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      Adam Nichols sat at the front desk of his property management and real estate office, Frederickport Vacation Properties, eating his lunch alone on the last Friday in January. Normally, when not going out to eat, he would have lunch in his private office, but his assistant, Leslie, had a dentist appointment this morning, and she hadn’t returned to work yet. Adam needed to cover the front desk in case a customer came in. But considering it was the off-season, he doubted there would be any foot traffic today.

      While sitting at the desk, eating a burger he had ordered from Lucy’s Diner, Adam reflected on the changes in his life over the last five and a half years, ever since Danielle Marlow—then Danielle Boatman—moved to town.

      During that time, he’d lost one of the most important people in his life when his grandma Marie died. Or, more accurately, when someone murdered her. But he got her back, thanks to Danielle.

      He remembered when he first met Danielle; she was good-looking, with her long dark hair always pulled back into a fishtail braid. He only knew it was called a fishtail braid because he once overheard Mel and Heather talking about types of braids, and he found fishtail was a hilarious name for a braid.

      His grandmother had been born in the house across the street from Marlow House—the house Danielle inherited. When he first met Danielle, his grandma took the young woman under her wing, seeing her as the granddaughter she always wanted. Adam remained Marie’s favorite grandson—she only had two—but Grandma adored Danielle.

      Initially he found Danielle attractive, but early on deemed her an airhead, especially after she made some comment about not wanting to offend whatever spirits lingered in Marlow House. But Danielle wasn’t an airhead; she was a medium. They were all mediums: her, Walt, Chris, and Heather. Heck, even Police Chief MacDonald’s youngest son, Evan, saw ghosts. Not to mention the little ones, yet according to Chris, they might stop seeing ghosts when they got older. Apparently, both his grandmother and Lily had seen ghosts when they were very young, but a few years before their adolescence, they lost the ability.

      But the changes weren’t only about Danielle and his grandma. Back then he would never have imagined he would be married now, and married to Melony, of all people. In two weeks, they would celebrate their first wedding anniversary.

      Taking the last bite of his burger, Adam glanced around his office. When Danielle first hit town, he’d had more people working for him. But these days, it was only him and Leslie in the office. Now finished with his burger, Adam picked up a napkin and wiped his mouth and hands and then gathered up all the lunch debris and shoved it in the trash can under his desk. He was brushing his palms together, as if wiping off imaginary crumbs, when the front door to the office opened, and a young woman walked in, holding the hand of a little girl. Adam assumed it was mother and daughter because the child looked like the woman’s mini-me. He estimated the conservatively dressed woman, with long, wavy chestnut brown hair and brown eyes, was in her late twenties, perhaps early thirties. If she wore any makeup, it wasn’t obvious.

      “Afternoon,” Adam greeted, standing up briefly. “How can I help you? I’m Adam Nichols.”

      “My name is Mary Da…Mary Walsh. I’m looking for a place to rent,” she said, her voice soft. “This is my daughter, Cassandra.”

      Adam smiled at the little girl. “Hello, Cassandra. That’s a pretty name. How old are you?”

      “Nine,” the little girl chirped.

      Adam motioned to the nearby chairs, silently suggesting they take a seat, while he sat back down. Mary pulled one chair closer to the front of Adam’s desk and sat down, while Cassandra stood by her side.

      “What exactly are you looking for?”

      “I need something on a month-to-month basis. Fully furnished. It’s just me and my daughter. We don’t need anything large or fancy. We don’t have any pets. I’m not sure how long we’ll be staying; it depends if I can get work. I understand you specialize in vacation rentals, but I was hoping, since it’s the off-season, prices might be lower at this time of year.”

      “Are you new to town?”

      She nodded in reply.

      “Can I ask what type of job you’ll be looking for?”

      She perked up slightly. “I was thinking housekeeping. I’ll be honest, I’ve never had a job before. But I know how to keep house. Maybe you need someone to clean your rentals?”

      Adam smiled at her offer. “I will definitely keep that in mind, but I have someone who already does that. You’ll need to fill out a credit application.”

      Adam started opening one of the file drawers in his desk when Mary blurted, “I can’t fill out a credit application. I don’t have any credit. I’ve never had a credit card in my name or even my own checking account. Can’t I just use money? I mean, if it’s month to month, and I’m paying you up front, why do I need to fill out a credit application?”

      Adam’s hand paused. He pushed close the file drawer he had just opened. Folding his hands together on his desk, he studied Mary for a moment and asked in a kind voice, “Are you running from something?”

      As he asked, he felt a gentle tug on his right ear. He froze for a moment. Another tug. His Grandma Marie was here. He wondered when she had arrived.

      “Um, I haven’t broken any laws. I’m looking for a fresh start.”

      The little girl leaned closer to Mary and whispered something in her ear. When the girl turned around again, Mary asked Adam, “Can she use your bathroom, please?”

      “Certainly.” Adam pointed toward the bathroom door on the other side of the office.

      Mary looked at her daughter and motioned toward the bathroom, but Cassandra shook her head and leaned back toward her mother and whispered something else in her ear. A moment later Mary smiled at Adam, stood, and said, “We’ll be right back.” After Mary and Cassandra went into the bathroom and its door closed, the pen sitting on Adam’s desk floated over the desktop and began writing on a pad of paper. When it stopped writing, Adam read the words Help her.

      “Grandma, how long have you been here?” Adam whispered.

      The pen wrote: I followed her into the office.
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      That evening, as Adam and Melony made dinner together, Adam told his wife about his new tenant.

      “So you actually rented one of your properties without running a credit check? Sounds risky,” Melony—always the lawyer—commented.

      “You weren’t there.”

      “No, your grandmother was.” Melony chuckled as she finished grating the cheese for their tacos.

      “Mel, you would have wanted to help her too. I know you. Anyway, I remembered Allen’s garage apartment, which sits empty at this time of year. When I told her the rent amount, for a moment I thought she was going to kiss me.”

      Melony, who had just returned the unused cheese to the refrigerator, paused a moment and looked back at Adam. In a teasing tone she asked, “Was she attractive?”

      Adam, who stood by the stove, frying ground beef, glanced over to Melony and smiled. “Yes, she was. But not as gorgeous as my wife.” Which was a correct statement. Melony’s stunning good looks had even once given Danielle a moment of insecurity, but Melony’s physical appearance was not her most impressive attribute; her most impressive attribute was her distinguished law career.

      “Did she like the apartment?”

      “She did. But I have a feeling she would have taken it even if she hated it. She says she’s not running from the law, but I suspect she’s running from something.”

      “Leaving a domestic violence situation?”

      Adam shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “She paid the first month’s rent?”

      “In cash. I gave her a receipt.”

      “And a security deposit?”

      “When I brought up a security deposit, Grandma pinched me.”

      “Pinched you?” Melony snorted.

      “Yeah. Grandma may not talk to me like she used to, but she has a way of letting me know what she wants. But that darn pinch almost left a bruise.”

      Melony laughed and said, “I assume you didn’t ask her for a security deposit.”

      “And you’d assume right.”
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      Walt and Danielle sat at the kitchen table in Marlow House, eating dinner while the twins, Addison and Jack, sat next to them, each sitting in a highchair, each eating a cookie. They had finished their dinner before Walt and Danielle started theirs.

      The ghost of Marie Nichols sat at the kitchen table with them, telling them all about Mary and why they should hire her to replace Joanne. Marie wore a floral summer dress appropriate for a sunny warm day, yet outside, the temperatures were in the lower forties with intermittent rain.

      “Joanne’s working until the end of February,” Danielle reminded Marie.

      “We both know she’s only staying that long because she doesn’t want to leave you high and dry. She’s waiting for you to find someone. Joanne is loyal. But she could take the next few weeks, train someone new—someone like Mary—and retire earlier if she wants,” Marie insisted.

      “You just met this person today,” Danielle reminded her.

      “I wouldn’t say Marie actually met her,” Walt snarked.

      Marie ignored Walt and said, “True, but I spent all day with her and Cassandra. There is something both fragile—and fierce about that young woman.”

      Walt arched his eyebrows. “Fragile and fierce? One can be both?”

      “Certainly,” Marie scoffed. “Anyway, I’ll stick around and keep an eye on things. And if she turns out to be a serial killer, I’ll make sure she doesn’t send anyone to my side.”

      Danielle chuckled. “Well, that’s comforting.”

      “Come on, dear, the poor child is all alone.”

      “You said her daughter is nine? Is she enrolling her in the local school?” Danielle asked.

      “I doubt it. Not from what I overheard when she was talking to the little girl. Sounds like she’s homeschooled.”

      “What will she do with her daughter when she’s cleaning houses?” Danielle asked.

      “I was thinking she could just bring the girl with her.”

      Danielle set her fork down on the table and studied Marie for a moment. “What is it about this woman? You seem rather invested in her.”

      Marie considered the question for a few moments before answering. Finally, she said, “I saw her before she went to Adam’s office. This morning I was with Eva at the museum. Eva wanted to visit her portrait.” While some might wonder why Eva Thorndike, the ghost of the silent screen star and Walt’s childhood friend during his previous life, would frequently visit her portrait at the museum, Walt and Danielle understood. A ghost could not see its reflection in the mirror, so if they wished to remember what they once looked like, they needed to look at a photograph or painting of themselves. “Mary brought her daughter into the museum right after it opened.”

      “And?” Danielle asked.

      Marie shrugged. “I was curious and had already said goodbye to Eva, left her in the portrait room, when I noticed the two enter the museum. I followed her. She’s one of those people who talk their thoughts aloud when they think no one is listening. There was no one else in the museum other than the docent, and after a few minutes, Mary thanked the docent and told her they just wanted to take their time and look around.”

      “You mean, she didn’t want the docent following her around the museum and giving them a personal tour,” Danielle said.

      “Exactly. It wasn’t Millie. One of the new ones. Anyway, Cassandra seemed fascinated with the displays and paid little attention to her mother’s ramblings.”

      “But you did?” Walt asked.

      Marie nodded. “From what I picked up, she’s leaving an unhappy marriage. She has some money with her, but she still needs a job. You asked me why I wanted to help her. It’s because she reminds me of me—of what could have happened had I not had my own money. I’m not saying I was unhappy in my marriage, not exactly. But it didn’t turn out as I imagined when I initially said those vows. If I had wanted to leave, I could have because I had my own money. I suspect my husband would have tried to be far more controlling had I been financially vulnerable. While she obviously has a little money with her, she’ll need a job before it runs out.”
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      If an unsuspecting medium—one not familiar with the visitors of Marlow House—entered the upstairs nursery on the first Sunday in February, they would see what looked like two women, each sitting in a rocking chair. The younger of the two, a woman in her early twenties, who looked as if she was dressed for a 1920s theme party, sat primly in one chair, not rocking, as she studied the woman in the adjacent rocker.

      Marie Nichols, the woman in the other rocker, held two sleeping babies on her lap as she rocked contentedly. The onlookers would wonder how the elderly woman could so effortlessly hold on her lap what might compare in weight to two twenty-pound bags of flour.

      If the onlooker was not a medium, they wouldn’t see the women at all. Instead, they would find two rocking chairs, one still while the other one rocked and two sleeping babies floated above the chair’s seat.
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      “They grow so fast,” Eva whispered, her gaze on the napping Marlow twins.

      “In three months, they’ll be a year.” Marie looked up from the babies to Eva. “I could never hold them like this if I were alive.”

      Eva laughed at the observation. “No, I don’t imagine you could, especially when they wake up and start wiggling. So, are Walt and Danielle hiring your charity case?”

      “I wouldn’t call her my charity case. But she’s coming in tomorrow for an interview.”

      “I hope it works out. So, tell me, who’s all coming tonight?”

      “From what Danielle told me, it’s just Adam, Melony, Chris, and Heather.”

      “Brian’s not coming?”

      Marie kissed the babies’ foreheads before answering, “No. He’s working tonight. And Lily and Ian won’t be here. It’s Sunday dinner with his family—across the street.”

      “Didn’t Ian’s parents used to host those weekly dinners at their house?”

      “Ian suggested it might be easier with the two little ones if they hosted the weekly dinner at his house rather than packing up the baby and Connor. This way they don’t have to rush home right after dinner and can just put the little ones down in their own room.”

      Eva didn’t offer a response but silently studied the sleeping babies on Marie’s lap. Finally, Marie asked, “What are you thinking?”

      Eva gave a shrug and said, “I’m just wondering how long they’ll continue to see us. Are they mediums like their mother, or will they be like Lily and you as a child and eventually be unable to see us?”
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      Downstairs at Marlow House, the friends sat around the dining room table. Walt had removed one of the table leaves before the guests had arrived, making it a more comfortable size for the six to sit around playing a game. Adam and Melony Nichols sat together on one side of the table. The couple across from them were Heather Donovan and Chris Johnson, aka Chris Glandon. Technically not a couple, they were platonic friends, and Chris was Heather’s boss. Heather liked to describe Chris as stupidly rich and handsome—which he was, and Chris just enjoyed teasing Heather, who was quirky in her own way, reminding Chris of a cross between Elvira, Mistress of the Dark, and NCIS’s Abby Sciuto. However, Chris didn’t see Heather as a seductress like Elvira or sweet like Abby. It was more about her looks and quirkiness.

      The last couple at the table were Walt and Danielle Marlow. Their relationship and history were far more complicated than their friends’. While everyone at the table was technically in their thirties, Walt had been born over 120 years earlier—at least in his previous life—and reborn about four years earlier when his spirit stepped into his cousin’s body. His cousin, Walt’s doppelgänger, had willingly given up his body, as his spirit was ready to move on in its journey. Danielle hadn’t met Walt then, but several years earlier, when his ghost haunted Marlow House. Yes, theirs was a complicated story.

      Heather counted out twelve dominoes for each player. Several open pizza boxes, along with napkins, a stack of paper plates, and bowls with snacks, were set on the nearby buffet, while each person at the table had a beverage and a plate with food on the table next to them. Hunny, Chris’s pit bull, napped under the table by Chris’s feet, while Danielle’s black cat, Max, sat on her lap while she absently rubbed his white-tipped ears with one hand.

      Melony moved her twelve dominoes closer to her plate of food and neatly organized them while saying, “I haven’t played Mexican Train in ages. I hope I remember how to play.”

      Heather gave everyone a quick rules recap, and then Adam asked Danielle, “Did you get ahold of Mary?”

      “Yes. She’s coming over tomorrow for an interview.”

      “Sounds like she already has the job,” Heather said. “After all, Marie is a pretty good reference.”

      Adam chuckled. “Mary has no idea my grandmother decided to be her guardian angel.”

      They talked about Marie for a few more minutes while each took their turn in the game. Finally, Heather changed the topic by asking Melony, “Are you and Adam doing anything special for your anniversary? It’s only a couple of weeks away.”

      “We’re spending the weekend at the beach,” Adam announced.

      Heather frowned at Adam. “You live at the beach.”

      Melony laughed. “I think what Adam is telling you, we don’t plan to go anywhere.” Melony turned her attention to Walt and Danielle. “What about you guys? Your anniversary is a couple of days before ours.”

      Danielle flashed Melony a smile and, instead of answering, played her turn. While their friends had watched Walt and Danielle get married on Valentine’s Day almost four years earlier, in truth Walt and Danielle had eloped months before their wedding at Marlow House.

      “We’ll be staying at the beach too,” Walt answered for Danielle while reorganizing his dominoes. “At a lovely little B&B.”

      Everyone laughed. They all understood that the bed-and-breakfast Walt referenced was Marlow House.

      “I heard the place is temporarily closed down,” Adam teased.

      Walt shrugged. “I have an in with the owner.”

      “So basically, none of you are doing anything special for your anniversaries?” Heather asked.

      Melony shrugged. “I imagine we’ll go out to dinner. Adam and I talked about going somewhere for the weekend, but there wasn’t anywhere we felt like going.”

      “That’s what marriage does to you,” Chris teased. “Turns you all into homebodies.”

      “Says the bachelor who’s spending his Sunday night with his married friends, playing board games,” Heather snorted.

      “Technically speaking, Mexican Train isn’t a board game. And you aren’t married, either,” Chris reminded her.

      “True. And I don’t plan on getting married. But I have a significant other.”

      Chris played his turn while saying, “I’m still trying to wrap my head around the idea of you two as a couple.”

      Heather rolled her eyes at Chris. “You can stop saying that, already. Yeah, yeah, you used to think Brian was a jerk, and now you like him, and you didn’t see what he sees in me because I’m me. We got it. You’ve said that, like, a billion times already.”

      Chris shrugged. “I don’t think it was a billion. And while Brian isn’t such a jerk like I initially thought, you are still you. Which is why I still can’t wrap my head around it.”

      The next minute Chris let out a yelp in pain, waking Hunny.

      “What happened?” Melony asked.

      “She kicked me,” Chris grumbled while leaning down briefly to rub his injured shin.

      “Oh, don’t be such a baby. It was barely a tap,” Heather scoffed.

      “It woke Hunny,” Chris countered as Hunny moved over to Walt’s feet and lay back down.

      “I thought no more hitting?” Danielle asked Heather in a scolding tone.

      Heather shrugged. “I didn’t hit him.”

      The banter continued between Chris and Heather. Melony didn’t think either sounded angry. Heather and Chris’s relationship had always reminded her of two siblings—siblings who deeply cared for and loved each other and enjoyed playful taunting. Heather certainly didn’t treat Chris like her boss, and he didn’t treat Heather like a subordinate. Despite Heather’s interactions with Chris, Melony knew she was probably Chris’s most loyal employee, and Chris knew it.

      As they continued to play the dominoes game, and Melony listened to Chris tease Heather about something, Chris suddenly stopped talking mid-sentence. Melony glanced up from her dominoes and noticed Chris staring in her direction. But he wasn’t staring at her but at the space between her chair and Adam’s.

      Melony glanced around the table and noticed all their friends staring in the same direction as Chris, none of them saying anything. Adam, his back to whatever had captured their friends’ attention, frowned and turned in his seat, curious to see whatever they were looking at.

      When Adam saw nothing out of the ordinary, he turned back around and asked, “What is it?”

      Hunny started barking from under the table, and Max, still perched in Danielle’s lap, perked up, his ears twitching.
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      Danielle, her fingers still, no longer rubbing Max’s ears, stared at the wall behind Melony and Adam and watched as a faint ghostlike figure slowly emerged, as if seeping out from the wood paneling. The image—at first faint—became fully visible while remaining transparent.

      “Olivia?” Danielle blurted without thought. Olivia Davis, the neighbor who had moved into the house next door—between Marlow House and Heather’s house—a year earlier, stood behind Melony and Adam. It wasn’t Olivia’s physical body—just its image. Hunny stopped barking.

      Hand now outreached to Danielle, Olivia cried, “I need your help.”

      “Olivia?” Adam repeated. “Danielle, who are you talking to?”

      When Danielle didn’t answer Adam’s question, Adam and Melony turned in their seats, looking behind them, trying to understand what their friends were seeing. Like before, there was nothing unusual.

      Danielle stood up. “What’s wrong, Olivia?”

      “I’m in danger! I need help!”

      Melony turned back to Danielle. “What is it?”

      “Where are you?” Chris asked Olivia.

      Olivia shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s dark and cold.”

      “Are you talking to a ghost?” Melony asked.

      “They—” The next moment, Olivia vanished.

      Adam repeated his wife’s question. “Are you guys talking to a ghost?”

      “I hope not,” Heather muttered as she and the rest of the mediums stood up.

      Before they could explain to Adam and Melony what had just happened, Marie popped into the room.

      “The twins are sleeping and—” Marie didn’t finish her sentence when she noticed everyone at the table standing except for Adam and Melony. She glanced around and asked, “What’s going on?”

      “Marie, Olivia from next door was just here,” Walt began.

      “Grandma’s here?” Adam asked.

      “Oh my God,” Melony gasped. “Olivia is dead?”

      “I hope not. We’ll explain later.” Walt turned his attention back to Marie. “Olivia just appeared a moment ago, told us she needed help, said she was in danger, and then she disappeared.”

      “We need to go next door and check on her,” Heather blurted.

      “Marie, it would be quicker if you go over to her house⁠—”

      “I understand,” Marie said, cutting Walt off. “Eva’s upstairs; have her meet me next door.” The next moment Marie vanished, and Heather bolted from the dining room, sprinting upstairs to the nursery.

      “What’s going on? I don’t understand. You saw Olivia? But we didn’t. And if she’s not a ghost, what did you see?” Melony asked.

      “Like Heather says, we hope she’s not a ghost, and with Olivia, it’s entirely possible it wasn’t a ghost.” Chris’s explanation made little sense to Melony and Adam.
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      Darkness covered the early evening hours in Frederickport, Oregon. The sun had set by five thirty p.m., and the rain clouds filtered out any twinkling stars. Even without the clouds, the sliver of the night’s moon would still be barely visible.

      The moment Marie entered Olivia’s dark house, she used her energy to turn on every light in every room. While ghosts can walk through walls and move from one location to another—faster than a Learjet—they cannot see in the dark.

      Marie moved quickly through the house, searching for Olivia, and ended up in the kitchen. She stood there a moment, noting the sacks of groceries sitting on the kitchen table. Eva appeared, standing beside her, a faint dusting of glitter briefly raining down over her apparition. The glitter disappeared before it hit the floor.

      “What’s going on?” Eva asked. “Heather came running into the nursery, frantically motioning for me to come into the hallway so we wouldn’t wake the twins. She said something about Olivia showing up briefly in the dining room, asking for help before disappearing. She told me I needed to meet you here. What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure. Before you got here, I did a quick search through the house, and there was no sign of Olivia. But she obviously had been grocery shopping and didn’t get around to putting her groceries away.” Marie stepped closer to the two filled grocery bags sitting on the kitchen table. After looking into one, she spied a carton of ice cream. “I would think she’d put that ice cream away before leaving.”

      “From what Heather said, it sounds as if she may not have left voluntarily.”

      Marie didn’t respond to Eva but glanced around the kitchen, taking inventory. She spied Olivia’s cell phone sitting on the kitchen counter next to a purse. Marie moved closer to them, her attention focused on the purse. The next moment it opened, and a leather bifold wallet floated up from the purse’s fabric-covered interior. It dropped onto the counter.

      Eva and Marie watched as the wallet’s zipper tab moved along its edge. The wallet opened, exposing several credit cards and IDs tucked into little slits on one side of the wallet.

      A driver’s license slipped out of the wallet, rose from the counter, and hovered in the air a moment while Marie read it. “It’s Olivia’s driver’s license, so that’s the purse she’s obviously using.” The driver’s license floated back down to the open wallet and moved back into its slot.

      “If her car is here, she should be somewhere close.”

      The next moment Eva and Marie stood in Olivia’s driveway, next to Olivia’s car. Without the motion-detector light turning on, they would remain standing in the darkness. Marie focused on a tree near the light, and one of its limbs began to sway. The light turned on, illuminating the driveway.

      Redirecting her energy, Marie tested Olivia’s car doors. They were all locked. Marie unlocked the car, looked inside, and found it empty. She closed the car door and relocked it.

      “If she’s not somewhere in the house, we need to search the property,” Eva suggested.

      “We should get Walt and the others first. We can’t adequately search the yard without a flashlight, and when they’re doing that, you and I should probably go through the house again. There might be some space I overlooked.”
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      “So you’re telling me Olivia Davis, the librarian who lives next door, astral projects? Like, her spirit leaves her body and can walk through her neighbor’s walls?” Adam asked incredulously after Danielle explained about Olivia. They all sat at the dining room table, waiting for Marie’s return, abandoning their game of Mexican Train.

      “Yeah, but she said she wasn’t going to do it anymore,” Heather answered for Danielle. “So she must be stuck somewhere if she had to astral project to get help.”

      “And you said she knows about Grandma?”

      “Yes, because⁠—”

      Adam cut Danielle off. “What else haven’t you told us?”

      The mediums exchanged glances, and Chris looked at Adam and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “Ever since you told us about Grandma, about you all being mediums, how Grandma can communicate with animals, I got the feeling there was more. Like you weren’t telling us everything. And now, this.”

      “I must agree with Adam. Since we learned about Marie, I keep wondering if there is something you haven’t told us,” Melony said.

      They all sat in silence for a moment. Finally, Danielle said, “I think we told you the most important part. But telling you about Olivia while you’re trying to process what you learned about Marie would have been overwhelming.”

      Before Danielle elaborated, Marie and Eva appeared in the dining room. Heather immediately announced the spirits’ arrival.

      “She’s not there,” Marie told them. “But her car is, and so are her cell phone and purse. And groceries sitting on her kitchen table that she hasn’t bothered putting away. I searched through her house, but Eva and I want to go through it more thoroughly. And you need to search the yard; she may have fallen somewhere and can’t get up. It was too dark for Eva and me to check. We need some flashlights, and Eva and I carrying around flashlights will attract unwanted attention from the neighbors.”

      “Did you notice if her house was locked?” Walt asked, knowing Marie might have simply moved through the wall and not bothered trying the doors.

      “I checked all her doors. They were all locked except for her kitchen door. Her car was also locked up.”

      “Let’s get some flashlights,” Walt said.
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      Armed with flashlights, Walt, Chris, and Adam headed to Olivia’s house with Eva and Marie. Danielle stayed behind at Marlow House with Heather and Melony while the twins slept upstairs.

      After they left, Danielle started up to the nursery to check on the twins and make sure the monitor was on so she could hear them from the living room if they woke up. On the way upstairs, she told Melony and Heather that she was calling the chief.

      “Eddy doesn’t work today, does he?” Melony asked Heather as the two began clearing off the buffet and taking everything to the kitchen while Danielle walked upstairs. Heather understood Melony was referring to Police Chief Edward MacDonald and not the chief’s oldest son, Eddy Junior. Melony was the only one of their friends who called the chief Eddy, as she had been the best friend of the chief’s late wife.

      “No, Brian said he wasn’t working today. He tries to take weekends off because of his boys, but it doesn’t always work out.” In the kitchen, Heather moved the leftover pizza into a food container and put it in the refrigerator.

      “This isn’t exactly something we can call in to the station.”

      Heather gave Melony’s comment a chuckle. “It makes it easier having the chief and Brian understand certain things. But sometimes it’s tricky trying to explain to Joe and the other people they work with. And this is certainly something we couldn’t call 911 about.”

      “I guess not. Hello, 911, my neighbor’s soul just stepped into my dining room, and she needs help.” 
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      Hunny and Max followed Walt and the others to Olivia’s house while Walt silently communicated with the dog and cat, explaining their concern involving Olivia. He asked them both to check around the yard and tell him if they found anything. Meanwhile, Adam, who chatted with Chris as they walked next door, was oblivious to the ongoing conversation between Walt and the two animals.
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      Joshua had looked at a map before starting for Frederickport, so he understood an alley ran behind her house instead of the property backing up to another house. He had also pulled up the address on Google Earth, so he knew what the houses on the street looked like and that her driveway was off the alley and not on the street side of the property. The GPS on his phone took him right to her front door. He slowed down when passing her house, but he didn’t stop. It was dark out, but her house was lit up as if she were having a party. Instead of stopping, he continued driving, made a right at the corner, and then drove up the alley, back toward her house.

      When he spied her driveway, he slowed down but didn’t stop. There were three men standing in her driveway next to a car. He put his foot on the accelerator and kept on driving. His cell phone rang.

      “Where are you?” came the familiar voice.

      “Frederickport.”

      “You know what I mean. Where exactly are you?”

      “In my car.”

      “Funny.”

      “I just drove by her house. There were some guys standing in her driveway.”

      “What were they doing there?”

      “I don’t know. Just standing there, talking.”

      “So what now?”

      “I’m going to check into my room. It’s been a long day. I need to get some sleep. I hope the Seahorse Motel has a decent mattress.”
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      After stepping onto Olivia’s property, Walt and the others stopped a moment at Olivia’s parked car. Adam reached for the passenger door handle, and Chris stopped him.

      “I think it best we avoid touching anything.”

      “I was just curious to see if her car was locked,” Adam explained.

      “Your grandmother already checked. It’s locked up,” Walt said. “And she doesn’t leave fingerprints.”

      “You think this is a crime scene?” Adam asked.

      “All I know, Olivia, who swore she was never going to astral project again, showed up at our house and told us she needed our help, that she was in danger, and then left,” Walt explained.

      “And if she left before explaining, that means someone disturbed her body, which, from what I understand, can pull someone back to their body,” Chris added.

      Max, who had been walking around the perimeter of the car, stopped at the rear of the vehicle. Peeking his head under the back bumper, his black tail swishing behind him, he meowed.

      “What is it, Max?” Walt asked. Unbeknownst to Adam, Max silently conveyed an answer to Walt. Walt walked to the rear of the car, seeing only Max’s tail and butt as the rest of the cat disappeared under the bumper. Walt pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and knelt next to the cat.

      Adam and Chris followed Walt and stood behind him, watching to see what he was getting from under the vehicle.

      “What is it?” Adam asked after Walt reached under the back of the car and picked up something from the ground with the handkerchief.

      Walt stood and showed Adam and Chris that it was a key fob. Careful not to leave fingerprints on the key fob, Walt pressed one of its buttons. Olivia’s car horn honked. Walt pressed the button again, the handkerchief still between Walt’s fingers and the key fob and its button. The honking stopped.

      “This obviously belongs to Olivia,” Walt announced.

      “We didn’t notice that earlier,” Marie said.

      “It looks like it got pushed under the car,” Walt explained.
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      Walt, Chris, and Adam spent the next fifteen minutes checking the yard and the area around the property while Eva and Marie searched through the house again. When the men finished, they entered the house while Max and Hunny performed a wider search of the surrounding area.

      The men entered the unlocked kitchen door. Once inside, Chris glanced at the kitchen table and the two paper sacks filled with groceries. He walked to the open purse sitting on the counter and looked inside. Spying a store receipt, Chris picked it up and looked at it a moment before walking over to the kitchen table and looking in the bags.

      “What are you doing?” Adam asked.

      “Comparing the items on this grocery receipt to what’s in the bags,” Chris explained.

      Adam frowned. “Why?”

      “Because if it is a receipt for these groceries—which it appears to be because the items in the sacks match what’s on the receipt—we know when Olivia bought these groceries. And if she came straight home, which I imagine she did, because there is a carton of ice cream in one sack, I don’t know about you, but when I buy ice cream, I rarely drive around town running errands while I have a carton of ice cream melting in my car. We’ll know when she bought the groceries and will have a better idea of when she disappeared. Because according to this, considerable time passed between the time she bought these groceries and she showed up at Marlow House.”
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      It was her and Joe’s night to bring dessert to the weekly family dinner at Ian and Lily’s house. Kelly Morelli thought banana splits would be a fun dessert, and it wouldn’t require any baking or making a mess in her kitchen. She had gone to the store that afternoon and bought ice cream, a variety of toppings, and, of course—bananas. When at the store, she ran into Olivia Davis, the woman who bought the house she and Joe had once put an offer on.

      Although the woman had beat her out of the house she wanted, Olivia seemed like a nice person. Someone—Kelly couldn’t remember who—had compared Olivia’s looks to Cruella de Vil from A Hundred and One Dalmatians because of her two-toned hair, mostly black with about a third white in front on one side. Olivia wore it shoulder-length in loose waves. Kelly had wondered if it was a conscious fashion choice or if Olivia was one of those people whose hair goes white in large sections and won’t hold a dye, while the rest of it keeps its color. Kelly had to admit, on Olivia, the look was striking.

      They had met in the freezer section while picking out ice cream. The two chatted for a few moments, Kelly telling her about the banana splits for their weekly family dinner, and Olivia mentioning her plans for Sunday.

      But when Kelly and Joe headed over to Ian and Lily’s house that evening, they had remembered the ice cream and the toppings, but she forgot the bananas and left them at home, sitting on the kitchen counter. Kelly realized the oversight during dinner when her dad asked what she had brought for dessert.

      Lily didn’t have any bananas at her house, she had used her last one that morning at breakfast, and when Joe offered to run home and pick up the ones Kelly had bought for tonight, both Lily and Ian immediately said they could just have ice-cream sundaes, no need for the bananas. Joe seemed immediately relieved that he didn’t have to go home and pick them up, but Kelly really wanted banana splits; she had been thinking of them all day. So as soon as they finished dinner, she grabbed the car keys, announced she was running home to get the bananas, and left before anyone could try talking her out of it.

      On the way to her and Joe’s house, Kelly noticed Olivia’s place lit up as if she were having a party, which Kelly knew was not the case, as Olivia had told her what she intended to do that night. But it looked like every light in the house was on, upstairs and downstairs.

      “She obviously doesn’t care about her electric bill,” Kelly muttered to herself as she continued her drive, her thoughts shifting to banana splits and what she planned to put on hers.

      On the way back to Ian and Lily’s after picking up the bananas, Kelly noticed the lights were still on at Olivia’s, yet right as she drove past the house, every light turned off, and the house went completely dark. Kelly’s first thought—power outage.

      Just as Kelly was about to turn into her brother’s driveway, she noticed two cars parked across the street in front of Marlow House. She hadn’t noticed them before. One was Chief MacDonald’s car; the other was a squad car. Instead of pulling into Ian’s driveway, Kelly stopped in the street, backed up a little, and then turned the wheel of her car slightly so that her headlights pointed at the rear of the squad car; that way, she could read its license plate.
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      When Kelly walked into her brother’s house a few minutes later, she found the family still sitting around the dining room table. All the dinner plates had been cleared away, with a clean napkin and spoon sitting at each place setting. Her two-year-old nephew, Connor, ran around the table, toy airplane in one hand, making engine noises while his grandmother playfully pretended to snatch the toy from his hand when he ran past her.

      Seemingly oblivious to the toddler’s play, Lily held Emily Ann on her lap, feeding her what looked like orange mush, while Ian, Joe, and John good-naturedly argued about sports. After Kelly stepped into the dining room, the men stopped talking and looked her way while Connor stopped running, looked at his aunt, and yelled, “Ice cream!”

      “Glad to see you still have lights,” Kelly announced. She glanced at the breakfast bar and noticed the ice-cream bowls and toppings set out and assumed the ice cream was still in the freezer.

      “Why would they be out?” Ian asked.

      “I just drove by Olivia’s house, which was lit up like a Christmas tree when I left to get the bananas, and just now, when I drove by, it went dark. All the lights turned off at the same time. Like a power failure.”

      “That’s weird,” Lily muttered.

      Kelly looked at her husband. “Joe, didn’t you say Brian got off at nine tonight?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I noticed your guys’ squad car parked across the street at Marlow House. The chief’s car is over there too. His personal car. If Brian is playing hooky, the chief obviously knows.”
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      Officer Brian Henderson and Chief MacDonald sat in the living room at Marlow House with Walt, Danielle, Melony, Adam, Heather, and Chris, along with the twins. Walt and Danielle each sat in a recliner, holding a baby. Max and Hunny had followed them home and now joined the others in the living room, while Eva and Marie had not returned with them, but continued searching the neighborhood for Olivia.

      When they first arrived, Brian and the chief had parked their vehicles in front of Marlow House and walked over to Olivia’s house. At Olivia’s, Walt and Chris explained the situation, and the chief and Brian did another search of the property before returning to Marlow House. After locking up the house, Marie turned off all the lights.

      “I’m not sure how to proceed with this,” the chief admitted.

      Brian’s cell phone rang. He picked up his phone, looked at it, and then looked at the chief. “It’s Joe.”

      “He should be across the street at Lily’s. It’s family dinner night,” Danielle said. “I wonder if he saw your car.”

      “I’m not answering this right now. If he asks, I was in the bathroom when my phone rang. I’m not sure what I’m going to tell him.” The phone eventually stopped ringing.

      “He might walk over here,” Heather said.

      “Then we need to figure out what we’re going to say,” Chris said. “And how we can help Olivia.”

      “It’s a missing person, but how do we explain we know she’s missing?” Brian asked. They all looked at Danielle. The room remained silent for a few minutes.

      “I could say I walked next door to borrow something,” Danielle tentatively suggested. “And when over there, I saw Olivia’s car, assumed she was home, and knocked on the kitchen door. It wasn’t shut all the way, so it opened a little when I knocked. I called hello. When there was no answer, I walked inside. Saw her groceries sitting in the kitchen, her purse and phone still there. And when I couldn’t find her, I had a bad feeling, came back here, and then Walt volunteered to go over and look around, and Adam and Chris joined him.”

      The chief nodded. “That would work.”

      “I have a question: Did you guys put Olivia’s groceries away for her?” Heather asked.

      “No. We didn’t want to disturb anything. And the only thing that was perishable was the ice cream, and even if Olivia showed up now, that ice cream needs to go into the trash,” Chris said. “I also have a theory about what happened to her, and it has to do with those groceries.”

      “What’s that?” Heather asked.

      “The groceries in those bags were all on that receipt I found in her purse. However, there was one thing on the receipt that was not in the sacks. A bottle of wine. I didn’t see any wine in the kitchen, and according to Marie, there wasn’t anything in the car.”

      “So what’s your theory?” Danielle asked.

      “Olivia brought the two bags of groceries inside, put them on the table, and then returned to her car to get the wine. She took the wine out of the car, closed the hatch, used her key fob to lock up the car, and when still standing behind it, someone grabbed her. She dropped the key fob. Maybe in the scuffle it got pushed under the car.”

      “So someone grabbed her and the wine?” Walt asked.

      Chris shrugged. “It would explain the groceries on the table, what happened to the wine, and why the key fob was under the locked car. And why her kitchen door was unlocked, and her purse and phone were sitting on her kitchen counter.”

      “He’s right!” a voice called out. But only the mediums could hear it. They all turned to the voice and saw Olivia standing in front of the fireplace.

      “Olivia!” Heather called out. The non-mediums stopped talking and turned toward the fireplace. While they couldn’t see Olivia, they understood she was there.

      “I have to be quick; if someone comes down there, I’ll be pulled back into my body again.”

      “Where are you?” Danielle asked.

      Olivia shook her head. “I have no idea. It’s dark, like a cellar. I focused on coming here. I haven’t done this in a while, so I’m trying to remember how.”

      “Who has you?” Walt asked.

      “I don’t know. I was getting the wine out of the car. I had just closed the back hatch, locked it, when a car pulled up behind me from the alley. I didn’t recognize the car; it was a dark sedan. The windows were dark, couldn’t see inside. I thought they wanted to ask me a question, but then a man jumped out of the back seat, lunged toward me, grabbed me, and shoved a rag over my face. It smells sweet, and the first thing I think of is chloroform. I’ve never smelled it before, but from all the books I’ve read, it supposedly has a sweet smell. He dragged me into the car. I tried hitting him with the bottle of wine I’m holding, but I’m at a weird angle. I’m in the back seat of the car with him, awkwardly trying to hit him, and someone yanks the bottle out of my hand. I feel the car moving, and the man is on top of me, pressing that stupid rag on my face. I keep thinking I don’t want to inhale whatever is on the rag, and I try holding my breath. But I can’t, I need to breathe. Everything went black after that, and the next thing I remember is waking in a cold, damp, dark space. I was lying down on what felt like thin slats of metal. They put me in some sort of cage. I can’t tell you where. And if that was chloroform on that rag, it doesn’t work as fast as I’ve seen in the movies.”

      “What did the men look like?” Danielle asked.

      “I can’t tell you. I didn’t get a good look at them. It might have been two men, or a man and a woman, or if there was a driver and someone sitting in the front passenger seat. The one who grabbed me was a man, but I didn’t really see his face. I didn’t see the driver or who took the bottle away from me. It might have been the same person. Why would anyone take me?”

      “You need to explore your surroundings,” Chris said. “Look at the people who took you. Find out as much as you can—where they have you—then come back and tell us.”

      “I’m trying—but—” Olivia vanished again.

      “She’s gone,” Heather announced.

      “What did she say?” the chief asked.
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