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Chapter 1
I was elbow-deep in rich Redemption soil when my mother called.
I’d been spending a lot of time in my garden since CB, my cousin, was arrested a couple of weeks ago. There was something soothing and grounding about surrounding myself with plants, their quiet focus on simply growing … something comforting about burying my fingers deep in the earth, inhaling the sweet scents of flowers and cut grass, and listening to the buzzing of bees and chirping of songbirds. 
Oscar, my black cat, would often join me, lying stretched out on the ground, lazily enjoying the sun. Occasionally, he would pay a little too close attention to a songbird, and I would scold him. He would flick his tail at me in response, his green eyes fixed on mine.
In the garden, I was at peace.
Talking to my mother would not be peaceful.
The phone kept playing its cheerful little song, joyfully letting me know my mom was still waiting for me to pick up.
I’d only talked to her once since CB was taken into custody, and that was a pretty short call. She’d asked me when I was moving back to New York. I told her I had another call and would talk to her later.
I sat back on my heels and wiped the sweat from my forehead. Honestly, would there ever be a good time for this conversation? I figured I might as well bite the bullet and get it over with. I picked up the phone and answered it.
“Hi, mom.”
“Rebecca? What has been going on out there? I’ve been calling and calling.”
I got to my feet, rubbing the slight ache in my lower back. “I know. Sorry. I’ve been busy.”
“Too busy to talk to your mother?”
I winced slightly at the reproachful tone. “It’s not just you,” I said as I headed over to the wrought iron table to retrieve my lemonade. “I haven’t wanted to talk to anyone.”
Which was true. Technically. If you didn’t count my friends Mia and Daphne, or my stepdaughter, Chrissy, in the “anyone” category. I had yet to leave the house since it had all happened, other than a single visit to CB in jail.
Mia and Chrissy, now my roommates, had settled in nicely. They took care of errands and shopping while I focused on the garden and the house. Chrissy handled much of the cooking (thank God). Neither were around much, really. They both worked at Aunt May’s, and when they weren’t working, Mia focused on getting herself ready to attend an online college in the fall, and Chrissy balanced therapy with her friendships. 
Still, even though I spent much of my time alone in the house, I wasn’t lonely. Just knowing I was living with people who cared about me made a huge difference. And, besides, Daphne came over nearly every day.
My mother sniffed. “I would hope I’m not just ‘anyone.’ But never mind all of that. I assume you’ve been busy packing and getting the house ready to sell. When can we expect you back?”
And there it was—the moment I was dreading. I took a long drink of lemonade and wiped my mouth. Might as well get it over with.
“I’m not leaving.” 
“Excuse me? I think we have a bad connection. When did you say you’re leaving?”
“I’m not.”
“What do you mean, you’re ‘not’? You’re not what?”
“Leaving. I’m not leaving.” I clearly and loudly punctuated each word.
“Rebecca, don’t be ridiculous. Of course, you’re leaving. Why would you stay? There’s nothing for you there.”
“I have a house.”
“Which you can sell.”
“And a stepdaughter,” I continued as if she hadn’t interrupted.
“Who loves New York! And her real mother is here. I’m sure she misses Chrissy and would love to have her back.”
I gritted my teeth. Chrissy’s mother most certainly did not miss Chrissy or want her back. The last time I tried to talk to her about her daughter, she basically hung up on me. I wasn’t even sure when Chrissy had last spoken to her. 
“I made a promise to Chrissy that she could stay with me as long as she wanted.”
“Well, of course you did. That’s what good stepmothers do. And once both of you are back in New York, she won’t need to stay with you any longer. I’m sure she would love to move back home with her mother.”
No, Chrissy would not love to move back home with her mother. I bit back my response as I could tell the conversation was going nowhere, fast. I took a breath and plowed ahead. “And I have another roommate, Mia, who needs a place to stay while she goes back to school.”
“A roommate? That’s what’s keeping you in Redemption? I’m sure she could find somewhere else to live.”
“She just moved in, so I doubt it.”
“Well, Rebecca, that was pretty irresponsible. Why would you let her move in knowing you were going to leave? Why would you do that to her?”
“Because, as I just told you, I decided not to leave.”
“I don’t understand. Why would you make that decision? Don’t you want to come home? Don’t you want your life back?”
I took a deep breath. “I am home. This is my home. This is my life.”
“But, but,” my mother sputtered. “You can’t be serious. You grew up in New York. Your family is here. We’re your family. You can’t possibly be putting a ... a roommate before your family? You must come home.”
“I’m not putting anyone in front of you. New York isn’t that far away. I can come visit.” That was true, even though I had no plans to do so any time soon.
“You’re not making sense, Rebecca. Why would you choose to stay there? I don’t understand.”
“This is my home now.” Maybe if I said it enough times, it would finally sink in, or at the very least, keep her from repeating the same question over and over again. I didn’t know how else to explain the feeling of belonging I now experienced in this house, this town. I had never felt that in New York, despite living there my entire life. This was where I was meant to be. 
Even if that meant finally taking a stand for myself.
“But we have an apartment waiting for you here. A job.” My mother’s voice sounded genuinely bewildered. I hated that my words brought her pain, but I didn’t know any other way to tell her my truth. “Your brother has been holding that job open for you at his firm. You know that. Why would you give all that up?”
“I’m ...” Dare I tell her about my desire to start my own business? Would she just belittle my dreams like Stefan, my second (and unfortunately current) husband had? It was still so new, so fragile, I didn’t think I could bear it if she started lecturing me on what a bad idea it was. I decided to keep it simple.
“They have jobs here, too.”
“I’m talking about a good job, Rebecca.”
I felt my spine straighten. “They have those here, too.”
“Now you sound just like my sister.” Aunt Charlie, my mom’s sister, was the one who had willed both her home and money to me. I still had the house, but the money was nearly gone, courtesy of Stefan.
“I’m not trying to hurt you or dad,” I said, trying a different tact. “I appreciate what you’re offering me. More than you know. Truly. But it feels like I need to learn to stand on my own two feet. That’s all this is.” 
“Is there a boy?” My mother’s voice grew sharp. “Is that what this is about?”
“A boy?” I asked in disbelief. Did she not hear a word I had said? “Mom, you do realize I’m over thirty.”
“Are you dating someone?” My mother continued like I hadn’t interrupted. “Do you think that’s wise? Is your divorce even official?”
“I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later,” I said, hanging up before she could protest any further.
I knew that wouldn’t be the last conversation we’d have about my living situation, but it was all I could take at the moment.
I took another gulp of lemonade, which had grown warm and watery in the sun, and figured it was time for a break. On second thought, after taking another glance at the time, I decided to call it a day. I was going out with Daniel that night, and I needed to get cleaned up.
After putting my gardening gloves and tools away, I headed into the laundry room to scrub the dirt off my hands before moving into the kitchen. Mia and Daphne were there at the kitchen table, huddled over Mia’s laptop.
“Hey, you two,” I said, opening up the fridge to pour myself a fresh glass of lemonade.
“Hey yourself,” Mia said, eyes never leaving the screen. ‘”See, Daphne, I think this is what it’s supposed to be.”
I tuned out their conversation, focusing instead on drinking my lemonade and trying to figure out what to wear on my date. Did I keep it casual with shorts or jeans? Or was this a dress-worthy occasion? 
Ugh. Dating sucked.
My phone beeped, informing me I had a text message. It was from Daniel.
I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to cancel. Work. Rain check?
“Great,” I said out loud.
That got Mia and Daphne’s attention. “What happened?” Mia asked.
I swear, one of Mia’s superhero powers was a radar sense for gossip. “Daniel just canceled on me.”
“Why?” Daphne asked.
“Work.”
“Work?” Mia exclaimed. “What work? Where’s my phone?” She pushed away from the table and started hunting around for it.
“Is this your first date?” Daphne asked. She pulled her dark, brownish-red hair back from her plain, freckled face before adjusting her red glasses. I could see puffy dark circles under eyes and wondered how much sleep she was getting. She took care of her sick mother, which sometimes demanded long and restless nights.
“Yes. Well, no. We did go out to dinner a couple of weeks ago, but it wasn’t exactly a date. He had some ‘official’ questions to ask me.”
“Maybe I should talk to him about proper dating etiquette,” Daphne mused.
“Or maybe it wasn’t a date at all,” I said.
Daphne opened her mouth to answer, but Mia interrupted with a loud “ah-ha!” She came back into the kitchen, triumphantly brandishing her cell phone. “He is on a case.”
“Did you think he wasn’t?” I asked.
“I figured you would think he was lying.” Mia said, narrowing her almond-shaped, dark-brown eyes at me. Her father was Japanese and had somehow found his way to Redemption, Wisconsin, where he met and married her mom. Her mom had passed years ago, but her dad was still there. “Daniel wouldn’t lie to get out of a date. I was just looking for proof, just in case I needed to convince you,” Mia said.
“I wasn’t thinking that. Well, not exactly,” I said. While it was true my first thought had been that he was trying to get out of the date, my second was that maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. There was likely a reason why I was a two-time marriage loser—maybe it was smarter to just steer clear of the dating game altogether.
 Daphne gave me a knowing smile, as if she could tell precisely what I was thinking. I stuck my tongue out in response.
Mia continued as if I hadn’t said anything. 
“It appears Ellen has disappeared.”
“Ellen? As in Nurse Ellen?” Nurse Ellen was my nemesis when I was trapped in the psych ward of the hospital.
“That would be her.”
Daphne’s face had gone quite pale, and I suddenly remembered she had dated Ellen at one point. “Oh God, Daphne, are you okay”
Daphne took a big gulp of lemonade, waving me off with the other hand. “We dated a long time ago. I just ... what happened?”
“I’m not sure,” Mia said, before eyeing Daphne over her phone. “It’s okay to be worried about her, you know. Even if she didn’t know a good thing when she had it. Not to mention being a grade A bitch.”
Daphne snickered, some color returning to her face. “That’s mean,” she said. “She has issues. I shouldn’t laugh.”
“Issues?” I asked.
Daphne shook her head. “Too many to get into now.”
“Think she ran off again?” Mia asked.
“Again?” I asked.
Daphne played with her lemonade glass, creating wet circles on the butcher-block kitchen table. “Anything is possible with her. Especially if she’s mad at someone and wants to get even.”
Mia rolled her eyes. “That is just so Ellen, to ruin other people’s love life when hers sucks.”
“It’s probably for the best,” I said. “I don’t know if I’m even ready for a night out.” Which was true. At least mostly true. Yes, I wanted to go have fun. I was VERY ready to have fun, in fact, but I also didn’t feel like running into anyone who didn’t want me in this town, and who wouldn’t be shy about telling me so.
Mia slammed her phone on the table. “Absolutely not! You are NOT spending Friday night cooped up in this house. We are ALL going out. God knows I need a break this week, too, with Todd and Jack both quitting.”
“Wait, you lost both dishwashers in one week?” Daphne asked.
Mia groaned. “In one day. I guess Jack got into a bar fight the other night and can’t work for at least a few weeks because of his injuries. His sister came in to tell us. Todd has some family emergency he’s dealing with. His grandmother, I think, or maybe an aunt? Either way, it’s some family relative who doesn’t live here, so he’s moving.”
“Man, talk about bad luck,” Daphne said.
“You know it. I guess Todd was sitting at the airport waiting for his flight when he texted us to let us know.”
“Well at least he remembered before he got on the plane,” I said.
Mia rolled her eyes. “I suppose. Not that it did much good. It’s not like we have anyone else who can help. We only have one other dishwasher, and he’s a super-part-time high school student. The rest of us waitresses have been pulling double duty. Anyway, enough about that. We’ve got a night out to get ready for. Go on now, put your party dress on. Chop chop.” She clapped her hands.
“Maybe you and Daphne should just go,” I said hesitantly. “I don’t want any trouble.”
“I don’t want any trouble either,” Mia said. “What does that have to do with going out tonight?”
I shot her a look.
Mia gave me the same look back. “I’m serious. There’s no reason to expect anything bad to happen. I keep telling you that you have more friends here than you realize. But you have to leave the house to see it for yourself.”
“Besides,” Daphne chimed in. “Don’t you want to go to Jessica’s memorial tomorrow? Do you really want that to be your first time out in public since CB’s arrest?”
Daphne had a point. Now that the truth had come out about Jessica, thanks to CB and my recovered memory, the town could properly grieve.
When Mia had first told me about the service, I had been adamant about not going. It was my fault, after all. Out of respect for the family, I needed to stay away.
But then Brittany, Jessica’s niece and Chrissy’s friend, had showed up at my doorstep to personally invite me to attend. “It’s time to heal,” she said. Her father and grandfather both thought it was important for me to be there. It was time to put the past behind us and come together as a community. And besides, they wanted to properly thank me for my role in saving Brittany. Brittany had already thanked me herself, but she said her family also wanted the opportunity. 
I noticed she didn’t mention her mother, who was Jessica’s sister, or her grandmother, who was Jessica’s mother. Needless to say, they were not my fans.
As much as I wanted to attend so I could pay my respects, grieve, and maybe start to find some closure myself around what happened to Jessica, I still wasn’t sure it was a good idea. I had been making myself sick going back and forth about it.
“Daphne is right,” Mia said, seizing the opening. She knew how much I had been agonizing about whether or not to go. “This will be a perfect test run for tomorrow.”
I sighed. “I don’t know.”
“Look, if you’re worried about Celia, don’t be,” Mia said. “She’s just difficult. It’s not personal.”
The last time I had seen Celia, she had been comforting Gwyn, Daniel’s ex-fiancé. I had a feeling it was very personal, indeed, but decided not to argue the point.
“Why do you all put up with her then?” I asked instead. I had wondered it for a while, but hadn’t found the right time to ask.
“Well, she is Barry’s wife,” Mia said. “Although I admit I’m surprised by his choice.”
“Maybe she makes him happy,” Daphne said. “ Celia isn’t so bad once you get to know her.”
“If you say so,” I said. 
Daphne made a face at me. “And stop trying to change the subject. Regardless of whether Celia is there or not, it would be good for you to get out of the house.”
Mia elbowed her. “It would be good for you, too. When was the last time you went out? I’m not taking no for an answer from either of you. Go get ready.”
Daphne held up her hands. “Far be it for me to resist.”
“But what if it all goes to hell?” I asked. “What if we run into people who want to fight with me again?” Or worse, I thought, but didn’t add.
Mia shrugged. “We’ll deal with it.”
I stared at her. “Just like that?”
“Of course,” Mia said, surprised. “Becca, what do you think you’re going to do? Hide in this house for the next ten years? If you’re going to live here, you likely are going to run into people who don’t like you or your aunt, and you’re going to have to learn to deal with it. It’s not that big of a deal.”
Mia had a point. It was starting to look like a night out was in my immediate future.
Even though I still wasn’t convinced I was ready.
Mia must have seen something in my face, because she started hoisting me out of my chair. “No more stalling,” she said sternly. “Off to the shower you go.”
I tried one last time. “But ...”
“No ‘buts.’” Mia wagged her finger at me. “We’re leaving in an hour. You too, Daphne.”
An hour? I couldn’t possibly be ready in an hour. I opened my mouth to argue, but the determined expression on Mia’s face stopped me, and I slunk out of the kitchen.
“Besides,” she called out. “Chances are very likely that nothing is going to happen, other than all of us having a good time.” 



Chapter 2
“See, this wasn’t so bad after all,” Mia said, clinking my wine glass.
I gave her an almost-natural smile back. The booze helped.
This was our third bar, not including the restaurant we stopped in for dinner (to help soak up the alcohol).
It took that many to finally wear me down enough to end the night at The Tipsy Cow, everyone’s favorite bar. 
I really didn’t want to run into the “old gang,” but (as both Mia and Daphne pointed out), it was bound to happen at some point, so I might as well get it over with.
“Did you have enough to drink yet?” Mia asked.
I took a sip. “What do you mean?”
Mia stuck her tongue out at me. “Because Celia is here.” She stood up and waved at Celia.
I sunk down in my seat. Great. Just great.
Celia swept into the booth, wearing a dark-blue top with a sweetheart neckline that strained against her large breasts. As usual, she dripped with jewelry: gold necklaces, oversized gold hoops, gold and copper bracelets. Her black hair was pulled back into a smooth ponytail. She placed her cosmo in front of her. “Well, well, well,” she said, looking me over. “Look what the cat dragged in.”
“Celia,” both Mia and Daphne protested.
“What?” Celia asked, widening her heavily made-up eyes, looking like a caricature of someone feigning innocence. “Am I just supposed to ignore the fact that her sleazy cousin is a sexual pervert?”
“Nice to see you, too, Celia,” I said drily, picking up my wine.
Mia punched her arm. “She can’t be blamed for what her cousin did. She’s her own person.”
“They share the same genes,” Celia retorted.
“You’re not being fair,” Daphne said. “Becca was as horrified as we all were. Probably more so. And, besides, if it wasn’t for her, Brittany would still be missing.”
Celia muttered something and drained her drink, gesturing to the waitress for another round.
“In other, unrelated news, how’s your deadbeat brother?” Mia asked.
Celia shot her a dirty look. “That’s hardly a fair comparison. Tom isn’t a pervert.” But her face had paled except for two red spots of colors on her cheeks. 
“That you know of,” Mia muttered under her breath. Celia made a point of pretending not to hear her.
The conversation shifted to other things—Mia’s online college preparations, a problem Celia was having with her son (he either was bullying someone or was being bullied, Celia wasn’t being all that clear on the details), an update on Daphne’s mom (her knee seemed to be getting worse, despite all the home treatments they were doing).
I mostly listened. After Celia’s reaction, I didn’t particularly feel like drawing any more attention to myself. In fact, the longer I sat there, the more I thought it was time to go home. What more did I need to do? I had left the house, visited a variety of establishments, and nothing bad had happened. Even what Celia had said wasn’t terrible. And she was still sitting at the same table as me. I would say the evening was a success.
It was definitely time to go home.
I finished sipping my wine, waiting for a break in the conversation to announce my intention to leave, when Mia suddenly said, “Oh, there’s Barry. Who is he with?” she squinted. “He looks familiar.”
“Oh, that’s JD. He’s new around here,” Celia said.
It was a good thing I had finished my wine, because I likely would have choked. JD? The guy who hit on me at the bar and then showed up at Brittany’s search party? Here? And friends with Barry?
I was debating how obvious it would be if I turned around and looked, or if there was any way I could sneak a quick peek without anyone noticing, when Celia sat up and waved her hand, calling them over. “Barry! They haven’t met JD yet!”
Before I had a chance to decide if I should stay or slip out the back, they had magically appeared beside us. 
“I can’t believe you haven’t met JD,” Barry said, as he introduced Mia and Daphne. When Barry’s eyes fell on me, he paused, and for a moment, my heart stopped. Had I misread our last encounter when he apologized for believing CB over me years ago? But then his face broke into a grin. “Becca! I’m glad you’re here.” 
To my relief, he sounded genuinely pleased. I could feel myself start to relax. “Yeah, Mia decided I had been a hermit long enough,” I said.
“Ah, yes, Mia, our little homebody… ironic,” Barry said. Mia stuck her tongue out at him.
Barry grinned at her and then suddenly remembered JD next to him. “Oh, let me introduce ...”
“We’ve met,” JD interrupted, giving me a slanted smile as he held out his hand. I took it warily. “It’s nice to see you, Becca.”
He wore a black cowboy hat, the same one I’d seen him in before that emphasized his high cheekbones and narrow, angular face. His dark-brown eyes seemed to look straight through me, like they could see my soul. I squirmed slightly, dropping both my gaze and his hand. I could feel him chuckling at me.
“Oh, I didn’t realize you’ve met,” Barry said. “Shall we join you? Or is this girl’s night?”
“Join us,” Mia said, sliding over and giving me a look. I knew what was going through her head, just like I knew she would be grilling me as soon as we were alone. “Slide over, Becca.”
Reluctantly, I made room so JD could slip in beside me. I squeezed as tightly as I could next to Daphne, not wanting to touch JD, even accidentally. There was something about him that felt ... dangerous. I would have to stay on guard.
Barry gestured to the waitress, and before I could protest, I found a fresh glass of wine in front of me. Oh well. Might as well drink it.
“I think we might have met before as well,” Mia said to JD.
“Hmmm ...” JD stared hard at Mia. “I don’t think so.”
“Have you been to Redemption before?”
“First time.”
“Really? What brings you here?” Mia asked. As much as she was trying to sound polite, it was like she was fighting the urge to bounce over the table and shake the details out of him.
“Right now, I’m just doing the touristy thing,” he said.
Mia cocked an eyebrow. “Right now?”
“I’m looking for a fresh start,” he explained. “I’ve been traveling around a bit, keeping my options open, seeing what feels good, and I stumbled upon this place. Thought I’d ...,” here, he glanced at me, his eyes unreadable. “... stick around awhile.”
“How long have you been here?” Mia asked, doing her best not to stare at both of us.
“Few weeks.”
“And you’re thinking about staying?”
He shrugged. “Considering it.”
“Are you looking for a job?” Mia’s voice was a little too eager.
Barry groaned. “Are you serious?”
“Hey, Jack and Todd both quit last week,” Mia said defensively. “Yesterday was a nightmare. We’re desperate for a dishwasher at Aunt May’s.”
“Since you’re interrogating him anyway, why not just ask him what he does for a living, instead of offering him a dishwasher job?” Barry asked. 
“Well, now that you mention it,” Mia said cheerfully. “What do you do?”
JD’s mouth twitched. “A little of this, a little of that. I do a lot of work with my hands. Repairs, construction. But I’m not opposed to washing a few pots and pans in a pinch.”
Mia shot Barry a triumph look. “See?”
Barry rolled his eyes.
“Why are you looking for a fresh start?” Mia asked.
“Jesus, Mia,” Barry interrupted. “Would you give the man a break? I know it’s easy to forget, but you’re actually not a lawyer yet.”
Mia held up both hands. “Hey. I’m creating win-wins here. I may have solved our dishwasher problem and gotten JD a job. Who knows what I’ll discover with a few more questions?”
“Oh, is that what we’re calling interrogation now, a ‘win-win’?” Barry asked. Mia punched him on the arm.
“It’s fine,” JD said easily. “I don’t mind. It’s not really all that interesting. My mother died, and I found myself ... well, it made me realize how short life really is. And how much of it I was wasting. So, I decided there was no better time to reinvent myself. And here I am.” He smiled at all of us as he raised his beer in a toast.
“I’m so sorry,” Mia said, her words in a rush. “I didn’t mean ...”
JD waved his hand as he took a drink. “It’s fine. That’s why I don’t talk about it. I don’t need anyone feeling sorry for me. It got me to do what I’m meant to do. That’s all that matters.”
“I’m sorry, too, for your loss,” I added awkwardly, wondering if I had misread him all this time. Grief can make people do strange things. Maybe all of this was just a big misunderstanding.
And yet ...
JD gave me a slanted smile. “Thank you. But honestly, we don’t have to make a thing of it.”
“So, if we’re done grilling JD, maybe we can move on to other topics of interest now,” Barry said. “Like Daniel.”
I spilled my wine. 
“Oh, clean up on aisle ten,” Barry said, as JD handed me his coaster napkin to mop it up. “Maybe we need to get a refill.”
“I’m good, really,” I said. The last thing I needed was more wine. Or to talk about Daniel.
“It’s not a big deal. Daniel can bring it over when he comes.” Barry started signaling with his hand.
Wait a minute. Daniel was here? He was supposed to be working. That’s why he canceled our date. Did he lie to me?
A part of me wanted to march over to wherever he was and give him a piece of my mind. I had asked him straight out if he really wanted to do this, to try dating. I had already told him I would understand if he thought it was going to be too complicated for him to date me and be a cop in this town.
He assured me he wanted to try.
I believed him.
And, here he was, standing me up again. 
A small voice inside me immediately wanted to argue—fifteen years ago, Daniel didn’t actually stand me up. It was CB, meddling. And, regardless, Daniel wasn’t standing me up right then, because he had called to cancel.
Yet it somehow still felt like I was sixteen again, standing alone in the woods, wondering where Daniel was … and feeling like a total fool.
Of course, I couldn’t say any of that in front of all our friends. Maybe I should just leave. That would kill two birds with one stone. Not only would I avoid seeing Daniel, but I could also get away from JD and his strange, intense energy.
Before I could figure out how exactly to sneak away, there was Daniel, doling out drinks—including another glass of wine for me. He was wearing a blue tee shirt that brought out the blue in his eyes. His blonde hair was getting a little long, curling around the back of his shirt.
Speaking of his eyes, they darted between me and JD, but he didn’t say a word. Not only that, but his face was completely unreadable—a professional mask. His cop face. He pulled a chair over and turned it around before he sat down, so he was straddling it backwards. He was careful not to look at me, but I could still feel the sparks dancing between us. I was having trouble breathing, something that happened often when I was near him.
“So, since you’re here, does that mean Ellen is safe and sound?” Mia asked.
He took a pull from his beer. “No, but there’s not much we can do right now.”
“What happened?” Daphne asked. On the surface, her voice sounded neutral, like she was simply inquiring about an acquaintance, but I could hear the confusion and worry swirling beneath the calm.
He shrugged. “No one seems to know. She didn’t show up at work today, which is unlike her. They had tried calling her home and her cell, but there was no answer, so they called her mother. Her mother was the one who came in to file a missing persons report, but since there’s no sign of foul play, there’s not a lot we can do right now.”
I felt a shiver run down my spine, like I had just been blasted by air conditioning. 
“What about putting an alert out?” Mia asked.
“We can, but she hasn’t even been missing for a day. It’s not a crime for an adult to disappear. We’re in wait-and-see mode.”
“And, Ellen has been known to just take off without telling anyone,” Daphne said darkly, pressing her lips together so hard they turned white.
“Not to mention it’s pretty common here for people to leave quickly, making it seem like they’ve disappeared,” Mia said, after a quick glance at Daphne.
“Yeah, I’ve heard that,” JD said. “Something about how, if the town doesn’t like you, it makes sure you don’t stay?”
Celia rolled her eyes. “It’s all a bunch of nonsense.”
“It is NOT a bunch of nonsense,” Mia said. “Weird things DO happen here. And, they have for years. Over a hundred years.”
“Weird things happen in every town,” Celia said. “It’s no different here.”
“I don’t know, we sure seem to have more than our share of weirdness,” Daphne said.
“In fact, tomorrow we’re going to a memorial service for one of the people this town didn’t seem to want,” Mia said.
“Actually, for two people,” Daphne corrected. “Jesse, too.”
“Oh God, that’s right,” Mia said. “How could I forget? And that doesn’t even include Jonathan.”
“Wait,” I said, my head spinning. “Who is Jonathan? I thought this was about Jessica.”
“It is,” Mia said. “But there’s Jesse, too. Jessica’s uncle who disappeared.”
“Then who is Johnathan?” I remembered Jesse. Jessica had been named after him, but this was the first I’d heard of a Jonathan.
“Jesse’s friend,” Daphne said, but she didn’t quite meet my eyes. “He disappeared, too. About a week or so after Jesse.”
“It all happened before we were born,” Barry said. “There were, well, at least a few people who disappeared, all in this short span of time. Jesse, Jonathan, Rosie...”
“Oh God, Rosie,” Mia said. “That waitress. I forgot about her.”
“So, when Jessica disappeared,” Daniel said. “There was this total panic that it was all starting again. Another cycle of people just … disappearing.”
“There was someone else, too,” Mia mused. “I’m sure of it. I just can’t remember now.”
 “Did anyone else disappear with Jessica?” I asked, feeling like I had just walked an episode of The Twilight Zone. 
“No, Jessica was the only one during that time,” Daniel said.
“Thank God,” Daphne added.
I stared around the table in disbelief. “How have I never heard about this before?”
Celia rolled her eyes. “Maybe because they didn’t really disappear?”
“How can you say that?” Mia asked.
Celia picked up her cosmo. “Easily. It’s called ‘moving.’ People do it all the time.”
“Without telling anyone?”
“They probably did tell someone, but that part has been conveniently forgotten, because everyone wants to think there’s something more ‘sinister’ at play.” Celia wiggled her fingers as she said the word “sinister.”
“How do you explain Ellen?” I asked. “She didn’t tell anyone anything.”
“Maybe she just needed a break.” Celia said. “She probably just decided to get out of town for a bit. Take a vacation. Can you blame her?” She gave me a hard look. “It’s been a difficult few weeks.”
What, this was my fault?
I bit my tongue, deciding it probably wasn’t a particular helpful thing to say, and instead asked, “And not tell her boss? And leave her coworkers in a lurch?” I asked.
“She didn’t leave anyone in a lurch,” Celia scoffed. “People are always covering for people last minute at the hospital.”
Daniel leaned forward, putting his hand out to stop me from asking a question. “Celia, what do you know about Ellen disappearing?”
Celia’s eyes widened before she quickly ducked her head. “No ... I mean ... nothing, really ...”
“Celia,” Daniel said.
“Celia, what are you hiding?” Barry asked.
“I’m not,” Celia said defensively, her lips pushed down into pout. “I ... alright, look, she may have said something ...”
Daniel slapped the back of his chair. “Are you kidding me? Celia, why didn’t you say something sooner? Or, better yet, tell her mother? Do you realize how worried she is?”
“I just ...” Celia sighed. “Last Saturday night, we went out for a few drinks, and she was ranting about how much she hated this town and wanted to get away. I ...” she went back to staring at her cosmo, carefully stirring it like her life depended on it. “I ... might have encouraged her to leave.”
Barry’s jaw dropped as he stared at his wife. “You did what?”
“Jesus, Celia,” Daniel said, digging out his phone. “You have to call her mother. Now!”
“It’s past ten,” Celia said.
“I don’t care.”
Celia looked wildly around the table, reminding me of a cornered rat. “I didn’t tell her to leave without telling anyone,” she said, a note of pleading in her voice. “I would never tell her to just ... vanish, without letting people know. You have to believe me.”
“But you know she’s prone to doing just that,” Daphne said. “She’s done it before. You know this.”
“She only did it that once,” Celia said. “Well, maybe twice if you count that other time, but she wasn’t even gone a day. I never dreamed ... she caught such hell disappearing the way she did. It never occurred to me she would do it again. I thought ... look, I told her if she wasn’t happy to just go. Quit her job, pack up her things, and move out of town. Her mother is here, but otherwise there’s nothing holding her here. So, why should she stay?”
“I still don’t understand why you didn’t say something earlier,” Barry said.
Celia’s shoulders slumped. “I guess ... I didn’t think it was related. What we were talking about was her telling people she was leaving. Giving notice at work, to her landlord. Packing her things. When I heard she was missing, I thought maybe something else had happened. Like she got into a fight with someone or something like that. I figured she just disappeared for a few hours to cool off, and then she’d be back.”
Daniel shook his head as he stood up, cell phone in hand. “I’m going to call her mother. She may be reaching out to you herself, so consider yourself warned.” He strode away from the table.
Barry eyed his wife as he reached for his beer. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” she snapped. “You know how difficult it can be to leave this town. Maybe she did just have enough.”
“Hold on,” JD drawled. “I thought you said before that people left here all the time. So, what do you mean, ‘It can it be difficult’?”
Celia didn’t answer, just pressed her lips together. Her lipstick had smeared, and she looked ... messy … unlike her “normal” self. Mia must have noticed, too, because she took it upon herself to answer.
“It’s like what you said you heard earlier, JD. This town, well, it has a way of deciding who it wants to keep and who it wants to leave,” Mia said. “Some people want to move here, but they can’t. Others want to leave, but they can’t.”
“What do you mean, they ‘can’t’?” JD asked.
“Like, if they’re trying to move here, all these weird things happen. Every house they want to buy or rent falls through. Or if they’re trying to leave, the same thing happens—deals fall through, and they just ... stay.”
JD looked around the table incredulously. “But, that’s just bad luck or something. You can’t really think it’s the town.”
Mia shrugged. “A lot of strange things have happened here over the years,” she said. “It goes way back—to the 1890s, when all the adults disappeared.”
JD stared at Mia like she had just sprouted a second head. “What?”
“It was the year of the terrible blizzards,” Barry said. “1888, I think. They called it “The Children’s Blizzard.” By the time all the snow melted, every adult who lived there had disappeared.”
“Disappeared? Where did they go?”
“No one knows,” Mia said.
“But that makes no sense,” JD said. “How could a whole town just vanish?”
“The whole town didn’t vanish,” Barry corrected. “Just the adults. The kids were still here.”
“So, what did they say?”
“They didn’t,” Mia said. “They claimed to have no idea what happened.”
JD gave Barry and Mia a hard look before picking up his beer. “You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”
“What are we talking about?” Daniel asked, sitting back down and picking up his beer.
“The legend of Redemption,” Barry said. “JD thinks we’re pulling his leg about all the adults disappearing.”
“Oh, that. Nope, it’s all on record. You can visit the public library if you don’t believe us. They have all the research on file.”
“I may have to do just that,” JD said. “So, how do you know if the town wants you or not?”
“You’ll know,” Daniel said. “Trust me. The town isn’t shy about telling you.”
JD still didn’t look convinced.
There was a bit of an awkward pause, and I thought again about leaving. Celia was staring into her empty cosmo glass, but I could see black streaks on her face from swiping at her eyes to keep from crying. I didn’t want to feel sorry for her. She certainly had never felt any empathy for me, with everything I’d been through in this town.
On the other hand, it was pretty clear how much she hated living here. 
Equally clear was that the town wasn’t going to let her go.
Still staring down at the table, she dabbed at her eyes with a cocktail napkin, trying unsuccessfully to wipe away the black mascara stains. I deliberately turned my attention to my own nearly empty wine glass.
I should just go home. On top of everything else that had happened, I was way too uncomfortable being at the same table with JD and Daniel. I could feel their energy prickling against my skin, and it was exhausting.
I failed to catch Mia’s eye (hoping I could wordlessly communicate that I was ready to head for home), so instead, I squeezed out of the booth on the pretext of using the restroom.
The bathroom was cool and quiet, a welcome respite from the overheated bar that stunk of smoke, beer, perfume, and fried food. The bar had stopped serving at least an hour before, but somehow, the smell of food lingered. I wet a paper towel and pressed it against my overheated forehead.
I looked as hot and unkempt as I felt. My face was flushed, my eyes glassy, and my hair was everywhere. I was wearing a sleeveless, emerald-green tunic, one of my favorite tops (it brought out the green in my hazel-and-gold eyes, and the red in my reddish-brownish-blondish hair), but at that moment, I looked frazzled and out of sorts.
I had always been envious of those women who seemed perfectly poised and pulled together no matter what. My mother was one of them, and despite her best efforts to get me to follow suit, I perpetually looked like I was one step away from utter chaos.
I fluffed my hair and repaired my blotchy lipstick. Not that it really mattered—I was just going home. But, at the very least, I could look somewhat presentable making my exit. I steadied myself, taking a deep breath before pushing open the bathroom door.
“Took you long enough,” said a deep, male voice.
Daniel.
Great. Just great.
He leaned casually against the wall in front of the bathroom, arms crossed, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world. But his demeanor—his energy—said something altogether different. I could feel it … he was a coiled spring, ready to pounce. 
“What is it with you?” I asked crossly, trying to cover the fire I felt in every cell of my body with him so close. I could feel beads of sweat pop up on my forehead, even though I had just mopped my face with cold water. “Every time I go to the bathroom in this bar, you’re here waiting when I come out. Are you stalking me or something? Is this going to be a thing with you?”
His eyes narrowed and his gaze grew more intense. “Why are you here with JD?” he asked abruptly.
His bluntness took me by surprise. “First off, why do you care? You’re the one who canceled on me.”
“I told you, I had to work.”
“Yet here you are. You could have asked if we could meet later, but you didn’t.”
“I didn’t know how long I would be. I didn’t want to keep you waiting all night if I had to keep delaying. I wanted ...” his voice broke off. “Well, it doesn’t seem to matter what I wanted. It sure didn’t take you long to find my replacement.”
“Replacement? As in, JD?”
He leveled a look at me. “It’s pretty obvious. He’s sitting right next to you.”
“I’m also sitting next to Daphne,” I retorted. “Do you think I’m on a date with her, too?”
His jaw clenched. “It’s more than that, and you know it.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get going.”
“By yourself?”
“Maybe,” I said, exasperated. “Or maybe not. I’ll have to see.”
“Oh yeah? See about what?”
“Again, not really your business, Daniel.”
He stepped closer to me, and I caught the distinctive scent of his spicy soap and, well, “maleness.” While remaining completely in control on the surface, it was clear his emotions were boiling underneath. “What if I want it to be my business?”
I wanted to back up a step, to put some distance between us. My senses were overwhelmed, with him so close, and I struggled to keep my breath even. “Then maybe you shouldn’t be so vague when you cancel last minute.”
“I told you I might have to cancel plans at the last minute when we talked about being together. That’s just the way it is, dating a cop.”
I shook my head. “I’m not talking about the fact that you had to cancel. I’m talking about how you communicated it. You gave me a vague excuse, with no options. I would have waited up for you. But you ghosted me.”
He frowned. “I didn’t ghost you. I texted, too.”
For a cop, he could really be obtuse. “I know you texted, but the point is, it feels like ghosting when you’re so vague. You didn’t mention when we might see each other again, even. And then, to make it all even worse, you show up here, at the bar.”
He paused, mulling over what I had said. “Okay, so I see your point, about the ghosting. That doesn’t mean you should jump right into another date.”
“I love Daphne, but she’s not my type.”
He pressed his lips together, and I got the sense he was fighting the urge to reach out and shake me. A jolt of heat shot through my belly as memories of the last time I had pushed him rose up in my mind. “I’m not talking about Daphne,” he said through gritted teeth.
“Oh, you mean JD?” I asked sweetly. “The person sitting on the other side of me? Daniel, just because I’m sitting with a group of people doesn’t mean I’m dating any of them.”
“So, you’re not on a date?”
I rolled my eyes. “You’d think a cop would be more perceptive. Do I actually need to spell it out?”
“This is cozy.” Startled, I glanced over Daniel’s shoulder to see JD lounging against the opposite wall. He grinned as he met my eyes. I wondered how much he had heard of our conversation.
I glanced over at Daniel, and I could tell he was thinking the same thing, but he kept his face composed. “Did you need something?”
His grin widened. “Nope. Just hitting the head, but I didn’t want to interrupt.” He lazily straightened himself, pushing off the wall, and ambled toward the bathroom. He made a point of brushing against me as he walked past. I hurriedly took a step back, shaking my arm, as if I could shake off the feel of him.
He smirked at me over his shoulder. “Good seeing you again, Becca. Daniel.” He pushed open the bathroom door and disappeared inside.
Next to me, Daniel clenched his fists. If I thought he looked angry before, it was nothing compared to how he looked now, which was about ready to explode. “I have to go,” I said. Suddenly, I wanted out, before JD reappeared. 
“Becca,” Daniel called out before I had barely taken a step. He reached out to touch my arm, freezing me in place. I was somehow hot and cold all at once, and it was all I could do to face him.
“I meant it about rescheduling our date. Are you willing?” He had taken a step closer, and I could feel his breath hot against my neck, smelling of beer and desire. 
I paused to center myself, sucking in the thick, humid, alcohol-laced, perfumed air from the bar, trying to get my senses under control. “If you really mean it,” I said, forcing myself to focus on what I had to say, instead of on the emotions swirling underneath. “If you feel like it’s not going to compromise your position in this town to be seen with me, then yes, I’m willing. But, make sure you really want to do this, Daniel. Don’t start something you have no intention of finishing.”
With that, I walked away.
I didn’t look back, and he didn’t call me back.



Chapter 3
I was in the kitchen.
It was dark, but the light of the moon shone through the window, turning everything a slivery grey. Something sparkled on the table, winking and glittering in the moonlight.
“Becca,” said a voice, and I realized I wasn’t alone. Aunt Charlie, the one I had inherited my house from, was with me. “Sit,” she said, shifting so I could see her face across from me.
“Did you know?” I demanded. “What happened to Jessica?” 
This was the first time I dreamed about Aunt Charlie since finding out the truth.
She sighed, and seemed to age in front of me. “You had to remember yourself. It was the only way.”
“No.” I shook my head. “You could have told me.”
“I know it seems like it ...”
“Did you know when you were alive?” I asked. “Did you know and not tell me?”
She gave me a look. “How could I have told you? You refused to have any contact with me after that night.”
She had a point. But still. 
“You could have done something,” I said. “Written me a letter or ...” 
She raised her hands. “Becca, this really isn’t helpful.”
I stood up quickly, so quickly I caused the table to jump, including whatever was on it that had been catching the light of the moon. “Did you know? Answer me.” Why was it so hard to get a straight answer?
She paused. “I didn’t know,” she said softly. “Not for certain. I had my suspicions, but ... they were just suspicions.” She leaned across the table, her hazel-and-gold eyes meeting mine. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life,” she continued, her voice so low I had to strain to hear her. “A lot of mistakes. I have a lot of regrets. But maybe the biggest one is that you’re going to pay the price for my mistakes.”
“What are you talking about?”
She sighed again. She appeared to be even older than she was just a few minutes before, now nearly ancient. She reached out a crooked, wrinkled hand to stroke the glittering thing sitting in the middle of the table, which I could finally make out as a polished, green stone.
“You, Becca. You’re going to have to deal with the fallout of ...” she paused, her voice so quiet, it was nearly a whisper, “… the evil that was done.”
The temperature in the room dropped. It was so cold, I could see the white puffs of my breath in the air. I tried to inhale deeply, but it felt like sharp little knives cutting and slicing and dicing my lungs. 
“What did you say?” I tried to form the words, but they came out in a gasp. I could feel liquid dripping down my chin. Was it blood?
“You’re in danger,” Aunt Charlie said. “You need to protect yourself.”
“Danger?” I rasped, barely able to speak. “What ...?”
She pushed the stone over, her hand so curled up with age, it was practically useless. “It’s already started. I wish ... I wish I could stop it, but if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.” She reached out to grab my hand with one, wrinkled claw. “The evil that was done is here. It’s watching you. It wants you. You must be careful.”
“I don’t ....”
She squeezed my arm painfully, her fingers so icy cold, they burned. “Promise me, Becca.”
“I ...” I had so many questions. What did she do? What was the evil? Why am I in danger? And from what?
What was happening?
Yet I couldn’t utter a word. My tongue felt thick and numb, frozen in my mouth.
With her other hand, she pushed the polished stone toward me. Her eyes glittered in the moonlight, just like the stone. “Take this. For protection.”
I looked down as she gave it a nudge, causing it to roll into my hand. “It’s a crystal,” Aunt Charlie said. “Jade.”
 It, too, was freezing. I could feel the cold leeching through it into my body. I wondered if I would ever be warm again.
“Promise me, Becca,” Aunt Charlie’s voice rose, sounding almost like a scream. “Promise me!”
I awoke in bed, tangled in sweaty sheets. Oscar was curled up on the pillow next to me. For a moment, I was completely disoriented, my overloaded senses unable to discern between hot and cold. The curtain billowed out as a cool breeze filled the room. From the distance, I could hear the low rumble of approaching thunder.
I untangled myself from my bed and went to the bathroom to splash some cool water on my face. I was still somehow both hot and sticky and freezing cold. I debated a shower, but worried about waking Mia and Chrissy. 
Instead, I wet a washcloth and did my best to give myself a sponge bath before changing into a clean night shirt. While I was at it, I stripped the bed and put on clean sheets. I almost crawled back into bed then—oh, how I wanted to try and sleep some more!—but I was wide awake. There would be no more sleep.
What to do until daylight? Hide in my bedroom until the sun began to touch the darkness? Go downstairs and risk running into Aunt Charlie at the kitchen table, waiting for me again?
I had just about decided to settle into the recliner chair next to the window to watch the sun come up when I thought about Chrissy. Before, whenever I had dreams about Aunt Charlie, I found Chrissy sleepwalking.
That was enough to inspire me to check on her. Mia, too, while I was at it. It wouldn’t take but a few seconds, just to make sure.
Oscar watched from the comfort of the bed as I eased the door open. I envied his ability to dreamlessly nap at will.
The hallway was silent. Both bedroom doors were shut. It certainly looked like I was the only one up and about.
I pushed the door open a little wider, thinking maybe I didn’t even need to walk down the hall, after all. I could just ease out far enough to make sure the doors really were closed.
In that instant, two things seemed to happen at the same time. 
Oscar suddenly hissed, his ears back, every tooth bared. 
And the quiet click of a door closing floated up from downstairs.
For a moment, I could only stand there, frozen in place, as fear crept its way down my neck and into my chest.
Was someone in the house?
I flashed back to the last time I had a nightmare, only to hear that same sound of a door clicking shut. 
Only that time, Oscar hadn’t reacted.
I turned to look at him. He was standing on the bed, his fur raised.
What did that mean? Was the sound I heard someone leaving the house?
Or someone coming in?

My breath caught in my throat, and I forced myself to slowly step into the hallway, knowing I might never be able to move again if I didn’t start right then. The last thing I wanted was to spend the rest of the night trapped in the doorway of my room like a terrified mouse, until Mia finally woke up.
Mia! I could wake her up for backup.
Or ... maybe she was the one downstairs. Or Chrissy.
I glanced at Oscar again. He had never reacted like that to either of them before. Moving as slowly and carefully as I could, I tiptoed into the hall. Chrissy’s room was first, and her door was shut tight. I gently turned the doorknob and peered inside. 
A mound of covers lay on the bed. As I watched, they dipped up and down, in time with a light snore.
I closed the door. Chrissy didn’t stir.
I headed to Mia’s room and cracked open the door. Mia was lying flat on her back, arms and legs splayed out like a starfish, clearly sound asleep.
Now what? I hesitated, half in, half out of her room. Should I wake her up, so she could help me search the house? But what if the house was empty? I’d not only feel like an idiot, but I’d feel bad for having woken her for no reason.
Then again, what if someone WAS in the house, a little voice whispered inside me. Did I really want to take that chance?
I thought about Oscar.
He had never hissed before.
I crossed the room and gently shook Mia. She jerked awake, her body flailing. “What is it? What? What?”
“Hush,” I said, putting my hand over her mouth. I leaned down to put my lips close to her ear. “It’s just me. I think someone is in the house.”
I saw Mia’s eyes go wide and I dropped my hand. “What?”
“I heard something,” I mouthed. “Downstairs. And Oscar hissed.”
“Oscar did what?”
“He hissed.”
She rubbed her eyes and slid out of bed. “Okay, wait a second,” she whispered. “I’m still half asleep. What did you hear exactly?”
“A click.”
She stared at me blankly. “A click?”
“Like a door closing.”
Her eyes widened again. “Oh. Got it. Anything else? Footsteps?”
I shook my head, starting to feel a little foolish. “No. Nothing else. But Oscar ...” my voice trailed off, and I was starting to wish I had just gone down the stairs myself.
“We have to check it out,” she said. “Did you call anyone?”
That hadn’t even occurred to me. I shook my head again.
She patted her cut-off sweatpants she wore as a sleep outfit as if she was searching for something. “Oh wait, I think my phone is on the downstairs charger. Where’s yours?”
I had to think for a moment. “Downstairs, too. In my purse, I think.” I was pretty sure I hadn’t taken it out when I had gotten home from The Tipsy Cow. 
“Okay. We better go downstairs then. Do you have anything we can use as a weapon?”
“The bat.” My aunt had kept a bat in the small room we used as a house office, although Mia had more or less taken it over as her own personal college study room.
“Yes! Perfect. I’ll go get it.” She crept out of the room and came back brandishing the bat. “Do you think it would make more sense to call someone rather than go down? Should we see if Chrissy has her phone in her room?”
“No,” I whispered. Chrissy still hadn’t completely recovered from everything that had happened to her since moving to Redemption. She needed all the sleep she could get. “Let’s not disturb her. There’s two of us. We’ll be okay.”
Mia nodded and hefted the bat. “Good plan.”
 I moved to the doorway and peered out. All was quiet and still. I glanced back to Mia and gestured. “After you.”
Her eyes widened. “I thought you were going first.”
“You’re the one with the bat,” I said.
She paused, frowning. “Okay, you have a point.” She stepped forward, glanced up and down the hallway, took a deep breath, and started creeping down the stairs.
I trailed after her, watching her pause on each step to frantically search the area, like some B-rated cop movie detective. Oscar padded along behind me, contemplating both of us with his amused and sardonic gaze.
Needless to say, it was slow going. 
It also gave me plenty of time to wonder if I had just imagined the click in the first place. Nothing appeared to be out of place. Everything seemed perfectly normal. 
Man, I hoped I hadn’t woken Mia up for nothing.
But, if it was nothing, why had Oscar reacted that way?
Finally, we made it all the way down the stairs and proceeded to creep around. We were halfway through the living room when I had the bright idea to start turning lights on, which startled Mia so badly, she nearly whacked me with the bat.
“Easy there, cowgirl,” I said, ducking out of the way.
She dropped the bat with a clatter and put her hand to her chest, breathing hard. “You scared the crap out of me.”
“Yeah, I can tell,” I said, rubbing my own chest. “Look, there’s no reason for us to be prowling around down here in the dark. Chrissy has her door shut, so we probably don’t have to worry about waking her.”
Mia reached down to scoop up the bat. “I’m too old for this.”
Together, we searched the rest of the downstairs while Oscar supervised from the bottom step. There was no sign of an intruder.
“I’ll check the doors,” Mia said from the kitchen while I hovered in the doorway. I never liked going into the kitchen after one of my Aunt Charlie dreams, even with all the lights on. 
“Locked,” Mia said, leaning the bat against the wall. “Maybe you imagined it.”
“Maybe,” I said, but I still wasn’t convinced. I knew I hadn’t imagined Oscar’s reaction, for sure.
I moved to the window and peered out. All was still and quiet in the pre-dawn hours. Nothing looked out of place.
Except ...
Near the edge of the woods, I could almost make out a dark, man-shaped figure behind one of the trees.
Watching.
I blinked and tried to focus. Was I really seeing what I thought I was?
“Mia,” I called out quietly. “I think there’s someone out there.”
“You’re kidding.” She quickly joined me at the window. “Where?”
“There. By the woods.” I pointed, but now, squinting my eyes, I was less sure.
Mia pressed her face closer to the window. “I don’t see anything.”
“It’s like a shadow. By the trees. At least,” I amended, “that’s what I thought it was.”
Mia screwed up her face. “ I really don’t see anything.”
Behind us, Oscar decided to saunter into the kitchen and make himself comfortable on one of the chairs. He settled in, his green eyes narrowing, and proceeded to clean himself, totally relaxed and at ease. 
I glanced at him and sighed. There was no sign of the hissing, on-edge cat I had seen in the bedroom.
I rubbed the back of my neck and stepped back from the window. “You’re right. There’s nothing there.”
“It’s pretty dark,” Mia said. “There could have been something there that I just couldn’t see.”
I took another look at the cat whose paw was straight up in the air. “I don’t think so,” I sighed. “I’m so sorry. I woke you for nothing.”
Mia shrugged. “Better safe than sorry.” She yawned, her jaw cracking.
“I hope you can get back to sleep,” I said.
She shook her head. “I’m too awake now. I’ve got plenty to do for school, so it’s fine.”
I headed to the kitchen. “Well, the least I can do is make tea. Or would you prefer coffee?”
“I don’t care,” Mia said. “Whatever you want.”
I dug out the coffee beans. 
Mia fetched her computer and set herself up at the table as I got us both a cup a coffee. I seated myself facing the window, so I could watch the grey dawn melt away as the sun peeked over the horizon.
Next to me, Mia frowned in concentration and muttered to herself. I knew she was feeling both stressed and excited about the start of the school year. And it was exciting—finally, she was starting her journey toward her dream of being a lawyer.
I thought about Chrissy soundly sleeping upstairs. She, too, had a full day ahead of her working part time as a line cook, seeing her therapist and doctor, and regaining her heath.
And here I was … doing nothing but taking care of the house and garden.
Sure, I had had a rough time since coming to Redemption. But, so had Chrissy, and yet she was able to hold down a job. And not just any job, but a job doing something she loved.
 What was my excuse?
“I’ve got to get my act together,” I mused to myself.
Mia peered at me over her computer screen. “Come again?”
I hadn’t meant to say it out loud. “Just thinking,” I said. “Didn’t mean to disturb you.”
“No biggie,” she said, picking up her coffee cup. “What are you thinking about?”
“Just that ... it’s time,” I said. “I’ve puttered around here long enough. It’s time for me to get my head out of my ass and do something with my life.”
Mia nodded, leaning back and sipping her coffee. “Sounds good to me. Do you know what you’re going to do?”
I blew the air out of my cheeks. “I think I need to go for it,” I said. “See if I can start up my aunt’s healing business. Get back to painting and see if my art is any good.”
“Makes sense to me.”
I continued talking like she wasn’t there. “I could take an art class or two. That would be a good way to get back into it. And even if I’m not good enough to make any money at it, I could still pursue it as a hobby.”
“Not to mention we’d both be students at the same time,” Mia said. “That would be fun!”
“And, even if it turns out I can’t get the healing business up and going, at least I’ll know I tried. Which is more than I can say for anything else I’ve done in my life so far.” I pushed back from the chair and picked up my coffee. “Want a refill?” I asked Mia absently, my mind racing with possibilities.
Mia handed me her cup, and I topped both of our coffees off before heading out of the kitchen.
“Wait, where are you going?” Mia asked.
“To The Studio,” I said over my shoulder, referring to the huge, open attic. “That’s where I’m setting up my office and my painting workspace. I’ve got a lot to do.”



Chapter 4
I got out of my car and paused for a moment. A part of me couldn’t quite believe where I was and what I was about to do.
I was in the parking lot of A Good Yarn, which started out as a supply shop for knitters, but had since branched out. Now, it carried all sorts of arts and crafts supplies … and I was about to stock up. 
I was finally ready to invest in a fresh, new start for my art career, and I admit, I was practically giddy.
I had spent the morning cleaning and organizing The Studio. I rearranged the space to create three workstations—one for art, one for preparing herbs, and another for doing paperwork. Not only that, but I was pleased to see that I had enough room for a loveseat and lamp, even … which I decided to turn into a little “thinking nook.”
Of course, I was going to have to move everything that was already in there out—boxes and piles of newspapers and magazines and broken furniture. I wondered why Aunt Charlie had kept all of it, anyway. 
I was also going to have to find someone to help me drag the beautiful, antique maple writing desk that Aunt Charlie had used as a sewing table up from the family room. I always wondered why my aunt hadn’t used it in The Magic Room, where she had worked with her herbs, instead of having its beauty covered with stacks of random fabric in the family room, but that was my aunt. Eccentric. And a little strange.
I started dragging Aunt Charlie’s business files up the stairs, but it was more exhausting than I had anticipated, especially since I hadn’t gotten much sleep. I decided to take a break and go shopping to fill my new space with art supplies, instead.
I watched the people going in and out of the busy arts and crafts store--a couple of mothers trying to keep a gaggle of kids in line, a few college students dressed all in back and covered with tattoos and piercings—letting what I was about to do really sink in. 
I was going for my dreams.
And it was about frickin’ time.
I headed to the painting and drawing section and lost myself for at least an hour choosing all sorts of delightful tools like brushes, paints, paper, a sketch pad, colored pencils, and more. It was far more fun than I had anticipated. 
I carried my new supplies to a cashier, had a bit of a heart attack when everything was rung up (I had spent more than I had intended, but, on the other hand, you have to spend money to make money, right? And without art supplies, I wouldn’t be able to create anything at all), got everything bagged up, and was ready to go when I heard a voice behind me. “Becca, is that you?”
I whirled around. Gwyn, Daniel’s ex-fiancée, was standing there staring at me. As usual, her white-blonde hair, cut in a chic asymmetrical style, was perfect, along with her makeup. She wore a pale-pink tunic with white shorts, and in her arms were several different-colored matte boards.
“Hi Gwyn. How are you doing?” I asked, hugging my bags closer and simultaneously wishing I had taken a moment to do my hair and dash on a bit of makeup. Maybe I should have chosen a nicer shirt and shorts, too. 
She gave me a wan smile. “I’m okay. Busy. But then I don’t have to tell you about that.”
I nodded, wondering what exactly she meant as I shifted the packages in my arms. Did she know I was starting a business? Well, two businesses, actually. How could she, though? Had Mia or Daphne told her?
“So, is the house ready yet?” she asked. “Or do you still have more work to do?”
Mia must have told her, I decided. It was the only thing that made any sense. “It’s getting there,” I said. “That’s why I’m here, actually.” I gestured with my head toward my purchases. 
She glanced inside my open bags and furrowed her brow. “Are you redecorating?”
I let out a little laugh. “Not sure I’m ready for that yet. No, I’m stocking up.”
Her expression became even more puzzled. “Stocking up?”
Maybe Mia didn’t tell her about my art. She must have only told her about the healing side of the business. “The Studio,” I said. “I’m getting back into art.”
Her eyes widened. “Oh. Well, that’s good, I guess.”
I cocked my head, trying not to let her obvious surprise deflate me. “I forget, you didn’t know me years ago.” I let out a self-conscious laugh. “My dream was to become an artist. I have no idea if I can make it or not, but I figured it’s time to try.”
Gwyn looked a little embarrassed. “No, that’s not what I meant. I was just surprised because it just seems ... I don’t know … odd, to start now, while you’re right in the middle of selling the house.”
Now it was my turn to give her a confused look. “Selling the house? Where did you hear that?”
A faint flush appeared across her cheekbones. “Ah, well,” she stammered, not meeting my eyes. “No one ... I mean ... I just assumed ...” she trailed off. “I mean, why would you stay?”
“Um ... because this is my home now,” I said, as my stomach sunk to the ground. How many people shared her view? Was my business already doomed before it even got off the ground?
“Oh, well, yeah, that makes sense,” she said, suddenly becoming very busy, looking everywhere but me. She pawed through her purse, pulling out a cell phone. “Oh, look at that. I have to go.” She put the brightly colored matte boards on top of a display of clearance items. “I’ll have to come back and get those. See you around.”
Keeping her head down, she turned and hurried out the door, but not before I saw the sheen of tears glistening in her rapidly blinking eyes.
Great. Now I felt like a jerk. 
Clearly, she still had feelings for Daniel. But that didn’t mean he returned those feelings, I told myself as I took a moment to make sure I had collected everything. What I was really doing was giving Gwyn time to leave without running into me again. 
Even if I were to move, it didn’t mean he would get back together with her.
Right?
Sighing to myself, I readjusted my hold on my purchases and headed out the door, hoping I had stalled long enough.
I kept my eyes focused on my car as I walked across the parking lot, just in case Gwyn was still there. I didn’t want to accidentally catch her eye. 
But something dark and fluttering caught my eye from the side. A shadow vanished behind a dark-blue pickup truck.
“Becca.” 
I ignored the voice from behind me and kept walking. After the encounter with Gwyn, I wasn’t up for a repeat confrontation. Plus, there was something about the shadow that bothered me. 
“Becca, wait.”
I stared at the truck. Something about what was happening reminded me of what I had seen earlier that morning from my kitchen window. That shadow. 
But why? It couldn’t possibly be the same shadow, right? And where did it go? Should I walk over and check it out? No, it was probably nothing. I was just on edge after not getting enough sleep.
I was almost at my car, which meant I needed my keys, so I started fumbling around, trying to pull them out without dropping my packages.
“It’s not your fault,” the voice said, a little out of breath, to my back. I turned around.
I didn’t recognize her. She was older than me, maybe early forties, although the exhaustion in her eyes might have made her look older than she actually was. Her black hair was pulled up in a messy ponytail, and she wore black-framed glasses. An infant strapped to her front sucked on his fist and stared at me with huge eyes, and a small, blonde child trailed at her feet. She had the tired, haggard appearance of an overwhelmed mom.
I took one last quick peek at the truck before focusing my attention on her. “I’m sorry?”
“What happened between Gwyn and Daniel,” she said. “It wasn’t your fault. Anyone with eyes could tell he wasn’t that into her. You probably did her a favor.”
I gave her a tiny smile, wondering how much she had heard of our conversation. “Thanks.” 
She shrugged and smiled back. “It’s the truth.” She thrust her hand out. “I’m Jackie. You don’t know me, but I knew your aunt well. She helped me. A lot.”
Ah, another one of Aunt Charlie’s tea customers. I shook her hand. “Becca. Well, you already know that.”
“Yeah.” She glanced down to hush the child, a little girl in a dark-green dress covered with daisies, who had started pulling at her shorts. “Yes, we’re going back in. Mommy needs a few more minutes. Look,” she lifted her head to address me. “I wasn’t trying to overhear, but did you say you were staying in town?”
I nodded. “That’s the plan right now.”
“Oh, thank God,” she said, looking relieved. “I hope that means you’re starting up your aunt’s healing business.”
I blinked. Was this a joke? It seemed too good to be true. “Well, uh, actually, yes. I was thinking about starting it up again.”
“Really?” She clapped her hands together. “Oh, that’s wonderful news.” Her smile was wide and delighted, and in that moment, the exhaustion melted off her, and I realized how pretty she was. “I can’t wait to share the news. Your aunt did a lot of good in this town. Here. Hold on a second.” 
The infant, picking up on her energy, started clapping his hands as she dug around in her massive purse. “Mommy needs one more second,” she said to the fidgety little girl, who was now twisting and twirling a green stone that hung around her neck. “Don’t break your necklace,” Jackie said absently, her attention on her purse. 
“Ah ha,” she said triumphantly, pulling out a stained envelope and a pen and writing something on the back of it. “Here,” she said, handing it to me. “My email. Would love to stay in touch. And, once you’re up and running, I would love more of the blend Charlie made for me.”
I took the envelope, feeling a little like I was in a dream. “Of course. Here, if you give me a second, I can give you my email, too.”
She waved her hand as she started backing away, the small child now officially whining. “Maggie, stop that. We’re going. No, that’s fine, just email me when you can with your contact info. I’ll talk to you later.” She turned to head into the store, speaking quietly to her daughter.
I tucked the envelope into my pocket and excitedly went back to loading packages in my car. I couldn’t wait to tell someone. My first customer! But, wait, wasn’t I also forgetting something? What was I doing before Jackie appeared? 
Oh, that’s right. The truck!
I whirled around, but the space was empty.
How could that have happened?
I frantically scanned the entire parking lot, but there were no pickup trucks anywhere.
Where did it go? It couldn’t have just disappeared. I was sure I would have noticed if it had drove away.
Wouldn’t I?
***
I found Mia in the kitchen. She was standing by the counter, simultaneously chewing, scrolling through her phone, and muttering. A half-eaten sandwich and cup of coffee lay next to her on the counter.
That part wasn’t surprising, but what caused me to do a double take was her outfit. She wore a simple black dress with a boat neckline and a single strand of pearls, instead of her typical waitress “uniform,” consisting of jeans and a plain white tee shirt. I tried to remember if I had ever seen Mia in a dress. She was even wearing lipstick, as evidenced by the red smear on her coffee cup.
“I thought you were working the late shift?”
She glanced up at me. “I am, after Jessica’s memorial. Did you forget? Is that why you aren’t ready?”
Oh crap. I had forgotten. I went over to dump my purchases on the kitchen table. Time was up. I had to decide if I was going.
Even though part of me shied away from any possibility of causing a scene, a bigger part of me realized Mia was right about hiding out. If I was going to make Redemption my home, it was time for me to become part of the community. I could stand in the back and make myself as inconspicuous as possible, but I needed to be there. “How much time do I have?”
“Time enough for a sandwich if you want one,” Mia said, taking another bite. “There’s more chicken salad in the fridge. Oh my God, Chrissy is a genius in the kitchen. I don’t know how she does it.”
I headed to the fridge to quickly assemble my own sandwich as Mia went back to frowning at her phone.
“What’s up?”
Mia glanced up. “What do you mean?”
I nodded at her phone. “Any news?”
“Oh, that.” She sighed. “Nothing really. I think you remember my friend Leslie, right? She’s having marital problems again.”
“So, nothing new on Ellen or anything like that.”
“Unfortunately, no. But it’s only been what? A little over 24 hours? When Ellen disappeared before, she was gone for almost a week. I don’t know if anyone is all that concerned right now. Well,” Mia amended. “Maybe her mother. But mothers are supposed to worry.”
Despite having never liked Ellen (and trust me, the feeling was mutual), I was starting to get a bad feeling about her being missing. Something just didn’t seem right. On the other hand, what did I know? I barely knew the woman, and if people who had known her for years weren’t worried, why was I?
Mia took a break from her phone to stretch and shift her legs. “So, you’re really doing it.”
I glanced at her over the head of lettuce. “Doing what?”
She nodded toward my new art supplies piled on the table, still wrapped in their bags. “Getting back into painting.”
Getting back into painting. I let Mia’s words sink into me and roll around a bit, examining how they felt. Right now, what I mostly felt was a bundle of nerves. Was I good enough? Was this whole thing a waste of my time?
But, underneath all of that, I felt the faint buzz of excitement. And hope.
Maybe this is what I had been looking for all along.
I turned back to Mia, who was watching me with a small smile and a drop of mayo on her chin. Her smile broadened. “Feels pretty good, doesn’t it?”
I grinned. “Yeah, it does.”
She held her hand up like she was giving me a high five. “About time, for both of us.”
“That’s for sure.” I pulled the bread out of the toaster oven, trying not to burn the tips of my fingers. “Oh, I met someone today. Jackie. Do you know her?”
“Jackie Campbell?”
I scooped chicken salad onto the bread. “I’m not sure, actually. She had a baby and a little girl. Maggie, I think?”
Mia nodded. “Yep, that’s Jackie. What did she want?”
I brought my sandwich to the table. Unlike Mia, who didn’t mind standing to eat, I liked to sit down. “To buy some tea, actually. She was hoping I would start up Aunt Charlie’s business.”
Mia’s eyes widened and she let out a whoop. “Really? Yes!” She fist pumped with the hand holding the sandwich, dripping chicken salad on her head. “Oh crap. What a mess. But, anyway. See, I told you people wanted the healing business back.”
I smiled as I watched Mia struggle to clean her hair. “You did. Oh, I also ran into Gwyn.”
Mia stopped rubbing her head with a paper towel. “Gwyn was never a customer of Charlie’s, so I wouldn’t worry too much about her.”
I rolled my eyes. “That’s not the point. It was clear she thought I was selling the house and moving, and was surprised I would stay. What if there are more people who feel that way?” I slumped down at the table.
Mia frowned at the paper towel. “Did I get it all? Okay, so first off, I think it’s pretty obvious why Gwyn doesn’t want you here, so regardless of how ‘surprised’ she is that you’re staying,” Mia did air quotes around the word “surprised,” “she’s not a good gauge of what people in this town want or don’t want. But, regardless of her, you don’t have to limit yourself to the local market.”
I gave her a puzzled look. “What, like go into Milwaukee or Madison? I don’t have any contacts there.”
Mia shook her head. “No, silly. I’m talking about the Internet. You could start an online business selling teas and tinctures. You could also sell your art online. There’s a big market for royalty-free art. Plus, you could turn your paintings into things like notecards and sell those online too.”
I blinked. “Seriously? You think I could do that?”
Now it was Mia’s turn to roll her eyes. “Well, duh. How else were you going to sell stuff?”
“I guess with the herbs, I was just going to pick up where Aunt Charlie left off. As for my art, I thought I’d find a gallery and let them sell it for me.”
“A gallery? Are you kidding me? Do those even still exist?”
“They do in New York.”
“Newsflash, you’re not in New York.” Mia took a drink of coffee, still shaking her head. “I think it makes far more sense to set up your own online retailers. There’re all sorts of things you could do. Amazon. Etsy. Stock photo sites. As for Aunt Charlie, everyone told her she should sell things online too, but she refused. Said she was too old. But you don’t have that excuse.”
I made a face. “Ha, ha. I’m not even sure where to start.”
Mia stuffed the last bite of sandwich into her mouth. “How about researching how to start an online business on the Internet?”
I pondered that. An online business. Could I really do it? Was I actually talented enough to sell my art online? Could I be as good as my aunt, and sell teas and tinctures online too?
Mia took a final swallow of coffee and glanced at her phone. “Oops, I lost track of time. You better hurry.”
I took a final swallow of my sandwich and headed up to get ready.



Chapter 5
The church reeked of flowers and way too much perfume.
The flowers were everywhere—in the aisle, the lobby, practically dripping off the stage. I had never seen so many flowers in a church before, most of them white and in huge arrangements.
The people were everywhere, too. It was standing room only, which suited me just fine. I ended up wedged in a corner, with a heavy-set woman wearing a dark-purple hat in front of me and a family with two young kids next to me. One of the boys kept pulling on the collar of his button-up shirt as his mother pushed his hands away and shushed him.
Someone had saved Mia a seat in one of the pews. She wanted me to go with her, thinking they would make room for both of us, but I waved her ahead. I was there. That was enough. 
Chrissy was sitting off to the side in a group of other teenagers.
Along with the flowers were two huge portraits. One was obviously Jessica, and my heart caught in my throat when I saw it. She was sitting in the grass and sun, one knee up, the other folded underneath her, a total Jessica pose. Her head was tilted to the side, and she was laughing.
She looked so happy, so alive in it. It was probably a candid shot, but however it happened, it was amazing. It totally captured Jessica’s beauty and her essence.
I had never seen the other photo before. It was of a man, maybe a few years older than Jessica, but he could have been her twin. He had the same thick, blonde hair and sapphire-blue eyes, and his smile was exactly like hers. He was leaning against the side of a cherry-red car.
With a start, I realized he must be Jesse, Jessica’s uncle, the one Jessica was named after. Louise, Jesse’s sister and Jessica’s mother, had had a huge fight with him right before he left. She had never forgiven herself for the fight, even naming her second daughter after him as some sort of penance.
Then, her second daughter also disappeared without a trace, once again after a big fight. No wonder Louise was so bitter.
It was a long service. After thanking everyone for coming and offering a few short opening remarks, the priest turned the floor over to anyone who wanted to say a few words about Jessica. Many, many people spoke. Some of the stories were funny, some were sad, but all captured a piece of her. A tiny snapshot of her life.
Mia shared how they had first become friends. She was a terrified eight-year-old, so shy she could never look people in the face, much less talk to them. Jessica had simply plunked herself down next to Mia at lunch one day, uninvited, and proceeded to spend the entire period chattering at her. Jessica shared her Oreos with Mia, and they were friends ever since.
Daphne talked about the night Jessica wanted to give her a makeover despite Daphne’s protests. There was a scissor and tweezers involved, and the end result was apparently dreadful. It took weeks to repair the damage. “Thank God there was no Instagram back then,” she said, smiling through tears. 
Barry shared how, when Jessica showed up, it didn’t seem to matter what everyone else in the group wanted to do. They somehow always ended up doing whatever Jessica wanted. Probably because everyone had a natural instinct to please her … to see her happy.
Daniel remembered her kindness. Growing up poor with a single mother who worked all the time and still could barely keep her growing boy fully fed, Jessica would regularly give him her lunch. When he asked, she would toss her long, blonde hair back and casually say something like, “You know I’m going to be a model. I can’t be eating all those calories.” Years later, he found out she had asked her mother to pack her two sandwiches, so she could give him one.
 As I listened to each story, I realized how much Jessica was missed. And how much her life had mattered.
At the end of the day, isn’t that what we all long for? A room full of people swapping stories that celebrate our lives? 
The last person to step up was Louise, Jessica’s mother. Even though everyone in the church seemed to be openly crying, Louise’s face was oddly dry.
“Thank you all,” she said, her voice clear and strong. It rang through the church, quieting the murmuring and shuffling. Something seemed off, and it took me a few minutes to realize that she seemed devoid of any emotion.
“I loved hearing your stories about my darling Jessica, a beautiful, amazing, talented girl who was taken from us way too soon.” She paused, and I shifted uncomfortably. I was beginning to get a bad feeling.
“Both she and my brother Jesse were too young to be taken from us,” she continued. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, should ever have to deal with the pain I’ve had to endure.” She looked around the crowd, her eyes narrow, her stare hard. An older man with a pained look on his face, her husband I guessed, stepped up to her and put a hand on her arm, but she shrugged him off. “Today is a celebration of their lives, and I do celebrate them. BUT that doesn’t mean I forget that they are no longer with us. That doesn’t mean I forget that they were taken from us.”
Her husband tried again to intercede, but she walked away from him. “Yes, I said it. Taken. They WERE taken. Just like my darling Brittany, who but for the Grace of God, was almost taken, too. Just like the others. Like Jonathan, Jesse’s best friend. He had a son, an infant daughter, a wife. But none of that matters, right? He was taken, too. And his family’s lives were destroyed, too. Just. Like. Mine.”
I was having trouble breathing. The cloying scent of perfume and flowers was sticky in my nostrils. Sweat trickled down the small of my back and between my breasts, probably staining the dark-green dress I wore (black looked awful on me, so I didn’t even own a black dress). Unfortunately, as beautiful as the dark green was, it was also a magnet for sweat stains. 
I shrunk back as far as I could against the wall while searching for an escape route. But there were too many people crammed into the church, and now, everyone was shifting around, glancing uneasily at one another. I would be noticed for sure. I had no choice but to stay put.
“I WILL make it my life’s work,” Louise continued, “to rid this town of the evil that has descended upon us. Even if it’s the last thing I do. I pledge upon the soul of my brother and daughter and all the rest who were taken too soon, I WILL free Redemption of this evil. Thank you again for coming.”
She put the mic down and marched back to her seat, head held high. Her husband, clearly embarrassed, thanked us all and invited everyone to a reception in the church basement.
Yeah, I would definitely be skipping that.
Jessica’s family left first, and then the rest of the church slowly began to trickle out. I kept my head down, letting my hair fall into my face, praying no one would recognize me so I could simply sneak out to my car.
It was taking a really long time to empty the church. I saw Daphne and Mia standing in the aisle, looking shaken with a grim expression on their faces. Off to the side, another teenager leaned in close to Chrissy, whispering something in her ear.
What was taking so long? As the crowd inched their way to the door, I finally couldn’t stand it any longer. I stood on tiptoe to see what was going on. 
Horror filled me. People were paying their respects to the family, who were all lined up on the other side of the door.
Oh no.
Maybe once I got closer to the front, I could slide my way past without anyone noticing. It was worth a shot. 
It felt like I had been trapped in that church for hours and hours, the perfume scent so strong, it was palpable. Shouldn’t I be nose blind by now? I tried breathing out of my mouth, but felt like I was gasping. I was so hot, I was almost lightheaded. Next to me, the two younger children were whining. One had to go to the bathroom, and his mom kept snapping that he was just going to have to hold it.
This was worse than any nightmare I’d ever had.
I tried to make myself relax. After all, getting worked up wasn’t going to get me through the line any faster. But that didn’t stop me from constantly craning my head to track our progress, searching between the crowd to get a sense of what I could expect.
As I was checking, I spotted a familiar dark-blonde head. Daniel. He was deep in conversation with someone. Someone shorter than him.
Someone with white-blonde hair.
Was that Gwyn? Why was he talking so earnestly with Gwyn at a memorial service?
Maybe it was perfectly innocent. Like he was giving her an update on Ellen. Ellen and Gwyn were friends, after all. It would make sense for her to ask Daniel for the latest news.
But still ...
The crowd shifted, and I lost sight of them for several moments, despite my best efforts. By the time the people moved, and I could see again, they were gone.
See. He gave her an update and that was that. They both went on their merry way.
So what if I couldn’t see either of them anymore? It didn’t mean anything.
God, this was all too much. I fidgeted with my purse strap, feeling even more impatient than the eight-year-old in front of me who had to go potty.
Finally, a glimmer of hope—I had just about reached the doorway. Maybe I could squeeze past the family in front of me and sidestep through the door. Louise’s attention would be directed toward that family, right? Kids were a natural distraction. I should be able slip past unseen and unnoticed.
Except I didn’t take into account the power of a tiny bladder.
“I’m so sorry,” the mother said, barely through the door herself as the boy tugged frantically at her arm. “I need to take Jimmy to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”
“Of course,” said Louise, before politely turning to the next person in line.
Me.
She saw me and froze. As did I. We stared at each other for a full minute before her face darkened. “I can’t believe you had the gall to show up here, uninvited and unwanted,” she hissed.
Her husband put a hand on her arm. “Louise, I invited her,” he said firmly.
Her head whipped around, a horrified expression on her face. “You? How could you do such a thing? You know she’s responsible.”
“Louise, we know no such thing,” her husband said, his voice patient but exhausted, like they were rehashing an old and tired argument. “It’s time we put the past behind us. Jessica is gone, and thanks to Becca, we now know what happened.”
“Becca is the reason she’s gone,” Louise said incredulously.
“And,” he continued, refusing to let her interrupt him, “we also should thank her for saving Brittany.”
“Saving Brittany,” she snorted. “Her whole family is to blame for all of our troubles. Why can’t you see it? Redemption would be better off without her.” She whirled back to me, stepping closer until her face was so close to mine, I could see the dried foundation in the creases of her skin and smell the overwhelming, sickening floral scent of her perfume. “You may have Bill over here bamboozled, but I know the truth, little girl. And I’m watching you. One wrong step and ...” she shook her fist, her eyes gleaming with the sheen of madness, a faint spray of spittle hitting my cheeks, “you’ll regret it.”
I backed away as her husband yanked her toward him. “Louise, just stop it,” he said, but she ignored him, keeping her eyes on me. “Why don’t you just move away?” she called out. “Be the one person in your godforsaken family to do the right thing and just go.”
I turned and hurried out of the church as fast as I could, keeping my face down in the hope of being inconspicuous. I didn’t think I could bear it if I saw others agreeing with Louise, backing her up. I could hear the murmurs from the crowd as I pushed my way though. Louise hadn’t been quiet with her accusations. Everyone in that lobby must have heard. I was mortified.
I shoved the door open and stumbled outside into the parking lot. The air was still—not even a breeze to provide any relief. I could smell the hot asphalt that shimmered beneath the bright sun.
Every part of me wanted to run to the safety of my car, but I forced myself to pause, take a breath, and smooth out my dress before I walked across the parking lot. Mia’s and Daphne’s voices echoed in my head. If I was serious about making Redemption my home, I needed to stand tall and keep my head high. If I showed I could be cowed, I would never be left alone. 
A few people mingled outside, but I ignored them as I headed to my car. I had been invited, I reminded myself. I had a right to be here. No, it didn’t work out the way I had hoped, but I had been invited. 
Finally, I reached my car. I paused and took another breath before unlocking the door. I was invited, I repeated to myself, feeling the tears prickling the back of my eyes. I was.
I reached down for the handle, wincing at how hot it was. God, it was going to be an oven inside. I should have parked in a better spot, like where that blue pickup truck was parked, under the cooling shade of a tree. That person was smart.
I slid into the driver’s seat and quickly twisted the ignition key so I could open the window. I felt drenched in sweat. I decided then and there to get one of those covers for the windshield to keep the sun from baking the interior.
I paused one more time before putting the car in reverse, wanting to get myself under control. Louise was just one person, after all. Just because she wanted me gone didn’t mean I should leave. 
But, still. A part of me couldn’t blame her. I was responsible for what happened to Jessica. Maybe it would be better for everyone if I left.
Get it together Becca, I told myself. Mia and Chrissy most definitely didn’t want me to leave. Or Daphne. Or Daniel. An image of Daniel talking to Gwyn popped into my head. At least, I assumed Daniel didn’t want me to leave.
Enough of that. Sitting in a hot car in a parking lot was silly. I should go home. I had plenty to do.
I backed out of the spot and slowly drove out of the lot, eyeing the blue pickup under the shade of the tree as I drove past. What was it about that truck? There was something tickling my memory, but I couldn’t place it.
A movement caught my attention. Something dark. A shadow darting behind the rear bumper.
I blinked and the memory clicked right into place--the parking lot of A Good Yarn. A dark shadow disappearing behind a blue pickup truck.
Was I being followed?
I craned my head, trying to drive while getting a better look, but I saw nothing.
What was going on here?
My cell phone buzzed. I assumed it was Mia or Daphne, checking on me, and I waited until I was stopped at the next light before digging in my purse to retrieve it.
It was Daniel.
Need to talk. Can you meet me for dinner tonight?



Chapter 6
I stared at my phone, a cold feeling of dread starting to form in the pit of my stomach.
“Need to talk?” Why? What did that mean?
Images of Daniel and Gwyn in the church danced in my head. Was that what he wanted to talk to me about?
A loud horn jolted me out of my thoughts, and I dropped the phone on the passenger seat. The light was green. I quickly pressed on the gas, waving apologetically to the cars behind me.
What I really wanted to do was pull over right then and there, so I could call Daniel and insist he tell me right now what was going on. 
Instead, I restrained myself. I could wait a few hours and meet him for dinner. I didn’t need to call him and demand answers on the phone. Just like I could also wait until I drove home before texting him back to accept the invitation. 
I didn’t always have to assume the worse, I told myself, after parking, texting him, and heading into the house. Maybe it had nothing whatsoever to do with Gwyn or the memorial service. Maybe it was good news, even. Oh, who was I kidding? Since when did anything that started with the words “Need to talk” turn out to be good news? A more reasonable explanation was that it had nothing to do with me at all, and he actually just needed to talk.
That was probably it.
I put my keys and purse away, feeling even more edgy than before. Clearly, my pep talk wasn’t working. Maybe what I needed to do was focus on something else. Something physical. Like getting The Studio ready. That was a good idea. 
I started hauling boxes down to the basement. Eventually I was going to need to go through everything, but not today. It felt more important to get the space ready, so I could actually start the business. Sorting through old boxes would likely send me down a rabbit hole and actually keep me from getting the business up and running.
I didn’t need any more distractions. I was nervous enough as it was.
I had to shift things around the basement to make the boxes from The Studio fit. I had forgotten the basement was already filled with junk—a couple of tables, what looked like an old still to make alcohol, even an ancient looking chest freezer shoved in one corner. I wondered if it even still worked.
As I pushed boxes against one of the walls, I noticed a crack in the basement floor. My heart sank. Did that mean there was a problem with the foundation? A problem that would cost me a lot of money to have fixed? Tentatively, I touched it. It seemed solid, like it had been there for a while. I’d keep an eye on it, but hopefully, that was a good sign.
It took me the better part of an hour, but I got the rest of the boxes and old furniture out of The Studio and into the basement. My back ached and my knees were weak and shaky, but I felt triumphant. The Studio felt so open and spacious. 
Like a fresh start. 
Now, I just needed a little help moving the desk, the filing cabinets, and one of the love seats from the family room up all those stairs, and I’d be set.
I still had a little time before my dinner with Daniel, so I decided to send an email to Jackie. I fetched my laptop, opened it, and clicked on my email program.
Before I typed out the email to Jackie, I took a moment to clean out my inbox. Most of it was spam, although I did have a couple from friends in New York. One of these days, I was going to have to let them know I wasn’t coming back. But, after glancing at the clock, I decided today was not that day.
I continued clicking through—delete, delete, delete—thinking how crazy email had gotten. Like the one with the subject line, “I have a secret.” 
Clever, I thought. I’m intrigued. 
I noticed it was from ‘Friend.’ 
Surely, if I clicked on it, it would notify me that I’m now in line to receive a million-dollar inheritance from someone I’d never met. Or maybe that I had been “caught” watching porn, or some other spam.
I clicked on it to delete it, but I accidentally opened it, and my hand froze.
There was only one sentence.
The evil that was done.
The icy touch of fear crawled down my spine as I stared at the words. There was nothing else. No signature. No links. No nothing.
Who could have sent it? And why?
It had to be someone who knew me. There was no way some spammy stranger could have happened upon that sentence by chance. Besides, what would be the point? There was no link to click on, so if it was spam, it was pretty lame.
So, who did I know who knew about that sentence?
Chrissy had said it. Of course, she was sleepwalking at the time, and I wasn’t sure she remembered saying it. And, even if she did, would she realize the significance? That Jessica had said it years ago, the night she had disappeared? I didn’t think so.
Speaking of Jessica, everyone at the party had heard her say it that night. Mia, Daphne, Rich, Daniel, Barry.
And CB.
CB had also said it to me the day I visited him in prison, along with a bunch of other stuff … like how he had spent his life “protecting” me, although he never did specify precisely what he had been protecting me from.
I studied the subject line. I have a secret.

CB had made it clear he knew things I didn’t. Things that he was “protecting” me from.
Could he have sent this from jail?
That made the most sense. It seemed clear he wanted to keep me beholden to him, and let’s face it—making me afraid would certainly help do that.
Well, if that’s what he thought, he had another think coming. I was done allowing my fear to control me. I was taking control of my life.
I deleted the email, then thought the better of it. Maybe it was better to keep it in case I needed it later for proof. I dug it out of the trash and stuck it in my CB folder. To cheer me up during my first divorce, CB used to send me funny, inspirational emails. I created a folder to save them, so I could read them during my “dark nights of the soul.”
Somehow, it seemed fitting to add this email to that folder.
I glanced at the clock, did a double take seeing how late it was, and was about to sign off to jump in my second shower of the day when I remembered why I had turned my computer on in the first place. Quickly, I sent Jackie an email, then closed everything down to get ready to meet Daniel.
***
I stood outside Mario’s, nervously smoothing down the gold tunic I had paired with black leggings. Leggings seemed like the best choice for these unspecified outings I kept having with Daniel.
Was this one a date? Or ... what?
Yes, I was meeting him for dinner. But it was because he needed to talk, which sounded official and not at all like a date.
On the other hand, what “official” business would he have to talk to me about now?
My mind went back to him and Gwyn, heads together at the memorial service. Maybe he had changed his mind about dating me after all. The thought depressed me, even as I tried to tell myself that it would likely be for the best. 
Still, if that was the case, why would he bother meeting me at a restaurant? He couldn’t possibly think I would make a scene. Right?
Well, rather than stand outside and speculate, I could go in and have him tell me. That would make sense. 
But I didn’t move. It felt ... safer outside. Not knowing.
Despite my earlier knee-jerk reaction to immediately call him and demand he tell me right then and there, maybe I didn’t really want to know after all.
I took a deep breath, inhaling the rich, delicious scents of hardy, made-from-scratch Italian dishes. My stomach rumbled. It felt like I hadn’t eaten in days, but I remembered having a chicken salad sandwich before the memorial service. Man, that seemed like a long time ago … especially as I stood there smelling the delectable scents of fresh basil, oregano, garlic, onion, and pasta.
Yet, even the lure of a wonderful meal wasn’t enough to entice me to open the door. 
I’m not sure how long I would have stood there in the dark, cocooned in a pocket of moist, flavorful, humid air, if the sound of a car door slamming and laughing voices from behind me didn’t jolt me out of my stupor.
I gave myself a quick shake to clear my head and opened the door to the restaurant. The last thing I wanted was for them to see me and start wondering if Aunt Charlie’s niece was as weird as Aunt Charlie was.
I found Daniel waiting for me at a table. He wore a navy-blue polo shirt, which I loved … it made his dark-blue eyes pop. He smiled when he saw me. I did my best to smile back as I wiped my sweaty palms one last time on my tunic.
“That shirt looks fabulous on you Becca,” he said, but the look in his eyes spoke a different story, about how much he would like to remove it. I could feel the heat rise in my chest and neck as my pulse started to race. Steady, Becca.
“I took the liberty of ordering you a glass of wine,” he continued, gesturing to the glass sitting on the red-and-white checkered tablecloth by my place setting. The wine looked dark, almost black. “I can drink it if it’s not what you want.”
“No, it’s fine,” I said, touched. I couldn’t remember the last time a man had ordered for me. “Thank you.” I smiled, more naturally this time as I took my seat, causing the flame from the centerpiece, which was a lit candle stuffed in a fat, wax-covered bottle, to flicker and dance.
He nodded, giving me a crooked smile, and picked up his beer. “How are you holding up?”
“Fine,” I said, picking up my wine. I hoped he would take the hint and get right to the point. I needed him to tell me what he wanted to talk about. 
He gave me a pointed look. “You don’t have to hide anything from me,” he said.
I looked at him quizzically. “What are you talking about?”
“I was there.”
“Where?”
He sighed. “At the memorial service. I heard.”
“Oh, that.” I put my wine down. Is this why he wanted to talk to me? “I’m okay,” I said. “I mean, it wasn’t fun, but she did lose her daughter and her brother, so her reaction is understandable.”
“No, it’s not,” Daniel said, his voice heated. “I talked to Bill. He was mortified. He invited you, after all. There was no excuse for her to treat you like that.”
“Yeah, I wondered why he invited me, with Louise clearly still blaming me.”
“He thought she was getting over it,” he said. “He thought this would be a good first step toward healing.”
“Well, I guess he misjudged.” I gave Daniel a half-smile. “Really, I’m okay. It’s not a big deal. Is that why you asked me here, because you wanted to make sure I was okay?”
“Partly,” he said, and paused to take a long drink of his beer. “Let’s order first,” he said, gesturing to my menu.
“This sounds serious,” I said. I tried to keep my voice light, but my stomach was in knots.
Daniel sighed. “I would categorize it more as ... unpleasant, I guess.”
Unpleasant? Visions of Gwyn and Daniel at the memorial service danced in my brain. I wanted nothing more than to drain my wine and order another. Maybe then I wouldn’t see those images anymore.
I reached over to play with the glass, but didn’t allow myself to pick it up. “Now you really have my curiosity piqued.”
“It’s ... look. It’s going to be a super-awkward conversation, and I don’t really want to have it, but I sort of feel like I must. Trust me, it would be better if we ordered first.”
Oh God. This definitely sounded like one of those, “It’s not you, it’s me” conversations. I must have imagined the sexy, bedroom-eyes look he greeted me with. The knots in my stomach tightened, and I started wondering if I should even bother ordering a meal, as I likely wouldn’t be able to eat any of it. The scents of oregano and garlic and pasta, that only a few minutes ago were so tantalizing, were now making me feel nauseous.
Although ...
The strange email flitted through my mind. Could that be what this was about? What CB sent me? Maybe the prison had somehow figured out he sent it, and Daniel wanted to talk to me about it.
That would make far more sense than wanting to talk about Gwyn. Right? I mean, he had broken up with her. It seemed far more likely that my insecurities were getting the best of me. 
The more I thought about it, the more it seemed that this was all another CB-related mess. And that meant I definitely should enjoy a decent dinner. Firmly, I turned my attention to the menu.
After the waitress took our order (chicken parm for me, spaghetti bolognese for Daniel), Daniel picked up his beer and took a long swallow. I unfolded my red cloth napkin as I waited for him to break the silence.
He put his beer down with a clunk. “Did you see Gwyn today?”
I blinked. I had been so sure he was going to ask me about that email that it took me a second to reorient myself. “I saw her at the memorial service.” I almost added talking to you, but at the last minute, I swallowed the words.
“I meant earlier.”
I eyed him suspiciously. “Uh, yes. At A Good Yarn. Why?”
“Did you call her later?”
I frowned. “Call her? No. Why would I do that? I don’t even know her phone number.”
“She claims shortly after she saw you, she got a call from a blocked number. She let it go to voicemail. Now she’s saying it was you. “
I shook my head. “I don’t know what she’s talking about. What was the message?”
“Just one sentence. ‘Better luck next time.’”
My eyes widened. “She thinks I left her that message?”
He nodded. “She’s pretty upset.”
“But I didn’t,” I exclaimed. “Why would she think that? Did it sound like me?”
“She said the voice was disguised.”
“Was it my phone number?”
He shook his head. “She doesn’t know. The number was marked private.”
“My number isn’t private. I don’t even know how to do that.”
Daniel reached over and started twisting his beer mug. “What did you two talk about?” he asked, his tone mildly curious. I sat up straighter, instantly on alert.
“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked, suspicious.
He shrugged. “I have no idea, that’s why I’m asking.”
“Do you believe her?”
And there it was. My gnawing insecurities out in the open. It was all I could do to not add the rest of what I was thinking.
Do you believe her over me?
Do you still have feelings for her?
Why were you talking to her at the memorial service?
His eyes flickered to mine. “Why would I believe her?”
My hand tightened on my wine glass. “Don’t give me that cop doublespeak—answering a question with a question.”
He shot me his lopsided smile again. “Sorry. Hazard of the job. To answer your question, yes, I believe someone left her a message. No,” he raised his hand as I opened my mouth to protest, “I don’t believe it was you. BUT it has raised a lot of questions in my mind. Like why would she accuse you in the first place? And who would leave her such a message?”
“And you think what we talked about is related?”
He shrugged. “I have no idea. But you have to start somewhere.”
A woman at a nearby table broke into a loud, braying laugh, startling me and causing me to nearly knock over my wine glass. I quickly steadied it, but the wine still sloshed around inside it.
“Did you ask her what we talked about?”
“Of course. But I want to see if you remembered something she didn’t.”
I wanted to ask him why he was so worried about his ex-fiancé when the waitress appeared to drop off bread and salads. Perfect timing, as it gave me an excuse to focus on my food and get myself under control. My emotions were teetering on the edge, and I didn’t want to cause a scene.
I must have done a crappy job hiding my thoughts, because he took one look at my face, paused and frowned. “What’s the problem?”
Sometimes I hated that I wasn’t a better actress. Or that I always seemed to be attracted to observant men. Both of my former husbands could read me like a book. Not to mention CB. Ugh. I would have to work on that. 
He cocked his head. “Becca?”
I made a face. “Are you sure that’s all?”
He gave me a confused look. “What’s all?”
“Why you’re asking me these questions. Why do you care about her voicemail? Why do you care if she’s upset?”
He looked even more baffled. “Don’t you?”
My eyes widened. “Seriously?”
“Of course. Don’t you want to know what she’s saying about you?”
“Well, I don’t know. It seems like half the town doesn’t have a great opinion of me. Why would Gwyn be any different?”
“Well, maybe because she’s accusing you of stalking her.”
“Stalking? Over a stupid voicemail?” My voice squeaked at the end.
He shook his head. “I told her she was overreacting.”
“Am I under investigation?” I tried unsuccessfully to lower my voice, but it still sounded too high and too loud.
“Of course not,” he said quickly. Maybe too quickly. God, was I really under investigation again in this town? I wasn’t sure if I could deal with it. “As you pointed out, there’s no crime. So, what would we be investigating?”
“Then why are you questioning me?”
“What are you talking about? I’m not questioning you.”
He certainly sounded shocked. For that matter, he looked shocked, too. 
But ... yet ...
“You’re asking me what happened today,” I said. “By definition, you’re questioning me.”
“I already told you why. It doesn’t make sense why someone would leave Gwyn a voicemail like that unless that person was intentionally trying to tie it to you.”
That stopped me. I hadn’t thought about it like that.
“You think someone is trying to set me up?”
Daniel shrugged. “It’s possible. It’s certainly the first thing I thought of. I mean, look at the timing. You and she talk for the first time since we broke up. Then she gets a message saying, “Better luck next time”? And it’s disguised? Who would do that? And why?”
“Unless,” I said slowly, the pieces clicking into place, “someone is trying to make Gwyn think I’m stalking her.”
“Bingo,” he said. “So, let’s start at the beginning. What happened when you saw her today?”
I frowned as I thought back. “Not much. It was amicable. Mostly. She was under the impression I was selling the house and once she found out I wasn’t, she said goodbye and left.”
“Why did she think you were selling the house?”
“I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.” I half-smiled as I thought about the whole exchange. “It was kind of funny, now that I think about it. She was making conversation about how busy I must be. I thought she was referring to me starting up my aunt’s healing business again and getting back into painting, and I couldn’t figure out how she knew I was doing either of those things. I was even starting to feel a little annoyed at Mia and how fast she gossiped about things. But then, it came out that she assumed I would be selling the house and leaving, as there was nothing for me here. After I told her I had no intention of moving, she quickly left. I think she was about to cry. I stayed in the store for a few extra minutes to give her time to drive away before I left the store.”
“Did you notice anyone hanging around? Watching you? Listening to your conversation?”
I mentally thought back, but nothing stuck out. Of course, I wasn’t really paying attention, either. I had been lost in my own world, dreaming of painting as I delightedly chose my new art supplies. I doubt I would have noticed a herd of dinosaurs tromping through the store.
“Did anything happen after you left the store?”
The shadow disappearing behind the truck popped into my head. But what was there to tell Daniel? I thought I saw a shadow by a truck? The same truck I saw at the memorial service? And, for some reason, it had reminded me of a shadow I thought I saw this morning? A shadow Mia didn’t see?
Yeah, I didn’t need to mention that.
Although I could tell him about Jackie, and how I may have gotten my first client. I thought he would be excited for me, but as I told the story, his face grew more serious. “So, she heard your conversation?”
I paused, taken a little aback. “I ... I don’t know. I didn’t ask her.”
“But she started by telling you Gwyn would get over it? How would she know that if she didn’t overhear what you were talking about?”
The waitress reappeared with our food, depositing our meals in front of us. I glanced down at my chicken parmigiana, wondering if I had made the right choice. It looked really heavy, much too heavy for the conversation I was having. Although, I hadn’t had much to eat all day, and I really should have a meal.
I picked up my fork. “Yeah, I guess she did. But maybe she just assumed what our conversation was about. The way Gwyn shot out of there, it was probably obvious.”
“In other words, anyone in that store could have figured out what was going on and left that voicemail.” Daniel picked up his fork and started poking at his pasta. “This is sounding more and more like a prank. Either someone wanted to upset Gwyn, or they wanted to make you look bad.”
“Or both,” I said.
Daniel nodded. “Did anything else happen to you that was out of the ordinary? Or even strange?”
“Other than Louise telling me to get out of town?”
He groaned. “Oh God. Other than that.”
I played with my food so I wouldn’t have to look at him. Something was niggling at me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. I also couldn’t decide if I should tell him about that nebulous shadow or the email from “friend.” 
I have a secret.
The evil that was done.
“Define ‘strange,’” I finally said, feeling like I needed to say something, or he would get suspicious. 
“You know.” He pointed at me with my fork. “Did you get any strange calls? Hang ups? Whatever.”
I shook my head. “No, none of that.” That at least was true.
The email was probably from CB, I told myself. It had nothing to do with Gwyn or voicemails. Sheer coincidence it happened today. 
Or it was spam.
And the shadow was likely just a figment of my imagination. Nothing else.
I quashed the little voice inside me insisting I tell Daniel, because if I didn’t, he would likely be really upset with me. Especially since my choosing not to share certain things with him seemed to be turning into an ugly little habit.
On the other hand, I didn’t want to be Gwyn. I didn’t want to run to him with a wild story that would turn out to be false.
I wanted proof. I wanted to prove my innocence and not just throw more unfounded allegations into the mix.
And a part of me wanted to solve this myself. Rather than relying on someone else to save me, maybe I needed to figure out a way to save myself. 
Daniel scooped up some pasta, oblivious to the thoughts racing through my head. “Hopefully this is a one-time thing. Whoever it was got her kicks and will move on.”
“Hopefully,” I agreed, but a part of me was still feeling very uneasy about what happened.
And I had a feeling I hadn’t heard the last of it.



Chapter 7
I woke to see a pair of bright-green eyes staring directly into mine.
Oscar.
As soon as he saw my eyes open, he meowed and batted my cheek impatiently with his paw. I was grateful that his claws were sheathed.
“Okay, okay,” I grumbled, pushing him aside so I could get out of bed. “I’m awake.”
He meowed again, letting me know in no uncertain terms how displeased he was that his breakfast was late before hopping off the bed and standing expectantly by the door, black tail swishing.
I yawned and stretched, wondering why I felt so unsettled. Was it a bad dream? I couldn’t remember. I did recall briefly waking up and wondering what had disturbed me, but I must have fallen back asleep, because I didn’t remember anything else.
Oscar meowed again. “Yes, yes, yes,” I said. “I hear you. Just give me a second.” My head was thick and clogged, like I had slept really deeply, and I was having trouble focusing. I went to the window and opened the curtains, hoping the natural light would cut through the fog.
 The sun was just peeking over the horizon, still full of reds and oranges. The grass sparkled with dew, like tiny diamonds. A robin hopped along the ground looking for worms, and a rabbit was crouched at the edge of my garden, nibbling the tops of my carrots. Ugh. Now that Oscar was spending more time with me, the rabbits were getting bolder. Not that I necessarily wanted dead rabbits all over the yard, but there had to be a way for all of us, including my garden, to co-exist peacefully.
I pondered that as I headed down to the kitchen to make coffee and feed Oscar. Maybe I should try fencing off the area. Or, maybe there was something I could plant that would keep the rabbits away. Maybe today I could do some research and ...
I stopped dead in my tracks in the kitchen, in the middle of pouring the water in the coffee pot. Oh. Right.
Now I remembered.
Daniel was coming over.
Deep breaths. My stomach was flipping and turning, and my chest felt tight and hot.
The night before had definitely ended on a high note. Once we had moved on from talking about Gwyn, the conversation became light and fun. Daniel asked me a lot of questions about restarting Aunt Charlie’s healing business and getting back into art. He had listened intently to my answers and was really encouraging and supportive.
I couldn’t remember the last time a man had taken me seriously about my work. Well, that wasn’t exactly fair since, before moving back to Redemption, no man OR woman had taken me seriously about what I wanted to do professionally. My friends and family back in New York had all assumed my goal was to marry well.
To be honest, I hadn’t given them much of a reason to assume otherwise. 
But looking back, I realized that had never made me happy. Oh, I covered it up well, because I thought it ought to make me happy, but it never did. I always felt like something was missing. A hole inside me, empty, dark, and pulsing, growing a little bigger and a little darker every day.
Was this it? Was this all I had to look forward to?
Or was there something more I should be doing?
Back in New York, if the questions got too loud in my head, I would open a bottle of wine.
But now, everything felt different. I was surrounded by people who not only took me seriously, but who actually believed in me. Even better, I was feeling all sorts of excitement and passion about my new ventures. Maybe I could make a real difference helping people.
Me! Was it even possible?
When I offhandedly mentioned to Daniel that the desk that I wanted in the studio was in the family room, and I thought was too heavy for Mia and I to drag upstairs, he immediately offered to come by and move it for me.
“It’s awfully heavy,” I protested. “I’m not sure if even you and I can get it up the stairs.”
He waved me off. “I’ll bring a couple of buddies. Don’t worry, we’ll get it done for you.”
I was touched. So touched I started fussing with my meal to give myself a moment to compose myself.
He believed in me enough to bring friends and come drag that super-heavy desk up two flights of stairs. 
“I’ll have some beer waiting for you,” I said, a little shyly. “And pizza, too. If you want.”
He put his hand on his heart. “Beer and pizza? Are you kidding me? I’ve spent an entire day moving entire houses for beer and pizza. This is a steal.”
I laughed, feeling more relaxed and content than I could remember feeling in a long while.
After dinner, he walked me to my car in the parking lot. “Sure you don’t want a police escort home?” he asked, standing so close, I could feel the heat of his breath on my cheek. His eyes were dark in the moonlight, but that didn’t hide the intensity in his gaze.
I shivered, even though the night was warm and humid. “I have roommates,” I reminded him. “I should be safe.”
He took a step closer. “It’s not the same as having a police escort.”
“I suppose not,” I said, trying hard to keep my breathing steady. He leaned closer, his movements slow, giving me time to turn away.
I didn’t.
His lips gently touched mine. He tasted of beer and pasta, and I found myself clinging to him, my arms wrapped around his neck as the heat in my body threatened to explode.
“You know,” he murmured against my lips. “I don’t have roommates.”
I almost said yes. I wanted to say yes.
But if I did, there was no going back.
Only a few short months ago, I had been trying to save my second marriage. I still wasn’t officially divorced. Was I really ready to jump into a new relationship?
What if I wasn’t?
What if I rushed into a relationship with Daniel, and it turned into a rebound?
Was that what I wanted?
Or did I want to do whatever I could to give this relationship its best chance at success?
I eased myself away. “Tempting,” I said. “You have no idea how tempting.”
“But too soon,” he said, taking a step back.
With the heat of his body gone, the air that rushed in felt cold and clammy. I shivered again. “It’s not that I don’t want to ...”
He reached out a finger and gently shushed me. “I know. I get it. We don’t have to rush. We can do this right. You’re worth waiting for.”
I could feel my cheeks growing warm. I didn’t know how to answer. I agree? Thank you?
“Besides,” he continued. “The divorce isn’t final yet, right?”
I nodded.
He gave me a slanted smile and took another step back. “We should probably wait anyway then. It would be nice if that was done and over first.”
I wondered what I could do to hurry Stefan along. “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I sighed. 
Behind Daniel, a car pulled out of the parking lot, the headlights sweeping over us, temporarily blinding me and leaving him in the darkness. “Sleep tight, Becca,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I nodded again and slid into the car. He stepped aside as I turned the key and started to back up. As I drove out of the parking lot, I could still see him standing there, a lone, dark figure in the moonlight, watching me drive off.
Watching the coffee brew, I shivered again thinking back to our kiss. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or annoyed that the divorce wasn’t official. Or both.
Well, I didn’t have a lot of time to mull it over before he got to the house. I had to clean up, take a shower, and run to the store for the promised beer and pizza.
“You are a lifesaver,” Mia said behind me, making me jump. “Thank God for coffee.”
“You startled me,” I said, reaching for another coffee mug. “I’m glad I wasn’t pouring yet.”
“So am I,” Mia said, opening the fridge to pull out the cream. “You may have ended up wasting some of that precious liquid.”
“Ha, ha,” I said, filling both mugs with coffee while leaving enough room for cream and sugar.
Mia doctored her cup and took a long sip. “Ahhh,” she said, leaning against the counter. “That hit the spot.”
“You’re up early,” I said, noticing the dark, puffy circles under her eyes. “Did you have trouble sleeping?”
She shook her head. “No. Well, not exactly. Not until you woke me up in the middle of the night. I’m guessing your night was pretty good,” she winked at me.
“Ah,” I was a little taken aback. “I did have a pretty good time, but it was only dinner. Sorry about waking you. I was trying to be quiet, but I didn’t expect you to be in bed before ten.” I had gotten home a quarter to and found only Chrissy still up, texting furiously in the family room. It was difficult having a conversation with her when she was buried in her phone, but I managed to get out of her that Mia had gone to bed early.
Mia took another long drink of coffee and shook her head again. “No, I looked at the clock. It was after two when you got home.”
“Um, nooooo,” I said. “I was sleeping then. What did you hear?”
Mia frowned. “But I heard you. You were walking around.”
“You didn’t hear me walking around,” I said. “Maybe it was Chrissy.”
“Well, it was someone,” she said. “If not you, then yeah, it must have been her.”
I took a sip of coffee and thought about what she said. “What did you hear, exactly?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant, but a cold shawl of dread was settling over my shoulders.
She shrugged. “Just someone walking around downstairs. I assumed it was you getting home from your date and went back to sleep.”
Chrissy didn’t do a lot of walking around at night ... unless she was sleepwalking. Oh God, was that happening again?
Or ... was someone in the house again? I thought about hearing the soft click of the door and Oscar’s reaction the other night.
Had someone broken into the house in the middle of the night?
“I’ll be right back,” I said to Mia and headed to the back door. 
“What’s going on?” she asked, but I didn’t answer. I was too busy searching the house. Everything looked like it was in order, but was it?
The back door was locked. I could feel my shoulders relax slightly. Hopefully, that meant I could rule out an intruder, but first I needed to check the front.
Mia asked me again what was going on as I passed her in the kitchen. “I’m just checking something,” I said, heading to the front door.
“Wait,” I could hear her behind me as I tried the front door. Locked.
When I came back into the kitchen, she was staring at me. The color had leeched from her face, making the dark circles under her eyes stand out even more. “Do you think someone was in here again?”
I held my hands out. “I had to check. Both doors were locked. And it doesn’t look like anything was disturbed.”
“Well, that’s good,” she said, but she didn’t look particularly comforted.
“I’m going to go check on Chrissy,” I said, putting my cup down. “Be right back.”
Hopefully, this is all nothing, I thought as I climbed the stairs. Hopefully, Mia had just heard Chrissy getting up in the middle of the night for a glass of water, or the house creaking from age.
Hopefully, it wasn’t anything more than that.
Chrissy’s door was closed, which was a good sign. If she had been sleepwalking, I would expect her door to be open. Carefully, I turned the knob and eased it open. 
Chrissy was sprawled out in bed, fast asleep, covers tangled around her.
I closed the door quietly. It certainly didn’t seem like she had been up walking around.
“It was probably the house settling,” I said to Mia when I returned to the kitchen.
“Probably,” Mia agreed, but she didn’t look convinced. She took another long swallow of coffee before refilling her cup.
“Are you feeling okay?” I asked. “I mean, you went to bed pretty early last night.”
She shrugged. “I’m just tired,” she said. “It’s probably the stress of getting ready for school to start.”
“Well, you have been putting in a lot of hours,” I said. Along with starting to go through her schoolbooks, she had been working as many shifts as she could get, wanting to bank as much money as possible before dropping down to part time when the school year started.
She grimaced. “I know. At this rate, I’m going to need a vacation before I even get started. In fact,” she glanced at the clock, “speaking of work, I probably ought to get ready.”
I watched her move briskly around the kitchen, toasting a couple of pieces of bread to bring up to her room so she could eat and dress. I wanted to tell her to sit down, relax, and savor her food. She really didn’t look well. But I held my tongue.
Mia was an adult. She could take care of herself. She didn’t need me mothering her. If she thought she could handle it, then she could.
Right?



Chapter 8
After Mia went upstairs, I had some more coffee, ate a bowl of oatmeal, and started a shopping list. I left it on the counter to see if Mia or Chrissy wanted to add anything before heading up to The Studio. I wanted to finish cleaning and organizing before Daniel and friends brought the furniture up. 
I opened windows, swept, dusted, and tidied up a bit. As I was putting my new sketchbook away in its new home, a scrap of paper fluttered to the floor.
I picked it up. It was thin with half circles cut into it. I turned it over, trying to figure out where I had seen something like it before, when it hit me.
It looked like the edge that gets caught in the coils when someone tears a piece of paper out of a notebook.
Had someone torn a piece of paper out of my new sketchbook? When? And why?
Did someone do it when I was at the store and I hadn’t noticed? Or was it Mia or Chrissy? But why would they?
I quickly flipped through the book, but nothing seemed amiss. As far as I could tell, the pages were intact. I counted the pages and came up two short of the number advertised.
So, what now?
Should I try and return it? It’s not like I could prove that it happened before I bought the book.
Chances were, this was a nothing burger. Some five-year-old tore the pages out to draw on while her mother shopped. That was all.
I ran my fingers through my hair and decided to think about it later. I still had a lot to do before Daniel arrived, and it was probably nothing.
But still ... I lingered for a moment, staring at the sketchbook. Something just didn’t feel right.
Okay, enough already. I was making myself crazy over nothing. I had bigger things to focus on. Like getting ready for Daniel.
I headed down the stairs to the kitchen and found Chrissy eating a bowl of cereal and poking at her phone. I was wondering if I should ask her about the sketchbook when she spoke first. “Are you going to the store?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Did you need anything?” My phone started buzzing from where it sat on the charger, and my heart sank. Hopefully, it wasn’t Daniel canceling.
She made a quick gesture with her head toward where I left the list on the counter. “Why are you buying frozen pizzas?”
“Well, I guess I could get delivery. I thought frozen would be easier,” I said, picking up my phone. It wasn’t Daniel. It was my mother. Now it wasn’t just my heart sinking, but everything inside me. 
It was only two words. Call me.
It wasn’t the first time she had call or texted after our conversation in the garden, but I had barely responded, not wanting to get into a thing with her.
My strategy didn’t appear to be working.
“Earth to Becca,” Chrissy said. “Is anyone there?”
I looked up, shaking my head a little. “Sorry, just got distracted. What did you want?”
“I was asking about the pizza,” Chrissy said impatiently. “Why are you getting it?”
“Daniel and some of his friends are coming over to move that desk in the family room to The Studio,” I said. “And hopefully the love seat. I was going to feed them with pizza and beer. It’s going to be a bitch to drag that furniture up two flights of stairs.”
Chrissy eyed me over her phone. “I can make homemade pizza if you want,” she said. “Since you’re going to the store anyway, I’ll write down what I need.”
“You don’t have to do that,” I said, touched by her offer.
She shrugged. “I don’t mind. I like making pizza. I’ll make an extra we can freeze.” She peeked at me from behind her long, black hair, her eyes coy. “Besides, I like Daniel,” she said. “I think he’s good for you. The last thing I want is for him to break up with you because you gave him frozen pizza.”
“It’s not frozen, it’s DiGiornos,” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, whatever.”
I smiled slightly and handed her the list and a pen. “You make the list and I’ll go jump in the shower.”
“Deal.”
***
I was standing in front of the beer section, trying to remember which brand Daniel liked, when someone from behind me said, “Becca?”
I turned to see JD. He was wearing his normal tight jeans, cowboy hat, and cat-who-ate-the-canary grin.
I forced a smile while glancing around to make sure I wasn’t alone with him. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
His grin widened. “Why? I have to eat, too.”
I peeked at his cart, which was filled with cans of soup, frozen meals, and a box of cheerios. “If you call that ‘eating.’”
“Clearly, not everyone is blessed with gourmet chef skills.” He looked pointedly in my cart, which was filled with all the makings for homemade pizzas and made-from-scratch meals.
“It’s not me, it’s my stepdaughter,” I said, and then wondered why I even told him that. He was a virtual stranger. How much did I want to share?
He cocked his head as if he knew what I was thinking, and smirked. He wore a black tee shirt that stretched across the muscles in his chest, which I tried not to look at too closely.
“I stand corrected—not all of us are blessed to be living with a gourmet chef.”
“That’s actually not what I meant,” I said briskly. “I just thought, the way you were talking, you’d be leaving Redemption soon.”
He shifted his weight and frowned. “Not sure why you’d think that. I like it here. I’m thinking I may stick around. I even got myself a job.”
Oh great. Like I wasn’t trying to avoid enough people in this town, now I had one more person to stay away from. “A job?”
“At Aunt May’s. Dishwasher.”
Inwardly, I groaned. Mia and her meddling. Maybe he would have left if she hadn’t opened her mouth two nights ago. “Oh. Well, that’s good.” I started pushing the cart away. “I have to get going, but I’m sure I’ll see you around.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked.
I gritted my teeth as I kept pushing the cart. “No, I think I’m good. Thanks though.”
“So, you don’t need any beer?”
Oh crap. I had almost forgotten. For a moment, I wondered if it was worth stopping at a liquor store on my way home, but did I really have the time? Daniel was going to be there shortly, and I knew Chrissy was anxious to get the pizzas started.
Trying not to show my displeasure, I turned my cart around and pushed it back. “No, you’re right. I do need beer.”
I could feel JD’s eyes hot on the back of my neck as I studied the variety of cans and bottles on display. What to grab? There were too many choices. I was kicking myself for not remembering what kind Daniel always ordered.
“Leinenkugel’s.”
I jumped. His voice was right by my ear. I could feel his breath tickle the hairs on the back of my neck.
“What?” I asked, stepping away. I wanted to scrub the back of my neck where his breath had touched, but I restrained myself.
He gave me a sideways smile, as if he was guessing my thoughts. “Leinenkugel’s,” he said again. “You’re buying beer for Daniel, right? Well, that’s what he drinks.”
How did he know that? Any of that? What Daniel drinks and that I’m buying beer for him? I snatched a twelve pack from the shelves, trying not to grunt in surprise at how heavy twelve bottles of beer were. “I just need beer,” I said lamely. “I don’t drink it, so I don’t know what’s good.”
“You’re welcome.” 
“Thank you,” I muttered, dropping it into the cart and wishing I didn’t feel so self-conscious. “I appreciate the help.”
“Everyone likes Leiny’s,” he said. “It’s a good choice.”
I straightened, gave him a faint smile, and pushed my cart away, hoping he would take the hint and not follow me. He stayed where he was, and when I glanced back at him, he gave me a cocky smile, like he knew what I was thinking.
God, he could be annoying.
Luckily, there was an empty line, so I was able to quickly pay for my groceries, all the while praying he wasn’t going to appear behind me. I hurried out of the store.
Was this going to be the new normal? Going about my business and suddenly running into JD at the store or the bar or anywhere else? God, I hoped not. There was something about him. Something that just didn’t feel right.
I sincerely hoped the town of Redemption agreed with me and would eventually send him on his merry way, leaving me with one less thing to worry about.
As I headed to my car, I saw a familiar figure trundling through the parking lot, pushing her own shopping cart loaded with various items. Maude. A local homeless woman.
I hadn’t seen her since the day I realized she had witnessed CB taking Brittany. As usual, she was wrapped in a colorful array of scarves and coats, despite the heat of the day.
I waved and called out to her. She looked up, squinted against the sun, and her face brightened when she saw me, although she still appeared to be muttering to herself. She pushed the cart faster and it rattled dangerously on its broken wheel.
“How are you?” I asked her as she came closer.
She paused and glanced around the parking lot. “Bad news,” she muttered. “Always bad news.”
A cold damp breeze brushed the back of my neck. “I’m sorry?”
She didn’t quite look at me and continued mumbling. “Like a bad penny. Always turning up when you least suspect it.”
“What bad penny?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”
She sighed, like she couldn’t believe how slow I was, before raising her head and meeting my eyes. “Be careful,” she said, her voice clear and sharp. “You don’t want to disappear, too.”
With that, she turned her broken cart around and trundled away, leaving me standing there with my mouth hanging open, gawking after her.



Chapter 9
“This looks great,” Daniel said, hands on his hips as he surveyed The Studio. His other two helpers, both fellow cops, had already clomped back down to the kitchen for beer and homemade pizza. For the moment, at least, we were alone.
“The desk and love seat are perfect,” I said, forcing myself to focus on the furniture instead of on the fact that there were two floors separating us from everyone else. “Thanks for lugging them up here for me.”
“No big deal,” he said, his eyes lingering on mine, causing my senses to tingle. “You did all the hard work. It’s really nice, how you laid everything out.”
“Thanks,” I said lamely. Were we really standing there discussing my interior design skills? It all felt a little surreal.
“Besides, I’m happy to do my part to help you get your business started on the right foot,” he continued. “And,” he waved his hand around The Studio, “with a headquarters like this, how could you not be successful?”
My smile dimmed as I wiped my suddenly sweaty hands against my shorts. What if I wasn’t successful? What if Stefan and my family were right, and I had no business starting a business?
What if I couldn’t do it? What if I ended up letting everyone down?
Daniel cocked his head, frowning slightly. “Did I say something wrong?”
I gave my head a quick shake, trying to jolt myself out of my negative mood. “No, it’s not you. I’m just ... I guess this just made it all real. You know? I’m starting a business. I’m getting back into art. I mean—holy crap! I’m really doing this!”
“You are!” he said. “It’s happening!”
His eyes were such a deep blue—I had never noticed how clear they were before. In the sun-drenched room that appeared even more bright with all the light wood, his eyes were like the surface of a calm lake on a sunny day. 
He sucked in his breath and took a step closer to me, and my own breathing quickly became harsh and unsteady in my ears. “Becca ...” he said.
“Hey, you two lovebirds,” yelled a voice from below. “Pizza’s getting cold.”
“Not to mention you’re missing out on the beer,” yelled a different voice.
Daniel made a face and stepped away from me. My knees felt weak and shaky. “We’ll be right there,” he yelled back. “Sorry,” he said to me.
“What do you have to be sorry about?” I asked. It took everything I could to keep myself standing.
He gave me a lopsided grin. “Well, I should have known this wasn’t the right time or place. Can I come back over tonight?”
I could feel my own smile widen. “Of course.”
His face lit up as he made a move toward me, but then seemed to check himself. “I think I hear a beer calling my name,” he said.
“And the homemade pizza,” I reminded him. “Chrissy spent hours slaving over a hot stove.”
“Seriously?” he asked as he followed me down the stairs.
“Well, not hours,” I had to admit. “She’s actually gotten pretty fast. She’s become addicted to that show Chopped, so she’s been on a bit of a speed quest with her meals. I think she’s actually considering competitive cooking.”
“That would be something.”
I could hear Chrissy laughing at something one of the cops said. Kind of a flirtatious laughter, I noted. I was still mulling that over when we entered the kitchen and all three of them turned to face us.
“’Bout time you showed up,” said the older cop, Scott. He was leaning against the counter, holding a plate filled with pizza. He was maybe a few years older than Daniel and me, with thinning light-brown hair and a mustache.
“What are you complaining about? That just means more for you,” Daniel said.
Chrissy was standing next to the stove holding a spatula. A faint pink flush that matched the bright-pink highlights in her long black hair lit up her face, making her deep brown eyes sparkle. She was so gorgeous, my chest hurt.
And clearly, I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Trevor, the younger and much better-looking cop with his head full of thick, black hair and cool, grey eyes was standing near her, his eyes glued to her face.
I went to the fridge to get a beer for Daniel, making a point of slamming the door. Trevor jumped. “Oh, hey Becca. Your studio looks great by the way.”
“Thanks,” I said, handing the beer to Daniel. He didn’t look happy. “Want some pizza?” I asked him.
“Sure,” he said, his eyes never leaving Chrissy and Trevor. “Trevor, why don’t you grab me some?”
Chrissy looked up. “Oh, I don’t mind getting it for you,” she said, piling a couple of pieces onto a plate. She was so engrossed in plating, she didn’t notice the hard look Daniel was giving Trevor, who at least had the grace to look slightly ashamed of himself as he backed up a couple steps. 
“Thanks,” Daniel said as Chrissy handed him a plate. “You really didn’t have to go through this much trouble.”
Her smile lit up her face, and I could hear Trevor’s breath catch in his throat. “No trouble. I like to cook. And I’m glad you’re helping Becca get her act together.”
“Appreciate the words of encouragement,” I said drily. “Are you saying I couldn’t do that on my own?”
“I didn’t say that,” Chrissy said as she handed me a plate of pizza. “I was just thanking Daniel for doing his part to help. Don’t you need all the help you can get?”
I made a face at her. She smiled sweetly in return.
Even though Chrissy had been much easier to live with over the past few weeks, the sarcastic teenager in her still made an appearance every now and then.
Daniel’s cell phone buzzed, making me wonder if I should find my phone to see if I had any messages—specifically, from my mother. Maybe I ought to call her back after the guys left. 
“Is it work?” Scott asked as Daniel put his plate down to check. The way Scott asked made me wonder if it was code for something else.
Daniel shook his head, although his expression seemed to darken. “I’m going to have to go,” he said, tossing the last few bites of pizza into his mouth.
“Is there a problem?” I asked.
He shook his head. He finished chewing and swallowing, and said, “Just something I have to do. Trevor, you want to come with?”
Scott put his plate down. “Do you need me ...” but Daniel shook his head and waved Scott back. “No, it’s fine. Finish your pizza. Trevor?” His tone was brusque as he shot Scott a look that made me think he wasn’t all that happy with him, either.
Trevor nodded and put his plate down. “The pizza was really delicious, thank you,” he said to Chrissy, who smiled.
“Trevor,” Daniel said again, a little more forcibly. Trevor seemed to have momentarily frozen, transfixed by Chrissy’s smile. He shook himself briefly, nodded to Chrissy, and started toward the door.
“I’ll call you later,” Daniel murmured in my ear. “Let you know when I’m coming over.” I nodded, and he shot me one last smile before following Trevor out the door.
Scott silently watched the whole scene unfold as he finished munching his pizza. As soon as the door closed behind Daniel and Trevor, he took a final swallow of his beer and stood up. “Well, I better be off myself. This was really something, Chrissy. Thank you.”
“Thanks again for helping drag all of that stuff up to The Studio,” I said.
He nodded at me and left.
“Want any more pizza?” Chrissy asked me brightly.
“Sure,” I said as I studied her. The color was still high in her cheeks and her eyes were still shining. I couldn’t resist. “That Trevor is pretty cute, isn’t he?”
She smirked as she flipped a few pieces onto my plate. “He’s a little young for you, isn’t he? Besides, I thought you were with Daniel.”
“I’m not ...” God, she had a knack for making me feel old. I was only fifteen years older than her, for God’s sake. “I’m talking about you.”
She picked up a piece of pizza and gave me an innocent look. “What about me?”
Deep breaths, Becca. “Trevor is clearly interested in you.”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to date anyone right now. And, besides, he’s too old for me.”
Well. I guess that put me in my place.



Chapter 10
After I finished my pizza, I went back upstairs to organize my new office. I set up my desk and computer and took a moment to check my email.
I found a reply from Jackie, who told me again how excited she was to connect with me—how she couldn’t wait to be my first customer as soon as I was up and running. An actual customer! That had to be a good sign. I was on the right track, right?
I made a note to find her file, and then paused to do a little happy dance.
I went back to cleaning my email, only to see I had another message from “Friend.” 
Subject line, I know something you don’t.
My earlier excitement seemed to leach out of me. Really? Another one?
I didn’t really want to open it, but nevertheless, my mouse clicked on it practically on its own accord.
Like before, it was just one sentence.
You’re being set up.
I stared at it. I’m being set up? That made no sense. How was I being set up? What was I being set up for? And by whom?
And why?
My mind flashed immediately to Gwyn and that strange voicemail. Is that what this email was referring to? That Daniel was right after all, and I was being set up as Gwyn’s stalker?
But that still left so many questions … one of which being how this “friend” could possibly know. I considered my previous theory—that it was CB sending me these emails. 
But then how on earth would he even know Gwyn had received a voicemail?
God. Was it too much to ask to have just one normal day, without strange emails and voicemails and Redemption drama?
For lack of a better idea, I moved the email to CB’s folder to join the first. I felt like it was important to keep a paper trail, although I was becoming less certain that CB was the one behind it.
But if not him, then who?
I was still mulling it over when my phone rang, startling me. It was my mother.
I didn’t particularly want to take it. On the other hand, would there ever come a time when I did want to?
I clicked “answer.”
“Rebecca, this is unacceptable,” my mother’s voice burst out from the phone. “Why haven’t you called me back?”
Sighing, I stood up from my desk, feeling like I needed to pace as I spoke to her. “Because I don’t want to fight with you.”
“Then stop throwing your life away,” she snapped. “Stop all this nonsense about staying in Redemption. Come home, and let’s put all this unpleasantness behind us.”
“Did you really just say I was throwing my life away?” I asked in disbelief. “How is staying in Redemption throwing my life away?”
“Oh, come on, Rebecca. Don’t be so foolish. You’re better than that.”
I paused my pacing, straightening my shoulders. The old Rebecca wouldn’t have even questioned what she had said. I would have simply accepted I was being foolish, and I wouldn’t have pushed.
Of course, the old Rebecca would have already left Redemption. 
“No, I’m serious,” I said. I wanted to hear her answer. I wanted to know precisely what she thought. “How am I throwing my life away?”
“What do you think I mean? You have no future in Redemption. Your future is here, in New York. You have a good job, an apartment, your family, all waiting for you here. And the sooner you come home, the sooner your new life can start.”
“I see,” I said, staring out the window at my wild and colorful garden, where some of the herbs and flowers I needed for my healing business were already growing. “How do you know that?”
My mother paused, like she had been caught off guard. “How do I know what?”
“That my future isn’t here in Redemption?”
“Isn’t it obvious?”
“Not really,” I said. “I have a couple of really amazing opportunities here ...”
“Opportunities?” My mother practically choked on the word. “What possible opportunities could there be in Redemption that wouldn’t be in New York?”
“I’m thinking about starting a business,” I said, the words out of my mouth before I could even think through how wise it was to share them with her. “I’m also thinking about starting my art back up.”
My mother groaned. “Rebecca, you have to be practical. What do you know about starting a business? What about starting a family? You’re not getting any younger.”
“I have a family,” I said stiffly. “Chrissy ...”
“Isn’t yours,” my mother interrupted. Then her voice softened. “Look, you are being an excellent stepmother to take care of her the way you are. You’re going to make a wonderful mother. That’s why you need your own family. A husband who can provide for you. You don’t need to be worrying about business and art and paying the bills and all that other stuff. Come home to New York. Let us help you get a fresh start before it’s too late.”
Before it’s too late. The words bounced around in my head. Was that what I actually wanted? There was a time when I thought that was exactly what my life should look like. And Lord knows, I had certainly tried to make it so, doing my best to marry men who were acceptable to my family.
And look where that had gotten me. Soon-to-be twice divorced.
Maybe that was my answer. 
I had failed not once but twice before, doing as my mother suggested. Perhaps this was all a sign that my journey was meant to be on a different path.
“Like I already told you, I’m staying here,” I said, my voice quiet but firm. “I feel like this is what I need to be doing right now. Not going back to New York.”
“That’s your final decision?” my mother asked. “You’re not going to change your mind?”
I paused, watching a bright-yellow mass of feathers splash around in the bird bath. A chickadee, I assumed. “I’m not changing my mind.”
My mother was silent for so long, I thought she might have hung up on me. Finally, she spoke. “I didn’t want to do this,” she said. “But you leave me no choice. If you don’t come back now, that’s it.”
A sense of foreboding began to brew inside me. “What do you mean, ‘that’s it’?”
“Exactly how it sounds,” she said, her voice harsh. “You won’t get another penny from us. Ever. We’re cutting you off. And when this business venture of yours fails, you’ll get no help from us. No job offer, no apartment, no nothing.”
I couldn’t speak. Even though I knew this was always a possibility, to have my mother say it like that shocked me into complete silence.
“We’ll give you a week,” she continued. “That should be plenty of time to tie up any loose ends and get yourself on a plane. We can figure everything else out later. If you’re not back in New York by this weekend, that’s it.”
She paused for a breath. “Do I make myself clear?”
I opened my mouth to answer, but no sound came out. I tried again. “Yes,” I said, my voice a strangled whisper.
“Good,” she said, her voice softening. “Rebecca, I know this seems harsh, but truly, it’s for your own good. Someday, you’ll thank me.” 
With that, she ended the call.
Numb, I dropped my phone on my desk, not wanting to touch it. 
I was being cut off. 
What was I going to do?
I stared around me at the space I had just spent hours fixing up. It looked so promising. My beautiful new desk. The brand-new, empty planner just waiting to be filled up with to-do lists and goals. My herb-drying and plant-growing corner. My painting nook practically bursting with fresh, new supplies.
Was it really just a few minutes ago that I had been so excited about my new client and all the new possibilities? Now, I felt sick. 
Was I fooling myself this whole time? Could I really make it in Redemption, knowing my safety net was officially gone?
My phone buzzed. Startled, I jumped back, like it was a snake. I didn’t want to see who it was. What if it was my mother again? I knew I didn’t want to talk to her.
But it wasn’t. It was Daniel, saying he could be over in a couple of hours.
For a moment, I could only stand there, frozen in indecision. Did I really want him to come now? When I was seriously considering packing everything up and leaving in less than a week?
On the other hand, maybe having him over would somehow help provide the clarity I was searching for.
I stepped closer to the phone to let him know I’d be waiting.
***
Something was wrong.
I could tell from the look on his face as I let him in. His smile was strained, and he didn’t meet my eyes.
Oh God. Now what? Could this day get any worse?
“Want a beer?” I asked.
“That sounds good,” he said. I went to the fridge to fetch it, and poured myself a glass of wine, too. As much as I wanted to open up a bottle as soon as I hung up with my mother, I forced myself to wait until Daniel showed up. I was a little afraid once I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop, and I’d be completely drunk by the time Daniel arrived.
He was standing by the big kitchen window, staring out at my garden, but I got the impression he wasn’t actually seeing it. I handed him his beer.
“Thanks,” he said, and took a long swallow. I sipped my wine and wondered if I should start the conversation.
“I know this is a strange question,” he said, finally breaking the silence, “but did you happen to leave the house before we got here to move the desk?”
I gave him a puzzled look, but he kept his gaze trained on the garden. “Yes, I had to go to the store to pick up beer and ingredients for Chrissy to make the pizza. Why do you ask?”
“Did you stop anywhere else?”
“No.”
“Did you see anyone?”
My mind flashed to JD in the beer section. “Like who?” Was this about JD somehow? How could Daniel know?
At last, he turned his head to look at me. “So, you did see someone?”
He was in such a strange mood. Dare I tell him about seeing JD? I remembered The Tipsy Cow, then … when Daniel saw me sitting next to JD and had assumed we were on a date. I didn’t think I could possibly handle another conversation like that, after everything else that had just happened with my mother. “Well, yeah, there were other people in the store,” I said, not wanting to lie, but resisting full disclosure. “I’m not sure who you’re referring to. What is this about?”
He sighed, long and deep, and drank more of his beer. “It’s Gwyn.”
I blinked. “Was Gwyn at the store? I didn’t see her if she was.” Did she see me with JD? And did she tell Daniel?
He shook his head. “She’s claiming you left a note on her car.”
I was having trouble comprehending what I was hearing. “A note? What note?”
“There was a note tucked in the windshield, and she claims you left it.”
“I didn’t leave her a note. I’m not even sure what type of car she drives. Where was she parked? At the store?”
“In front of her apartment.”
“I don’t even know where she lives,” I said, exasperated. “What did this note say?”
He was quiet for a moment. “It said, ‘Why don’t you do everyone a favor and disappear too?’”
My eyes went wide. “Seriously? She thinks I wrote that?”
“That’s what she’s saying.”
“But ... I don’t understand. Why would she think that? Does it look like my handwriting or something? Does she even know what my handwriting looks like?”
“The words were cut from a magazine.”
“What, like a ransom note?” I spread my arms out wide. “Look around. I don’t even have any magazines.” I could feel myself getting more and more upset. This, on top of everything else that happened today. I wanted to scream, to cry, to lash out at Daniel. How could he think I would do such a thing? Maybe this was a sign—that I needed to move back to New York. If Daniel wasn’t even in my corner, maybe I needed to quit forcing the issue.
“Becca, I’m telling you what she’s saying. Not what I believe.”
That broke through the fog of anger. I paused and took a deep breath, turning away so he couldn’t see the tears that suddenly filled my vision. 
“But ... why?” I asked quietly, squeezing my eyes shut to try and prevent the tears from falling. “Why would I possibly do that to her? Why does she think it’s me?”
I felt more than heard Daniel sigh from behind me. 
“She claims she never had any issues at all until you came to Redemption, and that you’re trying to drive her away. She says you’re the only one who would benefit from her leaving, and it’s ‘obvious’ that you feel guilty for ‘stealing’ me.”
“Did I?”
“Did you what?”
I dashed my hand across my eyes and turned back to face him. “Did I ‘steal’ you?”
He gave me a slanted smile. “I guess in a way you did … years ago.”
I could feel a half-smile forming on my lips as we stared at each other, the air between us tingling with electricity. He reached over and gently touched my face with his finger. “I wish I didn’t have to have these conversations with you,” he said softly. 
I was having trouble breathing. “It’s not your fault,” I said, trying to keep my voice clear, but gasping a little.
He gave me his sideways smile again. “Isn’t it? I wish I could be as sure. I was trying to hurt her as little as possible when we broke up, and now I wonder if I somehow gave her the wrong impression.”
The front door slammed. “Honey, I’m home.” Mia’s voice floated past us, causing us both to jump apart. “Oh,” she said, standing in the kitchen doorway. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her wicked grin said otherwise, and it occurred to me that she would have seen Daniel’s car in the street.
“I should get going anyway,” Daniel said, setting his beer bottle down on the kitchen table. “I’ve got to be at the station early tomorrow. See you later this week?” I nodded.
He grinned. “Great, I’ll shoot you a text later. Always nice to see you, Mia,” he said, as he walked past her.
“Always nice to see you, too,” she answered, but her eyes never left mine. As soon as we heard the front door close, she raised her eyebrows. “He didn’t have to leave on my account.”
I shrugged and sipped my wine. “You heard the man. He has to work early.”
She headed over to the kitchen to pour a glass for herself. “But, still. He could have stayed a little longer. I could have made myself scarce.”
I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. “It’s fine, Mia. Really.” My tone was brusquer than I intended.
Mia eyed me over her wine glass. “Trouble in paradise? Did I interrupt a fight?”
“No, nothing like that.” Should I tell her about Gwyn? About the strange emails I’d been getting? About my mother’s ultimatum? Suddenly, I was exhausted. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed and bawl.
Mia took a closer look at my face and put the wine down. “Hey. What’s going on? Did something happen?”
I shook my head and tried a smile that felt way too small. “I’m okay. Really. I just don’t feel all that well all of a sudden. I think I’ll go lay down.”
“Of course,” Mia said, but I could see she didn’t believe me. “I’m pretty beat myself. Will probably go to bed early.”
I took a moment to top off my glass before heading upstairs, but not before noticing the dark, puffy circles under Mia’s eyes. She looked drawn and tired, despite sleeping more than normal as of late, and her hair hung limply around her face.
One problem at a time, I told myself as I slowly made my way up the stairs. Mia was probably just overworking herself and stressed about starting school.
I had enough of my own problems to worry about.



Chapter 11
I opened my eyes and found myself back in the psychiatric hospital—in the same room with the same depressing view of the back of the grey building.
How did I end up here again?
I tried to get up, but found I couldn’t move. I looked down at myself and saw I was wrapped in a strait jacket.
How did this happen? I tried to wrench myself free, but stopped when I heard the clanking.
I was also chained to the bed.
Before I could figure out how I could escape, the door to my room opened, and there stood Nurse Ellen. A slow, cruel smile unfurled across her face. “Did you really think it would be that easy, Becca?” she hissed.
I struggled against my binds. “What are you talking about? Would what be ‘that easy’?”
She took a couple of steps closer to me and held up her hand, showing me a long, sharp needle. “Time for your medicine.” A single, clear drop slid down the needle and onto the floor.
I tried to lunge away from her, but between the strait jacket and the chain, I couldn’t move. “I don’t want any medicine.”
Her smile widened as she came closer. “How do you expect to get better if you don’t take your medicine?” She bent down, and I could see something was wrong with her head. Her hair was smashed down on one side, and ... was that blood dripping down her cheek?
I opened my mouth to ask her what happened to her, but that’s when I saw a flicker of darkness behind her. A shadow. Dark and menacing.
“Ellen, look out! Something is behind you,” I shouted.
Ellen’s face twisted in disgust. “You think I’m stupid enough to fall for that?”
The shadow grew closer.
“I’m serious,” I said, fighting my restraints. “You’re in danger. Trust me. Just turn around and you’ll see.”
“Trust you. Right.” Her voice was thick with sarcasm. Her arm snaked out and grabbed me by the hair. “Hold still,” she said, the needle dripping with clear poison moving toward me. “This won’t hurt a bit.”
I jerked awake, opening my eyes to see the sun flooding my room, all bright and cheery, banishing the final vestiges of the dark.
What a horrifying dream. I could still feel the soft, unyielding straps of the strait jacket against my skin.
It hadn’t been a great night. I spent most of it restlessly tossing and turning as thoughts of Gwyn, the strange emails, Louise, and my mother competed for space in my brain.
Sometime in the early part of the morning, I finally dozed off into that dreadful dream.
I got out of bed and went to stand by the window. The garden below was in full bloom, the flowers a riot of colors. White, puffy clouds dotted the deep-blue sky. 
It was going to be a beautiful day. 
I pressed my forehead against the glass. What was I to do? I had less than a week to decide if I was staying or going. That wasn’t nearly enough time to see if I had what it took to get the business off the ground. I would need at least a few months, if not longer, for that.
How could I possibly decide?
From behind me, I heard a soft thump as Oscar jumped onto the floor, and a second later, felt his soft fur brush against my legs. He purred.
Clearly, he was ready for breakfast. I bent down to stroke him. His dark-green eyes stared into mine. 
The color reminded me of Jackie’s little girl, Maggie. That day in the parking lot, she had worn a green dress with a matching green stone around her neck.
The same green as Oscar’s eyes.
I continued to stroke Oscar as I thought about Jackie’s email. She had been so excited to hear I was getting into the business. She couldn’t wait to buy some tea.
A potential client. 
Oscar purred louder.
Maybe the thing to do right now was focus on taking care of her, and then I could just sort of see what happens.
Thoughtfully, I stood up and headed out to find Jackie’s file.
***
I discovered a few things during my search.
The first was that Aunt Charlie had an awful lot of clients. Easily a couple hundred. And it appeared like most of them were regulars, ordering their teas and tinctures monthly (if not weekly).
That was great news … yet I couldn’t help but wonder how many would welcome me back like Jackie. Would they buy from me as regularly as they did from Aunt Charlie?
The second discovery was that I didn’t have nearly enough plants. I would need more if I was serious about this business. I started making a list of the herbs and flowers Aunt Charlie had used in her concoctions, and mentally compared them to what I had growing in the garden.
Yeah, not nearly enough.
So, after coffee, a fast breakfast, and an even faster shower, I grabbed my keys and purse and headed off to the nursery.
In addition to everything else I had to figure out, I realized I was also going to need a bigger place than The Studio for growing herbs and flowers year-round. Should I consider putting in a greenhouse? I remembered my aunt mulling over the possibility, but clearly, it had never gotten any further than that. 
And I needed a plan for cutting expenses. Would it be possible to collect and use my own seeds over time? Of course, putting in a greenhouse would hardly save money in the short-term, but hopefully over the long haul, it would allow me to expand, which would save me money.
Man, I wished Aunt Charlie was here. Not only because I had so many questions to ask her, but also because, quite simply, I missed her. 
“Are you following me?”
The sharp voice cut through my sadness like glass, and I turned, one hand clutching a lavender plant. Gwyn was standing there, arms on her hips. She wore a green apron with a name tag, and her face was flushed.
With a start, I realized she worked there. First the art store and now here? How did this happen? And why was she working at a garden store anyway? I thought she was a teacher.
“I ... uh ...” I put the plant in my cart and started to edge away. “I’m going to go.” I had no idea if I had enough supplies or not, but it didn’t matter. I just needed to get out of there. I could drive to Milwaukee if I needed to.
Her hand shot out and she grabbed my shopping cart. “You didn’t answer my question.”
I tried to wrench the cart away. “Look, I’m going. I don’t want any trouble ...”
Her eyebrows went up. “Trouble? You don’t want any trouble?” She let out a short bark of laughter. “Why are you here, then?”
“Why do you think?” I gestured toward my cart, feeling a stab of irritation. “I’m buying plants.”
“And you had to pick today? The one day I’m here in the store? Yeah, I’m sure that was a coincidence.” Her voice was heavy with sarcasm.
“God Gwyn, get over yourself. I had no idea you even worked here. It’s not like there’s a lot of nurseries in this town to choose from.”
“Right. Just like you didn’t know I would be at the art store.”
“I didn’t. Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I can tell you whatever it is, it has nothing to do with me.”
“Who else then?” Her voice had risen, and now, people were starting to glance in our direction. “Who else would call and harass me, and leave notes on my car? I’ll tell you who ... no one. No one else.”
Her cheeks were even more flushed, making her white-blonde hair appear even more white. I was about to deny it again, and try and get her to lower her voice, when I suddenly realized what she said. “Wait a minute. Did you say ‘notes’? As in plural?”
She made a face. “Like you don’t know.”
I reached out to grab her arm. “Gwyn, tell me. What other notes have you gotten?”
She tore her arm away. “I’m talking about the second one I got this morning. Yeah. Sitting there on my car, waiting for me, when I left for work. Nice way to start the day.”
I could feel a cold knot of dread start to tighten in my stomach. “What did it say?”
She glared at me. “Like you don’t know.”
“Gwyn, what did it say?”
She must have seen something in my face, because she finally relented. “’Your friend Ellen had the right idea. Why don’t you join her and disappear too?’”
Disappear.
For the second time now, Gwyn was told to disappear. And she was being connected with Ellen, who had disappeared.
Maude, telling me to be careful, so I wouldn’t disappear.
The shadow I kept seeing.
You’re being set up.
Why would Gwyn’s anonymous note sender connect her with Ellen? 
One had tormented me when I was trapped and helpless in a psychiatric hospital. The other was the ex-fiancée of the man I was seeing.
You’re being set up.
The Ellen in my dream loomed, shadow behind her. Time for your medicine.
I took a step back, horror blossoming in my chest. “You’re friends with Ellen,” I breathed, suddenly remembering seeing them together. “Do you know where she is?”
“Of course not. Why? Do you?” Her eyes searched mine before narrowing accusingly. “Wait. Did you do something to Ellen, too?”
How is everything always my fault in this town?
“I haven’t done anything to anyone,” I said, trying not to sound as impatient as I felt. “But you need to be careful. Something is definitely going on here ...”
“You’re seriously threatening me?” She interrupted. “Here? In public?”
“It’s not a threat,” I said, my voice rising as well. “I’m trying to help you. Something is going on here, Gwyn, and I think you need to be careful.”
She shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe it. The nerve you have. Just you wait until I tell Daniel. He keeps saying I don’t have proof. Well,” she shook her fist at me, “maybe I should be thanking you. For finally giving me that proof.”
I glanced around, realizing how many people were standing there watching us. I quickly scanned their faces, but I couldn’t tell if they were siding with Gwyn or not. The low murmurs certainly felt intimidating.
Could the person doing all of this be standing there right now? Watching us? 
My skin ached to crawl off my body. I had to get out of there. Now. I let go of my cart and grabbed my purse. “I have to go,” I said, pushing my way past Gwyn, past the crowd. 
“That’s right,” she called after me. “You better run. I have everything I need now.”
I pushed my way past the front door and nearly ran to my car. 
I went straight home. I had no idea what was going on, but one thing I was clear about was that I didn’t feel safe.
Was I being set up? If I was, why?
Could it be someone else in Redemption wanted me gone?
Or ...was there something even darker happening?
The evil that was done.
Maybe I should just give up—just pack up and take the financial lifeline my parents were offering. Maybe my mother WAS right, and I would thank her one day, because it was the right thing for me to do.
It seemed like every time I turned around, something bad was happening to me or someone I loved. Maybe what I ought to do was take the hint and leave.
The sooner the better.
I quickly drove home. The house was empty. Thank God. I didn’t think I could handle facing Mia or Chrissy right then. I dropped my purse and my phone and ran up the stairs.
I ran all the way up to The Studio.
My office. My art studio. My sanctuary.
The place where I was happiest as a child. The place where all my dreams were supposed to come true.
I paced around, too agitated to sit.
Was I really going to give it all up?
Finally, I calmed down enough to sit at my desk and fire up my computer. At the very least, I should email Jackie and give her an update. Let her know I didn’t have all the plants I needed in my garden for her tea. Maybe I should also tell her there was a good chance I would be leaving in a week as well, and that I had been premature in telling her I was starting the business up again.
I paused and pondered the direction of my thoughts. Did I really want to do that? Disappoint her? Break my word?
I thought about all the people I was going to let down if I packed up and left the coming weekend. Obviously, Mia and Chrissy would be the hardest hit, but I had also made commitments to Daphne and Daniel as well.
Did I want to add one more broken promise to the list?
I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling a sudden ache. Was there another way to do this? Support Jackie regardless of what I ended up doing? Was there a way to keep at least one of my promises, no matter what?
I glanced around The Studio, looking for inspiration, when my eyes fell on Pat’s file in the recycling bin. Pat, the older woman who had insisted I make her tea before she was murdered. I had pulled it out of the customer stack earlier, as it was pretty clear she wasn’t going to be needing any tea anymore.
Wait a minute. I HAD made tea for Pat—using Aunt Charlie’s old supplies. I had nearly forgotten about that. Aunt Charlie had a selection of dried herbs and flowers stored in glass jars stacked up in the closet in The Magic Room, which was now Mia’s school study.
Of course. It was so obvious; I couldn’t believe I had forgotten. I didn’t need to buy plants or seeds. I could use up Aunt Charlie’s supplies, even if they were a little on the old side. 
The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. It would give me an excuse to reach out to old customers and get an idea as to whether they would be willing to buy from me, which would give me a much better gauge on how viable this business was. I could even turn it into an event, like a “getting rid of inventory sale.” And, if I was able to use everything up, I’d have one less thing to worry about moving, if I went that route.
And if I stayed, I would have a much better sense of which herbs and flowers were the most popular, so I’d know what to focus on growing. 
Yes, going to the nursery was silly. What if I ended up leaving? What would I have done with those plants?
This idea was so much smarter. 
I had been so lost in thought, I hadn’t noticed my email inbox filling up with mail. Well, I might as well clean it out before going to look for Aunt Charlie’s supplies. Once I had a handle on what I had to work with, I could figure out how much tea I could make. Maybe this plan would even buy me a little more time to get to the bottom of what was happening now in Redemption … while seeing if it made sense for me to stay. 
Another email from “Friend” was sitting right there in my inbox, waiting for me. This one didn’t have a subject line. I could feel my heart pounding as I stared at it.
It had been sent that very morning, just like Gwyn’s second note.
Could it possibly be related?
I opened it.
If you want to get to the bottom of your set up, be at The Grand Slam Sports Bar and Grill at 8:00 pm sharp tonight. Tell no one. You don’t know who you can trust.
The house was so quiet around me, I could hear my breathing, loud and harsh, in my ears.
It occurred to me, not for the first time, how alone I was. 
It would be so easy for someone to break in. No one would see. No one would hear.
I pushed away from my desk and hurried down the stairs. I found myself searching each room, every nook and cranny. 
I was alone. Of course I was.
But that didn’t change the email. Who was sending them?
It couldn’t be CB. He was still in jail. How could he meet me at The Grand Slam?
Unless ... he had help.
Someone on the outside. Maybe one of his old buddies.
That would make a lot of sense. If someone else was in town, watching and feeding him information, then it could be him after all.
The thought made me almost giddy with relief. CB wouldn’t hurt me. The last time I saw him, he told me he was actually still trying to protect me.
Maybe he really did have some information that could help me. Or, better yet, maybe he had some kind of proof that I could show Daniel—so he would know that I had nothing to do with stalking Gwyn.
Yes, the more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Even the request for secrecy made sense. Chances were, CB wasn’t supposed to be sending me emails, so the fewer people who knew about it, the better.
I firmly quashed the little voice inside me that still questioned whether it was CB or not.
Of course it was CB. 
Who else could it possibly be?



Chapter 12
I heard the front door slam and Mia and Chrissy’s laughter as they walked through the house. Mia jumped when she saw me sitting in the kitchen. “Becca, you startled me,” she said. “Why didn’t you say something? Why are you sitting here in the dark?”
It wasn’t even six o’clock yet, so it was hardly dark … but with the sun beginning its evening descent, the kitchen was filled with harsh shadows. Turning the light on would make it easier to see, sure. But I wasn’t interested in seeing. I just wanted to sit at the table, nurse the glass of wine in front of me, and think.
I had a lot to think about.
It had to be CB sending the emails. At the very least, he was surely the brain behind them. I couldn’t see anyone else using the phrase the evil that was done.
But who was the person setting me up?
My mind kept circling back to the memorial service—Louise pledging to rid Redemption of evil.
Could it be her?
The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. What better way to get rid of someone than by ruining her reputation? Louise would set me up as a crazy nut from a crazy family. “Sure, she didn’t actually hurt Gwyn, but look at what her cousin CB did. And her husband Stefan. Who knows what depths she would sink to?” I could practically hear her. 
How could Mia and Daniel and Daphne continue defending me then?
And, once I lost their support, why would I possibly stay?
No, this really was a perfect set up. No one gets hurt, at least physically. And I would leave. For good. And once I was gone, my whole family’s taint on Redemption would also be gone.
 As for CB discovering Louise’s plan ... was it possible that Brittany said something to him? Brittany, Jessica’s niece and Louise’s granddaughter. Brittany, who CB had abducted.
Maybe Louise was planning this weeks ago … right after Daniel and Gwyn broke up. And maybe she said something about it either to Brittany or in Brittany’s presence.
Certainly possible.
The official report was that CB had kept Brittany drugged the entire time he had her.
But ... there still could have been pockets of time between dosages when she was lucid. Maybe she had said something to him. Or maybe she had even said something while she was drugged.
It all made sense. The only problem with my theory was that I had no proof.
And I absolutely needed it. Without proof, it all felt like a crazy conspiracy. Worse, without proof, I would be accusing and blaming Louise, a grieving mother and sister, of being a stalker. 
Louise deserved compassion, not accusation. 
And what if I was wrong? What if it was someone else, someone close to Louise, like a good friend or a different family member, who was doing it for Louise without her knowledge?
I didn’t want to accuse an innocent person … especially one who had suffered more than her share of tragedy.
No, I couldn’t tell anyone. Not even Daniel. Not until I had proof.
You don’t know who you can trust.
It was too risky to tell. So many things could go wrong, not the least of which was the anonymous email sender realizing I had told and deciding not to share his proof with me. I could blow my chance of ever finding out the truth.
I needed more than a few cryptic emails before I told anyone. More than shadows, and feeling like I was being followed. More than Maude telling me to be careful, so I wouldn’t disappear.
I needed more than the growing sinking feeling inside me that there was something bad brewing right beneath the surface.
Something that couldn’t be seen ... yet ... but that was getting bigger and stronger every day.
You don’t know who you can trust.
The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I had no choice. I had to meet with the anonymous email sender. I had to get to the bottom of what was going on. I had to do whatever I could to save my reputation. This meeting was the fastest, best way to do it. And I had to go alone. I couldn’t risk jeopardizing the opportunity by telling someone.
Besides, I would be meeting him in a public place. I would have my phone with me. I would be perfectly safe. Once I heard his proof, whatever it ended up being, then I could take everything straight to Daniel.
On top of that, if Louise was behind it, which seemed more and more probable, I had no indication that she wanted me hurt or harmed physically. So, there was no reason for me to worry about being attacked. And CB didn’t want to hurt me. So, even if I wasn’t meeting in a public place, which I was, I should be perfectly safe.
Chrissy pushed a styrofoam container in front of me. “Chicken potpie,” she said. “It was the special today. I made it from scratch. I thought you might want to try it.”
I flipped open the container and inhaled the savory aroma of chicken, rosemary, thyme, carrots, and onions. “It smells wonderful,” I said, although my stomach was in so many knots, I wasn’t sure I could get anything down. However, I knew it would be good for me to eat something.
Chrissy beamed and handed me a fork. Mia poured herself a glass of wine, watching my face closely. “Becca? Are you sure you’re okay?”
I nodded, cutting off a piece of the flaky crust and putting it in my mouth. It was so buttery, it practically melted. “Wow, Chrissy, this is wonderful.” To Mia, I said, “I’m fine. Really. I’m just taking a little break from making tea all afternoon. It was nice sitting here in the quiet.”
Mia didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t push. Both of them wore white shirts and jeans, the standard uniform for Aunt May’s employees. Both looked wrinkled, and Chrissy’s was covered with sweat stains. Wisps of her black-and-pink hair had fallen out of her ponytail and curled around her flushed and sweaty face. Her makeup was smudged, but her skin had a warm glow, like she was finally regaining her health.
Mia, on the other hand, looked even more pale and exhausted than she had that morning. She picked up her wine glass and joined me at the table, slumping down in her chair.
I took another bite. “Hard day?”
“Just busy,” Mia said, taking a sip. “It’s my third double shift in a row, and I’m feeling it.”
“Maybe it’s time to back off,” I suggested. “I know the money is good, but you don’t want to be this exhausted when classes start.”
Mia checked a yawn. “You may be right. Tomorrow, I’m back to normal shifts for a few days. Maybe I’ll adjust my schedule.” She eyed me over her wine glass. “Daniel coming over?”
I had taken careful pains with my appearance, fixing my hair and adding some makeup. “I’m meeting him for drinks tonight,” I said, praying Mia hadn’t run into him in the past couple of hours. I had already texted him to tell him I wasn’t feeling well and might be coming down with something. He asked if he should bring me some chicken soup, but seeing as I was trying to make sure he didn’t stop by for any reason while I was gone, I insisted Chrissy had me covered, and likely all I needed was a good night’s sleep.
I had no reason to think Mia would suspect anything, other than her practically supernatural ability to know the latest gossip.
“Sounds fun,” Mia yawned. “I’ll probably head off to an early bedtime.”
“Smart plan,” I said, moving a couple of pieces of chicken around on my plate, trying to ignore the niggling feeling inside me that I was making a mistake by not telling Mia the truth. Not to mention I didn’t like lying to her. But what were my choices? I didn’t have enough time to explain everything that had been going on. And what if she insisted on calling Daniel, who would definitely insist on coming with me, thereby messing everything up?
No, I decided, scooping up a fork full of food. It was too risky to tell. I could share everything with her after. Once I had the proof, everything would change.
I was meeting the email sender in a public place, I reminded myself again. It would be fine.
***
The Grand Slam Sports Bar and Grill was roughly a twenty-minute drive from my house, located between Redemption and a couple other towns off the main highway. It was large enough to house a pretty big crowd, which made it a popular destination even on a weekday night, especially when there was a big Packers, Brewers, or UW Badger game on.
I figured it would be safe enough meeting my unknown email sender there. 
Nevertheless, I made sure to pack a full bottle of pepper spray and a flashlight with fresh batteries. I also made sure my phone was fully charged. I was taking no chances.
I had left myself plenty of time, arriving at ten minutes to eight. As expected, the parking lot was about a third full, and there was a decent crowd inside. I spent a few minutes loitering in the lobby, unsure if I should get a table or just wait, but finally decided I was likely calling more attention to myself if I didn’t get seated.
I got myself a booth facing the door and ordered a club soda and lime. And waited.
And waited.
I watched groups and couples enter and leave. Every now and then, a single person would walk in and scan the crowd. I would hold my breath, wondering if this was finally the person, but then he or she would smile and wave and head over to another group.
Over thirty minutes later, my club soda was gone, and I was reduced to playing with ice.
How long should I wait? I had zero experience with this type of thing. It was past eight thirty, the sun had set, and darkness was descending.
At quarter to nine, I decided I had waited long enough. The waitress had even apparently forgotten about me, as she hadn’t been back since depositing my club soda. I threw down a few bills, figuring they should cover everything, and slid out of the booth.
Long shadows stretched across the parking lot. A pale moon had risen in the distance. I pulled my keys out of my purse in the doorway of the bar, fighting feelings of disappointment and anger. What a waste. I drove all this way for nothing. Those emails were probably nothing but spam. The joke was on me. I had been so desperate to get to the bottom of Gwyn’s stalker situation, and I had been so sure it had to be Louise (or someone connected to her), that I had allowed my emotions to override my common sense. 
I unlocked the car and slid inside. All was quiet and still. Not a soul around me. I twisted the keys in the ignition and maneuvered my way through the long, curvy road that connected the parking lot to the main highway. I had to turn sharply to avoid a pick-up truck parked on the side of the street.
Why would anyone park a car there, I fumed to myself. Talk about unsafe. As I passed, I glanced over at it, wanting to see if the driver was inside, so I could tell him how unsafe it was to park there. 
Well, in the mood I was in, maybe it would be less “telling” and more yelling. 
However, it seemed I would be thwarted even from that small victory. The truck appeared to be deserted.
Argh! Would nothing go right for me at all?
Although ... I thought back to the glimpse of the truck I had gotten when my headlights fell on it. My blood suddenly turned cold.
 Was it ... blue?
I whipped my head around, searching the side of the road and the parking lot frantically.
All was quiet. Deserted.
Was the anonymous email sender here after all? Is that what this meant? Did something spook him, and that’s why he didn’t approach me in the bar?
I was making a lot of assumptions, I knew. Even if it was a blue pick-up truck (and with how dark it was, I couldn’t be sure), who cares? There were probably hundreds, no thousands, of blue pick-up trucks in southern Wisconsin. 
It certainly didn’t mean it was the same one I kept seeing over and over.
And, even if it was, it still didn’t mean I was being followed.
But, regardless, what was I going to do? Park on the side of the road and try and search for the driver? By myself? In the dark?
And what if I found the driver—then what? Ask him if he was the one sending me emails?
Yeah, that would go well.
No, the smartest thing I could do would be to drive home and call Daniel and confess everything.
Yes, that sounded like a plan. A solid, good plan.
I slowed down to make the sharp left turn back onto the highway. As I turned, my headlights swept past an intersecting road.
A figure was standing there.
I slammed on the brakes. The figure darted backward, disappearing into the dark shadows.
I threw my car in reverse, and after looking around to make sure there were no cars, I did a quick three-point turn.
It was probably someone who lived here, I told myself, as I started driving down the road where the figure had retreated. 
Or maybe a hitchhiker, I reasoned with myself. It probably had nothing to do with that pick-up truck at all. Or me.
But ...
What if this WAS my anonymous email sender? What if he had intended to meet me, but got spooked by something or someone he saw in the bar? What if this was his way of getting my attention, so we could meet privately?
It was such a long shot. Nevertheless, it wouldn’t hurt to drive down the road a bit. I had come all this way, after all, and I was safe inside my car with the doors locked. It made sense to at least check it out. I could take a quick detour, see if there was anything back there, and if there wasn’t, no harm no foul. I would go back to my first plan, which was to head home and tell Daniel everything.
The road quickly narrowed, transforming with a bump from asphalt to dirt and gravel. Trees pressed in on either side, the sharp branches scraping the side of the car as I bounced around, trying to keep control of my steering while searching the area. A pair of eyes glowed green in my headlights, peering out from behind a bush. Some sort of animal. A raccoon, maybe. The eyes disappeared.
There was no sign of any dark figure.
Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. The road was really bad. Was there even enough room for me to turn around? What if I got stuck?
What a mess.
“This is officially the last time I chase any unrecognizable figures down a road I’ve never been on in the dark,” I muttered to myself as I braked. The more I thought about it, the stupider I felt. Even if I was right and that figure was my unknown email sender, was I really going to get out of my car to meet with him here? In the dark? In the middle of nowhere? 
It was like a bad Lifetime movie waiting to happen.
What had I been thinking?
That was my problem. I hadn’t been.
I sat in my idle car, debating my options. Maybe I should just back up rather than try and mess with turning around. The road didn’t seem like it was used all that much.
I put the car in reverse, when I saw a flash of light in front of me.
Like a flashlight blinking.
I paused and waited. There it was again.
Definitely a flashlight.
Was that a message? For me? 
I swallowed hard, hearing a click in my throat. The hairs on the back of my arms were standing on end.
The flashlight blinked again.
Every part of me screamed to floor it. Get out of there as fast as possible. It wasn’t safe.
On the other hand, what if this was my chance to finally get to the bottom of everything? Was I really going to abandon it without, at the very least, trying to see who the person was?
Was there a way I could drive forward just a few more feet and angle the car toward the source of the flashlight, using my headlights to get a look at the person?
It was worth a try. I wouldn’t drive far, just a little bit. And if it didn’t work, I would put the car in reverse and get the hell out of there.
I made sure all my doors were locked again before putting my car back into drive and slowly creeping forward, turning the wheel toward the side of the road.
Something glinted in my headlights. A car. Parked half in, half off the road.
I stopped, studying it, straining to make out the figure.
But as far as I could see, the car was deserted.
Now what?
Leave? Come back and check it out in the morning? Or just try and forget the whole thing, chalking it up to a dead end?
I searched the area one last time, when I suddenly realized there was something black smeared on the rear bumper. I leaned forward, trying to see what it was. 
It was definitely some sort of liquid, and I could even see a couple of clumps. 
I wondered what sort of liquid would make such a stain. Was it oil? 
Unless ... it only appeared black in the glow of my headlights.
My heart was starting to pound in my chest, and I was beginning to feel lightheaded as the realization of what it looked like slowly dawned on me.
Blood. 
Why would blood be on the side of the car like that?
I put my hand over my mouth, trying to keep myself from screaming, as I searched the area again, looking for any sign of the figure.
But it was quiet and still. Deserted.
I took one more look at the car and noticed something sticking out of the trunk. I stared at it. Was it material? I could just make out a pattern, like on a shirt. Or a dress.
Oh my God.
I slammed the car in reverse and jammed on the gas, backing out of there as quickly as possible. I had no idea what was in that car, but whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
The tires spun and the steering wheel jerked out of my hands. Careful, Becca, I said to myself, fighting to keep my seat as I bounced around on the rocky road. Slow down. You don’t want to get stuck or, God forbid, crash.
But it was like my body had taken over. I was desperate to get back to the main road, desperate for people. 
What was in that trunk?
There was a particularly loud bump as the road transitioned back to asphalt, and the car skidded again. I fought for control, both of myself and the car, and forced myself to ease up on the gas and press on the brake.
I could see the main road behind me. Oh, thank God. I forced myself to slow down enough to make sure no one was coming before I backed into the street. 
All I wanted to do was drive as fast as I possibly could away from there, but instead, I pulled over to the side and parked, keeping the car running.
My hands were shaking. My whole body was shaking. I could see the lights of The Grand Slam and the parking lot behind me.
I had to call someone. Daniel. I had to tell him about the car. What if there was someone in it who was still alive? I had to get help. 
My trembling hands dropped my cell phone twice before I was able to dial. I still didn’t feel completely safe, but I also didn’t want to leave. It might be a crime scene. I had to stay.
As I listened to Daniel’s phone ring, my other hand located my can of pepper spray. It wasn’t much, but it made me feel a little better.



Chapter 13
For the second time that night, I was back in the bar. But this time, instead of drinking club soda with lime, a mug of hot coffee, loaded with cream and sugar, was in front of me. My hands cupped it tightly, trying to suck as much warmth out of it as I could. I was so, so cold. My body wouldn’t stop shivering.
It had taken a few minutes for Daniel to calm me down enough for me to tell him where I was. I had been babbling—about the car, the figure, the shadow, the emails—all in one jumbled mess. When he realized I was parked on the side of the road twenty minutes away from him, and that I was alone, he ordered me to return to the bar and wait for him.
“Drive back to the parking lot,” he said. “Now. Park under the lights and wait for me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
I did what he instructed, angling the car so I could see the winding entrance and exit road. I turned the ignition off and sat there, my phone clutched in one hand and my pepper spray in the other, trying to keep my eye on every single person who (and car that) came in or left the parking lot.
It was probably nothing, I told myself. The car had likely been abandoned there for weeks, if not months. The stain was probably nothing. Whatever I saw sticking out of the trunk was surely nothing. 
But the blinking flashlight ...
… it was probably just a kid playing a prank, who just happened to be standing by that car, I told myself firmly. That was all. 
Chances were, I was wasting Daniel’s time and had worked myself up over nothing. That was the most logical explanation.
Plus, the alternative was terrifying.
But no, I wasn’t going there. I’d just sit and wait for Daniel. And after he debunked all of it, we would have a good laugh. Well, after he yelled at me for being stupid enough to drive twenty minutes away to meet some anonymous person who had been emailing me … much less chase some dark stranger down a deserted and unfamiliar road.
God, it sounded worse the more I said it to myself. 
At some point, I realized I had completely forgotten about the pickup truck parked on the side of the road. I sat up and did my best to peer over in the direction I thought it was, but I couldn’t tell if it was there or not.
Of course, the truck was probably a big nothing burger as well.
I was watching a pair of headlines circle around the winding road when my phone rang. “Becca? I’m here,” Daniel said. “Where are you?”
I directed him to where I was parked. He pulled his vehicle up next to mine, and I could see he wasn’t alone. Scott, one of the cops who had helped move my desk into The Studio, was with him.
I opened my door as Daniel stepped out and went to stand next to him. He wore jeans and a plain white tee shirt, and his hair was mussed up, as if he had been running his hands through it as he drove. He also needed a shave. “Show me where you saw it,” he said.
I gestured down the road, explaining how the road branched out and turned to dirt. He nodded as he gazed in the direction I was pointing, his eyes narrowing. The pale moon shimmered high in the sky, more beautiful than helpful, as it provided minimal illumination. 
“Have you seen any activity since?” He asked, slapping a mosquito on his arm. “Anyone drive in or out?”
I shook my head. “But as you can see, it’s dark down there. So, if the car lights were off, I may not have seen it.”
He nodded again and ran his hands through his hair. “Do you think you can show me where you found the car?”
I folded my arms against the chill of the summer night. The air smelled wet and green, of trees and long grass, mixed with the very faint scent of fried fish—one of Grand Slam’s specialties. “Yes, you can follow me,” I turned to my car, but he put a hand on my arm.
“I’ll drive,” he said. Firmly. “Go get your purse and lock up.”
I wanted to tell him I was fine, but he looked so determined, I was quite sure he wouldn’t budge. Wordlessly, I got my purse, phone, and pepper spray out of the car, locked it, and joined him in the back of his car.
“You remember Scott,” he said, pulling his seat belt on.
“I’m sorry to do this to both of you,” I said. “I didn’t want to make you come out here like this.”
Daniel grunted as Scott turned to me and smiled. “Part of the job,” he said.
“We’ll talk later,” Daniel said, putting the car in drive.
The tension in the car was so thick, it was practically another living being. I could sense Daniel holding back. I imagined the questions he was probably dying to barrage me with—why was I there? Why was this the first he was hearing of all this? Why hadn’t I gone to him immediately? 
 As I directed him to the dirt road, I noticed the street was empty. The pickup truck was gone. If it had ever been there in the first place, I thought, as I started to question myself too.
Daniel slowly eased onto the dirt and gravel of the side road. “Becca, what were you thinking?” he muttered, as the car shuddered beneath us. Trees scraped the sides of the car. “Why would you come back here by yourself at night?”
“I didn’t think it was going to be like this,” I said.
“But, why were you back here in the first place?”
“Well, like I said, I saw someone ...”
“You saw someone,” Daniel burst out. “That’s what you were babbling about before? Are you out of your ...”
“About how far did you drive before you saw the parked car?” Scott interrupted, directing a sideways glance at Daniel, who with great effort, closed his mouth.
“Not far,” I said, grateful for the reprieve. I was not at all looking forward to Daniel’s reaction once he heard the full story. “There it is!”
Daniel hit the brakes, and for a moment, there was complete silence as the three of us stared at it. “There,” I said, leaning over the front seat so I could point. “Do you see the smear? And that bit of a fabric dangling from the trunk?”
“I don’t see ... oh wait, now I do,” Scott said.
Daniel put the car in park and sat back. “You’re saying you saw someone back here?”
“In the road,” I said. “There was a figure that disappeared.”
“Did you recognize the figure?”
I swallowed. “No.”
Daniel and Scott were both peering around. “Where was it standing? By the car?”
“I didn’t actually see anyone right here,” I said, trying to explain and feeling more and more like an idiot. “Just a flashlight. I was back there, and I saw a flashlight blink a few times, so I angled the car toward the light and that’s when I saw it.”
Daniel and Scott exchanged a look. It didn’t seem to be a good thing.
“Should we call for backup?” Scott asked.
“Why?” Daniel asked, half-turning toward me to make it clear he was talking to me and not Scott. “Why would you possibly drive back here following some stranger?”
“I ...” I looked down at my hands. “I thought I had seen the figure before.”
“Wait, what? I thought you said you didn’t recognize anyone.”
“I didn’t. But, these past couple of days, I thought I saw a ... well, a shadow I guess, following me.”
A vein in Daniel’s jaw jumped. He appeared to be on the verge of reaching over the backseat to throttle me. “You thought this guy was following you, and you came back here alone?” he barked. “Did it occur to you that maybe, just maybe, it was a trap?”
“I ... well, kind of,” I said. “Eventually.”
“Eventually?”
“Well, I didn’t really think about it until I was already on this road,” I tried to explain. “By then it was too late, so I thought I’d investigate a bit more.”
“Want me to call it in?” Scott asked again, his hand resting on the radio.
“Why were you even here?” Daniel asked, ignoring him.
“I got an email from someone who said he had proof I was being set up. You know, as Gwyn’s stalker.”
“Gwyn has a stalker?” Scott asked.
“Who emailed you?” Daniel shot back at me.
“I don’t know. I didn’t recognize the email. It just said, ‘friend.’”
“A friend,” Daniel said in disbelief, hitting the steering wheel. “A ‘friend’ emailed you, and you came out here. Alone. That’s just great.”
“Is Gwyn okay?” Scott asked.
“Look, I know I was being stupid,” I said. “I get it. You can yell at me later. But I called you because I was worried. What if someone is trapped in that car? What if he—or she—is still alive, but hurt? We need to do something.”
Daniel shot me an unreadable look. 
“Maybe we should call for backup,” Scott said again, his voice uneasy.
Daniel reached out and grabbed something. When he sat back up, I could see it was his gun. “I’ll check it out,” he said grimly. “Call it in. And cover me. You,” he pointed at me, “stay here.”
Scott pressed down on the radio, explaining the situation to dispatch as Daniel fished out a flashlight. He waited until Scott finished before opening the door.
“Be careful,” I said.
He glared at me before stepping out, slamming the door behind him.
I winced. I guess I deserved that. 
Scott gave me an apologetic smile before opening the car and getting out as well, one hand holding a flashlight and the other his gun.
Daniel cautiously approached the car, giving it a wide berth at first, before bending down to look underneath it. Satisfied, he peered into each window before jiggling the driver’s door. 
“It’s unlocked,” I heard him call out to Scott, his voice muffled. “I’ll pop the trunk.”
“Do you see any signs of anyone?”
“Negative.”
“Watch yourself.”
Scott took a few steps forward until he was standing in front of the car. I had to strain my neck to see what was happening.
Daniel disappeared for a few moments before reappearing. He positioned himself a few steps back from the trunk and looked over at Scott, before reaching over to push the lid up, gun trained on whatever was inside.
“Oh God,” I heard him gasp as he covered his nose and his mouth with the crook of the arm.
“What?” Scott yelled. “What is it?”
I didn’t hear the answer, but Scott was suddenly backing up toward the passenger side door as Daniel hurried back to the driver’s seat. Both men got into the car, breathing heavily. Daniel’s face was pale, and I noticed perspiration around his upper lip.
“What?” I asked, as Daniel grabbed the radio. “What is it?”
Daniel turned to me, his eyes dark and unreadable. “We just found Ellen.”
I didn’t have to ask how she was. I could see it on his face. I could smell it in the air that drifted into the car when he opened the door—the faint scent of decay. Of rot.
Ellen was dead.
After that, everything happened very fast.
Scott started securing the site while Daniel called for backup. “As soon as I can, I’ll have someone take you back to The Grand Slam to wait. We’ll need an official statement from you, but there’s no reason for you to wait here.”
I nodded as I hugged my body with my arms, trying to stay warm. The chill of the summer night had settled deep into my body, into my bones, and I was wondering if I would ever be warm again. “How long?” I asked, my voice a croak.
He was scribbling down notes and didn’t look up. “How long for what?” he asked.
“How long has she been,” I couldn’t say it. If I said it, then it would be real. “How long in the trunk?”
“That’s the coroner’s job to determine,” he said shortly. “Stay in the car until further notice.” He opened the car to join Scott. 
I had been dismissed.
Not that I blamed him. Surely, he felt completely blindsided right now. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt then that I really should have told him about the emails sooner. 
Flickering lights illuminated the clearing from behind. Daniel returned to the driver’s seat to move the car closer to the side of the road, wincing as the branches of the trees screeched against the passenger side.
Numbly, I watched the activity outside—the lights, the people, all the movement—and tried to get my head around what had just happened.
Someone had sent me an email wanting to meet at an out-of-the-way location.
A dark figure with a flashlight had drawn me to an even more out-of-the-way and isolated spot (one I likely would never have stumbled upon on my own).
It had to have been Ellen’s killer. 
Who else could it have been? The odds of the whole thing being a giant coincidence was too mind-boggling to even consider.
And that meant ... the killer had been following me.
The dark shadow. Outside my house. At the memorial service. The Good Yarn. 
The killer would have seen me with Gwyn.
Oh God. That last message—the one that said Gwyn should disappear like Ellen. Was that just this morning? 
Did that mean Gwyn was next? I had to tell Daniel.
I slid over to the side of the car, intending to get out, but paused. Daniel was deep in conversation with another man. Neither looked happy.
My hand hovered on the door handle. Daniel had told me to wait. He was already irritated with me, and his mood didn’t look like it had improved talking to the other detective. Maybe I should just stay put.
On the other hand, what if Gwyn really WAS in danger? Right now? Was I really going to let a little irritation stand in my way?
Determined, I opened the door and marched my way across the clearing. Daniel glanced over, saw me, and his eyes widened.
“I told you to stay put,” he said.
“I’m not a dog,” I countered, more crossly than I intended.
The other man turned. He had a distinguished air about him with thick, brown hair greying at the temple and dark eyes. “What is she doing here?” he asked Daniel.
“I told her to stay in the car,” Daniel said, gritting his teeth. He grabbed me by the arm and propelled me to the side of the clearing. “Don’t you ever listen?” he hissed. “I’ve got enough going on without having to worry about you.”
I squirmed against his tight hold. “I’m not trying to upset you, but Gwyn might be in trouble.”
Daniel continued to haul me forward. “Gwyn? What are you talking about? Why would she be in trouble?”
“She got another note. The stalker told her to disappear like Ellen.”
“What are you talking about? You,” he called to one of the officers, “can you come here for a moment?”
I took a deep breath. I didn’t have a lot of time. “Look, I know I messed up. I should have told you what was happening sooner. The only reason I’m here is because I got an anonymous email saying that there was proof that I was being set up as Gwyn’s stalker. And the note Gwyn received said she “should disappear like Ellen.” So, you tell me. Does that sound like Gwyn might be next?”
Daniel didn’t look at me as I talked, but I could see from the narrowing of his eyes that he was turning over the implications in his mind. 
The officer appeared at his side. “What do you need?” I did a double take when I saw how young he was. I wasn’t sure he was even old enough to have graduated high school, much less be a cop. 
Daniel thrust me toward him. “Can you take her back to The Grand Slam? Have her wait for Timmons there. She’s a witness.” To me, he said, “I’ll look into it, okay? Now, for the love of God, don’t go anywhere until Detective Timmons talks to you.”
I nodded and followed the kid to his car, wondering if maybe I should offer to drive. Would The Grand Slam even allow him to wait with me, or would he need to sit outside?
I needn’t have worried. Apparently, the youngster was a regular at The Grand Slam, as the bartender greeted him by name and asked if he wanted a beer.
“Can’t,” he said, smiling self-consciously and revealing dimples. “On duty. Coffee would be great.”
“Coffee for me too,” I said, craving the heat. I was still so cold.
I wondered how long we would be able to just sit there. I was sure the bar would be closing soon, so I asked the bartender, who looked like he would be more at home in a frat house than behind a bar, as he poured the coffee.
“The official closing time isn’t for a couple more hours, but if the cops need us to stay open later, we can,” he said.
A couple more hours? What, did they stay open all night?
But then I glanced at the clock. It was almost eleven.
How could it be only eleven? Was it really only three hours before that I had walked in hoping for answers?
Three hours. It felt like a lifetime.
I sipped my coffee, hoping the warmth would finally permeate my being. I didn’t think I had ever felt so cold in my life.
I was on my third cup and had just started to thaw when it finally came—the voice I had been dreading.
“Mrs. McMurray? Do you have a moment?”



Chapter 14
“It’s not McMurray,” I said, turning in my seat to face the detective. “It’s Kingsley.”
My aunt’s last name just popped out of my mouth. I had no idea where it even came from. My plan had been to go back to my maiden name once the divorce was final, even though that didn’t feel completely right either.
Was this the answer? Taking Aunt Charlie’s name?
Detective Timmons’ eyebrows went up in surprise. “Apologies, Ms. Kingsley,” he said. “I hadn’t been told you changed your name.”
I shifted uncomfortably. “Well, it’s not official,” I admitted. “Yet. But, I’m in the process of legally changing it.” This was obviously a lie, but I didn’t think I could admit the truth with those penetrating brown eyes boring into me.
He made another note. “Care to join me at a table?” He gestured to one of the booths in the same area I had sat just a few hours earlier apparently waiting for a killer.
I shivered, feeling the same chill I had before, as I picked up my coffee mug and slid off the stool.
“After you,” he said. So polite. I would have to stay on guard with him to make sure he didn’t lull me into a false sense of security. He’s not on my side, I reminded myself. No matter how polite he was.
I slipped into the booth. The bartender followed us with a coffee pot, refilling my cup and asking the detective what he wanted. 
“Coffee would hit the spot, thank you.”
The bartender fetched a cup for him and filled it. Detective Timmons smiled and waited until the bartender had finished before flipping open his notebook and putting on his glasses.
“Would you mind telling me, in your own words, what happened tonight?”
He let me talk, only interrupting if he had a clarifying question. It took longer than I expected to get through my story. The bartender had wandered over a couple of times to refill our cups, making me wonder if he really just wanted to hear what was going on firsthand.
When I was finally through, Detective Timmons paused to study his notes and sip his coffee. He wiped his salt and pepper mustache and sat back. Not for the first time, I marveled at how much he resembled Paul Newman.
“So, let me see if I got this right,” he said. “You received two emails ...”
“Three,” I said.
“Oh, yes. Three emails from someone by the name of “Friend,” that alluded to you being set up.”
“That’s correct.”
“And you assumed the emails were referring to Gwyn receiving anonymous notes and voicemails.”
“The emails said I was being set up,” I explained. “And Gwyn is accusing me of stalking her, but I’m not. So clearly, someone has convinced her I’m the one behind it.”
“Did the emails mention Gwyn?”
“No.”
He looked at me over his glasses. “Did the emails mention any details around how exactly Gywn was being harassed?”
I shifted uneasily. I didn’t like where this was going. “No, but what else could it have been about?” I asked again.
Timmons shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking questions. May I take your computer so we can analyze those emails?”
“Of course. Anything to help.”
He made another note. “And you believed the emails enough to agree to meet a stranger at a bar twenty minutes away?”
“It’s a public place,” I said, feeling a little defensive. “I figured I’d be safe.”
“You didn’t find this at all suspicious?”
“Of course I did,” I retorted. “But everything in Redemption is a little suspicious. I didn’t think this was any different.”
Timmons’ lips twitched in a half-smile. “But what I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell Daniel. He’s your boyfriend, right?”
“I don’t know if ‘boyfriend’ is the right word, but yes, we’re dating.”
“So why didn’t you tell him?”
I looked away. A waitress with a mop of frizzy black hair was wiping down a table next to a group of four twenty-something guys who were clearly trying to sweet-talk her.
Why didn’t I tell Daniel? Looking back now, it seemed so silly, and I wasn’t even sure why. Because I wanted to solve this myself? Because I wanted proof? Because I didn’t want to accuse Louise without proof? Because I initially thought it was CB, and I didn’t want to get him in more trouble? That was the weakest excuse yet. Why would I even care about CB after everything he had done? 
How could I possibly explain this to Detective Timmons? How could I answer why I thought CB had sent the emails, or why I suspected Louise (or someone who knew Louise), of setting me up? What could I say? 
That the first email had the line “The evil that was done,” which points directly to CB? Because Louise talked about ridding Redemption of evil at the memorial service?
I could tell Detective Timmons already suspected me of something. Maybe just of being an idiot, which truth be told, I probably was, but what if he thought I was somehow ... involved with Ellen’s death? What if he thought that, because CB was my cousin, the apple may not have fallen far from the tree?
“I didn’t want to bother him,” I finally said. 
Detective Timmons stared at me, his face completely impassive, but I could tell he didn’t believe me.
“You know Gwyn is his ex-fiancée,” I said, feeling like I needed a better explanation.
He nodded.
“Well, I wasn’t sure how much ... I thought it would be easier for him if I brought him actual proof. Then, he could take that back to Gwyn and this could all just ... die down.”
He slid back into the booth, his eyes never leaving my face. “Are you saying you thought Daniel believed Gwyn over you?”
“No ... it’s not like that,” I said hastily. When he put it like that, it sounded even worse. “I know he doesn’t think I’m stalking Gwyn. That’s ridiculous.” I laughed, trying to sound natural, but it came off slightly manic. “I didn’t want him talking me out of coming here, you know? And I thought it would be easier for everyone if I got some answers as to what was going on before involving people.”
Detective Timmons continued to watch me in silence, but this time, I was ready for him. I met his gaze, folded my hands, and waited.
He studied me a few minutes longer. I had the distinct impression he didn’t believe me. I waited for him to challenge me again, but he chose a different tact. “Okay, so something else doesn’t make sense to me.”
I stayed quiet and simply inclined my head.
“This blue truck you claim to have seen.”
I bit down on my cheek to keep myself from interrupting with, “I DID see a blue truck.” Instead, I just nodded to indicate he should keep going.
“You claim you saw this truck at A Good Yarn and at the church and then again parked just out here on the side of the road. Sure makes it seem like you’re being followed. So, why would you turn onto a dark, deserted dirt road at night if that were the case? Wouldn’t you think you were in danger? Maybe even falling into a trap?”
“I didn’t realize the road was as deserted as it was until I turned onto it,” I said. I was starting to feel like one of those kids in a horror movie who goes down into the basement without turning the light on. Honestly, it made sense at the time. 
“I also thought maybe, if I was being followed, it was because he wanted to help me. Tell me why I was being set up.”
“He?”
“Aren’t you assuming it’s a he?”
That half-smile again. “It still seems like a pretty big risk to take. Especially when you take into account what you thought you’d be getting in return.”
I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”
“Well, if you were right, and your unknown email sender was going to provide you with information and maybe proof about how you were being set up as Gwyn’s stalker, would that really be worth your getting hurt? Or worse?”
“That sort of depends on why this is all happening.”
“What do you mean?”
“If this stalker means us harm, then yeah. Don’t you think getting to the bottom of it now before anything bad happens makes the most sense? And besides, like I said, when I came here tonight, I thought I would be safe. I thought I was meeting someone in a public place. I didn’t plan to pull onto a deserted gravel road. It just ... well, at the time it seemed like the right thing to do.”
Detective Timmons eyed me for a long moment. It seemed like he was trying to figure something out about me, but I couldn’t sense whether it was good or bad. But then his cell phone buzzed, breaking the spell. 
He pulled it out, glanced at it, then flipped his notebook closed. “I think we’re good for now. It’s late, I’m sure you’d like to go home.” 
He caught the bartender’s eye and gestured for the check. “Someone will be over tomorrow for your computer.”
“Okay,” I said.
He dug around in his pocket, pulling out a money clip and a few business cards. He peeled a couple of bills off the clip, waved me away when I reached for my wallet, and handed the cash to the bartender before giving me a business card. “If you think of anything else, feel free to call me anytime. All my numbers are on there.”
“Okay,” I said again.
“And, it would be best if you stayed close to home,” he said. “No out-of-town trips.”
And there it was. Yet again, I was a person of interest. I slumped in my chair. Nothing like this ever happened to me in New York. And now, I couldn’t even entertain the thought of moving back, after finding Ellen’s body. I wondered if my mother would grant me an extension. I inwardly winced imagining that conversation. “Mom, it’s happened again. I’m involved in another police investigation—this time, a murder. I’ll need a few weeks to clear things up.”
Yeah, I could just imagine how well that would go over.
Detective Timmons started to slide out of the booth when I stopped him. “Did you find any sign of the figure or pickup truck?” I asked. 
“We’re still investigating,” he said, which I took as a “no.” 
I sighed and waited for the detective to leave before I slid out of the booth. I kept my head down, not wanting to meet the sharp, curious of eyes of the curly haired waitress or the frat boy bartender, and headed to my car.



Chapter 15
“Morning,” Mia greeted me from the kitchen table, a cup of coffee and her laptop in front of her. I was glad she was up. I had wrestled with myself when I had gotten home the night before about whether or not to wake her to tell her about Ellen, but then decided to wait. Mia had been struggling enough with her sleep as it was, and it wasn’t like she could do anything about it right then anyhow.
Mia nodded toward the kitchen. “Coffee’s fresh.”
“Thanks,” I said, heading over to get some.
“You were out late. Did you have fun?”
I paused for a moment to consider my answer. What I wanted to say was ‘Not in the slightest,’ but that response would likely take us down a conversational road and away from what was really important. As I was reconsidering, Mia read my non-answer in a way I hadn’t intended. 
“Oh no. You’re not going to tell me you were home early again, are you?” She sounded like she was trying to be funny, but when I glanced at her, her smile was strained and forced. 
There was something going on. I needed to ask her about it. But it would have to wait.
“No, nothing like that,” I said quickly, trying to reassure her. “And, no, ‘fun’ is not the word I would use for what happened last night.”
“What? Did you and Daniel have a fight or something?”
“I wish it were that simple.” I took my coffee and carried it to the table to sit next to her. “Ellen is dead.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Ellen is dead,” I said again.
“Are you sure?”
“Very.”
She sat very still, processing what I said. “What happened? How do you know? Was Daniel called in? Is that how you know?”
I took a deep breath. “I know because I was the one who found her body.”
Her jaw fell open. “What?!? How did that happen? You were with Daniel.”
I shook my head. “No, I lied about that. I ... okay, it’s too confusing, unless I start at the beginning.”
I told her everything—Gwyn, the emails, the dark figure, the truck, the meeting that wasn’t, and everything that happened after.
“So Gwyn thinks she’s being stalked? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“Well, for one, you’ve been working so much, we haven’t had a lot of time to chat.”
Mia inclined her head. “That’s true.”
“And another, it all happened so fast. It went from being a weird, one-off voicemail on Gwyn’s phone to an actual thing, just like that. Which reminds me, why on earth is Gwyn working at a nursery? I thought she was a teacher.”
“I don’t know why you thought that. She’s actually a photographer.”
I did a double take. “A photographer?”
“Yeah. Well, she does teach photography at the local college. She teaches Sunday School too, now that I think about it.”
“So, she’s doing a lot of odd jobs, then.”
“Basically.” Mia smiled slightly. “Honestly, I thought that was part of the reason Daniel fell for her. In that sense, she sort of reminds me of you.”
“Of me?”
“Yeah. She’s an artist, like you. Loves to garden, hence the job at the nursery. She’s creative. Not really locked into a straight-forward career. That sort of thing.”
“That probably explains why I saw her at A Good Yarn buying matte boards.”
“Yeah, she’s there a lot. Always picking up supplies for herself or her students.”
“There’s one mystery solved.”
Mia snorted. “One of about two hundred. And not even the most interesting one, at that. What I want to know is why you would have gone by yourself to meet some stranger. Didn’t you think it was dangerous?”
“It was a public place, so honestly, I thought I was safe. And, besides, I thought I knew.”
“Knew ...”
“Who was behind the emails. And the stalking.”
Mia’s eyes went wide. “Who?”
“Louise.”
“Louise?”
“Or someone close to her,” I amended.
“You thought Louise was sending you emails?”
“No, I thought Louise was the one stalking Gwyn.”
“What?”
I slumped over. “This is why I didn’t want to say anything. Not until I had proof.”
“But I don’t understand. Why would Louise stalk Gwyn?”
“To get rid of me.”
Mia shook her head. “I’m not following.”
“At the memorial service. You heard Louise. She wants to get rid of the evil in this town. In other words, me.”
“But Louise would never hurt you,” Mia protested. “Yeah, I heard what she said, but she’s just grieving. She finally knows the truth—that Jessica is never coming back. That has to be a blow.”
“Are you sure she’d never hurt me? I’m not talking physically, but there are other ways to hurt a person.”
Mia paused. “I guess ... I hadn’t really thought about it like that.”
“So, just consider it,” I pressed. “She wants me to leave Redemption. That seems pretty clear. So, if you wanted someone to leave, what would you do?”
“I ... I don’t know,” Mia said.
I leaned forward. “Well, what about ruining her reputation?”
Mia stared at me, the light slowly dawning in her eyes.
“What better way to get rid of me then to set me up as some sort of psycho stalker?” I continued. “I mean, think about it, if you thought I was capable of harassing Gwyn like that, wouldn’t you move out? Wouldn’t you stop being my friend?”
Mia cocked her head to the side. “Well, when you put it like that ...”
“Daniel would most certainly break up with me. He’s a cop dedicated to upholding the law. How could he justify being with someone who was breaking it? I also can’t see Daphne wanting to have anything to do with me. So, with no friends or ties, why wouldn’t I leave?”
“Okay, I see where you’re going with this. But that doesn’t explain the emails. Louise wouldn’t be emailing you.”
“No, not her. I thought it was CB.”
Mia looked bewildered. “CB? But he’s in jail. How would he even know what was happening here?”
“I figured he had a friend in town telling him, or something. And I thought he might know Louise was capable of this, because Brittany might have said something while he had her.”
“Well, I guess that all makes sense. In a weird way.”
“That’s why I thought I was basically safe,” I said. “I mean, even if Louise is trying to drive me out of town, I agree with you about her being incapable of physically harming anyone, even me. And CB wouldn’t hurt me. Especially if he was the one behind the emails. So why would he be reaching out unless he was trying to help?”
“I guess. Still seems to me like you took a pretty big risk.”
“At the time, it seemed like the obvious choice,” I said. “I had to do something to keep my reputation from being ruined. And this seemed safe enough. Of course, now we know differently.”
Mia shivered, running her hands up and down her arms. “And you think he’s following you? Whoever led you to Ellen?”
I raised my hands up. “That’s how it appears.”
“Do you recognize him?”
I shook my head. “No. Actually, to be honest, I never got much of a look. Just glimpses of a figure … like a dark shadow following me.”
“That’s really creepy.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Do you think he’s followed you here?” Her eyes widened.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never seen the truck here.”
“But the footsteps,” Mia said. “And Oscar.”
We stared at each other, horror blossoming between us.
The night Oscar had uncharacteristically hissed was the same night I thought I heard the click of a closing door … the same night I thought I saw a shadow in the yard.
Until that moment, I hadn’t put all the pieces together.
Had he been inside the house?
“We checked the locks,” I said through numb lips. “We checked the house. There was no sign anyone had been in here.”
“I heard footsteps again last night,” Mia said, her face white, emphasizing the dark circles under her eyes. I was reminded again about her not sleeping and a jab of guilt hit me. If she wasn’t living here, she likely wouldn’t be under so much stress. Although, if she wasn’t living here, she wouldn’t be able to cut her hours back when school started, so maybe the stress level would have been the same either way. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to add to her fear.
“It was probably me,” I said. “I got home late.”
Mia pressed her lips together. “I think we should install an alarm system. And maybe change the locks while we’re at it.”
“I’m sure it was me last night,” I said, unclear as to whether I was reassuring myself or my friend. “I walked around after I got home checking things.” Thinking back, I realized I had only checked that the doors were locked—not the windows. I had also paced around peering through windows and trying to see the backyard. Was anything there? Had anything ever been there?
Was anything there now?
“Even so,” Mia said. “I think it would be smart to put in an alarm system. And change the locks.”
“You’re right,” I said, as I mentally checked my bank account. The picture wasn’t pretty. “Any idea how much it costs for an alarm system? Maybe we can start with the locks.”
“I’ll pay for it,” Mia said immediately. “You can pay me back.”
“But ...”
“It’s fine,” Mia said shortly. “I know you’re good for it. Besides, it’s still cheaper than paying rent.”
“Okay,” I said as my phone buzzed. “Thanks. I’ll start making a few phone calls today.”
“Call Redemption Lock and Key,” Mia said. “It’s a father-and-son shop. They’ve lived here for years. They may be able to help with recommendations for the alarm system, too.”
“Done,” I said, reaching for my phone as I heard a text notification. 
It was my mother. When can we expect you?
My hands went from cold to hot. Sweaty, actually. I wiped them off on my yoga pants.
I was going to have to tell my mother what was going on. 
The doorbell rang. Both of us froze, and I knew Mia was thinking the same thing I was—what if it’s Ellen’s killer? Had he followed me home after all?
Mia stared at me, her eyes wide. “Expecting someone?”
“I ... ah ...” Then I remembered. “It’s probably the cops,” I said. “They said they’d be by today to pick up my computer.”
Mia briefly closed her eyes, letting her breath out in a huff. I decided to prioritize the alarm system installation and lock change. I’d figure out how to pay Mia back for it later, especially if I ended up selling the house.
Maybe, I mused as I went to answer the door, I could simply let Mia live here, rent free, until she graduated. After all, if I went home to New York, I wouldn’t need the money right away. I’d have an already-paid-for apartment and a job. With an alarm system and new locks, Mia would feel safe. Plus, without me there, she was bound to feel even safer.
One thing at a time, I told myself, as the doorbell rang again. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I muttered to myself. I’d deal with the cops first. Then my mother.
I opened the door. 
“Took you long enough,” Daniel said.



Chapter 16
“I ... uh,” I stammered. “You’re not the cop I was expecting.”
He smiled, but there was no humor behind it. “And which one were you expecting?” He wore the same outfit he had on the night before—faded jeans and a white tee shirt. His hair was mussed, and his face was dark with stubble. I wondered if he had slept at all.
“I’m not sure,” I said. “Are you here to pick up my computer?”
He shot me a look. “I’m here because we need to talk. Are you going to let me in?”
“Oh, sure,” I said, backing away from the door. “Coffee?”
“God, yes,” he said, following me to the kitchen. “Oh, hey, Mia.”
“Morning, Daniel,” she said. “Nice to see a friendly face.”
“Maybe not so friendly,” he said darkly, staring at me.
Uh oh. “I’ll get your coffee,” I said quickly, as Mia grabbed her cup and stood up. “I’m going to go ... get ready,” she said. “Becca, let me know about the alarm system.”
Daniel raised his eyebrow at me as I handed him his coffee. “Alarm system?”
“As Mia has correctly pointed out, someone who is at least involved with Ellen’s death is following me around. I think it’s prudent to get an alarm system installed and the locks changed.”
Daniel sipped his coffee. “‘Prudent,’ you say. Well, I guess it’s better late than never to be prudent about your safety.”
I sighed. “You’re angry with me.”
“Now why on earth would you think that?” he asked. “Being blindsided by the woman you thought was becoming your girlfriend in the middle of the night is certainly nothing to get angry about.”
I blinked stupidly at him. “You want me to be your girlfriend?”
Daniel’s eyes went wide. “Are you kidding me? That’s what you took away from what I just said?”
“Well, uh, it’s just I didn’t think we’d progressed that far,” I mumbled.
Daniel put his coffee down on the table and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Becca, do you understand how much trouble you’re in right now? You found a dead body. In the middle of the night. In the middle of nowhere. And you have this, this uncorroborated, bizarre story about how you ended up there!”
“But the story is true.”
“But it doesn’t sound true,” Daniel said. “It sounds crazy.”
“Wait a minute,” I said slowly. “Are you saying I’m seriously suspected of killing Ellen?”
“Right now, what I’m saying is you’re the only suspect,” Daniel said. 
“Oh my God.” My knees started shaking and I jerkily lowered myself into a chair. “Oh my God. Seriously?”
Daniel ran his hands roughly through his hair and sat down as well. “Seriously.”
“But ... what do I do?”
“We need to find some proof to corroborate your story,” he said grimly. “Did anyone else see this figure following you ever? Like Mia or Daphne? Or even Chrissy?”
I shook my head.
“What about the truck?”
“No.”
“Did you tell anyone about what you were seeing? Before last night?”
I slumped in my chair. “No.”
“How about the emails? Did you tell anyone about the emails?”
“No.”
“Did you get out of the car at all last night? Walk over to the trunk?”
“No! I told you, I drove away and called you.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Becca, if they find any of your DNA or fingerprints by that trunk ...”
“I already told you, I didn’t go near it,” I said, struggling to keep the ragged edges of my temper in check. I forced myself to take a deep breath. He has a right to be miffed, I told myself. “There was no way I was getting out of my car by then.”
“Okay,” he said, but it didn’t sound like he completely believed me. “Is there anything else you aren’t telling me?”
I stared into my coffee. “You don’t trust me.”
“I could say the same to you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly at the end. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“No, it wasn’t like that,” I said. “I just told you, I didn’t tell anyone.”
“But I’m not anyone,” he burst out. “I thought ... well it doesn’t matter what I thought, I guess.”
He picked up his cup and angled his face away from me, but not before I saw the hurt etched there. My anger dissolved, leaving me feeling sick. 
“It wasn’t ... I didn’t ...” I stopped and tried again. “It wasn’t that I didn’t trust you,” I said.
“Then why wouldn’t you tell me? I’m a cop, for God’s sake.”
“And that’s why!”
He shook his head, refusing to meet my eyes. “I don’t understand.”
“Look, I knew you were talking to Gwyn,” I said. “Or Gwyn was talking to you.”
He glanced up, surprised. “Are you saying you were jealous?”
I squirmed. “Not ... well, maybe a little,” I admitted. “I saw you two talking at the memorial service.”
He looked puzzled. “Talking to Gwyn? I don’t remember that.”
“It was after the service,” I said. “I was in line to leave the church. You were in the lobby.”
Daniel’s face cleared. “Oh, yeah I guess we did talk then.”
“And, after all that happened with Louise, and her clearly wanting me to leave Redemption, I don’t know.” I rubbed my face with my hands. “I guess I was worried you might start to believe I was actually capable of stalking Gwyn.”
He started shaking his head. “You really think so little of me.”
“It’s not that,” I blurted out. “I thought they would wear you down.”
“Wear me down?”
I raised my hands helplessly. “Just ... everything. Louise. Gwyn. Other people who didn’t want me here. I thought they would just keep at you and at you until,” my voice dropped as I struggled to keep my tears from falling, “until it was easier to believe them than me.”
Daniel ran his hands through his hair roughly. “Oh God, Becca. You’re focusing too much on a few negative people. There are a lot of people here who don’t want you to leave, who think Louise is just stuck in the past. That has made her bitter and vengeful.”
I raised a hand to stop him. “That may be true,” I said. “But I’m trying to explain why I didn’t tell you. I thought if I could just get proof, then all of this would be fine.”
“You still could have told me,” he said. “We could have gotten proof together.”
I shook my head. “The emails said to come alone and not tell anyone. I didn’t want to risk the person getting cold feet and not showing.”
“But the risk to yourself,” Daniel said. “Didn’t you consider what a dangerous game you were playing?”
I explained how I thought it was Louise and CB behind everything. “Which is another reason I didn’t tell you,” I sighed. “Because if it was CB trying to help me, I didn’t want to get him in trouble any more than he already was.”
“You know how crazy that sounds,” Daniel said, but his voice was gentle.
I put my head in my hands. “I know. I know I shouldn’t want to defend him, but it’s still difficult for me to get my head around who he really was. I keep remembering the cousin who was always there for me, no matter how bad things got.”
Daniel sighed and reached over to put his hand over mine. “I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me. After all, Chrissy is living here again, too.”
I half-smiled. “I guess I’m a bleeding heart, eh?”
He didn’t return the smile. “A bleeding heart that could get herself hurt. Or worse, if she’s not careful.”
I took a deep breath. “You’re right. I should have told you. I should have done a lot.”
“Yeah, you should have.” Daniel gave my hand a squeeze before removing it, leaving me feeling cold and alone. “You really got yourself into a mess this time.”
“What do I do?”
“Cooperate,” Daniel said simply. “And start looking for a good lawyer.”
Oh no. I slumped over. Lawyers cost money. Money I didn’t have. Not to mention that I had a pretty lousy track record with lawyers. “You really think it’s going to come to that?”
He shrugged. “I don’t think it will hurt to have a name to call in case all hell breaks loose.”
I thought about the latest text from my mother. I had no choice. I was going to have to call her. “Is there anything you can tell me? Anything you know?”
“I’m not on the case,” he said. “This is Detective Timmons’ show.”
“What can you tell me about him?”
“He’s a good cop,” Daniel said. “Fair. Tough. He’s definitely going to turn over every stone.”
Which meant poking around in my history. Oh God.
“Even though I’m not officially part of the investigation,” Daniel said. “I’d still like to know what exactly happened. Do you mind telling me? From the beginning.”
“Of course,” I said. “Let me refill my coffee first. Want some?”
“Sure.”
I got us both more coffee before repeating pretty much everything I had told Mia that morning, only skipping over the part about thinking the figure may have been in the house.
After all, I was changing the locks. And installing an alarm system. Even if there was someone out there following me, he wouldn’t be able to get in anymore. And if I told Daniel, all I would do is worry him even more than he already was.
“So these emails,” he said when I finished. “They’re anonymous, right? What made you think they were from CB?”
“Let me go get my computer and show you,” I said, pushing back from the table. “I need to get it anyway. Someone will be by shortly to take it.”
I fetched my computer from The Studio and brought it down to the kitchen table. “I’m surprised they aren’t here yet,” I said as I opened it up and navigated to my email. “But it works out because now I can show you ...”
My voice drifted off as I looked for the last email in my inbox. Where was it?
Daniel leaned over my shoulder. “I don’t see it.”
“Neither do I,” I said as I clicked around. “I didn’t think ... oh wait. Maybe I moved it.” I opened up my CB folder.
Empty.
Stupidly, I stared at my screen. “That can’t be,” I whispered.
Daniel looked at my computer and then back at me. “What? What is it?”
“The emails. They’re gone.”
“Are you sure you didn’t delete them? Maybe check the trash.”
I clicked over to the trash bin and searched. No trace.
“Maybe they’re in a different folder,” Daniel suggested, but I was already clicking through them myself.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “They were just here.”
“Could someone have accidentally deleted them?” Daniel asked. “Maybe Mia or Chrissy? Without understanding their significance?”
“Mia and Chrissy have their own computers,” I said. “There’s no reason to log onto mine. But even if they did, I can’t imagine why they would be looking through my email.”
“Are you sure you didn’t accidentally delete them?”
“Positive,” I said, but in my head, I was already questioning myself. Was it possible that I accidentally deleted them? I had had that terrible conversation with my mother with my email open. Could I have deleted the emails without thinking?
The doorbell rang. “Oh God, that’s probably someone to pick up the computer,” I said, starting to feel frantic. “But the emails aren’t here. What do I do?”
“Take a breath,” Daniel said. “Go answer the door. Let’s see who it is.”
I took a breath. “But if it’s ...”
Daniel gently put his hand on my shoulder. “Becca, it’s going to be okay,” he said. “Go answer the door.”
I wanted to argue with him. Wasn’t he the one who had already told me I was in a lot of trouble? That no one believed my story? And now this? My one hard piece of evidence, the emails, were missing.
I was going to end up in jail.
As I suspected, a cop was at the front door. “Ma’am? I’m here for the computer.”
God, he looked young, with his short, dark hair and clean-shaven face. Was the police force recruiting in high school these days or something? Yet another cop who didn’t look old enough to drive. 
“Come in,” I said. “The computer is in the kitchen.”
I led the way back, trying to figure out how I was going to explain the missing emails.
Daniel stood up and introduced himself to the cop, shaking his hand. “We discovered something this morning,” he said.
“The emails are missing,” I blurted out. “I don’t know what happened to them.”
“Where did they go?” the cop asked.
Didn’t I just explain that?
Probably not a good tactic to make this cop angry, I realized. Even if he does look like he’s twelve. “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s the problem. They were here yesterday, but now they’re not.”
Daniel closed my laptop and shot me a hard look. “Have the techs check for tampering,” he said, handing the laptop to the cop (kid). “If Detective Timmons has any questions, he can call me or Becca.”
The cop glanced at both of us before taking the computer and handing me a receipt. I walked him back to the front door.
“In a lot of cases, technicians can recover deleted files,” Daniel said when I returned to the kitchen. “The fact that those emails have been deleted may actually help your case. It may prove you do have a stalker.”
“But, how could he have deleted my emails?” I asked. “I saw him last night. Twenty minutes away. Wait a minute.” The enormity of what was happening me. “He has been in the house! He must have broken in sometime last night and deleted those emails.”
“Hold on,” Daniel said. “First off, there are ways you can access people’s computers without physically touching them. He didn’t have to break in to delete them, if it truly was him.”
But I wasn’t hearing Daniel. All I heard in my head was the click of the door. Oscar hissing. “But what if he was in the house?”
“Do you have any other reason to think that was the case?”
“I didn’t,” I said. “At least, not at first. Mia has been hearing footsteps, but I hadn’t. And there was one night where I thought I heard a door close, and Oscar hissed, but all the doors were locked. Oh my God, what if he really was in the house?!”
“Slow down,” Daniel ordered, putting his hands on my shoulders and guiding me to a chair as I fought to control my breathing. I couldn’t think. Everything was racing inside me. “What are you talking about?”
His hands were warm, gentle, and comforting on my shoulders. I was shivering so hard, I didn’t think I could form any words. He kept his hands on me, steadying me. I breathed in his musky, masculine scent, willing my pulse to slow.
Daniel patiently watched me, waiting for me to get myself under control. “Now tell me,” he said gently but firmly. “What is going on?”
I managed to get the story out. About how I thought I heard the click of a downstairs door and Oscar hissing. How Mia and I searched the house but found nothing. How all the doors were locked. How I thought I saw a shadow, but dismissed it as being a figment of my imagination. How, since then, Mia has heard footsteps at night, even though neither Chrissy nor I have.
He was in the house. A killer was in my house.
How would I ever feel safe again?
The more I talked, the darker Daniel’s face became. “You didn’t think to tell me this either?”
“I ... I didn’t think it was related,” I said.
“You just said you thought you saw a shadow outside. That’s very relevant.”
“I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not,” I started to explain, but then I stopped myself. It was time to come clean. No more lying. “That’s not completely true,” I sighed. “I didn’t want to worry you.”
He briefly closed his eyes. “Becca, part of being in a relationship means being honest with each other.”
I squirmed. “I know. It’s just ... I thought I could handle it. I didn’t think he was actually in the house. Everything was locked. And I thought Mia was just hearing things. Plus, we’re going to get the locks changed and an alarm system put in.”
“That’s the smartest thing you’ve said yet,” Daniel said. “Who did you call?”
“I haven’t called anyone yet,” I said, but the words were hardly out of my mouth before Daniel was pulling his phone out of his pocket. “We’re getting this taken care of today,” he said. “At the very least, the locks. And if they can’t come today, I’m sleeping here on the couch until they do.” I opened my mouth to tell him that wasn’t necessary, but the set look on his face made me close it. Besides, a part of me felt a little better, with how protective he was being.
He paused, meeting my eyes. “We’re going to get through this, Becca. We’re going to get to the bottom of it.”
God, I hoped he was right.



Chapter 17
There was something I was missing. Something I had forgotten about.
But what?
I padded through the darkened house, trying to remember. What was teasing my memory? What had I missed? It was right there at the tip of my tongue.
Maybe a cup of tea would help. A cup of tea helps everything, or at least, that’s what my Aunt Charlie would say.
“Tea won’t help you now.”
I blinked. I was in the kitchen with Aunt Charlie. We were both sitting at the table. “You always said a cup of tea cures everything.”
She smiled, but it was a tired, worn-out smile. “That was before.” 
The kitchen was dark and full of shadows, but somehow, I could see Aunt Charlie clearly, lit up from the light of the full moon. Her skin was grey, and her wrinkles stood out in stark contrast. 
“Took you long enough,” another voice said. I turned and saw Jessica, also sitting at the table, examining her nails.
“Jessica, you’re here.”
She shrugged. “Where else would I be?” She looked exactly the same as she did the night of the party, right down to her frilly pink top. Forever sixteen. 
She sighed, shaking her head at the state of her manicure.
“But ... aren’t you upset with me?”
Her lashes flickered up at me. “Why would I be upset with you?”
“Well, uh,” I wasn’t sure if I could say it, if I could say the words, because it’s my fault you’re here. Instead, I said, “The last time you showed up in my dreams, you were a corpse telling me more would die unless I remembered.”
She gave me a “duh” look. “And you did remember. So what’s the problem?”
“But ...”
Jessica stopped picking at her nails and stared at me. “But, what?” she asked impatiently.
“But ...” oh God, she was going to make me say it. “But it’s my fault you’re here.”
She rolled her eyes. “Becca, stop feeling sorry for yourself. And stop being so melodramatic. We’ve got work to do. You’ve managed to get yourself into one hell of a mess.” She glanced at my aunt. “The living. How can you stand it?”
“She’s doing her best,” Aunt Charlie said to Jessica.
Jessica shook her head and went back to her nails. “Whatever.”
I still didn’t feel right. “But ...” I tried to say, but Jessica interrupted me.
“Becca, really. There’re other things you need to focus on. Like protecting yourself from the evil that was done.”
I felt a cold draft trickle down my back.
“It’s here,” Aunt Charlie said gravely. “The evil. You must protect yourself.” She reached out and pushed a green stone closer to me. The jade. It glistened in the grey moonbeams. “The stone. It will protect you. Did you find it yet?”
I remembered my previous dream, when Aunt Charlie held the same stone. “What are you talking about? Was I supposed to look for one?”
Aunt Charlie leaned forward, the light shifting on her face, illuminating the skull beneath her grey skin. “Find it.”
“Don’t be an idiot like I was,” Jessica said. “Listen to your aunt.”
“Wait,” I said to Jessica. “We know what happened to you. There was no evil involved. What are you talking about?”
Jessica’s lips stretched into an empty grin. “Are you sure you know what happened to me?” 
“But ... I ...” 
“What happened to my body?” Her lips continued stretching, opening, until, with a shock, I realized she too looked like a hollow skull. I recoiled from both of them.
“I don’t know. CB won’t tell me,” I said. “He won’t tell anyone.”
Her mouth seemed to widen. “Maybe he isn’t telling because he doesn’t know.”
CB doesn’t know? “But, he helped cover up what happened. How could he not know?”
Jessica shrugged. “Sometimes things aren’t what they seem.” She clicked her jaw together, looking more and more like a grinning skeleton.
My mind was reeling. “I don’t understand. What happened to you?”
“Never mind that,” Aunt Charlie said, now a skeleton herself. “All will be revealed in time. Right now, you need to find the jade. Protect yourself. Before it’s too late.”
I awoke with a jerk, finding myself back in my bed, the sun just barely peeking over the horizon, filling the sky with oranges and pinks. Next to me, Oscar yawned, displaying an impressive mouthful of razor-sharp teeth.
I was shocked I had slept at all, much less as long as I had. As exhausted as I was when I had finally fallen into bed last night, I had been sure I would be up tossing and turning, unable to sleep, haunted by all that had been happening to me. Instead, I fell asleep almost immediately, and slept deeply.
Daniel had spent most of the day with me, helping me get the locks changed, insisting the locksmith add additional security features to all our doors and windows, and sitting in on my meeting with the alarm system people. He also did a careful search of the house inside and out, checked my windows, the basement, garage, and more.
There were no obvious signs that anyone had been in the house.
“Keep in mind that it’s possible,” Daniel had said early in the evening, as the three of us sat outside, Mia and I with wine and Daniel with a beer. Chrissy had volunteered to make dinner and was busy in the kitchen. “It’s possible it was all done remotely.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Well, it’s possible your computer was infected with a virus at some point. You clicked on a file you shouldn’t have, and now your computer is infected. That virus could have deleted the emails.”
“So, the good news in that case would be that no one has been inside the house,” Mia said. “The bad news though, is that whoever sent the virus could have accessed anything on your computer.”
I shivered even though the day was warm and humid. “Not particularly reassuring.”
I thought about how Mia was hearing footsteps. Clearly, she was already having difficulty sleeping. I struggled to find the words, not wanting to make light of her worries about her personal safety.
“I still don’t understand how that could happen though,” I said. “I don’t click on spam.”
“It may not have looked like spam,” Daniel said. “It could have been disguised to look like something from someone you know.”
“This is just getting worse and worse,” I said. “Someone has been watching me that closely to know what I would click on?”
“It doesn’t have to be that close,” Daniel said. “Take a look at your social media networks. What you’re posting. Who your friends are. It wouldn’t be that difficult.”
I rubbed my eyes. “I’m never posting on social media again.”
Daniel half-smiled. “Too late.”
“God.”
A yellow chickadee flew into the bird bath, splashing around and causing Oscar to sit up and take notice. A monarch butterfly perched on a marigold. The beauty and peace surrounding me was so at odds with my life that I felt almost disoriented, as if I were observing past events through a hall of mirrors.
“So. What do I do now?” I asked.
Daniel shrugged. “Nothing. At the moment. The locks are changed, the alarm system should be installed within a few days, and the technicians are looking at your computer as we speak. We should know more shortly.”
Great. The waiting game. I was never very good at that.
But after a good night’s sleep and watching the sun light up the sky, I realized I was feeling a lot better about the situation. With any luck, the technicians would be able to track down whoever was emailing me, which would both exonerate me and put Ellen’s killer behind bars. A win-win. And, with better security, hopefully all of us could sleep better. 
Oscar hopped off the bed and meowed at me. Breakfast time. And coffee. I pulled on a pair of yoga pants and headed out of the room.
After feeding Oscar and pouring myself a cup of coffee, I pulled my phone out and every one of my good feelings leeched out of me. My mother had left me another text. I had better call her back. It was an hour later in New York. Plus, she had always been an early riser, so she would be up.
But ... where to go? I didn’t want to call from the kitchen. Mia and Chrissy could come down any minute, and I still hadn’t even told them about my mother’s ultimatum. With everything else going on, the last thing I wanted was for them to overhear my mother say something.
So the kitchen was out. The backyard? I peered out the window. The only things I could make out in my garden were a couple of rabbits munching on my flowers. Maybe that would work. I could pretend I was looking around the property.
I slipped on a pair of flip flops and headed out the back door, locking the door behind me. I didn’t want to take any chances.
“Rebecca, finally.” My mother sounded relieved. “When can we expect you?”
“Well, that’s what I’m calling about,” I said. “You see, I’m in a bit of a pickle, and I sort of can’t leave.”
“Oh Rebecca.” My mother’s voice fell. I could hear the disappointment practically drip from her words. “No more games. This is it.”
“No, you don’t understand,” I said. “There’s a woman here, her name is Ellen, and she went missing about a week ago ...”
“None of that has any bearing on you,” my mother interrupted, her voice firm. “Either you’re back home by Sunday, or you’re no longer welcome.”
“But she was found murdered ...”
“Murdered? Heavens! What sort of town are you living in? You should leave this afternoon!”
Never mind how many murders there are in New York, I thought, but didn’t voice. It wouldn’t have mattered. “I can’t leave though, because I was the one who found the body.”
“You what?”
“I found the body,” I said. “The cops have already told me I can’t leave. Not yet.”
“How ...? What ...? Where ...?” my mother’s voice sputtered. “I don’t understand. How did this happen?”
“I ...” This was the part I hadn’t figured out yet. There was no way I was going to explain the full story to her, but how much should I tell? “I thought I was meeting someone, but as it turned out, I was set up. And instead, I ended up finding Ellen’s body.”
“Who would tell you to meet you where there was a dead body?”
“Well, that’s what the police are investigating.”
“But why, Rebecca? Why would you agree to meet someone who could do such a thing? You could have been killed.”
I closed my eyes. “I was tricked.”
“You were tricked?”
“It’s a long story. I really don’t want to get into it on the phone,” I said.
My mother was silent. “Oh Rebecca,” she sighed. “You’ve never had any sense. Even when you were a child, you were always too trusting. Too easily fooled. I never should have let you spend time with my sister. She took advantage of you.”
Just like that, I was ten again, and my mother was reprimanding me about my choice of friends, my choice of hobbies. She never approved of anything I wanted to do, from painting to spending time in Redemption. For years, I had tried so hard to win her approval—to have her be proud of me. 
“Do you see now why you can’t stay in Redemption?” she continued. “Because you make poor choices. Clearly, you can’t be trusted. This is why you need to move back here, as soon as possible, so your father and I can help you. This is why I’ve insisted on you coming home. Look what happens when your father and I aren’t there to guide you.”
I wanted to protest. I could feel the words rising in the back of my throat, hot and bitter. This wasn’t my fault. I was trying to do the right thing, to clear my name. It’s not my fault that someone is stalking me and deliberately setting me up.
But even as I thought it, I knew I couldn’t say it. She would twist my words so that they proved her point—that I wasn’t competent enough to live my life on my terms.
The worse part? I was starting to suspect she was right.
“The cops have told me I can’t leave right now,” I said, changing the subject. “At least not until they finish the investigation.”
“How long is that supposed to take?”
“I don’t know. They didn’t say.”
My mother let out a huge, disapproving sigh. “I guess all we can do is wait then. You promise me you’ll let me know the moment they’ve cleared you and you can leave. I expect you to book the first flight you can out of there the moment this nightmare is concluded.”
“I’ll let you know,” I said. “I have to go. I’ll keep you posted.”
I hung up quickly, not wanting to let my mother have the last word. I didn’t want to end up in a position where she forced me to make a promise I wasn’t prepared to keep.
Admittedly, though, my leaving appeared to be the best option. I mean, even if I were completely exonerated, how could I stay here? Louise obviously wanted me gone, and there was certain to be others who would feel the same way.
I was facing an uphill battle, trying to carve out a home and business and life in Redemption. Did I really want to do that to myself?
Still, every time I thought about leaving, I felt a tight, hard lump in my chest. Could I really leave Mia and Daphne? Not to mention Daniel.
Especially Daniel.
Well, I didn’t need to make any decisions right that moment. I needed to focus on getting my name cleared and finding out who was behind everything going on.
I headed back into the house. Once I got some more coffee and breakfast into me, I could maybe start making a few phone calls.
As quietly as I could, I unlocked the back door and made my way into the kitchen, only to be greeted by Mia, eyes wild, hair a tangled mess, brandishing a knife.
“What the ... crap ...” Startled, I spilled coffee over myself. “Mia, you scared me. What are you doing with a knife?”
Mia dropped the knife, put her hand on her chest. “Becca, you scared me! What were you doing outside? I thought you were still asleep.”
I shook my head and went to the sink to mop off my shirt. “I called my mom. Figured I would do it outside and not bother anyone.”
“You told your mom what was going on?” She knew my relationship with my mother was strained, but I hadn’t gone into all the details.
“She’s been texting, so I felt like I had to tell her something. I didn’t say much.” I focused on refilling my coffee as I found I couldn’t look at Mia while sharing that white lie. Well, it wasn’t really a lie, I reasoned. More of an incomplete truth. But, regardless, I still felt slightly sick speaking it. I knew I should tell her I was contemplating moving back to New York, but on the other hand, did I really want to add to the uncertainly and chaos of the moment? There was already a big unknown with the police investigation. Should I really worry her further?
Somehow, my justifications didn’t make me feel any less sick to my stomach.
“That must have been a tough conversation,” Mia said sympathetically.
“It was.”
I finished pouring my coffee and turned to her, trying to hide my shock at her appearance. She looked dreadful. The circles under her eyes were even darker than normal.
“So, what do you have you planned for today?”
She groaned, rubbing her eyes. “Work. Of course. But, starting next week, I’ve got more time off. I decided to take your advice and get some rest before the school year started.”
“Good plan,” I said, sipping my coffee and wondering if I should broach the subject of her appearance. “Did you sleep better last night knowing the locks were changed?”
“Yes,” she said, but she didn’t meet my eyes, and I got the feeling she was telling her own incomplete truths. “Talking to Daniel helped, too. I’m pretty sure all I’ve been hearing is just normal creaks and groans of the house. No actual footsteps or whispers.”
Whispers? A line from Mad Martha’s journal popped into my head. The house is whispering to me again. My arm froze midair, coffee halfway to my mouth. “What did you say?” I asked, my throat suddenly dry.
“That you’re right. I was just hearing normal creaks and groans.”
“No, I thought you said something about whispers.”
Mia laughed self-consciously. “Oh, right. Yeah that must have been a dream. The house whispering to me.”
Slowly, carefully, I lowered my arm and put my coffee on the counter. I didn’t trust myself not to spill it. “What was the house whispering about?” I asked, trying to make a joke about it.
“Oh, who knows? I don’t really remember,” Mia said, glancing at her phone. “Oh, look at the time. I better go get ready.” She took another swallow of coffee, topped it off, and quickly left the kitchen, careful not to look at me.
Did I tell her about Mad Martha’s diary? I didn’t think I had, but I couldn’t be sure. I knew I told Daphne about it. Did we ever talk about it in front of Mia? Had Daphne told Mia?
Someone must have told her, right? She must have heard that line before today.
Because the alternative was too horrifying.
Hearing footsteps. Unable to sleep. 
The house is whispering to me again.
Suddenly, I couldn’t stand it. I needed to find that diary. 
I quickly refilled my coffee and headed up to The Studio. Once I found it, then maybe I could show Mia, and we could have a laugh about it. See, look? Remember this? That’s where those words came from.
Nothing more sinister than that.
As I walked up the stairs, I tried to remember the last time I had seen Mad Martha’s diary. I thought I had put it away with Aunt Charlie’s other files, so it should be in the wooden filing cabinet.
I started there, but a quick search revealed nothing. Next, I went through my painting supplies, but no luck. Had I tucked it away in my desk? I supposed it was possible.
I got on my hands and knees and started rifling through the drawers. One of the drawers was jammed, and I felt around to determine what was keeping it stuck. Was the diary blocking it somehow? My hand found something small and hard wrenched in there.
What the heck was that? Carefully, I worked it free, trying not to damage anything in the process.
Finally, it came out. I turned it over in my hand, trying to make sense of what I was holding.
It was a cell phone.



Chapter 18
I turned the phone over and over in my hands, trying to figure out what it might mean. A growing sense of dread was slowly seeping into the pit of my stomach.
Why was an old-fashioned flip phone in my desk? 
Whose was it?
I flipped it open. The call history consisted of only three outgoing calls. 
All to the same number.
And all in the past few days.
What was going on?
With shaky fingers, I reached for my own phone. I needed help.
I dialed Daniel’s number, silently chanting, “Please pick up, please pick up,” over and over. Luckily, he did.
“Becca, are you okay?”
“I found a cell phone,” I said, my lips numb.
“What are you talking about?”
“A cell phone. I found a cell phone in my desk.”
“Whose is it?”
“That’s the thing. I don’t know.” My voice was rising, and I forced myself to take a ragged breath.
“Could it be Mia’s or Chrissy’s?”
“I doubt it. It’s a flip phone.”
“A flip phone,” Daniel mused, half under his breath. “Where did you find it?”
“In my desk. Wedged way back in one of the drawers.”
“Could it be Charlie’s?”
“Doubt it.” I gave a short bark of laugher. “Unless Aunt Charlie is making calls from beyond the grave.” Even funnier was that I could almost picture her, in the kitchen, a cup of tea in one hand and the phone in the other, dialing away. I had to clamp my teeth down to keep myself from bursting into hysterical laughter. 
“Calls?”
“Yeah, there are three calls made since Saturday,” I said. 
“Can you see the number?” His voice had taken on a suspicious tone.
“Yes, it’s one number.”
“Read it, please.”
I rattled off the digits. There was a long silence on the other end of the line.
“Becca, you need to call Detective Timmons right now,” he said. “You need to tell him about this.”
“What? Why? What’s going on? Whose number is it?” I was starting to sound hysterical again, and I fought to get myself under control.
He paused. “It’s Gwyn’s.”
“What?”
“I thought ... Becca, this is really bad.”
“What am I going to do?”
“You have to call Detective Timmons. Now. And you probably ought to call a lawyer, as well, if you haven’t already. And think about moving into a hotel temporarily.”
I closed my eyes, pain stabbing at my temples. Oh no. Not a migraine. Not now. “I am being set up, aren’t I?” I whispered.
“Becca, I thought ... I thought you were calling because you heard from Detective Timmons. They analyzed the paper those anonymous notes were on that were delivered to Gwyn. The ones that looked like ransom notes.”
“Yes,” I said, wondering how any of this could possibly get any worse than it already was.
“It was drawing paper. Like from a sketch pad.”
Oh God. In my mind, I could see the scrap of torn paper from the sketch pad I had just bought. “So not only am I definitely being set up, but he was in my house.”
“That’s why you should move to a hotel. Or somewhere else. Just temporarily.”
He really was in my house. I wanted to scream. This was actual, tangible proof. It couldn’t be explained away like the clicking on a virus theory, or accidentally deleting an email. I was holding actual, physical evidence in my hand that my home—and my privacy—had been violated.
Suddenly, everything felt filthy and disgusting. What had he touched? What else had he done in my house? All I wanted to do was get a bucket of boiling hot water with soap and bleach and scrub and scrub and scrub. Even then, would I ever feel comfortable again?
“Becca? Are you listening to me?”
I opened my eyes, slowly straightening my shoulders. This guy was not going to win. He was not going to chase me out of my own home. 
“I’ll call Detective Timmons,” I said, my voice cool and calm. Maybe eerily so. “I’ll start calling lawyers, too. But I’m not leaving.”
“Becca! You have to ...”
“The locks are changed,” I cut in. “The alarm system is coming. He’s not chasing me out.”
“I should stay ...”
“No,” I said firmly. “I’ve gotten you more involved than I should have already. I’ll be fine.”
“What about Mia and Chrissy?”
I stared out the window. A hawk lazily circled the sky. “They can decide for themselves if they want to stay or go,” I said.
Daniel was silent. “Keep me posted,” he said.
“I will.”
“Becca,” he said, as I was about to hang up. “The offer still stands. You call me whenever. If there’s anything that doesn’t feel right, call me and I’ll come. I don’t care what time it is.”
Tears welled up inside me. I took a deep, unsteady breath, feeling more touched than I could put into words. “Thanks Daniel,” I said softly. “ I appreciate it.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
I hung up, staring at the flip phone. As much as my fingers itched to start cleaning, it made more sense to call Detective Timmons first. The sooner I called him, the better, right? I would look less guilty than I would if I waited at all.
I suspected I was fooling myself.
I had left his card in the kitchen. I picked up both phones and headed down the stairs.
The ransom notes kept niggling at me. Whoever wrote them had taken the paper from the sketch book I had bought, but where did the magazines come from? I didn’t have any. Maybe he thought the cops would assume I threw them away?
Somehow, that didn’t feel right. It was too ... sloppy.
After all, this was a man who had clearly (and painstakingly) thought of every detail, right down to tying the paper directly to me. 
Would he really leave the magazines up to chance?
Or would he connect those to me, too … maybe by planting them somewhere in my house? 
Unless ...
Aunt Charlie.
I had almost forgotten. Along with all the other bags of useless crap my Aunt Charlie had hoarded (and I had thrown out), were old magazines.
The details started coming back to me—I hadn’t been able to get rid of all of them. There were just too many. So I simply stashed a bunch in the garage, waiting until the next trash day to toss them in.
And I had completely forgotten about them.
With a sinking feeling of foreboding, I walked over to the door that led to the garage and opened it. How could he have even known, I argued with myself. There was no way he would have had time to search the whole house. And who would ever think to look in a garage for magazines?
I flipped on the lights. Stacks of boxes greeted me, reminding me that I still had way too much stuff from New York here that I needed to get rid of. God, between the stacks in the basement and the stacks in the garage, I was practically drowning in junk.
I wove my way through the boxes to the back of the garage. There, exactly where I had left them, were the magazines.
I knelt in front of one and started rifling through. 
It didn’t take me long.
The third magazine in the stack was riddled with the edges of ripped pages. Pages that, once I lined them up, had clearly cut out words.
***
“So, how bad is it?” Mia asked sympathetically.
Mia, Chrissy, and I were sitting outside soaking up the fading sun. Mia and I with glasses of wine, Chrissy with lemonade, and platters of hamburgers and seasoned vegetables positioned next to the grill. Oscar was curled up in the chair next to me, keeping a close eye on the hamburgers. The air was filled with the sweet scents of roses and lavender.
I was exhausted. Emotionally, mentally, and physically. I was too tired to even pick up my wine glass, so I simply spun it around on the table in front of me, my fingers red and raw from frantically scrubbing all day. The house smelled of lemon and bleach and was so clean it practically sparkled, but it still felt dirty to me.
I wondered if that would ever change.
In between cleaning, I had called Detective Timmons. Our conversation was less than ideal—it was clear he didn’t believe that I had just “found” the phone. At the last minute, I decided not to mention anything about the magazines. I was in enough trouble as it was, and I couldn’t bring myself to hand over any more ammunition he could use against me.
And now, I was about to have a very difficult conversation with two of my closest friends. Would this nightmare ever end?
Chrissy’s eyes darted between us, her ponytail whipping from side to side. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Mia, what do you know? Does this have anything to do with why we have new locks on the doors?”
I had been so careful not to tell Chrissy anything. I didn’t want her to worry. She was still a teenager, after all, who had already had a hell of a time over the past couple of months. She certainly didn’t need my troubles dumped on her, too. When I had handed her the new key and explained the new security features, I had been purposefully vague, telling her it was impossible to know who Aunt Charlie had given a key too, and how really, we should have had the locks changed the day we moved in. It wasn’t a priority, then, because we hadn’t planned on staying long. But, better late than never, right?
Of course, all that had done was make everything I had to do now even more difficult.
“It’s bad,” I said to Mia. To Chrissy, whose mouth was already open to protest and declare how unfair everything is in her normal “teenagey” way, I said, “Give me a sec. I’ll tell you everything. And yes, I probably should have told you sooner, but I had no idea how messed up things were about to get.”
I caught Chrissy up as best as I could, watching her expression change. I knew I had been right, and she was miffed that I had kept it from her. Then I told both of them about the phone and the magazines.
As I spoke, Mia’s face grew paler and paler. Chrissy continued to look displeased.
When I finished, Mia reached over to refill her empty glass. “So, you’re saying he was in the house.” Her voice was flat.
“Wait. What?” Chrissy said, looking bewildered.
I sighed. “I don’t see any other explanation. Although this clearly happened before we changed the locks, so I doubt he could get in now.”
“What do you mean, ‘he was in the house’?” Chrissy asked. “Who?”
“The stalker,” Mia said, gulping down more wine.
Chrissy’s eyes went wide. “You mean, the guy who led you to Ellen’s body in the trunk?”
“That’s the one,” I said. I had to remind myself that this was a confusing story, and with Chrissy coming in at the tail end, it would feel even more so. 
“What was he doing in the house?” Chrissy’s voice became more agitated.
“We don’t know,” Mia said. “That’s the problem.”
“How could you not tell me?” Chrissy was close to yelling.
“Okay, so look,” I said. “The locks are changed. There are only four keys, one for each of us and one extra I hid inside the house. No one else could possibly have one. We have new security features on the doors. The alarm system should be installed the day after tomorrow. I feel safe. However,” I paused to take a deep breath, “Daniel thinks we should move into a hotel for a few days. Just to be on the even safer side.”
“What are you going to do?” Chrissy asked pointedly. 
“I’m staying here,” I said. “I’m not letting this guy, whoever he is, win. But you need to decide for yourself what you want to do.”
“If you’re staying, I’m staying,” Chrissy said.
Mia took another drink of her wine, her gaze faraway and focused on the backyard. I watched her for a moment, noting how lost she seemed in her own world. 
“Mia,” I said gently. “It’s fine if you want to stay somewhere else for a day or two. Until this gets sorted out. I understand.”
She jerked, like I had startled her, and her wine sloshed out of her glass and onto the table. “Oh, clumsy me,” she said, mopping the puddle with her napkin. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
“Are you okay?” Chrissy asked, her brow furrowed. “You didn’t seem yourself at work today either.”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, scrubbing the area with a little more intensity than necessary. “I’m just tired.”
“Maybe you should move out for a few days,” I said. “Could you bunk with a friend? That might help you get a good night’s sleep.”
“No,” Mia sighed, reaching over to fill up her wine. “I love living here. I love all this space. Having my own room and an office to study in. It’s the perfect setup for me, especially after living in that cramped apartment for so long. You’re right. The locks are changed. We’re safe. I’m just being silly.”
“You’re not being silly,” I said. “Daniel would tell you how smart you are to leave for a few days.”
She half-smiled. “Daniel worries like an old woman sometimes. And, whoever this guy is, he’s a bully. I certainly don’t want to let the bully win.”
“Hear, hear,” Chrissy said, raising her lemonade glass. “To not letting bullies win.”
I smiled and raised my own glass, but inside, I wondered if this was a good idea. It was one thing to risk my own neck, but was it really fair to them if I let them stay? Should I insist they leave?
Was I being selfish, because secretly, I was scared to be alone in my home?



Chapter 19
“Time for your medicine.”
I blinked, trying to focus, but the room was too dark. Was I back in the hospital? My nostrils were filled with that dank, mildewy odor.
There was a click, and a single lightbulb lit the room. Nurse Ellen was there, her nursing outfit wrinkled and stained with blood and dirt. Her hair was also matted with blood, and it ran down the side of her face. She leaned against the concrete wall, leering at me, and holding up a huge, sharp needle.
I tried to take a step back and smacked into something behind me. Ellen’s smirk widened. “It’s worse if you struggle.”
“I don’t want any medicine,” I said.
“Then how do you expect to get better?” she asked, waving her arms and hitting the exposed lightbulb so it swung widely on its chain. We were surrounded by stacks of boxes, everywhere. It felt familiar to me, somehow. Where were we?
“Why do you even bother, Ellen?” a new voice asked. “She clearly doesn’t want to get better.”
The lightbulb swung to the right, revealing Gwyn leaning against the wall as well. Unlike Ellen, she was perfectly together, her white-blonde hair styled in her usual spiky, asymmetrical style, and her makeup carefully applied. She was examining something in her hands, but I couldn’t see what it was. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked Gwyn.
She glanced up, eyes narrowing, lips peeled back in a sneer. “What do you think? I’m here because of you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“This is all your fault,” Gwyn snarled. “Why couldn’t you have stayed in New York where you belonged?”
“Not just you,” Ellen added. “Your whole family.”
“All you’ve done is bring misery to this town,” Gwyn said. “Why don’t you do everyone a favor and leave?”
“After you take your medicine, of course,” Ellen growled, her smile twisting.
I tried to back up again, but whatever was behind me prevented me from moving. 
“Oh, stop being such a baby,” Ellen said, stepping toward me. “This won’t hurt a bit.”
“That’s because it will hurt a lot,” Gwyn added, and they both broke into manic laughter.
I tried to swallow, but my throat was dry. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. Especially not to either of you,” I said, trying to look at both of them at once.
“Doesn’t matter what you meant,” Ellen said. “All that matters is the evil that was done.”
A cold shadow fell over us. Gwyn shifted, her expression uneasy as she eyed Ellen. “I think we should go,” she said.
Ellen took another step toward me. “Not until she takes her medicine.”
A cold draft of air blew through the room, smelling of death and decay and rot, causing the lightbulb to dance crazily on the end of its chain. Gwyn pressed herself against the wall, dropping whatever was in her hand. I noticed a flash of green flame before hearing the sharp crack of it hitting the floor. “Ellen,” Gwyn said, her voice more urgent. “We need to go.”
Ellen stuck her tongue out at me and waggled it. Her face was completely distorted, like that of an insane, twisted clown. “She needs her medicine.”
“We need to go.”
“In a minute.”
“Ellen,” Gwyn’s voice was high, panicked. The wind whipped around us, sounding more like a scream. “He’s found us.”
That got Ellen’s attention. Her expression turned uncertain. “He can’t be worse,” she said.
“He is.” Gwyn’s voice was flat.
Ellen continued to stand there, wavering, holding the needle aloft. A drop of the glistening liquid sparkled at the tip, like a diamond.
“Ellen? Did you hear me?”
Just like that, Ellen’s face twisted again, and the manic expression returned. “We can go right after she takes her medicine.” She darted toward me, so fast I couldn’t react other than to gasp, and plunged the needle into my left arm. White, sharp pain seared my muscle, forcing a scream from my lips ...
I found myself in bed, thrashing around, the nails of my right hand digging into my left bicep. I unclenched my hand, shaking it out to get the blood flow back into it. My left arm throbbed uncomfortably.
Curled up on the pillow next to me, Oscar watched me, his green eyes bemused. I wondered how I managed not to knock him off the bed with all the flailing around.
I untangled myself from the sheets and blankets and got out of bed. It was still the middle of the night, the sky dark. 
New moon. The time for new beginnings.
Or endings.
I shivered, running my hands over my bare arms. I could still feel the scrapes on my left bicep. 
After a moment, I forced myself to turn away from the window. I realized I was scanning the yard, searching the inky blackness for any figures. 
There’s no one out there, I told myself. And even if there was, it didn’t matter, because the house was locked up tight. I had to stop this train of thought before I panicked. 
I took a deep breath and decided to head down to the kitchen for a cup of tea. I knew I wouldn’t be getting any more sleep after that nightmare. I could still see Ellen’s maniacal grin as she lunged for me. Not to mention the fact that I didn’t like how Gwyn was there at all. 
Was she dead, too?
No, I would have heard something. Daniel would have texted me. Or Detective Timmons would have called. Or something. 
Maybe I should check my phone while getting that cup of tea to help me relax.
I opened my bedroom door and tiptoed out, avoiding the squeaks in the floor. The last thing I wanted was to disturb Mia or Chrissy, especially with footsteps like Mia had been hearing. 
Chrissy’s door was shut tight. I breathed a sigh of relief as I passed it. I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath, wondering if my bad dream meant that I’d find her sleepwalking again. But ever since she had moved into my old bedroom, her sleep had been deep, peaceful, and uninterrupted.
As relieved as I was, I found myself suspiciously eying Mia’s room—the room Chrissy had slept in before.
And CB, before her.
The room Mad Martha killed Nellie in all those years ago.
The door was slightly open, and even though it really wasn’t my business, I leaned forward to take a quick peek inside.
It was empty. 
I quickly turned to check the bathroom, but it was empty, too.
Mia couldn’t be sleepwalking. Could she?
I hurried down the steps, telling myself she probably was having trouble sleeping again and was just making herself a cup of tea, just like I was about to do.
I found her standing motionless in the center of the family room. I froze in the doorway, staring at her. 
Her face was in shadow, but everything about her, from the stance of her body to where she stood on the floor, was exactly like I had found Chrissy every time she sleepwalked.
I took a step forward, wondering if I should talk to her or just take her by the arm and gently lead her back to bed when she suddenly turned toward me. “Oh,” she said, putting her hand to her heart. “You startled me.”
“Sorry,” I said, relieved. “So, you’re not sleepwalking.”
“No.” She let out a short bark of laugher. “Why would you think that?”
I laughed a little as well. “I used to find Chrissy here in the middle of the night. But she really was sleepwalking. Want some tea?”
“Sure.”
I headed to the kitchen with Mia close behind. “You can’t sleep?” I asked, turning the stove on to start the water boiling.
“No. I mean, I was sleeping, but something woke me, and I couldn’t fall back asleep.”
I pulled a couple of mugs out of the cabinet. “Did you hear footsteps again?”
She shook her head, rubbing her face. Her hair was matted with sweat and stuck up on one side. “No. At least I don’t think so.” She sighed heavily. “I had a bad dream.”
I dug in the cupboards, finding some lavender and lemongrass for tea. The herbs were old, from Aunt Charlie’s store, but I wanted to see how they did before selling any of them. “Want to talk about it?”
“Not really,” she said, trying to smile. “I ... I would rather not think about it.”
“I get it,” I said, assembling the tea. “I had a bad dream, too.”
“That’s why you’re awake?”
I nodded.
We were both silent as I finished getting the tea ready and poured hot water in both mugs. I slid one over to her, cupping my hands around mine. 
“You know, you don’t have to stay,” I said quietly.
“What, you don’t want me now?” She tried to say it jokingly, but it fell a little flat.
I smiled slightly. “Of course I do. I feel a lot safer with you here, too. But I don’t think it’s fair to you. Actually, I think I’m being selfish letting you stay here.”
“You don’t think it’s safe?”
I raised my hands, palms up. “I have no idea if it’s safe. Daniel checked the house, and we changed the locks, so I think we’re safe. But it seems pretty clear that I’m being stalked or harassed or something by someone who at the very least is involved with murder, and at worst, is an actual killer. How else would he know where Ellen’s body was? So, this IS serious.”
Mia frowned into her tea. “I don’t want to leave you alone here.”
“And I don’t want you to put my safety above yours,” I said. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” Even as I said it, I wondered if it was true. It certainly felt like I had done a pretty crappy job of taking care of myself up until now.
Maybe it was about time I started.
Mia took a sip. “Hey, this is pretty good, actually.”
“That’s a relief. I would hate to sell garbage.”
Mia laughed, more normal sounding. “Look, I meant what I said earlier,” she said. “I like it here. I really don’t want to leave. I feel like I have a good setup for when I start school.”
“And it will still be here in a few days or even weeks,” I said. “It’s not like I’m going to rent the room out from under you. If you would be more comfortable finding somewhere else to stay for now, I’m really okay with that.”
Mia paused, frowning slightly as she stared into her tea. “It’s more than that,” she said softly. “Even though it doesn’t make any sense, I feel safe here. A part of me feels like I shouldn’t. I know you’re right, and I really ought to move out, at least temporarily. But ...” She shrugged. “That doesn’t change how I feel.”
“Yeah, I can understand that,” I said.
She shot me a quick, grateful look. “You can?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve felt that myself. That this is where I belong.”
“Is that why you’re not leaving?”
“Partly. And partly because I refuse to let myself be bullied into leaving.”
She pursed her lips. “Yeah, I get that.”
I studied her as she sipped her tea—the dark circles under her eyes, the “waxy” look of her skin from lack of sleep. Was it true what she said? That she felt safe here?
Then why wasn’t she sleeping?
The house is whispering to me again.
I shivered, stirring my tea as a cover. I wanted to ask her more questions—to probe more deeply into what happened every night when she closed the door to her bedroom.
But I held back. I didn’t want her to think I didn’t believe her. Or to anger her.
Besides, she was an adult. She certainly could sort out her own feelings, and if she felt safe, then she felt safe. Just like she could sort out why she wasn’t sleeping, and if she thought it was stress and overworking, then it was likely stress and overworking.
So why was it still bothering me?



Chapter 20
I took a sip of my drink and checked my phone for the umpteenth time.
I was sitting in a bar called The Jack Saloon—the epitome of a “dive” bar. When I first pulled up, I couldn’t believe Mia had wanted to meet me there instead of The Tipsy Cow. Or in my kitchen or backyard, for that matter.
But her text had asked me to meet her here, followed by, Something’s come up. Need to talk.
At the time, I was more concerned about what she wanted to talk about then the place she had chosen. After last night’s conversation, I thought we had turned a corner and she was on board with everything.
Now, I wasn’t so sure.
I assumed the place Mia had chosen would be perfectly respectable. Actually, maybe “respectable” wasn’t quite the right word. I was just used to The Tipsy Cow—a popular, well-lit, and very public place.
Instead, when I found The Jack tucked at the end of a dead-end road, the parking lot filled with motorcycles and flanked by empty, industrial-looking buildings, I checked my phone again.
No, this was the place.
At least it was busy. I had to weave my way past men in leather jackets, many of them sporting beards and beer guts, and overly made-up women also clad in lots of leather. There were four pool tables crammed into the side, all full. It stank of cigarette smoke, whisky, beer, and perfume. More than a few heads turned my way when I entered.
I ordered a wine and sat at one of the tables facing the door, so I would see Mia the moment she entered. I listened to the clink of the pool balls as I impatiently waited.
Should I text again? I had already texted, I’m here and, Are you going to be here soon?
She was fifteen minutes late. Not unheard of, especially if Aunt May’s was busy and she got off late, but sitting there alone was making me uneasy.
Why did she pick this place?
I could sense I was being watched. Men glanced over at me before leaning over to line up their pool cue. Others stared at me over glasses of beer. I tried to ignore them. 
Where are you? I texted. Why wasn’t she responding?
I noticed a man sitting alone at the bar, nursing a whisky and eyeing me. Oh God, hopefully he wasn’t planning a “pick-me-up” attempt. There was something familiar about him, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was. He had long, black hair, a thick, black beard, and a neck tattoo that snaked down into his shirt.
Nervously, I checked my phone again. No response from Mia. Now she was twenty minutes late. Maybe I should just leave and text her to let her know I was going home … that she should meet me there. Even though I told myself I was overreacting, I still couldn’t shake the nagging sensation that whoever had been emailing me and following me had somehow set all of this up … and that I had, yet again, fallen into his trap.
But how could that be? It wasn’t some anonymous email that led me there. I was there because Mia asked me to come. 
Someone bumped into me from behind, pushing me into the table and spilling my drink. “Oh, God. Sorry.”
A scruffy looking guy put a hand on the table, but whether he was trying to steady himself or the table was up for debate. In the dim light of the bar, I couldn’t tell how old he was. He could have been anywhere between twenty and fifty, but his skin had the worn, leathery look of too much sun, too much wind, and too much alcohol.
“It’s okay,” I said, praying the red wine hadn’t ruined my cream short-sleeved vee-neck top. That will teach me to ever wear white in a bar again, I thought. I looked around for napkins.
The scruffy looking guy swore. “Al, we need a rag. Or something. And a new glass of wine.”
“No, really, I don’t ...”
“I have to make it up to you,” he said, rocking back unsteadily. His breath smelled of beer and cheap whisky.
“You really don’t ... “ I said, trying to get up. Maybe if I got home fast enough, I could throw the shirt in the wash and that would save it. 
“Really, Axe,” a woman said, bustling over. “Al, some club soda,” she called out. To me, she said, “Don’t touch it, sweetie. You’ll rub the stain in.”
She was one of the older biker chicks. Her heavy makeup did nothing to disguise the lines and wrinkles in her face, but her eyes were kind as she smiled at me. “Don’t mind Axe,” she said. “He’s really a sweetheart, but so clumsy, especially when he’s been drinking.”
“Let me make it up to you,” Axe said.
“No, really, I was just about to go home,” I tried to protest, but no one was listening. A club soda appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, and the biker chick walked me through how to dab the stain, while Axe kept loudly (and repeatedly) apologizing. The table was wiped clean and a new glass of wine also appeared like magic.
“I think it’s going to be okay,” biker chick said, putting a hand on Axe’s arm.
“Honestly, I’m just so sorry,” he said again.
“Really, it’s okay,” I said. “It’s just a shirt. And look, the stain is going away.” 
“Wine is on me,” Axe said. “Your other glass, too. I want to make it up to you.”
“It’s really not necessary,” I said. “I was going to leave anyway.”
“Absolutely not,” biker chick said, giving Axe a jerk. “At the very least, enjoy your wine first. It’s the least Axe can do.”
Sighing, I picked up the glass. Maybe a couple of sips, and then I could sneak out of there. I quickly checked the bar to see if the guy with the beer and neck tattoo was still there.
He was gone.
He must have left during the wine kerfuffle.
See, I told myself. I’m being paranoid. He was just some guy wondering why on earth I was hanging out in this particular bar. I sipped my wine and checked my phone again.
Nothing from Mia.
Had something happened to her? It was completely unlike her, no-showing without a call or text. I suddenly had a very bad feeling.
I took one last sip of wine and slid off my bar stool. I had to find out what was going on, and just sitting there wasn’t going to do it.
“But you haven’t finished your wine,” Axe called out. I waved at him and kept going. The most important thing right then was getting in touch with Mia and making sure she was okay.
I opened the door to the bar and blinked a few times to acclimate my eyes to the darkness. Even though the parking lot was lit by streetlights, it seemed hazy, somehow … as if I were seeing everything through a filter. Carefully, I walked down the couple of steps to the dirt parking lot. 
“You okay?” someone called out. I looked up, blinking a few times. A couple of guys in black jackets were standing by one of the motorcycles. 
“I’m fine,” I said, but it felt a little like I had cotton in my mouth. What was going on with me? I had barely drunk any wine at all—most of the contents of the first glass had been spilled, and I only drank about half of the second.
“Maybe you shouldn’t drive,” the other one said.
“No, I’m okay,” I said firmly, drawing myself up. “It’s just been a long day.” I didn’t want them trying to stop me. I had to get home. I had to find out what was going on with Mia. And I was okay. I certainly wasn’t drunk. I was probably just reacting to all the recent stress. My blood pressure was likely sky high, and I was a little disoriented and lightheaded because of it.
 I blinked a few times, located my car and marched over to it, refusing to let myself turn to see if those men were watching me. I can do this, I told myself. I quickly unlocked the car and jumped in, slamming the door closed behind me and locking it just to be on the safe side.
God, I was really dizzy. I rubbed my head, taking a few deep breaths, and slid my key into the ignition. Maybe I should sit there for a moment, just to catch my breath, before starting the car. 
I realized I should text Mia before I left, too, to let her know I was headed home in case she was on her way. Maybe I should text Daniel, as well. Tell him what was going on.
I fumbled for my phone, but it seemed to slip out of my grasp, sliding away, far away, into the dark and grey mist.
***
“Becca! Becca!” 
I stirred, trying to force my eyes open. They felt heavy, weighted down by rocks.
“Becca! Can you hear me?”
Finally, I got my eyes to open. I was in my kitchen, propped up on the table. “How did I get here?” I asked, my voice slurred.
“Well, this is a fine kettle of fish you’ve gotten yourself in.”
I blinked. Aunt Charlie and Jessica were across from me, both of them staring at me with stern, disapproving expressions.
“What’s going on?” I was so confused. Why was I in my kitchen? Wasn’t I supposed to be somewhere else?
“You’re not following instructions,” Jessica said. “We told you what to do, but you’re not doing it.”
I smacked my lips together. My mouth and throat were so dry. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Find the stone,” Aunt Charlie said. “Find the jade.”
“Can you just tell me where it is?” I asked tiredly. “I have a lot going on, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
Aunt Charlie frowned. “Where haven’t you looked?”
“Everywhere,” I said.
Her frown deepened. “I meant, for anything. Where haven’t you been in this house?”
What was she talking about? I’d been in every room. God, this was so frustrating. Especially since I was sure there was something I was missing, something that was way more important.
“Can you just tell me for once? Can’t we stop with the riddles?” I asked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You’re in danger,” Jessica said. “A lot of it.”
“I know,” I said.
“You don’t,” Jessica said. “You have no idea.”
“You need the jade,” Aunt Charlie said. “It’s the only thing that will protect you.”
“How on earth is a stone supposed to protect me from a stalker?” I asked irritably.
“You’ll see,” Aunt Charlie said darkly. “But first, you have to find it.”
“ I don’t have time for this,” I muttered, rubbing my head. Everything felt thick and fuzzy. I knew there was something I had to do, something more important than finding a stupid rock.
Aunt Charlie’s face softened, her expression turning sad. “You have to wake up now, Becca. Things are about to get worse.”
“Way worse,” Jessica said, her face grim.
“You need to wake up now.”
“And find the jade,” Jessica said.
“Wake up,” Aunt Charlie shrieked. 
Red-orange light burst through the kitchen, as if a fireball had exploded.
I jerked away. I was sitting in my car in the parking lot of The Jack, behind the wheel. My cell phone was ringing, and the bright-orange sun was shining directly into my eyes. Sharp pain seared through my temples as I struggled to pull the visor down. My head was pounding.
Squinting my eyes, I peered out the window. The bar looked closed, the parking lot deserted.
What the ...
My cell phone kept ringing, the noise aggravating my headache. I reached over to answer it, mostly to stop the shrill sound.
The screen showed it was Mia. Mia. I ran my tongue across my teeth, my mouth thick and woolly. 
There was something about Mia. I was ... searching for her? Or that wasn’t precisely right. What was it? 
I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I answered the phone.
“Becca! Oh, thank God. You’re alive.”
“Why wouldn’t I be alive?” I croaked.
“Because of what happened! Didn’t you hear? Where are you?”
“Hear what?” I asked.
“Gwyn is dead. She was murdered last night.”



Chapter 21
The phone dropped from my numb fingers. Just like that, the memories of the night crashed into me.
Mia texting me to meet her.
Mia not showing or responding.
Axe spilling wine on my shirt, which, looking down at it now, was still stained pink.
Me stumbling to my car, feeling woozy and dizzy, before apparently blacking out in the driver’s seat.
What on earth had happened?
From far away, I could hear Mia’s tinny voice calling out. “Becca? Did you hear me? Where are you? Why aren’t you home?”
The sun was so bright. Too bright. And too hot. Prickles of sweat tickled the back of my neck, dripping down my (likely) ruined shirt. Shading my eyes, I reached down to scoop up my phone again. “I’m here.”
“Here? Where’s here?”
I squinted against the glare, staring at the empty bar. “At The Jack Saloon. Right where you told me to meet you.”
“What are you talking about?”
I could feel the drops of sweat trailing down my spine, between my breasts, leaving a slimy, sticky trail in their wake. “You were supposed to meet me last night,” I said, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. Oh my God, what was happening?
“Meet you? I don’t know what you’re talking about!”
“You texted me,” I said, my voice growing louder. “You said you had something to talk to me about. Something important. You wanted to meet me here.”
“Becca, I didn’t text you yesterday,” Mia said. “ I ended up having to work late.”
“But I texted you! Didn’t you get my texts?”
“Becca, come home,” Mia said. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I didn’t get any texts from you, either. Come home and let’s sort this out.”
My chest felt like it was being squeezed. I couldn’t catch my breath. How could Mia have not gotten my texts? Was she lying? Why would she lie? What was happening? 
I dropped the phone on the seat next to me and started the car. Mia was right. I needed to get home. As quickly as possible.
My head was pounding, and my eyes burned. I squeezed the steering wheel so tightly my knuckles were white, but at least my hands didn’t shake. It took everything I had to focus on my driving, but I forced myself. Just like I forced myself to drive below the speed limit and be extra vigilant watching everything around me. The last thing I needed was an accident. I needed answers, not another distraction.
The moment I pulled into the driveway, Mia burst out of the house. “Oh, thank God, you’re okay,” she exclaimed, running over to me as I wrestled with the door before realizing it was locked. I stiffly unfolded myself out of the car. “Jesus, what happened to you?”
“I told you,” I said, shielding my eyes and trying to work the kinks out of my neck and back. My legs were wobbly, like they had fallen asleep, and I propped myself up on my car as the blood rushed painfully through my limbs. “I was in my car at The Jack Saloon.”
“All night?”
I winced at a twinge in my back. “I think so. I don’t really remember.”
“I don’t understand. Why did you fall asleep in your car? How much did you have to drink?”
“Like a glass of wine. Not even.” I took an unsteady step toward the house.
“No way,” Mia said, grabbing my arm to help steady me. “You look completely hung over.”
“I feel completely hung over. But it’s the truth.”
Mia helped guide me up the driveway. “So what exactly happened? What texts do you think you got from me?”
I carefully navigated the steps on to the porch. 
“Because I didn’t text you.” She held up her phone and I squinted at the small white screen. “See? No text messages.”
“But that doesn’t make sense. I sat at that table and texted you, asking where you were.”
Mia shook her phone. “There’s nothing here. Are you sure it wasn’t someone else you texted?”
“Positive,” I said, but now I wasn’t so sure. “Let’s get into the kitchen and I’ll show you.”
Mia propped the door open for me. Now that I was moving, my muscles were loosening up and it was easier for me to walk. I got myself into the kitchen and sat down at the table.
“Want coffee?” Mia asked.
“Oh God, yes.” I started to get up, but she waved me back down. 
“I’ll get it.”
“Thank you.” I took a deep breath and fished out my phone from where I had shoved it in my purse. “See, here, I’ll show you.”
I opened up my texts and clicked on Mia’s name.
There were no texts to or from Mia the day before.
I blinked, trying to focus my eyes.
Still nothing.
I could feel the pressure in my chest start to build and my breathing become erratic.
No, this couldn’t be.
Mia sat down next to me, pushing my coffee toward me and craning her neck to see my phone. “So, let’s see those texts.”
“I ...” God, had I sent them to someone else last night by accident? Could I have been so careless? And stupid? I flipped back to my main text page and scrolled down.
There were no texts at all from the night before.
“They aren’t on my phone,” I said, fighting to keep my breathing steady.
“Maybe you sent them to someone else,” Mia said.
“No. They’re nowhere.” I slammed my phone down on the table. “Oh God. What is happening to me now? I know I sent them. I remember texting you.”
Mia picked up my phone and started scrolling through. “You’re right. I’m not seeing anything.”
I groaned and put my head in my hands. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”
“Well, brace yourself, because it’s about to get worse.”
I eyed Mia. Her face was solemn.
“I don’t know if I can handle any worse.”
“Maybe drink some coffee,” she said, pushing the cup closer to me.
I reached over and took a sip. “You better tell me,” I sighed.
“The cops want to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“Gwyn’s murder.”
Oh God. I had forgotten about Gwyn. “Wait. What?”
“Daniel called me this morning,” she said. “He told me about Gwyn. And he asked me about you. When I couldn’t find you, he told me to tell you to get yourself together because Detective Timmons would likely want you to go by the station today.”
I blinked. “Why didn’t he call me?”
Mia gave me a “duh” look. “Probably because it doesn’t look good for him to be talking to you. He’s a cop. You’re a ... person of interest.”
I closed my eyes. Of course. “Am I doomed to be a ‘person of interest’ every time there is a crime in this town?”
“Maybe.”
“So, what happened to Gwyn? How was she killed?”
Mia shook her head. “He didn’t say. But I think it happened last night, based on his reaction to me not being able to find you.”
“You mean, while I was at a bar you didn’t ask me to meet you at.” All the pieces started to slip into place. “Mia, I’m still being set up.”
She didn’t look convinced. “Set up? No, I’m sure it was just a mix up.”
“No. Someone texted me on your phone and told me to meet you there. And something happened to me. I was drugged or something. I would never have just fallen asleep in my car.”
Mia held her hand out. “Whoa. One thing at a time. How could someone text you from my phone? It was with me the whole time.”
“At work,” I said.
“Yes, I told you. I had to work late.”
“Do you carry your phone around when you’re waitressing?”
“Well, no.”
“Where is it?”
“In my locker.”
“Is your locker locked?”
Her expression looked uncertain. “Well, no. But it’s in the back off of the kitchen. Only staff can go in and out.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“Positive. Someone in the kitchen would have noticed.” But she didn’t look convinced. “I mean, nothing has ever been stolen out of there before.”
“Just because nothing has been stolen that we know of doesn’t mean someone couldn’t get into the room undetected,” I said darkly.
“But, why?”
“To get to your phone,” I said. “To text me. To set me up.”
She looked at her phone. “But my phone is password protected.”
“You don’t think someone who is tech savvy could break a phone password?”
“I ... ah.” She let her hands flutter helplessly. “I guess I never thought about it before.”
“Once they texted me, they erased the messages,” I said. “They followed me to the bar and drugged me, so I spent the night sleeping in the car in the parking lot. Now, I don’t have an alibi.”
“How did they drug you?” Mia asked. “Did you leave your wine unattended? Go to the bathroom or something?”
“No, nothing like that,” I frowned. “Someone plowed into me at one point, though.”
“Plowed into you? Like, what, they were driving a car in the bar or something?”
“Not exactly. I’m not sure what he did. He was behind me, but it sure felt like he plowed into me. Knocked my wine all over the table.” I held my shirt up, showing the stain. “That’s how this happened.”
Mia peered at it. “So you left to go clean up?”
I shook my head. “No, I stayed where I was. Another woman came up and got the bartender to bring me club soda and she helped me clean it. I got another glass of wine, but I never left the table.”
“Who brought the wine to the table?”
“The bartender, I think.” I screwed up my face. “Axe.”
“There was an axe in the bar?”
“No, Axe was the name of the guy who ran into me. He seemed pretty wasted.”
“Do you think he planned it? Did you see him do anything to the wine?”
“No, nothing. I think he was too drunk.” Or was he? Could he have been acting?
“Could anyone else have?”
“The woman,” I said. “The one who helped me clean my shirt. But she didn’t touch my wine. She was focused on helping me with my shirt and making sure Axe didn’t do any further damage.”
“Are you sure?”
“As sure as I can be.” I slumped over the table, putting my head in my hands. “On the other hand, someone must have put something in my wine. I only drank maybe half the glass before I left, and I started getting dizzy in the parking lot. I just don’t know who it could have been.”
An image of the bearded man with the neck tattoo flashed though my head, but I disregarded it. He was already gone when the new glass of wine appeared.
Or was he?
No, it couldn’t have been him, I told myself firmly. I would have known if he had been hovering around my table. I was sure of it.
“Well, regardless of what happened, you better get your story straight,” Mia said as she glanced at her phone. “You may want to change as well. Maybe a shower. And breakfast. I don’t know when the cops are going to appear, but you probably want to pull yourself together as much as you can before they do.”
“I’ll start with a shower,” I said, taking one last sip of coffee before getting up. My stomach felt too unsteady for food yet, but I knew I should probably try and force something down my throat, so I could also take some ibuprofen for my head.
It wasn’t until the hot water was running down my head and back that the full meaning of what Mia said sunk in.
Why would she say, “Regardless of what happened, you better get your story straight”?
Did she not believe me?



Chapter 22
I pushed open the doors and stepped outside into the heat and humidity. After the freezing cold of the police station, the sun felt so good. Even the baking asphalt and car exhaust were welcome after inhaling the scents of burnt coffee, old shoes, and despair permeating the police station.
I closed my eyes and tipped my face up to the sun, trying to calm the panicked voices in my head that were screaming about how I was about to be tossed in jail.
The interview, or interrogation, had not gone well.
I had done my best to prepare. After my shower, I forced myself to eat some toast and peanut butter along with more coffee and a couple ibuprofens. The food and medicine helped, but I still felt groggy and hung over.
I dressed carefully. Jeans, an oversized green tee shirt, tennis shoes. No makeup. I pulled my wet hair back into a ponytail. I wanted to look clean, earnest, and honest. 
And sane.
God, I needed to look like I had my act together.
I knew my story was crazy. But if I came across credible and believable, then my story would as well.
Detective Timmons was not impressed.
“So, you’re saying someone managed to drug you, without your knowledge, and left you sleeping in your car?” His tone clearly conveyed his grave reservations about my story.
“You can test my system for drugs,” I said. If he didn’t, I was already planning to order an online drug test and do it myself. 
“We’ll get to that,” he said. “You’re also saying you were lured to this bar by texts from Mia, but there is no record of these texts on either of your phones.”
“But doesn’t that make my story more believable?” I asked. “Why would I make something like that up, if there were no texts to back up my story? Can’t you check with the phone company? Even if they have no record of my texts, they should be able to show there were texts going back and forth between our phones, right? “
Detective Timmons looked even less convinced. “You do realize what you’re saying seems pretty far-fetched.”
“But it’s the truth.”
He paused and tapped his pen on his notebook. “Did anyone see you?”
“How should I know?” I asked. “I was unconscious. Remember?”
He tapped his pen some more. “Do you think you drove yourself anywhere during the time when things were ‘fuzzy’?”
“When I woke up this morning, I was parked in the same place,” I said. “I would think if I were to drive anywhere, I would have driven myself home.”
“Do you think you drove yourself to Gwyn’s apartment?”
“I don’t even know where Gwyn lives,” I said, exasperated.
Detective Timmons leaned back. “Then how do you explain your car parked outside of Gwyn’s apartment last night?”
I stared at him. “That’s impossible.”
“But it’s not.”
“I was in no shape to drive anywhere,” I said. “Much less to Gwyn’s apartment, the location of which I still don’t know.”
Detective Timmons shrugged. “Your car managed to make it there.”
“It must have been a car that looked like mine,” I said. “Because my car was in the parking lot of The Jack Saloon, and I was inside it passed out, because someone drugged me.”
“So you say.”
I leaned forward. “I’m being set up, detective. That’s the only explanation for all of this.”
“Why would someone set you up? What reason would they have to do such a thing?”
“I have no idea, but it’s the only thing that makes sense.”
Detective Timmons paused again, tapping his pen on his notebook. “Do you want to know what makes sense to me?”
I eyed him, but didn’t respond. I had the feeling I didn’t want to hear the answer.
It didn’t seem to matter, because he kept talking. “I think you were jealous of Gwyn. Maybe you were afraid your boyfriend was going to go back to her. So, you started stalking her. Maybe you were hoping to scare her. Maybe it was just a joke. But then it escalated.” He leaned closer to me, his dark eyes intent. “I don’t think you went over to her apartment last night to hurt her. I think you were just trying to work things out. But then, things got out of control, and one thing led to another and ...” his voice trailed off.
I was having trouble breathing. “That doesn’t explain Ellen,” I said through numb lips.
“You knew Ellen and Gwyn were friends. Plus, there seemed to be some bad blood in the past between you and her. Maybe you kidnapped her just to scare Gwyn, but that ended up going wrong, too.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. A police detective actually thought I was capable of killing not one but TWO people. 
Daniel was right. I was in deep trouble.
“I’m done talking,” I said. “I want to leave now.”
Detective Timmons’ face fell. “If you tell us the truth now, I can put a good word in for you with the DA. Let them know you cooperated. That would go a long way in helping your case.”
I stood up. My knees were shaking, and I cursed. I didn’t want him to see my weaknesses. “I have to go,” I said, moving toward the door. “I know my rights. I don’t have to stay here if I don’t want to.”
Both he and the other detective watched me leave. “Don’t wait too long to come clean,” he said. “The longer you wait, the worse it will be for you.”
It seemed to take forever to cross that tiny interrogation room, but finally, I was at the door.
All I wanted was to get out of there.
When I was finally outside in the hot parking lot, I could feel my chest start to loosen.
I still had no idea what I was going to do, but at least in this moment, I could breathe.
“Have you hired a lawyer yet?”
I opened my eyes to see Daniel leaning against his car, arms crossed. He was wearing jeans and a grey Milwaukee Brewer’s tee shirt.
I took a few steps toward him, but something in the way his body shifted caused me to pause. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”
“I’m taking a few days off,” he said.
“Because of me?”
“It seemed prudent,” he said. “All things considered.”
That was one way to word it. His former fiancé murdered and the new woman he’s dating suspected of killing her. God. Not only was my own life turning into a train wreck, but this mess was starting to bleed over into other people’s lives. “I’m sorry.”
He shrugged. “It is what it is.”
I shifted from one foot to another. “Did you know I was going to be here?”
“I figured you’d be here eventually. And Mia told me.”
“Did Mia also tell you what had happened to me last night? How I’m being framed?”
He didn’t quite meet my eyes. “She mentioned something.”
“What do you mean ‘she mentioned something’?”
He took off his sunglasses and raked his fingers through his hair. “Becca, now is not the time. You didn’t answer me.”
“Answer you about what?”
“Did you hire a lawyer?”
Oh. That. “Not yet,” I said.
“You should get on it. As soon as possible.”
I knew he was right. But where on earth was I going to find the money, let alone a lawyer I trusted? After marrying two lawyers and being screwed over by both of them, I wasn’t too excited about hiring another one.
“Call Jim Johnson,” Daniel said, as if reading my mind. “He’s a good guy. I asked around.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll do that.”
Daniel looked like he was going to say something more, but he changed his mind. He pushed off against his car to stand upright before opening the driver’s door and adjusting his sunglasses. “Be careful, Becca,” he said. 
“I will,” I said, quickly turning away so he didn’t see the shine of tears that welled up in my eyes. The way he said it, it sounded so ... final. Like a goodbye.
Well, what did I expect, I asked myself as I headed to my own car. I had been nothing but trouble for him since the moment I moved into Aunt Charlie’s house. Did I really expect him to stick around?
I opened my door, trying to ignore the blast of hot air that hit me, and slid into the seat. I inserted my keys into the ignition, but I didn’t turn the car on. Instead, I sat there in the sweltering heat, feeling all the pieces of everything that had been happening colliding inside me.
Someone was framing me, yet no one, even Daniel, even Mia, seemed to believe me.
Speaking of Mia, had her phone just been an easy target, sitting in an unlocked locker at the diner?
Or ... was there something else going on?
I thought about how exhausted and sick she looked lately. How she wasn’t sleeping. 
How she had access to every room in the house.
Oh God. Was I really going there? Could I actually suspect one of my best friends of trying to frame me for murder?
What possible reason would she have to do that?
Suddenly, I realized I desperately needed to talk all of this through with someone. 
I reached for my phone to text Daphne.



Chapter 23
“I’m glad you called,” Daphne said as I handed her a glass of wine.
We were sitting in my backyard, surrounded by a messy, dazzling, riotous sea of colors and the scents of blooming flowers. It should have been a delightful, relaxing oasis, but it wasn’t. All I could think about was how long I had left to enjoy it. 
At first, I was hesitant to meet Daphne here at the house, as I didn’t want Mia or Chrissy walking in on us. But when I texted Chrissy, she informed me they were both working late. I also took the additional step of repositioning our chairs so I would be able to see them, should they come home early.
“I’m glad I called, too,” I said, realizing how much I had missed having time alone with my friend. Since Mia had moved in, it was always the three of us hanging out, which of course was nice … but it was also nice to just be alone with Daphne.
“So, what’s going on?” she asked.
“How much do you know?” I asked glumly.
She sighed, reaching over to squeeze my hand. “Why don’t you just start from the beginning? Just talk, and then we can sort it out together.”
So I did. I told her everything—from the first emails to Mia’s strange behavior to the bizarre chain of events from the night before.
She listened quietly, occasionally sipping her wine. She didn’t interrupt me with questions—she just let me talk. 
When I was done, I slumped over, as exhausted as if I had just run a marathon. My muscles even ached.
“Wow,” Daphne said. “I’m not sure where to even start.”
“How about here—do you believe me?” I kept my head down, staring at my wine. If I heard even a hint of hesitation in her voice, I wasn’t sure what I would do.
“Of course,” Daphne said immediately (and firmly). Then, she let out a soft chuckle. “Quite honestly, it’s too nutty of a story to not believe. How would you even remember such a story if it wasn’t true?”
“That’s what I told Detective Timmons,” I said, my mouth quirking up in a half-smile. “He wasn’t amused.”
“Well, some people don’t have a sense of humor,” she said. “He’s clearly one of them.”
“So, what do I do, Daphne?” I asked. “Should I hire a lawyer? I don’t have the money to, really. Maybe I should try and figure out what’s going on myself.”
“You want to solve the case on your own?” she asked. “Do you think that’s wise?”
“What other option do I have? I don’t want to get caught up in the legal system, and it doesn’t look like Detective Timmons is interested in pursuing anyone other than me right now.”
Daphne chewed the inside of her mouth thoughtfully. “If you were going to investigate, where would you start?”
I took a moment to answer, sipping my wine and looking around the backyard. Not a soul around, other than a couple of birds fighting over birdseed.
I turned back to Daphne and took a deep breath. “I guess ... Mia.”
Daphne’s face went blank. “Mia? You’d ask Mia to investigate?”
“No, I would ... I think I would start with her.”
Daphne’s eyes widened. “You think Mia is capable of this?”
“No! No, I don’t,” I said quickly. 
“Then what is there to investigate?”
“I guess ...” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s just, I don’t understand what happened to the text messages.”
“But, as you pointed out, someone could have snuck into the break room and used her phone.”
“Yes, but …”
“But what?”
“I just …” What was I trying to say? I didn’t really suspect Mia, did I?
“If you believe someone took her phone,” Daphne continued, “why would you think she had anything to do with this?”
“Okay, look,” I burst out. “She’s acting strange. Like Chrissy used to. She’s not sleeping. She looks awful. I found her in the middle of the living room one night. And she’s quoting from Mad Martha’s diary.”
Daphne shook her head. “Slow down. She’s quoting from Mad Martha’s diary?”
I leaned over the table, almost spilling my wine. “And here’s what really doesn’t make sense. What about my texts after?”
“After ...”
“When I was at the bar,” I explained. “I was texting and texting her, and I got no response. She claims she didn’t get them. But she must have. Even if someone had taken her phone, she must have had it back by the time I sent those texts. I sent them hours later.”
“Well, what if whoever took the phone did something to it, so your texts wouldn’t show up?” Daphne asked. “Maybe they blocked you or something. Did you test that theory?”
I slumped back, a little taken aback. “I ... uh, I guess I hadn’t thought about that.”
“Test it. The next time Mia is home, tell her what you told me, and see if she’s up to testing her phone. Then, send her a text while you’re both sitting together. That would clear one part of this up, at least.”
“Oh.” It was such a simple idea. I felt a little foolish for not having thought of it myself.
Daphne’s eyes narrowed as she considered me. “Do you honestly believe Mia could be behind this? She’s been one of your staunchest defenders.”
I thought about Mia and everything she had done for me since moving back. Daphne was right. How could I possibly suspect her of anything? 
Unless … she was behind it, but it wasn’t her fault.
“No,” I said. “Not consciously anyway.”
“Consciously?”
I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “What if something else is going on? What if Mia doesn’t even realize her own involvement?”
“Wait. Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”
“This house ... you know it has a way of getting into people’s heads,” I said.
Daphne’s face flitted through a variety of expressions. “I don’t ... hold on. Does this have anything to do with her quoting from Mad Martha’s diary?”
“The house is whispering to me again.”
“What?”
“That was the line from Mad Martha’s diary,” I explained. “Mia said something close to that one morning, so I went looking for the diary to check. But, instead, I found the burner cell phone the stalker had been using to call Gwyn.” I made a face as I thought about the phone.
“Well, clearly she read the diary at some point,” Daphne said.
“Maybe,” I said doubtfully. “But I don’t think so. And I don’t remember showing it to her.”
“That doesn’t mean she didn’t stumble upon it on her own,” Daphne said.
“Yeah, but. It just doesn’t feel right. It feels ...” I drifted off, worried I might be approaching crazy-land territory again.
Daphne raised her glass to her lips, her eyes never leaving mine. “Feels like what?”
“Like it’s all happening again,” I said. “Mad Martha. Nellie. Chrissy. CB. What did they all have in common?”
“What?”
“The room!”
Daphne blinked. “The room? The bedroom?”
“Yes. The one at the top of the stairs. It’s the same room Mad Martha killed Nellie and herself in. It’s the same room CB slept in when we were growing up, and look what happened to him. It’s the same room Chrissy was sleeping in when she started sleepwalking.”
Daphne looked skeptical. “You think the room is behind all of this?”
 Hearing Daphne say it out loud made me realize how ridiculous it sounded. I slumped over. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to think anymore. All I know is I’m being set up, and I don’t know why.”
Daphne played with her wine glass. “You know, there’s someone else you haven’t considered yet, in all of this.”
Someone else? A quick ray of hope surged through me, and I straightened up. “Who?”
“Chrissy.”
As quickly as the hope arrived, it departed, leaving me deflated. “Chrissy isn’t behind this.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I know.”
“Just like you knew before?”
I looked away. Daphne bit her lip. “Sorry. That was a cheap shot.”
“Chrissy wasn’t acting right then,” I said. “And you’re right. I should have known.”
“That’s not why I brought it up. But, to me, it makes more sense to look closely at someone who has a track record for gaslighting versus someone who has always had your back.”
“That’s exactly why I don’t think it’s Mia’s fault, if she is involved,” I said. “Something else is going on. As for Chrissy, she’s happier and more well-adjusted than I’ve ever seen her. She’s not acting like someone who has something to hide.”
Daphne looked like she was going to argue, but then thought better of it. “Keep an eye on her is all I’m saying,” she finally said. “As you pointed out, you don’t know who is behind all of this, or who you can trust. It’s best to be wary of everyone, I think.”
“Even you?”
She laughed. “Especially me.”
I smiled too, wishing I could laugh, but her words cut close to the bone. I didn’t know who I could trust. How was I ever going to get myself out of this?
“So, what do you think?” I asked, twirling my wine glass on the table.
“About what?”
“This whole situation. Now that you’ve heard it, do you have any theories?”
Daphne paused and leaned back in her chair. She sipped her wine slowly as she gazed across the backyard. “In so many ways, Louise makes the most sense,” she finally said. “I don’t ... well, I guess I could see her coming up with this silly plan to stalk Gwyn as a way to get rid of you. She’s been consumed by hate and revenge for years now, ever since Jesse really. Being stuck in those emotions for so long would mess anyone up. But, she’s no killer. So, I think we’re back to square one.”
“Maybe you can help me understand something,” I said. “I thought you told me that Jesse and Louise had had a fight, and Jesse disappeared shortly after. How was that my aunt’s fault?”
Daphne sighed heavily. “Your aunt was having an affair with his best friend.”
I blinked. “What?” This was the first time I had ever heard any mention of my aunt having a relationship at all, much less an affair.
Daphne looked at me sympathetically. “Yeah, not the best news to hear about a loved one, I know. But Charlie was human, too.”
I pressed my fingers against my temples. “That’s not ... well, yeah, it’s a bit of a shock, because I guess I never thought of her as ... a woman. But what does that have to do with Jesse’s disappearance?”
“That’s a good question,” Daphne said. “I don’t know if I completely understand either.”
She paused, as if formulating her thoughts. “Jesse and Jonathan were best friends since they were kids. They grew up here, but they couldn’t have been more different. Jesse was open and friendly. Everyone loved him. Jonathan was quiet and shy. I’ve even heard him described as ‘brooding.’ No one knew why they were such good friends, but they were.
“I guess Jesse had always wanted to leave Redemption. He talked about it constantly. He wanted to be an actor.” Daphne shot me a meaningful look. “Sound like anyone else we knew?”
I nodded. Jessica had wanted to leave to become a model.
“Jonathan didn’t. He married a girl he met shortly after he graduated from high school, and they ended up having a couple of kids. A boy and a girl. It was clear Jonathan wasn’t going anywhere.
“Then, your aunt walked into his life. And everything changed.”
Daphne paused to take a long drink of wine. I watched her, a big part of me dreading where this story was going, but knowing I had to hear it. 
“Anyway, according to local rumor, Charlie and Jonathan took one look at each other, and that was that. Their affair was the worst-kept secret around. Everyone assumed it was just a matter of time before Jonathan left his wife for Charlie. But, somewhere in the middle of all that, Jesse and Louise had their huge, blow-up fight, during which I guess Louise told Jesse if he wanted to leave so badly, maybe he should. He stormed out, and that was the last time Louise saw him.
“Everyone assumed he left after that. It wasn’t until Jonathan disappeared a couple weeks later that the rumors started.”
The sun disappeared behind a cloud, plunging the backyard into darkness. The birds paused their chirping and singing, so for a few moments, the only sound was the wind rustling through the trees. I tried to swallow, my mouth dry, despite the fact that I had finished the glass of wine in front of me. I reached for the bottle to refill both of our glasses. “Rumors?”
Daphne didn’t immediately answer as she watched me pour. I got the distinct feeling she was gathering herself for what she was about to say next. “Truly, even for Redemption standards, it just sounds crazy. There was talk that Jesse hadn’t disappeared. That he had been seen drinking with Jonathan that night at The Lone Man Standing, which was a dive bar that had a really ... sketchy reputation. It had been linked to everything from organized crime to gangs to murder. So, along with Jesse disappearing, a waitress who worked there also disappeared around the same time. Then Jonathan. But before the police could properly investigate the whole matter, the bar burned down.”
My eyes widened. “What?”
“I know. It’s nuts, isn’t it? You should have heard the talk swirling around. Like Jesse hadn’t left after all—he had been murdered. And maybe Jonathan was the one who murdered him, because he was under Charlie’s “evil” influence. Or maybe it was Charlie who murdered them all herself before burning the bar down.”
“What ... but ...” I stuttered. “Why would Aunt Charlie have killed Jesse? Or Jonathan? That doesn’t even make sense.”
Daphne shrugged. “Who knows. I think it was because she was a stranger at that time, mixing up her “concoctions” … so it was easier to blame her than someone who had lived his or her entire life in Redemption.”
“But it doesn’t make sense. Aunt Charlie couldn’t have done all of that.” I was still having trouble wrapping my head around the affair, much less arson and murder.
“I agree,” Daphne said. “The whole thing was ridiculous. Clearly, nothing ever came of it, but that didn’t stopped Louise from getting dragged down by all the rumors.”
“So, what happened to Jonathan? The waitress?”
“No one knows. I suspect Jesse finally did leave that night. He went to an ATM and withdrew the maximum amount of cash that he could. His neighbors saw him packing up his car, and his landlord said there was a note pushed under the door giving his notice. Whether he stopped for a drink at The Lone Man Standing or not is neither here nor there.”
My head was whirling. “Wait, Jesse was seen leaving? And Louise still thinks it’s my aunt’s fault?”
Daphne shrugged. “It’s true he never got in touch with her again after that night. It’s also true no one else in this town ever heard from him again either. Louise even hired a private investigator who couldn’t find anything. No credit card charges, no job records, no new driver’s license. Nothing. So, it’s certainly possible something happened to him that night. But it’s also possible he just ... disappeared. Started a new life, that sort of thing.”
“You think he wanted to do that? Start a new life?”
“I have no idea. But it certainly seems more possible than him being murdered at The Lone Man Standing.”
“Wow.” I thought about that. “If that’s true, I wonder what Louise could have possibly said to him that night to cause him to take off.”
“Whatever it was, it must have been ugly. As for the waitress disappearing, apparently waitressing wasn’t her only source of income. She was also a prostitute.”
“A prostitute?”
“Yeah, there was even talk that the waitressing was just a front for the prostitution. So, it is possible that she picked up the wrong man, and the timing of it was just coincidental ...”
“Wait, are you saying the bar was a cover for the prostitution?”
“Maybe. I told you, that bar was super shady. So, again, it being burned down wasn’t a big surprise.”
I drummed my fingers on the table, watching a fat, yellow bumblebee crawl around a nearby coneflower. “It still seems a little too coincidental, all of that happening at once.”
“That’s exactly why all the conspiracy theories started. But, as far as I know, no one ever came forward to say they actually saw Jesse at the bar that night. There were lots of people who said they had heard he was there, or that they knew someone who said it, but no one actually admitted to seeing him personally. It’s also possible all the stuff with Rosie and the bar burning down was related, and this thing with Jesse wasn’t, but the timing fit so perfectly, it just became part of the urban legend.”
People disappearing. Bar burning down. And it all happened right after my aunt moved to town. No wonder Louise thought Aunt Charlie had something to do with it.
But that didn’t change the fact that Jesse’s actions that final day seemed to indicate his leaving by choice. Or that the bar was shady, and Rosie was a prostitute. Coincidences do happen. The most logical deduction, in my opinion, is that Aunt Charlie had nothing to do with any of it.
But what about Jonathan? Did I even want to ask? A part of me didn’t. I didn’t want to think of my aunt as a homewrecker. What was she doing having an affair with a married man, anyhow? One who had kids, at that? I definitely didn’t want to think about her sex life. 
On the other hand, Louise still carried a grudge about our family based at least in part on what Aunt Charlie had done. 
I had to know.
“How does Jonathan fit in?”
Daphne sighed. “God, I wish I didn’t have to tell you all of this. Apparently, Jonathan asked his wife for a divorce, and she refused. She wanted to stay married for the kids’ sake. According to rumor, Charlie found that out and ended it. Said she finally came to her senses. She wanted him to go home and be a father to his kids. He got mad, and next thing you know, he disappeared.”
“So, he just ... left?” 
“So it seems.”
“What about his family?”
“A year or so later, they moved. I guess they went back to live with her family.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Are we sure they actually moved? Or did they disappear too?”
Daphne half-smiled. “No, it’s pretty clear they moved. There was a realtor involved, a moving van, the works.”
“Wow.” It was such an incredible story. I was struggling to wrap my head around it. “Is this why some people don’t like Aunt Charlie?”
Daphne nodded. “That’s it.”
“Well, at least that’s one mystery solved.” I rubbed my eyes with both hands, feeling a wave of sadness and defeat wash over me. “Daphne, what am I going to do?”
Daphne reached over to squeeze my leg. “What does Daniel say?”
“Hire a lawyer.”
“Sounds like good advice.”
“Sure. But like I said, hiring a lawyer requires money.”
“Can you borrow from someone? Maybe your parents?”
I let out a bark of laughter that was devoid of humor. “My parents are blackmailing me into leaving.”
“What?”
I hadn’t intended on telling her, or anyone, for that matter, but it was such a relief to finally share the truth with someone that I kept talking. “They gave me an ultimatum. I have until this weekend to get back to New York, or they’ll disown me.”
Daphne looked bewildered. “But you can’t go. Legally, the cops won’t let you.”
“I know.”
“Well, what did they say? 
“She seemed to ... accept it, I guess. But I also told her I’d call her in a few days, when everything will hopefully be cleared up.”
“So they don’t know about Gwyn.”
I shook my head. “And I’m dreading telling them.”
“Yeah, I would be, too. Unfortunately, I think your hands are tied.”
“I think you’re right.”
Daphne played with the stem of her wine glass. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Do you want to stay here? I mean, really stay here? If money wasn’t an issue, would you stay? Or go back to New York? Or somewhere else?”
Did I want to stay? I rarely considered that question, because it depressed me. It wasn’t my reality. My reality was making choices based on money. 
But Daphne deserved an answer. A truthful answer.
“If money wasn’t an issue, I definitely wouldn’t go back to New York,” I said. “Honestly, I was never happy there. Ever. But I always felt like I had to be there. Would I stay here or go somewhere else, though?” I paused as I looked around the yard, taking in the quiet breeze gently playing over the colorful blooms and the sound of birds chirping, inhaling the scents of roses and lavender, and watching butterflies flit from flower to flower.
“This is my home,” I said. “This is where I belong.”
Daphne’s smile lit up her face, transforming her homey features, and in that moment, she was beautiful. “Then let’s see what we can do to keep you here.”



Chapter 24
“You’re running out of time.”
I was in the kitchen, but there was something wrong. There was no color. It was like being in the middle of a black-and-white picture. Actually, it wasn’t even black and white, but more of a pale, flat grey. It was as if all the brightness and hues had been drained from the room, leaving everything a dirty dishwater shade.
“You’re running out of time,” Aunt Charlie said again. She, too, was grey, her energy and vitality leached out of her. She was a pile of dry, dusty bones, covered in a brittle, ashen skin.
“Did you really have an affair with a married man?” I asked her.
“Not only are you running out of time, but you’re wasting the little time you have,” she said.
“I want an answer,” I said. “Did you have an affair with a married man? With Jonathan?”
Aunt Charlie pressed her lips tightly together, the movement causing her skin to flake off like powder. “Now is not the time.”
“Yes, it is,” I said. “I want to know the truth.”
“The truth isn’t going to help you, unless you find the jade,” she hissed. “ If you don’t find it, and find it fast, you’re going to lose everything.”
I could feel my stomach turn over. “How is finding a rock going to help my legal issues?”
“It’s not a rock,” Aunt Charlie said, her voice rising. More skin flaked off her face. I could see the gleam of her skull. “It’s a crystal.”
“Crystal, rock, whatever,” I said irritably. “How is that going to help me convince Detective Timmons I’m innocent?”
“Detective Timmons isn’t looking in the right place,” she said. “Find the jade; solve the crime.”
I studied her suspiciously. “Are you really trying to tell me that finding something of yours in your house will reveal Gwyn and Ellen’s murderer?”
 Aunt Charlie’s face seemed to crumble, revealing even more of the bones beneath the thin, papery skin. “I did what I had to do,” she said. “I’m not proud of my choices. But I would do it again if I had to.”
“So, you would choose to sleep with a married man again?” I said disgustedly. “You would choose to break up his marriage again?”
Aunt Charlie let out a huff, causing more of her skin to disintegrate. Her face was now more skull than human. “Just find the jade, Becca. Then we can talk.”
“Seriously? You expect me to believe that?”
“Find the jade. I’ll tell you everything then.”
“Why don’t you tell me everything now?”
Aunt Charlie shook her head, her spine snapping and creaking. “First the jade. And don’t wait. You’re running out of time.”
I sighed loudly, exasperated. “I don’t believe you.”
“Have I ever lied to you?”
I stared at her. “All the time. You didn’t tell me about Stefan. Or CB.”
“I didn’t lie,” she said calmly. “You had to figure out the truth for yourself.”
“Just like I have to find the jade now?” I snapped back. “What, is there something else I’m going to suddenly ‘remember’ once I’ve found it?”
Aunt Charlie became very still. “No,” she said softly. “There’s nothing for you to remember. But you need proof.”
A cold breeze seemed to blow through the room. Goosebumps rose on my arms and back of my neck. “Proof?” I asked, my voice as quiet as hers.
“The legal system is built on proof,” she said. “That’s why you have to find the jade. Or the only proof that is found will point to your guilt.”
I swallowed hard. My lips and tongue were numb from the cold. “Where do I find this jade?”
“Where haven’t you looked?”
“Nowhere! I’ve been everywhere in this house.”
She chuckled, a wheezy, groaning type of noise. “If that were true, you would have found it by now.” She reached over, her hand a skeleton, the finger bones clenched into a fist, and touched my forearm. I jerked back, the cold so icy, it felt like I had been burned. “Look where you haven’t. That’s where it is.”
I opened my eyes. My room was filled with a pale-grey light, but unlike the dirty, lifeless grey in my dreams, it was pearly and shimmering, filled with hope and possibility.
Oscar stretched next to me, his dark-green eyes blinking. The color of jade.
God. Is that really what I was going to spend my day doing? Hunting for some rock?
I could almost hear Aunt Charlie’s voice correcting me—“Not a rock, a crystal.”
Fine. Whatever. It was still a waste of time—time I didn’t have. I needed to start calling attorneys. Plus, the people were coming to install the new house alarm, and I should maybe even think about hiring a private investigator. Every time I thought of Detective Timmons and his smug face, I couldn’t breathe. It was like a noose tightening around my neck.
I was running out of time. Aunt Charlie was right. I could feel it.
I also needed to call my mother and give her an update, as much as I dreaded that. And maybe I needed to do what Daphne suggested, and ask for a loan. Between the lawyer and the investigator, I was going to need some cash ...
Oscar purred deep in his chest as he rubbed his face against mine, his dark- green eyes staring at me.
Proof. Aunt Charlie said if I found the jade, I would find the proof I needed to clear myself.
I sat up, realizing my decision was made. Despite how ridiculous it sounded, I was going to spend the day looking for that jade.
And praying it really would deliver what Aunt Charlie had promised.
***
I dressed in my last clean pair of yoga pants, which I almost never wore because they were old and stained, and an equally old and stained tee shirt. I pulled my hair back in a tight ponytail. I had a feeling it was going to be a dirty, dusty day. I headed down to the kitchen to make a plan and a pot of coffee—not necessarily in that order.
Aunt Charlie said the jade was somewhere I hadn’t searched yet. I immediately thought of the many boxes I had shoved in the basement and garage. I wasn’t looking forward to digging through them, but I had already been through everything else. Other than those boxes, I couldn’t think of a single place I could have missed.
I decided to start with the basement, as most of the boxes in the garage were from New York, or contained things I had already gone through and determined to be trash. Even if there were a couple of things I missed in the garage, I knew the bulk of what I had yet to go through was stashed in the basement.
Well, it seemed that today was the day to face those boxes.
I put my coffee in a to-go cup with a lid, squared my shoulders, and headed down. 
It didn’t take me long to remember why I had been avoiding this task. There was something about the basement that bothered me. Maybe it was the spiderwebs, maybe it was how dark it was even with all the lights on, maybe it was the damp, mildewy smell, maybe it was because I had never lived in a place with a basement before (as I grew up in high rises), or maybe it was a combination of all of those things … but being in Aunt Charlie’s basement always gave me the willies.
I SO didn’t want to be down there. Even just standing in the room made me feel creepy and disgusting. I could feel my skin aching to crawl off me and curl up in a corner whimpering.
Stop. I had to get ahold of myself. I was being ridiculous. It was only a basement.
I opened the first box, only to have a beetle scuttle out. I nearly threw in the towel right then and there, until it occurred to me that prison would be at least this nasty, and probably much worse. I wouldn’t have the option of scurrying away, back into my warm and comforting kitchen.
Gritting my teeth, I soldiered on.
Most of the stuff was just junk. Old, musty clothes faintly smelling of mold, water-stained books with bent spines, worn-out stuffed animals with missing eyes and stitches, cheap, discolored costume jewelry that at first filled me with excitement (maybe the jade was here!), but quickly faded upon realizing it was just crap. Most of it, like the box filled with old VHS tapes and a vacuum cleaner that looked older than me (it had to be broken, as the one upstairs wasn’t much newer, so why on earth would Aunt Charlie have kept it? Because she wanted the parts?), I piled in a corner for the trash. Some of it, like a collection of truly hideous, mismatched china, I put in a smaller pile to either donate or sell if, by the grace of God, it was actually worth anything. I placed boxes of things like Christmas decorations that appeared to be in fairly good shape in a different, even smaller pile, to go through at a later date.
Hours later, covered with dirt and grime and cobwebs and feeling quite discouraged, I paused to take a break and drink some of my coffee that had since grown quite cold. I had gotten through about half of the crap, yet had found no sign of anything even remotely resembling jade.
And even if I did find it buried somewhere, maybe in a box filled with ratty sheets and towels or something, how could it possibly help me now?
Was there any way I could speed up the process? The faster I could get through the boxes, the faster I could get out of the basement. And the faster I could try and figure out another place to look. Maybe I didn’t go through her dresser well enough, or her old files. Actually, that sounded more promising than digging through the rest of the dilapidated basement junk. Maybe I should just abandon my current search and go back upstairs ...
No, I was going to finish what I started. I was already disgusting and in need of a long, hot shower. I might as well finish.
I moved to a rather large pile of boxes leaning against the wall, intending to nudge them away from it so I could see if any of them were marked. Instead, the column of boxes was so surprisingly light that I ended up shoving it away from the wall further than expected, and in doing so, I knocked the bare lightbulb hanging from a chain in the ceiling. The light swung around, causing crazy shadows against the walls, and I froze.
Just like that, I was back in my dream with Ellen and Gwyn.
Surrounded by boxes and grey walls and floors, with a single bare lightbulb swinging wildly around me.
I sucked in my breath, putting a hand to my chest, and quickly searched the basement. Was I alone in the house? Had Mia and Chrissy left yet? 
I wanted nothing more than to flee the basement and escape to the safety and comfort of the kitchen, but I was afraid if I did, I might never return.
As I stood there debating, a glint of green caught the corner of my eye. I quickly turned and found myself staring at that crack in the floor, the one I had discovered a few days ago.
What the …? Now, on top of everything else, it appeared I was hallucinating. There was nothing there except grey cement ...
The lightbulb swung back around, and there it was again—a flash of something green. It was definitely coming from the crack in the floor.
I got down on my hands and knees and tried to peer into it. Was there something there? It was hard to tell. Between the flickering light bulb and lack of light, I wasn’t sure.
What I needed was a flashlight. I stood up, brushing off my yoga pants, and headed toward the stairs. 
I grabbed my coffee to refresh it and my cell phone, checking it as I climbed the stairs. I had to keep an eye on the clock as the alarm people were supposed to be arriving in the afternoon, but I still had some time.
After washing up at the laundry room sink and refreshing my coffee, I checked the house. Mia and Chrissy were both gone, and the house was locked up tight. Oscar was peacefully sleeping on the couch in a puddle of sunlight. I could feel the tension in my chest start to loosen. 
No one was in the house. Oscar looked too peaceful for that to have happened.
I located a flashlight and headed back to the basement. I kneeled down, shining the light into the crack, and immediately saw something green buried in the cement, sparkling dully in the light.
Could that possibly be the jade Aunt Charlie was talking about? What was it doing in the basement floor?
I used one finger to gently trace the crack. It wasn’t wide enough for me to reach whatever was jammed inside. The only way I would be able to get it out would be to widen the crack, which would mean making it worse.
Was that smart to do?
On the other hand, what were my choices? Jail, or breaking my basement floor?
It was an easy choice.
I used my fingers to try and scrape away at the concrete, but I quickly realized it wouldn’t work. I was going to need some sort of tool—a crowbar or hammer or something.
Did Aunt Charlie even have any tools?
I shined the flashlight around the basement, seeing if there was anything that resembled a toolbox, but nothing looked promising.
Maybe the garage. People stored tools in garages, right?
I trekked back up the stairs and into the garage. After a lot of poking around, I finally unearthed a hammer and screwdriver.
Well, it was a start.
Back to the basement to see about prying open the crack. It didn’t take me long to realize I was getting nowhere fast.
I sat back on my heels and considered my options. Clearly, I needed something with more “umph,” like a jackhammer. That’s what construction workers used when they broke apart pavement. But where would I get one? And, even if I could find one and figure out how to use it, would I end up destroying the jade? And with it, the promised proof?
I needed more help. Maybe I needed to do an internet search, but wait ... the cops still had my computer. Maybe I needed to go talk to someone. Daniel? No, I needed to leave him out of it. He already had his hands full with everything else he was dealing with because of me.
Maybe I should go to a hardware store and see if I could talk to one of the employees. Plus, with that option, I could get the tools I needed right then and there.
Eager to get going, I grabbed my phone and my coffee and headed for the stairs, when I remembered I was still waiting for the techs from the alarm company to come. I should call and see when they were planning to arrive. Then I could plan my trip to the hardware store.
I dialed the number and started to tell the perky voice who answered what I wanted when she interrupted me. “Oh, yes, Becca Kingsley. I meant to call you sooner, but it’s been a bit crazy here.”
This didn’t sound promising. I put the phone on speaker, frowning. “Call me? Is there a problem?”
“Well, we have to reschedule.”
“Reschedule? Why?” Oh no. I was starting to feel sick inside. I had really wanted the alarm installed today, so I could at least cross one thing off my long list of things to worry about. Plus, I was hoping it would help Mia sleep better at night.
“I don’t know why. You’re the one who called to cancel.”
“I didn’t call to cancel.” Now I was starting to feel the edges of panic slicing into my anxiety. What the hell was happening here?
I could hear papers rustling over the line. “Yes, you did. I have the record right here.”
“You can’t possibly, because I didn’t call.” Deep breaths, Becca. I didn’t want to alienate this woman. I still wanted that alarm system installed.
“Well, someone called,” she said. “Although now that I’m looking at my notes, it may not have been you.”
“When did this happen?”
“Looks like a couple of days ago. Did you want to reschedule?”
A couple of days ago? I ground my teeth together, trying to keep from screaming. “Yes, I’d to reschedule. Can they still come today?”
The voice went from perky to regretful. “No, I’m sorry. They’re on another job right now. But I have time next Wednesday.”
Wednesday? I had to wait until next Wednesday? “Nothing sooner?”
“Unfortunately, no.”
“Okay, then. But, back to whoever canceled. Can you tell me what he or she said? Or who he or she was?”
“There’s nothing specific like that in my notes,” she said. “It just says you had to cancel and would call to reschedule.”
“But it wasn’t me!”
“Well, whoever it was,” the perky voice amended. “Shall I schedule you for Wednesday?”
“Yes,” I said. “And, if anyone calls to cancel, could you call me at this number to confirm?”
The perky voice agreed, although I sensed some trepidation. I didn’t completely blame her. It was a strange request.
On the other hand, it was also pretty strange for someone other than me to have called. The only people who even knew we were getting an alarm system were Chrissy, Mia, and Daniel. Oh, and Daphne, too. But I couldn’t see any of them canceling. They all wanted it installed. Mia, in particular.
Unless ... no. Even if Mia was somehow subconsciously involved with whatever was going on (courtesy of Mad Martha), why would she cancel the alarm system being installed? It made no sense.
Well, there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. When Mia and Chrissy came home, I could talk to them and see if they could shed any light on what happened. I could also call Daniel as well, just to check and see if, for some unfathomable reason, he had called to cancel and didn’t think to tell me.
But, right now I needed to focus on that crack in the basement. And that meant a trip to the hardware store.



Chapter 25
“A jackhammer is your best bet,” the older man said, chewing on a toothpick as he considered me with his pale, watery, blue eyes. His white, fluffy hair stuck straight up, resembling a cotton swab. “But I still think you’d be better off hiring someone to do it for you.”
He wore the same red apron the other employees wore. The name on his name tag read “Ted,” and like most of the other employees, he looked old enough to have retired from a “real” job. Now, he could enjoy his “retirement job,” being paid to chat about tools and fixing things. 
I shifted from one foot to the other. I really didn’t want to hire anyone. Not only because I wasn’t completely sure what I was going to find, (so I didn’t want a witness), but also (and more importantly), because I didn’t want to wait. The clock was ticking. I could almost feel the hot, excited breath of Detective Timmons on the back of my neck, eager to find that missing piece, whatever it was, so he could finally arrest me.
“I want to start the process,” I said. “See what’s going on.”
“So, is the crack only in that corner?” he asked. “Or is your whole floor cracking?”
“Just that corner,” I said, although in my head, I was trying to picture the whole basement floor. Was that the only place where it was cracking? Or was the whole floor falling apart?
“I wonder what happened to cause it,” he mused. “It sounds like whoever put your floor in didn’t do a very good job.”
“That’s why I want to dig it up. See what’s going on.”
“Well, like I said, a jackhammer is the fastest. Although,” he made a point of looking at me up and down, “it’s not the easiest tool to handle. You could end up doing more damage than you intend.”
“Are there other tools?”
“A concrete saw,” he said immediately. “Or a hammer drill.”
Those sounded promising. “What’s the difference?”
“Here, I’ll show you.” He walked me over to a rack of power tools to explain. “The concrete saw,” he pointed at a contraption that resembled a chainsaw, “is designed to cut into the concrete. This,” he pointed to a device that was longer and skinnier, “is a hammer drill. It’s designed to drill holes in the concrete. But if you’re trying to break up the concrete so you can see what’s under the crack, the concrete saw is your best option. The hammer drill will take you a long time.”
I didn’t particularly care for the price tag on the concrete saw, but at this point, what options did I have? If it did end up going nowhere and I was eventually arrested, a couple hundred dollars in the hardware store wouldn’t even be a blip on the radar next to the thousands and thousands my legal bills would amount to. 
And, if it worked, it would be a small price to pay to prove my innocence.
Ted walked me through how to use the concrete saw and sold me a box of masks and eye protection. “It’s going to get really dusty,” he warned. “You definitely want to remove anything you don’t want covered in concrete dust before you start.”
I nodded, hoping I would remember everything he was telling me.
“Also,” he fished out a card from his vest pocket. “My nephew is a handy man. He does good work. You may want to give him a call when you’re ready for some help.” He winked at me.
I took the card, grateful for the referral. Eventually, I would likely need help putting the basement back together.
I paid for my purchases and carried them out to the car. As I slid into the driver’s seat, I realized I was starving. I had grabbed a couple of pieces of toast early that morning before heading down to the basement, and had skipped lunch. I decided to make a quick stop at the grocery store. Chrissy wouldn’t be home to cook that night, as she had plans with friends, and if I was going to start digging up the basement, I wasn’t going to have the time to cook dinner myself, either, which had been my original plan. Best to grab a couple of frozen meals I could just pop in the oven.
I got myself a vanilla latte at the Starbucks inside the grocery store to help tide me over until I was able to make myself something a little more substantial for lunch before heading over to the frozen food section. Lasagna sounded good. Of course, anything would sound good right then. I tossed in the family-sized meal, along with some garlic bread. That would be more than enough for Mia, as well.
“Fancy meeting you here again,” said a voice from behind me, startling me so much, I spilled a few drops of latte on my already gnarly shirt. I whirled around to see JD standing there with his cart. 
“You scared me,” I said.
He gave me a sideways smile. “Sorry.” He gestured with his chin toward my cart. “What happened to your chef?”
“Chef? I don’t have a ... oh, you mean my stepdaughter,” I said.
“Yeah, doesn’t she cook for you anymore?” He opened the freezer and pulled out a few frozen meals. “Your cart is starting to look like mine.”
“She just wants a break tonight,” I said, feeling reluctant to tell him she had other plans. How did he keep turning up like this?
JD dropped the meals into his cart and looked up, directly into my eyes. “How are you doing?” He didn’t ask it in a conversational, small talk way. There was a seriousness, a directness, that made it clear he had at least some idea of what had happened to me that week.
I shrugged, not wanting to get into it. “Fine.”
He took a step closer. “No, really.”
I turned back to the freezer, selecting another large family dinner—baked ziti. “I’m fine. Honestly.”
“I’ve heard,” he said, his voice low. “I mean, from what I’ve heard, this week must have been hell for you.”
For a moment, I was overwhelmed. Staring at the freezer, still holding the meal, it hit me that no one else had said that to me. No one else had actually acknowledged how I might be feeling. Not Mia. Not Daniel. Not even Daphne. Sure, they were all supportive, but no one had actually said those words to me.
I blinked back a few tears, took a breath, plastered a smile on my face, and turned back to JD. “Yes, it’s been rough, but I’m getting through it.””
He moved closer. “Is there anything I can do?”
I dropped my meal into the cart without thinking. He was close enough that I could smell the spicy scent of his aftershave mixed with the fresh, herbal scent of his shampoo. Suddenly, I found myself wishing that it was Daniel standing in front of me, asking me how I was doing and how he could help. Was I destined to be cursed in relationships?
“What’s wrong?” JD asked, his breath warming my cheek. I hadn’t realized how close he had moved to me. He lifted his hand and used one finger to gently push my hair behind my ear. It was difficult to breathe. “How can I help?”
No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. I wanted to be with Daniel. Didn’t I?
I took a step back, trying to clear my head, feeling strangely intoxicated. “Thanks, but there’s nothing you, well, really anyone, can do.” Unless you know how to cut into concrete, I thought. The sentence popped into my head, but I pressed my lips tightly together to prevent it from escaping my mouth.
Being alone with him in my house would be a bad idea. A very bad idea.
“I have to get going,” I said abruptly. I couldn’t allow myself to become distracted. I had a basement to get back to. Every moment I wasted here was a moment closer to Detective Timmons arresting me.
He gave me a skeptical look. “Are you sure, Becca?” he asked softly.
“Of course I’m sure,” I said. “I have to get home.”
“I meant about helping you,” he said. “Even if it’s just by listening. I’m a good listener. And maybe if you talk about what’s going on, a solution will present itself.”
Even as he spoke, I was shaking my head, taking a few steps backward to grab my cart. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m good. Truly. I’ll see you later.”
I quickly turned away before he could answer, almost running into a heavy-set, older woman with black, obviously dyed, obviously permed, tightly curled hair. Her eyes, framed by black glasses, met mine, and she gave me a disapproving look, her lips pursed, the red lipstick bleeding into the wrinkles around her mouth. With a start, I realized I recognized her. She worked at Aunt May’s. I wondered if that meant she knew about Daniel and me. I wondered if she had seen JD standing so close, too close, to me. I wanted to protest, to tell her it wasn’t what it seemed.
But that somehow made it sound even worse. JD had just touched my cheek. That was it. Why did I need to defend myself against it?
I dropped my gaze and focused on getting to the checkout as fast as possible. I was being ridiculous. I had nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed about. Daniel was the one I wanted. In a moment of weakness, and lord knows I deserved a moment of weakness with the amount of stress I was under, I let JD get too close to me.
That’s all. 
Assuming I would be able to beat my current legal woes, Daniel and I could go back to dating (or whatever it was we were doing).
Just as long as Daniel was still interested.
Oh God, I definitely didn’t want to go down that rabbit hole. One thing at a time. Right then, all I needed to focus on was getting out of the store, hopefully without seeing anyone else I knew, and driving home for a quick lunch before diving back into my basement challenge.
I could worry about Daniel’s long-term intentions later.
The first part of my plan played out beautifully. I made it out of the store and into my car in record time. Thank goodness, at least that went right. 
In fact, maybe this was the perfect time to turn over a new leaf. Maybe, just maybe, it was time to start expecting things to work out in my life, instead of waiting for everything to crumble around me. 
Once home, I realized how late it was as I unpacked the car. Maybe rather than eating a very late lunch, I’d just pop the lasagna into the oven and have an early dinner. I could always grab a snack to tide me over.
I ate a couple handful of almonds while I slid the lasagna into the oven, and then, I carried all my new tools into the basement.
I unpacked the concrete saw and studied it. Hardware store Ted had walked me through exactly what to do. I decided to stop questioning myself. I could do this—I didn’t need anyone’s help.
But, just in case I accidentally cut off a limb, I made sure my phone was close at hand.
I was just about to turn the saw on when I remembered what Ted had said about concrete dust. I looked bewilderedly around the basement. I still had no idea what was in half of the boxes. Did I really want to take the time to sort through them first, or carry them all up the stairs? Oh, and maybe I should put my phone in a plastic bag to protect it. I definitely didn’t want it covered in concrete dust.
I decided to drag just the Christmas box up the stairs, to keep it safe. I made sure Oscar was still sleeping on the couch (he wasn’t; he had moved to the chair), put my phone in a plastic bag, and shut the basement door firmly behind me before heading back down.
I pushed everything as far back as possible from the crack before putting my mask and plastic eye gear on and kneeling on the floor, saw in hand. I had planned to start digging in the middle of the crack, just to see what would happen. I didn’t want to run the risk of destroying the jade before I tested my plan. 
Taking a deep breath, I flipped the switch on and got started.
It was loud. Very loud. Painfully loud. And heavy. Clouds of dust rose around me as I worked. It was hard to see through the thick, grey dust, so I quickly switched off the saw to check out my progress.
It worked. I had managed to saw through chunks of concrete, but I could tell I still had a long way to go before I could actually uncover anything. Steadying myself, I switched the saw back on and continued.
My progress was slow, mostly because the saw was heavy and difficult to control. I didn’t want to accidentally destroy anything, so I paused a lot. Sweat trickled across my forehead, down my back, and under my arms.
Finally, I switched the saw off and put it down. My arms and wrists ached, so I took a moment to work through the kinks while letting the dust settle. I wiped the sweat off my brow, which I immediately realized was a mistake. The sweat mixed with the concrete dust, forming a muddy paste on my forehead. Ugh. I wondered if I would ever be able to scrub it off. I could only imagine the disaster my hair must be. 
I knelt back on the floor and started sifting through the rubble. I noticed a lump under the crack. Actually, as I brushed more of the broken pieces of concrete aside, I realized there were a few lumps, long and thin, and parallel to each other. They seemed to come together and join at a vertical lump. My breath started quickening. Was this what I was looking for? 
I brushed more of the concrete aside as my initial excitement started to seep into something darker. No. It couldn’t be. 
It couldn’t be.
I continued clearing the concrete away, focusing on my breathing and trying to push away the cold, tight knot forming in my chest. 
I brushed a few big chunks aside, and suddenly found myself staring directly into an eye socket.
I had uncovered a skull.



Chapter 26
I screamed, falling backwards and crab walking away from the crack as fast as I could, until I slammed into something behind me. I barely registered the pain as I pushed myself against whatever it was, my hands over the mask across my mouth, struggling to keep myself from hyperventilating.
I had to be wrong. I had to be wrong.
There was no way there could be an actual body buried in my basement.
No, it had to be something else. Something that only looked like a skeleton.
Really? Just what could look like a skeleton, that isn’t a skeleton, a cold, calm voice deep inside me asked. What else could possibly look like a skull? 
I don’t know, I silently screamed back to the voice. But there has to be something! 
Maybe it’s a plastic skeleton—you know, like what you’d see in a doctor’s office, the cold, calm voice answered.
Yes, yes. My mind seized it, full of hope. That must be what it is. A plastic skeleton. 
Buried in my basement.
Oh God.
Suddenly, I was distinctly aware of how quiet it was. How still. The only sound was my hash, frantic breathing. I was alone in the house. Alone in the basement.
With a skeleton.
Oh God. I had to get out of there. I clumsily lurched to my feet, my knees trembling so much, I nearly collapsed. I stumbled across the floor and toward the stairs, a part of me convinced I was no longer alone. I was sure there was something else in the basement with me, watching me, just waiting for the right moment to leap out and grab me with a long, bony claw of a hand ...
I tripped and fell hard on the stairs, the impact jarring my bones, nearly screaming again, sure something HAD seized my ankle so it could drag me into the depths of the basement, to toss me into the skeleton’s cement grave ...
I scrambled up the stairs on all fours, too terrified to take the time to stand up. I could hear a little mewling noise and wondered where it was coming from … until I realized it was me.
The basement door loomed at the top of the stairs, shut tightly. Oh God. Was it locked? Would I be able to open it? Why did I close it, anyway? I reached up to clutch the doorknob, sure it wouldn’t turn, and for a moment it didn’t—my sweaty palm slid right off. But I tightened my grip and, almost to my amazement, it opened easily. So easily, in fact, that I tumbled through, landing in a heap in the hallway. I rolled onto my side, kicking the door closed.
I was safe.
For a moment, I was motionless on the ground, the air rasping out of my lungs, my heart pounding. 
What just happened? Did I really just uncover a body? In my basement?
Who buries bodies in concrete, anyway? Isn’t that like, a mob thing?
No, it couldn’t be a body. It just couldn’t.
Because if it was … who was it? 
And who put him or her there?
The Jessica from my dream flashed through my mind. Where is my body?
No, it couldn’t be Jessica. It just couldn’t.
There had to be another explanation.
I needed to call someone. Daniel. Yes, Daniel could help. He could look at ... whatever it was I had uncovered, and tell me for sure what it was.
Yes. I closed my eyes, relief filling me. I could just picture the smirk on his face. “Honestly Becca, you really thought this was a body? No, if you look at it, you’ll see it’s clearly not.”
That’s what I needed to do. Call Daniel.
Except ... my phone was in the basement.
Why oh why couldn’t I have grabbed it before running up the stairs?
And, for that matter, why did I ever think it was a good idea to get rid of the landline? If I hadn’t, I could be on my way to the kitchen, maybe even taking a moment to pour myself a cup of coffee while I dialed Daniel. Easy peasy.
Instead …
Oh God. Would this day of one bad decision after another ever end?
I pushed myself up to a seated position, studying the closed door and pondering my options. I could sit right there until Mia came home, and have her call Daniel. I pictured her coming through the door, seeing me sitting there on the floor in front of the basement, covered with sweat and concrete dust, still wearing my eye and mouth masks, telling her what happened. “Well, I had an interesting day. I learned how to saw concrete. It’s actually easier than you might think. And, hey, you know that crack in the basement floor? Well, underneath it, it looks like there’s a body hidden. Fascinating, isn’t it? So how was your day?”
Yeah, maybe not.
No, I had to go back down to get my phone. Period.
I slowly got myself to my feet and paused for a moment, before flinging the door open.
Nothing. The stairs were empty. All the lights were still on.
I tottered forward a few steps. Okay, there was nothing to it. I was going to go down the steps, get my phone, and come back up.
Easy as that.
Despite my pep talk, it was far from easy. I could feel myself sweating, nearly hyperventilating the deeper I went. 
When I got to the bottom, I peered around the corner. Everything looked precisely how I had left it. The concrete rubble. The saw tipped over on its side. The hole where I had dug.
My phone? Where was my phone?
After a few heart-stopping moments that took all of my self-control to not run screaming back up the stairs, convinced whatever it was in the floor had managed to slither over and take my phone, I finally found it, peeking out from behind the saw, still in its plastic bag.
I was losing it.
 I hurried over, snatched it up, and immediately broke into a run back up the stairs.
As soon as I was safe in the kitchen, I dialed Daniel’s number.
He picked up on the first ring. “That was fast.”
I blinked. “What was fast?”
“You calling me. I didn’t think he would move that fast.”
Oh, that didn’t sound good at all. In fact, if there wasn’t a corpse in my basement, I would likely be really worried. But, as it was, I seemed to have hit my panic limit. “Who’s ‘he’? What are you talking about?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I ...” I closed my eyes. I dug up something that looks like a skeleton in my basement, and I was hoping you could come here and tell me what it actually is? 
 Instead, I said, “How soon can you get here?”
“Why? What happened?”
“I ... I found something.”
“What did you find?”
I glanced toward the basement door. “It’s difficult to explain. It’s easier if I showed you. How soon can you get here?”
He paused. “On my way.”
***
Daniel’s eyes widened when he saw me. “Jesus Becca, what happened to you?”
I glanced down at myself. I had forgotten I was still covered in concrete dust. “I was digging in the basement.”
“You were what?”
“Digging in the basement.”
“Wait.” Daniel shook his head vigorously. “How? Why? “
I sighed, holding the door open wider so he could come in. “It’s a long story.”
“I’m all ears.”
I led him through the house and toward the basement. “It’s probably easier if I show you first,” I said.
Daniel opened his mouth, then shut it. He nodded tightly at me as I opened the basement door.
Somehow, it didn’t feel nearly as terrifying with Daniel next to me. I was so relieved, I convinced myself that he would surely tell me it wasn’t a skeleton, after all ...
His mouth dropped open as soon as he got a look around. “Christ, you weren’t kidding about digging,” he said. “What is that, a concrete saw?” He walked over to take a closer look. “Charlie owned a concrete saw?”
“Are you kidding? I bought it.”
He turned to stare at me. “You bought it. You went out and bought equipment to saw into your basement floor? Why?”
“I ...” It suddenly occurred to me I hadn’t thought any of this through. How was I going to answer that? Well, Daniel, I had a dream about Aunt Charlie telling me to find the jade. Oh crap. The jade. I had forgotten about it completely. Was it even in the floor, or had I just imagined the green flash of light?
“Let me show you what I found,” I said instead. I gingerly crept my way over to the hole in the ground, gesturing for Daniel to look.
He raised an eyebrow skeptically before moving to stand next to me. He peered into the hole. “Oh my God,” he gasped. “Why is there a skeleton in your basement?”
My heart sunk. So low, it just about joined the skeleton in its concrete grave. “Are you sure it’s a skeleton?”
“Well, I’m no expert, but that sure looks like a skeleton to me. Becca, we have to call the police. You have a dead body in your basement.”
I gazed down sadly at the pile of bones, the empty eye socket, the ribs that were sticking up. “I was hoping maybe it was plastic.”
“Plastic? You thought that was a plastic skeleton? Like a Halloween costume? That doesn’t even make sense.”
“Well, a dead body doesn’t either,” I countered. 
“Who is it?”
“I have no idea.”
“Who put it there?”
“I don’t know that either,” I said.
Daniel ran his hand through his hair. “Christ, Becca. Why in God’s name were you digging up your basement, anyway? Aren’t you in enough trouble as it is?”
“Well there was a crack,” I said.
“A crack?”
“In the floor.”
“Okay,” he said, dragging out the word. “There was a crack in the floor.”
“That’s why I was digging,” I said, trying to explain. “I was digging in the crack.”
Daniel looked completely bewildered. “You understand you may be facing murder charges, right? While you’re starting a new home repair project?”
“Well, Ted thought it was suspicious ...”
“Ted? Who is Ted?”
“He was the nice man at the hardware store who helped me buy the concrete saw.”
“How does he know about the crack?”
“I told him.”
“When?”
“When I went to buy the concrete saw.”
“But ...” Daniel put both hands up by his forehead and started shaking his head. “How did you get the idea to start digging in the floor in the first place? That couldn’t have been Ted, right?”
This wasn’t going well. But more than that, I was tired of the lies, the half-truths. As ridiculous as the truth sounded, it couldn’t sound more idiotic than me jumping into a DIY home improvement project at the worst possible time.
“You’re not going to believe me,” I said.
“Try me.”
“I ... it was a dream.”
“A dream?” Daniel turned away, shaking his head. “Becca, I need the truth.”
“It was a dream about Charlie,” I said quickly, seeing how I was losing him. Hastily, my words tumbling over each other, I told him about how Aunt Charlie told me to look for the jade—that it would help prove my innocence.
“Where is this jade?” he asked.
“Here,” I said, getting on my hands and knees to brush off the dust and cement from the crack in the floor. For a moment, I started to panic, not seeing anything. “Honestly, it’s here,” I said. “I know I saw it.”
Daniel got on his knees as well. “Here, blow the dust away,” he said. “Maybe it’s just covered.”
We both gently blew until finally, a dull glimmer of green flashed in the basement light. 
Daniel sat back on his heels. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said softly.
“See,” I said, triumphantly. “I told you.”
He let out a deep sigh, blowing the air out his cheeks. “Okay, so for argument’s sake, let’s say you really did get a message from Charlie to dig down here, to find the jade that would somehow help prove your innocence. How can finding a dead body possibly help you? Especially if it’s been down here for years. Other than a distraction, I don’t see what other good it could do you.”
I gazed down at the empty eye sockets, my initial excitement melting into discouragement. “I don’t know either,” I said.
“Did Charlie give you any indication of who this is? Or how he or she got here?”
I shook my head.
Daniel sighed, before getting to his feet and brushing off his jeans. “Okay, we better call the police. Why don’t you go upstairs? I’ll stay down here.” He looked around the basement.
“What should I tell Detective Timmons?” I asked, feeling a little panicked. If Daniel was a tough sell, I didn’t even want to go there with Detective Timmons.
His eyes narrowed. “What do you think? The truth.” He turned away, adding under his breath, “No matter how crazy it sounds.”



Chapter 27
Detective Timmons was not impressed.
“So, you’re saying you decided to dig up your basement floor based on a dream?”
We were sitting in my kitchen that smelled of coffee and burnt lasagna, trying to talk over the commotion in my basement. Police officers and technicians continually tromped past us, a steady, back-and-forth stream between the basement and front door. Below us, I could hear the sounds of demolition as my basement was broken to bits.
“Based on seeing something embedded in the floor,” I corrected. “The dream just sent me to the basement.”
I had intended to tell Detective Timmons the truth, mostly because I didn’t want to get Daniel in trouble. As I called the police, it had occurred to me that Daniel would likely be questioned as well, and I didn’t want him to have to lie for me.
But, as I sat across from Detective Timmons at my kitchen table, a mug of untouched coffee in front of us both, his eyes simultaneously skeptical and irritated, I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t get into the Aunt Charlie dreams.
So, I came as close as I could. I told him I had dreamed there was something important in the basement, and when I went down there to poke around, I saw a flash of something green in a crack in the floor. That crack had always bothered me, and realizing there was something embedded in it got me curious … so I went to the hardware store, bought myself a concrete saw, and got to work.
In essence, it WAS the truth. Just because I skipped some details about my dream didn’t mean it wasn’t true.
Detective Timmons narrowed his eyes as he stared at me, drumming his pen on the table. “You honestly expect me to believe this ridiculous story. You, in the middle of a murder investigation, woke up this morning and decided it was a good idea to saw apart your basement floor?”
“I found something, didn’t I?”
He openly glared at me, putting both hands on the table, leaning forward in a menacing fashion. “If you think this is somehow going to distract me from investigating you, you have another think coming. As far as I’m concerned, this actually proves your guilt. Clearly, your whole family consists of criminals ...” He broke off as an approaching police officer bent down to say something in his ear. He waved him away impatiently before turning back to me. “Don’t think we’re through here,” he said, heaving himself out of the chair and following the officer downstairs, leaving his cup of coffee on the table.
I took a drink out of mine, wishing it was wine. Somehow, though, I figured getting sloshed with a house full of police officers was not a terribly intelligent idea. Especially considering I hadn’t had dinner, and by the look of the sad remains of my lasagna sitting on the counter, I didn’t think I’d be eating anytime soon.
I could hear a flurry of conversation and discussion by the front door, and suddenly, Mia burst into the kitchen. “Becca! What is going on? What is all of this about a body in the basement?”
I took her by the arm and steered her toward the back door. “Let’s go outside and talk about it,” I said.
“You need to stay here,” one of the officers said. He was young and good looking, with thick, black hair and big, puppy dog eyes. With a start, I realized it was Trevor—the officer who had helped move my desk up to The Studio and flirted with Chrissy.
“We’re just going in the backyard,” I said.
Trevor didn’t meet my eyes, instead shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Detective Timmons told me you need to stay here.”
“I’m sure he just meant on the property,” I said. “Five minutes. We’ll be right out there.” I pointed out the window to the peaceful looking backyard.
He didn’t look convinced. I let out a loud sigh. “Where am I going to go?” I asked. “This is my house. Where am I going to run?”
Trevor pressed his lips together and gave me a short, curt nod. Before he could change his mind, I dragged Mia into the backyard.
“What is going on?” she hissed. “And what is this about a body?”
I glanced around to make sure we were alone and then quickly filled her in. I could see her eyes getting wider and wider the more I talked, and her face, already too pale from lack of sleep, seemed to get even whiter.
“There’s a body in the basement? All this time?”
“It appears that way.”
Mia put her hands by her temple. “I can’t even ...” she broke off, backing away from me to pace around the yard. I watched her march between the daffodils and roses and brown-eyed susans, noting the contrast between them and the death and decay in that musty, dank basement. The sun was setting, and the dark-orange rays highlighted the already bright colors surrounding us.
“Becca.” I turned to see Detective Timmons heading toward me, along with another officer. “A word?”
I nodded and took a few steps toward him. A moment later, Mia joined me.
Detective Timmons paused. “Who are you?”
“Mia,” Mia said. “Mia Moto. I live here, too. I’m Becca’s roommate.”
Detective Timmons nodded and flipped through his notebook. “You’re on my list of people to interview,” he said. “We need to set up a time.”
Mia nodded. “I’ll call.”
I swallowed hard. Even though I knew part of the investigation required the detective to interview my friends, it still felt weird listening to that conversation.
“While the medical examiner will need to do more tests, his initial findings include that the body has been buried for approximately 30 years.”
I swallowed again. Aunt Charlie was definitely living here 30 years ago. Which meant ...
“Do you know who owned the house before you?”
“My Aunt Charlie,” I said, my voice small. “I inherited it from her.”
He nodded, like he already knew the answer. “So, she is deceased?”
“Yes.”
He made a note. “We’re going to need to ask you more questions, but they can wait until after we’ve had a chance to further examine the body.” He turned as if to go.
“Is there anything more you can tell me?” I asked, my voice coming out in a rush. “Is it a male, a female, how old, anything?”
Detective Timmons paused before turning back and regarding me for a moment. “The medical examiner says it was man, probably late twenties or early thirties. No obvious cause of death by the initial examination, although what he did find is a lot of old fractures.”
“Old fractures?” I asked.
“Yes. At first glance, it seems this person suffered multiple broken bones when he was younger that later healed.”
“What could have caused that?” Mia asked.
“Well, again, we’ll know more when we get the bones to the lab, but maybe he was in a bad accident at some point. Perhaps a car accident. Or maybe he was heavily involved in sports.”
“It’s also possible that it was something more deliberate,” the other man said. Detective Timmons shot him an unreadable look, but the man didn’t notice as he watched Mia closely. I glanced at her myself. Her lips were pressed together so tightly, they were white.
“Deliberate how?” she asked.
The other man shrugged. He appeared to be younger than Detective Timmons, and a lot less handsome with a long, horsey face and thinning brown hair that was already balding. “Abuse.”
Mia swayed on her feet. “Oh my God,” she breathed. She pressed a hand to her chest.
Detective Timmons gave her a sharp look. “What?”
“I think I know who is in the basement.”
“Who?” I asked.
“Jonathan Decker.”



Chapter 28
“Why do you think it’s Jonathan?” Daniel asked.
The cops had finally left, and the four of us, Daphne, Mia, Daniel, and I were all sitting around my kitchen table devouring baked ziti (I was so grateful I had thrown it in the cart after all) and garlic bread and drinking wine. Even Daniel had a glass. Chrissy was spending the night at a friend’s house. 
Darkness pressed in against us from the windows, so thick and heavy, the light above the table seemed a feeble talisman warding off the overwhelming blackness. But the dim light couldn’t hide the wreckage the police had left in their wake. Concrete dust and dirt had been trampled everywhere. I was going to need to spend some quality time with a vacuum, feather duster, and mop the next day. Yellow crime scene tape had been plastered across the basement door, although I wasn’t sure why, as it was clear the crime had been committed over thirty years ago. Maybe some overzealous cop had been bored.
“And just to be clear, this is the same Jonathan who my aunt had an affair with,” I said.
 Mia seized her wine glass and took another long swallow. Her hands trembled slightly. “Don’t you remember all the whispers?” Her attention was directed at Daniel and Daphne. “When Frank died?”
“Frank?” I asked.
“Are you talking about Jonathan’s stepfather?” Daphne asked. Daniel had a pensive look on his face.
Mia nodded.
Daphne screwed up her face. “That was so long ago, Mia. We were kids. Didn’t he drink himself to death or something?”
“Maybe you didn’t spend enough time at Jessica’s,” Mia said. “Louise used to talk about him. He was one of the few people in this town who agreed with her that something had happened to Jonathan, and it was Charlie’s fault. She regularly brought Frank food, which he barely ate, and which Bill (that’s Louise’s husband) was completely against her doing. He thought it was very unhealthy for Louise to listen to Frank.”
“Yes, I guess I sort of remember that,” Daphne said. “But what does that have to do with how you know it’s Jonathan in the basement?”
“Because Frank used to beat him up,” Daniel said.
Mia touched the tip of her nose. “Bingo.”
Daphne’s face cleared. “Oh. Of course.”
I looked around the table. “How do you guys even know about that? Didn’t this all happen before you were born?”
“It all came out when Frank died,” Daniel said. “He was a mean SOB, especially when he was drunk, which was most of the time. He beat the living crap out of Jonathan for years, until Jonathan finally got big enough to hit back.”
“A lot of people blamed Frank for Jonathan being the way he was,” Mia said.
“What way was that?” I asked.
Mia paused, screwing her face up. “Quiet. Brooding. Not the easiest to get along with.”
“I remember my mom saying Frank was probably the reason Jonathan left the way he did,” Daniel said. “So, the fact that he was blaming Charlie was absurd and laughable.”
“Yeah, I don’t remember anyone taking Frank seriously either,” Mia said. “Except for Louise. It’s just like you said, Daniel. He only had himself to blame. That, or he was delusional, because his brain was pickled from all the alcohol.”
 “Or, he was just pissed he couldn’t keep abusing Jonathan, and decided to shift his focus to Charlie,” Daniel said.
 “Either way, Louise was the only one taking Frank seriously,” Mia said. “But I think that had less to do with Frank’s persuasive powers and more to do with her wanting to believe Frank. Bill wanted Louise to move on. Jesse was gone, and to keep fixating on Charlie, especially considering there was zero proof Charlie was anywhere near Jesse the night he disappeared, wasn’t healthy. But,” Mia sighed. “Louise wanted someone else to blame, because she couldn’t bear to blame herself. Bill and Louise had some terrible fights about it. Jessica was so relieved when Frank finally died, because the fights ended.”
“I remember that,” Daphne said. “But it wasn’t just Jessica. Everyone seemed relieved when he died.”
“Yeah, no one was mourning him,” Mia said. “Not even Louise. I think everyone was ready to move on.”
“Was Frank married?” I asked. “Where was Jonathan’s mother when all of the abuse occurred?”
The three of them stared at each other, puzzlement on their faces. “What did happen to Jonathan’s mother?” Daphne asked. “I don’t think anyone ever talked about her.”
“I don’t remember either,” Mia said. “How about you, Daniel?”
Daniel shook his head. “It was just Jonathan and his drunk, abusive stepfather.”
“I guess that means you also don’t know what happened to Jonathan’s real father, either,” I said.
“God, I can’t believe none of this ever came up before,” Mia said.
“What about Jonathan’s wife?” I asked. “And his family? They moved after he disappeared, I know, but how did they respond to all of this?”
“No one really talks about it,” Mia said. “I guess she packed up and left shortly after he disappeared. Took both kids and moved. I think she initially went to live with her parents. They lived on a farm somewhere north of here. Or maybe it was in Minnesota. I’m not sure what happened to her after that.”
“I don’t think anyone talked to her about it much,” Daniel said. “I mean, it was sort of an uncomfortable topic, her having been cheated on. I think everyone was kind of relieved when she just left.”
I stared at my friends, aghast. “Are you listening to yourselves? Who was this guy? No mother, no father, his wife takes off, everyone in town is relieved. Other than his abusive drunk stepfather, did no one care about him?”
They didn’t answer right away, instead searching each other’s faces. “I guess ... I hadn’t thought about it like that,” Mia said finally, biting her lips. “But, you’re right, it does seem awfully cold.”
“I mean, is that why Aunt Charlie was able to get away with this?” I asked, not expecting an answer. “Because no one cared about him?”
“Mia clearly remembers him more,” Daphne said. “But, yeah, from what I can remember, it does seem like he wasn’t well liked.”
“Other than Jesse, I’m not sure who his friends were,” Mia mused. “He did of course end up getting married, so there’s that.”
“Yeah, and we can see how well that worked out, what with the affair with my aunt and all,” I said. I sighed and put my head in my hands. “What the hell was Aunt Charlie thinking?”
“About the affair or the murder?” Mia asked.
For a moment, I couldn’t answer. Hearing it spoken out loud, just like that, shook me like nothing else had. “Either, I guess,” I finally forced out. “Or both.”
“Maybe you’ll dream about her, and she’ll tell you,” Mia said.
I eyed Mia. “I can’t decide if that would be good or bad.”
“I guess it depends on what she tells you,” Mia said.
A part of me wanted to laugh, but another part of me felt like I was living in a surreal nightmare. “I can’t get my head around it,” I said. “How could my aunt kill someone? Worse, how could she kill her lover? This is my Aunt Charlie, the woman who welcomed all of us into her house. She cooked for us; she made us tea. She believed in us … told us we could do anything we wanted.” I looked around the table at my friends’ serious faces. I thought about my aunt, her wild hair always sticking up, usually littered with dried flowers or grass. I thought of the smudges on her smocks, how she could never keep track of anything, and was forever leaving a trail of forgotten to-dos behind her. “The woman I remember wasn’t, couldn’t have been, a ... a murderer.”
“Maybe it wasn’t her,” Daphne said. “I mean, we don’t actually know if it’s Jonathan or not. Maybe all this happened before Charlie bought the house.”
“According to the medical examiner, the body was buried while Charlie owned the house,” Daniel said.
“But maybe the medical examiner got it wrong,” Daphne argued. “It was a cursory exam. Maybe once he takes a closer look, he’ll see the body was here longer.”
“It’s possible,” Daniel said, but his face looked doubtful.
“It’s also possible,” Daphne added, getting more animated as she warmed up to the topic, “that Charlie had nothing to do with any of it, even if it did happen while she owned the house.”
“How do you figure?” I asked.
“Well, she was hardly handy,” Daphne said. “She didn’t do any of her own home repairs. Do you really think she was down in her basement pouring her own concrete?”
“So, you think whoever she hired to pour concrete in her basement decided to stick a body down there as well?” Daniel asked incredulously.
“Why not?” Daphne asked. “Does that really seem less believable than Charlie killing someone and somehow managing to pour concrete, all on her own, to hide the body?”
“Well, when you put it that way,” Daniel said thoughtfully.
“How could she not have known, though?” I asked. “How could anyone drag a body through this house without Charlie knowing … without her seeing, or smelling, it?”
“You don’t even know if she was home when it happened,” Daphne said. “Maybe the contractors convinced her to go deliver her teas while they worked.”
“I could see that, actually,” Daniel said.
I could too. The Aunt Charlie I knew would definitely be trusting enough to leave her house open to a couple of strangers while she went gallivanting off to deliver teas.
On one hand, that made more sense than her being a ruthless murderer who buried a body in her basement and took that secret to her own grave without anyone ever being the wiser (well, other than Frank, the abusive, drunk bully, if we went with our previous theory).
On the other hand ...
“Look, I’d rather it be some nameless contractor, as well,” I said. “But then why did Aunt Charlie tell me in my dream to find the jade?”
Daphne shot me a look. “I mean, it could have just been a dream. Maybe you’ve seen that jade before in that crack and subconsciously filed it away. Until now.”
“I guess,” I said. “But that seems like a pretty crazy coincidence.”
“Okay, let’s just say Charlie did it. Why would she have put the jade there?” Mia asked.
“Protection,” Daphne said immediately.
Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Protection?”
“Jade is a balancing stone,” Daphne explained. “It’s for protection. My guess is whoever buried the body put the jade there to protect him—or her—self.”
“From what?” Daniel asked.
“Ghosts,” Daphne said, in a “stating-the-obvious” tone. 
“You mean,” Mia said slowly. “From the spirit of whoever’s corpse that is.”
“That would make the most sense to me,” Daphne said. “Or,” she looked thoughtful, “I suppose it could have been intended for the corpse, as well. To bring healing to him or her. “
“Well, if that’s the case, it didn’t work,” Mia said.
Daphne looked surprised. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, if he was healed, his spirit wouldn’t be keeping me up every night,” Mia said. “Clearly, that’s what I’ve been hearing. His footsteps.”
I could feel cold shivers crawl down my spine. Another ghost. Was that what Mia had been hearing all along? Daphne and Daniel exchanged a look, but Mia wasn’t paying any attention. She was staring deep into her wine glass.
“We don’t know that you’re hearing a ghost,” I said, trying to convince myself more than Mia. The idea of a slew of ghosts hanging out in my house was … disquieting, to say the least. “It’s more likely just the house creaking.”
Mia let out a laugh devoid of humor. “Says the woman who dreams about her dead aunt.”
I flushed. “Well, that’s true. And it’s not like this is the first time we’ve considered the possibility of this house being haunted. It’s just that I’ve only ever heard stories about Mad Martha. Never anything about an unnamed male ghost.”
Mia turned to stare at me, her eyes dark and unreadable. “Just because he hasn’t made himself known to you doesn’t mean he’s not here.”
Silence. 
The baked ziti and garlic bread formed a cold, greasy lump in my stomach. I was starting to wish I hadn’t eaten so much.
Daniel cleared his throat. “The body is gone. So, if you’re right, Mia, then the ghost shouldn’t bother you anymore.”
Mia went back to brooding into her wine glass. “Maybe,” she said. “But Mad Martha is still hanging around, too, and her body isn’t here.”
“Once the police investigate, we’ll likely know more,” Daphne said. “And once we actually know who he is, maybe we can find a way to put his spirit to rest.”
Mia paused, pondering. “I like that idea,” she said. 
“You know, you don’t have to stay here right now,” I said to Mia. “I’m really okay if you want to find somewhere else to sleep for a few days. Just until we get to the bottom of whoever was down there.”
Mia shook her head. “No, Daniel is right. Things should be better now. The body has been found and removed. He should be more at peace than he was before. Once we know who he was, we can take additional steps.”
“Okay,” I said, sounding more certain than I felt. I sure hoped Mia was right, and whoever it was down there was now at peace. 



Chapter 29
“So, you found it.”
Aunt Charlie sat hunched over across from me at the kitchen table. She looked ancient—her gray skin a mass of wrinkles and folds, her hair hanging in her face, limp and colorless, covering one eye. The other, exhausted, met mine. 
“Is it Jonathan?” I asked. “Your lover?”
Aunt Charlie lowered her eye to the table where one gnarled hand lay. “Yes,” she said softly.
I was having trouble breathing, my chest heavy and thick.
“Did you put him there?” I asked, my voice getting louder. “Did you bury him in the basement?”
“Yes.”
“Did you ...” I paused. Did I really want to know the answer? “Did you,” my voice was softer, “did you kill him?”
Her hazel eye, flecked with green and gold, so similar to mine, rolled back up to meet my gaze. “Yes.”
I couldn’t breathe. I opened my mouth, gasping as I tried to suck in air as I would water from a straw. “How ... “ my voice was barely audible. I licked my dry, cracked lips and tried again. “How could you?”
Aunt Charlie sighed—a heavy, sad sigh. “He was the love of my life,” she said. “I didn’t care that he was married. I only wanted to be with him. And I know he felt the same about me. He was going to leave his wife.”
I felt a cold, hard lump form in my stomach. “He had children,” I said. “You were okay with him leaving his family, his kids, for you?”
She rubbed her face with one claw-like hand. “I’m not proud of it. There’s a lot of things I did I wish I could take back.” She dropped her hand, revealing an ancient face. “Getting involved with Jonathan definitely is at the top of that list.”
“So why did you?”
She sighed and shook her head. “I was so young. So foolish. I let my emotions get the best of me. Our chemistry was off the charts. The moment our eyes met, it was like ... well, we couldn’t wait to tear each other’s clothes off.”
“Oh God. Aunt Charlie! TMI!”
A ghost of a smile touched her dry, cracked lips. “You’re probably right. But, yes, I was swept away in the moment with little regard for the consequences of our actions.” She sighed again.
I wanted to ask her why she killed him, but I couldn’t form the words. Instead, I asked, “What happened?”
She stared at something next to me, her eyes lost and faraway. “He changed.”
I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t move, seemingly trapped in a past she couldn’t escape. “Changed, how?”
Aunt Charlie didn’t respond. I was about to repeat my question when she suddenly shivered. “It’s my fault, really. I was ... messing with stuff I shouldn’t have been. I got Jonathan involved, and ... something happened to him. I still don’t know what. Possession, maybe. I’m not sure. But something unlocked the darkness in him. He became ... evil.”
A cold trickle of fear dripped down my spine. “Evil?”
Her eyes sharpened, and she looked straight at me. “He started killing things. Animals, at first. But that wasn’t enough. So he started on people.”
My eyes widened. “What?”
“Well, one person,” she amended. “One for sure.”
“Who?”
She paused, a grey tongue darting out of her mouth to lick her cracked lips. “Jesse.”
I couldn’t believe it. “He killed his best friend?”
She slowly nodded.
“But ... why?”
“I have evidence,” she said. “It proves it. It’s hidden. You have to find it.”
“Christ,” I said disgustedly. “Why do you keep sending me on wild goose chases? Can’t you just tell me where it is?”
She shook her head. “Just find the evidence.”
“And what, pray tell, is this evidence?”
“Just find it,” she repeated.
“Aunt Charlie, you do realize I’m being investigated for Gwyn’s murder,” I said. “And maybe Ellen’s, too. Finding Jonathan in the basement isn’t helping matters. And now you want me to go on some blind chase for evidence?”
“I didn’t want to kill him,” she said, gazing off in the distance, her eyes unfocused. “But I had to. He killed Jesse. He was going to kill again.”
“You could have called the police.”
“The police,” she said, her voice dripping with disgust. “The police couldn’t help. What if he got off on some technicality? And even if he was convicted, he still could’ve gotten out at some point. No, I had no choice. I opened up that pandora’s box, and I was the one who needed to close it.”
“Yeah, but you should have at least tried,” I said. “I mean, killing him? That’s pretty extreme.”
Her eyes darkened. “You didn’t see what he was turning into. You didn’t see the monster living inside him—the monster that had taken possession of him. It was the only way to be sure.”
I shivered. “Why the basement?”
“I needed to make sure his body was never found,” she said. “Burying him in concrete seemed like the best way.”
“Well, if you didn’t want him found, why did you tell me to dig him up?”
“Things changed,” she said. “Things have been set in motion. The truth needs to come out. It’s the only way to save you.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “How can a thirty-year-old murder have anything to do with my being set up for two murders now? How can anything that you did then save me now?”
“When you find the evidence, it will all make sense,” Aunt Charlie said. “It will all be clear. You just have to find it.” Aunt Charlie leaned across the table, her eyes suddenly clear and sharp. “And you must find it fast. You’re in terrible danger, Becca. The only thing that can protect you is finding the evidence. That needs to be your only focus. Promise me.”
I swallowed, forcing myself to breathe through the tight, cold, band of fear slowly constricting my chest. “I’m going to jail, aren’t I?”
Aunt Charlie’s eyes sharpened even more. “Jail is the least of your problems,” she hissed. “If you don’t find that evidence, you may find yourself joining me over here.”
I tried to breathe in deeply, but couldn’t. The air turned into icy daggers, cutting into the soft, unprotected folds of my lungs. “My life is in danger?”
“Think, Becca,” Aunt Charlie rasped. She leaned in even closer, her eyes boring into mine. Her pupils seemed to shift, to transform from circular to vertical slits, reminding me of a snake, coiled and about to strike. “You have a stalker. A stalker who has murdered not one but two women. How ‘safe’ do you think you are?”
Oh God. I couldn’t breathe; I couldn’t think. Aunt Charlie’s inhuman, predator eyes grew larger and larger until I felt like I was drowning in them. I was gasping, trying desperately to breathe, but nothing was getting into my lungs. I felt like I was suffocating in a sea of fear, tossed about in those strange eyes ...
I awoke in bed, thrashing desperately about, still struggling to breathe. The sheet and bedspread had somehow wound themselves around my chest. I tore wildly at them, trying to free myself, and ended up tumbling out of bed and onto the floor.
Fortunately, the fall somehow loosened my bonds, and I was finally able to breathe. I’m not sure how long I lay there, sucking in long, sweet lungfuls of oxygen. The room was hot and humid, and my skin glistened with sweat.
Finally, I calmed down enough to think. And I had a lot to think about.
Was it possible that my dream was right? That Aunt Charlie killed Jonathan because he killed Jesse? And what about this so-called “evidence”?
You’re in terrible danger, Becca.
I shivered, despite the heat of the room. Was Aunt Charlie right? 
Was I in danger?
I sat up, pulling the sweaty sheets off my body. The sun wasn’t quite up yet, but the night had transformed into the soft, pearly grey that meant it was just about to rise. The birds were chirping and singing.
Oscar hopped off the bed, purring and rubbing against me. Breakfast time. I was so sweaty that some of his fur stuck to my skin. I stroked his ears, his soft neck before pulling myself to my feet.
Coffee first. Actually, clean myself up first, then coffee, then try and figure out where on earth to search for evidence.
God, couldn’t Aunt Charlie make anything easy for me?



Chapter 30
If I were evidence, where would I hide?
I sat at the kitchen table, head buried in my hands, a cup from my second pot of coffee in front of me. Mia had just left for work. At least, I assumed she had gone to work. She had breezed into the kitchen, muttering something about being late, gulped down coffee and toast, and breezed out. When I asked her how she had slept, she said “fine,” but her eyes never met mine.
I needed to get to the bottom of all of this. For all our sakes.
I couldn’t even fathom where to begin my search for the elusive evidence Aunt Charlie directed me to find. I had already been everywhere in the house. Unless, oh God, could it be in one of the many boxes in the basement? One of the many boxes I didn’t get through, now covered in concrete dust? I looked at the yellow crime scene tape and shuddered. If that was the case, whatever it was, was probably ruined.
I wished Aunt Charlie had given me some clues, at least, as to what I was looking for. How big, how small … whether concrete dust could destroy it.
I reached for my coffee and my phone rang. My heart sped up. Who on earth was calling me so early? It couldn’t be good news. I reached for my phone. It was Daniel.
“Everything okay?”
“As okay as can be expected,” I answered.
“How is Mia?”
My eyes flickered to the front door. “Hard to say,” I said.
“Is she there?”
“No, she left for work.”
“How did she sleep?”
“She said ‘fine,’ but I don’t know.” I sighed. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t hear any footsteps last night.”
“What about dreams?” His voice was cautious.
I played with my coffee cup. “Dreams?”
“About Charlie.”
I was silent. Should I tell him? Did I want to tell anyone? A part of me had been a tiny bit relieved that Mia hadn’t wanted to talk that morning. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to say anything about what Aunt Charlie had revealed to me last night.
Of course, it was a dream. Just because I dreamed it didn’t make it real.
But ... all my other Aunt Charlie dreams had come true. Why should this one be any different?
“You did,” Daniel said, correctly interpreting my silence. “What did she say?”
“I ... it sounds crazy,” I confessed.
“Crazier than searching for a jade stone and finding it in a basement, leading to the discovery of a dead body?”
“Well, maybe not crazier than that,” I said. “But ...”
Someone knocked at the front door, causing me to jump. Actually, it was more of a loud pounding.
“What was that?” Daniel asked.
“Someone is at the door,” I said.
“At this hour?”
“It’s probably Chrissy,” I said, getting up. “She probably forgot her key. Let me call you back.”
“No,” he said loudly. “Keep talking to me. Go see who it is.”
More knocking. Well, pounding. “I’m coming,” I yelled. “Hold your horses.” Chrissy wasn’t typically so impatient.
“This doesn’t feel right,” Daniel muttered.
I shivered, suddenly finding it difficult to breathe. The house felt so empty. I was so alone.
You’re in terrible danger, Becca.
Whoever was at the door knocked hard again. I sidled up to the door and put my eye to the peephole.
It was a woman. She was familiar, but I couldn’t immediately place her … that is, until she lifted her face to the peephole. Her blue eyes were full of hatred.
Louise.
I took a step back, my breath catching in my throat as she yelled from the other side of the door. “Becca, I know you’re in there. Open up.” She started pounding on the door. “Open this door!”
“Who is it?” Daniel asked.
“It’s Louise,” I said faintly. “She’s pretty upset.”
Daniel swore under his breath. “I’m calling the police,” he said. “Don’t open the door.”
“I just want to talk,” Louise yelled. “You can at least give me that courtesy.”
“Hold on,” I said to Daniel. “Louise,” I yelled back. “I don’t want any trouble.”
“Let me in,” she yelled. “I just want to talk.”
“We can talk through the door,” I said. “What do you want?”
“Are you really going to do that to me? I know it was Jonathan in your basement. Was Jesse down there too?”
Oh God. I was starting to feel sick. It was my dream all over again. “Jesse wasn’t there,” I yelled through the door. “And we don’t know it’s Jonathan for sure.”
“Of course it’s Jonathan,” she yelled, banging on the door. “Who else would it be? He probably figured out that Charlie killed Jesse, and when he threatened to expose her, she killed him too. Let me in! I need to search the basement.”
“The police are on their way,” Daniel said. “And so am I.”
“Louise, I can’t let you in,” I yelled. “The police are still investigating. I’m sure once they know more, they’ll tell you.”
I waited for her to protest, to pound on my door some more, but there was silence. I held my breath, daring to hope. Did she leave? Was something finally going my way?
“What’s going on over there?” Daniel asked. I could hear the engine of his car starting.
I peered through the keyhole, hoping against hope it would be empty, but no. She was still standing there on my porch, her hands covering her face as her shoulders heaved.
Was she ... crying?
“I ... I’m not sure,” I said quietly to Daniel. Through the closed door, I said, “Louise?”
Now that I was closer, I could hear what sounded like muffled sobs coming from the other side. “You don’t understand,” she choked out. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to not know what happened to your brother? I miss him every day.”
“Oh Louise,” I said, feeling my heart crack. “Look, I’m sure the police ...”
“The police have never taken Jesse’s disappearance seriously,” she interrupted. “They always insisted he left because we fought. But I know better. He had a girlfriend. Did you know that? He wouldn’t have left her.”
“No, I didn’t know that,” I said, unclear where this was going. “Who was she?”
“He would never tell me her name, but I know he had one.” She sniffled into her hands. “I know I can’t go down in the basement,” she said humbly. “I’ll go home. But do you think I could have a glass of water first?”
Was this a trick to get me to open the door? She seemed sincere, and it was clear she was suffering. And my family was at least partly to blame for everything that had happened to her. Guilt, thick and heavy, clogged the back of my throat. I coughed. “Give me a second. I’ll bring it to you,” I said after clearing my throat.
“What’s going on?” Daniel hissed. 
“Louise is crying,” I said, heading to the kitchen. “I’m bringing her some water.”
“I don’t think you should open the door,” he said. “The police will be there soon and I’m close.”
“I’ll just reach out and hand her the glass,” I said, filling it from the tap. “What is she going to do, shove her way in? She’s an old, sad woman who has lost her brother and daughter, and my family has certainly had a hand in her tragedy. The least I can do is give her some water.”
“Becca,” Daniel yelled, but I ignored him. I put the phone down so I could unlock the door.
“Here you go,” I started to say as Louise dropped her hands from her face and smiled at me. 
It was a cruel smile, and there was no trace of tears. 
Before I could react, she slammed her body against the door. I fell over, dropping the glass. I could hear it shatter.
“Louise,” I said from the floor as she stepped over me.
“You’re as dumb as your aunt was,” she snapped. “Where is the basement?”
I scrambled to my feet. “I’m not dumb enough to break into a house with cops on their way.”
Her face twisted in disbelief. “You didn’t call the cops.”
I shrugged. “You really want to risk it? This is breaking and entering and trespassing. And don’t think I won’t press charges.”
She glared at me before turning to tromp toward the kitchen. “No one is going to believe a liar and a murderer like you. Jesse is in that basement, and I’m going to prove it.”
“Louise, stop,” I said, running after her. “Don’t go down there.” The last thing I wanted was for her to start tearing through those boxes, potentially finding Aunt Charlie’s evidence before I did.
“Why? You don’t want me to prove your aunt killed two people?”
“Jesse isn’t down there,” I said. “And it’s all a mess. You’re just going to make things worse for yourself. Go home.”
“Screw you,” she snarled, reaching the basement door and tearing through the tape. I grabbed her to pull her away, but she was stronger than she looked, and we struggled.
“Louise, stop,” said a deep male voice behind me. My body sagged with relief. Daniel.
Louise’s face, however, twisted into an expression of disgust. “Oh. Of course she was talking about you. Her lap dog. I thought maybe she meant the real cops were on their way.”
Daniel’s face didn’t change, but I could feel his body stiffen. “Louise, you don’t want to do this.”
She squared her shoulders to face him. “How do you know what I want to do?” she snapped. “What do you know about anything? You and your cop friends. Ignoring me all these years. What did I tell you about Charlie?” She shook her fist in his face. “I told you she was a bad apple, and no one believed me.”
“Back up is coming,” I said, as the sound of sirens tore through the house. 
She glared at me, but I could already see the fight draining out of her. “What is it with you Kingsley women anyway? Men seem to lose their heads around you.”
“Are you going to come quietly, or do I need to restrain you?” Daniel asked.
She gave him one last dirty look before striding past him, head held high. We trailed after her as she marched through the house and out the door. “I’m leaving,” she said to the two cops who were coming up the yard.
“Do you want to press charges?” One of the cops asked me as the other one blocked her path.
“Oh. come on Jeffrey,” she snapped. “I’ve known you since you were in diapers. Are you really going to stand here blocking my way?”
“Ma’am?” the other one questioned me.
I bit my lip. Louise threw me a defiant look over her shoulder, but I could also see fear lingering just beneath the surface.
“No, I don’t want to press charges,” I said quietly.
Louise’s expression transformed to triumphant, but there was a bit of relief as well. Along with, dare I say, a dash of shame. Maybe it was finally sinking in.
“Are you going to step aside?” she snapped at the officer.
He gave her one last hard look before moving to the right. She marched past him and headed to her car.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” the officer asked me.
I nodded. “She really didn’t do anything, so yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for getting here as quickly as you did.”
“That’s what we’re here for,” he said, and glanced pointedly at Daniel.
“I’ll be right in,” Daniel said to me. I nodded and went back into the house.
Feeling like I needed to do something with my hands, I started making a fresh pot of coffee. I was feeling on edge and out of sorts—like I was missing something.
Like I was running out of time.
“Coffee smells great,” Daniel said from behind me. I jumped, nearly dropping one of the mugs I had brought out.
“Hey, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.
“No, it’s fine. It’s just been a rough few days,” I said, running my fingers through my uncombed hair. It suddenly occurred to me that, while I wasn’t wearing my normal yoga pants, what I had on wasn’t much better—old, faded jean shorts paired with an oversized tee shirt. And Daniel and I were alone in the house.
I shot him an awkward smile while I filled both our mugs.
“I cleaned up your porch,” he said as I handed him his cup.
He must have seen the puzzled look I gave him, because he added, “The broken glass.”
“Oh, yeah. I dropped it when Louise forced her way in.” I blew on my cup to cool my coffee, not meeting his gaze. 
“Maybe next time you won’t open the door,” he said.
“We can only hope,” I said.
He shook his head. “When someone shows up at your house this early in the morning yelling to get in, that’s a pretty good indication to keep the door firmly closed.”
“Duly noted,” I said.
“Also,” he hesitated. “It may not have been a bad thing to press charges.”
I looked at him, surprised. “Why?”
“Well, it may have stopped her from doing something like this in the future.”
“Oh Daniel,” I sighed, sitting heavily down at the kitchen table. “Do you think that matters?”
He sat down as well. “What do you mean?”
“This is all going to come to a head one way or another very soon,” I said. “Chances are I’m going to be arrested. If I am, she’ll stay away, because she won’t want to damage the case against me.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You’re giving up?”
“I’m not giving up. I’m just trying to be realistic. I suspect the only way I won’t be arrested is if I can prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill Gwyn, or Ellen, or anyone else, for that matter. In which case, the real killer would likely be arrested. But, since Detective Timmons isn’t looking at anyone else other than me as a suspect, that’s likely not going to happen. So, until I can figure out how finding Jonathan in my basement is going to prove my innocence, Louise is the least of my concerns.”
“Well, that’s true about Louise.” He took a sip of coffee, his eyes never leaving mine. “How can I help?”
I could feel the tears forming in my eyes, and I quickly blinked to keep them from falling. He was still on my side. Until he said it, I didn’t realize how alone I had felt.
“I’m not sure,” I said.
“Did you have another dream? About Charlie?”
I looked away. “I did.”
“So?” He looked at me expectantly.
“I don’t know,” I said. “It just sounds so ... ridiculous.”
“Try me,” he said. “Besides, I was thinking about your dreams, and they may not be as outrageous as you think.”
“What, you mean Aunt Charlie’s ghost is visiting me?”
“Well, she might be,” he said. “I’m not ruling that out. But it also could be something Charlie said to you years ago that you’re just remembering now. Or maybe something you witnessed or overheard. Your subconscious may be recalling these bits and pieces of information that meant nothing to you as a child, but they do now as things fall into place.”
I mulled that over. “Maybe,” I said. “That might be the case with some of the things I’ve dreamed, sure. But this last one? I think I would have remembered if she had ever mentioned a body buried in the basement.”
“You didn’t dream about finding a body in the basement,” he corrected. “You dreamed about finding the jade. Totally different. She could have easily said something to you about the jade before, but you didn’t pay any attention to it until now.”
“That’s true,” I said. “But last night, she confirmed it was Jonathan in the basement.”
“Well, that’s also really the only thing that would make sense,” Daniel said. “Did she say anything else? Like why he’s in her basement?”
I looked away, through the kitchen window, watching a butterfly land on a marigold and stretch its wings. “She did.”
“What did she say?”
Was I really going to tell him? Did I have any other options at this point? God, I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake.
“She said she killed him,” I said finally. “Because he killed Jesse.”
Daniel’s eyes widened. “What?”
“She said he was turning into a serial killer and it was somehow her fault, which I don’t completely understand, and to keep him from killing again, she killed him herself and buried him in the basement.”
Daniel continued to stare at me. “I’m not even sure what to say.”
“I know. It’s crazy.”
“But ... why would he kill Jesse? They were best friends.”
“I don’t know. But Aunt Charlie also claimed there was proof here, somewhere. And I needed to find it, and fast.”
Daniel looked puzzled. “Proof? What proof could there be after all these years?”
“She didn’t say.”
“I mean ...” Daniel said slowly, as if he was thinking aloud, “I suppose it’s possible she had something with both Jonathan’s and Jesse’s prints on it … like the murder weapon. But even if that existed and forensics could somehow prove that Jonathan did kill Jesse, what does that have to do with you? I mean, don’t get me wrong, it would be great to solve that case and give Louise some closure, but there would still be huge questions. And even if all of those questions were answered, how could any of it help you now?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense to me either. But as I don’t have a clue where to start investigating either Gwyn’s or Ellen’s murders, I might as well see if I can locate this ‘evidence.’”
Daniel frowned. I could tell he was still struggling to piece together this new information. “Unless ...” he paused.
“Unless what?”
He gave a quick shake of his head. “Just ... a thought. I need to do more research before I say anything. Did you tell Mia about the dream? What does she think?”
I gave him an exasperated look. “You can’t try and distract me like that. What were you thinking?”
He grinned a little sheepishly. “It’s something that Louise said, actually.”
“What?”
“About Jesse having a secret girlfriend.”
“You heard that?”
“Yeah. So bear with me here. I know Louise has always blamed Charlie, and then you, for the tragedies in her family. But she’s always been pretty clear about her feelings. Not like she’s tried to hide them, you know? So why now? Why would she cook up this crazy, complicated scheme to get rid of you now? What if it’s NOT her? What if this secret girlfriend is somehow behind your setup?”
I thought about his reasoning. It made sense, in a sort of weird way. “But all of this happened so long ago,” I said slowly. “Wouldn’t you think this secret girlfriend would have gotten over it by now?” I asked. “I mean, I get that Louise wouldn’t have, because Jesse was her brother, but a secret girlfriend? This was all over thirty years ago.”
“Ok, maybe not the secret girlfriend. Maybe it was someone else who really liked Jesse. He was pretty popular.” Daniel leaned forward, his eyes lighting up as he became more animated. “Think about it, Becca. If someone is setting you up as revenge for Charlie doing something to Jesse, then if you can prove his death wasn’t Charlie’s fault, then maybe that’s also how we smoke out the real suspect.”
“I guess I should find that evidence,” I said.
“And I need to poke around and see what I can dig up about this secret girlfriend, and any other significant relationships of Jesse’s,” Daniel said, taking a long sip of coffee. “Now is a good time to ask more questions, with everyone buzzing about finding Jonathan.”
“We definitely have our work cut out for us today,” I agreed.
He sipped his coffee, studying my face. “I’ll probably spend some time at Aunt May’s today,” he said casually. A little too casually. “It’s a good place for gossip.”
“Okay,” I said, not sure what he was getting at.
“I’ll check on Mia as well,” he said. “See how she’s holding up.”
I nodded, studying the top of my coffee. I wondered if this was the beginning of the end of my relationship with Mia.
 “Try not to worry,” he said quietly. “She’ll come around. She just needs a little time. It IS pretty shocking to find out you were living in a house with a corpse. And not just a corpse, but a murder victim.”
“Whose murderer was someone she had hung out with as a child,” I added.
Daniel gave me a sideways smile. “She’s not the only one trying to wrap her head around Charlie being a murderer,” he said.
“I get it,” I said. “I can’t believe it either.”
We sat there for a moment in silence. I looked around the kitchen, noticing how the sun lit up the clean, spacious room, the bright sunflower accents, the red teapot patiently waiting on the stove. It was just how Aunt Charlie had it. I could almost see her bustle in, asking Daniel if he wanted any breakfast as she made tea.
I blinked back tears. How could I both miss her and be afraid of her? How could I wish she was still alive, while wondering about my dubious judgement?
“It’s hard to believe she could kill someone,” Daniel said softly.
“And not just anyone, but her own lover,” I said.
Daniel shook his head. “I know. Which is why it does feel like there would have to be some sort of reason, something, that was so horrifying, it would justify murder.”
“Like Jonathan killing Jesse?”
“Yeah. Exactly like that.”
I put my coffee cup down. “That sounds like my cue to get started.”
Daniel put his coffee cup down as well. “Mine too.”
I stood up, feeling awkward and shy. The quiet of the house pressed against me, and I was reminded all over again that we were alone.
“Thanks for stopping by,” I said, wiping my suddenly sweaty hands on my shorts. “And for helping me with Louise.”
His eyes lingered on mine. “Anytime,” he said. He cleared his throat. “It’s a little ... awkward, for me right now,” he said.
I waved my hand, trying to lighten the mood. “You don’t have to ...”
“I want to,” he said, interrupting me, taking a step closer. “Becca, I believe you,” he said. “But I’m walking a tight rope here. I don’t want to lose my job.”
“I don’t want you to lose your job either,” I said, glancing up and into his dark-blue eyes. He was much closer than I had thought, and I shivered. He reached for my hand, sending shock waves through my arm.
“As soon as we get all of this behind us, I think it’s time we make things … more official,” he said, bringing my hand up to his mouth. His breath was warm on my knuckles, and I could feel it shoot through me.
“My divorce still isn’t official,” I said, feeling a little lightheaded.
“I don’t care anymore,” he whispered and brushed his lips against my fingers. I thought my heart might stop. “I’m tired of our relationship always coming second to whatever craziness is happening. I want a chance to explore what this is between us.”
“I do too,” I said, putting one hand on the back of the chair to keep myself from dissolving into a puddle on the floor.
He released my hand (reluctantly, I thought), and took a step back. “I better go now,” he said. “We both have a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it. I’m not sure where Detective Timmons is in the investigation, but I think we have to assume the worst.”
Mentioning Detective Timmons’ name was like a bucket of cold water to the face. “Yeah, that evidence isn’t going to find itself,” I sighed, rubbing my hands against my pants again.
Daniel gave me a sideways smile and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve got my own marching orders as well. Keep me updated?”
“Only if you do, too.” I held up my hand. “Pinky promise.”
His face softened and his grin looked more natural as he linked his pinky with mine. “Promise.”



Chapter 31
I had absolutely no idea where to even begin looking, so I decided the best strategy would be to start at the bottom and work my way up. Assume nothing, I told myself. It was entirely possible I had come across the evidence at some other point in the past and simply overlooked it.
Not terribly probable, but possible.
I squared my shoulders and headed for the basement.
It was a total mess. A film of grey dust covered everything. I poked half-heartedly at a box and quickly realized that, not only would I need a mask to keep myself from constantly coughing, but it was going to take me hours longer to dust things off just so I could get a good look at everything.
Maybe I would leave the basement for last. Hopefully, the evidence wasn’t down there. Then I wouldn’t need to waste a bunch of extra time dealing with the dust.
I was about to go back upstairs when the hole in the concrete caught my eye. I hadn’t taken a look yet at what the cops had done, and I was curious.
It was a pretty big hole.
I sighed. Clearly, it was going to take some doing to fix it. On the other hand, it did look like only one body had been buried there, despite Louise’s claims to the contrary.
I rubbed my face. One more thing to deal with. God, it was never-ending. Although at least this was one thing I couldn’t do anything about right that second. I was pretty sure the cops would want to finish their investigation before I started pouring new concrete.
I turned to go, my gaze falling upon a dull, green stone lying in a corner behind one of the boxes. Surprised, I immediately wondered if it was the jade. I picked it up, wiping off the grey dust with a corner of my shirt. Yes, it appeared to be. 
What was it doing here? I would have thought the police would have taken it with them along with the body. Could they have missed it?
I turned it around in my hands, studying it, feeling the smooth, cool, polished surface. It was shaped more like a triangle—like an arrowhead with a surprisingly sharp point on one end. I’d have to make sure I didn’t cut myself.
I heard a door slam upstairs, and I jumped. Was someone home? 
Quickly, I headed to the stairs, slipping the stone into my back pocket and pulling my cell phone out just in case. I clicked on Daniel’s number, so all I would need to do was tap once to place the call.
I hurried up the stairs, straining my ears to see if there were any other footsteps, but all was quiet.
When I got to the top, I checked the backdoor first, but it was shut and locked. I went through the kitchen to the front door and found that it too was firmly closed and locked. I took a moment to search the downstairs and scan the upstairs, but all was quiet and still.
Had I imagined hearing the slam? Had something fallen down, maybe?
I searched the downstairs a second time, but nothing seemed out of place. Oscar was sleeping on a pillow in the sun. He looked up lazily at me as I passed.
What could I have possibly heard? 
Well, whatever it was, it didn’t seem important anymore. What I really needed to focus on was searching for that evidence.
I tucked my phone back in my pocket and took a quick coffee break. Standing by the counter, I focused on relaxing my nerves. I couldn’t help but listen for strange noises, too, before picking up my search again downstairs. I meticulously checked everything—every nook and cranny—even in places that were clearly too small to hide anything.
Nothing on the first floor. (Or at least nothing obvious.)
Nothing on the second.
Where on earth could Aunt Charlie have hidden it?
Other than the boxes covered with concrete dust in the basement and Mia’s and Chrissy’s rooms (which I was planning on asking for permission to search that night), all that was left was The Studio.
Actually, it wasn’t even the whole Studio, just one part of it. It was the area I’d dubbed “the painting corner.” 
Despite buying a whole bunch of new art supplies, I still hadn’t taken the time to go through my old paintings—nervous about what I would find. Maybe I wasn’t as good as I remembered. Maybe it was all was just a silly pipe dream. Maybe I needed to focus on something else, such as the healing business or getting a job. Maybe the painting would only ever amount to a hobby.
Although ... would that be so bad? It would certainly take the pressure off, if I didn’t have to worry about making money with my painting.
Maybe that was the true message of my dream. Maybe I was taking it too literally and there WAS no “evidence.” Maybe what I needed to do was finally take a good, hard look at my old artwork, so I could finally make a decision one way or another about how I was going to support myself financially.
Yes, I fully realized that, if I was charged—or worse, convicted—the decision would be out of my hands. But, for now at least, maybe it was time to decide for myself.
Was I staying? Or going?
Would I try and figure out a way to pay my legal fees (if there were any) on my own, maybe with a mortgage on the house? Or some other way? Or would I return to my parents, hat in hand, and accept their financial help that would definitely include some very tight strings?
It was time for me to stop waffling and make a decision. My constant spinning around and non-decision was making me sick. 
I was tired of living in this state of waiting: waiting for Detective Timmons to either arrest me or not ... waiting to see if my stalker would reappear ... waiting for Stefan to grant my divorce ... waiting to see if having a business would be viable in this town ... waiting to see if anyone would hire me or if I would have to go back to New York.
I was done waiting for something or someone else to take the action that determined my future. My future was mine. I was a grown woman who was perfectly capable of making her own decisions.
The first step was reviewing my old artwork. The second, which I would do today, was deciding once and for all what I was going to do with my life.
And then, I was going to stick to it. No matter what else happened.
Firmly, I strode over to the paintings, jerked the drop cloth off the canvases, and immediately started coughing. I hadn’t expected so much dust.
After I collected myself, I started flipping through the paintings.
They ... weren’t terrible. I could see flaws, and frankly, some were better than others. But, the more I saw, the more hopeful I felt.
I could work with it. Maybe I would need a teacher and some classes, but there was definitely something here. A spark. Something I could build on.
I heard a creak on the stairs and jumped. Was someone else in the house after all? Where could he have been hiding? I had searched everywhere. Nervously, I wiped my hands on my shorts and looked around for a weapon. I spotted a small knife I used to cut canvases and snatched it up, licking my dry lips.
More creaking on the stairs. Someone was definitely there. I twisted my head around, frantically scrambling for my phone in my pocket. 
“Hello,” a voice called out, and I slumped over. It was Chrissy.
She poked her head in. “Oh hey. There you are.”
“I didn’t realize you were home,” I said.
She took a step into The Studio. “I just got in, but I’m not staying. I have to go to work. So, is it true? What they found in the basement?”
As usual, I was a little taken aback at the speed of which gossip traveled in this town. At the same time, I inwardly cursed myself. I had meant to meet Chrissy downstairs when she got home, so I could tell her before she saw it for herself, but I had been distracted by everything else going on.
“Unfortunately, yes,” I said. “There was a body in the basement.”
Chrissy looked suitably impressed. “Wow. Aunt Charlie must have been something.”
That was an understatement. “It’s not clear she was behind it,” I said, feeling a little lame even as I said it.
Chrissy gave me a “yeah right” look, the way only teenagers could. “Sure, someone else did it, and she somehow missed a bunch of concrete being poured in her basement.”
“She may have hired the work out,” I said. “Maybe she didn’t supervise it the way she should have. But yeah, I get that it’s probably a long shot.”
“Is it true you were the one digging around in the basement when the body was found?” Chrissy asked.
I sighed. “Yes, that was me.”
“Why?”
“Because ... “ I paused. I was going to tell her what I told the detective, but then I remembered that Chrissy had had her own experience with Aunt Charlie. “Aunt Charlie told me to,” I said simply.
Her expression changed to understanding. “Ah. Did Aunt Charlie also tell you if she did it or not?”
She saw the answer on my face and grimaced. “Okay, I have to get to work. What are you doing in here, anyway?”
I glanced at my art. “Oh, well ...” I fumbled a bit. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for Chrissy to see what I had done, nor did I think there was time to get into the whole searching for evidence thing. “I guess I thought it was time to finally look at my old paintings.”
She took a few steps closer. “They’re good,” she said. “I like that one, especially.” She pointed to a self-portrait that, if I remembered correctly, was half finished. Dark colors swirled around a haunted face with huge eyes. I had started it the week before Jessica disappeared. Staring at it, I had to suppress a shiver. Daphne had always said I was acting crazy before that party. The painting certainly seemed to prove it.
“I never did finish it,” I said.
“Looks finished to me,” she said, before glancing at her phone. “Oh crap. I’m late. I have to go.” Without saying goodbye, she turned and hurried out of The Studio, her footsteps creaking on the stairs as she bolted down.
I turned my attention back to my old self-portrait. I couldn’t even remember why I had set it aside from the rest, but after Chrissy’s comment, I studied it with fresh eyes.
When I first saw it—the swirls of navy blue, deep purple, and dark red that came together to suggest a face—I was immediately uncomfortable. There was something unsettling about the painting that I couldn’t put my finger on, so I had quickly moved on.
But now, looking at it again, under the unmistakable haunting energy that seemed to cling to the canvas, I detected sadness.
Why was I sad? The fear I could understand; I had been super paranoid at the time due to a bunch of factors. But not the sadness.
What would I have had to be sad about?
From behind me, I heard the stairs creaking. Chrissy again. “What did you forget?” I asked without turning around.
She didn’t answer me, but I thought I could hear her breathing. “Chrissy?” I asked, but there was something ... wrong. The breathing was too deep, too heavy, too ... excited.
“Chrissy?” I asked again, starting to turn as something crashed into the back of my head, and everything went black.



Chapter 32
Consciousness drifted back to me slowly. The first thing I was aware of was pain. My head was pounding with bright, hot sparks of agony every time I blinked.
The second thing was confusion. Was I lying on the floor? I seemed to be, as I could feel the edges of a rough cloth under my cheek as my eyes focused on the ground beneath the piece of furniture in front of me. Was it a dresser? No, wasn’t I in The Studio? There’s no dresser in The Studio. And ... wait a minute. Was that Mad Martha’s locket? I blinked, wincing every time a dart of pain shot through my head, trying to get a clearer look. Yes, the heavy gold chain with the ruby rose and emerald leaves was unmistakable.
Where was I? Was I still in the house? And why was I lying on my stomach?
“Oh, you’re awake,” said a familiar voice behind me. I struggled to see who it was, but with my hands bound behind my back, it was difficult to move my head. All I could really make out was a pair of cowboy boots and the edges of a navy-blue braided rug.
Was I in Mia’s room? Why? And who did I know who wore cowboy boots? 
“Relax,” the voice said, sounding amused. The figure crouched down, and I finally got a look at my attacker.
It was JD. The cowboy. The one who was constantly flirting with me.
Why was he in Mia’s room? And why would he tie me up?
“JD? What ...? I don’t understand. What’s happening?” I couldn’t get my head around anything.
He grinned at me before plopping down onto the floor, cross-legged. “Surprised to see me? You really shouldn’t be.” He made a tutting sound. “You’re not nearly as smart as your aunt.”
“My aunt?” Was I even hearing him correctly? Could getting hit on the head impact hearing? “What does she have to do with anything? And how do you even know her?” 
“I know lots of things, Becca,” he said smugly. “Things you really ought to know too.”
“Like what?” God, Becca, think. My brain felt so thick and fuzzy. There was something I was missing, something important, and I needed to figure it out. 
“Like what is really going on in this town.”
My mind scuttled around frantically. “Are you talking about Gwyn? And Ellen? Did you kill them?”
His expression fell. “That’s the best you can come up with? I would have thought that would have been obvious the moment you saw me.”
How in the world could that have been obvious? I wanted to ask, but something inside me cautioned me against it. I somehow intrinsically knew it would be the wrong thing to say. Instead, I licked my dry lips, trying to buy some time. Every time I moved my head, white-hot pain shot through my skull, and I was starting to feel nauseous, as well. Was JD crazy? How did we all miss it? “Maybe don’t hit me so hard on the head then,” I retorted.
He stared at me, and for a moment, I thought he was going to punch me again. But then he threw back his head and laughed. “Okay, you got me,” he said. “Maybe I did hit you harder than I intended. That explains why it took you so long to come to.”
So long to come to? How long was I out? I thought about asking him, but changed my mind. “Why did you kill Gwyn and Ellen?” I asked instead.
He grinned. “Oh, come now,” he said, his voice back to a light, teasing tone that failed to disguise the hint of madness underneath. “You don’t think I’m going to make it that easy for you, do you? Why do you think I killed them?”
“To set me up?” I rasped.
“Yes!” He shot his fist into the sky. “Score. You want to go for two?”
I opened my mouth to ask him why he wanted to set me up, but I quickly closed it. Clearly, he wanted me to figure things out for myself. It seemed smarter to keep him talking. I had no idea what time it was, but if I was lucky, Mia would be home soon.
Although, my luck hadn’t been so great lately.
“You’ve been following me, haven’t you?” I croaked out. “That’s how you knew that I kept running into Gwyn. And what happened with Louise at the memorial service. You were in that blue truck.”
“See, I knew you had a few brains in that pretty little head.”
“You were the one emailing me. How did you get into my computer?”
“I broke into your house and installed a virus on it that allows me to access it remotely.”
God, it was worse than I thought. He had been in my house, touching my things … going through my computer. I felt so violated. 
Wait. When did he break in? It had to have been a while back. Before the emails started. A few more pieces fell into place. “That night. Oscar sensed you.”
He gave me a puzzled look. “Oscar?”
I didn’t want to talk about my cat. “I heard you,” I said instead. “I heard the door click. And I saw you outside.”
“Ah,” he nodded. “I wondered about that. I saw the lights go on in the kitchen. I thought I had been quiet enough, but…” He lifted his hands in an “oh well” gesture.
“You had me drive all the way out to The Grand Slam bar,” I said. “Why? 
His gaze shifted, and he seemed far away. “That bar was very good to me,” he said. “It’s where I met Ellen. I needed a place that was out of town, so there would be less chance of running into someone who recognized either of us. It was easier than I expected. I didn’t even have to drug her—she was already tipsy when she arrived. All I had to do was order her a few drinks, and she was putty in my hands. Literally.” He laughed, a revolting sound, and I struggled to keep my face from revealing my disgust. It was like a mask had shifted, allowing me to see the real JD that had been hiding underneath all along. “No one saw a thing. I thought, well, it worked so well with Ellen, why not invite you out there, too?”
“And how did you know I would follow you down that dirt road?”
His grinned widened. “ I didn’t. I couldn’t believe my luck, actually. I thought I was going to have to drug you and plant you out there. You saved me a ton of work.”
“But ...” I struggled to make my brain work. “Why would you lure me out to that bar if you weren’t going to do anything to me?”
“Think Becca,” he said, his voice faintly condescending. “I needed to know if you would follow the email instructions. My plan was to send you an email with a story about how something had come up and I couldn’t meet you, and schedule a second time. I figured you’d be more likely to let your guard down the second time. After all, nothing bad happened when you showed up the first time; why would something bad happen the next? That would be my chance.”
Slowly, oh so slowly, my foggy brain clicked the pieces together. “You were the one who drugged me at The Jack Saloon.”
“Of course.”
“But, how? I never saw you in the bar. And how did you get Mia’s phone?”
“Oh, come on.” He shook his head. “You were doing so well. Don’t tell me you forgot I work at Aunt May’s.”
I closed my eyes. Of course. As an employee, not only did he have access to the employee lounge, but also to the scheduling. He probably knew Chrissy’s and Mia’s schedule better than they did.
Oh God. A cold pit of dread formed in my stomach. He probably timed today’s break-in with their schedules, as well. For all I knew, they could both be working a double shift. It might be hours before they’re home.
I was on my own.
“You were at the bar,” I said. “You were in disguise.” The bearded, tattooed guy floated through my memory. Even then, I had felt like there was something off about him.
He smiled delightedly. “Yes! That’s the ticket.”
 I thought about the guy who had bumped into me, knocking my drink over. What was his name? I couldn’t remember now.
“So, you got a guy to knock over my wine so the bartender would bring me a drugged glass? What did you say to get him to do that? Or was that a lucky coincidence, as well?”
“I told him I kept asking you out, and you kept turning me down, so would he mind distracting you so I could surprise you with a ‘present.’ Of course, he didn’t know the ‘present’ was drugged wine. I had intended to slip the drug into the wine you were already drinking. Getting it into the new glass was just a small challenge.” 
“You surprised me all right,” I muttered.
“I know. It worked out better than I expected. Other than ruining your shirt,” he said with what looked like a small frown. “And if I hadn’t been able to slip you the drug in the bar, I was planning on chloroforming you in the parking lot.”
Great. Just great. “So, you drugged me and then drove to Gwyn’s to kill her.”
JD looked pleased with himself. “Yep. Although it wasn’t much of a challenge.” He looked faintly regretful. “I surprised her while she was sleeping. It was over before it barely started.”
Every part of me was screaming to get away. I wanted to shove myself under the dresser and squeeze into the tiniest space possible to get as far away from him as I could. It was so surreal, lying just inches away from a murderer, talking about his kills. 
And what was he going to do to me when he was through talking?
Oh God, I was going to be sick.
Steady Becca, another voice inside me said. Your hands are tied. You’re on your stomach. You can’t get away, at least not right now. Right now, the only thing you need to focus on is keeping him talking.
Keeping him talking. Right.
“You did all of this to set me up,” I said. “You wanted everyone to think I killed Gwyn and Ellen.”
“Yep.” He seemed inordinately pleased with himself, and my hands itched to slap the smug expression off his face.
Not helping, Becca.
“But ...” My voice trailed off as I noticed the expectant way he was studying me. He was enjoying watching me make the connections, I could tell. But I had absolutely no idea why JD would do all of this to me. He just arrived in Redemption. He barely knew me.
Unless ...
Find the evidence. My aunt’s voice floated through my head. Your life is in danger, unless you find the evidence.
What if it was someone who knew Jesse? Daniel had said, sitting across from me at the kitchen table. 
Oh God, Daniel! Why couldn’t he show up now?
My mind was spinning ... what if he was on to something? Could there be a connection between JD and Jesse?
JD was too young to have been friends with Jesse. He would have been a child when Jesse disappeared.
Unless ... what if Jesse was JD’s father? The “secret” girlfriend could have been pregnant when Jesse disappeared.
“Are you ... is this about Jesse?”
His face twisted. “Jesse? God, no. He was stupid. Weak. This has nothing to do with Jesse. God, why would you even think that?”
“I ... I ...” Oh no. I didn’t want to make him angry. But, if not Jesse, then ...
Find the evidence. Your life depends on it.
Realization washed over me like a tidal wave.
“You’re Jonathan’s son, aren’t you?” I asked.
His face lit up and he shot a fist up in the air for a second time. “Yes! She shoots; she scores!”
I half-smiled, trying desperately to keep myself from drowning in panic. All at once, I was acutely aware of how much danger I was in. 
My aunt killed this man’s father and buried him in the basement. 
I tried to shift unobtrusively, fumbling with my bonds. How could I get away?
JD didn’t seem to notice. “I probably should be thanking you,” he said conversationally. “You did what I wasn’t able to.”
I licked my dry lips. “Which was?”
His expression twisted. “Getting the truth out of your aunt.”
“I didn’t ...” Did he somehow know about Aunt Charlie’s nightly visits? That she came to me in dreams? No, that was impossible. “What do you mean?”
JD rose to his feet, suddenly agitated, and began pacing back and forth. “She refused to tell me what happened to my father. I knew she had something to do with it. I knew it. But she just kept insisting that he left.”
Wait a minute. JD was making it sound like he had actually spoken to my aunt. While she was still alive. “Did you meet her? My aunt?” I asked cautiously, not wanting to upset him any more than he clearly already was, but needing to get to the truth.
“She was the most frustrating woman,” he said. “I have no idea what my father saw in her.”
“So, this isn’t your first time in Redemption,” I said.
He frowned at me. “How could it be? This,” he raised his arms up, “was the last place my father was seen alive. I had to come back.”
“I don’t blame you,” I said, shifting so I was more on my side than my stomach. I tried to make it seem like I was doing it so I could more easily have a conversation with him, but in reality, I was trying to hide my frantic efforts to get my hands free. “You needed the truth.”
“You’re damn right I did,” he said. “I knew you’d understand. That’s why you dug in the basement for me.”
I didn’t bother to correct him. If he wanted to think I was digging in the basement for him, then let him. I was more focused on my back pocket. There was something in there. I could feel the bulge when I shifted to my side. What was it? My phone? “The truth needed to come out,” I agreed. The ropes weren’t budging. I needed some sort of cutting device to get loose. My mind raced. Could I somehow angle myself just right to use a corner of the dresser without him noticing? “When was the first time you returned to Redemption?”
That far away expression returned to his face again. “Jessica.”
I froze. Did he just say “Jessica”? 
“You knew Jessica,” I said, forcing myself to keep my tone conversational despite the urge to scream. How could he possibly have anything to do with what happened to Jessica?
“She looked a lot like her uncle. Did you know that?” he asked. 
“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” I said.
“I couldn’t believe it, the first time I laid eyes on her,” he said. “You have to understand; I had been dreaming of coming back to Redemption ever since my mother took us away. We went to live with my son-of-a-bitch grandfather on his farm in the middle of nowhere. I had to stay there way longer than I wanted. I had to protect my sister from that bastard.”
My head was whirling, balancing the weight of his words with the desperation building inside me to get away. “Of course you did,” I said. “That’s what a good brother does.”
“Damn straight,” he said again. “So, Jessica was already sixteen when I first saw her. So were you.”
My eyes widened, and involuntarily, I sucked in my breath sharply. “You were here that summer,” I said, my voice squeaking. I tried to get myself back under control. I had a feeling the worst thing I could do was show JD my fear. I tried again. “I don’t remember you.”
“I got a job that summer with your neighbors, the Jones’.” 
I nodded. He was talking about our one-and-only neighbor who owned the farm next to us. “I did it to keep an eye on your aunt,” he continued, “I wanted to talk to her, ask her what happened to my father. It took some doing, but eventually, I was able to get her alone to ask her my questions.”
“Did she answer?”
He frowned, and I could see the rage lurking below his expression. “She lied. But it doesn’t matter. I know the truth now. And that summer was better than I could ever have imagined.”
“Because of Jessica,” I breathed. “You saw Jessica.”
He stopped to stare at me. A slow, cruel smile spread across his face. I felt myself shrinking. Oh God, had I messed up? “I was there,” he said.
I blinked. “Where?”
“In the forest. With you and Jessica. That night.”
Stunned, I could only gawk at him. It all came back in a rush—the darkness, the sour taste of terror in my mouth, how sure I had been that I was being watched. Something else was in the woods with us that night.
Something evil.
And that something was now standing right in front of me, grinning, in my oh-so-empty house.
I’m going to die. 
Until that moment, I had thought I would find a way to get out of what was happening. Maybe Mia would come home unexpectedly, or Daniel would swing by, or I would figure out some way to talk myself out of it. But, right then, I knew.
JD was going to kill me. And there was nothing I could do to stop him.
“So, you saw what happened to Jessica,” I said.
He nodded slowly. “Every single moment.”
“What ...” I swallowed, tried again. “Did you see what happened to Jessica’s body?”
“I took her.”
“You took her?”
“It wasn’t one of my smartest moves.” He sighed, glancing away, clearly lost in thought. “I wanted her to be alive, of course. I wanted to bond with her like my father and Jesse had bonded. I wanted that symmetry with someone. and Jessica … well, she was just so beautiful. There was something different about her. So different I even thought I could still have that connection with her even when I knew she was dead. But it didn’t work out that way. The smell.” He made a face. “Well, it was dumb. Even keeping her in a giant cooler with a ton of ice and air conditioning running full blast didn’t help.”
I swallowed, trying not to gag as I thought about the smell. This man drove around in the middle of summer with a dead body in his car. I couldn’t even imagine. “What did you do then?”
“I drove her to Lake Michigan and rented a boat. Took her out in the middle of the night. When I first took her, I knew I couldn’t stay in town, so I immediately loaded up my truck and started driving. I had no idea where I was going, but right as I realized I needed to do something about her, I found myself at the banks of Lake Michigan. I wished it could have ended differently but …” He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. 
The longer I listened, the harder it was to keep myself from screaming. How could we have missed how crazy he was? It was so obvious. Were we really that blind? Was he that good of an actor?
I thought about Jessica. Her dead body stuffed in a cooler and dragged around the state by a psychopath. She was my friend. I could hardly stand it. 
The word “symmetry” floated through my head. 
Wait. JD had said he wanted the same symmetry Jonathan had shared with Jesse. Was that confirmation that Jonathan did kill Jesse?
Was there a way to ask him without tipping my hand?
I steadied myself. “I knew Jessica, but not Jesse,” I finally said. “I know they looked alike, but what about their personalities? Were they similar?”
“They were very different,” JD said. “Jessica was a lot cooler than Jesse ever was. Jesse was weak. He didn’t understand power. Jessica did.”
Power? What was he talking about now?
“Charlie didn’t understand power either,” JD said. He had resumed pacing, and the more he talked, the more agitated he became. “And she was the worst of all. My father trusted her. How could she do what she did to him?”
Was he wanting an answer? I wasn’t sure. I struggled with my bonds and watched him pace. Could I reach my phone? If I could, would I be able to use it? Text Daniel?
Find the jade.
That’s when it hit me—it wasn’t my phone in my pocket. It was the jade. And it had a sharp point … maybe even sharp enough to cut through the rope around my wrists. I reached toward my back pocket.
“You understand, Becca, I had to do what I did,” JD continued, seemingly oblivious to my fumbling around. “Charlie left me no choice. After I said goodbye to Jessica, I continued my quest for my father. Charlie had told me she thought he went west. Idaho or Montana. Maybe Wyoming. Or even Texas. He wanted space, she told me. So, I went west too. I searched for him. For years. I thought I had found him a few times.” His hands clenched into fists. “You can imagine my heartbreak when I discovered I was wrong. Over and over again.”
My fingers slid into my pocket. I felt the smooth, cool stone on my skin. I managed to get ahold of it with two fingers and slowly started easing it out.
“I probably would still be searching now, but my sister called,” JD said. “My mother was on her deathbed. Could I come home to say goodbye? I didn’t want to interrupt my search, but I also knew it would be the last time I could ask her if she knew anything. I had been begging her to tell me whatever scraps of information she knew for years, but she always refused. This would be my last chance.
“So I came back. And I asked her. Again, she refused to tell me anything. But, this time, she let something slip.
“Charlie. Charlie knew something. Charlie did something.”
The jade was out of my pocket. I almost lost my grip, and for a moment, I panicked. If it landed on the floor, I didn’t think I’d be able to grab it again with him so close. Luckily, I was able to shift it into my palm.
“As soon as I could, I came back to Redemption,” JD said, still pacing, still ignoring me. “But this time, I decided I was going to do things differently. Charlie had lied to me before. She wasn’t going to again.”
My eyes widened as I tightened my grip on the stone, barely feeling the sharp edge cutting into my skin. Oh God, what did he do to Aunt Charlie? “How did you keep her from lying to you?” I was amazed at how calm my voice sounded while my insides were screaming.
He paused his pacing and gazed down at me, his eyes gleaming. “It was such an elegant plan, Becca. I made her sick.”
I wanted to retch. I could feel the contents of my stomach threatening to spew out of me. I clamped my jaws together to try and physically keep myself from throwing up.
Oh my God, what did he do?
“You ...” I forced myself to swallow back the hot bile. “You made her sick?” 
He smiled wider. “I did.”
“How ... how did that keep her from lying to you?”
“Isn’t it obvious? She was sick! She was vulnerable! When people are sick, their defenses go down. Of course she would tell me the truth then.” JD was pacing again, his hands twitching.
He made her sick. My heart ached as I wondered how long she had suffered, alone, while he tortured her. 
I watched him warily. What to say? Clearly, his plan hadn’t worked, but did I dare point that out to him? Risk making him even angrier?
I heard Aunt Charlie’s voice in my ear, like she was whispering to me as I lay on the floor. I wish I had told him the truth. If I had, then maybe he wouldn’t have ever come after you. Tell him how sorry I am.
I swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry Aunt Charlie didn’t tell you the truth,” I said, with as much sympathy and compassion as I could possibly muster. Unsure of my words, but willing to try just about anything, I continued. “I’m so sorry she reduced you to this. I wish she had told you the truth.”
JD’s face softened slightly, and his pacing slowed. “I knew you’d understand,” he said. 
I do understand, Aunt Charlie’s voice continued whispering in my ear. She tricked me too, you know.
“I do understand,” I said. “She tricked me too, you know.”
“I did the world a favor,” JD said.
Could this possibly work? “You did,” I said. “And I’m glad you know the truth now.”
He nodded, slowing down his pacing even more. “Yes, it’s time to move on. Speaking of which,” he pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at it, “we have to get a move on, too. It’s getting late.”
“Where are we going?” I asked, hoping I still sounded conversational. Inside, I was frantic with terror. What was going to happen to me?
He glanced at me, his expression regretful. “I made a mistake with you.”
My heart stuttered. “Mistake?”
He nodded, before crouching down next to me. “You know, a part of me knew you would understand. I should have trusted that. If I had known then what I know now ... well, it’s too late.”
“What’s too late?”
He reached over and helped me to my feet. His touch was surprisingly gentle. I tucked my hand that held the stone into my other hand, praying he wouldn’t see it. I could feel the sharp edges cutting into my skin. Please God, keep me from drawing blood. That would definitely give me away. “You understand, I have to finish it. Otherwise, there will be too many questions.”
I was having trouble breathing. “I don’t understand. What do you have to finish?”
He put his hands on my shoulders and turned me around. I gasped, even though I tried hard not to.
There, in the corner, tied to one of the exposed beams in the ceiling, was a noose.
Mad Martha hung herself in this room, after she killed Nellie, her maid. 
Oh God. I really was going to die.
JD eased me forward from behind, toward the noose. Toward my death. “This is the only way it can end. You see that, don’t you? You’re distraught about Gwyn and Ellen, so you kill yourself.”
It took me a second to get my voice to work. I was numb with terror. “What about a note?” I asked. “How will they connect me to Gwyn and Ellen?”
“Ah, yes. I got that covered.” He gestured to Mia’s bed, and I could see a folded piece of paper on it. “I printed it off your computer.” 
“You don’t have to do this,” I pleaded, as JD continued to herd me toward the noose. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. It seemed to beckon me, inviting me to relax, to submit … telling me it would all be easier if I would simply surrender.
“Of course I do. I can’t have the authorities looking for me. This is the only way.”
“We can run off together,” I said, the idea popping into my head out of nowhere. I kept waiting for Aunt Charlie to say something else, but she was stubbornly silent.
He paused, his hands still on my upper arms. I held my breath. Could this actually work? But his fingers tightened their grip, and he nudged me forward. “Tempting, but I don’t think I could trust you,” he said. “And I can’t risk you telling the authorities the truth.”
“But they wouldn’t believe me anyway,” I said quickly. “No one in this town believes me. You know that.”
He chuckled. “Nice try, but your cop boyfriend does. Look, I’m not happy about this either. I like you, Becca. But there’s really no other choice.”
We were already in the corner, standing by the chair. How did we get across the floor so quickly? 
Aunt Charlie, what do I do? How do I get out of this? I need help …
“Big step up,” he said. “Come on, now. I don’t want to hurt you. I promise I’ll make it as quick and painless as possible.”
A “quick and painless” lynching? I could feel a gurgle of laughter bubble up, and I fought to keep it down. 
“Let’s go. We’re running out of time. Step up.”
I wasn’t sure I could step up even if I wanted to. My legs felt thick and heavy, like rocks. He jerked me. “Becca, don’t be like this.”
“I ... I can’t,” I said. “I can’t move my legs.”
He sighed, swearing under his breath, before half lifting, half dragging me onto the chair. He gently turned my body so I was facing the middle of the room and adjusted the noose around my neck.
He jumped off the chair and surveyed me, cocking his head from one side to the other. I could still feel the stone in my palm. Was there enough time to use it to cut through my bonds?
I had to keep him talking. That was my only chance. I had to buy myself as much time as possible while I tried to cut the rope.
“But why, JD?” I asked, carefully shifting the stone into sawing position. “Why did you set me up in the first place?”
He shrugged. “Isn’t it obvious? She took my father. I take her niece.”
I gave him a pointed look. “That’s it?”
He grinned. “Do I need any other reason?”
I forced myself to smile back at him, even though my skin wanted to crawl off my body. I had to keep him talking. I sawed the rope harder. “It just seems like a lot of work for a tit-for-tat revenge.”
JD’s face grew more speculative. “There is ... something.” He smiled again, wolfishly. “There’s something about you, too. I can’t put my finger on it. Even back then when you were sixteen. Sure, Jessica was flat-out gorgeous, but you ... there was just something else.” He took a step closer to me, the heat in his eyes unmistakable. Oh my God, was he going to rape me, too? “I couldn’t take my eyes off you,” he said.
“Then why set me up?” I asked. “Why do any of this when you knew from the very beginning you would have to kill me in the end?”
“Don’t you get it? I did it because I was going to kill you at the end.” He gestured toward the note. “I had to make your suicide believable. Otherwise, that cop boyfriend would never leave it alone.”
“So I’m killing myself to prevent myself from being wrongly accused?”
 His smile widened. “Who said anything about being wrongly accused?”
I stopped sawing at the ropes and stared at him. “Are you saying that note is my confession?”
He shrugged. “How else could I stop the investigation?”
I swallowed hard. Even worse than dying, I was now going to be remembered as someone who snapped and killed two people. What would Daniel think? And Mia? Daphne? Chrissy? My family? Were they doomed to spend the rest of their lives wondering how wrong they had been about me?
I desperately resumed my rope sawing. I had to get out of there. I had to.
“This was quite the set up,” I said. “Was it all really worth it?”
His face contorted into rage. “How could you ask me that? Charlie loved my father. At least, that’s what she said. And still, she killed him. The scales must be balanced. My father’s death must be avenged.”
Aunt Charlie killed your father because he was a monster, I wanted to shriek. But I controlled myself. I suspected that wouldn’t help anything.
“I’m not Charlie,” I said. “And you’re not your father. History doesn’t have to repeat itself. And, besides, Charlie is dead. You have avenged your father.”
His face smoothed out and he cocked his head, studying me for a long moment. I held my breath. Did it work? Did I just talk him out of killing me?
But then he shook his head regretfully, and every part of me froze. “It’s gone too far, Becca,” he said, his voice regretful. “I have to finish what I started. I don’t want the cops after me the rest of my life. You must understand. I’ll always be grateful to you for solving the mystery of what happened to my father. I promise to always remember you and cherish your sacrifice.”
Remember me? Cherish my sacrifice? Suddenly I was furious, and wished Aunt Charlie was in the room, so I could let her have it. Over and over again in my dreams, she told me to find the jade or I would die. Well, I found her stupid jade, and look where it had gotten me. 
He took a few steps closer and put his hand on the back of the chair. “Any last thoughts, Becca?”
Aunt Charlie, I thought wildly. You got me into this. You better help get me out.
But there was no answer, in my head. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say, and my hands were still firmly tied behind me.
Was this really it?
A door slammed shut on the first floor.
JD whirled around as I snapped my head up. Was someone home? Was I saved?
“What the hell?” JD swore, heading toward the door. “What time is it? No one is supposed to be home yet.” He twisted around to look back at me, drawing a finger across his throat. “One word and they’re dead,” he hissed, before flinging open Mia’s door and creeping out into the hall, his head jerking around.
I had to get out of there. I couldn’t let him hurt whoever had just come in. I started sawing on my bonds even faster. Please, please, let me cut through these ropes. Please, please don’t let him hurt whoever is here.
My ears strained, but I couldn’t hear a sound. Why was everything so quiet? Did that mean no one was there after all? I remembered being in the basement and hearing a door slam before, but when I searched, the house was empty.
You live in a haunted house, Becca. My aunt’s voice reminded me.
“Oh, helpful, Aunt Charlie,” I muttered. “Why did you have me dig up that body anyway?”
You didn’t find the evidence. The evidence is the key.
Suddenly, I was sick and tired of myself. I had spent my entire life waiting for someone else to save me. My mother, my husbands, and now, Aunt Charlie from beyond the grave.
It was about time I saved myself.
JD walked back into the room. “No one was there,” he said, his voice bewildered. “You heard that, didn’t you? A door slam?”
“Yeah, that happens,” I said. “This house is haunted, you know.” JD’s face cleared. “Oh, that’s right.” He glanced uneasily outside the door, rubbing his hands against his jeans. I kept sawing at the ropes and finally (finally!) felt a little give. My heart leapt, despite knowing I still needed a little more time.
Find the evidence. That statement kept rattling around in my brain. How on earth would finding the evidence help me now?
Think, Becca. 
Aunt Charlie said she had proof that Jonathan killed Jesse.
Was that the key to my survival? Telling JD that Jonathan killed Jesse?
It seemed like a long shot, but at this point, what wasn’t?
“Why do you think Charlie killed Jonathan?” I asked.
His head whipped back around to stare at me. “That’s obvious,” he said. “She wanted his power.”
“Power?”
“Yes, his power.”
I gazed at him blankly.
His face started to contort into anger, but then he scrubbed at it. “I forgot, you never met him in person. If you had, you wouldn’t be asking such a question.” 
“How would killing him get his power?”
His eyes narrowed. Clearly, I had struck a nerve. “What, you think it’s something else?”
“I know it’s something else,” I said. “And I think you do, too.”
I couldn’t believe those words had come out of my mouth, and for a moment, I was terrified I had overstepped. But he just stood there, staring at me, looking as shocked as I felt. “What are you talking about?”
Something shifted in the room. I could feel it. Suddenly, even though I was the one on the chair with the noose around my neck, I was in charge. I didn’t know how long the power shift would last, but I knew I had to keep going. 
I fought against the terror threatening to collapse my knees. 
“Charlie didn’t kill Jonathan because she wanted his power,” I said, sounding far more confident than I felt. “It was the exact opposite, actually.”
My shot hit home. JD froze, his face contorting into multiple expressions. “No, you’re wrong.”
“Your father was weak. Want to know how I know?”
“He wasn’t weak.”
“Because he killed Jesse, that’s why.”
JD shook his head violently. “No. You’re wrong. My father was strong, not weak.”
“Only a bully kills someone weaker than himself,” I said. “You said yourself that your father told you Jesse was weak. Your father killed someone he thought was weaker than him because HE was weak. And a bully.”
“No! My father was a powerful man.”
“He was a failure. A nobody,” I continued.
“Take it back.” JD’s face recoiled in rage, and I leaned back. Oh God, had I pushed too far?
“He was a great man,” JD shouted at me, his face red and splotchy. I could see a vein pulsing by his temple. “A strong, powerful man. A wonderful man. He was NOT a no-good loser. He was NOT a slacker. My grandfather was wrong about him. He wasn’t weak. He was strong. And powerful. Take it back!”
He was advancing on me, coming closer and closer, and I shrank as far back as I could, straining against the ties still binding my hands. I was almost free—I just needed a little more time. The noose tightened around my neck as I tried to cling to the chair with my legs, keeping JD from kicking it out from under me. Blackness danced at the edge of my vision.
Suddenly, there was a loud screech, and JD fell forward, hitting the chair underneath me. It shuddered beneath my feet, rocking slightly, and for a heart-wrenching moment, I was sure it would tip over. Somehow, though, it righted itself, and my eyes focused on the scene in front of me. 
JD was in a heap, swearing up a storm as he twisted his arms at unnatural angles. Something had attached itself to his back. Something large and black and ... furry.
Oscar?
JD howled with rage and pain, slamming his back against the wall, but the angry ball of teeth and claws nimbly darted up his shoulder and fastened itself to his neck.
JD screamed in agony, and a line of blood soaked across his grey tee shirt. His hands blindly scrabbled at Oscar, trying to tear him off. He screamed anew as Oscar clamped down harder, finally ripping the cat free and throwing him across the room.
Oscar landed lightly on his feet, immediately turning to face JD, ears back, fangs barred. This was not the soft, purring bundle of warmth who cuddled next to me at night. This was the hunter, the predator, the creature who ruled the backyard with teeth and claws.
JD stumbled to his feet, covered in blood. One hand was pressed to his neck. He launched himself at Oscar, who somehow leaped out of the way.
I started sawing at the ropes as hard and as fast as I could. I had to get free. I had to help Oscar. There was no way a cat would survive this fight, even though Oscar seemed to look ... bigger than normal. Almost like a small cougar. 
No. That was impossible. I had to be seeing things. The noose around my neck was probably causing a lack of oxygen to the brain, resulting in hallucinations.
JD righted himself and lunged toward Oscar again. And again, Oscar leaped out of the way, but not before slashing JD’s delicate, exposed inner wrist with his nail. A red burst of blood appeared, and JD screamed again, jerking his hand back as Oscar landed safely out of range. 
The bindings frayed beneath my fingers and finally went slack. I did it! My hands were untied. I moved quickly to free my head from the noose. I jumped off the chair, prepared to join the battle.
JD’s head swiveled around at the sound of my hitting the floor, his eyes widening as he turned to confront me. He was covered with blood and scratches. 
“Bitch,” he spat. “Look what your cat did to me.” His face was purple, contorted with fury and pain.
“JD, it’s over,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Your blood is all over this room. There’s no way anyone is going to think I committed suicide now.”
“Do you think I give a damn about that,” he snapped, stalking toward me. “Once you and that cat are dead, I can set up the scene any way I want.”
Warily, I shifted to the right as we began circling each other. “They’ll process your blood and come for you.”
He laughed, a sick, twisted sound. “I’m not in the system,” he said. “They won’t be able to find me.”
“If you leave town unexpectedly ...”
“So what? Lots of people disappear unexpectedly from Redemption, right? Why would this be any different?”
My initial burst of triumph was beginning to deflate. Despite all the blood and cuts, JD didn’t seem at all hampered. I didn’t think I was strong enough to take him on myself. I had to find a weapon.
JD feinted at me, and I quickly sidestepped, trying to keep one eye on him while searching the room at the same time. I was still holding the jade, and I could feel the sharp edge under my fingers.
But it was so small. I would have to get super close to do any damage with it.
JD laughed. “I can play this game all day,” he said. “And if we’re still playing when Mia and Chrissy come home ... well, maybe what the cops will find is that you just snapped … killing your roommates, too, before committing suicide.”
I swallowed hard, my eyes darting frantically around the room. I had to figure something out, and I had to do it now. I had no idea when Mia or Chrissy were due home, but I couldn’t risk them walking right into their death.
JD jabbed at me again, and I twisted out of the way. That’s when I saw it—the baseball bat in the back of Mia’s closet. She must have put it there that night we searched the house.
I squared my shoulders and studied JD. I had to do something, distract him somehow, so I could get my hands on that bat. But what? All I had was this piece of jade—could I even hurt him with it?
I studied the base of his neck, where Oscar had bit him. He was still holding a hand up to the wound, and I could see blood pulsing out between his fingers.
It was a long shot. But it was all I had.
“You’re never going to get away with this,” I said.
JD looked at me with disdain. “Seriously? Who’s going to stop me? You?”
“Says the guy who lost a fight with a cat,” I said.
JD stiffened, his face contorting into rage as he lunged at me. I forced myself to pause, to hold still. 
Wait for it ... wait for it ...
He was almost on top of me, so close I could smell his hot, fetid breath and see the madness gloating at me from deep within his eyes, when I struck. I stabbed him in the neck as hard as I could with the jade. 
He shrieked and stumbled, crashing against the dresser. “You bitch!”
Without pausing, I dropped the stone and ran to the closet. I had to get to the bat before he figured out what I was doing.
I grasped the bat, my fingers wet, and it slipped. Was it sweat? No, it was blood. JD’s blood. My stomach twisted, but I couldn’t stop. I squeezed the bat as hard as I could and whirled around to confront him.
He was standing by the dresser, examining one of his hands, the other still to his neck. “What did you hit me with ...” he started to ask, but his words cut off as I swung at his head as hard as I could. At the last moment before impact, he looked up, his expression almost comical as understanding dawned across his face.
Thwak went the bat against his head. JD dropped like a stone, crumbling in a heap without a sound.
For a moment, I just stood there, still clutching the bat, watching JD. The only sound in the stillness around me was my own harsh breathing. Oh God, did I kill him?
No. His chest was moving. I couldn’t decide if I was glad or upset that he wasn’t dead.
Suddenly, I felt a warm softness against my ankles and heard a deep rumbling sound. Oscar wound himself around my legs, purring. 
I bent down to pet him, and he pushed his face against my hand, his bloodstained whiskers tickling my skin. The predator who had saved me was gone, and my soft, warm companion was back.
His dark-green eyes gazed into mine, and he opened his mouth, revealing a row of blood-stained teeth. He closed his mouth with a click, and a very satisfied expression.



Chapter 33
“You are one lucky lady,” the doctor said. He had a shock of white hair and thick, dark glasses that he adjusted before making a few notes on a pad. 
I nodded, shivering a little in the ice-cold, air-conditioned hospital room. The doctor, whose name I couldn’t remember, noticed. “Your body is going to need some time to recover,” he said. “Get plenty of rest, good food, and fluids.”
“I will.”
He made a few more notes. “We’re going to keep an eye on you for a couple more hours, and if everything checks out, you should be good to go home.”
Even though the EMTs had already examined me at the house, and even though I told Daniel I was fine, he had insisted on taking me to the hospital for a second opinion. I couldn’t really blame him. I had JD’s blood streaked all over my arms and chest, my neck was red and sore from where the noose had tightened, and I had a lump on my head and a mild concussion from when JD had first knocked me out. Plus, my fingers were swollen. 
Back in Mia’s room, after it finally sunk in that JD was incapacitated (at least for the moment) and I was safe, I got myself in gear. I found more of the rope he had used to bind my hands, and I quickly tied him up. I didn’t want to touch him, but I would also have no way of restraining him if he woke up before the cops arrived. 
Then I went off in search of my phone. I found it in The Studio, lying on the floor where I had apparently dropped it after JD hit me. I called Daniel and the cops, and then went down to the first floor to wait for them.
JD was immediately taken to the hospital. According to the doctors, he was stable and expected to recover fully.
“Now it all makes sense,” Daniel said to me in the car as he drove me to the hospital. “I couldn’t find any record of Jesse’s secret girlfriend having a baby, so I started investigating Jonathan’s children. I was in the process of tracing Darrel, I mean JD, when I got your call.”
I leaned my head back against the car seat. Exhaustion was settling in like an old friend, thick and heavy in my veins. “Darrel?”
“That’s his real name. And it’s one of the reasons no one figured out who he was sooner.”
“JD,” I mused. “J for Jonathan and D for Darrel.”
Daniel glanced at me. “That was my thought, as well.” He went back to focusing on driving, and I noticed his fingers were white where they clutched the steering wheel. “I still can’t believe I missed all the signs.”
“It’s not your fault,” I said. “He was good.”
He pressed his lips together. “I should have known,” he said. “If anything had happened to you ...”
“Hey.” I reached over to put my hand on his thigh. “I’m fine. The EMT said so. I just need a good night’s sleep.”
Daniel didn’t look at me.
Outside my room, I could hear light, quick footsteps before the privacy curtain was drawn back with a rattle. “I came as soon as I could,” Mia said. Chrissy was right behind her. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” I said, as both of them ran into the room to hug me. “Truly. Everything is okay.”
“But what about the blood?” Chrissy asked.
“Was it really JD?” Mia asked.
“The blood isn’t mine,” I said. “It’s JD’s. And, yes, it really was him.”
“I can’t believe it,” Mia said. “So he was Jonathan’s son. I gotta say, I now understand Charlie’s affair more, if Jonanthan looked like his boy.”
“Seriously, Mia.”
“Well, I’m just saying,” she said, turning a little red. “You have to admit he’s pretty hot.”
“He is super-hot,” Chrissy chimed in.
I was getting the sense that neither of them had fully grasped what had just happened. Of course, they didn’t see the transformation as I had. They still remembered the JD with mask firmly in place. And, maybe a part of them didn’t really want to believe. Even though I had seen the transformation with my own eyes, there was a part of me that didn’t want to believe it either.
Again, I found myself wondering, how could we have all missed the monster living among us?
“Well, he is also a psychopath,” I said. “And a little old for you.” The last part was directed at Chrissy, who at least had the grace to look slightly ashamed.
“It’s just such a shock,” Mia said. “We worked with him, even flirted a little.” Now, Mia really turned red. “I actually considered ... well, never mind. How could we have been so wrong about him?”
“You weren’t alone. He fooled all of us,” I said.
“What happened?” Chrissy asked. “And how is it that JD bled all over the place, but you didn’t at all?”
I smiled a tiny smile. “Oscar got him.”
Mia’s mouth dropped open. “Oscar?”
“Yeah. I couldn’t believe it either.”
“I didn’t think cats protect their owners,” Mia said. “Dogs, sure. But cats?”
I thought about how Oscar had seemed to grow in size when he went after JD, looking more like a panther or black mountain lion than a cat. I thought about how Oscar seemed so similar to the cat my aunt had owned all those years ago. Of course, there was no way he could be the same cat.
But maybe Oscar was more than a normal cat.
“I hear you,” I said. “All I can tell you is Oscar attacked JD.”
“Maybe start at the beginning,” Mia suggested.
So I did. I told them everything, starting from the moment Chrissy had left for work. Her face noticeably paled when she realized the timing of the attack. “Do you think he was in the house when I was?” she asked.
“It wouldn’t have mattered, if he was,” I said, squeezing her suddenly cold-and-clammy hand. “He wasn’t interested in you. Only me.”
She nodded, but didn’t look overly reassured.
When I got to the end of the account, Mia’s eyes were as round as her mouth. “You hit him with a bat,” she marveled. “I can’t believe you did that. I don’t know if I could ever hit anyone with a bat.”
“You were the one who was holding the bat when we searched the house,” I said. “You don’t think you could have used it?”
“That was different,” she said. “I wasn’t sure then if anyone was even in the house.”
“Well, it was a good thing you kept the bat in your closet,” I said. “I don’t know if I would have had time to find it in the office.”
Mia looked puzzled. “I didn’t put it in my closet,” she said. “I remember distinctly putting it back in the office closet.”
“But ...” I was confused. “Who would have put it in your closet? No one went into your room other than you.”
“I don’t know, but it wasn’t me,” Mia said. “JD, maybe.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “He wanted to hang me, remember? He wouldn’t have any use for the bat.”
“What did he use to knock you out?” Daniel asked. He was standing at the edge of the room. I hadn’t even noticed him appear. In the harsh fluorescent light, his face looked tired and drawn.
Mia shifted to sit in one of the chairs, patting the bed. “Come sit with us,” she invited.
He came forward, perching himself awkwardly on the side of the bed as I answered, “I don’t know what he used.”
“Maybe it was the bat,” Daniel suggested.
I tried to think back to when JD attacked me. The heavy, excited breathing. The dark shape that seemed to fly at me. It didn’t feel like he had used something as big as a bat to hit me, but my memory was pretty fuzzy. “Why wouldn’t he have left it in The Studio?”
Daniel shrugged. “Who knows? What I want to know is how you managed to untie yourself.”
“Oh. I almost forgot about that. It’s a good thing you guys didn’t take the jade.”
Daniel blinked. “I’m sorry?”
“Well, not you,” I amended. “The cops, I mean.”
“I’m still not following.”
“I was down in the basement today when I saw it,” I said. “The jade. You know, that was in the crack, marking the location of Jonathan’s body. I would have thought the cops would have taken it as part of their investigation, but there it was today, behind some boxes.”
Daniel’s face had flattened into a neutral expression, which I had come to think of as his “cop face.” “Where did you find it, exactly?”
“It was in the corner,” I said. “Like it had been pushed aside. I almost missed it, behind the boxes.”
“That wasn’t the same jade then,” Daniel said slowly. “I’m almost sure I saw it taken into evidence that night.”
“Really?” I asked. “You think there were two pieces of jade in the basement?”
“Maybe,” Daniel said. “What did it look like?”
“It was shaped like a triangle or an arrowhead,” I said. “Really sharp on one end. That’s how I was able to cut myself free.”
“Then it couldn’t have been the same stone,” Daniel said. “The one buried with the body was round and smooth. You couldn’t have cut anything with it.”
“Who would have thought Charlie would have liked jade so much,” Mia said lightly. I smiled, but inside, I was remembering the sound of the door slamming after I found the jade, even though I couldn’t find anyone in the house. 
Well, maybe that was when JD snuck in, another voice said, and he was hiding from you.
Maybe. But it was so loud. JD didn’t strike me as someone who would make that kind of mistake—slamming the door to the house he was sneaking into. 
Not to mention the fact that it was the sound of the door slamming that prompted me to put the jade in my pocket. Otherwise, I likely would have left it down there.
And, now that I thought about it, what distracted JD was the sound of the door slamming, buying me precious seconds to cut myself loose. It’s what caused JD to open the door, which gave Oscar his chance to attack.
And the bat. Where did that bat come from? Did JD really put it in Mia’s closet?
Or was there something else going on?
Maybe Aunt Charlie was helping me.
My phone buzzed with a text notification, and I glanced down at it. It was my mother. “I have to take this,” I said. “It’s my mom.” I started to slide out of bed.
“Where are you going?” Mia asked.
“Just somewhere to talk,” I said. “A little privacy.”
“You won’t find any out there,” Daniel gestured with his head. “The press are swarming already.”
Oh. I hadn’t even considered that there would be journalists interested in my story. 
“You’re famous,” Chrissy said.
“Great,” I said.
Daniel smiled faintly at me. “What did you expect, when you find a dead body in your basement and then apprehend a killer?”
“Oh, well, when you put it like that,” I said. I glanced uneasily at my phone. “No wonder my mother wants me to call.”
Mia got up abruptly. “We’ll give you a break,” she said. “We’ll go down to the cafeteria. I could use a drink.”
“You do realize there’s no alcohol in hospitals,” Daniel said.
Mia groaned and rolled her eyes. “I guess I’ll have to make do with coffee.”
“Can you bring me something?” I asked. “Maybe a sandwich? I’m starving.” I felt like I hadn’t eaten in weeks.
Mia gave me a thumbs up as they trooped out. I waited a few minutes, listening as their footsteps and voices grew fainter before hitting the button to call my mother back.
“Rebecca, what is going on out there? I have been worried sick.” My mother’s voice was frantic, and I could feel shame worming its way inside me. I had been selfish. I had avoided talking to my mother because of my own discomfort. I hadn’t given a thought to her worry.
“I’m okay,” I said. “Everything is fine. They caught the killer and I’m in the clear.”
“Oh, thank goodness,” my mother said, her voice relaxing. “I can’t tell you how concerned we’ve been. But what is this about a body being found in the basement?”
I was about to ask her how she knew about that when I remembered the news media. “Yeah, it looks like Aunt Charlie killed Jonathan, her lover, and buried him in the basement.”
“What?”
“Jonathan’s son was out for revenge. He’s the one who killed those two women and made it look like it was me.”
“My sister did what?” My mother’s voice grew louder. “She killed her lover? And buried him ... Rebecca, you must come home. Now. Don’t worry about that house. I doubt you’ll even be able to sell it at this point. What the hell was my sister thinking? It is just like her to leave a mess like this for everyone else to clean up.”
I paused for a moment to take a breath and steady myself. “I’m not coming home.”
“What are you talking about, Rebecca? Of course you are. Why would you want to stay a minute longer than you have to in that house? Or is there another legal issue you need to deal with?”
For a moment, my brain scrambled, wanting to grab that lifeline. A legal issue. I could tell her that yes, I had to stay a few more days or even weeks to sort things out ...
But I knew that wasn’t fair. Not to her or me. I needed to tell her the truth. We both needed closure.
“No legal issues.”
“Medical then?” I could hear the desperation in her voice. She doesn’t want to have this conversation either, I thought. She wants the excuse as well, so we can keep on pretending.
“No medical issues either.”
“Then, I don’t understand. Why aren’t you coming home?”
“Because I already am home,” I said as gently as I could. “This is my home. Redemption. I’m staying here.”
My mother didn’t say anything for a moment, and I started to feel a tiny bit of hope that maybe she would finally understand. But the next words out of her mouth dashed that hope.
“You do understand,” she said, her tone icy, “that this means we’re cutting you off. For good.”
I closed my eyes. “Yes.”
“Rebecca, I mean it,” her tone grew even frostier. “You can never come back. Not next year. Not five years from now. You are on your own. Period.”
“I understand,” I said quietly. “I hope you realize this doesn’t mean I don’t love you. And I hope to still see you. But this is something I have to do. I have to stand on my own. Here.”
“Well you’re going to, that’s for sure. You’re on your own now,” my mother repeated. “Once I hang up, there’s no going back. There’s no changing your mind. Even if you call me five minutes from now, as soon as I hang up, it is done. You will be cut off.”
I swallowed. “I understand.”
My mother paused, and in the silence, I could sense her hope that I would break the silence and stop this. But I remained stubbornly silent. 
“Goodbye, Rebecca.” I heard a tiny click and silence.
I lowered the phone to my lap. Fear and panic crashed over me, and I had a sudden urge to hit redial and beg for forgiveness. What had I done? Had I lost my mind?
No. Underneath the worry and the doubt, I knew this was what I was supposed to do. 
I was in exactly the right place doing exactly what I was supposed to do. Yes, there would be challenges and difficulties ahead of me, but this was the right choice.
And, I thought as I gazed sadly at my phone, hopefully one day, my mother would come to understand that too.



Chapter 34
“So, tell me more about this evidence,” Mia said. We had just gotten home from the hospital. Mia got me settled at the kitchen table while Chrissy fussed in the kitchen making tea, soup, and sandwiches. Oscar had greeted me at the door, and then made himself comfortable in the chair next to me.
“Supposedly, somewhere in this house is evidence proving that Jonathan killed Jesse,” I said.
“What kind of evidence?”
I lifted my hands up. “I haven’t a clue. A taped confession? A murder weapon with both Jonathan and Jesse’s DNA on it? A map to Jesse’s body?”
“I wonder where Charlie could have hidden something so well that you haven’t stumbled upon it already,” Mia mused. “It must be something that wouldn’t degrade over time, either.”
“That is an excellent point,” I said as Chrissy placed a bowl of chicken noodle soup, a cup of tea, and a tuna melt in front of me. “Eat,” she said.
“Where haven’t you looked?” Mia asked, sipping the tea Chrissy handed her.
“I haven’t looked in your room,” I said. “Or Chrissy’s. I wanted to wait until I asked you first.”
“Well, then, let’s start searching,” Mia said, glancing pointedly at my plate. “After you eat.”
“You can search my room too,” Chrissy called from the kitchen, where she stood by the counter eating a sandwich and scrolling through her phone.
“Thanks Chrissy,” I said, picking up my sandwich. “Your room is probably going to be a mess,” I said to Mia. “I don’t know how the cops left it.”
“Well, I guess it will be a search-and-clean party, then,” she said, a note of false cheer in her tone. “We’ll play some tunes. It will be fun.” 
I half-smiled. “You know,” I said, dropping my voice even though I knew Chrissy could hear everything anyway. “After everything that’s happened, if you don’t want to stay ...”
Mia shook her head. “Let’s not talk about it now. Right now, I’m relieved they caught JD. I don’t know how I’ll feel once I see my room. It does ... well, I’m not going to lie. It kind of freaks me out that he wanted to kill you in my room, specifically. But I’m not going anywhere for at least a few days, until I know you’re okay.”
I nodded, trying to keep the expression on my face pleasant as the soup and sandwich turned to ash in my mouth. I had been counting on Mia chipping in on the bills and food costs to help me get my business off the ground. If she left, I wasn’t sure what I would do.
It’s going to work out, I told myself. I’ll make it work.
Oddly, for the first time, I actually believed it.
After I finished eating and loaded my dishes in the dishwasher (I insisted on doing it myself despite both Mia and Chrissy protesting—I wasn’t an invalid, for goodness sake), we climbed the stairs together to Mia’s room. 
Unlike the basement, there was no yellow tape on the door, but I heard Mia gasp as she got her first look inside. 
The noose was gone, thank goodness—probably taken as evidence, along with the bat. But the chair was still there, lying on its side, and there was blood smeared on the floor, the braided rug, the curtains, the quilt, and even the walls. Items had been knocked over on the dresser, and a glass of water had spilled on the floor. Otherwise, there didn’t seem to be much damage.
At least, not to Mia’s physical items. If I closed my eyes, I could still see the noose in the corner and JD grinning at me, his eyes calculating and crazy as blood dripped down his neck ...
I leaned down to pick up the rug, forcing myself to stop that train of thought. “Let me see about getting this cleaned. I’ll bring up some hot water and bleach.”
“You weren’t kidding about Oscar,” she said, walking around as she stared at the blood.
“He bit JD’s neck,” I said. “So, yeah, there was a lot of blood.”
She nodded, fingering her belongings, not paying any attention to me. I turned back to the rug, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. She’s going to leave, I thought. How could she possibly sleep in this room after everything that’s happened? And who could blame her? How will I ever be able to walk into this room again and not remember lying on the floor, helpless, my hands tied behind my back, or standing in the corner with the noose wrapped around ...
I squeezed my eyes together tightly as I jerked on the rug to free it from under the bed, trying to ignore the memory of lying right there, staring under the dresser ...
Wait a minute. Under the dresser. 
Mad Martha’s locket.
I got down on my hands and knees to peer under the dresser. There. Exactly where it was before. I reached down to pull it out, the gold winking at me in the light. Where did it come from? Was it there all along? No, I was sure I cleaned up before Mia moved in. I could clearly recall sweeping under the dresser. I turned the heavy jewelry over in my hand.
“What’s that?” Mia asked at my elbow.
I held it out so she could get a better look. “Mad Martha’s locket.”
“Really? So that’s what it looks like. Where did it come from?” She reached out to stroke it.
“Under the dresser, but it doesn’t make sense.” I frowned. “Have you ever seen it before?”
“No. This is the first time,” Mia said. “I remember you talking about finding it, but you never showed me.”
“That’s because I lost it,” I said.
“You lost it?”
“Well, more accurately, it disappeared.” I squished my face up trying to put the pieces in the right order in my mind. “I definitely remember Chrissy wearing the locket. I tried to get it away from her, but Stefan wouldn’t let me. I was hospitalized shortly after that, and when I got home from the hospital, I wasn’t able to find it anywhere.”
“Did you ever ask Chrissy about it?”
“I did, but that was when she was living with Margot, her foster mom, and she was barely communicating with me. She said she didn’t know where it was, and she didn’t have it. I didn’t press.”
Mia gestured her head toward the dresser. “Did you check it before?”
“Yes, I remember cleaning under there, but ...” I frowned again. Could Chrissy have hidden it? Maybe wedged it beneath the dresser and forgotten about it? I got back down on my hands and knees, putting the side of my head on the floor to see if I could peer up underneath.
“What are you doing?”
“Seeing if there was a place the locket could have been shoved in here,” I said. “Can you hand me a flashlight?”
Mia fiddled around with something. “Why, can you see something?”
“I’m not sure.”
She handed me her phone with the flashlight app turned on. A surprisingly strong beam emitted from it. I took it and aimed the light under the dresser. There. Something was wedged under there. It looked like an envelope.
 “What do you see?” she asked, as I shoved my arm in all the way to the elbow to try and reach it. 
“I’m not sure,” I said again. I felt cautiously under the wood until my fingers touched paper. It was dry and brittle. I wondered how old it was. Carefully, I started peeling it away, not wanting to rip it.
Finally, it came free, and I pulled my arm out. Mia peered over my shoulder. “An envelope was under there?”
“That’s what it looks like.” It was long, thin, and business-sized. I flipped it over. My name was scrawled on the front in my aunt’s handwriting.
“Oh my God,” Mia breathed, as I put my hand on my chest, my heartbeat suddenly accelerating. “Could this be the evidence you’ve been looking for?”
“I don’t know,” I said. Our eyes met. Her expression mirrored what I assumed was mine—a mixture of excitement, eagerness, and fear. Was I finally going to get the answers I had been seeking for so long?
Was I sure I even wanted them?
If it was going to be another “body-buried-in-the-basement” type of surprise, I’d pass.
Mia nudged me. “Well, don’t just stand there. Open it.”
I gave a nervous little laugh and carefully slid one finger under the flap. The glue hadn’t taken, and it opened easily with a little crinkle.
Inside was a safety deposit box key and a piece of a paper. On the paper was the name of a bank and a string of numbers.
Mia stared at the envelope. “Is that it?”
I turned it inside out. “Looks like it.”
“God, you’d think she’d leave a note,” Mia said with a disapproving shake of her head. “Hopefully, the safety deposit box will have answers.”
“This is just so Aunt Charlie,” I said, my fingers tightening around the key. “She never gives me a straight answer in my dreams. Why should real life be any different?”
“I guess we know where we’re going tomorrow,” Mia said.



Chapter 35
“This is it,” Mia whispered excitedly as I opened the door to the quiet blue-and-grey bank lobby.
Mia had managed to get a day off as, in her words, “I’ve put in enough double shifts and overtime this summer. Someone else can fill in for once. There is no way I’m missing this.” I watched her make calls over my coffee, her eyes bright. She looked rested and relaxed for the first time in weeks. “It’s amazing what a good night’s sleep can do,” she had said when she breezed into the kitchen that morning. “I feel awesome.”
“No footsteps?” I asked.
“Not a one,” she had answered cheerily, fetching a coffee cup from the counter. “It was quiet and peaceful. Exactly the way it was when I first moved in. I bet it was Jonathan. He’s probably finally at peace, now that we’ve solved what happened to him and his family.”
“You’re probably right,” I said, although I had my doubts. Could it have been that simple? Jonathan’s spirit was restless, and now that we knew the truth, he could finally be at peace?
Or maybe the explanation was more rooted in reality. JD, the person responsible for wreaking havoc in our lives, was safely out of the picture.
Or maybe it was because Mad Martha’s locket was no longer in her room.
Whatever it was, Mia looked like herself again, refreshed, excited, and ready to rock. I was relieved to see the old Mia back, not only for her sake, but selfishly, for my own. Hopefully, she wouldn’t move out, which would be a huge help to my shaky financial situation.
While Mia got her work situation squared away, my phone pinged. It was a text from Daniel. He had solved the mystery behind the alarm company cancellation. Apparently, Mia had offhandedly mentioned we were having an alarm installed. JD called the company and cancelled the appointment, so he would have no issues breaking in using the impression he had made of Mia’s key. 
Well, that was one more question answered. Hopefully, it was also a good omen about what we would find in the safety deposit box.
I still hadn’t figured out how the locket ended up under the dresser. When I asked Chrissy about it, she seemed totally and sincerely clueless as to how it got there. She said she had always kept it on her dresser next to her jewelry box, and one day, it was gone. She did a quick search around the dresser to see if it had fallen into a corner, but couldn’t find it, so she had assumed her dad had taken it for some reason and forgotten about it.
Maybe she was lying. But why would she lie about something like that? And why would she even bother hiding it in the first place?
None of it made sense. 
For now, I had wrapped the locket in a silk scarf and placed it in one of my dresser drawers. It was still there when I left the house, and hopefully, it would stay put.
“Do you think we should ask for a manager?” Mia asked, as we walked through the lobby of the ice-cold bank. Mia’s flip-flops made their distinctive slapping noise on the marble floor as the sound system played a Musak version of “American Pie.”
A woman wearing a smart-looking navy suit greeted us from behind a desk. “Can I help you?” Her gold name tag read “Hazel,” and her smooth, blonde hair was cut in a short-and-sassy bob. For a moment, I wished my own unruly and wild hair would be that well behaved.
“I hope so,” I said, pulling out the envelope. “My aunt, Charlie Kingsley, left me this.” I handed her the note. “I’m hoping you can help.”
Hazel took the paper and studied it. “This is an account number,” she said. “Let me pull it up and see what we’ve got.” She started tapping on the keyboard, her red nails clicking away.
“What did you say your aunt’s name was?”
“Charlie, or Charlotte, Kingsley.”
She pursed her lips, which were the same color as her nails. “That’s not the name on the account.”
I glanced at Mia, whose brow was furrowed in a puzzled expression. “What name is on it?”
“Becca Livingston.”
“Why, that’s me,” I said, astonished. “Well, that’s my maiden name, but yes, that’s me.”
She peered at me. “Do you have ID?”
“I do,” I said, pawing through my purse to locate my wallet and New York identification. For the first time, I was grateful things had happened so quickly in New York. I hadn’t had a chance to get a new license after Stefan and I got married. By the time things had settled down and I resigned myself to spending the day at the department of motor vehicles, Stefan told me we were moving to Wisconsin, so at that point, it didn’t make much sense.
She took my ID and studied it carefully before handing it back to me with a smile. “Well, it looks like your aunt opened an account in your name.”
“An account? Like, one with money in it?” My mind was whirling, trying to keep up with this new turn of events.
She laughed. “Yes, an account with money.”
“How much?”
She took the note from my aunt, scribbled a number on it, and handed it to me.
I could only stare at the paper. Mia, looking over my shoulder, sucked in her breath. 
“Is this real?” I asked Hazel. “There’s over fifty thousand dollars in an account with my name on it?” 
“Yes, that’s what it says.”
My legs were suddenly rubbery, and I was having trouble standing. Mia clapped me on the back. “Becca, you’re rich!”
“I can’t believe it,” I said. “But I don’t understand why she would do this. She left me a trust. Why would she leave me a separate account like this, and tell no one … not even the lawyer?”
“Maybe she had a feeling you were going to marry poorly,” Mia said. “Or maybe she thought hiding money was a smart move. Why does it matter? Your money troubles are over!”
Well, not over, I thought, but the pressure was definitely off. I couldn’t live the rest of my life on fifty thousand, but it would certainly give me a bit of a breather. Not only that, but it was also a safety net as I worked on getting my business up and running. 
I pressed the piece of paper to my chest and stared up toward the wooden, vaulted ceiling. Thank you, Charlie.
“Did you still want to get into the safety deposit box?” Hazel asked. 
I had forgotten about that completely. “Yes, yes, thank you,” I said.
Hazel shot me a tiny smile as she asked me to sign in and fetch the key. “I can hardly wait to see what’s in the box,” Mia whispered. “It’s turning into Christmas.”
Yes, it was, indeed.
Hazel led us to the back where all the safety boxes were stored. After unlocking mine, she took us to a private room and left us.
For a moment, I could only stare at it. I was already so overcome finding out about the money, I wanted to give myself a moment to breathe before I ended up in another overwhelming situation.
Mia’s eyes darted between the box and me. “What are you waiting for? Open it!”
“I was just ...” I swallowed. “Mia, you have no idea what that money means.”
Mia’s face softened and she hugged me. “I know,” she whispered. “I get it. This is a good sign. A sign you’re supposed to stay here in Redemption.”
I could feel tears start to well up behind my eyes. “I’m just ...”
“It’s all going to work out,” she said. “It already is.” She released me enough to look me in the face. “Okay?”
I nodded.
“Good.” She squeezed my arms and let go of me. “Now go open the box.”
I laughed a little, but obediently walked to the deposit box and flipped it open.
Inside was a thick file folder, a cassette tape, and another long white envelope. I picked up the envelope as Mia studied the file folder and cassette. 
For Becca’s eyes only was written across it.
Mia’s eyes were wide. “She left you a note!”
“Finally,” I said, turning it over. “Should I open it now?”
“Hell yeah!”
I slid my finger along the flap and pulled out a couple of pieces of paper covered in my aunt’s spidery handwriting.
I began to read.
Dearest Becca,
If you’re reading this, I’m gone, and you probably have lots of questions. I’ll do my best to answer them.
First, though, I want you to know I’ve been keeping an eye on you all these years. I understand why you never came back. But that doesn’t mean I stopped loving you or looking out for you.
And, that’s one of the reasons why I made you my sole beneficiary. Becca, you were always such a beautiful and wild little soul. My sister did her best with you, but I could tell early on she was out of her league. She didn’t know how to raise such a creative and passionate being, and it frightened her. So, she did the only thing she knew to keep you safe. She tried to control you. To break your spirit. That way, you would fit into her world and she could keep you safe.
I never wanted that for you. I wanted you to find your own path. So, I’ve left you the means to do that.
But I know you, Becca, and I know you have an innocence underneath all that passion and impulsiveness. I fear you may end up with a man who finds a way to drain the trust I set up for you. This feeling has grown stronger and stronger over the years, which is why I set this little account up for you. In case the worst does happen, and you somehow lose the trust, this money will help you get back on your feet.
I know the kind of help my sister would offer in a situation like that would come with strings. Big ones. And there’s no one else you could turn to. Certainly not CB.
Speaking of CB, I didn’t leave him anything in my will because I know he’ll always find a way to land on his feet. He’s never needed my help, ever. Not to provide him with a safe place out of New York, and certainly not to help him find his way. He’s always known his way.
That’s the easy answer, and while it’s true, it’s not the full truth. No, I promised myself I would be honest with you here even if I couldn’t be while I was alive.
The truth is, I have always sensed a darkness in CB. There’s something off with him—something I could never put my finger on and something I could never shine a light on, even though I tried. If you haven’t regained your memory of the night Jessica disappeared yet (yes, I know you lost your memory and it hasn’t come back), I would take a hard look at CB. I know he had something to do with it. I don’t know what, but he was involved somehow.
Keep an eye on him, Becca. Maybe you can reach him in a way I never could.
Now for the other items in the safety deposit box. I’ll start with the file folder. What’s in there is everything you need to know about my healing business, to help you launch it again. You have the gift, Becca. You may even be better than I was.
Once you’ve got the business up and going, it’s not going to take a lot of your time to maintain. You’ll have plenty of time to also work on your art. You’re very talented. It’s one of my most precious wishes that you find your way back to painting and drawing.
Now, for the most difficult thing I must tell you. The cassette tape.
Years ago, I made a terrible decision, one that still reverberates to this day. I had an affair with a married man. And, by doing that, I set off a nightmarish chain of an events that ended with murder.
First, the murder of Jesse. My lover, Jonathan Decker, murdered his best and oldest friend, Jesse.
Why would he do such a thing? The closest way I can explain it is because he had become possessed. Something, some evil in this town, took root inside him. In the few weeks leading up to the murder, he had become obsessed with power and control. To him, killing Jesse was one of the biggest sacrifices he could make, and by doing so, it would unlock more power for him.
I knew something was wrong, but I had no idea how far he had gone down the path until he triumphantly showed up at my house, his hands still stained with Jesse’s blood.
It was in that moment that I knew what I had to do. 
Becca, I knew he would never stop. I knew he had a son, a family, and that darkness could infect them as well, if I let it go too long unchecked.
I also worried that the darkness that had possessed him would also protect him from the law. He seemed untouchable, as some unseen hand guided him, lining everything up for him. Jesse had practically been presented to him, on his way out of town after having fought with his sister. 
So that night, I hid my horror from him and began to lay out my plan. I wanted to get his confession on tape, so I could give it to Louise. She deserved to know the truth. It was also an act of self-preservation. If the truth ever came out, I wanted everyone to hear it from Jonathan’s lips—the evil that was done.
So, a few days later, I invited him over for a romantic dinner, during which I was able to tape his confession. Once he admitted what he had done, I slipped him some poisoned wine.
It was very quick.
I kept his body in the chest freezer in the basement until I was able to have it buried in the cement floor.
How I was able to do that doesn’t matter. What matters is that, if you haven’t dug up his body yet, you should. If you look at the floor in the basement, you’ll see a crack. That’s where he is.
Other than Jonathan’s monster of a stepfather, everyone believed he had left his wife and family. Even though his madness wasn’t in full display, people knew. They could sense how he changed. Quite honestly, I think everyone was simply glad he was gone.
Along with giving the cops the tape, please make sure Louise hears it. Over the years, we have never seen eye to eye, but she deserves to know the truth about her brother. Jesse would never have abandoned his sister; I don’t care what that fight was about. He loved Louise.
Lastly, I hope you will one day be able to forgive me. I know what I wrote here is unforgivable, especially since you don’t even have the chance to ask me any questions, but I hope one day, after the shock wears off, you’ll be able to see that I did what I did for love.
And no matter what your feelings are about me now, know I’ve always loved you, and I still love you. I’m proud of you, baby girl. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted you to be.
Love,
Aunt Charlie
Tears were streaming down my face as I finished the letter. Mia looked at me curiously, but respectfully gave me space. She squeezed my hand and I silently handed her the letter. 
Aunt Charlie loved me. Despite the fact that I hadn’t talked to her since I was sixteen. Despite the fact that I had left her alone, vulnerable to a psychopath.
She loved me, and she had done her best.
Just like I would now do my best—to re-start her business and get it running as smoothly as when she was in charge. To get the truth out and restore her reputation.
And to be the best person I could be.



Chapter 36
“I still can’t get over what happened,” Mia said over coffee the next morning. “I’ve always known crazy things happen in this town, but this … this took things to a whole other level.”
After leaving the bank, Mia and I had taken the cassette tape to the police station. It was exactly what Aunt Charlie had said it would be—a confession.
I recognized Aunt Charlie’s voice, albeit a younger Aunt Charlie, but not the man’s. It did somehow remind me of the way JD talked. It’s also possible that I was simply hearing something that wasn’t there.
As Jonathan was long dead, the cops were going to further analyze the tape to see if they could clearly identify the voice as Jonathan’s. In the meantime, it seemed everyone was starting to accept what had happened.
And finally, to my great relief, Detective Timmons let me know that I was no longer under investigation. They had turned their attention to JD, who was still in the hospital, but awake. 
For the first time since I had moved to Redemption, I felt like I could finally exhale.
“Yeah, who would have thought ...” I was interrupted by a loud knocking at the door.
Mia and I looked at each other. “Any idea who it is?”
Mia shrugged. “No clue.”
I got up, waving Mia back as I moved to the front door to look out the peephole.
It was Louise.
Oh God. She was the last person I wanted to deal with.
I wondered if I backed away quietly enough, she might assume no one was home and simply go away. Or maybe I could send Mia to talk to her.
I chewed my lip for a moment, trying to decide what to do.
At the same time, Louise knocked again, and Mia called from the kitchen “Who is it?”
I closed my eyes and sighed. Well, Louise likely heard that, so pretending to be gone wouldn’t work anymore.
As if she somehow read my mind, Louise called through the door, “Becca, are you there? I just want to talk.”
“It’s Louise,” I called out to Mia. To Louise, I said “Louise, I don’t want any trouble.”
“I’m not here to cause trouble,” came the muffled response. “I’m here to apologize.”
Apologize? 
“Louise is here?” Mia asked from right behind me, causing me to jump. She was standing in the living room, coffee in hand.
“Yeah,” I said. “She says she’s here to apologize.”
Mia’s eyes rose. “Apologize? Well, maybe you ought to open the door.”
I made a face. 
“Becca, I don’t blame you for being angry,” the muffled voice continued. “I acted horribly to you. I would really appreciate a chance to apologize. But, I also understand if you don’t want to open the door.”
I sighed. Great. I reached out to slide the deadbolt back and open the door.
Louise stood on the porch step. She looked like she had aged twenty years overnight. Her hair, now a silvery grey, was pinned back in a messy bun, and her face was tired and flat. She wore no make-up.
She gave me a tired but grateful smile. “Thank you.”
“Do you want to come in?” I asked awkwardly. I wondered if I should offer her coffee if she said yes. I didn’t particularly want to, but it felt rude not to.
Luckily, she saved me that decision by shaking her head no. “This will only take a second,” she said. She paused, took a deep breath, almost like she was gathering herself. “I heard the tape,” she said. “At first, I was so angry.”
I briefly closed my eyes. Here we go again. I never should have opened the door.
 “How could Charlie not have told me? That’s what kept going through my mind. All those years, she watched me suffer. She didn’t tell me she knew what happened to Jesse. She didn’t give me closure, a chance to grieve.
“But, after the initial anger, I realized she couldn’t tell me. Even if she had wanted to, she couldn’t have. I made sure of it. I was so horrid to her. Why would she ever trust me with her secret? It would be one thing if we were still friends—then, maybe she could have played me the tape while she was still alive. But, how could she possibly do that when for all she knew, I would turn her in?”
Louise finally raised her head to look me in the eyes. “I don’t condone what your aunt did. I don’t condone murder. But I understand why she did it. She did it for us. She did it for me. We were friends, once. Did you know that? When she first moved here, we were close. But then ... well, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’m sorry. For everything. How I treated your aunt and how I treated you.”
Louise held my gaze, and under the exhaustion, under the grief, I suddenly saw it. 
The peace. And acceptance. 
Of course, she would never get over the deaths of her brother and daughter, but standing before me was a woman who had wrapped herself in rage so she wouldn’t shatter into a million pieces. She had finally found the courage to let the bonds of that rage fall away, to let herself shatter, and put the pieces back together. Those pieces may not fit together completely right anymore, but they were back together.
And, finally, finally, the first inklings of peace would not only be accepted, but welcomed.
“I accept your apology,” I said. “And while I want to thank you for apologizing, I also want to say it’s not necessary. I don’t blame you for being angry. At either of us.”
Louise smiled a sad smile. “That’s nice of you to say, but no. I owe you a lot more than an apology. I am a lot more to blame for everything that happened than either you or Charlie.”
I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”
“It’s ... well, it’s all water under the bridge at this point. Thank you for your grace. I’ll leave you to your breakfast.” With that, she turned and started down the driveway.
I stood there, hanging on to the open door watching her go, feeling like something was unfinished.
“Well, that was a nice gesture,” Mia said. She had moved next to me, and we were both watching Louise as she got into her car and drove away.
“What do you think she meant by her being ‘a lot more to blame’?”
Mia shrugged. “Who knows? As she said, it’s water under the bridge now. But maybe she did something or said something back then that she thinks put Jesse in danger. Or maybe she’s talking about how her overprotectiveness with Jessica is what caused Jessica to get so drunk and stubborn the night of the party. Or maybe both.” She met my eyes and half-smiled. “We all have to take responsibility for our choices in life. And, for over thirty years, Louise blamed you and your family for everything that went wrong in hers. It’s probably time she took a hard look at how she contributed to the events that happened.” 
“I suppose,” I said, but I still wished I could have asked her more questions. Maybe she could have shared some insight about Charlie, something that would help me resolve the two Charlies dancing in my head. The Charlie who had raised me and believed in me and loved me as a child and the Charlie who had purposefully poisoned her lover and buried him in the basement. 
Yes, she felt like she had no choice. But still, it troubled me. And maybe it always would.
 I moved to close the door when I saw a figure hurrying toward us. “Oh, look. It’s Daphne.” I waved.
She didn’t wave back, seemingly focused on getting to us as quickly as possible. I frowned, glancing at Mia, whose face mirrored my expression. “Does she not see us?”
“I don’t see how,” Mia said.
We silently watched Daphne. She didn’t look happy. Oh God, was there something in this mess that had upset Daphne too? Was she angry? I’d have preferred Louise’s anger over Daphne’s.
“I need you and Mia to come with me,” Daphne called out when she reached the end of our driveway. She was out of breath, her dark-red hair uncombed and unwashed, flying around in clumps around her paler-than-normal face.
“Did something happen? Is your mom okay?” I asked, alarmed at her frantic appearance.
She shook her head wildly, causing her hair to whip around. “No, it’s not that, I just ... I just need you to come with me. Mia, do you have to work?”
“No, but what’s going on?”
“Just ... come with me. Now. Before I lose my nerve.”
I glanced at Mia. She looked as bewildered as I was.
“Let me grab my keys,” I said.
“And I need to grab my phone,” Mia said.
Keys and phone in hand, I locked up the house and we followed Daphne. She didn’t say a word the entire walk, only shaking her head when we tried to ask her what was going on.
I was getting a bad feeling.
Daphne’s step quickened when her house came into view. She marched ahead of us onto the porch, unlocked the door, and went in, leaving the door swinging open behind her.
Mia and I looked at each other. 
“When was the last time you were at her house?” I whispered.
“It’s been years,” Mia whispered back. “Maybe even since high school.”
What could have possibly caused her to bring us there today?
Cautiously, I stepped inside the open door and into the foyer. Mia closed the door behind us.
We were standing in a very clean, very comfortable-looking room that smelled like Daphne—of lavender and lemon. The furniture was old, but well maintained. The drapes were up, allowing the bright sunlight to fill the room. Off to one side was a short hallway that appeared to lead to the kitchen, which also looked clean and bright.
Daphne paced around the scuffed coffee table, one hand twisting a strand of her hair. A laptop computer was sitting in the middle of it, next to a notepad, pen, and cup of coffee. I studied the room, feeling like something was missing but unable to put my finger on what it was.
Mia cleared her throat next to me. “Ah, is your mom still asleep?”
That was when it hit me. The room was too clean, too free of clutter. Where were all the pill containers and other medical paraphernalia that went hand-in-hand with caring for a sick parent?
“I have no idea,” Daphne said.
Mia and I looked at each other again. “What do you mean?” I asked.
Daphne didn’t answer for a moment, as she continued her pacing.
“Daphne,” Mia said tentatively. “Are you okay?”
“My mother,” Daphne began, but paused to take another breath. “My mother is in a psychiatric facility.”
“She is?” Mia’s eyes went wide. “When did that happen?”
“Oh, I would say, about 13 years ago.”
“Wait. Did you say 13 years ago?” I asked.
“Daphne, can you stop pacing? You’re making me dizzy.” Mia said.
“My mother,” Daphne said, without slowing her movements, “had a breakdown after Jessica disappeared.”
“She did?” Mia was surprised. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
Daphne slammed to a stop, facing Mia. “Because you were so consumed over what happened to Jessica, and how she had left without telling you, I couldn’t.”
“What are you trying to say? That this is my fault or something?”
Daphne reached up to press the heels of her palms against her eyes. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. Oh, God, this is harder than I thought.”
I went to Daphne and gently took her arm. “Let’s sit. Why don’t you start with why you’re telling us now?”
Daphne allowed me to lead her to an overstuffed blue coach and sat down. Mia settled herself in the more threadbare-looking armchair, her lips pressed together in a thin line.
“My mother was Jesse’s secret girlfriend,” Daphne said.
I could hardly believe what I had just heard.
“So it’s true,” I said. “He did have a secret girlfriend after all.”
Daphne nodded unhappily.
“But, that means,” Mia said slowly, squishing her face up as if she was working out a particularly tricky math problem, “she was having an affair. Your mother was married to your father then, right?”
“They were in love,” Daphne said, her voice low and scratchy. “She was going to leave my father that night. Run away with Jesse. But, something happened. I’m not sure what, but for some reason, she couldn’t meet him that night. So, she stayed with my father, but it was supposed to be temporary. She was waiting for Jesse to call her, to come for her.
“But he never did.”
There was a long silence. I reached out to touch Daphne’s arm. “So she stayed. With your father.”
“Initially,” Daphne said. She pressed her palms against her eyes again. “She was pregnant. With me. And no, she never told me Jesse was my father. I actually don’t think she knows for sure which one is my father, but,” she let out a harsh bark of laughter, “looking at me, I doubt it’s Jesse. Anyway, there she was, pregnant … without a clue as to where Jesse was, so I think she decided to make the best of a bad situation and stay with my father. I think that’s what made my father sick. He died from a broken heart. I don’t know if she told him about the affair, but I think he figured it out, and that’s what killed him.
“What happened broke her. She never got over Jesse, but it wasn’t just because she loved him. I think ... well, she was always ... sensitive, I guess. She just knew things. You know? And I think she knew that something had happened to Jesse that night.
“So, the night Jessica disappeared, that destroyed her.”
I glanced at Mia, but her face was cold and still. “I don’t understand,” I said, trying to keep my attention on both of them at the same time. “Why would Jessica disappearing do that to her? Was your mom especially close with Jessica?”
Daphne shook her head. “No. It was part of that ... psychic connection. She knew something darker had happened that night. Something that was somehow linked to Jesse. And, she just ... snapped.”
Daphne lowered her hands and looked at both of us. Her eyes were puffy and smudged, like she had been crying. “I have that gift, too, you know,” she said quietly. “I can ... sense things, as well. See ghosts. Charlie helped me a lot, Becca. She helped me ... control it, I guess. My mother was no help. 
“Anyway, that night my mother just had a complete psychotic break. When I got home from the hospital, I found her curled up in a fetal position, covered in blood, rocking. She ...” Daphne swallowed. “She had cut herself and had used her blood to write on the walls.”
A cold draft seemed to drift down my spine. I tried to lick my lips, but my mouth was so dry, I couldn’t. “What did she write?”
“The evil that was done,” Daphne said. “Over and over and over.”
The sun went behind a cloud, plunging the room into darkness. I tried not to glance around, tried not to see a wild-looking woman huddled in the corner, blood trickling from her fingers while all around her, words dripped down the white walls.
“What did you do?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. Mia still hadn’t moved, her face still frozen in that cold expression. What was going on with her?
Daphne lifted her hands helplessly. “What could I do? I was sixteen years old. One of my best friends had just disappeared. My father was dead, and my mother was unresponsive. I didn’t want to be taken away, forced into the system. So, I pretended.”
“Pretended?” I asked.
Daphne nodded. “I pretended she was sick. In my defense, at first, I thought she was sick, and hoped she would snap out of it. I bandaged her up and cleaned the house. I kept waiting for her to wake up, to be herself again, but she never did. So, I started feeding her, giving her water, putting … putting a diaper on her. I would ... “ Daphne paused to take a long, shuddering breath before continuing, “I would tie her to the bed when I left for school. Even though she seemed to remain unresponsive, I didn’t want her to wake up when I was gone and wander off or hurt herself again. But, she never did.”
“Oh Daphne,” I said, my heart breaking, imagining her trying to care for her mother and take care of the house at sixteen years of age.
“How did you live?” Mia asked, her voice flat, her face like stone.
Daphne’s eyes darted toward Mia before swiping roughly at her face. “It wasn’t easy. But the house was paid for and we still had money left over from my father’s life insurance. I was able to forge my mother’s signature, so I could still pay bills and buy groceries. Charlie helped me as well.”
“You told my aunt?” I asked.
“I only told her because I hoped her teas might cure my mother,” Daphne said defensively, eyeing Mia, who, if anything, grew even more cold and still. “Unfortunately, none of them brought her out of her comatose state, but she did respond to me feeding her and giving her water. Once I turned eighteen, Charlie helped me find a hospital to commit my mother. I told everyone else she was visiting her cousin, who was sick.”
“And, that’s when you went to college,” Mia said quietly, almost to herself.
“I went to school to be a healer,” Daphne said. “I really loved working with your aunt, and that’s what I wanted to do. But it didn’t take long for me to realize it wasn’t going to work out. It was expensive taking care of my mother in that hospital; plus, I had school and my own living expenses to worry about. I wasn’t sure if I would make enough to pay for everything. I thought about selling the house, but that didn’t feel right.
“So, then a friend introduced me to computer security. Hacking. I discovered, I had a knack for it even without the classes, and just by working a few hours every night, I was able to make enough to pay for my schooling and the hospital bills.”
“But you came back,” Mia said, her voice suddenly cracking. “You came back from school and told everyone you were taking care of your sick mother. You told ME you were taking care of your sick mother.”
“I know,” Daphne said. “I’m not proud of it. It was becoming too much, school and work, and I needed a break. I realized if I moved back to the house, I wouldn’t have to worry about rent or a mortgage. I could take a year or two off school, and just work and save enough money to not have to work when I returned to school. The only problem was in justifying my move back. I never told anyone my mother was in a psychiatric hospital. How would it look if I came back alone? How would I explain what I had done?
“But, if she was sick and I was taking care of her, then no one would question me. I could just pretend again. And, since I was working at home anyway, no one would be the wiser.”
“All of these years,” Mia said, her voice getting more and more agitated as the reality of what Daphne had done continued to sink in. “All of these years, you pretended? You pretended to be taking care of her when in reality, you were just living here alone?”
“Pretty much.”
“I thought we were friends. Best friends. How could you not tell me?”
“How could I tell you?” Daphne stood up again and resumed her pacing. “How could I finally come clean after what I did? How could I come clean to anyone? So, instead, I lived in this house. I did work I was good at and had a knack for, but didn’t love. My real joy, my real passion, I couldn’t do … how could I possibly balance helping people with their healing with keeping my secret? So, instead, I just grew more and more unhappy.”
“But your stories,” I said. “You had so many stories about your mother.”
Daphne shrugged. “I made them up.”
“Wow,” Mia said. “Just … wow.”
“Why did you decide to tell us now, Daphne?” I quickly interrupted. Mia looked like she was about to explode, and I was hoping I could head off whatever was brewing between them.
Daphne’s pacing slowed. “The tape,” she said simply. “What happened to Jesse. What happened to Jessica. There was a connection. Don’t you see? There was a reason behind my mother’s breakdown. But, more than that, I kept thinking about Louise. About how bitter she was because she didn’t know the truth. And you,” she gestured at me. “And how you were trying to make decisions about your life … about following your dreams or not. And I thought, haven’t I lost enough years? Living in this house, doing work I resent and dread, and living a lie? Isn’t it finally time to come clean? What else am I going to sacrifice because of what Jonathan did? What his family did? A relationship? My health? My happiness? A chance to do what I love?
“No, I’m done living a lie. That’s why I wanted you both here. I wanted to tell you both how sorry I was.”
I stood up quickly and went over to give her a hug. “You have nothing to apologize to me for,” I said, squeezing her. “I wasn’t even here most of that time.”
Daphne hugged me back. “Thanks, Becca.” She let go of me and we both turned to Mia.
She gazed at us both, her face shuttered and unreadable. “I guess ... I have to sit with this,” she finally said. “I just … how could you lie to me? Not just once but again and again? You are one of my best friends. How can I trust you again?”
“The same way I was able to trust you again,” Daphne said simply. “You were so distraught for so long over Jessica. I was an obvious second choice to you for years. At times, I wondered if we ever were friends or if it was just, I don’t know, habit. But, eventually, everything changed.”
“So, it’s my fault you didn’t tell me?”
“No, of course not,” Daphne rushed in quickly. “I didn’t mean it like that. But think about it from my perspective. I couldn’t tell you right away. You were completely caught up in the investigation. Then, later when things calmed down, I didn’t know how to bring it up. I didn’t know how to explain why I didn’t say anything right away. And, the longer it went on, well …” she held up her hands and let them drop helplessly.
Mia didn’t immediately answer, just sat in a long, stony silence. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath. “I need to sit with this,” she said at last. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I was so lost in my own grief, I didn’t treat you the way I should have. But, I was a kid, myself. I had just lost my best friend.”
“I know,” Daphne said quietly. “I was a kid, too. And I didn’t handle it right. And I’m sorry. But I’m trying to change that now.”
 “I need some time,” Mia said again, getting up from the chair and heading for the door.
“Of course,” Daphne said, but I could see she the pain beneath her words.
I gave Daphne a final hug. “She’ll come around,” I whispered in her ear. “Just give her time. She forgave me, and she’ll forgive you.”
Daphne smiled at me, but I could see the worry in her eyes.
God, I hoped I was right.



Chapter 37
I leaned back from the bathroom sink to take a final look at myself.
I was wearing one of my favorite outfits, a sleeveless, short, dark-green vee neck dress. It showed off my legs while highlighting the green in my eyes and the red in my hair, which I left loose and untamed.
I had just started a regimen to “heal” my curls—the very ones I had struggled with for so long because they were the opposite of the sleek, pulled-together hair of the polished, elegant, brittle, icy women in my life.
No, I was done trying to be something I was not.
Instead, I was ready to embrace my wild artist side complete with my curly, reddish-blondish-brownish hair and green, gold, and brown eyes.
I gave myself one more satisfied look. Yes, I was definitely happier with this Becca.
“He’s here,” Mia’s voice floated up from the downstairs.
“Coming,” I called back.
I took a moment to slip on my new sexy gold shoes—a gift to myself to celebrate my new life—and hurried down the stairs.
Mia’s eyes widened when she saw me. “Whoa, Becca. You look hot.”
Daphne poked her head out of the kitchen, her jaw dropping when she saw me. “You really do clean up well.”
“I didn’t even think you owned a dress,” Mia said.
“Well, until it was an official date, I didn’t feel right wearing one,” I said.
“Daniel isn’t going to know what hit him,” Mia said.
I smiled and scooped up my purse. “You two kids stay out of trouble,” I said.
“Yes, mom,” Mia said.
“We’ll try,” Daphne said.
Even though they were both smiling, I could sense the tension simmering underneath. It was the first time they had hung out together since Daphne had dropped that bomb. I know Mia was still struggling with it. She wanted to forgive Daphne, but she also felt very hurt and betrayed.
I crossed my fingers, hoping tonight would be a fresh start for them.
All of us deserved that. Everyone in this town. 
It had taken over 30 years for the truth to come out. It was time for all of us to let go and begin again.
I waved one final time to Daphne and Mia before opening the door to greet my own new beginning.



Author’s Note
Hi there!
I hope you enjoyed reading The Evil That Was Done as much as I enjoyed writing it! (And if you did, I’d love it if you left me a review on Amazon.)
I also want to invite you to check out my other books–the full list is on my blog MPWNovels.com.
Speaking of my blog …
I also have a free novella, The Secret Diary of Helen Blackstone, available there. Who is Helen Blackstone? Why, she’s Mad Martha’s daughter. (Need I say more?)
Also, if you’re looking for more fun things to read while you wait for the next book launch, you’ll definitely want to hop on over to MPWNovels.com. You can read all about my journey as an author, my book reviews, AND meet Riley, my fictional alter ego who is also a ghost hunter (think Bridget Jones turned real-life ghost hunter). You can even listen to a Riley podcast (called “The Adventures of Riley Longhill: Ghost Hunter!”). 
Remember, it’s all happening at MPWNovels.com.
Happy reading!
Michele
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