
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Psychic Seasons:

A Cozy Romantic Mystery Series

Books 4-6

by ReGina Welling

Wherever She Goes

Earthbound Bones

Earthbound Wings


COPYRIGHT NOTICE

© 2014-2016 ReGina Welling. 

All Rights Reserved, worldwide. 

No part of this book or any of its contents may be reproduced, copied, modified or adapted, without the prior written consent of the author, unless otherwise indicated for stand-alone materials.


Wherever She Goes

by ReGina Welling



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 1



[image: image]




IN THE SPACE BETWEEN one breath and the next, the music stopped, everything slowed, and the only thing Kathleen Canton could hear was the sound of her own heartbeat as she gazed into eyes the color of melted chocolate. She blinked, then blinked again, but nothing changed. 

She could still see him.

Feet dragging, she tried to keep dancing. The music faded to a buzzing noise that vibrated through her head in waves while she fought against panic to take the next breath. Her heart lurched in her chest then started to race, each beat sounding like a metronome. Face tingling, Kat felt it when the world started to tunnel down into the fading distance and caught herself just on the brink of fainting in Zack Roman’s arms.

Another hour, Zack thought. Just one more hour and then he could slide out the door, go home, and get out of this monkey suit. He glanced around the room alert to that vague tingle that always warned him of trouble. Sworn to protect and serve, he wore the mantle of responsibility 24/7.

Satisfied all was as it should be, he turned his attention back to the woman in his arms and realized the source of that tingle had been right here all along. Her annoyance was an electric thing, pulsing and sparking at him. 

Nothing like anger to bring out the best in a woman. Like right now for instance. Her head thrown back, shoulders squared off as she prepared to take him down a peg or two. She opened that gorgeous mouth to treat him to a scathing retort for his ill-timed comment about her psychic ability, then snapped it shut again and turned her head away.

Just about to ask her if something was wrong, he felt her body loosen up as with a sigh, she lowered her head to rest on his shoulder. 

Something was wrong. His cop sense screamed it, and he instinctively gathered her closer. Bending his head to see if he could get a closer look, he inhaled deeply when the scent of her rose up to tickle against his nose. Zack did his best to ignore the spark of interest that flared in him and instead tightened strong arms around her and slowed his steps to give her a chance to regain her composure.

A deluge of thoughts raced through Kat’s mind, but only one seemed to be blinking neon. I can see, I can see, I can see. 

But why now? Did it have something to do with Zack? 

Kat was overwhelmed with the urge to laugh and cry at the same time. She wanted to shout from the rooftops that her vision had returned. But what if it didn’t last? Just in case, she’d better keep quiet. No sense in jinxing herself.

Yes, that would be the best thing. Decision made, she carefully smoothed away the shocked expression on her now pale face and lifted her head again. Fixing her eyes straight ahead, she searched her memory for the topic then picked up the discussion where they had left off. 

“You don’t believe in the supernatural.” It was more statement than question, and to her surprise, Zack seemed unaware that anything momentous had happened. 

“In what? Ghosts and crystal balls and ‘I see dead people’?” Zack scoffed.

“What about intuition? Do you believe in that?” Dealing with skeptics went along with the territory when you made a living reading cards and connecting people with the other side.

She had him there. His “cop sense,” as he called it, was legendary. Or it had been until Logan Ellis came along and there it had failed him miserably. The man had managed to elude arrest ever since Zack’s own sister, Gustavia, had helped expose the con Ellis had been trying to run on her best friend, Julie. 

In fact, Zack had only agreed to attend this wedding on the off chance that Ellis might be crazy or stupid enough to try and sneak in while his ex-fiancé was getting married. 

“I follow my gut—if that’s what you’re asking—but that’s instinct, finely honed instinct. It doesn’t come from spirits or the ether; it comes from paying attention to body language, subtle clues. It’s a skill.”

“A skill you developed from nothing or one you were born with and honed over the years?” 

Kat already knew the truth just as surely as she could predict his answer. Yet she waited for his confirmation. Most people as intuitive as Zack were born with a heightened level of psychic ability—not on Kat’s level usually—but high enough to notice, if they wanted to admit to it.

“I have always had a knack for finding things, people, whatever. Let’s not make more of it than it is.” 

“And I have a knack for talking to dead people. Let’s not make less of that than it is.” Kat refused to be dismissed, “It’s not a lifestyle choice or a fad or a party trick.” There was a trace of bitterness in the way she spat out each word. “It’s a gift.” 

That it was a gift she would prefer to return was her own business and none of his.

Continuing this conversation seemed like a waste of time. There was nothing she could say to change his mind, and if there were, a tow truck couldn’t drag it out of her. Over the years, she’d learned the most combative of skeptics were often those who most wanted to believe. Unable to ask outright for a reading, they tried to goad her into providing them with proof that the spirit world existed. 

Determined not to let Zack get past her defenses, Kat just kept dancing to what must have been the longest song ever written and tried to ignore the fact that just being near him made her nervous. 

By choice, her experience with men had been limited to little more than the casual contact that came from reading their cards or contacting lost loved ones.

“You’re not going to go into some kind of trance and connect with one of my old grannies to prove a point, are you?”

And there it is, she thought. The not very subtle bid for proof. 

Then, despite vowing to herself that she would keep quiet, Kat heard herself say, “Certainly not. But, if you send someone out to Shanahan’s barn, you’ll find the hockey equipment that was stolen from the school the day before winter break.” Through the fingers that rested lightly on his shoulder, she felt his jolt of surprise. “Up in the loft, look for two bags covered with hay.”

Surprise brought his feet to a stop. Kat got one last dig in, “And, what’s more, it wasn’t the Shanahan boy who put the stuff there. When you find it—and you will—make sure you talk to the younger sister.”

When he didn’t speak, she continued, “or you can assume I’m just playing you and keep blaming it on the Hastings brothers. Now, the song has ended, I think I would like to go back to my seat.

Without another word, he guided her to the head table where she hoped to have a moment or two alone with her thoughts. 

As he walked away, her vision dimmed but stopped short of fading to total blackness. Ironic really, she thought, that fear of seeing ghosts caused my blindness, and now everyone looks ghostly. 

Still, it was an improvement, and the timing confirmed that proximity to Zack played a part in the change. Kat sighed. Getting her vision back should make her life less complicated, not more. 

The background of wedding sounds, rustling dresses, happy laughter, and music were a distraction from the volume of spirits vying for her attention. Generally, Kat found it easier to avoid large crowds for just this reason. Family members understandably wanted to contact their living loved ones when they saw an opportunity, whether it was appropriate to the occasion or not. A wedding was not the time to approach a skeptic with the knowledge that the spirit of his dog was barking around her ankles or even to reassure a mother that her son was safe and happy on the other side. 

Moreover, being blind complicated any method she could use to provide those connections with any dignity. Yelling out names to the crowd or having someone guide her around the room and—well—that was a spectacle she refused to create. Of course, given what had just happened, that might all be about to change.

So why wasn’t she more excited. She’d been able to see clearly without having to channel Estelle. That was huge.

Amazing.

But—and it was a big but—it had involved close proximity to the major complication named Zack Roman. 
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WITH KAT SAFELY ESCORTED to her table, Zack stepped outside. He needed a moment to cool off and maybe make a phone call. Or not. 

Did he really want to know if that hockey equipment was concealed in Shanahan’s barn? If it was, he might have to change his dinner order for the reception and have the crow entree. And, if it wasn’t—well, then he would be right. Nothing wrong with that. 

Nothing except some small part of him wanted her to be right. Not because he wanted to believe she actually was psychic but because she had seemed to fit perfectly in his arms while they were dancing. She smelled nice. Not flowery. Fresh like a summer day. And when was the last time he had noticed how a woman smelled?

The late December chill initially felt nice after the warmth and closeness created by the wedding guests inside. Zack preferred smaller crowds—less jangling to the nerves. Any large group of people automatically put him on alert. Watchful for any signs of trouble. 

Thankfully, the guests at this wedding were proving not to be the rowdy type, though, the night was still young so he intended to reserve judgment on that. 

Once the brisk wind had blown away the last remnants of party-generated heat, Zack stepped back into a more sheltered area of the porch, pulled out his phone and with a few terse words, sent a deputy on what he assumed was an expedition in search of the undomesticated goose. 

On the one hand, it would be nice to find the equipment, put an end to the mystery—on the other, he had a distinct mental image of picking his way across a floor littered with the worms that would surely have flown out of the can he would have opened by depending on a psychic prediction. 

Either way, in half an hour or less, he would know. Whichever way it went—goose or crow—he would own it. That was his job and the way he chose to live his life. 

Zack slipped back inside while shrugging off the tiny voice in the back of his mind that kept insisting if she was right, he could dance with her some more. 

Twenty minutes later, Zack was thankful when his phone rang. Somehow, he had gotten caught up in a conversation with Tyler’s great aunt Tilly that involved his looking at numerous pictures of her latest grandson. 

“Sorry, official business, I need to take this.” He breathed a sigh of relief and slipped back outside to the frigid porch. 

“Roman’s famous gut strikes again. It was all there, right where you said it would be—and get this—the daughter was the culprit, not the Shanahan boy. Says she was mad because Coach wouldn’t let her on the team. The girl was already having second thoughts and planned to return everything before the storm hit and then it was too late. You want me to take her in or let the principal and her folks hash it out?” 

“Give Slater a call; see if he wants to press charges. I’d bet he won’t. What does your own gut tell you about her? Does she need more?”

“Nah, she’s a good kid who got mad enough to do something stupid then regretted it immediately and tried to make it right before anyone noticed. My instincts say she’s not a troublemaker and it was just an impulsive act.”

“Okay. I’ll let you take care of it and get back to the party.”

Zack hung up but did not return to the reception right away. He needed to think over what he was going to say to Kat. There must be some diplomatic way to save face but still admit he had been wrong. Too bad nothing came to mind.

Unless she had had some type of inside knowledge and used it for gain. But what would be the benefit of that? Pacing to keep warm, steam from his breath clouded the air as Zack huffed his way to a conclusion. 

No benefit at all.

Kat had asked for nothing in return for the information—neither money nor admiration. Her tone of voice had made the latter quite clear. Accusing one of her best friends of colluding with a criminal would not win him any points with Gustavia either. 

Nevertheless, it was the only thing that made any sense.

A white gust of frozen breath plumed from his nose while Zack paced. Since twenty more measured steps back and forth across the porch had changed nothing, Zack swung the big door open and stalked back to where Kat sat quietly amid the celebration.

She heard him coming—the slap of each footfall, sure and purposeful, mingled in with the sounds of dancing but was still distinct enough for her to pick up their cadence She smelled him before he got close—subtle cologne mixed with soap and the cold scent of winter. That last sent a shot of tension up her spine. Was there trouble? Had Logan returned?

Julius, resident ghost and great-grandfather to the bride, had been tracking Julie’s ex-fiancé for the past few days and assured them that Logan was well away and not in a position to cause trouble at the wedding. Still, she reached out to Julius with just a tendril of thought. 

“All is well,” was the faint reply. Kat breathed a sigh of relief before lifting her head toward where Zack loomed over. 

“How did you know?” His voice sounded like steel coated with a thick layer of scorn. Gradually, everything around her came again into focus. Now she had no doubt her returning vision was somehow tied to him.

“I could answer, but we both already know the explanation is going to make you cranky.” 

He snorted. Cranky? 

For some reason, the snort amused Kat so instead of treating him to a scathing retort, she let her smirk tell the tale and was rewarded with a groan of frustration. 

“Did someone tell you? The girl?” There were limits to her patience, ones that he was pushing past with all the finesse of a bulldozer.

Now that she could take a closer look at him, there was some small amount of pleasure in seeing the frustrated expression on his handsome face. Eyes that could crinkle when he laughed but go hard and flat when he went into cop mode blazed with indignation—one eyebrow raised as he anticipated her answer. Of course, he did not want to hear what she had to say.

“Sure,” she infused the word with sarcasm. “That must be it because I’m a hack, a charlatan. Psychic confessor to confused adolescents everywhere. I see all. I know all. Come—tell me your secrets and I’ll rat you out to the cops first chance I get. Keeps the clients coming back and you know I can’t think of anything more fun than taking allowance money from thirteen-year-old girls. You can’t see it, but in my head, I’m presenting you with a rude hand gesture that is greatly inappropriate for a wedding.”

“If it wasn’t the girl, then the mother?”

“That gesture? With both hands and before you ask, it wasn’t her brother or her father or the family dog.”

“Then how?” Zack settled in the chair beside her and gentled his voice while maintaining a sense of skepticism, which did not fool Kat at all.

Kat countered, “How does your “cop sense” work?”

Her question surprised him into an effort to articulate the experience, something he had never done before. 

“I’m not sure I can explain.”

“Try me.” The words dropped from her lips as dry as desert sand. 

“There’s no voice in my head, no spirit whispering in my ear. I just look at the evidence, talk to the victims, the suspects, read the reports, and get a tingle, see the pattern, the balance.” 

“Tingle?”

“When all the pieces of a case slide into place it just—it feels right—until then, I am compelled to keep looking. Nothing psychic, just my instincts.”

“And your instincts about me? What are they telling you?” Kat was curious. 

“That you don’t lie,” he admitted. 

“Trust your gut,” and hearing the unmistakable sounds of Gustavia making her way to the table, that was the last she said on the subject before being whisked away to perform bridesmaid duties.
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BACK IN HER ROOM, KAT shucked off the bridesmaid dress and pulled on what felt to her like the rattiest pair of sweatpants in the world. Getting the pins out of her hair took her comfort level up another notch, and she happily rubbed her nails over a few spots where the up do had pulled against her scalp then went into the bathroom to scrub off the makeup. 

Finally, feeling more like herself than she had all day, Kat switched on the gas fireplace, huddled on the sofa with her knees drawn up to her chest, and began to sort through the thoughts and impressions that threatened to overwhelm her. 

Julie had been a radiant, beautiful bride. Channeling Estelle’s thoughts and feelings had only served to enhance her own emotions at having the privilege of seeing Julie and Tyler speak their vows. Kat got a bit teary just thinking about it again. 

But, being in a large group of people was something Kat found exhausting on both a spiritual and physical level. She often had to fight to keep her expression from reflecting things that spirit whispered in her ear. Just tonight, for instance, Tyler’s great grandmother had told her a story about a nephew—who just happened to be attending the wedding—a camp outhouse and a handful of firecrackers that was hilariously inappropriate. While she was being introduced to the man. 

She’d just been congratulating herself for getting through the experience without triggering any verbal land mines when Gustavia had practically forced Zack to dance with her. He had said something that made her instinctively turn her face up to his and BAM, her life had been turned upside down again, and now she had questions. Questions that may not have answers and no one available to ask—unless...

“Estelle?” Kat whispered into the darkness hoping the spirit of Julie’s grandmother had had time enough to regenerate just enough energy to communicate. 

“Here,” came the faint reply though Kat sensed the spirit harbored some reluctance about addressing the topic she knew Kat would be raising.

“Do you know what happened tonight?”

“Yes. Blue eyes met brown.”

“But, it only lasted a little while then everything faded back to black. I thought...I mean...was it just a passing thing?” The hope she had felt in those moments of clear vision now felt as substantial as a puff of smoke. Until it was gone, she hadn’t really known how strongly that hope had built inside her. 

“Or will I only be able to see if he is in the room?” Please let that not be the case. He seemed like a nice enough guy and looking at him was no hardship, either. Tall but not lanky, honey blond hair, expressive brown eyes that could go from warm to flat in an instant, kissable lips, and an adorable little cleft in his chin.  

Still, when Estelle had said she would regain her sight, she had assumed the effect would not be conditional on his presence. Now she felt all churned up inside.

“Have faith, young Kathleen. That it happened once should generate confidence that it will happen again. Be your own catalyst.” Estelle’s voice faded from Kat’s mind. 

Instead of answers, Kat was now left with more questions. Why did spirits always feel the need to be cagey? All this subterfuge was beyond annoying. 

The bed, when she finally climbed into it, felt warm and inviting but sleep did not come easily, and when it did, it brought a series of dreams that left Kat feeling unsettled. 

She woke several times during the night to touch the button on her talking alarm clock thinking it must be nearly morning only to find that a bare handful of minutes had passed. 

Each time, a softly slurred whisper faded as she came awake, not distinct enough to make out words though she thought it sounded a bit like, “I’m sorry.” So quiet was the sound she could never be sure if it was an odd way the wind flirted with the eaves or an actual voice speaking to her nearly every night.

Eventually, unseen out her window, a beautiful sunrise was just nearing its peak of colors when the tiredness of her body finally pulled her mind under, and she slept dreamlessly until mid-morning. 

A cup of tea held in both hands, Gustavia sat at the kitchen table and watched Fritzie and Lola out the window as they gamboled through the mounded snow liberally blanketing the back yard of Hayward House, her temporary home. The sight of the much larger Lola letting little bitty Fritzie break a trail to their favorite stand of bushes brought a smile to her face. 

Fritzie might be on the large side for a Jack Russell terrier, but it seemed no one had ever sent him the memo that he was not Lola-sized so even though the boxer towered over the smaller dog, he was always the leader of the pack. 

Since neither dog loved wallowing through deep snow, they were quick to do their business and race back toward the deck. Gustavia hurried to open the sliding glass door just in time for both dogs to flash past her in a flurry of cold air and flying snow. 

The two dogs made a quick circuit around the room to sniff out whether anything had changed during their brief time outside then settled down on the floor around Gustavia’s feet. 

Hayward House had been passed down to Julie, but it had been her great grandfather Julius who had had the biggest impact on the place. An inventor, he had made a small fortune off of one of his works. Some of the money had been spent to put his own unique stamp on his home. 

By the time he was finished, both wings of his once perfect example of a large Greek revival home had been modified to add Gothic buttresses and spired rooflines. For the interior, he had wheeled deals with the owner of a large furniture store and a prominent designer. He gave them carte blanch to decorate the bedrooms and other living areas in a variety of styles and take photographs for their brochures and other publicity purposes. 

As a result, every one of the bedroom suites was tightly themed. Rococo, Art Deco, American Craftsman and more. At one point, the house had been used as a boarding home for war-widowed women. Eventually, to save on maintenance, most of the furniture had been piled into a couple large storage areas, and parts of the house had been closed up. Over the past few months, Julie and Tyler had been systematically restoring the suites to serve as backdrops for the fashion photography that was quickly becoming Julie’s stock in trade. 

Convinced that his ne’er do well son would squander everything passed down to him, Julius had devised a complicated series of clues as a treasure hunt that he felt only a worthy descendant could solve. Then, he’d promptly died before he could pass those clues on to his next of kin. 

By the time Julie ended up sole owner, Hayward House desperately needed windows and a new roof, and she was playing beat the clock to come up with the money for the repairs. 

When Gustavia had dragged Julie off to see Kat for a Tarot reading last spring, Julius and Estelle had used the psychic medium to reconnect with their granddaughter, provide her with those clues and a warning about Logan Ellis, to whom she had recently become engaged. 

Now, less than a year later, Julie had shaken off that vile con man of a fiancé and married Tyler Kingsley, the love of her life. Three of the four caches Julius had hidden were already found, and Hayward House sat safely under its new roof.

It hadn’t been only Julie’s life that changed, either. Gustavia had met a long lost aunt, reunited with her family, and found Finn—the man she hoped to start a new family with someday. Of course, she had also been targeted and kidnapped by Julie’s crazy ex who blamed her for every bad thing that had happened to him. 

That’s how she ended up living here—temporarily—at Hayward House. After banding together to pull off a spectacular rescue mission led by Amethyst and her tracking abilities, the little group of friends had all gotten together and decided it wasn’t safe for Gustavia to live alone in her little cottage home. And much as she hated to admit it, they were probably right. Logan had grabbed her in broad daylight from a public place, and she did feel more protected now even if she missed being in her own space. 

Kat felt the same way, Gustavia knew because they’d talked about it, but the psychic had also been installed in a lovely suite of rooms here because, being blind, she was doubly vulnerable if Logan ever decided to set his sights on anyone other than Julie and Gustavia. 

With a sigh, Gustavia moved around the kitchen tidying up. Content to leave the rest of the house alone, Estelle had redecorated only two rooms turning one into a studio space and updating the kitchen which now carried a heavy sixties vibe mixed with a bit of farmhouse flair. 

Estelle had left the brick fireplace area and the heavy oak trestle table that took up one end of the room and went perfectly with the also still-existing slate sink that spanned a four-foot wide area under the window. Everything else had received a face-lift. 

Most of the budget had gone into installing new appliances, the rest into replacing doors and drawer fronts resulting in a dazzling blend of clean white cabinetry set off by a range, double wall oven, and refrigerator in blush pink. 

The finished room was so totally Estelle that Gustavia could still picture the tiny woman’s birdlike movements as she baked up a batch of light and fluffy biscuits. In the short time, she’d known Grams—Estelle insisted on the nickname—Gustavia had soaked up every bit of knowledge she could about cooking and running a home. 

A batch of those biscuits was currently baking in the top oven while from the bottom, wafted the scent of a perfectly constructed frittata. 

Lola perked up just before Gustavia heard the sound of footsteps on the upstairs landing. Kat must have been tired after the wedding celebration because she rarely slept this late. Gustavia couldn’t help but smile as Lola dashed from the room with her usual graceless abandon the minute she heard the first step on the stair.

From day one, the big dog had taken a liking to the blind woman and felt it was her duty to play guide. Right now, she would be at Kat’s side, using her body to nudge a change of direction around any barrier she perceived might be a problem.

Knowing her friend’s preferences, Gustavia reached over and punched the button on the coffeemaker. Kat would drink tea, but given the option, she preferred coffee. And from the look of her this morning, probably a double shot.

“Bad dreams?” Gustavia asked with concern after studying the shadows under Kat’s eyes, so dark they stood out in her pale face. 

Voice dry Kat replied, “You’d have to sleep to have dreams.”

Counting her steps as always, Kat slid into a chair, leaned an elbow on the table to rest her head against her hand.

“Want to tell me about it?” Gustavia placed a warm hand over Kat’s where it lay on the table. A bubbling gurgle preceded the coffee maker’s beeping to let them know the pot was finished brewing. Kat started to rise, but Gustavia insisted, “I’ll pour you a cup, I need to check on breakfast anyway,” and went to pick out a novelty mug with all the coffee in the world won’t make me a morning person printed on it. “Want me to fix you a plate?”

Kat had that echoing hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach; the one that always followed a night without sleep, maybe some food would ease the clawing ache. 

“Smells good in here, biscuits and something egg based?”

“Nail on the head. Frittata with mushrooms and peppers.” Gustavia set the coffee down next to Kat’s hand and placed the sugar bowl and creamer nearby knowing that the sound of the dishes making contact with the table would be enough of a guide for Kat to find them easily.

Then, with one eye on Kat, she bustled around the kitchen grabbing plates and setting food on the table while leaving some in the oven to stay warm for Julie and Tyler. 

Throughout the meal, Kat’s pallor improved, her normally rosy cheeks regaining enough of their color that Gustavia felt it was time to ask. 

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” 

“While I was dancing with your brother, I got my sight back for a little while.” The words were softly spoken almost apologetic. 

“But that’s great news.” Gustavia couldn’t understand why Kat wasn’t doing cartwheels. Okay, so cartwheels might not be the best idea for a blind woman to be doing in an enclosed space, but dejection instead of elation seemed all kinds of wrong. “Isn’t it?”

“Did you miss the two main points? Dancing with your brother and for a little while.”

“Ah, okay. It’s the blue eyes meets brown thing that’s bothering you?”

“A bit,” came the sarcastic lilt, “I don’t even know Zack so why him? Why now?”

“Did you talk to Estelle?”

“Be your own catalyst. That’s what she said. What’s that supposed to mean?”

Gustavia could tell that Kat really just wanted support, not an honest opinion, so she made a noncommittal noise and listened to the mild rant.

“If it happened once, it can happen again.” Kat singsonged in an exaggerated mimic of Estelle’s other piece of advice while Gustavia refilled her mug and tried to stifle a snort of amusement, which she—quite rightly—assumed would not be welcome at the moment. 

“I’ll admit I am surprised at it being my brother, though. You hardly know each other.” 

“I know, don’t you think I thought of that.” Kat’s voice rose, her cheeks pink with a combination of embarrassment and just a modicum of annoyance. “I’m half tempted to try talking you into inviting him here so I can see if it will happen again, but that would just be wrong for so many reasons.”

The coffee mug hit the table with a bang as Kat took out her frustrations with a jerky motion. “So I’ll assume you are not going to ask me to get him to drop by?” 

“Of course I am. That’s the problem, I have to know.”

This time, Gustavia had no control over the snort. Hearing it, Kat’s expression turned mutinous which did not have the intended effect of quelling Gustavia’s gut response and a giggle escaped, then another. 

Luckily, laughter is infectious, and before long, Kat started to chuckle. It helped; some of the tension fell away.
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“PSST.” 

The hissing noise came from somewhere to her left and sounded slightly muffled as though whoever was making it had put a hand over their mouth. Something about the voice made her think of Estelle but why would the spirit bother with an attention-getting bid when all she had to do was speak directly into Kat’s mind? 

“Who’s there?” Kat asked. She cast her mind back over the past few minutes to see if she remembered hearing anything—footsteps, creaking floorboards, the swish of clothing—to indicate the presence of another person entering the room. Too stealthy for that anyway, no one living in the house would sneak up on her.

“Psst.”

There it was again. 

“Estelle? Is that you?” 

“Not Estelle,” came the hissing whisper. Definitely a spirit or maybe it was Amethyst’s angel friend. 

“Galmadriel?”

“No.” The voice was stronger now. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t see you so please, can you give me a hint?” Sensing fear, Kat kept her voice pitched low and gentle. 

“Mary Lou.”

Kat recognized the name. Mary Lou had been married to Julius; she was Estelle’s mother-in-law. Had she been here all this time? Why had she waited so long to make contact? 

“Is there something I can do for you? Do you need me to give Julius a message?”

“Why would I need you for that?” Mary Lou clipped her words. “I’ve got nothing to say to him but can you tell the girl something for me?”

“You mean Julie? Of course, what is it?” The spirit seemed agitated.

“Tell her to put that light fixture with the star glass back where she found it.”

Cryptic words but Kat promised to relay them and immediately felt Mary Lou’s energy settle into a more calm, relaxed vibrational pattern. 

“Thank you. He’s coming. He’ll help you see what’s needed.” The whisper faded to a sigh and then to silence before Kat had a chance to ask who was coming but when she heard footsteps in the hall, she no longer needed to ask. It was Zack; she would recognize his stride anywhere. 

Gustavia must have made good on her plan to invite him over. Now that he was here, Kat’s mouth went dry, and her stomach dropped toward her toes while what ifs crowded her thinking.

Instinctively, she turned toward him as he entered the room. He was wearing jeans and a black sweater that looked impossibly soft as it clung to his torso and stretched tautly across wide shoulders. His hair was gently mussed as though he had run impatient fingers through it time and again. Kat was overwhelmed with the urge to smooth it back into place. To run her hands through those silky, honey-colored strands.

Then it hit her, she could see him. Her vision had cleared again, and it had happened so subtly, so effortlessly she hadn’t noticed the change while it was happening. Her heart lurched and began to drum against her ribs; her breath quickened as excitement stole the air from her lungs, clamped down on her chest, and turned her knees to jelly. 

Just like before, her body somehow remembered how to see as soon as he came into the room. 

How long would it last this time? A minute, an hour? Forever?

Please let it last.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Zack started to turn back toward the door. “Gustavia asked me to visit, but she’s in writing mode just at the moment.” 

“No, stay. She’ll surface eventually.”

Kat sat stock still, afraid to move, afraid to lose whatever connection it was with him that somehow triggered her vision but also wary of getting into another argument over the veracity of psychic phenomenon. She searched her mind for any other topic and came up with Logan.

“Logan Ellis.” The name burst out of her, “Is there any news?” The man had slipped in and out of Oakville as though charmed, wreaking havoc at every turn. Zack continued into the room and slumped down on the couch opposite Kat. He eyed her speculatively. 

“Nothing.” He spat the word as though it were bitter in his mouth. On a professional front, the man sliding past him at every turn had not been a career-making event and on a personal one, Ellis had kidnapped his sister; he needed to pay for that. Taking away Logan’s freedom might never feel like enough justice but it would have to do. “Can’t you use your mojo on him? You found that hockey equipment without any trouble, why not Logan?”

Because the idea scares the bejeesus out of me didn’t seem to be an appropriate answer even if it was the truth. Kat tried to explain. 

“You go to a wedding; you hang out with the bride and groom, their friends and family. I go to a wedding, and I hang out with all of those people and the spirits who come along with them. Wherever there’s a big group of people, there’s always someone repeating the latest gossip. Well, spirits gossip, too.”

Zack quirked an eyebrow, then, thinking she could not see him, kept the tone of his voice conversational but allowed a smirk to twist his lips. It took all of Kat’s skill to keep from reacting to his deception. So far, he was unaware she could see him and, for now, that was the way she wanted it to stay.

“But unlike the living, they can only gossip about what they’ve actually seen or heard.”

“Hearsay and innuendo are not my favorite methods for solving a case.” His voice sounded disapproving as he stood up and walked over to take a closer look at the painting of Julius on the mantel. Behind his back, Kat screwed up her face, stuck her tongue out and made a series of rude hand gestures but when he turned back around, she was sitting as quietly as before, her face relaxed and eyes staring blankly forward. 

“Ju...” Kat trailed off when she remembered that Zack had yet to meet the resident spirits of Hayward House. “...I don’t have a direct connection with anyone related to Logan, so I don’t have a reliable source for information.” Julie’s great grandfather Julius had a tenuous connection with the man but only because he had worked out a way to track Logan through the vengeful spirit named Billy who possessed him. Maybe it was time to introduce Zack to their secret weapon, but that wasn’t her decision alone to make. However, if Julius or Estelle were to show up here right now, she would enjoy the spectacle of seeing the ever-arrogant Zack deal with the facts of life after death. 

As she looked at him without seeming to look, Kat noticed a difference in her vision from those times when Estelle’s presence had allowed her to see—this time she was less a spectator more an active participant. Instead of seeing only what Estelle found interesting, Kat could look at anything she chose. 

And Kat chose to look at Zack.

Tall and blond like Gustavia—but there the family resemblance ended. Full, kissable lips drew her eye to the shadowy indentation of the cleft in his chin. A strong jaw that appeared chiseled out of stone when he was in an obstinate mood, as he was now, begged to be soothed into a softer line. Then there were those eyes—chocolate brown and warm, but she thought he used them to hide his true feelings more often than not. 

Thinking about how attractive he was made Kat feel weird—he looked so much older than the boys she had always admired—then she remembered that the last time she had been visually attracted to someone of the opposite sex, she had been fourteen. It might take her brain a while to catch up.

A little chill crept across Zack’s skin. Something was up with Kat, and he hadn’t needed his cop sense to figure it out. Was she just distracted or was she communicating with someone or something he couldn’t see? 

Nervous mannerisms, tension around the mouth and eyes—she was ready to jump out of her skin. Was it something he said? Knowing she could not see him, looking at her felt oddly voyeuristic, as though he peered at her through a one-way mirror that exposed her every vulnerability. He knew he should look away, but he was riveted. 

Peaches and cream skin, a dark swing of hair, eyes the color of cornflowers and lips of palest pink. He swept his eyes down to take in the contours revealed by the cling of the soft sweater she wore, then farther down, still, to assess a pair of slim, jean-clad legs. 

She chewed her nails. Their ragged edges the only outward sign of stresses he sensed she always took great pains to hide. What was it about those brutally short nails that made him want to cradle her in his arms and smooth that tension away?

Restless energy pulled him back off his seat and over to the window. He hated feeling helpless.

He had given her the once over and with no idea she could see him doing it. Kat already thought Zack was arrogant, but this was beyond the pale. Still, once he looked away, her eyes quickly followed the path his had taken. 

There was time for a quick glance at the ugly tips of her fingers before she had to pull her eyes back up and focus straight ahead again. Some friends. They could have said something about those hideous nails. 

Watching his face in a moment when his guard was down, she saw that her ragged nails stirred something in him, some faint acknowledgment of her vulnerability and a need to protect. It was all there in the way his expression softened then turned determined. She also saw when he realized there was nothing he could do to help her; the tiny flare of anger he turned toward himself, the frustration that forced him to his feet to pace restlessly to the window.

Not arrogance, then. Just an elevated sense of responsibility for others. Her entire view of him shifted.

An awkward silence fell over them until Gustavia strode into the room a few minutes later to glance first at Zack then shoot a pointed look at Kat. Kat nodded then shrugged before getting up to leave the room.

Too scared to hope, Kat hoped anyway. Several hours had passed since Zack had left Hayward House and she could still see. Every time she felt the darkness creeping back, she pulled her mind back to that moment when she had looked at him and forgotten to be blind. That was the moment she realized that seeing was effortless but not seeing took work. 

Quietly, she called out to Julie’s grandmother’s spirit. It had been Estelle who made the cryptic prediction that Kat’s sight would return. Now it was time to see what further insight the ghost might provide.

She called again and very faintly heard, “On my way.”

When Estelle popped into the room, Kat finally got a first look at the spirit who had helped her so much. Petite with salt and pepper hair that waved gently back from a face lined with the kind of wrinkles formed from a lifetime of smiling. Warm, dark eyes with a glint of humor and plenty of compassion shone tearfully from beneath sparse eyebrows inexpertly enhanced with a penciled-in line.

“I’m so happy for you, my dear.”

At first, Kat thought the blurring of the ghost’s outline was because Estelle was fading but then realized it was the effect of her own tears clouding her vision. “I can see you. Oh, Estelle, you’re beautiful. Is it real—will it last?”

Estelle nodded, “Forever, now that you’ve made the right choices,” then, too overcome with emotion to speak, she faded out leaving Kat to come to terms with this new and positive twist.

Gustavia lay sprawled across the chaise lounge, one leg tipped with a bare foot, each toenail painted in brilliant Easter egg colors, was thrown over the chair’s arching backrest while the other rested on the floor. Completely absorbed in her work, she tapped away at the wireless keyboard propped up with some pillows on her belly. 

Too busy to notice before, Kat now noted that Gustavia’s attire was very subdued. A batik caftan over striped leggings took the place of her normal uniform—a floaty skirt paired with a brightly colored top. Granted, Kat had only seen her a handful of times and then through the lens of Estelle’s perception, but she knew that for Gustavia, this was a new look. 

“How do you write like that? You’re practically upside down,” Kat observed in a lilting voice. She’d tried for droll but was too excited to pull it off.

How long would it take for Gustavia to catch on?

“Sometimes I need a different perspective to really...” Gustavia froze. Then she tipped her head back and looked at Kat, really looked at her. The keyboard flew and so did Gustavia—into a backward somersault off the chaise that somehow landed her right in front of Kat. It must have been those impossibly long legs that gave her the reach.

“It worked?” Gustavia searched Kat’s eyes, found them clear and shining. “It really worked.”

Clutching hands and laughing at nearly the level of a shriek, the two full-grown women hopped in a circle like excited children on Christmas morning with Gustavia’s dog Fritzie running in circles and barking along. 

Drawn by the noise, Lola thundered up the stairs, her little stump of a tail wagging so fast the rest of her wiggled along with it. Not far behind Lola, Julie swept into the room to see what the commotion was all about. 

“What’s going on in here?”

“Kat can see.”

“I can see.” They spoke together.

Now, three women and two dogs did the insanely happy dance. 

Once they had danced themselves out, Gustavia wasted no time. From the top dresser drawer, she grabbed a pair of neon pink socks and pulled them on before jamming her feet onto a pair of short boots. 

“Get some shoes on,” she nearly shoved Kat out the door, “I’ll take you to see your folks. Wow. That word has an entirely new meaning today.”

The lump that formed in Kat’s throat was large and swift. Leave it to Gustavia to think of exactly the right thing to do. Swallowing through her tears, Kat nodded and left the room to return minutes later fully shod and carrying a jacket. 

“Jules, call Amethyst and start putting together a shopping list. I’ll hit the market while Kat is visiting her folks and we’ll have a celebration dinner.” 

“No, my parents would love to see you and then we will both go to the market. No repeats of what happened last time.” Kat insisted fully prepared to forgo the visit rather than put Gustavia in danger.

It was an exhausted Kat who finally returned to her room hours later. The intervening years had been kind to her parents, but there were still changes that wrenched at her heart. Lines of age, a few gray hairs marked the passing time, but their joy washed away many of the traces. Even if everything went black again, Kat had this day to treasure.

The celebration dinner had helped her balance out any melancholia still left over from going home. Good food, a nice Cabernet and Gustavia who had dressed for the occasion in the most colorful outfit she could put together. None of it matched, though that was never a concern anyway, you had to give the woman credit for her ability to be festive. 

Consequently, it was the wee hours of the morning before Kat stepped into the bathroom to brush her teeth and got the first chance for a long look in the mirror. So many years had fallen into the dark that now, in the light, she felt the reflection portrayed a stranger. Adolescent roundness had given way to leaner planes and angles. Of its own volition, her hand lifted to touch first her cheek then the mirror itself.

Wide, dark eyes, rosy skin—slightly pale just now—and hair that had deepened at least two shades from the last time she had seen it; she poked her tongue out at the solemn face then smiled to see remnants of the girl she remembered in the glass. 

Don’t be stupid, she chided herself, it’s not like you were in a coma or something. Still, the face that peered back at her would take some getting used to. 

Teeth brushed, she walked back into the bedroom and climbed under the covers to let sleep finally wash over her. When it did, it brought a series of odd dreams full of sounds and smells but no visuals. 

Sometime in the middle of the night, she woke to the softly slurred sound of a whispered voice. It wasn’t the first time the night had filled with what sounded, “Sorry,” hissing from the darkness.
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HALF AN HOUR AFTER his normal feeding time, Fritzie decided it was time to wake up his person who, he thought, was shirking her duties. The food he could live without, but he needed to go visit his favorite shrub and sooner rather than later. Jumping up onto the bed was a no-no. He knew the rules, but maybe if he just stood on his hind feet and rested his front paws on the edge, she wouldn’t scold. 

Gustavia felt the cold nose as it nudged her awake. She squinted and looked at the clock. 

“Sorry, bud. I overslept.” The celebration dinner had gone on long into the night. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and reached down to ruffle the little dog’s ears. He responded with an ecstatic shimmy and wagged his stumpy tail for all he was worth then, very pointedly, looked at the door then back at Gustavia 

She took the hint, pulled on her bathrobe and moved to the window to pull open the curtains. A light layer of new snow sparkled like millions of tiny diamonds in the morning sun. Frost coated trees stood like glimmering white sentinels against winter-blue shadow. Gustavia looked out over the fairy landscape and breathed a sigh of appreciation. 

Then the sigh caught in her throat as something not bestowed by Mother Nature glinted in the distance. Quickly, she padded on slippered feet into the library where she knew Tyler kept a pair of field glasses and in moments, she was back at the window.

At first, she saw nothing out of the ordinary, but on the second pass, she found what she was looking for. A compact car, nearly as white as the surrounding snow was parked some way down the drive to Hayward House. 

Fritzie and his full bladder forgotten, she raced downstairs to find Julie already in the kitchen.

“Get Tyler and go look out my window. There’s a car, someone’s watching the house.” Gustavia handed the binoculars to Julie with shaking hands. “I’ll get Kat and call Zack.”

“Kat,” an insistent voice hissed in her ear. “Wake up.” Kat batted away the hand that shook her shoulder, but it came right back to shake even harder.

“What?” One sleepy eye pried itself open to see Gustavia wearing a neon green chenille bathrobe and carrying a baseball bat. Lit by the sun streaming between the newly opened curtains, the image was beyond vivid.

“We have a situation, get up.”

Senses now on full alert and heart pounding, Kat leaped out of bed and looked around for something to use as a weapon. Though, with her depth perception still off, she couldn’t see herself as much of a threat.

Gustavia motioned for Kat to follow her down the hall to the suite where she was currently staying.

“Situation?” Kat struggled to slip on a pair of sneakers and walk at the same time, slapped a hand on the wall to stabilize herself when she nearly fell.

“It looks like someone’s watching the house. I called Zack; he should be here any minute but so far, nothing from Estelle or Julius. Are they around?” Gustavia spoke in a low voice as though someone nefarious might overhear.

Sensing spirit worked as expected about half the time. The best comparison Kat could name was that it operated similarly to those real estate radio signs. Yeah, you could pick up the vibe, but you had to be tuned to the right frequency and also within a radius of the transmitter. The difference was that those signs are always fixed in place while spirits move around a lot, so it was like hitting a moving target.

And sometimes they didn’t want to talk. 

This was one of those times. When Kat’s searching energy field touched Estelle’s, it was gently rebuffed. She got only a split second to assess the ghost’s frame of mind. 

“They’re outside, but they don’t seem worried at all. I could swear Estelle just giggled at me.” 

Gustavia sighed and relaxed for the first time since she had spotted the car. She trusted Estelle.

If Zack was on his way to the house, Kat had no intention of greeting him in her jammies so she suggested to Gustavia that they would both be better prepared for what might happen if they were dressed for the day.

Back in her room, she chose a soft sweater, her fingers automatically checking for the button that marked it as blue before she remembered she no longer needed that particular accessibility option. She hardly had time to tie her shoes before the doorbell bonged. Kat met Gustavia on the stairs, and together they hurried toward the front door just in time to see Julie pull it open. 

Zack stood on the porch; the serious expression on his face might have carried more weight if not for the smile twitching around his lips and the twinkle in his eye. Beside him stood a pair of teenage girls who barely looked old enough to drive. 

The taller of the two, all knees and elbows, wore a pair of leggings—her concession to the cold weather—under a multi-tiered batik skirt in shades ranging from moss to lime green. The skirt was paired with a predominantly orange tie-dyed tee and topped with a puffy winter coat. Half a dozen beaded necklaces completed the ensemble, and her mouse-brown hair was inexpertly braided to mimic one of Gustavia’s more elaborate styles. She stood next to Zack, shoulders rounded, head down in shame.

The other, shorter by about six inches, was dressed similarly—blue patterned skirt with several scarves tied around the waist and topped with a rainbow-striped sweater. She attempted a defiant stance; one she might have pulled off if her fear-widened eyes hadn’t given her away. 

Trying to sound stern, Zack spoke directly to his sister, “It seems you have a couple of stalkers.”

“Not stalkers,” the shorter girl corrected, her frightened eyes moving frantically between Zack and Gustavia, “fans. Gustavia’s biggest fans. We weren’t stalking anyone,” her voice shook, “we just wanted to see if we could meet her.” She pointed to Gustavia. 

Kat heard a masculine snort from somewhere behind her and had to work hard to keep a straight face. From the corner of her eye, she saw Gustavia fighting a smile of her own.

Gustavia stepped forward intending to gently address the red-faced girl who had not yet spoken; she had to lean down to make eye contact. “What’s your name?”

“Beth. I’m Beth. I’m sorry, we didn’t mean any harm...it’s just that we...we had these book, you know? We thought you might sign them. We didn’t think we were doing anything wrong. There’s a museum here, so we thought it was okay, you know? Like, it wasn’t trespassing if it is a public place. My parents will kill me if I get arrested.” Tears leaked down her cheeks then she turned on her friend to say hotly, “You told me we wouldn’t get into trouble. You promised and now look. I’ll be grounded until I’m forty.” 

Looking at Zack, Kat saw his lips twitch again before he managed to school his face back into stern lines. Catching his eye, she gave him a warning look. The girls were frightened enough without him making it worse.

“No one is getting arrested,” he returned her look with a steady gaze then turned to the second girl and asked her name. 

“Meg Wolcott.” Her bravado fading, Meg considered Gustavia. “We didn’t expect you to call the PoPo. We only came here to get your autograph and maybe talk to you for a few minutes.” She looked away and mumbled, “It’s not a federal offense.”

A second snort escaped before Tyler could hold it back. Julie poked an elbow into his ribs, but it was only for show. She was shaking so hard with held back laughter she couldn’t put any force behind the attempt. 

Zack stepped around the two girls, gave his sister a one-armed hug, and said, “I’ll leave these two hardened criminals in your capable hands, Sis. Call me if you need the cuffs.” With a last grin at the others, he walked out the door.

“Sis?” Meg looked at Gustavia, “He’s your brother?”

Before Gustavia could answer, Beth dramatically slapped a hand to her forehead and pinned her friend with a glare. “You called him the PoPo. Right in front of her.” Now it was Meg’s turn to hang her head in shame. 

That was when Tyler lost it. Julie had to drag him, still howling, out of the room.

Beth’s face burned with embarrassment as she said quietly to Gustavia, “I’m sorry. We’ll go, now.” She grabbed Meg’s arm and turned toward the door. 

“No, wait.” Fritzie nudged past Gustavia to stand by the door. The frantic way he looked at her then at the door said time was of the essence and she had made him wait long enough. When the door opened, Julie’s dog Lola, a large but mostly friendly boxer, bounced out from wherever she had been hiding to join Fritzie in a mad dash for the bushes. 

While she waited for the two dogs to finish doing their morning sniffing tour around the yard, Gustavia chatted easily with her two visitors. Before Fritzie pranced back across the porch, Beth and Meg were happily talking about the path that had led them to Hayward House.

Kat busied herself with pulling out breakfast ingredients while listening to Beth talk about the mythological themes present in Gustavia’s latest books.

“...said we had drawn a sophisticated parallel between Ember’s search for his mother and Campbell’s monomyth, the hero’s journey,” 

Meg took up the story, “We did a collage and a huge presentation where we also compared Ember to Jason Bourne. It was awesome.”

By the time the two teens left Hayward House, they had enough information to do a paper on Gustavia herself and Kat had come to a decision. It was time to go home. Moving in with Julie and Tyler had seemed sensible after Logan kidnapped Gustavia. Kat had gone along with the plan until now but with her visual impairment no longer a factor, she needed to be back in her own space. She didn’t think Logan would target her and neither did Julius when she asked him privately. 

“I have close neighbors, a security system and spirit to watch over me, I’ll be fine,” she explained that night over dinner when Tyler argued that she would be safest by staying put, but Kat refused to be swayed. After dinner, she went back to her rooms to begin packing her things.

Gustavia and Julie followed, ostensibly to help but mostly to continue trying to talk her out of leaving. 

“I appreciate everything you’ve said. I do. But I’m in no more danger there than I am here. Probably a lot less if we’re being honest since Logan and Billy barely knows I exist.” 

Kat knew Gustavia would have moved out after the wedding if Finn hadn’t talked her into adding that half bath at her place. It was supposed to be a minor remodeling jo, but he’d managed to keep her place in a state of chaos now for weeks—he had no intention of letting her go home alone. 

“Take Lola with you,” Julie suggested. Lola came across as mostly sweet—even slightly goofy—but the one time Logan had tried to break into Hayward House, she proved she could handle herself while chasing off a bad guy. The dog had a soft spot for Kat.

“No. Thank you, but no. I love her to bits, but my yard is just too small. It’s why I never wanted a service dog.” 

The sense that her life was about to begin again filled Kat with purpose. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 6



[image: image]




AFTER A COUPLE MINUTES of fumbling with the key, Kat finally closed her eyes and unlocked the door by feel. Undoubtedly, having her vision back would make most things in her life easier, but in the meantime, she would have adjustments to make.

From the outside, the house was still as she remembered from her childhood visiting here. Right down to the Madame Zephyr sign next to the door.

Eyes still tightly shut, she dropped her bags just inside the door and closed it behind her. More used to moving through the space in darkness, she hung up her coat before making her way toward the back of the house. 

Everything felt familiar. She breathed in the powdery scent of the dried flower arrangement on the hall table, the polish her mother used on the dining room table—a task she would be handling from here on out—the sound of the old, wide-plank floorboards in the hallway leading to the kitchen. 

Home. 

Would the kitchen look the same? It had been long years since she had sat at her grandmother’s honey-colored, pine table, warm in a pool of sunlight and counted the teapots lined up on the shelf by the door. 

Four shelves, four pots on each shelf—sixteen. Her favorite, the first one on the top shelf was made from vintage porcelain and painted in a stylized pattern of flowers. It featured stacking creamer and sugar bowls and still held the things her grandmother had stored inside. Little handwritten notes, addresses for people long dead, a marble, several heart-shaped stones, recipes, half a dozen used twist ties, some rubber bands, a small key, and three packets of dried yeast that had to be decades past their expiration date by now. Nothing of vital importance, but sorting through those things, touching them brought back memories of a simpler childhood. The time before spirit came into her life. 

Kat opened her eyes then blinked at the darkness only a shade or two lighter than the back of her eyelids. At first, she thought her vision was going again, and her heart fell, then began to thump in her chest, but after a moment of panic, she realized she had forgotten to switch on the light. 

More new habits, she sighed and made a mental note to remember for next time. The brief periods when channeling Estelle had given back her sight, Kat had been far too busy dealing with the new sensations to spend any extra time in looking around. 

Now, she wandered from room to room and memory to memory. Torn between older, more visual memories and newer ones that only carried touch, scent, and sound—seeing each room as it was now, she felt both at home and at the same time, like a stranger seeing everything anew. 

Kat dragged a finger through the light layer of dust that testified to the fact no one had been in the house for weeks and weeks. With a sense of purpose, she spent the next couple hours exploring every nook and cranny, dusting as she went, and making a mental list of things to purchase. For the first time in her adult life, light bulbs were on the list. 

Finally feeling more settled, more connected, a tired Kat carried her bags upstairs to unpack. 

––––––––
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS.

That was the brief respite before the first phone call came in. 

“Hello?” Kat’s talking caller ID announced a number she had never heard before. 

“Hello, is this Kathleen?”

“Kat,” she corrected automatically.

“This is Paul,” he said his name as though he expected her to know who he was already.

“Paul,” she repeated his name in bewilderment.

“I assume your mom didn’t tell you I’d be calling.” 

“No, she didn’t,” and just like that, Kat knew the matchmaking had begun. “Let me guess, she ran into you in the grocery store and started asking subtle questions to see if you were single,” Kat predicted.

“She and my mom are in some kind of knitting club together.”

“Ah, so they’re in cahoots.”

“Yes, I believe they’ve formed a gang that goes around forcing susceptible men into making embarrassing phone calls to unsuspecting women. The key word there is unsuspecting.” His droll tone made her smile. 

“Who’s the ringleader? Your mom or mine?”

“Oh, I think it’s a joint position. So what do you think? Take a chance on a date with me? I mean, we’ve both been duped. We already know we have that in common.”

Kat thought about it for a moment. She trusted her mother’s taste so how bad could it be.

“Sure, why not.” 

Five minutes into dinner, Kat knew this first date would also be a last date. Paul was nice enough and had a wonderful sense of humor, but the extra family members who tagged along made it difficult for her to take him seriously. Standing right behind his left shoulder, Aunt Gertrude kept up a running list of his many positive attributes. She wore one of those zip-front housedresses in vivid shades of magenta and sky blue. That coupled with the way she waved her arms around made it incredibly difficult for Kat to focus on the earnest and humble Paul who would have been mortified to hear the things his aunt was saying. The woman should have had a career in infomercials. Before the appetizers hit the table, Kat knew more about Paul than he did about himself, including how incredibly early he had mastered the art of potty training. 

Too. Much. Information.

The others—a third cousin, a grandfather, and two uncles just wanted her to assure their families they were happy in the afterlife—and a little yellow ball of fur circled the group, yipping incessantly. 

At least dealing with his spirit entourage had given her something to concentrate on besides the nervous flutter just under her breastbone. 

Kat pressed fingers to the bridge of her nose hoping to stave off the headache that threatened to rage into full throb. It had been easier to tune spirit out when she only had to deal with one of her senses. Now that she could see them, it was harder to ignore their voices. 

“...the London office.” She pulled her attention back to the conversation. With no idea what Paul had been talking about, she nodded and hoped her response was appropriate. 

When Gertrude mentioned how his “tushy” looked when he was a baby, Kat choked on her drink and abruptly excused herself to the ladies room surreptitiously motioning for Gertrude to follow her. Once in the relative privacy, she rounded on the spirit.

“Stop, you have to stop.” She softened, her voice, “Look, I can tell that you care about him and want him to be happy, but you have to know he wouldn’t appreciate you telling me all the intimate details of his life. Give us both some privacy and take the rest of the family with you.”

“I’m sorry,” Gertrude said. “He’s such a nice boy. Please give him another chance.”

Kat grinned. “Get that dog away from me, and you’ve got a deal.”

She returned to the table determined to enjoy the rest of her dinner. 

Paul looked up as she approached the table, a pleasant smile on his face. He was attractive enough, she supposed. Crisply curling dark hair, even white teeth flashed above a square chin. Maybe his top lip was a little thin, but he was the kind of cute any woman would give a second look. 

“I’m sorry,” he said as soon as she sat down, “I’ve been rambling on about my job this whole time when what I really want is to learn more about you. Tell me, what do you do?”

And there it was—the dreaded question. Kat searched his face looking for some clue that would give her an idea of how he might react. This was an unexpected aspect of dating. Since she had already decided against a second date—even if Gertrude toned it down a notch, this guy had way too much baggage in the spirit department—Kat took a deep breath and brazened it out. 

“I’m a psychic medium.” 

Paul’s eyebrows shot toward his hairline, and suddenly the look on his face was no longer cute. 

“What did you say?”

Stomach now dropping toward her shoes, Kat maintained an even tone, “I said I am a psychic medium,” then she pinned him with a look that just dared him to make a big deal of it. Would he turn out to be a skeptic or use this chance to try and finagle a reading out of her?

Instead, he swallowed heavily and changed the subject. Given a choice behind finding his attitude mortifying or amusing, Kat chose the latter. 

She even managed to keep her smirk on the inside when she caught him surreptitiously glancing at his watch while she was checking the clock on the wall behind him. Would this disaster of a date ever end?

Clearly, this dating thing was going to be a lot more complicated than she had expected. Kat drank a private toast to hoping the next one would be less awkward while she listened to his nervous attempt to ignore the elephant in the room—not too easy when said elephant was twirling a flaming baton and dancing while wearing a hot pink tutu.

When he dropped her back at Hayward House, his feet barely touched the porch before he hot-footed it back to his car. Kat waggled her fingers at his taillights as they disappeared from view. 

Next time she and her friends got together to dish about their experiences, she finally had a story to tell. That alone made the entire evening worthwhile. Kat threw her head back, laughed out loud, and walked out the door.
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CHAPTER 7
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FIFTEEN STEPS FROM the bathroom door to the corner where she kept her fitness equipment. Kat counted each step as she walked even though it was a habit she no longer needed. Half an hour on the treadmill—or dreadmill—as she preferred to call it, was on her list for the morning. She had just settled into her running stride when the doorbell pealed twice followed by frantic knocking on her front door. 

“Give me a minute,” she muttered while the knocking and ringing continued. Kat felt for the braille label pasted over the on/off switch and paced herself as the belt slowed to a stop. How long, she wondered, would it take before she got used to looking for the switch with her eyes instead of using her fingertips.

“Who is it?” She called out before she remembered she could have just looked through the peephole. So many changes. A little frisson of nervous energy settled in her belly. Spontaneous visitors were not a rarity in her line of business, but this wasn’t business, she knew, when her senses went on alert anyway.

“Kat, it’s Zack. I need your help. Please, open the door. Hurry.” 

Since her depth perception was still a work in progress, Kat slammed her hip on the hall table as she made her way to the door. She winced as the sharp point bruised her tender flesh. Stumbling and dashing away tears of pain, she pulled open the door to let him in. “What is it? What happened? Is it...”

“No, sorry.” He should have realized her mind would go there first. “No, it’s nothing to do with Logan, everyone is safe. Everyone except a little boy named Noel who went missing from his house over in Landon this morning. His mother is frantic.” Zack reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a photo and a small, stuffed dog. He handed her the photo, which she looked at briefly before passing it back.  

He then pressed the stuffed toy into her hand and ignored the little spark of awareness that rose up in his belly. Something about her always triggered that same intensity as his cop sense, a recognition that stabbed into his gut and twisted. 

“You want me to help you find him? I thought you didn’t believe in me.”

“You’re not exactly Santa Claus and I’m not even sure why I came here, but I thought you might be able to help. Maybe I was wrong.” He reached for the toy she still held and with the intention of pulling it away from her. As he stepped near, her breath caught. 

He trusted her enough to come here when he could be out searching for the boy. There was hope for him yet. 

“No, I want to try.” She yanked the toy back ignoring the electric feeling of his hand brushing against hers and after a short tugging match where she felt the toy starting to rip, he finally let go and raised his hands in surrender.

“It’s a little boy. Of course, I’ll do what I can.” She reached out and laid a hand on his arm. “Tell me about him, how did it happen?”

“He’s four. He was wearing a red striped shirt, blue pants, and a pair of snow boots. He’s blond, blue eyes...” he trailed off when she held up her hand. 

“None that visual stuff helps me. What I need is a sense of his family life. What was happening right before he went missing?”

“Mom was doing laundry while the boy played in his room, Dad was at work. He does maintenance for the apartment complex down on Grove Street. His boss sent him to the city to pick up pipes and a gas fitting. If it was a kidnapping, we’ve ruled out the father, and he’s on his way home now. No friction there, happy family. The front door was open, no signs of forced entry, or a struggle. No known enemies.”

Kat clutched the stuffed dog and tried to concentrate on little Noel, pick up any sensory cues that would lead to finding the boy while Zack paced. His energy was like a caged beast pushing at the bars, trying to break free from confinement. 

Distracting.

“I need quiet. Your energy is frantic.” Kat explained. He huffed out a breath. 

“This is time sensitive, can you do whatever it is you did with the hockey equipment or not?”

“Yes—no. Maybe. Just give me five minutes of peace. Go into the kitchen, down the hall to your right, brew up a pot of coffee and let me think.”

“Where’s the...”

“Zack. Please, go figure it out. Quietly.” She handed back the stuffed dog; there was nothing more it could tell her. 

With a shrug of acceptance, he turned, his booted feet sounding unnaturally loud on the hardwood floor, and practically stomped his way down the hallway toward the kitchen. Kat shook her head at his retreating back and moved toward the dining room where she normally met with clients. Thoughts of him poking through her cupboards crowded out her ability to concentrate on the little boy who might be in trouble. What she needed was a distraction from his presence in her home so she could concentrate. 

To give her hands something to do, Kat reached into the well-polished antique cabinet, pulled out a small bag of rune stones, and dumped them onto the table. Just touching them helped ground the energy flowing through her and let her begin to focus on something other than the voice in the back of her head. The one that kept repeating there’s a man in your kitchen, he’s touching your stuff.

Kat’s eyes unfocused as she ran her nimble fingers through the runes. After a short time, she began to sort through the stones, picking up first one then another, turning them over with her fingers and clearing the channels that spirit generally used to send their messages. 

“Zack, does the boy have any family on the other side? Grandparents, aunts, uncles?”

“Grandmother, on his father’s side. Her name was June Hamilton,” he called back. She heard him opening cabinets and drawers.

“Oh, I knew her. Noel is Will’s boy? Will was a year ahead of me in school; he married a girl named Sandy. No, Sonjia. Something like that.”

“You going to climb every branch on their family tree or are you going to help me find that boy?” Zack walked back into the room and Kat could see the tension coming off him in waves. 

“Do I tell you how to do your job? No. Now back off and let me do mine.”

Once he’d gone back to the kitchen, Kat heard the furnace kick on, the blower sounding unnaturally loud then when it shut off, the silence sounded even louder until she heard the bubbling gurgle of the coffee maker. 

“I’m not getting anything.” She smelled the coffee, now. Rich and dark and seductive. It made her feel warm and protected; it smelled like home, like comfort, like safety.

Zack called out from the kitchen. “I can’t find the filters.”

“Wait, you haven’t made coffee, yet?”

“I can’t find the filters.” He repeated, exaggerating each word as though he thought her stupid. “Waste of time anyway. Anything could be happening to that boy by now.”

“No. Nothing bad has happened, he’s safe.” She would address his tactlessness later, “Noel—he can smell coffee.” Kat rose to pace the room. “He’s someplace warm, comfortable.” Now that she had the sense of him, it was easy to pick out the threads, tell which sensations had been his and which had been her own. The loud furnace noise meant a basement maybe? Some kind of closet?

“Call your guys, tell them he is in a small space near a furnace and he can smell coffee brewing. Wherever he is, he feels safe because he has been there before. It feels familiar to him.

When Zack just stood there, she walked over and gave him a shove. “What are you waiting for? Call them.” Instead, he started to pull her toward the door. 

“Grab a jacket. Don’t you want to see for yourself? It’s a five-minute drive with the lights on.” Thinking of a mother frantic to find her child, Kat quickly pulled a coat from the closet and followed him outside putting her feeling of excitement down to helping a lost boy and not the sizzle of his hand touching her arm. 

Sun sparkling off the patches of remaining snow blasted light at eyes still unused to such brightness, and Kat put a hand to her forehead for shade. Zack concentrated on his driving but still managed to keep her in his peripheral vision. 

“There’s a pair in the glove box.”

“What?” His words confused her.

“Sunglasses,” he reached across, pressed the button to open the cubby and handed her his own aviators. They would be huge on her small face, but at least her eyes would be protected. 

Grateful for the way they cut the glare, she never gave a thought to how she looked. Too many years of not seeing herself in mirrors made it all too easy to forget about appearances. She would have been shocked to know Zack thought she looked adorable in his sunglasses. 

It seemed they had barely pulled out of her driveway before they were turning into a small housing development. Kat remembered passing through here with her grandfather when she was younger. To see an area that had once been a large field now populated with a series of houses built from a similar pattern messed with her sense of place. It felt like she had traveled through time.

The third house on the left, the one with flashing lights and cruisers parked in front was the one Zack made a beeline for leaving Kat to follow more slowly. Before she reached the front steps, a whisper sounded in her ear. 

“Over here.” It was faint, little more than a hiss. Kat lagged even farther behind and looked around to see where the noise was coming from. Down the narrow path between the two houses, the ground was already bare of snow but still felt frozen under her feet. Kat followed the voice until she heard, “look, there.”

Unless you were looking for it, you might not notice the basement window was ajar, or that there was a small smudge of mud on the sill. 

Relief washed over Kat, some of it hers, some coming from the presence that had guided her to this place. The once she now realized had been feeding her information all along. 

Leaning down, she nudged the window gently to see if a small boy could fit through the opening. When it swung wide on hinges mounted to the top, she knew this was the place. Little Noel could have easily pushed the window open and slid inside. Lifting Zack’s sunglasses off her nose, Kat peered in but could not see the boy anywhere. She straightened and hurried back to where Zack was standing on the porch with two women.

Both women were visibly distraught, one more than the other, her shoulders rounded, arms folded at her waist, there was a fragility about her as she tried to hold herself together—Noel’s mother, that tore at Kat’s heartstrings. As Kat mounted the steps, Sonjia reached up to run a shaky hand through her already mussed hair, it was obviously not the first time she had performed the action that day. Tears dripped from her shadow-smudged eyes to make tracks down her pale face. 

“We’ll find him,” Zack was saying. “We are following every possible lead.” He didn’t want to admit how he had gotten one of those leads or that he was banking on Kat’s being right.

He turned when he heard her feet crossing the porch, and she beckoned him to follow her. There was no reason to get Sonjia’s hopes up, though Kat was positive Noel was curled up and sleeping in that basement. She led Zack to the window and showed him what she had found.

He wasted no time making his way back to where Sonjia stood. “Did you find something?” Hope made her voice rise. 

“Who lives next door?” Zack asked.

It was the other woman who spoke, “I’m Melinda, that’s my house, but I’d have heard Noel if he came in. I was making coffee when I heard Sonjia screaming outside. The front door is right next to my kitchen.” 

Kat felt a surge of emotion. Coffee.

“Not if he went in through the basement window,” she pointed out. 

“Those windows should all be latched....” Melinda’s eyes narrowed, “unless my husband has been sneaking smokes down there, he promised to quit.” Melinda was already headed down the steps, Sonjia hard on her heels. 

“I’ll kill him if that little boy has hurt himself.”

“I’ll hug him if we find Noel safe and sound. Then I’ll help you kill him.” 

Kat followed Zack who followed Sonjia into Melinda’s house. Four pairs of feet clattered down the wooden basement stairs as Sonjia called out, “Noel, are you down here?” 

No answer.

Maybe Kat had been mistaken, but she didn’t think so. At that moment, the furnace kicked on and, looking toward the noise, she saw a small space under a set of shelves. From out of the shadowy space poked a small, snow-booted foot. 

“Look, there,” she pointed. Zack beat Sonjia there by half a hair’s breadth and pulling a small flashlight from his belt, hunkered down to direct the beam into the space. Noel, tired from his adventure, was curled up on a pile of rags sound asleep. Clutched tightly in his arms, a bedraggled cat blinked in the sudden light then began to purr. 

A huge grin on his face, Zack stood then turned to Sonjia, “He’s fine. Look for yourself,” and handed her the light. Seeing Noel safe, his mother sank to her knees, sobs of relief shaking her shoulders as her son slept on.

“I’m so sorry, my house was the one place we didn’t bother to check because I was so sure there was no way he could have gotten past me,” Melinda’s voice wobbled. She was on the edge of sobbing half from relief and half from blaming herself. 

“I’m betting he followed that cat through the window. He’s been watching it for the past few days and worrying over whether ‘poor kitty’ was cold or hungry.”

The two women comforted each other as soft snores and purrs emanated from under the shelf. If that cat didn’t go home with Noel, Kat would eat her shoe. 

Still grinning, Zack called off the Amber Alert and personally assured Will Hamilton his son was safe before leaving the two women to deal with child and cat. There was a spring in his step as he escorted Kat back up the stairs. This part of the job made it all worthwhile—the times when it went right; when no one got hurt. 

Protect and serve. Words to live by. 

Now that it was all over, Kat felt lightheaded, breathless. It was the adrenaline rush. It could not be Zack’s hand on the small of her back as he guided her toward the car. A quick look at the clock on his dash said the whole thing had taken about an hour, but it felt like only a few minutes had passed. 

“How often do you get to help people like this?” No wonder he had chosen this line of work. 

“Most days are less dramatic; routine traffic stops, breaking up bar fights, the occasional domestic call. During tourist season there’s a lot of D&D—drunk and disorderly—shoplifting is a problem during the summer months. Last year I had to talk a naked man down off the flagpole at the marina.”

“I’ll assume he had a good reason for being up there.”

“Climbing the flagpole he did on a dare. The naked part...well...” Zack shrugged.

“Better not to know, I think. Why here? What made you leave the city?”

Some of the easiness of the past few minutes dropped away, and while he didn’t exactly avoid the question, Kat had the impression that his answer was a half-truth at best.

“Lateral move and the chance to reconnect with my sister.”

Maybe he would tell her the rest someday, but for now, she accepted his answer and changed the subject.

“I’ve got to get one of these.” Kat glanced around the interior of the cruiser.

“A cop car? You planning to join the force?”

With rolling eyes, “No, silly. A car. I’m tired of having to be carted around everywhere I want to go. Guess I should learn how to drive first, though.”

“You don’t know how?” Of course, she didn’t. What a dumb question. “I could teach you if you like. I’m off tomorrow.”

“You’re not one of those teachers who freaks out at every little thing are you?”

“No idea. Pick you up around 10am?” He pulled up in front of her place. 

“It’s a date,” Kat did a mental facepalm, “I didn’t mean....” 

His look turned intense, “Thank you for everything you did today.” 

She waved his thanks away. “See you tomorrow,” and got out of the car before another stupid comment could fall out of her mouth.

After he pulled away, he thought about her for a long time. 

“While my friends were learning to drive, I was learning how to navigate through a world of darkness. Braille, counting steps, tagging my clothes to keep from looking like a freak, learning how to cook, how to organize my kitchen, money origami.”

“Money origami? That’s a bar trick, right?”

“Maybe for the sighted, but for me, I had to learn different ways of folding my money so I could tell the bills apart. You’d be surprised how many cashiers take advantage of the blind.” He had seen worse things happen to people, but her quiet admission still sparked a seething mass of unexpected emotion in him. He wanted nothing more than to go back in time and protect her. Her next comment surprised him even more.

“I was lucky, though. My parents were determined that I learn to be as independent as possible. They couldn’t afford to send me to a special school, so my mom put her research skills to work and learned how to teach me all of those things herself. She was relentless, she even learned Braille. There were times I hated her for pushing me so hard.”

“It must have been difficult for her, too.”

Kat nodded. “She worried, even after practically pushing me out of the house when my grandmother passed and left me this place but she always encouraged me to test the limits of what I could accomplish.” Tears welled up in her eyes but did not spill over.

“How did she feel about...?” As soon as the words left his lips, he wished had not brought the subject up.

“About me being a medium? You can say the word, Zack. I’m not ashamed of what I do. Not anymore.” It was nothing less than the truth. “It may not have been my dream job, but I’ve been able to help people find peace with some terrible losses. What I do is rewarding on many levels. Helping you find that boy yesterday was unforgettable.”

Changing the subject, Zack said, “I think it’s time you made up for some of those lost experiences. Let’s go teach you how to drive.” 

“You know, I’m nervous all of a sudden.” 

“Come on, you’ll be fine.”

“But I don’t even have a learner’s permit. I’d be breaking the law.”

Zack laughed at that. “I think you’ll be safe from prosecution. Grab a jacket, it’s cold outside.”

Now that second thoughts had descended, Kat started casting around for anything that might get her out of the situation. But, coming up with nothing, she resigned herself to Zack’s teaching her to drive. She fully expected him to be impatient and abrupt. Dread settled over her as she pulled on a jacket and followed him out the door. 

Zack drove them to the municipal parking lot, empty at this time of day on a Sunday. As he did, he kept up a running description of what he was doing while he drove and what he wanted her to do when they got there. For this first foray, he only wanted her to get used to the feel of the pedals and steering. 

As he explained about how the gas and brake pedals worked, and what each gear was used for, she felt a pleasant sense of anticipation welling up inside. This adventure might just turn out to be fun. She asked questions, and his patient answers helped release the tension she felt in his presence. The man ran hot and cold. 

When he laughed at her rapid-fire grilling over the finer points of where to position her hands on the steering wheel, she became distracted by the crinkles in the corner of his eyes, by the deep tones in his voice. They sent shivers through her until she had trouble focusing her mind on what it was he wanted her to do.

Oh well, she was a quick study, and if a sixteen-year-old could learn how to drive, there was no reason she should find it any more difficult. 

Zack stopped the car, and before she knew it, Kat was behind the wheel. He helped her adjust the seat then directed her to set the mirrors.

“Now, firmly press on the brake and move the shifter from park to drive. Then, release the brake and apply gentle pressure to the gas pedal.”

Gentle pressure is a relative term, Kat realized as she thought she was barely touching the pedal but the car shot forward. She mashed the brake and then held on tight as they lurched to a stop. Breathing deeply to quiet her nerves, she gave Zack a sidelong glance expecting him to be annoyed. Instead, to her surprise, he had a mile wide grin on his face. 

“Sorry,” Kat’s face flamed red.

“You did fine. Now, try it again. Just ease into it.” 

This time she knew what to expect, so the takeoff was smoother, more controlled and she was fine until she got to the end of the lot and overshot the turn a bit and had to slam on the brakes again.

Still smiling, Zack put her at ease, showed her how to correct the error before directing her to continue driving. 

After the fourth circle around the perimeter, Kat was beginning to have fun. This wasn’t so bad after all. Zack’s reassuring presence increased her confidence. The man was a natural born instructor with a surprising amount of patience.

Six times around, then seven and Kat was becoming bored. The car rolled to a stop, she looked over at Zack.

“Now what?” This must have been what it was like to be sixteen and just learning to drive; that feeling of anticipation tinged with fear. Added to the nerve-tightening effect of being nearly shoulder to shoulder with a man who smelled like sin and Kat savored the delicious shot of adrenaline. It made her feel reckless.

“Am I ready for the road?”

“Let’s try turning left first.” The quirk of his eyebrow was at odds with the twinkle in his eye. He was enjoying this, she could tell. For the first time ever, she felt daring around him and was tempted to flirt. Though, just as the thought crossed her mind, so did the realization that the last time she had done any flirting was when she was fourteen. Never mind. 

Instead, she scoffed. “Come on, give me a real challenge.”

The twinkle in his eye turned wicked. “Okay then. How about a few circles in reverse.” 

Kat dropped the shifter into place and turned to look over her right shoulder. Without thinking, she pressed on the gas with the same pressure she had been using to go forward, the car lurched and when she turned the wheel, went in the opposite direction to the one she had intended. A soft, “Oh,” of surprise was all she had time for as she cranked the wheel hard in the other direction, overcompensating and the car lurched again then swayed as she turned the wheel the other way. 

Breathing hard, she jammed the brake and slammed the shifter into park while the car was still rocking. When she heard a muffled snort from her passenger, Kat spoke between clenched teeth, “You did that on purpose. Why didn’t you warn me the steering was different?”

“You asked for a challenge.” He wasn’t even trying to hide the amusement now, and when she glared at him, he only laughed harder. 

“I fail to see the humor.” But seeing him more relaxed and open than she ever had before did something to her. Zack’s laugh was infectious, and before long, she found herself laughing with him. As much as she wanted to stay mad, seeing him cut loose a little showed her a different side of him. 

Between his job, the drama with his family and the worry she could always see hovering over him with Logan still gunning for Gustavia, the man had a lot on his plate. If getting tickled over her aborted attempt to back up helped him release a bit of tension, she could live with that.

“You want to try again?” 

Providing him with a little comic relief was fine, but her pride would not allow her to quit. “Of course.” 

This time, she was prepared and with some effort, managed a complete circle, then to show off, a second one in the other direction before stopping to swap places with him so he could take her home.
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