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      They kept coming at him from the air, silent save for the beating wings. The terrible, fluttering wings. He could feel the blood on his hands, his wrists, his neck. Each stab of a swooping beak tore his flesh. If only he could keep them from his eyes. Nothing else mattered. He must keep them from his eyes.

      
        
        DAPHNE DU MAURIER, “THE BIRDS”
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      It was the screaming that woke Sarah Greene—her screaming. Sitting up, she tried calming her jackhammering heart by using a breathing technique she’d learned from a psychologist years ago. A slow, steady breath through the nose… Hold for three seconds… Purse the lips and exhale… Relax and repeat. It always helped, even though she’d felt Dr. Bates was a condescending bitch. There’s no such thing as ghosts, she had said through impossibly huge black designer frames and thin, pale lips, which reminded Sarah of a Muppet. Did Muppets have lips?

      Her bedroom was dark except for the glow from the colorful guardian angel nightlight she’d had since she was a kid. She still used it in case she had to get up in the middle of the night to pee. Or it’s what she told herself. Maybe the real reason was it reminded her of her mother, who had bought it when Sarah suffered from night terrors.

      What time was it? She switched on a bedside lamp and grabbed her phone from the nightstand. It was just after midnight. She’d only been asleep for, what, forty-five minutes?

      “Gary?” she said.

      She heard a thump from somewhere far off. Then, the familiar rapid padding noise as her sleek, gray tabby with the broken black stripes and cool green eyes bounded into the room. The cat leaped onto the antique iron double bed and meowed. She brought him close, which always made his eyes squishy while pull-starting the purr machine.

      “That was a bad one, Gary.”

      Realizing it would be hours before she could get to sleep again, she set the cat aside and threw back the sheet and duvet. She sat there, observing the goosebumps on the tan, muscular legs she’d developed running five miles a day. She didn’t recall why she’d chosen to sleep in the oversize Knicks jersey Joe had given her when they were first married. The man was a New Yorker through and through. Had she been thinking about her ex-husband again?

      “Goosebumps aren’t sexy,” she said, lifting a bare leg and modeling it for the indifferent feline.

      She talked to Gary a lot. Pathetic when you stopped to think about it. But he seemed to put up with it. Sometimes. Eventually, he’d get bored. She sighed as he hopped off the bed, probably on the prowl for something better—like a game of Duck, Duck, Goose.

      “Typical guy.”

      Remaining in bed, she waited for the inevitable afterimages she knew would follow. The thing about nightmares is they’re never really over until the sun comes up. And she’d been having this particular one—or variations of it—since she was fifteen, when her best friend Alyssa died in a car crash. Exactly one week later, she appeared in Sarah’s room. Sarah wasn’t scared, though, but she cried. A few nights later, she had the nightmare for the first time.

      Now, years later, she felt the familiar tingling dread—a cloud-like gloom gathering behind her eyes. Then, a parade of stilted pictures whizzing past like something out of a demented slideshow organized by evil clowns with French accents. A flash grenade of white-hot light sent her hurtling into a roiling vortex of images from the dream, and she remembered…

      She was in the bad place again. It was a vast room surrounded by dark, smooth walls and no doors. Though she was alone, she could feel a presence—something seething and malevolent. Now, a whisper of wailing voices. Her breath hitched.

      A dark reddish light glimmered behind the walls, and she saw something moving—people. They were naked, their eyes filled with terror. Panicking, she turned in a complete circle. They were everywhere. She heard a deafening scraping noise as the walls closed in around her. Hundreds of hands grabbed at her. And that was when she’d screamed…

      Coming out of it, she drew the duvet around her and took another calming breath. Eventually, she pulled on a pair of jeans and made her way to the kitchen, where the cat was playing with a plastic bottle cap.

      Now what? Coffee? No, she’d never get to sleep. A drink? Hmm. She had a bottle of Talisker 25 Year Scotch Joe had presented to her on her thirtieth birthday. Pretty pricey for a guy who replenished his underwear drawer once a decade. And only if Penneys was having a sale. Okay, maybe a quick one. The stuff needed to last until she turned forty, which was seven years away. Shit, forty.

      She found a whiskey glass in the cupboard and was about to grab the bottle when the temperature dropped suddenly and the lights flickered.

      “Oh, come on.”

      Seeing her breath, she glanced at Gary staring intently at something. Turning, she saw it too. The wispy image floating not ten feet from her seemed solid, then diaphanous. Each time it attempted to materialize fully, the lights dimmed. Wordlessly, she dropped the glass. It shattered on the floor, startling the cat and sending him skedaddling.

      “Alyssa?” she said.

      The last time she saw the girl, she’d come to warn Sarah—no, to prepare her—for her mother’s impending death from cancer. Then, as now, Sarah felt a deep sense of longing she had never gotten over after seeing her best friend in the world lowered into the cold ground on a wet January morning. Two years later, she would return to the cemetery. Only now the coffin would contain her mother.

      Alyssa Cortez wore the dress her grieving parents had picked out for her—white with little pink rosebuds around the collar and the gold crucifix they’d given her for Christmas. Her dark hair was long—exactly the way she had worn it since second grade. She was barefoot and still fifteen. Sarah recalled how in high school they used to spend hours in her room painting each other’s toenails and scaring each other with made-up ghost stories. Outside, her younger sister Rachel would always try to horn in on the fun. It all seemed so long ago.

      “You’re in danger,” the apparition said, its voice muted, as if she were speaking through a closed door.

      “What? But how⁠—”

      “Be careful when you help the girl.” Her voice was clearer now. “I hope… I’d really like to see you again.”

      Her image became unstable. Then, like a sigh, it faded into nothingness. Sarah reached out to her friend, hot tears streaming from her eyes.

      “Alyssa, wait!”

      But she was gone, and Sarah was alone.
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        * * *

      

      The Cracked Pot was dead like Denny’s on a blue Monday. Only woozy denizens desperate for a caffeine fix could be found hanging out because it was the only place in Dos Santos open at that hour. And the coffee was good, though you had to wait forever for a refill because they crafted each cup by hand.

      It was one-thirty. Sarah sat across from her ex and current business partner, Joe Greene. Two cups of steaming Guatemalan Antigua separated them. The beans had been roasted out back in a little shed earlier in the day, which was why the coffee was so damn good. She took a sip. Screw it—no sleep for her.

      She thanked God her ex never complained whenever she called him up in the middle of the night to meet her, so she could dump her latest problems on him. Come to think of it, he had never complained about anything—even when she announced she wanted a divorce. Hell, he’d been downright conciliatory about the whole thing, offering to help her find an attorney. She had stayed mad about it for a long time. What? He couldn’t wait to be rid of her?

      Adding more half-and-half to her cup, she watched him drink his black. She had on her white cashmere sweater with the skinny jeans. In the old days, he would always tell her how much he loved the sweater—the way it hugged her every curve. Damn him, he even looked handsome just having fallen out of bed. Graying hair that he always wore short, beard stubble, lean muscles bulging through his black T-shirt. A softer Henry Rollins, she decided. And hot—stop it, Sarah.

      “So, what happened?” he said, clueless as to where her mind was at the moment. “The nightmare again?”

      “Yeah.”

      Coming down from her lustful feelings, she sighed dramatically and picked at a red spot on her cup, which was actually baked into the enamel.

      “You’ve had these before. It’ll pass.”

      “I just wish I knew why, though.”

      He noticed she was holding the St. Michael medal she always wore around her neck. “I feel like you’re not telling me something.”

      For a guy, Joe had loads of intuition. “What? No, I… Okay, fine.”

      She lowered her voice, though the scruffy, tatted-up twenty-something server with the gauged earlobes was way over on the other side of the restaurant. He was taking an order from the odd elderly couple she recognized from the local hardware store. They always seemed to be purchasing light bulbs, she remembered.

      “I, uh, I saw Alyssa.”

      “Your dead friend from high school?”

      “Uh-huh. She was in the kitchen. Gary saw her too.”

      She never felt uncomfortable telling him about these episodes. They’d known each other for fifteen years, and he had learned to accept that she was special. He had once told her he was glad to know there was an afterlife. Said it gave him hope.

      “Was it like the last time? Did she speak to you?”

      “She told me I was in danger.”

      “Anything specific?”

      “Kind of. Apparently, I’m supposed to help some random girl. I thought of Katy, but then I wondered why Alyssa wouldn’t have come out and said my niece’s name.”

      He drained his cup and spun it between his hands. She knew he did it whenever he was mulling something over. One time, he’d tried it with a wineglass at a fancy restaurant. Disaster. It wasn’t a total loss, though. While a busboy cleaned up the mess, Joe proposed to her.

      “I dunno,” he said. “Maybe one of Lou’s cases?”

      “Yeah, I don’t think the police chief will be asking for my assistance anytime soon. Not after the last fiasco. Anyway, I got the feeling this is different. It’s like something’s going to⁠—”

      “Drop into your lap?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I guess we need to wait and see. Want another cup?”

      “No, I’m good. We should go.”

      He looked around for the server but didn’t see anyone. He opened his wallet and threw down a bill.

      “Twenty bucks?” she said.

      “Whatever.”

      Outside, they stood in the October chill between two vehicles—her classic black 1963 Ford Galaxie 500 XL and his late-model gray Dodge Ram truck. It occurred to her she’d never seen him drive a regular car. And the only time he’d ever put on a suit was when they got married. She’d worn a white dress her dad had bought her in Santa Barbara.

      Joe was Jewish, but he’d agreed to get married at Our Lady of Sorrows, the Catholic church where Sarah had been baptized, received her First Communion, and made her Confirmation. She was so happy back then. Though she didn’t like to admit it—and she would never tell him—sometimes, she thought the divorce was a mistake, especially since they were in business together. Then again, there was still the question of children.

      “You going to be okay?” he said, taking her hand. They were rough, but she loved the feel of his calloused fingers.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Want me to stay over? I promise I’ll confine myself to the sofa.”

      She wanted to, but at the same time didn’t. Technically, it would be a sin if they had sex again. She should know. Since the divorce, they’d ended up in her bed or his more times than she cared to remember. And each time in Confession, she promised Fr. Brian it wouldn’t happen again.

      “So no, I guess,” he said and dug out his keys.

      “Wait.” She took his hands in hers and rolled her eyes at what she was about to say. “I’d feel better if I wasn’t alone tonight.”

      “Okay, then,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      As she swung open the front door, Gary was in the foyer, sitting on the hardwood floor and meowing. It irked her how the cat she’d raised from a kitten seemed to love Joe more than her. And it didn’t help that the guy immediately picked up the purring animal, scratching him behind his ears as Gary kneaded his paws in the air.

      “Next time his litter box is full, you can change it,” she said, wandering off.

      He set down the cat and went into the kitchen. He knew where Sarah kept the scotch and brought it out along with two whiskey glasses. They both needed something to counteract the caffeine, he reasoned. He heard her opening a closet and guessed she was taking out the extra bedding. Winking at the cat, he poured out two drinks and brought them into the living room, where his ex-wife was arranging the pillow and comforter on the sofa.

      “I’d put you in the guest bedroom, but I’m using it for storage.”

      “This is fine.”

      As she turned around, he offered her a drink.

      “Hey, I was saving that,” she said, snatching the glass from him.

      “I can always buy you more.”

      “So, when did you become Mr. Moneybags?”

      “It’s a write-off.”

      “Not according to Rachel.”

      “I’ll bury it in some construction costs. Your sister will never know.”

      “Like hell.”

      She shoved the comforter aside. They sat and clinking their glasses, tried the whiskey. Its warmth relaxed her. She grabbed her phone and fired up some straight-ahead jazz.

      “John Coltrane?” he said.

      “Sonny Rollins. When are you going to learn?”

      “I told you, I like country and western.”

      “You do not,” she said, laughing.

      Like an old married couple, he put his arm around his ex-wife as she laid her head on his chest and, playing with his ear, listened to Sonny pouring out his heart on “You Do Something to Me.”

      “You need a girlfriend,” she said.

      “What for?”

      “So you can move on. Even though you’re never going to find anyone as pretty and sweet as me. And funny. I’ve been told I’m funny.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s the only reason I let you hang around the office.”

      “Excuse me?” she said, fake-punching his shoulder.

      “So, how come you haven’t moved on?” He arched his eyebrows, making her snort as she raised her glass.

      “I’m…working on it.”

      “It’s been two years.”

      “It has not.”

      “The divorce was final in July. Then in September, we did the annulment thingie.”

      “Annulment thingie?”

      “This is October. You’re thirty-three, so two years.”

      “Shit, you’re right.” She drained her glass and got to her feet. “I need another drink.”

      She brought the bottle over and set it on the retro 1950s Italian coffee table she’d discovered in an antique shop in Ojai. The smooth metallic top was decorated in a series of inlaid gold squiggles, which reminded her of lovers embracing. It was why she’d bought it on the spot.

      They each had two more scotches. Before she knew it, they were making out on the sofa like a couple of high school kids after the prom. Soon, she was leading him by the hand to her bedroom. Gary was already positioned on the duvet. She gave him the stink eye, and he took off.

      It was cold in the house. They undressed quickly and slipped in between the cool sheets. His body felt so good to her—familiar and strong. As they kissed, she felt his rough hands all over her and no longer thought of the nightmare or the apparition. All she wanted was Joe—her friend, her lover. Her protector.

      Afterward, they slept in each other’s arms, warm and dreamless. Tomorrow, she would make the drive to Santa Barbara to see Fr. Brian. It was the loneliness, she would tell him—the unbearable, soul-crushing loneliness. And being the awesome priest he was, he would forgive her the sin once again.
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      After her morning run, Sarah made the short drive to Our Lady of Sorrows in under ten minutes. Joe had left her house early to shower and change so he could meet with Greene Realty’s construction crew about a new property they were renovating. He’d told her very little about the place, and when she pressed him for details, he got all mysterious and changed the subject. Whatever. Let him have his little secret. She’d pry it out of him eventually.

      She smiled at the memory of waking up in his arms. It occurred to her that whenever she was with him, she wasn’t afraid. He was strong, sure, but there was something else. He had a kind of spirituality about him. Which was hilarious because Joe Greene was the least spiritual person she knew. He’d barely made it through his bar mitzvah, and to hear his father tell it, always mumbled his way through the prayers during High Holy Days.

      Taking the 154 south toward Santa Barbara, she had to pass Resurrection Cemetery, a place she’d avoided since moving to Dos Santos a year ago. They’d buried people there since the Spanish first arrived in California, and she was acutely aware ghosts haunted the twenty woodsy acres.

      The cemetery was the main reason she had balked when Joe asked her to move to Dos Santos and rejoin the real estate firm. Well, and also she wasn’t sure it was a good idea for them to work together again, with him handling the construction side of the business while she sold houses. She’d been gone a year, and before that, she was a co-owner of Greene Realty the whole time they were together. After five years of marriage, she went off on her own, neglecting to reclaim her maiden name. Had she secretly missed working with him? In any case, she had no intention of seeing more spirits than necessary. Eventually, though, he won her over.

      Dark clouds gathered as she found parking just off Anacapa Street, several blocks from the church. Watching them scud across the sky, she thought again about the previous night’s adventures. Nightmare. Ghostly apparition. Amazing sex. The story of her life. Why hadn’t she given up on wanting a normal existence? Because she was normal, dammit. Prone to paranormal activity, sure. But normal just the same. She wondered if she should mention Alyssa’s appearance. Fr. Brian had always been sympathetic, though he seemed to be unclear on how these things worked or what they meant vis-à-vis God’s grand plan. His go-to answer was always to pray for grace.

      The first few drops of rain fell as she got out of her car and made her way to Our Lady of Sorrows. She walked past Notre Dame School, which she’d attended for eight years. Stopping, she stared at the field. Girls in Belair Plaid skirts, white polos, and navy sweaters played soccer on the wet field. Boys in navy pants and ash polos played basketball on the slick, newly paved courts. Some things never changed.

      Several teachers with umbrellas watched from the sidelines. When she looked closer, she thought she saw her fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Lech, standing a ways off from the others. She wore knit pants and a sweater and carried no umbrella. Strange, considering she’d died of a heart attack when Sarah was in middle school. When the old woman turned to look at her, half her face was rotted away, leaving the teeth exposed in a nerve-shattering grin. Breathless, Sarah hurried down the street toward the church.

      Walking briskly toward the priest’s office, she stopped when she noticed a little girl with long dark hair pressed up against a wall as another girl blocked her way. Sarah guessed they were in second grade. The other girl, who was taller, lectured the shorter one, which made her victim cry.

      She approached the girls and faced the larger of the two. “Everything okay over here?”

      “Fine,” the tall girl said and stomped off.

      Sarah faced the smaller one, and crouching, wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Was the other girl being mean to you?” No response. “Mm-hmm. Well, you have a guardian angel, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And so does she. Tell you what. I’m going to have a word with her guardian angel about this. No bullying—it’s the rule.”

      The little girl brightened. “You can talk to angels?”

      “Well, sometimes. They don’t always listen.” Sarah scrunched her nose. “Too busy with God stuff, I guess. But I’ll give it a shot, okay? For you.”

      “Okay.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Emily.”

      “Okay, Emily. Take care now.”

      The little girl skipped away without a care in the world. She stopped abruptly and turned around. “Hey, what’s your name anyway?”

      “Sarah Greene.”

      “Bye—and thanks!”

      As Sarah walked in, the assistant, Mrs. Ivy, recognized her and waved her through. She knocked and stood in the doorway of the cramped office she loved. The smells of old books, British Sterling cologne, and coffee hung in the air like so many other comforting memories. Fr. Brian was on the phone. When he saw her, he motioned for her to come in and take a seat.

      “That’s what you said the last time, Neal. No, I— Can you get over here and fix it? I don’t have to tell you how many elderly parishioners we have. I don’t want the Hosts sticking to their tongues during Communion. Capisce? Tomorrow morning? Great. See you then.”

      Shaking his head, he put down his phone. She closed the door and sat.

      “Furnace again?” she said.

      “We can’t afford to replace it.”

      “I keep telling you, I have a business partner who knows people. He could get you a sweet deal.”

      “We’ll see. What can I do for you? Oh dear, don’t tell me.”

      She had known Fr. Brian Donnelly all her life. He’d baptized her, given her First Communion, and married Joe and her. It was rare when a priest could remain at the same parish for more than five years. She sometimes wondered what sort of pull he had with the archdiocese. Nearing seventy, he still had a full head of white hair. And his blue eyes, though intense and penetrating, were kind and full of humor.

      “Joe and I…”

      “So, do you want to make your Confession here or in the confessional?”

      “Here’s fine.”

      She felt awful having to do this again so soon. On the way over, she’d planned to put on a formal defense, attempting to convince Fr. Brian—and therefore God—that sex with her ex-husband was the only thing standing between her and the loony bin. But what was the use? It was a sin, period. No different than picking up some loser at a bar in Isla Vista.

      “Did something happen to trigger…those feelings?” he said.

      “What? Oh…” She sighed and began toying with his desk calendar. “Nothing. I saw my dead friend. And, um, Mrs. Lech a few minutes ago, outside.”

      “My goodness. I haven’t thought about her in years. How did she look?”

      “Not so good.”

      “And when these things happen, you take solace in…relations with Joe?”

      “I guess.”

      “How does Joe feel about it? I mean, a non-Catholic who isn’t religious?”

      Strange—he’d never asked before. “You mean a Jew.”

      “Sure.”

      “He’s like me. Alone. Works too much. Is there when I need him.”

      “A convenience?”

      “No, a friend. Someone I trust. Who doesn’t care if I’m a freak show who sees dead people.”

      “You’re not a freak. I’ve told you this. For some reason unknown to us, God has seen fit to⁠—”

      “Give me a gift? I know. I’ve always wanted to play the piano. Why couldn’t He be a pal and grant my wish?”

      “God is not your pal. He is your Father, and⁠—”

      “He knows what’s best for me.” She wiped her tears with a balled-up fist. “I know He does. It’s just…”

      “Well, why don’t you make your Confession now? I have another appointment.”

      She straightened up in her chair, made the Sign of the Cross, and closed her eyes. She heard the steady ticking of the mantel clock on the bookshelf.

      “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned…”

      The priest stood outside in the wet cold with Sarah. She dreaded walking past the school again and pretended to look for her car keys.

      “I see you’re still wearing the medal I gave you,” he said.

      “I never go anywhere without it.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot. We’re having a Catholic singles dance in two weeks. I’d like you to come.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because from what I can gather, you’re lonely. And call me old-fashioned, but I think you need to meet someone and get married again. Maybe have a couple of kids. You know, a normal life.”

      “Where do I sign up?”

      “I’m being serious. You need to move on.”

      “Why does everyone keep telling me that?”

      “Maybe because it’s true. You’ll never be happy doing what you’re doing. And remember. Ultimately, it’s what God wants—for us to be happy.”

      “I’ll think about it, okay?” She looked down at her medal. “Do you think St. Michael could find me a date?”

      “Tickets are seventy-five dollars.”

      “Seventy-five bucks? Sounds like someone’s trying to buy a new furnace.”

      “There’s another gift God gave you,” he said. “You’re funny.”

      “Not according to some people.”

      He opened his arms and gave her a hug. “Take care. Pray for God’s grace.”

      “I do, Father. All the time.”

      There were times when she wished she and Joe hadn’t gone through the annulment because, in the eyes of the Catholic Church, they would still be married. Why was it so hard for her to accept that the marriage had never been valid in the first place? Walking away, she did pray, though. This time, it was a silent plea not to see any more dead people between the parish office and her car.
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        * * *

      

      Greene Realty was quiet as Sarah walked in through the front door. Their receptionist, Blanca, was on the phone, speaking Spanish to someone. From what Sarah could gather, it was a family matter concerning one of her grown sons.

      Joe was nowhere in sight, and she assumed he was at the mystery house—or maybe the bank. Rachel was in her office, working. Joe’s organizational skills were nonexistent, and as part of her agreement to return, he had to hire her sister to handle the paperwork and run the office, or no deal. He didn’t put up a fight. She loved seeing Rachel every day and took pains to make her happy.

      The office was conveniently located next to The Cracked Pot, where Sarah had stopped to grab three cappuccinos and something for Blanca. Setting down the tray, she left a hot chocolate on the receptionist’s desk. The middle-aged woman with the short, wiry brown hair mouthed Gracias and continued her phone conversation. On her way to her office, Sarah stopped to see Rachel and placed a coffee on her desk.

      “Thought you could use this.”

      “Thanks,” her sister said.

      “My pleasure.”

      Rachel looked nothing like her sister. Her skin was much fairer, and her straight, shoulder-length hair had these incredible blonde streaks Sarah knew were real—not like her own dark, wavy hair. And though Sarah had hazel eyes, Rachel’s were green.

      When they were little, Sarah was convinced there had been a mix-up at the hospital and her parents had brought home the wrong baby. She used to tease her sister, making her cry until her father warned her to lay off or he’d send his eldest daughter to military school. Rachel’s daughter Katy—the lucky duck—got her mother’s looks. They were both beautiful women, Sarah felt.

      “So, where’ve you been?” Rachel said. “A potential client stopped by earlier. A real looker, if you ask me.”

      Sarah had been lingering in the doorway and stepped in, closed the door, and took a seat.

      “Joe came by last night.”

      “Oh, no, honey. Not again. Well, was it at least…”

      “It’s always good. That’s the problem.”

      “Well, I don’t see why you two ever got divorced. I mean, you apparently love each other. And he seems to be okay with all your paranormal shenanigans. Most men I know wouldn’t put up with it.”

      “We’re friends.”

      “You’re having sex.”

      “Again, as friends.”

      “Friends with benefits? I’m not buying it.”

      “Rache, I want to have kids someday, and he’s made it very clear he doesn’t. And even if he did, I doubt he’d want to convert.”

      “Why would he have to, though?”

      “Because when you have children, everything changes. Especially when it comes to religion.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that. But as far as kids go, you’ve got Katy.”

      “And I love her to pieces. But, you know, I want my own.”

      “I understand.”

      Sarah shook her head. “It’s impossible. And now, Fr. Brian wants me to go to some stupid singles dance.”

      “Not a terrible idea.”

      “Oh my—you too?”

      “Look, if you want to have kids, you should get married. And if you’re not marrying Joe again, you need to meet someone. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Sarah got to her feet. “Glad we had this little talk.”

      “Anytime. You still coming by for dinner? Eddie’s been looking forward to it.”

      “I’m his daughter too. Why wouldn’t he look forward to it? Besides, what else have I got to do? Apparently, I’m not having sex ever again.”

      “There are worse things.”

      There was a sharpness to Rachel’s voice, and her sister reddened as she headed for her office to make phone calls. Nice one, Sarah.

      Instead of entering her office, she continued toward the rear exit and dumped the remaining two cappuccinos in the trash. She wanted to spend the rest of the day with Joe—she needed his company. It was a powerful urge, and as she retrieved her car keys, it hit her.

      It was the nightmare. And she was scared.
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      On her way to her dad’s house in Santa Barbara, Sarah thought about her last conversation with Rachel. She regretted the stupid crack about not having sex. Her sister was a widow. Her husband Paul was a Marine and had deployed to Afghanistan twice. On his third tour of duty, he went to Iraq. In Mosul, ISIS fighters attacked his unit. They managed to overpower the enemy, forcing them to retreat. But on the way back, the Humvee he was riding in hit an IED, and Paul was killed instantly. Katy had just turned three.

      Sarah pulled up to her dad’s modest Westside home and parked in the driveway. Rachel and Katy had moved in with their father after Paul died. It turned out to be an excellent decision. Eddie was getting on in years. Though he still taught at Santa Barbara City College, both his girls felt he could use the company, being a widower and all. Besides, he loved his granddaughter, and she was crazy about him, especially since she no longer had a father.

      Though his daughters preferred wine, Eddie liked beer, so Sarah had picked up a six-pack of Modelo along with a bottle of pinot noir. Whenever she returned to the old house, her head was filled with memories. Not of ghosts or poltergeists or other phenomena. Usually, she’d remember the silly things.

      Her old bedroom, which Katy now occupied, was on the second floor and faced the street. Approaching the house, Sarah recalled the time she tried to sneak out through her window after curfew to meet a boy—what was his name?—in the park so they could make out. She was thirteen and had gone to the trouble of using pillows to make it appear she was in bed asleep. Eddie caught her and grounded her for a month. Good times.

      As soon as she walked in the door, Katy greeted her. Sarah set down her purse and plastic bags and gave her niece a hug.

      “Aunt Sarah, what’s in the bag?”

      “Oh, beer and wine. And…”

      “Something for me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Can I look?”

      Katy went through the bags and pulled out a fifty-piece set of Art-I-San gel pens in neon, glitter, and pastel colors.

      “Oh wow, I’ve been wanting these! Thank you!”

      Her mother walked in, wearing an apron. Folding her arms, she shook her head as Katy ran off with the pens, saying “Thank you” repeatedly as she disappeared around a corner.

      “You spoil her,” Rachel said. “Truly.”

      “And you.” Sarah pulled out the wine and showed it to her sister.

      “And me. Come on, the food’s ready.”

      “Hang on a sec, Rache. I want to apologize for what I said earlier. It was thoughtless.”

      “I understand. You get horny—a lot.”

      “Okay, I guess we’re even now.”

      Dinner was simple—salad, chicken enchiladas, rice, and beans. Rachel was the first to admit she didn’t cook as well as her sister. But the food was good, and the company even better.

      “Aunt Sarah?” Katy said.

      “Yes, my love?”

      “Why do you think God wants you to see ghosts?”

      “Katy, for crying out loud,” Rachel said.

      “The other day, our teacher told us about Padre Pio and how he’d seen apparitions most of his life. But he’s a saint. Are you⁠—”

      Sarah laughed. “A saint? No, honey. You see, it’s the gift I was given.”

      “But aren’t those things, like, dangerous? I was watching this show about ghost hunters and⁠—”

      “Sometimes, they are. And look, Katy. I’m no expert. But I think they’re mostly sad.”

      “Oh. I never thought of that.” For a moment, her niece looked dejected. Then, she brightened. “I drew something for you today.”

      Katy picked up the drawing pad she always kept with her, tore out a page, and handed her aunt a pen-and-ink drawing of a comical-looking ghost trying to order coffee.

      “Oh my gosh, this is fantastic!”

      “And don’t forget,” her mother said, “your aunt was an art history major in college, so her opinion counts.”

      Sarah gave her niece a hug. “Thank you.”

      She adored the girl. Katy looked almost exactly like her mom when she was eleven.

      “Can we please not have any more talk about ghosts?” Eddie said.

      He seemed smaller somehow. His once dark brown hair was streaked with white, and his skin was almost baby-like. She was glad he’d kept his mustache.

      “Not a problem,” she said. “So, what’s going on with you, Eddie?”

      “The same. Doctor keeps telling me to cut down on bad fats.”

      “You should listen to him.”

      “When I’m dead, I’ll cut down. Which reminds me, don’t even think about canceling my pork tamales this Christmas.”

      “We’ll see.”

      He took another swallow of beer. “How’s the car running?”

      “Fine. Although it could use an oil change.”

      “Bring it over on Saturday.” He finished his beer and set down the bottle. “I haven’t seen Joe in a while.”

      “He works a lot.”

      “He’s been promising to take me to a Lakers game.”

      Rachel laughed. “Not gonna happen unless they’re playing the Knicks.”

      The conversation moved on to Katy and school. Sarah took a slow swallow of wine and gazed out the front window. A low, pale fog had settled on the street. A worse-for-wear young man wearing a black hoodie and filthy jeans walked out. In the amber glow of the streetlights, he stood there, staring at her with vacant eyes.

      Then just as he’d appeared, he vanished into the nocturnal blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      He looks so vulnerable. Sarah stood across from a man wearing a gray Italian wool sweater and a Ralph Lauren sport coat with, what, Rag & Bone jeans? Just a tad on-the-nose, she felt. Still, he was handsome. Mid-forties maybe?

      Her antique English oak pedestal desk stood between them as they shook hands. Joe had bought it for her on eBay when she agreed to rejoin the firm. It was the only expensive thing she owned—other than her car, which her father had restored to factory specs.

      “Why don’t you take a seat?” she said, sneaking a glance at his left hand. She noted the line where a wedding band used to be. “What did you say your name was?”

      “Michael Peterson.”

      “Sarah—”

      “Greene, I know. It’s on your desk sign,” he said, pointing.

      She stifled a cackle with her hand. “I’m such an idiot.” Then clearing her throat, “Okay. I understand you dropped by the other day. Can I ask how you heard about us?”

      “Well, to be honest, I started with a couple of realtors in Santa Barbara. I didn’t really connect with them, though—I have very particular tastes. I happened to attend Mass at Our Lady of Sorrows and saw your ad in the bulletin.”

      “I didn’t think anyone actually paid attention to those ads,” she said, laughing. This guy’s Catholic? Is God telling me something? “Anyway. So why Dos Santos? You look like you could afford a more expensive neighborhood. Montecito, maybe?”

      He blushed, which made him all the more attractive. “Well, I’m not what you’d call rich. And besides, I like the quiet. It’s been…a bad year. I took a drive up into the forest before coming over here. You know, to get a sense of the place.”

      “And the verdict?”

      “Dos Santos is exactly what I’m looking for.”

      The bad year comment got her attention. She had an urge to dig into the matter. And he might’ve told her too. In a few minutes, this guy had said more than Joe did in a week. In a way, it was refreshing.

      “Well,” she said. “I’ve got some time this afternoon if you want me to show you a few properties.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “May I ask what you do?”

      “I’m between jobs at the moment. But don’t worry—I have money set aside. I’m from New York. Used to be in banking.”

      “I see. Well, what’s your price range?”

      They spent the next half-hour in front of her large computer monitor, looking at properties. The only fragrance she could detect coming off him was the faint smell of deodorant. As they looked at the screen together, she could feel his warm breath on her neck and wondered if he was intentionally crowding her.

      “Too close?” he said.

      “You’re fine.”

      When they’d narrowed the list down to six properties based on his preferences, she printed the listings. She gathered everything up and escorted her new client out toward the front entrance.

      “Blanca, I’m on the road.”

      The receptionist nodded. She was on the phone again, probably giving one of her sons hell.

      “My car’s in the back,” Sarah said when they’d gotten outside. “I need to grab a coffee. Can I get you something?”

      “Sure.”

      The Cracked Pot was bursting with the tail end of the lunch crowd. Sarah and Michael had to fight their way to the counter to order. While they waited, he sized up the place, apparently amused by the employee uniform. Everyone except for the cooks wore crisp white cotton shirts, black pants, and red bow ties.

      “Reminds me a lot of New York,” he said.

      “The food’s good here, FYI.”

      “Wonderful. So, the agency. You started it?”

      “No, my business partner, Joe Greene, did. I joined later. Well, rejoined. Long story.”

      “Okay, and he made you change your name to Greene?”

      “He’s my ex-husband.”

      “Ahh, got it. And you kept his name? Interesting.”

      She’d told this story a million times. What was one more go-around? Besides, this guy seemed like a good listener.

      “I thought about changing it. But it would cost too much, what with all the business cards and the advertising on bus benches. Oh, and the supermarket shopping carts.”

      “Don’t forget the pens.”

      “Right. Speaking of which.” She dug into her purse and handed him a Greene Realty pen.

      “Thanks. I guess it makes sense. So, what’s your maiden name?”

      “Cruz.”

      He asks a lot of questions. Is he interested?

      Finally, their coffees came, and they were on the road in Sarah’s Galaxie. The sky was clear—a good day for looking at properties. They started on a street off the main drag, a spacious two-bedroom townhome Joe had renovated and put back on the market two weeks ago. After that, they worked their way to other single-family homes scattered around town. The entire time, they kept the conversation light and impersonal. Twice, she thought they’d found the right house. But each time, he balked.

      It was after five and getting dark when she pulled up in front of the agency. They got out and stood on the sidewalk, both watching as the streetlights came on. It was a charming street filled with trendy little clothing and antique shops. A new tapas bar had opened recently, and she had toyed with the idea of inviting Michael for a drink. But in the end, she didn’t feel comfortable.

      “I appreciate you doing this,” he said. “Sorry I wasn’t more enthusiastic. I warned you—I’m a tough customer. You guys did some amazing work with those renovations, though.”

      “Thanks. You know, I was sure one of those properties would’ve appealed to you. So, what exactly are you looking for?”

      “Agents probably hate hearing this, but I’ll know it when I see it. After my wife died, I wasn’t thinking about much of anything. Certainly not buying a house.”

      “Well, if you’d rather not⁠—”

      “No, it’s okay. I don’t mind talking about it. A drunk driver going the wrong way hit her on the Long Island Expressway. She was driving back from visiting friends in the Hamptons.”

      She touched his hand, and he immediately withdrew it. Shit, do I repulse him?

      “I need to go,” he said. “But I’ll let you know if I make a decision. By the way, I love your car. Not every day you meet a woman willing to put up with manual steering. Boy, I hope I didn’t sound too sexist.”

      “Not at all. The car is a small price to pay,” she said, flexing both biceps. “Get a load of these guns.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Okay, um, you have my cell. If you want to do this again…” But he was already walking away. “I’m available.” Then to herself, “Twenty-four-seven. Like 911. God, I’m pathetic.”

      As he headed down the sidewalk toward a red rental car parked on the street, she felt stupid for having pulled the Wonder Woman routine, though he seemed happy to play along. The wind had kicked up, and it was getting colder. She continued watching as he got in without looking back and made a U-turn into traffic. There was something about him. And it was more than the sadness of losing a loved one. Though it was vague, she had a distinct sense he’d lost so much more.

      “Should I be jealous?” someone behind her said.

      She turned to find Joe. “Where’ve you been all day?”

      She worried he’d witnessed her earlier awkwardness with her new client. He wore fresh clothes, which included a leather bomber jacket she didn’t recognize. And she knew he’d showered and changed after doing construction work. Was he planning something for the two of them?

      “I thought we might grab a drink,” he said.

      “Sounds good.”

      “Want to try the new Spanish place?”

      “Since when do you like tapas?”

      “I hear it’s good. And for your information, my tastes go beyond bagels and brisket.”

      “We’ll see. But first, I need to move my car. How about I meet you over there?”

      By this time, all thoughts of Michael Peterson had evaporated like steam from a kettle. As Joe jaywalked across the street, Sarah thought about how much she loved the way he moved. It was masculine and all kinds of sexy. But there was a real confidence there, too. He seemed to always know where he was going. Literally—unlike her. In high school, she’d read a book on the life of Hildegard von Bingen, a twelfth-century saint and mystic who had famously described herself as “a feather on the breath of God.” If she’s a feather, Sarah had thought,  then I must be a ball of lint on God’s cardigan.

      Her appetite sharpened by thoughts of tasty Spanish food, she pulled around back. As she cut through the office to the front door, she fantasized about drinks and appetizers turning into dinner somewhere, then dessert at her house. Cut it out, Sarah. What would Fr. Brian say?
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      Good thing they’d come early because by the time their food and drinks arrived, the tiny venue was packed. El 600, after the street address, was owned by two gay gentlemen named Nicky and Fahim. Nicky was African American, and Sarah was pretty sure Fahim was Persian. Both were in their early thirties, impossibly thin, and loved everything Spanish. They’d vacationed together in Barcelona numerous times, and after their last trip, decided to open a tapas bar. She had meant to ask her trademark Why Dos Santos? but had not yet had the chance.

      “So you look like you want to tell me something,” she said after taking a sip of her Priorat.

      The smells coming off the tiny plates of the food they’d ordered were intoxicating—Patatas Alioli, Canelon de Atún, Jamón con Pan de Tomate—it was all too much, and she was grateful she’d gotten in her morning run. She made the Sign of the Cross, said a quick blessing, and tried the tuna. Heaven. When she looked up again, she caught him observing her.

      “What?” she said.

      “Nice to see you have your appetite. I mean, what with the ghosties and all.”

      “Shut up. Come on, dig in. This stuff is amazing.”

      He tried the potatoes. “Mm. I wanted to talk to you about the new project.”

      Finally! And I didn’t even have to threaten to chop off a finger.

      “It’s our biggest one yet, and it’s going to be a lot of work.”

      “Okay. I take it you got it at auction?”

      “It sort of fell into our laps. The bank approached me.”

      “Why?”

      “They said they didn’t want to lose any more money and knew I would pay a fair price.”

      “Does that happen often?”

      “Not really. I took a ride out there and called them on the spot with an offer.”

      “Have you got a pic?”

      “Hang on.” He pulled his phone from his pocket. “This is it.”

      She studied the photos of the two-story Spanish Revival with the white stucco walls and red terracotta roof tiles. It wasn’t anything unusual, she felt. There were lots of similar-looking homes in the area.

      “Where’s it located again?” she said.

      “It’s way up in the forest off San Marcos Pass Road.”

      “I didn’t think there were any homes up there.”

      “It is pretty isolated. The original owners bought the lot and built a custom home on it. Wait till you see it in person. It’s pretty magnificent.”

      He’s awfully chatty today. “What do you think we’ll be able to get for it?”

      He sat back and folded his arms across his chest. She felt as if there was a joke here she wasn’t getting, and she scrunched her nose.

      “Joe?”

      “A mil-and-a-quarter,” he said. “Maybe more.”

      “Are you serious? How much did you pay?”

      “Just under four. I figure with labor and materials, we’re going to have to put in another three to four.”

      “Which only leaves a profit of⁠—”

      “Two-and-a-quarter, I know. But it puts us into a whole new luxury market.”

      She wiped her lips with her napkin. “Incredible.”

      “It is.” He twirled his fork in the air. “And with places like this opening up all over town, we’ll be able to attract a more elite clientele.”

      “Are you sure you never went to B-school?” she said.

      “I’m very excited.”

      “And here I thought you were keeping secrets from me.”

      “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “So, when do I get to see the place?”

      “Tomorrow morning. I’d like you to walk the property and look at every inch of the place before Manny and the guys start knocking out walls.”

      Manny Ortiz was their construction foreman and Blanca’s long-suffering husband. There was nobody in the business better than him.

      “I’ll be there.”

      Doing a quick dance move with her arms, she leaped out of her chair and hugged her business partner.

      “You did good, Mr. Greene.”

      But when she leaned in to kiss him, he awkwardly avoided her lips, causing her to freeze mid-hug.

      “What’s with the pull-back?” she said.

      “Well, there is one other thing I need to talk to you about.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      Shoulders slumped, she returned to her chair and slugged the entire glass of wine, bracing herself for the worst.

      “Okay,” he said. “This is going to sound a little weird because… I never thought I would… I mean, it sort of… Happened.”

      “You sound like a bad connection. Can you tell me already?”

      He leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “I met someone.”

      “Oh.” She blinked hard. “Okay. For a second, I thought you wanted to dissolve the partnership.”

      “Sarah, come on. This is our business.”

      “Right, I knew that. So, this is why you’ve been mysteriously absent a lot. Who is she?”

      “Her name is Gail.”

      Shit, she has a name—this is really happening. She felt her body stiffen.

      “Where did you meet her?” she said.

      “At the County Recorder’s office.”

      “How romantic.”

      “She’s a paralegal. We hit it off, I guess.”

      Bravely, she dismissed the image of her stabbing him in the eye with her olive fork. She felt as if she’d fallen down a deep well headfirst. As he continued to effuse over the mystery lady, everything moved farther away until he sounded like the trapped insect in The Fly.

      “Well, I think it’s great,” she said, forcing a smile she felt would tear her face in two. “Will I get a chance to meet her at some point?”

      “I guess. You’re okay with this, right?”

      “It’s fine. It’s not as if you’re supposed to be a monk. Do Jewish monks exist?” She tried imagining him in a monk’s robe, which was followed by another naughtier image. Jeez, Sarah, really?

      “Okay, that’s a relief,” he said. “We have to work together, and I don’t want this to be awkward.”

      “No, it’s not awkward. Or anything.” Kill me now. “So, I guess you’re seeing her tonight? Hence the…” She pointed at his jacket.

      “Yeah, later. We’re having dinner in Montecito.”

      “Well, don’t let me keep you.”

      She spotted a server and waved her over. He was about to hand her his credit card when Sarah put her hand on his, a little too hard.

      “Let me get this one.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      With a flourish, she handed over her Amex card and finished the last few drops of wine. They’d hardly touched their food. She’d walked in starving, and now she was nauseous. After signing the credit card slip, she and Joe left the bar. Outside, it was raining again. Perfect. She’d get soaked walking back to her car. There goes my hair.

      “See you in the morning,” he said. “I’ll text you the address.”

      “Night.” Then as he walked off, “Have fun.”

      She stood in the rain for a long time, not caring about getting drenched to the bone. They’d never discussed seeing other people. It occurred to her this whole time she had actually been clinging to the idea that, even if they were no longer married, they’d be together. Stupid Catholic schoolgirl fantasy if there ever was one.

      “You were the one who asked for the divorce, genius,” she said. “But only because he’d lied about wanting kids.”

      The parking lot behind Greene Realty seemed darker than usual. An outside floodlight flickered, causing dramatic shadows to appear, then vanish. Somewhere in the distance, she thought she heard wings beating.

      Everyone else had gone, and Sarah’s was the only car in the lot. As the rain fell hard in rivulets on her windshield, she sat behind the steering wheel, and gripping it tightly, cried with a sorrow she hadn’t felt since the divorce was final.

      “Eff me,” she said.
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