it made sense until after I died, when I could see the person that did it.”  
 
    The men with the stretcher showed up at the top of the hole. “Listen, we gotta make this quick because only a few of those people up there know I can talk to your kind, and they’re gonna get me outta here in a sec.” 
 
    “Okay. I came here for a lock box that Emma Marx told me Bill Marx left for me. I didn’t know she died. I got a letter from her. Now I’m not sure who wrote the letter. When I arrived, I was attacked, but I couldn’t see who did it until I was dead.”  
 
    “Who was it?”  
 
    “Bill Marx. He was dead. He did it to me. He killed me.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He gave me the code for the lockbox but it wouldn’t open.”  
 
    “What’s in the lockbox?”  
 
    “Money. And lots of it.”  
 
    “Why would he tell you about the lock box and the money? Did he owe you money?” 
 
    The stretcher dropped down, and I crawled onto it, keeping my injured areas as safe as possible from additional harm. 
 
    “Come up with me. I’ll have more questions but talking will kind of be hit or miss. Plus, I can help get you where you need to go.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The crew pulled the stretcher up, and when my head popped over the top of the hole, Mel chucked. I shot her the stink eye and shut her up. 
 
    “You okay?” Aaron asked. 
 
    I said yes, but it was a lie. “Juan Garcia is the dead guy. Said Bill Marx killed him when he couldn’t open the lock box.” 
 
    “A dead guy killed him?” 
 
    “I knew something was up. Where’s the lock box?” 
 
    He pointed to the front of the house. “Had my guys put it in my car.”  
 
    “Bill wants in that lock box bad. Juan said there’s money in there, but I can’t figure out what Bill would want with money now that he’s dead.”  
 
    “Why can’t he just open the thing himself?” Aaron asked.  
 
    “I can’t figure that out either,” I said.  
 
    “Emma’s mother,” Mel said. “Didn’t she do some magic whatchamacallit that wouldn’t let him see his son? Maybe she did something so he couldn’t get into the box too?”  
 
    “But why?’  
 
    “Because the money was for Emma and Justin,” Mel said.  
 
    “And now Emma’s dead, and she’ll need the money for Justin. So why doesn’t she come and get it?”  
 
    “Because she doesn’t know where it is?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Wouldn’t Emma have told her?” I asked. I scratched my head with my left hand and howled from the pain.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mel asked.  
 
    “I think I cracked my finger on the dead guy.”  
 
    “You need a medic?” Aaron asked.  
 
    “No, it’ll be fine. I’ll wrap it when I get home. I wanna figure this out.”  
 
    “Jake’s never gonna let you help me again,” he said.  
 
    “Jake isn’t the boss of me, at least not all of the time. Mel, where’s your notebook?”  
 
    “Right here,” she said, whipping it out of her bag.  
 
    “Okay, so Bill Marx works for bad guys and testifies against them. He gets killed. Family is in WITSEC. Emma Marx gets killed. Before that happens, Justin Marx disappears but doesn’t really, because Emma sends him off after fearing for his life. We get a bunch of clues, well, not a bunch, but some, and they lead us to this lock box. My spidey sense told me Bill knew about the lock box already and knew where it was, but was just leading us on a wild goose chase.”  
 
    “Why?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Why was he leading us on a wild goose chase?”  
 
    “That, and why did your spidey sense tell you he knew about it?”  
 
    “The dog. He wasn’t happy to see Bill at all. I trust dogs and how they feel about people more than I trust people. As for the lock box, it’s not that I knew he knew about it as much as he knew she’d hid the money somewhere, so it had to be in something, and it was just a matter of what, and he likely assumed it was the lock box. Juan Garcia confirmed that for me. He said Bill told him about the lock box and he tried to get in it but didn’t have the right combination. When he couldn’t get in, Bill killed him.”  
 
    “So he needed us to help him get the combination?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “But what does he need the money for?” Juan asked.  
 
    I’d completely forgotten I’d asked him to stick around. “Does he owe you money?”  
 
    Mel and Aaron both dipped their heads to the right like two dogs who’d just heard a high-pitched whistle.  
 
    “Talking to Juan,” I said.  
 
    “He owes a lot of people money,” he said. “And if he doesn’t pay them back, they’re going to kill his son.”  
 
    Just then a tall man dressed in a tight-fitting pair of faded Wranger jeans, a beat up pair of cowboy boots and a dark brown cowboy hat, straight off the cover of a western romance novel sauntered up. I wiped the drool oozing from the corner of my mouth and watched Mel do the same. My excitement petered out a bit at the sight of the short woman with long, spiral curled dark hair, the kind of movie stars, following behind him. I knew immediately she was a reporter by the recorder in her hand. I’m just smart like that.  
 
    Aaron shook hands with the cowboy romance novel cover model. I snuck a peek at Mel, who I swore was still drooling. “Reeder, how good to see you.”  
 
    “You too, Detective. What’ve you got?”  
 
    He introduced us to Reeder Cullen of the Mullins Crossing Police Department and Kelly Monroe, a reporter for the Mullins Crossing Herald. Mullins Crossing was two towns over, so I wasn’t sure what they were doing in our neck of the woods, but I didn’t like the fact that a reporter was there with a recorder in her hand.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, “ I said, eyeing the recorder and then Aaron.  
 
    “Reeder and I went through the Academy together. I asked him to stop by to see if he had any thoughts on the case.”  
 
    I nodded, trying hard not to show my obvious concern about the reporter. Apparently it didn’t work.  
 
    “Ms. Monroe was with me on another case, so she came along for the ride,” Detective Cullen said. “She’s not here to report on anything.”  
 
    “Unless of course there’s something worth reporting,” she said.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. I ran my good through my hair, and my fingers bumped up against tiny pieces of dirt. I desperately needed a shower but instead, stood trapped, wasting my time with small talk. At least the eye candy was worth it.  
 
    Another office stepped up and interrupted our conversation. “Aaron, can I talk to you for a minute? In private?”  
 
    His eyes darted to Reeder. “Give me a sec?”  
 
    Reeder dipped his head. “No problem.”  
 
    Kelly smiled at me. “I really need to get back to work. I’ve got an update due on a story about a teacher killed this week.”  
 
    I’d read about that. “Oh, yeah, the teacher of the year. That’s right, that was in MC. You’re covering that? It sounded horrible.”  
 
    “It is. She was a nice woman. I’d just interviewed her about her teacher of the year win.”  
 
    “Well I hope they find out what happened to her.”  
 
    “Reeder’s working the case, so I’m sure he will,” she said. “It was nice meeting you.”  
 
    “You too.”  
 
    Reeder walked Kelly back around the house.  
 
    Aaron came back a few seconds later.  
 
    “What on God’s earth were you thinking, inviting a reporter here?” Mel asked. “You know how Angela feels about that kind of thing.”  
 
    “I didn’t invite a reporter. I invited a detective. He brought a reporter.”  
 
    “Guys, come on. We’ve got more important things to deal with. And besides, it’s all starting to make sense now,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Juan said Bill Marx needs the money in the lock box to pay people he owes money to or they’re going to kill his son.”  
 
    “Whose he owe money?”  
 
    I glanced back at Juan.  
 
    He shrugged. “I only know of the people I worked for, but the list is long. You need to talk to Bill.”  
 
    “Who are the people you worked for?” I asked.  
 
    “What’s that light?” Juan asked. He gazed up at the sky. “It’s beautiful.”  
 
    I watched as he smiled upwards and threw myself at him as he slowly disappeared. “Juan—crap.” I fell to the ground and moaned because it hurt.  
 
    “He’s gone, isn’t he?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he say who he worked for?” Aaron asked.  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Son of a beach ball.”  
 
    “Now whadda we do?” Mel asked.  
 
    “We don’t do anything,” Aaron said. “You two need to get her to a doctor, and I have a case to handle.” He headed toward the corner of the house, where the good-looking cowboy was coming back around.  
 
    “That’s one hot cop,” Mel said.  
 
    “Number one, you’re taken. Number two, from the way he was looking at that reporter, he’s taken too.”  
 
    “I’m just sayin’.” 
 
    “What about the lock box?” I yelled to Aaron.  
 
    “I told you, it’s in my car. I’ll have it processed and secured.” 
 
    “But Justin—“ 
 
    He cut me off. “I’m getting someone out to take the kid and his grandmother into PC as we speak. Go get yourself looked at before your husband gets hold of me.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said, but I had the fingers on my good hand crossed in front of me.  
 
    Mel wrapped her arm around me. “We’re so gettin’ that lock box. Aren’t we?”  
 
    “Heck yeah, we are,” I said, and we shuffled as fast two injured, middle-aged women could over to Aaron’s car, snatched the lock box, and skedaddled. Our plan was to head out to Justin’s grandmother’s house, grab the kid, and take him into our own protective custody. Why, I wasn’t exactly sure, but we’d figure that all out later.  
 
    “What if he’s not there?” Mel asked. 
 
    “He’s got to be.” I hadn’t considered any other option. “Do you think his grandmother knows what’s going on?” 
 
    “She has to because she did that magic mojo stuff. Maybe we should send your mother out there first to check, just in case.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m thinkin’.”  
 
    I called for my mother, and she popped into the backseat in seconds flat. “What? I’m followin’ that good for nothin’ Bill Marx. I knew from the start he was up to no good, and now I know for sure.” 
 
    “We know. He’s gotta get the money in the lock box to the people he owes it to, or they’re going to kill his son.”  
 
    “Ah Madone, that poor boy,” she said. “No wonder Emma was a mess. He still with his grandma?”  
 
    “That’s why I called you. Aaron’s sending someone there to get him into protective custody.”  
 
    “Then why you wanna get him outta there?” 
 
    “Because I just got a feeling something’s not right, and I don’t trust Bill. Even his dog doesn’t like him, Ma.”  
 
    “Bill’s not goin’ over there. He’s followin’ some hoodlums. I’m guessin’ he’s watchin’ them to make sure they don’t hurt his boy.”  
 
    “Unless the hoodlums are headed to that way.”  
 
    Mel nudged me. “What’s she saying?”  
 
    After giving me the info, we all decided Ma would keep her eye on the boy while we sniffed out Bill—through her directions of course—and do our best to find out who the hoodlums were, and get Aaron to them so he could do his detective work, and keep Justin safe. Ma went on her way, and we went ours.  
 
    “Do you have a weapon?” Mel asked.  
 
    I had exited the interstate and pulled onto a back road in a part of Atlanta I wasn’t familiar with, a part that didn’t appear all that friendly, either. “Seriously?” I wished the promise Jake made earlier to teach me to use a gun had already happened.  
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Since when have I ever had a weapon?”  
 
    “Good point. But probably you should start carrying one.”  
 
    “I deal with the dead, and weapons don’t work with them.”  
 
    “Tell that to those gang members who almost shot us. They were far from dead.” 
 
    “That’s different.”  
 
    “Not any different than what we’re heading into at the moment. If you’re gonna keep draggin’ me into dangerous situations, you really ought to carry.” 
 
    “I’m not dragging you into anything. You come voluntarily.” 
 
    She flicked her chin up. “That’s not the point.”  
 
    “If you’re so worried, maybe you should carry then.” 
 
    “Maybe I do.”  
 
    “Pepper spray doesn’t really count.”  
 
    “I’m not carrying pepper spray. Trust me, it’s much stronger than that.”  
 
    The thought of Mel carrying a gun scared the bejesus outta me. “Mel with a deadly weapon, that’s the last thing the world needs. You can’t even keep a vibrator in your purse without it falling out. Lord knows what you’d do with a gun.”  
 
    “One time,” she said. “One time it fell out, and you just can’t let that go.”  
 
    “One time is all it takes to burn that memory into my brain forever,” I said, thinking back to the day when her vibrator fell out of her purse and slid across the table in the police department interrogation room. I haven’t laughed so hard since. Just thinking about it brought tears to my eyes. I shook the memory from my minds eye and focused on the task at hand.  
 
    I turned left into an old warehouse district on the south side of Atlanta and pulled my car behind the second building on the right side of the first road. My mother said Bill Marx was watching the men in a few buildings up, but I didn’t want to get too close. “It’s up there.” I pointed to the building.  
 
    “We really need a weapon.”  
 
    I hated to admit it, but she was right. “Too late now.”  
 
    Two men walked out of the building with Bill floating behind them.  
 
    “There’s Bill,” I said.  
 
    “Wow, it’s like a scene from an old gangster movie. Look at those fedoras,” she said. “When did the Mexican Mafia start wearing fedoras? 
 
    “Maybe they’re not Mexican.” The fedoras flew off the men’s heads. “I think that was Bill’s doing.”  
 
    They got into a black sedan and headed out of the warehouse district.  
 
    “You gonna follow them?” Mel asked.  
 
    “Heck yeah.”  
 
    “We need Bill with us. Get him in here.”  
 
    Again with the conjuring spirit thing. “Bill, we know what’s going on. We’re here. We want to help, but we need you with us. Please.”  
 
    He appeared behind us, in the backseat.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to hurt Juan,” he said.  
 
    “We’ll talk about that later,” I told him. “How many people do you owe money to and how much?”  
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    My blood pressure skyrocketed from normal to off the charts. “Your son doesn’t have time for this crap, and neither do I. You killed your ex-wife, your child’s mother, for crying out loud. Now you either tell me everything so I can help you or…or…” I didn’t have an or what, but I hoped the anger in my voice was enough to stress the urgency of the situation.  
 
    “If I tell anyone, they’ll kill him.” 
 
    “Bill, newsflash, you’re dead. They’re not gonna know what you do, and if we don’t do something, they’re going to kill him anyway. You gotta tell me so we can protect him.”  
 
    “Do you have the lock box?” he asked.  
 
    “Forget about the damn lock box, Bill!”  
 
    “I need that money. If I don’t get it they’ll—” 
 
    “I know what they’ll do, but we won’t let them. We’ve got the police on our side. We just need you to tell us who they are and what you know, and let us help you. Please, Bill.”  
 
    He didn’t respond, and when I turned around, he was gone. “Son of a beeswax.”  
 
    “What?” Mel asked.  
 
    “He’s gone.”  
 
    “Son of a bi—so what do we do now?”  
 
    “We keep following the fedoras and call Aaron.”  
 
    “I don’t think we need to do that.”  
 
    “Why not?” I asked.  
 
    She held up her cell, and his picture flashed on the screen.  
 
    “Oh boy.”  
 
    She nodded and answered. “Hey, babe. You’re on speaker so you can yell at us both.”  
 
    And he did.  
 
    “Where’s the freaking lock box?”  
 
    I was surprised he didn’t drop the real f-bomb. “Aaron, Bill Marx killed his wife and Juan Garcia for the money in that box. He’s desperate to save his son. We need that box to strike a deal with the people he owes the cash to.” 
 
    “Where. Are. You.” His tone was so stiff the sentence wasn’t posed as a question.  
 
    “We’re—“  
 
    I interrupted her. “Going for cupcakes.”  
 
    “Angela, I’m only going to say this once. Whatever it is you’re doing, stop right now. Let us handle this. Do you understand? These people are dangerous. You’re not dealing with an average criminal. These people mean business.”  
 
    “You don’t want us going to get cupcakes? That’s kind of ridiculous, don’t you think? Oh, look, a tunnel. I think we’re going to lose you.”  
 
    We both made fake static sounds, and Mel said, “Love ya, babe,” then clicked the disconnect button on her phone. “I’m so gonna pay for that later.”  
 
    “Probably.”  
 
    We tailed the fedoras for several miles and into a parking garage near Turner Field, which wasn’t the greatest area, especially for two unarmed women following—most likely—well-armed criminals. I pulled into a spot a few rows down from where they parked, turned off my car, and waited.  
 
    “This doesn’t feel good,” Mel said.  
 
    I didn’t disagree. “Let’s just wait it out and see what happens. So far it doesn’t look like they’ve even got out of their car.”  
 
    Just then, one of the fedoras tapped on my window.  
 
    “Holy mother of God,” Mel said.  
 
    I didn’t open the window. “Yes?”  
 
    “Ma’am, please step out of the car,” One of the fedoras said.  
 
    “Are you the police?” Mel asked. “Because we’ll need to see some form of identification first.”  
 
    The other fedora moved his suit jacket to the side and revealed his gun.  
 
    “Oh, is this a game?” Mel asked.  
 
    I shot her a look, and she smiled.  
 
    “You know that you show me yours and I’ll show you mine one?” she asked, and then lifted a gun from her purse, and wiggled it at fedora man number one.  
 
    “Holy crap,” I said. “Who knew?”  
 
    She winked at me.  
 
    “’Cause I got me one of those cute little things too,” she said.  
 
    She drew back the top of the gun, held it in her hands, and aimed it straight at the window. The two fedoras backed up and bowed up. They drew their guns, and when the first shot blasted through the window, I dropped down, and screamed for my mother louder than a kid on Christmas.  
 
    I heard the glass shatter onto the ground along with the loud thud of bodies slamming against concrete. When one of the men yelled get the hell off me, and the other man shrieked a streak of curse words followed by I’m hit, I’m hit, I figured I was alive, and that Mel had fired, and her shot hit one of them. I peeked over the edge of the car door and saw my mother hovering above them, flicking her wrist. 
 
    “You don’t mess with my kid, ya hear?” She shook her finger at the men, and their guns flew five feet across the ground. She kept her finger steadied on them, and they lay frozen on the pavement.  
 
    “Yes,” I said, and pumped my fist. “You rock, Ma.” 
 
    The man on top struggled to move and pitched a fit when he couldn’t. “What the hell? Someone help me.”  
 
    I glanced back at Mel. “I think you hit one of them.”  
 
    She was still holding the gun, her eyes focused on it. “Holy crap. Did I? Aaron said I was a good shot, but I didn’t believe him.”  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    She nodded, but, her hands trembled and betrayed her faked confidence.  
 
    “Put it down, Mel. The gun, put it down.”  
 
    She did. 
 
    “Get an ambulance, I’m hurt,” the man Mel had shot said.  
 
    “He’s fine,” Ma said. “It ain’t nothin’ but a flesh wound. A little nip on the arm is all.”  
 
    I peered out the window. “Looks okay to me. The cops are on their way,” I lied. “They’ll get someone to take care of you.” I jumped out of the car, landed on my good leg, corralled one of the guns, and pointed it at the men, praying they wouldn’t try to take it from me. I stood on the other side of my mother. Every bone in my body ached. “Who are you, and what the hell is going on?”  
 
    The man trapped on top spoke. “You followed us. You tell us what you’re doing here first.”  
 
    “That’s not how this is gonna work,” I said. “You’re the one in trouble. You’ve got about five minutes to tell us what’s going on.”  
 
    He told me where I could go, and it wasn’t a nice place.  
 
    “You wanna play it that way? Fine.” I glanced at my mother. “Do something.”  
 
    “Like what?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. Something to make them talk.”  
 
    The men both gaped at me like I was a crazy woman, their mouths gaping, and their eyes bulging.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at them and pushed the gun toward their faces. “Whadda you lookin’ at? Stop it.”  
 
    My mother laughed. “They think you’ve lost your marbles.” She made circles with her finger next to the side of her forehead.  
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time someone’s thought that,” I said.  
 
    Mel climbed from the passenger side of the car, gimped over on her good leg, and held her gun at them. Her hands trembled “You want me to shoot you too? Tell us why you’re after us, buckos. Whadda ya want from us, huh?”  
 
    Buckos? I swallowed my laugh.  
 
    Ma didn’t. “Ah Madone, that ain’t gonna help.” She flung her hands in circles, and the two men bounced up and down. The man with the injured arm squealed in pain when his arm slammed on the ground twice. I winced too. That had to hurt.  
 
    The man on top knew a boatload of swear words and liked to use them. I was pretty sure he’d invented a few of his own.  
 
    “You gonna talk now?” I asked. “Something other than swear words, I mean?”  
 
    Mel kept the gun pointed at them.  
 
    I wanted them to talk about Bill Marx, who had gone MIA again, of course, but they didn’t, so I finally did. “Fine, you don’t wanna say it, I will. You want the money in the lock box, don’t you? Well you can’t have it; it’s ours, so there.”  
 
    “We gotta get that money,” the man on top said.  
 
    “Yeah, I know, and if you don’t get it, you’re gonna kill his kid, right?”  
 
    “We ain’t gonna kill his kid, lady,” the man said.  
 
    “You’re not?”  
 
    “That ain’t us. That’s our boss. He’s already sent somebody to get the boy and his grandma. We’re just gettin’ the cash. The boy’s probably dead by now.”  
 
    That time the boatload of swear words came from me.  
 
    “I’m on it,” Ma said, and she took off.  
 
    “Whadda we do?” Mel asked.  
 
    The men realized they weren’t trapped anymore and jostled themselves up. 
 
    “Uh oh,” I said.  
 
    “Uh oh is right,” Mel said.  
 
    She pointed the gun at the first man and told him to freeze, or she’d shoot. He froze.  
 
    I raised my left leg and sent my foot soaring into his privates with the force of a high school girl dumped by her boyfriend the night before her senior prom. He clutched his crotch and went back down, screaming. I raised my hands to the other guy. “You want some of this too?”  
 
    He held his hands up in surrender. “Don’t, please. My wife, she wants another kid.”  
 
    “Down to the ground, buddy,” Mel said. “Or I’ll shoot ‘em off.”  
 
    I kicked him with my bad foot. “Manache!” Swearing in Italian for me was rare, but it happened. I let out another stream of curse words. “For the love of Mike that hurt.” 
 
    I grabbed my son’s lacrosse head string from the back of my car, and we tied their hands up. The knots wouldn’t win us any Boy Scout badges, but they’d do. Mel sent Aaron a text and told him where to find them, and we jumped—or hopped—like injured bunnies, back into the car, and burned rubber out of there.  
 
    “I thought we were dead,” Mel said. “Where’s your mother?”  
 
    “She went to find Justin.”  
 
    “Dear God, I hope he’s not already dead.”  
 
    “I hope not too.”  
 
    “Where’re we goin’?” 
 
    “To Justin’s Grandmother’s house.” 
 
     “Damn it. Bill screwed with us, didn’t he?”  
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    “He wanted to get us off track on purpose. He wanted to make us think we were going to the people that were the bosses, didn’t he?” she asked. “Because he’s going to the bosses.”  
 
    “So he can kill them and save his son,” I said.  
 
    “Exactly,” she said.  
 
    “Son of a beach ball.” I hit the gas harder.  
 
    I sped the whole way, and we both ignored Aaron’s phone calls and text messages. When we arrived at Justin’s grandmother’s house, everything appeared status quo. The house wasn’t shot up, the windows weren’t busted, the front door wasn’t kicked open, and Bill Marx was MIA.  
 
    “Dang, either we’re too late, or they’re not here,” I said.  
 
    “Is Fran here?” Mel asked.  
 
    “I dunno.” I checked out the area. “Ma? You here?” The air didn’t cool, and none of the hairs on my neck lifted. No normal signs of dead people went off around me. “I got nothing,” I said to Mel. “No dead people.”  
 
    “That’s not good.”  
 
    “Maybe it is. Maybe it means no one is dead here.”  
 
    “There’s that,” she said.  
 
    We got out of the car and slinked toward the house. The hairs on my neck stood. “Crap.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I feel dead people.”  
 
    “Crap.”  
 
    Emma Marx shimmered in front of us. “They’re alive, but they’re not here.”  
 
    I latched onto Mel’s arm. “Oh, thank God, they’re alive.”  
 
    “How do you know?” Mel asked.  
 
    I explained.  
 
    “Where are they?” I asked Emma.  
 
    She crooked her partially transparent index finger. “Follow me.”  
 
    We followed the ghost behind her mother’s house and down a path into the woods.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we be going through the woods to grandmother’s house?” Mel joked.  
 
    Under normal circumstances I would have laughed. “Does Bill know where they are?” I asked Emma.  
 
    “No. My mother has protected them from him again, but it’s not going to last.”  
 
    “Before you were confused but now—“ 
 
    She held out her hand. “I see things clearly now. All is well within me. I am here to protect my child from them. I will not let them hurt him.”  
 
    “Can you tell us who that is?” 
 
    “There is no time. We must hurry,” she said, and practically speed-floated through the woods.  
 
    We followed until we reached a small shed, and Emma disappeared inside.  
 
    I pulled on the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. “She’s inside here.” I knocked. “Hello? Emma?”  
 
    The door cracked opened, and Emma’s mother peered out. “Who else is with you?”  
 
    Before I could finish saying Mel’s name, a loud blast boomed through the air, and the door flew open. Emma Marx’s grandmother flung backward and fell to the ground, blood pouring from her forehead.  
 
    Mel and I ducked and ran for cover as bullets shot from all sides of the woods. Mel screamed. I screamed. Someone else screamed.  
 
    More shots fired, and more people screamed, but if anyone yelled actual words I couldn’t tell because it was mass hysteria. Mel and I clung to each other, our bodies flinching each time a shot fired. I prayed she wouldn’t get hit. I prayed none of us would get hit.  
 
    Out of nowhere a man showed up next to Mel’s shoulder and pointed his gun straight at my face. I froze. My mother showed up, and swearing in Italian, swung her arm wide, and sent the man’s gun flying out of his hand. She swerved and whipped her other arm and sent him five feet into the air. He landed on a tree stump with his knees bent the wrong way. I cringed.  
 
    “Run,” she said, and pointed left. “Aaron’s car is there. Go. Now.”  
 
    I yanked Mel’s arm, and we sprinted, injuries be damned, toward Aaron’s car parked in an open area of the woods.  
 
    Ten minutes later, out of breath and exhausted, we’d made it to his car, and two uniformed officers we both knew.  
 
    “Thank God,” I said when they handed us bottled waters. “I’m so thirsty.” We collapsed onto the side of the car, winded.  
 
    My attempt at humor was met with frowns.  
 
    “Wait here,” one officer said.  
 
    So we did.  
 
    Aaron showed up about thirty minutes later.  
 
    “How’d you—“ 
 
    He shook his head. “I put an app on Mel’s phone. You think I’m stupid? I knew you’d try and find the kid on your own, and I knew you’d lead us to whoever Bill Marx owed the money to.”  
 
    “We almost didn’t,” I said. “Bill tried to fool us, but we figured it out.”  
 
    Two officers walked up from the woods with Justin Marx. His mother floated next to him. She smiled at me.  
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Aaron, may I talk to him?”  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I glanced at Emma. “Do you have anything you’d like me to say to your son?”  
 
    She placed her hand on her child’s chest, and I watched as he caught his breath, and put his own hand on his chest.  
 
    “No. He knows. Thank you.”  
 
    The only thing I could think of was that her mother had the gift too, and was able to communicate with her. Her mother appeared next to her and the two of them shimmered away.  
 
    Tears formed in the boy’s eyes, and in mine too.  
 
    “Justin,” I said. “You know your mom and grandmother loved you very much, right?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “Don’t forget that, okay? They’ll always, always be with you.”  
 
    “I know. I can feel them in my heart.”  
 
    Mel sobbed. The kids always got to her.  
 
    Aaron nodded to the officers, and they took the boy to a car, and left.  
 
    “What’ll happen to him now?” Mel asked him.  
 
    “He’s got family he’ll go to,” he said. He held my arm. “We got the lock box from your car already. And the people Marx owed money are dead. It’s over. Emma Marx and Juan Garcia’s murders will remain unresolved, ,end up in the cold file eventually. We can’t close them with their killer being a ghost.”  
 
    “He was desperate to save his son, I guess.”  
 
    Bill appeared. “I didn’t kill my ex-wife.”  
 
    “Bill’s here,” I said. “He didn’t kill Emma.”  
 
    “It may look like that, but I really didn’t. They did it. They wanted the money, but she wouldn’t give it to them. She wouldn’t tell them where it was. She wanted it so she could use it to live. They killed her for it.”  
 
    “Does he have any proof?” Aaron asked.  
 
    Bill shook his head.  
 
    After I told Aaron, he said he could use the information to try to close the file on Emma Marx’s murder, that it would be a logical connection to closing Juan Garcia’s case too, but he didn’t know if it would happen without any real proof.  
 
    “Justin will grow up knowing his father was a criminal already and that’s bad,” he said. “If we can get anything to prove his father tried to save him, we’ll do it.”  
 
    Not every story has a happy ending, but at least Justin Marx was alive, and would live with family, family that would be safe from people Bill Marx had owed money.  
 
    Mel and I walked to my car with Bill Marx floating next to us.  
 
    “Bill, you don’t have to stay any longer, you know,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not quite ready to go,” he said.  
 
    “What’s keeping you here?”  
 
    “I’m afraid I won’t go to a good place because of the bad things I’ve done,” he said.  
 
    I stopped. His point was valid. He’d done some bad things. I’d be afraid too. “Do you see a light, Bill?”  
 
    He glanced around. “No.”  
 
    Oh boy. “Look hard.”  
 
    “There is a light, Angela, but before I go, you need to know something.”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You need to be careful,” Bill Marx said.  
 
    “Someone knows.”  
 
    “Someone knows what?” I asked.  
 
    But it was too late. Bill Marx had already crossed over.  
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 Chapter One 
 
    The air in the room felt frigid and sent an icy chill deep into my bones. Searching for comfort, I lay on the rented hospice bed, closed my eyes, and snuggled under Ma’s floral print quilt. I breathed in her scent, a mixture of Dove soap, Calvin Klein Eternity perfume and stale cigarettes. The stench of death lingered in the air, trying hard to take over my senses, but I refused to let it in. Death may have taken my mother, but not her smell. Not yet. 
 
    “You little thief, I know what you did now.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and searched the room, but other than my Pit Bull, Greyhound mix Gracie, and me, it was empty. Gracie sensed my ever so slight movement, and laid her head back down. I saw my breath, which wouldn’t have been a big deal except it was May, in Georgia. I closed my eyes again. 
 
    “I know you can hear me, Angela. Don’t you ignore me.” 
 
     I opened my eyes again. “Ma?” 
 
    Floating next to the bed, in the same blue nightgown she had on when she died, was my mother, or more likely, some grief induced image of her.  
 
    “Ma?" I laughed out loud. “What am I saying? It’s not you. You’re dead.’ 
 
    The grief induced image spoke. “Of course I’m dead, Angela, but I told you if I could, I’d come back. And I can so, tada, here I am.” 
 
    The image floated up in the air, twirled around in a few circles and floated back down.  
 
     I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to right my brain, or maybe shake loose the crazy, but it was pointless because when I opened my eyes again, the talking image of my mother was still there. 
 
    “Oh good grief, stop it. It’s not your head messing with you, Angela. It’s me, your Ma. Now sit up and listen to me. This is important.” 
 
     As children we’re conditioned to respond to our parents when they speak to us. We forget it as teenagers, but somewhere between twenty and the birth of our first child, we start acknowledging them again, maybe even believing some of what they tell us. Apparently it was no different when you imagined their ghost speaking to you, too. Crazy maybe, but no different. 
 
     I rubbed my eyes. “This is a dream, so I might as well go with it."  
 
     I sat up, straightened my back, plastered a big ol’ smile on my face, because it was a dream and I could be happy the day my mom died, in a dream and said, “Hi Ma, how are you?”  
 
     “You ate my damn Hershey bars."  
 
     “Hershey bars? I dream about my dead mother and she talks about Hershey bars. What is that?”  
 
     “Don’t you act like you don’t know what I’m talking about, Angela." 
 
    “But I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ma.” I shook my head again and thought for sure I was bonkers, talking to an imaginary Ma.  
 
    “Oh for the love of God, Angela, my Hershey bars. The ones I hid in the back of my closet.” 
 
    Oh. Those Hershey bars, from like, twenty years ago, at least. The ones I did eat.  
 
    “How do you know it was me that ate your Hershey bars? That was over twenty years ago.”  
 
    The apparition smirked. “I don’t know how I know, actually. I just do. I know about all of the stuff you did, and your brothers too. It’s all in here now.” She pointed to her, slightly transparent head and smirked. 
 
    She floated up to the ceiling, spun in a circle, and slowly floated back down. “And look, I’m floating. Bet you wish you could do that, don’t you, Angela? You know, I’d sit but I tried that before and fell right through to the damn basement. And let me tell you, that was not fun. It was creepy, and it scared the crap outta me. And oh, Madone, the dust between your two floors! Good Lord, it was nasty. You need to clean that. No wonder Emily’s always got a snotty nose. She’s allergic.” 
 
    “Emily does not always have a snotty nose.” She actually did but I wasn't going to let Ma have that one. 
 
    The apparition started to say something, then scrutinized at the bed. “Ah, Madone, that mattress. That was the most uncomfortable thing I ever slept on, but don’t get me started on that. That’s a conversation for another time.” 
 
    Another time? 
 
    “And I hated that chair.” She pointed to the one next to the bed. “You should have brought my chair up here instead. I was dying and you wanted me to sit in that chair? What with that uncomfortable bed and ugly chair, my back was killing me.” She smiled at her own joke, but I sat there stunned, and watched the apparition’s lips move, my own mouth gaping, as I tried to get my mind and my eyes to agree on what floated in front of me.  
 
    “Ah, Madone. Stop looking at me like that, Angela Frances Palanca. You act like you’ve never seen a ghost.” 
 
     “Ma, I haven’t ever seen a ghost, and my name is Angela Panther, not Palanca. You know that.” My mother always called me Angela Palanca, and it drove both my father and me batty. She said I was the closest thing to a true Italian she could create, and felt I deserved the honor of an Italian last name. She never liked Richter, my maiden name, because she said it was too damned German.  
 
    “And that recliner of yours was falling apart. I was afraid you’d hurt yourself in it. Besides, it was ugly, and I was sort of embarrassed to put it in the dining room.” I shook my head again. “And you’re not real, you’re in my head. I watched them take your body away, and I know for a fact you weren’t breathing, because I checked.”  
 
     Realizing that I was actually having a discussion with someone who could not possibly be real, I pinched myself to wake up from what was clearly some kind of whacked-out dream. 
 
    “Stop that, you know you bruise easily. You don’t want to look like a battered wife at my funeral, do you?” 
 
    Funeral? I had no intention of talking about my mother’s funeral with a figment of my imagination. I sat for a minute, speechless, which for me was a huge challenge.  
 
    “They almost dropped you on the driveway, you know.” I giggled, and then realized what I was doing, and immediately felt guilty, for a second. 
 
    Ma scrunched her eyebrows and frowned. “I know. I saw that. You’d think they’d be more careful with my body, what with you standing there and all. There you were, my daughter, watching them take away my lifeless, battered body, and I almost went flying off that cart. I wanted to give them a what for, and believe me, I tried, but I felt strange, all dizzy and lightheaded. Sort of like that time I had those lemon drop drinks at your brother’s wedding. You know, the ones in those little glasses? Ah, that was a fun night. I haven’t danced like that in years. I could have done without the throwing up the next day, though, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Lifeless, battered body? What a dramatic apparition I’d imagined. 
 
    I sat up and rubbed my eyes and considered pinching myself again, but decided the figment was right, I didn’t want to be all bruised for the funeral.  
 
    There I sat, in the middle of the night, feeling wide awake, but clearly dreaming. I considered telling her to stay on topic, seeing as dreams didn't last very long, and maybe my subconscious needed my dream to process her death but I didn't. “This is just a dream." I tried to convince myself the apparition wasn’t real.  
 
    She threw her hands up in the air. “Again with the dreaming. It’s not a dream, Angela. You’re awake, and I’m here, in the flesh.” She held her transparent hand up and examined it. “Okay, so not exactly in the flesh, but you know what I mean.”  
 
     This wasn’t my mother, I knew this, because my mother died today, in my house, in this bed, in a dining room turned bedroom. I was there. I watched it happen. She had lung cancer, or, as she liked to call it, the big C. And today, as her body slowly shut down, and her mind floated in and out of consciousness, I talked to her. I told her everything I lacked the courage to say before, when she could talk back and acknowledge my fear of losing her. And I kept talking as I watched her chest rise and fall, slower and slower, until it finally stilled. I talked to her as she died, and because I still had so much more to say, I kept talking for hours after her body shut down. I told her how much I loved her, how much she impacted my life. I told her how much she drove me absolutely crazy, and yet I couldn’t imagine my life without her.  
 
    So this wasn’t Ma, couldn’t possibly be. “You’re dead.” 
 
    The figment of my imagination shook her head and frowned, then moved closer, and looked me straight in the eye. I could see through her to the candelabra on the wall. Wow, it was dusty. When was it last dusted? 
 
    “Of course I’m dead, Angela. I’m a ghost.”  
 
    I shook my head, trying hard not to believe her, but I just didn’t feel like I was sleeping, so God help me, I did.  
 
    My name is Angela Panther and I see dead people. Well, one dead person, that is, and frankly, one was enough. 
 
    *** 
 
     “Honey, it’s time to wake up.” My husband, Jake, shook me softly. “We have to go to the funeral home. Come on, your brothers will be there soon. Wake up.” He shook me a little harder.  
 
     I sat up. “Where’s Ma?” 
 
     He studied me, his expression a mix of sadness and compassion. “I know this is hard but it’s going to be okay.” He hugged me and it felt good, comforting. I let him hold me a little longer, and then I remembered the night before. 
 
    “No,” I told him, pulled away, and rubbed the sleep fog from my eyes. “Ma. She was here. Last night. I know she’s dead, but she was here. I saw her.” I grabbed his shoulders, trying to show him how serious I was and whispered, “She told me she’s a ghost.”  
 
    His eyes widened and all of the sadness and compassion flew right out the dining room window. Jake was a fantabulous husband, and supported me in ways that often tried his patience, but to see the gray area of what he considered to be only black and white was asking too much. Fantabulous and all, he had his limits.  
 
    “Ang, it wasn’t Fran. It was a dream. I’ve read that kind of stuff happens. People dream about the person who died and think it’s real.” He made a small attempt at comforting coos, but they just sounded like our cat before she died. 
 
    I pushed away from him and got up. “Stop it. You sound like a sick cat, and I need coffee.” My mind barely worked without a good night’s sleep, but without coffee, even the simplest conversations were practically impossible. Besides, it wasn’t the time to get into a debate about the hereafter. I walked to the kitchen to pour myself a cup of coffee and said a silent thank you to Jake for making a pot. I would have said it out loud but I was a little miffed at him for discounting my ghostly experience.  
 
    Jake was kind enough to get our two kids, Emily and Josh, off to school while I slept. I felt a sense of relief for not having to deal with them and then felt a little guilty for that. They left me a handmade card near the coffeepot knowing I’d be sure to see it there. It had red hearts and sad faces drawn all over the front, most likely by Josh, because he drew eyes with eyelashes. The inside of it read, “We’re sorry for your loss. We loved Grandma and miss her.”  
 
    They weren’t here last night. I knew it was Ma’s last day, and Jake and I didn’t want them to see her die, so we made arrangements for them to spend the evening with friends. Jake picked them up after the funeral home took Ma. I lacked the energy and courage to talk to them, so Jake asked them to give me some alone time.  
 
    The card was sweet, and I got a lump in my throat just reading it even though I was sure they’d never work for Hallmark.  
 
    “What time is it?” I asked, and then checked the clock. “It’s ten a.m. What the – we have to be at the funeral home at eleven fifteen.” I finished pouring my coffee, took a huge gulp, and cursed myself as it burned my throat, then rushed upstairs to get ready. 
 
    We arrived at the funeral home just before eleven fifteen. My long, blond hair was pulled into a ponytail since I didn’t have time to style it. I didn’t have on an ounce of makeup and was dressed like a typical soccer mom heading to a yoga class. Normally I wouldn’t go to an appointment like that but considering the fact that my mother just died, I didn’t really give a crap. 
 
    We walked in through the front doors into a sitting area I’m sure was meant to seem comforting and inviting but instead felt like a grandparents’ family room, old fashioned and overstuffed. The couch was a ridiculously huge, twenty years outdated, 1980s floral print of mauve and gray, flanked with humongous pillows in matching solid colors. There were two matching and equally uncomfortable looking chairs and ugly, ornate tables that didn’t match, intermixed with the seating. A few magazines and tissue boxes sat on the tables. I grabbed a couple tissues just in case I needed them later. Overhead, soft music played, and I was sure they thought it made someone in my position feel better, but mostly it was just annoying.  
 
    Carnations in various colors sat in vases on stands around the lobby, attacking my nasal passages like an old woman drenched in White Diamonds perfume. Almost instantly I had a sensory overload headache. The entire room smacked of old people, but I guess it should since it was really mostly old people who died. Jake crinkled his nose at the smells, too. We both moved quickly as we followed the signs to the assistant funeral director’s office, almost like we were running from a skunk. I silenced my cell phone, knowing my best friend, Mel, would probably text. I’d talked to her just after Ma passed but not since. I was sure she’d check on me sooner rather than later. 
 
    Before Ma died, we talked about what she wanted, and I promised her I’d honor her requests. They were simple. She wanted to be cremated and buried with my grandparents in Chicago. Since we lived in the suburbs of Atlanta, we’d have her body cremated here but her memorial and burial would be handled separately. 
 
    My brothers, John and Paul, were already in the assistant director’s office. There was a spread of coffee and its fixings set out on the conference table, and I made a beeline for it. I’d have an IV of caffeine inserted into my wrist if it were socially acceptable. Actually, forget socially acceptable. I’d do it even if it weren’t. Coffee for me was like sex to a twenty-year-old man – never too much and never too often. 
 
    My oldest brother John lived nearby, and was with Ma and me when she passed. Paul lived in Indiana and didn’t make it here in time to say goodbye. I could see the angst and regret on his face. I said hi, hugged both of them, and turned toward my chair so I wouldn’t cry. Crying in front of my brothers made me appear weak and I refused to let that happen. 
 
    “Ma wanted to be cremated and buried with her parents,” I told the assistant funeral director, a short, squat man, with a bad comb-over and a blue paisley tie that didn’t quite fit over a mid-section that rivaled Santa’s.  
 
    “Yes, your brothers told me,” said Comb-over. “It is our policy to return the remains to the loved ones for proper burial if our services are not being used.” 
 
    We all nodded in agreement, and then Paul asked Comb-over if he could see our mother.  
 
    Comb-over gave us what must have been his really sympathetic face. “Oh, no. No. I’m sorry. It is against our policy to allow family back into the crematorium. You understand.”  
 
    Paul nodded his understanding.  
 
    Seriously?  
 
    “Excuse me. My brother wasn’t able to see our mom before she died. He lives out of state and couldn’t get here, so I’m sure you can make an exception. I mean, it is our mother and we are paying you after all.”  
 
    Jake smirked in my direction, liking my passive aggressive technique, and I gave him a quick smile.  
 
     “Well. ” Comb-over back-pedaled. “I’ll see what I can do.” He then gave us what was obviously his, I am not making enough money for this job face, excused himself and closed the door behind him. A chill filled the air, and I hugged my arms to my chest for warmth.  
 
    My brother's mouths gaped. “Well, it’s a stupid rule and someone had to call him on it.”  
 
    Paul nodded. “Thanks."  
 
    I nodded and then saw my mother floating behind him, smiling, too. I shook my head to clear the image but it didn't work. She was still there.  
 
     “You’re such a good girl. I knew you loved your brother." 
 
    “Uh, I guess I do.”  
 
    Paul tilted his head. “You guess you do what?” 
 
    Well, crap. For a brief second I considered saying, sorry I was talking to the ghost of our mother, who, by the way, is floating behind you, but instead went with, “Look behind you,” as I pointed behind them. 
 
    They did. “What?” Paul asked. 
 
    Ma winked at me and laughed. They couldn’t see her.  
 
    “Oh, nothing. I thought there was a spider or something on the wall, sorry.”  
 
    Probably it wasn’t a good time to tell my brothers I could see our dead mother and I wasn’t sure there would ever be a good time for something of that nature. 
 
    Paul started to say something again, but Comb-over walked back in. The man may have been a fashion nightmare, but his timing was impeccable. He coughed lightly and straightened his tie. “We don’t normally allow anyone into the crematorium, but given the circumstances, we’ll make an exception.” 
 
    We. Uh huh. We, as in the big boss, I bet. I smiled my I won smile and thanked him. Comb-over explained since our mother was being cremated, they didn’t prepare her body as they would for a traditional burial. I assumed that meant she’s not made up and nodded my understanding. He walked over to the closed door behind my brothers and walked right through my mother.  
 
    She shuddered. “Oh, Madone, that was creepy.” 
 
    I concentrated on the wall and searched for the imaginary spider and tried to ignore her.  
 
    Through the doorway I saw my mother lying on a gurney, the mother that wasn’t floating in the room with me, that is. My eyes shot back and forth between the horizontal Ma and the floating Ma. This was all a little confusing. First I had one Ma, and then she died. Now I had a dead Ma and a ghost Ma. If they both started talking to me, I’d get right up and drive myself straight to the loony bin. I stood up and shook off the crazy. “Ah, Paul, you can go first.” He did.  
 
    The fact that I took control of the meeting was not lost on me. As the youngest of the siblings, my brothers always considered me the baby, never quite aging me past a toddler in their mind so for them to acquiesce authority in this situation was surprising. I wrote it off to their shock and grief at losing Ma and expected the newfound respect to burn out quicker than a birthday candle. But I would be lying if I didn’t admit to enjoying it just a little.  
 
    We all said our goodbyes to my mother. I couldn’t hear their private whispered words, but I could hear Ma responding. Not the Ma lying on the gurney, the ghost one. As I said, it was confusing. Like the loud Italian woman she was in life, her raspy, I’ve had one thousand too many cigarettes, voice enveloped the room, for me at least, since apparently I was the only one who could hear her. “Oh Pauly, it’s okay. I’m not mad that you weren’t here. Don’t be upset. It’s okay.”  
 
    I always knew he was her favorite.  
 
    Paul and I haven’t always had the smoothest of relationships. In fact, as a child he wanted me dead. No, really. He tried so hard to make it happen he actually pushed me in front of slow moving cars three times. I was lucky to suffer only emotional, not physical, damage. Attempted murders aside, my heart ached for him now. The guilt of not being there when Ma passed would haunt him forever, though I couldn’t help but wonder if that was easier than being haunted by her ghost.  
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, the four of us sat with coffee in hand, at Starbucks. Coffee made everything seem better, if only a little. Before we left the funeral home, Paul asked Comb-over to let us know when Ma’s body was cremated. I preferred not to know, but everyone handles death differently and Paul needed what he needed so I didn’t argue. Admittedly, backing away from an argument with Paul was a new thing for me. Ma’s death had really messed with my brain.  
 
    We were discussing the arrangements of her burial when I got the call. Comb-over told me they’d started, and as I nodded to Jake and my brothers, a heavy sadness filled the air.  
 
    I disconnected from the call and stayed on task. “Okay. When should we go to Chicago?”  
 
    “That’s a good question,” John, the over thinker of us siblings, said. “I’ll call the cemetery later today and find out if we can bury Mom with Grandma and Grandpa. If they won’t let us, we’ll have to figure out what else to do. I was thinking maybe we could each take a portion of her remains and do something with our kids to honor her.”  
 
    Oh, no. No, no, no. That was not going to happen. I promised Ma I’d do this for her and I’ll be damned if I didn’t do it right. Especially since she was haunting me. There was no way I would to spend the rest of my waking days with the ghost of my mother pissed off because we didn’t honor her final wish. No way.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I blurted out before Paul agreed with John. “Ma was worried about the same thing, so we called the cemetery a few weeks ago and found out that it’s fine.” I took a quick breath and hoped God wouldn’t strike me dead for lying.  
 
    “They told me that as long as we’re not getting a stone, the plots are ours to do with as we please. Except for digging up our grandparents, that is.” I checked the sky, but still no lightning. Phew.  
 
    My brothers nodded. “Okay.”  
 
    Dodged that bullet. What’s wrong with a few little lies? This was what Ma wanted and eventually I’d tell them the truth, once she was buried and we were on our way home. Or maybe next year. What’s the saying? Ask for forgiveness, not permission. That’s what I’d do, eventually.  
 
    I offered to make the memorial arrangements even though we all knew they’d have asked me to do it anyway.  
 
    I filled them in on my call to our cousin. “I already called Roxanne, who said she’d make the rounds of calls, and since the funeral home here said they would put the obituary in the Chicago papers, that’s covered. Does the weekend after next work? That gives us all time to plan accordingly.” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with that, but I’ll have to check with Elizabeth and see what her schedule is,” John said.  
 
    Jake nodded in agreement with his eyes still glued to the screen of his iPhone.  
 
    Paul nodded too. “Let’s go through all of our pictures of Mom. I can make a video with music, and we can show it at her memorial.”  
 
    We all agreed that was a great idea and made plans to confirm the date over email by tonight. My brothers left Jake and me there to share our addiction to the warm, smooth taste of coffee. We got refills before we headed home, too.  
 
    The rest of the day I was on autopilot and truth be told I couldn’t remember much of it. One minute Jake and I were getting coffee and the next it was after ten p.m. I kissed Jake goodnight and went upstairs and checked on the kids, who were already blissfully sound asleep.  
 
    “It’s done,” I texted Mel after I settled under the covers.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she texted back. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m okay. Going to bed. I’m tired.” 
 
    “K. I’m here if you need me. (HUGS).” 
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