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      I’d been sitting in the reception area of Hampton & Associates for the better part of an hour when Leith Hampton finally charged in through the main door, his face flushed, a faint scent of sandalwood cologne wafting into the room. He held an overstuffed black briefcase in each hand and muttered an apology about a tough morning in court before barking out a flurry of instructions to a harried-looking associate. A tail-wagging goldendoodle appeared out of nowhere, and I realized the dog had been sleeping under the receptionist’s desk.

      Leith nodded towards his office, a signal for me to go in and take a seat, then followed me, plopping both briefcases on his desk. He leaned down to pat the dog and pulled a biscuit out of his pants pocket. “Atticus,” he said, not looking up. “My personal therapy dog. Some days, he’s the only thing that keeps me sane.”

      I nodded, slipping into a chair closest to the window. It wasn’t a particularly large office, and you definitely got some street noise—horns honking, sirens, the occasional revving of a motorcycle engine —but it did offer a decent view of Bay Street. I watched as countless individuals of every possible size, shape, and color scurried along the street, as cyclists—completely insane in my opinion— weaved their way in and out of the endless stream of gridlocked traffic. In the heart of Toronto’s financial district, everyone was always in a hurry, even if getting somewhere in a hurry wasn’t possible.

      Atticus took up residence in a chair by the corner. Going by the blanket that covered the fabric, this was his regular seating arrangement. It amused me to think that Leith Hampton, a criminal defense attorney known for his blistering cross-examinations and ruthless antics, both in and out of court, owned a goldendoodle, let alone one that was allowed on the furniture.

      After a good fifteen minutes, a half dozen consultations with more harried-looking associates, and three telephone calls, all brief, Leith was apparently satisfied he’d sorted out what needed to be done and who was going to do it. He looked up at me, and I realized what made people gravitate towards him. It wasn’t his five-foot, six-inch frame, mostly slender with the exception of a slight paunch, but his eyes; eyes so blue, so intense in their gaze, that they seemed electric.

      He opened a drawer and removed a manila file folder along with a thin document bound in pale blue cardboard, the words LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF JAMES DAVID BARNSTABLE etched in black on the cover. “Let’s go into the boardroom. We won’t be disturbed there.”

      Apparently Atticus wasn’t allowed in the boardroom, because he jumped off the chair and trundled back to his spot under the reception desk, sighing loudly as he flumped his curly-haired body down onto the floor. I followed Leith into a long, windowless room with a mahogany table surrounded by several black leather swivel chairs. I selected a seat across from him and waited.

      Leith placed the will in front of him, smoothing an invisible crease with a well-manicured hand, the nails showing evidence of a vigorous buffing. I wondered what kind of man went in for a mani-pedi—I was surmising on the pedi—and decided it was the kind of man who billed his services out for five hundred dollars an hour.

      Unlike his office, which had a desk stacked high with paperwork, a saltwater aquarium, and walls covered with richly embroidered tapestries, the boardroom was devoid of clutter or ornamentation. The sole exception was a framed photograph of an attractive blue-eyed blonde, mid-to-late twenties. She had her arms wrapped possessively around two fair-haired children, ages about three and five.

      Mrs. Leith Hampton the fourth, I assumed, or possibly the fifth. I’d lost count, not that it mattered. My business here had nothing to do with Hampton’s latest trophy wife or their gap-toothed offspring. I was here for the reading of my father’s Last Will and Testament, an event I would have been far happier not attending for a good many years to come. Unfortunately, a faulty safety harness hadn’t stopped his fall from the thirtieth floor of a condo under construction. The fact that a criminal defense attorney of Leith’s reputation had drawn up the will was an indication of just how long the two men had been friends.

      Leith cleared his throat and stared at me with those intense blue eyes. “Are you sure you’re ready, Calamity? I know how close you were to your father.”

      I flinched at the Calamity. Folks called me Callie or they didn’t call me at all. Only my dad had been allowed to call me Calamity, and even then only when he was seriously annoyed with me, and never in public. It was a deal we’d made back in elementary school. Kids can be cruel enough without the added incentive of a name like Calamity.

      As for being ready, I’d been ready for the past ninety-plus minutes. I’d been ready since I first got the call telling me my father had been involved in an unfortunate occupational accident. That’s how the detached voice on the other end of the phone had put it. An unfortunate occupational accident.

      I knew at some point I’d have to face the fact that my dad wasn’t coming back, that we’d never again argue over politics or share a laugh while watching an episode of The Big Bang Theory. Knew that one day I’d sit down and have a good long cry, but right now wasn’t the time, and this certainly wasn’t the place. I’d long ago learned to store my feelings into carefully constructed compartments. I leveled Leith with a dry-eyed stare and nodded.

      “I’m ready.”

      Leith opened the file and began to read. “I, James David Barnstable, hereby declare that this is my last will and testament and that I hereby revoke, cancel, and annul all wills and codicils previously made by me either jointly or severally. I declare that I am of legal age to make this will and of sound mind and that this last will and testament expresses my wishes without undue influence or duress. I bequeath the whole of my estate, property, and effects, to my daughter, Calamity Doris Barnstable.”

      I nodded and tried to tune out the monotony of the will’s legalese. I had expected no more and no less. I was the only child of two only children, and my mother had long ago left my dad and me to fend for ourselves. Not that the whole of his estate would amount to much; some well-worn furniture, a few mismatched dishes, and a small stack of dog-eared books, mostly Clive Cussler and Michael Connelly, with the occasional John Sandford tossed in for good measure.

      The inheritance would mean clearing out my father’s two-bedroom townhouse, a dreary example of 1970s architecture mired in the bowels of outer suburbia. I thought about my crammed studio apartment in downtown Toronto and knew that most of his belongings would wind up at the local Salvation Army or ReStore. The thought made me sad.

      “There is one provision,” Leith said, dragging me out of my reverie. “Your father wants you to move into the house in Marketville.”

      I sat up straighter and looked Leith in the eye. Clearly I’d missed something important when I’d zoned out. “What house in Marketville?”

      Leith let out a theatrical courtroom sigh, well practiced but over the top for his audience of one. “You haven’t really been listening, have you, Calamity?”

      I was forced to admit I had not, although he now had my undivided attention. Marketville was a commuter community about an hour north of Toronto, the sort of town where families with two kids, a collie, and a cat moved to looking for a bigger house, a better school, and soccer fields. It didn’t sound much like me, or my father.

      “You’re saying my father owned a house in Marketville? I don’t understand. Why didn’t he live there?”

      Leith shrugged. “It seems he couldn’t bear to part with it, and he couldn’t stand living in it. He’s been renting it out since 1986.”

      The year my mother had left. I’d been six. I tried to remember a house in Marketville. Nothing came to mind. Even my memories of my mother were vague.

      “The house has gone through some hard times, what with tenants coming and going over the years,” Leith continued. “I’ve done my best to manage the property for a modest monthly maintenance fee, but not living nearby…” He colored slightly and I wondered just how modest that fee had been. I glanced back at the photo of his vibrant young family and suspected such treasures did not come cheap. There was probably alimony for the other trophy wives as well. I decided to let it go. My father had trusted him. That had to be enough.

      “So you’re saying I’ve inherited a fixer-upper.”

      “I suppose you could put it that way, although your father had recently hired a company to make some basic improvements when the last tenant moved out.” He flipped through his notes in the folder. “Royce Contracting and Property Management. I gather the owner of the company, Royce Ashford, lives next door. But I’m not sure much, if anything, has been done to the house yet. Naturally all work would have stopped following your father’s death.”

      “You said he wanted me to move into the house? When was he going to tell me?”

      “I think the initial plan was that your father was going to move back in there. But of course now—”

      “Now that he’s dead, you think he wanted me to move there?”

      “Actually, it’s more than wanted, Calamity. It’s a provision of the will that you move into Sixteen Snapdragon Circle for a period of one year. After that time, you are free to do what you wish with it. Go back to renting it, continue to live there, or sell it.”

      “And if I decide to sell it?”

      “Homes in that area of Marketville typically sell quickly and for a decent price, certainly several times your parents’ original investment back in 1979. You’d have to put in some elbow grease, not to mention some basic renovations, but your father left you some money for that as well.”

      “He had money set aside? Enough for renovations?” I thought about the shabby townhouse, the threadbare carpets, the flannel sheet covering holes in the fabric of the ancient olive green brocade sofa. I always thought my dad was frugal because he had to be. It never occurred to me he was squirreling away money to fix up a house I didn’t even know existed.

      “About a hundred thousand dollars, although only half of that is allocated to renovation. The balance of fifty thousand would be paid to you in weekly installments while you lived there rent-free. Certainly enough for you to take a year off work and fulfill the other requirement.”

      Fifty thousand dollars. Almost twice what I made in a single year at my call center job at the bank. Leaving there would definitely not be a hardship. And my month-to-month lease would be easy enough to break with thirty days notice. “What’s the other requirement?”

      Leith leaned back in his chair and let out another one of his theatrical sighs. I got the impression he didn’t really approve of the condition.

      “Your father wants you to find out who murdered your mother. And he believes the clues may be hidden in the Marketville house.”
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      I stared at Leith Hampton open-mouthed. “What the hell are you talking about? My mother wasn’t murdered. She left us when I was about six.” I may not have had a clear recollection of my mother, but I still remembered the way kids talked about it at school, their parents the obvious source of information. Small town floozy finds a new man and makes tracks for a better life. Until now I had no idea the gossip had surfaced anywhere other than Toronto.

      “Apparently your father came to believe otherwise,” Leith said, folding his arms in front of his chest.

      This surprised me. My mother’s name was seldom mentioned when I was growing up. Most of the time it felt as if she’d never existed. My natural curiosity about who she was and where she went had been far from sated. The few things my father told me about her, usually after a couple of beers, hardly counted. That her name was Abigail; that she liked to bake; that she loved old movies, especially musicals from the 1950s.

      “So you’re saying the Marketville house never used to be part of his will?”

      “The house was always part of the will, and you were always the beneficiary. The codicil is the part where you have to go live in the house for a year and try to solve your mother’s alleged murder, or failing that, discover the real reason behind her disappearance.” Leith shook his head. “I’ll admit I didn’t support the idea, but he insisted. I did my best to talk him out of it, but you know how obstinate your father could be.”

      I did. Look up stubborn in the dictionary and you might just find a picture of James David Barnstable. It was a trait I had inherited, right along with his unruly mop of chestnut brown hair and black-rimmed hazel eyes. The hair I could straighten into submission, given enough product and enough patience with a blow dryer and flat iron, and the eyes were probably my best feature. But the stubborn streak had almost proved my undoing on more than one occasion. My father’s, too. “Do you know what led to his fixation?”

      “I know he hired a private investigator when your mother first left, but nothing came of it. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air. There may have been some other attempts that I’m not aware of. But it was his last tenant in the Marketville house that reignited the fire.”

      “How so?”

      Leith gave a dry chuckle, but there was no humor in the sound. “Apparently the tenant was a psychic, or at least she claimed to be. A woman by the name of Misty Rivers.”

      As someone named after Calamity Jane, a Wild West frontierswoman of questionable repute, I wasn’t about to criticize anyone else’s moniker. I was just grateful my parents had the good sense to give me a different middle name. “What did this Misty Rivers do or say to get my father’s attention?”

      “She told him the house was haunted by someone who once lived there, someone who loved lilacs.”

      “And from that he reached the conclusion my mother had been murdered?”

      “It’s a reach, I know. But in the past another tenant had complained of weird noises. Creaking in the basement, footsteps in the attic, that sort of thing. We both dismissed the complaint as the tenant’s attempt to get out of her lease. If that was the objective, it worked. She moved out early without paying a penalty.”

      “But then after the psychic—”

      “Exactly. After Misty Rivers, your father wasn’t so sure. When you moved out of the Marketville house, he’d locked up all of your mother’s things in the attic. He said he couldn’t bear to go through them after she left, then the years just ticked on by. Misty made him believe there might be clues hidden amongst your mother’s belongings.”

      It was as if Leith was talking about a stranger. “He never told me about any of this.”

      “He wanted to be sure, to protect you from getting hurt. He didn’t want you believing in what might only have been a fairy tale.”

      A fairy tale. Except this one didn’t seem to have a happy ending. I fished around in my purse for my cocoa butter lip balm while I thought about it.

      “What’s all this about lilacs?”

      “Over the years, folks have tried planting a variety of things, flowers, a vegetable garden, all without any measure of success. The only thing that grew on the property was an out-of-control lilac bush in the backyard. It didn’t matter how many times it was cut back, the following spring it would come back full and bushy. Apparently your mother had planted it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Lilacs are known for their indestructibility. And it would be easy enough for someone to see an old lilac bush and draw the conclusion the original owner had planted it.” Another thought occurred to me. “This Misty Rivers, did she want money?”

      Leith nodded, his expression grave. “I believe your father was going to pay her to investigate. Against my advice, speaking on the record. Unfortunately for Ms. Rivers, his premature death intervened.”

      Unbelievable. My common sense, union dues paying, hardworking tradesman of a father. Hiring a psychic. What had he been thinking?

      It was as if Leith Hampton had read my mind. “I know it’s a lot to take in, Callie. All I know is that in the past few months, your father became increasingly obsessed with your mother’s… disappearance. I have to admit that I didn’t see it coming. All these years, he refused to talk about her, and for good reason.”

      “What good reason?”

      Leith clamped his lips together as if he wanted to bite back the words he said, or was going to say.

      “What good reason, Leith?” I asked, again. “If I’m going off on this wild goose chase, at the very least I need to know everything there is to know.”

      Leith sighed, but there were no theatrics this time. “I suppose you’re right, and besides, once you get digging into the past, you’re bound to find out.”

      I know lawyers get paid by the hour but there was no need to drag this on. I leaned forward, standing semi upright while my fingernails tapped on the polished mahogany surface. “Bound to find out what?”

      “Although your mother’s body was never found, no one ever saw or heard from her again. The police suspected foul play. Although your father was the one who reported her missing, he soon became the prime suspect. There was a lot of neighborhood gossip.”

      “Because the spouse is always the first one police suspect,” I said, thinking of the countless episodes of Law and Order I’d seen over the years.

      “Exactly. Eventually, the police moved on, but the case was never closed. The damage it did to your father’s reputation in Marketville…he just couldn’t stay there. He also couldn’t bear to sell the home. Hence, the rentals over the years.”

      “And going back now? Revisiting ancient history, opening old wounds. What was he hoping to prove?”

      Leith shrugged. “Maybe he just wanted to clear his name, Calamity. Maybe adding the codicil was his way of asking you to do the same. I wish he’d confided in me more than he did. When it came to his legal matters, he didn’t treat me as a friend, he treated me as his lawyer. I encouraged that view of our relationship.”

      “I work at a bank call center. The only thing I know how to investigate is customer complaints.” I tried to process everything Leith had told me. “You said I needed to move into the house. What if I don’t find out anything?” What if, as was entirely likely, there was nothing to find out? What if I found evidence that implicated my father?

      “Your only obligation is to try, and of course, to live there.”

      “If I don’t want to?”

      “Fifty thousand dollars would be held in escrow for renovations. Misty Rivers would be allowed to live in the Marketville house, rent-free for the period of one year, with the proviso she investigates your mother’s disappearance. I would be given weekly progress reports, for which she would be paid one thousand dollars per report. The same sort of progress reports you would be expected to give, should you agree to take this on. The entire fifty thousand dollars would be paid outright should the mystery of your mother’s disappearance be solved before the year was up.”

      Weekly progress reports saying what? The lilac was back in bloom? I wanted to scream. Instead I asked, “What happens after a year?”

      “Misty Rivers moves out. The house will come into your full possession, to do with what you like. No more strings.”

      In the meantime, some swindling psychic would be pawing through my mother’s belongings and living rent-free, probably without any interest in clearing my father’s name. Not on my dime and not on my time.

      “As I mentioned earlier, your obligation ceases one year from the date you move in. After that, you’re free to do what you wish. Sell the house, continue to live there, put it back on the rental market. The fifty thousand dollars for renovations would be available from the moment you move in. Any dollars not used for renovations will come to you free and clear.”

      “And what becomes of Misty Rivers?

      “She’s on a five-thousand dollar retainer, should you decide to consult with her.” I couldn’t imagine doing any such a thing.

      But it looked as if I was moving to Marketville.
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      Snapdragon Circle was a cul-de-sac within an enclave of 1970s bungalows, split-levels, and semis. The occasional two-story home dotted an otherwise predictable suburban landscape, although closer inspection revealed upper level additions to the original structures.

      Every road within the subdivision had been named after a provincial wildflower, starting with the central artery of Trillium Way and branching out to symmetrical side streets with names like Day Lily Drive, Lady’s Slipper Lane, and Coneflower Crescent.

      Most of the homes appeared to be well cared for, the lawns lush and green, the windows gleaming. Sixteen Snapdragon Circle, a yellow brick bungalow with a badly sagging carport, was the one notable exception. The roof had been patched in a half dozen places with little attention paid to attempting a match in the color of the shingles. The windows were caked with years of dirt and grit, and quite possibly, a few eggs from Halloweens past.

      To say the house needed a little bit of TLC was putting a gloss on things. What this house needed was a good coat of fire.

      It took me a minute to realize that a man had wandered over to the bare scratch of front lawn to join me. I pegged him to be about forty, good looking in a rugged handyman sort of way, the kind of guy you’d see on one of those TV home improvement shows. Well-defined biceps, sandy brown hair cropped close to his scalp, warm brown eyes. He wore jeans, work boots, and a black golf shirt with a gold logo advertising Royce Contracting & Property Maintenance. I imagined a six-pack under that shirt and tried hard not to blush.

      “Royce Ashford,” he said, extending his right hand. “I live next door.” He gestured to an immaculate back-split, gray brick with white vinyl siding. The siding looked new.

      So this was the contractor Leith Hampton had mentioned—the contractor my dad had hired.

      “Callie Barnstable.”

      “Are you the new tenant?” There was something in the way he said it, a hint of “here we go again” and “poor you” implicit in the words.

      “Even worse. I own this place. Quit my job to move here.”

      For a brief moment, Royce raised his eyebrows in surprise, but he recovered quickly. “I heard about his accident. I’m sorry. He seemed like a good man.”

      “Thank you. I understood from Leith Hampton—my father’s lawyer—that you knew my father.”

      “I wouldn’t say I knew him, exactly. I met him for the first time a few weeks ago. I gather he hadn’t been here in a few years—all the rentals were handled through Hampton & Associates. He seemed quite shocked at the state of disrepair.” Royce smiled. “I’m afraid tenants don’t always respect a property the way they might if it was their own.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Your dad was planning to renovate. I’d given him a few ideas and an estimate. I got the impression he was planning to move back in.”

      So Leith had been right, my father had planned to come back to Marketville. I wondered if he had planned to sell the townhouse. I thought about the postcards from realtors addressed to “The Estate of James David Barnstable” that I’d tossed in the trash. I was definitely going to sell the townhouse once probate cleared, but I wasn’t about to list it with someone so tactless. Now I wondered if any one of those realtors had talked to my father. I heard Royce clear his throat and realized he’d been talking to me.

      “I’m sorry, I was off in my own world.”

      “I expect it’s all a bit overwhelming for you. I was saying that you’re free to find another contractor. Whatever you decide, I’d suggest getting the roof re-shingled before you get leaks inside the house. Your father had already gotten quotes and selected a company. I could set that up for you, if you’d like.”

      “Thank you, that would be great. The sooner the better, from the looks of things. I’d also like to discuss the rest of the renovations once I get settled in.” I just hoped it wouldn’t take up the entire fifty thousand dollars. Leith had mentioned that whatever was left over would come to me. It could buy me a little more time to figure out what I was going to do once my year was up. I couldn’t imagine going back to the call center.

      “I’ll see how soon I can get the roofers in. As for the other renos, there’s no rush. You can let me know when you’re ready. In the meantime, if you’re up for a drink or dinner—no obligation to discuss business—let me know. It can’t be easy coming to a town where you don’t know anyone.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled out my cocoa lip balm, dabbed a bit on my lips, and wondered about the best way to approach Royce. I decided to go full at it. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

      “Not at all. Ask away.”

      “Did you happen to know the last tenant?”

      A slow grin spread across Royce’s face. “I assume you mean Misty Rivers, psychic extraordinaire. She was convinced the house was haunted, tried to convince your father of the same.”

      Just as I had suspected. It wasn’t just I think it’s haunted. The woman had done her best to mess with my father’s head, and it seemed to have worked, although why he had believed her was another matter entirely.

      “Do you believe in such things?” I studied Royce through narrowed eyes.

      “I’ll tell you the same thing I told your dad,” Royce said, shrugging his shoulders. “I was born and raised in Marketville, and in the late 1970s, the population would have been roughly 20,000, less than a quarter of what it has today. These houses were built to entice first time homeowners with young families. Folks who couldn’t afford to buy in the city. Back then the building code wasn’t as stringent as it is today, and to be fair, a lot of the technology and energy efficiencies that we now take for granted hadn’t even been developed. Add to the mix that the house has been tenanted for thirty years, with minimal attention paid to upkeep, and there’s bound to be some squeaks and squawks.”

      “So the short answer is no.”

      That slow grin appeared once again.

      “I suppose, Callie, that you’re about to find out.”
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      The inside of Sixteen Snapdragon Circle wasn’t much better than the outside. I went around the house, opening the windows to get rid of a musty smell that seemed to infuse every room. Then I went back to the entrance and took stock of my inheritance.

      Avocado green and gold linoleum flooring in the hallway carried through to a small eat-in kitchen, the cupboards painted a gloss chocolate brown, the walls sunshine yellow. Harvest gold appliances. A laminate countertop, gold speckles on off-white, a pot ring burned into its scarred surface. A window over the sink overlooked the sagging carport. Welcome back, 1980.

      An old memory came to mind. Me, as a little girl, four, maybe five years old, curly brown hair in a messy bob, standing on a footstool and staring out of that very same window. I was wearing a red and white striped apron with tiny heart-shaped pockets. I used to hide tiny pieces of beef liver in those pockets so I could flush the bits down the toilet after dinner. My parents had a strict “eat your dinner or there’s no dessert” policy, and no amount of gravy or fried onions made the liver tolerable to my taste buds.

      I closed my eyes, hoping to remember more.

      Popped them wide open when I heard a creak in the attic.

      A shiver ran through me. I found the furnace control and turned up the heat. To the left of the hallway was a combination living room-dining room. I wondered if there was hardwood underneath the threadbare gold carpet that covered the floor. I knelt down, lifted up a heat vent, and pulled back a corner to reveal a strip of pale blonde hardwood. Small mercies. That rug’s days were seriously numbered, and stripping carpet was something I could do myself. It would save a bit of renovation money for another project. From the looks of this place, fifty thousand dollars wasn’t going to go far. If I wanted to sell in a year and get a decent amount for the place, I’d have to put in a lot of elbow grease.

      Another hallway led out of the kitchen and dining room and into a main bathroom in shades of 1970s pink, and two bedrooms painted builder’s beige. The smaller room was barely larger than a walk-in closet; the master bedroom was just large enough to fit a queen-sized bed if you were the kind of person who didn’t care about night tables. The eyesore of a rug continued throughout. I lifted up another heat vent and found evidence of more pale blonde hardwood.

      Both bedrooms had decent-sized windows, with the master affording a view of the backyard. I noticed the sprawling lilac, not yet in bud. It was early May after an unseasonably harsh winter. It could be at least another month before it would be in full bloom.

      I opened the master bedroom closet and made note of a small footstool and attic entry. According to Leith, my mother’s things would be stored there. I wasn’t looking forward to rummaging around an attic—thoughts of mouse poop and spider webs sprang to mind, and I really hated closed-in spaces—but it would have to be done, and sooner rather than later. If I could solve this supposed “mystery” or prove there was no mystery to solve, I could go back to my life in downtown Toronto. It might not have been exciting, but it was cloaked in anonymity, something the recluse in me relished. Five years in my condo rental, I had yet to get to know any of my neighbors. One hour in Marketville and my neighbor had already invited me over for a drink or dinner.

      I continued with my investigation of the house. A narrow stairway led to the basement. I’m not a huge fan of basements. They always feel vaguely creepy to me, and the low ceilings and dark wood paneling did nothing to warm me to this one. There was a separate room with an ancient washer and dryer not long for this world. It wasn’t a wringer washer, but it wasn’t far off. A second room housed the furnace, original to the house from the looks of it. It would probably need to be replaced before next winter. I mentally tallied up the renovation expenses I’d made note of so far and tried to shake off a feeling of gloom. It looked like I had inherited a money pit, and maybe a haunted one at that.

      As if on cue, the furnace made a strange, belching noise before shuddering into submission.

      “I hear you,” I said, and scampered up the stairs, taking them two steps at a time.
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      The movers weren’t expected to arrive for about an hour, which gave me time to hang up the clothes I’d brought, along with some basic kitchen essentials—kettle, tea, mug, and a package of chocolate chip cookies. I also managed to find a spot for three tubes of cocoa butter lip balm, one in a kitchen drawer, one in the bathroom, and another in the bedroom, temporarily on the window ledge until my bedside table was in place. The fourth tube I kept in my purse. Maybe it was a little neurotic, but there are worse addictions.

      Thankfully, the movers were on time. It was a relief given all the horror stories I’d been reading in the papers about various moving companies scamming customers. Most of the scams seemed to involve movers who refused to unload a person’s belongings unless they agreed to demands for hundreds more in additional fees, such as negotiating stairs—I’d heard as much as fifty dollars per stair—and other miscellaneous charges. I’d been careful to get references, but you never knew if those were faked. I’d pretty much heard it all working in the bank’s fraud unit call center.

      A couple of burly guys hopped off the truck, surprisingly graceful given their bulk. The taller of the two, Marty according to the name tag on his coveralls, came up to meet me. The other, a heavily tattooed guy, went to the back of the truck and began unloading.

      “I shouldn’t take me ’n Tim more than a coupla hours,” Marty said. “You don’t have much stuff.”

      That was true. My rental had been a 550 square foot, one-bedroom with a minuscule balcony. I suppose I could have supplemented my new digs with things from my father’s townhouse, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. In the end, I’d donated what I could to the Salvation Army and ReStore and hired a company to take the rest to the dump. The only thing I’d kept was his filing cabinet—jam packed with paperwork I’d have to go through and shred—and his toolbox, which was bound to come in handy. Until now, my screwdriver had been a bread knife and my tape measure had been my feet.

      Marty and Tim worked in harmony, neither one showing the slightest sign of strain. After about ninety minutes, Marty handed me the release paperwork to sign and asked for cash or a credit card. I suppose given the state of the house, I didn’t look like a good bet for a personal check. I looked at the invoice and decided I’d been in the wrong business all these years. I was just about to hand over my Visa when I noticed that tattooed Tim looked a tad squeamish.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Sure, of course,” Marty said. “It’s just that Tim here thought he heard noises in the attic. Bit of a little girl when it comes to mice, Tim is.”

      “Weren’t no mice,” Tim said, the freckles on his pale face standing out like fireflies. “I’m sure I heard footsteps and then something like a lady crying. It was ever so soft, but—”

      “Well, I didn’t hear anything, and I was standing right there beside you.” Marty sniggered. “You’d tell us if you were hiding someone in the attic, now wouldn’t you Ms. Barnstable?”

      I folded my arms in front of me and tried my best to look annoyed, but the truth was Tim hearing things made me nervous. What was it Leith said? Something about one of the previous tenants getting out of her lease because of noises in the attic. And I had heard that creaking sound earlier. Not exactly footsteps and a lady crying, but still disconcerting.

      “Do you mind taking a look inside the attic? I have to admit the idea of mice sort of freaks me out.”

      “We’re on the clock,” Marty said, shaking his head. “Boss only pays for the hours we invoice.”

      “Fine, I’ll pay you another fifty dollars each.” Tim and Marty shrugged in unison.

      “Very well. Seventy-five dollars each. Cash. Just do me a favor and take a peek.”

      A furtive look passed between Tim and Marty, one that suggested I’d just been the victim of a scam, though I couldn’t be certain.

      “I’ll look. Tim can stay down here and protect you.” Marty gave Tim a not-so-playful punch on the arm. “Show me where the entry to the attic is.”

      I led them to the master bedroom and opened the closet door. “I noticed the laddered footstool earlier today.”

      Marty pulled out the footstool, folded down the stairs, and reached up. “There’s a padlock on the entry way. Who padlocks an attic?” For the first time he sounded suspicious.

      I didn’t much care for his tone. “My father, that’s who. He rented this place out for years. I guess he didn’t want folks snooping in areas that didn’t belong to them. Hang on a sec.”

      I came back a minute later with the key ring Leith had given me. “Has to be one of these.”

      Marty stared at the keys and the lock and somehow managed to select the correct key right off. He pushed open the wooden door, sticking his head and shoulders inside the opening.

      “So far no evidence of rodents,” he said, his voice getting increasingly muffled as he clomped through the space. Tim, the gutless wimp, went outside under the guise of needing a smoke.

      “What is it?” I asked as Marty climbed back into the bedroom. If the stunned expression on his face and the pale white pallor was any indication, he’d seen something that went way beyond spiders and mice.

      “I think you might want to go see for yourself, Ms. Barnstable, and you might want to call the cops.”

      “Call the police? Why? Has something been stolen?”

      “Stolen? How would I know what’s supposed to be up there? There are a couple of dust-covered trunks. I’m guessing you’ll need a key to open them.” He handed back the brass ring. “It’s what’s not supposed to be up there that’s the problem. At least I don’t think it should be up there.”

      “And that would be?”

      “I’m no expert, but to me it looked like a coffin.”

      “A coffin? Did you open it?”

      “Hell, no. I got out of there the minute I saw the coffin.”

      “If you didn’t open it, why do you think I need to call the police?”

      “How many times do you find a coffin in the attic?”

      How many times, indeed. I just hoped there was a reasonable explanation. One that didn’t involve a dead body.
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      The attic was every bit as creepy as I expected, a windowless, ​claustrophobic space, the walls and ceiling filled with pink fiberglass insulation, the air smelling faintly of mothballs. Given the padlock, I had expected it to be stockpiled with valuables. It wasn’t. There was a large leather steamer trunk that looked like it might be vintage, a newer trunk, bright blue with brass trim, and what appeared to be a picture triple-wrapped in bubble wrap.

      There was also a coffin, full-sized from what I could gather. I took a deep breath, resisted the urge to bolt out the cubbyhole entry, and inched my way over. Unlike the attic, there was no lock on the coffin. I almost wished there had been, if only to delay the inevitable. I took another deep breath, put on the yellow rubber kitchen gloves I’d brought with me—I’d watched enough episodes of CSI to know the importance of not leaving fingerprints—bent down, and gingerly lifted the lid. It was lighter than I expected, but that didn’t stop me from dropping it abruptly. The thump echoed in the room, scaring me more than I could have thought possible.

      Because what I saw lying against the cream-colored satin wasn’t a dead, decaying body, but a skeleton. One that looked decidedly human.

      I had been ready to uncover some skeletons in the closet. A skeleton in the attic was another matter entirely.
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      “Someone is playing a prank on you,” Constable Arbutus said after a thorough examination of the coffin and skeletal remains before her. “This skeleton is very high quality PVC, the sort that might be used to teach medical students about anatomy.”

      I didn’t know whether to be relieved, terrified, or annoyed. I also didn’t have a clue who could have put it here. Or why.

      “A prank? Are you sure?”

      “Well, I can’t be sure it’s a prank, but I can be sure that this skeleton isn’t human.”

      “What about the coffin?”

      “Nothing more than a stage prop. It’s very lightweight, probably made from papier-mâché, painted to look like wood.” Arbutus studied me for a moment, her gray eyes assessing my every movement. “It’s obvious you’re upset by this, and you have every right to be if you’re not the one who put it there. Do you have any idea who might be behind this?”

      I shook my head. “I just moved into the house this morning. For all I know it could have been here for years.”

      “Judging by the lack of dust on the coffin, versus everything else up here, it’s a fairly recent addition. You say you just moved in this morning. Didn’t you look in the attic when you were buying the house? What about the home inspector?”

      “I didn’t actually buy this house. I inherited it from my father. It’s been rented out for years. What I don’t understand is how someone could have gotten into the attic. It was padlocked.”

      “The lock is an older model,” Arbutus said. “It probably wouldn’t take a lot of skill to open it.

      There are tutorials online that give step-by-step instructions. The simplest explanation is that the person had a key.”

      Which meant either my father had put the coffin up there or a key had been hidden in the house somewhere. Arbutus interrupted my thoughts.

      “You mentioned that the property has been tenanted until now. When was the last time the locks were changed?”

      “I don’t know if they’ve ever been changed. I can call the lawyer handling the estate. He might know.”

      “I’d suggest you do that, if only to try to figure out who might have had access. Regardless, you should also change the locks, replace them with deadbolts.”

      I nodded. Arbutus was right. I had no idea how many people had a key to Sixteen Snapdragon Circle. And deadbolts sounded like a good idea.

      “Why did you go into the attic on your first day?” Arbutus asked.

      I told her about the noises Tim the mover had supposedly heard and how Marty, the other mover, had agreed to check it out for me. I left out the part about thinking I was being scammed. “You’re saying that this Tim heard footsteps and a woman crying?” Arbutus asked.

      I nodded.

      “Had you heard anything like that?”

      I admitted I had not, although I had heard a creaking sound.

      “Creaking I can understand. But footsteps and a woman crying, that’s something altogether different. You say Marty checked the attic after you paid the bill. Did he do that as a favor to you?”

      “I agreed to pay them seventy-five dollars each. In cash.”

      Arbutus chuckled. “Nice. They see a single woman moving into a house alone, then they find a way to check the attic to earn a few dollars under the table. I’m willing to bet that Marty got the shock of a lifetime when he saw the coffin.”

      “He was the one who suggested calling the police. I thought if it was just an empty coffin, it might be strange, but nothing criminal. When I saw the skeleton, I decided he was right.”

      “To be honest, it’s still not criminal. There’s no law against putting a coffin with a PVC skeleton in an attic, and we have no reason to suspect that anyone other than your father put it there. I’m afraid there really isn’t anything the police can do.” Arbutus watched me through narrowed eyes. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”

      There was, of course, starting with my mother’s disappearance in 1986, and my father’s more recent suspicions that she might have been murdered. Suspicions fueled by a psychic named Misty Rivers.

      Something stopped me from telling Arbutus. Maybe it was because I still believed my mother had run off with the milkman, or some other male equivalent. Or maybe it was because I was afraid Arbutus would think I had staged the whole sordid attic scene, just to get the police involved and save me the trouble of doing the legwork myself.

      “Nothing important,” I said.

      I’m not sure if Arbutus believed me, but she nodded and handed me her card. “Call me directly if you learn of any deliberate attempts to frighten you, or if any other unusual happenings occur that concern you. Now how about we get out of this attic?” She didn’t have to ask me twice.
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      I rang Leith the next day and grilled him about the locks. He admitted, somewhat sheepishly, that they hadn’t been changed in a couple of years. “I’d have to look up the exact date to find out,” he said, “but the tenants were required to hand in their keys when they moved out. It was in their lease agreement.”

      I wondered, not for the first time, just what Leith had actually done to earn his property management fees. The house was in disrepair, the locks hadn’t been changed, and who knew what else I was going to find.

      “It didn’t occur to you that they might have made a copy and kept it?”

      Leith didn’t answer directly. Instead he asked why knowing who might still have a key to the house was important.

      I filled him in on my attic adventure. That got his attention.

      “A plastic skeleton in a papier-mâché coffin, which is in all likelihood a stage prop. Who would put something like that in an attic?” Leith let out one of his theatrical sighs. “Let me go through the paperwork. I’ll call you right back.”
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      “Right back” might have been an exaggeration, but Leith did call a couple of hours later. He was all business.

      “In addition to myself and your father, two tenants potentially have a key, the last one being Misty Rivers. My assistant has left for the day. I’ll have her scan and email you both of the rental applications tomorrow. There might be something there you can follow up on.”

      “Thank you, I’ll look them over. In the meantime, is there anything you remember, specifically, about the other tenant?”

      “Her name is Jessica Tamarand. She’s the woman I told you about. The one who complained about hearing weird noises and got out of her lease early.”

      Interesting. “Could anyone else have a key?”

      “Royce Ashford, the next-door neighbor at Fourteen Snapdragon Circle. As the contractor your father hired, he might have a copy.”

      “I met him earlier today. He didn’t seem like a nutcase.”

      “I’m not passing judgment, Callie. I’m just telling you who might have a key. They might also have made a copy and given it to a friend, or in the case of Royce, an employee.”

      “You’re starting to make me nervous.”

      “And a skeleton in a coffin doesn’t? Never mind, don’t answer that. I’ve arranged for a locksmith to come to the house tomorrow. He’ll replace the locks on the front and back doors with deadbolts.”

      Something that should have been done before I moved in, and after every tenant left. “What time can I expect him?”

      “Between noon and three o’clock. I’d suggest you stay in the house until he’s finished. You don’t want any other unwelcome visitors while you’re out.”

      “You’re not making me feel any better.”

      “My concern with this entire scheme of your father’s has been exacerbated. I’m sure he didn’t mean to put you in any danger, but I don’t like what’s transpired thus far.”

      “What do you suggest? That I hire Misty Rivers after all?”

      “I think that might be the safest course of action.”

      I couldn’t believe it. Did Leith actually think I’d walk away because of a skeleton in the attic? I vowed to be more selective about what I shared with him in the future. Give him the bare minimum to fulfill the reporting clause. What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt me. Or stop me. “I was being facetious.”

      Another theatrical sigh. “I was afraid you’d say that. You’re even more stubborn than your father. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

      “I promise.”
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      Somehow I managed to get a decent night’s sleep and woke up feeling ready to tackle whatever challenges lay ahead of me. I wrestled my hair into an oversized clip and pulled on a pair of gray sweatpants and a Toronto Raptors tee shirt. Then I went around the house, checking every cupboard and drawer in the kitchen and bathroom and scouring the inside of every closet, upstairs and down. If there had been a spare key to the attic, it was no longer in the house. I’d be glad when the locksmith had come and gone.

      While I waited, I decided to assess the amount of renovations required. Even with fifty thousand dollars, it was quickly apparent that I’d need to do some of the work myself. Getting rid of the ugly gold carpet and refinishing the hardwood floor beneath it would be a good first step. I fired up my laptop and checked the local regulations for disposal. I could put it out with my weekly garbage on Friday as long as it was tied into rolls no longer than four feet and no heavier than forty pounds. No problem. I didn’t think I could even lift forty pounds. Which reminded me that I needed to find a local gym.

      A check of my father’s toolbox yielded a utility knife, just the thing to cut up carpet into manageable bundles. Pulling the carpet up, however, proved to be a more difficult and far dirtier job than I had anticipated. The thought that I should be wearing rubber gloves crossed my mind—who knew what disgusting things lurked in those wooly loops—but I’d left the only pair I had in the attic and I wasn’t quite ready to go back up there yet. While I didn’t consider myself overly vain, I wasn’t about to head out shopping dressed the way I was. I push-pulled the sofa and chairs down the hallway into the spare bedroom and covered them with old sheets.

      After the first few hard tugs on the carpet things got a bit easier, although no less messy. The underpadding had all but disintegrated through the years, leaving behind scraps of speckled blue foam, which I balled up and put inside a large green garbage bag.

      I had just about finished stripping carpet off the living room and dining room floor when I came across my first discovery: a small brown envelope, wedged against the dining room wall. Someone must have lifted the heating vent and slid the envelope along the floor as far as they could.

      The envelope had one of those tiny metal clasps to close it up. The lack of a glued seal meant that anyone, before now, could have added to or removed contents. But who would have hidden an envelope under the carpet, and more importantly, why?

      I was just about to open it when the doorbell rang, a chirpy sing-songy sound. I glanced at my watch. Eleven a.m. It was too early for the locksmith.

      Some instinct told me to hide the envelope before answering. I was putting it inside one of the kitchen cupboards, behind a box of bran flakes, when the doorbell chimed again. Someone was impatient. I went to the front door and looked out the peephole. A plump fifty-something woman with a mass of fluffy bleached blonde hair, jet black eyes, and oversized silver hoop earrings stared back. She wore jeans, a long-sleeved navy blue jersey knit shirt, and a polar fleece vest with an abstract pattern of the moon, stars, and assorted astrological symbols.

      Misty Rivers, I presumed.

      I opened the door and gave her my best quizzical smile. “Can I help you?”

      She smiled back and made a sweeping gesture with both hands, the ​fingernails a tad too long and painted an inky midnight blue, the tips of each garnished in gold glitter; a French manicure transformed to tacky. The scent of patchouli oil drifted in the air. “Misty Rivers, at your service.”

      “I’ve been expecting you.” I realized, as soon as I said the words, that it was true. I had been expecting her, had in fact wanted her to come. As the last tenant of Sixteen Snapdragon Circle, Misty was my number one suspect when it came to putting the skeleton and coffin in the attic. “Come on in.”

      Misty swooped in, glanced at the disarray in the living room, and sashayed into the kitchen. “I see you have a tea kettle. I’d love a cup of tea. Milk, one sugar.” She plopped into one of the two chairs at a bistro table that used to furnish my balcony.

      Pushy. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any milk. I don’t drink it, and I wasn’t expecting company.” I felt a perverse flush of pleasure, as if not having milk in the house was some sort of minor victory.

      “Clear then,” Misty said, apparently determined to stay for a visit.

      I grabbed my cocoa butter lip balm from the second drawer—a drawer I suddenly remembered my mother calling the “junk drawer” for obvious reasons. It had been filled with everything from scissors to string. I plugged in the kettle and put out a plate of chocolate chip cookies.

      “I suppose you want to know why I’m here,” Misty said, reaching for a cookie.

      “I can guess. Leith Hampton said you thought this house was haunted. Apparently you convinced my father of the possibility.”

      “That’s one way of summing it up.”

      I poured the boiling water into my old brown and white teapot and placed it, along with two earthenware mugs, on the table. “I have to tell you, Misty, I don’t believe in such things as ghosts and haunted houses. I believe there is a reasonable explanation for everything.” I stared straight at her.

      “Including anything unusual that might be in the attic.”

      If Misty knew what I was referring to, she didn’t give any sign, not so much of an eye flicker. Instead, she nodded as if she knew what I was going to say all along.

      “I could sense you were a non-believer the moment I set eyes on you. But rest assured, a few weeks of living in this house will alter that perspective. When it does, I’ll be here for you.”

      “Leith also mentioned you were on retainer,” I said, determined not to be swayed or swindled. “He also mentioned the reward.”

      “Naturally I’d want to be compensated for my time, the same as you or anyone else would be,” Misty said, her black eyes flashing. “However, my offer isn’t contingent on money. It’s about finding the truth about your mother and ensuring that no danger befalls you, as it did your father. I warned him to be careful, but of course he wouldn’t listen. Obstinate as a bull. A typical Taurus.”

      As a Taurus myself, I didn’t appreciate the commentary, but I chose to ignore it. What I couldn’t ignore was the fact that she knew my father’s astrological sign. Just how close had they become before his death? Instead, I tried to imagine whether a faulty safety harness could have been anything besides an accident. But surely the official investigation would have revealed, if not hinted at, foul play, had it existed? I made a mental note to contact the site supervisor and see what I could find out.

      “There’s no reason to believe my father’s death was anything but accidental.”

      Misty fluttered her blue fingernails. “If it makes you rest easier believing that, Callie, then by all means, although I will say it’s narrow-minded thinking on your part. If you’re sincere about solving the mystery of your mother’s murder, then you must also accept that your father may have been coming into the truth. That knowledge may have killed him.”

      I poured the tea, as much to settle my nerves as to play hostess. What the hell had I got myself into? If Misty was right, I could be in danger. Maybe I needed to invest in an alarm system in addition to new locks.

      “It’s only prudent to consider all possibilities, Callie,” Misty said, interrupting my thoughts. “To take necessary precautions should the need arise. As I said before, I’m willing to help you, should you decide to accept my offer in the future.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind. I do have a question for you now that you’re here.”

      “Ask away.”

      “Do you still have a key to the house?”

      “A key? No, of course not. I returned the front and back door key when I moved out. Why?”

      “I’m having the locks replaced today and it made me wonder who might still have a key. I gather it’s been some time since the locks were changed.”

      “Really? I just assumed there were new locks when I moved in. It’s disturbing to think someone else could have had a key while I lived here. You’re wise to install new locks.”

      “May I ask you something else?”

      “Of course.”

      “Have you ever been in the attic?”

      “The attic?” Misty frowned, accentuating the already prominent lines in her forehead. “First you ask me if I have a key, which I do not, and now you want to know if I’ve been in the attic, which I have not. I’m beginning to feel as if you’re accusing me of something, and I have to say I don’t appreciate it.”

      Misty’s indignation seemed genuine, though I suspected that her line of work required considerable acting skills. Still, putting Misty on her guard was probably not the best way to approach this.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just wondered if there were mice up there. One of the movers thought he heard noises. It was probably nothing.”

      “Ah, that would be the ghost of your poor, dead mum, trying to get your attention.”

      “Since I don’t believe in ghosts, I’m going to have to look for mice. Now, if you’ll forgive me, I really have to get back to work. That carpet won’t strip itself.”

      “Of course. I apologize for dropping in before you got properly settled. It’s just that I had a premonition. I wondered if you’d found it yet.”

      “Found what?”

      “A brown envelope. I couldn’t make out if it was addressed to anyone.” A dark crimson flush spread up Misty’s neck and across her face. “I’m still trying to refine my psychic powers. Sometimes my visions are a little clouded.”

      “An envelope?” I shook my head, forcing myself not to look at the cereal cupboard. “No, I haven’t found anything like an envelope.”

      “Yes, well, as I said, I’m still trying to refine my powers. It could have been a symbolic message, although usually those come in the form of animals or birds.” Misty stood up, brushed some invisible crumbs off her pants. “I’ll leave you my card. Please call me if you find yourself needing any assistance, any assistance at all. And thank you for the tea and cookies.”

      I took the card and nodded politely. Then I escorted her out the door and into her car. I watched as she pulled out of my driveway, off Snapdragon Circle, and onto Trillium Way. When I was certain she wasn’t coming back, I went back to the front door and peered through the peephole. The image was blurred and distorted, but there was no question about it: you could definitely see inside the house. Right into my brown and yellow kitchen.

      So much for Misty Rivers’ psychic vision.
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      The locksmith arrived a few minutes after Misty had left. I asked him about replacing the peephole with something less invasive. Thankfully, he installed those as well. He assured me that a modern peephole would allow me to look out, but not allow anyone to look in. He set about to work, telling me it would take a couple of hours.

      As much as I wanted to find out what was inside the envelope, I didn’t want to look at the contents with anyone around. Instead, I fired up my laptop and spent the time catching up on my email. As promised, Leith’s assistant had scanned and sent the rental applications for Jessica Tamarand and Misty Rivers. I printed them off and was just about to review them when the locksmith came to tell me he’d finished. I paid the man, watched him leave, then sat down in the kitchen, staring at the cupboard.

      It was time to find out what was in that envelope.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting but it wasn’t five tarot cards carefully wrapped inside a sheet of pale pink paper, the sort of paper you’d find inside one of those fancy boxes of stationary at the greeting card store. What I knew about tarot could fit in a thimble, but even I knew five cards was far from a full deck.

      I unfolded the paper and took note of the handwriting, a softly swirling backhand slant in turquoise blue ink. The handwriting was unfamiliar, but to my eyes it looked feminine, which made sense given the color of the paper and ink. The cards were listed in order as follows:

      
        
        III: The Empress

        IV: The Emperor

        VI: The Lovers

        Three of Swords

        XIII: Death

      

      

      I laid the cards out on the coffee table and looked at them a while. I realized I had no idea what any of it meant, though the last card, Death, definitely freaked me out.

      I could check for meanings online, but it was probably best to consult with an expert. I thought about Misty Rivers. As reluctant as I was to involve her in my life, she did have a five thousand dollar retainer and I might as well have her earn it. Whether she actually knew anything about tarot was another story.

      There was one more thing inside the envelope, a small silk brocade pouch, the sort of thing you’d put jewelry in if you were traveling. I undid the snap and pulled out a rectangular locket with a silver chainlink necklace.

      The front of the locket was some opaque glass, delicately encased with filigree silver in a swirling floral pattern. A solitary clear stone was inset in the center. A diamond? Or a rhinestone? The back was solid silver.

      There was something decidedly old-fashioned about the style, as if it had been made in another era. I would take some photos and email them to my old school friend, Arabella Carpenter, to see if she could tell me any more about it. Arabella had just opened the Glass Dolphin, an antiques shop in Lount’s Landing, a small town about thirty minutes north of Marketville.

      I opened the locket using the tip of my fingernail to find a photograph of a man with fair hair, serious brown eyes, and a chiseled chin tilted ever so slightly upwards. Something about the man looked familiar, though I couldn’t place where I’d seen him before. Had he come to the house when I was a little girl? Or had my mother met him somewhere, with me in tow?

      I removed the photograph out of the locket, careful not to bend or damage it, and turned it over to find a handwritten note, the writing small and cramped: To Abby, with love always, Reid. Jan. 14, 1986

      January 14, 1986. Exactly one month before my mother’s disappearance. Abby. Not Abigail. A lover’s nickname?

      More importantly, who was Reid? And what, if anything, did he have to do with my mother?

      I took about a dozen photographs of the locket from all angles—the ​picture of Reid removed—and emailed them off to Arabella with a note saying I’d found the silver necklace in the Marketville house. I’d talked to Arabella at my dad’s funeral, and called her when I was getting ready to move from Toronto to Marketville, so she knew some of the story, although certainly not all of it. She was a good enough friend to know I was holding something back, but she didn’t press.

      The tarot cards were another story. The natural contact was Misty Rivers, but calling her so soon after her impromptu visit was bound to raise her curiosity. I decided to wait until I’d explored the attic properly. As much as I hated the thought of it, there might be other things to show her.

      I rubbed my temples and tried to ward off the migraine I knew was coming. What had started off as a bit of an adventure and a legal obligation—not to mention a year off work—was rapidly turning into a complicated commitment with some skeletal twists.

      Tomorrow was garbage day. Manual labor might help me think. I’d face the attic tomorrow.
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      I managed to finish removing the carpet from the living room, dining room, and hallway, stopping only long enough to eat. No other hidden treasures or surprises, although I was pleased to find the floors were in decent shape. They’d need to be refinished, but it would be a lot less expensive than replacing them. I hoped the bedroom floors would be as promising.

      For the moment, I was left with about a dozen rolls of carpet, two full green garbage bags, and one very sore back. I suspected my arms and legs would stiffen up overnight, and late as it was, I really wanted to sleep in without worrying about an alarm clock for the sake of an early garbage day pickup. I dragged out the vacuum, managed to get most of the remaining fluffy bits, then began schlepping the rolls out to the curb. I was on the third one when Royce Ashford came outside.

      “Someone’s been busy,” he called out from his front porch. “Do you have any more to put out?”

      “Only about another ten.” I felt my back spasm and tried not to grimace. “All offers of assistance gratefully accepted.”

      Royce was ready, willing, and more than able, carrying two rolls at a time without a trace of discomfort. I started imagining six-pack abs under his Toronto Blue Jays tee shirt and mentally smacked myself upside the head. It would not do to get romantically involved with the next-door neighbor. Especially with my track record when it came to men.

      “That’s that then,” he said, carefully arranging the last rolls of carpet into a neat pile. He handed me a newspaper rolled inside a yellow plastic sleeve. “Your Marketville Post, delivered every Thursday whether you want it or not. Filled with a week’s worth of local news, which basically serves as wrapping paper for store flyers. Not too thick at this time of year, but you need a crane to lift it during the Back to School blitz and at Christmastime.”

      “I actually love going through store flyers, and I have a ton of things I need to buy. In fact, I’d offer you a drink after all your hard work, but I’m afraid all I have to offer is tea or coffee, without milk. I also plan to hit the liquor store tomorrow.” I looked down at my now filthy clothes. “Plus I’m badly in need of a shower.”

      Royce laughed. “Yeah, you kind of are, though I will say I admire your work ethic. I could use ten of you at my company.”

      “If that’s a job offer, I’ll pass. I have the bedrooms to de-carpet and a host of other renovations I haven’t even started to consider. I need to make a list. At least I got the locks changed today.”

      “It’s a good idea to have new locks installed when you move into a place. You never know who might have a key.”

      “That’s true. Leith Hampton thought you might have one.”

      “Really? Well, no, can’t say I do. As for that renovation list, I’m happy to help you prioritize. No obligation to use my company. Just some neighborly advice to steer you in the right direction.”

      “Thank you, Royce. I’d love to take you up on your offer. How about coming over for dinner one night and we can talk it over? I make a mean lasagna and Caesar salad. And I pour an excellent glass of Australian Cabernet Sauvignon.”

      “A home-cooked meal and a glass of wine in exchange for some renovation advice? How’s Saturday sound? Or am I being too eager?”

      I laughed. “You sound like a guy who could use a home-cooked meal without doing the cooking. Saturday works for me. How does six o’clock sound?”

      “It sounds perfect. Right now, though, I’d suggest a good, long soak in a hot bath, preferably one loaded with Epsom salts.” He stepped closer to me and for a brief moment I thought he might be leaning down to kiss me. Instead he pulled a strand of wooly carpet from my hair. “Good night, Callie. I’ll see you on Saturday.”

      “Saturday,” I said, when I could finally find my voice. But he was already gone.
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      I checked my email first thing Friday morning and was pleased to find a reply from Arabella Carpenter.

      
        
        Subject: Locket

        

        Hi, Callie,

        Thanks for sending me the pix of your lovely locket. I have seen similar lockets over the years and as such, in addition to the photos you’ve sent, my email appraisal is based upon those examples. Here goes:

        Based on the quality of materials and workmanship, along with its Art Deco style, your locket was almost certainly made in the 1920s. The opaque glass is camphor glass—clear glass treated with hydrofluoric acid vapors to give it a frosted whitish appearance, made to imitate carved rock crystal quartz.

        From the mid-nineteenth century to the 1930s, camphor glass was used for many things, from lampshades to bottles. In jewelry, it was often cast with a star pattern on the reverse to give it a radiant appearance.

        This is indeed the case with this piece, as you can see from the inside left of the locket when opened. There is one further mark on the back, a 14 with a semi-circle around it, which indicates this is not silver, as you thought, but 14 karat white gold.

        The stone in the center of the locket is almost certainly a diamond, although I’d have to see it in person to be sure. Why not pop by the shop one day and bring it along? It’s high time we caught up over lunch or dinner.

        Best,

        Arabella

        

      

      A locket from the 1920s. Was it a family heirloom? Purchased secondhand from a jeweler? Found at an estate sale? Arabella’s reply raised as many questions as it answered. I sent her back an email thanking her for her quick response. I promised to set up a firm date as soon as I had a chance to go through the rest of my mother’s things in the attic. I finished up with, “There may be a few more things for you to look at! Dinner’s on me! Callie.”

      With that taken care of, I made myself a mug of vanilla rooibos tea accompanied by a couple of chocolate chip cookies. Not that I made a habit of eating cookies for breakfast, but my cupboards were pretty much bare, and without milk the bran flakes were even more unappetizing than usual.

      I remembered the Marketville Post and fetched it from the front hallway. Before long I was immersed in flyers and making a store-by-store list. I was almost starting to feel like a proper homeowner, instead of a daughter looking for clues into her mother’s disappearance.

      I headed out the door at nine, wandered up and down the aisles of four different grocery stores, and stocked up on essentials, non-essentials—note to self: never shop for food on a two-cookie stomach—and everything required for Saturday night’s dinner. I even found a nice six-bottle wine rack, perfect for the kitchen counter.

      My next stop was the Liquor Control Board of Ontario, known to everyone as the LCBO, and Ontario’s only option if you wanted hard liquor. Started in 1927 after prohibition ended to control the sale and distribution of alcohol, it amused me that almost ninety years later the government still didn’t trust the concept of privatization. Well, they were softening some on beer and wine, but the rules for selling either were arduous at best, and hard liquor was a definite no-go zone.

      The city snob in me was surprised at how swanky this particular LCBO was, as nice or nicer than any of the Toronto area stores I’d frequented in the past. There were aisles and aisles of carefully laid out liquor, liqueurs, imported and domestic beer, assorted fruity coolers, as well as wine separated both by country and color. There was even a huge vintage wine section at the back of the store, though most choices were well outside of my rather modest budget. I made my selection of more affordable reds and whites from the Australia and Chile aisles. The man at the checkout counter was nice enough to put my purchases in a couple of boxes and carry them to my car. Civilized.

      My final stop for the day was at an office supply store, which, according to its flyer, just so happened to have some paper shredders on sale. If I was going to go through the papers in my father’s filing cabinet, I was going to need one.

      A serious young associate was more than happy to discuss the pros and cons of cross-cut versus strip-cut shredders. Apparently cross-cut paper shredders sliced paper into small squares or diamond shapes, whereas a strip-cut shredder cut paper into long strips.

      “The cross-cut is more expensive, but it’s also more secure,” the associate said, his expression grave. “The long strips created by the strip-cut shredder can be reassembled by someone with enough time and patience for the task.”

      I imagined Misty Rivers riffling through my garbage—anything to bolster her so-called “psychic” abilities—and opted for the cross-cut shredder. You can’t put a price tag on privacy.
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      I got back to Snapdragon Circle just past noon, made myself a tuna salad sandwich, and prepared my first report to Leith. I’d already decided not to mention the envelope until I could find out more about the contents. Besides, it was week one. He wouldn’t be expecting much.

      
        
        To: Leith Hampton

        From: Calamity Barnstable

        Subject: Friday Report Number 1

        

        Discovered a PVC skeleton in a papier-mâché coffin in the attic. Police believe it might be a prank. Have not been back in the attic since. On the to-do list. Had locks and front door peephole changed. Met Royce Ashford, next-door neighbor. Misty Rivers came by the house and offered her assistance. I declined for the moment. Began stripping old carpet. Revealed hardwood underneath.

        

      

      I reread the email. It was a recap of what he already knew, but it would suffice. I hit “send” and pondered my next steps. I knew I should finish stripping out the carpeting, but I was too sore and tired to think about it. That left going through my father’s papers, researching the best resource for figuring out the meaning behind the five tarot cards, or rummaging through the attic.

      I opted for my father’s papers. I carried the shredder into the living room. I remembered seeing a blue recycling bin in the carport, retrieved it, and put it next to the shredder. What didn’t need shredding could be recycled. I went to the small bedroom and push-pull-dragged my father’s filing cabinet down the hall and into the living room.

      The first task would be weeding out the meaningless. The idea being, if it wasn’t meaningless, it might have a meaning.

      The first few file folders were devoted to household expenses: hydro, natural gas, telephone, internet, and cable. By the looks of it, he’d been saving them for the last decade. Since he hadn’t owned a business where he could write expenses off, there had been no need to keep them. I shredded the bills.

      The second batch of paperwork covered my father’s income tax returns for the past six years. I went through them line by line, but the only thing of real interest was an annual deduction for a safety deposit box at a bank in Marketville. I went to the kitchen cupboard where I’d tossed the brass key ring. Sure enough, there was a key that looked like it could have belonged to a safety deposit box. I made a note to contact Leith to find out how I could access it as the beneficiary of my father’s estate. People didn’t keep safety deposit boxes without good reason.

      Next up were a bunch of manuals, which covered everything from tools and appliances to lawn mowers and a home gym. I vaguely remembered the home gym, a contraption that had all sorts of weights and pulleys, but it had been a few years since I’d seen it at my father’s house. So far, the filing cabinet was proving to be a bust.

      I went through the manuals one by one, tossing them into the blue bin after a cursory glance. Mixed amongst them was a travel brochure for Newfoundland and Labrador. I fought back tears, remembering Dad’s bucket wish list to go whale watching.

      I was just about finished when I came upon a small sales catalog selling anatomical models of all shapes and sizes. I flipped through it and found a skeleton named “Morton” who looked suspiciously like the one currently residing in my attic. The fact that someone had circled that particular model in blue ink pretty much confirmed that they were one and the same. The final nail in the coffin—pun fully intended—was a receipt, tucked inside the back cover, for “1 papier-mâché casket” from a Toronto store called Macabre Crafts & Ghoulish Creations. The receipt was dated less than two weeks before my dad’s death. According to their letterhead, the firm specialized in props for the film and theater industry.

      Someone is playing a prank on you, Constable Arbutus had said. The coffin is nothing more than a stage prop, the skeleton a PVC medical model. Surely my late father couldn’t be the perpetrator of that prank. Or could he? Was the codicil in the will nothing more than an elaborate ruse? If so, why? I placed the catalog and receipt on top of my folder containing the rental agreements for Misty Rivers and Jessica Tamarand.

      A search of the remaining files offered a few more useless manuals, but no answers. Maybe the safety deposit box would hold a clue, but it was late Friday and Leith wouldn’t be back in the office until Monday. For the moment, that was a dead end.

      I looked around the room and spoke out loud, as if someone might actually be listening. “Damn it, Daddy, you’re really starting to piss me off.”

      I slammed the filing cabinet drawer shut and stomped my way back to the attic, pushing back the tears that started to threaten. When I was finally ready to cry for my father, I didn’t want to be angry.
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      I pulled myself through the attic entry, determined not to give in to my aversion to confined spaces. Unless I could enlist Royce to help me, it was unlikely I’d be able to move the trunks to the main level of the house, and I didn’t think our friendship—if we could even define it as such—was at the point where I could show him I had a coffin in the attic. I was going to have to go through everything up here on my own.

      But not right this minute. Today my only purpose was to see if there was a message from my dad tucked inside the coffin, or something—anything—that might offer a clue as to what the hell he’d been thinking.

      Even though I knew that the coffin came from a theater supply company, and that Morton, as I’d come to think of the skeleton, was nothing more than a PVC replica, it still took me a few deep breaths before I could bring myself to open it. When I did, I was once again struck by how light the lid was.

      Morton stared back at me with his cavernous eye sockets. I gently lifted him into a seated position —now that I knew his name I felt an odd connection—then checked underneath the satin headrest. Sure enough there was a letter-sized white envelope.

      I opened it and took out four photographs, each one of a woman, man, and young girl. They were standing in front of a small maple tree, holding hands and smiling broadly for the camera. I recognized a mid-twenties version of my father, a decade or so younger than I was today. I felt my throat constrict at the image of him smiling back at me, so vibrant and full of life.

      I’d never seen a photograph of my mother until now, but I knew without any doubt that she was the blue-eyed woman in the photos. I’d inherited her heart-shaped face, her slightly too-wide nose. I felt a touch of envy at her hair, glossy blonde and poker straight.

      It stood to reason that I was the girl in the photos. There was certainly no denying the mass of chestnut brown curls untamed by hairbands or hats, or the serious black-rimmed hazel eyes. I looked to be about five, which meant these would have been taken the year before my mother had left us. I closed my eyes, tried to conjure up a memory, something, anything.

      Nothing came to me.

      What was interesting about the photographs—beyond the fact they’d all been taken in the same spot—was that each one had been taken in a different season. In one, the maple tree was leafless and covered in snow. In another, it was in full bud, a call to spring. In the third, it was covered in shiny green leaves, summer at its finest. In the fourth and final picture, the leaves had turned a deep crimson. Our clothing also depicted the seasonality, from coats, boots, and scarves, to light jackets, jeans, and running shoes, to tee shirts, shorts, and sandals.

      I turned the photographs over, one by one, and noted the same backhand slant, in the same turquoise ink, that had been on the listing of tarot cards. Spring 1985. Summer 1985. Fall 1985. Winter 1985.

      I was right. The pictures had been taken the year before my mother left. February 14, 1986, the date forever etched in my mind. Years later, when a boyfriend dumped me on Valentine’s Day, my father lamented that I’d fallen victim to the Barnstable curse. What I’d fallen victim to, I’d told him, was another classic example of my loser radar, a combination of poor judgment and lack of insight. I didn’t tell him that I’d actually been expecting a ring, or that I’d spent hours picking out just the right Valentine’s Day card, an adorable image of two porcupines kissing, with the message, I love you so much it hurts. It had hurt all right, just not in the way I’d expected.

      I wondered who had taken the pictures, where they’d been taken, and why that particular spot had been selected. The maple tree, only slightly larger than a sapling in 1985, would be considerably bigger now, if it still existed. There was no evidence of it on this property, but then again Leith Hampton had said the only thing that grew was the lilac. So it was possible the tree had been here at the time.

      I placed the four photos back in their envelope, but I didn’t put them back in the coffin. Instead I continued my search to see if anything else had been hidden. Only when I was convinced there was nothing else hidden did I stop to wonder just why my father would have put these pictures inside a coffin with a PVC skeleton. My best guess was that Misty Rivers had talked him into some sort of bizarre ritual. I knew I’d have to talk to her, about this as well as the tarot cards, but I also knew I’d have to think through my approach. Something told me Misty was one very clever operator.

      I looked around the attic, at the two trunks, and what looked to be a large, colorful poster wrapped in bubble plastic. It was getting late and I’d had enough of this attic’s skeletons, real and imagined, for one day. I couldn’t begin to imagine riffling through the trunks for another couple of hours in this dusty, claustrophobic space, and a quick try confirmed my guess that they would be too heavy for me to lift and carry out of the attic. The poster, though somewhat awkward, was light. Even if I couldn’t face it today, I could take that back down with me and check it out in the morning. I picked it up and carefully made my way back to the main floor of the house. I wasn’t a psychic, but I did see a large glass of chardonnay in my immediate future.
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      I meant to ignore the poster until the morning, I really did, but as I sat sipping chardonnay and dipping veggie slices into hummus, it kept calling out to me. I finally relented and got a pair of scissors to cut away the bubble wrap.

      It turned out to be a framed movie poster—the kind you’d find in a ​theater—for the movie musical Calamity Jane. The poster depicted Doris Day wearing a bright yellow shirt, pristine rawhide vest and tight-fitting pants, gold cowboy boots, and a wide brim hat. She was standing on top of a saddle with the words Calamity Jane TECHNICOLOR, flicking a whip, while Wild Bill Hickok, played by Howard Keel, stood behind her. The words Yippeeeee! It’s the Big Bonanza in Musical Extravaganza were directly above the whip, with WARNER BROS SKY-HIGHEST, SMILE-WIDEST WILD’N WOOLIEST MUSICAL OF ’EM ALL! at the bottom left.

      One of the few facts I knew about my mom was that she loved fifties-era movie musicals, and this poster seemed to fit the bill. A quick Google query confirmed it. The film had been released in 1953 and included the hit song Secret Love. I thought about the locket from Reid. Was there a connection, or was it merely a coincidence?

      Another Google search took me to a YouTube clip from the movie. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I watched Doris scamper along with her horse, stop at a tree, and start singing, arms spread wide before stooping down to pick up a daffodil. It got even cornier when she hopped back on her horse, and riding sidesaddle, continued to sing as she made her way back to town. The bottom line was that her secret love was not a secret any longer. I knew the Hollywood version of Calamity Jane had been considerably softened, although it had been a couple of decades since I’d done any research, and I’d forgotten most of what I’d learned. I promised myself I’d read up on the real Calamity Jane.

      I could also bring the poster along with me when I visited Arabella Carpenter. It wasn’t an antique, exactly, but I knew Arabella had an interest in vintage posters. She’d told me about a group of railway and ocean liner posters she’d purchased from a collector in Niagara Falls. True, this didn’t fall into the travel poster category, but it wouldn’t hurt to show her and see what she thought. For all I knew, this could be a reprint. In the meantime, I could send her a few photos of it, back and front, the same way I had with the locket.

      I turned the poster over and saw what I now believed to be my mother’s backhand slanted handwriting, albeit slightly more spidery than the examples found on the back of the photos. Had she been worried when she wrote the inscription?

      
        
        For my very own Calamity Doris on her 7th birthday.

        Love always,

        Mom

      

      

      Not “Love always Mom and Dad.” Just “Love Mom.” Except that my birthday wasn’t until May 1st, and my mother had left on Valentine’s Day. Did that mean she knew she was leaving and wanted to be sure I had a birthday gift? Or was she the sort of person who bought things when she saw them and saved them for the occasion? And why had my dad hidden it in the attic all these years, wrapped in bubble plastic? Was it because my mother hadn’t signed it from him as well? Was there some sort of hidden meaning? I realized I didn’t know the answer to any of those questions, and probably never would.

      I looked at the vibrant colors, the vivid fifties imagery. I could imagine this poster hanging in my bedroom as a little girl. It would have made adorable wall art. It still might, come to that. I decided to give it a try. It wasn’t like I had anything on the bedroom wall now, and it was unique.

      Besides, it was a gift from my mother—the only one I had. That had to count for something.
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      I could have done a lot of productive, potentially case-solving things on Saturday; “could have” being the operative words. Instead, I gave myself permission to take the day off from sleuthing and carpet removal to explore the twelve-mile paved trail system that ran through the center of Marketville. According to the town’s website, the trail followed the Dutch River and passed through parks and green spaces, past wetlands and historic cultural sites, and had links to trails in two surrounding towns. It sounded like a runner’s paradise.

      The great thing about running—besides the fact that it allows you to eat more than kale and cabbage soup—is that it clears the clutter from your mind. By the time I arrived home, I had made the decision to show the photographs I’d found to Royce. With that decision made, I felt as if I would at least accomplish something investigative. I went to work getting the lasagna—and myself—ready for Royce. I knew it wasn’t a date, but it didn’t hurt to put my best face forward.
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      Dinner went better than I could have hoped for. Not only did Royce have a healthy appetite, he was beyond complimentary, insisting the lasagna and Caesar salad was the best he’d ever had, and showering great praise on a store-bought baguette I’d turned into bruschetta. He also showed no reluctance to sitting cross-legged on the floor while we ate, our plates and wine glasses on the coffee table.

      “It’s either here or at the bistro table in the kitchen, and that isn’t really meant for a dinner,” I said. “Besides, the smell of garlic might be a bit overwhelming in there. I know I need to find a dining room table, but I’m not sure yet how I’m going to use this space. I’ve been thinking of knocking down the wall between the kitchen and living room. Even if I don’t do that, the kitchen is long past its best before date.”

      “Why don’t you buy an inexpensive patio set? At least that way you’d have a table and chairs, and you’d have something to use outside as well.”

      “That’s a great idea. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “You would have eventually.”

      “I’m not so sure. What about the wall?”

      “You could definitely knock down the wall here, and it would make a huge difference in opening up the room. Mind you, the wall between your kitchen and this room happens to be load-bearing, but there are inventive ways of using an island with pillars to get around that, which is what I did in my house. Your father had been thinking along the same lines, so I already have the measurements, plans, digital renderings, and an estimate based on the quality of finishes he wanted. I can also give you the name of a couple of other reputable contractors who can do the same thing.”

      “I don’t need to call anyone else. I trust that my father would have done his due diligence.”

      “If you’re sure—”

      “I’m positive. When can I see the plans?”

      “How about I come by Monday morning, nine o’clock? But fair warning, renovations are messy, they take time, and they can get expensive, depending on what sort of fixtures and finishes you select.”

      “Messy I can deal with and I’ve got time. As for the budget, my dad did leave me some money for renovations. Hopefully it’s enough.”

      “We’re used to working with budget restraints. As long as you understand that unless the sky’s the limit, there are going to be compromises.”

      “Understood.”

      “Then it’s settled. Now, enough shop talk for this evening. Let me help you clear the dishes so we can both enjoy a glass of wine.”

      Hunky, handy, and willing to do dishes. Now that was a winning combination. Still, I couldn’t in good conscience ask a dinner guest to help me clean up. “You relax on the couch, it’ll only take me a few minutes.”

      Another thought struck me. The photographs. “You mentioned that you grew up in Marketville.

      Would you mind looking at some pictures in the meantime?”

      “Pictures? Like on your phone?” Royce’s eyebrows knit together in a worried expression, as if I might be one of those annoying people who took hundreds of photos on their phone camera and expected you to scroll through all of them one by one.

      “Not on my phone. These are real photographs. There are only four of them. They were taken with my mother and father. I was hoping that you might recognize the setting. I have to warn you, though.

      There’s a slight catch.”

      “There’s always a catch,” Royce said, but he said it with a smile. “What’s this one?”

      “The pictures were taken about thirty years ago.”

      “You don’t make things easy, do you?” Still smiling, maybe even a little bit flirtatious.

      “Sorry.” Smiling back.

      “No apology necessary. I’m more than willing to give it a whirl. But wouldn’t it be easier just to ask your mom?”

      “I assumed you knew. My mother left us on Valentine’s Day, 1986. She never even left a note. We never saw or heard from her again.”

      “I had no idea. It must have been horrible for you and your father.”

      “We managed.”

      “Do you think your father rented the house out all these years in the hopes she’d come back for him?”

      I wanted Royce’s help but I wasn’t prepared to play twenty questions. “I don’t know. He didn’t really talk about her much.”

      “I’m sorry. Clearly I’m overstepping. Let me take a look at the photographs, see if I can recognize the setting.”

      I whipped into the kitchen and grabbed them from the drawer before he could change his mind.

      “Thanks, Royce,” I said, handing the envelope to him. “I’ll leave you to it while I do the clean up.

      Oh, and I made a tiramisu for dessert, if you’re interested.”

      “Tiramisu. You’re a goddess. When we have coffee, a bit later though, okay? Another glass of wine first?”

      “I can live with that.”
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      I knew the minute I walked back in the living room that something had changed. There was a tension in Royce’s shoulders that hadn’t been there before.

      “Where did you find the photos?” he asked.

      “In the attic.” I decided not to mention where in the attic. “Why? Do you recognize the spot?”

      Royce nodded. “I’m fairly certain these were taken in the park next to the public school on Primrose Street a couple blocks north of here. The tree is a lot bigger now, but if you look closely at the winter photograph, in the left hand corner you can see a tiny bit of brown and yellow speckled brick in the background. That would be the school. It’s an unusual brick color.”

      I looked at the photo closely. The snippet of brown and gold mottled brick was barely visible, but it was there. “I’ll make a point of running by there tomorrow and scoping it out. Maybe it’ll bring back other memories. Thanks.”

      “There’s something else, Callie.”

      “What is it?”

      “I think I recognize your mother.”

      I stared at him. “How is that even possible? You didn’t live next door until ten years ago.”

      “True, but I grew up in Marketville. The reason I recognized the school is that I went there, kindergarten to grade eight. Now my folks spend six months a year in Arizona, and six months at a cottage in Muskoka, but we used to live a few blocks from here.”

      “Were your parents friends with mine?”

      Royce shook his head. “I don’t think so. When I met your dad a few months ago, nothing about him seemed familiar and he didn’t mention knowing my family. I think he would have, don’t you?”

      “Probably,” I said, though in truth I wasn’t sure. He’d managed to keep more than that a secret from me. Then again, I couldn’t imagine why he wouldn’t have told Royce he knew his parents. “You said you recognized my mother. When did you meet her?”

      “My mom has always been into fundraising. She still is. When I was a kid, bake sales were popular, especially when it came to supporting school initiatives. The woman in the photos you showed me—your mother—dropped off a huge platter of peanut butter cookies to our house for one of those sales. I would have been about nine or ten at the time. This was before all the peanut allergies you hear about now.”

      “You can remember a woman you met once, back from when you were nine or ten? I’m impressed.”

      Royce grinned. “I remember because your mom brought me my own special cookie, three times the size of the other cookies, and she put a smiley face on it using chocolate chips. To a kid, merging peanut butter with chocolate to make a giant cookie was on par with getting a day off school without being sick.”

      “My mom used to make me a cookie like that for special occasions. I haven’t thought about that for years.” I frowned. “But why is it that I have no recollection of these photos being taken? Even after studying them, nothing rings a bell.”

      “Sometimes we suppress memories to protect ourselves. Perhaps when you’re ready to remember, you will.”

      “Why would I need to protect myself?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you remember the woman’s name?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      “Would you mind calling your mom? I’d like to know if she remembers anything about my mother. Her name was Abigail, but I’m pretty sure that she also went by Abby.”

      “Consider it done.”

      I tried to make conversation after that, but suddenly my head was filled with a kaleidoscope of old memories. My mother baking a cake and letting me lick the bowl. The two of us building sandcastles at Musselman’s Lake. Me playing jumpsies in the driveway, my mother’s face lighting up as I called out M-I-SS-I-SS-I-PP-I, my feet and legs navigating the carefully connected elastic bands, without thought to the fact that Mississippi was an actual place, many miles to the south, in another country.

      It occurred to me that my father wasn’t in these particular memories, but I wasn’t ready to go there.

      Royce seemed to understand, passing on my halfhearted offer of coffee, although he did accept a small serving of tiramisu, probably because he’d made a bit of a big deal about it earlier. When he finally got up to leave, promising to return Monday morning with the renovation plans, we were both more than ready to be alone with our own company.

      “I’m sorry to be such a poor hostess,” I said. “Being in this house, the photographs, hearing that you might have met my mother. It’s starting to bring back memories long buried.”

      “I can only begin to imagine. Look, if you’d like, we could both pay my folks a visit, take the photographs with us. My dad travels a fair bit, but I’m pretty sure he’s around next weekend.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive. My folks love company, especially my mom. Besides, you’d be getting anything they knew firsthand instead of filtered through me. Even if it isn’t much, or my memory is faulty, there are worse ways to spend time than a weekend at Lake Rosseau.”

      “I’d like that,” I said, although I wasn’t entirely sure. What if the Ashfords didn’t remember anything? Even worse, what if they told me things I didn’t want to know?

      “Let me set something up,” Royce said, leaning over to kiss me gently on the forehead, the soft scent of Irish Spring soap lingering. “Sweet dreams, Callie.”

      “Sweet dreams, Royce.” I closed the door and gently touched the spot where his lips had been.
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      I got up early Sunday morning after a night of tossing and turning, the odd bits of sleep I did have filled with disjointed dreams. I ate a light breakfast of oatmeal and tea, then got my running gear on and headed out, winding my way around the side streets and occasionally getting turned around. It would take some time to figure out the neighborhood. Eventually I found the public school Royce had mentioned. The distinctive brick made it easy to spot, as did the gigantic maple tree now in full bud. I stopped my GPS wristwatch and closed my eyes, trying to remember standing there.

      Nothing.

      I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but nothing wasn’t it. I plopped onto a wooden bench by a baseball diamond and surveyed my surroundings. Maybe if I sat here for a bit something would come to me. It didn’t. I felt an errant tear trickle down my cheek, quickly followed by a torrent of them.

      The tears took me by surprise. I’ve always been a bit of a loner, and after my St. Valentine’s Day massacre I’d made it a rule to eschew sentimentality. Yet here I was, sitting on a schoolyard bench, crying over a woman who had probably abandoned me and whom I could barely remember. I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my shirt, restarted my watch, and ran back to Sixteen Snapdragon Circle, wondering if I’d ever think of it as home.
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      I got back, made and drank a pineapple banana protein smoothie, put together a macaroni and cheese casserole for later—comfort food at its finest—and spent the remainder of the day removing the carpet in both bedrooms. It was tedious work that took a lot of muscle, moving furniture around to get at it, and taking the rolls out to the carport until next week’s garbage day, but it felt good to know the job was finally done.

      I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or disappointed that there were no more hidden surprises. I checked my watch. Time to pop in the mac and cheese and toss a salad.
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      As tired as I was physically, I couldn’t seem to relax after dinner. I tried reading, watching TV, and cruising around Facebook and Pinterest. I thought about the lease agreements Leith had emailed to me. I’d no sooner poured a glass of chardonnay, grabbed a notebook, and sat down at my desk to Google Jessica Tamarand, the tenant who’d broken her lease, when the doorbell chimed.

      I checked the peephole. The woman on the stoop was in her late sixties or early seventies, with soft wrinkles, over-permed gray hair in an afro-style popular three decades back, and gold-rimmed bifocals, the lines heavily etched into the glass. No progressive lenses for this one. Her thin lips were smeared with candy apple red lipstick and a shade of liner that didn’t quite match. I opened the door and caught a whiff of face powder and rosewater. Both had been used more than was absolutely necessary.

      “I’m sorry to be calling so late,” the woman said, though it was barely seven o’clock. “It’s just that I just ran into Royce when I was coming back from my evening constitutional—I like to walk around the block every night after dinner—and he told me you’re not just another tenant. He told me you were Jim and Abigail’s daughter.” The woman smiled broadly, revealing a smear of red lipstick on her upper eyetooth. “Ella Cole. I live next door, on the left side of you. The brown brick bungalow with the hunter green shutters and the rose garden. Our house is on the Marketville Gorgeous Gardens Tour. Not that the roses are in bloom just yet. I’m an original.”

      “An original?”

      Ella nodded. “As in an original homeowner in the Wildflowers subdivision. Picked the house from plans way back in the seventies when Marketville was just a blip on Toronto’s horizon. All of twenty thousand residents back then, the mall had only forty stores. And there were none of those big box monstrosities that are sprouting up everywhere like a bad case of teenage acne.”

      The last thing I needed to hear was a tangent on urban sprawl. I recalled something a builder friend had told me a few years back. “Sprawl is the house built next to yours.” I attempted to divert her. “An original resident? That must have been very exciting.”

      Ella Cole practically preened; I could almost see the tightly permed curls spring into action as her chest puffed out. “Of course, I’ve made some improvements since. We all have…” She looked down at the linoleum and blushed. “Well, most of us. Those of us who haven’t rented out. Not that I blame your papa.”

      I disregarded her blathering while I took full meaning of her words. Ella Cole might know something about my mother. Maybe even my father. “Won’t you come in? I was just having a glass of wine. I have red and white.”

      Her mouth pursed into a tight grimace, the red lipstick making it look like shriveled poppy. “You like to drink alone.”

      I should have been annoyed at the implication that I was some sort of fall down drunk. Instead, I found myself going into full defense mode. “Just a small glass of wine after Sunday dinner following a day of hard work. I’ve been stripping carpet all day.” The mouth remained pursed.

      A large part of me wanted to tell her to sod off, but that wasn’t the way to get information, or to be neighborly. I made an effort to be conciliatory. “I can make a nice pot of herbal tea, chamomile perhaps, always good at night, and I have some chocolate chip cookies. Store bought, I’m afraid, but quite good.”

      “Store bought is fine,” Ella said, visibly thawing, “though as I remember, your mama loved to bake.”

      “A passion I didn’t inherit, I’m afraid, but come on in and make yourself comfortable. Kitchen or living room?”

      “I always find a kitchen so much more intimate.”

      “Kitchen it is.” I plugged in the kettle and realized I’d neglected to tell Ella my name. “Excuse my bad manners. I’m afraid I haven’t properly introduced myself. Callie Barnstable.”

      “Of course I know who you are, Callie, although as I recall, your mama always called you Calamity.”

      Why didn’t I remember my mother calling me Calamity? Was that the reason I insisted that everyone, including my father, call me Callie?

      “I go by Callie now, Mrs. Cole,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “No need for formalities between neighbors. Ella will do just fine.”

      “Thanks, Ella. Let me get the tea and cookies then we can chat. I’d love to hear more about my parents. That is, if you’ve got any stories to share.”

      Ella gave a smile fit for a lottery winner, and I knew I’d nailed it. This, then, was the neighborhood busybody. Probably avoided by everyone on Snapdragon Circle, if not the entire Wildflower subdivision.

      In short, my new best friend.
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