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      Walt and Danielle Marlow sat across from Adam and Melony Nichols at Pier Café. Two pieces of carry-on luggage sat at the end of their booth, each partially wheeled under the table. The two couples had sat down moments earlier, and Adam had just finished grabbing menus from the end of the table and handing them to his wife and friends when Carla appeared, coffeepot in hand, her hair now pastel green and recently cut and styled shoulder length.

      “Where’s my little buddies?” Carla meant the twins. She began flipping coffee cups right side up and filling them without asking if anyone wanted coffee.

      “They’re having a playdate with Heather and Brian,” Danielle said with a chuckle. She slid the cup of coffee Carla had filled closer to her.

      Carla paused a moment and looked at Danielle, arching her brow slightly. “Brian too?”

      Danielle grinned up at Carla. “Heather announced this weekend that she was giving Walt and me our Christmas gift early. She said since we can buy ourselves whatever we want, her gift to us is eating out once a week for the next year. Oh, she’s not paying for our food, but she’s providing childcare.”

      “And she dragged Brian along this morning,” Walt finished for his wife, without adding that Marie was also helping with the twins. That wouldn’t be something Carla, Adam, and Melony would understand, considering Marie, Adam’s grandmother, had passed away four years earlier.

      Carla bumped into the protruding luggage at the end of the table and glanced down, her right hand still clutching the coffeepot. “I was going to ask about the luggage. Does Heather know you two are running away?”

      Adam laughed and said, “The luggage is ours.”

      Setting the pot on the table, and placing one hand on a hip, Carla looked to Adam. “Yeah, I know. I saw you guys bringing them in. Where you two going? And why didn’t you leave them in the car? Cars rarely get broken into in this neighborhood.” Just people getting murdered, Carla added silently.

      “Adam and I are flying to San Francisco for a couple of days, and our Uber is picking us up here and driving us to the airport. Walt was kind enough to pick us up this morning, so we can all have breakfast first,” Melony explained.

      Carla’s eyes widened. “Oh, nice. San Francisco. A little fun getaway?”

      Melony shrugged. “Not exactly; it’s a legal conference.”

      “I’m tagging along because my brilliant wife is the keynote speaker. And I want to be there to show her off,” Adam bragged.

      They chatted for a few more minutes before Carla took their order and left their table. When she walked away, Danielle noticed Joe Morelli sitting on the other side of the diner with a man wearing a police uniform like Joe’s.

      Danielle nodded toward Joe’s table. “The guy with Joe must be the new officer the chief recently hired.” Everyone else at the table turned to look briefly at where Danielle had nodded.

      “Brian mentioned he was starting today,” Walt added before taking a sip of his coffee.

      “Mark Summers,” Adam said. “I rented him a house.”

      A few minutes later, the subjects of their conversation left their table and started toward the exit yet stopped abruptly at their booth when Joe noticed them.

      “Morning.” Joe glanced briefly at the suitcases, then looked back at his friends. “Someone taking a trip?”

      Melony quickly explained where she and Adam were going.

      After she finished, Joe said, “I’d like you all to meet Mark Summers. This is his first day. Mark, this is Adam and Melony Nichols.” Joe motioned briefly to the couple.

      Sipping his coffee, Adam gave the new officer a nod and then said, “I’ve already met Mark.” Adam explained how he had met Mark before Joe finished the introductions.

      As they all exchanged brief greetings, Danielle studied Mark Summers. She guessed he was in his mid-twenties, just under six feet, with short-cropped sandy-colored hair and boyish features. He didn’t look as intimidating as the police department’s last hire, Clay Bowman, who turned out to be a murderer.

      Still standing by the table with Mark, Joe looked at Danielle. “I’d ask you where the twins are, but Brian mentioned he was going over to your house with Heather this morning to babysit.”

      “Not sure if that’s how he wanted to spend his morning off,” Walt said with a chuckle, “but he’s a good sport.”

      Joe glanced briefly at Mark. “Walt and Danielle have twins. Brian, I mentioned him to you, he helped deliver the babies.”

      Mark cringed. “You guys deliver babies?”

      Melony laughed. “I think you’re scaring him. I suspect the idea of helping deliver a baby might be more intimidating than dealing with criminals.”

      Mark visibly blushed. Joe looked back at Walt and Danielle and asked, “How old are they now?”

      “They’ll be eight months right after Christmas,” Danielle said. “We put the Christmas tree up on Saturday. So that has been fun, keeping them from pulling down the ornaments and toppling the tree.”

      They chatted a few more minutes before Walt asked, “Mark, do you have family in Frederickport?” Brian had already told Walt and Danielle that morning that the new hire was from Portland and had moved to town that weekend so he could start his new job on Monday. But Walt wondered if he chose Frederickport because he had family here.

      Mark shook his head. “I’m not from the area.”

      “Welcome to Frederickport,” Danielle said.

      They exchanged a few more words before Carla brought food to the table. Joe and Mark said their goodbyes, Carla finished delivering all the food, and a few minutes later the four prepared to eat their breakfast.

      About to take a bite of her waffle, Danielle glanced across the table and noticed Adam staring at his food, making no attempt to pick up his silverware, his complexion noticeably paler than minutes earlier. “Adam, are you okay?” Everyone stopped eating and looked at Adam.

      Instead of answering Danielle’s question, Adam stood abruptly and bolted from the table, his hand now covering his mouth as he ran towards the restrooms. Melony dropped her fork on the table and started to stand up, but Walt stopped her.

      “He went into the men’s room. Let me go.”

      Ten minutes later, Walt returned to the table with Adam, who looked worse than he had when Danielle had asked her question.

      “What’s wrong?” Melony asked as Adam silently slumped back in his seat.

      “I think we need to take Adam home,” Walt said. “It’s food poisoning, or he’s coming down with the flu.”

      Melony placed her palm on Adam’s forehead. “It’s cool. Did you throw up?”

      Adam nodded. “I’m sorry. But Walt’s right. It just hit me.” Adam pushed his plate of food to the center of the table. “I smelled the…” Adam was about to say sausage, but even saying the word turned his stomach.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll call the Uber and cancel,” Melony said, “if Walt and Danielle don’t mind driving us back to the house.”

      Adam shook his head and looked at his wife. “No, Mel. You need to go. You have friends there you’ve been looking forward to seeing. And you’re giving the keynote speech. I’ll be okay. I just want to lie down…and barf some more.” Adam’s right hand flew to his mouth, and once again he stood up.

      Melony, Walt, and Danielle watched Adam rush toward the bathroom again. Danielle looked back at Melony. “He’s right. You need to go. We’ll make sure he gets home okay. We’ll check on him while you’re gone. And if he needs to see the doctor, we’ll make sure he gets there.”

      Melony let out a sigh. “I’m pretty sure it’s food poisoning. Last night when we were watching a movie, Adam decided he was hungry and started scavenging through the refrigerator. There were some leftovers I meant to throw out, and Adam got to them before I could stop him. He insisted they tasted okay, and he seemed fine after he ate them.”

      “It can take six hours or more before food poisoning kicks in,” Danielle said.

      “This sort of killed my appetite.” Melony pushed her plate away from her.

      Danielle nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      “If you guys want to take Adam home, I’ll pay for the breakfast and wait for the Uber.”

      Taking the napkin from her lap, Danielle nodded and tossed it onto the table. She and Walt stood.

      Danielle glanced down at the suitcases. “Which one is Adam’s?”

      “The black one. I’ll walk you to the door. I want to say goodbye to Adam.” Melony paused and then looked back at the table and then at Walt and Danielle. “You guys want to take your food home? You didn’t even touch it.”

      “No, we’re okay. I’ll go tell Adam we’re taking him home,” Walt said before heading to the restrooms.

      Danielle grabbed hold of Adam’s suitcase while Melony took her own.
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        * * *

      

      Danielle had insisted Adam sit in the front passenger seat while she sat in the back seat of the Flex, and Walt drove them back over to Adam and Melony’s house. When Walt pulled up in front of the house, he didn’t turn off the engine but left it running while Adam got out of the car and thanked them again. Danielle quickly got out of the back seat, walked to the rear of the vehicle, and opened the hatch before removing Adam’s suitcase.

      “You call us if you need anything.” Danielle handed Adam his suitcase. “And if you decide you need to go to the doctor, one of us can drive you.”

      Adam grabbed hold of the handle of his suitcase. “Thanks. But I’m pretty sure it’s food poisoning. It’s my fault; I shouldn’t have eaten those leftovers last night. Just glad Mel didn’t eat them.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam stood briefly on the porch, his hand holding the handle on his suitcase as he watched Walt and Danielle drive away. He gave them a final wave before turning back to the front door, unlocking it, and walking inside, pulling his suitcase in behind him.

      After shutting the door, he left the suitcase by the front door and walked down the hall but stopped abruptly when he came face-to-face with two men he had never seen before. One held a gun, and the next minute, said gun pointed in his direction.

      “Where is your wife?” the armed man demanded.

      Adam stared at the gun’s muzzle, momentarily paralyzed. The man repeated the question, this time shaking the gun at Adam.

      “She’s on her way to the Portland airport.”

      “Why aren’t you with her?” the other man demanded.

      Instead of answering, Adam vomited in the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      Adam sat in one of the dining room armchairs, his wrists bound with rope to the armrests and his ankles secured to the front two legs of the chair with the same long piece of rope. After being brought to the dining room, the armed man had told him to sit down in the chair while his partner rummaged through their cabinets, searching for rope. He found one in the broom closet.

      “What are we going to do now?” the man asked his partner after tying Adam to the chair.

      The man with the gun considered the question as he glared at Adam, his shaking hand still holding the gun pointing in Adam’s direction.

      “I think we wasted some good rope.”

      His partner frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s seen us. His wife is on her way to the airport. We have time to do what we need. I don’t want to risk him getting away while we look. We’re going to kill him anyway.”

      Adam’s eyes widened as the man who had tied him to the chair yelled, “What do you mean? Killing someone wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “It is now.” The man raised the gun slightly, aiming it at Adam’s forehead as he prepared to fire.
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      Marie Nichols had been murdered days before Thanksgiving, four years earlier, in a nursing home where she had gone to recover from hip surgery. Her spirit had stuck around after discovering some of her living friends were mediums. Plus, she wanted to keep an eye on her favorite grandson, Adam.

      The image she showed to her medium friends was that of a woman in her eighties, when in truth, she had passed in her nineties. Instead of one of the sundresses she normally wore today, she wore a green jogging suit and had substituted her favorite straw gardening hat for a red Santa hat. The twins enjoyed grabbing the fluffy pompom at the hat’s pointy tip. Of course, if they caught it, their tiny fingers slipped through it like air.

      When Walt and Danielle arrived back at Marlow House, they found her with Heather, Brian, and the twins in the living room. Heather was surprised to see Walt and Danielle back so soon, and after they explained what had happened with Adam, Marie said a hasty goodbye and left to go check on her grandson.

      Marie arrived at Adam’s just as a man she had never seen before said, “We’re going to kill him anyway,” while pointing a gun at her grandson. A second man argued with him, yet Marie wasn’t about to wait around to see if he could convince his partner in crime to put down the gun.
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        * * *

      

      When Adam had walked in on the two men, he initially assumed he had interrupted a robbery. After the gun-wielding man told his accomplice to tie him up, Adam experienced a pang of relief. The man could have killed him in the hallway, but instead he wanted to tie him up. Adam assumed they intended to rob him and then leave him bound to the chair. Had he thought for a moment they planned to kill him after securing him to the chair, he would not have been so passive while the man tied his wrists and ankles with rope.

      Adam’s heart raced, and sweat formed on his brow. So focused on his urgent situation, he didn’t question whether it was a symptom of food poisoning or imminent death. It was probably both. As the two men argued over his fate, Adam glanced around the room and spied his cellphone sitting on the nearby dining room table. The men had taken it from him before tying him to the chair.

      Looking back to the arguing men, Adam stiffened his body, preparing to flip himself and the chair onto the floor should the man arguing for his life give up. He wasn’t sure what he intended to do once he fell onto the floor, but he refused to sit passively while being gunned down.

      Before Adam did anything, the gun flew from the man’s hand, flying up and across the room, landing in the Tiffany light fixture hanging over the dining room table.

      Both men froze and stared at the light fixture. It all happened so fast that Adam wasn’t sure what he had witnessed. Had the gunman been shaking the gun in anger over the other man’s reluctance to kill him, and then the weapon slipped from his grip, sending it flying? But how did it go so far, and so high, landing in the inverted glass cone of the Tiffany fixture? He didn’t have long to think about it because just as he looked from the stunned men back to the light fixture, one of the men cried out.

      Adam looked back at the two men. The man who had been holding the gun was now on the floor while his accomplice sprawled atop him. The two men looked into each other’s faces as the man on the bottom shouted for the other man to get off him. Instead of moving off his partner, the man on top started flopping around like a fish that had jumped out of the ocean and was now stuck on the sand. The man on top continued to flop around helplessly while screaming, “Make it stop!”

      Adam couldn’t process what was happening, but this was his chance to get free. He struggled with the rope bindings, and to his surprise, they slipped off with remarkable ease, landing in a pile on his shoes. Adam kicked at the rope while standing up, and to his shock, the rope flew across the room, as had the gun earlier. It landed atop the two men.

      Momentarily paralyzed by the bizarre sight, Adam watched as the rope wove around the men like a snake preparing to subdue its prey. Confused by the sight, Adam stepped back, knocking into the chair he had just been sitting in. Stumbling slightly, his eyes never leaving the two men, he fumbled around the chair and moved closer to the table.

      Hands shaking, Adam reached for his cellphone the men had set on the table, and dialed nine-one-one. 
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        * * *

      

      Officer Carpenter and her partner had been close to Adam’s house when his call came in, so they were already turning down his street by the time he made it out of the house. Adam had run outside after making the call, clutching his cellphone and leaving the gun in the light fixture while the two men continued to squirm together on the floor, the rope still moving around them.

      Adam reached the end of his driveway when the police car pulled up. It parked, and Adam ran to the officers. As they stepped out of the vehicle, Adam frantically explained what had happened, yet much of what he said made little sense. Officer Carpenter immediately called for backup.

      After backup arrived, the police entered first yet found the two men not in the dining room, as Adam had told them, but in the middle of the hallway, sitting on the floor a few feet from where Adam had vomited. They sat back to back, securely tied by a rope.

      The police yelled to Adam that it was okay to come in. Reluctantly, Adam reentered the house as several police officers pulled the two men to their feet, removing the ropes and putting them in handcuffs.

      Backup included Joe Morelli and Mark Summers. Joe was initially confused about why Adam was at his house, considering they had seen him that morning, and he understood Adam had been on his way to the airport.

      “You said something about a gun?” Officer Carpenter asked Adam while three other officers secured the prisoners.

      “Yes, in there.” Adam walked to the dining room doorway and was about to point to the light fixture, but when he looked into the room, he spied the gun sitting on the table.

      Confused, Adam walked to the table and absently set his cellphone down as he looked at the gun and then up at the ceiling. There was obviously no longer a gun in the stained-glass fixture. But how did it not break the glass when the gun landed in it? And how had the gun moved from the fixture to the table?

      Dazed, Adam turned back toward the hallway and frowned. How had the men moved into the hallway? How did they get tied up?

      Voices filled the space around him. Questions swirled in his head, and in that moment, he didn’t know if the questions came from the people around him or from inside his head. But he had no answers. The voices continued to buzz around him like annoying and persistent bees.

      Feeling his world spinning, Adam made his way to the armchair that was pulled out from the end of the dining room table. The same chair that he had been tied to. Ignoring the persistent voices and endless questions, Adam stumbled to the chair, reached out to one of its armrests to steady himself, and then sat down. Adam stared ahead, saying nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Marie had left Adam’s house after the police pulled the men from the floor. She returned to Marlow House and found Heather and Brian still there. After explaining what was happening at Adam’s, Heather repeated Marie’s encounter to Brian, who wasn’t a medium. While he couldn’t see or hear Marie, he understood she was there.

      When Heather finished the retelling, Brian immediately picked up his cellphone and called the chief. Walt, Heather, Danielle, and Marie silently listened to Brian’s side of the conversation with Chief MacDonald, while the twins played with random toys on the quilt spread over the floor next to the sofa.

      “What did he say?” Danielle asked when Brian ended the call.

      “He’s talked to Joe. Joe and the new guy are bringing in the two men.”

      “Who are they?” Heather asked.

      “According to the chief, they didn’t have identification on them. No cellphones or car keys. And they aren’t talking. If they have a car, they didn’t park it in Adam’s neighborhood.”

      “Does Adam know who they are?” Walt asked.

      Brian shook his head. “No. We’re assuming it was a robbery attempt. Someone who found out they were leaving town for a few days.”

      “What does Adam say?” Danielle asked.

      “Adam’s not saying much. It sounds like he’s in shock.” Brian glanced around and then looked at Heather. “Where is Marie?”

      Heather pointed to Marie. “Right there. Why?”

      Brian looked to where Heather pointed. “Marie, you said you tied up the men. I assume Adam saw you?”

      The mediums all looked to Marie.

      Heather frowned and looked back at Brian. “What’s going on?”

      “Well…he didn’t see me exactly,” Marie muttered.

      “Oh, I think I understand where this is going.” Danielle groaned.

      “Yes, I suppose he saw what I did. But what was I supposed to do? Let them shoot my grandson, and then when Adam came over to my side, I have to explain why I didn’t save his life when I had the chance?”

      Heather repeated Marie’s words to Brian.

      Brian nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

      “What did the chief say?” Danielle asked.

      “From what Joe told the chief, it sounds like Adam is in shock. When the police first arrived, he was understandably shaken, but he was able to tell them that the men were inside. He also mentioned a gun. When they got inside, they found the men tied up in the hallway. Outside, Adam had mentioned one of the men had thrown the gun into a light fixture in the dining room.”

      “Why do ghosts always put guns in light fixtures?” Danielle asked.

      “To get them out of reach,” Walt said before Marie could make a similar response.

      “But when they walked into the dining room, the gun was sitting on the dining table, not in the light fixture.”

      They all looked back at Marie, who shrugged and said sheepishly, “I was just trying to be helpful. I figured it would make more sense for the police to find the gun on the table instead of up in the light fixture. That’s a glass Tiffany shade; I was very careful when I put it up there. If someone had actually thrown it, it would have shattered the glass. I was trying to make it more believable for Joe.”

      Heather told Brian what Marie had just said.

      “At least the chief now understands what’s going on with Adam—that Marie saved his life,” Brian said. “But it was after Adam saw that gun sitting on the table that he shut down.”

      “What do you mean he shut down?” Danielle asked.

      “He sat on one of the chairs, stared off into space, and hasn’t said a word. They keep asking him questions, but he’s not responding.”

      “Oh my,” Marie muttered.

      “What are they going to do?” Walt asked.

      “Now that the chief knows why Adam isn’t willing—or able—to answer their questions right now, he’s going to have Joe and the new guy bring the men in for questioning. He wants me to go over to Adam’s. Until I get there, Carpenter will stay with him.” Brian looked at Danielle. “The chief was wondering if you would go with me.”

      “Sure, but why me in particular?”

      Brian shrugged. “You have a knack for making people think what they saw was something else.”

      “I’m not sure how I’m going to convince Adam he tied up his attackers, or that there was a third person there he couldn’t see.”

      “Well, there was someone else there he couldn’t see,” Heather reminded her.
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      Brian Henderson, a police officer for the Frederickport Police Department, and Heather Donovan, a quirky medium who had once been accused of being a witch, had been a couple for around sixteen months. Theirs was an unlikely pairing, and it wasn’t just their age gap.

      The stocky man with gray hair had always seemed far too conservative to be dating someone like Heather. Their unlikely relationship began after the two had been kidnapped and escaped. It was during that incident that Brian learned the truth about Walt and the reality of the local mediums.

      It wasn’t Heather’s youth that attracted Brian; it was her uniquely generous spirit and rigid code of honor. Age didn’t prove an obstacle because neither wanted marriage nor children, and no one could accuse Brian of pursuing Heather out of a desire to groom and control a much younger woman, because even a ridiculously handsome man like Heather’s boss, Chris Glandon, aka Chris Johnson, with an even more ridiculous amount of money, couldn’t control Heather. And if Chris couldn’t, Brian would be a fool to think he could.

      Not long after Brian asked Danielle to go with him to see Adam, Marie said her goodbyes and returned to her grandson. While she couldn’t help him now, she felt compelled to go. After Marie’s departure, Heather offered to stay with Walt and help with the twins while Danielle drove over to Adam’s with Brian.

      “I think you should go with them,” Walt suggested. “I can handle these two on my own, and they’re about due for their nap, anyway. Danielle might need your help with Adam.”

      Less than fifteen minutes later, Danielle and Heather sat in the car with Brian, with Danielle in the back seat. Sitting in the front passenger seat, Heather turned around. Wanting to face Danielle, she stretched out her seatbelt as far as possible before hooking it.

      “Does it feel weird not breastfeeding anymore?” Heather asked.

      “My blouses fit better now. My boobs aren’t as big, which surprisingly is kind of nice.”

      “Hey, I can hear what you’re saying,” Brian said uncomfortably.

      Both women laughed. “You delivered the babies,” Heather reminded him.

      “I still don’t want to discuss Danielle’s…” He didn’t finish the sentence but steered the car into the street.

      Danielle giggled and then grew serious. “I wanted to breastfeed until they were a year old, but it just didn’t work out. And I read it’s most important during the first six months, which I could do.”

      “Well, I thought that was amazing you breastfed them for that long without using formula. And I guess it’s more convenient now.”

      “It’s easier to leave at a moment’s notice, that’s for sure.”

      Heather and Danielle continued to chat while Brian drove until, suddenly, Brian put his foot on the brakes and said, “What the hell?”

      Heather turned around in her seat, and Danielle leaned forward. They both peered out the front windshield, looking for what had caught Brian’s attention. It was raining outside—a gentle sprinkling. Down the street they saw a parked police car pulled over to the side of the road. It appeared to be empty.

      “What is it?” Heather asked.

      “That’s the squad car Joe and I drive.”

      “Didn’t the chief say he and that new guy took the men they arrested to the police station? This isn’t the way to the station from Adam’s house,” Heather said.

      “Exactly.” Brian pulled over to the side of the road and turned off the engine, keeping some distance between his car and the squad car. Brian removed the car keys from the ignition and handed them to Heather. “Danielle, call the chief and tell him what I found. And Heather, be prepared to drive away if I yell at you.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Heather squeaked.

      “Just do what I ask.” Brian reached into the center console and pulled out his handgun and got out of the car, ignoring the rain. Reluctantly, Heather unbuckled her seatbelt and awkwardly slid over to the driver’s seat while keeping her eyes on Brian. In the backseat, Danielle took out her cellphone and called the chief.
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        * * *

      

      Brian cautiously approached the police car, gun in hand, while surveying the area. It was a quiet residential street, and no one appeared to be outside, which wasn’t surprising.

      He was about ten feet from the rear of the police car when he noticed something lying on the ground near the vehicle, between the car and the side of the road, partially hidden from the traffic. Shoes—with a body attached. Brian rushed to the body, gun in hand.

      Once he reached the car, he quickly glanced inside, saw it was empty, and knelt next to the body. The person wore a familiar police uniform, his back facing Brian, with the head turned to one side, the face partially concealed by leaves; perhaps they had settled there after a scuffle or gust of wind. Holding his breath, Brian brushed away the leaves, revealing the face. As he suspected, the downed man was Joe.

      Brian’s fingers gently pressed against Joe’s carotid artery, and he detected a strong pulse. A surge of relief swept through Brian.
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        * * *

      

      Danielle and Heather stood in the drizzling rain on the side of the road, leaning against Brian’s car, watching the commotion. They could have remained inside the car and stayed dry, but they wanted to get a better view. Each wore a lightweight rain jacket and had pulled their hoods up, covering their hair. They stood with their arms crossed, staying out of the way of the responders who had just arrived. Joe had regained consciousness just as the paramedics pulled up, and they were preparing to load him into the ambulance. Some of the local residents had stepped out of their houses to see what was going on.

      Police Chief Edward MacDonald walked from the ambulance to Danielle and Heather.

      “How is Joe?” Danielle asked.

      “He’s got a nasty bump on his head. It looks like they have his gun. Brian told me Heather has his car key. I think it would be best if you two took his car, go back to Marlow House, and stay there with Walt. It’s entirely possible our escaped prisoners are hiding out in one of these houses, and I don’t need to worry about you two.”

      Before either woman could respond, a resident called out to the chief.

      The chief turned to the man and greeted him, “Bob.” He stepped away from Heather and Danielle and shook Bob’s hand.

      “What’s going on? I saw all the police cars pulling up and the ambulance. What happened?”

      “We have prisoners who’ve escaped, and I’m concerned they might be holed up somewhere in your neighborhood. Have you seen anything suspicious today?”

      Bob considered the question for a moment and frowned. “I’m not sure I would call it suspicious. But this morning I noticed two guys I’ve never seen before parking their car in front of my house. They got out. Figured they were visiting one of my neighbors. I looked out the window, watched them walk down the street, and didn’t see them go into any house.”

      “Which car?”

      “Thing is, not even half an hour ago, I heard what sounded like a gunshot, looked out my window, saw the car drive away. I figured it was their car backfiring.”

      “Did you see the same two men getting into the car?”

      Bob shrugged. “I didn’t really see who was in the car when it drove off. Assumed it was the same guys who parked it there.”

      “Just a second,” the chief said before calling out to an officer who had been at Adam’s house during the arrest. Once the officer was by their side, the chief looked back to Bob. “Can you describe the two men?”

      Bob described the men, including what they were wearing.

      “Sounds like our guys,” the officer told the chief. The chief seemed to forget Heather and Danielle as he and the other officer continued to interview Bob, now getting details on the vehicle.

      Danielle and Heather had only overheard snippets of MacDonald and Bob’s conversation and now assumed the escaped prisoners had taken off in the car, so they didn’t take the chief’s suggestion to drive back to Marlow House. Instead, they remained by Brian’s car, watching.

      A few minutes later, MacDonald and Brian moved to stand by the open back door of the ambulance. They were talking to Joe, but Danielle and Heather couldn’t hear what they were saying. A few more residents had come outside, trying to see what was going on.

      Danielle glanced around the scene. She started to say something to Heather but stopped mid-sentence and grabbed hold of Heather’s wrist. Heather glanced down at her wrist, now in Danielle’s grip, and looked up at Danielle with a frown. Danielle stared ahead. “What is it?” Heather asked.

      “Look at that guy.” Danielle released hold of Heather’s wrist and pointed to a man standing near the squad car where they had found Joe. He wore a hoodie, its hood down, not covering his hair, his hands buried in its pockets, causing the front of the hoodie to come together as if zipped.

      Heather looked to where Danielle pointed. She frowned. It was a young man she didn’t recognize. “Who is he?”

      The man glanced around and noticed Heather and Danielle staring at him. He stared back.

      “He’s looking at us now,” Heather whispered.

      “Yes, he is,” Danielle said evenly, her eyes staring back at the man, meeting his gaze.

      “He’s coming over here,” Heather hissed. “Why are you staring at him?”

      “It’s interesting how his hair doesn’t look wet,” Danielle said calmly, her head tilting slightly to one side.

      Heather frowned at Danielle and looked back at the man; he came closer.

      The man stopped abruptly, about five feet from Heather and Danielle, and said, “You can see me, can’t you?”

      Heather’s eyes widened. She looked from the man to Danielle, back to the man. “How did you know?” she asked Danielle. “No way could you tell his hair was dry when he was standing by the squad car.”

      “It was the fact he walked through the squad car that tipped me off,” Danielle said with a shrug.

      The man, or more accurately ghost, removed his hands from his pockets and let the jacket—or image of a jacket—open naturally. It revealed something Danielle and Heather hadn’t noticed before, a gunshot wound through his chest. He repeated his question.

      “Yes, we can see you. But no one else can. I was going to ask what had happened. But…” Danielle nodded toward his now exposed chest. The T-shirt under the jacket was stained with blood.

      The man glanced down. “They shot me.”

      “Who shot you?” Danielle asked.

      “No one was supposed to get killed,” he said.

      “Where did you come from?” Heather asked.

      The ghost turned around and pointed down the road, past the squad car, to the row of thick bushes in front of Bob’s house. “Over there.” He vanished.

      Heather and Danielle exchanged glances and started toward the chief and Brian. When they reached the ambulance, Danielle said, “Chief, when you have a moment, we need to talk to you.”

      The chief understood whatever Heather and Danielle needed to tell him might be something they couldn’t say in front of Joe or the paramedics, so he gave the women a nod and said a few final words to the paramedics and Joe before he and Brian stepped away from the ambulance.

      They watched as the ambulance doors closed, and it left to take Joe to the hospital.

      Before Danielle could tell the chief about the spirit, a shout came from one responder down the road, by the bushes in front of Bob’s house. Moments later, they knew what the responders had found—another body. This one was dead.

      “I want to see it,” Danielle told the chief.

      “Instead of going back to Marlow House, I’d like you both to go to Adam’s. Brian said Marie is with him, and I need you to tell her what’s going on. Those men might go back over to Adam’s house. We don’t know why they were there. But they have kidnapped one of my officers, killed someone, and could have killed Joe. Carpenter is also with Adam, but I would feel better if Marie understood what was going on.”

      Danielle nodded. “Okay. But before we go over, I’d like to see that body. Heather and I saw a ghost, and I suspect it belongs to your guy.”

      Heather and Danielle walked with Brian and the chief to where the responders now stood blocking off the fresh crime scene. Just as they were within earshot, the officer who had listened to Bob’s description told the chief, “It’s one of the escaped prisoners.”

      The chief frowned and walked closer to the scene. He looked down at the body still partially shoved under the bushes. “We haven’t found the gun,” the officer added.

      “So who killed him?” the chief muttered. “We just talked to Joe, and he can’t remember what happened. He doesn’t even remember leaving Adam’s house. Did Mark shoot him while trying to apprehend him after they escaped? Something happened, and he was taken hostage?”

      Danielle stepped closer to the chief and looked down at the body. “Well, if Heather and I run into him again, we’ll be sure to ask him,” she said in a whisper just loud enough for the chief.
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      When Heather and Danielle arrived at Adam’s house, Officer Arleen Carpenter greeted them. The chief had called Arleen minutes earlier and told her to expect Heather and Danielle. She was already opening the door as the two women walked up to the front porch.

      “How is he?” Danielle asked as she reached the open doorway.

      Arleen, her hand still on the doorknob, stepped aside and opened the door wider while Heather and Danielle walked into the house. “He’s still sitting in the dining room. I don’t know if the chief told you, but he hasn’t said a word since he walked into the house after we arrested the intruders.”

      “Yeah, that’s why the chief wanted us to come over and talk to him.” Danielle glanced around the entry while Arleen shut the door. She noticed Adam’s carry-on suitcase, the one he had at the diner that morning, sitting in the corner.

      “Oh, you’re here!” Marie chirped when she appeared in the entry hall a moment later. “Dear Adam is in shock. I wish I had handled it differently.”

      Arlene, who couldn’t see or hear Marie, was about to say something when Heather announced abruptly, “I need to use the bathroom.” She gave Marie a facial gesture and head nod, signaling for Marie to follow her.

      When the two stepped into the bathroom and Heather closed the door, Marie said, “Not sure what you need to tell me, but don’t be surprised if Arleen goes back to the station thinking Brian’s girlfriend has a severe tic.”

      Heather frowned at Marie. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That thing you did with your head and face out there to get my attention.”

      “I couldn’t very well say, Marie, I need to talk to you.”

      Marie let out a sigh. “Sorry, dear. What is it?”

      Heather told Marie what had happened since she had returned to Adam’s house.

      “Is Joe alright?”

      “They took him to the hospital to be checked out, and from what I understand, he has some memory loss. I’m not saying he doesn’t know who he is, but he can’t remember anything after he left here this morning. For now, they don’t know why they turned down a street that didn’t lead to the station or how he got knocked out. The chief wonders if those men might come back here.”

      “Oh, my…” Marie thought about what she had just been told. After a moment, she looked at Heather. “And that other young officer who started today—he was kidnapped?”
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        * * *

      

      After Heather headed to the bathroom, Arleen looked at Danielle and said in a serious tone, “I don’t want to question the chief, but I don’t understand why they didn’t take Adam to the hospital to be checked out.”

      “From what the chief told me, Adam hadn’t been physically attacked.” As Danielle said the words, she knew Arleen wasn’t talking about Adam’s physical health. Yet she also understood why the chief didn’t want Adam sent to the hospital, where he might be seen by a psychiatrist or psychiatric nurse. At the moment, Danielle understood Adam thought he was going insane, and if he saw a psychiatrist right now, they might agree with him.

      “I’m not talking about his physical health.”

      Danielle smiled kindly. “I understand. But I’m close to Adam, which the chief knows. I suspect he feels I might have better luck with him. You might say we’re family, considering how close I was to his grandmother, and his wife, Melony, is my cousin.”

      Arlene arched her brows. “She is?”

      “Yes. And Mel is on her way to San Francisco. I haven’t had a chance to tell her what’s happened. Heather is also close to Mel and Adam. After we talk to him, we can tell Melony what’s going on, and she can decide what to do. And on a side note, the chief and Mel go way back; she was his late wife’s best friend. So I think he’s trying to do what the family would want.”

      Arlene considered Danielle’s words for a moment. Finally, she let out a sigh and nodded. “Okay. I guess I can understand.”

      When Heather stepped out of the bathroom, she found Danielle and Arleen where she had left them. A few moments later, the three women started down the hallway. Before they reached the doorway leading to the dining room, Heather stopped abruptly and looked down at the dried vomit on the carpet runner. “What happened?”

      “When we first arrived, we found our suspects sitting on the floor, tied up in the middle of the hallway. They were sitting just a few inches from that. Since neither of them would say a word, and Adam stopped talking not long after we arrived, we aren’t sure what happened there.”

      “Adam got sick this morning at Pier Café. That’s why he came home. He obviously threw up again.” Danielle looked at Arleen. “Has he had anything to drink since you’ve been here?”

      Arleen shook her head.

      “Well, we need to get him to drink some water,” Danielle said.
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        * * *

      

      Arlene walked Heather and Danielle to the dining room, where they found Adam still sitting on the chair, staring ahead blankly. Soon thereafter, Arleen said her goodbyes and left, locking the door behind her.

      Heather and Danielle stood across the room and studied Adam, neither one approaching him.

      “How are we going to handle this?” Heather whispered.

      “Let me try first. I’ll get him a glass of water. He needs to drink something. Not sure if he’s ignoring us or if he has checked out somewhere.”

      Marie joined them. “I hope I didn’t push that dear boy over the edge.”

      “Well, look what happened to that guy after you and I convinced him I was a witch,” Heather reminded her.

      Marie’s eyes widened in fear as she looked across the room at Adam.

      “Adam’s going to be okay. Stop freaking Marie out.” Danielle headed for the kitchen to get Adam a glass of water.

      Heather looked at Marie. “While Danielle talks to Adam, why don’t we clean up that mess in the hallway? I’ll go see if they have any paper plates in the kitchen, and maybe you can find a bucket and fill it up with hot water.”

      “Why do you need a paper plate?” Marie asked.

      “Paper plates work great for cleaning up these kinds of messes. Like the time the door to the room with the litter box got closed and Bella went on my carpet.” Heather grimaced at the memory and continued, “I didn’t want to pick it up with a paper towel and smear it around on the floor or get it on my hands. So I took a paper plate, tore it in half, set each half on either side of the mess, torn edges facing each other, and moved the sides together like I was putting the plate back together and scooped up the mess. After that, I simply carried the mess to the trash and threw it and the plate away. Easy peasy.”

      “Or I could simply harness my energy and pick it up and let it float to the trash,” Marie said.

      Heather stared at Marie a moment and grumbled, “Show-off.”
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      When Danielle returned to the dining room, she knelt before Adam, glass in one hand and a paper towel in the other, and said gently, “Hey, Adam, it’s Danielle.”

      Something flickered in Adam’s eyes, but he said nothing.

      “I need you to drink some water.” Danielle lifted the glass to Adam’s mouth, gently pressing it to his lips. Adam didn’t move. Danielle pressed it a little firmer against his mouth, tilting it slightly, water slipping out. At first, he did nothing, but when water started dribbling down his chin, he drank the water, a little at first and then more until he started gulping.

      “That’s enough for now,” Danielle said, removing the cup and wiping his chin with the paper towel. She didn’t want him to get sick again. From behind Adam, a phone rang. Danielle stood and looked at the dining room table. She saw a cellphone.

      Danielle walked over to the table while Adam remained sitting quietly in the chair. Setting the glass and paper towel on the table, she picked up the cellphone and looked at it. It was Melony calling. Danielle glanced at Adam, his back to her. Deciding to take the call, she moved away from Adam, toward the doorway leading into the kitchen. She answered the phone, keeping her voice low.

      After Melony realized who was on the phone, she asked, “Danielle? Did you stop by to check on Adam, or did he call you to take him to the doctor? Is he okay? Did he get worse?”

      “Some things have happened,” Danielle began, keeping her voice low so Adam wouldn’t overhear. She told Melony about the break-in, omitting significant details, such as how Marie saved his life.

      “Oh, my gawd, but is he okay? They didn’t hurt him?”

      “No, they tied him up, but he escaped and got to his phone and called the police, but I don’t know exactly what happened. He really can’t talk right now, he, well, is sorta in shock. I think the guy intended to kill him, and well, he is understandably freaked.”

      “This is crazy. I was calling Adam to tell him my flight was a little delayed, but now I’ll cancel and come home.”

      “Are you sure you want to cancel your trip? Adam is more than welcome to stay at Marlow House with Walt and me.”

      “No. There is no way I can go now. They’ll understand.”

      Heather, who had stopped looking for cleaning supplies and had wandered over to Danielle, had been eavesdropping on the call. “Is that Mel? Her flight hasn’t left? She wants to come back tonight?”

      Still holding the cellphone to her ear, Danielle looked up to Heather and nodded and then said into the phone, “Are you going to get another Uber?”

      “No,” Heather said, practically grabbing the phone from Danielle’s hand. “Mel, this is Heather. You’re cancelling your trip and want to come home?”

      “Heather, hi. Danielle didn’t mention you were there too. But yeah. Glad I have a carry-on and didn’t check any luggage. Not thrilled about another Uber, but whatever.”

      “I don’t think you need to Uber. Chris is in Portland on business this morning, which is why I have the day off. Let me call him. I know he would love having your company on the ride home.”

      “Oh, Heather, that would be wonderful! Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Heather had already arranged for Chris to pick up Melony at the airport, she and Marie had cleaned up the carpet in the hallway, Marie had gone outside to patrol the exterior of the property, and Danielle sat in a chair facing Adam, trying unsuccessfully to engage him in conversation.

      Now standing over Danielle, her hands on her hips, looking from Danielle to Adam, Heather asked, “Is he pulling an Olivia and is on some astral-projection trip out in la-la land?” Heather asked impatiently.

      Danielle shrugged. “He had some water, but he refuses to talk.”

      Heather gave Danielle’s shoulder a nudge. “Move. Let me try.”

      Danielle reluctantly moved off the chair. Heather sat down, now facing Adam. She scooted the chair a little closer to him, their knees now touching. She leaned forward. “Adam, it’s Heather. Talk to me.”

      Eyes narrowing, Heather studied Adam for a moment, and, to Danielle’s surprise, Heather raised her right hand and gave Adam a firm slap across his face.

      Danielle was not the only one surprised by the slap. Adam’s left hand flew to his face, covering his now red cheek with his palm. He looked up at Heather, his eyes wide. “Damn, Heather, why did you hit me?”

      Heather smiled with satisfaction. “I knew you were in there.”

      “You hit him,” Danielle sputtered. “I thought you swore to stop smacking people.”

      Heather shrugged. “It was for a good cause.”
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