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      Hellloooo!

      Welcome to Bewitching Midlife Crisis Mysteries, where being over fifty is phenomenal, empowering, and sometimes exhausting!

      Please note, I’ve taken much artistic license with the various types of witches and thrown them all into a pot of witch’s stew—or is that brew?—and made up my own concoction of witch. If you know me, I’m sure you’re thinking, go figure, right?

      Either way, this is my fictional take on witches in my equally fictional town of Buttermilk Bay, Massachusetts, where my intrepid sleuth, Evanora Lavinia Dark is over fifty, not without the inevitable aches and pains, yet still maintains a healthy zest for life and an appetite for solving a good mystery.

      She’s left her corporate job full of stress and intestinal discord for her old hometown to open her own staging business. Much like me, Evan has a passion for decorating, but no formal training or degrees in design. She (again, like me) just loves a good throw pillow and even better, a good bargain throw pillow.

      Thus, it seemed only natural for me to write an amateur sleuth with a love of decor.

      On that note, thanks to all the YouTube designers (amateur and pro) for all the inspiration, and to all the HGTV shows I watch. Among just a few, No Demo Reno, Home Town, Unsellable Houses, Good Bones, Bargain Block, and naturally, my ultimate favorite, Fixer Upper. I’ve learned so much and I’m so grateful to have a channel to de-stress with when I need to come down from Investigation ID. LOL! But the biggest lesson I learned? Love what you love and the heck with what’s trendy and “out of style.” If you like duck wallpaper borders ala 1990, do it. You only live once!

      Also, please note, the mystery in this book revolves around ancient history, but is totally made up. Complete fiction. So for all you history buffs, don’t shoot!

      That said, I hope you enjoy the fun people of Buttermilk Bay and a strong, independent woman with solid female friendships, who’s empowered and living her life to the fullest, even with the ailments and challenges (can you say menopause) being over fifty can bring!
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      Hello again! It’s me, Evanora Dark, Buttermilk Bay’s newest sage of house staging and recently discovered unalived whisperer (that’s ghost-talker to you lay folk).

      

      Business is booming, a certain silver-fox contractor named Cary Mann is hot in pursuit (wink-wink), and me and my bestie Fab are as tight as ever. Life is good—newly inherited boggart-in-a-crystal ball aside (don’t ask; he’s a handful. And libidinous. And it’s more of a snow globe than a crystal ball…)

      Good, that is, until the next ghost shows up with an untimely demise to solve. Turns out, she’s a blast from my past…a painful one at that, one I could have gone the rest of my life without ever seeing again. My loved ones—both living and dead—all have my back though, ready to throw down with this particularly pesky poltergeist.  

      But my gift for helping the unalived comes with certain responsibilities. I’ll help this ghost solve the mystery behind her death and see her to the light. Even if, years ago, I would’ve liked to have bumped her off myself. After all…isn’t that how most of us feel toward the person who helped blow up their marriage?

      Yep. I’m tasked with helping the very woman who ruined my marriage. But the more I get to know her ghost, the more I realize things are never as cut-and-dried as they seem. Not life, not love, not relationships… And certainly not murder!
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      “Listen to me, Evanora Lavinia Dark, I know you think this is crazy, but I’d classify this as ah-may-zing! It’s like a deranged snow globe come to life. It’s not crazy at all. It’s crazy cool,” my real estate best friend and staging business enabler said, clapping her hands together with glee.

      She’d used my full name—middle name included—which meant I was behaving as though something was permanently lodged up my backside and a good yank would rectify all my ills.

      Because it really was pretty nuts on the scale of nuttery.

      So nuts, in fact, I have to admit I’m really having trouble with this new addition to my paranormal tribe.

      Though, wait. Maybe trouble isn’t the right word. Maybe the word is purpose. I didn’t understand the purpose of my new addition.

      I leaned forward on my kitchen counter and squinted at the “snow globe” that Fab found so exciting.

      It was a gift Aunt Tuppence had given to me a couple of weeks ago, after she’d quite suddenly popped back into my life and, with a thousand-watt smile, said, “Welcome to the fold, precious girl…”

      She gave it to me after she’d explained why I’d suddenly started astral projecting and seeing ghosts after my heart attack three years ago.

      Since birth, I’d been the recipient of a protection spell my mother placed on me by way of a necklace. A necklace I’d never once taken off until my open-heart surgery, when the nursing staff took all my jewelry for safekeeping until my procedure was complete.

      While I recuperated on lots and lots of lovely drugs, I’d pretty much forgotten about the necklace. And once it was off my neck, the proverbial gloves had also come off, and it was an all-out rager of a paranormal party.

      Ghosts from here till Sunday showed up at all sorts of inconvenient times, until I’d finally had to put my foot down and explain that privacy was a thing I cherished and lack of personal space was detrimental not only to my well-being, but theirs, too.

      I’ve made it clear from the jump: if anyone from the afterlife hopes to find answers to their problems, they’d have to respect my personal life, as well. What little I had of one, anyway.

      I mean, I live in a mobile home park with a bunch of seniors—it’s not like I’m living the life of a socialite. I’m usually home by seven (unless a staging job runs long), with my dogs and my opossum, and in bed by eleven after binging one Netflix show or another.

      Anyway, Aunt T said she’d been holding onto this “gift” for a very long time. Since shortly before my mother’s passing, in fact. My mother had acquired it at a garage sale, and she’d only kept it because, according to my aunt, Mom had a soft spot for anyone without a family and a home to call their own.

      That’s how this crystal ball fell into my hands.

      Yeah. You read that right. I’m now the proud owner of a crystal ball.

      And a guy named Jarvis lives in it.

      Rather like a genie in a bottle. In fact, it was a lot like that, minus three wishes.

      Swear it on my beloved throw pillows—the cashmere ones. He’s real. And the fact he once belonged to my mother is what made me agree to take him.

      Because Mom died when I was an infant, I craved anything that had to do with her, any small tidbit of information. Any new perspective on my mother’s life—from anyone other than my fathers—was precious to me.

      Though, I now understand why Aunt Tuppence appeared so relieved to hand him over.

      I winced while watching Jarvis press his fingers to the top of the globe, pretending to be trapped inside like a mime, then laughing his fool head off at his cleverness.

      Jarvis is a boggart. A mischievous little prankster. As a matter of fact, his mischief and penchant for shifting the reality around him is how he’d ended up with my mother in the first place.

      Jarvis, in all his tomfoolery, had turned the inside of his crystal ball into a beautiful snowy landscape, thus tricking my mom into thinking she was adding a cool new bargain Christmas decoration to her holiday treasures.

      That was anything but the truth. I’d give my dwindling savings account just to have seen the look on her face when she found out someone lived inside the ball.

      I imagine it was a lot like mine. I’m still a little in disbelief. Like, someone actually lives in a crystal ball. Pause and give that a moment’s thought.

      But I’ve discovered there are a zillion things I don’t know about being a witch and the paranormal in general. Jarvis is just one of many.

      I tapped the globe and waved to him as he crossed his eyes at me before asking Fab, “How do you suppose he helped my mother solve the answer to two plus two, let alone crimes with ghosts from the afterlife?”

      Fab shook a finger at me with scolding eyes. “Now, now. Aunt Tupp said Jarvis was her friend and could be useful when she needed someone to bounce around whodunnit theories with. He didn’t actually solve the crimes. Your mom did that.”

      I nodded as Jarvis made goofy faces at his reflection in the glass ball. “Naw, really?”

      Fab nudged me with her elbow and a chuckle. “Aw, c’mon, Ev. Your mother did a nice thing by keeping him for all those years. She could have just left him on the side of a road somewhere and been done. She had a good heart. Just like you. She kept him safe.”

      Aunt Tuppence explained there’d once been an evil witch who hated Jarvis (hate seems like such a strong word, but I could get with a healthy dislike), and wanted to possess his particular brand of magic. She tried to banish him to a plane where only darkness lives.

      “Right. From the evil witch who tried to curse him to an eternity of darkness.”

      Fab jabbed her finger in the air. “Exactly! So he preserved himself in the crystal ball for his own safety.”

      I popped my lips at how bizarre this all was. “Like preserving an insect in amber…” I murmured.

      Fab swatted the air in my direction. “Oh, stop. If what your aunt says is true, he eventually became a dear friend.”

      I took a sip of my morning coffee, swishing it around in my mouth. “But Aunt Tuppence said the witch in question is long since dead and he’s free to do as he pleases. Why would he want to stay in there?”

      “He is right here in the room with you,” Jarvis retorted, swiveling his head on his neck. “But the answer to your question is, I like it in here. I can have whatever I desire, conjure whatever I want. Why would I want to leave?”

      I leaned in on my elbows and squinted at him in all his craggy glory. Jarvis was a stubby little man with arms as long as an orangutang and feet the size of canoes. “Aunt T says it’s because your fellow boggarts all want your head on a platter. What could you have possibly done to deserve a bounty on your head, little man?”

      He scrunched up his face and fiddled with the wisp of black hair on top of his head. “I sense sarcasm.”

      “You sense right, buddy,” I retorted.

      Jarvis simply shrugged his pudgy shoulders and twerked in my face. ”They’re all just a bunch of jealous wankers, that’s all there is to it. Now, if you don’t mind, I got a hot dish on her way with a cheese plate and some lingerie.”

      Have I mentioned Jarvis is also a little misogynistic?

      Groaning, I scooped up the ball and put it on the shelf in my living room, covering it with a scarf because no one wanted to see what was about to occur with this hot dish.

      “Now I know why Aunt Tuppence kept him in her pantry in the cellar.”

      Jarvis’s mocking laughter echoed through my tiny mobile home.

      Fab grinned and rinsed her coffee cup in the sink before running her hands down her sleek red pencil skirt. “You have to admit, he’s kinda cute in a hobgoblin sort of way. And I remind you, he was her friend. You can never have too many of those, can you?”

      Rolling my eyes, I grabbed a hair tie and pulled my hair up into a ponytail. “I keep hearing that, but my cup of friends is pretty full.”

      Fab’s head fell back, revealing her long, slender neck. “I admit, he’s a lot, but remember…he knows all sorts of stuff about your mom. Things your dads probably don’t even know. It could be nice to hear about her and the methods she used to solve crimes. It might even help you. But above all, Jarvis loved her. You can’t deny that.”

      No. I guess I couldn’t. When he’d first met me, he’d literally wept gulping sobs because he said he couldn’t get over how much I looked like my mother, whom he called “his Chrissie.”

      But that was the only tender moment we’d shared. The rest of the time I spent either covering my eyes (and his crystal ball of iniquity) or scolding him for teasing the dogs.

      I rolled my tongue along the inside of my cheek. “Maybe he’ll grow on me. Until then, let’s talk about this new house Cary just flipped. He wants me to come by today and give him an estimate on what it’ll cost to stage it.”

      Fab gave me a coy grin. “Ooor maybe we could just talk about Cary? Why haven’t you had another date?”

      Ah, Cary Mann. A local contractor who did a lot of work for Fab’s flipping business. He was the personification of sex on a stick. Silver-haired, rippled abs, thighs like heavily muscled tree trunks and a smile that made my heart do jumping jacks.

      After I had a really scary encounter with a psycho killer and a gun in the parking lot of a nursing home, we’d had a coffee and some pie, and it had been amazing.

      Cary was everything a woman could want in a date. He wasn’t only handsome, he was a great conversationalist, smart and funny. A perfect gentleman.

      But that night had really knocked me for a loop. Once I’d had time to digest, my aunt and her revelations about my mother had happened and then, well, Jarvis came along.

      On top of that, because of what happened with the psycho killer, and my part in said psycho’s arrest, I’d been getting staging bookings like crazy due to an article about me in the Buttermilk Bay Gazette.

      “Because life’s been a little hectic,” I said, keeping my face placid as I dabbed on some lipstick in the mirror by my entryway.

      Fab gripped my shoulders and swung me around, her beautiful, almost entirely unlined dark eyes searched my face. “But he’s called, right?”

      Called, texted, all but sent up smoke signals, and while I hadn’t ghosted him, I hadn’t exactly been chatty either.

      Nodding, I replied, “Yep.”

      Fab sucked her teeth before asking in a voice on par with Vincent Price, “Is it The Fear again? Tell me what you’re afraid of. Talk it out with me.”

      My insecurity was so big, it had a name. When Fab said it, it reminded me of The Shadow. The Shadow knows… dum-dum-duuuum.

      My BFF knew me better than anyone, and of course she knew I didn’t think I’d ever want another serious relationship after my very ugly divorce from my ex, Silas.

      It wasn’t so much about Silas as it was about failing. My marriage had failed, which in turn made me feel like a failure. No matter how hard I’d tried, I just couldn’t save it—and in the end, when I finally found my spine, it left me with a healthy distaste for even a whiff of weakness on my part.

      I’d chosen a man who’d failed us both, and as a result, my son Callum had grown up with an absentee father who was about as reliable as dial-up Internet.

      I’m sure to all the empowered, strong women of the world, that sounds absurd. I like to think I’m pretty empowered myself, but it was an insecurity, an enormous gaffe in my life, I just couldn’t shake. Not even twenty years after the fact.

      Then of course, there’s my seeing ghosts. It was easy enough to keep my witchy status from my ex simply due to the fact that, back then, I really only dabbled in poultices and herbal healing methods. I always had a home remedy for a cold or a sore throat.

      But so much had changed since my marriage had fallen apart.

      How could I explain the chaos my life has become since I began seeing ghosts, to someone who’d likely have more than a little trouble swallowing my story?

      I tweaked her cheek and smiled. “Yes. It’s The Fear. Failure. I don’t want to fail again, and no matter what you say, or how stupid that is all these years later, I can’t shake it.”

      Fab’s smile was sympathetic and so very patient. “You can’t fail something you haven’t started, my friend. Cary really likes you, you like him. Have mercy on the man and go grab a burger, but don’t throw your hands up in the air before you’ve even given it a chance. You do want to make a little noise again in this lifetime, don’t you?”

      I snorted. “I don’t not want to.”

      Grabbing my purse from the kitchen counter, I gave my bull dogs Rizzo and Kenickie’s heads each a stroke of my hand.

      “Then I can’t think of anyone better than Cary to bang pots with. So dip your toes in the pool, the water’s fine.” She grinned. “Now, there’s more. I know it. What else is going on?”

      “Aside from my chicken heart, there’s the obvious. How would I ever explain my ghostly friends to someone if I were to find myself a steady partner to bang pots with, Fab?”

      Fab tucked the strap of her purse over her shoulder and clucked her tongue in admonishment. “Well, we haven’t gotten that far yet. How about we wait and see if something develops before we put the cart before the horse?”

      Fair enough. Giving my ponytail a quick fluff, I reluctantly agreed. “I can do that.”

      Fab winked an eye, her thick lashes sweeping her cheek. “Good girl. Now, let’s go see what kind of magic that stone-cold fox Cary has done on this flip and make us some piles of money. Sound good?”

      I was just about to answer when a disembodied voice, flirty and breathlessly low, asked, “Okay, who’s in charge here? I want to speak to the manager. Now!”
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      Gripping Fab’s arm, I warned, “You better go on ahead without me. I promise not to be far behind.”

      Fab looked to me, her dark eyes wide, and tugged at my fingers around her wrist. “Ghost?”

      I pursed my lips with a short nod. “Yes. Ghost. If you only knew the kind of ghost.”

      Fab rubbed her hands together, making her bangle bracelets jingle, her glee blatantly obvious. “Movie star? TikTok Influencer? That guy from Nirvana?”

      I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t summon anything that wouldn’t come out sounding like a dried-up, bitter cackle.

      “No. It’s not Kurt Cobain.”

      Fab frowned and clucked her tongue. “Was that his name? I can never remember. I can only remember his wife. Courtney Somebody.”

      “Love. Her last name is Love.”

      “I’m an eighties girl. Sue me.” She swirled a finger around the room. “So who is it?

      “It’s no one famous. It’s more like someone infamous—at least at one point in my life.”

      Her eyes went wide, her red lips thinning. “No. Nuh-uh. You don’t seriously mean…”

      Fab knew exactly who I meant because she knew me so well. “I do mean.”

      She squinted her eyes and looked around my tiny haven of a mobile home, which never failed to crack me up. She did it every time a ghost appeared. Like if she squinted hard enough, maybe she’d finally see what I saw.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Fab’s features hardened. “She’s dead?”

      “It would seem so.”

      I looked at the pretty woman ten years my junior, with her curvy body, cinched waist, long legs and fiery black eyes, as she hovered above my dining room table in black palazzo pants and an off-the-shoulder loose black sweater.

      I took the ultimate pleasure noting she was wearing a push-up bra—one that would haunt her for the rest of eternity. All ghosts are stuck wearing the outfit they died in. And she was most definitely dead.

      To be stuck in a push-up bra for eternity was almost the Hell she deserved.

      I had to wonder how she’d died, but I didn’t want to speculate out loud. I didn’t even want to be in the same room, but my obligation to the afterlife kept me rooted in place.

      Fab shook a finger in the air and in the opposite direction of the ghost. “Well, you can just tell that cheap, skin-tight-dress wearing, long-legged, Botoxed-to-within-an-inch-of-her-life lip-filler of a floozy to go right back to where she came from! We don’t associate with the likes of her.”

      “How are you doing this?” the ghost demanded.

      I waved a finger under her perky little nose. “I’m not doing this. You’re doing this. You came to me, not the other way around.”

      “Is this some kind of elaborate joke?” she asked huskily, her pretty brow furrowed, her eyes confused.

      I planted my hands on my hips and rasped a sigh. “If only, Susan.”

      “Susan Davis! That’s what that dirty husband-stealing cheat’s name is!” Fab yelped. “Where is she? I wanna give her a good piece of my mind and I’ve waited a long time to do it. Point me in her direction!”

      But I put a hand on Fab’s arm as Susan hovered just above us, her shroud of thick chestnut-brown hair with caramel highlights framing her face. “Fab, I realize you want to protect me, but she’s dead and apparently in a sticky sitch. Let me handle this.”

      But my pitbull of a friend sneered and shook her head. “No way. I’m not letting that hag upset your apple cart. She’s nothing but trouble and she ruined your life!”

      So, here’s the story on Susan. She did have a hand in ruining my life, but no more than my ex did when he cheated on me with her.

      Susan was Silas’s one-time co-worker, and eventual second wife. He’d gone on to have a couple more wives after her, since their marriage only lasted two years, and I hadn’t heard a word about her in forever.

      Out of the bevy of women Silas had ruined in his fifty-six years, I still held the record for longest fool married to an absolute douche-canoe.

      But they had turned my world, my son’s world, upside down, and Fab was there for all of it. She knew what it had done to me. She’d been my shoulder to cry on, my inspiration to get out of bed, Callum’s playmate when all I wanted to do was crawl back into bed and never leave…an absolute rock.

      That’s what Fab had been, and she had every right to be angry. But I had a duty to the afterlife that felt more binding than ever since finding out more about my mother from Aunt T.

      I gave Fab a quick hug, her body tense and quivering with pent-up anger. “Look, you were there. I get it. You nursed me through one of the worst times in my life and you have every right to be angry. But I have a duty to the afterlife, Fab, and if that duty sometimes involves dealing with something—someone who brings back unpleasant memories, so be it.”

      “But—”

      I held up a hand and smiled. “Here’s the good news. I’m older, I’m more mature, and I’m grateful I didn’t waste more of my life with Silas. Susan did me a favor as far as I’m concerned.”

      Fab narrowed her eyes, but I held up my hand yet again to prevent her from getting more riled up.

      “Go meet Cary. Tell him I’m going to be about ten minutes late. Promise, I got this.”

      But my BFF stood rooted in place, her expression venomous. “I’m not a fan of leaving you alone with her, Ev. She’s a viper. A lying cheat. How do I know she’s not going to try and hurt you? Trick you?  Why would she want to talk to you, anyway? She hated you. She doesn’t deserve your help.”

      “She doesn’t even know why she’s here, Fab. As we speak, she’s floating around the room like some helium-filled Vic Secret supermodel. I have to at least handle my due diligence. If she’s here, likely she had some kind of mystery surrounding her death or something she needs cleared up. Those are the kind of ghosts I specialize in. The same as my mother. Maybe I can’t help her at all, but in order to honor my mother’s legacy, I gotta give it a go.”

      Fab’s red-glossed lips thinned. “Your mother wouldn’t want her legacy tarnished with a filthy charlatan like Susan ‘Big Boobs’ Davis!”

      Honestly, she was more upset about this woman’s reappearance in my life than I was. The reminders Susan brought back weren’t pleasant, but they didn’t even remotely upset me the way they once had.

      Nudging her arm, I coaxed, “Fab…c’mon…”

      Her feathers were ruffled, but she huffed, squaring her shoulders. “You tell that homewrecker if one hair on your head ends up hurt, I’m comin’ for her. Hear that, homewrecker!” she shouted before she took a deep breath and dropped a quick peck onto my cheek. “Don’t be long, or I’m coming back with a priest and a good old-fashioned exorcism.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, which caught Susan’s attention. As Fab took her leave, she floated downward, hovering over Rizzo and Kenickie on my couch, who, by the way, didn’t miss a beat, snoring away as per usual.

      Susan’s beautiful face zoomed toward me, looming large in front of mine. I had to admire her skin care routine. Even transparent, she looked pretty great for her age.

      “What’s happening to me? Why am I here with you?”

      This wasn’t always easy. The talk, that is. Someone had to tell her she was dead. That someone would be me. A moment she’d likely cherish for all eternity—because Fab was right. She did hate me. I’m not sure I believe in karma, but if it exists, this would be the ultimate.

      Yet, as much as I despised what she and Silas had done to me, to my son, I was also grateful. Once outside of my marriage looking in, I was a firsthand witness to how controlling Silas truly had been, and I took accountability for how I allowed him to run roughshod over me.

      I let myself be led around by the nose, and she’d made him even worse with her demands on his time and her jealousy over Callum and visitation.

      So while I wasn’t looking forward to telling Susan she was dead, I wasn’t exactly of the mind to pussyfoot around either. I had a potential job offer to get to.

      There was no other way but to say it. I cracked my knuckles, preparing for the worst. “Listen, Susan, there’s something you should know.”

      Her intense black eyes zeroed in on my face, finally finding focus. “What could I possibly want to know that you know?”

      Oh, the outrage. I wanted to scream at how absurd this was. Instead, I took a deep breath and looked her square in her beautiful heart-shaped face. “I regret to inform you, you’re dead, Susan. You’re here because I can communicate with the other side. And you’re definitely on the other side.”

      “Like the Ghost Whisperer?” she asked, her tone filled with squeaky awe.

      “Sort of. Minus the cute clothes and hair extensions.”

      Susan had the audacity to snort and cross her arms over her chest as she eyeballed me in my jeans and old sweatshirt with a raised eyebrow. “I was gonna say…”

      Ignoring her snide remark, I explained, “You’re here because you need my help. Now, unlike the Ghost Whisperer, my goal isn’t necessarily to help you cross over. You can do what you like. Go into the light or don’t. I’m only here to help you figure something out. It’s up to you to tell me what.”

      Her mouth formed the letter O before she became agitated. “But I don’t know, Evanora! I don’t know why I’m here! In what world would I willingly ask you for help? I don’t even know how I got here!”

      I can’t lie, I felt a bit sorry for her. She was going to have to accept that she was dead before we could move forward.

      I decided to take it easy on her and ease her into any of the more gruesome death scenarios. Maybe this had nothing to do with murder at all. I had helped other ghosts with mysteries that had nothing to do with homicide.

      Maybe she’d simply been sick. “Well, you’re here now, Susan, and that means you died. So how about we focus on how you ended up dead? Were you sick?”

      She made a face, her razor-sharp cheekbones made sharper when she pursed her lips and shook her head of luxurious chestnut hair. “No. I wasn’t sick. I’m hardly ever sick,” she said, her husky voice riddled with clear anxiety.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from rushing this along. I didn’t want to lose the shot at this staging. Sure, it had a little to do with Cary, but it was also in Salem, where bigger jobs waited.

      Though, I also needed to remember, Cary and Fab had flipped this house together—that meant they’d both decide if I got the job. I’d already ruffled Cary’s feathers with my vague responses to his calls and texts. I didn’t want to ruffle them more by turning up late.

      And I wanted to build my resume, not hunt for the reason why my nemesis was floating around my living room.

      “Then how about this? How about I Google you and see what I can find out, and you drop by a little later today, maybe even tonight, and I’ll tell you what I found? Maybe by then, you’ll remember how you got where you are.”

      She went from docile ghost to enraged ghost in two-point-two seconds flat. “No!” she screeched long and loud, making the vases on my shelf quake.

      And even then, my two pudgy beasts still didn’t budge from their places on the couch.

      “Look, Susan, there are rules to this game. I know you don’t like to follow rules—especially the rules of holy matrimony—but if you want my help, then you have to come back tonight.”

      She zipped around the room, her energy ruffling my hair. “You just don’t want to help me because I stole your husband!”

      I refused to allow her to get under my skin. “And then someone stole him from you. Quel surprise. Would you want to help the woman Silas cheated on you with if she showed up in your living room? What was her name again? Chiara?” I nodded and snapped my fingers. “Yeah. That was it. Chiara. How would you feel if she showed up, unannounced, asking for help?”

      “This is crazy! I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be dead!” she cried in protest.

      Sighing, I gave her the most sympathetic face I could manage as I began to gather my keys and my Thermos of coffee. “But you are dead, Susan, and I can’t help you unless you help me.”

      In her anguish, Susan began to spin like a top, creating a wind so strong, it actually moved my coffee cup and rattled the dishes in my cabinet.

      “I—don’t—want—to—be—dead!” she railed, making my tiny mobile home rattle, before she disappeared completely.

      Jarvis’s crystal ball began to teeter toward the edge of my shelf, making me dive to keep it from smashing to the ground. In the process, I hit my hip on the corner of my coffee table. That was going to aggravate my bursitis later in the day.

      After several swear words, I hauled myself up off the floor, taking my newest pest with me.

      “Wowwee-wowee, she was hot!” Jarvis crowed. “Make her come back, Evanora. I wanna shot at her!”

      As I placed him back on the shelf, I scoffed. “Your crystal ball of inequity was covered the whole time. How could you even see her, Jarvis?”

      He grinned and crossed his eyes. “You covered me with a scarf, ding-dong. It’s see-through.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten. But that didn’t help.

      I’m not sure counting to a million would help.
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      “Hi, guys!” I called out as I entered the cute bungalow Cary and Fab had just flipped. “Sorry I’m late.”

      I loved the cottage appeal of it, from the alabaster siding to the terracotta planters attached to each window with matching shutters, and the winding stone path leading to the tiny porch.

      Autumn leaves in all their glory swept across the yard, and the colorful oak tree in the middle of the small lawn would surely draw buyers.

      I made my way through the small living room to the open-concept kitchen, where I found Fab and Cary chatting. Looking around, I noted the rustic brick tiling on the wall over the stove and the walnut-stained butcher block countertops.

      Instantly in my mind, I saw a shelf by the window that looked out onto a cute patio with gray and beige pavers and a tiny garden filled with mums and marigolds.

      I’d hang decorative cutting boards, and white pitchers filled with faux ferns would sit atop the shelf, next to some raw wood vases and bowls.

      I loved the color of the cabinets in a mix of moss green on the bottom and creamy white on the top.

      Feeling a little awkward seeing Cary in all his silver-foxiness, I decided to keep it light and about the job I hoped to secure.  “This is a really great space, guys. Well done!”

      Cary—tall, delicious, muscled—grinned a grin that made my legs feel like jelly, and nodded. “Thanks. How’ve you been? I mean, I wouldn’t know, seeing as you don’t answer many of my texts.”

      Okay. We were obviously gonna just go for it, eh? Like, right off the bat. “Listen, about that. I can—”

      He held up a big tanned hand to stop me. “Nope. Not necessary.”

      Fab gave me her “I told you so” look. “Lovebirds, can we talk about this after we settle the work stuff?”

      I narrowed my eyes at Cary and his passive-aggressive jab, but agreed we had work to do. “You’re right.” Rubbing my sweaty palms along the sides of my hips, I asked, “Any particular vision for this? Or can I have free rein if you decide to give me the job?”

      “You’re the expert,” Cary mumbled, tucking his phone into the pocket of his flannel shirt.

      I’m not sure expert is the word I’d use. I didn’t have any official degrees in decorating. Just the love of a good tchotchke and a whole lotta heart.

      I rubbed my hands together as I took in the space, almost forgetting Cary was annoyed with me. “How do you guys feel about a Bohemian vibe? Like modern Boho, maybe? Can you see it? Lots of green plants draping off a rustic wood shelf by the window, maybe some copper pots and cutting boards. A gorgeous area rug with some greens and reds centered in the middle of the kitchen?”

      “Boho?” a sexy-husky voice jeered. “Don’t be stupid. This screams farmhouse glam.”

      Oh, good. I guess Susan had recovered from her dramatic exit. She lingered in the air by the pretty red front door, a frown on her face.

      Have I mentioned that sometimes, when a ghost contacts me, they become attached to me for a time? Meaning, they can’t ever go very far away from me when they visit my plane of existence.

      Though, I do have a rule about them not showing up until I summon them. A girl has to be able to take a bath and shave her legs in peace, right?

      I ignored Susan and kept walking, heading toward the master bed and bath to see what color tile they’d chosen. I’ve gotten pretty good at pretending ghosts aren’t floating right in front of me, plain as day.

      Poking my head around the corner of the en suite, I looked at the beautiful checkerboard floor tile in black and cream they’d chosen for the master bath floor. “I love this tile, guys. Whose pick was it?”

      “That was me,” Cary said, standing directly behind me, so close I could smell his cologne—which, dang it all, was as yummy as him.

      I gave him a thumbs up then quickly turned away so as not to make guilty eye contact. “Love the charcoal tile in the shower. I’d mix that with some green accents and use it as my theme color.” Running my hand over the light wood vanity and white sink, I nodded my approval. “I really love the vanity. Where’d you get it?”

      “Found it on the side of the road. I upcycled it,” Cary said, his voice still stiff.

      But I was determined to keep things professional, mostly because that worked to my advantage and helped me avoid treading into dangerous territory.

      “You’re very talented,” I commented. And he was. He’d done an amazing job of turning a dresser into a bathroom vanity. There was nothing I loved more than a good upcycle turned useful.

      Susan drifted to the charcoal chevron-tiled shower and white bathtub. “Who is he?” she cooed, pointing a finger at Cary, her eyes smoldering and shiny.

      I wondered if that was the look that had hooked Silas. She was pretty good at it.

      Shooting her a dirty look with every eye signal I could summon to tell her to back it up didn’t make her go away. Susan was determined. She swished her body around Cary’s as we walked into the bedroom overlooking the garden.

      He didn’t appear to notice, but I sure saw the way she let her chest graze his.

      When we entered the bedroom, I cooed my envy, “Oh, French doors that open to the garden. How quaint. We could put a small mosaic table out there with a chair, for coffee in the mornings. I’m pretty sure we can fit a king-size bed in here, too, don’t you think?”

      Cary gave me a curt nod while Fab bobbed her head. “I feel a bunch of those nubby pillows in my future,” she teased with a wink.

      I accentuated her thoughts with a finger to the air. “Perfect. You’re learning. Color me proud.”

      Fab couldn’t care less about decorating anything. She had a futon and a TV at her house and she didn’t give a hoot that I’d offered to make it cozy with a BFF’s touch. She always turned me down. Her love lay with her Mustang, Gigi. She took the kind of care with that vehicle a new mother takes with their first baby.

      “I bet he’d be fun to roll around on some nubby pillows with,” Susan whispered in her special brand of sexy.

      She hovered over the area where I planned to put the bed, lying on her side and propping her fist on the back of her head like she was posing for a centerfold.

      I coughed—hard. When I got this woman alone, she was going to leave with an earful.

      “Who is this?” a deep rumble of a voice shot from the darkness of the walk-in closet.

      I fought a loud groan. Was nowhere safe?

      My nosy dad, Knightly Dark, had arrived on the scene to “help” me. I’ve mentioned my dad’s a ghost—a meddling buttinski of a ghost who thinks he can aid my afterlife mystery solving.

      I love him, I just wish he’d stop by and do something banal and normal, like watch me eat dinner. Shooting him a dirty look, I also ignored him and his handsome face, but not before I mouthed the words “go away” and turned my back on him.

      As the three of us wandered from room to room, Susan made sexually suggestive comments about Cary. She even made a couple about Hawkins Jessup, one of his employees. It was as though she didn’t know how to contain herself. Philandering isn’t only a male sport.

      In fact, she got so loud, so crude, so in my face, I was going to have to make up an excuse to go somewhere alone so I could tell her to take a hike. I couldn’t work up an estimate for Cary while she was asking questions about the size of his body parts.

      I didn’t need this. I didn’t need her. She needed me.

      When I’d finished viewing the tiny house—all three bedrooms, one and a half baths, and a honey of a courtyard out back—Cary asked, “So, give me what you got. I mean in numbers, of course.”

      His tone was syrupy sweet, and he followed up with his infamous grin, but I got the innuendo suggesting all I had to offer were my staging services.

      Susan swirled around Cary’s head, brushing her ghostly lips against his ear as she seductively walked her fingers along his arm. “I’ll give him what I got if you won’t.” She booped Cary’s nose with her index finger. “You feel that? His vibe? Phew, somebody’s mad at you, girl. But oo-la-la, he’s even hotter angry, huh?”

      I stared at Cary, pursing my lips, but then I immediately calmed down because lashing out was what my father and Fab expected me to do. I’d become quite vocal over the years, being on my own, and I never hesitated to speak my piece.

      Also, Susan didn’t need to know the details of my private life. She’d had her nose in my business plenty once before.

      Instead of reacting, I smiled, tilting my head in a way one man had once told me was adorable. “Wait right here and I’ll go out to my truck, work up a couple of packages I can offer, then give you two my bid.”

      I skipped off to my truck, fighting the impulse to have it out with Cary then and there and just get it over with. But I reminded myself, business came first.

      Swinging the front door open, I jumped down the steps, waving to Cary’s crew as I went.

      Climbing into my old truck, I shut the door, put my phone to my ear, and immediately called out Susan’s name. “If you want my help, you’d better sit your shapely booty down in this truck. Now.”

      Immediately she appeared, her expression one of feigned innocence. She crossed her legs and leaned back in the passenger seat. “How can I help?”

      I ground my teeth to keep from using bad words. “You can stop with all the sexy-smexy, that’s what you can do. Stop invisible motorboating Cary and throwing yourself at him. He can’t even see you.”

      Her eyebrow lifted. “His name is Cary? Like Grant?” She fanned herself. “Sexy doesn’t even begin to cover it. He’s a whole snack.”

      I held the phone up to my ear as a couple of Cary’s employees passed by the truck and waved. “Pay close attention, Susan. This isn’t Tinder. You’re dead. Deader than a doornail, and you’re no longer in the luring-husbands-from-their-wives market. Those days are over on this plane. Also, I’m on a job. Got it?”

      She looked at me in wide-eyed surprise, but remained quiet.

      “Here are the rules, and I’m only going to say this once. When I’m working, you’re off doing whatever it is that keeps you from crossing over. I need privacy, or this whole thing between us doesn’t work. I’ll call you when it’s convenient for me, and you don’t show up before then. Clear?”

      She pouted prettily. “I didn’t lure Silas, you know.”

      “Was that all you got from that soliloquy?”

      “What’s a soliloquy?”

      Mercy… “It’s a speech, Susan. Did you listen to what I said when I was speaking? If you don’t let me do what I need to do in order to pay the bills, I won’t help you—because I’ll be living in a homeless camp and I’m not sure my tent buddies are going to appreciate me talking to thin air.”

      She sighed in exasperation and flapped a manicured hand. “Oh, fine. Go do whatever your work is.”

      I don’t know why, but I felt the need to define my occupation to her. “I stage houses for a living, and I can’t concentrate when you’re shaking your boobs all over the place like a freshly popped can of biscuits.”

      She giggled (giggled!). “That’s what all the boys say.”

      I felt my blood pressure rising and knew I’d better bail if I hoped not to end up in jail for the first ever recorded murder of a ghost.

      “Susan, go away. Go away fast, or I’m going to cast a spell that will leave you roaming the darkness for all eternity!”

      I can’t really do that. I mean, I don’t think I can. There’s still so much I have to learn about my witch powers and my ability to astral project, but what Susan didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.

      She squealed, “But I have something to tell—”

      “Go!” I snapped, feeling my cheeks go hot and my blood pressure rachet up a notch.

      Susan disappeared in a mist of white vapor, only to be replaced by my dad. I put my forehead to the steering wheel and took a deep breath.

      “Darling? Was that who I think it was?”

      “Yes.” Unfortunately.

      “She’s dead, eh? Did some man’s poor ex-wife hunt her down and do away with her because she stole her husband?”

      I almost laughed, but just then, Fab rapped her knuckles on the driver’s side window, motioning for me to roll it down, her beautiful face filled with concern. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just had to set a ghost straight.”

      Fab popped her lips. “Speaking of ghosts… I have something to tell you.”

      “You can see them, too? Oh, thank the Heaven’s. I don’t have to do this alone anymore. I can’t tell you how glad I am the pressure’s off me to get hair extensions and cool thigh-high boots a la the Ghost Whisperer,” I joked, looking for some levity.

      But Fab didn’t laugh. She did, however, lick her lips nervously and avoid eye-contact. “This house…”

      I cocked my head. “This house what? Is Cary going to give the job to someone else because he can’t handle me not returning his texts? Because if that’s the case, I have some words—”

      “No! That’s not it. Listen to me, Ev. I have something important to tell you. But before I tell you, I want you to know, I had no idea.”

      I frowned, setting my phone back in my purse. “About?”

      “This house was a rental. The guy who sold it to us just wanted to get rid of it because he said there were some bad memories attached and he couldn’t stand to look at it anymore. He sold it to us for a song. All it really needed was a wall or two taken down and some updating.”

      Ah. I think I understood. “Did someone die here? Or was somebody murdered? Will I have another ghost to contend with?”

      Fab leaned her arms on the open window and shook her head. “No. No murder. Nobody died. But the renter disappeared three months ago without a trace.”

      Ooooh. How sad. But I didn’t get how that affected me. “Okay, so what’s the big deal? I mean, it’s sad, but I don’t get what that means to me.”

      “It’s the person who rented it,” Fab said on a gulp.

      I felt a chill skitter along my spine. “Go on…”

      “It was Susan ‘Big Boobs’ Davis.”

      Laughter tinkled in my ear before I heard from somewhere faraway, “I told you I had something to tell you!”
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      As I digested this new information, I trudged back inside to deal with Cary. We needed to hash out this thing between us like adults. If he was the kind of guy who took sly potshots when he was angry, and couldn’t simply tell me he was upset with me, we couldn’t date.

      I’d been wrong about not getting back to him. Absolutely. I’d done to him something I despised. The silent treatment. Though, I’d done it because I didn’t know how to explain what was happening in my life without sounding like a loon.

      Still, if we were going to move forward, dating or not, we needed to have open communication and that went for me as well. Which meant I had to apologize to him and tell him that instead of hiding behind vague silences.

      Fab followed behind me and just as we reached the door, she stopped me with a hand to my arm. “I can cancel my next appointment if you need me to stay.”

      But I shook my head, inhaling the cool autumn air, letting it infuse my lungs. “It’s okay. I don’t need a babysitter, Fab. Honest. I’m long over what happened between myself and Susan, but I can’t help but think this was meant to be. Like some kind of what-goes-around-comes-around kind of thing.”

      “I swear, I didn’t know the full story until just a few minutes ago. I guess Cary’s buddy Hawk is a friend of Ivan’s, and he mentioned something about the trouble Ivan had. So immediately, because I do business with Ivan sometimes on his other rentals, I called and asked what kind of trouble Hawk meant. I honestly thought it had to do with a murder or something that I couldn’t find on Google. But you know, disclosure is a thing in real estate, and I have to protect myself as well as my clients.”

      I gave Fab’s hand a squeeze. “I know you would never do anything to hurt me, honey. It’s okay. So, tell me what you know. You said Susan disappeared three months ago?”

      Fab nodded. “That’s what Ivan said. He broke up with her six months ago after his wife—try to keep your shock and surprise on the inside—caught him cheating, but he says his wife didn’t know who he cheated with or that she was living here. Evelyn didn’t know it was Susan, and Ivan’s hell-bent on keeping it that way.”

      Boy, did this sound familiar. Susan had a pattern for sure. “So he hid Susan’s identity from his wife?”

      But maybe she found out anyway…maybe she was who killed Susan?

      Whoa there, Evanora. Stop putting the cart before the horse.

      I had no real idea if Susan was murdered. Not everything’s murder, Evanora.

      “That’s what he says. I don’t know if it’s true or not, Ev. He said he did it to protect his wife and he had to agree to go to counseling to keep her from hunting the other woman down.”

      “So how does the house fit into all this?”

      “Like I said, Ivan owns a ton of rental properties all over Salem. Apparently, this one was their love nest. Susan was basically living here rent-free. So calling her a renter is a loose term. But when his wife realized he was cheating, Ivan was worried Evelyn would go fishing, find out he hadn’t collected any income on this house in several months, and put two and two together. So he told Susan she had to go. He says she gave him a hard time, not about him ending the affair, but about actually moving. She hung on for a little while, avoided him, gave him a hard time about leaving. He finally threatened her with the law and the next day, she was gone.”

      “Did she leave anything behind?” Items she’d once owned might help jog her memory.

      “He said she didn’t have much but her clothes and a few personal items, and it looked like she left most of it behind. She had no family and no real friends. So he packed it all up, changed the locks, and put everything in storage, thinking she’d come back. Though he did try to reach her by phone, about her belongings, and never heard from her. That was about three months ago.”

      “So, she ghosted him,” I quipped on a snort, then clapped a hand over my mouth at how rude it was to joke about the dead.

      But Fab laughed, too. “Like literally.”

      “What about a car? Did he say if she had one?”

      Fab sighed. “I didn’t ask. That’s why you’re the crime solver and I’m the sidekick.”

      That was laughable. I’m not an ace crime solver. I’ve just had a little luck on my side.

      Still, I shook my head at the mess Susan had left behind. It appeared as though she’d really done it this time. “Has he reported her missing? Does he know if anyone’s looked for her?”

      Fab shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t get too deep with him. He told me a whole lot more than I’d normally allow, due to our business relationship. But I’d bet the answer to that is no. He’s too afraid his wife’s going to find out who she was. I think he was just glad she finally left.”

      “Do you think he’d talk to me?”

      Fab’s eyes glittered. “He’d better, after making me think I’d spent my hard-earned money on a house where there was a murder. Do you have any idea how hard those are to sell?”

      “Text me his number, would you?”

      “You bet. Listen, if you’re sure you’re gonna be okay, I’ve got to git. I have a huge flip going on and some of the crew need their butts handed to them.”

      I smiled. I loved when Fab handed out butts. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t even suggest this because Cary was a little testy, but he really is one of the good ones, Ev, and you really did kinda ghost him. No pun intended. Absolutely give him hell for the potshots he took today, but also be honest about whether you want to move forward.”

      Turning toward the door, I agreed with a nod. “I promise I’ll talk to him and apologize. Thanks, Fab. I’ll see you later. Call me, ’kay?” I called after her as I reentered the house in search of Cary.

      Of course, now the house had a very different impact on me, knowing Susan had lived here for however brief a time. Though, Ivan’s story was hugely helpful, in that telling her what he said might help her remember something about her death, and then I’d know how to proceed.

      But right now, there was Cary to deal with. I approached him in the kitchen where he was touching up some paint on one of the cabinets.

      Tapping him on his broad shoulder, I asked, “Got a sec to talk? Or are we both still communicating on a fifth-grade level?”

      He turned to face me, paintbrush in hand, and I really had to fight not to throw myself at him and profusely apologize. He’s that good-looking, and he smells that divine. All totally ridiculous allowances for poor behavior, but here we are. I’m just being honest.

      Looking down at me, his eyes scanned my face before capturing my gaze. “About that. Before you say anything, I was a jerk and I’m sorry. When a woman’s not interested, I don’t usually react like someone stole my gummy bears. It was wrong, and it won’t happen again.”

      Wow. Okay. Honest communication and accountability. Impressive.

      I put my hand on his arm. “I started it by not responding to your texts and calls. I was wrong, too. My life got a bit chaotic just after we had coffee that night, coupled with what happened in the parking lot of the nursing home, and I kind of retreated into my shell. Being chased by someone with a gun took it right out of me. I should have told you that, rather than leave you guessing or thinking I’m not interested in you. Because I am—interested, that is. I felt the connection, too, and if you’re ready to graduate fifth grade…maybe we can do that together and see where this leads?”

      There. I’d said it. Let the chips fall where they may.

      Cary’s concerned expression went light, and he grinned that grin that made my insides melty and warm. “Are you really, then? Interested, I mean?”

      “I am.”

      He leaned closer, giving me a really good whiff of his rough sexiness. It made my heart pound and my pulse zip. “Even with my elementary-level communication skills?”

      I gulped as I looked up at him, his large frame almost swallowing mine. “Even then,” I murmured.

      Cary smiled again, rocking back on his heels and holding out his hand. “Wanna shake on it and start over?”

      I gave him my hand, inhaling a breath when our skin touched after two long weeks apart. It shouldn’t feel as comfortable as it did, but it was. “So how about some coffee one morning this week before work?”

      “Just say when and where,” he grumbled, husky and low, sending a cascade of not-so-unpleasant chills up my spine.

      “I’ll text you. And this time, I’m telling the truth.”

      He laughed, deep and low, his shirt moving against his chest. “You’re on. And you got the job, if you still want it after I was such a meathead. I can behave like a professional. Swear.”

      Now I laughed. “Lucky for you, I like meatheads. I’ll write up the contract and send it to Fab, okay? Until then, I have to get to another job back in Buttermilk Bay. So…I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “You bet.” He winked and turned back to his painting while I fought hyperventilation as I made my way to the door.

      I’d just asked a man out. The first time in my life I’ve ever done that. And I didn’t die.

      Yay, me.

      But for now, I had another job to tackle and a man named Ivan to talk to.

      And a Susan to school on more rules and regulations of a ghost talker.
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      My insides warm after finishing my dinner of homemade pasta fagioli from Mama Fabrizio and half a turkey club with Swiss, I grabbed a long, hot shower, threw on my battered old sweats and snuggled between my two mutts on my couch, placing my opossum, Carmine, in my lap, and propping my laptop on my knees.

      I needed to Google Susan and see if there was any information I could find on her. It was time I took the reins and found out what I was getting myself into with her and her shenanigans.

      Ivan’s story left me feeling like I’d taken a walk down Nightmare Lane to relive my horrible experience with infidelity, and I didn’t love the weird feeling it gave me in the pit of my stomach.

      I really thought I was mentally prepared to handle Susan after all these years had dulled my anger, but if I did help her, it was going to take every ounce of bandwidth I had to keep my snarky comments to myself.

      There was also the idea this might not be murder I was dealing with. She’d been gone for three months with zero inquiry into her disappearance, and while that was super suspect, it might turn out she’d simply fallen off a cliff all by her little self.

      I surfed Google, but there wasn’t much to be found in the way of personal information other than a slew of her Yelp reviews for various businesses.

      Really harsh Yelp reviews, in fact.

      Hair salons, restaurants, a couple of clothing boutiques, some restaurants and two nail salons had all been victim to her rage. This little keyboard warrior had run all up and down the Internet, trashing every business she touched.

      As I read, my eyes widened. Would rather eat cardboard and dirty toenails than dine at this dive…

      My nails looked like they were done by a kindergartner…

      Zero stars is too generous for this dump…

      “Well, if Susan was murdered, we have plenty of suspects, huh, guys? I mean, she was on a reviewing rampage,” I said out loud, as though my dogs cared about anything but dinner and a nap.

      Kenickie stirred a little, but Rizzo didn’t even afford me a bit of her usual side-eye.

      Scooping Carmine up, I laid him on my chest, stroking his head with my index finger. “Whaddya think, Punkin’? Do we think someone at Lorelei’s Lingerie might want to kill the gold medalist of Husband Stealing?”

      “Lingerie?” I heard a voice say with a snort. “What a joke. The material on those thongs was like tissue paper. I’ll never go back there again.”

      Closing my eyes, I sighed. “I guess you don’t really have to worry about darkening their doorstep ever again, do you? You know, because you’re dead.”

      “Aren’t you funny?”

      “And aren’t you a real Hemmingway?”

      Susan appeared in all her sex-bomb translucence to plop down on the edge of the big comfy chair I’d just reupholstered to match my couch. “Is that a person?”

      “He was a writer, Susan. You know, Old Man and the Sea?”

      She gave me a blank look, twisting a strand of hair around her finger.

      “He was a famous writer and he’d be appalled at how awful your grammar is. These Yelp reviews are really something, not to mention, they’re really mean. Is there any business you patronized that you actually liked?”

      She rolled her gorgeous eyes at me. “Oh, that. I was just being honest is all.”

      I didn’t want to bring murder into this just yet, but if it was murder, I had a nice list of suspects. But first, I needed to see what she remembered.

      Tapping the screen of my laptop, I pointed to one of her massacres of a local nail salon. “Listen, let’s set these atrocities to lingerie shops aside and go back to your life and how you were leading it before you kicked the bucket.”

      “I don’t want to be dead,” she insisted with her little girl pout.

      “That pouty face might work on men, but it won’t work on me. You’re dead. Period. Either we get down to brass tacks and at least try and get to the bottom of this, or we call it a day. You go your way, I’ll go mine. Tell me which you’d prefer?”

      “Okay, okay. Let’s do it.”

      “Then let’s start again. Susan Davis, you’re dead. D-E-A-D.”

      She paused a moment, her eyes welling with tears before she must have decided she needed to get it together. “Okay. So I’m dead. I’m sure you’re happy about that.”

      Taking a sip of my wine, I shook my head. “You know, Susan, I’ll be honest. There was a time when I might have taken pleasure in your disappearance. I won’t go as far as dead, but if you’d gone away and never come back, I wouldn’t have hated that. You made my life a living hell for a while, and you know you did. But that didn’t last very long, did it, before Silas did to you what he did to me.”

      Rolling her eyes, Susan nodded. “He sure did.”

      I still wasn’t convinced she truly understood her fate. “Good. We understand each other. That out of the way, are you going to cooperate or not? It’s getting late and I don’t want to begin this if you can’t get it together and accept your fate.”

      She sucked in her cheeks, and if it was possible, she looked even prettier. “Fine. I’m dead. What do you want to know?”

      I really hoped she meant that. Acceptance was key. “I want to know about Ivan. You know, the married man you were having an affair with? Why didn’t you tell me I was in the house he rented to you so you could have clandestine meetings?”

      Her head cocked, making her gloriously thick hair fall around her shoulders. “What’s clandestine?”

      I’m not the most patient person in the world, but I’m betting Susan spent very little time hitting the books in high school and far more time hitting on some cheerleader’s boyfriend.

      “It means secret. That house in Salem I was in today was where you two met when you met secretly, right?”

      Tipping her chin toward her shoulder, she nodded slowly. “Uh-huh.”

      “So you do remember Ivan?”

      “Of course I do.” Her answer was petulant.

      I sat up straight. This was a good start. “What else do you remember about your affair with him?”

      “It was fun?”

      Sighing, I gulped my wine and set the glass on my end table. “Who broke it off, Susan?” I thought I already knew the answer, but there were always two sides to every story.

      “He did. His wife Evelyn found out he was fooling around from some texts we’d shared. But I was glad it was over. He was too demanding, and he liked some pretty kooky stuff, like—”

      I shot a hand in her face. “Stop right there. I don’t want to know what he liked. Forget that and answer this—why didn’t you tell me that was your house?”

      “Because it wasn’t?”

      “Susan, c’mon. You didn’t say a single word today while you were throwing yourself at Cary.”

      “But it really wasn’t my house. It was Ivan’s.”

      “Right, and you lived there for free. I’m assuming that was as long as you agreed to be his…playmate?”

      “We didn’t say as much in words, but that’s how it worked out.”

      What was it like to give yourself to someone, allow yourself to be used by someone, just to have a place to hang your hat?

      Susan must have caught the look of distaste on my face, because she waggled a finger at me. “I see that judgmental look in your eyes, Evanora. I used Ivan as much as he used me. That’s all there is to it.”

      I wasn’t a hundred percent sure that was true. Ivan definitely had the better bargain, but I let it go in favor of more important matters. “Maybe, if I’d known you’d lived there, it would have helped to ask you some questions about the place that would jog your memory.”

      “Well, you got the job, didn’t you? It was obvious, even if that hotter-than-a-housefire of a man was mad at you, that you were going to get it. So we can go back while you put plants and pillows all over the place and then you can ask me questions, right?”

      She had a point. “That’s fair. That said, do you remember leaving? Because Ivan says you disappeared and you’ve been gone for three months.”

      Her coal-black eyes widened, anxiety written all over her face. She clasped her hands together, rising in the air like a helium balloon. “Everything’s very fuzzy, Evanora. I can’t seem to remember much after Ivan told me I had to leave!”

      I heard the panic in her voice and dug deep within my soul to find the words to soothe her, ignoring the irony of this scenario. “Calm down, Susan. It’s okay. You just have to give it time. Sometimes, trauma plays a part in finding out you’ve passed. I don’t know if you still can, but just breathe or think calming thoughts.”

      Her chin fell to her chest and it appeared as though she was trying to gather herself. “I just can’t remember. Ivan said his wife found our texts and that she told him he’d better break it off with me. That’s all I remember. I don’t remember leaving, let alone disappearing.”

      Then I recalled something that made me suspicious of Ivan’s wife Evelyn. “Ivan says his wife didn’t know who you were, but you shared texts and she found them. Surely she could have found out who you were by the texts, right?”

      Maybe this was murder after all…

      Shaking her head, she floated back to my big chair and settled. “I had a separate phone to text him. He gave it to me so his wife wouldn’t find out who I was.”

      Ah. “So Ivan was a serial cheater, I suppose? He had all the ways to hide an affair covered?”

      “How should I know? It’s not like I cared. My rent was paid and I had a place to live in a decent neighborhood. I have a don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy.”

      She said it so flippantly, I couldn’t refrain from shooting back, “Maybe that’s why you’re dead? Because you forgot to ask if he was married?”

      “Is it going to be like this?”

      I set Carmine on the back of the couch and sat forward to look her smugness in the eye. “Is it going to be like what, Susan? Am I going to call you on your poor behavior when you deserve to be called out because you talk about an arrangement with a married man so casually? If so, then yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. Someone needs to take you to task for the havoc you wreaked. Maybe if someone had done it sooner, you wouldn’t be dead.”

      Just when I was gearing up to really take her to task, she quite suddenly put her hands on either side of her head, her face twisting into a mask of pain.

      “Shut up! I can’t stand the noise! My head is pounding!”

      Susan’s image began to flicker and my tiny mobile home grew so still, I almost choked to keep breathing, the atmosphere became so thick. “Susan? What’s happening! Tell me what’s happening!”

      That’s when she fell forward, screaming so loud, the dishes in my cabinet began to quake the way they had this morning.

      That was also when I saw it.

      I must have missed it because her hair was so lusciously thick, it covered it.

      A hole.

      There was an enormous hole in the back of her head, a gash so deep, I swear if it had gone a millimeter more, I’d be able to see her brains.

      So yeah. Susan was dead…and this felt more and more like murder.
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      But wait. Maybe I was jumping to conclusions.

      “What in all of scream queens was all that hollerin’ about?” Jarvis asked as Susan disappeared into thin air.

      I rose off the couch, my ears still ringing, and made my way to Jarvis’s crystal ball, uncovering him. “That was my latest ghost making her dramatic exit. You remember her. Long, leggy, bodacious bod, my ex’s second wife?”

      Jarvis gave me a lascivious grin. “From this morning? The snack?”

      “That’s her. I’m sure you must have run into some howlers with Mom, didn’t you?”

      He winked his weirdly bulging eye. “Yeah. There were some screamers in my Chrissie’s time. One broke three windows. Try explaining that to your significant other. So what’s wrong with this broad? What happened to her?”

      I rubbed my temples. “I can’t say for sure, because I’m no coroner, but I think she was clocked on the back of her head with something big and hard. So I’m going with bludgeoned to death, which is ironic, because the last guy I helped was bludgeoned to death, too. I think all the screaming was her brutal death catching up with her on this plane.”

      Sometimes, I’ve heard there’s a delay, a time lapse of sorts, from the moment you pass until you realize you’re dead. If the death was a traumatic one, the memory eventually came for you and it came hard.

      I’m guessing Susan had relived her death, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. There were very few in my book who deserved to die the way she likely had.

      I shivered, grabbing the throw blanket from the back of my couch, wrapping it around my shoulders.

      Nights were getting colder and colder and we’d already had a frost or two. As the ocean in front of my small mobile home park roared and the wind picked up, I shivered again at the memory of Susan’s wound.

      If that hole in the back of her head was any indication, her death had likely been brutal.

      But maybe she really did fall off a cliff and smacked her head on a rock. It could happen. It has happened.

      Or maybe someone clocked her with a rock…

      So, if this was murder, the question became, who had clobbered Susan and why hadn’t anyone reported her missing—or had they? Could I inquire at the police station as to whether someone had reported her missing without coming off suspicious?

      “Darling?”

      As I paced the small area between my front door and my couch, I waved to my father, pristine in his forever outfit of a cable knit sweater and crisp trousers—an outfit he used for a jewel heist to blend in with the crowd he’d been stealing from and, I think I’ve mentioned, an outfit he despises.

      “Hi, Dad. Kinda busy. Do you need something?”

      “I thought I’d pop in and see how things are going.”

      Suuure, that’s what he was doing. I knew my father well. He was sticking his nose in because the afterlife was a bore and he needed something to jumpstart his pulse—or whatever gassed up a ghost in the afterlife.

      “What things?” I absolutely did not need Knightly Dark’s help tonight. When he’d found out Silas had cheated on me, he’d gone all raging bull. I know he’d try and talk me out of helping Susan.

      He swept around me, the vapor of his presence bringing with it the phantom memory of his spicy cologne. Hovering in front of me, he said, “This thing with that two-bit trollop, Susan Davis. Tell your father what’s happening and why she’s here.”

      I made a face at him. “You know good and well why she’s here, Dad. She’s dead.”

      His handsome face, beautiful even in death, twisted. “And that has to do with you how? Surely, she doesn’t need your help?”

      Plopping back on the couch, I rasped a sigh. “Of course she needs my help. That’s what I do. I help ghosts solve mysteries.”

      Knightly eyes flew open wide in outrage. “How dare she ask you, of all people, for help! Let me have a moment with her and I assure you, she’ll go back from whence she came, never to return!”

      “Dad?” I said calmly.

      “Nugget?” he replied on a hiss.

      “No.”

      His look of shock was almost comical. Crossing his arms over his chest, he craned his neck in my direction. “No?”

      Folding my hands in my lap, I sat back. “You heard me. I said no. I have an obligation to the afterlife, one of those obligations is, I can’t pick and choose who I help. She was sent to me for a reason.”

      “Well, who’s in charge of sending ghosts to you? I’ll speak to them myself!”

      If my father was nothing else, he was my champion—always. “Dad? I’m not in second grade anymore and you can’t bust down Principal Hunsicker’s door and demand he suspend Harvey McMahon for pushing me off the monkey bars at recess.”

      Dad’s nostrils flared and his eyes glittered at the memory. “That boy needed a good spanking. That’s what he needed.”

      Smiling, I chuckled. “You never spanked me. Why would you start with Harvey?”

      Dad crossed his leg at the ankle and relaxed a little. “That’s only because I abhor violence and you never needed a spanking. But that horror Harvey almost broke your arm. I might have made a concession in his case.”

      Stroking Rizzo’s head, I gave my father the look. “You can’t go to whoever’s in charge and tell them to assign Susan to some other witch who talks to ghosts. It doesn’t work that way. I mean, to start, I don’t even know who’s in charge. And before you freak out, I’m fine. Is it weird to help the woman who helped Silas ruin my marriage? You bet. Did she actually, in the long run, do me a favor? Bet your bippy, she did. I’m way better off without Silas. Now, no more talk of reporting her to the people in charge of ghosts—whoever that is.”

      Knightly clucked his tongue in clear admonishment. “This feels all manner of wrong, Nugget. She devastated your life. How can you possibly be objective? How can you not help but feel a small measure of comeuppance she’s met an ugly fate?”

      I pulled one of my soft throw pillows to my lap. “Because that’s wrong, Dad. I’m not glad she’s dead. Do I wish another witch or someone who communicates with the dead was on the case? Yes. But she landed here for a reason—one I may never understand, and I accept that.”

      “I could help, you know, Nugget. Be a buffer for you, weed out all those ugly reminders and get straight to the heart of the matter…” He always led with a hopeful tone to his voice when he  tried to insinuate himself into an investigation.

      “You know the answer to that, Dad.” Settling on the edge of my sofa, I scanned his translucent face. I’d been putting this off for a while, because it always dredged up memories that pained him. “Forget my ghost. I have another question that has nothing to do with Susan Davis. One I haven’t asked yet because I was too busy processing what happened with Ferris and his death.”

      He smiled, warm and charismatic. “Of course, darling. Ask me anything.”

      “Did you know about Jarvis? About Mom’s history with ghosts? I mean, how could you not know? How could she hide something like that from you? You were married, after all.”

      “She kept me in the bloody attic!” Jarvis squawked. “Nobody knew about me but that lush piece of—”

      “Jarvis!” I yelped, giving him a stern look over my shoulder, knowing full well he was referring to my aunt. “Don’t you dare talk about my aunt that way. When I get to a better headspace, we’re going to have a nice long chat about the way you talk about women.”

      Jarvis, in all his devil-may-care attitude, rolled his buggy eyes. “Whatever. She’s still hot, and no one knew about me except for Auntie T.”

      “He’s right,” my father assured me. “I had no idea Jarvis existed. I never once wondered why Christiana spent so much time in the attic, but then, if you’ll recall, I was a selfish man, Nugget. I was far more consumed with my guilt about my homosexuality than I was actually being married to your mother. While she spent her time elsewhere, I spent mine wrapped up in my turmoil and guilt.”

      More than ever before, I wanted to hug him, to wipe away the sadness and grief that never left him where my mother was concerned.

      In my mind, Knightly had loved her the best way he knew how, and I didn’t harbor any anger toward him. Back when he’d married her in the late sixties, homosexuality was tabooer than ever, and he’d done it because society dictated he marry a woman and have a family. He’d done it out of fear.

      Yet, he never had been able to let go of the guilt—of the idea that he’d stolen a life she could have shared with someone else, someone straight, who’d love all of her the way she’d deserved.

      Still, how had she become so skilled at hiding her abilities? I’d been wondering about that since my aunt told me I had the same powers.

      “But mom never let on that she talked to ghosts? How did she do it? It’s all I can do not to react when a ghost shows up in the middle of my life. Especially today, when Susan was all over Cary like fried on chicken.”

      Knightly smiled fondly. “I have no idea, but then, there wasn’t anything your mother couldn’t do. I imagine it took a lot of practice, but she was always aces at whatever she set her mind to, Nugget. As I’m confident you will be, too.”

      “I need to spend some time with Aunt T and get to know the ghost-talking, crime-solving side of her. I’ll do that as soon as I wrap up this thing with Susan. If she doesn’t run off like she did tonight, that is.”

      “I guess this means no Investigation ID for us tonight?” my father asked, his disappointment clear.

      I pulled my laptop back to my knees. “Not tonight, Dad. I’m going to have a go at her Facebook page and see if there’s anyone even looking for her. How can no one have at least one person concerned for their welfare?”

      My father snorted. “Well, Nugget, if you look at her history, she wasn’t exactly in the business of making friends. She was in the business of stealing husbands. That doesn’t leave a lot of time or room for acquaintances.”

      While that was fair, I didn’t want to keep harping on her craving for other women’s partners. It muddied my waters with too many bad memories of my own.

      I found her Facebook page quite easily, but it was sparse and on lockdown. I couldn’t see much but a couple pictures of her. I’d have to wait until she assimilated to her death before I asked for her password. Then maybe I could scour her Facebook in search of clues.

      However, her Instagram? That was a wealth of pictures of Susan in every setting imaginable and in every outfit possible.

      Again, if I’m being brutally honest, Susan was in great shape for her age and she looked amazing in a bikini. Many bikinis.

      Her last post on the Gram was three months and four days ago, just before she’d disappeared. A picture of her holding a frosty drink, her pink nails clasping the bowl-like glass, with a Cheshire grin on her face. In the background of the picture there was a sign of an establishment named Sissie’s.

      There was a lone comment on the post from a user named Leather_471, dated the night she’d taken the picture. It read, “Hey, where you’d run off to last night?”

      Maybe Leather had been at Sissie’s, too?

      I clicked on Leather_471’s profile, but it was labeled private. Though, I could see the picture attached to the profile. It was a man, of course. A very good-looking man with dark hair, blue eyes and loads of muscles.

      Maybe he’d seen Susan just before she’d gone missing? That made him a person of interest, if nothing else.

      If Susan didn’t show up before tomorrow, I guess I was headed to Sissie’s to see if anyone else had seen her that night, and to see if I could locate Leather_471.

      The question was, did I want to locate a guy with the name Leather?
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      “Just a Coke, please,” I said to the very young bartender at Sissie’s with a tatt of Betty Boop on his right arm. Easily, he could be my child and I said as much to Fab.

      She chuckled as she slid onto the stool next to mine. “I feel like everyone keeps getting younger and younger. Did you know my new gyno is thirty-six? How does that happen? She’s all perky and bright-eyed. When did our doctors become younger than us?” Fab shook her head, taking a sip of her seltzer water and lime. “Remember the days when we saw Dr. Fink and we used to joke he was so old, one day he was going to keel over and die, leaving us with a speculum hanging out of our business?”

      Now I laughed, too, tucking my hair behind my ears. “Poor old Dr. Fink. He didn’t die dramatically with us, but he did have a heart attack while he was delivering Lisa Graff’s twins. She said he hung on until the last baby was out, even though he was covered in sweat and breathing harder than she was—and she’d been in labor for fifteen hours.”

      Fab held up her glass, tipping it my way. “To Dr. Fink.”

      I clinked her glass with my Coke as I took in this place called Sissie’s, a bar in the center of Salem that served happy-hour type food. It was definitely a younger crowd. Lots of younger professionals, enjoying drinks after work. Plenty of men in suits and women in cropped jackets and slim skirts—all with tight skin and healthy glows.

      I felt a little out of place in my jeans and oversized shirt, but I gave myself a point for wearing heels, dangly earrings and some bangle bracelets—and do note, not an elastic waistband to be found on me. If nothing else, I was age appropriate, though a little uncomfortable in heels.

      The interior of Sissie’s wasn’t as dim as one would expect in a bar, but it was upscale and very trendy. The bar top was sleek and shiny, the tables were high and equally shiny black and gray marble. The music wasn’t so much current as it was jazzy and upbeat.

      Lots of fancy martinis to be had, and plates of appetizers leaning more toward posh, like duck flautas as opposed to nachos and salsa.

      Fab nudged me. “So Susan was a no-show today, huh?”

      My lips thinned in aggravation. I didn’t want to rush her—death as gruesome as hers was awful—but I wouldn’t get very far if she didn’t at least give me a little something to go on.

      “A big no-show. I think she’s probably still coming to terms with her death. Judging by the hole in the back of her head, it was traumatic and ugly.”

      Fab shivered, mirroring the way I’d shivered last night after seeing Susan’s wound. “How awful. You okay?”

      “I’m fine. I think my skin is getting thicker with each ghost I help. I’ve seen some unpleasant stuff since this all began. I don’t love it, but it comes with the territory. Besides, you know I don’t have a weak stomach.”

      Fab snickered. “Oh, you don’t have to remind me. I remember spending an entire movie with my head buried under a sweater while you laughed your way through Friday the 13th.”

      I do enjoy a good horror movie.

      “Speaking of horror movies…I wonder where Susan is?” I mused out loud. “I’d like to get this show on the road. I have a jam-packed schedule for the next few weeks and the way she shows up out of the blue is going to make concentrating on paint colors and vaulted ceilings hard.”

      “Am I hearing sympathy for the cheater-cheater-pumpkin-eater in your tone, BFF?”

      I looked at my best friend in the whole world over the rim of my glass and nodded sheepishly. “You are. She died horribly, whether it was murder or not, Fab. Also, the saddest part of this? Not a soul has looked for her or reported her missing. What’s that like? To have no one? No wonder she’s always looking to men to find fulfillment. We don’t know why she did what she did, but it doesn’t mean I can’t feel some kind of way about it.”

      Fab crossed her legs and chewed on her straw. “How do you know no one’s reported her missing?”

      “Because I called the Salem PD and asked—anonymously, of course. I made up some story about being from another country and how I was unfamiliar with their procedures here in America for locating someone I couldn’t get in touch with. The police officer took it from there.”

      “Anonymously from another country and with an accent, I presume?” she teased.

      “Maybe…”

      “Which one did you use this time?”

      “French. It felt like a French day.”

      “That’s definitely one of your better ones.”

      “I kept it really general. I mean, it’s not like I know much about her or why I’d even know she was missing. In fact, I could be considered a suspect from an official standpoint. She did sleep with my husband. Women do kill their husbands’ mistresses all the time.”

      “Ooooh, I didn’t even think about that,” Fab murmured. “That wouldn’t be a good look. But it was a hundred years ago in cheating years. I doubt anyone would suspect you’d waited this long to take her out.”

      Nodding, I stared into my glass of soda. “What makes this harder is, she didn’t even have a job she never showed up for. She didn’t have any friends unless you count all her male callers. I don’t even know if she has any family. In fact, I almost called Silas to ask if he knew anyone related to her…”

      I knew Fab was struggling to fight a gasp of surprise and with good reason. I almost never spoke to Silas about anything. Once my obligation to him as a co-parent (if you could even be so generous as to call him that) was over when Callum graduated college, I had no reason to contact him. I didn’t even know if he was still living in Boston.

      Fab wrinkled her nose. “But you didn’t call him, did you? Silas is a jerk, and he’d want to know why you were asking about a woman he threw to the curb long ago without ever looking back. He’d ask too many questions you can’t answer. We don’t need him nosing around.”

      Shaking my head, I reassured her. “No. No, I absolutely didn’t. Mostly because I can’t explain why, of all the whys, I’d be asking about the woman he left me for.”

      “And because he’s the worst father in the world and he makes your skin crawl,” Fab reminded me with a point of her finger.

      Truthfully, I’d become so indifferent to Silas, he didn’t make my skin do anything. I’d long since given up hope he’d ever be there for our son. It had almost always been Callum and I, and I’d done the best I could to fill in the gaps.

      Plus, Callum had my dads growing up—there were never two better grandparents than my fathers. They’d taught him how to shave and tie a knot in his tie, they’d helped me with his math homework (I’m creative, not technical—not even a little), and they’d done their fair share of school field trips when I had to work.

      Mostly, they’d taught him empathy, and to love without condition. There was nothing they wouldn’t have done for Callum, and they have my eternal gratitude for giving him two strong male role models to count on.

      Still, I had to agree. “Silas is a non-issue as far as I’m concerned. Either way, no one has reported a Susan Beatrice Davis from Salem missing, and I can’t help but feel a sense of sadness for a life not even worthy of someone reporting your disappearance.”

      Yes. I know Susan’s middle name. Know why? Because they sent us an invitation for their wedding. And when I remember details like that—and that one in particular—I question my sanity in agreeing to help Susan Beatrice Davis.

      Fab downed her seltzer water and dropped the glass on the bar top. “Then let’s get this show on the road and start looking. Show me Mr. Muscles’ Insta again and I’ll take a run around the bar to see if maybe he’s here.”

      I grinned and showed her the picture of Leather_471. “Thank God for you. I wasn’t looking forward to actually moving in these heels.”

      Fab winked. “But ya look dang sexy in ’em.” She hopped from her stool and sauntered off, dressed quite similarly to the other female professionals in a slim-fitting print wrap dress and blazer.

      I followed her shiny, dark head until she was swallowed up by the crowd at the back of the bar.

      Pulling my phone out, I called up the picture of Susan she’d taken somewhere in here and wiggled my fingers at the bartender.

      As he approached, his lean but athletic body gracefully carrying him toward me, I noted how groomed he was. Particularly his eyebrows, which looked better than mine ever could.

      “How can I help you, ma’am?” he asked cheerfully while I fought a cringe at the word ma’am.

      Ugh. That word had been flung around an awful lot lately when it came to addressing me.

      “Got a question for you,” I said, holding up my phone.

      He smiled, his forehead barely moving. “You bet.”

      “Do you ever remember seeing this woman in here?” I showed him Susan’s picture, the one she’d taken in front of this very bar. He leaned in to look it over, making the tight T-shirt he wore stretch over his broad back.

      For a flicker of a moment, he almost frowned—or I think he tried to, but I suspected Botox prevented it. Then, quite suddenly, he straightened and looked down his very straight nose at me. “Nope. Never seen her before.”

      Uh-huh. I wasn’t buying it. Cocking my head, I asked, “How long have you worked here?”

      Now he appeared a bit defensive, his eyes darting about the room, never meeting mine. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because I’m looking for this woman. I thought that was obvious when I showed you her picture. I want to know if you were here when she was here in this picture, taken three months ago at this bar.”

      His tone went suspicious. “Are you like some kind of private eye?”

      “Nope. I’m just someone who wants to know if you knew the woman in the picture. So were you employed here three months ago?”

      He blinked, his eyes going blank. “I’ve been here long enough to know I’ve never seen her before.”

      A couple of patrons crowded around my stool at the bar, pushing up against me before I had the chance to press the bartender any further.

      “Excuse me, but I have other customers,” he said, plastering a phony smile on his face, knowing full well he was getting off the hook.

      “Heeeey, you’re new here,” a male voice said, low and slurred. “Buy ya a drink?”

      As I turned around to face him, I almost burst out laughing. Clean-cut and fresh-faced, he barely looked like he was out of college. Yet, his dapper suit and askew tie said he was a professional of some sort—or he was trying very hard to appear as though he was.

      Clearly he’d had too much to drink and his vision was blurred, because if he couldn’t see the wrinkles around my eyes and my sagging body parts, and recognize I’m not the girl for him, he was definitely three sheets to the wind.

      “Thanks,” I offered with a dismissive smile, “but I’m on my way out.”

      I attempted to slip off the barstool, but he blocked my way, his drink sloshing over the rim of the glass he held. “Whassamatter, you don’t like me? I’m not good enough for you?”

      You know, I’m all for May-December romances. If it works, good on you. But he was, at best, twenty-five, easily twenty-two or so years my junior. My son was older than him. I had a line, and it was drawn right at anyone younger than my own child.

      Sighing, I tucked my purse closer to me. It had been a long day, my toes were starting to cramp in these stupid heels, my bursitis was acting up, and I felt bloated after only one Coke and no dinner. “Listen, er…what’s your name?”

      “Jaaake,” he said with a wide, toothy grin. “What’s yours, pretty lady?”

      “Hi, Jaaake. I’m Evanora. Or maybe you’d prefer Mom—as in, I’m old enough to be yours, and you’d know that if you weren’t in a bar, drinking yourself so stupid you can’t see that for yourself. Now move out of my way, please, Jake, and let me pass, or I’ll have to take away your skateboard park privileges.”

      “Ooooo,” he crooned loud enough to make heads turn. “I’m scared a’ you.” Yet, he clearly wasn’t scared enough to move out of my way or too frightened to press his body against mine.

      Um, no. No touching without permission—ever.

      “I said move, Jake, please.” And I said it as I brought my heel down on the front of his shiny shoe, griding it into the top of his foot.

      As he screeched his displeasure, I pushed my way past him and went to find Fab, who was nowhere to be found. I skirted the crowded tables, staying close to the walls lined with pictures of hip, cool visuals I didn’t understand, until I came upon a long hallway with a sign for the restrooms.

      Maybe she’d gone to freshen up. The hallway was quiet compared to the rest of the bar, and I was grateful for the peace. I’d only had a soda, but my head was throbbing and my stomach was empty.

      Also, it was getting late and Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy would be on soon. I almost never missed my evening shows. It was how I wound down from a long day, and today had been long.

      Partly because I’d spent most of it worrying about where Susan was and partly because the job I was staging right now was a little out of my comfort zone.

      I’m not a minimalist kind of girl, and the house I’d finally finished today was ultra-modern contemporary. Not being able to utilize a good throw blanket or some candlesticks to cozy things up left me stressed and frazzled.

      I was just about to push my way into the bathroom when someone grabbed me from behind and swung me around. For good measure, my assailant slammed me hard up against the wall next to the bathroom—which happened to be made of concrete, thank you very much—and stole the breath right from my lungs.

      Growling in my ear, he asked, “Who the hell are you, and why are you asking around about Susan?”
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      Instinctively, and without thinking, I dropped my purse and braced my knuckles against his cheeks.

      With my heart pounding almost out of my chest, I latched onto his jaw and went for his eyes, using my thumbs, grinding them into his sockets, just like I’d been taught in a self-defense class I took about ten years ago given by a craggy old guy named Radley Simpson.

      Radley was an ex-Marine who’d fought in Vietnam and knew a thing or two about getting out of combative situations. After my last encounter with a killer, I’d decided to rewatch some of the videos he’d posted on YouTube before he retired.

      He always said to hit ’em wherever you can reach that’ll hurt the most to disable them, and run like the dickens while screaming your bloody brains out for help.

      Judging by the scream of pain I’d elicited from my attacker’s lungs, I was doing it right. His hands went to his eyes as he howled so loud, I’d bet the people in the bar heard him, even over the snappy, jazzy tunes.

      “Oooooowwwww! You bi—”

      I gave him the hardest shove I could summon to push him away from my body, and as he was busy crying about the pain in his eyes, I kneed him in his babymakers, knocking him to the floor with a resounding yet triumphant thud.

      “Evan? What’s going on?” Fab bellowed, skidding to a halt just as the man dropped to the floor, his hands over his face.

      Gasping for breath, I leaned against the wall with one arm, using the other hand to press against my chest. Giving him that shove to the ground had aggravated my surgery scar.

      I tried to inhale, but it came out as a wheeze. “Disabling my attacker,” I managed to huff, my legs feeling a little shaky.

      “He attacked you?” she hollered, instantly putting a heeled foot on his neck. “Don’t you move, you filthy animal! I’m calling 9-1-1!”

      “Wait!” he cried, flailing against her shoe. “Wait! Let me explain!”

      “Who the blazes are you? And don’t try anything stupid, or this heel goes right through your larynx!” Fab bellowed down at him, lifting her foot slightly so he could answer.

      Finally able to breathe, I replied, “He’s the bartender I just talked to.” I bent to my haunches, my knees crackling like I had Jiffy Pop on the stove. “Care to tell me what that was all about?”

      He scrubbed at his raw eyes with the heels of his hands. “Gimme a sec, would you? You did almost poke my eyeballs out, for hell’s sake!”

      My eyes narrowed in anger, simmering just beneath the surface. “And you almost dislocated my shoulder by slamming me up against a concrete wall, pal. Not used to women fighting back, huh?”

      He inched his way up the wall to a sitting position, the surrounding areas of both eyes red and teary. He let his long arms fall to his sides in obvious defeat. “Look, I’m sorry I grabbed you like that. I didn’t mean to be so rough. I thought maybe someone sent you to spy on me and I was angry.”

      I zeroed in on his face, my eyes pinning him to the wall. “Someone like?”

      He blew out a breath, his cheeks puffing up. “Like my wife, okay?”

      I shifted positions on the dirty floor, trying not to tip over into his lap. “Your wife? Explain why your wife would hire someone to spy on you?”

      He shrugged his wide shoulders, that T-shirt he wore so well rippling against his chest. “I might have stepped out on my marriage once or twice.”

      Zoinks. Was everyone a lowly cheat? “So I’m guessing you had a thing with Susan?” It was a logical explanation for why he’d freaked out and gone all GI Joe on me.

      His face twisted into a frown. “It wasn’t a big deal—we hooked up a few times. That’s it. I swear!” He held up a hand in a Boy Scout’s promise.

      “What’s your name?” I demanded, fighting the grind of my teeth as my knees began to ache like someone was dragging hot coals over my kneecaps.

      “Ashton Guthrie,” he replied with great hesitation.

      “So, Ashton Guthrie, you slept with Susan Davis, and you don’t want your wife to know. Did you sleep with her the night she took that picture?”

      Ashton tilted his dark head back and shook it. “Nah. It was a while ago. Susan was just a quick couple of times and done. Nothing serious. She wasn’t good for much else.”

      I leaned in close, and showed him my clear disgust, regardless of the fact that my knees were going to collapse like a house of cards. “Your mother would be so ashamed to hear you talk about a woman that way. Shame on you. So,” I sneered, “how am I supposed to know if you’re telling the truth.”

      “Look, lady, why do you even care?” he scoffed. “How is who I slept with any of your business?”

      “Because I do. How’s that? Do you suppose your wife would care? I don’t imagine it would be hard to find out who she is. Do you think it would be hard to find out who Ashton Guthrie’s wife is, Fab?”

      She whipped out her phone like a weapon and waved it under his nose. “I could always use my Google-Fu and find out.”

      “Listen, whoever you are, Susan probably slept with ten guys in this bar alone. She was as much in it for the fun as I was, okay? It was just a good time. No strings.”

      Look, I’m all for a little fun. I wouldn’t dream of shaming someone, male or female, for partaking of the bedsport as long as it’s safe and consensual.

      If Susan wasn’t messing around with married men, it wouldn’t matter to me. But this guy? He was married and he talked about his various sexcapades as if they were nothing more than a trip to the grocery store.

      “When was the last time you saw her in this bar, Ashton—and make sure you tell me the truth.”

      His eyes, less red now, finally settled on my face. “I don’t know, okay? She came and went a lot. The last time I can remember seeing her, she was flirting with some mountain of a guy, but I was busy with customers. So I didn’t pay much attention, and I don’t remember the day, but for sure it was a while ago. Maybe back in mid-to-late summer.” He paused a moment, and then he said, “Yeah. That was probably it, because she had on a slinky shirt that was almost see-through. An off-the-shoulder number.”

      I wondered if the mountain of a guy was Leather_471? Also, I was leaning toward believing him because as I recall, Susan was wearing a slinky shirt in her Insta picture, and the glass she held had condensation on the exterior. In fact, she had on a similar slinky outfit when she became a ghost.

      “Who was the guy, Ashton? Do you know his name?”

      “How should I know? He’s not a regular. He was just some big guy who was buying her drinks.”

      Lifting my chin, I asked, “And did she leave with some big guy who was buying her drinks?”

      “I have no idea. I really don’t remember, lady. I mean, I didn’t keep track of her. Like I said, we were done by then. I swear…” He’d become quite whiny for someone who’d manhandled me like a Sumo wrestler.

      “Okay, so here’s what you’re going to do, Ashton. There are cameras in this bar, and outside, too. I’m going to give you my email address and you’re going to email me the footage from the night Susan took her picture right out in that bar with a drink you probably made for her.”

      Now he looked worried. Those lines on his forehead fought to make an appearance. “That footage is outsourced to a surveillance company that handles them. How am I supposed to explain that I need it? And why would I give you video footage? Why would I give you anything?”

      Fab clucked her tongue and shoved her phone in Ashton’s face. “Because your wife—Gayle, is it?—might be interested to know you had a couple-and-done with Susan Davis, don’t you think?” A picture on Facebook of Ashton and his wife flashed in the darkened hallway.

      I hid a smile. Fab was my girl. Always in total sync with me, she was ready to threaten blackmail to garner information.

      “Not to mention, you assaulted me,” I accused. “I’m sure that’s on video, too. You could lose your job over that, couldn’t you?” Digging around in my purse, I pulled out my card. “So be a good sport and send me that video footage and do it fast. If I don’t have it within twenty-four hours, I’m going to pay your poor wife a visit and then I’m going to the cops—with the witness to my assault.”

      “That’s me!” Fab chirped and curtsied. “I’m her witness.”

      Ashton pushed off the wall, his face red, his eyes redder, snatching the card from my hand. “Fine. Twenty-four hours. Now go away and stay away.”

      He slid up the wall, stuffing my card in his back pocket and stalking off to the front of the bar, leaving me there, still on my haunches.

      “Oh, thank Heavens he’s gone,” I whimpered, my knees burning. “Halp,” I whispered, all my bravado gone, leaving me with nothing but stabs of agonizing pain in my hip.

      Fab stuck a hand down in my direction with a grin. “Stuck?”

      “So stuck,” I whispered.

      As she hoisted me upward, I groaned, my knees stiff as boards. “Thanks, buddy.”

      She winked. “Hey, nice takedown interrogation followed up by a threat. You’re going to have your Murder, She Wrote card in no time flat.”

      I chuckled as I hobbled to the back exit door. “Lest ye forget your Google-Fu. Equally impressive, my friend. You were like a ninja on the information highway.”

      Fab’s head tipped back and she laughed as she held open the door, her dangling earrings catching the light. “What a douche-canoe.”

      “The biggest canoe in the lake,” I commented as we stepped outside into the chilly autumn air. “Hey, did you ever find Mr. Muscles?”

      She sucked her teeth as we began to walk toward my truck. “Nope. No such luck, Chuck. I did find some randy man-children, though.”

      Well, shoot. “At least we didn’t leave empty-handed. We do have a small lead.”

      “Indeed we do. Ya gotta start somewhere.”

      I nodded as I beeped my truck open. “Precisely. But do me a favor.”

      She smiled at me as she climbed into the passenger seat. “Anything. Always.”

      “Be a peach and don’t ever let me wear heels again when we’re on a fact-finding mission. After sitting on my haunches for so long, I think my feet have a heartbeat.”

      “Okay, Heels,” she joked.

      Climbing in my truck, I started it up and headed toward Fab’s place. I decided to wait until I dropped my BFF at home to summon Susan, but boy, when I did?

      She had some splainin’ to do about the bunch of suspects piling up like garbage bags at the dump.
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      The moon hung low, swollen and milky yellow as I drove back to my mobile home park. I needed an anti-inflammatory and a hot bath.

      But first?

      I needed Susan to make an appearance.

      “Susan?” I called into the dark interior of my truck. “Get your bodacious bottom in this car now. I need a word, please.”

      I waited a moment as I passed over the short covered bridge in the center of Buttermilk Bay, taking me from one side of town to the other.

      Small houses dotted the background surrounding the bridge, their lights warm and welcoming-bright. Trees in their full regalia hung low on either side of the road at the end of the bridge, dropping colorful leaves on the asphalt. It always made me happy to drive the country lanes to my mobile home park.

      When nothing but silence and my favorite Broadway show tunes playing on the radio greeted me, I called out again. “Susan Beatrice Davis, get your backside in this car!”

      There was a long, put-upon sigh before she made her glowy appearance. Beautiful and translucent, she parked herself in the passenger seat.

      “What?” she asked like a petulant child.

      I lifted an eyebrow the way I used to when Callum gave me attitude. “Is that the tone you take with the person whose help you need, miss?”

      Her hair billowed around her shoulders as she turned to face me. I swear, it was like she had a constant fan blowing those luxurious locks around, giving her a windblown affect like Beyonce in concert.

      “Sorry. What do you want?”

      I snorted my disbelief as I turned onto Seymore Drive and stopped in the parking lot of the community park right outside my little mobile home village, deciding it was best to talk here rather than go back to my place. Not only to avoid riling the dogs with her presence, but to avoid juicing Jarvis’s libido.

      I put my truck in park and turned off my headlights, shaking my head. “What do I want? Oh, Susan, Susan, Susan. Are we forgetting who needs who here? You said you wanted my help and then you disappeared. What happened?”

      Her cheeks puffed outward as though she’d been on a treacherous journey filled with pitfalls and peril.

      Though, who am I kidding. This was the afterlife. Maybe she had… I couldn’t tell if she was being dramatic or not.

      She leaned her head on the passenger side window, only to find it fell right through to the other side. She rasped an aggravated sigh and sat up straight.

      “I don’t know what happened, Evanora. One minute we were talking, and the next my head felt like it was whacked with a sledgehammer. It hurt so much, I almost couldn’t stand it. Everything kinda went haywire after that.”

      I turned in my seat to look at her, my heart unable to stop feeling sympathy where she was concerned. I’m pretty sure it’s a rare person I’d wish this kind of journey on. It’s disorienting and frightening just from my perspective, but from hers, it had to be terrifying.

      “I think you were remembering your death, Susan, and I’m sorry it was so painful. Do you think that’s what happened? Do you remember anything before you landed here?”

      Her gorgeous round eyes filled with tears as she stared out into the distance, her gaze unfocused. “I don’t remember a lot, but I think you’re right. I think I was remembering what happened, some of it anyway,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and her words slow.

      As a cold rain began to fall on my windshield, I felt nothing but sadness where Susan was concerned. “Listen, I need to know if you want to continue with this…investigation into your death. You do know, you don’t have to continue. You could just go into the light and leave it all behind.”

      At least, I think that was true. But then, I’d often heard some people couldn’t go into the light until their business here on this plane was handled. I don’t have any definitive answers, of course, but that’s been my general experience.

      She shook her head, showing more animation than she had since she’d popped up in my car. “No! I do want to know what happened. I just…it’s just…hard…”

      “You mean when you see your entire life laid out before you and you’re forced to face the good and the bad?”

      Her laughter was bitter. “There wasn’t much that I did that was good, Evanora. I have a feeling you’ve discovered that.”

      If you had told me twenty years ago that I’d be sitting in my truck with the woman who’d had a hand in trashing my life, trying to be supportive and uplifting? I’d have told you to pound sand.

      Yet, here I sat. Right next to some monkey bars and a sandbox, sympathizing with the woman my ex-husband had been unfaithful with.

      Maybe it made me a fool, but I knew in my gut, my mother would have done the same. “I’m going to be as transparent as I can. I’ve run into a couple of things, yes, but I haven’t dug very deep either. I’ve been waiting for you to tell me how far you want me to go.”

      “Then you know there wasn’t much good—not much good about me at all.”

      Leaning my head back against the headrest, I sighed. “I don’t believe that, Susan. You must have done something good at one point in your life. Helped an old lady cross the road safely? Saved a stray animal? Paid it forward at a Starbucks? There has to be something. You’re not evil incarnate.”

      She gave me side-eye full of skepticism. “There certainly was a time when you thought I was…”

      “Touché,” I admitted. I leaned forward, bracing my arms on the steering wheel to watch the rain fall in fat droplets. “Look, Susan, I’m not going to sugarcoat your shenanigans by telling you that your behavior was okay. But I’m long past you and Silas. That said, I won’t shame you, either. You should be able to have as many physical relationships as you’d like without fearing societal scorn—as long as they’re consenting.”

      Her eyebrow lifted. “But I think we both know, I didn’t just have,” she made quotes with her fingers, “‘relationships’, Evanora. I had other people’s relationships. What happened to not sugarcoating anything?”

      “Fair enough. You definitely dipped into your neighbor’s pool when you shouldn’t have. What I mean is, if you wanted intimate relationships with a thousand single men, you shouldn’t be shamed, and you shouldn’t feel shame. Men do it all the time.” Then I paused for a moment before I said, “Still, there’s a reason you’ve done what you’ve done—gotten involved with men who are technically unavailable, and only you know what the reason is, but I don’t need to know, myself, in order to help you. What I’m saying is, your multiple affairs won’t affect our relationship.”

      “What if…” She stopped and gulped, her long throat visibly tensing. “What if there is no light for someone like me?”

      “Someone like you? Define someone like you.”

      Her eyes fixed on mine, and in them shone stark honesty. “Someone who used her wiles, her looks, her body to get what she wanted. Someone who didn’t care who she hurt while she trampled on marriages and broke hearts. Someone who was angry all the time. Someone who wanted the world to pay her back for giving her…”

      I felt a small rush of tears for the person Susan had become. I had a horrible feeling she was a product of her environment. “I don’t believe that. And what do you want the world to pay you back for? What did it do to you?”

      She simply shook her head, but it was a slow and sorrow-filled gesture. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter anymore. It won’t ever matter again, will it?”

      “Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe it’ll only matter to you, but that counts, too. Maybe finding out why you’ve been on a path of self-destruction is how you’ll find the light.”

      Maybe this wasn’t only a path to discover who killed her. Maybe it was a path to redemption?

      Maybe this was a weird kind of fan-fiction edition to A Christmas Carol, where Scrooge dies and then has to find redemption by confessing his sins and owning his mistakes in order to go into the light?

      I think I was looking for a reason—any reason why Susan was sent to me. It almost felt like a test to get this view into the life of the woman who’d been a participant in a painful period of my own.

      Susan leaned over then and scanned my face. “Why are you being so nice to me? I stole your husband, wrecked your marriage and ignored your kid.”

      I laughed and nodded. “That you did. However, I don’t want to state the obvious, but…”

      She smiled, and it was almost warm. “You came out on top.”

      “Well, I am alive and not married to Silas…”

      “Point for the witch.” We sat quietly for a moment, while I let her process where we went from here, until she finally said with clear determination, “I do want to know what happened to me. I absolutely do.”

      As the rain pattered on my truck and I stared at the monkey bars I’d parked in front of, I asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Yep,” her answer was strong and affirmative.

      “No more disappearing?”

      “Pinky swear.”

      “When I call, you’ll answer?”

      “It’s not like I’ll have a date or anything else pressing.”

      I fought my laughter and nodded. “Good enough. Now, I have some questions. Let’s start with the last place I can pinpoint you were before you went missing. Do you remember?”

      Her delicate fingers went to her temple as she thought. She snapped her fingers. “Sissie’s? Yes. It was Sissie’s in downtown Salem.”

      I smiled and pulled my phone from my purse to show her the picture on her Instagram. “I think so—at least as far as I can tell from social media. The last selfie you took was at Sissie’s three months ago.”

      She paused and then she inhaled. “Yes! I remember. I went to grab a drink after Ivan gave me a final warning and told me I had to move out.”

      Frowning, I clicked on Leather_471’s profile. “Is that what someone does when they’re about to be homeless? Grab a fruity drink?”

      She grinned knowingly. “It is when you need to find somewhere else to live…”

      “Ah. The grift, I assume?”

      “You call it grifting, I call it resourceful, but yes. That’s what I was doing. Looking for the next hook-up. It’s what I always did. In fact, it’s almost a relief to know I won’t have to do it anymore.”

      I couldn’t imagine living my life like that—without a safety net, without something to call my own. I couldn’t imagine relying solely on my feminine wiles to find my next place to sleep.

      “Was this guy the next hook-up?” I pointed to Leather_471’s profile pic.

      She peered at my phone and made a face. “Him? Hah! Nuh-uh. He was just someone I met at Sissie’s that night. He’s using a filter on his pic, but he’s at least twenty years older in real life—even with all his muscles. He absolutely wasn’t my next victim.”

      Victim. What an interesting choice of words.

      “So, do you think you were supposed to meet your next victim there? I mean, you’d just been booted from Ivan’s with nowhere to go.”

      She shrugged. “Sort of… I can’t remember. That’s the problem. I know I was supposed to meet someone there, but I can’t remember who or why, but I’d bet my Mac lipstick it was to find a place to hang my hat.”

      “Can you remember if you went back to Ivan’s again after grabbing a drink, or is the rest still a blank?”

      Susan shook her head with that lost look on her face. “I can’t remember, but I do remember Ivan was pretty clear I’d dragged leaving on for as long as I could and I wasn’t going to be able to con him another day. So maybe that’s the night I disappeared. I just don’t know…”

      I ran a weary hand over my forehead. My stomach was on full tilt and angry about its malnourished state. “Okay, forget that part of the equation. You’re pretty sure this person was going to help you with a place to live?”

      She bit her lower lip and covered her face with her hands. “Yes. I mean, I think so, but I can’t remember who it was, Evanora.”

      “Do you remember if you were seeing anyone while you were seeing Ivan or was it only after he broke up with you?”

      She frowned, small lines cluttering her forehead. “We didn’t have rules about seeing other people, but I can’t remember that detail either. But if I know me, there were men waiting in the wings. There always were. God, why can’t I remember?”

      I almost reached over and patted her hand to console her, but then I remembered I couldn’t. “Okay, slow down and just breathe. Let’s talk about something else. For instance, your phone, your purse, your ID. Were they with you that night?”

      “I always bring my purse. Wait!” she said excitedly, bouncing in her seat. “I remember I had my Kate Spade pink purse with me. Yes! Ivan gave it to me for my birthday. I totally remember that. It matched my nails and my outfit.”

      That brought me to another question that might be a little touchy for Susan, who appeared so steeped in regret. “Why hasn’t anyone reported you missing? Don’t you have parents? Any family at all?”

      She lifted her chin and looked out the windshield as the rain sluiced over the hood of my truck, her response distant. “My mother died when I was in my early twenties, and good riddance to her. She never took care of me anyway. I’ve been doing that myself since I was five, and I never knew who my father was because good ol’ Dolly never told me. We didn’t have any other family that I knew of, and we were never in one place long enough to make friends. That’s my sad life story.”

      This explained so much about Susan’s patterns of behavior. I’m no psychologist, but among many things, daddy issues and abandonment issues came to mind, making me feel sorrier for her than ever before.

      I knew I was grasping at straws, but I asked anyway. “And you didn’t work at all?”

      She winked and gave me her coy smile. “I’ve had a couple of jobs here and there. You’ll remember, that’s how I met Silas. Nothing that lasted more than a few months before I ended up fired or married to the boss, mind you. But when you look like me, you don’t have to work.”

      I wanted to remind her that pretty wasn’t forever. Mama Fab has said that to us a million times. Of all the things she’d confessed, this declaration made me grind my teeth to keep from saying something out of turn.

      I clicked a fingernail on the dashboard. “So no recent jobs worthy of finding a disgruntled coworker. Any marriages after Silas? Any exes who might want a piece of your hide?”

      She tapped her finger on her chin. “I was married before Silas, but he died in a car accident about five years ago. After Silas, I was good on the whole marriage biz. Vowed not to do that again unless there was a huge bank account and a mansion involved.”

      I snickered. “I remember a similar vow. Okay, back to Sissie’s. Do you remember Ashton Guthrie?”

      She squeezed her temple. “You mean the bartender there?”

      A sharp rap on my window made us both jump. When I turned around to see who was disturbing a conversation, one I’m sure appeared as though I was having one with myself, my jaw unhinged.

      “Well, well. Speak of evil incarnate, pun totally intended,” Susan quipped in her breathlessly husky voice. “If it isn’t Silas Laithrop—in the flesh.”
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      Ugh.

      Jesus take the wheel.

      I didn’t know how to react. First, I hadn’t seen him in years upon years. Not since Callum’s college graduation, where he’d shown up and behaved as though he’d spent his entire life molding and shaping Callum into the fine young man he’d become.

      We’d hardly spoken but a few perfunctory social courtesies while he stood woodenly beside his latest wife, whose name escapes me, and she’d smiled vacantly, probably because she didn’t know Callum at all.

      That had been eight years ago. After that, Callum had asked me to stop attempting to make excuses for his father’s poor parental representation and allow him to let the relationship go, and I’d done that out of respect for his wishes.

      But man, had I ever tried to form a bond between the two of them. I’d reminded Callum to call him on his birthday and Father’s Day and every holiday in between. But Silas’s visits with Callum had become fewer and farther between in his teen years—until they were virtually nonexistent.

      The one and only time I’d attempted to bridge the gap by speaking to Silas, he’d quite frankly said he was tired of Callum kicking him in the teeth with his judgmental stance on his parenting, and when our son was ready to pay him the respect he was due was when they’d be able to have a relationship.

      The trouble was, Silas demanded respect he didn’t deserve, and he’d never accept that he had to earn his son’s respect in order to gain his trust. He’d made it clear Callum should respect him simply because he’d fathered him.

      Silas hadn’t liked that I’d agreed with Callum. But Silas had missed out on a great kid who was brilliant and funny and good to his mother.

      All of that aside, what was he doing in my neck of the woods? He lived in Boston, and I liked it that way.

      Ignoring Susan’s chatter about the things I should do to his body parts, I reluctantly rolled down the window and gawked.

      Yes. I’m pretty sure I gawked at him, standing there, looking every bit as smug and self-centered as he always had.

      He wore a rain slicker, the hat pulled over his dark head, and not much had changed about him. There were slight wrinkles around his eyes and some gray hair in his shortly trimmed beard, but really, he was just an older version of the mistake I’d made so long ago.

      It took a moment, but I had to remind myself I wasn’t the simpering, intimidated woman I used to be. “Um, Silas? What are you doing here and why are you in my mobile home park?”

      He looked around and gave me a cocky smile. “Do you own Wildflower Meadows?” he asked, and it almost sounded like a challenge to prove him wrong veiled by joviality.

      Opening the door of my truck, I slid out so I felt more in control. The light rain fell on my cheeks, the chill in the air gripping my lungs as I squared my shoulders, crossing my arms over my chest to protect myself from the cold.

      “Nope. But I own a home here. That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

      He smiled, charming and friendly, making me inwardly cringe. “Not even a hello before you’re grilling me about why I’m here, Evanora? We haven’t seen each other in forever and this is how you greet me?”

      He said it as though we were old friends just catching up. Quite honestly, I don’t wish him any ill, he makes that all on his own, but I’m not going to fall all over the man with friendship bracelets after he let his son grow up without a father, either.

      So I rocked down on my heels, grateful the light rain had stopped and drove my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “My eternal bad. Forgive me and my lack of manners. How ’bout we start over?” I cleared my throat and smiled cheerfully. “How have you been these last eight years? Where’s the latest wife whose name I can’t remember? And why are you here, Silas?”

      “Grrr, get ’em, girl!” Susan cheered, cupping her hands on either side of her mouth. “Give that jerkface what for!”

      Now he sighed as though I was the one behaving like a child and he had taken the role of the adult.

      He shrugged his broad shoulders beneath his dark green slicker, his lean cheeks sucking inward before he said, “I’m here in Buttermilk Bay to look at some beachfront property for a client. I thought I’d drop by and say howdy.”

      So I looked at him, my eyes purposely blank. “Howdy.”

      Susan leaned out the window and snickered before she stuck her tongue out at him.

      I mean, really, what did he want me to say? That eight years hadn’t gone by with virtually no contact with his son? I wasn’t going to play the long-lost buddy bit with him. We weren’t friends, even though I’d genuinely tried to co-parent with him.

      And I mean that honestly. I truly had tried for as long as I could. I’m sure my communication with him didn’t go without fault. I’m no angel and my tongue can be sharp, but I’d wanted Callum to have a father more than I’d wanted to make waves.

      As a by the by, have I mentioned? Silas is a real estate attorney. He swings big deals for major hotel and vacation home corporations. That he was snooping around BB was suspect, but not worthy enough for me to investigate with further conversation.

      As we stood there in the silence, the dark shrouding us, no one else in the area but Susan hanging out the window making funny faces at him, and me trying not to laugh out loud at her antics, he didn’t move.

      The silence began to yawn between us as I watched him formulate his next plan to explain why he’d brought his toys to my playground. Silas never changed. He was as predictable as the dawn of a new day.

      When his mouth opened to give me an explanation, I bit the inside of my cheek. “I saw your truck here on my way out. Still driving that old thing, huh?”

      “I don’t need a fancy sport’s car to prove my worth,” I replied dryly.

      But Silas didn’t miss a beat. “I stopped by your house to congratulate you on your little staging company. Way to bounce back from your HR situation…”

      My situation? Word must travel fast amongst attorneys in Boston, I guess. I’m sure the one at the company where I’d previously been employed had shared my polite dismissal (okay, it was a debacle, but I still stand by the fact that it had been a worthy one) over some cocktails at one of those fancy attorney parties somewhere along the way. It absolutely made for good gossip.

      And now, Silas was here to pat me on the head for bouncing back because he was in the area?

      Nah.

      He wanted something. But what? And how had he found out where I lived? It wasn’t a secret, I suppose. I did have a Facebook page for Stage Right.

      Though, truthfully, I didn’t really care how he’d found out. I just wanted him to go away so Susan would stop making devil’s horns behind his head in an attempt to make me break with shrill laughter.

      “Thanks,” was all I offered, and waited.

      Leaning into me, he used every ounce of his charisma when he said, “Listen, Ev (told you he wanted something. He only called me Ev when he needed something I had), I thought maybe you could help a guy out.”

      Ah, yes. There it was.

      I blinked. “With?”

      The wind whistled past us while he measured his words, as cold and empty as he is. “Fabiola’s the selling agent for Pristine Gardens Condos.”

      Aha! I’d bet my dying ovaries he had a client who wanted to purchase the block of condos right on the beach by the lighthouse—the ones that were worth their weight in views alone and had developers who’d unsuccessfully tried to get Rhonda and Mauricio Pristine to sell.

      Quell surprise.

      “And?”

      He popped his lips. “And I was wondering if you could get her to take my call. I have a client who’s interested in purchasing the whole kit and caboodle.”

      I was getting cold at this point, and as the wind blew my hair around and my feet began to ache from my heels, my toes froze and my hip throbbed, I decided to get to the point.

      “There’s this thing called voicemail. Leave her a message.”

      Though, I did wonder why Fab hadn’t told me about Silas calling her…

      His patience was wearing thin, judging by the fleeting look of frustration on his face. “Well, I did that, of course, Evanora. She won’t return my calls.”

      Imagine that. “I don’t know what to tell you, Silas. Keep trying?”

      Now he rasped a sigh, not even bothering to hide his irritation. “I was hoping you could get her to return my call. She is your best friend.”

      Susan flicked her fingers at Silas’s slicker-covered head. “Then take the hint, moron!” she bellowed in his ear.

      Coughing to cover my laughter, I kept my reply cool. “She is.”

      Finally, he appeared to get the big picture—in that, I had no intention of helping him harass my best friend. “So you’re not going to help a guy out?” he asked, the disappointment in his tone crystal clear.

      “Like he helped you out?” Susan shouted on a sneer, whirling around Silas’s body like some ethereal snake. “Tell him to take a long walk off a short pier, Evanora! Go on—give it to him!”

      In that moment, I felt like I was taking up for the team of broken women Silas had left in his wake.

      On a derisive laugh, I said, “Do me a favor, Silas. Don’t ask me to do something for you as though I owe you and you’re disappointed in me for not coughing it up. I don’t owe you anything. If Fab doesn’t answer your calls, that’s a you problem. That you have the unmitigated gall to ask me for anything—anything at all—takes a whole lot of arrogance, not to mention an enormous ego. Especially after eight years of not even a word to check on your son. I’m not going to ask Fab to help you, and I’m not going to do you any favors. Ever. Now, it’s cold, I’ve had a long day, and I’m going home.”

      He put a hand on my arm. “Are you still mad because I didn’t check on you when you had your open-heart surgery?”

      The nerve of this man. The absolute nerve. My anger with him about our failed marriage had long since dissipated, but how he’d left Callum high and dry would never cease to make me despise him less.

      I looked at his hand on my arm as though it had the plague and plucked it off with two fingers. “You know, Silas, I didn’t need you then—not one bit. I don’t give a whit how you feel about me. Don’t flatter yourself. I’ve been fine living my life all these years. I have plenty of family and friends who support me.

      “But Callum? Maybe it might have been nice if just once, you could have pretended to be his father and at least called him to see if he needed support, because my quad bypass wasn’t nearly as hard on me as it was on the people around me. Especially Callum. He was afraid he’d lose his mother—and then he’d have no parents at all.”

      Silas popped his lips, the tic in his jaw visible. “You know where I stand with the boy,” he reminded me.

      My finger shot up in the air in his direction, my teeth clenched, and it was all I could do not to slug him. “Of course I do. And you know what I also know? I know that you were the adult and he was the child, and because you couldn’t see past the idea that he owed you something, rather than selflessly loving him regardless of his behavior, is unforgiveable—disgraceful. There shouldn’t be any door slammed in your face that you wouldn’t bang down with both fists when it comes to proving to your son you’re there for him no matter what. All the good and the bad. That’s what being a parent is all about, Silas. That’s what I know.”

      “Go, mama bear,” Susan whispered, her eyes round as she hovered behind Silas’s back, making lewd gestures.

      He looked as though he wanted to give me hell, but he held back—and it obviously took true effort. Likely because he realized he still needed something from me and he didn’t want to rock the boat.

      “We see parenting differently is all, Evanora,” he said in that tone he’d always used when he wanted to gaslight me into thinking I was the one who was nuts.

      “You bet we do, Silas. We absolutely do,” I snapped as I turned toward my truck.

      Just as I was about to pop open the door and take my leave, Silas grabbed me by the arm. “Evanora! Hang on—”

      A husky growl of a voice came out of the dark night, calling my name. “Evan, everything okay?”

      We both turned around to find Cary, walking the cutest white Maltese dog known to man on the end of a leash. It was fluffy and bouncy and maybe all of five pounds.

      Five pounds of terror, that is.

      The pup who virtually danced as it walked toward us was only cute for about two seconds until it eyeballed Silas and turned into the Tasmanian Devil—a virtual seething, spit-flying, tumbleweed of fur and fury, with all its hate directed at my ex-husband.

      “Giggles!” Cary shouted as he tried to restrain the minute ball of fluff whose mouth was wide open in rage, literally swallowing up its muzzle.

      The dog shot forward, aiming straight for Silas’s calves, yanking big, burly Cary forward with a comical jolt.

      Susan’s laughter rang in my ears as Giggles latched onto Silas and began shaking its head, snarling and drooling as it scrambled to relieve Silas of his pants.

      “Fight! Fight! Fight!” Susan chanted with devilish glee.

      “Get it off me!” Silas squealed, trying to back away, only to stumble backward in the gravel of the parking lot, almost losing his footing.

      Silas, if you couldn’t guess, isn’t an animal lover. He declared them dirty, riddled with disease, and he wanted no part of one when we were married.

      Cary sprang into action and crouched to grab Giggles, who had Silas’s pant leg in its mouth. “Giggles,” he warned in a calm, even tone. “Give to Daddy.” When the dog refused to let go, Cary switched tactics and used a high-pitched voice meant to appease. “C’mon, baby girl, give to Daddy. I’ll give you a Snausage.”

      His singsong tone, his handsome face under the streetlamp, the way he tried to coax Giggles to let go of Silas with a treat, all had me fighting off fits of laughter intermingled with breathy sighs.

      Sakes alive, he was sexy.

      But Giggles wanted a piece of Silas like nobody’s business (and really, could you blame the fluffball? They do say dogs are a good judge of character, after all, and I’d bet Giggles is a female). If anything, the wee ball of fur latched on even harder, shaking its head and growling low and deep.

      So much so, that Cary had to virtually pry the pup’s mouth open in an attempt to drag her away from Silas—all while my ex hopped around with one leg in the air and yelped as if he were on fire.

      I backed up against my truck, allowing Cary the room he needed to gather Giggles, my jaw unhinged at the hatred the canine aimed at Silas.

      “Hey!” Cary hollered, stilling Silas’s frantic scrambling. “Hold still, man. Stop jumping around like you’re in a one-legged potato sack race and give me a chance to grab her, would you?” But she growled a warning and dug her paws into the gravel, clinging to Silas’s pants. “Giggles, baby girl, stop!”

      See? Told you Giggles was probably female. She knew a dirtbag when she smelled one.

      She was so precious, I’d have never expected such a tiny furbaby to be so ferocious. Where had all that venom come from?

      As Cary struggled to get the dog to let go, out of the blue, Susan swooped down toward Giggles and shouted, “Giggles, knock it the heck off right now! Let the bad man go so Daddy can make nice with the pretty lady!”

      Instantly, as though someone had flipped a switch, Giggles sat back on her bitty haunches, her ears pointing upward, and looked around wide-eyed, stunning us all into silence.

      The sudden quiet, though only momentary, became unbearably awkward.

      Cary recovered from his shock and quickly scooped her up while the moment was ripe, tucking her under his brawny arm. “Wow. I can’t believe she actually listened to me. Who’s Daddy’s good girl?” he cooed in clear awe, blissfully unaware Susan had been the hero here as he dropped an indulgent kiss on the dog’s head.

      “She’s not a good girl,” Silas spat. “Look what she did to my pants!”

      Cary came to stand next to me, a question on his face—one I was totally willing to answer. “Cary, meet my ex-husband, Silas.”

      Cary’s eyes narrowed in Silas’s direction, his big body stiffening.

      Susan clapped her hands in delight. “Ooooh, he’s mad, Evanora. Maybe he’ll whoop Silas’s behind! Let’s get ready to ruuuuumble!” she cried as she shot toward the sky like a rocket, her entire body exploding into a colorful burst of fireworks.

      Well, wasn’t that a neat trick?
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      Cary politely stuck out his hand, and while I didn’t know him well, I recognized the tic of a man’s hard jaw when he was grinding his teeth together.

      “Cary Mann,” he said stiffly as Silas took his hand and they shook.

      “Your dog’s name is Giggles?” Silas drawled with intentional sarcasm you couldn’t miss, pushing his slicker’s hat from his head and straightening his spine.

      Cary looked him dead in the eye, his silver hair glistening from the mist of rain we’d had, and widened his stance, too, towering over Silas. “It is. Because she makes me giggle. I’m sure you can see why.”

      Silas’s expression went hard. “Silas Laithrop. And you shouldn’t let Giggles out in public. It’s vicious.”

      “She usually likes everyone. How strange she didn’t like you,” he said with deliberate measure. Then he tipped his head back and grinned, changing the whole mood between the three of us. “Either way, apologies. I’d be happy to pay for the pants if they’re your special trousers or something.”

      I coughed to hide yet more laughter.

      Silas looked down at the hole in the ankle of said trousers and huffed, his eyes flashing all manner of fire until he met Cary’s gaze. For the first time in all the years I’ve known him, when he looked up at Cary, he almost shrank.

      Dare I say, he appeared intimidated.

      “Thanks. I have plenty.” Then he squared his shoulders and all but glared at me. “I have to be going. It’s a bit of a ride back to Boston, but if you feel so inclined, Evanora, please ask Fabiola to return my call.”

      With those words, sharp and clearly annoyed, he turned on his heel and headed to his fancy sports car on the other side of the parking lot.

      I let out a sigh of relief before turning to Giggles, bumping noses with her and scratching her fluffy ears. “You’re a tiny horror, huh? Thanks for getting me out of a jam, punkin’,” I cooed. She responded by looking at me with her soft, round black buttons for eyes and licking my face, her fluffy fur smelling of rain and coconuts.

      “Was he bothering you?”

      Rolling my eyes, I shook my head. “Nah. I mean, Silas is always a bother as far as I’m concerned, but no more than usual. If you couldn’t tell, we didn’t exactly have an amicable parting of the ways when we divorced.”

      He grinned as Giggles shook with delight, trying to escape his arms and leap into mine. He handed her over to me and she came with pleasure. “How long have you been divorced?”

      How long had I been divorced? I’d actually forgotten. “Close to twenty years now, I think.” Shrugging, I shook my head. “I don’t keep track, I guess. It feels like a long time ago, and I don’t think about it much. But I haven’t seen Silas in eight years—since my son’s college graduation.”

      Cary whistled. “Wow. That’s a long time.”

      “Not nearly long enough.”

      As I cuddled Giggles close, he asked, “He’s not an animal lover, I take it?”

      “Nope. That’s why I have two dogs and an opossum now. To make up for all the years I was forced into an animal-less existence. That should have been my first sign he was a bad apple. Who doesn’t love animals?”

      “Can’t imagine my life without one,” Cary said with an easy smile.

      My heart thumped in my chest. I don’t know if he was saying it only to impress me, but I didn’t care. He had a dog. Named Giggles.

      And then I realized…too much, too soon. I’m not much for TMI, and this was a bit too far for me, considering we’d only met a few weeks ago. I didn’t want to be the ex-husband basher, dragging her luggage behind her into a date we still hadn’t even had.

      So I changed the subject. “Let’s forget Silas. What brings you out here to the park?”

      He turned me to face the other side of the community park, his hands on my shoulders. “See that house over there with the string of Edison lights on the porch?”

      I nodded, fighting a sigh at how nice he felt, standing behind me, his hands wide and secure—so nice, I almost couldn’t focus on his cute home. I could barely see it without my glasses anyway, but all the houses across the park were adorable—well-kept, and cottage-esque.

      “That’s where we—and by we, I mean me and this little imp I found in a bucket at a job site—live. I walk her here all the time.”

      I gasped. “Who would dump a sweet baby like this?”

      His face went hard under the globe streetlamp. “A jackhole, that’s who. The vet says she must have been the runt of the litter because she’s two now and hasn’t grown much, but she’s pure Maltese. She was pretty sick when I first found her, so I guess she was no good to whoever had her first—which makes me want to hunt them down and take ’em out. Anyway, I nursed her back to health and we kind of fell in love. Though, as you saw with Silas, she has a behavioral issue or two I can’t seem to break.”

      Cary had nursed her back to health… I had to fight a swoon.

      Instead, I kept things light. “How funny I’ve never seen you here before. I walk Rizzo and Kenickie here all the time, too. I live in Wildflower Meadows, right over there.” I pointed to the left of the park, where the roofs of mobile homes sat to make a circle on each street.

      “On the ocean, huh? Risky in a mobile home, wouldn’t you say?”

      I stroked Giggles’s ears. “Everyone says that, especially contractors, but so far it’s been nothing but good. I love it here. Also, it’s affordable. It allowed me to renovate and put in all the things I love without a huge mortgage.”

      “Did you renovate it yourself?”

      I grinned. “Sort of. I designed the interior with a friend of Fab’s, and then I hired out to do the really dirty work. But I helped with some of the sweat equity like grouting tile, drywall, painting. To save on cost.”

      His smile held admiration as he looked at me, flashing his white teeth. “So you don’t just decorate, huh? Impressive.”

      I leaned back against my truck’s door and tucked Giggles into my shoulder, her tiny body relaxing into mine with a sigh. “I know a thing or two about construction, but I’m not putting out my shingle just yet. My love language is throw pillows and vases, and that’ll never change.”

      He laughed, deep and throaty, making me shiver as he noted how comfortable Giggles appeared. “She really likes you.”

      “Well, she knows an animal lover when she smells one, I guess.”

      He nodded as he leaned into me and stroked her back. “Obviously. Listen, I’m sorry about how she behaved with…er, Sal? What was his name again?”

      I fought the erratic rhythm of my heart at the smell of Cary’s cologne. “Silas, or the ex, if you’d prefer, and don’t worry about it. Like I said, she obviously knows an animal hater. She was just eliminating the bad vibes, weren’t you, sweet face?”

      Giggles lifted her head with a wobble before tucking in even closer to me.

      He braced an arm on my truck, just above my head, and looked into my eyes, mesmerizing me with his lips before clearing his throat. “Speaking of my tiny terror. I’d better finish her walk and take her home so I can tuck her in. She gets cranky if she doesn’t do her walkies before bed. It’s our ritual. You okay, now?”

      Reluctantly, I handed her over, missing the warmth she’d generated under my chin. “I’m fine, and you’re a good Daddy. I’d better get going, too. I have a busy day tomorrow. But before I leave, how about that coffee? How’s Thursday, bright and early at Eyes Wide Open?”

      “Well done, Evanora,” Susan reappeared, cooing her approval.

      Cary winked, setting a sleepy Giggles on the ground. “I’m all in. Text me the time, okay?”

      I boldly pressed my hand against his and nodded with a return smile, hoping he didn’t see my knees tremble. “Will do.”

      He smiled that delicious smile before taking his leave, turning to go in the other direction, disappearing into the velvet of the October night.

      I sighed happily as I got into the truck and closed the door, sitting in the quiet for a moment, hanging on to the lovely memory of Cary with a cute dog, coming to my rescue.

      “He’s not hard to look at, is he?” Susan teased from the passenger seat.

      I started the truck with a blissful nod. “Not even a little.”

      “He seems really nice, Evanora. Like a real gentleman. They don’t come around very often. Trust me. And you definitely deserve a nice man.”

      I cocked my head as we drove into my mobile home park. “Do I?”

      I don’t know that I’ve ever thought about it that way. I do know what I want in another relationship, and it was the exact opposite of Silas.

      Cary checked a lot of boxes, but I wasn’t ready to get ahead of myself. I had boxes he would probably have trouble accepting.

      “You do. You absolutely do. Especially after Silas, who you really gave it to, by the way. I didn’t know what he’d done to Callum.”

      I gripped the steering wheel, winding my way through the park’s roads, quaint and quiet at this time of night. “Well, thanks. But how about we talk about what Susan deserves. For instance, you deserve to know where your body is and why it disappeared.”

      She bit her lower lip, worrying it with her teeth. “Do you really think it might be murder? Do you think someone could have murdered me?”

      Her question startled me. I hadn’t used the M word yet, but now that her wits were about her, she’d obviously drawn some conclusions.

      As I pulled into my driveway, the automatic light in my carport switching on, I noted I needed to get my butt outside and rake some leaves.

      I turned the truck off and faced Susan. “Want me to be honest?”

      Her hair floated around her shoulders as she nodded. “Yes. I absolutely want you to be honest, no matter how much it hurts.”

      I’d thought a lot about the legacy Susan had left behind—aside from the trail of married men she’d slept with—and wondered if it was enough to get her murdered. It was certainly an angle to explore. She wouldn’t be the first mistress murdered by an angry, jealous wife.

      Still…another angle I kept coming back to? The Yelp reviews she’d posted.

      The armchair detective group I was a part of on Facebook had once delved into the murder of a reviewer from an online site, and discovered the author she’d reviewed poorly had murdered her.

      It was worth checking in with some of the places she’d obliterated.

      “Have you had a chance to read back some of your Yelp reviews, Susan? They were pretty…um, candid.”

      Susan wrinkled her pert nose. “That tracks, but murder? That’s kind of extreme over some silly words about a hair salon.”

      “While I agree, a business is like a baby to someone who puts their blood, sweat and tears into it. You need to have a thick skin to deal with the public and some people aren’t cut out for their baby being disparaged. But those reviews you wrote alone could inspire a whole lot of hate if you trash a business. I once heard about an author who killed a book reviewer for a one-star rating. She claimed the reviewer had ruined her books perfect five-star ranking.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. I’m not an advocate of reacting to bad reviews, because they happen. It’s all part of providing a service to the public—which can be fickle, and the public is entitled to their opinions. Which is why we’re going to go through all of the reviews you wrote and talk to some of the business owners you gave a poor review. I don’t know where else to start without looking like an ambulance chaser, because no one has even reported you missing yet. So, I say we start there and make a list of all possible suspects from your Yelp reviews. Then we’ll tackle the wives of the men you’ve had affairs with.”

      Susan gulped, and if she could have been any more transparent than she already was, her face would be snow white. “Oh, boy…”

      I didn’t like the sound of her dread. “There are a lot of angry wives and mean reviews, aren’t there?” Ugh. I was not looking forward to making a comprehensive list of the people who hated Susan.

      “A few,” she whispered weakly.

      “Give me a ballpark number of a few.”

      Squirming in her seat, I saw fight or flight in her eyes, but I nipped it in the bud. “Do not hide from this, Susan Davis. Either you want answers or you don’t.”

      “Maybe twenty…er, or so.”

      I let my head fall back on the headrest and took a deep breath. “Then that’s where we’ll start. In the meantime, if you remember anything, even something that seems insignificant, tell me, okay?”

      “Wait!” she put out a hand to prevent me from getting out of the truck. “I just remembered something, and it’s going to sound crazy but it just popped into my head.”

      “Okay, give it to me.”

      “Olive oil.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Olive oil?”

      It did sound crazy, but then, the last case I’d worked on involved a spoon, and when my ghost told me about it, I’d reacted in a similar confused/astonished manner—until it turned out to be a vital piece of information to his murder.

      “Yes. Oh, and cotton candy and…Charlie!” she cried in excitement. “I don’t know why those things are important, but they’re important. I know it. I feel it!”

      I was almost afraid to ask, but a good amateur sleuth would, right? Ugh.

      “Hold the phone. Olive oil, cotton candy and Charlie? Like, what in all of randomness? Does this have to do with some kind of kinky bedroom play? Because one of these things is not like the other, Susan.”

      “I’m gonna go with no, because olive oil’s hella hard to get out of your hair. Add in cotton candy and that could only be disastrous. Either way, I haven’t used olive oil since I was in my twenties, for obvious reasons,” Susan said quite plainly, fluffing her hair.

      Oh.

      Well, that took care of that.

      But Olive oil…cotton candy and Charlie?

      Of all the things to remember.

      Dear Universe, could I get a semi-normal ghost my next round?

      Please?
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      I was jolted out of bed by the blaring volume of the TV in my living room, making me fall out of my bed and onto the floor, taking poor Carmine, who’d snuggled near my side, with me.

      Somehow, in all my achy old age, I managed to roll to the corner of my bedroom, keeping Carmine safe from harm. As I scrambled to stand and put Carmine on the bed, Rizzo and Kenickie snored away, totally unbothered by the screaming female voice coming from the living room.

      Jetting down my short hallway, I came to a screeching halt when I found Susan, as perfect as always, swaying back and forth in front of the TV, her hair flying about her shoulders, tousled and sexy.

      “What the blazes is going on?” I thundered as I attempted to get my footing.

      Let me just say this much about myself. I’m not a morning person. I’m not anything that remotely resembles a person, period,  until I’ve had my coffee. I don’t want to chat or have to focus on anything but dumping brown liquid, dressed with cream and sugar, down my throat.

      But Susan was wide awake and clearly excited. “Evanora, look!” she fairly squealed. “Listen to this newscaster!”

      In my weary state, I wondered how she could touch things? “How in all of Heaven did you turn the TV on?”

      She flapped a hand over her shoulder, her eyes glued to the television. “I didn’t. That googly-eyed little man with arms as long as an ape’s did it for me.”

      “It’s Jarvis!” he yelped in indignance from his place on the shelf. “My name is Jarvis. Say my name like you did before, Gorgeous!”

      But Susan was apparently as good at ignoring Jarvis as I was. She turned to me, her transparency virtually shimmering. “I’m sorry I woke you. I was so bored. I thought I’d watch Good Morning America while I waited for you to get up, lazybones. I love Michael Strahan. He’s sooo sexy. But forget that. Listen to the local broadcast! They did a teaser about a woman who disappeared and then they showed my picture!”

      My bleary eyes tried to focus on the television. It was a big, sixty-five-inch screen, a specific indulgence of mine so I could watch sexy Tom Ellis as Lucifer on Netflix in HD, thank you very much.

      The anchorwoman, one I recognized from our local new station, loomed large in front of my eyes, her voice sounding like she was in the room with me.

      “This just in,” the pretty blonde said as she stared solemnly into the camera. “Salem police are seeking anyone with information regarding the disappearance of a local resident.”

      A picture of Susan taken from her Instagram flashed up on the screen, larger than life, with her name and age and an approximation of when she was last seen.

      “Police received a call from a concerned citizen whose dog dug up fragments of a human jawbone and tooth in their backyard. Upon retrieval and investigation, dental records indicate the bone belonged to Salem resident Susan Davis. If you have any information regarding Susan’s disappearance, please contact Salem Police Department at…”

      The anchorwoman’s voice faded away as my legs went wobbly and I reached for the couch to sit down.

      “Holy cow,” I murmured, forgetting the TV sounded like I was having a party at the crack of dawn. Her jawbone and a tooth? Dear Heaven, what had she suffered?

      Susan sat beside me, her glowing form making me squint my eyes, it was so bright. “That means it must have been murder…” she whispered.

      “We don’t know that yet, but it’s looking as though that’s the case,” I said softly as her face fell. Why else would her jawbone and tooth be in the wind? Unless someone… I couldn’t even think it, let alone imagine hearing you were the victim of such an awful demise. “Oh, Susan, I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know how else to comfort her. A hug was clearly out of the question. “Are you okay?”

      That was such a dumb question. Who was okay after finding out they’d been the victim of such a heinous crime? But I didn’t know what else to say.

      Yet, Susan appeared to be taking it well. She shrugged. “I guess so. I don’t have a choice but to be okay, do I? It’s already done.”

      There really wasn’t a choice when it came to murder.

      Suddenly, the TV became an intrusive roar in my ears once again. “Jarvis! Turn that down!”

      Leaning back against the couch cushions, I let the pillows envelop me as I tried to parse what I’d just heard.

      Susan floated in front of me, rubbing her jaw. “What I want to know is how my jawbone and a tooth got in some dog’s mouth and how the police identified it as me. Maybe it’s a mistake?”

      Sighing, I called on the many threads I’d followed on my armchair detective group for an answer. “I’d bet after whoever it was brought your bones to the police, they began investigating all the dentists in the area and got lucky.”

      “Dr. Castro,” she suddenly muttered.

      “Was he your dentist?”

      Susan’s face went sheepish, which meant I was going to hear about another sexcapade. “He was a lot more than my dentist.”

      Scrunching my eyes shut, I ran a hand through my sleep-tousled hair. “You didn’t…”

      “I kind of did, but I really needed a crown, Evanora,” she whined as a way of explanation. “Do you have any idea how much they cost? I couldn’t afford that and it really hurt.”

      Ugh. I rubbed my eyes. “Was he married?”

      “He was.”

      “Susan!” I felt like a disappointed parent. “There is this thing called a job. You could have gotten one with insurance and paid for the dental work the way the rest of us do.”

      “Hah! Right. I barely graduated high school. The only job I ever had that offered insurance was the job I got at Silas’s office, and believe me, I didn’t get it because I was highly qualified.”

      Rolling my eyes, I pushed the pillows off me and headed to my kitchen to get a much-needed cup of coffee. “Let’s forget how you met the dentist and instead, focus on the fact that he was married and maybe his wife killed you because you made some noise with her husband.”

      Oh, this woman. She made me want to shake her.

      Susan propped herself on my quartz countertop and shook her head. “I doubt that. She was cheating on him, too.”

      I slammed my coffee cup down on the counter, forgetting I wasn’t going to judge Susan for her lack of conscience. “Sure. Did he tell you that? Isn’t that what all cheaters say, Susan? My wife just doesn’t understand me. We’re practically divorced. We don’t even sleep in the same bedroom. She cheated on me first. Likely story, don’t you think?” I repeated all the familiar excuses in my best male voice.

      “Nope. I saw her at her gym with her trainer. They were kissing and making plans to meet at a hotel. So I knew it was true.”

      I glared at her. “The point is, would it have mattered?”

      “Probably not,” she said a bit defensively.

      “I know, I know. Because Susan needed a crown.”

      “I never claimed to be anything but selfish, Evanora,” she said quietly.

      I gripped the handle of the fridge, resting my forehead against the cool stainless steel to catch my breath. “No. You were always truthful about who you were, Susan. I’ll give you that.”

      “I sense you need space. Do you want me to give you some space?”

      I wasn’t sure if being worlds apart would be enough space. “I’d like to have some coffee and a shower so I can wake up, digest and decipher where to go next. So yes. Please. I need some space.”

      As my coffee brewed, Susan dissipated without another word from her pretty lips, the vapor of her form disappearing in an instant.

      I sucked in a deep breath, my open-heart scar itchy and suddenly uncomfortable. I needed a hot shower and a moment to gather my bias about Susan’s behavior while I tried to understand why the Universe chose me, of all people, to help her find her killer.

      And I was pretty sure there was a killer to find. Somewhere out there, the rest of her body was likely decomposing and I needed to find it. That meant finding out where this dog owner had found her jawbone and tooth.

      Surely it couldn’t have been far from the crime scene, right? Unless someone had taken her bones and dumped them far away from where the murder had taken place.

      I hated all these loose ends. They always left me feeling overwhelmed. I liked organization and order, but there wasn’t any in finding a killer. There just isn’t any Marie Kondo-ing a murder.

      Note to self, get a shower and hit the Internet to find an article about the jawbone and this dog before you head to her old house to begin staging. There had to be at least one written report or something by now online with better details.

      “Nugget?”

      As I sipped my coffee, noting the microwave said it was only six in the morning, I grimaced. Since my stroke and my surgery, I needed at least eight hours of sleep every night. And after scouring Susan’s online reviews and listing all the places she’d given the finger to so I could personally check them out, I’d only managed six.

      That was going to make for a very cranky Evanora.

      “Morning, Dad. How are you today?”

      He floated in front of me, his handsome face holding a sympathetic smile. “Oh, I’m spectacular, love. I spent another endless evening doing nothing but perusing the buffet of eternity, where all-you-can-eat Moo Goo Gai Pan was the headliner. But you, on the other hand? Somebody has the sleepies after a long night of sleuthing, don’t they?”

      Lifting the Roman blind, I looked out my kitchen window and took deep breaths, admiring the colorful glow of autumn brightly making an appearance in the tree-lined street. “Thanks to my latest ghost friend, I was rudely awakened to find she’s likely been murdered.”

      “Well,” he scoffed. “That’s a fine how do ya do. But it isn’t surprising. When you live a life of deceit, one might expect murder is possibly in the offing.”

      I looked at him over the rim of my mug. “Says the jewel thief who lied to his daughter and his husband for his entire life about what he did for a living. Should you really be casting stones?”

      Dad lifted his chin with indignance. “Excuse me, miss, but I didn’t steal husbands and crush marriages. I stole jewels from people who had more than their fair share of money.”

      Putting a hand on my hip, I shook my head. We were never going to see eye to eye on this. “It was still wrong. What Susan did was also wrong, it was just a different kind of wrong. There are all varieties of wrong, Dad.”

      Knightly sighed, floating to my island, where he sat and crossed his ankles. “You’re right. We’re never going to see eye to eye. Regardless, it’s a miracle that woman lived as long as she did, hopping from marital bed to marital bed.”

      My temper flared and I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t want to make excuses for Susan. She’d done some truly awful things, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

      There was more to Susan than met the eye. She went deeper than she let on—something had made her the way she was—and it left me sad her life had ended with no one who cared that she was gone.

      “Don’t be so judgmental. It’s mean and uncalled for. You don’t know what Susan went through or what brought her to where she was before she died.”

      He cocked his head in confusion. “Do I sense sympathy for the woman who systematically turned your life upside down? Turned Callum’s life upside down? She ruined your marriage, Evanora. Obliterated it.”

      I guzzled down the last of my coffee and put my cup in the sink. “Did she? Or did she help me escape something that was already on its way to ruins? Silas didn’t exactly say no to her, did he? He didn’t exactly step up to the plate and see his son regardless of his new wife, did he?”

      Dad’s jaw tightened. “While that’s a fair assessment, and he was definitely as much to blame as she, I’m worried you have a touch of Stockholm syndrome, the way you’re sympathizing with her. She wasn’t a good person, darling. She deserves no sympathy from anyone, most especially you.”

      “And now she’s a not-so-good person who’s dead and no one cares—no one even knew she was gone. She’d been dead for three months, Dad, and not a soul cared. I think she’s paid the price,” I scoffed. “And I don’t have any syndrome. I’m not her hostage.”

      He slipped off the counter and floated in front of me, his tanned face filled with concern. “Yes, you are being held hostage—you’re being held hostage by your guilt, and by extension, Susan’s putting that guilt on you. She left you in ashes. I don’t know that Cedric and I have ever been as afraid as we were when your marriage fell apart. You were an absolute wreck. You turned into a pile of walking bones. It broke our hearts to see you so defeated.”

      I bobbed my head, clenching my fists at the memory of how adrift I’d felt, how alone. “You can’t think I’ve forgotten all those sleepless nights, all the fear of being left with nothing and unable to care for Callum, do you, Dad? I’ll never forget how Silas threw me to the wolves and expected me to make my way financially after being a stay-at-home mom for so long. I’ll never forget how he fought me tooth and nail to avoid child support. I’ll never forget that constant sick feeling in my stomach or the gnawing ache of failure in my gut. None of that is forgotten because Susan showed up. But I survived just like countless others have. And then, lo and behold, I thrived.”

      My father pumped a fist in the air. “And I remain fiercely proud of you for it. But might I remind you, Evanora, you’re under no obligation to help the woman who bedded and wedded your husband and treated my grandson like some pariah, simply because you came out the other end stronger.”

      “But I am,” I said quietly with even deeper resolve. “Would Mom have turned her away? Would she have left a soul unfulfilled, flapping aimlessly in the wind under almost any circumstance?”

      He was silent for a moment, his lips thinning. Then he shook his head as his eyes searched mine. “No. I suppose she wouldn’t have—but it was only because her heart was bigger than anyone deserved. Especially me. I absolutely hate that this is being asked of you, Nugget, and I’m having trouble hiding it. I’m sorry.”

      More than ever, I wanted to hug him, to bury my face in his shoulder and reassure him that I was all right. I wasn’t the sheltered, idealistic girl he’d once known. I wasn’t the woman who’d been so deeply controlled by what her husband thought and did that she was afraid to breathe without his permission.

      Both Dad and Cedrick had gone through that disaster with me, and their lives had been in as much turmoil watching me hurt as mine had.

      “It’s okay, Dad. I understand your concern. I hear it. You were there through it all, but I’m long over Silas and what he did. I promise. If anyone had told me twenty years ago I’d be in this position, that I’d sympathize with my ex-husband’s mistress, I’d have told them to eff off. But I’m different now. My life is different now. It’s good, and my job is to help ghosts find the answers they need to take the next path in their eternity, whatever that path is.”

      My father’s eyes grew watery, but he squared his shoulders and reached out a hand to cup my chin—it went right through my face, mind you, but it was a familiar gesture he’d used all my life and it comforted me now as much as it had when he was alive.

      “You’re an amazingly kind soul, Evanora. Just like your mother.”

      “I can’t think of a better compliment,” I whispered, swallowing hard. Then I straightened, too. The day was at hand, and I had much to do. I couldn’t face it without a hot shower. “On that note, I have to move it. I have a house to stage, nail salons and restaurants to visit, and angry married men to interrogate…er, I mean, interview.”

      Knightly laughed and blew me a kiss. “Off with you then, Nugget. Promise you’ll be safe?”

      “I’m sure gonna try.”

      “Shall we meet this eve for some Investigation ID?”

      I grinned. “I’ll bring the wine and popcorn.”

      “You tease,” he said as he laughed before he disappeared in a thin vapor, leaving behind the phantom scent of his cologne in my nose.

      Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply. Reliving all of these memories of my past, of a life I’d gotten over long ago, left me feeling a little shaky. But not because of Silas.

      Not at all.

      I didn’t love remembering the woman I was before my divorce. Cowardly, afraid, intimidated were all adjectives that accurately described who I’d been.

      Then I looked around at all I’d accomplished since and reminded myself I could do this.

      I would find out what happened to Susan.

      Because who better than her conduit to this plane to do so?
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      I hung a removable hook on the wall in the master bathroom of Susan’s former house while she hovered in the beautifully tiled shower. “Move that a little to the left. It’s off balance.”

      I took a step back from the hook and eyeballed it. “Aren’t you supposed to be thinking about your last days on Earth and anything that might help me find out what happened to you?”

      She sighed, the echo of it swirling around the acoustics of the bathroom. “I have been thinking, Evanora. I’ve been thinking so hard, you must be able to hear my brain cells sizzle, but that doesn’t change the fact that the hook is off balance.”

      I looked again and discovered she was right. As I set about fixing it, I asked, “Have you thought about that olive oil, cotton candy, Charlie business and what they mean? Any idea where that came from? They’re all so random.”

      Were they the names of people? Was Charlie a mark Susan had set her eyes on? Wait! Maybe they were drag queens? Fab and I watched RuPaul’s Drag Race vigilantly.

      Some of the queens had names like BenDeLaCrème and Peppermint, to name a few. I don’t know why my head instantly went there, but their faces popped into my mind’s eye.

      “Are you into drag queens? They sound like drag queen names.”

      Susan gave me one of her flirty coy looks. “Honey, I’m into whoever will pay my bills, but I don’t remember ever even going to a drag show. But then, it’s not like I can remember a whole lot during the year before my death but bits and pieces anyway.”

      Sometimes, it was like that. A ghost could remember huge chunks of their lives, but have complete blackouts with others.

      “I’m gonna need you to think on that and get back to me. Think hard about whether you had an affair with a Charlie. Maybe he took you to a carnival and you had cotton candy,” I muttered

      She perched herself on the vanity, her face full of concern. “I swear, it’s like my head is one big empty black hole. I can’t remember a single thing but the pain in my head. That I totally remember.”

      I’d asked her to come along to her old house with the futile hope being where she’d once lived would jog some memories.

      So far, we were sucking wind.

      I rehung the hook and dug out a moss-green hand towel from my tote of staging towels and folded it, admiring how it looked against the buttercream-colored wall. “What about your Facebook and Instagram passwords. Have you remembered those? It would help if I had them so I can look through your accounts. Maybe you got a DM from someone who might give us a hint as to who knocked you off.”

      She shrugged in more evident despair as she tugged at her pushup bra. “You know how it is with online accounts, Evanora. I have so many, I can’t keep track of my stupid passwords. I thought the one I gave you was right, but for all I know, it could have been for another social media account. I just can’t remember.”

      That was fair. I couldn’t remember most of mine either. But I had a password manager to keep them organized because organization was also part of my love language.

      “I’ll try again later. If we try and log in too many times, Facebook will lock us out.”

      Out of the blue, she asked, “What about Silas?”

      I stopped dead, looking at her reflection in the rattan oval mirror I’d just hung. “What about him?”

      “I’ve been thinking about him since last night. Maybe he killed me.”

      Silas? I almost laughed out loud at the notion. He’d never, ever occurred to me.

      Silas was selfish, but he wasn’t stupid. Also, all that blood (surely there had been a lot of blood, judging from the size of the wound on the back of Susan’s head) would have left him with the vapors for days after. He hated the sight of blood.

      But it couldn’t hurt to go along with the theory and bounce some ideas around. Maybe it would jar her memory and lead to something else. “What’s his motive? Does he still have to pay you alimony? Does he hate you as much as he hated me when we divorced?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure he’s not fond of me, but no alimony. I got a lump sum payment when we called it quits, as promised from our prenup, and that was that. I haven’t seen him for maybe even longer than you. I was just throwing things at the wall to see what sticks. You fell asleep last night watching some YouTube video about a guy who killed his ex-wife, and I guess it lingered.”

      “What can I say? True crime soothes me,” I explained.

      I know it would give some people nightmares, but my view on it is far more pragmatic. Almost every case I watch, I learn something new…about evidence, about the method of the kill, about motive and opportunity. I tuck it away for later use with this job the Universe has handed me.

      Susan grimaced. “It’s pretty gruesome. I mean, who likes to be lulled to sleep by murder?”

      “It helps with this ghost-talking job the Universe so kindly blessed me with. Anyway, Silas,” I reiterated, slapping my hands on my thighs. “There really isn’t any motive for Silas to kill you. Also, in case you forgot, he gets sick to his stomach at the sight of blood.”

      She cocked her head in question. “Does he? I had no idea.”

      “Maybe because you were only married to him for a minute. I had the pleasure of ten long years and the benefit of watching him gag anytime Callum got a scrape.”

      Susan nodded with a sigh. “A fair statement. We spent most of our marriage fighting and sleeping in separate rooms. In fact, he’s the reason I vowed never to marry again.”

      I should be pleased hearing their marriage had been a disaster, but instead, I tipped my head back and laughed about her vow to never marry. “Hah! Funny that. Me, too. But I don’t feel as extreme as I once did. I don’t hate marriage or the institution anymore. I’ve seen plenty of successful marriages. My dad’s, for instance.”

      Okay, so Knightly had lied about what he did for a living, but he’d taught me the value of good communication in other ways. like how to show your partner you appreciated and loved them beyond measure. He never took Cedric for granted and vice versa.

      You’d think, growing up with them as my example, I would have picked a better mate. I don’t know where I went wrong except to say I was blinded by Silas’s charisma, and that’s my own fault. Because there had been cracks—many, many red flags I’d chosen to ignore.

      Susan wrinkled her nose at her reflection in the mirror, but she smiled. “So I guess we rule Silas the Wimp out as my killer.”

      I set a small fern in a terracotta planter on the side of the vanity and fluffed the fake leaves. “I think it’s safe to say Silas didn’t kill you.” Placing a small rattan and black tray on the other side of the vanity, I positioned a candle and a small bath brush on it to add some interest to the surface. “So tell me about Ivan. What’s he like? He’s going to be here in about ten minutes to talk to me—very reluctantly, I might add—and I want to know what I’m up against.”

      “How did you tell him you know me?”

      “I didn’t. Fab did, and I gave her permission to tell him the truth about how I know you, minus the talking-dead bit.”

      “Wait. He’s still coming here, knowing I’m the woman your ex cheated on you with? This should be interesting.”

      No kidding. “I figured it was better to be honest—er, mostly. It’s not as though I can tell him you’re communicating with me as a ghost, right? I’m just keeping it simple, and now that your death is out of the bag, I don’t have to hide what I know about you. No one has to know we didn’t speak to each other until after you died.”

      Man, that sounded bananas.

      I placed another faux plant in the shower on the shelf and encouraged her to tell me more about Ivan.

      “Ivan’s…Ivan, I guess,” Susan said with an almost indifferent shrug. “He was decent enough. I mean, aside from the cheating on his wife. He was always nice and respectful. He bought me lots of presents and gave me this house to live in. He’s kind of quiet and more serious, but we had a good thing going…until his wife found out about us, that is.”

      “So I’m guessing it wasn’t love?”

      She gave a vehement shake of her head. “Um, no. No one I hooked up with was love. Not even Silas. Men are an end to justify a means, and that’s all they’ve ever been to me.”

      How sad, and I told her as much. “You’re telling me you’ve never been in love? Ever? How sad, Susan.”

      She looked at her nails, a pretty crimson color, and asked, “Is it? It wasn’t me who couldn’t get out of bed for six months after my husband dumped me, was it?”

      My growing sympathy for her shriveled a little. I gave her a hard look. “So you heard my father. You were eavesdropping?”

      “I heard what he told another ghost up there at the buffet. We do travel in the same circles, you know. Everyone’s talking about you helping me and how amazing you are for doing it and how awful I am for asking. Your father agrees. He doesn’t seem to think I deserve any help.”

      I zipped up my hoodie, fighting the urge to shoot a snide reply. “And you take pride in that? That you’ve never been flattened by your emotions? That you helped hurt someone so much they couldn’t get out of bed, but somehow you’re still standing even after two divorces and countless affairs with married men?”

      She looked down at her heels, forever on her feet, and shook her head. “That was cruel, Evanora. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I said that. I’ve come to realize it doesn’t make me a tougher person because I’ve never suffered a breakup. It just makes me empty and shallow and pretty callous.”

      I realized then that even though Silas had lied and cheated, I still knew what it was to love someone—to fall in love. “I won’t lie to you, Susan, it comes off as smug. But in the end, again, it’s your loss. To never have experienced butterflies in your stomach, to never feel weak in the knees when that special person enters the room, even if in the end it turns out to be the wrong person for you, is sad.”

      Her laugh was bitter, maybe even a little angry. “What do they say about love? It’s better to have loved and lost than to never have loved?”

      I scooped up the tote with my things and moved off to the bedroom, where I had some pillow fluffing to do. “Yep. That’s what they say.” As I reached for a nubby pillow on the bed, smoothing the moss-green duvet along the way, I said, “How about we talk about Ivan instead of competing for least scarred by a failed relationship?”

      She grinned and it was actually warm-ish. “Ask me whatever you think you might need to know.”

      “Did you see him exclusively? Or were there other men in the picture while Ivan was off with his wife?”

      She stood by the windows, hands on her curvy hips as she considered my question. “I did see other men, I think,” she said softly, then with more conviction. “I did! But wait… You don’t think…”

      I sat on the edge of the bed and nodded. “That Ivan might have been jealous and killed you because he found out you were dating someone else? That’s not exactly unlikely. I mean, he was footing the bill for everything. Maybe he got angry about the other men and in a fit of rage, he took you out?”

      Susan took a second to give that some thought before she shook her head. “Nah. Wait until you see him, and I think you’ll understand why we have to rule him out. He’s like Eeyore, not a violent bone in his body. He’s a lamb. As unconvinced as you are that Silas wouldn’t kill me, I’m equally so where Ivan is concerned. He was just lonely for some attention and if you want to know the truth, I used that to my advantage.”

      I popped my lips. Susan was never anything but honest, painfully so. “But jealousy’s a funny thing, Susan. Maybe Ivan isn’t terribly expressive, but it doesn’t mean he’s not capable of murder. Regardless, did Ivan know you were seeing other men while living out of his wallet?”

      Now she squinted and pinched her temples. “I don’t think he knew. I always made sure I was available when he called and wanted to meet. I really tried to keep everyone separate.”

      Karate chopping a pillow, I vowed to remain objective and not bash her for the life she’d led, but my distaste kept seeping from my lips when I repeated, “So there were other men while you lived off Ivan’s dime.”

      She sucked her teeth in distaste. “Do you have to put it that way? It sounds—”

      “Awful? That’s because it isn’t exactly nice, but what Ivan did to his wife is just as bad. He deserved it if you were cheating on the cheater.”

      I was doing a pretty poor job of keeping my bias to myself. I had to remember I couldn’t work out my issues with cheating by picking on Susan. I might miss something important.

      What was done was done.

      As I thought those words, a car pulled up outside—a shiny, red BMW. The man who hopped out had me doing a double take.

      He was older, probably older than me, with a pot belly and a sprig of graying hair on top of his head.

      His jowls shook ever so slightly as he bent his head to shield his eyes from the late afternoon sun. He looked worried, the frown lines on his forehead visible even from the bedroom window.

      Tucking his hands inside his pockets, he lingered for a moment by his car, checking his phone.

      “That’s Ivan?” I said it with more disbelief than I meant to reveal.

      Susan leaned over my shoulder and clucked her tongue. “Told you. He’s a pussycat.”

      I couldn’t hide my surprise. “He’s at least ten years older than me.”

      “Listen,” she said, her tone dry. “When you live like I did, your marks get older just like you. It’s inevitable.”

      I lifted my eyes to the sky and thanked the Universe I’d found a good-paying job after I divorced. I could never live with so much deception. I’d end up caught.

      Straightening, I looked her in the eye. “Here’s the deal, while he’s here, you behave. I beg of you, no nonsense like last night with Silas. While it was laugh-out-loud funny, I need to focus on Ivan and his answers about your relationship, okay?”

      “I promise to behave.” She held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      My heart flopped around in my chest when it suddenly occurred to me that no matter what Susan said about how docile Ivan was, I’ve found killers come in all shapes, sizes, and temperaments.

      For all I knew, he could be her killer, and I was about to question him—alone.

      Way to use your noggin, Evanora.
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      Zipping out of the bedroom, I ran to the front door and wrenched it open, leaving it that way in case I had to scream for help.

      “Ivan?” I called.

      His mostly bald head popped up as he pushed his horn-rimmed glasses along his nose and began making his way toward me with a short wave.

      I held out my hand to him and introduced myself. “Evanora Dark.”

      He shook my hand and mumbled, “Ivan Burns.” As he took a step inside, his eyes widened. “Wow. You did all this?”

      “Just the decorating. I own a house-staging business. Fab and Cary Mann did the flipping.”

      He looked at the living room with the u-shaped sectional in a light camel, with lots of throw pillows in greens and charcoal, the coffee table made out of polished driftwood, the cozy fireplace with a rustic mantel, and gave a small nod of appreciation.

      “It looks really nice in here. Much different now. No pink at all,” he mumbled in a soft voice, his Boston accent light but distinct.

      I looked out to the road and noted some people walking their dog and a couple of kids riding bikes. Witnesses abound, should I need help.

      My smile of gratitude was brief. “Thanks, appreciate the compliment. Anyway, let’s talk about Susan. I’m sure you’ve heard what happened to her by now.”

      His bushy eyebrows lifted high, but his eyes were sad. “I saw the news. I was sorry to hear it.” Then he paused and took a step back as he looked me over. “Say, how do you know her again?”

      I was grateful I didn’t have to lie about this. It made questioning him more comfortable. “I thought Fab told you. My ex-husband left me for her.”

      Ivan blinked, his sagging eyes looking surprised. “I don’t get it. Why would you care if she’s dead if she was the other woman?”

      I smiled again. “You don’t have to. Let’s just say we came to an understanding and leave it at that.”

      I’d let him presume we’d made some sort of truce before Susan died. It was easier than telling him her ghost was right here in the room with us and wanted some answers about her death, am I right?

      He rocked back on his heels and jammed his hands into the pockets of his ill-fitting blue trousers, his jowls quivering as he cleared his throat. “That must be some heckuva understanding.”

      I chose not to delve into my relationship with Susan. The less said the better. “You heard about what happened to her, right?” I pressed, watching his facial expressions.

      He looked over my shoulder and avoided my eyes, but he quivered ever so slightly. “Like I said, I saw the news report. It sounds like it was pretty awful. Sure feel bad about it.”

      I watched him carefully, observing his body language for any tells, but he seemed pretty relaxed, despite the fact that his mistress had been murdered and there was nothing left to identify her but her jawbone and a tooth.

      “Any idea who might have done it?”

      Now he showed a little life by making a confused face of shock. “Me? Why the heck would I know?”

      I leaned against the foyer wall, crossing my ankles. “You might be one of the last people to have seen her alive, Ivan. Didn’t you tell Fabiola you asked her to leave this very house? Didn’t you take her things to some storage unit? Aren’t both those things something the police should know?”

      Now Ivan bristled, clearly uncomfortable as he ran a finger along the collar of his shirt. “Hold on a second, when she left here, she was just fine. Walking and talking and off for a night out. We parted on good terms. I made sure of it.”

      I looked to Susan, who nodded her head. “He’s telling the truth, Evanora. I refused to leave the house because I had nowhere else to stay until I couldn’t put him off anymore, but as far as Ivan goes, I completely understood we’d run our course. I might not be a good person, but I’m no Fatal Attraction nutcase. When it’s over, it’s over. I remember that much.”

      I acknowledged Susan with my eyes before moving ahead. “Did you know she was seeing other men while she was seeing you?”

      Susan winced from behind him, but it was a question I had to ask. Yet, he backed up and began shaking his head and his index finger. “Aw, no. You’re not gonna pin this on me like I’m some jealous animal who’s sick enough to kill a woman. No way, lady! I knew she saw other guys, but we had an agreement and that’s all there is to tell!”

      He was growing anxious because I dove too deep. Man, I needed to learn how to keep my cool and work my way up to the tougher questions.

      I put my hand out in a gesture of calm. “Take it easy. Listen, Ivan, I’m not here to judge your relationship with Susan. I can’t pin anything on you, nor do I have the authority to do so. I’m simply telling you the police will probably be knocking on your door not long from now—especially after that report on the news this morning. If you knew she was seeing someone, they could be a person of interest, and I know Susan would want you to come forward and tell the police. You do want to see her killer punished, don’t you?”

      While Susan wrung her hands and floated back and forth in midair, Ivan suddenly did a quick turnabout. I’ve often found guilt can be a good button to push. “Course, I do. I liked Susan. I want to see whoever did it get what they deserve.”

      Pushing my hands inside my hoodie, I kept myself positioned at the door as a just-in-case measure. “Then do you know if she was seeing anyone other than you?”

      He gave that a moment, digested what I’d said, and then he replied, “Ya know, now that I think about it, there was a guy but I only saw ’em together once a little while before she disappeared, and I was with my wife. I don’t know if he was somebody she’d been seein’ long or just a…well, a one-night thing, but it was out at some bar somewhere.”

      “Sissie’s?” I asked, my heart thumping.

      He shot a finger in the air and his head bobbed. “Yeah! That was it. We met some of the wife’s friends from work there. Too young for my taste, that place, but it was just a beer. Didn’t stay long.”

      I felt my excitement mounting. Keep your cool, Evanora.

      “Do you remember what he looked like? Was it the bartender there? Sort of lean with a big tattoo of Betty Boop on his right arm?”

      I swear, if it was Ashton Guthrie, I was going to drive right back to that bar and punch him in his nose, right after I called 9-1-1.

      “Naw. He was older than the bartender. Darker hair, chiseled, darker skin, real good-looking. Like, maybe he was a model when he was younger, ya know? They looked pretty cozy at one of the tables.”

      “Was that before or after you asked her to leave this house?”

      His wide, bulky shoulders lifted, wrinkling his tweed sports coat. “Before. Maybe a month before I asked her to hit the road or so, I think.”

      “Did you ever see her with this man again?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, and I didn’t ask her about him either. We had a strict don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy, and I respected that.”

      Perfect. That policy sure wasn’t helping me much. “Do you ever remember her mentioning being afraid of anyone? I mean, I think it’s obvious she was killed, no one mistakenly loses a jawbone with their tooth attached, right? If that’s the case, was there anyone suspicious she might have mentioned? Anyone who was angry with her?”

      He scratched his head. “Not to me, she didn’t. Never said a word.”

      “What about when you told her she had to move out? Did she seem apprehensive to go? Like, maybe she didn’t have anywhere else to live? Or did she say she had a place to crash? Someone to crash with?”

      He puckered his lips in thought, and then nodded slowly. “Wait. When I asked if she was gonna be okay, if she needed some money to tide her over till she found a job or whatever, she told me not to worry. She said everything was gonna be great as soon as…as soon as things were taken care of. Yep.” He bobbed his head again. “Those were her exact words. As soon as things were taken care of. That’s what she said.”

      Susan’s eyes went wide at this new information, but she didn’t appear to understand it any more than Ivan did.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “But she didn’t say what would be taken care of?”

      He ran a thick hand over his head. “Nope, and I didn’t ask. It wasn’t my business, but it sounded like she had one foot out the door before I even asked her to go. Makes me think maybe she’d found yet another guy while we were still seein’ each other. When I came back to this place to see about selling it, her things were still here. I waited another week, and when I couldn’t get in touch with her by phone, and she didn’t answer my texts, I put everything in storage. So I dunno.”

      This was the part that left me incredulous and I couldn’t help but show that. “But you didn’t suspect something had happened to her? You didn’t report her missing?”

      His face went worried again, his eyes dull with guilt. “I really thought she’d gone off with another guy, Miss Dark. But after a while, I…I guess I got scared something did happen. How was I gonna explain to the police and my wife how I knew her if I reported her missing? I could have said she was renting from me, but you can bet your bottom dollar, my wife would have put two and two together. It was bad enough she found out I was cheating. I didn’t need her coming here to confront Susan.”

      So he’d assuaged his guilt about Susan by assuming she’d run off with another man, because he ultimately didn’t want to risk getting caught cheating.

      I wanted to slug him in his marshmallowy-soft gut for being such a coward.

      But I wouldn’t win any favors with him if I went into attack mode, and quite honestly, I was fed up with this world full of liars and cheats. I wanted away from him. I’d place an anonymous call to the Salem police and give them his name so they could investigate.

      “Where are her things, Ivan?” I asked, not even bothering to hide my disgust.

      He hitched a thumb over his shoulder at his BMW. “In my car. I had ’em in storage, but I went and got ’em out to show ya. There’s not much. Just a bunch of clothes, shoes, purses, some makeup. Lots of girly stuff.”

      Dang. “But no phone,” I mumbled in disappointment.

      “Nope. No phone.”

      Before I could ask anything else, a car roared up the driveway, the driver honking the horn like an impatient jerk at a green light.

      A door slammed and we both heard footsteps just before a woman, her fur coat flying behind her, blonde hair teased to the Gods, nearly fell into the doorway, her angry eyes zeroing in on me.

      “You!” she screamed, spittle flying in my face. “You two-bit piece of trash, husband-stealing floozy! I’m going to kill you!”

      And then, before I had time to process her existence or deny her accusation, she balled her fist and socked me square in the face.

      As I felt her ring tear into the flesh of my lip, I once again questioned my sanity.
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      I fell to the floor like some caricature of a human bowling pin as I caught Susan’s mouth fall open in horror.

      Ivan grabbed the woman from behind, hooking his forearms around her waist and yelping, “Evelyn! That’s not her! Are you insane? Cut it out!”

      But Evelyn was apparently seeing red as she struggled against Ivan’s grip while I tried to get up of the floor, my knees still aching from last night at Sissie’s. “Get off me, you stupid lug! Don’t you try and hide your mistress from me! Don’t you try and protect her from what she deserves!”

      Then Fab was suddenly in the picture, skating in on her high heels, her eyes wide with horror. “Ivan! What on earth is going on and who is this raging beast?” She stepped in front of my body to protect me as I tried to sit up against the wall with some dignity.

      Man, she’d really clunked me hard. I took no pleasure in how quickly I’d dropped to the ground.

      Ivan made a face as he blustered at Fab. “She’s my wife, and she thought Evanora was—”

      “Your mistress?” Fab shrieked, before she approached an only slightly calmer Evelyn, waving a threatening finger in her face. “Are you insane, lady? You just assaulted my best friend! I’m going to call the police and have you dragged out of here in handcuffs, you animal!”

      I tugged Fab’s navy-blue skirt from the floor where I sat. “Don’t call the police, Fab. I’m okay. Just help me stand up.”

      I reached up a hand as Fab bent and grabbed it, hauling me upward. She brushed off my hoodie and pushed my hair from my face, then shoved me behind her.

      She turned back to Evelyn, her eyes on fire. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done, you absolute maniac? This woman just had open-heart surgery! What if she’d had another heart attack? How dare you hit anyone, let alone a woman who’s fresh from the ICU!”

      “Oooo,” Susan cooed, swirling her transparent form around Fab’s head. “I like this one! She’s saucy!”

      As you all know, I’m not fresh from the ICU. Not even close. Fab can be very protective of me, and she doesn’t care what ammo she uses to prove her point.

      But I put my hand on her arm, using the other to staunch the blood I felt dripping from the corner of my mouth. “Fab, it’s okay. Stop. Let her be.”

      Of course, it wasn’t okay to assault someone, but in light of the fact that I needed answers—just one clue about who killed Susan—and for now, it would have to be okay.

      Instantly, Fab went into mothering mode, checking my chest for any signs of injury to my scar as she pulled open her purse of goodies and produced some tissues to press to my lip. “Are you really okay? Did that violent animal hurt you, honey?”

      I gave her the look, the one that said stop babying me. “Don’t call her an animal, Fab,” I whispered. “That’s Ivan’s wife. She thought I was Susan.”

      “I don’t care what she thought,” Fab said, dripping sarcasm while looking in Evelyn’s direction. “You were once cheated on, too, and you didn’t beat the woman up, for Pete’s sake!”

      At those words, Evelyn began to sob, loudly and uncontrollably, her shoulders quaking beneath her furry coat. “I’m sorry!” she cried as mascara tears ran down her overly rouged cheeks. “I don’t know who I am anymore! Look what you’ve done to me, Ivan! Now I’m accosting the disabled because of you and your straying man parts!”

      The disabled?

      “I’m not disabled,” I croaked, and then realized how stupid I sounded, reacting so defensively.

      She tried reaching for my hand, but Fab cut her off at the pass by swatting at the air between them. “Don’t you touch her, you lunatic!”

      Evelyn cried that much harder. “I’m so sorry! I don’t know what’s happening to me. I’ve never hit anyone in my life!”

      No one could identify better than I with those words. When Silas told me about Susan, when he said he was leaving me for her, I became someone I didn’t recognize for a while.

      But out of that, a newer, stronger Evanora was born. I’d impart that wisdom to Evelyn, but she wasn’t ready to hear it yet. That much was obvious.

      She needed to get through all the stages of grief before she could look at anything objectively.

      “Evelyn, please calm down, honey. They’re gonna call the police,” Ivan said with fear in his tone.

      She tore her arm from Ivan’s and hissed in his face, “Don’t you honey me, you dirty liar! And take your hands off me right now!  You’re not allowed to touch me ever again!”

      As Ivan let her go, holding his hands up in defeat, Evelyn mumbled a fleeting apology to me, her face full of embarrassment before she took off out the door to her car and jumped in, pulling out of the driveway in a squeal of tires and gravel.

      That left the three of us. Me. Fab. The cheater.

      All in total silence.

      Awkward.

      Ivan suddenly cleared his throat, startling me. “Listen, Miss Dark, I’m sorry Evelyn hit you. I’ll pay for any damages she caused. Please don’t call the police. She’s had a really rough time with this. She’s right. She’s not herself.”

      “She most certainly isn’t, Ivan!” Fab reprimanded with a huff, pulling her purse to the crook of her arm. “This is disgraceful. In fact, with the behavior she just displayed? Maybe she’s the one who took out Susan!”

      Ivan blanched, but with more animation than he’d shown our entire conversation, he shook his head. “No! That’s impossible. When my wife found out about the affair, she packed her bags and went to her sister’s in London, and she didn’t come back until a couple of days ago. It took me almost a month, but I convinced her I was done with Susan. You can check!”

      “We don’t know how long Susan’s been dead, Ivan. The news report didn’t say, did it? Maybe when she got off the plane from London, she took a little detour? Or maybe she lied to you like you lied to her, and she never went to London at all. Maybe she’s been torturing Susan in some remote warehouse somewhere all this time!” Fab accused.

      Torturing her in a remote warehouse? What had I done to my BFF with all my talk of murder? It might be time for an intervention.

      I stepped in again, because I knew how raw Evelyn felt right now. Setting Fab to my right, I gave her the girlfriend’s sign for chill out.

      “No one’s pressing charges, Ivan, and I’ll be fine,” I assured, even as my lip throbbed in time with my heart. “But you’re going to have to go to the police. You’re going to have to give them your alibis and bring Susan’s things to them. You know that, right?”

      He let his head hang sheepishly with a long sigh. “I know that. I woulda done it without you tellin’ me to. Please believe me, I didn’t want anything bad to happen to Susan. It was just over is all—because I came to my senses and realized what a fool I’d been. Evelyn just found out before I could fess up.”

      Oddly, I sort of believed him. Not so much about how he’d have fessed up if he hadn’t been caught, but I didn’t think he was some kind of serial cheater like Silas.

      He’d made a mistake—a big, elaborate one. It’s one I’d discovered I couldn’t ever forgive, but maybe Evelyn could. Many folks have bounced back from an affair to go on and have healthy, happy marriages.

      “Well, I wish you the best, Ivan. I really do, and if you think of anything at all that might help find who killed Susan, give me a call or shoot me a text, okay?” I pulled one of my cards from my back pocket and handed it to him.

      He gave me a short if confused nod as he took it, probably still wondering why I’d been friends with Susan. “Will do.”

      “Oh, and one more thing. Can I just take a quick peek through her things? Maybe I can find something that will help…er, something you might not recognize as important.”

      “Sure.” He stepped outside into the cool air with me following behind him, taking deep breaths to fill my lungs and clear my head.

      I pulled some sterile gloves from my hoodie’s pocket and snapped them on. I always had them with me in case I needed to clean something at a staging project.

      In this case, if there were fingerprints or DNA on Susan’s belongings, I wanted to be careful not to contaminate them, and I told Ivan to do the same when he brought them to the police.

      As I picked through her clothes, and Susan sighed sadly over and over about the loss of her cute shoes and lingerie, I held things up in the hope she’d remember something, but mostly she shook her head in the negative.

      Her face said it all, and when she pointed up, I knew she needed to escape to process seeing her belongings. It must feel so final—final enough that my heart twinged a little for her.

      I nodded, my chest tight, my eyes willing her to see I understood how hard this had been.

      I didn’t find anything of consequence after she left. But just when I was about to give up, I found a piece of paper with a hand-drawn heart and a time and day on it.

      Tuesday, 6:45 p.m.

      I took a quick picture of it with my phone and said my goodbyes to Ivan before returning to the house. My lip was on fire and my head hurt where I’d hit it on the floor after falling down like a boneless rag doll.

      Fab held out a bottle of water to me, her eyes filled with worry. “Oh, honey, look at your lip.  You look like you went a round with Tyson.” She paused and shook her head. “But he liked ears, right? Never mind. Not the point. The point is, are you sure you’re okay?”

      I groaned as I probed my lip with my tongue, noting it had begun to swell. “I’m fine. Really, Fab, but I think I’m finished here for today. I need some aspirin and a raw steak for my lip.”

      Fab gave me a look of pure sympathy. “I can’t believe she hit you—the maniac.”

      But I understood Evelyn’s position. “She’s hurt, Fab. You remember what it was like back then for me, don’t you?”

      Fab sucked in her cheeks in disapproval, making her look like a chic supermodel. “Yeah. I remember. How could I forget? But I don’t remember you hitting anyone, either.”

      I went back to the bedroom and scooped up my tote bag, gathering my supplies. “But remember how I wanted to?”

      Fab followed me, the click of her heels reassuring on the hardwood floor. “Sure. I remember. And I also still remember you didn’t.”

      When I looked out the window, I saw the sun was beginning to fade, and so was I. My bones felt like butter. “Okay, so forget the part where she hit me and let me tell you what I’ve learned since we texted this morning.”

      “I’m all ears. Especially if it involves sexcapades with olive oil and cotton candy. We could learn a thing or two from Susan,” she chirped, perching on the edge of the bed.

      After I told her what I’d talked about with Susan, and the full story on my ex showing up last night, I then asked about Silas’s calls to her. “Silas said he phoned you about the Pristines’ condos.”

      She flapped a dismissive hand but she didn’t look at me. “He did.”

      “And?”

      “And I’d happily sell my soul to Beelzebub before I’d sell a condo to Silas Laithrop.”

      I barked a laugh. “Why didn’t you tell me he tried to call you, Fab? Do you really think I’m still that fragile I can’t even hear his name? This could be a huge commission for you.”

      “No. That’s not what I think at all, Evanora. I just never planned on calling him back, and that made his call unworthy of mentioning. I never thought he’d come here in person. Besides that, the Pristines don’t want to sell to a big corporation. You know they want to keep the beachfront safe from big developers. I don’t know how they’re going to do that, what with their cash flow problem, but they’re determined. Either way, I knew Silas was hunting for one of the corporations he represents. So I ignored him.”

      I stopped putting my extra pillow covers away and leaned up against the white-washed oak dresser I’d had delivered today. “I do know the Pristines don’t want to sell to developers, but you still didn’t tell me he called, and that’s what led him to come here to pay me a personal visit.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. Never in a trillion years did I think that pig would show his face around here—not after he hasn’t spoken to you in almost a decade. He’s got some big clangers, doesn’t he?”

      “I know you were just looking out for me, and I appreciate it, but I’m not that Evanora you had to drag out of bed and toss in the shower because she was immobilized by fear of poverty. He doesn’t have that kind of effect on me anymore. I can take care of myself, and I think I proved that last night when I told him not to let the door hit him where the good Lord split him.”

      Fab gasped, bouncing with devilish glee on the edge of the bed. “Did you really?”

      I sighed. “Not exactly. I was less abrasive. You know…dead look in my eyes, one-word answers. That kind of polite, but he got the message. Anyhoodles, here’s the point—I don’t need you to protect me from Silas, okay?”

      She gave me a shy smile, tucking her sleek black hair behind her ears. “I know you don’t, and I know you’re a different woman. I’m so proud of who you are now. You know I am. You worked hard to get here. I just didn’t want to rock the boat, and seeing as I had no intention of doing business with him, I thought he’d just go away. My bad. Can you forgive me?”

      I pushed off from the dresser and blew her a kiss. “Forgiven. Now, let’s get out of here. I’ve had enough staging for today. I need a hot shower, a cold pack, and some aspirin while I decide which place of business’s doorstep I should darken first. After my nail appointment, that is. Susan slammed a ton of places on Yelp with bad reviews, and I need more suspects than Ivan and Evelyn.”

      Fab rose and brushed the length of her skirt to smooth the fabric. “Hold on. You’re not discounting Ivan and Evelyn the Deranged, are you?”

      I hauled the tote over my shoulder and shook my head as we made our way out to the living room and my phone beeped an incoming email. “I’m not, but I also don’t think either one of them did it. I don’t know that for sure, it’s just my gut talking, but I’m pretty sure.”

      Fab came up behind me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “Hey, let’s go. Mama just sent me one of her texts. You know, the ones that look like a drunk caveman wrote them? I think she’s making spaghetti carbonara for dinner. With, um,” she held up her phone and squinted at the text, “succulents.” Then she frowned. “That has to be sausage.”

      I laughed as we made our way out the door and I locked it, putting the key in the lockbox. “Yum-yum, but first, I have a nail appointment and hopefully some clues.”

      Fab gave me a strange look. “You’re getting your nails done now, when you’re in the middle of a job? I thought nails were a reward you only allowed yourself when you finish a job? Didn’t you just have them done after you finished the Fletchers’ place in Peabody?”

      It’s true. When I finish a big project, I treat myself to a mani/pedi. Not every job, mind you, but at least once a month.

      “I did, but this salon is one of the salons Susan gave a bad review. She said, and I quote, ‘my nails looked like a kindergartner painted them with a pack of pink crayons’. She gave reviews like that so she could get comps from them, like a free meal or a haircut.”

      “She really was a winner, huh?” Fab said dryly with a shake of her head. “Do you really think one of those Yelp reviews could lead to her killer? Who kills someone over a bad review?”

      I scoffed. “You’d be surprised. Anyway, I’ll be over to Mama Fab’s after I’m done, but I can’t stay long. I’ve got some research to do.”

      “Yeah, yeah, Jessica Fletcher. You’ve got a crime to solve,” Fab teased, beeping open her mustang Gigi’s shiny door.

      I made a face. “Look who’s talking, Miss Dateline. Did I hear you right when you said maybe Evelyn didn’t really go to London? Maybe she had Susan in some warehouse and she was torturing her all this time? Torturing her for three months, Fabiola Fabrizio? Really?”

      She shook a long finger at me with a playful glance. “I blame you for that bumbling vomit of an accusation. It was you who lured me off the path of sci-fi safety and dragged me right over to Murder Lane, Evanora Dark. You put all these crazy theories and murderous thoughts in my head.”

      I looked at her and then we both doubled over with laughter, until I didn’t even remember my lip was split and hurting like the dickens.

      Before I got into my truck, I pulled my phone from my pocket and took a peek at my email.

      There was a message from Ashton Guthrie, and it better contain that video footage of the bar on the night Susan took her selfie.

      The police would catch up to him soon enough anyway. Now that the cat was out of the bag about Susan’s murder, they’d surely do exactly what I’d done and scour her social media and find him, but if I had a jump on them, with Susan in the mix to help, I might be able to solve this mess quicker than they could.

      I clicked on the email, which was short and sweet.

      Here’s the video from the last night I saw her. Hope you have some time on your hands to watch all of it.

      Wasn’t he a funny little man? I’m fifty-three, single, live with my dogs and a stray opossum, and I talk to ghosts with the occasional big night out at mama Fab’s or via an astral projection I can’t control.

      I have more time on my hands than Father Time himself.

      I clicked on the video and instantly took note of the day and time.

      Tuesday.

      The day of the last post on Susan’s Instagram.

      Interesting.
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      “Where are we going?” Susan asked as I drove through downtown Salem. She’d resurfaced when I’d called on her on the way over, sounding a bit better than she had when she’d excused herself from going through her belongings.

      But she still looked ruffled, or maybe flustered was the better word.

      “I have a nail appointment at Manicure Hut with Francesca. Do you remember her?”

      “Nope,” she replied. Then she turned to me as I parked. “You know what’s weird about this whole death thing?”

      “Gee, what could be weird about death and coming back as a ghost to haunt the woman whose husband you had an affair with, Susan?” I asked teasingly, putting my truck into park.

      But she wasn’t taking the bait and she wasn’t in a joking mood. Her face was covered in concern. “I can remember all sorts of things years and years before I died, but I can only remember bits and pieces of my life just before I died. What’s that about?”

      I stared out into the parking lot, the early twinkle of lights just beginning to shine. “I don’t know for sure, but it’s been my experience that when the death was traumatic, the mind has a way of blocking it out to protect you. I think that’s what happened with you.”

      Susan sighed forlornly. “Maybe it’s better that way. Maybe I shouldn’t ever know what happened.”

      “I can stop at any time. You know the deal.”

      She swished her hand in the air. “If there’s a killer on the loose, he should be caught so he doesn’t hurt anyone else. You do what you have to do.”

      “What I have to do is face the wrath of Francesca, who’s probably still smarting after that review.”

      Susan held up her hand, fingers splayed. “If she did this manicure, she deserved it.”

      I looked at her pink nails, glossy in the fading light, and gave her my shame-on-you face. “They look beautiful, Susan, and you know it. You wanted a free mani. That’s why you posted that review.”

      Her smile was small and contrite. “That’s probably true because I do remember my usual modus operandi. I’d leave without tipping, go home and leave the establishment a poor review so they’d feel bad and give me another free manicure. I did stuff like that all the time all over Salem and parts near and far. There’s no denying I was an awful person. But you already knew that. I think I’m going to take a break from all the awful I spread around like jam on toast. Call me if you need me,” she whispered, disappearing from my truck, leaving me feeling a bit sad.

      But I had a nail appointment to get to. I couldn’t afford to get all in my feelings right now. Hopping out of the truck, I locked it and headed toward the brightly lit salon.

      A quick peek inside before opening the door said it was posh and marble-sleek. Long countertop sprawled along three sides of the space, with massage chairs in the middle for a relaxing pedicure.

      Trendy K-pop music (I only knew it was K-pop because my son listens to it) played on the overhead sound system and three or four nail techs in white jackets were hard at work.

      The receptionist, a slight young man with blue nails and heavy cologne, greeted me with a brief smile. “Welcome to Manicure Hut. Do you have an appointment?”

      Smiling in return, I nodded at him. “I do—with Francesca.”

      He pointed to the device on the counter. “Enter your cell number there and register. Then have a seat, she’ll be right with you.”

      I did as I was told and then took a seat in one of the crisp white velvet chairs to wait for Francesca. When she approached me, I was taken by her long, lengthy beauty. When had kids gotten so dang tall? Or maybe at 5’4”, I was just short and envious.

      Dark hair billowed around her shoulders and somehow, even doing nails all day, her fingernails were perfection. Long, black, and covered in glittery nail art. She was probably in her later thirties, so maybe she wasn’t so much a kid, but anyone under the age of forty felt like one to me.

      “Evanora?” Francesca asked pleasantly. “Would you please follow me?” The scent of her perfume lingered in her wake, making me sneeze. Though, to her credit, she hadn’t batted an eye when she saw my fat lip.

      I did as instructed, weaving my way behind her to a chair at the long table in the back and sat down. She handed me a menu of manicure items to choose from.

      “So what are we up for today? Hand massage in lavender or maybe citrus? Gel nails? Solar?”

      My eyeballs were about to cross at the selections available. My little salon in Buttermilk Bay was a bit less swanky and didn’t offer the number of services Manicure Hut did.

      Still, I loved my nail tech back home. Janis always did me right, but then, I almost always got a simple gel manicure with no nail art or fancy fixin’s.

      However, if I hoped to get any answers, that might take longer than my typical manicure. So I opted for some nail art and a eucalyptus/mint hand massage.

      A half an hour later, we’d talked about almost everything under the sun. My son, my job, her job, what we binge watched on Netflix, the coming winter…and I still hadn’t broached Susan’s disappearance.

      It was now or never.

      “This has been really nice, Francesca.” And it really had. My hands felt like a baby’s bottom after a warm wax, and my tight, lightly arthritis-riddled fingers were looser than they’d been in a long time. Looking around the salon, I said, “I’m so glad I decided to come here. My girlfriend Susan used to come here, too.”

      Francesca stiffened, her long fingers tightening around the index finger she currently filed. “Susan?” she asked, her voice shaky, but feigning innocence.

      I instantly put on my sad face and sighed with a great puff of sorrow. “Oh. I forgot. I guess I’m just trying to block it out. Yes, Susan Davis. She is…was my friend, but she disappeared and the police say she’s dead because, of all things, a dog found her jawbone! It’s a big case right now. I’m sure you saw the report of her disappearance on TV.”

      She lifted her chin but didn’t look at me. “I know who you mean,” was all she offered. The chatty Francesca was gone, replaced by a pinched expression and a tense posture.

      Playing dumb, I let my shoulders slump. “Listen, I’d totally forgotten she gave you a bad review. Susan could be…testy sometimes. Difficult to please.”

      She snorted softly and didn’t say anything, though her very red lips pursed.

      However, the customer next to me was more than happy to provide her take on Susan. “I was here the day she had that manicure,” she said, as though she had a delicious secret she was dying to share.

      I decided to jump into her game with both feet. I looked over at her with concerned interest on my face. “Really? Do you know when that was? I mean, how long ago that conversation happened?”

      The woman shrugged, her blunt, angle-cut blonde hair swinging forward toward her face. “I’m sure the police will check the date of her appointment. I don’t remember it, honestly. But I do remember how she sat in front of Francesca and talked to her like they were girlfriends about her upcoming date with a new boyfriend, and how they were talking about moving in together, and on and on she went. Then she slapped this poor girl in the face by leaving without tipping her. I couldn’t believe it! Then to give her a bad review? Her nails looked beautiful when she left here. I’ll tell ya that much!”

      Francesca sighed. Obviously, this was a touchy subject, and rightly so, but she was gracious in her response. “It’s okay, Josephine,” she soothed. “We don’t need to involve other customers in a disagreement.” Then she looked at me as if to say, gossipers will gossip. “Sometimes manicurists are like bartenders, I guess. I’ve heard plenty of life stories, believe me.”

      So Susan had mentioned a new guy she might move in with? That’s what I got out of that conversation.

      The woman leaned over to me when Francesca excused herself to go get her box of decals for my nails (I let her choose, and she’d decided on butterflies and fall leaves with some rhinestones). Josephine gave me a sympathetic glance, patting my hand.

      “I’m sorry about your friend, honey. Everyone’s talking about it, but she was really cruel to leave and not tip Francesca for her time. And then to write that ugly review? Well, there’s no excuse.”

      I think I must have said oh, Susan a hundred times since I began investigating her death, but…oh, Susan…

      “Did she happen to mention who she might be moving in with? It would sure help the police, I bet. Maybe even catch the guy who did it. I mean, if it’s a guy at all.”

      The woman turned back to her manicurist and shook her head. “She didn’t say his name, but it was clear she really liked him.”

      When Francesca returned, her box of glittery, pretty things in hand, she looked hesitant while applying the sparkly fall leaf decals. “I have to ask…why did you decide to come to me for a manicure? I mean, after what your friend said, it’s a bit of a surprise…”

      No one is more surprised than me, Francesca. No one.

      I grappled for an answer. “Well, despite Susan’s review, I saw a bunch of pictures of the nails you’d done, and I had to disagree with her. I think you do beautiful work. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable by bringing her up.”

      The smells of the salon, mingled with Francesca’s heavy perfume, were starting to get to me, and I didn’t want to miss Mama Fab’s spaghetti carbonara. I needed to get to the point.

      Francesca looked me in the eye, her dark gaze hooded. “Well, I’m sorry for your loss, regardless.”

      I didn’t want to lie, but I would if I had to in order to find a clue—any clue. “We weren’t super close, but we did see each other from time to time and this sort of hit home, ya know? What happened to Susan could happen to any one of us single women. Have the police come to talk to you yet?”

      She didn’t even flinch, which meant no. “No, but why would they? It was just a bad review. It’s not like I was going to kill her for it. That’s crazy.”

      Her body language was impossible to read. “Did she happen to mention the guy’s name? The guy she was talking about moving in with?”

      Again, she didn’t budge. “No. She just said he was hot.” Then she held up my hand and showed it to me.  They were a pink base with random fall leaves and a design on the ring finger of each hand with amber and gold rhinestones. You’d think the colors wouldn’t work together, but they did. “You like?”

      Which meant conversation over, but my nails?

      Well, friends, they were a conversation piece.
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      When I pulled into my tiny driveway after my nail appointment and a delicious dinner of sausage (not succulents) and spaghetti carbonara with Mama Fab, a few of my neighbors—the people I affectionately call my Mobile Homies—were waiting for me, minus Willajean Simmons, who was on a girls’ trip in Jamaica.

      Pack O’Reilly, Fergus McGee, and Chicky Whisterbaum all sat on my back deck amidst my potted mums, smoking cigars.

      The deck overlooked my small but neat backyard. The back fence was lined with arborvitaes, allowing me privacy from the neighbor behind me, and the small garden by my tiny shed held hydrangeas I really needed to trim back for the end of the season and some variegated hosta.

      I peered through the haze of cigar smoke to wave at them. I’ve mentioned how much I love these men who protected me as if I was one of their own when they found out I was Knightly Dark’s daughter, haven’t I?

      I don’t have living grandparents, but I have plenty of surrogates who bake me drier-than-sand brownies and kiss my booboos by offering to beat up anyone who looked at me sideways.

      In return, I take them to doctors’ appointments and the store, and I was always willing to help with yardwork and things around the house.

      Not that they needed my help much. They were a spry bunch, still in pretty darn good shape for their ages.

      “Put that dang thing out!” Chicky, the crustiest of the group, warned the others as he waved his hands around to clear the smoke. “Our girl can’t be around smoke ’cause a her bad heart. You knuckleheads know that!”

      I smiled as I trudged up the steps and waited for their gasps of horror at the size of my lower lip.

      It was pretty big and had continued to grow during dinner at Mama Fab’s, despite the ice pack.

      Pack whistled as he rose and rushed to my side, re-tucking his green flannel shirt in the waist of his jeans. “What happened to you, girl? Was it that slick Willy runnin’ around here lookin’ for ya last night? I’ll tar and feather his shiny hide!”

      I shook my head. Nothing got past my boys. “I take it you all met my ex-husband?”

      Fergus shook a gnarled fist at me, the scraggly sides of his silver hair lifting in the light wind. “And I’ll help Pack. Drivin’ around here like he owned the joint in that fancy death trap! Why doesn’t anyone drive a nice Ford anymore? Can’t trust anybody who drives a car that shiny.”

      Fergus and his Ford-made cars. He’d never driven another make but a Ford, and he thought anyone who chose to do so was a heathen with no regard for American-made products.

      “Boys,” I greeted them with a small smile because my lip hurt too much to do anything else. “What brings my favorite silver foxes out on this chilly evening?”

      Chicky’s face said duh. “We came to check on you, Goose. After we saw that snake slitherin’ around, knockin’ on your door. You really took one in the kisser, huh?”

      I set my purse down on the wide banister of my deck and teased, “But he came by last night. Aren’t you a little late?”

      “Aw, go on,” Fergus squawked, plopping back down in one of my cream and moss-green cushioned deck chairs. “You know we’re all in bed by nine. We waited for ya to come home for as long as we could keep our bloomin’ eyes open.”

      I inhaled the crisp air and the scent of mesquite wood burning in someone’s chimenea. My mind was elsewhere tonight, and I couldn’t give my guys my full attention. I was itching to watch that video surveillance from Sissie’s to see if it was the night Susan disappeared.

      But they were all so sweet and positively adorable, I couldn’t shoo them away yet. “Well, I appreciate you looking out for me, but I’m fine, and it wasn’t Silas who did this. It was just a hazard of the job.”

      Which wasn’t exactly a lie, right?

      Pack’s bushy eyebrow shot upward. “Is that the slippery rascal’s name?”

      They were going to find out anyway, so I might as well be honest about what Silas is to me. “Yep. Silas Laithrop. He’s the one and only ex-husband.”

      There was a hushed silence before Chicky said anything, his fist raised. “That was him? Your pops told us all about that cheat. Shoulda popped him when I had the chance!”

      I cupped his stubbled cheek and shook my head. “Not necessary, Chick. He’s gone now and I’m fine. Listen, I hate to cut this short, but I have some work to do tonight, guys. So you’ll have to excuse me. But later this week, let’s make a date for hot chocolate and s’mores by the fire pit. You all in?”

      They all rose to their feet with grunts and groans, but smiles on their faces despite their ailments.

      Fergus dropped a kiss on my cheek. “Took the dogs out about six and gave ’em their kibble. You should be good to go till bedtime. Brought the rat the last of my strawberries for the season so he wouldn’t feel left out.”

      I chuckled. He always joked Carmine looked like a rat. “I hope you covered his ears before you marsupial-shamed him,” I teased, giving him a quick kiss on his leathery cheek. “Thanks, Ferg. Couldn’t be a working mom without you and the gang.”

      “Like your nails, Fancy-Pants.” He winked, raising a hand in departure as he hopped down the steps.

      Chicky scooped me up in a rough but affectionate hug. “You need me to make ya an ice pack, girlie?” he asked, concern in his aging but bright eyes.

      I dropped a kiss on his cheek, too. “No. I’m fine, Chicky. Get home before your arthritis starts burning up your knees from this cold. I’ll make you some salve to put on them and drop it by tomorrow morning.”

      He winked at me. ”I like you, kiddo, and your flashy nails, too,” he teased before following Fergus down the stairs.

      Pack leaned in and ran a finger down my nose. “Left ya some blondies in there on the counter. Made ’em fresh today.”

      I grinned as best I could. Pack’s blondies were like square rocks, but he made them with so much love, I ate them anyway. “You’re the best, Packster. Thank you.”

      As I waved them all off, I pushed my door open and greeted my two chunksters, kissing them both on the top of their sleepy heads before going to get Carmine from his cage.

      I tucked him under my chin, scratching his back as I made my way to the bathroom for a hot shower and some of the makings of a poultice for my lip.

      Pulling my mother’s old handwritten book of her healing recipes from my bathroom cabinet, I cleared my mind of the video festivities ahead of me, shaking off my concerns about not being able to help Susan so far.

      I have all sorts of herbs and creams I’ve made due to my skill as a kitchen witch, and the familiar ritual of blending, grinding, mixing was welcome when my world was so out of sorts at this moment.

      Unlike my new skill, astral projection, this was comforting and gave me time to connect with not only my joy of the elements of the earth and freshly grown herbs, but with my mother, who was a superior kitchen witch, according to my dads.

      First, I grabbed a shower, carefully washing away the difficulty of the day. Then I threw on the kimono I wore whenever I made a recipe and headed to the kitchen.

      I lit the candle on my altar, as we call it (it’s not really an altar—it’s more a collection of items like salt and crystals. Call it a symbol of my intentions) and ran my hand over my crystals before plucking some herbs from the sill of my window and placing them in my mortar and pestle to grind.

      Then I poured them into my cauldron to prepare a brew.

      Before you think I’m nuts, it’s not like the kind of cauldron you’d see in the movies—it’s just an old cast iron pot that was once my mother’s and handed down to me, but it’s the one I always use when I mix up a brew of healing salve. Like my altar, it’s also symbolic, and I use it for this purpose alone.

      I silently called upon the healing properties of the herbs and oils I used, focusing on their specific energies as I stirred, relaxing to the scent of them simmering and letting the turmoil of the day go. I said a quick spell of intention to heal and soothe my lip, closing my eyes and taking deep, slow breaths.

      When I was done, I let my brew cool and gel for easier application and wandered off to grab my laptop, my inner calm restored.

      I sat down on the couch in the living room and called out to Susan. I hoped by now, she was feeling a little better—or at least as much better as you can feel about being dead.

      “Susan?” I called softly, opening up Facebook and typing in her name as best I could with my pointy daggers for nails. “You around?”

      She appeared almost instantly, her ghostly form flickering momentarily before she settled and sat on the chair opposite me, crossing her legs.

      As always, she was beautiful, except for the gash on the back of her head. Her eyes glowed and her thick chestnut hair blew around her face and shoulders.

      However, tonight? Tonight she felt different. There was a strange vibe, and I couldn’t pinpoint it, but if I were to take a stab, I’d say it was defeat mixed with a helping of remorse.

      “I’m here. Nice nails,” were the only words she offered, and they were quiet and somber.

      I set my laptop aside and decided to wait on the hours of Sissie’s videos I’d have to endure in favor of Susan and her low spirits—no pun intended.

      I held up my hand with a smile and let the light catch the amber and orange rhinestones on my ring finger that had begun to grow on me. “Your friend Francesca did them. Don’t you want to know what Francesca told me?”

      “That I was a horrible person? That I ruined her career? Thanks, but no thanks.”

      I fluffed my throw pillows behind me and settled in, deciding to wait on what I’d learned from Francesca. “Wanna talk about it?”

      She bent her head, making me avert my eyes so as not to see her hair part and reveal the gash at the back of her head. “I’m not sure I can.”

      “Then how about we forget everything and watch some reality TV? Something mindless and silly. Like Love is Blind or Naked and Afraid?”

      Suddenly, she seemed very far away. “I’ve never seen…” Susan gulped, her eyes stricken. “I’ve never seen the…the aftermath of…of an affair.”

      I nodded. I didn’t know how to sympathize with her specific part in an affair, but I could surely sympathize with the remorse she so clearly displayed in her voice. “You mean the debris? Specifically, Evelyn?”

      “Yes,” she whispered on a sob. “She was so angry, so hostile, and yet, all I could feel was her agonizing betrayal. Her raw suffering. The hurt I caused. Watching it…it was so brutal…”

      Sometimes the piper calls and the payment is more than you bargained for. I think Susan was experiencing that right now. It was called remorse. Bucketloads of guilt.

      Yet, there was something she needed to be reminded about. “You didn’t cause that hurt alone, Susan. If it hadn’t been you, Ivan would have found someone else to cheat with. It’s the same for Silas or any of the married men you had affairs with. It takes two to tango. Cheaters will almost always cheat. Most of them never change their spots. You do know that, right?”

      “Does it matter, Evanora?” she asked bitterly. “I can only be responsible for myself, and I did horrible things. That poor woman was broken, and I helped break her.”

      Nodding, I pulled the towel off my head and shook out my wet hair. “I get that. But I also need you to get that the load isn’t yours alone to bear.”

      “I’m so ashamed. I’m so disgusted at how cavalier I’ve been with you about everything I’ve done…” she said, her husky voice trembling.

      I slid to the end of the couch, my sympathy blocking out all of my other emotions. “I don’t know how to help you with this, Susan. I wish I had the answers. But I can tell you that recognizing what you’ve done is a start on the path to redemption.”

      She folded her hands in her lap. “Was it like that for you? Like it was with Evelyn today?”

      I wasn’t sure she was the person to talk with about this, but my honesty got the better of me. “I didn’t hit anyone, but I wanted to at one point. I went through every emotion possible. Anger was one of them. But mostly, I remember feeling so raw, so in disbelief that Silas would do what he’d done. Part of that is my fault. In my mind, I made him out to be something he wasn’t.”

      “So you never suspected? How could you not—all those late nights? The excuses for where he was alone should have been a sign.”

      Yeah. There was the stupid part of all this. I looked like a complete fool for not seeing the signs. “There were red flags, of course, but I didn’t see them until long afterward, when my head finally cleared. Part of the aftermath of an affair is realizing you chose someone who’d go to great lengths to deceive you. I couldn’t help but feel like a complete failure for choosing this man who would abandon his child in favor of…”

      “In favor of some floozy,” Susan offered, her disgust clear.

      I looked her directly in the eye when I said, “I won’t lie. I did think that, and Fab voiced it many times. But it had more to do with failure. That sense of failure stayed with me for a long time. Everyone kept saying maybe I was too young when I got married, that I didn’t know who I was yet. There were all sorts of excuses made on my behalf, but it didn’t ease how duped I felt about my blind faith in Silas until years later.”

      Susan buried her face in her hands and shook her head. “If I could still feel sick to my stomach, I’m pretty sure I would. I don’t deserve to find out who offed me. I deserved to be offed.”

      “No, Susan,” I said quietly, firmly. “You don’t deserve to be dead for your poor choices. No. I won’t accept that, which is why I’m determined to find out who did this. I got the video from Sissie’s on the night I think you disappeared. I was just settling in to watch it. You up to helping?”

      I had to move forward with this. I didn’t want to dredge up the past pain I’d endured because I’d long since healed. Exposing that to Susan felt weird. Besides, I’d learned from experience, dwelling never helped anything.

      Her shrug was indifferent and disinterested. “What else do I have to do?”

      “First, I took a pic of a note that was with your things. Did you write this? Is it your handwriting?”

      I held up my phone and showed her the handwritten note with a heart.

      Susan nodded, but it was with disinterest. “Yep. That’s my handwriting.”

      So maybe she’d been meeting someone on the same Tuesday that I had the video from Sissie’s for?

      “Do you remember writing it? It does have a heart, which leads me to believe you might have written a day and time to meet a romantic interest?”

      Susan simply shrugged. “I can’t remember.”

      Ugh. Those three little words were going to be the death of me.

      Changing tactics, I grabbed my laptop again and clicked on the email from Ashton, pressing play and sitting it on the couch, facing toward her. “You watch while I tend to my lip. If you see yourself or anyone you recognize, call me—but I’m warning you, we could be in for the long haul. There’s a ton of tape to review.”

      I drifted off to the kitchen to check my salve, blowing out a breath to center myself.

      “So, about Francesca,” I said tentatively.

      “What about her? Did she kill me?”

      I wasn’t sure, but she certainly was a cool customer if she had. Rather than share that with Susan, I responded, “She says you were going to meet some hot guy and that’s all you talked about. She also said you told her you were going to move in with him. Could this be the guy Ivan told me about? The one he saw you with at Sissie’s when he was with his wife for some work thing? He said he saw you there with a man before he even asked you to move out.”

      “Maybe? You can ask me a million different ways, Evanora, but I still won’t know. I’ve spent all my downtime from you trying to figure out where I was on the last couple days of my life, and I can’t remember!”

      She’d begun to take on a defensive tone, and while I wanted to be sensitive, I was the one doing all the work. I had to ask questions whether she liked it or not.

      “Look, this is your rodeo, cookie. Don’t get touchy with me. I’m just relaying the message, asking the questions after having my nails done to get answers to the tune of a hundred bucks plus tip. Because I tip the people who take such care in the work they do for me.”

      She grew quiet then, but I heard her sigh of exasperation.

      I dabbed some of the concoction on my lip when I heard Susan suddenly come alive. “Meant to tell you, I thought of another password we could try for my Facebook page, if you want to try again.”

      That could definitely be helpful, but after some thought earlier today, I worried that if the police dug into her social media, they’d think her killer logged in. I didn’t know if they could find out where the login occurred and trace it back to me.

      Yet, worse still, what if something important, a clue maybe, was on her Facebook page? I felt backed into a corner. I couldn’t explain to the police how I knew Susan if they came looking for me. I mean, I could lie and say we were friends, but I’d really have to draw on my skills as a thespian.

      Though, here’s something else that occurred to me—maybe they would come looking for me anyway because I was no different than Evelyn or the countless other wives who despised what Susan had done to their lives, right? Would they care that it had been over twenty years ago? Would they even believe I’m long past it?

      Grabbing my phone, I decided to risk it for the biscuit. “Hit me with it, please,” I called.

      “It’s Sweetandpetite422. Cap on the letter S.”

      I snickered at the irony. Of course it was. What else could be Susan’s password?

      Typing in the letters and numbers, I held my breath. A surge of excitement coursed through my veins when I was successful. “I’m in! Woohoo!”

      Immediately, I began scrolling her page for any comments, but she had very few posts that amounted to much but her selfies, where loads of men posted comments, but none came across as threatening. Maybe a little misogynistic and bold, but not threatening. Also to note, there were no comments from women.

      Not a surprise.

      Her friends list was bleak at best, with only a couple of friends, all male. I clicked on their profiles, but nothing stood out. Bleaker still, no one bothered to mention she had no recent posts.

      “Not much for social media, were you?” I commented wryly.

      “I was too busy crapping on marriages and looking for my next grift. Unless it was a selfie. Somehow, I always managed to post those, didn’t I?”

      I think Susan had hit the pain and guilt portion of the seven stages of grief.

      Looking back at her page, I saw there was a DM left unread. My excitement spiked. Please let it be from someone who liked Susan.

      “Hey, you have a direct message. Do you want to look at it?” It was from someone with no profile picture, and when I clicked view profile, as I suspected, it was on lockdown. Couldn’t see a thing.

      “So I can see someone else hate my guts in words on a screen?” She scoffed. “No thanks. You read it.”

      When I clicked on it, my eyes opened wide and I gasped, tearing my lip back open.

      But Susan gasped almost in sync with me from the living room. “There I am! I remember who I was with that night! It’s Aldo!”

      “Good eyes!” I shouted back, as I made my way to where she sat on the couch to find out who Aldo was. “Now—tell me, who Rutherford Haines is, and why he sent you a message that says he thinks he’s your father?”
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      My eyes popped open like an overdone English muffin in a toaster. My heart raced in my chest and my body had that strange there-but-not-there feeling.

      It’s a hard sensation to explain other than I can feel every pore, every nerve-ending, every cell in my body. I’m hyper aware of them, yet it all feels like a dream.

      I was in the middle of another astral projection. There’s never any warning, no time to prepare, it simply nabs me (thankfully, it hadn’t happened when I was on a job or in Home Goods), plucks me up and takes me to wherever it is the Universe wants me to go.

      Now, let me preface that by saying, I don’t know if the Universe is responsible for these adventures. But I have to attribute blame somewhere. It might as well be the Universe.

      My lungs tightened and my entire being went rigid, tense, stiff as a board. But I reminded myself what I’d read about leaning into it. In my head, I repeated calming words.

      Take the ride, Evanora. See where it leads you.

      Fab had recently given me some advice from a Harold and Kumar movie when I’d lamented how out of control I felt when I projected. Let the Universe unfold as it should, using you as its conduit, she’d said.

      At the time, I thought it was bonkers.

      Now? I wondered if it couldn’t hurt.

      Did that help? Not a lot, but it did require me to focus on my surroundings.

      Did I know what my surroundings were?

      Um, nope. But I was going to try and figure it out. So I took a breath—a deep, long breath—and blew it out, but it felt sluggish and muted until I realized I was floating in midair.

      Okay, I had a location.

      Midair.

      Not exactly comforting, but the mellow stars so close to my face, the clouds floating by like lumps of mashed potatoes, was somehow soothing.

      Allowing my body to tumble and twist at will, the chill from earlier tonight didn’t bother me at all. In fact, I didn’t feel much at all but the stirring of the air and the ebb and flow of my body’s movements. A body I had no control over, but I was determined to learn how to utilize this new power, how to make it useful, helpful.

      A slow halt refocused me and something—maybe it was an inner voice, maybe it was intuition—told me to look down.

      There was a dumpster beneath my feet with black bags of garbage overflowing from the top.  Debris scattered everywhere, blowing with the wind, plastic cups, paper plates and a plastic bottle.

      A plastic bottle labeled…olive oil? Yes. I could see it clearly. It was a brand I recognized, and instinctively I knew that, even though I couldn’t read the words on the label.

      Note to self, wear glasses to bed on the off chance your soul might leave your body while you’re zonked out and you desperately need clues to your latest ghost’s murder.

      But forget that. Where was I?

      It had to be a restaurant of some kind, right? I know Susan uses olive oil for very different reasons, but surely this was a garbage bin for a restaurant, maybe a small corner store, or even a specialty store that sold spices and oils?

      I didn’t have time to ponder long before I thought I saw movement below me. I blinked, unsure if I was really seeing correctly.

      Yes! I was seeing clearly. People. There were two of them by the dumpster. One gesticulating wildly, while the other’s head hung low. Both dark-haired, they wore puffy red jackets and jeans.

      Turn around! I wanted to yell. Let me see your faces! But they were deeply engaged in an argument, and as their voices floated up toward me, they sounded angry—almost frantic.

      “You have to tell the police, Dad! You don’t have a choice!” the shorter male hollered.

      The taller one yelled back with a slight accent. Italian, maybe? “I had nothing to do with her disappearance! If I go to the police, do you really think they’re gonna believe me, paisan? C’mon, don’t be an idiot! They’ll lock me up and throw away the key!”

      Her disappearance? My insides froze, but my body refused to do the same. I kept bobbing and weaving, dipping and rising as the words they yelled at one another drifted upward.

      Whose disappearance?

      “Who’s an idiot, Dad? It was you who slept with her, and now she’s probably dead! Nobody just loses a jawbone and a tooth by accident. It’s gonna look like you hacked her up! God, I wish I’d never found out about you two,” he spat. “This sucks, but I’m telling you, if you don’t go to the police, I will! I’m sorry I ever saw you with her. I love you, but I’m not goin’ to jail for anyone!”

      The shorter male stomped off while the taller one leaned on the dumpster, putting his head against his forearms in what I’m certain was despair.

      Now I was desperate to find out who they were and if they were talking about Susan, but I couldn’t position my body to align with the scene below. I couldn’t see any signs that related to where I was at all. The only thing I could see was a brick wall and a dirty alleyway.

      My panic began to take hold, knowing I was going to be sucked back to reality without any answers, but there was no stopping it.

      From somewhere far away, I heard a frantic voice call, “Evanora! Come back now before you can’t get back!”

      Suddenly, I was somersaulting through the air with no way to tether myself to anything, hurtling helplessly until I was jolted awake and the voice sounded as though it was right in my ear.

      “There you are! Crackers, kiddo. Don’t do that to me again. Ya scared the life outta me!”

      I fell forward, thankfully, onto something soft, my eyes opening to find myself in my living room, still in my pajamas. I know because I saw the arm of them, adorned with cute kittens and puppies.

      Don’t judge. I realize they’re not exactly high fashion, but it’s just me and my furbabies. So let this be our little secret.

      “Evanora, you okay, sweetheart?”

      Scrubbing at my eyes, I noted the time. Four a.m. I hadn’t had my eight in a couple days and things were about to get cranky around these parts if it didn’t happen soon.

      “Evanora!” Jarvis’s squeaky cartoon voice finally broke through my projection haze. “Answer me, beautiful!”

      “I’m fine, Jarvis,” I said on a sleepy grumble, looking to his crystal ball. “Why did you call me back? I think was just getting some useful information that might help me find Susan’s killer.”

      Or at least I think it was useful. They had to have been talking about Susan. Who else had lost a jawbone with a tooth attached recently? But who were they, and why was the younger of the two upset he’d found out about his father sleeping with someone?

      The obvious answer: because he was married and cheating with Susan. But how could I know that for sure?

      Jarvis pressed his face up against the side of the crystal ball, smushing his nose flat, making his googly eyes look that much larger. “I called you back because you had that zombie-eyed nutso look in your eyes. I’ve seen it before, yes I have. No way was I gonna let you go to the Great Beyond because you’re too much of a newb to keep your soul intact. Your mother would have my slippery hide!”

      Ah, yes. The loss-of-my-soul thing was a bit of a glitch I’d like to avoid. I’d read a little about that, but was too afraid to venture further into my research. I didn’t want to put something in my head that might leave me afraid and hinder my progress.

      I patted his crystal ball. “Then thank you, Jarvis. I appreciate you recognizing my soul could have been in jeopardy.”

      “So where’d ya go?”

      I sighed with a yawn. “I don’t know for sure. But I’m almost positive what I witnessed were two people arguing about Susan. But I can’t get into it right now. I’m exhausted. I need to sleep because now I’m bloated and my body feels like it was just released from a vacuum packing. Astral projecting always leaves me a little out of it.”

      As I prepared to say good night, I heard a tiny giggle. I eyed Jarvis’s man cave with caution. I never knew what I might see and believe me, I’d seen—

      A flash of pink light zipped about the crystal ball, pinging the sides with the speed of light.

      Did I want to know?

      Of course I did. My ghoulish curiosity must be fed, no matter how tired.

      Squinting, I peered inside and with great hesitance, asked, “Jarvis? Do you have…ahem, company?”

      But then I heard, “Staaahp, you spicy minx! Ow! Not so hard! Sweet Christmas alive, you fae are ferocious!” followed by more tinkling laughter and the slap of a gossamer wing against the glass of the ball.

      A fairy…

      I was too tired for this.

      Shaking my head as I stumbled on buttery-soft legs back to bed, letting my mind go blank, I tried to tune out the loud grunts and raucous laughter coming from the living room shelf.

      I swear, Jarvis gets more action than a Mission Impossible movie.
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      “That had to have been Aldo on the video!” Susan exclaimed as we drove to the next of my list of places to go where she’d left awful reviews.

      Last night, she’d freaked out when she’d seen the man she was sitting with at Sissie’s, and she’d become so flustered, she did what she does best. Susan flew the coop, metaphorically hiding under the covers.

      I, on the other hand, tried to take over and do the work myself, but my eyes refused to stay open. So I’d trudged off to bed, and well, you know the rest.

      Susan had returned today just as I headed out to begin talking to more of the people she’d eviscerated on Yelp.

      We were on our way to our third stop. I’d already gone to Glazed and Confused Donuts, where Susan had ever so rudely said their donuts tasted like sugar-coated cardboard and their service was akin to serve yourself.

      In disguise, with a big out-of-season sun hat, some dark eyeglasses and an old wig from Halloween when I went as Elvira, I’d totally lied and introduced myself as Susan’s friend, looking for answers about her death.

      Susan claimed my paranoia had its claws in me and there was no need for a disguise. No one would ever suspect I‘d killed her.

      I say, hah! Tell that to the eleventy-billion shows I’ve watched where people end up in prison for stealing a pencil, or mistaken identity, or a bunch of crazy mishaps I wasn’t prepared to pay a high-priced attorney to deal with.

      In other words, I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Anyway, I’d spoken to the owner/manager, Rodney Sweetin, a soft-spoken, spry older gentleman, and the man who’d dealt with Susan when she refused to pay for her donut (because she didn’t have any money when she’d entered the shop to begin with) a few months ago.

      Luckily, he remembered her being real easy on the eyes, but the devil in disguise, and I couldn’t agree more. She was full of stuff and nonsense. His donuts were a delight. Light, airy, finger-lickin’ good.

      Just ask me. I’d had two, and I would have Ariana Grande-licked them all if I wasn’t worried I’d get caught.

      But his take on their encounter and her subsequent review was much the same as mine. Bad reviews happened all the time, and it wasn’t always about the donuts.

      Also, he’d been in the hospital for a carotid artery surgery just two days before when Susan was last seen alive and well. He recuperated for a week there, and if his carotid surgery felt anything like mine? He wasn’t sawing up bodies anytime soon.

      Then we’d headed to a tiny shoe boutique called Walk a Mile, a female-owned business specializing in secondhand designer shoes.

      A virtual mecca for someone like Susan, yes? I mean, surely someone who loved shoes and clothes as much as she did would find at least a little joy in a small shoe store with big-name designer shoes at more than half-off.

      Nope. She’d given them such a poor rating; I still wince when I look at it. Suffice it to say, she’d claimed nothing in the store was actually from genuine designers. They were all cheap knockoffs you could just as easily get from the trunk of some scalper’s car.

      It turned out, Susan just wanted a pair of free shoes. When she didn’t weasel them out of the elegantly dressed Daphne Dubois’s salesgirl, she lashed out by way of a poor rating on Yelp.

      Daphne, though distressed by the accusation, hadn’t been working that day. Another sales clerk by the name of Kerrigan was so upset by Susan’s outlandish behavior, she quit, vowing with gulping sobs never to return to retail as long as she lived.

      So while the clerk wasn’t high on my list of suspects, she would take some hunting down, and that had to be put off in favor of my hair appointment.

      I wasn’t looking forward to this. Not even a little. My plan was to pretend to be Susan’s friend, which, after the horrible things she’d said about the stylist, wouldn’t curry me any favor.

      Thus, we were on our way to Hair Affair for a freshen up on my color and to talk to Kimberly Baxter, the poor hairdresser Susan had, in words, flayed alive for allegedly leaving her with bald spots.

      “So tell me about Aldo, Susan. Because after my chat with Francesca last night, and from what I saw and heard when I projected, I’m wondering if these men are one and the same.”

      Susan looked up from my laptop ,where she was still perusing the video tape of Sissie’s, waiting to see if she’d left with Aldo. Whose face, incidentally, spent the better portion of the video hidden by Susan’s big hair.

      Her expression was blank as I pressed pause to garner her full attention. “I can’t remember anything about him. His name was just in my head the moment I saw us in the video, sitting at that table. But I can’t remember a thing about him.”

      I wanted to bang my head against the steering wheel. What would jar her memory?

      I smiled as we passed many of the stores in downtown Salem, some of the owners out decorating for Halloween, which was right around the corner. I love Halloween.

      Who am I kidding? It’s a reason to decorate.

      “So you don’t remember if he has any children, a son specifically, or if he was married, or if he’s even the same guy I described from my projection last night? Also, he called his son paisan. Is he Italian? That would fit with the olive oil thing you remembered. Does he cook? Maybe he cooked for you? Olive oil’s a staple for Fab’s mom. Or maybe he owns one of those fancy artisan oil stores? It doesn’t help with cotton candy or Charlie, and I don’t get how they fit, but it’s a start.”

      “First, you described the back of their heads and the color of their coats, Evanora. That doesn’t give me much to go on. Second, I swear I can’t remember, and I can’t tell you if the things I do remember are related. I just can’t.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked at my GPS to be sure I’d made the correct turn for the salon. “And what about this guy named Rutherford Haines? Could he really be your father?”

      “For all I know, Clint Eastwood could really be my father,” Susan replied with an offhand tone. “How should I know? I told you, my mother never talked about him except to say he was a scumbag and didn’t want to be a father at all.”

      She’d remained indifferent about her family, leaving me with a bad taste in my mouth. Susan hinted she was neglected as a child and learned how to take care of herself, and I suspected that was why she had trouble forming long-lasting attachments, and why she’d lived her life so carelessly.

      But I also believe she’d learned to use her wiles and her looks from her mother.

      That made me cringe. I’d been so loved as a child. I couldn’t imagine it any other way. I tried to tread lightly about the subject of her childhood, but certainly this was a connection she was curious about?

      Gripping the steering wheel, I made a left onto a side street.  “Are you at all curious about him? Do you want me to send him a message back?”

      She shrugged. “I dunno. Can I think about it? Because why now? What good will it do anyway? It’s not like we can have dinner and a tearful reunion. But the biggest question of all, why is he suddenly interested after forty-plus years of not being interested?”

      “Well, it certainly isn’t for your money,” I said on a cackle.

      “Still got jokes, huh?”

      “What are we if we can’t laugh, Susan?” I winked and pressed play before navigating my way into a parking space near Hair Affair, a small but quaint brick building with a colorful picture window filled with photos of gorgeous women and their lovely locks.

      “Okay, so I’m going to go in there and take the hit for being your alleged friend. I have to assume Kimberly’s greeting won’t be warm and welcoming, seeing as you accused her of giving you bald spots—with pictures as proof, no less. How did you do that, anyway? Your hair is as luscious as a lion’s mane.”

      Susan gave me a sly smile as she monitored the video. “Photoshop is a thing, Evanora, and I got a free dye job from the salon owner as compensation for my pain and suffering, aaand I was refunded my money for my appointment, but I died before I could collect either.”

      I put my truck in park and shot her my best disappointed look. Photoshopping your picture to get free services is about as devious as it gets. “I can’t believe you lived into your forties without someone at least kicking your hide.”

      She grinned. “And just think, in dog years I’m three hundred and one.”

      I laughed as I grabbed the handle of the door. “No interruptions, got it, young lady? I can’t focus while you’re around, messing with my vibe. It’s bad enough I’m lying about being your friend. Don’t make it worse.”

      But Susan wasn’t listening to me, she was staring at the laptop screen and pointing. “Pause it! Pause it!” she ordered.

      I reached over and hit the space bar. “What’s up?

      She rolled her hand. “Back it up, just a little.”

      I did as she asked until she pointed and yelled, “Stop! Look, right there.” She flicked her finger at the screen. ”Who is that I’m leaving with?”

      My eyes went wide. There it was, plain as day. Susan leaving Sissie’s with someone taller than her, even in her heels, who had on a baseball cap, a dark, nondescript, bulky sweatshirt, jeans and white sneakers. Neither of us could tell if it was a man or a woman.

      But it definitely wasn’t the guy she’d spent the night canoodling with.
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      As I waited for Kimberly to come collect me, I sat in the reception area. A swanky black and white affair, with dashes of pink and lots of faux leather chairs with furry pink pillows. Glossy marble tables held tons of magazines, from gossip rags to picture books of popular hairstyles.

      The receptionist matched the chic surroundings. Her ink-black hair was slicked back, making her cheekbones appear razor sharp and gaunt, her nails were like red and gold lacquered talons, and her jumpsuit, stylish and flowing in the pattern of a pink leopard.

      Looking down at my worn jeans and fading T-shirt beneath my hoodie, I felt frumpy. In my defense, I have a job later this afternoon after my coffee date with Cary and heels are out of the question. I was having enough trouble with the daggers Francesca had given me. But I had put some makeup on and worn my cleanest sneakers.

      The thought of seeing Cary made my heart skip a beat and secretly smile to myself. Then it gave me a hot flash and left a bead of sweat on my upper lip.

      The receptionist gave me only a cursory glance until she saw my fat lip, but she’d obviously opted not to say anything despite the surprise in her eyes. Instead, she pointed at the waiting area chairs.

      While I waited, trying to block out the sound system’s latest music (when did music get so loud?), I logged onto Facebook and went to my favorite armchair detective group to see if anything interesting was happening. It felt like forever since I’d read the latest posts.

      I didn’t even have to scroll to see a post about Susan, it was the first one on the page front and center, but it didn’t surprise me.

      The group was always dissecting the latest unsolved murders all over the country and Susan’s had made national news this morning. Probably because of the unusual circumstance surrounding the dog who’d found her jawbone and tooth.

      As I stared at her picture, the one from Instagram, I felt such sorrow for the life she’d led. Seeing people post their theories about her death and how she was a loner with no ties to anyone made me want to tell them all she wasn’t only a dead body to be found. She was more than a mystery to solve.

      She’d been a person with feelings, and while she’d done so many things wrong in her life, and hurt plenty of people along the way, she hadn’t been loved or nurtured properly as a child and that had left its mark.

      Was this me sticking up for Susan? I guess so. Was she really this femme fatal, running roughshod over anyone in her path? Or was she simply a lost little girl with no one to show her what love and loving someone is all about? No one had ever taught her consequences and responsibility, and that broke my heart.

      My insides were a wreck about how torn I felt over Susan. I should hate her, but I didn’t. Had this happened years ago when my wounds were still fresh, maybe things would be different.

      But I was older, deeper in touch with my feelings, I suppose. I wasn’t simply working on reactions. I’d become more willing to look into a person’s motivation.

      And I was a parent who’d tried to model my parenting after my parents. Susan hadn’t had any of those things to ground her.

      Of course I couldn’t say those things to the group, but I’d come to know someone different than the façade Susan projected to the world.

      Sighing, I squirmed in my seat as I read some of the theories, until I read a particular comment—one that could be valuable. I don’t know how these people got their hands on this kind of information, but I had to count myself among the lucky to have found them.

      Susan’s cellphone had pinged for the last time at around nine on what I think is the night she disappeared. I had to wonder if the police knew that, too? Surely, by now they’d followed her last Instagram picture to Sissie’s and asked to see video footage, right?

      At least, I hoped they had. Anyway, her phone had pinged near an Italian restaurant called Mangiare.

      Eat. That meant eat in Italian. Who knew that better than I did? Mama Fab was always telling me to eat. “Mangiare!” she’d say when she put a plate down in front of me.

      I’d heard that word all my life, after all the meals I’d had with the Fabrizios.

      I sat up straight, my heart pounding in my chest. Paisan, olive oil, the dark-haired man she’d last been seen with at Sissie’s…

      I kept wondering the same thing, did the person who’d killed Susan work at an Italian restaurant? Own one, maybe? Was that what I saw last night? The back alley of an Italian restaurant?

      My breath caught in my throat, but as I was about to look up the restaurant, Kimberly came to collect me for my appointment.

      She was obviously anything but excited to meet me. Her expression wasn’t only hesitant, it was a little sour. That meant I had to kill her with kindness.

      “Evanora Dark?” she asked stiffly.

      I smiled at her with as much warmth as I had in me. Holding out my hand, I said with more exuberance in my tone than a high school cheerleader, “That’s me! You must be Kimberly. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Her hazel eyes, surrounded by thick false lashes, were guarded as she took my hand, letting it go almost as quickly. Then she pointed to the black chair on the other side of the room across the black and white checkered floor with a long finger.

      “It’s just this way.”

      Brrr. Her greeting couldn’t have been chillier.

      Tall (honestly, what did the parents of everyone in their thirties feed them?) and reed thin, she glided across the space, trendy heels clicking on the tiled floor.

      She, much like Francesca, had on a heavier perfume that didn’t agree with my sinuses, but it made it easy to keep up with her because I could follow her scent.

      Kimberly wore snug white jeans and a black cropped top, leaving me feeling ancient and outdated—and pudgy. Decidedly pudgy.

      As I plunked down in the chair, I tried to sit up straight so I wouldn’t look so frumpy, but as she swung me around, the big mirror told me there was no chance of that.

      My hair was in a messy bun and my pale pink lipstick was smudged from gorging on high-calorie donuts my butt could ill afford.

      Kimberly tugged out the rubber band holding my hair up, maybe just a little hard for my comfort, but listen, my friend Susan had lied and said she’d left her with bald spots. Could I blame her?

      Running her long nails through the length, she shook it out, her lips pursed. I had to give it to her. Knowing I was Susan’s friend while still maintaining her professionalism was decent of her.

      “So what are you thinking?”

      What was I thinking? How to broach the subject of Susan and still leave with at least a couple of hairs on my head?

      But I’m pretty sure she meant my hair…

      I’d had the same medium-brown, long, layered style for a few years now. It was easy to maintain because my hair tended to be frizzy and dry, the length grazing just past my collarbone. I could always count on a pony and a scrunchie to get me through the day.

      I shrugged. “Something different? Not so much the length. I look awful with short hair, but maybe the color?”

      She exhibited a smidge of interest then, her eyes shiny with ideas as she held up the strands and examined them. “I think you’d be gorge with some blonde highlights, maybe a lowlight in caramel. Or balayage would give it some life. The color’s so…flat.”

      Well, I’d been called worse, but I was here to see if this woman knew anything about Susan, or maybe even killed her. I had to give it up to the Heavens and pray for the best.

      So I grinned. “You’re the professional, and I’ve always wanted to be blonde. Do your damage.” Ugh. Had I just said that? The look on her face said yes. “I mean, I’m sure it’ll be great. You look like you know what you’re doing, judging from how beautiful your hair is.”

      It really was pretty. Long and chock full of beach waves in a mushroom brown color with those white-blonde highlights around her face that was so popular.

      She nodded and gave me a small, thin smile and grabbed a comb from her salon coat pocket, running it through my hair.

      I wasn’t winning any brownie points here, and that’s what made me decide to be honest. “Listen, I need to come clean. I know you know that I’m a friend of Susan Davis’s. I told the receptionist that she recommended you because I didn’t want to blindside you.”

      Kimberly clucked her tongue, her eyes narrowing as she eyeballed me in her reflection in the big mirror. “Blindside me with what? And after what she said about me in that Yelp review, why would you want me to do your hair anyway? I lost three clients because of her. Three regular clients, and a good portion of my monthly income!”

      Folding my hands under the cape she’d placed around my neck, I nodded, capturing her eyes in the mirror. “Hear me out, please. I know Susan was…difficult, and she was horrible to you, and I’m so sorry she was so cruel. But she didn’t deserve to die. You must at least agree with that, right?”

      I hoped she did, anyway.

      “Of course she didn’t deserve to die,” Kimberly instantly answered, her face going from semi-hard to softer. “But she was horrible to me, and after we’d had such a great chat while I did her hair. She looked beautiful, by the way. I swear, she did. But then she started itching her head and jumping around and claiming I’d used a bad product. She ran out of here like Lucifer himself was chasing her. The next thing I know, she’s posting pictures on Yelp about having bald spots! I just don’t understand it. She never said she had any allergies and everything I used on her was vegan.”

      If she knew Susan, she’d understand why she did what she did.

      I gave Kimberly a look of sympathy. “Susan…well, I can’t explain her in one hair appointment. She was complex and—”

      “And a liar,” Kimberly spat. Then she made a sign of the cross. “God forgive me for speaking ill of the dead, but she did. She lied, and I’ll guarantee you, she did it because she didn’t want to pay the two-hundred-dollar bill! I saw the way she looked at the receipt, that con artist!”

      Oh, Susan… Anything for a free ride.

      Then I gulped and thought about that two hundred bucks she’d charged Susan, and prayed I’d brought my credit card to pay for whatever Kimberly had in mind.

      “I’m really sorry, Kimberly. I know working with the public can be grueling. I own a house staging business, and I’ve had my fair share of rude, unreasonable clients. But you did say you had a nice chat with her, right?”

      Kimberly settled down a bit as she grabbed bottles and began mixing colors in a small bowl. “We did. She had a hot date with some guy and she wanted to look perfect.”

      Why could Susan remember her sugar daddy, Ivan, but not a hot guy? This was the second person who’d mentioned she’d talked about him. Argh!

      I cocked my head, my pulse bouncing. Maybe Susan had mentioned his name to Kimberly? That would be a minor miracle. “A hot guy, huh? She didn’t tell me about any hot guy. Did she say who he was?”

      “She didn’t say his name, but she said he was a sexy Italian—irresistible was the word she used to describe him. She went on and on about how this was probably love and she couldn’t wait to see him.”

      A sexy Italian… My hands went clammy as Kimberly began putting the bleach on my hair and wrapping the strands in foil.

      “Wow. She never mentioned a guy she might be in love with. But we hadn’t spoken for a while before she…well, before she disappeared. How long ago was this?”

      Kimberly shrugged, never looking up from her duties. “It was a few months ago, I think. Maybe mid-summer? I could look in my appointment book, if you want. I know you must be upset about her disappearance. I don’t mean to sound so casj about it. This must be awful for you.”

      “Casj?”

      I’d somehow missed this particular slang. Man, I really tried to keep up, too.

      She smiled for the first time, her pink lips lifting at the corners as she turned me around in the chair. “Casual. I don’t mean to sound like it’s not important. I mean, to be honest, I don’t remember exactly because I was so upset by what she put on Yelp, I took a week off. But she put that review up maybe a day or so after she was here. My boss called her to smooth things over and offer her free services. She was some piece of work, I tell you.”

      So Susan had been seeing this Italian guy, who had to be Aldo if my gut was right, and she’d thought herself in love with him? Was this the same Susan Davis I knew? Love? She made the word sound like an insult whenever it was mentioned. But this must be the guy Ivan meant.

      “So you never saw her again after that appointment?”

      Now Kimberly looked up, her glossy lips gone thin. “Nope, and I know she’s dead, but I never want to see her face again. She humiliated me, and I have to live with that Yelp review for the rest of my career and she did it on purpose.”

      I wanted to retort, but at least you’re not dead. Yet, I held my tongue and remembered the old adage about flies and vinegar and honey—or something like that.

      “Have the police contacted you?”

      Now her eyes went sharp as they darted to my face and she tugged my hair a little harder than necessary. “The police? Why would they contact me?”

      “Well, she did give you a pretty cruel review… I’m sure they’ll want to ask you where you were the night she went missing. Those are just facts.”

      Kimberly lifted her chin and scoffed. “Yeah. But I’m not killing anyone over a bad review. That’s crazy. Besides, I wasn’t even here when the news claims she disappeared. I was in Tampa at my mother’s, recuperating from the bad review that witch gave me.”

      So either the police weren’t following up on the Yelp reviews yet, or they weren’t going to at all. Figured.

      Though, to be fair, maybe they were busy with forensics and all the things I couldn’t get my hands on as a civilian.

      Deciding it was best to let Kimberly do her thing in peace and not agitate her further, I pulled my phone from my purse and began to look for articles about Susan’s disappearance. My hope was to locate the person whose dog had her jawbone and tooth. An article, an interview, anything would help.

      The Universe must have been looking down on me right at that moment, because an incoming text from Fab turned out to be at least one of the answers I needed.

      Found this write up on Susan today. Check it out, if you haven’t already, Jessica Fletcher. Talk to you later. Love you!

      I clicked the link, my fingers shaking, and began to read an article that recapped a television interview about the owner of the dog who’d found Susan’s bones.

      Janet the Beagle proudly presented her owner, Percival Calhoun, with a treasure she’d buried in their backyard months ago. According to Percival, Janet was always burying something in their backyard.

      Percival called it a sign from God that his dog decided to dig up her “treasure” after burying it in what police suspect fits the timeline for her disappearance. Now, he’s hoping his dog will help find Susan Davis’s killer.

      I skimmed the article, my eyes glazing over at the description of how clever Janet could be, how she buried every single store-bought bone in the backyard and dug them back up later to keep herself amused…until I got to the part about where Janet found the bone.

      I paid closer attention then.

      Janet had escaped from Percival’s backyard one night, but it wasn’t the first time she’d dug her way to freedom. Janet was a repeat offender and often ended up behind a row of restaurants in Salem, not far from her house.

      Luca Monaco, the son of a popular restaurant owner, had thrice returned Janet to her family after filling her belly with scraps from the eatery.

      According to Percival, the last time she’d escaped, the alleged night he suspected she’d buried the bones of Susan Davis in his backyard, she’d come home with spaghetti sauce on her ears and muzzle.

      The owner of the restaurant, Mangiare, Aldo Monaco, was unavailable for comment.

      Oh, sweet Italian sausage…
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      “Um, wowee,” Cary said as he eyeballed my hair and nails with an amused smile.

      But really, who could hide their shock at how…well, how high and wide my new coif was?

      And blonde. Sooo blonde. Maybe a little blonder than I’d anticipated, but it felt good to the touch and while it was a bit puffier than I was used to, I loved the style. It fell around my face in big blonde curls, grazing my collarbone with beige-blonde and caramel highlights at the ends.

      Kimberly had swept my bangs into a side part, the wispy strands falling over my forehead in rather sexy fashion, if I do say so myself.

      “The higher the hair, the closer to God, right?” I joked as we slid into our seats at Mangiare. At least that was how Kimberly had put it.

      “Is that what they say?” he asked, a smile on his face as he sat opposite me in the red vinyl booth.

      “That’s what the hairdresser said. And she’s at least twenty-five. She knows things,” I joked.

      I’d texted Cary and invited him to have lunch with me instead of coffee. The idea was for us to have lunch and then when he went on about his day, I’d hunt down Aldo Monaco and ask him some hard-hitting questions.

      He was the strongest suspect I had right now. He was the only suspect I had, unless we were still looking at Ivan and Evelyn, with the slim possibility it could be Kimberly, Rodney, Kerrigan, or Francesca. Surely, Aldo tied into Susan’s olive oil memory.

      Not to mention, he’d discussed someone’s disappearance with his son. All signs pointed to him.

      I’m still not sure where cotton candy and Charlie fit in, but right now, I had a solid lead and I intended to follow up.

      “Well, I like it,” Cary finally said. “But for the record, I liked it before, too.”

      I blushed. I know I did because my cheeks felt like they were going to melt off my face.

      But I only managed a word of shy, breathless gratitude. “Thanks.”

      “So you wanna talk about your fat lip, or should I pretend it’s not fat?”

      “I was hoping my big hair and shiny nails would hide it. No such luck, eh? It’s no big deal. It happened on the job, but I’m fine and it doesn’t hurt much.”

      I hated telling half-truths, but I consoled myself with the fact that the omissions I made were to keep Cary from thinking he was on a date with an absolute whack job who was investigating the murder of the ghost she communicated with. The ghost who just happened to be the woman her ex-husband left her for. The time wasn’t right to reveal all. This was new, but so was our working relationship.

      I could ill afford to pass up the work he brought because he thought I was crackers.

      The waitress came and welcomed us, taking our drink orders and handing us some gold and white plastic menus.

      The atmosphere in Mangiare was cozy, lots of tables and booths with red and white tablecloths, murals of Italy painted on the main feature wall, and Dean Martin playing on the sound system.

      I loved the lime-washed walls in terracotta and the rounded doorways and alcoves with small Roman statues settled into them. It felt very old farmhouse Italian—which I adored.

      “Are you an Italian food fan?” I asked, peering over my menu, suddenly feeling like I was on my first date to an eighth-grade dance with nothing interesting to say.

      “I’m a food fan, period. I like most of it.”

      “How do you stay in such good shape being a food fan? I’m a fan of food, too, but my abs don’t ripple like yours.” I pinched the small roll of fat, hanging over my jeans so he’d be sure to see I wasn’t some dirty liar.

      He laughed, deep and husky, sending a pleasurable chill up my spine and across my arms. “I guess I have a good metabolism? I’ve always been a hearty eater. My mom used to say I was a garbage can. And as a by the way, I like your abs.”

      As if I had any abs. Hah! “Are you close with your parents?”

      “My mom’s been gone now for ten years, and you already know about my dad’s retirement. But yeah, we were pretty close. Still am with my dad, despite our distance now that he’s moved to a retirement village in Florida.”

      “Any siblings?”

      “Nope. I’m an only child. You?”

      “Only child here, too. But I have two dads.”

      He paused for only a moment as expected. In our age group, that was a rarity and we both knew it. It wasn’t some secret, and I was open to answering questions about it because everyone my age and older was usually curious.

      Though I admit, this was also a small test. As much as people our age had come to understand homosexuality, there were still enough bigots afoot and I don’t date homophobes. There’s absolutely no discussion.

      But Cary appeared really interested as he twirled the cloth napkin with silverware wrapped in it. “Man, what was that like? Was it hard on you? Like at school and stuff?”

      “Buttermilk Bay is a small town, and my dads chose well when they made the move there after my mom died. The people there are good souls—pretty progressive for the day—community is all-important. So there was only an occasional issue, and I could always count on the people of BB to rally around me when there was. In fact, the mobile home I reno’d belonged to one of my dads. It’s in a senior village, so they grandfathered me in, but they all loved him, and in turn shower that same affection on me.”

      He leaned forward, putting his neatly trimmed, bearded chin in his hand. “So wait, are you adopted? Surrogacy?”

      “That’s a longer story, but suffice it to say, I was only a baby when my mom died and my dad came out. My father, Knightly, married my other dad Cedric when it became legal. But they raised me from infancy.”

      He grinned with approval. “I knew I liked Buttermilk Bay for a reason. Good on them. Are they still with us?”

      I almost inhaled a deep breath and let it out. Cary wasn’t a homophobe. “Only Cedric. Knightly, my biological father, died a few years ago.”

      “Did I hear my name, Nugget?” my father asked, appearing out of nowhere to sit atop the booth, legs crossed, hands folded in his lap, his handsome face curious. “Who’s this fine fella?”

      I think I’ve said this before—if he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill  him.
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      Cary’s fingers curled around the fork he used to eat his ravioli, strong and lean, his hands tanned from working outdoors. “So I know you’re divorced from that guy Giggles almost swallowed whole the other night. Just one son?”

      “He has a dog, Evanora?” My father leaned forward and did his extreme closeup right in my face, knowing I couldn’t do a thing about it but look past him. “An animal lover, is he? Silas hated animals, as I recall. Dirty cheat.”

      I chuckled as I stabbed at a tomato in my Caesar salad, pretending it was one of Knightly’s toes. “Yep. Just the one son. His name is Callum. You? Ever married? Kids?”

      He looked me directly in the eye, his silver hair falling forward on his temples, making him look rakish and sexier still. “No kids, but an ex-wife. We were married for twenty years before she left me for my best friend. They’ve been married for six years now.”

      My eyes went wide. I’d been cheated on, but to have your BFF help your spouse do the cheating? Ouch. I knew how awful cheating could be on your soul.

      “Oh, Evanora,” Dad cooed. “It’s like the lonely hearts club. Two souls, once broken, mending each other’s hearts. Isn’t it romantic?”

      Fighting the clench of my teeth, I reached out a hand and grabbed his in sympathy. “I’m really sorry, Cary. That’s so awful.”

      He smiled that smile that always caught me off guard it was so disarming and squeezed my hand. “It was worth it to get you to hold my hand,” he teased with a wink, his thick lashes, which had somehow remained dark, sweeping his cheek.

      My father barked a totally fake laugh as though it were him on the date and he was trying to impress Cary by laughing at all his jokes.

      I wrinkled my nose, but I followed it up with an innocent smile. “You could have just asked. I probably would have said yes.”

      He leaned back in the booth, setting his fork down, his blue-gray eyes, so stunning against his tanned skin and silver-white hair, looked into mine. “It was an awful time. I’m over it in the sense that it’s done, and it hurt like hell then, but I’m okay now. I’m guessing you are, too?”

      Nodding, I sipped my water and lemon and smiled again (I couldn’t seem to stop smiling). “I’m great now, too, but I’ll admit it was a long road. My ex also cheated, but not with my best friend. That I can’t even imagine. I don’t know what I’d do without Fab.”

      “It’s a dirty deed, for sure,” he commented. “Took me completely by surprise. Never thought my best friend of over thirty years would ever do something like that, but I think it’s a lesson in how you never really know someone.”

      I leaned forward, cupping my chin in my hand, forgetting there was a salad to be eaten and almost forgetting Knightly was so boldly intruding on my date.

      “No truer words. Though, in my case, the signs were there. They were everywhere. I just chose not to look.”

      He sighed, his wide shoulders slumping beneath his flannel shirt. “Same. But I’m happier now than I’ve ever been. I left my corporate job and took over my dad’s business. I’m finally doing what I love.”

      “Same!” I said, maybe a little too enthusiastically. “I left a job in HR with a big company in Boston, moved back here and opened up Stage Right…after fifty, no less. It wasn’t always easy, but I loved it the whole way.”

      “Are you really over fifty?” Cary looked genuinely surprised, and I wasn’t sure if he was looking to score points, but, guess what? I didn’t care.

      I know I was beaming. Who wouldn’t be when a man as incredibly sexy as Cary Mann gave you a compliment and looked like he really meant it. “Yep. Fifty-three. You?”

      “Fifty-six, and feeling it on some days. My hands ache after a day with a hammer.”

      “I might never have guessed except for the silver and white hair,” I replied on a bashful smile. “You’ve aged well.”

      He tipped an imaginary hat in response to my compliment. “Premature gray. Got me in my early thirties. So tell me about your son.”

      I probably went way overboard about Callum, but he was a great subject and the Universe knows, I had plenty to say about my boy. However, Cary listened to every word and asked plenty of questions, leaving my heart aglow.

      “He’s in Boston now. A software engineer for a major tech company. We’re all really proud of him.”

      “It sounds like you should be. He sounds like a great kid. I hope I get the opportunity to meet him some day in the future.”

      “That means future dates, Nugget! He’s special, Evanora. I can feel it!” my father crowed as he began to sing a ’70s tune by Debbie Boone about lighting up your life, until I could literally stand no more.

      I slapped my hands down on the table a little harder than I meant to, startling Cary, but my father had to go. “I’m going to use the ladies’ room,” I said, actually managing to say it without gritting my teeth. “Be right back.”

      Cary rose as I left the table and my father made note of it as he stalked behind me like a lost puppy. “He’s a gentleman, Nugget. We likey.”

      Making my way through the restaurant, I located the bathroom and prayed no one was in it so I could give my father the business.

      The moment I pushed through the painted black door and checked under the stalls for any signs of life, I swung around. “Dad! Knock it off! You know the rules about this!”

      He reared up behind me, shooting his ghostly form up and down like the spray of a waterfall. “But you did call my name, Nugget,” he chirped, his eyes dancing with delight.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, turning on the gold faucet to wash my hands. “No, Dad. I mentioned your name in a conversation, and you know it. Stop horning in on my date on a technicality and go find something to do! Isn’t the buffet open up there?”

      He gave me his best sheepish gaze, but I knew he wasn’t sorry. Not one bit. Interfering was the name of his game. “It’s open 24/7, darling, and okay, okay. But before I gorge on chicken wings and ribs, you two were really chatting it up, even with food in your mouths. I’m pleased, Evanora. He likes you, even with that ridiculous hair and those ornaments the size of Christmas balls on your nails. What were you thinking? Anyway, he’s a keeper. I can feel it. Tell me you like him. You do you like him, right?”

      My stomach went warm, my heart chugging with bubbles of stupid joy. I was itching to tell someone how much I liked him, just not my dad. But seeing as he was available and Fab was off at some showing back in Buttermilk Bay, he’d do for now and then he had to go.

      I couldn’t stop my lips from lifting upward, even though they hurt, my cheeks flushing.  “I do,” I gushed. “I like him a lot. We have a lot in common and he’s funny. Really funny.”

      My dad touched his chest in the area of his heart, giving it a pat, his handsome tanned face a wreath of smiles. “That’s so wonderful, Evanora. He seems like a lovely young man. Now, that settled, how’re things going with that trollop and the investigation into her death?”

      “Dad!” I whisper-yelled. “Don’t call her that. Not ever, understood? I won’t have it. She may have made some poor choices—”

      His face was aghast, stopping my next words dead in their tracks. “Poor choices? Is that what we’re calling what she did these days? It was bigger than a poor choice, my darling.”

      But I was angry, truly angry. Susan was a person. She hadn’t been a good one, but she’d had feelings, and needs and dreams, and I wouldn’t stand for her mistreatment anymore.

      Stomping my foot, I shook my head and pointed my Christmas-ball-decorated finger at him. “I don’t care what you want to call it, Dad, don’t call it anything around me, got it? You stay out of my investigation of Susan’s death, hear me?”

      “He’s right, you know. It was much more than poor choices I made, Evanora.”

      Susan’s image appeared out of nowhere, her eyes vacant—haunted. She wasn’t meant to be in the afterlife this long; I could see it was taking its toll, as it was wont to do with some souls who lingered too long.

      I shot my father an angry look, but my words pleaded with her. “Don’t listen to him, Susan. You made some bad decisions, but that doesn’t mean you don’t deserve help.”

      She looked at me with the oddest of stares, leaving me feeling empty and a little afraid of what she might do next. “I’m starting to think I don’t, Evanora. I was an awful person, and because I was so hateful, no one really cares that I was killed and my bones became some dog’s chew toy.”

      I’d had enough of this pity party, but I couldn’t let her disappear again without telling her she mattered. “I care, Susan. I care, and I’m going to find out who killed you whether you like it or not! You matter to me. And Dad? I don’t care if you like it either. Understood?” I ground out between clenched teeth.

      I tucked my purse under my arm and stomped out of the bathroom right into the arms of a man with a red, puffy jacket on.

      “So sorry! It’s a tight corner here, isn’t it?” he said politely, and in an instant, after hearing him speak in that low, slightly accented voice, I knew he was the man I’d heard the other night in the alley when I’d projected.

      What to do? What to say? How was I going to finesse this into a conversation about Susan?

      I took a step back and smiled at him, fighting the shake of my legs. This could be Susan’s killer, and I was looking right into his eyes…eyes as dark as black olives.

      And if he was the guy Susan had been with in that video, if this was the hot Italian she’d bragged about to Kimberly, he was, indeed, smokin’ hot. All olive complexion, hair the color of night, and a mouth a girl wouldn’t be mad at kissing.

      I mean, he was no Cary, but he was definitely akin to a beautiful Rodin sculpture. As in, wow, wow, wow good-looking. If this was Susan’s hot guy, they’d have made a beautiful couple.

      Licking my lips, my heart thrashing against my ribs, I said, “You must be Aldo, right? The guy who owns this restaurant?”

      Immediately, his eyes went darker, suspicious. “Are you a customer?”

      I held out my hand. “I am. I’m right over in that booth with the guy with silver hair. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Evanora Dark. And that salad I had for lunch?” I cooed. “Magnifico!” I did a chef’s kiss for emphasis.

      Yes, I’d really complimented him on a Caesar salad. I was going to work on my charm skills right after I found out who killed Susan. Promise.

      Most of the suspicion in his eyes was gone, and in its place was a confused look. I mean, I’d used the word magnifico and it was only a salad. How great can some green leaves and croutons be?

      But he nodded his head politely. “That’s very kind of you. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have some things to do before the dinner rush.”

      Well, Evanora, it’s either go for broke or walk away empty-handed. My heart crashed in my chest, but I had to do this. “Before you do, I think we have a mutual friend. Or…we did…”

      Suspicion returned, full force, his jaw tight and his fists clenched. His chin lifted, sharp and chiseled. “Really? Who?”

      “Susan Davis,” I said, keeping that smile plastered on my face.

      Aldo backed away. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      I blinked, using my best innocent gaze. “I just told you. I’m Evanora Dark. Susan’s friend.”

      His eyes turned to narrow slits in his head and he backed me up against the wall by the bathroom. “You’re not her friend. Susan didn’t have any friends. Who are you, lady?” he thundered in my face. “Are you a reporter? I oughta throw you outta here on your—”

      From out of nowhere, there was a big hand on Aldo’s shoulder, swinging him around. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m going to be very polite when I ask you to back away from the lady, and back away now,” Cary said in an eerily calm tone. “And if you ever threaten a woman like that again, and I find out about it, you’ll answer to me. Back. Away.”

      Aldo did as Cary asked, but not before he said in a low, snarling tone, “Get out of my restaurant before I call the cops!”

      Cary held his hand out to me, pulling me to his side, ignoring Aldo’s warning. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I whispered on a gulp. “I think we’d better go.”

      Cary nodded, giving Aldo one last fierce look before pulling me toward the door.

      But I pulled back in the other direction. “Wait! We have to pay the bill.”

      “I took care of it. C’mon, I’ll walk you to your car.”

      Wincing, I let him lead me out into the cool but sunny day. I stopped him on the sidewalk and looked up at him as we stood underneath a big oak tree, the leaves beautifully golden.

      I looked down at the sidewalk. “I’m so sorry.”

      “What was that about?”

      I decided to be honest, mostly. “It’s sort of a long story, but we have a mutual friend. I think they parted on bad terms.”

      His eyebrow shot upward. Just one, and it was adorable. “Ya think?”

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue, but—”

      “I’ve no doubt you didn’t need me to save you.”

      I grinned. I liked Cary more and more. “Well, thank you anyway.”

      “So, I have to go…but before I do, I think I’m going to kiss you. You up for that? Consent is everything.”

      I almost froze. Did my breath smell like salad and garlic bread? Maybe fear and desperation after my encounter with Aldo? Did I want to pass up a kiss from this hunk even if it did?

      Nuh-uh.

      I stood on tiptoe, right there in the middle of downtown Salem, with cars passing by and people all around us, and pressed my bruised lips to his.

      Then he pressed his to mine.

      And it was pretty great.

      And I do mean really great…as in saw-a-rainbow-behind-my-eyelids great.
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      “Are you sure you want me to do this, Susan?”

      She nodded, but it was a slow, very unsure nod. “I’m sure.”

      We were sitting in the parking lot of a coffee shop in Marblehead where, after an extensive Facebook conversation, I was meeting Susan’s possible father.

      Late last night, when I was sound asleep, dreaming of ravioli and Cary, she’d roused me awake to say she wanted to find out if Rutherford Haines truly was her father.

      I’d friended him on Facebook as Susan, so we could chat, praying no one would see I’d logged on once more to her account. I was going to have a buttload of explaining to do if the police ever decided to find me via my IP address.

      Anyway, I’d contacted him this morning and told him about Susan and what I knew so far about her disappearance.

      To say he was shocked to find out the dead woman plastered all over the news had friended him, might be the same woman who was his daughter, is minimizing the word.

      He’d been devastated, but Susan had suggested when we meet, she’d sit beside me and answer any questions he had about her so we could find out if he really was her father.

      Deep in my heart, I hoped he was. How wonderful would it be for Susan to have a fresh slate with someone who didn’t know her past? At least not yet. Someone who would love her memory for years to come.

      And here we were. The wind had picked up, suggesting rain might be in the forecast, making me feel more dismal than I had yesterday about not finding Susan’s killer.

      I was no closer than I had been at the start. I’d done a deep dive on Aldo Monaco’s Facebook and social media with little success in finding any personal information. Mostly, he talked about Mangiare and posted political memes.

      I couldn’t see much because he, much like Susan, kept his social media on lockdown, and there was nothing helpful on the restaurant’s page at all. Just lots of posts about how great the food and service were.

      If nothing else, Susan hadn’t trashed him, and that was something. I also looked into Kimberly and Francesca’s pages as deeply as I could, but I ran right into the same wall. Lots of pictures of their work, but not much in the way of personal posts.

      My last stop was Luca’s page, and there were a ton of pictures of him and Aldo, but no pictures of a female figure. So maybe Aldo wasn’t married…and that was a small measure of relief.

      A tall, burly man in a sport’s jacket and jeans walked toward the coffee shop, giving me a glance as he passed, and I inhaled. It was him. Susan had his eyes. There was nothing that could convince me otherwise.

      “You ready?” I asked, trying to keep the excitement from my voice, wishing I could grab her hand and give it a squeeze.

      She nodded, her beautiful hair falling against her cheek. “Yeah. Let’s do it.”

      I grabbed my purse and popped open the truck door, heading toward the coffee shop.

      Rutherford Haines turned at the sound of the bell on the door and rose from his seat. “Evanora Dark?”

      I held out my hand and offered it to this big, handsome man. “Yes. Mr. Haines. It’s a pleasure. I’m sorry we’re meeting under such sad circumstances.”

      He cleared his throat and motioned to the black steel chair he pulled out for me. “Call me Rudy. Everyone does. Please, have a seat. What can I get you?”

      I sat and took a deep breath as Susan sat next to Rudy, looking completely vulnerable and afraid. I smiled reassuringly, and I hoped she knew it was meant for her.

      “I’d love a regular coffee, please.”

      He motioned for the waitress, who took our order, and then he folded his enormous hands in front of him on the table. “Thanks for answering my message. I knew I was taking a real chance, but I’ve been looking for Susan for a long time. Since she was just an infant.”

      I heard the pain in his words, felt the emotion in them, and my heart cracked a little. I can’t imagine not knowing where my son is. Not having him in my life. I loved him more than I loved anyone, and it would break me in two if I couldn’t find him—or if he’d been taken away from me and I never had the chance to know him at all.

      “So you and Susan’s mother, um—”

      “Dolly,” Susan said as she stared at Rudy.

      “Dolly…may I ask what happened that separated you from Susan?”

      His face went hard for a mere moment before he caught himself, leading me to believe my suspicions about Dolly were true. “When she became pregnant, things were great between us, but once she had Susan, everything began to change. I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but she spent less time with us and more time out at…well, at places that were unsavory. And I told her as much.”

      Susan’s nod was clipped. “Dolly was always out drinking, coming home drunk as far back as I can remember. She’d bring a new guy home, and then she’d get tired of him and another one would take his place. She did that all my life.”

      “Susan mentioned her mother was absent a great deal of her life, leaving her to her own devices. But I don’t understand how you lost touch with her?”

      Rudy’s fist tightened, his lips thinning in his ruddy face. “I knew it! I should have tried harder to get custody, but when I threatened, Dolly took off with her and I couldn’t find them. Back in the day, we didn’t have social media and all the stuff the kids have these days. But I looked, Evanora. I swear, I looked. I even hired a private investigator. Every birthday, I bought her a cupcake and lit a candle to celebrate, praying she was well, and now she’s…”

      Susan reached out then, placing her hand on Rudy’s, and for a mere second, I think he felt it. Tears fell in wet splotches to her lap as she watched him, unable to tell him all the things a daughter tells her father.

      So I did it for her—with her as my guide. I don’t think there was a doubt in our minds he was Susan’s dad, and he deserved to know about her life.

      The good things about her life—like how beautiful she was, how funny, how determined to survive she’d been, even though her survival had sometimes been at someone else’s expense.

      If Rudy wanted to find out about what brought her to her death, he’d have to watch the news. I didn’t have the heart to tell him. He only needed to know we’d been recent friends, and that would have to be enough.

      Rudy was kind and sweet and he spoke with absolute devotion when he told me about Susan as a baby. He kept a picture of the two of them tucked in his wallet for all to see. They were sitting at a small kitchen table, Susan on his lap. He held her close to his barrel chest with a smile—a warm, loving, doting smile.

      There were others. Pictures of him holding her above his head. And the sweetest of them all, the two of them asleep on a worn couch, cuddled together under a blanket.

      Those snapshots reminded me, Susan hadn’t always been a man-stealing sexpot. She’d been a vulnerable child who needed the things we all do. Unconditional love.

      Susan didn’t say much, other than she’d never seen the pictures before, but they were definitely of her, and when she asked me to linger so she could get a really good look, I encouraged Rudy to talk, asking for a frame of reference for each shot.

      He relayed each instance with great detail, and it made me feel as though I’d been there. Then he showed me pictures of his two boys, Susan’s younger siblings, grown and in happy marriages with children of their own.

      “Oh, she’s an aunt!” I said, wiping the tears from my cheeks as I looked at picture after picture of chubby, joyful babies with men who looked a lot like their father and had the same coloring as Susan.

      “It was my wife, you know. Her name’s Greta. She’s the one who said I should go looking on social media. She helped me. Her and my boys.”

      “Ask if he’s happy, Evanora. If his life was good after he left my mother,” Susan said, her voice husky with emotions I felt sure she wasn’t used to having.

      I tilted my head and looked into his eyes, eyes so much like Susan’s. “You sound really happy, Rudy. Are you happy? Has your life been what you hoped?”

      He leaned back in his chair, putting his hand on his rounded belly and gave me a warm smile. “I’ve been blessed, Evanora. I got lucky, but there hasn’t been a day that’s gone by where I didn’t miss my girl. I loved that baby, and I can’t even begin to tell you how much I wish I’d found her sooner.” He looked down at his cup of coffee, his voice gruff and choking with emotion when he said, “I feel like a piece of me is gone and it’s never coming back.”

      “Tell him I thought about him every day, too—despite what my mother told me. I…I thought about him, too.”

      I reached out and grabbed Rudy’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “She thought about you, too, Rudy. She told me so. She didn’t know who you were, and I don’t think she ever saw those pictures of the two of you…” I gulped, my chest about to implode. “But she wanted to know who you were, too. I know she did.”

      Rudy bent his graying head, gripping my hand tight, and then his shoulders shook as he cried softly, breaking my heart all over again.

      Susan floated upward then, wrapping her arms around Rudy and letting her head rest on his shoulder as my throat clogged and I choked back tears with a hard swallow.

      For only a second, I saw baby Susan, sitting on her father’s lap, tucked close to him, safe and smiling a gummy smile, and I closed my eyes.

      A father and his daughter, finally together.

      In that tiny blip of time, that was enough. It would have to be.
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      “Aw, honey, do you need a hug? Never mind, I don’t care. I need a hug after hearing that, and we both know I’m a hugger.”

      Fab wrapped her arms around me, and I cried into her shoulder on the sidewalk in front of the Chinese restaurant where we were meeting for a late-ish dinner, until my eyes hurt and my eyeballs were dry.

      After I left Rudy with the promise that if I heard anything from the police, I’d let him know, I called Cedric and told him how much I loved him, how grateful I was that he was my dad, how loved I felt as a child. Then I summoned Knightly and told him the same thing, and we made up.

      I couldn’t bear it if he left the afterlife and he didn’t know, despite his intrusions into my life, that I adored him.

      I called Callum, too, and I’m sure I sounded like mania had set in when I blubbered about how I loved him more than anyone or anything on the planet, and if he ever needed me for whatever, I’d be there—always—no matter what.

      Callum, in all his quiet strength and calm approach, asked if I was all right and lovingly refrained from asking if I was of sound mind and body. But he reassured me that he loved me, too, and he was happy and healthy and he had a new girlfriend he’d like me to meet.

      But before all the phone calls, directly after our meeting with Rudy, Susan and I sat together for hours, quietly, as she processed meeting a man who didn’t know he’d been met. Her regret was enormous, and I didn’t know how to fill that void. How to ease that deep sorrow.

      So instead, I tried to be supportive by simply sitting with her and watching the choppy ocean roll by as wind gusts picked up and the radio played her favorite ’90s music.

      When she finally spoke, she looked paler than she ever had, and it worried me. “I’m going to take a break for a little bit, okay? Thank you for doing that, Evanora. I can’t tell you how much it meant to meet the man my mother said didn’t want me—to know those were all just lies. But I’m not used to all of…of this.” She spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “All these feelings. I’ve never been very sensitive or compassionate or empathetic, or all the words they use in therapy, but today? Today…”

      “It all caught up with you.”

      “Uh-huh, and some of it hurts and some of it feels amazing and some of it, I don’t understand.”

      I turned to her in the truck, the fading light surrounding her beautiful glossy hair. “And you need time to process it.”

      Susan looked down at her hands. “Is that what they say? Process? To find out how to deal with feelings that are bigger than you?”

      “Yeah,” I murmured with a whisper, my throat closing up again. I clenched my eyes tight. “That’s what they say.”

      “Then that’s what I’m going to do. I’ll see you later, Evanora.”

      “You better.” But I don’t think she heard me. She was gone when I opened my eyes.

      So now, I had big, blonde-ish hair to match my big donut-wide butt, with fall leaves and of all things rhinestoned and butterflied  acrylic nails I’d somehow managed to talk Francesca out of turning into longer, pointier spikes…and I still had bupkis.

      The things I’d do for a clue, eh?

      But there was nothing that clicked. No real evidence to lead me to Susan’s killer. There were a bunch of angry people, for sure. There were a bunch of half-conversations veiled in unasked questions, and a suspect who wouldn’t talk to me because he thought I was a reporter looking for a scoop.

      I don’t know how my mother did this. I think she was just better at connecting the dots than I’ll ever be, and I felt like I was failing.

      I didn’t like failure. I didn’t do failure.

      Yet, here I was—failing.

      Now I was here in public with Fab, long after sunset, with rain still threatening…not that it mattered, because I was crying all over my best friend. “I’m—I’m sorry,” I sobbed, snorting and gasping for air. “I can’t seem to stop.”

      She set me from her, wiping my eyes with gentle fingers before gripping my shoulders. “Never apologize for having a big heart, Evanora. Not to me, miss. I know you, and I know you gave that conversation with Susan’s father your whole heart. No wonder you’re so upset. Now, how can I fix this for you, honey? Have you even eaten today?”

      Fab was just like her mother, food fixed everything. “Not since this morning when I had a granola bar and an apple to make up for the donuts I had yesterday.”

      She gave me another tight hug, her familiar perfume soothing. “You’re hangry. No. That’s angry and hungry. You’re crangry. Crying and hungry. So, let’s get you fed. That will help, and then you can tell me all the things you’ve discovered about Susan. But first, sesame chicken—on me.”

      She tugged me into the Chinese restaurant in Salem, not far from the nail salon and Aldo’s place, and put me in a seat. “I’m going to go order. You take a deep breath and think happy thoughts.”

      I did take a deep breath, loving the smell of the food cooking and the sight of people around me, sharing a meal. My stomach grumbled, always a good sign.

      She went off to order and I scrolled my text messages, but didn’t find anything new except for one from Cary, who wanted to see if I’d like to go on another date, and then he asked about my day.

      Fab was back and at my shoulder, peering at my text. “Is that from Cary Mann? The Cary Mann? You know, the hot contractor you had lunch with and didn’t call me with details?”

      I finally smiled as I explained what happened at lunch with Cary and my encounter with Aldo.

      She narrowed her eyes, fire burning in her gaze. “He laid hands on you? I’ll drink wine from that schmuck’s skull!”

      I held up a hand. “No. No. He didn’t lay hands on me, but that’s because Cary stopped him before he could even try.”

      Fab made a big deal out of fanning herself. “Ooo-la-la! I love a hero in work boots and tight jeans. But you did tell him he didn’t have to rescue you, right?”

      Ah, feminism at its finest. Fab had raised me on the feminist’s Bible to survival. “I didn’t have to. He said it for me.”

      Fab literally squealed, clapping a hand over her mouth to quell the noise. “He. Did. What?”

      I nodded, my smile growing. “He made it clear he knew I could take care of myself, and at the end of lunch, he kissed me.”

      Her eyes flew wide open. “He kissed you? Did you kiss him back?”

      I snickered. “Did I kiss him back? I kissed the eff outta him.”

      “And?” she asked, leaning into our conversation.

      “And what?” I said with a great deal of fake nonchalance.

      She gave my upper arm a shove. “And was it good? Don’t play with my emotions, Evanora Dark!”

      It was…everything. Everything I’d suspected. Everything a kiss should be. Everything anyone could hope for.

      I couldn’t stop smiling as I pulled napkins from the silver box on the table. “It was everything.”

      Fab threw her body back in the chair, dramatically placing the back of a hand over her forehead. “That’s my boy! I knew he was a good guy. I’m glad you gave him another chance.”

      “Me, too. We have a lot in common.”

      She grinned, her delight infectious. No one cheered harder for you than your best girlfriend. “I’m so happy for you, Ev. I hope it all works out. I’ll just be in the bleachers, watching and cheering you guys on like in the old days.”

      We’d both been cheerleaders for a hot minute back in the day. It hadn’t lasted long after Jo-Jo Sebring dropped Fab from a basket toss and she broke her ankle.

      She’d been out for the rest of the season, and it wasn’t any fun without her, so I’d quit in solidarity.

      “Thanks, Fab. I feel a little better.”

      The man at the counter called Fab’s name for our order. She pushed herself out of the chair. “Now, when I get back, I want to hear all about what else you’ve found out. Maybe I can help. Maybe I’ll see something you haven’t. Fresh eyes and all.”

      I nodded. “I sure could use some of those.”

      She went to grab our food, and I found myself aimlessly scrolling Facebook again. I had a few notifications on my profile that needed checking and a DM from one of my clients.

      I clicked on my profile page and saw a tagged picture with my name. As I read the caption, a missing piece to this puzzle fell into place and as I parsed it in my mind, my eyes went wide.

      I hopped up from the table, grabbing my purse, just as Fab was bringing the food.

      I wasn’t thinking clearly—or maybe I should say, I wasn’t thinking smartly. I was acting on instinct. Pure instinct. “Fab, I’ll be right back!”

      Her surprised look didn’t even faze me. “But your food will get cold. You need to eat, Evanora!”

      I wasn’t listening, I was yanking open the Chinese restaurant’s door and running down the street in the dark of night as rain hit my cheeks and flattened my puffy hair.

      I had a killer to catch.
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      I ran faster than I have since I was in high school, maybe even before that, stopping at my destination with the skid of my sneakers against the wet pavement.

      I flung the glass door open and burst inside. At this time of night, just before closing, the place was empty.

      That was my first mistake. No witnesses. Like I said, I wasn’t thinking smart. Just reckless and foolhardy because I knew what I knew.

      My eyes searched for the person I’d come to accuse of murder. Yeah. That’s what I said. Murder. I knew it as sure as I stood on the glossy floor.

      There were voices coming from the back. One of them with an almost undetectable Italian accent.

      I knew it! I also knew I should hit the bricks and call the police, but I’d watched too many episodes on Investigation ID to know people wormed their way out of a murder charge far more often than should be allowed for lack of evidence.

      Not on my watch, baby. Not today.

      Susan was barely hanging on to this plane. The call to move on grew realer by the minute. I couldn’t let her go without giving her peace. I wouldn’t.

      I held my phone tight to my chest with the picture of my evidence, creeping toward the back room, where the voices grew louder.

      “I told you, Aldo! I warned you! I caught you red-handed! You should have listened to me! Now look what you’ve done. The police were all over me today, and it’s all because of you!”

      I held my breath, my heart bashing around in my chest like it fought for freedom as I pressed record on my phone.

      I don’t know a lot about the law except for what I see on TV. I don’t know if a secretly recorded conversation would dramatically end up being thrown out of court, but if it did, I was going to play it all over the Internet. I’d put it on YouTube and Facebook and anywhere I could to prove I knew who killed Susan.

      I’d play it loud and proud and I’d never stop until this monster was in prison—forever.

      “No! This isn’t my fault. I won’t let you blame me for this! You did this!”

      And then, in an eerily calm tone, “But it is your fault. It’s all your fault!”

      “No, put that down! Please don’t do this!” The plea was desperate, agonizingly real.

      Put what down? Could I sneak a peek without getting caught, the way the storeroom was positioned?

      I gulped hard, my hands shaking as I tried to remember how to keep recording and dial 9-1-1. Good hell, I thought myself quite efficient, but when it came to tech, I was a bumbling fool. To prove my point, as the shouting continued, my hands fumbled.

      Naturally, that’s when my clammy fingers dropped the phone and it clattered to the slick floor.

      Now, sure, I dropped my phone…but did the stupid thing have to make a big deal of flying across the floor like Michelle Kwan on skates, stopping right in front of the doorway where the argument was in full swing?

      “Who’s there?”

      There was no sneaking out of there. Not a chance. It was either reveal myself or get caught.

      Think fast, Evanora.

      Without realizing just how much it would actually hurt, I stuck my ring finger’s nail in my mouth and, using my teeth, yanked off some of the rhinestones and spat them out of my mouth.

      Ooow! Mother of all things glued! What had she used to make these bedazzled thingys stay put—cement?

      I stayed hidden around the corner but still revealed myself, albeit meekly and with quaking knees of fear. “Um, sorry. It’s me, Evanora Dark. I was just down the road at the Chinese restaurant when I had a little accident with my nail.” I stuck my ring finger around the doorway to prove I wasn’t lying, before snatching it back. “Clumsy me, right? But I can see you’re busy, so I’ll just come back.”

      I whirled around, falling into one of those plastic rolling stands with drawers, almost knocking it over. “See?” I called as if offering even more proof I was clumsy. “Just clumsy me!”

      That was when I saw a purse, its contents scattered on the floor. And there it was. A bottle of Charlie perfume.

      That must be what Francesca wore.

      Sidebar: Remember the old commercials for the perfume? Kinda young, kinda now. Kinda free, kinda wow—Charlie!

      “Don’t move,” were the next sinister words I heard.

      Fiddlesticks wasn’t the word I wanted to use here, but it was the word Knightly always used when he really wanted to use a wholly different expletive.

      So, um, fiddlesticks.
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      “I said, don’t move! And you, get over there next to her, right now!”

      I had my back turned when the order was given, felt something hard press into me, landing right between my shoulder blades before it was removed.

      A gun? Was it a gun? Oh, sweet Caroline, it was a gun.

      There was rustling behind me…and then Aldo was standing next to me, his beautiful dark eyes like saucers. “She has a gun. Just do what she says,” he whispered urgently, as if I wouldn’t do what she said with a gun pointed at me.

      I felt Aldo press closer, his forearm pushing against mine. “Francesca,” he pleaded. “Don’t do this, amore. Please listen to me when I tell you, I swear, I’ll never tell a soul!”

      Francesca scoffed. “Don’t you amore me, you filthy liar! I’m not your love. How could I be when you so willingly went off with her?” She said the word “her” as if it were dirty, and I suppose in this case, it was. “Put your hands up, you pig!”

      Aldo raised his hands, but not without protest. “She meant nothing to me, I swear it!”

      I’m not sure where this came from. To this day, I don’t know why it triggered me during a life-or-death moment. Maybe because it was one of many excuses all cheating men use, but before I could shut my yap, I scoffed and barked a dry laugh, shooting him some side-eye.

      “You all say that. She meant nothing to me.” I mimicked his words with an Italian accent that didn’t sound half bad to my ears—or maybe that was just my fear talking. But daggone it, they made me see red. “Every single one of you use that line, like that makes it better? She meant enough for you to share your man parts with her, didn’t she? If she’d had an affair and said he didn’t mean anything, that would make you feel all better, right, Aldo?”

      Aldo cringed, his throat working hard as he swallowed.

      “Yeah!” Francesca hollered in solidarity, moving closer to my back, the heavy scent of her perfume making it hard for me to breathe. “And to think, I saw it happening right in front of my eyes. That disgusting woman kept coming into the restaurant, and you kept giving her free food like she didn’t have a credit card from her sugar daddy to pay for it, while the rest of us women work twelve honest hours a day to make ends meet! I knew it. I knew something fishy was going on with that tramp! All I had to do was prove it!”

      Oh, Susan.

      Clearly stunned into silence, Aldo cowered near me as Francesca seethed, her breathing heavy and raspy.

      I had to say something. I had to do something or I’d end up dead—in Spanx. I’m not spending an eternity in Spanx. No can do.

      I know, I know. Why were you wearing Spanx, Evanora? Why did you give in to the patriarchy, blah, feminist, blah? But I’d worn a pair of dressy slacks to meet Rudy, and they’d been a smidge snug, okay?

      Sometimes, Spanx are the only answer, especially when you don’t have much more than some jeans and T-shirts.

      My mind raced as fast as my heart but I did what I prayed would work. I took Francesca’s side.

      “Aldo!” I shouted his name with condemnation in my voice, slowly turning around to face Francesca and the gun. “How could you do something so awful? What kind of example are you setting for your son?” I followed up with a glare so hard it would’ve melted steel.

      His chiseled jaw shifted as he stared at me, wide-eyed and afraid, his question shaky. “What…what do you know about my son?”

      “You mean Luca?” I baited. “I know all about him. How could you cheat right in front of his innocent eyes? He knew about your affair, and he told you to go to the police because he thought you did it, didn’t he? He thought you killed Susan!”

      Aldo’s eyes were even wider now, but he couldn’t seem to spit anything out, he was so flabbergasted by the information I had.

      Francesca looked startled as she pointed the gun in my direction, her eyes wild with anxiety, her fingers curled around the grip of the pistol, gleaming bright under the lights of the salon.

      “How do you know this—any of this? Who are you? Did Susan tell you about him? About me?”

      “You rang?” Susan appeared out of nowhere, her lithe body floating across the salon as she came upon the scene I faced. Then she gasped. “Evanora! What’s going on?”

      Licking my dry lips, I kept my answer to Francesca vague. “I know what I know, and I know you killed Susan, but Aldo drove you to it, didn’t he, Francesca? He lied and he cheated and when you couldn’t take it anymore, you killed her!”

      Her wide stance shifted momentarily as she processed what I was saying, and then she cracked just a little. Her eyes grew watery and her glossy lower lip began to tremble as the words tumbled from her lips.

      “That woman!” Francesca spit the sentence, her face filled with hatred. “She came here to have her nails done and all she did was talk about her Italian boyfriend who owned the restaurant right down the road—my boyfriend! She told me everything—all about their dates, all the places they went…all the times he’d lied to me about where he was. When he said he was working late at the restaurant or when he had to take Luca to some stupid school event, that’s not what he was doing. He was seeing her!”

      Sometimes manicurists are like bartenders… Francesca had said during my appointment. I’ve heard plenty of life stories.

      Oh, Susan. She told Aldo’s girlfriend about her affair with the woman’s boyfriend, and she didn’t even know she’d been doing it. Sweet fancy Moses.

      I felt faint, dizzy with the revelation. I began to sway, but I dug my pointy fingernails into my palms and clenched my fists.

      Susan, who’d hovered behind Francesca while she confessed, suddenly appeared larger than life. Her form blowing up like a cartoon character.

      She grew ten sizes bigger and as she filled the entire salon with her ghostly form, she shouted, “I remember! I remember everything, Evanora! It was Francesca who left with me that night at Sissie’s!”

      Great. Now she remembered? When I had a gun pointed at my kisser? Fat lot of good that did me. I made eye contact with her, hoping she’d get the signal to shut her flappy lips so I could concentrate.

      I had to keep Francesca talking while I tried to figure out how I was going to get out of this mess. “That’s awful, Francesca. Just awful! I can’t even imagine having to sit through something like that,” I sympathized, as Aldo looked on as though I’d gone mad. “It must have been dreadful.”

      Now a tear fell down her cheek, sticking to her long, dark hair, but she held on to that gun, her knuckles almost white. “I can’t tell you how awful it was. He’d hurt me time and time again, and when I took him back the last time, he promised—he swore he’d never do it again. You swore, Aldo!”

      She was becoming agitated and that made for happy trigger fingers. I had to prevent that from happening. “So you took revenge, for all of us who’ve been lied to and cheated on, didn’t you? How did you even get near her, Francesca? I mean, she’d left that nasty review, she already knew who you were…”

      Francesca’s smiled, smug and self-assured, her eyes glowing even as tears rolled down her face. “That’s what made it easy to get her to leave—because she knew me.  She knew I worked right down the road. Trust me, she’s as dumb as she looks, despite her pretty face. They always went to Sissie’s on their secret meets. I know because I followed them more than once. The night I ki—did it, I texted Aldo and told him I had an emergency, but I was watching him from right outside the bar. When he left, I went rushing in, disguised because of the cameras, and all I had to do was tell her that he was outside, asking for her. I told her he’d been hurt as he was leaving and asked me to get her. She followed me like the idiot she was.”

      “I can’t believe I fell for that, but I swear I didn’t know he had a girlfriend, Evanora, I swear it! This one time, I really thought I was doing everything right!” Susan sobbed.

      I didn’t have time to sympathize with her and the idea that she thought she’d been embarking on a real relationship.

      I edged a little closer to Francesca. I’m not sure what good it would do me, or what my strategy was, but I did it anyway. Aldo certainly wasn’t going to help.

      With my heart in my mouth, I forced words out. Any words that would distract her from blowing our heads off.

      Keeping my hands up by my shoulders, I captured her eyes, so filled with confused sorrow. “She hurt you. They hurt you. I know your pain. I know it so well, Francesca. It leaves cuts in your soul when you trust someone and they break that bond.”

      “You…” she squeaked. “You were cheated on, too?”

      Boy, did I have a story to tell. I hoped I could tell her when she was safely behind bars. “I was, and it was awful, and I wanted to kill the other woman, too. I get it. I understand. I wish I’d been as smart as you, Francesca, as gutsy. For all of us who’ve been wronged. How did you do it? How have you gotten away with it for this long?”

      “Are you crazy, lady?” Aldo whisper-yelled.

      “You wanted to kill me? What kind of crazy talk is that?” Susan yelped, making me want to slug her in the chops.

      Giving her the not now look, my eyes gave a quick scan to the salon, but I wasn’t near anything that could help me stop Francesca.

      Nail polish versus gun just wouldn’t cut it.

      “Shut up, Aldo,” I ordered out of the side of my mouth. “Just shut up!”

      But Francesca wasn’t listening. It appeared she was lost in a memory, pressing the heel of her hand to her forehead as if to push away the bad memory of killing Susan. “When she went around the corner of the parking lot, where I told her Aldo would be, I hit her over the head with a hammer.”

      Susan winced, rubbing the back of her head. “I remember that,” she murmured. “I remember looking into the alley for Aldo, worried he’d been hurt and needed me, and then feeling excruciating pain before everything went dark.”

      That explained the hole in the back of her head. “But her jawbone and her tooth…how…?” I wasn’t sure how to plainly ask what she’d done with Susan’s body.

      Francesca rocked back and forth on her heeled ruby-red boots, her body language growing more frantic. “I took her body to Aldo’s restaurant and put her in the wood-burning pizza oven with all her stuff and then…” She swallowed. “Then I turned it on.”

      Our mouths fell open, and Aldo went as pale as a Macy’s white sale before he fell on the ground in a crumpled heap. Yep. He fainted dead away.

      Me? I’ll never stop thanking the Universe for making me choose a salad the day I went there for lunch with Cary because I wanted him to think I was some dainty flower who only ate things that were good for me.

      My throat went tight, my chest tighter, and it was getting harder to get the words out of my mouth—it was getting harder to lavish praise on the monster. “So you burned the evidence? That must’ve taken real guts, Francesca. You’re so smart.”

      But Francesca shook her head, her misery plain. Confessing to a murder out loud, telling someone what you’d done, had to make it insanely real. “There were…remains left. I had to clean the oven out. The next day was garbage pickup, and I thought I got everything, but I must have dropped some of it by the dumpster. I think that’s how that stupid dog found her bones.” Then she began to pace, the gun only wavering momentarily, her frantic steps clicking against the tile. “But you have to understand, I was out of my mind! I didn’t know what I was doing!”

      “A pizza oven? A. Pizza. Oven?” Susan squawked. ”She fried my remains in a pizza oven?!”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t mean to yell at her, but for the love of murder, could she not see this was no longer about her but about my life or death? “Shut up, Susan!” I shouted in frustration.

      “Whaaat?” Francesca bellowed, swinging around, her eyes scanning the salon.

      Turned out, it was just the break I needed. When she swung left, I bulldozed her, knocking her to the ground, the gun skipping across the floor.

      Now, listen. I had on tight pants. Add to that, Spanx. So what happened next deserves some grace.

      We grappled on the floor, me trying to pin her down, her trying to get away. Sweat pooled between my breasts and my hands went slippery as I tried to get a grip on her and she got away, crawling toward the gun.

      “Evanora! She’s getting closer to the gun! Get the gun!”

      My eyes frantically sought the position of the gun as I grabbed her ankles, pulling as hard as I could. She screamed her rage, kicking at me, flailing about like a fish out of water.

      And excuse me, but where the heck was the lying cheat? Still passed out on the floor like a coward, letting someone else pay for his sins? I could have used a little help, thank you very much.

      “Evanora, get that gun!” Susan screamed, making my ears tremble.

      Francesca managed to free herself from my aching hands, giving me one last kick in the jaw as she did. But I couldn’t feel anything. No pain, only fear she’d get to the gun before I did.

      I scrambled upward, hauling myself and my bloody-tight pants to my feet to see Francesca’s fingertips touch the grip of the gun.

      I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw a big bottle of liquid. In a split second, the label flashed before my eyes.

      Nail polish remover!

      Francesca was closer to the gun than I was, and I knew the moment she grabbed it, she’d fire at me.

      So, I grabbed at the bottle aimlessly, twisting the top off with a dexterity I didn’t know I possessed, and the moment Francesca turned the gun on me, I threw it like Alex Rodriguez had possessed my body, hitting her square in the eyes.

      She screamed in pain, dropping the gun, her hands flying to her face.

      Out of breath, I managed to get to the gun while Francesca writhed on the floor, sobbing in pain. I had to call 9-1-1 and get help.

      Just as I was recovering my phone—which was still recording—I heard police sirens.

      A voice, loud and clear, came from my phone. “Hello? This is 9-1-1 dispatch. I’m still here, and I’m going to stay on the line until the police arrive. The police are on their way!”

      I’d somehow managed to record everything Francesca said and call 9-1-1. Hah! Take that, technology!

      As the police plowed in and chaos ensued, Fab burst in, her face ashen as she pushed past the uniformed officers. “I knew it! I knew when I heard the police sirens it was you! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” She grabbed me and pulled me into a tight hug. “What happened, Evanora?”

      As she led me to a chair, paramedics carried Francesca out on a stretcher, handcuffed to the railings, with Aldo barely conscious on a stretcher behind her. I talked to the police and told them what happened…including why I’d left the Chinese restaurant so quickly.

      “Cotton candy,” Fab muttered on an exhale, after the officer walked away to help secure the scene. “Of all the things.”

      Susan, who hovered on one of the long tables, nodded, her eyes wide with shock. “The color she used on my nails.”

      “Uh-huh,” I confirmed, squirming in my seat because my pants were so dang uncomfortable. “Francesca tagged me in the picture she’d taken of my nails, and the description she wrote gave the nail polish brand and the color—cotton candy. Susan kept talking about olive oil and cotton candy and Charlie. None of it made sense—until it did. I knew as soon as I saw the picture, she was the one who’d killed Susan. I knew it in my gut.”

      Fab clucked her tongue in disapproval, looking all around the room as she said, “So instead of calling the police, you rushed over here to ransack the joint and wrestle a woman with a gun? Evanora Dark, you’ll be the death of me.”

      But I made a face. “How was I supposed to explain to the police my hunch? Oh, and by the way, Officer, the ghost of the dead woman you’re looking for gave me a head’s up?”

      Fab rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay, but there had to be a better way than this, m’dear. You could have been killed. Not to mention, you look positively beat.” She held out her hand to me.

      I took it and hooked it into the crook of my arm. “I am, and I’m hungry. Think my food’s cold?”

      She laughed. “I’ll buy you more.”

      I paused as we made our way out the door, and thought about my pants and how tight they were. “On second thought, maybe I should have a salad. I was sure the level of constriction on these pants was going to get me killed tonight.”

      Fab laughed again. “Promise tomorrow, you can eat a salad. But tonight is for decadent Chinese food, you crime stopper.”

      “Sesame chicken it is. Just so long as it’s not pizza.”

      Susan floated out the door alongside us, still muttering, “A pizza oven…”

      Oh, Susan!
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      “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” I remarked, my heart heavy as I watched Susan’s father with his wife and a couple of friends, talking softly to one another on the other side of the cemetery.

      Cedric was there, too, to give me support, to remind me no matter what I did, no matter the ghost I encountered, he’d always be there for me.

      Knightly hovered by the group, transparent and handsome. He looked across the browning grass at me and smiled, in his own way letting me know that he, too, supported my choice to help Susan.

      I’d met with Susan’s father one more time, and he’d told me his hope for honoring her life. He wondered if I knew how she’d feel about him having an official burial for her.

      Rudy wanted to give his beloved daughter this one last thing. He’d been denied the chance to raise her, care for her, and after hearing some of the salacious reports on her life, he wanted that more than ever.

      With Susan by my side, in total agreement, I assured him how lovely that would be.

      The day was cool but the sun was warm. The trees with the last of their colorful leaves falling to the ground in graceful piles.

      “I wish I could still feel the sun on my face,” Susan said softly, floating closer to me.

      Nodding, the slight sting of tears forming at the corner of my eyes, I answered, “I wish you could, too.”

      She tucked her hands behind her back, clasping her fingers together. “So I guess my demise in a pizza oven takes care of the cremation costs, huh?”

      I didn’t want to laugh, but I did. “Still got jokes, huh?”

      “What do we have if we can’t laugh, Evanora?” she asked, tilting her beautiful face upward.

      “You took the words right out of my mouth. Literally.”

      As the cool wind blew, she looked down at the ground. “I should have appreciated little things like the sun a lot more than I did. Make sure you appreciate them, Evanora. You’ll miss them when they’re gone.”

      That tight tug at my throat made it hard for me to speak. I knew today was the last day I’d ever see Susan. I’m sure most would think I should be grateful, but it wasn’t gratitude I felt at all.

      I felt as though we’d missed something—maybe an opportunity to know her after finding out about her father, after she’d let her guard down. This feeling, it felt as though I’d lost something. Or maybe the answer was a chance to better understand each other before she’d died.

      I didn’t understand what I was feeling, but I sat in it—let it have its moment so I could move forward freely.

      “So Francesca’s going to prison, right? For a long time?”

      Nodding, I thought, she’d better. “I think so. She admitted to killing you, and Aldo is willing to testify to what she told him that night in the salon. It feels pretty wrapped up in a neat bow, but if for some reason it’s not, I’ll beat down the DA’s door until she’s rotting in a jail cell.”

      “And you took down all those horrible reviews I wrote?”

      Susan had remembered her Yelp password and asked me to remove all the reviews for the people she’d grifted, and I’d done as she asked with pleasure, knowing she’d learned from this. She’d grown.

      “I think I could have loved Aldo. I know he was a cheat, and I didn’t know Francesca was his girlfriend, but I think that’s the closest I ever came to feeling what you described that night.”

      I tucked my light trench coat around my neck to block the chill. “I know it was hard to have that memory all at once, but I’m still glad you did. How else could you remember how special falling in love can be? Here’s something to take with you. Don’t think about who it was you fell in love with, but rather, that it was—that it happened.”

      “I think I’ll try that. It sounds like a lovely goal.” Then she smiled wryly. “Sure wish you’d been around to give me advice before I got whacked.”

      “Me, too.” Me, too.

      “You know, you were right, Evanora,” she said as she stood before me, her hair swirling around her shoulders in Beyonce fashion, feeling further and further away. “I remembered something…”

      I made a “go figure” face. “Oh, no. Did you forget to pack your curling iron? Susan, how could you?” I had to make a joke or I was going to end up a blubbering mess.

      Susan giggled, her laughter suddenly far easier, far more carefree. “Don’t talk crazy. How would a girl like me survive up there with so much celebrity competition?”

      “Point for the ghost,” I teased, inhaling to swallow my tears.

      Susan’s face softened as she looked at me. “Remember when you said I couldn’t be all evil? That maybe I’d done something good somewhere along the way?”

      I gulped, my heart racing in my chest. “I do.”

      “I once saved a kitten from a dumpster. I gave it to our neighbor because my mother wouldn’t let me keep it, but I went to her house every single day and helped nurse her back to health. Her name was Emerald, because she had incredibly green eyes. Do you think that’s enough to get me to a good place up there?”

      My heart felt so heavy right now, I almost couldn’t bear it. Her request was so childlike, so full of fear, I nodded, fighting tears. “Maybe you’ll be assigned bathroom duty for a while as pennance, but I think it’ll be worth the end game. In fact, I’m sure of it.”

      She chuckled softly, her eyes sad, but there was hope. I saw it. “I wish I’d known you before…before I died, Evanora. I wish I’d had someone like you and Fab who cared as much as you do about people, about each other. I’m sorry for what I did to you and Callum. I’m so deeply sorry. I…”

      I didn’t know how to accept her apology except to say, “You did me a favor, believe it or not. I learned to find my worth in myself, in the things that I love. I found a pretty great life once the smoke cleared. I know that sounds crazy, maybe even cliche, but Silas cheating on me was the best thing that ever happened to me. You don’t have to feel sorry anymore, Susan. I forgive you. You go off and do whatever’s calling you with a clear conscience, okay?”

      She looked up then, her eyes mesmerized by whatever she was seeing. “I feel it…” she whispered, swaying to and fro, her lithe body straining upward.

      Chills skittered up my spine. Not out of fear, but out of some unexplained reverence. When I answered, my voice was husky with emotion. “What? What do you feel?”

      She gave me one last glance, her big round eyes twinkling with what I felt sure was happiness—peace. “The pull. I think I have to go, Evanora. I think it’s time. It feels so nice. The nicest I’ve ever felt.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I clung to the strap of my purse and fought an ugly rush of tears. “Then don’t let me stop you. Not that anyone ever could anyway.”

      Her smile was gentle, vulnerable. “I am pretty good at getting what I want. Maybe I’ll just bang on the Pearly Gates until they let me in,” she joked with a crooked smile.

      I didn’t doubt for a minute she’d do just that. “You go show ’em how it’s done, Susan.”

      Her last glance glowed a soft white light, her face wreathed in a warm smile. “Thank you for helping me, Evanora Dark. Even when you didn’t want to. Even when I didn’t deserve any help at all. Thank you…”

      My words were thick like syrup in my mouth. “Safe journey, Susan. Be well,” I whispered into the wind.

      She waved one last time and then she was gone, the vapor of her being evaporating upward into the blue sky.

      I moved to stand next to her tombstone; a beautiful marble and stone memorial paid for by her father, surrounded by the flowers he and his friends had brought.

      It read: Susan Beatrice Davis 4/22/1983. Beloved daughter. Never again will you walk alone.

      I was glad someone would keep her in their heart, someone as kind as Rutherford Haines.

      “Hey,” Fab said, nudging me with her shoulder, her eyes full of concern. “You okay?”

      Swiping at my eyes, I nodded. I was okay. The peace I felt as Susan left this plane couldn’t be described. It defied a word I could craft, but I knew she was going somewhere better.

      My gut and my heart said so. After the loveless life she’d led, after years spent chasing a feeling she’d only seen on TV and movies, I had to believe she’d finally found it somewhere up there in the clouds.

      “She’s gone…”

      Fab wrapped her arm around me and squeezed me close. “You’re an amazing soul, Evanora Dark. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t have done what you did and it wasn’t even me Silas cheated on.”

      I let my head drop, my chin at my chest. “It seems like a lifetime ago, I guess.”

      “Hey, someone’s here to see you.”

      I looked up in the direction Fab pointed.

      And there he was.

      Cary.

      Standing tall, wearing a black sport’s coat and matching trousers, handsome, strong, kind.

      Fab wiggled her finger at him and he approached at her command, his smile gentle and full of sympathy.

      He put a hand on my waist. “Hey, pretty lady, Fab said an old friend you’d recently reconnected with died. I asked her if she thought it would be okay to come and support you, and she said yes.”

      Fab squeezed my arm and smiled, moving to stand beside Cary. “Yes, she did.”

      “She was right,” I said, smiling up at him through the sun and my tears. “Thanks for coming.”

      Cary pulled some tissues from his pocket and dabbed at my cheek while Fab made a spectacle of herself behind him as she fanned her face and mouthed the words so hot.

      “You okay?”

      “I will be,” I whispered, loving the feel of his hand at my waist.

      He looked out over the landscape of the cemetery, the leaves blowing every which way, the almost bare trees bending in the wind, and he smiled. “It’s a beautiful day to tell me about your friend. If you want to, that is.”

      And I did.

      Mostly.

      And when I was done, Cary pulled me into his arms and hugged me. The comfort of his strong arms did more than excite me. They did more than stir up all sorts of feelings I hadn’t felt in a long time—or maybe ever.

      They breathed life into my heart.

      The End

      I hope you’ll join me for Exit Stage Death, book three in the Bewitching Midlife Mysteries, in the fall of 2023!
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