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Characters

Ames: a sleepy Connecticut town where strange things happen.

The Victorian: a turn-of-the-century large house owned and recently renovated by Agnes and where most of the ghosts live.

Summer McCloud: amateur sleuth and now a PI—owner of Tarot and Tea, an occult shop specializing in Tarot cards, essential oils, figurines and books on mythology. Can see and talk to ghosts.

Cutty: Summer’s terrier mix.

Mischief: Summer’s black cat.

Tabby: Summer’s shop cat that now lives at the cottage.

Jerry Brady: a former detective on Ames police force and newly married to Summer.

Agnes Weatherby: now Agnes Anderson, Summer’s best friend.

Sam Anderson: Jerry’s best friend and former colleague, and Agnes’s husband.

Sammie: Agnes and Sam’s eighteen-month-old baby son.

Lucia Brady: Jerry’s mother.

Douglas Weatherby: Agnes’s father and also a ghost—currently involved with Lucia.

Emilia Browning: a ghost who frequents Tarot and Tea, and resides in the Victorian.

Becky Henderson: Valerie’s daughter who owns the bakery down the street from Tarot and Tea.

Valerie Henderson: a psychic and Tarot card reader, former friend of Summer’s dead mother, Lila.

Daniel Booker: owner of Booker’s Bookstore next door to Tarot and Tea.

Philippa Booker: Daniel Booker’s missing wife, presumed dead.

Isabel and Henry: old friends of Lucia’s.

Marguerite Powers: high priestess of the local coven.

Byron Forsyth: high priest of coven and Marguerite’s significant other.

Corinne Samuels: Therapist who Summer has seen in the past.


Prologue

“Am I a witch, Mama? The kids at school say I am.”

Lila turned to her nine-year-old daughter. “Why do you think they say that?”

“Because I can see things they can’t? And also I knew Susie was going to fall before she got on the slide.”

That’s not magic, Summer, it’s a premonition. Being a witch requires magic that comes directly through you.” She placed a comforting hand on her daughter’s head.

“I don’t want to be a witch.”

Lila smiled down at her. “Why is that? I’m a witch and your grandmother was a witch, as well as her mother before her. It runs in the family.”

“Because no one likes it,” Summer whined, looking up.

“There are those who don’t understand it. They find it scary, like the dark night when the moon is absent.”

“When I worry about monsters?”

“That’s right. Once you grow up you’ll find out how much freedom it gives you—how much help you can be to others.”

Summer frowned, her lips moving into a pout. “I don’t want to ever be a witch.”

Lila laughed, a tinkling sound that reminded Summer of the wind chimes hanging on the tree behind the house. “You’ll see it all in a different light once you grow up and I’m gone.”

“Where are you going?” Summer asked in alarm.

“Where everyone goes sooner or later. Don’t worry—I’ll always be there for you.” She leaned down, her green eyes meeting her daughter’s hazel ones. “And you’ll have a book to help you understand your gifts.” She pointed to the shelf of books on magic against the wall behind them.

“Which one, Mama?” Summer asked, moving to examine them.

Lila smiled a secret smile. “It will come to you when the time is right.”


 


~And it’s strange, so strange…




You got to pick up every stitch…




Must be the season of the witch~




~Donovan
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Sunlight wafted through the distorted antique glass window to the right of the front door, pooling on the new wood flooring. My store had been set ablaze over a year ago and I’d had to do a lot of internal repairs, including the new pine flooring. But updates had been long overdue and in a way the entire fiasco had been a blessing in disguise.

It was August, a time when the lingering summer sunshine kept people wearing flip flops and shorts, and yet a cold wind had come up this past week, sending leaves whirling. Flowers had been ripped from their stems, both rhododendrons and roses looking stripped. I hated to think what fall and winter might be like. Many of my customers had already fled for warmer climes or were buying their essential oils, specialty teas, crystals and sage bundles on the Internet where they could probably get them cheaper. Tarot and Tea was still afloat, but for how long could I compete with cheaper prices?

 

I pulled my gaze back to Valerie who had just recounted a hard to believe story about the store to the right of mine, owned by Daniel Booker. Valerie was my friend Becky’s mom, and also the one client I could count on. “But why would someone steal a bunch of musty old books?” I asked, responding to what she’d just said.

Valerie turned toward the door just as Daniel Booker entered, her gaze returning to me. “See, Summer? I told you he was on his way over to talk to you.”

Was everyone in this town psychic? I let out a sigh and smiled at the owner of Bookers.

“I heard you have a new line of work,” the slightly stooped gray haired man said, suspicious eyes darting around the store.

“Hi, Mr. Booker,” I said, trying to get him to focus on me. It did no good as his nervous gaze roamed the room as though scanning for ghosts. I glanced around, noticing Mrs. Browning and Douglas in the stacks looking at goddess books. They qualified, but I doubted the staid and conservative Daniel Booker, who rarely left his store or apartment above it, would have recognized them for what they were. “Valerie says you have a small problem you wanted to talk with me about?”

His gaze finally settled on me. “You’re a private investigator?” he whispered.

After Jerry’s resignation from the police force he and I had gone into the PI business, bringing a long-standing dream of mine into reality. So far we’d had very little interest in our new venture, but then again, Ames was a small town. Business would pick up—eventually. “Yes.” I pulled one of our cards out of my pocket and handed it over:

 


Jaguar Enterprises




Brady and Brady Investigators.



 

Jerry had chosen the name after our last case in which a spirit jaguar had saved my life and the lives of several other desperate women. It had happened on our honeymoon and I’d nearly died in the process—but no point in going down that particular road again.

I brought my attention back to the present and the bloodshot and worried eyes of Daniel Booker. “What do you need to investigate?” I asked, glancing at Valerie who had just told me the entire story.

Daniel gave her a sharp look and then turned back to me. “Can we speak privately?”

“Can you watch the store for a few minutes?” I asked Valerie.

She nodded, her conspiratorial wink escaping Daniel who was now facing the shelves. “Take all the time you need.”

I led the way into the back and through the door into what had once been the kitchen of this house—my dead mother’s house, to be exact. I gestured to the kitchen table and chairs. He sat and I sat facing him, waiting for him to begin.

He let out a long sigh, running his fingers through his thinning hair, his gaze going to the tabletop. “About a month ago a theft occurred in my store. I told the police but…well…you know how they are.”

“I do know since I’m married to one—or at least he used to be one…he…”

He glanced up, a frown deepening the lines in his forehead. “I know all about Jerry Brady and his new profession,” he said, cutting me off.

“We’re partners,” I said defensively. “It isn’t just his new profession. Please go on.”

He chose not to look at me, his gaze going everywhere in the small cluttered room.

Instead of hauling extra merchandise upstairs I had gotten into the habit of depositing the boxes in here, telling myself I’d organize them soon. But so far the stacks were getting higher, teetering precariously.

“This theft couldn’t have happened and yet it did,” he continued. “The store was locked from the inside with no sign of a break-in and I was upstairs at the time.”

“And what was taken?” I asked, knowing full well what had been taken. Better let him tell it.

His eyes finally met mine, an uncertain expression in them. “All the books on magic. Every one of them is gone.”

“Do you have any idea who would do this, or why?”

He shook his head, his thin lips pressing together. “It doesn’t make any sense to me. They weren’t worth anything, and they…”

“Were they old? Maybe they had some esoteric value, or…”

“Some were very old. Some were first editions. But selling them wouldn’t be worth the trouble.”

“Maybe the thief knows something you don’t. Any titles you can remember?”

“Witches and Warlocks, Black Magic and the Occult…” he waved his hands in the air, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve been in the book business for forty years and I know which ones are worth money. And if that was the motive why take the used paperbacks?” He shook his head. “Makes no sense.”

“If they aren’t worth anything then why do you care?”

He glared at me. “Someone managed to get into my store, cart off two shelves of books without making a peep, and I’m supposed to ignore it?”

“Do you know exactly what day it happened?”

“Yes. It was midsummer, the longest day of the year.”

“The summer solstice.”

“Yes, I suppose, if you’re into that sort of nonsense.”

“Well, it seems that your thief might have been into that sort of nonsense, as you describe it. Don’t downplay the old ways, Mr. Booker.”

“The old ways? This is the twenty-first century. No one believes in those rituals anymore.”

“And yet people walk around talking about an old man in the sky who will grant them what they want if they only go to church and get down on their knees and pray to him?”

Daniel scoffed. “I suppose you’re right. Superstitions abound, don’t they? I guess it doesn’t matter how far we’ve come.”

“In my opinion we haven’t come very far,” I muttered.

“What was that?”

“Never mind. Who has a key to your store?”

He shook his head. “My wife did, but she’s long gone.”

“Gone as in dead, or moved away?”

“Come to think of it, Philippa was into the occult,” he continued, as though I hadn’t spoken.

“So not dead…could she have done this?”

He looked up from where he was staring at his hands. “Philippa died seven years ago.”

I let out a huff of frustration. “Mr. Booker, can you concentrate, please? “I’m trying to determine if there is a spare key floating about that you may have forgotten. Did you keep one under a planter, or…”

“No!” he said emphatically. “No one unlocked that door and walked in and took those books. The door was bolted from the inside. Deadbolts.”

“Okay. Did you actually see the shelves of books that night? Could they have been taken earlier? Maybe one of your clients came in during the day and…”

No!” he yelled. “I’m telling you exactly what happened. I check the store every night before I head upstairs to my apartment. The books were all in place at nine p.m., and gone when I came down the next morning at seven. I noticed their absence immediately.”

I pulled out a notebook and wrote down what he’d told me already. “And it was only the books on magic that were missing?”

“Yes! Why do I have to keep repeating myself?”

“I just want to make sure I’m not missing an important piece of information.”

“Like my dead wife?” He stood up abruptly, knocking over his chair. “Maybe I should consult a real firm instead of talking with a woman who seems immersed in the occult, and believes she can talk to ghosts.”

“Mr. Booker,” I began, rising from my chair. “Any private investigator will need to question you to get all the facts straight…and…”

But he had already exited the room and was striding across the store. By the time I reached my desk he was out the door, the slam rattling the antique glass panes.

“I take it that went well?” Valerie asked innocently.

I shook my head and watched Daniel Booker’s stooped form hurrying across the grass toward the bookstore. “He thinks I’m untrustworthy because I can talk to ghosts.”

Valerie smiled. “Perhaps that gift of yours will solve the enigma of the missing books.”

I swiveled toward her. “Did you see that in a vision, or are you just speculating?”

She shrugged. “What’s the difference? He’ll be back, Summer. No cheapskate like him wants to pay the big bucks to hire some hotshot firm, nor will he want to admit to normal investigators how much this means to him.”

“Losing those books means a lot to him?”

Valerie’s savvy gaze met mine. “Of course. Why else would he have ventured out of his safety zone to talk with you about it? He’s a complete recluse.”

“He seemed so down on anything pagan or out of the ordinary.”

“His wife was very involved with the occult. She was a member of the coven.”

“Really?”

“And me thinks the man protests too much,” Valerie continued, sotto voice. “There is something about those books he isn’t saying.”

 

At home later that evening I described the meeting to Jerry, trying to get him interested. This was our first case and I, for one, wanted to dig in and solve it. Jerry needed something to occupy his mind and I needed to stop worrying about Tarot and Tea and why I had so few customers.

But instead of being intrigued he said, “Just let it go. The guy’s a curmudgeon who will drive us both crazy if we take him on.”

Jerry and I were in our first year of marriage and still getting used to the constant togetherness, especially since he’d quit his job on the force. He was here when I got up in the morning and here when I got back, his obvious restlessness coming out in little ways that I found increasingly frustrating. He left clothes lying around on furniture, wet towels on the floor in the bathroom, and dirty dishes in the sink. And he never thought to take Cutty, our terrier mix, out for a walk, or do anything useful around the house. I was still the one who did all the shopping, the laundry and the cleaning.

“But the missing books on magic—don’t you find that at all interesting?” I asked, picking a shirt off the couch and carrying it to our stacking washer and dryer.

“Not as much as you do, but I have to admit that getting in through a bolted door piques my curiosity.”

I laughed, coming back to sit next to him on the couch. But when I leaned in to nuzzle his neck, he moved away and stood up. “Need a beer,” he said, glancing back at me with a wary look.

I stared after him, surprised. Jerry never turned down my advances—normally by now he would have dragged me into the bedroom. “What’s going on, Jer?”

“What do you mean?” he called, opening the fridge.

“You just snubbed me.”

“Snubbed?” He laughed. “Just not in the mood right now.” He came back to the living room, but instead of sitting next to me, he chose the chair.

“What have you been doing all day?”

“Drumming up business—there’s this guy at the station who Sam told me about, who…”

“Sam’s pimping for you now, is he? I thought he was doing police work.”

Jerry took a long swig of beer before saying, “He’s thinking of bringing me in as an independent contractor on some of the more confusing cases.”

I let out a snort. “Some of the more confusing cases in Ames? Give me a break! Hardly anything happens here. And besides that, what about me? Are you planning to go solo?”

“We’ve had our share of stuff, Summer. Don’t forget the school shooting.”

Yes, Ames had had a very puzzling school shooting a couple of years back, but that had been an anomaly.

“And don’t forget your brother, the serial killer.”

I felt the blood drain from my face, changing the subject as quickly as I could. “But those things are a rarity,” I muttered. “I don’t know what you were thinking when you decided to quit the force. Boredom is going to drive you up the wall.”

Jerry stared into space, his gaze opaque as he downed the rest of his beer. “Maybe I shouldn’t dismiss the Booker case so easily—talking it over with a man might help.”

“A man? Oh brother.” I shook my head. “I’m sure you’re right—misogyny is alive and well in Ames.”

“Don’t be like that. We’re a team.”

I ignored him as I went into the kitchen and pulled leftovers out of the fridge. Jerry was bored. And Jerry bored was not a good thing. I hated to think what would happen if we didn’t take on Daniel Booker’s case. This PI venture was new territory, and I doubted Jerry hanging around the precinct would help.

While I was heating up the food Jerry came in for his third beer, his eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “What is going on with you?” I asked him, feeling a prickle of apprehension.

“Quit asking me that!” he yelled, stomping into the living room again.

Judging from Jerry’s anger and the wary look in his eyes, something was definitely on his mind, but if he wasn’t willing to talk about it there was no point in pestering him. I turned back to the stove, trying to keep my attention on not burning the food instead of worrying about why my husband was drinking too much and not interested in sex.
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When I woke in the morning Jerry was already gone, his pride and joy Indian motorcycle missing from the side yard where he always parked it. He’d paced for hours the night before and then watched shows on his I-phone instead of coming to bed. Recently he’d begged me to get a TV, but so far I’d held out. But with Jerry out of sorts my resolve was beginning to slip. His recent change of careers was taking its toll, not only on him, but on our intimacy as well. My passionate Irish Italian lover had turned into a brooding, grumpy beer drinker who rarely seemed interested in ravishing me.

I sighed and rolled out of bed, my gaze going to Cutty, who sat on the floor staring at me with a woeful expression, one ear up and one down. “What’s wrong, little guy?” When I checked his doggy door I discovered that Jerry had left the lawnmower parked against it on the outside, blocking Cutty from his route into the yard. And the lawn had not been mowed, the grass a foot high. Another sign that my husband was preoccupied. I let Cutty out the back door and walked over to move the mower to the shed where it belonged before heading back inside to make coffee.

In our newlywed days and before, Jerry had brought me cappuccinos in bed that he made with his costly and elaborate espresso machine. Now he left without drinking coffee, heading to the local coffee shop to meet Sam, or to the precinct to hang around and find out what was going on. Although no longer working there, his interest in police business was always front and center.

When my cell phone rang I hurried to the counter where I’d left it, hoping it was Jerry.

“Summer?”

“Hi Agnes. What’s up?”

“I hate it when people say that,” she grumped.

“It’s just a figure of speech instead of saying, what do you want.”

“Well, that’s just rude,” she said.

“I know. That’s why I chose, what’s up. Why did you call?”

There was a sigh and I heard her baby wail before she said, “Jerry’s at it again.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, placing the phone on speaker on the counter as I poured ground coffee into the filter cup. I tamped it down and attached it carefully and pressed the on button.

“It means he’s disrupting my marriage.”

“He mentioned that Sam was helping him with a consulting job. Is that what you’re talking about?”

“No. Jerry and my husband are hanging out in my living room early in the morning, and sometimes again in the afternoon. What’s going on with you two?”

“I bet baby Sam likes him,” I muttered, attempting to keep my espresso cup from overflowing.

“Yes, of course Sammie likes him. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“I don’t know—just stream of consciousness.”

“And speaking of that, why aren’t you pregnant yet?”

I burned my fingers and let out a yelp before I moved back to where I’d left the phone. “We have a business together, Agnes. I don’t want to get pregnant right now.”

“Jerry wants a baby.”

“He told you that?”

“Not in so many words, but I can see it in his eyes when he plays with Sammie.”

“If he wants a baby he’s certainly not attempting to make one.”

There was a long pause before Agnes said, “Sorry about that—you two have always been….”

“I know what we’ve been, but we aren’t now,” I muttered, adding cream to my overflowing cup. It dribbled over the sides and dripped onto the floor. “Crap!”

“What are you doing?”

“Attempting to make coffee. Jerry usually does it.”

“Please talk to him, Summer. Sam’s susceptible right now and Jerry’s a bad influence.”

“We have a case. Maybe that’s where he went this morning.”

“I just told you he was here this morning.”

“You did? I didn’t get that part.”

“He was here when I got up and here when Sam left for work. He would have hung with me except I told him I had chores to do.”

“What the hell?”

“That’s what I’m saying. Please do something or I’ll have to turn into the rude bitch that lurks beneath the surface.”

I laughed and hung up, sipping my distinctly mediocre coffee as my mind went to Jerry’s odd behavior. He’d dated Agnes once, but that was ages ago. A twinge of jealousy knifed through me. He preferred hanging out with Agnes to rolling over in bed and taking me on the wild ride I’d come to expect? What in hell was going on?


[image: ]



The sky was clear, the aroma of dried leaves and wood smoke making it seem more like late September than August on the drive to Tarot and Tea. I wanted to listen to the radio but I’d left my car unlocked a week or so ago and someone had ripped it out. It was an antiquated model, not much good for anything, but whoever had stolen it must have hoped to make a few bucks. Anyone that desperate was welcome to have it.

Today would be busy for me since I’d received a shipment of essential oils and I had to categorize them, price them and place them on the special shelf with the others. I parked in my usual spot in front of the store and hurried to unlock the door, hoping to make some headway before customers arrived. Inside I shoved my CD of Back concertos into the player, turning up the volume before I got to work. The first one was his concerto in D minor, the piano work astounding.

I was humming along with the music, bent over the box of oils when the chain of Tibetan bells on my front door signaled my first customer. I glanced up as Valerie waltzed inside, her gray streaked hair windblown and her cheeks pink. Instead of saying hello she hurried by toward the shelf where I’d placed the books on goddesses and magic.

It was sometime later that she arrived at my desk holding a small figure of Freya, the Norse goddess of magic, love and divination. She placed it down and reached into the heavy bag slung across her shoulder. “Freya is my new best friend,” she whispered.

“Why are you whispering? It’s only the two of us.”

Valerie glanced around, her gaze finally settling on the statue. “Freya’s been visiting my dreams of late. I have an idea why, but I’m waiting to see if things pan out.”

“Pan out? What are you talking about?”

Valerie smiled. “I hesitate to say until I know more.”

“Becky?” I asked, knowing that her daughter’s love life was always on Valerie’s mind. Becky had nearly died from one horrible relationship and since then she’d been single, spending all her time at the bakery she owned and ran.

Valerie lifted her brows and changed the subject. “Will you meet with Mr. Booker today?” she asked, putting her credit car in the small machine on my desk.

I rang up the sale and wrapped her figurine in turquoise tissue paper. “I’m not sure he wants my help. And Jerry took off this morning before I got up. I’d hoped he’d help me with this one.”

Valerie’s eyes narrowed as she cocked her head to one side like an inquisitive bird. “I thought you two had a business together.”

“So did I, but he’s been…” At that moment the door opened and Daniel Booker walked in, his brooding gaze going to me.

“Good morning,” I said pleasantly, trying not to be disturbed by the pinch of his eyebrows. I rose to turn the volume down on the music.

“It may be for you, but it isn’t for me. Your husband promised to meet with me this morning and so far he hasn’t shown up.”

“Really? He never mentioned it to me. He left early and I haven’t seen him since.”

Daniel Booker made a huffing sound, his thin lips pressing together. He glanced away, his hands turning into fists at his sides. “I need to get to the bottom of this. Have you come up with anything?”

“I thought you didn’t want me on the case.”

He let out a sigh. “I don’t have much choice now, do I? Your husband isn’t reliable at all—at least I know where to find you.”

“Have you looked into other PI firms?”

“In Ames? Are you kidding? I did contact the police again, but they have no interest in pursuing it.”

“I’d like to see the scene of the crime,” I said, glancing at Valerie with my eyebrows raised in question.

“Yes, dear. I can watch the store.”

“Thanks, Valerie. I shouldn’t be long.” I gave her a grateful look before I followed Daniel Booker out the front door.

Daniel Booker strode purposely toward the turn of the century building that housed his bookstore and the second story apartment where he lived. Tarot and Tea was in a nearly identical building, both of them constructed around the same time. But he’d let his go, paint peeling and several roof tiles missing, as well as windows that needed re-puttying. Weeds had grown up along the front walls, giving a seedy feeling to the entire place. Both houses were on the historic registry, but mine had been repainted, the single pane windows replaced with double panes. I glanced back at Tarot and Tea’s recent paint job, the cream wood accented by deep green trim. His was yellow with brown trim, colors that had gone out of style years ago.

When I caught up to him Daniel was unlocking the front door, swinging it back to reveal the dark interior. The front window hadn’t been washed for quite some time, and the books displayed there were covered in dust. I almost said something but stopped myself—it wasn’t my place to comment. Bookers was an institution in Ames, and Daniel was now on his own, with no help aside from the occasional young person during the holidays. I suddenly felt sorry for him as I noticed the bald spot on the back of his head, the threadbare jacket he wore.

He disappeared down the hall between his messy and overflowing bookshelves, coming to a stop at the very the back of the store. He pointed. “This is where they were.”

The shadows seemed to deepen, sliding from darkened corners to fill in the area where we stood. “Can you turn on a light?” I asked, squinting.

When he flicked a switch I heard a hum and then a pop as one of the bulbs in the ceiling blew out. “Damn these light bulbs,” he muttered. “Cost a fortune and don’t last.”

“You should try LED’s,” I said, glancing upward. “They last a a lot longer and they don’t use as much electricity.” My neck prickled for a second, indicating that there was something supernatural at play. “Did your wife have much to do with the store?”

He let out a heavy sigh and ran a hand across his unshaven face. “Of course she did. We worked the bookstore together.”

“I heard she was part of the coven.”

His eyes widened in anger. “What in god’s name does that have to with anything?”

“All your books on magic are gone, Mr. Booker. Was it your wife who collected them for the store? From what you’ve told me it doesn’t seem like you would have wanted them, or even cared once they were missing.”

“Philippa bought all of them. Despite my warnings she was very into magic.”

“Your warnings? About what, exactly?”

“Is this really relevant?”

I glanced at the dust-covered bookshelf, the darkened corner where the books had lived. They’d been placed in the most obscure part of the store where no one would find them unless they knew where to look. “Yes, I think it is.”

He shook his head and stared at the floor. “A few of her coven friends met here once a month. They practiced spells. I wasn’t in favor of this and warned her what could happen if they dabbled in the devil’s work.”

“Most witches don’t believe in the devil, Mr. Booker. Were you afraid of repercussions?”

His dark gaze met mine. “I’m a god-fearing man who warned my wife not to continue her unnatural pursuits. Yes, I was afraid of repercussions.”

“How did your wife die?”

His mouth tightened. “She…she just disappeared one night.”

Something indistinct and wispy caught my attention but when I turned to look it was gone. “So you don’t know for sure she’s dead?”

Anger narrowed his eyes. “She wouldn’t have left me alone here. We…we…”

“Okay, “I said, jotting down what he’d told me. “If we assume she’s dead—were the books always in this part of the store?”

“I moved them after her death.”

I noted his use of her death, as though her disappearance was the same thing. “I think I have enough information for right now,” I mumbled, the sudden need to be out of his store coming over me. I pocketed my notebook and hurried toward the front door where a single beam of sunlight beckoned.

My hand was on the handle when he said, “Please figure this out. I’m losing business.”

I turned. “Losing business—why?”

“Because I’ve closed up shop, that’s why,” he barked impatiently.

“Because of a theft? Are most of your customers interested in magic?”

He shook his head, rubbing his face again, his eyes going to the ground. “You don’t understand,” he muttered.

“Perhaps I don’t, but if you want me to solve this you have to tell me everything, Mr. Booker.”

“I’ve told you as much as I’m going to,” he growled.

“Fine, then. I’ll do what I can with the information you gave me.” I opened the door and hurried into the light, releasing my held breath. But as soon as the door closed behind me the sun was obscured by dark clouds, a rumble of thunder sounding in the distance.

 

When I entered Tarot and Tea Valerie rose from behind the counter, moving to give me room. I waved her back. “I need a cup of tea. Do you want one?” She nodded, the look in her eyes questioning. “Tell you in a minute,” I said, hurrying into the back.

I made tea from the small container of powdered chai, my thoughts on Booker and the missing books. I wondered if the ghost of his wife was wafting about, trying to get his attention, but whatever I’d seen didn’t jive with that theory. And Mr. Booker didn’t believe in all of that anyway. She could appear right in front of him and he’d probably chalk it up to a seizure or something.

I carried the mugs up to the desk and handed one to Valerie. “I thought it was odd how he kept referring to his wife’s death—as far as I know her body’s never been found,” I said before taking a sip of the hot aromatic liquid.

“I remember Philippa’s vanishing act,” Valerie said, her gaze on her mug. “She was very unhappy. Daniel had forbidden her to go to the coven meetings.”

“Did my mother know her?”

Valerie looked surprised. “Of course, dear. Lila and Philippa were around the same age and both into the occult. They were close friends.”

“What do you think happened to her?”

Valerie stared into the distance, a faraway look in her eyes. “At the time I was afraid she’d committed suicide. Now I’m not so sure.”

“What do you mean?”

Valerie’s pellucid gaze met mine. “She either left him or he killed her.”

“I got the feeling he loved her.”

One shoulder lifted. “It could have been accidental.”

I let out a sigh. “This case is more complicated than I thought.”

Valerie nodded. “You might be investigating a murder as well as a theft.”

“Should I contact the police?”

“Aren’t you married to a former detective?”

My mind went to my absentee husband. “If this turns into murder Jerry will definitely want to be involved.”

Valerie laughed. “The bright side,” she said, putting down her empty mug and heading toward the front door. “Thanks for the tea.”

Several customers were in the store, including Mrs. Browning, who I hadn’t spoken with since the surprise party at the Victorian Jerry had arranged to announce his resignation from the police force. That night he’d also declared his commitment to our PI business, even coming up with a name for it. But that was almost two months ago now and nothing had been said about it since. I sighed, thinking about the lack of cases and Jerry’s subsequent restlessness.

I looked up as Mrs. Browning approached my desk carrying a small Ganesha.

“So nice to see you, dear,” she said, placing the elephant god on the desk in order to retrieve her money. “How are you faring with Daniel Booker? His wife was a saint to put up with him.”

I didn’t bother to ask how she knew about the case—she was a ghost and ghosts knew things before they happened. “His wife is the one who interests me. She was the one who purchased those missing books on magic.”

“Yes, yes she did. She was quite a beauty. I always wondered what she saw in him.”

“Why didn’t I know her? I never saw her at the coven meetings.”

“It was before your time, dear. Lila knew her quite well—especially with these two buildings being so close together.” Her dark eyes sparkled for a moment. “These houses were built before prohibition.”

I wondered what prohibition had to do with anything, but I didn’t ask. “What do you think happened to her?”

Mrs. Browning’s eyes glazed over, a furtive look coming onto her face. “I’m sure I don’t know.”

That signaled that she knew exactly what had happened, but I knew better than to question her. Ghosts were notorious about keeping details to themselves. “Valerie thinks Daniel might have killed her.”
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