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      “Psychological realizations and self-inspection are an exquisite touch to this story that keeps readers not only engaged, but completely cognizant of the forces that motivate families, murderers, and investigators alike… The result is a tense, emotionally gripping, multifaceted mystery that serves both as a perfect continuation of Callie's life story and as a fine stand-alone read for newcomers.” — Diane Donovan, Senior Book Reviewer, Midwest Book Review

      

      “A well-crafted story that keeps readers engaged as history blends into the present.” — Debra H. Goldstein, award-winning author of the Sarah Blair mystery series

      

      “Sheluk nails it with this intriguing mystery that stitches together an investigation into the past with people’s lives in the present—including that of protagonist Callie Barnstable.  Treat yourself to a new present-day read—you won’t be disappointed.” — Edith Maxwell, author of the Agatha-nominated Quaker Midwife Mysteries

      

      “An intriguing small-town mystery populated by engaging characters you want to spend time getting to know. Ocean liners, immigration, and family ties; the past is always present—an idea Ms. Sheluk explores to great effect.” — Micki Browning, Agatha-nominated author of The Mer Cavallo mystery series

      

      “An engaging journey into the past that ripples into the present. Sheluk’s well-written narrative and clever banter follows protagonist Callie Barnstable as she seeks answers for a client; each photo, memorabilia, and news article reveals an intriguing picture of love, family secrets…and murder. A top-notch mystery that keeps you guessing to the end.”— Kings River Life Magazine
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      “A smartly constructed mystery in the good old-fashioned and highly readable sense.” — Jack Batten, The Toronto Star

      

      “Callie’s plight grabs the reader from the get-go and, as the plot twists and twists again, you follow her with heart in mouth. Is there any way for this to end well? Yes, there is, and you won’t see it coming!”— Catriona McPherson, bestselling author of The Reek of Red Herrings

      

      “A thought-provoking, haunting tale of decades old deception.” — Annette Dashofy, USA Today bestselling author of the Zoe Chambers mystery series

      

      “A complex plot, an extremely likeable protagonist, and a bombshell ending you never saw coming.” — Diane Vallere, National bestselling mystery author

      

      “A fine, winding investigative piece that redefines the concept of ‘dirty laundry’ and whether or not it should be aired in public or secreted forever” — Diane Donovan, Senior Book Reviewer, Midwest Book Review

      

      “Her father’s sudden death. Her mother’s disappearance from long ago. Inheriting the house where her childhood began. These items all connect to the journey that Callie must face and what a can of worms this roller-coaster ride opened in this debut series.” — Dru Ann Love, Dru’s Book Musings

      

      “A beautifully crafted page-turner.” — Ellen Byron, bestselling author of the Cajun County Mysteries
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      The Hanged Man’s Noose

      

      “A thoroughly engaging debut mystery… well-plotted, well-paced and just plain well done!” — Elizabeth J. Duncan, award-winning author, the Penny Brannigan and Shakespeare in the Catskills mystery series

      

      “A small town with a dark past, its inhabitants full of secrets, a ruthless developer, and an intrepid reporter with secrets of her own come together to create a can’t-put-down-read.” — Vicki Delany, bestselling author of the Sherlock Holmes Bookshop Mysteries

      

      “Compelling characters with hidden connections and a good, old-fashioned amateur sleuth getting in over her head.” — James M. Jackson, author of the Seamus McCree mystery series

      

      A Hole in One

      

      “What fun! A twisty tale chock full of clues and red herrings, antiques and secrets, and relationships that aren’t what they seem.” — Jane K. Cleland, award-winning author, Josie Prescott Antiques Mysteries and Mastering Plot Twists

      

      “A bang-up mystery! Two friends, two murders, secret pasts, and a touch of romance. Who could ask for more?” — Lea Wait, USA Today bestselling author, Shadows Antique Print and Mainely Needlepoint mysteries

      

      “A captivating page-turner…you don’t have to love golf to love A Hole In One.” — Kristina Stanley, bestselling author of the Stone Mountain Mysteries
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      If you’re the sort of person who reads the dedication at the front of a book, you’ll have noticed that Past & Present has been dedicated to my mother, Anneliese Penz, who lost a lengthy battle with COPD and related health issues in September 2016. Until the very end, she was handing out bookmarks for Skeletons in the Attic and The Hanged Man’s Noose to any doctor or nurse who would take one (and I suspect she may have slipped a couple into their lab coats when they weren’t looking).

      I take comfort in the fact that the last book my mother read was Skeletons in the Attic, the first book in this series. She was so pleased that I’d dedicated the book to my father, Anton “Toni” Penz, who succumbed to stomach cancer at the age of forty-two.

      From the beginning, I planned to include two characters named Anton and Anneliese in the sequel to Skeletons, but I didn’t have a plot, let alone a plan. Quite honestly, I was stuck.

      Then I discovered a small blue leather train case with cream trim, an ivory plastic handle, and brass locks at the back of my mother’s clothes closet. Inside, she’d carefully preserved documents from the past, among them her German passport issued in England in 1952, her landed immigration papers from England to Canada documenting her journey on the T.S.S. Canberra, old photographs and postcards, and some costume jewelry. The idea for Past & Present was born: the past reaching out to the present.

      Although much of the historical data in these pages is based on fact, and Callie’s research often mirrored my own, this story is very much a work of fiction. I like to think my mother and father are together again, handing out bookmarks in heaven.

      
        
        Judy Penz Sheluk
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      It’s been thirteen months since I received the phone call, a detached voice on the other end telling me that my father had died in an unfortunate occupational accident. Thirteen months since I sat in Leith Hampton’s Toronto law office for the reading of my father’s will. Thirteen months since I found out that I, Calamity Barnstable, answers to Callie, had inherited a house in Marketville.

      It was a house I didn’t know existed. In a commuter town better suited to families with two kids, a cat, and a collie than a thirty-six-year-old single female who thrived on the anonymity of city life and condo living.

      If that wasn’t overwhelming enough, there was a catch. According to the terms of my father’s will, I was required to move into the house for one year and find out who had murdered my mother thirty years earlier. A mother who disappeared when I was six years old, and one I barely remembered—a state of mind encouraged by my aforementioned father. There had been no photos of her around our house, no fireside chats about how they’d met. In the Barnstable household, it was like Abigail Doris Barnstable had never existed.

      To say that my comfortable, condo-living existence as a bank call center clerk was flipped upside down would be an understatement. One month I was fielding queries about lost credit cards and debit card fraud, and the next month I was acting like some sort of unofficial private investigator. In Marketville, no less.

      The house my father had bequeathed to me was nestled within a cul-de-sac chock-full of mostly well maintained 1970s bungalows, split-levels, and semis, the streets named after provincial wildflowers. Trillium Way. Coneflower Crescent. Day Lily Drive. Lady’s Slipper Lane. You get the idea.

      I say mostly well maintained because my inheritance, 16 Snapdragon Circle, was the singular notable exception. The front lawn had long ago succumbed to dandelions and twitch grass. The roof had been patched without any attention to matching the existing shingles. The windows were spattered with bird droppings, dirt, and bits of egg from Halloweens past. Some houses needed a little bit of TLC. What this house needed was a good coat of fire.

      I might have hopped into my aging Honda Civic and driven back to Toronto that very moment except for four things. First, I no longer had a place to live, having sublet my condo to a co-worker. We’d always gotten on well enough, but we weren’t about to become roommates.

      Second, I’d quit my job at the bank and was in no hurry to return. Working in a fraud unit at a bank might sound fascinating, but the reality was that all the interesting cases were immediately bumped up to my supervisor.

      Third, I’d promised Leith I’d take on the “assignment”—a term I use for lack of a better word—not because I wanted to, but because if I didn’t do it, there was a scheming psychic named Misty Rivers who was more than willing to take on the task. After all, free lodging and a thousand dollars a week—the compensation for taking on the job—were powerful motivators, for me, as well as for Misty. But even with all of that on the table, I still might have taken a runner. And then reason number four sauntered over from the house next door to join me.

      Royce Ashford was 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. I imagined six-pack abs under his shirt and hoped my loser radar had taken a leave of absence. When it comes to men, my judgment is sorely lacking. Whatever you do, don’t ask me about Valentine’s Day. My memories have nothing to do with the velvety petals of long-stemmed red roses, and everything to do with the thorns.

      But back to Royce. It wasn’t so much that I was looking for a relationship. I wasn’t. But it had been glaringly apparent that my inheritance was in desperate need of renovations, and judging from the logo on his golf shirt, he owned Royce Contracting & Property Maintenance. According to Leith, a man I semi-trusted, my father had planned to hire Royce, and until this crazy house business, I’d trusted my father’s judgment better than my own. Besides, if you can’t trust your next-door neighbor, who can you trust?

      So that’s how I ended up moving into 16 Snapdragon Circle and living in Marketville. As for finding out what happened to my mother thirty years ago, that’s a long story, one that I’m not quite ready to revisit or retell. Suffice it to say that some things are better left in the past. Maybe one day I’ll bring everything into the present, but today isn’t that day.

      After everything that I’ve uncovered in the last few months, from too many buried family secrets to an actual skeleton in the attic, you’d think I’d want to hightail it back to Toronto. But I find myself enjoying the slightly slower pace of living in Marketville, not to mention a phenomenal trail system that spans three towns. It’s a terrific resource for runners—or should I say plodders—like me. I’ve even managed to find a running group that includes every age and pace imaginable, young to old, slow to warp-speed fast. We like to joke that we’re crazy enough to run in plus thirty and minus thirty. That’s Celsius, for you Fahrenheit folks. On the Fahrenheit scale it’s eighty-six degrees to minus twenty-two. Doesn’t have the same catchy ring to it, does it, but you get the drift.

      Then there’s Royce. We’re still treading lightly, friends first and all of that, but the attraction between us continues to bubble under the surface like a lava lamp. I’m not quite ready to burst that bubble just yet, but I’m also not willing to walk away from it.

      There’s also Chantelle Marchand, my across-the-street neighbor. As an only child of two only children, I am intrigued and amused by Chantelle’s stories of growing up as the fifth kid in a six-kid family. She’s also become a really good friend. The best friend I’ve ever had, if I’m being honest, not that I’ve had a lot of friends. I’ve always been more of a group friend sort of girl. You know the type. Lots of people to hang out with, always up for a movie, or to go out for dinner, but no one close enough to get into the whole true confession thing. When it comes to true confessions, I’m more about getting them than giving them.

      My only other true friend is Arabella Carpenter, and she’s busy running the Glass Dolphin antiques shop in Lount’s Landing, a small town about thirty minutes north of Marketville. We still get together, but it requires planning, not one of my strong suits. With Chantelle it’s as easy as walking across the street and saying, “Hey there.”

      Not that Chantelle and I hit it off on first meeting, although I’ll admit that was as much on me as on her. Chantelle is one of those women who rocks every look, from blue jeans to bustiers to evening gowns, and she does it as effortlessly as kicking off a pair of sneakers for five-inch stilettos. My eyes are probably my best feature—black-rimmed hazel, in case you’re curious—but Chantelle’s are a smoldering shade of charcoal that scream “come hither.” She’s also got the sort of highlighted blonde hair that looks natural, despite the hundred dollar plus price tag to get it there, and, unlike my own curly brown mop, it manages to stay sleek and stylish in all manner of wind and weather. She attributes her killer body to genetics, but she’s also a Pilates, yoga, and spin instructor at the local gym. Chantelle might be closer to thirty-nine than twenty-nine, but you’d never know it from looking at her. It’s hard not to hate someone like that, you know?

      But here’s what most people don’t know. In spite of it all, Chantelle is wildly insecure. Getting dumped and divorced for an adolescent—her words, not mine, but quite accurate nonetheless—will do that to you. Trust me, I know. Not about the divorce part, I’ve never been married, but the getting dumped part, that I’m all too familiar with.

      Anyway, I’ve decided to stay in Marketville for the time being, although not in this house, which is filled with far too many memories. Besides, it’s time to start over. I’ve spent enough of the last year digging through the past.

      With Royce’s help, and some money from my father’s estate, I’ve done enough renovations to get the house ready for resale without going into debt. My realtor, Poppy Spencer, a referral from Arabella, assures me that I’ll get top dollar, if not into a bidding war. In the meantime, it’s time to figure out where I’m going to live and what I’m going to do to earn a living.
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      Poppy Spencer slid her tablet toward me. “This Victorian detached on Edward Street ticks all the boxes.”

      Poppy is a successful-looking businesswoman in her late forties, with steel-gray eyes partially hidden behind dark designer frames. Her short brown hair had been artfully highlighted with glints of copper and gold and I suspected she paid more for one haircut and color than I paid my hairstylist in an entire year. Probably more on manicures, too, judging by her perfectly polished French-tipped fingernails. I leaned across the granite-topped island in my newly renovated kitchen to review the listing. Edward Street was in the heart of Marketville, the town’s original main street which had, over the years, morphed into a trendy destination spot filled with independently-owned ethnic restaurants, trendy cafés and bistros, and upscale clothiers. Despite its mostly Victorian architecture, Edward Street had long since abandoned the historic vibe that Main Street in Lount’s Landing embraced. This was where the smart suburban shopper went to get wined, dined, and decked out. In other words, a good location for a residence-based business.
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      From the multimedia slideshow on Realtor.ca, 300 Edward Street looked charming, but it was getting close to the outer fringe of the street, a less desirable section of Edward. It was also currently home to a physiotherapist’s residence and practice, and I wondered how much it would need in renovations. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to go through the dust and debris again, not to mention the expense. It always cost more than you thought, as Royce had warned me before we got started on the Snapdragon house. I should have listened to him, but you know what they say: experience is the best teacher.

      Then there was the part of me that yearned for one of the many new builds popping up on every farmer’s field from Marketville to Lount’s Landing to Lakeside. Of course, those homes wouldn’t be ready for a year or longer, which was hardly helpful given my decision to move out sooner rather than later.

      “I was thinking of something more contemporary.”

      “We can certainly look for something more modern, but the reality is you won’t find anything like that on Edward. Are you willing to consider houses in a subdivision?”

      A resale in one of the newer subdivisions might be a good compromise. “Possibly.”

      “That’s not a problem if you just plan to live in the home. However, you mentioned starting your own business. There are almost always restrictions regarding the operation of a business in a residential subdivision. A home office wouldn’t be an issue, but there are bound to be complaints from neighbors if you plan to entertain clients. We’d have to check the town’s zoning bylaw to see what’s allowed before putting in an offer. The nice thing about Edward Street is that it’s zoned residential-commercial.”

      I hadn’t thought about entertaining clients, which probably didn’t bode well for my business planning acumen. Then again, I hadn’t quite come up with a concept. “I suppose I could go and look at it during the open house on the weekend.” I could ask Royce and Chantelle to come with me.

      Poppy was already on the phone to the listing broker. “Perfect,” she was saying, “my client and I will see you in an hour.”

      “An hour? What happened to going during the open house?”

      “It’s a seller’s market,” Poppy said. “Which will be good for you, when we sell your property. But it works both ways. We’ve got to get in there before the open house this weekend.” She tapped her French-manicured fingernails on the granite. “Do you want to bring anyone with you?”

      It would take ten minutes to drive there, which didn’t leave a lot of advance notice. But I knew that if I didn’t bring someone along, Poppy would have me signing on the dotted line before I’d properly thought things through.

      “Let me try Chantelle and Royce.”
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      Chantelle was at home and thrilled to be asked along. The news wasn’t as positive when it came to Royce, who was out on a job, but he did promise to do a home inspection should I decide to put in an offer. That made me feel better, and a small part of me secretly hoped he was stalling because he didn’t want me to move away.

      Three Hundred Edward Street was a red brick Victorian with gingerbread trim painted a pale shade of buttercream yellow, and a wraparound front porch that welcomed visitors. The front door opened to a narrow reception room on the left side, a kitchen at the rear, visible from a pass-through window, and a polished wooden stairway to the right, leading to a second floor.

      “There can’t be more than six hundred square feet of living space on the main level,” I said, fishing around in my purse for my cocoa butter lip balm. I’d been weaning myself of the habit, but every now and again I found myself reaching for it like a baby with a pacifier.

      “Six-hundred and fifty, to be exact,” Poppy said, consulting the listing, “but plenty of space for an office and reception room.”

      “Did you notice the baseboards?” Chantelle asked. “They have to be eight inches high and all original oak. So are the staircase and the floors. Gorgeous. Someone took good care of this home.”

      We made our way into the kitchen. It was what my father would have called a one-bum kitchen; there was barely space for a refrigerator and stove, and a dishwasher had been bypassed to increase the modest cupboard space. But the white cupboards were cheery, the countertops gold-veined black quartz, and a window looked out over a small backyard filled with perennials in various stages of bloom. There was even a door leading out to a stone patio. I could imagine having tea out there in the morning, a glass of wine at dusk. I glanced at Chantelle and knew she was thinking the same thing.

      There were two bedrooms upstairs, about equal size, one facing the street, and the other the backyard. Both were being used as current owner’s treatment rooms. “The closets are really tiny,” I said. “I’m not looking for a walk-in, but these are miniscule.”

      “Any closets at all are a find,” Poppy said. “A lot of older homes don’t have closets. People used wardrobes to hang their clothes. Of course, they owned fewer clothes.”

      “You can get one of those space saver systems,” Chantelle said. “I’m sure Royce would install it for you.”

      I wasn’t convinced. “Let’s check out the bathroom.”

      It had been updated, with cedar walls and a large walk-in shower in place of a bathtub. The idea of clients using it didn’t thrill me.

      “I don’t know. It’s not really what I had in mind. I was thinking of something with a bit more privacy. At least another bathroom.”

      “There’s another bathroom in the lower level,” Poppy said. “That’s the one your clients would use. This upper level would be your private living space and the main level would be your office and kitchen area. Come on, let’s go check out the basement.”
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      The basement, or should I say the finished lower level, had seven-foot ceilings, which should have made the space feel claustrophobic, but the walls had been painted off-white and, though small and narrow, there were plenty of windows. Along with a generous powder room, there was a laundry room and furnace area. A separate, windowless, room had been blocked off for storage. I don’t love basements, but as basements went, this one wasn’t too bad.

      “The shelving and file cabinets stay,” Poppy said, consulting the listing again.

      That would save me some money and add storage, but I still wasn’t convinced. “I’ve got to think about it.”

      “It won’t last,” Poppy said. “Not in this market. Of course, you have to be comfortable with your decision. There are other properties.”

      “Not like this,” Chantelle said. “You can’t let this house go. It ticks all the boxes.”

      “I admire your enthusiasm,” I said, “but you’re not the one buying it.”

      “Then I’ll go in with you.”

      “You want to buy a house with me?”

      Chantelle shook her head. “Not the house. The business. You can do your investigative thing, and I can supplement it with my knowledge of genealogy. It will be perfect.”

      And that’s how we started Past & Present Investigations.
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      I’ve never purchased a house, but Arabella Carpenter had steered me right. When it came to real estate, Poppy left no stone unturned. After reviewing comparable properties on the market—a challenge given the uniqueness of every property on Edward Street—and after Royce determined the amount and cost of work required to suit my needs, Poppy wrote up an aggressive offer.

      The dollar amount of the offer terrified me, but Poppy assured me that after the sale of Snapdragon Circle, I’d pretty much break even. I hoped she was right. I had some savings from the sale of my late father’s heavily mortgaged townhouse in Toronto, but I figured I’d need that to live on while I got my business going.

      A saner person might have gone back to working nine-to-five, but having had a taste of freedom this past year, the thought made me shudder. Surely I could earn enough to pay for food, taxes, and the occasional night out.

      Besides, I wanted to resolve the issue of my father’s untimely death. I’d never bought into the verdict of occupational accident, but I’d been too busy trying to solve the mystery of my mother to do much about it. Now I’d have the time to look into it properly. Maybe I wouldn’t be successful, but I owed it to my father to try.
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      Selling Snapdragon Circle turned out to be a snap, pun fully intended. Poppy and Chantelle helped me stage the house, and I had to admit it looked amazing. All my hard work had paid off, from painting every single wall and ceiling to stripping the carpets to expose the original hardwood. Getting a new roof and hiring Royce’s company to renovate the kitchen had also proved worthwhile; Poppy predicted almost a doubling of my investment. In the meantime, the house was listed with “offers accepted in five days,” and Ella Cole, my nosey sixty-something next-door neighbor, kept me from wandering the streets by providing endless cups of tea, coffee, cookies, and gossip while the showings continued unabated. The hours leading up to offer day were stressful to the max. What if no one bid on the property? What if the offers were insultingly low? I didn’t have to worry. At the end of an exhausting day, I’d turned down a half dozen offers and accepted one for more money than I’d dreamed possible. Poppy Spencer virtually preened at the results, but I didn’t fault her for it. She’d earned her commission and then some.

      Then reality came crashing down on me. I was planning to start a business investigating missing persons from the past, cases that either A) no one else was interested in or B) everyone had given up on. I wasn’t a private eye. I didn’t even have any qualifications beyond what I’d learned searching for my own mother.

      What the hell had I been thinking?
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      Chantelle calmed me down with generous pours of Australian Chardonnay and take-out rapini and artichoke pizza from Benvenuto, a local Italian restaurant. To assuage her guilt—you don’t stay a size two by chowing down pizza on a regular basis, no matter what your genetics are or how hard you work out—she’d brought a large tossed salad to go with it, balsamic vinaigrette on the side.

      “The first thing we have to do is to get business cards and a website,” she said, nibbling on a slice and somehow managing to keep rapini from stringing her teeth.

      I’d been planning to order business cards and had been working on a website. I wasn’t an internet guru, but the template I’d selected from my web host seemed easy enough to navigate, and I considered it a work in progress.

      “If you approve the logo I designed, and we decide on our titles, I can order the business cards. I’m just not sure whether to go with Calamity or Callie.”

      “Hmm… I know you don’t like to be called Calamity but it does have a ring to it. How about Calamity with Callie in parentheses?”

      It was a good compromise. I showed Chantelle what I’d come up with, an intertwined pair of Ps for Past & Present, tucked inside a magnifying glass. I thought it had a sort of Sherlock Holmes feel to it. At least that’s what I was going for.

      “It’s fantastic,” Chantelle said. “As for titles, how does ‘Partner’ sound?”

      “Partner.” It felt right on my lips. “I like it. As for the website, it’s in the works. There’s nothing yet in the way of content, but we can go live at any time. I thought we might start by writing up bios. Yours should be relatively easy because of your genealogy credentials. I’m struggling a bit with mine. There’s embellishing the truth, and then there’s being an outright liar.”

      “I can help you with your bio. I’m good at that sort of thing. I’ve also got a friend who’s a decent photographer. I’m sure she’ll give us a break on the cost.”

      I hadn’t thought about photos, but Chantelle was right. We needed to show our faces. “Okay. That should do it then, as a start.”

      Chantelle shook her head. “I don’t think so. What about the rest of our team?”

      “The rest of our team?” I picked off an artichoke, wishing Chantelle had gone with something less exotic. When it came to pizza, I preferred double cheese with hot peppers, maybe some extra sauce if I was feeling adventurous. I didn’t mind artichokes, but I preferred to eat them mashed up in a hot spinach dip, with some nacho chips on the side. The thin black corn ones that made you believe you were eating something healthy.

      “Our team,” Chantelle said again, taking my mind off the nachos.

      “Go on.”

      “Here’s what I’m thinking. I’ll be the point person for the genealogical side.”

      “That goes without saying.”

      “Glad you agree. Now, as for our resident psychic—”

      “Resident psychic?”

      “An absolute must, to my mind, and I’m thinking Misty Rivers is just the ticket. She could pull a tarot card each week, post a message on the website.” Chantelle waved her hands as if to say, “Details, details.”

      “What sort of post?”

      “It needs to allude to looking into the past. Misty’s Messages or Reflections, something along those lines. ”

      I’d grown to accept Misty over time, but despite her claims to mystical ability, I suspected she was about as psychic as I was.

      “I don’t know. It seems a bit gimmicky.”

      “Every business has some sort of gimmick.”

      Did they? I was mulling that over when Chantelle spoke again.

      “I’ve already run the idea by Misty.”

      I felt my spine stiffen. “You’ve already discussed this with her?”

      “Yes, and before you get all bent out of shape, she’s excited to be part of it.”

      I’m sure she is. “And just how will we pay Misty for her psychic prowess?” I knew I sounded bitchy and attempted to soften my words with a smile. It must have worked, because Chantelle smiled back.

      “Easy peasy. If one of her posts brings in a client, we’ll pay her a finder’s fee.”

      “A finder’s fee. I suppose that could work.”

      “Of course it will work. If we decide to make Misty an administrator on the website, she can even enter the posts herself.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted Misty having admin privileges, but this was no time to squabble, and I certainly didn’t want the website to become my full-time job.

      “Anyone else for this ‘team’ of ours?”

      “Shirley Harrington.”

      Despite my reservations on the team approach, I had to admit Shirley would make a good addition. As head librarian in charge of archives at the Cedar County Reference Library, she’d been invaluable in my search for information about my mother’s disappearance. “I like the idea of bringing Shirley on board, but the last time I spoke to her, she had retired from the library and was doing the snowbird thing in Tampa. I don’t think she’s planning to come home until mid-April. She promised to call me when she comes back. I do know she’s planning to join a couple of golf leagues. I don’t know how much free time she’ll have.”

      “I’m sure she’ll appreciate being considered, regardless. Spending the winter in Florida is one thing, but when she gets back to Marketville, retirement may not look as rosy, even with lots of golf thrown into the mix.”

      “I hate to admit it, but you have a point. Anything, or should I say, anyone else?”

      Chantelle beamed. “I thought you’d never ask. Arabella would make a terrific resource. I was in Lount’s Landing yesterday on another matter, so I popped into the Glass Dolphin and chatted with her about it.”

      I couldn’t imagine why Chantelle was in Lount’s Landing, and while I took her at her word, I couldn’t help but feel slighted. This was supposed to be my business and Chantelle was already running the show. “What did she say?” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice and didn’t quite succeed.

      Chantelle’s charcoal eyes narrowed. “You don’t have to sound so snippy about it. I know you and Arabella have been friends since high school, but it’s not like we don’t know each other. Besides, I really was in Lount’s Landing on another matter. A potential client, if you must know.”

      “Sorry, I’m being ridiculous. Asking Arabella was a great idea. I should have thought of it. What did she say?”

      “She agreed to take part on an as-needed basis. We’ll also list the Glass Dolphin antiques shop on our website, and she’ll reciprocate. If someone brings us something old and possibly antique, we can email her photos and ask for her opinion. If she thinks it warrants a visual appraisal, we’ll take the object to her shop in Lount’s Landing.”

      “That sounds good for us, but how does it benefit Arabella?”

      “She does quick email appraisals now, but she covers herself by saying she can’t guarantee her appraisal without seeing the object in person. Arabella said ninety percent of the stuff emailed to her doesn’t have any significant monetary value, and is often not antique or vintage. If she thinks there’s a possibility of value or historical interest, she’ll set up an appointment for an appraisal. Her rates vary based on how much research she needs to do. Occasionally, when someone brings an item in for appraisal, they’ll want to sell it to her, or leave it with her on consignment.”

      “How would we pay her?”

      “We would bill her fee back to our client. With their permission, of course.”

      “It sounds as if you two have everything covered.” I heard the edge creeping back into my voice. So did Chantelle.

      “I was trying to be proactive, and you’re welcome. Besides, it’s not like you haven’t consulted Arabella in the past. Or have you forgotten about the locket and poster already?”

      I hadn’t forgotten. Both had played a significant role in last year’s search, and as much as it pained me to admit it, Chantelle was right about all of it.

      And that’s how Past & Present Investigations ended up with a team. Now all we needed was a client.
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      With plenty of paint, cleaning supplies, and Royce’s vision and muscle, Chantelle and I were able to transform 300 Edward Street into a multifunctional space. The main floor was an office space, the upper level was mine alone, complete with tiny master bedroom and minuscule guest bedroom, not that I was expecting any guests. The basement was reserved for storage, filing, a client bathroom, and laundry.

      Our first team meeting started out very sis boom bah minus the plaid skirts and pompoms. Chantelle was clearly pumped, and Misty seemed to share her enthusiasm. I was a little more apprehensive, likely because I was the one paying the bills. I’d never owned a business before, and I didn’t want to fail. I also didn’t know where to start, where to advertise, or how to generate traffic to the website.

      “Social media,” Chantelle said. “That’s our first step. A Facebook business page is a must. We can consider rolling out Twitter, Pinterest, and other platforms later. For now, let’s focus our attention on Facebook and try to build a following.”

      “How do we build a following?” I asked.

      “I think it’s important that we grow it organically,” Misty said, fluttering silver-sparkled blue fingernails. “It’s better to have ten bona fide followers who might be interested than one hundred who could care less.”

      I nodded. It made sense. “No argument from me. What about Chantelle’s Misty’s Messages idea, where you pull a tarot card once a week or so?”

      “I love the idea,” Misty said. “I can also set up a page that explains tarot. It’s important to have content people can get behind to draw them to the site. Any other ideas?”

      I suppose I could mention looking into my father’s death, but posting that quest online seemed far too personal.

      Chantelle came to the rescue. “Maybe if we pull a card today it will inspire us, Misty. Did you bring your tarot cards with you?”

      Misty had. She pulled the deck out of her purse, shuffled the cards, and asked me to split the pile in three. “Select one card from any pile.”

      I flipped over the top card in the middle pile. It was the King of Pentacles in reverse. “What does it mean?”

      Misty reached over and patted my arm lightly. “It means you’re worried about money. That what you have isn’t enough.”

      Maybe Misty was psychic after all.
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      Chantelle and Misty had just left when my phone rang. I checked the call display. Arabella Carpenter.

      “What’s up?”

      “I just referred a potential customer to Past & Present Investigations. Her name is Louisa Frankow. She lives in Lakeside. She brought some paperwork into the shop, hoping to get some information.”

      A potential customer. “What sort of paperwork?”

      “Her grandmother’s immigration card to Canada in nineteen fifty-two, her passport, postcards, photographs, and letters. Nothing of monetary or historic value.”

      Nothing of monetary or historic value. My earlier optimism was waning. “What brought her to the Glass Dolphin?”

      “Louisa’s grandmother came to Canada from England by ocean liner. That’s how everyone emigrated in those days. The ship’s name is included on her immigration card.”

      “How does that translate to antiques?”

      “We have a fair bit of ocean liner memorabilia at the shop, along with several vintage posters promoting travel by air, rail, and sea. Emily started posting photos of the posters and related items on our website and Facebook page, along with some trivia to add interest. The campaign has been so successful that I’ve created a special travel corner inside the store. Maps, posters, vintage jewelry and memorabilia, an old train case from the 1950s.”

      Emily was Emily Garland, Arabella’s partner at the Glass Dolphin. Arabella’s heart was in the past and she had a gift for bringing the past into the present. Emily was a true millennial and social media was in her blood. As a former journalist, she was also adept at research. They seemed as unalike as two people could be, but they were terrific partners.

      “So Louisa found the ocean liner posts on Facebook and thought you might have something from her grandmother’s ship.”

      “Actually, the Facebook posts brought her to the Glass Dolphin, but it was the train case that really seemed to resonate with her.” Arabella chuckled. “It’s funny. I added that as an afterthought, something that would make the travel corner seem more authentic, but it’s the item customers want to talk about. It seems everyone’s mom or granny had a case like it and I could’ve sold a dozen train cases if I’d had them. Anyway, Louisa looked at the train case for a bit, left without saying anything, and came back two days later with the documents.”

      “Did you have anything that tied into her mom’s ship?”

      “Unfortunately, no. That’s when I thought of you and Chantelle.”

      “Hmmm. I suppose we could do some research on the ship, but I’m not sure how we could help her do something she should be able to do herself.”

      Arabella laughed. “There’s a winning attitude.”

      I felt myself blush. “Point taken. How can we help?”

      “Here’s what I know. Louisa’s grandmother died long before she was born. Her mother was raised in foster care from the age of three. Unfortunately, she died of cancer a couple of weeks ago, one month shy of her sixty-fifth birthday. Louisa found a train case in her mother’s closet, similar to the one we have in the store. Inside were her grandmother’s documents, letters, and photographs.”

      “And now she wants to find out everything she can about her grandmother.”

      “Exactly. Louisa also intimated there was some mystery surrounding the grandmother’s death, although she didn’t provide any specifics. I have no idea if there is or was a grandfather in the picture.”

      It was starting to sound intriguing. Whether it paid a bill or two remained to be seen, but I wasn’t about to turn down a client.

      “Thanks, Arabella. I appreciate it.”

      “I know what it’s like to start a business, and I want to support you, but I’ll be honest. I debated contacting you about this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re still not ready to face what you’ve learned about your parents. Sooner or later you’ll have to come to terms with…everything. This digging into the past, it might be painful for you.”

      Well, well. It appeared that Past & Present wasn’t the only thing Chantelle and Arabella had discussed. “I’m perfectly capable of separating business from my personal life. As for my mother, I much prefer later to sooner, but thanks for your concern.”

      “That’s good news, because I’ve already given her your coordinates,” Arabella said, ignoring the sarcasm in my tone. “Just keep me posted, okay?”

      The promise extracted, I hung up, too excited at the thought of an actual job to stay annoyed. Besides, the rational side of me knew that Chantelle and Arabella only had my best interests at heart.

      I went upstairs and pulled a file folder labeled “Dad” from under the bed.

      That’s when the doorbell rang.
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