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      It could be worse.

      It could always be worse.

      I’m having a hard time coming up with a worst-case scenario at this moment, but I’m sure if I were given about an hour and access to Google, then I’d be able to come up with something. Like, sure, I’m sitting next to a dead, convicted felon, but at least I don’t have x, y, or z.

      Who am I kidding?

      I’d take x, y, z, a, d, f, and the whole dang alphabet instead of this. But that’s not how life works. At least, that’s not how my life works.

      I adjust the Bluetooth in my ear, a prop I use when talking to the dead. It gives the illusion that I’m not speaking to myself. Not sure why I bother using it anymore. Most everyone in my small town of Fernn Valley thinks I’m wacko. But I still have my pride.

      “Do you know why you came?” I ask the spirit. His name is Andrew Foster, and he appeared beside me on the park bench ten minutes ago. Andrew, or Drew as he goes by, looks like a ’90s boy band dropout. He has on high-top white sneakers, jeans, and a yellow and blue-striped shirt. His hair is blond, parted down the middle, and falls to his ears. If I had to guess, I’d say he was about nineteen years old.

      Drew rubs his hands along his thighs. “I’m here because you’re going to help me.”

      “Yes, I’m going to help you transition peacefully.”

      “Peacefully transition into what?”

      “Transition to the afterlife.”

      “But I made bad choices.”

      I keep my focus on the duck pond in the distance, trying hard not to react. “What did you do?”

      In my periphery I see Drew shrug. “A little of this, and a little of that.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Drugs, burglary, killed someone, I skinny dipped in that pond once.”

      I scrunch up my nose. “In that pond? With all the duck poop, and maggots, and … gross. Did you get sick?”

      “I said I killed someone, and you’re more concerned about maggots?”

      Obviously he’s never heard of norovirus, but he makes a point. “Did you actually commit murder?”

      “According to the police I did.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Drew is still sliding his hands up and down his thighs. Typically, the sound of skin against denim would set my teeth on edge—like nails on a chalkboard. But he’s dead, and there’s no noise.

      “The court convicted me,” he says. “Can you just send me to the bad place, or hell, or eternal fire, or whatever it’s called then?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “So you’re not the gatekeeper?”

      I can’t help but laugh. Me, Zoe Lane, the gatekeeper. Ha!

      Not going to lie, I’d love the job … someday … after I die, of course. Except, I’m not sure I’m heavy-handed enough to deny anyone access to heaven. A spirit would say, “I’m sorry. I promise I’ve changed.” And I’d say, “Well, if you promise …” Then I’d pull back the velvet rope (assuming heaven is like a night club) and allow them access. The great paradise in the sky would then become a cacophony of mobsters, and kindergarten teachers, and cranky Wall Street tycoons, saints, and crooks. A war would ensue. Heaven would become hell, and the entire universe as we know it would disappear.  Now that I think about it, it’s probably best I not ever be in charge of who goes where.

      “No, I’m a medium,” I say. “You came to me because there’s business on earth you need to tend to before you can move on.”

      Drew turns his head. “To hell?”

      “Not necessarily. You have a light spirit.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do. It’s not blindingly bright—but it’s certainly not dark. I’ve been around a dark spirit before—they feel, well … dark.”

      “I’m not a good person,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Drew jumps to his feet and clenches his fists. I instinctually cower, even though he can’t hit me. “Yes, I am! You don’t even know me!”

      That’s not entirely true.

      Here’s what I know about Andrew “Drew” Foster: He was convicted at nineteen for killing Margo Stopler back in 2003. Margo was thirty, and Fernn Valley’s real estate agent. As the story goes, the murder was a burglary gone wrong. Margo walked in on Drew rifling through her stuff, and then he killed her—blunt force trauma to the back of the head. He fled the scene. A joint was found outside the door, DNA was run, Drew was caught, and he served fifteen years in prison.

      Sounds like an open-and-shut case, except I don’t think he did it. Margo Stopler’s spirit came to me a few weeks back while I was at the hospital visiting a friend. Margo had already transitioned to the afterlife, and I can only see spirits when they’re still here on earth. But I could feel her, and she spoke to me. She said, “You’re in far more trouble than you know.”

      Then I said, “Gee, thanks. What kind of trouble?”

      And she said, “Be careful who you trust. And please tell him my death is not his fault. I know he didn’t do it.”

      Frustrated, I said, “Can you please be a more specific? Who didn’t do what? Why am I in trouble?”

      “Just be careful.”

      Then she was gone.

      Margo had also warned me not to tell others about my gift, then she directed me to the library where I just found out that she’d requested Reaching the Other Side, a how-to workbook for mediums. Which makes me think Margo was able to communicate with the dead. Which makes me wonder if her warning to be careful came from personal experience. Which has me questioning if her gift is the reason she’s dead. Which makes me a wee bit nervous because she’d said I was in more trouble than I could even imagine.

      Here’s the thing: I have a pretty good imagination.

      I’d tried to connect with Margo, to ask more questions, but Drew had appeared instead.

      And here we are.

      It would have been nice if Margo had told me who did kill her, because a ghost told me so doesn’t exactly hold up well in the court. And I suspect that’s why Drew is here. His family was run out of town after his conviction, and he needs to clear his name.

      To do this, we need to figure out who the real killer is.

      Sigh.

      Just once I’d like to be visited by a spirit who has come to reconnect with a loved one. A sweet soul who wants to say one last good-bye to a daughter, friend, sister, or parent. The reunion would be a tear-fest of happiness and closure, and there would be absolutely zero mention of murder or motive or Zoe, you have to find out who killed me!

      I’m not sure I have control over who appears to me, but it’s not like I can send Drew away. I mean, I suppose I could, but if I couldn’t deny a grumpy Wall Street tycoon access to heaven in a made-up scenario, then obviously I’m not going to send away a spirit who needs help. I’m not exactly a say no type of gal. I’m not a freaking homicide detective either. I’m a twenty-three-year-old wannabe journalist who likes hot romance novels and the occasional donut.

      And I could really use a donut about now.

      “Sit and let's talk about this,” I tell Drew, who is still towering over me with his hands clenched.

      “No.” He points a finger at my nose. “I thought you were supposed to help ghosts like me.”

      I shoo his hand away. “Yes, I am here to help you.”

      “Good. I want my hat.”

      “Wait … what?”

      “It’s a Daniel Boone hat. You know, the kind with a raccoon tail. I can’t find it.”

      Yes, I know the style he’s referring to. I’ve always called them Davy Crockett caps, but that’s neither here nor there, because we have bigger issues than a missing hat.

      “Let’s worry about clearing your name. Then we can look for your hat.”

      Drew runs a hand down his face, not even listening to me.

      In the corner of my eye, I spot Mrs. Sanders walking her poodle. Her nose is glued to her phone as the furry pooch pulls her along.

      Here’s what I know about Mrs. Sanders: Her lemon-rosemary cake wins first prize in the Fernn Valley Spring Festival every year. She’s married to Mr. Sanders, who is at least twenty years her senior and the town’s pharmacist. She has a serious love of self-tanner, bleached hair, and wears some form of animal print every day.

      I clear my throat and pick a strand of cat hair off my pants, which are navy slacks paired with a white dress shirt. “Anyway, we can’t really get into all this in public,” I say, keeping my eyes on the duck pond.

      “You said you’d help me, though. Right?”

      “Right,” I say casually and lift my hand to wave at Mrs. Sanders who strolls through Drew. “How are you doing?” I say, and Mrs. Sanders startles at my overly cheery voice, obviously having not seen me sitting there.

      She curls up her lip then continues walking.

      “Have a nice day!” I call after her.

      Mrs. Sanders doesn’t acknowledge my salutation, which is fine by me. I was simply being polite and trying not to appear as if I was talking to myself. No offense taken.

      Drew, however, is a different story.

      He blocks her path, hands on hips, chest puffed. “She’s talking to you!”

      Mrs. Sanders’ poodle stops, but Mrs. Sanders does not. She continues to walk, dragging her dog along and goes right through Drew again.

      “You don’t just walk through people!” He’s now shouting in her face. “Zoe was talking to you. Go back and talk to her!”

      I drum my kneecaps, trying to appear unfazed. But Drew is now red in the cheeks, shouting so loudly Mrs. Sanders’ poodle starts howling.

      “What is wrong with you, baby?” Mrs. Sanders tugs on the leash.

      “Go talk to Zoe!”

      Oh, geez.

      I place my finger on the Bluetooth. “I’m perfectly fine,” I say, looking at the sky.

      Drew doesn’t hear me.

      “Can you please come here?” I say a little louder. “Now!”

      Drew continues to scold Mrs. Sanders until her eyes gloss over and her breath quickens. She shuffles backwards, pulling her poodle along and stops in front of me.

      “Good!” Drew crosses his arms. “Now apologize for being rude.”

      I’ve never had a conversation with Mrs. Sanders before, and she looks so confused and uncomfortable that I want to melt into the ground.

      “Hi,” she says, as if unsure of herself.

      I tuck a strand of my dark blonde hair behind my ear. “Hi.”

      Silence.

      “I … um … like your dog,” I finally say.

      More silence.

      Mrs. Sanders stares down at her poodle. “His name is Winston.”

      “Like Churchill?”

      “No, like Harry.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool.”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      I bite at the corner of my lip. “It’s a nice day.”

      “There’s a slight breeze.”

      “Yeah.”

      “This is pathetic.” Drew shakes his head. “Wait a second …” He takes a step closer. “This is Leah! I remember her. We used to hang back in the day, before I was locked up. Damn, she’s aged well. She has to be …” He pauses to do the math in his head, counting his fingers. “At least mid-forties. Tell her she looks good. Chicks like compliments.”

      There’s no way I’m telling Mrs. Sanders she’s aged well. Nope. “You know, I better … umm …” I move my hands around, as if juggling imaginary balls.

      “Me too,” Mrs. Sanders blurts out. “Nice chatting.” She yanks on Winston’s leash and practically sprints away, dragging the poor dog along.

      Well, that was sufficiently awkward.

      “Please don’t do that again,” I say once Mrs. Sanders is out of earshot.

      “She was rude to you.”

      “I don’t need you to stick up for me. What I do need is for you to help me help you transition.”

      Drew nods his head along, trying to follow. “Help you help me?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Good. I’ll help you find my hat.”

      I blow out a breath and pat the bench beside me. Drew sits. “I don’t believe you’re here to find a hat. You’re here so we can clear up a wrongful conviction.”

      Drew looks at me as if the thought had not crossed his mind. “But what’s the point? I’m dead. Who cares?” He shifts his focus to the ground, and I lean down to catch his gaze. He has the most magnificent brown eyes.

      “I’m sure your family cares,” I say.

      Drew goes back to rubbing his thighs. “What do you know about my family?”

      “I met your niece, Jack. She was a friend of the last spirit I helped. She went to your funeral along with her mother.”

      “Billy,” he says, and I can feel the genuine love he has for this person.

      Aside from seeing the dead, I can also feel other’s feelings. Because my life isn’t weird enough.

      “Who is Billy?” I ask.

      “My sister. She never gave up on me. No matter how many times I asked her to.”

      “Do all the women in your family have boy names?” I ask out of curiosity.

      “My dad’s name was Kelly.”

      Not an answer to my question, but a wise person once told me that names don’t have genders. And truthfully, it’s not relevant. What is relevant is someone out there committed murder and got away with it.

      “I want my hat.” Drew rolls his shoulders.

      And we’re back to the hat. “Were you wearing it when you died?”

      “Yes. Someone must have stolen it!” He punches his palm. “And they’re going to pay.”

      “I’m sure your sister has it then,” I say, trying to calm him down. Drew seems to run on a short fuse. “Let’s worry about Margo and clearing up your name. Then we’ll find your hat.”

      “You promise?”

      I hate making promises to spirits, but how hard can it be to find a hat? “Sure.”

      He holds up his pinky.

      Ummm … I try to loop mine into his, but he’s a spirit, and I’m alive, so it doesn’t exactly work, but the sentiment is still there.

      “Good. Now let’s get to started.” I reach into my purse and pull out a notebook and a pen, which is engraved with my last name. A present from my dad on my first day of work. “You’re Andrew Foster, go by Drew, and you died two weeks ago. What have you been doing this whole time?” The last two spirits that appeared to me did so shortly after their deaths. But I guess it doesn’t matter when he decided to appear. It just matters that he did.

      “I’ve just been hanging out, caught a few movies, looked for my hat.”

      “Do you know how you died?”

      Please, please, pleeeaasseeee don’t say you were murdered I mentally plead with him, because I can only handle one murder at a time.

      “It was a combination of alcohol, drugs, diabetes, pneumonia, staph infection, and a touch of cancer,” he says.

      “Geez.” I write this down. “Do you have any clue as to who might have killed Margo Stopler?”

      “You’re sure it wasn’t me?”

      “Margo’s spirit came to me, and she said, ‘Please tell him my death is not his fault. I know he didn’t do it.’ I’m going to take her word for it.”

      “Wow,” Drew says under his breath. “When did she say this?”

      “Right after you died.”

      Drew goes back to rubbing his thighs.

      “Did you know Margo?” I ask.

      Drew lifts his chin, a goofy, lovestruck-type grin plastered across his face. “We had some good times together.”

      I hold my breath. Is he about to tell me the two were lovers?

      “Some days were harder than others,” he says. “There are a lot of judgmental people out there.”

      They were a couple! Oh my, how the plot thickens. “I can see why. Margo was ten years older than you.”

      “Man, she was so good to me. It was love at first sight.”

      “Really?” I can’t hide the astonishment from my voice. I would have never imagined the two together.

      I'd found a picture of Margo on the internet during a brief search right before Drew showed up. She was pretty. Had a big smile. Dark, curly hair that fell to her shoulders. Brown eyes. Her cheeks were pink, and according to her obituary she was liked and survived by her sister, Linney, and father, John Stolper, Jr. No other family or significant others mentioned. It’s hard to imagine she was secretly dating a young stoner. Just goes to show that you have no idea what happens behind closed doors.

      “She kept me so warm …” Drew continues. “Like she was made for me. Fit me like a glove.”

      “That’s nice …” And also making me feel a little uncomfortable. You’d think he’d have a little more conflicting emotions given he was accused of murdering Margo, his family was run out of town, and he spent years in prison.

      “We have to find her.” Drew swings his arm along the backside of the bench.

      Oh, for heaven's sake! “Are you talking about Margo or your hat?”

      “My hat! Why aren’t you writing this down?”

      “Sorry.” I scribble find hat along the margin to appease him. “Can we talk about Margo now?”

      He shrugs his shoulders.

      Drew is so flippant about the entire thing it’s hard not to be frustrated.

      I’m not in good standing with the law enforcement around these parts. When you go around solving murders, you step on a lot of toes. It’s going to be difficult to dig further into Margo’s death without ruffling a whole lot of feathers that I really don’t want to be ruffling. But it’s the right thing to do.

      Stupid moral compass.

      “So, did you ever meet Margo?” I ask.

      “We never met formally. Like, hi my name is Drew.”

      “Do you have any idea who could have killed her?”

      Drew puffs out his cheeks. “I heard she’d been hanging around a man who drove a Mercedes.”

      “Okay, this is good.” I write Mercedes man on my notepad. “Who told you this?”

      “My sister. I’m not sure who told her, though. I remember her saying a mysterious Mercedes man.”

      Mysterious tells me the man isn’t from Fernn Valley. Everyone knows everyone around here. “I need to speak to Billy. Where does she live now?” I ask, just as my cell rings. It’s Beth from The Fernn Valley Gazette.

      I completely forgot that I’m in the middle of a workday. I’d only come to the park to have a moment alone, to think, and possibly reconnect with Margo. Obviously, that didn’t happen.

      I send the call to voicemail and turn to Drew. “I have to get back to the office. You can come, but keep in mind that no one else can see you but me.”

      “How long is this all going to take?”

      “My workday?”

      “No. This.” He gestures to the air around him.

      “I don’t know. Hopefully not too long. It just depends how hard it is to find all the information we need.”

      “Life is one giant curveball, and if you don’t have MLB skills, you take a pitch to the face and die,” he says with a sigh. “That’s what my dad used to say.”

      “Um … Okay. Thank you for that lovely analogy. Now, let’s go.” I swing my purse over my shoulder and start walking. Drew sulks along, kicking at the ground. I stop at the curb and wait for the traffic to stop before I cross. I’ve been hit once before at this intersection—and once is good enough for me.

      Drew looks around, taking in the surroundings. “I haven’t been here in years.”

      “Feel good to be home?”

      “Nothing has changed.”

      He’s right. Fernn Valley is a quaint community with brick buildings and brightly colored awnings, wide streets, and medians filled with grass so green it almost hurts your eyes. Nearly every house and business has an American flag proudly hung outside, and nothing seems to age.

      Except for the people, of course.

      “I see those guys still don’t have anything to do.” Drew points to Mr. Clark, Mr. Sanders, and Mr. Ishmael, who are sitting side by side, watching the street. “Do you see what’s on the back of that bench they’re sitting on? We’re in your Lane?” he reads. “That’s a tacky advertisement.”

      If he’s talking about the real estate ad with the man who has a Tom Selleck mustache giving a woman with big permed hair a piggyback ride, then yeah, perhaps it’s a little tacky. Also, “Those are my parents.”

      “Ha! Good one.”

      “Not a joke. That’s my mom and dad.”

      Drew looks from the bench to me. “You come from weird stock.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He crosses his arms and starts laughing.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Ever notice the sheriff looks like a walrus with legs?”

      Well, now that he mentions it … “Sheriff Vance the walrus. Ha!”

      “Excuse me?” comes a male voice from behind me, and I nearly soil myself.

      Crap! It’s Sheriff Vance. I know it without even having to look. I can see his shadow. I can feel his feelings. Dammit.

      Drew leans closer. “Sheriff Vance is behind you.”

      Thanks, I mouth and turn around slowly.

      Here’s the thing about Sheriff Vance: We have a history—and it’s not good. He’s been the sheriff for almost ever, has gray hair, a gray mustache, and appears to be about eight months pregnant with a donut. Also, he looks like a walrus.

      The biggest problem with Sheriff Vance is that he knows about my gift. I’d blurted out my secret to him once in a heated moment. This was before Margo’s warning. I’m not sure if he believes me or not, but he went ahead and told half the town anyway. Which is why most people avoid eye contact.

      “Zoe Lane.” Sheriff Vance always says my name as if it were a type of toe fungus.

      “Sheriff.” I clear my throat. “I didn’t see you standing there. Sorry.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      I point to the Bluetooth in my ear. “I’m on a call.”

      “Interesting, because I found this on the park bench.” He holds up my phone. “I was on my way to The Gazette to return it.”

      My heart skips over about five beats. “Um … thank you.” I grab my cell using my pointer finger and thumb, not wanting to make skin contact.

      I can feel the sheriff’s feelings. He knows I’m lying, which doesn’t take a genius to figure out. I can’t very well be on a call if I don’t have my phone. There’s an overwhelming mixture of anger, frustration, and pride radiating from him. A brown-eyed child comes to his mind. The child is crying, begging for help, and a woman wearing blue pulls him away. I’ve seen this child in his thoughts before, but I can’t tell if it’s a little girl or a little boy, because the feeling is shadowed. All I know is it’s a haunting, dark memory for the sheriff that causes the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up.

      “How are your parents doing?” the sheriff asks.

      “They’re well, thank you.”

      “Business good?” He has such a smug look on his face I want to slap him. He knows very well that my parents' business has dramatically declined since my mom threatened to tell everyone that he’s a lazy sheriff who can’t do his job.

      She also threatened to sue him. For what? I don’t know exactly. It’s not like she can afford an attorney, and it’s not like anyone would take a case against Sheriff Vance. Mom was mad and not thinking when she said these things. If she were rational, then she wouldn’t have threatened the most powerful man in Fernn Valley. Not when she has a business 100% reliant on commission and referrals.

      “They’re doing well,” I say.

      “It’s best to leave the past in the past. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes,” I say. Not entirely sure what he’s referring to, but I’m in no position to question Sheriff Vance. And it’s not because I’m a pushover. This sparring match between us has to end at some point, and that point is not right now, standing at the busiest intersection in town, with people watching, and a ghost who is telling me to hurry up.

      “Until next time,” Sheriff Vance says with a nod of his head.

      “Until next … um … time.” I check both ways and cross the street, feeling shaky all over. Why can’t that man just leave me alone?

      Drew hurries to catch up. “Pretty sure he doesn’t like you.”

      “You’d be correct, but maybe he’s ready to forgive, forget, and move on.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      “It’s possible,” I say. “He said it’s best to leave the past in the past.”

      “Forgive, forget, and move on doesn’t sound like Sheriff Vance.”

      It doesn’t. But people can change. Right?

      I wait until we’ve safely crossed the street before I check my phone. The last thing I'd looked up was Margo Stolper’s sister, Linney, and when I press the home key, her information appears. Crap. No doubt Sheriff Vance checked my phone, otherwise, how would he have known it belonged to me?

      So that’s what he meant when he said, it’s best to leave the past in the past. Wouldn’t you agree? I should have known he wasn’t interested reconciliation. He was more interested in ambiguous threats. And I’m about to unravel the only murder he’s ever solved.

      I really hate ruffling feathers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrive at The Gazette, everything’s quiet apart from a couple people murmuring on the phone. Beth from Sports is filing her nails. Leon from accounting is mid-yawn. Two people are playing solitaire, and I think Rosie from Community Events is asleep.

      Every day is a slow news day when you live in Fernn Valley.

      The desks are pushed together into groups of two, and I pull out my chair, pretending there’s not a spirit following me.

      Beth, who sits across from me, blows on her nails then continues to file. “I called you. Everything okay?”

      “Um … yes.” I shove my purse into the bottom draw, take a seat, and wiggle the mouse to wake up my computer, not entirely sure what I was working on before I left. Not entirely sure I can concentrate on anything right now. The screen wakes up and, right, I was downloading the pictures for my latest article. I’m in charge of "Squirrel of the Week" and obituaries. No one has died this week, so I just need to get my squirrel article finished and I’m done.

      Okay, concentrate, Zoe. I need this job.

      “Hey, Zoe.” Drew’s face is pointing to the ceiling. “If you stare hard enough, you can trick your brain into thinking the blades are moving in the opposite direction.”

      I gaze up. I assume he’s talking about the big fans.

      Drew is tracing circles with his nose in the air and smiling. Good. That’ll keep him busy while I finish my work.

      Except, he’s laughing. Not a hardy-har-har type of laugh. More like a: uh-huh-huh-huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm like he’s simultaneously clearing a hairball and sneaking a peek at his dad’s Playboy. It’s possibly the most annoying sound on the planet. I’d like to throw my stapler at him or tell him to shut up, but I can’t do either right now.

      Okay, concentrate, Zoe. Block Drew out and keep working. Yes, you must figure out who killed Margo Stolper, but you also must bring in an income. Deep breath in and …

      “Uh-huh-huh-huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm. The fan. Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      Gah! I roll my head from side to side, working out a kink, and crack my knuckles. Okay. Back to work. I continue to format my picture for print, a beautiful shot of a cute squirrel I named Alfredo.

      “Whoa!” Drew is looking over my shoulder. “That’s one ugly rat.”

      “It’s a squirrel,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What was that?” Beth casts a puzzled look across the desks.

      “Nothing,” I say with a smile.

      “I wanna help with the rat.” Drew reaches for the mouse and falls through my desk.

      Oh, for heaven's sake!

      “Whoa! You have freakishly small feet,” he says from the floor. “Anyone ever tell you that?”

      I should get an Academy Award for keeping a straight face, especially since Drew is now counting the pieces of gum stuck under my desk.

      “Seven, eight, nine … huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      I’ve worked here almost five months, and I’ve never, not once, looked under my desk. Now I’m scared to—he’s up to twenty. How hard is it to walk six feet and discard your saliva-soaked gum into the trashcan?

      “Who sat here before me?” I ask Beth.

      She arches a brow. “I don’t remember.” She spins her chair around and addresses the room before I can stop her. “Who used to sit at Zoe’s desk?”

      There’s a stretch of silence, and I feel myself shrinking. It was a casual question. No need to involve everyone.

      Leon from accounting stands and taps his chin. “I believe it was vacant for a few years after Chloe quit.”

      “Nah, Chloe sat by the copier,” someone chimes in. “It was Kent who used to do formatting. He sat there.”

      “That’s not right,” says someone else. “He liked to be near the bathroom.”

      Now everyone is on their computers, trying to figure out who sat at my desk. Honestly! This is what happens when you have a room filled with bored reporters.

      “Why don’t you remember, Beth?” asks Mike. He sits near the window. I’m not sure what his job title is, but he’s the only one here who ever appears busy.

      “I didn’t always sit here. I switched desks after Todd started jogging during his lunch break.” Beth swivels in her chair to look at Todd. “Sorry, I’m sensitive to smells.”

      Now we’re all looking at Todd, a thirty-something-year-old man with a dimpled chin. He pulls up his tie and rubs his nose. “I’m pretty sure it was Sol, the one who was always chewing gum. Then before that it was Brenda.”

      There’s a hushed silence at the mention of Brenda. Rosie from Community Events wakes up and crosses herself.

      Here’s what I know about Brenda: Nothing. I’ve never heard of her before.

      Drew pokes his head out from under my desk to give me the grand total of, “Thirty-seven piece of gum.”

      Gross.

      “Who is Brenda?” I ask.

      A few people frown. Leon does a full body shudder, and Mike studies his hands.

      Drew stumbles to his feet. “Is that Stephen Handhoff’s kid?” He crosses the room and puts his face up to Mike’s. “That is Handhoff’s kid! Tell him his old man once swallowed a live goldfish for a dollar. Story is legend.”

      Disgusting, and no.

      “Really, who is Brenda?” I ask.

      Beth rolls her chair over to my desk. “Brenda was over obituaries,” she says, her voice low. “She died in two thousand and one.”

      Her tone suggests it was a traumatic death. I know it wasn’t murder because there have only been two homicides in Fernn Valley, Margo and another one in the thirties.

      “How’d she die?”

      “She hit a deer, rolled off the road, and didn’t make it.”

      “How awful. Did she have children?”

      Beth turns her head, and I follow her gaze. She’s either looking out the window, or she’s looking at, “Mike?”

      She nods.

      Oh, gosh. I feel horrid for blurting out his mother’s name so carelessly. “How old was he when she died?”

      “He was around six or seven.”

      Poor Mike. I just brought up his dead mother in front of everyone. To make it up to him, I could try to reach Brenda … but I doubt he’d be receptive to my offer. And Margo did warn me against telling others about my gift.

      Also, Drew is in my ear. “Huh-huh-huh-hey.”

      Gah! I can’t concentrate on anything else. “Beth, since you’re here. What do you know about Margo Stolper?”

      “The real estate agent that was murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know she was a real estate agent, and that she was murdered.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I think the anniversary of her death is coming up.”

      Hold on … I check Google to verify and Margo died exactly sixteen years ago today. It can’t be a coincidence that Drew showed up on the anniversary of her murder.

      “Why the sudden interest in Margo?” Beth asks.

      “Errr … just that, um … I was thinking … we … should …”—the little lightbulb in my head turns on—“… do an article on her! Like a tribute.” What a brilliant idea. This way I can help whoever writes it and say that my investigation is for work. No one’s feathers should be ruffled if I’m just doing my job.

      Beth turns around to address the room again. “Zoe thinks we should print a tribute to Margo Stolper.”

      I smack my forehead. Why does she keep doing this? There’s no need to involve everyone. Geez.

      “That would be nice,” says someone.

      “Margo was sweet. She sold me my house,” says Leon from accounting.

      “Mine too!” says someone else.

      “What’s going on?” Brian Windsor, editor-in-chief, asks from the doorway to his office.

      We all swivel our attention his way.

      “Zoe thinks we should do an article on Margo Stolper,” Beth says. “Today marks the anniversary of her death.”

      Brian crosses the room, and I fidget with the collar of my shirt.

      Here’s what I know about Brian: He's a little older than I am, has black-rimmed glasses, gray eyes, dark hair, freckles across his nose, he smiles without showing his teeth, and I want to have his babies.

      One complication: He has a girlfriend. Her name is Va-ness-a—and I can’t say her name without breaking it into syllables because I’m jealous.

      “That’s not a bad idea. We can run a remembrance on the front page,” Brian says. “You should take it.” He’s looking at me, but he can’t possibly mean me. I only just started doing "Squirrel of the Week," which requires a picture and a single caption. Obituaries are practically written for me by the family, and people don’t die that often around these parts. Even if it feels that way presently. The point is, I’ve never written an entire article by myself.

      However, it would make the investigation easier if I were solo. Well, solo meaning no other living person to deal with. There’s still Drew, who is laughing at the fans. I have a sinking suspicion he is not going to be all that helpful.

      “Yes,” I say. “I can take it!"

      “I’d like to help,” Mike says.

      “Of course.” Brian adjusts his glasses. “You and Zoe can work on it together. Let’s do a celebration of her life and not concentrate on the circumstances surrounding her death.”

      Wha … no! This is terrible. First, I don’t want Mike involved. I can’t talk with Drew openly with him around. Second, I want to dig deeper into her murder, not write a fluff piece. I mean, yes, that would be nice for Margo’s memory. But there’s a killer at large, and that’s what I need to focus my energy on.

      “You okay?” Brian touches my shoulder, and I stiffen. Man, he smells good.

      “Yes, I-I was just thinking … um … perhaps.” I lower my voice, not wanting Mike to hear. “It would be easier if I sort of did the article alone? I’m sure Mike won’t be much of a help.”

      “Zoe.” Drew is at my ear. “The Handhoff kid is right behind you.”

      Gah! I need to do a full perimeter check before I open my mouth. I clear my throat and spin my chair around. “Hi, Mike.”

      “Give it here.” Mike holds up his palm. “Lane and Handhoff! Dude, we’ve got this.”

      I give him a high five with forced enthusiasm.

      “Good,” Brian says. “Deadline is Friday.”

      “Wait. Wait. Wait.” I grab hold of Brian’s sleeve before he can walk away. “Today is Wednesday.”

      “Between the two of you, I’m sure you can handle it.”

      “Right, yes, but I’ve never written an article, and Mike …” I turn around. “What exactly do you do?”

      “IT.”

      Oh, makes sense. “Right. So he does tech stuff, and I take pictures of squirrels. Why don’t we aim for next week’s deadline?” I need more time to investigate.

      “I aced English Lit in college,” Mike chimes in.

      Ugh, he’s not helping. “The thing is …” I say, not exactly sure what the thing is. I’m grappling here. “I’m a slow typer.”

      “I can type ninety-five words per minute.”

      I’m sending mental messages to Mike telling him to shut up. But he’s not getting them.

      “You can dictate, and I can type,” he says.

      I blow out a breath. “Um …” Nothing. I’ve got nothing. Crap. Looks like this is happening. “I just … um … need to use the restroom.” I look at Drew and jerk my head.

      “Nah. I’m good,” he says.

      I jerk my head harder.

      Brian and Mike share a look.

      “Dude, what are you doing?” Mike finally asks.

      I feel my cheeks go red. “Um … nothing.”

      Whatever. I give up. Drew obviously is not catching the hint, and he’s back to staring at the fans. “Huh-huh-huh-hey.”

      “I’ll let you two get to work.” Brian pats our shoulders, forcing us closer.

      Ugh.

      Not ugh because I’m now touching Mike. He’s not a bad guy. Sure, his pants are tight, he only wears white shirts, and he uses dude as a verb, noun, and adjective, but he’s pleasant and well groomed. I’m thinking ugh for multiple reasons.

      One of which is Beth, who is waggling her eyebrows at me. She has this ridiculous theory that Mike likes me.

      “If you need anything, let me know,” Brian says before he walks back to his office.

      What I need is to do this alone. And for Beth to stop making that weird face. Mike does not have feelings for me. I would know. I feel feelings, and all I feel radiating off him is … nothing much, actually. I catch a hint of excitement, but that’s about it.

      “Should we go into the conference room?” Mike asks.

      “We have a conference room?”

      The answer is, sort of. It’s more of a big storage closet stacked with cobweb-covered boxes, and in front of the clutter is a card table with a two folding chairs.

      “This way we can work without interruption.” Mike takes a seat and opens his laptop. I don’t have a laptop, but I do have a spiral notepad and a pen because I’m fancy like that. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.” I flip open my notebook just as Drew walks through the wall.

      “Good. There’s a fan in here.” Drew looks around the room for the switch, and I realize Mike is talking to me.

      I plaster a smile on my face. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “What’s up with you and the boss?”

      “Nothing. Wh—" I fall out of my chair when Drew jumps out from behind a stack of boxes.

      “I found the switch,” he says.

      “You okay?” Mike extends a hand.

      “Yeah … I’m fine.” I brush off his help. “I just … um … have trouble with gravity.” I chuckle what I hope is an endearing I’m perfectly fine type of chuckle, because in reality I think I bruised my tailbone. Ouch!

      “Turn on the fan,” Drew says. “The switch is behind those boxes.”

      The boxes he’s referring to are actually a six-foot high tower of storage bins labeled Archives 1977-1983. There’s no way I can move those, and I’m not asking Mike to either.

      “You know he has a girlfriend,” Mike says.

      Um … huh? “Who does?”

      “Brian. He’s with Vanessa, and I heard she’s moving here.”

      My heart plunges into my gut. She’s moving here? Why? I mean, I guess living in the same city as your boyfriend is a good reason, but why, why, why?

      I must look as miserable as I feel, because Mike places a comforting hand on top of mine—and he doesn’t even flinch like most people do. When I’m around the dead, my skin becomes ice-cold to the touch. Mike either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care, and I can’t tell what he’s really feeling because I’m either broken or he is …

      Never mind. I catch a hint of enthusiasm.

      Not sure what there’s to be enthusiastic about.

      “You okay?” Mike asks.

      “No, she’s not!” Drew clenches his fists. “You upset her. Tell me who this Brian guy is, and I’ll take care of him.”

      “Whaaa …” I say, for lack of a better idea. “No.”

      Mike’s brow is wrinkled, and I don’t blame him. I’m acting like a lunatic.

      “Sorry.” I clear my throat to buy time and quickly shoot a look of warning to Drew.

      Drew lifts his chin. “Say the word, and he’s toast.”

      I blow out a breath, attempting to regain my composure. “About the story,” I say, my voice is unusually high. “I think it’s best if we—"

      “Turn on the fan.” Drew is in my ear. “I want to watch the fan.”

      Holy hell!

      With a grunt, I peer up. The blades of the fan are covered in about six layers of dust. “That fan can’t be turned on because it’s dirty, and the switch is behind a tower of bins,” I say.

      Mike looks up. “Okay. Are you … hot?”

      “Come on,” Drew whines.

      I try my hardest to ignore him.

      “Okay, I see how it is.” Drew rolls up his sleeves. “If you want something done right, you ask a woman. If she won't do it, you got to try yourself until she has no other option than to take over. That’s what my old man used to say.” He puts his fingers on his temples and closes his eyes.

      I leave him alone to do … whatever it is he’s trying to do and focus my attention on Mike, who is staring at me with such an odd expression I almost want to laugh.

      “What if … um … I’m just thinking out loud here …” I say, fidgeting with my pen, and trying not to look at Drew. “But what if I handle the investigation, and you write the article.”

      “What investigation?”

      “Well, we don’t want to run the same information that’s been printed in years past. We want to do a more in-depth look into who Margo was, who she hung out with, what she did the days leading up to her death, and talk to those who knew her best.”

      “If you want to print more pictures and get more information on Margo, then we could look through her stuff. Everything is at The Self-Storage Place.”

      “Fernn Valley has a storage place?”

      “It’s near the train station. I know the owner.”

      “And he’s just going to let us go through her property?”

      “Why not? It’s just been sitting there.”

      What a lucky break! Normally I wouldn’t go through someone’s storage unit. But Margo did contact me. I think it’s fair to say she’d be fine with me going through her stuff.

      The tall stack of bins crashes to the ground, sending up a plume of dust. Mike and I hunch over in coughing fits. I peek up at Drew who is standing with his hands on his hips, flashing a triumphant smile. “I moved the bins,” he says. “You can turn on the fan now.”

      I’ll be damned. I’ve never seen a spirit do that before.

      “How …” Mike pauses to cough. “Did …” More coughing. “… that happen?”

      “Seems the boxes have trouble with …” Cough. “… gravity as well. Let’s go.”
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      I want to take separate cars to the storage place, but once we walk out to the parking lot and Mike’s eyes land on my BMW i8— “Dude, you’re totally driving.”

      So now I have Mike in the front seat, Drew in the back seat, and I’m sitting in the driver's seat, pretending like this is all totally normal.

      Mike pets the dashboard, using only the tips of his fingers. “It’s so beautiful.” He looks as if he’s about to cry.

      “Would you like me to leave you two alone?”

      “Dude, have you pushed her hard? To see what she can do?”

      “Huh?”

      “What’s her zero to sixty speed?” he asks.

      “I don’t know … four seconds?”

      “Dude, four seconds!” He mimics a head explosion. “What’s her top speed?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How fast can she do the quarter?”

      “Huh?”

      Drew takes it upon himself to translate. “He wants to know how fast the car can do a quarter mile, like on a drag strip.”

      Oh, what an odd question. “It’s fast, that’s about all I know. I mostly keep it in electric mode. It’s cheaper.” And a royal pain in the butt. Running the extension cord from the garage to the driveway isn’t easy. I’m almost positive the original owner, Willie MacIntosh, the first spirit who I helped, would have never given me the car if he'd known I wouldn’t park it in the garage. There’re too many boxes in there, and it doesn’t fit. “To be honest, I love the car. But I’m worried I won’t be able to maintain it.”

      “Then why not sell it?”

      “It was a gift from the first spirit … um …” I cannot believe I just said that out loud. “Person!” I quickly add, hoping to cover the blunder. “It was a gift from a person. A super alive individual.”

      “Good cover up,” Drew says. “And I hope you caught the sarcasm in my voice.”

      Sure did.

      My eyes slide to Mike. He isn’t giving off any kind of suspicious emotion. I know he’s happy because he has the goofiest grin on his face while he’s playing with the seat controls.

      “Dude, you should take her to the track and see how fast she can go,” Mike says.

      “Fernn Valley has a racetrack?”

      “It’s not open anymore, but people still use it. Dude! We could see what her lap time is.”

      “No, thanks. I think I’ll keep it in electric mode.”

      “Dude, it would be wicked fun,” he says.

      “No, thanks.”

      “Dude, you gotta live a little, Lane.” He flashes a smile.

      “You say dude a lot. “

      “You say no a lot.”

      “No … I don’t …”

      “How about I say dude less, and you say yes more.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a good compromise.”

      He nudges me with his elbow. “Have it your way, dude. Because, dude, I’m from California, and dude is, like, dude is everything. The car’s a dude. My shoes are a dude. Dude, there’s a stop sign. Dude—”

      “Fine! I’ll say yes to more stuff, and you say dude to less.” If I have to spend the next two days listening to his dude, and Drew’s laugh, I may lose my mind.

      “Cool, when we are going to the track with this baby?”

      “Never.”

      “You promised!”

      “I promised to say yes more, and that was not a yes or no question.” So there.

      “Ooohhh, I see how you play, Lane. I see …”

      I can’t help a little smile. Mike has a breezy way to him. It’s nice being around someone who isn’t restless, and demanding, and dead.

      “Burning loins of desire,” Mike says.

      “Excuse me?” I look over and … oh, no! He’s reading the back cover of My Hot Next-Door Neighbor.

      I keep my eyes on the road and reach over to snatch the book from his hands, but he pulls away.

      “Not so fast,” he says. “This sounds interesting.”

      “Where did you find that?”

      “Under the seat.”

      “You have any other porn in here?” Drew starts looking around.

      “It’s not porn!” I can feel my cheeks go red. “It’s … it’s … literature!”

      Mike flips open to where I had bookmarked. “He rips his shirt off like a ravenous gorilla ready to pounce … Do gorillas pounce?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I snatch the book from his grasp, almost swerving off the road.

      “Whoa, try to stay in your lane … Lane.” Mike laughs at his own joke.

      So does Drew.

      I return my focus to the road, praying Mike doesn’t open the glove box. I may have more literature in there.

      When we arrive at The Self-Storage Place, Mike instructs me to park in the back and to go slow over the speed bumps, not wanting me to, “scratch her.”

      Her being my car.

      I pull in sideways across two spots because, according to Mike, the i8 demands respect. Taking up two spaces is more of a jerk move than a respect move, but there aren’t any other cars here. So I don’t feel bad.

      The Self-Storage Place is on the outskirts of town, near the train station, next door to a tow yard filled with stripped vehicles and a German shepherd who is running along the chain link fence, digging at the ground and whimpering with excitement.

      “This way.” Mike grabs my hand as soon as I step out of the car and drags me to the back door.

      “Don’t we need to tell your friend we’re here?”

      “No need.”

      “Then how are we going to get into Margo’s storage unit?”

      “Crowbar.”

      “Nnnn … that’s a negative.” I yank my arm free and march back to my car. “I’m not breaking into anything.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Drew says, catching up to me. “Not with a crowbar. A bolt cutter is what you need.”

      “Wait, Zoe!” Mike touches my shoulder, and I jerk away.

      I’m so stupid to have come all the way out here with him. Margo probably doesn’t even have a storage unit. Why would the owners hang on to her stuff for sixteen years? Who is paying the rent?

      “Come on,” Mike says. “I was only having fun with you, Lane.”

      I turn around and walk backwards. “How is breaking and entering considered fun?”

      “It was a joke.” He places a hand over his heart. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t funny. I have a storage unit here. We’re fine. Trust me.”

      I stop and fold my arms. “Yes, you have a storage unit, but how are we supposed to get into Margo’s?”

      “I have her stuff. She was my godmother.”

      I throw my arms up in the air. “Why didn’t you say that before?”

      He shrugs. “I figured you knew. Everyone does.”

      “Well, apparently not everyone.” And now I feel really stupid.

      Drew raises his hand. “I knew that.”

      I give Drew a look.

      “What?” he says defensively. “I figured you knew. Everyone does.”

      “What are you looking at?” Mike asks.

      “Um … nothing. Let’s go.” I storm towards the back entrance, and Drew appears at my side. “I want you to memorize the code he uses to unlock the door,” I mutter under my breath. “Got it?

      “Yeah, I don’t think I can be counted on to remember anything important.”

      Oh, for heaven's sake. “Then say it out loud, and I’ll remember it.”

      “Got it.”

      Mike uses the keypad located at the door, and Drew spits out the numbers Four-Six-One-One-One-Five-One, and I repeat them in my head, saying them to the tune of "Mary Had a Little Lamb." We walk down a long hall of storage units until Mike stops at A-134. There’s a combination lock, and Drew reads out the combo.

      “This is mostly my mom's stuff,” he says as he rolls open the door. “Margo’s boxes are in the back.”

      The unit is packed with pine furniture, a blue corduroy recliner, and boxes. Behind a dresser, there’s about five feet of nothing. “Why is everything at the front of the unit, not the back?” I ask.

      “Convenience.”

      I wouldn’t call it convenient. I would call it a waste of storage space, and bad packing. But this isn’t my storage unit, so I keep my comments to myself. I step over a Thighmaster lying on the ground. “Why do you have your mom's and Margo’s stuff in a storage unit?”

      “Because I don’t want to throw it away, and my place is too small.” He grabs a box marked Books and blows a layer of dust off the top. “There’s a bunch of pictures in here.”

      Mike removes the lid and pulls out a three-inch stack of photos and hands them to me. On the top of the pile is Margo at the beach with a big floppy hat on and a light blue sarong tied around her waist. She’s holding a drink up as if saying “cheers” to the person behind the camera. Seeing her so alive brings on a wave of emotions: anger that she was killed so young, frustration someone got away with murder, and sadness … mostly sadness.

      “How did your mom and Margo meet?” I ask as I flip through the stack.

      “They were roommates in college. She’d visit a lot and help take care of me, to give my mom a break.”

      “What about your dad?”

      “He wasn’t fit for fatherhood.”

      “Then who raised you after your mom died?”

      He gestures to the pictures in my hand, and my heart sinks.

      “Margo?” I ask, and he nods his head. How awful. First his mom died, then a few years later, so did Margo. “Then who raised you after Margo died?”

      “Mostly my dad.” He smiles as if to say it’s no big deal, but I can tell by his face there’s far more to the story.

      “Zoe,” Drew says. “Zoe!”

      I slide my eyes over to the entrance, where Drew is standing.

      “Watch this.” He brings his fingers to his temples and stares intently at a nightstand until it moves about half an inch.

      Okay, he’s officially freaking me out.

      “Cool, right?”

      That’s one word for it. I give a slight nod of my head and return my focus to the pictures.

      “Is this your mom?” I ask Mike, showing him a Polaroid of Margo and another woman with dark brown hair, the same color as Mike’s. The two women have an arm slung around each other’s shoulders and are sporting San Francisco State sweatshirts.

      “Yes, and what were you looking at?”

      “Um … the pictures.”

      He shakes his head. “Du—I mean, Zoe. Did you just move that table with your mind?”

      “What? No! That’s ridiculous. It must have been the wind.”

      Mike licks his finger and holds it up. “Not even a breeze.”

      Dang it, this guy is way too perceptive. I need to be more careful. “So…” I pause to clear my throat. “Do you remember much of your time living with Margo?”

      Mike raises his brows and studies me under intense scrutiny until he finally gives in. “I was nine when she died.”

      So that would be a yes. “What was she like?”

      “She was kind. Had a good sense of humor, and she loved movies.”

      “What kind of movies?”

      “Mostly Disney stuff. We’d have movie nights on Fridays. She’d make popcorn, and we’d sit on the floor in the living room.”

      “Can I ask why you weren’t mentioned in her obituary?”

      Mike scratches the back of his head. “Someone at The Gazette wrote it, and I think my dad didn’t want me mentioned. Complicated family stuff. Not worth getting into.”

      Oh, but it is.

      Mike’s dad just jumped to the top of my suspect list, and I haven’t even met him. I mean, the man swallowed a goldfish for a dollar. Clearly he doesn’t make good decisions. Now I need to unwind Mike’s complicated family stuff so I can know for sure if Mike’s dad had motive to kill.

      “What kind of car did your dad drive?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “It wasn’t a Mercedes, was it?”

      Mike narrows his eyes. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “To start conversation,” I say with a smile.

      “No, tell me why.” He takes a step closer and I back into a box.

      “I was just … um … throwing out options.”

      “I’m not buying that for a second,” Mike says and I squirm. “You can’t believe everything you hear, Lane.”

      True. But there’s obviously more to the Mercedes Man story, since Mike wont answer the question. I’ll need to talk to Billy, Drew’s sister, to get more info.

      “When are we going to look for my hat?” Drew is sitting in the recliner with his legs crossed.

      Mike snaps his fingers and points at me. “You just did it again!”

      “Did what?”

      “You looked over there.”

      “So? What are you? The eye police?”

      “The eye police.” Drew snorts. “Huh-huh-huh-hey. That’s a good one.”

      It really wasn’t, but I appreciate the laugh regardless.

      “You’re doing it again,” Mike says. “With the eyes. Looking over there.”

      Gah! I can’t do this anymore. I have a murder to solve, a spirit to vindicate, and no room for nosey people.

      I start to leave, and Mike grabs my elbow. “I’m not trying to make you mad. It’s just … I’m cool.”

      “Shouldn’t you let other people tell you you’re cool?

      “I meant I’m cool with whatever powers you have.”

      My heart hiccups. “I-I-I don’t have powers. That’s ridiculous.”

      “Come on, Lane. I’ve heard the rumors.”

      I give him a look. “I thought you’re not supposed to believe everything you hear.”

      “Touché.”

      “Anyway. That’s enough nonsense talk. Let’s concentrate. About Margo. Did she move here after your mom died?”

      “Mmmhmm, we lived in a townhouse across from the library.”

      Aha! The library! Margo lived across from the library and requested a book … which means … nothing. You can live anywhere and go to the library. Moving on. “What other friends did Margo have? Was she close to anyone we could talk to?”

      “She had clients, but I don’t know if she hung out with anyone.”

      “What about dating? Was she ever married?”

      “Never married, and I don’t think she dated anyone when she was here. If she did, I didn’t know about it.”

      Well, he’s of no help.

      I flip through the stack of pictures and find one of Margo standing in front of Butter Bakery. “Let’s use this one and see what else you have in this box.” I dig around. There are two journals, both secured with a flimsy lock. “Can I open this?”

      “No.” Mike yanks the books from my hands (well, more like pries). “These were her private thoughts. I’ve never even read them.”

      “I’m bored,” Drew blurts out. He stands and walks through the wall.

      “You’re looking over there again,” Mike says.

      Geez. This is precisely why I wanted to do this alone. “We could find useful information in the journals.”

      “Like what? We’re doing a dedication to her life, not publishing her private thoughts.”

      “We don’t have to publish the journal, but we can have a better idea of who she was.”

      “No, it’s not right. She wouldn’t be okay with people she doesn’t know reading her diary.”

      I want to say that I do know Margo, her spirit visited me, but I can’t. Even if Mike is “cool” with whatever powers I supposedly have. Margo warned me to be careful who I trusted, and I plan to heed to her advice.

      I’m about to make another argument for opening the journals when Mike puts his hand on my head and shoves me to the floor. When I open my mouth to ask what the hell he thinks he’s doing, he shushes me and shoots me a look of warning.

      Then I feel it.

      An unsettling, dark spirit.

      It’s not Mike’s, and it’s not Drew’s, and it’s not a dead spirit, but there’s someone else here. I hug my knees to my chest and swallow a few times. The vein running down Mike’s neck is pulsing, and his hand is still on my head.

      “What are you doing here?” says a grumbly man’s voice.

      “I had to grab a few of my mom’s things.”

      The dark spirit lets out a wet, hacking cough then hocks a loogie. “When you gonna clear this place out?”

      “Not until next year.” Mike’s voice is void of emotion, but the vein on his neck pulses faster.

      “I need it. There’s demand for ten by tens.”

      Mike casually drops Margo’s box to the ground and uses his foot to slide it closer to the wall. I’m not exactly sure why I’m hiding, or why Mike’s vein is pumping, or who this man is he’s talking to.

      That is, until Drew returns. “Look who is here, Zoe! It’s Stephen Handhoff! Damn, this fool didn’t age well. Looks like he never eats! Zoe, check this out. This is the guy that swallowed the goldfish … Zoe? Where is Zoe?”

      I’m sending him mental messages that I’m hiding.

      He’s not getting them.

      Obviously my mental messenger doesn’t work.

      “Zoe! What happened to Zoe? Did you touch her?” I imagine he’s confronting Handhoff … wait. Handhoff! This dark-spirited man is Mike’s father!

      “What are you getting?” I can hear Handhoff slide a piece of furniture out the way. “Let me see.”

      “Its only pictures. But, dude, I notice the lock was busted on unit A one-sixty-nine. Did you see that?”

      “Nah.”

      “For reals.” Mike keeps his hand on the top of my head. “I’ll show you. Come on.”

      Mike steps over me, pretending I’m not there, and I can hear him talking to his dad in the distance. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Stay? Run?

      “Zoe!” Drew is slightly hysterical, and I peek around the dresser I’m hiding behind.

      “I’m here,” I loudly whisper.

      Drew’s shoulder sag with relief, and he drops to his knees. “I thought they killed you.”

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “Cause Handhoff is crazy.”

      “I caught that. He’s so much older than you were, how did you even know him?”

      “He was my dealer for years.”

      “For drugs?”

      “No, for goldfish.”

      I roll my eyes. “Can you go see what they’re doing right now? Mike doesn’t seem like he gets along with his dad, and I don’t want to leave him.”

      “I hear ya. Handhoff was hilarious. Not a good father figure, though. He liked to light things on fire.”

      “Like what?”

      “You know the bowling alley?”

      “No.”

      “That’s because Handhoff burned it down.”

      Oh, geez. So he’s a dark-spirited pyromaniac. Great. Just … great.

      “Go see what they’re doing while I look through these boxes real quick. I want to see if there’s anything in here that could give us a clue as to—” Yeah, okay, Drew is already gone.

      I take the lid off, making sure to be quiet in case Mike or his pyro-dad show up. Inside are the journals. They have red plaid coverings and are secured by a lock I could easily pick with a bobby pin. I wrestle with my conscience. Take them and see if there’s information to help clear Drew? Or respect Mike’s wishes?

      On one hand, I don’t want to upset Mike.

      On the other hand, I’m sure he’ll get over it.

      I shove the journals into my purse. Also in the box are a few knickknacks, a small Eiffel Tower, a keychain from Hawaii, and a San Francisco Giants pennant. Under a baby blanket is a well-worn, thick book titled Medium Mind: A Step-by-Step Guide to Connecting with the Dead. The pages are crinkled, and paragraphs are highlighted. There are notes written in the margins, and a slip of paper falls out and lands on the floor.

      I check over my shoulder to be sure Mike is still gone and pick up the paper. It’s a flight confirmation for a trip Margo booked the day she died. Two tickets, one-way, from Trucker Airport (about forty-five minutes north) to San Diego.

      Passengers: Margo Stopler and one minor, Michael Handhoff.

      The flight was set to depart at 7:01 PM.

      I shake the book, and an envelope falls out from Fernn Valley Union Bank. Inside is the statement for the month prior to Margo’s death. On the third, sixty thousand dollars was transferred into her checking account. Two days later, the funds were transferred to an account ending in 4563. Another deposit was made for one hundred thousand dollars, and two days later all but twenty thousand dollars were transferred to the 4563 account. One week before Margo’s murder, she withdrew the remaining twenty thousand dollars leaving her with a zero balance.

      Which means Margo had two one-way tickets to San Diego, the furthest she could possibly go without actually leaving the state, and twenty thousand dollars in cash. This doesn’t sound like a vacation to SeaWorld—it sounds like she was about to flee with Mike in tow.
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      I put the papers back into the book, grab the journals, and shove everything into my bag … then shove it all again, and again, and again, until it fits. I make a mental note to buy a bigger purse.

      Drew returns. “Mike and Handhoff are arguing.”

      “About what?”

      “Handhoff asked Mike when he was going to get all his crap out of this storage unit. Mike said he was paying for it, so it shouldn’t matter. Handhoff said Mike needs to use a lock provided by the storage facility. Mike says he likes having his own lock. Then Handhoff said he needs the unit. But I counted six empty ones when I was wandering around.”

      “So he’s lying.”

      “Well done, Columbo.”

      “Who’s Columbo?”

      “Not sure. My dad used to say that. What now?”

      I don’t know. There’s far more to this Handhoff, Mike, Margo story. And there’s a reason Mike hid me from his dad. Just as there’s likely a reason why all the boxes containing Margo’s personal belongings are in the back of the storage unit, none with her name on them. I just don’t know what any of those reasons are, but I intend to find out. Hopefully the journals and medium book will provide some answers.

      But first, I need to get out of here alive. I grab my phone. Maybe I could text Mike and ask him if I should wait. Except I have no reception. Crud.

      “Where exactly are they?” I ask Drew.

      “They’re standing outside.”

      “So I won’t be able to sneak out without them seeing me?”

      “Nope.”

      Shoot. There goes Plan A. Also Plans B-Z since there’s only one way out.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” Drew runs off before I can stop him.

      I crawl towards the entrance and hide behind a recliner. From my spot I can see Mike and Handhoff standing by a vending machine. Drew walks up to the two with his hips swaying like a cowboy about to challenge them to a duel. He presses his fingertips to his temples. Oh, good! He’ll shake the vending machine enough to cause a distraction so I can slip away. Brilliant!

      At least, I think that’s his plan, until Drew looks up. The light fixture above Mike starts to tremble. But the two men don’t notice.

      Okay, this is the opposite of brilliant. This is the worst idea known to man or spirit.

      The light rattles a little but not enough to draw Mike’s attention.

      Ugh!

      The metal starts to bend.

      Oh, come on!

      I scramble to my feet and run into Mike just as the light crashes to the ground. We fall down, and Mike looks up at me, confusion dancing across his eyes.

      “W-w-what happened?” he asks.

      “Um … earthquake.” The journals and medium book have spilled out of my bag, and I roll off Mike and shovel everything back in before he notices.

      “Sun of a gun,” comes Handhoff’s grumbly voice.

      I hold my bag tight to my chest and stand up slowly.

      Handhoff has slicked black hair pulled into a small ponytail, sunken cheeks, and can’t weigh much more than me.

      Drew is making a W with his arms. “The point was to get you out of here, not to jump the Handhoff kid.”

      Oh, geez.

      Handhoff jerks his chin in my direction. “Aren’t you the Lane girl? I’ve heard about you.”

      Great.

      Mike takes a step forward, positioning himself between his dad and me. “She’s just a coworker. We came to pick up some of Mom’s stuff.”

      I take note of the fact that Mike has lied to his dad twice now about our reason for being at the storage unit. It makes me wonder if Handhoff even knows Margo’s belongings are here. And why Mike is keeping that a secret.

      “That your BMW in the parking lot, Lane?” Handhoff asks.

      “She’s borrowing it,” Mike says.

      “How much something like that cost?”

      My eyes bounce between the two men while they talk about me like I’m not here.

      “Not worth much,” Mike says. “But we have to get back to work.” He starts to lower the door when Handhoff sticks his foot in the way.

      “I thought you had to get your mom’s stuff,” he spits out the words.

      Um … I reach in and grab a small cross-stitched pillow. “Here it is!”

      Mike blinks. “Dude, right, yeah, that’s it. Glad we found it.”

      Handhoff shoves a cigarette into the corner of his mouth and lights the end using a long butane lighter. He takes a drag then spins the lighter around his finger like it’s a pistol and shoves it into his back pocket. Mike hurries to close and lock the rolling door.

      “Bye, Dad,” he says and puts a hand on my lower back, urging me to move. Before I know it, we’re outside.

      I put my purse in the trunk, not wanting to risk Mike finding out I stole his godmother’s journals, and get in the car.

      “Care to share what that was all about?” I press start and pull my seatbelt on.

      “That’s my dad,” he says with a forced smile.

      “I gathered as much.”

      “He lives onsite in an apartment attached to the office.”

      I peel out of the parking lot, eager to put some distance between Handhoff and my car.

      “Why’d you tell him we were there to get your mother’s things?”

      Mike tosses the cross-stitched pillow into my backseat. “My dad and Margo didn’t get along. That’s all.”

      “And he wouldn’t want you storing her stuff?”

      “It’s complicated family drama. Not worth getting into.”

      “Maybe, but I just saved your life. You owe me a little more explanation.”

      “I doubt the light fixture would have killed me.”

      “Fine. I saved you from breaking a bone or getting a concussion. Ether way, it would have been a pricey doctor’s bill. Spill.”

      Mike heaves a sigh. “Margo fought for custody after my mom died and she won.”

      “Was your dad trying to get you back when Margo died?”

      Mike turns in his seat to face me. “I really don’t want to get into it.” I catch a feeling of humiliation from Mike. It’s the first negative feeling he’s had all day, and I decide to stop prying.

      But if I can’t get the information I need from Mike, then I’ll have to find it on my own. Which means ditching him, ASAP.

      “Since it’s almost quitting time,” I say, “I think I’ll drop you off at The Gazette, and we can resume the article tomorrow.”

      “But there’s plenty of working hours left in the day.”

      I feel like saying, yes, I know! That’s why I need you to leave me alone so I can solve a murder! But of course I can’t say that, so I say, “Ummm …” for lack of a better idea.

      “We could bang out the article tonight, send the pictures over, and be done.”

      “It’s just … I need to be home for dinner. My parents are big on family meals. You know how that goes,” I say with instant regret. I mentally slap myself on the forehead. What an insensitive thing to say. Mike doesn’t know what it’s like to have family dinners. His mom was killed in a car crash, his godmother was murdered, and his father swallows goldfish. I’d venture to say there weren’t many happy family meals in his life.

      I stop at the light and turn my head, ready to apologize, but Mike is back to his happy-go-lucky self and smiles at me. “Sounds good. What are we having?”

      Um …
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      Here’s the thing, I’ve never brought a living person home before. So when Mike and I walk in the door, my parents aren’t quite sure what to do with themselves. They’re sitting at the kitchen table. Dad with a cup of hot chocolate. Mom is on her laptop with store-bought dye smeared on her roots, and they’re both staring at us with their mouths open.

      “I brought a coworker home,” I say.

      Mike waves. “Hello.”

      My parents continue to gawk for an uncomfortable amount of time. Each blinks twice as if to make sure they’re not dreaming then springs into action. Mom hurries to the kitchen and starts rummaging through cabinets. “Mike, are you hungry? Do you have food allergies?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Dad drags Mike to the table by the hand. “Do you follow baseball?”

      “Are you okay with gluten, Mike?” Mom hollers from the kitchen. “Or I can make rice. Where is the rice, John?”

      “I’m fine with gluten,” Mike says.

      Dad gets up from the table. “We had a case in the garage.”

      “I’m really fine with whatever,” Mike tries again.

      “… but that’s been there for months,” Mom is saying. “Go to the store, John. See if they have fresh salmon.”

      Dad grabs a notepad from the fridge and starts writing. “Rice and salmon … But I’m allergic to fish.”

      “It’s really fine,” Mike says, not that my parents are listening.

      “You’re right. Let’s do a borscht instead.”

      “What the hell is a borscht?” Drew asks. He’s been so quiet I almost forgot he was here. “And when are we going to start looking for my hat?”

      “Soon,” I say under my breath then clear my throat loud enough to grab my parents’ attention. Mom’s brown eyes meet mine, and I point to her head.

      A hand flies to her mouth, and her cheeks go red. “Oh, goodness me.” She leans over the sink and starts rinsing the dye while spouting off ingredients for my dad to pick up at the store. Things like marjoram and cardamom, spices I’ve never seen my mother touch in the twenty-three years I’ve known her.

      Jabba, my cat, walks across the table, and Mike reaches out to pet him. “He’s not friendly,” I warn before Jabba bites his hand off.

      Jabba shoots me a look as if to say who you calling unfriendly? He leaps onto Mike’s lap and curls into a ball.

      “He seems nice to me,” Mike says, scratching under Jabba’s chin. “What’s your name little fella?”

      “It’s Jabba.”

      “Jabba?”

      “As in Jabba the Hut,” I say.

      “I can see the resemblance.”

      Mom drops a pan in the kitchen, and we all jump. “Really, guys,” I say. “We have a deadline, and we don’t have time for an elaborate meal. What about mac and cheese?”

      My mom looks appalled at the very notion, and I don’t know why. We’ve had boxed mac and cheese the last four nights. Yesterday, my mom even put tuna in there for extra protein.

      For the record, tuna in mac and cheese is pretty good.

      We’ve been pinching pennies the last two weeks. After my mom's threat to Sheriff Vance, my parents haven’t had any new listings, and the listings they did have went off the market after the sellers pulled out. Even their listing in Trucker, which is in a different county, decided to no longer sell. We’re not destitute, but there’s not a lot of money in reserve. This is Fernn Valley—real estate isn’t exactly booming and never has been.

      Which begs the question, where did Margo get all that money? She couldn’t have been making that much as a Fernn Valley real estate agent.

      Drew puts his mouth up to my ear. “When are we gonna start looking for my hat?”

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, not that anyone is paying attention to me. My dad and Mike are now talking baseball, and I hear my mom mention grilled cheese. Not sure how we went from borscht to cheese sandwiches, but whatever. Dinner is the least of my concerns.

      My room is down the hall and to the right. The walls are pink, the curtains are lace, I have a daybed, and a porcelain doll collection. It screams little girl room, which is great, except I’m twenty-three. I have plans to move someday. So redecorating would be a waste of money. Plus I don’t have money, so there’s that.

      “My hat's not in here,” Drew says, looking around.

      “Yes, I know. I came in here to talk privately. When we were at the storage place, I found Margo’s bank statements from the month before she died. She had a lot of money coming in, and then she transferred it to a different account. It doesn’t make any sense. There aren’t that many homes here to sell, and the ones that do sell aren’t that expensive. My parents make anywhere from six to eight grand on a sale now a days. In two thousand and three, it would have been less. Why did she have so much money?”

      “Do you want me to answer? Or was that a hypothetical question?”

      “I want you to care a little more about overturning your conviction.”

      “I came to you for help finding a hat. You’re the one who wanted to solve a murder. I didn’t know that was even possibility!”

      I open my mouth, about to retort, when I realize he’s right.

      All he’s talked about sine he arrived was his hat. I’m the one who started the murder investigation. I only did so because of my interaction with Margo. But I told Drew what Margo said, like she had asked, and she isn’t here. Drew is. Maybe that’s all I was supposed to do.

      Not that I can let a murder go unsolved. I suppose I could find Drew’s hat and finish this investigation without him.

      “Drew, if you want, I can drop the murder and only look for your hat,” I say.

      He thrusts his hands through his hair and turns to face the wall.

      “Do you want me to drop this?” I ask again.

      When Drew turns around, there’s a pained look on his face, as if he’s engaged in an internal battle. “I feel like … like …” He narrows his eyes. “Like someone got away with homicide and that person must pay!”

      Good. Now we’re on the same page.  “Tell me what you now about Handhoff and Margo. Did he talk about her?”

      “I know the court said he could see the kid so long as he passed a drug test.”

      “And he didn’t pass?”

      “What do you think?”

      I think that would be a big no. “Did Handhoff have an attorney? File paperwork? Try to fight the ruling?” I ask, trying to understand. A custody battle seems like a motive for murder.

      “I think Handhoff was mad Margo took the kid, not that she had his kid,” he says.

      “Huh?”

      “You don’t touch Stephen Handhoff’s stuff and get away with it.”

      Oh, got it. “Handhoff was less concerned about parenting Mike. He was more upset Margo was calling the shots.”

      “That was my impression, but I was mostly high when we hung out.” Drew sits on the floor and plays with his shoelaces.

      Great. He’s not going to be of much help with this theory. Not if he was on drugs during most of their interactions. I should reach out to Linney, Margo’s sister, again. Earlier today, before Drew showed up and before I even knew who Stephen Handhoff was, I’d called Linney. All we talked about was Margo and the book she’d requested from the library.

      Me: “My name is Zoe Lane, and I live in Fernn Valley … I’m calling because I have this book from the library ... and ... um ... your sister ordered it when she lived here.”

      Linney: “That’s nice.”

      Me: “She ordered it right before she passed away.”

      Linney: “She didn’t pass away. She was murdered!”

      Me: “Right. Yes. She was, and I’m sorry. Um ... the book is for ... mediums.”

      Linney: “Sounds like Margo. She was interested in ghosts and paranormal stuff right before she died … You know what’s funny? This morning, when I was lying in bed, I had the strangest feeling that I was going to get a call from someone in Fernn Valley regarding Margo. It was almost like Margo told me so herself. Which is just silly.”

      Not silly at all. It was at that moment I realized the reason Margo wanted me to trace the book back to her was so I’d know she too was a medium.

      I then went on to ask Linney if Margo ever mentioned Sheriff Vance, to which she replied, “He’s the one who helped put away the guy that killed her.” And that was the end of our conversation.

      Had I known Drew was about to show up, I would have waited to call her. I have a lot more questions now. For example, did Stephen Handhoff ever threaten Margo? Was he ever looked at as a suspect? Did she know Margo had two tickets to San Diego? Who drove a Mercedes?

      I could talk to Mike, but I don’t know how to go about asking him in a casual, non-invasive, just-trying-to-start-conversation-not-trying-to-exonerate-your-godmother’s-murderer kind of way. My people skills aren’t that advanced, and he went on the defense when I asked about the Mercedes.

      “There’s also Sheriff Vance,” I say. “He could possibly be involved.”

      Drew looks up at me. “What’s he got to do with anything, aside from the fact he’s the one who arrested me?”

      “He’s hiding something.  And whenever I am around him, he has this haunting image of a child with brown eyes.”

      “You have brown eyes.”

      This is true. But, “I don’t think it’s me.” The kid is about six or seven years old, and I had most of my run-ins with the law at the age of three.

      “I have brown eyes. Handhoff’s kid has brown eyes. So does your mom. My sister has brown eyes. Your dad has brown eyes. My niece has brown eyes. Sheriff Vance has brown eyes …”

      “Okay, I got it. There are a lot of people with brown eyes. But this memory haunts Sheriff Vance whenever I’m around.”

      Drew rises to his feet. “Zoe Lane, can you read minds?”

      “I can see other people’s thoughts as they pertain to their current feelings.”

      “So that’s a no?”

      “It’s a sort of.” I check over my shoulder to make sure we’re still alone. Jabba is standing in the doorway staring at Drew.

      “That’s the ugliest cat I’ve ever seen,” Drew says. “Where’d you get it, by a nuclear factory?”

      Jabba hisses.

      Drew hides behind me. “Can that thing see me?”

      “Possibly. I have this theory Jabba is the reincarnated spirit of the first ghost who visited me when I was three years old. His name was Jose, and he was falsely accused of murder and died on death row. I accidentally burned down my house trying to make him bacon.”

      “He was on death row?” Drew steps out from behind me. “Damn, man. Respect.”

      Jabba runs under my bed, and I close the door. “Let’s get back to Handhoff. Do you think he killed Margo?”

      “What about my hat?”

      “We’ll look for it tomorrow. Tonight, we need to gather more information about Handhoff and Margo’s relationship.” There’s a knock on my door, and I slap a hand over my mouth. I’m talking way too loud.

      “Zoe are you in there?” It’s Mike.

      “Um … sure.”

      He opens the door and steps inside. “So this is your room?”

      I want to lie and tell him no, it belongs to my little sister. But this is Fernn Valley, where everyone knows everything about everyone, and he knows there is no sister.

      Mike has a look around. “Nice doll collection.”

      “Um … thanks.” My legs feel like they’re made of goo, and my heart is beating in my ears. Not because I have feelings for Mike, and not because I have a stash of hot romance novels under my bed, but because I’ve never had a living person inside my bedroom before. Well, aside from my parents.

      Drew presses his mouth to my ear. “There’s a fan in the master room. Turn it on for me.”

      Ugh.

      Mike picks up a doll dressed as a clown. “These don’t give you the creeps?”

      Nope. I’ve had way creepier things in my room. But instead I say, “Not really.”

      “Your parents are nice,” he says.

      “They seem to really like you.”

      “I have that effect on parentals.”

      Jabba emerges from under the bed and rubs against Mike’s leg, purring. Very un-Jabba like. Mike leans down and picks him up. I’ve never seen Jabba let anyone pick him up. Me included.

      “You seem to have that effect on cats, too. Jabba doesn’t typically like being touched by anyone.”

      “I like animals,” he says. “Oh, I know what I wanted to ask you. I was curious about your next-door neighbors.”

      “What about them?”

      “Are they … hot?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Do they pounce?”

      My cheeks go red.

      “What about their loins? Do they … burn?”

      I snatch a pillow from my bed and toss it at Mike to get him to stop. He ducks out the way.

      “Zoe!” Drew is jumping up and down. “The fan.”

      “Fine,” I accidentally say out loud. Oops.

      Mike furrows his brow. “Fine what?”

      “Um … fine … fine. Errr … I just need to um … change. Yeah. I need to change my clothes,” I say, as if it’s the most brilliant idea I’ve ever had. I really need to take some sort of socializing for beginner’s class.

      Mike cocks his thumb towards the door. “I’ll go see if your mom needs help.”

      Drew steps out of the way, allowing Mike to pass. “I don’t like people walking through me,” he says.

      I don’t blame him. That has to be weird. Almost as weird as this entire day. It started with taking pictures of squirrels, and now I have a living man in my house.

      Once I can hear Mike’s footsteps down the hall, I open my closet, feeling a bit unsteady.

      “I thought we were going to the fan,” Drew whines.

      “Give me a second. I have to change now that I told Mike I was.” I grab jeans, a blue shirt, and a pink sweater with elbow patches. Then turn to Drew. “A little privacy, please.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can change my clothes.”

      Drew shakes his head. “Don’t worry. I won’t look. You’re not my type.”

      “Oh, are you gay?”

      “No, you’re just not my type. I like girls with a figure.”

      “Get out.”

      Drew walks through the wall, and I slip out of my clothes. I have a figure. I mean, it’s not curvy like Va-ness-a, Brian’s girlfriend, but it’s … whatever. It doesn’t matter what Drew thinks. All that matters is that I get Mike out of here fast so I can call Linney.

      I find Drew waiting for me in my parents’ room, lying on their bed and staring up at the ceiling. “What’s with the fan anyway?”

      “Gives me the same feeling as a good joint.”

      “Fans make you high?”

      “Just flip it on.”

      “Well, now I don’t want to.”

      Drew sits up and stares at me. “Turn on the fan,” he demands.

      I fold my arms. “Drugs are bad.”

      “Marijuana is legal in California.”

      “But fans aren’t … whatever.” This is a waste of time. He’s dead. What does it matter? I flip the switch, except the fan doesn’t turn on. “Must be busted.”

      “No, you have to pull the string.”

      He may be right. I stand on the bed and reach for the string. But it’s high, and I’m short. So I jump and reach, and jump and reach, and jump and reach … I do this for a while, until my dad comes in.

      “Why are you jumping on my bed?” he asks.

      “I’m turning on the fan.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it makes the spirit who is visiting me feel like he’s high.”

      Dad rubs his temples. He knows about my gifts. My mom doesn’t—at least she won’t admit she knows. It’s better that way. Mom’s not comfortable with the paranormal.

      “Let me help you with that." Dad stands up on the bed and turns on the fan.

      Drew sighs with the goofiest grin on his face. “Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      Dad steps down. “Who is visiting you today?”

      “Andrew Foster, the man who was convicted of killing Margo Stolper.”

      Dad’s face blanches. “Are you ever visited by spirits who are not connected to a murder?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “I don’t need to remind you we’re already in hot water with the sheriff.”

      “And overturning the only murder he’s solved won’t help,” I say.

      “Precisely. Then again, you need to do what you need to do.”

      I heave a sigh, feeling a tension headache coming on. “Dad, did you ever meet Margo?”

      “No, I didn’t. We moved here shortly after she died. When we realized no one else was planning on picking up as the real estate agent, your mom and I took the test and started our business.”

      “Do you have any of Margo’s paperwork? Any information on her at all?”

      Dad shakes his head no.

      Crud.

      “Do you know if she sold homes in Trucker?” I ask. Trucker is a more lucrative area. It would explain the large deposits.

      “As far as I know, she worked solely in Fernn Valley,” Dad says. “Why do you ask?”

      I tell him about the bank statements and the one-way tickets to San Diego.

      Dad strokes his mustache. He does this when he’s thinking. “Can’t you ask your ghost friend?”

      I look at Drew. He’s in the exact same spot with the exact same goofy grin on his face.

      “Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      “He’s not much help,” I say. “Can you think of anything else that you know about Margo?”

      Dad takes a seat on the bed and crosses his ankles. “She was the Attwoods’ agent right before she died. They told us Margo was distracted, unreliable, and would cancel appointments without giving a reason.”

      “Do they have any idea what was going on with her?”

      “No, but why don’t you ask Margo. Is she here too?”

      “No, she’s not.” Though I wish she’d come back.

      I want to tell my dad that I believe Margo was like me, that she saw dead people, and that she warned me to be careful who I trusted, and not to tell anyone about my talent, and that I was in more trouble than I even knew. I want to tell him because this information is heavy, and I want his opinion on what I should do.

      But I can’t. He’d only worry, and heaven knows he’s spent way too much of his energy worrying about his only child.

      There’s a tap on the door, and Mom pokes her head in. “Why don’t you come entertain your friend, Zoe.”

      “Friend?” Oh, right. Mike.

      “I’ll be right there.” Guess I’ll have to dig further into Margo’s death after Mike leaves.

      Only problem is, he isn’t leaving. We eat dinner, have dessert, and play two games of Scrabble. My dad and Mike spend thirty minutes deciding if disquieted is a word.

      Turns out it is, and it means agitated. Fitting, since that’s my current mood.

      “What about a game of UNO next,” says Mom, coming in from the kitchen with a tray of cookies.

      Ah! I want to scream and say, “What’s a girl got to do to get you to leave!”

      Mike appears to be thoroughly enjoying himself. Even when my dad told one of his corny dad jokes (why couldn’t the bicycle stand up by itself? It was two tired). He’s been telling that joke for as long as I can remember. But it even got “Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm” from Drew, who stumbled out of the bedroom about an hour ago and is sitting on the couch, watching the wall.

      Gah! My life is weird.

      “I probably don’t have time for UNO,” Mike says and pets Jabba, who has not left Mike’s side. “We have to work on our article. Big deadline.”

      “What are you writing about?” Mom takes a seat and grabs a cookie.

      “Zoe and I are working on an article about my aunt Margo.”

      “Aunt Margo? I don’t think I’ve ever met your aunt.”

      “She died when I was nine.”

      Mom chokes on her cookie. “Are you talking … Margo … Stolper?” she says between coughs.

      “She was my godmother.”

      Oh, good! We’re talking about Mike’s past. This gives me the perfect opportunity to find out information. “Did Margo ever talk about moving to get away from your dad?” I blurt out.

      Mike tenses.

      “Zoe,” Mom scolds. “Don’t pry.”

      Maybe that was insensitive. I’m not sure how else to phrase it, though.

      “Did Margo ever talk about moving?” I ask.

      Mom kicks me under the table. She thinks I’m being rude, which I suppose I am, but this is important. If Mike’s dad caught wind Margo was planning to move, then he could have staged the break-in, killed Margo, and pinned it all on Drew.

      Dang, I may have just solved the case.

      Mom puts her cookie down. “Do you have the go to the bathroom, Zoe?”

      I cannot believe she said that out loud.

      “When Zoe was a baby,” Mom says, “she used to make that face whenever she had to go number two.”

      Now it’s my turn to kick her under the table.

      “I think it’s time for me to get going.” Mike sets Jabba down on the floor. I pat my lap and hold out my arms. Jabba just stares at me and walks away, which about sums up our relationship.

      “You don’t have to leave so soon,” Mom says.

      I check my watch. It’s almost nine.

      “It’s getting late.” Mike shakes my parents' hands and thanks them for dinner.

      “I hope you’ll come back.” Mom stands and urges me to do the same.

      “Thanks, Mike. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say.

      “Bye, Zoe.” Mike gives me a hug. At first, I don’t know what to do with my arms. Then I pat his back using the tips of my fingers.

      Dad opens the front door. “If you hear of anyone in the market for a home, let me know.”

      Mike releases me and shakes my dad’s hand again. “Give me another year, and I’ll be ready.”

      “Where are you living now?” my mom asks, doting on him.

      “I’m renting a room right now from Sheriff Vance.”

      It’s like the air has been sucked out of the room.

      “But don’t worry,” Mike says, as if reading our thoughts. Or maybe he’s reading our facial expressions as we each share concerned looks. “I know there’s history between you guys, but Vance and I rarely talk. I mostly stay in my room.”

      “Why would that be a problem?” Mom says with a forced smile.
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      “That’s a huge problem! He lives with Sheriff Vance!” I’m pacing my room.

      Drew is sitting on the floor, playing with his hair. Twisting strands between his fingers. “I don’t understand why you’re tripping out.”

      I ignore him. “Sheriff Vance doesn’t like my family and now Mike lives with him!” I rub my chest. It’s quite possible I’m having a heart attack. “Margo told me I was in more trouble than I even knew. She could have been talking about the sheriff. The thing is … Margo was like me.”

      “Neurotic?”

      “No!”

      “Gangly?”

      “What? No!”

      “Talked too much?”

      “No! She could connect with the dead.” Which reminds me. I go outside and grab my bag with Margo’s belonging from the trunk of my car. When I return, Drew is lying on his stomach, talking to Jabba.

      “… my cellmate was able to hook me up with bats before he chatted out …”

      “What the heck are you talking about?” I ask.

      “We’re swapping stories.”

      Jabba looks up at me then leaps onto my bed and curls up, seemingly uninterested.

      “This is what I found in Margo’s box.” I dump out the contents of my purse onto the floor. “Two journals and a book about mediums. This is before she requested Reaching the Other Side from the library.” I flip through the pages. “She’s highlighted passages, dog eared pages, and this is where I found the bank statement and plane ticket confirmation.”

      “Why does it matter if she was a medium like you?”

      “Because she warned me about not telling my secret to anyone and to be careful who I trusted. I think she’s speaking from experience. So what we need to do is find out who she was afraid of, who gave her the money, where she transferred it to, and why she was flying to San Diego.”

      “Why don’t you ask the Handhoff kid?”

      “Because I need to be careful who I trust. Mike lives with Sheriff Vance, and I don’t want anything getting back to him,” I say.

      “Handhoff’s kid doesn’t seem like a snitch.”

      “You never know what goes on behind closed doors.”

      Drew blows a strand of hair from his eyes. “Do you know what you need?”

      “What?”
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      “You’re right, this does help.” I throw my hands behind my head and stare up at the ceiling fan.

      “Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      “The thing is, Margo wanted me to make sure you knew that she knew it wasn’t your fault she died. All I can come up with is Hanhoff, who seems to be the prime suspect. There’s Sheriff Vance, but I don’t have a motive for him. I have no idea who this mysterious Mercedes Man is.”

      “Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      “I kind of forgot about him, and it’s too late to call Linney.”

      “Huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm.”

      “Okay, I’m done.” I leave Drew to enjoy his fan high alone and go out to the garage.

      Above the dryer hangs a whiteboard. I don’t know what its purpose is or who put it there, but for the last ten years, MILK has been written in red marker on the upper right corner. I unhook the board from the wall and take it to my room. There are way too many moving parts, and I’ve found writing everything down allows me to organize my thoughts.

      I can’t erase Milk—it’s become a permanent part of the whiteboard. I use a black marker and scribble over it. I draw a circle in the middle of the board and write Margo inside. Then I draw another circle and write Handhoff, and connect the circles using a line. In the next suspect circle I write Sheriff Vance and connect him to Margo. In the third circle I write Mercedes Man, and in the fourth I write burglary gone wrong.

      Under Handhoff I write Mike and custody. Under Sheriff Vance I draw a big question mark. Under Mercedes Man I write mysterious. Under break in, I write cash. It’s possible someone knew she had made a big withdrawal, and they were there looking for the money with no intention of killing her.

      I shove the whiteboard under my bed and take out Margo’s journals. Guilt worms its way through my mind, and I don’t know why. Margo came to me for help, and if I want to help, I need to know more about her. Who better to tell me more about Margo than Margo?

      Why do I feel guilty?

      Probably because Mike told me not to look through the journals, and these technically do belong to him.

      Stupid moral compass.

      I set them aside for now.

      While I work through my guilty conscience, I decide to look for more information on Brenda, Mike’s mom, and Handhoff. Using my phone, I Google Brenda Handhoff, and nothing appears. Which means she had a different last name—one I’m not currently privy to. So I try Margo Stolper murder instead and find an article from the local news station.

      FERNN VALLEY, Calif. (KNABC) -- the woman who was found slain in her home late Monday night has been identified as Margo Stolper, 30. An arrest has not been made.

      Police believe Stolper walked in on a robbery at her home. “We found signs of forced entry, items missing, and multiple areas of the house had been rummaged through. Mrs. Stolper sustained injury to the back of the head and was confirmed dead upon arrival,” said Sheriff Vance.

      Police were first notified of the possible break-in when a neighbor called to report a suspicious man walking around the perimeter of Stolper’s residence. The police were called a second time when the same neighbor saw the man climb through Stolper’s window. By the time the authorities arrived, Stolper had already returned home and walked in on the robbery.

      A child was also found at the scene and reported that he'd heard a loud scream and witnessed a man wearing a dark mask running from the home.

      “This is the first crime of this nature to happen here in over sixty years. We urge anyone who has information regarding this case to contact the Sheriff's Department immediately.”

      Three pieces of information stick out to me:

      One: The police had to be called twice before they showed up—and when they did show up, they were too late. I’ve called the police before, and it took Sheriff Vance five minutes to arrive.

      Two: Mike was there. He saw the killer leave. If he was present, and there was police activity, could he be the child in Sheriff Vance’s thoughts? However, Mike was nine when Margo died, and the child in Sheriff Vance’s thoughts appears younger. I need to find a picture of Mike at nine to be sure.

      Third: I want to talk to this neighbor.

      But first I want to try and connect with Margo one more time.

      I turn off the lights and sit with my legs crossed and close my eyes. I clear my mind and picture a door. Then I ask for Margo.

      She doesn’t respond.

      So I try Brenda.

      She’s not available either.

      Shoot.

      I grab Medium Mind: A Step-by-Step Guide to Connecting with the Dead and start reading. Much of the information is the same as in Reaching the Other Side, the book Margo requested. It’s interesting to see what Margo marked as important. Most all of the chapter titled Different Kinds of Psychic Abilities is highlighted.

      I read through the different gifts often accompanied with mediumship. Margo put a star beside three: clairvoyance, clairaudience, and clairsentience. These abilities deal with being able to see the future, whether it is conversations or events that will transpire.

      If Margo had the gift of seeing the future, then maybe that’s why she bought the tickets to San Diego and moved the cash around. She knew she was going to die in Fernn Valley. But if that were the case, then she should have known not to go home on that Monday night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m up before the sun, on my phone, wanting to get as much work done before I have to go to work and do work.

      Here’s what I’ve come up with: nada.

      All news reports on Margo read the same. I was able to track down information on Brenda after I remembered someone mentioning she'd worked at The Gazette. Her last name was Johansson. Her obituary was a short and sweet tribute, referring to her as “passionate and a good mother.”

      Then I found an article about the crash in 2001.

      One person is dead after a collision in Fernn Valley early Tuesday morning.

      Sheriff says the crash occurred around 10:30 PM on the frontage road between Crawford Street and Lynwood. Twenty-seven-year-old Brenda Johansson was driving westbound when she struck a deer in the roadway and drove down the embankment, crashing into a tree.

      Sheriff says Johansson was pronounced dead at the scene.

      The report doesn’t say if Mike was in the car with Brenda, and I hope he wasn’t. To witness both his mother’s death and be on the scene when Margo was murdered is a lot for a kid to handle. Heck, it’s a lot for an adult to handle. Yet Mike emits mostly positive emotions and seems like a well-rounded, decent human being—which is why I feel so crummy about what I have to do next.

      I still haven’t read Margo’s journals, but I no longer have a choice. The lock is easy enough to pick using a bobby pin, and I flip to the first page.

      Grandma May’s Jalapeño Pepper Jelly.

      2 large red bell peppers

      1 can of jalapeños, chopped

      1 1/2 cups white vinegar

      1/2 teaspoon salt

      5-6 cups granulated sugar

      I turn the page.

      Aunt Leah’s Lemon-Rosemary Cake.

      I turn the next page.

      Triple Berry Freezer Jam

      And the next page.

      Molasses Cookies

      Hold on … I flip back three pages. Aunt Leah’s Lemon-Rosemary cake?

      Aha!

      “Leah Sanders makes a lemon-rosemary cake every year for the Spring Festival,” I say to Drew, who is on top of my dresser.

      “So?”

      “This recipe says Aunt Leah’s lemon-rosemary cake. Mrs. Leah Sanders isn’t old enough to be Margo’s aunt, but this is too much of a coincidence to be a coincidence. What do you know about Leah Sanders?”

      “She was Handhoff’s baby momma’s cousin.”

      It takes me a second to make the connection. “She was Brenda’s cousin?”

      “Yep. And she was Handhoff’s girlfriend.”

      I drop the journal. “Stephen Handhoff was dating Brenda’s cousin?”

      “Yep.”

      “Why didn’t you say this when we were at the park?”

      “Because everyone knows that.”

      I clasp my hands together. “Okay, from now on, assume I don’t know anything about anyone who lives in Fernn Valley. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      “Good. Now tell me what the relationship was like between Margo and Leah.”

      “You know how chicks are with their boyfriends. They get all clingy and don’t like when other chicks wrong them,” he says.

      “Okay, I think you’re saying Leah didn’t like Margo?”

      “Yep.”

      “Enough to kill her?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and says, “Sure.”

      Good enough for me! I add Leah to my whiteboard as the fifth suspect, and then grab the next journal.

      This one contains more recipes. “Why would Margo have Brenda’s family recipes”—I flip the journals over—“Oh, these belonged to Brenda. Her name is on the back. Shoot.” All the guilt I felt and all the precious minutes I spent agonizing over these journals was a complete waste of time. Well … I suppose not a complete waste of time. I found another suspect and that Jalapeño Pepper Jelly sounds pretty good. I may have to try it later. But first, Linney.

      “Who are you calling?” Drew asks.

      “Margo’s sister.” I sandwich the phone between my shoulder and ear and check my watch. It’s almost eight. She should be up.

      “Hello?” Linney answers on the third ring.

      “Hi, Linney.” I stand and pace the room. “This is Zoe Lane, we spoke yesterday.”

      “I remember.” There’s grogginess to her voice. Guess she wasn’t quite awake yet. Oops.

      “I had a few more questions for you about your sister.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m um … doing an article on her for The Gazette. A sort of tribute.”

      Linney lets out a short laugh. “Does Stephen Handhoff family know you’re doing this?”

      “Mike does. He’s working on it with me.”

      “Oh.” Her voice trails off. “What questions do you have?”

      There’re so many, but I start with the most pressing. “Do you know if Margo spent much time before she died with a man who drove a Mercedes?”

      The line goes silent.

      “Hello? … Hello? Linney … What the heck? She hung up on me.” I look at Drew. “Should I call her back?”

      “In my experience, when a chick hangs up on you, it’s because you ticked her off.”

      “All I did was ask about the Mercedes man.” I drop my phone on the bed. “I must have struck a nerve.” Which means I need to find the identity of this Mercedes man.

      “Are we going to look for my hat today?”

      “Yes, we’ll get to that. I need to get ready first.”

      “For what?”

      “I have to work.” I open my closet and pick out my clothes for the day. A pair of black slacks with a gray turtleneck and black blazer.

      “You have to work again. But you went yesterday.”

      “Most people work five days a week.”

      He grunts. “Suit yourself.”

      I get dressed, comb my hair, brush my teeth, apply enough makeup to hide the circles forming under my eyes, grab a bagel, say good-bye to my parents, and try to pet Jabba on my way out the door.

      “I never liked molasses cookies,” Drew says as we step outside. “Have a funny aftertaste.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I go to unplug my car. “You have a very hard time staying on topic … no!” I drop my purse to the ground, staring in disbelief. Someone has keyed my car. Three squiggly lines have been scratched along the driver side door. They’re not big or that long, but they’re there, and there’s no doubt they’re intentional.

      “Someone hates you,” Drew says, standing on the passenger side.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “No, really. Look.”

      I walk around to the other side of the car. Someone has carved a not very nice five-letter word into the beautiful copper paint just under the window. Except, “They spelled it wrong.”

      “No, they didn’t.”

      “Yes, they did.”

      Drew tilts his head.

      “They forgot the C,” I point out, since he doesn’t appear to be seeing it. “It says bith.”

      “Sorry, I’m not a fancy job person who can spell.”

      “Why are you apologizing? Did you do this?”

      Drew gives me a look. “Oh. You caught me! I grabbed a key and went—" He reaches out his hand and falls through the car door. “Yep, just like that,” he says from inside the car.

      “You moved a light,” I remind him.

      He crinkles his nose. “My bad. I guess your accusation isn’t so bi-thy.” He smiles. “Are you going to call the police?”

      Ugh. “I don’t want to get Sheriff Vance involved …” I notice the neighbors across the street are staring, so I grab my purse, dig out my Bluetooth, and shove it in my ear. “Get in,” I tell Drew and open the car—it has butterfly doors, which are awesome, unless you’re parked too close to another car. Then they’re not so awesome.

      “Why can’t you call the police?” Drew asks.

      I back out of the driveway. “Seriously. Do you pay attention to anything I say?”

      “You need a police report so you can give it to your insurance company. That’s what my dad used to say.”

      “Well, your dad must not have had a twenty-five-hundred-dollar insurance deductible. Police report or not, I’m going to be out the same amount.” In short: I’ll be a bith for a while.

      I make a mental note to clean out the garage so I can park inside.

      “Keyed car is a warning,” Drew says. “I don’t want you to get hurt. Might be time to drop this.”

      “Pffft. I’m not scared.” That’s a lie. I’d obviously struck a nerve with someone who knows exactly where I live. I just hope that someone isn’t a pyromaniac. “Do you think Handhoff did this to my car?”

      “No. He’d steal it or burn it.”

      “I don’t think Sheriff Vance would risk being caught keying a car.”

      “Chocolate chip cookies are my favorite,” Drew says.

      Oh, geez. I wonder if there is some sort of ADD medication for spirits.

      My phone rings, and Mike’s number displays on the dash. I use the control on my steering wheel to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Good morning, Zoe. Let’s meet at Butter Bakery for coffee, so we can put the final touches on the article.”

      “Final touches? We haven’t written a thing.”

      “I put together a rough draft last night. You can look it over and tell me what you think.”

      That’s not good. I thought I had another full day of investigation I could do under the guise of this memorial piece on Margo. I’m frustrated with his productivity.

      But I meet Mike at Butter anyway, because I can really use a donut.

      I park at The Gazette and walk over, not wanting Mike to see what happened to “her.” I don’t feel like dealing with his grief. I have my own.

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

      Mike was lucky. He’s sitting at a table in the corner with his laptop open, wearing a white shirt, tight tan pants, and his hair is not quite as coiffed as it usually is.

      Mrs. Muffin, the owner, greets me with a friendly smile, and we catch up on how her stepdaughter, Penelope, is doing. Penelope had been brutally attacked a few weeks ago and left to die. After a full-day search that resulted in a waxed face, totaled car, and handcuffs, I found Penelope and her attacker. She made it to the hospital in time and is now home recovering. Of course, the only reason I was able to find Penelope was because her spirit helped me. But we don’t get into that.

      I order a glazed donut, a chocolate croissant, and a small hot chocolate. Then I remember I’m broke with a keyed hundred-thousand-dollar car to fix and change my order to a small tea instead. I don’t even like tea, but it’s the cheapest thing on the menu.

      I weave around the tables with my piping hot mug of chamomile, smiling at everyone as I go. There are a lot of sideways glances and whispers. It’s easier for people to think I’m looney than to accept the truth, that I do actually speak to the dead. But I don’t care what everyone thinks.

      Okay, that’s a lie. I do care, but there’s nothing I can do about it. Might as well put on a good front.

      Drew, on the other hand, he’s not so good at putting on a front.

      “What're you staring at?” he says to Mrs. Ishmael and Mrs. Stewart, who are leaning across the table whispering and giggling like two schoolgirls. “Why don’t you say that to her face? Huh?”

      I can’t tell him to calm down, not in front of everyone. So I let him work out his frustration. It’s rather hilarious—watching him bounce around their tables like a boxer preparing for a match while the two women continue to gossip. It’s also rather endearing. I’ve never had a spirit so fiercely protective over me before.

      “Good morning,” I say to Mike and sit down. The chair is hard and cold, uncomfortable, and a little wobbly. I put my purse on my lap and my tea on the table.

      “Mor’nin.” Mike yawns. His eyes are red rimmed like he’s been up all night drinking, or crying. The thought of him crying tugs on my heartstrings. Yesterday had to have brought up a lot of emotions, and I don’t want to bring them up again.

      Except I have to.

      “Are you feeling okay?” I ask.

      “Feeling good. Do you want to read what I have?”

      “In a minute. We’re in no rush.”

      “The article is due tomorrow.”

      “Well, I mean … you practically wrote it already. So, we can just enjoy ourselves. Yeah?”

      A smile creeps across Mike’s face. “Yeah, we can.” He closes his laptop and holds up what looks like some kind of latte. “Cheers.”

      We clink our mugs, and I take a sip. Blah. Nope. Still don’t like tea. Tastes like watered down leaves. Which, I guess, is exactly what tea is. So it should be no surprise. But still, blah.

      “I had fun last night,” Mike says.

      “We did too. My parents would probably like for you to come to dinner every night,” I say with a laugh.

      “What time?”

      Err … that wasn’t an invitation. “Um, around six?”

      “Works for me.”

      Shoot.

      There’s a tap on my shoulder, and I gaze up.

      It’s Mrs. Ishmael. “I am sorry for being rude to you.” She turns around and walks to her table. Drew gives me two thumbs-up.

      Oh, geez.

      “That was random,” Mike says.

      He has no idea. I clear my throat and take a sip of my tea. Blah! Why did I do that?

      Anyway, concentrate, Zoe.

      “So … how long have you lived with Sheriff Vance?”

      “About two years,” he says. “I moved in after college.”

      “Where’d you go to college?”

      “I went to San Francisco State. It’s in … San Francisco.”

      “And you studied … tech stuff?”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “That’s cool,” I say.

      “Yeah, it was … cool. I liked San Francisco.”

      “Why move back then?”

      “Because … I like home.”

      “Good.”

      This conversation is not going how I want. Other people make conversing look so easy.

      Drew drops to his knees and folds his arms on the table. I work hard not to look at him.

      “What are we talking about?” he asks.

      I bite my lip. “Are you and Sheriff Vance good friends?”

      Mike shrugs. “Sometimes we watch football together.”

      It dawns on me that I don’t know much about Sheriff Vance. I assume he’s not married since I’ve never heard of a Mrs. Vance.

      “What’s wrong?” Mike asks. “You’re making your … ah … concentration face.”

      I feel my cheeks turn pink. Why, oh why, did my mother have to tell that story? Honestly. I should enroll us both in Socializing 101.

      “I was just thinking that I don’t know much about Sheriff Vance,” I say.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything. Actually. Does he have a wife, girlfriend, mistress? Does he have a child with brown eyes?”

      Mike blinks a few times. “He’s divorced. I think he had a stepson at one point, but I don’t know what color his eyes were. I don’t think he has a girlfriend, which would rule out the mistress, right?”

      A stepson … hmmmm. I need to look into this. “Are his ex-wife and stepson still around?”

      “No, I think they moved away a long time ago.”

      Shoot.

      “You want to look at the article now?” Mike asks.

      Oh, right. That.

      “Sure.” I take a sip of tea. Blah! I need to stop doing that.

      Mike opens the laptop and turns it around for me to read.

      Margo Stolper left the world too soon at the age of thirty …

      I continue to read. Mike wrote about her real estate business, how she grew up in Washington, met Brenda in college, and moved to Fernn Valley to raise him. He doesn’t mention how she died, who killed her, or anything other than the basics I already know.

      Also, Mike has terrible grammar. For a college graduate who aced English, he should at least know the basic rules of punctuation.

      “So … this is a great start,” I say. “But, um … we could add a little more.”

      He frowns. “Like what?"

      Like commas, is what I want to say. But that would be mean. “We could talk about her hobbies. Did she enjoy cooking?”

      “We ate a lot of TV dinners. That’s what I remember.”

      “Did you travel much? Or plan to take any trips to … I don’t know … SeaWorld?”

      “No.” Mike takes a sip of his latte.

      “What about your dad?”

      Mike stiffens. “What about him?”

      “What was their relationship like?”

      I catch a hint of aggravation from him, but I’m not sure if he’s aggravated with me for asking about his dad or aggravated with his dad. All I know is the subject makes him uncomfortable. I can tell without having to feel his emotions. I can read his body language. Which makes me wonder if he knows something. He was there, after all, the night Margo was murdered.

      “Can we please go now?” Drew says with a groan. “You promised we’d find my hat today.”

      “In a minute,” I say.

      Mike narrows his eyes. “In a minute what?”

      Oh, geez. “I’ll … um … need a minute to go over this again.” I read the article again. It’s even worse the second time around. I cannot attach my name to this without some serious editing. “Can you email it to me?”

      “Not a problem.” Mike takes his laptop and starts typing, back to his happy-go-lucky-everything-is-awesome self, emitting only positive emotions.

      He’s a bit too happy.

      Like he’s trying to cover something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike, Drew, and I walk to work. Mike and I keep the conversation light, mostly talking about the weather, community events like the parade next week, and the Fall Festival coming up. Mike talks a little bit about softball but doesn’t stay on the topic for long. He asks about my car, and I change the subject.

      Drew inserts little comments here and there, most of which revolve around his hat. Like, “When are we going to find my hat?” and “You gonna look for the hat this morning?” and “Why aren’t we looking for my hat?”

      When we reach The Gazette, a blue sedan is parked at the curb. It’s Va-ness-a’s car.

      I can see through the window. Brian leans over and plants a quick peck on his girlfriend’s lips before he gets outs. Watching the display of affection causes a hollow ache in the pit of my stomach.

      Mike follows my gaze then drapes his arm around my shoulders and pulls me in tight, so I’m nestled right in his armpit.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “A little jealousy never hurt anyone.”

      I push him off me, and he laughs.

      Making the guy jealous is the premise of ninety-nine percent of every high school romance movie ever made, and I’m not interested in playing that game. Mostly because the story goes like this: Girl wants to make guy jealous. Girl finds fake boyfriend. Guy is jealous. Girl and fake boyfriend break up. Girl gets the guy of her dreams. Girl realizes the guy of her dreams isn’t all that great and she’s in love with the fake boyfriend. Fake boyfriend becomes real boyfriend. The end.

      This is not how I want my story to go.

      Brian swings a messenger bag over his shoulder and hooks his sunglasses into the collar of his shirt. Drew comes out from behind me, hands clenched.

      Oh, no.

      “You’re the guy who made Zoe sad.” Drew approaches Brian, and I feel helpless. I can’t stop him, because neither Mike nor Brian can see what I do. And what I see is a spirit looking for a fight.

      Brian waves to Mike and me. “Good morning.”

      Drew gets in Brian’s face and screams, “Boo!” Brian stops and turns around.

      Drew is by far the most powerful spirit I’ve ever encountered. It could be because he’s been dead for several weeks and is better acquainted with his abilities. Or maybe every spirit, like every living person, is equipped with a unique set of talents.

      Drew places his fingers to his temples. Brian’s bag unzips, and out falls his laptop, hitting the ground with a crash so loud both Mike and I cringe.

      “No!” Brian drops to his knees and picks up what’s left of his laptop. “It’s cracked. Dammit.”

      Mike and I go to his aid, and I shoot Drew a look.

      “What?” he says. “He made you sad. The man had to pay.”

      Oh, geez.

      Mike grabs the laptop from Brian and holds down the power button, shaking his head.

      “I must not have zipped my bag all the way.” Brian adjusts his glasses and peers over Mike’s shoulder.

      I feel so horrid. I should have stopped Drew. Now Brian is out a laptop because of me.

      He’s also out of a car because of me. I’d borrowed it when I was looking for Penelope. Long story short, it’s now a twisted hunk of metal sitting in a tow yard somewhere between here and Trucker.

      To summarize, Brian’s personal property is not safe when I’m around.

      “Can we find my hat now?” Drew is in my ear. “You said we’d talk to my sister. She might have it. Find my hat. Find my hat. Find my hat!”

      There’s a character on Sesame Street named Don Music, a tortured musician who bangs his head against the piano out of frustration. As a child I never understood why he would do this. Now I get it. If I hear Drew mention his hat one more time, I may bang my head against the closest available hard surface.

      “Remember when you pinky-promised you’d find my hat?”

      I use the heel of my hand to thunk my forehead repeatedly until Mike says, “Dude, what are you doing?”

      “Nothing. I’m going to work.”

      I storm towards the entrance and pull on the door a few times until I remember you have to push. The workroom is sparse, and I slam my purse into the bottom draw of my desk and turn on my computer.

      “Rough night?” Beth takes off her sweater and hangs it on the backside of her chair.

      “Something like that,” I say. “I’ll go start the coffee.” Not that I drink coffee, but it’s my job to make it in the morning. I’m not even sure why I bother. Most people bring in their own.

      “I’m sensing you’re mad at me,” Drew says.

      “Well done, Columbo.” I jam a filter into the coffee maker and start scooping.

      “Just so you know, I’m not good at speaking chick. You’re gonna need to spell it out for me.”

      I drop my shoulders and stare at Drew, his big brown eyes and face plagued with confusion. He’s equal parts frustrating and endearing.

      I press brew and check to be sure no one is around. “I will find your hat, but I need to do my job,” I say just above a whisper. “Let me do a few things here. Then we can go talk to your sister. Okay?”

      Drew holds up his pinky. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      I get to work and fine-tune my "Squirrel of the Week" article, order more ink cartridges, refill the toilet paper dispenser, unjam the copier, dump out the pot of coffee no one touched, unjam the copier, clean the carafe, and unjam the copier once more. By the time I finish with my daily tasks, it’s nearly noon. Drew is busy with the fans, allowing me to take a break.

      I roll my chair over to Chris’s desk. He’s watching highlights from a basketball game on his computer, and I clear my throat to get his attention.

      “Uh … hi, Zoe.”

      Here’s what I know about Chris: He works in accounting along side Leon, owns a sweater vest in every color, has an apricot tree, watches basketball at his lunch break, and he and I have never had a conversation since I started at The Gazette. Which is probably why he’s staring at me like I might pull a knife on him.

      “I have an accounting question.” I check over my shoulder to make sure Mike is not within earshot. “Let’s say I had someone’s bank statement from oh … hypothetically speaking … sixteen years ago. And it showed large sums of money being deposited into the account, and a few days later the funds were transferred to a different account. If I had the last four digits of the account number the money was transferred to, could I figure out who the account belonged to?”

      “I highly doubt the bank would give you the information if it’s not your account.”

      Well, shoot. I can’t say that I’m surprised though.

      I thank Chris for his expertise on the matter and wheel my chair back to my desk.

      Drew is still staring at the fans, laughing. I really do need to speak to his sister. Billy could provide more insight into Margo’s death and Drew’s hat. The problem is, I can’t leave work for no reason. I’ve already finished my article for the week, and there aren’t any obituaries …

      The little light bulb in my head turns on.

      I love when that happens.

      Brian is in his office, staring out the window, leaning back in his chair, biting at the end of a pen. I knock on the door to get his attention, and he spins around.

      There’s something off about Brian today. His hair is a little less combed. His shirt is a little less pressed. His office is a little less Lysolled. His mood is somber.

      Maybe he’s mourning the loss of his laptop.

      “What’s going on, Zoe?”

      “I need to go up to Trucker and meet with a family for an obituary.”

      “And you can’t do this over the phone?”

      “No, because it’s sensitive.”

      Brian regards me for several seconds. “Why would someone in Trucker want to run an obituary in the Fernn Valley Gazette?”

      Valid question. One I have an answer to. “Because the deceased used to live here. You okay if I take off?”

      “Sure. But who died?”

      “Um … Andrew Foster. It’s only fair he gets an obituary.”

      “No.”

      “But he grew up in Fernn Valley.”

      “He murdered a young woman.”

      “Allegedly.”

      “There’s no allegedly when he was convicted. And it wouldn’t be right to run his obituary in the same issue we run Margo’s memorial.”

      “He still lived here, though,” I say again, because this is my only point.

      Drew walks through the wall, his eyelids heavy. “You talking about me in here?”

      I nod my head, keeping my eyes on Brian. “Andrew Foster was born and raised in Fernn Valley, it’s on fair he gets an obituary in the paper.”

      “I don’t want an obituary,” Drew says.

      “Andrew Foster dropped out of high school at fifteen,” Brian says. “Had no respect for the law. He was involved in drugs, petty thefts, and who knows what else. As far as I’m concerned, his was a wasted existence.”

      Ouch.

      Drew doesn’t appear phased, but I hate he heard that.

      “It wasn’t wasted,” I say. “I heard that Drew was … um … protective. Yeah, he was fiercely protective. That’s a nice quality in a person.”

      “I’m not running an obituary for Andrew Foster.”

      “Don’t we at least owe it to the family to hear what they have to say about Andrew?”

      Brian rubs his temples. He’s tired. Maybe he was up all night fighting with Va-ness-a. Or he was up all night … nope, not going there. He looks miserable, and I’d like to believe it’s because the two were arguing over his burning desire for me.

      A girl can daydream, right?

      “How about this,” I say. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Take care of what?”

      “Everything. I'll take care of everything.” I back up towards the door. “Don’t worry because I’m taking care of it.”

      “I’m not going to run the obituary,” Brian hollers after me, but he doesn’t say to stay, so I take that as permission to leave.

      I go to my desk and collect my things, shoveling them into my bag quickly before anyone can ask where I’m going.

      “Where are you going?” Beth asks.

      Shoot.

      “Um … I have an appointment.” I swing my bag over my shoulder and shut down my computer.

      “For what?”

      I don’t want my visit to Billy Foster getting back to Mike. “Doctors appointment in …Trucker,” I say, and cross my fingers behind my back.

      “I thought we were going to talk to Billy!” Drew bellows directly into my ear, and I wince.

      “Oh no, Zoe.” Beth comes around the desk to my aid. “Are you in a lot of pain?”

      I shoo Drew away. “Um … sure.”

      “Is it your wrist?”

      I stare down at my hands, unsure of why she’d think I hurt my wrist, but whatever. It’s a good cover. “I’m. Going. To. The. Doctor’s. For. My. Wrist. Bye.”

      I hurry out to the parking lot and … ugh. I forgot about the scratches on my doors.

      “Zoe Lane!” Drew marches up behind me. “You said we were going to Billy’s today!”

      I shove my Bluetooth into my ear. “We are. There is no appointment. That was a cover.”

      “Oh … good.” He walks through the car door, takes a seat, and is quiet the entire ride to Trucker, solemnly staring out the window.

      “Are you upset about what Brian said?” I ask.

      “No. He was a right. From about the time I was twelve years old, I did nothing good. Then I went to prison. Then I got out. Then I walked the streets for a year until I died. Doesn’t sound like a good existence to me.”

      “You walked the streets? Why?”

      “Nowhere to go.”

      “What about your sister’s house?”

      “Technically, I lived there. For probation purposes. But she didn’t need me around, dragging her down.”

      “Why would you drag her down?”

      He doesn’t answer my question, instead, he gives me directions, guiding me through Trucker until we reach Billy’s house. She lives in a single-story home with a wrap-around porch, no grass, and a driveway filled with pickup trucks. As I approach the house, I catch a whiff of hay and peek around to the backyard and find a corral with a beautiful brown horse kicking up dirt with his rear hooves.

      The back door is open, and at least ten corgis are gathered behind the screen, barking at me. A woman with a long blonde ponytail settles the dogs down. “I already have religion, thanks,” she says to me.

      I take the steps up to the porch. “I’m not here about religion. I’m here about Drew.”

      The woman moves the dogs out of the way and pushes open the screen door. “What about him?”

      “I work for The Gazette, and we heard he died recently. I thought you’d want to print an obituary.”

      “No one wants to read about Drew. But thanks anyway.” She closes the screen, and the dogs continue to bark.

      “I write the obituaries, and I think they might.”

      The woman pauses. I assume this is Billy.

      My assumption is verified when Drew says. “That’s Billy.”

      “Do you really think so?” Billy asks.

      “It’s possible.”

      Billy steps out onto the porch. She’s wearing loose-fitting jeans and a T-shirt that says San Antonio Rodeo 2003. Her skin has the texture of a woman who has spent her entire life in the sun, and her voice has the low grumble of a woman who has spent her entire life smoking a pack a day. She’s missing one of her incisors, but she has a warm smile and a lovely spirit.

      “Have a seat.” She gestures to one of two rocking chairs. The chairs are wooden and splintery. “Seems like people in Fernn Valley would be upset if you printed anything about Drew.”

      “I don’t think people knew him very well,” I say.

      Drew sits on the floor between us and hugs his knees.

      “He was misunderstood,” says Billy. “Sure, he gave my parents a lot of grief, and he liked to do things his way. But he was a good brother. Very protective. He’d do anything for me. But in the end, I couldn’t help him.”

      “I’m sure you did everything you could.”

      Drew nods in agreement. Being around his sister brings out emotions I’ve never felt from him before: shame, remorse, and love. He has a lot of love for Billy.

      “Just so you know, I’m also writing an article on Margo Stolper,” I say. “But I want to have Drew’s side of things, because the crime doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.”

      Billy’s eyeballs practically explode out of her head. “I’ve said that from day one! I was with Drew when Sheriff Vance pounded on our front door. He told Drew he was taking him down to the station for questioning. And I could tell by Drew’s face that he had no idea what was going on. My mom kept calling the station. She wanted him to have a lawyer, but they told us he’d refused the right to an attorney. It wasn’t until the next day that we found out he’d been charged for Margo’s murder.”

      “Did you ever talk to Drew before he was charged?”

      “No. They kept him in a small room until they were able to convince him he did it. They told him his joint was found outside her door. But they didn’t find his fingerprints on anything else. If he’s stupid enough to leave a joint outside, he’s stupid enough to not wear gloves if he broke in. My brother did a lot of knucklehead things. But he wasn’t a killer.”

      “How long did they question him for?”

      “They kept him there until he signed the confession. At least ten hours. We tried to get him to go to a trial, but he wouldn’t do it.”

      “Because they were going to sell golden sweets,” Drew says.

      I’m confused. “What’s a golden sweets?” I ask Billy.

      Her mouth pops open. “How’d you know about her?”

      I respond with a shrug.

      “Golden Sweets was our thoroughbred filly,” she says. “We put her up for sale so we could hire a lawyer to fight Drew’s conviction. But he wouldn’t let us. I’m telling you, they broke him. The brother I knew was gone.”

      “How’d he get out of prison so soon?” I ask. “Doesn’t murder carry a heavier sentence?”

      “Spent every cent I had, fighting, and fighting, and fighting. Before my parents died, I promised them I’d get Drew out. Finally, I got his case in front of a federal judge who ruled Drew’s confession was coerced and agreed to a new trial. Drew was out on probation, but he died before he could have his day in court.” She shakes her head. “He just gave up on life.”

      “It sounded like he was sick, though.”

      “He could have gotten treatment, but he refused. I know he was depressed, and he spent all his time sitting on the Trucker County Courthouse steps, talking to himself, wearing that damn hat of his.”

      Goose bumps trickle down my arms.  “I gave money to a man who sat on the Trucker County Courthouse steps wearing a Davy Crockett hat.” What a strange coincidence.

      “He’d come home with a few bucks every day from people who thought he was homeless. If only he’d not given up, then his name would have been cleared.”

      “If he didn’t kill Margo, who did?” If Billy spent the last sixteen years working on overturning Drew’s conviction, then she has to have theories of her own.

      Billy lights a cigarette and blows out a puff. “I’ve got a few people. The first person is Stephen Handhoff. You ever heard of him?”

      Have I ever.

      “I knew Handhoff and Brenda Johansson in high school,” Billy says. “They had one of those typical high-school overly dramatic relationships where they were dating one week, broken up the next …” Billy takes a drag of her cigarette and flicks the ash onto the ground. “They were exhausting. Brenda went off to school, and Handhoff got in trouble with the law, mostly for burning stuff down. She came back from school on a break, and I don’t know what she was thinking, but she got knocked up. She was going to marry Handhoff, but her best friend from college, Margo, came to town to convince Brenda not to do it. Brenda called off the wedding. Handhoff never forgave her.”

      “Why did Margo want Brenda to call off the wedding?”

      “Would you want your best friend marrying a man who had a history of burning things down?”

      “Probably not.”

      “No one thought the marriage was a good idea. Margo was the only one with enough balls to say so.”

      “Were you friends with either Handhoff or Brenda when this was happening?”

      Billy flicks her cigarette over the patio railing. “Nah, but we lived in Fernn Valley, and people talk. Handhoff started dealing after the kid was born. Brenda had full custody, but still let him visit the boy. After Brenda died, Margo made sure Handhoff had nothing to do with the kid. Which is why he killed her.”

      “Why would Handhoff kill Margo and pin it on Drew, though?”

      “Cause he ain’t gonna pin it on himself. Drew had been arrested a few times for petty theft already. He was the perfect target. All Handhoff had to do was save one of Drew’s joints. Easy,” Billy says. “I’ve tried contacting the Handhoff kid several times. But he won't return my calls. The kid wants to pretend that none of it happened. But it did, and my brother’s life was ruined. The Handhoff kid could help right the wrong.”

      “How could Mike help?”

      “Because he was the only witness.”

      “Yes, but he was so young, and according to reports, the killer had a mask on.”

      Billy pulls out another cigarette. “Exactly! Even the neighbor who called the police said there was a masked man breaking into Margo’s home, and they saw the masked man running away. But the Handhoff kid gave them a description using a sketch artist. The sketch looked exactly like Drew’s face. How could he have known what the killer looked like if he was wearing a mask? I think Handhoff put ideas into the boy’s head.”

      “What about Sheriff Vance?” I ask. “He seems like he’s hiding something.”

      “I never liked Sheriff Vance. He gave off creepy vibes. I don’t know that he had anything to do with Margo except that he led the investigation and was so arrogant about it, too. He talked to the press, making it sound like he was this almighty detective, when in reality he forced Drew to confess, and he didn’t even run the DNA on the joint.”

      Hold on … “He never ran the DNA?”

      “Not until after I started filing appeals.”

      I’m confused. “How did he know it was Drew’s joint when he brought him in for questioning?”

      “He was bluffing. You can’t run DNA that fast. Not in Fernn Valley. They don’t have the resources. Drew was a thief. Sheriff Vance pegged him the killer without doing any investigation. When my parents and I started questioning the conviction, Sheriff Vance then produced the DNA results. They were dated five days after Drew’s arrest.”

      Interesting, but not a glaring red flag. Like Billy said, Fernn Valley doesn’t have the resources to rush DNA results. It wouldn’t be unreasonable for Sheriff Vance to interrogate the town’s thief, being as the murder started as a break-in.

      Drew raises his hand. “When are we going to get to my hat?”

      “In a minute,” I accidentally say out loud. Oops.

      “What?” Billy asks.

      “In a minute … I’d like to ask you about Drew’s hat. But first, I heard something about a man in a Mercedes. Do you know more about him?”

      “Not much. You know Leah Sanders?”

      “I do.”

      “She told me Margo had been secretly meeting with a man who drove a brand-new Mercedes. She saw them twice behind the train station, alone, at night.”

      “How did Leah know this?” I ask. “Was she following Margo?”

      Billy nods her head. “Leah thought Margo was doing something illegal.”

      “Like what?”

      “Not sure. Leah retracted her statement and won’t return my calls no more.”

      “Why?”

      “Couldn’t say.”

      Huh. “What did Drew say to all this?”

      Billy rolls her eyes. “Drew listened to about a third of whatever came out of anyone’s mouth. The man has the attention span of a two-year-old. When I’d visit him, I’d have all this information and he’d be staring off into space. Prison changed him. I’d never seen a man so depressed in my life. Even when he got out, he wasn’t himself. The only way I’m able to cope with his death is knowing he’s in a better place.”

      Well, not exactly better.

      My eyes slide to Drew, who is patting the top of his head. “Hat!”

      Right.  “Do you know where Drew’s hat is?” Please, please, please say yes.

      “No, when I went down to the coroner’s office to identify his body, his hat wasn’t there.”

      “You had to identify him. Where did he die?”

      “On a park bench.” The memory stirs up an intense wave of grief for Billy. I feel it so strongly I have to fight to keep my composure.

      Drew died alone, on a bench, without his hat. Such a sad way to leave.

      “I looked for the hat, but I haven’t found it,” Billy says.

      “What was the significance of the hat anyway?”

      Billy shrugs her shoulders. “He found it right before he went to prison and asked me to hold on to it for him. It was a cool raccoon-looking hat. I have no idea where he found it. But he sure loved it.”

      “It was on my head when I died,” Drew says. “I remember!”

      Great.

      The fact the hat was on his head when he died and wasn’t on his head when he arrived at the coroner’s office makes me think it was disposed of. Which means it’s in a dump. Which means my promise just got a lot harder (and grosser) to keep.

      “You don’t happen to have police reports, confessions, or any of that information, do you?” I ask.

      “I’ll show you what I have. Hold on.” When she stands, the corgis behind the screen start barking again, and she settles them down.

      “You’re lucky to have such a great sister,” I say to Drew. “She believes in you.”

      “I know.” He’s playing with his shoelaces. “She deserved better.”

      “You have way too low of an opinion of yourself.”

      “Maybe you have too high of an opinion of me.”

      Billy returns with a blue file folder stuffed with papers. “These are mostly notes I’ve taken over the years.”

      I flip through the stack. There are a lot of miscellaneous pieces of paper. It’ll take a while to make sense of this mess.  “Do you happen to know who the neighbor was that originally called the police?”

      “Sure do. It was Portia Vance, Sheriff Vance’s now ex-wife.”

      I almost fall out of my chair. “Did you ever speak to her?”

      Billy is shaking her head. “She wouldn’t talk to us. Then she filed for divorce the week after Drew was arrested, took her son, and got the hell out of town.”

      “Do you know where I can find her?”

      “No idea.”

      “Do you know why she had to call the police twice?”

      “I always found that sketchy. Portia Vance said she’d called twice, but there’s only record of one call to nine-one-one from her.” She gestures to the file folder.

      I lick the tip of my finger and flip through the papers shoved inside until I find the transcription of the call from Portia to dispatch.

      Dispatch: Emergency nine-one-one, this is being recorded.

      PV: Yes, this is Portia Vance, why hasn’t anyone been sent out to Margo Stolper’s place yet?

      Dispatch: Hi, Mrs. Vance. I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re referring to. Do we need to send a medic to Margo’s home?

      PV: Not a medic. Somebody just broke into her house.

      Dispatch: I’m sending someone out right now. Do you have a physical description of the intruder?

      PV: He’s wearing jeans, a black shirt, a black ski mask, and black gloves. Hold on.

      Dispatch: Portia?

      PV: Margo just pulled up.  (yells in background) Margo! Don’t!

      Dispatch: Mrs. Vance? Are you there?

      PV: Margo! Don’t go in the house!

      Dispatch: Mrs. Vance please stay inside and lock your doors. Sheriff Vance is five minutes out.

      PV: I can’t. Margo went inside and there’s a burglar in there … oh, no … where is the boy? (heavy breathing), I can’t find the kid.

      Dispatch: Mrs. Vance, where are you?

      PV: I’m outside … I just heard a scream. Margo screamed … the burglar just ran out the back door. Hurry! Should I follow him?

      Dispatch: Sheriff Vance is right around the corner, please do not follow the burglar.

      PV: (breathing heavily) I can’t find him!

      Dispatch: Sheriff Vance is at the Stolper’s residence now. Where are you?

      PV: (breathing heavily) I can’t find him anywhere!

      End of Call

      Wow. So many questions. Why did Margo go into the house if she’d been warned not to?

      Who had Portia Vance spoken to first? Her husband? Had she originally called the police station directly? But most importantly, “Where can I find Portia Vance?”

      “If you figure it out, let me know. I’ve been trying to find that woman for years,” says Billy.
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      I thank Billy for her time, draft up a quick obituary (since that’s technically what I came for), and tell her I’ll be in touch. I’m aching to dig more into Sheriff Vance’s divorce, find Portia Vance, talk to Mrs. Sanders about this mysterious Mercedes Man, and ask why she retracted her statement.

      But first, there’s a pinky-promise I need to fulfill.

      Ten minutes after leaving Billy’s, Drew and I are standing next to the bench where he died. It’s located in a small community park with a jungle gym, grass area, and a bike path. Based on the manicured bushes and the suburban feel, I can’t imagine Drew’s presence was welcomed.

      “I did like this bench. It has good shade,” Drew says. “And it’s close to the courthouse.”

      “I still can’t believe I actually met you when you were alive. What are the odds?”

      Drew blows his hair out of his eyes. “Do you think we’ll find my hat here?”

      Honestly, no. But we have to start somewhere, and Billy said she already checked with the coroner’s office. “Do you remember the day you died?”

      “A little bit. I’d been at the courthouse, came here because I wasn’t feeling good. Then … I was dead.”

      “Are you sure your hat was on you when you died?”

      “I never took it off.”

      “What about to shower?” I ask.

      “I never showered.”

      “Good to know. And why is this hat so important to you?”

      “Did you ever see Back to the Future?”

      “No.”

      Drew mouth hangs open. “You’ve never seen Back to the Future?”

      “No.”

      “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “Oh, man! You’ve got to see it,” he says. “They were my favorite movies growing up. My dad and I used to watch them together all the time. In the first one, Milton wears a Davy Crockett hat, and I thought it was super cool. I asked for one every Christmas and never got it. When I was this age”—he gestures to himself—“I finally got one.”

      “Where’d you get it?”

      “You’re not going to believe this, but I found it in a trash bag. Someone was going to throw it away!”

      Phew. I was a little concerned he’d stolen the hat.

      We scourer the park—not there.

      I call City Hall, to see if they have a lost and found. Turns out they do, but they do not have the hat.

      I try the coroner’s office, even though they already told Billy they didn’t have it. Turns out they still don’t.

      We check the park behind the Trucker County Courthouse—not there.

      We walk through downtown Trucker, where most homeless men and women sleep. Many have already set up camp for the night. I keep my purse tight to my side as I ask around if anyone has seen the hat. One man says, “No” then asks if he can smell my hair. Another man asks if he can have my socks. I tell him they won't fit his feet. He tells me that he collects pretty women’s socks and shows me his collection.

      In short, no hat.

      “I don’t understand!” Drew says once we’re back in my car. “It couldn’t have disappeared.”

      I squeeze an entire bottle of Purell into my palm. “If you had it on your head every day for almost a year, then chances are it didn’t smell great. My bet is someone threw it away.”

      “It was a perfectly good hat. Why would anyone do that? It wasn’t trash!”

      I lather my hands, arms, elbows, and neck in sanitizer. “Didn’t you find the hat in a trash bag?”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “Is the dump open?”

      “No.” Thank goodness, because I’m out of Purell. “Would you be against me ordering you one on Amazon?”

      “Yes.”

      Darn it. That was my backup plan.

      I start the car. “Let’s stop by the Sanders’ home and speak to Leah. Sound good?”

      “Whatever.” He folds his arms and falls back against the seat.

      My phone rings and my mother’s number flashes on the screen on the dash. I check the time, it’s almost six o’clock.

      “Hey, Mom, what’s going on?” I drive towards the main road.

      “Hi, dear,” she sounds abnormally cheery, like she’s speaking through a forced smile. “We were wondering when you might be home?”

      “I’m going to skip dinner tonight.”

      “You’ll be here soon? That’s wonderful.”

      “No, I said I’d skip dinner.”

      “You’re stuck in traffic? That’s terrible.”

      It’s like we’re having two different conversations. “Mom, are you okay?” I gasp. “Oh no, are you being held at gunpoint? Say okay if you need me to call nine-one-one.”

      “Goodness, Zoe. No.” I can hear footsteps in the background and a door closing. “Mike is here,” she hisses. “He said you invited him to dinner tonight. A little warning would have been nice.”

      I completely forgot about Mike! Oh, geez.

      “I’m in Trucker, but I’ll hurry.” I hang up and turn to Drew. “We need to sit through dinner before we can talk to Mrs. Sanders.”

      “Do you want me to get rid of Handhoff’s kid? Because I will.”

      “No! Please don’t do anything to anyone ever again. Okay?”

      Drew rubs his hands along his thighs but doesn’t answer.

      “Okay?” I try again.

      “I don’t like making promises I can’t keep,” Drew says, still rubbing.

      Well, at least he’s honest. I turn onto the highway, towards Fernn Valley. “Tell me more about the night Margo was killed. Where were you?”

      “At home playing video games, getting high, eating cheeseburgers from Wendy’s … the rest is blurry. I was baked.”

      “What does baked mean?”

      Drew laughs. “It’s when you’re so high that you can’t do anything.”

      “So it would be pretty hard to murder when you’re baked?”

      “Dude, it’s pretty hard to walk when you’re baked.”

      I guess that would be a yes. Not exactly a good defense. I couldn’t have committed that crime, officer. I was too busy committing a different crime.
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        * * *

      

      When we get home, my mom, dad, and Mike are sitting around the table looking at my childhood scrapbook. Oh, geez. At least I know that when/if I ever have a boyfriend, I will not be bringing him home. Honestly!

      “There she is.” Mom waves me over to the table. “We were just showing Mike your baby pictures.”

      “That’s … great.” I take a seat across from them.

      “Hey, how’s your wrist?” Mike asks.

      Wrist? Oh, right! Wrist.

      “It’s feeling better.”

      Mom gives me a look.

      Dad quickly flips the page of the scrapbook before Mom can ask the obvious, what’s wrong with your wrist? question. “This was Zoe’s eighth birthday party,” Dad says.

      “What happened to years three through seven?” Mike asks.

      Mom, Dad, and I all share a look. I’m not worried about them spilling the beans on this secret. The truth is, when I was three, I burned down the house, and told everyone I talked to dead people. My parents put me on drugs thinking I was schizophrenic, and I spent those years in a zombie-like state. They finally took me off the meds, moved to Fernn Valley, the most uneventful place on the planet, and resumed scrapbooking.

      Mom snaps the book closed. “How about dinner?”

      On the menu for tonight is mashed potatoes with tuna, which looks like something Jabba coughed up. Tastes like it too.

      It doesn’t feel right that we’re eating a fishy potato mash when I’m driving around in a BMW. I know Willie, the spirit who gifted me the car, wanted me to be free and have fun, but I don’t see how I can keep it any longer. Not when my parents don’t have any houses on the market right now and none coming up.

      I’m pushing dinner around my plate using my spoon and sneaking chunks of tuna under the table to Jabba. I notice Dad is doing the same thing, while Mike is on his second helping.

      “I’m glad I don’t have the ability to eat. That looks gross.” Drew is lying under the table with his hands folded over his stomach. “But I do miss cheeseburgers.”

      Me, too.

      “How was your day today, Zoe?” Mom asks.

      “It was good.”

      Mom turns her attention to Mike. “How is your article coming along?”

      “Good. I’m waiting on Zoe’s edits.”

      Right. The article. I need to do that.

      “Tell us more about you, Mike,” Mom says. “You grew up here in Fernn Valley, right?”

      Mike’s mouth is full, and he nods his head.

      “Your mother was Brenda Johansson, right?”

      Another nod of Mike’s head.

      “Margo wasn’t from Fernn Valley, right?”

      “No.” Mike doesn’t want to talk about Margo. But lucky for me, my mom can’t feel his feelings like I can, and she launches into a series of questions, feeling hopeful and motivated. She thinks Mike would be the perfect companion for me, and she wants to know everything about him. I’ve never been so grateful for her meddling, because she’s asking all the right questions.

      Mike feels obligated to answer because he doesn’t want to come off as rude, not after my family has fed him.

      Through Mom’s interrogation I learn that after Margo’s death, Mike had bounced around between different family members before he ended up with his dad. I learn that Margo had homeschooled Mike. It was his dad who'd put him in the public school system. It was his dad who'd signed him up for sports and forced Mike to socialize with other kids more.

      Mike remembers going to open houses with Margo and passing out flyers and giving out business cards at the door. He remembers riding bikes with her at Earl Park. He remembers making tents out of bed sheets. Mike doesn’t recall much about his mother, but Margo used to tell him stories, show him pictures, and tried to keep her memory alive. I catch a hint of restraint from him. He’s choosing his words carefully.

      Much to my frustration, Dad brings out the Scrabble board again. We play one round, and I win with the word thugs (ten points on a triple letter). Before anyone can suggest another game, I yawn and stretch my arms above my head.

      Except no one is paying attention to me.

      So I yawn again.

      Mom, Mike, and my dad are all talking.

      “I should probably go to bed,” I say, adding in another yawn.

      Mom checks her watch. “But it’s only nine o’clock. You don’t have one more round in you?”

      Only nine o’clock? This is coming from a person who is asleep on the couch by eight most nights.

      “I better get going.” Mike catches the hint. Hallelujah. “Thanks for dinner. And you’re sure you don’t want me to help with the dishes?”

      Mom brushes off his offer with a wave of her hand and starts to clear the table. “Zoe, why don’t you walk Mike to his car.”

      “Um … sure.” Why not?

      Mom is going to be devastated when she learns there is nothing between Mike and me and that I’m actually head-over-heels in love with my boss, who has a girlfriend.

      Mike says goodnight to my dad, and we step out into the cool night air. I lead the way, cutting across the grass, not wanting Mike to walk by my car. I don’t feel like talking about the scratches.

      “Thanks for inviting me.” Mike shrugs into his jacket. “It’s fun hanging out with your family.”

      “Sorry my mom was asking so many questions.”

      “She’s just trying to get to know me. No problem.” I feel that he means it.

      Huh?

      Then perhaps I can get a little nosey myself. I want to ask him about the day Margo was murdered. I want to ask him more about the man he saw running from their townhome that night. I want to ask him about his neighbor, Portia Vance. I want to ask him if he really believes they caught the right guy. I want to ask why Linney hung up on me when I mentioned the Mercedes Man. I want to ask why he’s hiding Margo’s things from his father.

      “This might seem a little off topic, and it’s hard for me to ask,” I say, tracing the cracks in the cement with the toe of my shoe. “I have a question for you.”

      Mike cups my cheek, and I can feel his other hand rising until his palm is nestled against the small of my back.

      What is happening?

      He pulls me closer and lifts my face until I’m looking at him. Our eyes meet. Brown on brown, and my stomach tightens.

      Oh, my …

      Mike presses his lips against mine, and I have no idea what is happening or what I should do. My eyes are wide open, my arms are stiff as boards, but my insides are fluttering around. I wrap around his shoulders, my eyes close, and my lips part. He shoves his tongue into my mouth, and it’s both a strange and invigorating sensation.

      Kissing is a sloppy business, yet I don’t care. I’ve read kissing scenes in my books, but this is the first time I’ve ever experienced one. Mike pulls me closer, and I rise to my toes to deepen our connection. I can feel his feelings mixed in with my own: desire, eagerness, and affection. The feelings are so intense my entire being feels like slush.

      And, oh man, My Hot Next-Door Neighbor has nothing on this moment.

      Mike pulls away slightly and rests his forehead against mine. “That answer your question?” he says against my lips.

      I had a question?

      My mind is blank.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Mike kisses me once more and walks to his car, leaving me a gooey, lusty mess.

      I watch him drive away. Still reeling from what just happened.

      Drew is standing on the grass, cringing. “I thought you liked the newspaper guy.”

      “I-I do.”

      “Sure didn’t seem like it.”

      I touch my lips. “That was my first kiss.”

      Drew appears in front of me. “First kiss? Aren’t you like forty?”

      “What? No. I’m twenty-three.”

      “Cool. We going to the Sanderses' house now?”

      “Yeah, I just need a minute before I can walk again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sanderses have a big Victorian-style house up on a hill, with blue shutters and a long driveway. Sure it’s late, but the lights are on inside.

      I take the walkway up to the front door (with a little extra pep in my step), raise my hand, and then lose my nerve.

      “Maybe I should come back tomorrow,” I say.

      “Too late.” Drew points to the security camera. “They already know you’re here.”

      “Crap.”

      “You have to scout the place out first before you just walk up.”

      “Noted.” I knock on the door, and Winston, Mrs. Sanders' poodle, barks. My nerves are all over the place. Mrs. Sanders is not going to be happy that I’m knocking at her door at nine thirty at night, wanting to talk about Stephen Handhoff. Every fiber of my being wants to walk away, but I remind myself this is for Margo. This is for Drew. This is for justice.

      Mrs. Sanders answers the door. She’s wearing a leopard-print fluffy robe, and her hair is in big foam rollers. “What’s happening?” she asks, barely able to move her mouth because of the hard, black mask smeared on her face.

      “Hi, Mrs. Sanders. I’m sorry to bother you so late. Um … I just have a few questions for you. I’m doing an article on Margo Stolper, and … um … it’s due tomorrow.” Crap, I really need to edit that. “I heard you knew Stephen Handhoff.”

      Drew snorts. “Is that tar on her face?”

      Mrs. Sanders steps outside, quickly closing the door quietly behind her. “Okay, I didn’t make good decisions in my twenties. I’m happily married now, and I don’t want you digging up my past.”

      “I’m only here to figure out what happened to Margo.”

      “We know what happened to her. Why are you trying to cause problems?”

      “I’m trying to find the truth,” I say. “I heard you saw Margo with a mysterious man who drove a Mercedes.”

      “My husband doesn’t think it’s wise for me to be involved in this.”

      “How does Mr. Sanders even know?”

      “It’s best if we leave it.”

      I feel the heat rising to my cheeks. Doesn’t anyone care about justice anymore?

      “I can’t leave it alone,” I say. “So, you can answer me now, or you can answer me later, but I will get answers.”

      “Damn, girl,” Drew says. “Look at you being assertive.”

      Yeah, I am assertive. And it feels pretty good. I roll my shoulders. “Tell me what you know.”

      Mrs. Sanders puffs her cheeks, causing cracks to form on her face mask. “Margo was keeping the kid from Handhoff, and I thought she was being unreasonable. I never trusted her. You could just tell she was lying. So I followed her around a few times. She met a man in a silver Mercedes behind the train station on two separate occasions. The first time, she was upset, and he was comforting her. Then he handed her a small white bag with a meds inside.”

      “What kind of meds?”

      “Not sure, but the bag was from the pharmacy.”

      “How was the man comforting her?”

      “He touched her shoulder, and you could just tell that the two were friendly.”

      “What did he look like?” I ask.

      “It was hard to tell since it was nighttime, but he had a shaved head and a nice-looking overcoat on.”

      “And you told this to Handhoff. What did he say?”

      “We figured she was involved in something illegal because, let me tell you, that woman was on edge right before she died.”

      I’d be on edge too if I was on Handhoff’s bad side, raising a child that wasn’t my own, and I had dead people talking to me.

      “Do you think there’s a chance this man was somehow involved in Margo’s murder?”

      Mrs. Sanders tightens her robe. “She met him the night before she was killed, and I heard her tell him that the deal was off and he could go home.”

      “Do you know what deal she was talking about?” I ask.

      “No, but the man got back in his Mercedes and sped away.”

      Huh? “Have you seen this man since?”

      “Nope.”

      Interesting.

      The door opens and Mr. Sanders steps outside. “Everything okay out here?”

      I want to cower. I want to hurry down the walkway to my car. I don’t want to confront Mr. Sanders.

      But I do it anyway. “I need information on Margo Stolper.”

      “We have no comment.” Mr. Sanders drapes a protective arm around his wife’s shoulders.

      “But this is a man’s life we’re talking about.”

      Mr. Sanders shakes his head. “Margo Stolper was a woman.”

      “Honey.” Mrs. Sanders touches his arm. “She’s talking about Andrew Foster, not Margo.”

      Mr. Sanders looks at me. “But you said Margo Stolper.”

      “No, honey,” Mrs. Sanders says. “She said she’s here for information on Margo, but then she said we were talking about Andrew Foster. That’s the his she was referring to.”

      Mr. Sanders pushes his brows together and looks at me. “I don’t understand what we’re talking about.”

      At this point, I don’t either.

      Drew laughs.

      Anyway. “Mrs. Sanders was telling me about a man in a Mercedes that was giving Margo a meds right before she died which … as the town’s pharmacist, you may know something about.”

      There’s a flash of horror on Mr. Sanders’ face. An imagine of Margo comes into my mind. This is Mr. Sanders’ memory, and it’s so clear, it’s almost as if I’m watching a movie in high-def. Margo walked into the pharmacy and gave Mr. Sanders a prescription for Benzodiazepine. I don’t know what that is, but Mr. Sanders didn’t feel good about filling the script. Partly because he’d never heard of the prescribing doctor before, but mostly because of Margo’s appearance. Her eyes were red-rimmed and blood-shot. She had on stained sweatpants and a shirt with a tear on the sleeve. He’d never seen Margo in such a state, and when she pulled out her insurance card, her hands were shaking.

      Two days later, an older gentleman with a shaved head, strong jawline, and brown eyes, with a permanent forehead furrow came to the pharmacy. The man was dressed nicely in a dark overcoat, leather gloves, and a black scarf. He told Mr. Sanders he was there to pick up a prescription for Margo. Problem was, Mr. Sanders had never seen this man before, nor had he filled the script. He was waiting for a call back from the prescribing doctor. Instead of explaining this to the man, Mr. Sanders told him the pills hadn’t arrived yet. The man was calm, polite, and understanding. He purchased two boxes of a sleeping aids and left in a silver Mercedes. One week later, Margo was dead.

      “You’re making your poop face again,” Drew says.

      I gaze up at Mr. Sanders. Emotions are spilling out of him, and his thoughts fill my head: He has a stash of Halloween candy under his bed, even though he promised his wife he was on a diet. When he was in sixth grade, he stole a pack of baseball cards. Last year, he ran over Mrs. Ishmael’s cat on accident, but he never told her. He lied when he told his wife he likes her hair color. He lied to Mrs. Muffin saying he liked her berry pie. He dances naked to ABBA when he’s alone …

      “Ahhhh!” I slap my hands over my ears. Mr. Sanders’ thoughts keep crashing down on me in massive waves, and I’m drowning in a pool of information that I don’t want to know.

      “Maybe we should call her parents,” Mrs. Sanders says.

      “No!” I remove my hands. “I just need … I need … I need you to stop thinking.” I point at Mr. Sanders, and an image of him prancing around the bathroom to “Dancing Queen,” buck naked, doing the hustle, and the disco finger, and the lawnmower … “Stop it!”

      “I think you should call nine-one-one,” he says to his wife.

      “No! Just …” I blow out a breath. “I need you to stop thinking about … dancing.”

      Mr. Sanders’ face skews into a question mark.

      “You’ve snapped,” Drew says. “It was only a matter of time.”

      “I haven’t snapped.” I rub my temples. “Please, please, just stop thinking about ABBA, and dancing, and running over cats, and hidden Halloween candy, and stolen baseball cards. I just need to know if you’ve ever told Sheriff Vance about the man who tried to get Margo’s prescription.”

      “What are you talking about?” Mrs. Sanders laughs then looks up at her husband. “Are you okay?”

      No, he’s not. He is now ninety-nine percent positive I’m some kind of witch.

      “What is she talking about?” Mrs. Sanders presses.

      “I told Sheriff Vance.” He’s looking off into the distance. “He said the killer was convicted and to leave it in the past.”

      “Do you remember the name of the doctor who filled the prescription?”

      A name flashes into my head: Dr. Hagan in Portland, Oregon.

      “I got it. Thanks.” I turn to leave.

      “What just happened?” I hear Mrs. Sanders saying to her husband as Drew and I take the walkway back to the street where my car is parked.

      “I think it's time to drop this.” Drew hurries to keep up. “You’re getting a little screwy.”

      “No, we’re close. Margo looked like she was hung over, and the Mercedes Man tried to get Margo’s prescription drugs for her.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw the whole incident in my head. Mr. Sanders had an interaction with the Mercedes Man right before Margo died.” I stop when we reach my car. “Do you know what Benzodiazepine is?”

      “Benzo? That’s like Xanax or anything that brings you down. Why? You need some? Cause I know a guy.”

      “No, I don’t.” Well … maybe. “There are a lot of pieces. Now I just need to fit them all together to figure this out.”

      “I think you should stop. You’re alive and I’m dead. I can’t protect you much longer.”

      “You’re not protecting me now.” I unlock my car and get in. Drew appears in the passenger seat. “Plus, I don’t need protection.” I start my car and decide it’s time to drive home and try to make sense of this mess. “I need to find a doctor Hagan, too.”

      “Who?”

      “He’s the prescribing … ahhhh!” I slam on the breaks when a car swerves in front of me, spins around, and faces us head on.

      “You still don’t think you need protection?” Drew asks.

      “Um … Let me get back to you on that.” I use my hand to block the car’s headlights, which are shining directly into my front windshield.

      “Back up and drive away,” Drew says. “Hurry up.”

      “Hold on.” I open the door.

      “You are doing the opposite of what I told you to do!”

      “Wait.” I get out and blink to focus. It’s Mike’s car. He steps out and slams the door behind him. I don’t need to read his emotions to know that he’s angry. It’s written all over his face.

      But just in case I was unsure, Mike says, “I’m mad.”

      “W-why?”

      “Are you investigating the murder of Margo? I thought we were writing a nice memorial on her, hanging out, and having fun.”

      Um …

      “Your wrist is fine. You weren’t at the doctor’s today. You were at Billy Foster’s house!”

      Um …

      “Don’t you realize Andrew Foster killed my godmother, the woman who took care of me after my mom died? He killed her, and if you want to bring it all back up again, then I’m done.”

      He turns to leave, and I panic.

      “Wait, Mike. You don’t understand.”

      “Did you go to Billy Foster’s house today?”

      “Yes, but it’s only because I don’t think Drew killed Margo.”

      Mike thrusts his hands through his hair. “Drew! You just called him Drew.”

      I’m not sure why this is bad, but I have a feeling Mike is going to tell me.

      “Only his friends called him Drew,” he says.

      Oh, got it.

      “You’re friends with the family. That’s why you wanted to write about Margo, so you could get close to me, get me talking, and then report back to his sister. Do you know she got him out of prison?”

      “Yes, but just hear me out.”

      “Okay. Talk.”

      I stumble backwards. Um … I was not expecting him to say okay. “There are a lot of things about this case that don’t add up, Mike. Like … um …” Oh no, I have to tell him about the medium book, and the San Diego tickets, and the money. Which means admitting that I stole stuff out the storage unit.

      Mike already feels betrayed. It’s the strongest emotion I’ve ever felt from him.

      “Just spit it out, Zoe!” he says.

      Yikes. “I looked through the boxes yesterday when you were talking to your dad, and I found tickets to San Diego for both you and her. They were dated the day she died. She was planning on leaving with you and not returning.”

      “How do you know she wasn’t planning on coming back?”

      “Because they were one-way tickets, and on her bank statement it showed she had withdrawn twenty-thousand dollars in cash.”

      “You looked at her bank statements?”

      “They were in the box.”

      Mike runs his hands down his face. “I can’t believe this. You used me so you could report back to Billy!”

      His words hit me like a bullet. Mostly because they’re true. I did use him, but not for the reasons he thinks.

      “You have every right to hate me right now,” I say. “But please just think about it. If Andrew Foster didn’t kill Margo, then there’s someone out there who got away with the murder.”

      I can’t tell if Mike believes me or not. He refuses to make eye contact.

      “Sheriff Vance’s wife is the one who called nine-one-one the night someone broke into Margo’s house,” I say. “Then she filed for divorce a week later. Don’t you find that odd?”

      The vein in Mike’s neck is pulsing rapidly.

      “I also have your mom’s journals,” I say, forcing the words out. “They’re filled with recipes. But that’s how I found out Leah Sanders was your mom’s cousin, which is how I found out about Dr. Hagan, and the meds. Mike, there’s more to this story!”

      Mike closes his eyes, and I wait for him to lash out, call me names, tell me I’m insane. But he doesn’t. He just walks away. Which is almost worse.

      “Wait.” I follow him. “I’m only doing what I know is right.”

      Mike yanks open his car door. “I should have known better. Everyone says you’re crazy, but I didn’t pay any attention. Even when Vance told me that you had been at the Fosters’ home today, I didn’t believe him. Even after he showed me the pictures. It wasn’t until I got a text from my aunt Linney ten minutes ago saying that you'd called her this morning and yesterday to ask about Margo—before there was any talk about writing a memorial. Then I realized everyone was right about you. You’re nothing but a liar. You lied about not knowing Margo was my godmother. You lied about going to the doctor’s today. You stole the journals after I told you not to touch them. I know exactly what you’re doing. You want to make it look like Andrew Foster was framed so you can discredit Sheriff Vance for your own personal vendetta. And you used me to do it.” He gets in the car, slams the door, and speeds away.

      I stand there in the middle of the road, frozen in shock and horror.

      Drew moseys on over, his hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans. “Just … uh … wanted to be sure you caught that part about Sheriff Vance following you.”

      Yes, I did.
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      My life feels like a big game of Whac-a-Mole. New problems keeping popping up, and even though I have the mallet in my hands, I don’t have the reflexes to bonk them all on the head.

      Sheriff Vance has pictures of me at Billy Foster’s house, which means he followed me there. Obviously Mike and the sheriff are closer than Mike led on, otherwise why would he be so upset? Wouldn’t he want Margo’s real killer to be caught? Would Drew’s exoneration really ruin Sheriff Vance’s career? Why is he so upset if he had nothing to do with the murder? Something isn’t adding up.

      All I know for sure is that I’ve never seen Drew more angry.

      “I’ll take care of him,” he says, punching the air around my room. “I’ll haunt him, make him wish he never messed with you.”

      While I appreciate the sentiment, it has become clear to me that Drew does not make good decisions when I’m not around. “You will not go near Sheriff Vance.”

      “First, I’ll move his furniture around while he’s sleeping.” Drew is still bouncing around on the balls of his feet. “I’ll give that nosey walrus a heart attack!”

      “You will do no such thing.”

      He’s not listening to me.

      “Drew!”

      He drops his arms. “What?”

      “Stop, and please, please, concentrate.” I pull out the whiteboard from under my bed and stare at my list of suspects: Handhoff, Sheriff Vance, Leah, a break-in gone wrong, and the mysterious Mercedes Man.

      Could Margo have been selling prescription drugs? Was the prescription she gave to Mr. Sanders fake? Why would Margo go all the way to Portland? Is that where all the money came from?

      A quick Google search tells me there is no Dr. Hagan in Portland, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t sixteen years ago.

      “I really need to speak to Portia Vance,” I say.

      Drew goes back to punching the air. “Don’t think she’ll talk to you.”

      “Not if she’s anything like her ex-husband.”

      Turns out Portia Vance is a popular name, and Googling her only results in over two-hundred social media profiles. Locating her is going to be a lot more work than I anticipated. I need more time.

      Which leaves me with no other option …

      When Brian answers, he sounds like he’s either been screaming or sleeping. Considering it’s nearly eleven, my guess is the latter. “Zoe, are you okay?”

      “Not entirely. I’m sorry, but I have to call in sick tomorrow … because I’m … sick.”

      “You’re sick too? There must be something going around the office.

      Mike just sent me a text. He’s not coming in either.”

      My heart skips over about ten beats, and I drop my head into my hands. I feel wretched about what happened with Mike. I need to find a way to make it up to him.

      “I’ve been considering the obituary for Andrew Foster,” Brian says. “And I think it would be in poor taste to publish one. You should have the family ask the Trucker Gazette if they’ll run it.”

      Drew screams, and I look up.

      What in the world? Drew is fading in and out of focus.

      “Hold on a second, Brian.” I put the call on mute. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know. It feels like I’m being pulled …”

      “Pulled where?”

      “Not sure. But I don’t want to go.” He squeezes his eyes shut. “I don’t want to go,” he says with more conviction and comes back to focus.

      That was odd.

      I unmute the call. “That’s fine about Andrew. I’ll be sure to send you this memorial on Margo tonight. I just need to edit it.”

      “About that, Mike asked that we not run it anymore. I want to respect his wishes, given the relationship with Margo. I’m scrambling to come up with a new front page.”

      I’m baffled. Sure, Mike’s mad at me, but he doesn’t have to throw away the entire article. Why would he do that?

      “It’s a shame you won't be at work,” Brian says. “I was going to ask if you wanted to come with me to cover the town council meeting tomorrow night.”

      Wait a second … me?

      He was going to ask me.

      Shoot! I certainly wouldn’t mind a night alone with Brian. Why did I have to say sick? Couldn’t I have said a doctor’s appointment? Dang it. Dang it. Dang it.

      “What time is the meeting?” I ask.

      “It starts at seven thirty.”

      “Oh … yeah … I should be fine by then.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I have a twenty-four-hour thing, and … um … I’m totally not contagious … I just have you know … stuff.” Gah! I sound idiotic.

      “I don’t want you to come if you’re sick. But if you’re up to it, you can meet me there at ten till seven.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” Perhaps wonderful is a strong word to describe a Fernn Valley town meeting, but I can’t help but feel excited … and also a little guilty about Mike. But then again, Mike and I aren’t dating. We kissed, and now he’s not talking to me. But I still feel guilty.

      Gah! I need therapy.

      Brian and I hang up. I feel anxious and restless and spend the rest of the night searching for information on Sheriff Vance—and coming up with nada. He’s been reelected every four years since the eighties, and there is absolutely no information on the man anywhere. How do people even know who they’re voting for? I need to speak to someone who has lived here a long time, knows everyone, and is willing to actually talk to me.

      Luckily, I know the perfect person. Mrs. Batch. She’s the mayor’s wife. She and I have a fairly good relationship. She believes I’m a medium and asks me weekly to contact the dead for her. Mostly dictators, ex-boyfriends, and former presidents. She’s lived in Fernn Valley her entire life, so she should know where I could find Portia Vance.

      I fall asleep around five, and I’m up by six. Mrs. Batch goes to Butter Bakery first thing every day, and I want to catch her before the morning rush.

      It’s still hazy outside, and the lawn is damp with morning dew. The sidewalks are wet, the streets have recently been swept, and the Cub Scouts are raising the flags outside the church on the corner.

      I park in front of the bakery and find Mrs. Batch sitting outside with a coffee, scone, and a magazine with Jennifer Aniston on the cover. Mrs. Batch looks like the See’s Candy lady, with a gray bun, afghan over her shoulders, and round glasses.

      “Good morning,” I say.

      Drew huffs a sigh. “I’m going to wait on the ground.” He lies down on his back and folds his hands over his stomach, like he’s occupying a coffin.

      “Morning, Zoe. How are you doing?” Mrs. Batch says. “Are you ready for my list now?” She digs around in her purse and pulls out a piece of college-ruled paper folded into thirds. “I’ve added more people. I’d like to speak to JFK to hear his side of things.”

      “I’m not quite ready for that.” I take a seat in the chair across from her. “I came to ask you about Portia Vance.”

      “There’s a name I haven’t heard in a while.” Mrs. Batch takes a sip of coffee. The steam fogs her glasses. “Did she die?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Last I heard, she was going by her maiden name, Pepper.”

      Portia Pepper? What a mouthful.

      “Do you have any idea where I can find her?” I ask.

      “She was in Nevada for a few years, but I heard she moved back and opened a café … or maybe she was running a cat rescue foundation?” She shrugs her little shoulders. “Now that I think about it, I think she runs a cat café.”

      

      “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

      “It’s in Trucker.”

      “Trucker! That’s great. I’ll look her up. Thank you.”

      Mrs. Batch sucks in a breath. “Why do you want to find her?”

      “I’d like to know more about Sheriff Vance. After all, he’s an elected official, and I deserve to know … everything.”

      “If you want to know more about a man, you shouldn’t be asking his ex-wife.”

      “Do you know why they got divorced?” I ask.

      “No idea. They appeared to have a good relationship, and I know he adored the little boy. But you never know what goes on behind closed doors.”

      No, you don’t.

      “Be careful, dear,” Mrs. Batch says. “Sheriff Vance won't like you meddling in his private affairs.”

      “I don’t care what he thinks.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Okay, that’s a lie.

      I care about what Sheriff Vance thinks.

      Which is why I park my car at the Trucker Mall and walk four blocks to the PuuurrrCat Café, ducking into alleyways, and making an extra loop around the street. I want to throw off anyone who could be following.

      The PuuurrrCat Café is a café with cats. Lots and lots of cats. Oh, my! I step inside and pick up a black kitten and rub my cheek against her fluffy fur. I’m in heaven.

      A woman no taller than me (and I’m short) with wavy shoulder-length blonde hair, glasses, and big brown eyes greets us at the entrance. “Welcome to PuuurrrCat Café.  Do you have a reservation?”

      Reservation? I look around. There’s no one here but cats. “I don’t. I’m here to speak to Portia. Is she around?”

      “Portia will be in soon. Did you want to stay and wait?”

      Do I want to sit in a room filled with cats?

      Pffft. Like she even has to ask.

      It cost twenty-five dollars to sit with the cats. That’s a lot of money for me right now. But also possibly the best twenty-five dollars I’ve ever spent.

      “I’m getting a headache.” Drew drops onto the chair across from mine. “I’m dead, and I’m getting a headache! Is there even a brain inside of my head?”

      My Bluetooth is shoved in my ear, and I pull a yellow tabby cat onto my lap. He’s large and grumpy, only has one eye, and purrs the second I touch him. I may be in love.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Drew says.

      “Yes, I am. No, I don’t know if you have a brain. You could be remembering what a headache feels like, and that’s what you’re experiencing.” A total guess on my part, but it makes sense.

      “No, it feels like something is pulling at me.” He flickers in and out, like he did last night.

      “What happens if you allow yourself to go wherever you’re being pulled?”

      “I don’t want to leave.” Drew folds his arms and slinks down into the chair. “I’m staying here.”

      My twenty-five-dollar entrance fee comes with a complimentary tea, and the wavy-haired woman brings me a cup of chamomile. I dump three packets of Equal, one creamer, and a squirt of honey into my mug and stir it all together. I take a sip and … blah. Nope, still not a tea drinker.

      “My head really hurts.” Drew is hunched over in agony.

      “Could you be going through withdrawals?” I look around, hoping to find any kind of fan. But there aren’t any.

      Shoot.

      Drew fades in and out several times. I feel completely helpless. The orange tabby in my lap hisses and digs his claws into my leg.

      “Hang in there, Drew.”

      “What is happening?” he moans.

      “I don’t know.”

      Drew screams out in pain and clutches his head. “No, no, no, no,” he says through gritted teeth. “No! I’m not going!”

      I must look as distressed as I feel, because there’s a hand on my shoulder. When I gaze up, I find a tall woman with prominent cheekbones and long lashes. “Are you okay, dear?” she asks.

      “No. No. No!” Drew is on the floor, rolling around, fading in and out.

      “Stop!” I say. “Stay here!”

      The woman tilts her head to the side, her eyes as round as an owl’s. “Who are you talking to?”

      Drew rolls to his back and drapes his arm over his face.

      “Um … just a cat,” I say. “Are you okay, cat?” I’m staring at a gray kitten sitting on the floor near Drew’s head.

      “I’m better now,” Drew says, giving me a thumbs-up.

      I have no idea what just happened.

      “I was told you wanted to speak to me,” the woman says.

      “Oh, are you Portia?”

      “I am.” She takes a seat on the coffee table and pets the cat on my lap. “This is Gus. He’s up for adoption. Did you want me to draw up the papers?”

      Gus starts to purr and nudges me with his head, forcing me to pet him. So tempting. “He’s really sweet. But I actually came to talk to you about your old neighbors in Fernn Valley. I work for the paper, and we’re running an article on Margo Stolper …” Except we aren’t anymore. Shoot. Not being able to use that excuse any longer is going to make investigating harder.

      Portia folds her hands. “What did you want to know?”

      “I understand you’re the one who called the police the night Margo was killed.”

      She gulps loud enough for me to hear. “Yes, I called the police.”

      “Did you call nine-one-one, or did you call your husband at the time?”

      The mention of her ex causes her cheeks to flush. Not in a hidden desire kind of way, more like a he-makes-my-blood-boil-and-I-wish-he-were-dead kind of way. Which, ironically, are her exact thoughts at the moment.

      This should work in my favor.

      “I first called my husband at the time,” she says. “When he didn’t immediately respond, I called nine-one-one.”

      “Why didn’t he respond?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She’s lying. I can feel it. I see it on her face. “Is there a reason Sheriff Vance would want Margo dead?”

      “No, of course not.”

      Another lie. There is a reason, but I don’t know what it is. Her thoughts aren’t coming to me.  “Do you remember what the person who broke into Margo’s house looked like?”

      “It was the Foster kid.”

      That’s not a lie. She whole-heartedly believes it was Drew. Shoot. Which means she does not believe it was Sheriff Vance.

      “You saw his face?” I ask.

      “No, but they found his joint right outside the door.”

      “But you didn’t actually see his face?”

      “No, he was wearing a mask.”

      “What was his build? Tall? Skinny? Short?”

      “He had the same build as the Foster kid.”

      She’s speaking her truth. An imagine of a person in all black wearing a ski mask, prying open a window comes to my mind. This is Portia’s memory from that night. “Per the transcript from the nine-one-one call, you chased the intruder. But did you know Margo was dead when you went after him?”

      She shifts in her seat. “No. I thought she screamed because she found someone in her house, not because she’d been attacked. If I had known, I would have gone to her aid instead of chasing down a burglar.”

      “So you’re not able to confirm that Margo was killed by the intruder?”

      My question confuses Portia. “What are you implying?”

      “You weren’t there when Sheriff Vance arrived on the scene, so you can’t say for sure the person who broke in is the one who hit Margo on the back of the head and killed her.”

      My question gives her pause. Images of Portia running down the street, barefoot, the phone at her ear, come to my mind. She’d lost sight of the person she was chasing and turned around, her adrenaline pumping. When she came up the hill, she saw Sheriff Vance parked in front of Margo’s townhome, the red and blue lights flashing against a darkening sky. Margo’s car was in the driveway. A new Ford Explorer without license plates. Portia looked inside for Mike, but he wasn’t there. A man walked towards her in a police uniform. It takes me a minute to recognize the man as Sheriff Vance. He didn’t have a mustache, his hair was dark, and he was about thirty pounds lighter.

      “It’s not good,” he’d said to Portia. His face glistened with sweat.

      “What do you mean?” Portia chocked out. “What do you mean, Vance? Vance!”

      “She’s gone.”

      Portia slapped Vance across the face and ran off.

      This is where the memory ends.

      “Do you think Vance killed Margo?” I ask.

      Portia lifts her eyes. She’s considering the possibility, but ultimately says, “No. It wasn’t him.”

      The fact my question gave her pause makes me think there is a reason why he’d want her dead.

      “Does Vance know you’re here?” she asks.

      “No, he doesn’t,” I admit. “Are you going to tell him?”

      “I haven’t spoken to him in sixteen years, and I don’t plan to start now.” Portia touches my arm. “If you’re writing an article about Margo, you should concentrate on her life rather than her death.”

      If only I could. “Were you and Margo friends?”

      “We were neighborly. She’d come over after the kids were in bed, and we’d sip wine and unwind. But we didn’t talk about deep stuff.” She frowns. “Then one day … she stopped coming over. I never found out why.”

      Lie.

      She’s either lying about Margo coming over, or she’s lying about not knowing why Margo stopped. Either way, she’s not telling the full truth.

      “Did you ask Margo why she stopped coming over?” I ask.

      “No.”

      This is the truth. Portia didn’t ask because she already knew the answer.

      “Did you ever see a Mercedes in front of her house?” I ask.

      “No.”

      This is the truth. Darn it.

      “Was Margo dating anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Did you ever see a man at her house?”

      “Never.”

      “What about Handhoff? Did Margo ever mention him?”

      “A few times. She didn’t want him near Mike, which I understand. Everyone knew Handhoff was a drug dealer.”

      “If everyone knew Handhoff was dealing drugs, then why didn’t Sherriff Vance … gee … I don’t know … arrest him?”

      Portia rolls her eyes. “I asked the same question, and Vance’s response was ‘I don’t have any proof. It’s only hearsay.’” Portia picks up a black and white cat, shaking her head. “He was very quiet about his policing work, and I assumed he was looking into Handhoff but was unable to give me the details. That was before I knew Handhoff could do as he pleases in Fernn Valley.”

      “Why is that?” I try not to sound as frustrated as I feel, but honestly. I look at the sheriff wrong, and he’s following me around, taking pictures, ruining my parents’ career, and tattling on me. What does Handhoff have that I don’t … wait a second … “Does Handhoff have something on Sheriff Vance?”

      Portia lowers the cat to the ground and folds her hands. Her thoughts are guarded, but I catch a hint of sudden panic. Handhoff does have something on the sheriff! And Portia knows exactly what it is.

      “I won't tell anyone,” I blurt out. “Not a single soul.” Well, except for Drew, who is still lying on the ground with his arm draped over his face. If he weren’t already dead, I’d be checking for a pulse.

      Portia scoots to the edge of the table. “There are certain things that are best left in the past.”

      That’s exactly what Sheriff Vance said. I feel like Don Music again, wanting to bang my head on the coffee table. But I don’t, because that would upset the cats. Instead, I switch gears.

      “You have a son, right?” I ask, thinking about the child in Sheriff Vance’s thuoghts.

      “I do. He lives up in Washington with his wife and my granddaughter.” Portia pulls out her phone. I can feel her relief, she’s happy to drop the subject of Sheriff Vance. She shows me a picture of a little girl with chubby cheeks and blue eyes. “That’s my grandbaby, Portia. They named her after me.” She swipes right. “That’s my son and his wife.” She shows me the photo of a handsome man with a shaved head, lip ring, broad shoulders, and hazel eyes.

      He is not the child from Sheriff Vance’s memory.

      “Does your son stay in touch with Sheriff Vance?” I ask.

      Portia sighs. “No, we left and cut all contact.”

      “Why’d you file for divorce right after Margo died?”

      Portia’s thoughts are guarded. “Can I give you some advice about Vance?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Have you ever heard the saying, keep your friends close and your enemies closer’?”

      “Yes.”

      “That about sums him up.”

      I nod my head with understanding. Sheriff Vance keeps his enemies close … like in the townhouse next door, or in his house.

      “I will not answer anymore questions regarding my ex,” Portia says, and she means it.

      But I ask one more anyway. “Handhoff has something on Sheriff Vance. Does this something have anything to do with a brown eyed child?”

      Portia’s cheeks flush. “I’m done.” She stands, and gestures to the door.

      Guess that answers my question.

      I thank her for her time, reluctantly say good-bye to Gus, and duck into an alleyway behind the café. There’s a plastic table with three mismatched chairs near the dumpster, and I take a seat.

      Drew appears to have recovered and slinks down into one of the chairs, looking like a toddler who hasn’t gotten his way. “What now?” he asks.

      I whip out my phone. “I need to call Mike.”

      “Ugh! Whhhyyyy?”

      “Because I want to talk to him. Sheriff Vance keeps his enemies closer. You can’t get much closer than a roommate, and Mike not even know he is an enemy.”

      Mike’s cell goes right to a full voicemail box, so I send him three text messages asking him to call me.

      “He’s never going to call you back,” says Drew.

      “Well, you said Portia Vance wasn’t going to talk to me and look what happened.”

      He shrugs.

      “I want to look up Margo’s dad. Clearly, there was something going on with her before she died. Portia is lying. I think Handhoff was blackmailing Sheriff Vance, and I’m wondering if Handhoff broke into Margo’s home. Sheriff Vance knew this was going to happen, which is why he didn’t rush over.”

      “If Linney wouldn’t talk to you,” Drew says. “I doubt her dad will.”

      He’s right, but I still have to try.

      “All I do is sit around and watch you stare at your stupid phone,” he says.

      “Because I’m doing research for you and Margo.”

      A wooden crate slams against the side of the building and crashes to the ground. My eyes slide to Drew.

      “What?” he says, mocking offense.

      “Behave.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I won't help.”

      “Fine then, don’t help. I’ll just leave.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “I won't.”

      “Don’t.”

      I scroll through Margo’s obituary, highlight her father’s name, and start a new search. There isn’t any information on John Stolper Junior, but there is quite a bit of info on a John Stolper Senior. He was an Academy Award-winning producer in the 1950s. Which could mean absolutely nothing.

      Also, I told Drew I would no longer help him. But I’m too invested, and he’s still sitting across from me. Obviously we’re all talk.

      I read through John Stolper Senior’s bio on IMDb. “Margo’s grandfather was a big-time Hollywood producer, and he died the same year she did,” I read. “Do you think she had an inheritance? Or a trust? It would explain where the money came from. Not where it went. But it’s a start.”

      Drew fades in and out of focus again. “Why does this keep happening?” He clutches his head.

      I have no idea, but I fear our time is running out.

      And I still have a promise to keep.
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      The Trucker City Landfill has a higher admission cost than the PuuurrrCat Café. They also have more cats, which makes sense. If I were a feral feline, I’d live here too. There are rodents in every shape and size.

      Drew and I search for three hours and find several kitchen sinks, three couches, one bag of brand-new clothes, one sleeping homeless man, three bins of baby diapers, a basket of doll heads, six raccoons, and at least fifteen Davy Crockett hats.

      None of which belongs to Drew.

      The sky has turned an orangey hue, and the sun has disappeared behind a mountain of garbage. The mission is a total bust. I fear this will be one promise that I won't be able to keep, and I feel horrid.

      But not as horrid as Drew.

      “We could keep looking,” he says, following me back to my car.

      “The place closes in fifteen minutes, and we don’t have any light left.” I fish a bottle of sanitizer from my bag and get to work, starting with my fingers and lathering all the way to my armpits.

      “It could still be here.”

      I walk up to him, my Bluetooth in my ear. “Drew, I am so very, very sorry. I’ve tried my best, but I just don’t know where else to look.”

      He crosses his arms. “It has to be around here. What if we check dumps?”

      “There is only one in Trucker.”

      “What about Fernn Valley?”

      I highly doubt the hat was dumped in Fernn Valley since he died in Trucker, but at this point, it’s worth a shot. “We can look there tomorrow when it opens.”

      “Tomorrow? What about tonight?”

      “I’m sure it’s closed.”

      “That’s what bolt cutters are for,” he says.

      “I’m not breaking into the landfill, Drew.”

      “You only want to leave so you can go on your date.”

      “Date? What date? I don’t have a …” Crud! He’s talking about Brian. I check my watch. “It’s not a date, but it is my job. We have to go right now.”

      Drew takes a defiant stance. “I’m not leaving.”

      “So be it.” I get in and start the car. Drew is still standing, arms folded, jaw clenched, and brow furrowed. It’s a game of chicken. He knows I won’t leave without him, and I know he won't stay without me. We stare each other down, daring the other to take action.

      Typically I would cave. I’d get out of the car and go sift through trash for another fifteen minutes until we’re kicked out. Then I’d drive to Fernn Valley, jump the fence at the landfill there, and sift some more in the dark.

      But I’m not feeling typical today. I’m feeling bold, and I’m not sure why.

      I peel out of the parking lot, leaving a cloud of dust behind me, feeling rather triumphant. Until I reach Fernn Valley and Drew is still not in the passenger seat. I don’t see him. I don’t feel him.

      When I get home, I rush to the bathroom and shower, scrubbing off at least two layers of skin. When I get out, Drew is still not here. My room is eerily quiet, and I get dressed in jeans, a pink shirt, and a blue paisley sweater. I slip on my Vans, and rush out the door, stopping first to take a bite of the tuna and bean casserole my mother made for dinner.

      When she asks where Mike is, I shove another bite into my mouth, make a grunting sound, and I’m on my way.

      The entire car ride to Fernn Valley Town Hall, I try to reach Drew to no avail. Part of me wants to turn around and see if he’s still at the dump, but then again, maybe he hasn’t returned because he found the hat on his own. If he did find the hat, I hope he’ll speak to me before he transitions.

      It’s standing room only at Town Hall. I scrawl my name on a tag provided at the door, slap it on my sweater, and scan the room for Brian. He’s sitting in the middle of the second row with this iPad on his lap and his jacket on an empty folding chair beside him.

      I snake through the crowd and side-shimmy down the row until I reach Brian. He looks up at me, adjusts his glasses, and gives me the once-over. “You look nice, Zoe.”

      Okay, I may have put on a tad bit more makeup than normal, but that’s only because I wanted to look good for Brian, not because I was trying to impress anyone else.

      “Thank you.” I take a seat and cross my legs. “You got a really good seat.”

      “I’ve been here for an hour. Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes.” As in I’m no longer fake sick. I feel rather unsettled and quite crummy about the situation with Drew.

      “I’m glad you could make it,” he says.

      “Me too.” I put my bag on my lap. “How’s your computer?”

      He shakes his head. “Dead.”

      We take a moment of silence for his laptop.

      There’s a long table at the front of the room with name cards lined up. I’ve never been to Town Hall before, nor have I ever attended a council meeting. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.

      “Should I take notes?” I pull out a pad of paper and pen.

      Brian shakes his head. “I’ve got it covered.”

      Oh, okay. I shove everything back into my bag. Except … “What exactly would you like me to do?”

      “I thought it would be nice to have company and we could grab dessert afterward.”

      “Oh … okay. Sure.” I settle back into my chair … Hold on.

      Wait one second here.

      My mind is working hard to make sense of this.

      Surely anything involving the city council wouldn’t be considered a date … right?

      No, this can’t be.

      I turn and look at Brian. He has on a blue collared shirt with a pair of dark pants. He smells freshly showered and looks freshly shaven.

      But this couldn’t possibly be …

      No, there’s no way.

      But … he did say dessert.

      “Um … where is Va-ness-a tonight?” Crap, I didn’t mean to break her name into syllables.

      “She went back home to Oregon.”

      She went back home? Last I heard she was moving in. I’m trying really hard not to act as excited as I feel, but this could be a date. A real date with Brian Windsor.

      Holy crap!

      I’m going to get weird.

      It’s going to happen. I feel it in my bones. Suddenly I don’t know what to do with my hands or my legs, and I’m trying not to breathe too hard. Crap! Did I put on deodorant? I was so preoccupied with thoughts of Drew that I can’t remember if I did.

      Even if I didn’t, it shouldn’t matter. It’s not like he’s going to be sniffing my armpits. Unless he goes to hug me and I have to lift my arms. Dang it!

      I drop my bag onto the floor. “Oops,” I say with a smile and reach down to pick it up, taking a whiff on my way … nope, no deodorant. Which is unfortunate because I’m sweating. I rarely sweat. I’m typically cold because I typically have a spirit with me. But I’m spirit-less, deodorant-less, and so far out of my comfort zone I’m going to need a map to find my way back.

      “Are you okay?” Brian asks.

      “For-totally.” I try to get comfortable on the hard folding chair, crossing and recrossing my legs.

      The city council members file out of a door on the side of the stage area and take a seat. The biggest thing on tonight’s agenda is the proposal to put a stoplight on Main Street. Seems like a no brainer to me—I was struck before by a moving vehicle at the proposed intersection.

      But there are a lot of opinions being thrown around. Mr. Ishmael goes on a twenty-minute tangent about how a light would affect his business. He owns the dry cleaners. Not sure how waiting at a red light, allowing pedestrians to more safely cross, would cause people to stop getting their shirts dry cleaned, but whatever.

      While the stoplight is being discussed, my mind wanders back to Drew. I can’t believe he still hasn’t reappeared. Maybe he is waiting for me to give in. I wish he cared more about finding Margo’s killer. If he hadn’t said someone out there got away with homicide, then I’d swear he didn’t care about Margo’s death at all.

      Portia is hiding information, and so is Sheriff Vance. Makes sense Handhoff would have something on Sheriff Vance, otherwise how’d he escape jail time as a known drug dealer? What Handhoff has on the sheriff would have to be big. Really big.  Big enough to ruin Sheriff Vance’s career or even put him in jail. If Margo were to became privy to the information Handhoff had then she’d be a target.

      Vance wants to keep his enemies closer …

      I check my phone. Mike still hasn’t responded to my texts and phone calls.

      Shoot.

      Another concerned Fernn Valley resident takes the floor and argues for the stoplight. I readjust in my chair and try to concentrate on the meeting.

      But I can’t.

      Why would Portia slap Sheriff Vance when he told her Margo was dead? Such an odd reaction. Portia ran after the burglar then came back to look for Mike … to look for Mike.

      I sit up a little straighter. Mike wasn’t in the car. Nor was he anywhere in Portia’s memory. She told dispatch that she couldn’t find Mike. But Mike was able to identify Drew. He said he saw Drew running from the back door. But the car was in the driveway. How is that even possible? Had Mike gone around the back? Was he there to witness what happened to Margo?

      Holy crap!

      What if Mike knows the truth, but he was brainwashed by Sheriff Vance to think something else?

      Holy crap!

      What if a spirit visited Margo, and gave her the incriminating information on Sheriff Vance?

      Holy crap!

      What if the visiting spirit was Brenda?

      I almost slide off my seat, enough so that Brian grabs ahold of my arm.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I stare into his beautiful eyes and say, “I have to go.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry.” So unbelievably sorry.

      I stand and side-shuffle down the row, trying not to step on anyone’s toes or cause too much attention. Which is a losing feat. Everyone’s eyes are on me as I race down the center aisle.

      Outside, the air is crisp, the moon is full, and there’s not a cloud in the sky. I get in my car, close my eyes, and try to reach Drew again.

      But he doesn’t respond.

      Crap. I know what I want to do, but I’m trying to talk myself out of it because I don’t want to go alone. But if Drew isn’t here, I don’t have a choice.

      I have to figure out what Margo knew, which means digging through her stuff.
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      I park down the street from the storage place. The office is closed, but the lights are on. I tiptoe around the building. Handhoff’s apartment is attached to the office, and I peek in through his patio door. He’s lying back in a recliner with a beer in one hand, a cigarette in the other, and a rerun of The Golden Girls on the television.

      I sneak past the window and go towards the back entrance. There aren’t any security cameras, which I find odd. But then again, maybe there are things happening around here Handhoff would rather not be recorded.

      When I reach the back door, there’s a loud rattling sound that causes me to jump. I use the light on my phone to see where the noise is coming from. The German Shepherd next door in the tow yard is scratching at the chain link fence, trying to get over.

      “It’s just me,” I whisper. “Don’t worry.”

      The dog rapid fires a series of baritone barks, and I fumble my phone into my back pocket.

      “Shhhh,” I tell the dog, not that he can hear me over his barking. I type the code into the door, singing the numbers to the tune of “Mary Had a Little Lamb” in my head. Thank goodness I remember! Once I’m granted entrance, I hurry inside, praying Handhoff doesn’t investigate what was upsetting the dog.

      I reach Mike’s storage unit, use his code to open the combination, place the lock in my purse, slide open the door, and close it behind me. I feel around for the light switch, but I can’t find one. Before I have a complete panic attack, I remember there’s a light on my phone. Which is still on.

      Everything appears exactly the same as the last time I was here. Margo’s boxes are in the back, and I grab the first and start looking. There’s got to be something in here that will tell me what Margo knew about Sheriff Vance.

      There are some sweaters from college, a pennant from the San Francisco Giants, and a poem Mike wrote Margo on Mother’s Day.

      Sorrow crawls its way into my brain, and I fall back on my butt. Mike lost his mother, then his second mother, and then had to live with his dad who blackmails authorities and sets things on fire, and he thinks I betrayed him. Which I did. If only he knew Margo had visited me. Then he’d be okay with this. I think.

      I pull myself together and keep searching. Brenda’s things are mixed in with Margo’s, and I find seven Danielle Steel books with Belongs to: Brenda J. written on the inside of the cover. There’s a thesaurus and a medical dictionary that looks untouched.

      It makes me think about the medication Margo was prescribed by Dr. Hagan (and whether he was real or not). Taking care of a child and working full-time is enough to break anyone. Add in seeing the dead and any person would need medication.

      I need a Xanax just thinking about it.

      My breath huffs out in a cloud, and a shiver runs down my spine. I’m no longer alone. I look over my shoulder and find Drew sitting in the recliner, rubbing his thighs.

      I stand, still holding the medical dictionary. “Where have you been?"

      “Looking for my hat without you.”

      “Did you find it?”

      “No!”

      Shoot. “I’m sorry I left, but you have to understand I have a job to do.”

      “You were on a date, not a job. Get over yourself.”

      Technically, he’s right. I was on a date, but I didn’t know I was on a date until I was on the date, so it doesn’t count.

      “To be honest, I don’t even care anymore.” He stands and thrusts a hand through his hair. “I visited Billy. She was the happiest I’ve seen her in a while. She thinks my name is going to be cleared.” He traces the swirls on the oak dresser between us. “Even if everyone thinks I killed Margo, it doesn’t matter. Billy has peace of mind, and she deserves it. I know. Margo knows. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. I’m almost positive a spirit told Margo incriminating information regarding Sheriff Vance, and that’s what got her killed. We just need to figure out what that was …” A piece of paper slips from between the pages of the dictionary and falls to the floor. I bend down to have a look. It’s an article printed off from the Los Angeles Times, and the title reads "Three-Year-Old Burns Down Home While Making Bacon."

      Oh, no!

      A Los Angeles family lost everything after their three-year-old daughter burned down their home and destroyed all their possessions.

      The fire began when the three-year-old attempted to make a pound of bacon in a cast iron skillet. Her parents were both asleep at the time and woke when the fire alarm went off. By the time they reached the kitchen, the cabinets were already up in flames.

      The family was able to escape unharmed.

      “This is a real tragedy for them,” a neighbor told Good Morning America. “They’re not bad parents, but their little girl does need help. She claims to see dead people.”

      Child Protective Services has been contacted, and the girl has been referred to the Juvenile Fire Setters Program.

      “Ah!” I slap a hand over my mouth. Oops. I didn’t mean to scream. But, honestly, ahhhhhhh!

      “What happened?” Drew is at my side.

      “Th-th-th-this is … me,” I stutter out, trembling all over. “Sh-she had an article about m-me. Wh-why would she have this? Why was it in a medical dictionary?”

      Drew reads over my shoulder. “Damn girl, you made national news?”

      “Oh gosh, I didn’t even catch that.” Not that it matters.

      I crawl over to the boxes and start rifling through stuff, taking out books and shaking them because it appears Margo and Brenda liked to hide important documents between the pages.

      “Zoe.” Drew frowns. “Someone is coming.”

      My heart jumps into my throat. “Who?”

      Drew walks through the wall and returns shortly. “It’s Mike.”

      I look around at Margo and Brenda’s stuff scattered around the floor. “That’s not good.”

      “Probably not,” Drew says.

      I can hear Mike right outside the rolling aluminum door, and I shovel everything back into the boxes, throw the lid on, and hide behind a big oak headboard propped up against the wall.

      “The Handhoff kid is outside,” Drew says then shoves his head through the wall. “He’s looking for the lock.”

      Crap. It’s in my purse.

      “He thinks his dad cut it off, again.”

      Again?

      The door rolls open.

      “The Handhoff kid is now entering the storage unit,” Drew says. “I repeat, the Handhoff kid is entering the storage unit.”

      Mike flips the switch, and the overhead light turns on. I curl into a ball, willing myself to become one with the wall. Mike cannot find me here.

      “The Handhoff kid’s pants are extra tight tonight. Is that a thing nowadays, or do you think he doesn’t know how to wash his clothes?”

      I bite my lip, stifling a giggle. This is no time for laughing, but Drew’s narration of Mike’s actions is quite amusing.

      “He’s bending down, but seriously. What material are those pants made of? How do his boys breathe in there?”

      I can hear a cabinet door open and shut.

      “He just pulled out another box labeled Tax Returns.”

      Oh, good. A new box. I only hope he doesn’t take it with him.

      “Dude, where is it?” Mike says under his breath. “I swear it was in one of these … hello?”

      I hold my breath.

      “Is there someone in here?” Mike calls out.

      “Are you breathing too loud, Zoe?” Drew asks. “Cause the Handhoff kid thinks someone is here.”

      I am not breathing at all.

      There’s a long stretch of silence. I nearly cave and announce my presence, until I hear a crash.

      “Dammit!” Mike grunts.

      “Looks like Handhoff’s kid's got himself a temper. He just threw a box at me.”

      Mike doesn’t seem like the type to have a temper, but I do sense his frustration. He’s looking for something important. Something … that belonged to … belonged to … Margo … a … a … crap! He’s looking for Medium Mind: A Step-by-Step Guide that’s hidden under my bed.

      There’s another crash, and I flinch. I can hear paper fluttering in the air, hard objects slamming against the wall, and glass shattering on the floor.

      “Uh … pretty sure the Handhoff kid is having some sort of nervous breakdown. The pants must be cutting off the circulation to his brain. This might be a good time to retreat.”

      Agreed. But if Mike is already upset, imagine what he’ll do when he finds out I stole (well, more like borrowed for purposes of investigation) Margo’s book and broke into his storage unit.

      Mike screams out a few explicit words. What the heck is happening?

      “Handhoff kid just dumped an entire box worth of stuff on the ground,” Drew says.

      That’s it, I decide. I can stay hidden no longer.

      Mike is clearly going through some kind of emotional turmoil, and I can help. I just don’t want to help while trapped inside this storage unit.

      I roll to my hands and knees, still behind the headboard. There’s a narrow tunnel behind the furniture I can crawl through to get to the opening. Once there, I’ll let Mike know what I’ve done. Should he decide to go after me, I’ll have some place to run.

      It’s a tight squeeze, and I’m careful not to make a sound. I manage to get to the opening, but I’m too late. Mike turns off the lights and slams the door shut before I can do anything. There’s a distinct “click” of a combination lock.

      “So we’re locked in here now,” Drew says.

      I squeeze behind the recliner, trying really hard not to panic. I push a box out of the way and stand up. “Where did he get a lock?”

      “He grabbed one out of that.” He points to a dresser. “There’s a bunch in there.”

      I think I’m going to pass out. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I-ah-I-ah-yo-um,” he stammers, moving his arms around helplessly.

      “This is not happening.” I pound on the door with my fists. “Help! Open up! Help! Help! Help!” I slide my phone out of my pocket. “Crap! I still don’t have reception in here!” I feel a surge of anxiety coming over me, and I pound, kick, and ram my body (shoulder first) into the door, all the while screaming, “Get me out of here!”

      Nothing.

      No one can hear me.

      “Okay … it’s going to be okay. I mean … we’ll figure this out.” I find the light switch behind a mattress and flip it on. “Holy hell.”

      The place is a mess. Papers and pictures are strewn across the floor, glass shards on almost every available surface. A Danielle Steel book is open with a footprint smudged on the page.

      “Oh, my gosh. I can’t believe he did this.”

      I step through the mess and pick up a broken picture frame. Inside is an old photo of a handsome man with a Davy Crockett hat on. Careful not to cut myself on a shard of glass, I remove the picture and flip it over.

      Grandpa John Stolper, Paramount Studios 1958

      I look up at Drew, but he’s avoiding eye contact. “Drew, you said you found your hat in a trash bag.”

      “I did!” he says defensively.

      “Where was the trash bag?” I demand.

      He inspects the floor.

      “Drew, is this the hat?” I shove the picture up to his face, and he turns his back. “Drew! Answer me!”

      “Fine!” He turns around. “The trash bag was at Margo’s. But she was throwing it away.”

      Oh no, I feel sick. “Why were you at Margo’s house?”

      “I told you I was a thief.”

      I drop the picture and slap my hands over my mouth. “You didn’t, Drew.”

      “Yes, I broke into her place. I never denied it.”

      “No, you omitted, which is the same thing.”

      “This isn’t my fault. I came to you for help finding my hat. You’re the one who said Margo told you I didn’t kill her.”

      I stumble backwards. “D-did you kill her?”

      “I thought I did, but you said I didn’t!”

      “Oh no, Drew. You said you couldn’t remember what happened that night because you were baked.”

      “I was baked,” he says. “But I do remember breaking in. Handhoff said she had a lot of money from a rich grandpa, which is how she could afford all the legal fees to keep the kid from him. All I wanted was a few bucks to buy food. It wasn’t my fault she came home. It was self-defense.”

      “You hit her on the back of the head! How is that self-defense?”

      “She turned around to grab a gun, or a knife, or something! I had to get out of there. She wasn’t supposed to die. I didn’t even know she was dead until the police came to my house. I thought she was knocked out.”

      This is too much. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”

      “Because I thought maybe you were right! Maybe someone came in after me and actually killed her. I didn’t hit her that hard. Just enough to get away. It’s possible.”

      “You still should have told me it was you who broke in!”

      “I’m sorry!”

      “I don’t even know if I can believe you.” Except, Margo said her death wasn’t Drew’s fault … wait, wait, wait. She didn’t exactly say Drew. She said he didn’t do it.

      Who the hell is he then?

      “I did omit a few things. But I’ve never lied to you,” Drew says. “I wanted the hat. That’s it. That’s why I found you.”

      I shake my head trying desperately to understand. “What do you mean you found me? You didn’t just appear?”

      “I remember you from the courthouse. You were always talking to an imaginary person named Willie. And there was a really rich old guy named Willie who had just died, so I figured you were talking to his ghost. After I died, I thought you could help me find my hat.”

      “Oh, my gosh. I assumed you just appeared to me. That’s what happened to every other spirit I’ve worked with.” I rub my chest, finding it hard to catch my breath. “You did kill Margo, didn’t you?”

      “I thought I did until you told me I didn’t! It’s your fault. You’re the one who told me I was innocent. I believed you!”

      This is not happening. This is not happening.

      “Come on, Zoe. Don’t look at me like that,” Drew says. “I already feel guilty for not telling you I broke into Margo’s and for keying your car.”

      “What!” It feels like my head is to explode. “Why would you key my car?”

      “So you’d stop messing around with Handhoff. That guy is dangerous and you wouldn’t listen to me. Then you went on a tangent about about Sheriff Vance, and a brown-eyed kid, and burning down houses with bacon, and a Mercedes Man, and … I dunno. I was confused.”

      “Then you say, ‘Hey, Zoe. I’m confused because I remember smacking Margo on the back of the head. Just like the reports said she died.’ You don’t key my car.”

      “I thought your insurance would cover it.”

      I feel like throwing something at him. So I do. A book. Not that it matters. It sails right through him. “What a complete waste of my freaking time! I ruined my relationship with Mike. I left a date with the man of my dreams!”

      “Aha! I told you it was a date.”

      I shoot him a look.

      “Sorry.” He shoves his hands into the front pockets of his pants. “Continue.”

      “Did you throw a joint right outside the door?”

      “Yeah … probably. Pretty sure I did that. Which was stupid, because I made sure I wore gloves. Okay … you look really mad.”

      “Well done, Colombo!” Except I am not mad. I’m furious! I feel so stupid. So incredibly stupid.

      Why did Margo mean when she said and please tell him my death is not his fault. I know he didn’t do it. What did she mean when she said I was in more trouble than I even knew and be careful who I told about my … oh, gosh. No. “No. No. No!”

      “What now?”

      “You! Margo was talking about you! No wonder she won’t appear to me. I’m conversing with her murderer!”

      “Ah … yeah, she probably doesn’t want much to do with me.”

      I want to curse.

      So I do.

      “Geez, Lane,” Drew mumbles under his breath. “You sound like my dad.”

      “You don’t get to have an opinion on what I say or what I do!” I start pacing. “But then what about Handhoff and Sheriff Vance and the Mercedes Man?”

      “I don’t know.” Drew holds up his palms. “I seriously just wanted my hat until you said I didn’t actually kill Margo. Then I wanted to catch who did kill her. I swear I felt like someone got away with homicide, buuuuttttt …” He stumbles to the side. “Whaaaa …”

      I fold my arms.

      “Zzzzooooeeeee.” He’s moving in slow motion, flickering in and out of focus.

      Okay, I can’t pretend I don’t care anymore.

      “What’s happening?” I ask.

      “I aaaammmm …” And, poof. He’s gone.

      Which doesn’t seem like a big of deal, until I realize he was my only way out of this storage unit.

      Crap.

      “Help! Help! Help! Help! Help! Help!”
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      I didn’t consider myself claustrophobic until about an hour ago. Now I’m positive that not only am I claustrophobic, but I’m also cleithrophobic (fear of being locked in an enclosed place). I might also have syncope (occurs when you faint because your body overreacts to certain triggers), but that’s only because I’m flipping through the medical dictionary, trying to keep myself from having a myocardial infarction (heart attack). I’m pretty sure I have decision fatigue (the deteriorating quality of decisions made by an individual) because I cannot believe the spirit who I tried to vindicate was guilty all along. What a stupid, arrogant pseudologue (compulsive liar)!

      Okay, it’s probably time to put the medical dictionary away.

      I return the book to where I found it.

      The truth is, Drew isn’t a compulsive liar. His explanation makes perfect sense. I’m conflicted on how I feel about him. Yes, he killed Margo. It was an accident, but he did do it. He doesn’t have a dark spirit, but he does make poor choices.

      I take off my sweater and drape it over the back of the recliner. Crud! I don’t even know what to do. I’ve screamed until my voice is hoarse. I’ve thrown stuff at the door without making a dent. My phone still says No Service, and no one knows I’m here but Drew.

      And I don’t even know where he went!

      With nothing else left to do, I start cleaning up Margo and Brenda’s belongings and put them in the boxes. It still strikes me as odd that Margo specifically said tell him my death is not his fault. I know he didn’t do it.

      Then there’s still the child in Sheriff Vance’s head. And why did Margo have an article about me? And why was she skipping town? Why did she want me to know that she'd ordered Reaching the Other Side?

      Maybe I’m making something out of nothing?

      It is really hard to think when you really have to pee and you’re really stuck in a bathroom-less room.

      I gather all of Margo’s pictures together into a pile. Most are of Margo from her pre-Fernn Valley days. She sure did go on a lot of vacations. There are pictures of her in front of the Eiffel Tower, both the one in Vegas and in Paris. She took a lavish trip to some place tropical with white sandy beach, clear water, colorful fish, and bungalows right on the shore. There is another woman in many of the photos, she looks similar to Margo, and I assume it’s her sister, Linney.

      It appears Margo had quite the life, makes me wonder why she gave it all up to come here and raise a child that wasn’t hers. Sure, Brenda was her best friend, but that seems like a lot to ask.

      Then again, I’ve never had a best friend, so what do I know?

      I go kick, scream, and ram into the door for a while. Check if I have cell service (nope). Try to find a bucket to relieve myself (nope). Then retreat back to Margo’s stuff, still needing to pee.

      The situation is getting dire.

      I notice a folder under a mess of papers. It’s tied with a red string but not sealed. Might as well look. Since I’m not going anywhere.

      Inside I find papers from a Dr. Hagan, a psychiatrist in Portland. So he did exist!

      It’s a patient file.

      RECORDS FOR: Michael Handhoff

      Age: 9

      HISTORY: I was contacted by Ms. Margo Stolper, the patient’s legal guardian, after she read my article on anxiety in children published in The Medical Journal. She said Michael “Mike” Handhoff experiences severe anxiety, has difficulty sleeping, and he spends a great deal of time alone in his room. Mike refers to himself in third person, and he has tried to sneak out of the house on numerous occasions. When confronted by Ms. Stolper about where he is going, Mike avoids eye contact and refuses to answer. Ms. Stolper says Mike underwent behavioral therapy starting at the age of three until his mother died in a car accident when he was seven. Ms. Stolper is seeking a diagnosis, medication management, and coping skills.

      ASSESSMENT: I met with Mike in my office at ten o’clock in the morning. He appeared pleasant and was interested in a Hot Wheels track set I had in the toy closet. We put together the track while we got to know each other. Mike made eye contact and told me about what he ate for breakfast. The more relaxed he became, the harder time he had making eye contact. During our hour meeting, he kept looking over his shoulder. When I asked him what he was looking at, he refused to answer. We continued to play with the cars. I asked what he liked to do for fun and he said, “I play with my friends.” When I asked him what his friends’ names were he replied, “Never mind. I don’t have any friends.” I asked if he enjoyed living with Ms. Stolper, and he said he did. When I asked why he tried to run away, he said, “I can’t talk about it,” and looked over his shoulder. When I asked about his father, he said his dad, “was a very bad man, and I don't like spending time with him.” I asked if he’d ever hurt Mike, and he said, “No.”

      I explained to Mike that I was a doctor there to help him, and he could tell me anything. Mike said he didn’t want help but he was scared. I asked why he was scared, and he replied, “Because I see bad things in my dreams.” I asked what he was referring to, and he said, “I see things that are dead.” When I tried to get more information out of Mike, he stopped playing with the cars, walked to the corner of the room, and put his hands over his ears.

      PLAN: It is my recommendations Mike have a full schizophrenia evaluation, and that I meet with Ms. Stopler regularly to deal with her own anxiety.

      Oh, my gosh.

      I was wrong. Margo wasn’t like me.

      Mike was.
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      If Mike was like me, then is he still like me? Does Mike have the ability to speak to the dead? Does Mike have other abilities? Can he feel feelings? My mind flashes back to Medium Mind: A Step-by-Step Guide and the sections highlighted about having the ability to see the future. What if Mike knew Drew was going to break into their house and kill Margo?

      I gasp.

      What if Mike was able to identify Drew because he had a vision of the event before it happened? Oh, my gosh! What if they were going to San Diego because Mike knew Margo was in danger? He knew but he couldn’t save her.

      … And please tell him my death is not his fault. I know he didn’t do it …

      Is he Mike?

      My arms erupt in goose bumps. This is incredible!

      I’m not sure what any of this has to do with Sheriff Vance and Handhoff.

      My mind works hard to put together the pieces.

      But I really, really have to go to the bathroom, and I have a hard time solving puzzles when my bladder is about to explode. I snatch a notebook from the floor and find a broken pencil in a nightstand drawer.

      I need to make a list of what I know for sure, and I flip through the book, looking for a blank page. But there isn’t one. What is there is a whole lot of notes from Margo.

      She drew her own information web. Except in the center circle it says Brenda.

      Holy crap. Have I been trying to solve the wrong murder this entire time?

      I turn the page and read through Margo’s notes. She’d scribbled down phone numbers and dates, and there are a lot of words crossed out and phrases that don’t make much sense. But I take a picture of it with my phone anyway.

      On the next page Margo wrote a timeline.

      Sometime between 9:00 and 9:30 PM: crash occurred.

      10:00 PM blue truck arrived at Handhoff Tow Yard.

      Handhoff owns the tow yard next door? I guess it makes sense—the German Shepherd all but jumped the fence he was so excited to see Mike, but barked his heart out when he saw me (an intruder).

      10:30PM: Vance called in the crash.

      10:45PM: ambulance arrived

      11:15 PM: I arrived with Mike.

      12:01 AM: Brenda removed from vehicle and pronounced dead at the scene.

      There’s a seventeen-digit number written down, which Margo has circled three times.

      On the next page, Margo taped four pictures. The first is of a white Honda Civic wrapped around a tree, taken at night. The second is of a blue truck with a smashed hood, taken during the day in a tow yard. The third picture is of the deer, and much to my surprise (and relief) she appears injured, but not dead.

      The fourth picture is of the seventeen-digit number, and I realize it’s the VIN from the blue truck. Underneath Margo wrote:

      Registered to Portia Pepper.
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      Portia Pepper, as in Margo’s next-door neighbor. Portia Pepper, as in the woman with the cat café. Portia Pepper, as in Sheriff Vance’s ex-wife! Based on Margo’s notes, she thinks Portia was somehow involved in the car accident. Was the deer a cover-up? And if the truck was towed to Handhoff’s yard, then obviously Handhoff knew about it. Which would explain why Sheriff Vance has given Handhoff immunity all these years. This must be what Portia was hiding!

      I need to get out of here. My phone still doesn’t work, but I have other methods of communication. I close my eyes, and visualize a door surrounded by light. I don’t bother asking for anyone by name. I call for help, hoping a spirit will respond.

      A spirit who hasn’t killed anyone, preferably.

      There’s a chill in the air, and a shiver runs down my spine. My fingertips go numb, and I know I’m no longer alone. There’s a spirit here. I can’t see him, but I can feel him.

      “Person, what are you doing?” comes a familiar voice.

      I almost cry. Willie MacIntosh, the first spirit I helped. “Willie, I’m so glad you came! How are you?”

      “Remember my neighbor, Arnie?”

      “The one you hated?”

      “He died.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “He’s my neighbor here, too.”

      I stifle a smile. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “He’s just as annoying dead as he was alive. How’s my car?”

      Oh, um, gee. I don’t want to tell him a spirit keyed his baby. So I change the subject. “I’m stuck in a storage unit.”

      “Did you try opening the door?”

      “No, I’ve been sitting here wondering how I’m going to get out. Honestly! Yes, it’s locked.”

      “How did this happen?”

      I give him a brief rundown of the unfortunate events leading up until now, and he grumbles. I picture him rubbing his temples. “You’re too trusting, Person.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure this event will drum up a whole lot of trust issues. Can you help me?”

      “I can’t open doors.”

      “There’s another medium I want you to connect with. His name is Mike Handhoff, and he could be around here. Please tell him to open the storage unit.”

      “Open the storage unit. Got it.”

      “Oh, and please tell him not to be mad at me for breaking into his storage unit.”

      “Don’t be mad for breaking in,” Willie repeats. “Got it.”

      “Oh, and I’m so sorry about the whole using him thing. And tell him he’s a good kisser.”

      “You finally kissed a man?”

      “Sure did.”

      “Hot damn, look at you being an adult. I’m proud of you, Person. By the way, how’d the Hot Billionaire series end?”

      “Judith and Gavin married after she got pregnant.”

      “I knew he’d knock her up. I told you that, remember?”

      “How can I forget? But, um, can you hurry? Because I really need to go to the bathroom, and I have a killer to catch.”

      “Hold tight, Person. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Willie’s spirit leaves. I wait, ringing my hands, pacing the room, and working hard to stay calm.

      Finally Willie returns. “I found the kid. He’s here in the apartment, arguing with his dad, accusing him of taking a book."

      Oh, no. He thinks Handhoff took Medium Mind: A Step-by-Step Guide when I’m the one that did.

      “He’s not responding to me, though,” Willie says. “You sure he’s a real medium?”

      “No, but I think he is. Try again. Tell him I’m in trouble. Tell him to hurry! Tell him to hurry, hurry, hurry!”

      “Okay, but this is hard for me to stay here. Real exhausting.”

      “Please.”

      Willie leaves and returns again shortly. “Bad news. Mike is unconscious. The other guy knocked him out. You’re going to need to hide near the front.”

      “Why?”

      The door rolls open and, oh no! It’s Handhoff. He has a jug of lighter fluid in his hand.

      Great.

      He starts spraying.

      “Get ready to get out of there, Person,” Willie says.

      I shove the notebook under my shirt and crawl around the back of furniture, getting doused in driblets of gasoline.

      I’m near the door, on my hands and knees.

      Handhoff pulls the long butane lighter from his pocket and flicks it on. That’s my cue to leave. I make a mad dash for it. I can feel the flames against my back and Handhoff running after me. I keep going until Handhoff grabs me by the elbow and spins me around. The notebook falls out from under my shirt. We both look down. I contemplate grabbing it but decide it’s better to live instead and run.

      After all, I took pictures of everything.

      I get to my car and take off, speeding down the street. When I check the rearview mirror, all I see is fire and no Handhoff.

      Oh no, Mike!

      I shove the car into reverse and race backwards until I’m up and over the curb right outside the storage place. I jump out of the car and run to the apartment, looking through each window.

      “Willie, are you there?” I ask.

      “Barely, Person. You need to get out of there.”

      “I can’t. Not without Mike. Where is he?”

      “In a room with a television.”

      I run around to the patio and peek through the window. Mike is lying facedown on the floor, next to a smashed lamp. I pound on the glass with both fists, but he’s not waking up. I look around trying to locate anything to break down the window and find a fire extinguisher.

      That’ll work.

      I smash the protective glass with my fist. Ouch! I pull out the extinguisher, send it through the patio window, carefully step inside, and fall at Mike’s side.

      “Wake up!” I tap his cheek, because that’s what they do in the movies.

      He’s not waking, and I can’t carry him!

      Smoke billows in under the front door. If Handhoff was upset about Mike keeping Margo’s things, he could have had a bonfire with her belongings. He didn’t need to burn the whole building down! Honestly.

      “Wake up! Come on!” Was he shot? Stabbed? I feel around Mike’s body. Nope, just a knock to the head. “Work with me, Mike. Work with me. Up!”

      He’s still out cold.

      Crap!

      I slap him across the face as hard as I can, and he blinks a few times. “Oh good, you’re awake,” I say. “We need to go. The building is on fire.”

      “W-what?”

      “Time to go!” I pull him by his arm until he’s sitting upright. “Up, up, up.”

      He slowly rises to his feet, and I wrap my arm around his waist, and we step through the broken window.

      “What’s happening?"

      “No time to explain. Get in.” I shove him into my car, and we go.

      Fire trucks pass by us one by one by one.

      I swerve onto Crawford Street, park at the curb, and turn off my lights. We’re in front of Beth’s house. Not that I plan to visit her now, but if anyone sees me here, it shouldn’t cause any alarm. Beth and I are coworkers, after all.

      Mike is struggling to catch his breath. “My dad attacked me. I-I-I …”

      “Shhh. Slow down.” I hold his hands. “Take a minute.”

      “I-I-I think you might be right about Drew.”

      “I wasn’t. Ignore me, please. Drew did kill Margo.”

      “But you said he didn’t.”

      “I was mistaken, and I’m sorry. Margo wanted you to know that her death wasn’t your fault.”

      Mike’s bottom lip quivers. “You talked to Margo?”

      “She visited me.”

      Mike takes his hands back and rubs his eyes. “I knew you had powers.”

      “Yes. Do you?” I ask cautiously.

      He looks up at me. “You read about me in Margo’s journals?”

      “No, I accidentally grabbed your mother’s journals, which were filled with recipes. I did find a file from your doctor.” I wince, unsure of how he’ll react.

      Mike sighs. “I had a hard time as a kid.”

      “Did you see dead people?” I ask.

      He shrugs.

      “Mike, I was the same. I burned down the house trying to make bacon for a dead death row inmate who was denied his last meal. Your mom or Margo printed out the article and saved it in a medical journal.”

      “How do you know they had the article?”

      “I’ve been trapped in your storage unit for the last hour and found it. I was there when you came in looking for Medium Mind. Why do you have extra locks by the way?”

      “My dad has broken the lock a few times, and I keep extra in the dresser … wait, you were there? How’d you know what I was looking for?”

      “Um … I can feel feelings.”

      “Feel feelings?” Mike arches an eyebrow.

      “Yes, I can feel other people’s feelings, and I can see their thoughts as they pertain to their current mood,” I say.

      Mike massages the back of his neck, taking this all in. “I thought my dad stole the book. That’s what we were fighting about when he attacked me.”

      “Is that why you were so … um … frustrated in the storage unit?”

      “You saw that?”

      I nod. “I didn’t need to feel your feelings to know you were mad.”

      “It’s just …” He pauses to blow out a breath. “I’d been trying to connect with Andrew Foster for the last twenty-four hours, and I haven’t been able to. I thought the book might help me.”

      “Oh, my gosh, you’re the reason he was being pulled.”

      Mike gives me a look. “Huh?”

      “Andrew has been with me. He left right after you locked the storage unit.”

      “Wait, was he with you the last time we were here?”

      “Yes.”

      “And when we were at your house?”

      “Yes.”

      “And when we kissed?”

      “He’s been with me consistently for the last three days.”

      Mike drops his face into his hands. “I knew you had powers,” he mumbles.

      “Just like you.” I nudge him with my elbow.

      “I thought I was crazy,” he says. “I’ve spent the last sixteen years ignoring this. I remember being visited by a deer, and she told me that my mom swerved to miss a blue truck.”

      Hold on. “What?”

      “The spirit of a deer. She told me the blue truck hit her then spun around a few times, and my mom swerved off the road to avoid being hit and rammed into a tree.”

      I work hard not to show emotions. Mike is visited by dead animals. Okay, I didn’t see that one coming. To be fair, I’ve seen the spirit of a dead dog before. He didn’t talk, but that’s neither here nor there.

      “Have you ever seen the spirit of a person?” I ask.

      Mike shakes his head. “Just animals. A lot of animals. And … sometimes I can see glimpses of the future.”

      “Did you see what was going to happen to Margo?”

      Mike shifts in his seat. “When I told her about the deer and the blue truck, she didn’t believe me because, well, what sane person would? She took me to a few doctors, and they tried different medications. My memories are blurry, but I can vaguely recall Margo’s childhood cat visiting me, and when I told her about it, she came around to the idea.” He laughs. “It sounds ridiculous.”

      “Not to me.”

      “It does to me,” he says, studying his hands. “The Mercedes man you asked about. That was an ex-boyfriend of Margo’s, and he used to be a private investigator. She asked him for help finding the blue truck, but she never told me if he found out who it belonged to.”

      “She had a notebook with all the information in it. Didn’t you look through her stuff?”

      He gives a feeble shake of his head. “Too painful. The truth is she’s dead because of me.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I had the vision of her death at least six weeks before it happened. It was so clear. I even saw the face of Andrew Foster. He lifted the mask to get a better look at a piece of jewelry.  I saw him rummaging through our stuff. I saw him get freaked when Margo entered the home, and I saw him hit her on the back of the head with a big candlestick. I thought the break-in happened during the day, because in my vision, it was light out. I’d told her the attack would happen during the day. But I must been confused. There’s no way she would have tried to fend off the intruder if she’d thought she would die.”

      “You were so young, Mike. That’s a heavy vision to have.”

      “I know, but if I had gotten it right she would still be here. We were leaving that night. Margo came home from work, threw all our stuff into big trash bags, and told me we were moving. We’d gone to the store to buy boxes, so she could ship our stuff to wherever we were going. When we returned, Margo told me to go get the mail. When I got in the house, she was dead, and I saw the man in the black mask running away.”

      So that explains why Mike wasn’t in Portia’s memory.

      “Oh, Mike. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yes, it was.” He looks out the window. “When you told me Andrew Foster didn’t kill Margo, I thought I got that wrong, too. I’ve tried to ignore this ability of mine for so many years. When I heard the rumors about you claiming to be able to speak to the dead, I didn’t think you were crazy like every other idiot in this town thought. I figured if you weren’t hiding your powers then I shouldn’t hide mine. I thought you and I could work together. But I can’t talk to dead people.”

      I smile. “Well, I can't speak to dead animals. So maybe we do make a good team?”

      Mike frowns and his eyes go distant. “We’re going to a small gray room.”

      “Huh?”

      “I see us in a small gray room, but not together.”

      After spending hours in a storage closet, I have no desire to spend any time in any small room of any color.

      “And we’re both in cuffs,” he says.

      Cuffs?

      The vein on Mike’s neck pulses again. “We’re about to be arrested.”

      Flashing red and blue lights appear behind us, and I turn around.

      It’s Sheriff Vance.
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      How many times is Sheriff Vance going to try to arrest me? It’s like déjà freaking vu!

      “Oh, good,” Mike says with a sigh. “It’s just Vance. We’ll be fine.”

      Just Vance?

      He must not know.

      “So, um, there’s something I need to tell you about your roommate.” I give him a thirty-second briefing of what I know. That the blue truck involved in his mother’s car accident belonged to Portia. Sheriff Vance had the car towed from the scene before he called in the accident, making it seem like Brenda hit the deer. Handhoff knew this information, which is why he has had a free pass by the sheriff. Margo knew. Sheriff Vance could have stopped the burglary, but he didn’t respond immediately to his wife’s first call. “The reason Sheriff Vance invited you to live with him was so he could keep an eye on you.”

      “You can’t be serious? Why would he need to cover up the accident?”

      “I don’t know for sure. But there had to be an big reason why he couldn’t allow Portia to be blamed for the accident,” I say.

      “No way. He’s been totally cool to me since my mom died.” The blue and red lights alternate across his face while he takes this all in, and it clicks.

      Mike is the brown-eyed child that haunts Sheriff Vance’s memories. It’s the night of Brenda’s accident, and the woman in the blue must have been Margo.

      And the reason this memory pops into his head when he’s around me is because he knows Mike and I have the same gift. Margo must have confronted him about the accident, saying Mike had the ability to speak to the dead!

      I slam on the gas.

      “What are you doing, Zoe?” Mike puts his hands on the dash. “Stop the car!”

      “We can’t. He knows about our gifts, and he knows that we know about the accident with Brenda and Portia. He’ll find a way to arrest us. Pin the fire on me and have me locked up forever.”

      “You’re talking crazy, Zoe. And what fire?”

      “Your dad burned down the storage place!”

      “That sounds about right. Everyone knows my dad is a pyro, there’s no way anyone would blame you.”

      Honestly, it’s like no one listens to me around here! “Sheriff Vance will not arrest your dad, he wants to keep his secret safe!”

      “You can’t outrun the police.”

      I put the car into sport mode, and we’re off. “Guess we’ll see what she can do.”

      Mike isn’t laughing. “We’re going to get arrested. We’re going to jail.”

      “Not helpful information right now!”

      “Please tell me you have a plan,” Mike says, holding tight to his seat belt.

      “Um … sure.”

      “You don’t. Do you?”

      No, I really don’t. All I know for sure is that I can’t let Sheriff Vance get ahold of me. If he does, no one will ever know the truth.

      “W-we need to explain what really happened to someone who isn’t Sheriff Vance,” I say. “Which … um … means we need to go to … Trucker!” I make a hasty U-turn and speed past Sheriff Vance.

      “Now we have multiple police cars following us, Zoe,” Mike says.

      I grip the steering wheel with both hands. “Again. That’s not helpful information right now!”

      “Do you have run-flat tires?”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “In case they put down spikes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Never mind. Just keep your eyes on the road.”

      “Okay!”

      We zoom down the highway. I’m going close to 120 MPH, and I have no idea what speed this car caps at.

      “Dude, there’s a helicopter above us!” Mike says.

      Yikes! We sail across the border, officially in Trucker. And there are even more cop cars waiting for us.

      “We’re in Trucker, Zoe.” Mike bounces his right knee. “Now what?”

      “We’ll go to the sheriff station, get arrested, tell our truth, and hopefully they’ll let us go.”

      And use the restroom. Because I still really need pee, and this high-speed chase is not helping the situation at all!

      I flip on my signal as we near the exit.

      “You’re not supposed to use your blinker when you’re being chased,” Mike says.

      “Ah! I’ve never done this before!”

      “Me neither!”

      I take the East Road exit and turn right onto W Street. The sheriff station is straight ahead, and I pull up and over the curb.

      Mike and I share a look. “What now?” he asks.

      “Get out of the vehicle with your hands up,” comes a voice over a PA system.

      “I guess that answers your question.”
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      In the Hot Cops of Atlanta series, they made getting arrested sound so seductive.

      In reality, it’s not.

      Mike and I are accused of arson and felony reckless evading, which I suppose is a fancy term for high-speed chase. I’m cuffed, escorted into the station, searched, fingerprinted, allowed to use the restroom (hallelujah!) and a woman with big hair takes my picture. Getting a mug shot is awkward. I don’t know whether to smile or act serious.

      In the end I opt for a grin. Since I hear these things follow you around for the rest of your life.

      Once done, I’m granted a phone call. My parents have likely heard about the chase, and I imagine they’re on their way. I should call a lawyer, but I don’t know any … wait. That’s not true. That’s not true at all. I do know a lawyer. His name is Jackson Anderson, and he helped me with Willie’s case.

      Jackson answers on the first ring, as if he was waiting for my call, and he comes right over. I’m sitting in a stiff chair, my hands cuffed to the table, and I’m in a gray room. Just as Mike said.

      The door opens, and in walks Jackson.

      Here’s what I know about Jackson Anderson: He’s in his thirties, has dark hair, dark skin, light eyes, a beautiful smile, and he could easily grace the cover of Sports Illustrated Abs Edition. He helped me with Willie’s case, and he knows about my ability to speak to the dead. At least, he knows I believe that I can speak to the dead. Per Willie, he has a terrible golf swing. I just hope he’s a better lawyer than golfer.

      Jackson unbuttons his suit jacket, takes a seat across from me, and unpacks his briefcase, pulling out a notepad and pen, moving with precision. “You burned down a storage facility and were in a high-speed chase.”

      Guess we’re skipping the pleasantries. “I didn’t start the fire, Handhoff did. And I was only speeding because Sheriff Vance was chasing me.”

      “He was chasing you because you ran away.”

      “It’s sort of a chicken or egg thing, right?”

      “It’s sort of a stupid thing”

      He may be right. In the moment running seemed like our only option. Sheriff Vance wasn’t going to listen to us. But now that I’m here in this small gray room, staring at my lawyer, I’m rethinking this decision.

      I suppose the right time to rethink would have been before the high-speed chase.

      “Tell me what happened,” Jackson says.

      I suck in a deep breath and launch into the story, leaving nothing out. After all, he is my lawyer. If he’s going to defend me, then he needs to know the truth.

      Jackson manages to keep a straight face the entire time I’m talking, but I can feel that he’s conflicted on whether we should plead insanity or not.

      “Stephen Handhoff said you don’t have a storage unit there and broke in,” he says.

      “What? I didn’t break in!” I attempt to move my hands, but they’re still secured to the table. “I used Mike’s codes.”

      Jackson writes this in his notepad. “And the ghost of Margo asked you to break in?”

      “Spirit. Like I said, I didn’t break into anything! Also, you can't tell anyone that I can see dead people.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry. I won't be mentioning this at all.”

      I ignore his tone. “Check my cell, there’s a picture from Margo’s notebook with the VIN number of the blue truck.”

      Jackson sets his pen down and folds his hands. “How are they supposed to know you didn’t write the notes yourself and took a picture?”

      “A handwriting analysis?”

      “That’s easier said than done,” he says. “This isn’t like in the movies, Zoe. Crimes aren’t solved in fifty minutes, and suspects aren’t always vindicated. Having the handwriting analyzed takes time and money.”

      He’s right. I fall back against the chair. My cheeks are on fire, and my heart starts to pound. Dread slithers its way through my body, starting at my toes, going up my spine, and encircling my head. It hadn’t dawned on me that I wouldn’t get out of jail. Even as I was being booked, I was sure I’d get out soon. The ones who should be behind bars are Sheriff Vance and Handhoff. I mean, justice will always prevail … right?

      “Handhoff has a history of burning things down,” I say. “Why would anyone assume I’d do it?”

      “I’m going to give it you straight, Zoe,” Jackson says. “We have half of Fernn Valley attesting that you ran out of a city council meeting. There is one security camera on the property, and the footage clearly shows you sneaking into the storage place, and two hours later, running away when the building caught fire. What you gave me is a farfetched story about ghosts and talking deer and an extremely respected man who has served Fernn Valley for as long as I can remember. You sure you don’t want to plead insanity?”

      “I’m positive,” I say with conviction. “I thought you were a good attorney?”

      “I’m not good. I am the best.”

      I suppose a self-assured lawyer isn’t a bad thing.

      “Then figure out a way to get me out of here without exposing my gifts. Tell the police about Sheriff Vance and do so fast. I want to get out of here. You owe me one.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Remember when I solved Willie’s murder, vindicated your client, and basically did your job but got none of the pay?”

      A slow smile spreads across his face as if he’s just decided he might like me after all. “I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all I ask … oh, that and that you represent Michael Handhoff, too. Then we’ll for sure be even.”
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      I’m not sure how long I’ve been sitting in the cell (hours, days, months, years … probably a day) when the police officer arrives to escort me to my arraignment. Being in the courtroom is surreal. My parents are sitting in the front row. They look about as good as I feel. I can’t imagine what they were thinking when they heard their child was leading the police on a chase through Fernn Valley.

      Much to my horror, sitting behind them is Brian. Oh gosh, is he covering this for The Gazette? Is he here for moral support? Has he come to testify that yes, I ran out of the city council meeting, in front of everyone, and moments later the self-storage place was on fire?

      This is bad.

      The escorting officer removes my cuffs, and I rub my wrists.

      Jackson greets me with a nod of the head, and we step behind a podium.

      The judge is a small man with big teeth and wispy hair.

      “Good news,” Jackson whispers into my ear. “I was able to get Mike out on a ten grand bail.”

      Ten grand! How is that good news?

      “That’s a lot of money,” I hiss under my breath.

      “Bail bonds.” He nods as if to say don’t worry.

      Yeah, sure, I won’t worry. Honestly! I’ve read the entire Hot Bounty Hunters of Chicago series, and I know how bonds work. I’ll still owe ten percent of whatever my bond is. And unless my bond is five dollars, I’m pretty much screwed.

      “I can’t afford to pay on the ten-thousand-dollar bail,” I say, still whispering. “Also, I don’t have money to pay you.”

      Jackson smooths down his tie, which is cream with blue stripes. “We’ll figure something out.”

      Hopefully that something doesn’t require money.

      The arraignment begins with the judge reading out the charges brought against me. I stand with my hands clasped and my heart thumping in my ears so loudly I can barely hear the judge. I can’t believe this is happening.

      “How do you plead?” the judge asks.

      I lift my eyes. “Not guilty,” I say, just as Jackson had instructed.

      “Your honor,” Jackson says and grips either side of the podium we’re standing behind. “My client has a clean record and lives in the small community of Fernn Valley with her parents. We ask that she be released on personal recognizance.”

      This basically means I’ll sign a written statement promising to show up to future court dates and not engage in any illegal activities. It’s a long shot, as Jackson had said, being that I quite literally ran away from the cops once before. But worse case, I'd end up having to do bail.

      The judge regards me for several seconds, and his emotions feel like a fist to the gut. I can see his thoughts. He had a lengthy conversation with Sheriff Vance moments earlier.

      “Request denied,” he says.

      There’s an audible gasp across the room.

      “Your honor,” Jackson says. “This is my client's first offense. She has absolutely no criminal dealings. I’d like to request a bail.”

      “Bail denied.”

      There’s another gasp.

      Jackson tightens his grip on the podium. “With all due respect, your honor. Keeping my client in jail is unwarranted.”

      “I’ve reviewed her file, and I’ve spoken with the sheriff in Fernn Valley, and I believe Ms. Lane is too big of a flight risk,” says the judge.

      “Your honor, the fire is still under investigation, and my client was running from the police because she believed Sheriff Vance was after her. She came straight to the Trucker sheriff station. This is not someone who is looking to skip out. My client wants her day in court so she can set the record straight.”

      I turn to look at the judge. He softens, but not by much. I can feel it.

      “Given the circumstances, I will agree to a bail.”

      There’s a collective sigh coming from my parents. Oh, sweet relief!

      “I set the bail at one million dollars.” The judge bangs the gavel as I frantically crunch the numbers in my head.

      Ten percent of one million is … one hundred thousand dollars.

      Well, looks like I’m going to jail.

      I turn towards my escorting officer, refusing to make eye contact with either my parents or Brian. I can’t deal with the worry, shock, anger, and disappointment I’m sure they’re feeling.

      “I’ll get you out. Don’t worry,” Jackson says into my ear.

      Um, how can I not worry? Who is going to post my million-dollar bail? My fairy freaking godmother?

      I hold out my wrists, ready to be cuffed, when my breath huffs out in a cloud and my hands go numb.

      My escorting officer jerks her head back. “What the …” she starts to say when the doors to the courtroom slam open.

      We all turn our heads. To everyone else, there’s no one there.

      For me, I see Drew standing in the doorway with his damn hat on, smiling triumphantly. “Look what I found.”

      I refuse to acknowledge him. “My cuffs,” I remind the escorting officer, holding my wrists together.

      Drew appears beside me. “Do you know where I found it?”

      The officer finally slaps the cuffs on my wrists, her brow deeply furrowed, probably because my hands are cold as ice.

      “Some old homeless man took it right off my head when I died!  I saw it in his grocery cart by the old drive-in in Trucker. Then suddenly, it just appeared on my head. Crazy, right?”

      I continue to ignore him.

      “Oh, okay, I see that you’re still mad. That’s okay. I’ll fix it. Hold on.”

      Oh, no.

      The officer leads me towards the side door, and I look over my shoulder at Drew, scared as to what he’s about to do.

      He’s staring at the court reporter, holding his temples. The desk begins to rattle around.

      “Earthquake!” someone yells.

      “Duck and cover!” yells someone else.

      The podium falls down and cracks in half. The judge’s gavel sails across the room and crashes against a window, shattering the glass. The lights fall from the ceiling one-by-one, and the chairs tip over and spin around in circles.

      It’s like I’m standing in the middle of a bad horror movie.

      “Is this a ghost?” Jackson asks from under a table.

      I nod then duck as a clock comes right for me.

      “Can you ask him to stop?” Jackson clutches the table leg to keep it from tipping. “Now!”

      I look around helplessly. I’m not sure why Drew thinks this will fix anything. But then again, making good decisions is not his strong suit. “Stop right now, Drew!”

      “I’m creating a distraction,” he says. “Hold on.”

      I look around. Most everyone has run out of the room, except for my parents, who are hiding under their chairs. And Brian, who is taking video with his phone. My escorting officer has a hand on her gun, not sure what she plans to shoot.

      “I think everyone is sufficiently distracted,” I tell Drew. “You can stop now.”

      “Just a … little … longer … okay.” He removes his fingers from his temples, and the furniture calms down.

      The judge peeks up from under his bench. “That was a big earthquake.”

      “O-okay, any doubt I had about your abilities are done,” Jackson stammers out. “You win.”

      Not sure what my prize is … until I see her.

      Portia Pepper runs into the courtroom, gasping for air. “Your honor!” She approaches the bench with her hand waving in the air. “Your honor! I have something to say … in defense … of … of … Zoe Lane.” She places her hands on her kneecaps and sucks in a breath.

      “Ta-da!” Drew points to Portia. “You said she was lying. I screamed at her until she came to her senses and decided to do what was right. Took me awhile. She’s stubborn.”

      Well, I’ll be damned.

      “I don’t know who you are, ma’am, but this is not a trial. It’s a …” He searches around the desk. “Where is my gavel?”

      “Your honor.” I timidly raise my hand. “It’s um … by the window.”

      He turns to verify that yes, his gavel is lying beside the shattered window.

      “Oh.” The judge shifts in his seat. “Bailiff?”

      The bailiff retrieves the gavel, stepping around the poor court reporter who looks a bit pale.

      “Wait!” Portia says. “I have important information on a murder!”

      Those who are still in the courtroom gasp.

      The judge bangs his gavel. “Quiet! Everyone, settle down!” He talks as if he’s addressing a large crowd. “Quiet down!”

      “You don’t understand. Zoe Lane was only running for her life, not from the law,” Portia says.

      There’s another round of gasps as more people trickle into the courtroom.

      The judge bangs his gavel. “Quiet! Bailiff, please take Mrs. Pepper to meet with a—”

      “Sheriff Vance was drunk and committed manslaughter!” Portia blurts out.

      Drew throws his head back. “Uh-huh-huh-huh-hey-hm-hm-hm-hm. He was drunk! Did you hear that, Zoe? The sheriff was drunk. Do you know how many times that walrus busted me for drinking in public?”

      Nope. But I suspect it was quite a lot.

      “And I have proof!” Portia holds up a small tape recorder. “I recorded all our conversations from the days after Brenda’s death. When I threatened to expose Vance, he said he could make it look like it was me, not him. Since the car was registered in my name!”

      The judge bangs his gavel so hard I fear it will split into two. “That’s enough!”

      “Holy hell,” Jackson says, shaking his head.

      “He needs to be stopped!” Portia’s turns her head and looks me straight in the eyes. Thank you, she mouths.

      I don’t know what she’s thanking me for, but I mouth back, You’re welcome, just as my escorting officer guides me out the side door.
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      And just like that, I’m vindicated.

      Well, not just like that. I had to spend another forty-eight hours in jail while the whole possessed courtroom, manslaughter accusations, and proof was sorted out.

      The good news is Sheriff Vance admitted to drinking while driving.

      As the story goes, he’d been drinking, hit a deer, overcorrected the wheel, and veered into oncoming traffic. Brenda swerved to get out of the way and rammed into a tree. Sheriff Vance called Handhoff, offering him immunity, as he was currently under investigation, if he towed Portia’s truck from the accident. Then he returned to the scene in his own car and called for backup. Which explains the gap in time from when Margo thought the accident happened and when it really happened. He thought he had gotten away with the accident, until three years later, when Margo confronted him, claiming Mike had the ability to speak to the dead and he knew the truth. When Portia called Vance about the break-in, he didn’t immediately respond because, well, he didn’t like Margo.

      The bad news is Drew is still solely responsible for Margo’s death.

      Part of me hoped when the full truth came out, Drew would be vindicated. But, nope, the story goes just as he said it did.

      The other bad news is since the charge isn’t first-degree murder, the statute of limitation has expired, and Sheriff Vance gets nothing. Nada. Zilch.

      Well, nothing except for the fact he officially resigned as sheriff. Handhoff admitted he burned down the storage unit, and Mike and I are now free to do as we please.

      My parents pick me up first thing in the morning. I’ve never been so happy to see them before. We hug and hurry into the van. I’m tired, and hungry, and dirty, and ready to put as much distance between me and the jail as possible.

      I’m not cut out for prison life.

      The drive home is nice. There aren’t any spirits here, and I can breathe for what feels like the first time in days.

      “Be sure you take a nice long shower,” my mom says. “There’s no telling what germs are inside that place.”

      “Don’t worry. I plan to take a nice, long, private shower as soon as I get home.”

      “I picked up your car yesterday from impound,” my dad says. “Cleaned out the garage and parked it right inside.”

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      “Honestly. I can’t believe what a horrific week this has been,” Mom says. “What with your arrest, and Sheriff Vance, then the earthquake. My nerves are still shot.”

      Dad and I share a look.

      Mom isn’t the only one who claims the incident in the courtroom was an earthquake. The judge said the same himself. I’m not a seismologist, but I am fairly certain earthquakes don’t strike one room of a building. But whatever. Denial can be a powerful thing.

      When we pull up into our driveway, Drew and Mike are waiting outside.

      “Aww, look who is here,” Mom practically sings.

      “It's not happening, Mom.”

      “Oh, come on. He’s so handsome.”

      Oh, geez.

      She opens the passenger door and waves. “Mike. How are you doing?” She gets out and approaches him with open arms.

      “Anyone else here with you, kiddo?” my dad asks before he exits the van.

      I nod. “Drew is waiting for me.”

      “Be careful,” he says.

      Will do.

      I get out and wait for my mom to stop hugging Mike before I do the same. “I’m so glad this is all over.”

      “Me too,” he says and squeezes me harder.

      “Let’s go inside, Mary.” My dad places a hand on my mom’s back. “Come on.”

      “But they’re so cute together,” I hear her say.

      I release Mike and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “I need to deal with something real quick. Then we can … catch up.”

      “He’s here, right?”

      “If by he you mean Drew, then yes.”

      Mike clenches his jaw. “He killed Margo.”

      “I know. It was an accident, and he’s never forgiven himself,” I say, reading Drew’s thoughts. “He’s very sorry.”

      Mike grunts. “What’s done is done. I’ll be inside.”

      I wait for the door to close before I turn to Drew. “Well?”

      “I’m done here.” He removes his hat and holds it with two hands, studying the long, fluffy tale.

      “At least you got your hat … well, I guess technically it’s not your hat.”

      “I’m going to give it back to Margo.”

      “Good idea. She wasn’t throwing it away, she’d put all her stuff into trash bags because they were leaving town.”

      “I’m going to make it right,” he says.

      “I’m not sure how, but I wish you the best.”

      Drew gives a solemn nod of his head. “I am sorry for everything. I’m a bad decision maker.”

      “Yes, you are. You should work on that in the afterlife.”

      “I think I will. And if you ever need a spirit to come to the rescue, you know who to call.” He winks.

      “Probably not you.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t call either,” he says and fades away.

      I have mixed emotions about Drew. There is a part of me sad to see him go. Despite his horrible decisions, he did have a light spirit. I’m not sure what will happen to him next, but I sure hope he has a chance to redeem himself.

      Inside the house, Mike and my mom and dad are sitting around the kitchen table. Jabba is curled up on Mike’s lap, purring.

      Guess Mike does have a way with animals.

      “You’re not going to believe this!” My mom is staring at her phone. “We just received an inquiry about Willie MacIntosh’s old house. Betty is finally ready to sell, and she want us!”

      My dad moves to the end of his seat. “She sent that right now?”

      “Yes, Betty, Willie’s widow, said she had a dream last night that Willie wanted her to sell their Trucker home, and she should hire us to do it!”

      Oh, Willie. I look up and whisper, “Thank you.”

      “Should we go?” my mom says. “I mean, we don’t want to appear too eager, but if we start driving now, we could look at the other houses for sale in the area …”

      Dad has already put his shoes on and grabbed the keys.

      “You’ll be okay?” Mom asks me on her way out the door. “I know it’s your first day back, but we really need this.”

      “Of course. Go, go.”

      Mom and Dad scurry out of the house, their relief and excitement overwhelming. As it should be, Willie’s house is worth a whole lot of millions.

      “Guess I’m going to need a new place to live, too,” Mike says.

      “I know a good agent who can help you.” I gesture to the living room, and Mike follows me, bringing Jabba with him, and takes a seat on the couch.

      “Sheriff Vance was always nice to me,” Mike says. “Checked in when I was away at school. Offered me his spare room when I moved back … he did all that so he could keep an eye on me. I can’t believe it.”

      I curl up in a blanket beside Mike and reach out to pet Jabba. “If it makes you feel better, an image of you as a little boy at Brenda’s car accident haunts his thoughts.”

      “Why would that make me feel better?”

      “I don’t know. Sorry. I’m not used to socializing with humans.” Jabba stands and hisses. A cold shiver goes down my spine, and I close my eyes to connect with the spirit. “Margo is here.”

      Mike scoots closer.

      “She wants to clear up a few things,” I say, Margo’s words appear in my head. “First, her death is absolutely not your fault. Please stop blaming yourself. She’s sorry she wasn’t able to get out of Fernn Valley faster.”

      “What about the private investigator?” Mike asks.

      Margo’s presence is growing stronger. I can almost see the outline of her spirit in my mind. “He wasn’t able to find much, because he refused to believe you had the ability to speak to the dead. She’s the one who found the blue truck at Handhoff’s tow yard. She’s the one who confronted Vance. She’s the one who told him about your gift. The biggest regret of her life. She’s so sorry.”

      “She doesn’t need to apologize,” Mike says.  My eyes are closed, but I can hear the emotion in his voice and feel his mixture of grief and relief.

      “She’s proud that you persevered, went to college, overcame your anxiety, and made friends. And she wants you to know there’s an account in your name at Wells Fargo in Trucker. After you told her about the break-in, she began transferring money from her trust fund into a separate account for you. Please use it to buy a home, make good investments, and travel.”

      Aha! So that’s where the money was transferred. Another piece to the puzzle.

      “Dude, I will so travel,” Mike says. “Vegas, baby!”

      “Margo says anywhere but Vegas.”

      “Dammit.”

      Now it’s my turn to ask her a few questions. “Why didn’t you just tell me Mike was a medium?”

      You had to make the discovery yourself.

      “Why?”

      To better appreciate him.

      Perhaps she’s right. “Why did you have an article about me when I was a child?’

      Mike told Brenda he had imaginary friends who were dead, and while doing research she found the article. The similarities were uncanny, and that’s why she put him in behavioral therapy. So he wouldn’t eventually burn the house down.

      At least my bacon incident helped someone else. “When you warned me, were you talking about Drew?”

      I knew what was about to happen with Drew, Handhoff, and Sheriff Vance. You need to be careful who you trust.

      Ain’t that the truth.

      “Can I tell her one more thing?” Mike asks.

      “Of course.”

      “Tell her to say hi to my mom and that I love her.”

      Melt my heart. Finally, a spirit who wants to connect with a loved one. This is the type of medium I want to be. No more murder!

      “Margo loves you too,” I say.

      With that, she’s gone. I open my eyes and blink to focus. Mike wipes the tears rolling down his cheeks.

      “I’m not crying. I have allergies,” he says.

      “Sure you do.”

      “Whatever.” He uses the sleeve of his shirt as a tissue. “Dude, that was pretty cool. We should open a medium business.”

      “I don’t think Fernn Valley is ready for us.”

      “Dude, what if we did it online? I could contact people’s pets, and you could contact their loved ones. Come on. You promised to say yes to more things, remember?”

      “It’s not a terrible idea.” Not at all, actually. “We could use different names so no one knows our secret.”

      “Lane, get real. Everyone knows your secret, whether they choose to believe it or not is a different story. And I’m not using a fake name. My gift is freaking cool. I can speak to dead animals, and I can see the future.”

      “How powerful is this future gift? Like how far ahead can you see?”

      “It varies. I’ve spent the last sixteen years trying to ignore the glimpses into the future, I’m not sure what will happen when I try to use it.”

      I shift around in my seat to face him. “So, tell me what’s happening next.”

      “We work a missing person case together ... A spirit comes to you. She recently died. Her daughter went missing twenty years ago, and she’s never found her. Thinks she might be alive …  that’s about all I can see. Looks messy, but so fun.”

      “Ugh, really? Come on! Why do I only get spirits in distress?”

      “Why do I only speak to animal spirits?”

      Good point. “I guess we all have different talents.” Why my talent revolves around murder is beyond me. Anyway. “What else happens?”

      “You end up with Brian.”

      “What?” I choke out.

      “Okay, maybe not end up with him. But he’s going to come over and say, ‘I’m so glad that you’re okay,’ and you’re going to say ‘Um … um … um … um …' Then he’s going to say, ‘Your job is waiting for you,’ and you’re going to say ‘um … um … thanks … um …'”

      “Hold on,” I interrupt him. “Your Brian voice sounds like a little girl. Can you please narrate this better?”

      “Sorry.” He clears his throat. “Then he’s going to say, ‘I don’t know about you, Zoe Lane,’ in a super masculine man-voice. Then you’re going to do a nervous laugh. Then he’s going to kiss you.”

      My heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest. “What happens next?”

      “A spirit appears.”

      Great! Story of my life. “When does this all happen?”

      There’s a knock on the door.

      Mike gives me a sad little side smirk. “Right now.”

      

      
        
        The End
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        Zoe and Mike are in for one wild ride!

        The Marvelous Ms. Medium (book #4) coming soon.

        Sign up for Erin’s newsletter to be the first to know about new releases.

        http://bit.ly/erinhussnews

      

        

      
        Read on for the first chapter from the award-winning, French Vanilla & Felonies, the first book in the Cambria Clyne Mystery Series.
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        PROLOGUE

      

      

      Here's the thing, we are all varying degrees of crazy. You know it. I know it. If aliens are in fact spying on us like every bum on Sunset Boulevard says they are, then they know it too. When in public, you hide the crazy in order to conform to what society deems "appropriate" behavior. Some are better at this than others. When you get home, within the confines of walls and away from watchful eyes, you can let your crazy run free without worry of judgment, public persecution, or jail time. Home is where you can dance naked. Safely satisfy your strange fetishes. Where you can role-play or engage in conversation with yourself, out loud, about Star Wars or Harry Potter or The Real Housewives of Orange County and no one will judge you for it.

      It doesn't matter if your home is rented or owned. If your home is an apartment in Compton, a mansion in Beverly Hills, or a cardboard box under a freeway overpass— home is where your secrets are held. It's where you can let your freak flag fly high and proud!

      This is what keeps my job interesting.

      As an apartment manager, I'm privy to all of it—the freak flags and the secrets. Whether I want to be or not.

      Trust me. It's not a job for the thinned-skinned, weak-stomached, or easily offended.

      It's a job for me...or at least I thought it was. Until I stared down the barrel of a gun and was arrested for a murder I didn't commit.

      Now, I'm not so sure.
      I hear accounting is nice.

      

      
        
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      
        
        Seeking an on-site Apartment Property Manager for a charming 40-unit community. Applicant must have excellent organizational skills and a calming demeanor.

      

      

      "Calm down!"
      Honk.
      "You're not the only one in a hurry."
      Hooonk.
      "Go around!"
      The silver BMW roared past me. I turned to deliver a mad glare, but Captain

      Douche was too busy looking at his phone to notice.
      "Pay attention to the road!" I yelled to his rear bumper. "Honestly, no one can

      drive in this city." I flipped down my visor. The zit in the middle of my freckled forehead pulsed in the tiny mirror. "You really couldn't have waited until tomorrow?" I asked the zit.

      I reached over and grabbed my makeup bag, smothered the monstrosity in concealer, added a touch of gloss to my lips, and mascaraed my lashes into tiny tarantula legs. I had to look my best today. One more week of unemployment and I'd be left with no other option than to become a phone sex operator by night who flips burgers by day. I had applications for both jobs in case this interview led to yet another dead end.

      Hooonk!

      "Take it easy." I flipped the visor back and continued maneuvering my dented Civic through the crowded streets of Los Angeles. I grabbed the past-due phone bill out of my bag and double-checked the directions scribbled on the back.

      Right on City Court.

      I looked up as the street sign for City Court drifted by my window.

      "Crap." I made a hasty U-turn, which inspired another cacophony of horns. A man wearing a dirty Spiderman costume weighed in on my poor driving habits by flipping me a double-fisted bird. Even if I didn't come that close to him or his overflowing grocery cart.

      My hand automatically went up as a feeble apology before I made the sharp turn.

      And there I saw it. An imposing ten-story building. A cobblestoned walkway led up to a pair of whimsical wrought-iron doors. Brilliant red and yellow flowers were strategically dispersed throughout the lavish landscaping. A sign, welcoming those who were clearly richer than me, hung above a glistening koi pond near the entrance. It was beautiful.

      I parked under the sign pointing to the leasing office, shoved the phone bill into my bag, and polished off the pint of French Vanilla wedged between my thighs. Ice cream was my go-to coping mechanism—and I'd been doing a whole lot of coping lately. I crawled over the center console and passenger seat to exit the car. The driver's side door had been stuck shut since an expensive meeting with a runaway dumpster a few months ago. It was annoying and awkward, especially on the days when I managed to squeeze my butt into a pair of skinny jeans. My little Civic still managed to get me from point A to point B (usually), and that was all I could afford to care about.

      As I stepped onto the sidewalk, I flattened the front of my dress with my hands and brushed off the lint clinging to my thighs. I had on an Anthropologie dress worth more than my car—the one designated for interviews and first dates only because it minimized my butt, elongated my waist, was dry clean only, and the navy color matched my eyes. Sadly, it hadn't been getting much action in the last—oh let me see—four years.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I took a deep, calming breath. The irony that I was about to interview for a job as an apartment manager when I was nearing eviction from my own apartment was not lost on me. It had been six months since I was laid off. Finding a job when the qualifications portion of your résumé ran three deep wasn't easy. Neither was being a single mother. The phone call for this interview couldn't have come at a better time. Decent salary, apartment, utilities, medical benefits, and bonuses—it was the perfect opportunity to get Lilly and me back on our feet. I only hoped my lack of apartment management experience would be overshadowed by my obvious desperation.

      Setting my focus on the whimsical doors, I charged toward—oomph!
      There was a step.
      A big step.
      A step I didn't see until my hands and knees were plastered atop the scorching

      cement and I was staring at it.
      "Are you OK?" A pencil thin, tube top–donning brunette stood over me, sucking

      on a Tootsie Pop.
      "I think so." I peeled myself off the ground and brushed away the chalky debris

      coating my knees. "That step came out of nowhere."
      The brunette flipped her long ponytail over her shoulder. "Yeah, it happens a lot.

      Like, that's why they put up the sign." She pointed her sucker to the caution sign with a person about to plunge to the ground like I had just done. "But it doesn't seem to help. I totally see people trip here, like, all the time."

      "Do you live here?"
      "Nope, my Boo lives next door."
      "Next door? There's another apartment complex on this street?" Panicked, I

      checked my watch. The interview was scheduled to start in five minutes. Story of my life—I was never late. I was always almost late, enough to be a frazzled, sweaty mess when I did arrive.

      She pointed her sucker toward a row of tall shrubs. "Yeah, it's over there."

      "Dang it... Thank you!" I yelled over my shoulder as I ran to the foliage fence blocking the neighboring apartment building. This one was smaller. Two-story with gated parking to the left. Pots filled with succulents lined the chipped brick walkway that led to a pair of sad-looking brown doors. No welcome sign. No koi pond, but a mud puddle near the entrance had a cloud of tiny insects hovering above it.

      I dug out the instructions from my bag: 10, 405, Exit SM, Sepulveda, right on City Court. Apartment building on the right. Ask for Joyce. That was it. That was all I wrote. No apartment name. No address. That would make too much sense.

      I ran back to the first apartment complex. Standing between the two buildings, I shaded my eyes with my hand, trying to decide which one might house Joyce. The first building was much nicer. So I turned and ran toward the second one, because running toward mediocrity felt more natural.

      When I reached the doors, I rested my hand on the rusty knob. You've got this, I told myself. You are a strong, confident woman with better-than-average abilities and a kid to feed. I took another deep breath, pushed open the door, and entered...1988?

      I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the pink and blue striped wallpaper. A glass coffee table was surrounded by an overstuffed peach leather couch and two floral-printed armchairs. Below my Payless pumps was teal carpet, followed by yellow linoleum with a repeating brown octagon pattern across it. The track lighting gave the room a yellowish, hazy tint, and a ceiling fan clinked with each turn of its golden blades, pushing the stale, nicotine-laced air around the ugly room.

      To my right was an enclosed office with a waist-high counter (also teal) overlooking the lobby. A frail old woman with scarlet hair sat behind a desk, her hands clasped and brown eyes on me.

      "Hi. Are you Joyce?" I asked, hoping she'd say no and direct me to the spa-like resort next door.

      "I am," she answered in a barely audible rasp. Despite the hundred-degree outside temperature, she wore a sweater, which hung loosely around her bony frame. Just looking at the cashmere caused my sweat glands to produce in double time.

      "I'm Cambria Clyne. I have an interview with Patrick for the apartment management position. His secretary told me to meet him here at noon."

      "You sure you really want this job?"
      "Yes, I do," I answered slowly, unsure of what that was supposed to mean.
      She regarded me for several awkward seconds before speaking. "OK then. Up to

      you." She stood on shaky legs and shuffled up to the counter. The two-foot journey looked painful. "Nice to meet you, Cambria. I'm the current manager." I took her proffered hand. Her palm was cold, but her eyes had a hint of warmth to them. "Patrick should be here in a bit. Would you like me to show you around while you wait?"

      "That would be great, thank you." I smiled.

      Joyce motioned for me to walk around the counter to the door that separated the lobby from the enclosed office. I followed her through the cramped space, squeezing past a row of tarnished filing cabinets and an L-shaped oak desk. She opened the door behind the desk, and—bam!

      The nicotine air punched me in the lungs, knocking me back against the doorjamb. It was as if I'd walked directly into a cigarette. I placed my hand over my chest, mentally apologizing to all my vital organs.

      Joyce stood in the middle of a square kitchen. The blue tiled counters were piled high with boxes and rolls of bubble wrap.

      "Once we're gone, this would be your apartment," she said, fanning her arm out like Vanna White. "If you get the job."

      I nodded in appreciation and took a gulp of air through clenched teeth, hoping they'd work as a filter. The lack of oxygen caused my head to beat in time with my heart, but I wasn't about to let a little cancerous air stop me. I desperately needed the income.

      The kitchen looked out to a spacious living room with Smurf blue carpet and two long windows overlooking a courtyard. Asleep in the middle of the room was an old man with a beer in one hand, remote in the other, and The People's Court playing on the television opposite him and his purple recliner. Not just any old purple either—a two-

      toned mauve and lavender corduroy chair with a coordinating couch and love seat. Clearly, someone was colorblind.

      I followed Joyce down a short hallway and into a bedroom.

      "This is perfect for an office or guest room," she said, sliding the mirrored closet door open to reveal a space larger than my current bathroom.

      "I actually have a daughter, and she'd love this room." Truth is, I would too. I'd been sharing a room with Lilly since the day she was born. The Frozen décor wasn't doing me any favors in the love department.

      "Are you married?" Joyce rasped.
      I shook my head.
      "Interesting..." She rubbed her chin. "How old is your daughter?"
      "She's three going on sixteen," I answered with an exaggerated roll of my eyes. Joyce let out a laugh that quickly turned into a procession of dry, hacking coughs.

      She placed her veiny hand on the wall for support as her coughs morphed into more of a gurgling sound. My joke wasn't that funny. Nor was it original, and certainly not worth dying over.

      I placed my hand on her back, feeling the ridges of her spine under the cashmere. "Can I get you something?"

      She took a slow, gravelly breath then brushed off my concern with a wave of her hand. "I'm fine. Don't fuss. Let's move on." She let out one more cough before pushing past me.

      I trailed behind, worried Joyce may not make it through the tour.

      We next entered a room slightly bigger than the first with an attached walk-in closet and bathroom. Despite the smoke and the blue carpet and the yellow popcorn ceilings, I was in love. To have that amount of space, in a neighborhood I could never afford otherwise was unfathomable. On Rent or Run (a trusty app tenants use to rate their apartment building and let prospective renters know if they should rent there or run away) the place had 5 stars for safety, 5 stars for management, and a 4% run rate. Since moving to LA, I'd never lived in anything lower than 80%.

      I was moving on up!
      A little paint and oxygen would turn it into the perfect home.
      "Joyce, I love it." Then, because my mother had taught me the way to any

      person's heart was through compliments, I eyed a massive oak armoire and added, "This is beautiful, by the way."

      "You like it?" she asked, not masking her surprise. "I'll be sure to give it to you when I move."

      I feigned excitement. "Really? Wow. You're so kind." I smiled, eyeing the monstrosity I now apparently owned.

      I followed Joyce down the hall, past another full bathroom and into the living room. The old man was still lifeless in the chair. "How long have you been working here?" I asked, looking around and mentally arranging my own furniture.

      She pulled a pack of cigarettes from her back pocket along with a lighter. "Almost...let's see...it's been about twenty-five years. This retirement is well overdue." With a shaky hand she positioned a cigarette between her pale lips and lit it.

      I may vomit.

      "OK...there are forty units," she continued, emitting a fresh batch of smoke. "You can take a look around. Just don't go in the third courtyard—ever. Never, ever go there. Trust me." She handed me three pieces of paper with her cigarette hand. "Then come back and fill these out." Ash broke off the end of her cancer stick and rolled down the front of the application.

      I opened my mouth, about to ask why the third courtyard was off-limits, but she opened the front door before I could get the words out. My need for air overcame my manners, and I dashed outside, seeking refuge for my burning lungs.

      I will never take oxygen for granted again.

      After several deep, appreciative breaths, I shot an apologetic grin in Joyce's direction. My exit could be deemed rude, yet an arch of her penciled-in brow and stifled smile told me she took no offense.

      "There's a picnic table by the pool you can use to fill out the application." She used her cigarette-free hand to point the way. "Bring it all back once you're finished, and remember, no third courtyard." The stern shake of her bent forefinger drove the point home.

      Note to self: After job offer, get more third courtyard specifics.

      I walked along the cement pathway, exploring the open first courtyard. There wasn't much in the way of color. Brown doors. Brown fascia. Tan walls. Brown staircase leading up to the brown second story. Greenish-brown grass. Greenish-brown shrubbery. Yet, it was clean. Not a single piece of trash or graffiti. No barred windows. No couches in the walkway. It wasn't the koi-pond apartments next door, but it was better than the armpit I was about to be kicked out of.

      I strolled through a short ivy-laced breezeway and found the picnic table next to the pool. Taking a seat, I began filling out the application. It wasn't too difficult, and I nailed the first page—name, birthday, social security number, current employer, and previous employer. Unfortunately, a questionnaire was attached.

      Please explain how you would handle the following situations:
      1) The tenant in Apartment 5 and the tenant in Apartment 6 don't get along. The two call you daily to complain about the other, and both refuse to move.
      2) You notice the tenants in Apartment 6 have a constant flow of visitors. The visitors tend to arrive and leave within minutes.
      3) The tenant in Apartment 19 plays his drums during the day. The neighbors complain constantly and have threatened to move.

      I had no idea how to correctly answer any of these questions. Sure, I could use common sense, and I had enough common sense to know there were legal forms and procedures to follow before one can start passing out eviction notices like candy. I just didn't know what those were.

      Self-doubt slithered through my mind like the soul-crushing serpent it was. I should have stayed in college. Everyone warned me when I had taken the year off to find myself that I wouldn't return. They were right. All I'd learned during my quest for self- discovery was that VH1 played an entire season of America's Next Top Model in a single day. My one-year hiatus had quickly turned into seven. I'd already moved out to LA from my hometown of Fresno and gotten myself knocked up by the time I realized the value of

      a degree. I found a job as a barista and worked my way up to manager. I was doing OK until the owner decided to sell the property to support his new girlfriend.

      I gnawed on the end of the pen, staring down at the ashy questionnaire, when out of nowhere a pair of work gloves plopped down in front of me. I jumped, dropping my pen, and gazed up at the stranger sliding onto the bench across from me. I froze, unsure of why this random, albeit very attractive, man had shown up. The Universe was not typically this generous.

      My eyes ventured down his tan shirt, past the wisps of blond hair peeking out from behind the button-up collar, to the word Maintenance embroidered in blue above his shirt pocket. This, coupled with the paint specks scattered across his dark blond hair, plus the gloves on the table, gave me reason to believe he worked there.

      Obviously, espionage should have been my chosen career path.

      "Do you need help?" the stranger asked, flashing a perfectly straight white- toothed grin.

      "Um..." Breathe, Cambria. "Sure," I answered in a voice three octaves higher than my own. I found his scruffy jawline and unkempt hair wildly attractive. A tiny scar under his left nostril made him look edgy in an I-fell-down-when-I-was-a-kid kind of way. I cleared my throat, realizing I was staring. "Hi, I'm Cambria," I said, more even- toned. I then shot my hand out like an idiot.

      He slipped his hand into mine. His strong, callused grip caused my insides to dance and flip and flutter and beg for more. It was the most physical contact I'd had with a man in years.

      "I'm Chase," he said, prying his hand out of mine. He removed a notepad from his shirt pocket. "What unit are you in?"

      "Huh?"
      "What unit are you in?" he repeated, this time slower.
      "I don't live here. I'm interviewing for the apartment management job." I held up

      the application in case he didn't believe me.
      He scrunched his cute face and looked around. "Joyce said there was someone

      sitting at the picnic table who needed my help."

      Note to self: Send Joyce a thank you card.

      He looked around the empty courtyard until his stunning green eyes met mine then ventured downward. I pretended not to notice him checking me out but felt myself blushing anyway. "Not sure if you knew this," he said. "But you have a little something..." He pointed to my chest.

      I looked down to see the French Vanilla dribbled down the front of my dress. "Ah, bleep," I said under my breath.
      Chase planted his forearms on the table, leaning forward. "Did you just say

      bleep?"
      "Oops, yeah, I probably did." I blushed again. "I try not to cuss in front of my

      daughter, and now it's sort of become a stupid habit." I pulled a package of tissues from my bag and began dabbing the spot.

      Now I had an ice cream stain dotted with tissue residue. Great. Chase laughed. "Wait, you replace profanity with bleep?"

      "Um...yes." I pulled the elastic band out of my hair, releasing my Einstein- inspired dark mane. I tamed Einstein down to a side ponytail and slouched my shoulders. Trying to cover the spot. "Better?"

      His face said no, but his mouth said, "Sure." And I liked him even more for it. He slipped the notepad back into his pocket. "What did you need help with?"
      I could think of a hundred and two ways he could help me. None of which would

      be appropriate to ask for, having only known him for about a minute. I glanced at the questionnaire. "Well, I'm curious, how might you handle a tenant who was getting a lot of foot traffic? I'm assuming it's drug-related."

      Chase made a V with his brows. "Why?"

      "There are questions like this on the application. I haven't been an apartment manager before, and I want to get them right."

      "I'm not sure. I've never been a manager." He ran a hand through his hair. I resisted the urge to reach over and do the same. "Maybe record all the information in the apartment file?"

      I snapped my fingers and pointed at him. "That's a good idea. Then I would call the police once I've gathered enough evidence. Like, who are the visitors? How long do they stay...?" I began writing my answer. "I think the police code for that is, like, 10-50 or something."

      Chase shrugged.

      "I watch a lot of crime shows," I explained. "I need to get this right because I really need this job."

      "I'm not sure how much help I can be. But I'll try." He rested his chin on his palm and watched me scrawl down my answer.

      "Can't you give someone a three-day notice if they are being loud, or do you have to give them a certain number of warnings before you give the notice?" I asked.

      Chase shrugged again. "They told you about Kevin, right? That'd be more concerning than foot traffic."

      "Who?"
      "He's the owner's son who lives here. He can be a real bleep."
      My light bulb flipped on. "Does he happen to live in the third courtyard?"
      He nodded yes then returned his chin to his palm.
      "I take it he and Joyce don't get along?"
      "You could say that."
      I looked past the pool and out to the third courtyard. All I could see from where I

      sat was another courtyard for Lilly to play in, Chase's left bicep deliciously bulging under his sleeve, and, at the top of the back stairwell, a black door. There appeared to be red paint dripping down the front, and the window beside it was boarded up with fresh wood.

      Strange but...meh.
      It's LA.
      I'd encountered every shade of strange since moving here.
      If there was anything concerning happening in the third courtyard, it would have

      been reported on the Rent or Run app. People love to complain.
      It would take a lot more than a black door and an unruly teenager to stop me from

      taking the job, if I were offered it. I still had to get through an interview, and if there was one lesson I'd learned during my employment drought, it was that I was a terrible

      interviewee. I'd been practicing though. Watching dozens of YouTube videos on what to say, and more importantly, what not to say. I prayed I'd be able to come across as poised, skilled, and normal.

      I hurried through the questionnaire without further input from Chase, who was summoned away by a bathroom emergency. His presence served only as a physical motivator anyway—and what a physical motivator he was. A cute co-worker could offset whatever was happening with Kevin.

      I think.

      I should probably get more specifics on that.

      When I swung open the lobby door, Joyce was seated in the floral armchair. She looked to have aged during the time I'd been gone.

      "Here she is," Joyce announced, sounding as if she had swallowed sandpaper. "This is Patrick." She motioned toward a tall man with a cul-de-sac of brown hair sitting on the couch.

      Patrick half stood and held out his hand. I shook it, hoping he didn't notice my sweaty palms. A casual wipe on his pants afterward told me he had. Great.

      "Have a seat." He plopped back down and began rummaging through his briefcase.

      "Here, take mine," Joyce offered, sliding off the chair. "I'm going to get some packing done."

      "Thank you." I slipped into the floral atrocity, feeling like a child waiting in the principal's office. Nerves crawled through my stomach and down to my intestines, butterflying around in my gut. Authoritative figures had this effect on me. It didn't matter how many deep breaths I took or positive thoughts I had—my nerves still managed to get the best of me.

      Joyce leaned down. "Good luck. I'm pulling for you," she wheezed into my ear before shuffling back to her apartment.

      "You have the application?" Patrick asked. He struck me as a no-nonsense type of guy with his stern face and permanent stress lines around his eyes. He wore khakis, a checkered shirt, a silver band on his left ring finger, and stark white Nike running shoes. His attire reminded me of Forrest Gump.

      I handed him the application and watched as he sat back, crossed his Nike over his knee, and read through it. At one point he squinted and looked closer with a scrunch of his forehead. Perhaps moving the drummer in Apartment 19 next to the arguing neighbors in Apartments 6 and 5 wasn't the right answer. I thought the two could bond over their shared hatred of their new neighbor. Then I'd give the drummer a three-day notice to find a new hobby. Seemed like a creative win-win to me.

      Patrick tossed the application on the coffee table and grabbed a yellow notepad. "First, you pronounce your name Came-bree-ah not Cam-bree-ah, right?" he asked with a click of his pen.

      "Yes. The correct pronunciation of my name is Came-bree-ah." Then, for no apparent reason, I added, "I'm named after the city I was conceived in. Just two teenagers on a little road trip, and bada-bing-bada-boom, here I am."

      Whyyy?

      Obviously, my nerves had taken my mouth hostage.

      Patrick made a noise I believed to be a stifled laugh or a burp. I wasn't sure. I bit my lip, afraid I would ask. He made note of my stupidity on his notepad then continued to ask sharp questions regarding my previous employment and how I might handle situations that seemed unlikely to ever occur. I stammered through, fidgeting with my thumbs, trying to use the whole "think before you speak" notion I'd been practicing. When we finished, he placed the notepad on the coffee table and rubbed his temples with his forefingers.

      "I will say this," Patrick began. "I was impressed with how you answered the questions on the application. You seem like a 'think outside of the box' kind of person. That's a good quality for this job. I like that you've had some management experience. I spoke to your references yesterday, and they all sang your praises."

      I'd used my grandma as a reference.
      "I need to tell you this," he continued. "The owner's son lives on the property." "Oh, I know about Kevin," I hastily interrupted, too desperate to recover from the

      whole "bada-bing" incident to remember my manners.
      Patrick's eyes grew in diameter. "You know about Kevin?"
      I nodded. "Chase told me all about him, and it's not a problem." His gaping

      expression told me I might have redeemed myself from the unfortunate "bada-bing" incident.

      "That's good to know," he said. "I still have a few people to interview today and will be making my final decision tomorrow. Thanks for coming in."

      "My pleasu-roo."

      Stop talking, Cambria.

      

      Grab French Vanilla & Felonies at erinhuss.com
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