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Chapter One




The cold water licked my ankles. I suddenly noticed the dark expanse of water stretching before me: the lake undulated under the night sky. I had no recollection of walking here, nor the slightest idea why I was there at all. But I had apparently taken the time to remove my shoes and my socks, roll up my pants legs, and make a few steps into the wavelets. My feet were gone under the water, sunken into the cool, dark sand. It was a pleasant sensation, and I felt a wave of envy for all the water creatures that got to bury themselves in the seabed. 

I wiggled my toes and watched them, ghostly white, poking through their sandy blanket. The full moon highlighted the sickly paleness of my skin, turning it almost blue.

Something's missing, I thought. I came here for something…

I scanned my surroundings, searching without knowing what I was looking for. Both the beach and the lake were empty. A million stars peppered the sky, but no moon was visible. In the distance, the trees stood tall, like silhouetted giants guarding the edge between the forest and the shore, between land and water. They swayed in the wind, bending in unison as though they knew what I was looking for. They pointed toward…what? More forest? More starry sky?

I was watching the trees, mesmerized by the grace such giants displayed, when something cold wrapped around my ankle.

Something cold with strong fingers.

Before I could react, the hand yanked. I fell on my back with a cold, loud splash. A second later, I was being pulled into the lake, the water rushing into my nose and mouth.

I woke up coughing. The motion roughened up my stomach, and before I knew it, I was returning last night's dinner into the garbage pail.

When things calmed down and the last images of my dream cleared away, I could see my bedroom in the early morning light. Baba, who spent the night curled up at my feet, questioned me with sleepy eyes. I reassured him by scratching his head.

"I'll be okay, doof."

He closed his eyes and rested his head back down, and I allowed myself a calming sigh, leaning back against the pillow.

I'm at the farm, I thought.

I had returned home the previous day and even though I had money now–thanks to the Remblais case–and new inquiries coming in regularly, I had elected to return to the farm to protect my dear uncle from whoever seemed determined to destroy my world through the flames. That mysterious pyromaniac had already burned down our barn, our town's police station, and my entire apartment building!

And then there was the Mad Hatter's deal: if anyone talks, everyone dies.

That guy…

After he killed Marion Remblais and took over her bizarre collection of forgotten women, he sold them off, one by one, to horrible fates. And he did so with a perfectly clear conscience and no fear of being found out, because who would dare talk against him if it meant the death of someone you loved?

Do you fear what could happen to those close to you?

I shivered and rubbed a hand down my face; I couldn't let him get under my skin. A terrified opponent is a defeated one. Besides, a little positivity couldn't hurt: just because we hadn't recovered his body, it didn't necessarily mean that he survived the fire…right?

With a heavy sigh, I peeled the sweaty bedsheet off my legs and got out of bed. I had only just started a career as a psychic and already I had two mortal enemies: one who was pissed with me because I destroyed his nightclub and collection, and one whom I had no idea why he was so hell-bent on killing me through fire because I didn't know who he was!

With tired movements, I grabbed my phone and went to sit on the windowsill as the sky turned a lighter shade of purple over the fields. The cold that came off the window was a welcome relief after the sweats of the night.

I brought my attention to the notifications at the top of my phone. There were six new emails since yesterday. I scanned them quickly and filed most of them under "Sorry, can't help". They were coming from people in Montreal, and there was no way I would commute to the city daily or even move back there right now. I had come to the farm to protect Uncle Lee, and I couldn't do that from the city.

Okay, I didn't know what I would do if the Mad Hatter or the pyromaniac showed up, but I felt better simply being here to keep a sharp eye out for any sign of danger. After all, I was the only one aware of the threat's existence. 

So, I sent the city-based demands a contrite rejection and moved on.

The last email in my inbox caught my attention: a missing teenage girl right here in St. Eugene-on-the-Lake. I was debating whether to take the job when a discreet knock came at my door.

"Come in."

Uncle Lee pushed in. "Hey pumpkin, you're up early. Slept okay?"

I couldn't swear to it, but I thought I saw Uncle Lee throw a quick glance at the trash can in my room. I had always done my best to hide the soiled bins from his sight and to sneak-clean them when he was outside, but had all these efforts been in vain?

"Oh, just a rough night," I said. "Nightmares, you know. You?"

"The usual. Been up for a while, though. Bruno and I have been in the field for a couple of hours already. Came back to get a refill of coffee and I heard you shuffle upstairs. I just wanted to make sure you were okay."

"I'm fine, thanks. So there's coffee?"

"For those working in the field, yes. Wanna join us?"

"Oh God, no!"

Uncle Lee chuckled. "Never change, Odessa."

"Not my intention," I said with a grin.

"So you'll be alright?"

"Yeah, why wouldn't I be?"

"Well, you know… Your mom."

"Oh, yeah… Had forgotten about her. Is she really gonna stay?"

"For a short while," Uncle Lee replied with a wince. "What is it with you and your mom anyway?"

I opened my mouth to answer, but realized that I didn't know what to tell him.

The problem was simple enough on the surface, easy to explain, but hard to understand. And like a simple drop of water, it could dig a canyon given enough time. And it had. It created an impossible abyss between my mom and me, where many monsters of my youth had taken residence. It was an easy problem without an easy solution. But I didn't care if it never got fixed; I was comfortable on my side of the gap, anyway.

"You know," Uncle Lee replied in a honeyed voice, as if trying to sugarcoat a particularly nasty pill. "I was kinda hoping you two could make peace."

"Sorry. Can't happen."

"I'm sure that's not true."

"Would you forgive your mom if she couldn't accept who you are?"

Uncle Lee sighed and came to sit on the crammed windowsill. Even though he'd been outside, I could feel the warmth from his legs through his pants, and I snuck my freezing toes against his thigh. 

"Look, I don't know what happened between you two exactly, but, you know, all mothers are a bit like that. They have hopes and dreams and expectations for their children. They want them to have the best possible life. But moms and their kids aren't the same people. What she thinks is best for you might have nothing to do with what you think is best for yourself. If she was hard with you, it's more a reflection of who your mom is and the heartaches she went through than who you are. So it means that sometimes, there's nothing we can do but fail our mom's dreams for us. And sometimes, they don't react in the best of ways about it, but it's not their fault. It's nobody's fault. We're all just human. But it doesn't mean that they love their children any less."

"That all sounds very close to home," I said, narrowing my eyes at him. "Personal experience? Or did you watch Oprah's reruns?"

"Well, even us old folks had parents once," Uncle Lee replied, tapping my calf as he got up.

My suddenly-bared toes missed his warmth instantly.

I watched him walk toward the door. He wasn't that old, but there seemed to be a stiffness to his gait today.

"Gotta go back," he said. "You'll be alright. But please, if you guys fight, don't break anything."

I promised with a laugh, and he closed the door behind him.

My family had broken apart early on: my sister went missing, my dad passed away and my mom took off God knows where. Uncle Lee had stepped in to keep whatever was left of the Bakers afloat. He, the free spirit, the traveler, tied himself to the land and gave up his bohemian lifestyle just so Jimmy and I could have some semblance of stability in our lives.

I loved my dad and nothing will ever change that, but Uncle Lee had been the father figure in my adult life. He was the reason I was still on the somewhat straight-and-narrow today.

He'd given up so much for a niece and a nephew he only saw occasionally…

Maybe it was time I gave something back.

Maybe I could grant him this one wish and give reconciliation with my mom a shot.








  
  
Chapter Two




Ithrew some clothes on before washing away the remnants of this morning's illness. It was close to nine o'clock when I shuffled down the stairs, looking for caffeine. Instead, I found my mom. 

She was sitting at the breakfast table, dressed in fancy clothes, with her hair and makeup done. A mug of coffee smoked on the table by her side and she had the paper spread out in front of her—yes, St. Eugene-on-the-Lake still delivered a physical copy of the newspaper to its most technologically impaired residents like Uncle Lee. 

"Good morning, pixie," my mom said as I entered the room. "So, how does it feel to be a year older?"

I did a double-take; I had completely forgotten that yesterday was my birthday! Somehow, it felt like it was months ago.

"Pretty much the same," I replied with a shrug. I grabbed the bag of cat food from the cupboard and poured a controlled portion into Baba's bowl while he judged my slowness. I then plucked an empty coffee mug from the shelf and poured myself a generous portion while the bittersweet scent filled my nose and tickled my tastebuds. "Going somewhere?" I asked my mom as I put the coffee pot back.

"Why the question?"

I leaned against the kitchen island counter. "Was wondering what the getup was about."

"The 'getup'?"

"The hair, the makeup. It's still early."

"Oh. Well, not everyone's day starts at eleven. And sometimes, it's just…nice to look nice, you know?"

"Yeah… And with those high heels, I'm guessing you didn't come back here to give farming another go."

"Actually–"

"So, why did you come back?" I knew I was supposed to make up with my mom, but old habits die hard. Every time I see her, I go into attack mode. It was difficult to keep all that anger and resentment contained. The woman had walked out on us—Jimmy and me—after we'd already lost our sister and our dad!

"I just missed you. I wanted to see you."

"How did you know I'd be here?"

"I didn't. I missed all of you. You, and Jimmy, and your uncle. Where is Jimmy anyway?"

He's been arrested for kidnapping because your abandoning us really screwed him up, I thought. But then I decided I was too tired to get into that conversation right now.

"He's in Montreal," I said.

"Ah. And you came back to keep your Uncle Lee company? That's nice."

"Sorta."

There was an awkward silence as we both drank from our mugs. But when my mom set down her drink, her expression turned sad.

"Actually, the truth is I've come back…to make amends," she said, looking at her hands wrapped around her cup. "I want all of us to be a family again."

I felt my fingers and toes go numb while all the muscles in my body turned to granite. My mom seemed not to notice my reaction and just went on.

"I came to ask Liam for his advice. He's always had such a good rapport with you two… I wanted to ask him if he had any pointers on how to patch things up with you."

"Are you dying?" I was so flabbergasted that the question just slipped out.

My mom tsked and cocked her head to the side, a move I instantly recognized in myself but refused to acknowledge.

"Will you help me?" she said. "Let me know what I did wrong so I can make it right?"

I narrowed my eyes at her. "Did Uncle Lee put you up to this?"

"Why? Has Liam said something to you?"

"Doesn't matter," I said, waving the questions off.

"Okay… so, will you help me?"

"No! I mean, I should… I could. But… This is so left field… It's even, like, beyond left field. It's in the bleachers past the left field!"

"Odessa–"

"You leave for years," I listed. "You don't tell us where or why. You abandon Jimmy and I to go gallivanting with God knows who. And now, you want back into this family? What, like we saved your spot or something? We're not in line for the movies here. You missed your chance."

"You can't mean that," she said with what I hoped was not emotion because seeing my mom cry would be just about as awkward as seeing her naked. "You can't mean that," she repeated. "I can't accept that. You're my daughter and I would want nothing more than to be a part of your life. Surely you can find some way to forgive me…"

I couldn't help but stare at her. Was she being serious?

And even if she was, how the hell was I supposed to start that conversation?

I couldn't follow the maths my brain did, but somehow, it decided that this next course of action was the better idea and I heard myself say, "Doctor Bonkers."

My mom's eyebrows drew closer. "You mean doctor Bucker? You never did like him, did you?"

I stood up straight and crossed my arms over my chest. "What was your first clue?"

"I just thought he would be better for you than doctor Charbonneau. All that talking was getting you nowhere. You were still getting sick almost every night!"

"Maybe there was a reason for it. Ever thought of that before you paid a stranger to pump me full of pills? I was seven!"

"It worked, didn't it? You stopped being sick after that."

"Yeah, I stopped dreaming, mom."

"Is that really so bad?"

"You wouldn't understand," I said, shaking my head.

There was no point in this conversation. We couldn't patch things up without me having to tell her about my ability, and even if I did, there was no guarantee she would understand.

I turned to exit, ready to give up on any chance at reconciliation, when my mother said something that froze me in my tracks before I could even leave the room.

"You have premonition dreams," she said, "don't you?"

What the hell…? My mom knew about this?

I saw it go one of two ways: either I told her the truth, or I pretended like I did not know what she was talking about. I slowly turned around, trying to give my mind enough time to play out both outcomes.

I opted for door number three.

"What did you just say?" I asked.

"That boy. The little boy that went missing when you were a child. Do you remember him?"

Allistair… I refrained from scoffing at her question. "Vaguely," I said.

"Well, one day, they showed his picture on the television and you just casually mentioned to me that the boy was in the lake. That you had seen him in a dream. And a few days later, that's where they found him."

"Ever thought this all could just have been a coincidence?"

She shook her head. "You used to talk to me, Odessa. Every night when you got sick, I would sit by your side and ride it out, and you would tell me about your dreams. In the end, I couldn't deny it anymore. Nana was right."

"Wait, what?"

"Nana Baker had the dreams, too. She said it was passed down through the female bloodline and that my daughters might have it, too."

I felt my knees wobble. It seemed safer to reach for a chair and sit down. "I can't believe it…"

"I couldn't believe it either at first. I mean, there was nothing wrong with Paris."

"'Nothing wrong?'" I repeated, stunned at her choice of words.

"I'm sorry, pixie. But if your grandmother's right, I can hardly consider it a blessing; look where it's brought her!"

"Nana is where she is because of dementia! That has nothing to do with the dream ability." I had no idea if that was true or not, but I couldn't just say nothing.

"So you have it then," she deduced and shook her head. "I'm sorry, pixie. I should have brought you to doctor Bucker sooner."

I felt a migraine coming. I squeezed my eyes shut and raised a hand, hoping to get her to shut up.

"Let me wrap my head around this," I said. "You knew about the ability—you've known for a very long time, apparently—and yet you chose not to talk to me about it? Better yet, you deprived me of my ability by bringing me to the Pill Peddler?"

My voice had a high pitch that I barely recognized. I was so angry; I was surprised steam wasn't coming out of my ears like in cartoons. Although I sounded uncannily close to a whistling kettle right now.

"What else could I have done?" my mom asked. "I thought I was doing what's best–"

"What's best for who, mom? You knew those pills would stop me from dreaming completely."

"I just wanted to help–"

"I wasted years on those pills. Because of you, I never learned to control my ability decades ago! I could have helped people… Hell, I could have found Paris!"

"You don't know that."

"Oh, but I do."

My mom turned an entirely new shade of pale. "How?" she said in a thin voice.

Clearly, it shook her that I could have saved her precious, perfect little Paris. Well, if she was shaken, good! Better yet: I rattled the cage a bit more.

"Did you know Paris spent the last seven years in captivity under a nightclub in Montreal, not twenty minutes from where I lived?"

"She's still…?" My mom's voice was barely more than a whisper, proof that I had hit the target where it hurt.

"What, alive?" I finished her question for her. "She was until last summer. I don't know now because I can't find her because I spent years suppressing my ability, thanks to you and what you thought was best! Not once did you talk to me about it. Not once did you ask for my opinion—"

"You took the pills, didn't you?"

"Because I trusted you! You're my mom, for Godsa—you know what? I'm done. This isn't working. We will never get along. Go back to wherever you came from; we don't need you here. You turned your back on us ten years ago? Now, I'm doing the same thing to you. Just…get out of my life."

I turned around and left the room. A strange calm washed over me. I was at peace with what I'd just said and done. Anger had drained out of me, and all I was left with now was weariness.

I had half a mind to get some more sleep when my mom caught up with me on the stairs.

"Pixie, wait!"

"What?" I said in my driest, coldest tone.

"I'm worried about you. Actually, I'm… I'm scared."

"Why?"

"Just please, promise me you won't use your ability anymore."

"Can't do that."

"Then can you at least not take on any new cases?"

"So, you know about that, too, huh?"

"I saw your website. And the Remblais case drew quite a bit of attention."

"And that's a bad thing because…?"

She hesitated, and that set off all kinds of alarms: something wasn't right. If I were a gambling person, I'd bet good money that my mom was hiding something from me.

"Just be careful, please," she said after a brief pause. "And stop the dreams. For a while, at least."

I shook my head. "Nope. Not gonna do it. I got a chance to make something of myself, mom. To help people. To be useful. I'm not gonna drop it all because my ability makes you uncomfortable. Unless there's something else you wanna share?"

I gave her a good ten seconds, but she was tight-lipped.

"Fine!" I said. "Actually, you know what?"

I took my phone out of my pocket and right in front of my mom, I emailed the lady in St. Eugene with a missing daughter: I was taking her case. 

"There. Now if you'll excuse me," I said as I walked past my mom and back down the stairs, "I have somewhere I need to be; I have a new case to work on." 

"Pixie–"

"Good day, mother."

I left the house and slammed the door for good measure.

I climbed behind the wheel of the old truck, turned the key in the ignition, and made a show of leaving the driveway. 

I was halfway between the farm and the town's main area when I realized what I'd done: I'd taken on a new case. My bank account would be happy, of course, gluttonous as it was for more money, but I felt uncomfortable leaving the farm. The image of our barn burning was still very fresh in my mind. What if next time they targeted the house?

What if they targeted the house while Uncle Lee and Baba were in there?

I knew Uncle Lee was safe with Bruno right now, but it was an extensive field. Anything could happen if ever they lost sight of each other, even for a moment. Or someone could have tempered with the tractor or some other "farm equipment". Or Bruno could call in sick and not come in.

I was freaking myself out and was already looking for a place where I could U-turn when Alma called me as if she sensed my trouble.

The truck was too old for an integrated Bluetooth system, so I put the call on speaker and put the phone on the dash.

"Hey," Alma greeted. "Just wanted to know how things were this morning."

"Not well."

"What? How come?"

And so I filled my friend in as to the events of the morning. When I finished, she sounded as gobsmacked as I was a few minutes earlier.

"She knew?" Alma asked.

"Apparently."

"Wait, she said Nana Baker told her? Does that mean your dad knew? Does Uncle Lee?"

My chest tightened around my heart. "I don't know. I don't think so… She said it was a female thing in our family, so no reason to tell the boys, I guess."

"Your family is so cool," Alma said. "Mine is all bankers and accountants." She sounded so genuinely disappointed in her own roots that I could almost see her pout. 

"I'll trade you, if you want 'em. But no take-backs."

She laughed. "Nah, I know you'd miss them and their colorful ways too much," she joked. "But you took a new case? That's good."

"Yeah, but I just did it out of spite. I think I might back out of it."

"Don't you dare!"

Her reaction surprised me. "You care that much about my having a purpose in life?"

"As your friend, I will always want your happiness. But in this case, I don't give a damn about your feelings."

"Ow…"

"You took the case, Dee. You told this woman as much."

"Yeah, but–"

"Then you're not backing out of it."

"I really don't think that's your–"

"Dee," Alma cut me off again, "surely you remember that a very short while ago, I was in that woman's shoes. And I know for a fact that if she is reaching out to you, it's because she has nowhere else to go. You're her last hope, her light in the darkness. This tiny little thing that she's hanging all her hopes on. So you can't back out of helping once you said you would. You just can't," she added. "I won't let you."

"Wow," I finally said after a long pause. "I seriously don't know whether to be inspired or insulted by what you just said."

Alma chuckled. "A bit of both, I guess."

"Yeah."

"So you'll help her out?"

"Doesn't look like I have a choice," I joked.

"Nope," she replied with a great big smile in her voice. "You most definitely don't."








  
  
Chapter Three




The mother of the missing girl got back to me quickly, and we scheduled a meeting just twenty minutes later. I had to switch from a sit-down to a to-go breakfast while they were preparing my order at the local café. I consumed all the food in the truck as I drove around the lake to the wealthier part of town. I had no idea why it was mostly rich people who were willing to spend money on a psychic, but I could definitely see a pattern emerging. 

The address the woman gave me led to an impressive manor made of gray bricks with black window frames and doors. The house had its back to the forest and overlooked the lake in the front. Across the street from it, a soft hill rolled down to a jetty where I could see a canoe and a pedal boat moored. Leaves displaying all the colors of fire covered the manicured lawn.

Parking the truck in the paved driveway, I couldn't help but snicker as I imagined the residents of this fancy neighborhood fainting at the sight of my ride; this particular thumb wasn't just sore, it was gangrenous! I might have even caught an offended look or two if this hadn't been a snowbirds' neighborhood and mostly deserted during the colder months.

I hopped off the truck and walked to the front door. The dried-up leaves crunched under my steps as I made my way to the cement steps. I barely had time to knock when the door flew open to reveal a frantic-looking woman.

"Ah, Miss Baker," she said. "Come in, come in."

She placed a hand on my shoulder and all but shoved me inside.

"Mrs. Mercier?" I asked.

"Yes, that's me. Hi."

I shook the hand she extended my way.

"It's nice to meet you," I said out of habit, then immediately regretted it; the reason I met those people was often because they had lost a loved one. To say that it was 'nice' to meet them felt wrong. I should come up with a better opening line, I thought.

But Mrs. Mercier didn't seem bothered by it. "Kind of you to come so far," she said, "and so quickly!"

"Oh, it's no problem. I was in town."

"I can't imagine why; the season is over. Please, it's this way."

She led the way through the hall. I studied her quickly.

She looked disheveled. Early to mid-fifties, with an air of intelligence about her. She had hastily tied her light brown hair into a messy bun and was wearing yoga pants and a sweater, and as far as I could tell, no makeup. She wasn't exactly a pretty woman, but she wasn't ugly either. Somewhere in the middle. Unremarkable, I'd say. 

Her demeanor was twitchy and jumpy at best. She kept casting glances around and had kept most of the curtains closed. It looked as though she was getting ready to run out the door at any moment, which kind of reminded me of my mom the first few months after Paris disappeared.

"Excuse the mess," she said, as if the place wasn't already spotless, almost bare. "I was just tidying the house, keeping the mind and the hands busy. You know…"

"I understand. You have a lovely home."

"Oh, thank you. Please have a seat."

We'd walked into an actual living room–not a sitting room–with all the classics: two sofas, an armchair, a TV set, coffee and side tables, and a bookcase with books in it.

"So, how does it work?" Mrs. Mercier asked. "You're a…psychic, aren't you? Your website wasn't too clear about that."

Her blunt openness and complete acceptance of who I was took me by surprise. It was refreshing, but a little unsettling in its unusualness. Still, I felt the need to correct her wording.

"I steer away from the word 'psychic'—a lot of bad press with all the phonies out there—but yes, that's basically it."

"I understand. So, what do you do exactly? Do you…read minds? Touch things to get premonitions?"

"Oh no, nothing like that."

"I'm sorry; I'm afraid the only experience I've had with psy—with people like you," she corrected, "is what I've seen on television."

"That's all right. Just think of me as a normal private investigator."

"So I just answer your questions?"

"Yep. But if you don't mind, I would like to record this first meeting. Sometimes, something is said that seems unimportant at first but ends up being crucial in solving a case."

"Of course. I'll pretend I'm being interviewed by a big-name magazine." She laughed nervously as I tapped the record button on my phone. "I'm sorry," she said, looking embarrassed. "You must think I'm weird."

"Not at all. Losing someone, especially a child, alters a person. Just take a deep breath (I took one with her) and tell me everything you can about your daughter. Anything at all."

"Well," Mrs. Mercier began in a calmer voice, "Lina is fifteen." She handed me a small wallet picture. On it was a pretty girl with long blond hair and dark eyes on a sweet, round face. "That's what I call her, you know: 'Lina.' Her real name is Carolina. Carolina Mercier."

"Mercier… Is that your husband's name or…?" 

"I never married. Lina's…she was adopted."

"I'm sorry if that made you uncomfortable…"

"Oh no, not at all! You have to know these things to conduct a proper investigation."

"Thank you," I said with a grateful smile. "Please go on."

"Well, there isn't much to say. Lina is smart, but very shy and doesn't really go out. She mostly likes to read."

"So she has very few friends?"

"None, I think."

"And social media? Is she active there?"

"Not that I know of."

"Did she receive any threats? Was she the target of bullying or cyberbullying?"

Mrs. Mercier shook her head. "She would have told me."

I stopped myself from scoffing. I remembered what it was like being fifteen, and the amount of things I didn't tell my parents back then would have given them whiplash. But I refrained from commenting.

"Was there any change in her behavior lately?"

"I guess you could say she was a bit gloomier than usual? But it really wasn't that big of a change. I noticed because I'm her mother and I know her well."

"Of course. You said your daughter didn't really have any friends. So there was nobody she was close to? No boyfriend?"

"She never mentioned anyone. And no one came around."

"No one from school?"

"Ah, well, you see, Lina was homeschooled."

"Oh?"

"With all the violence out there these days, I felt she'd be safer here with me."

"I see. What about here in town? Anyone she spoke to?"

"No, I usually went alone for groceries and various errands. Lina preferred to stay home."

"That's a bit unusual," I noted.

"Well, people make her nervous."

"Agoraphobia?"

"The doctor said it was severe anxiety related to her condition. You see, Lina has a very mild form of schizophrenia. Mostly, she sees things that aren't there and can have a hard time telling what's real and what's not."

"I'm so sorry."

"Oh, don't be. It's quite all right and under control when she takes her meds. However, since she left without it, she is bound to be a bit…frazzled and erratic by now. She might even get a little aggressive with people she doesn't know. So if you do find her, it might be more prudent to stay away and call me first."

"Noted. Now, you said 'she left.' You think she ran away?"

"Well, I can't think of a reason why anyone would want to kidnap her."

"When did she go missing?"

"Three days ago."

"Did you notify the police?"

"I did, but… I got the impression that they wouldn't do much about it. You know, mental illness and all. Why run after the 'crazies' who leave their homes when there's actual work to be done out there, right?"

"I see." That didn't sound like Adrien, our chief of police, but how well did I know him after all? "You said Lina could be a bit erratic and frazzled by now. Do you believe Lina could be a danger to herself or others?"

"Like I said, when she takes her meds, she's completely harmless. But since she's been off 'em for three days, she might be scared and confused. She can scream and hurl things, even throw a good kick or two. But I know she wouldn't hurt someone intentionally."

"And you told the police all that?"

"Yes."

"Very well." I shifted in my seat.

I wished I had a little notepad and pencil like Columbo did. A recording was great for an unbiased recollection of events, but it had its shortcomings. For instance, I couldn't just blurt out my thoughts during the interview to record them! A little pad and pencil would have been great for writing my impressions as they happened. Or for pretending to write something when I needed to gather my thoughts.

Or to make people nervous. People always got nervous when they saw someone scribble something on a notepad that might pertain to them.

"Mrs. Mercier, can you recount to me, in your own words, what happened the day that Lina went missing?"

"It was Sunday. Usually on Sundays, I take care of a few things around the house. Lina helps; she hangs the laundry on the clothesline, puts clean dishes away, that kinda stuff. It's always been just me and her, so we're a team. We take care of our home together."

"Sounds like you have a good relationship."

"We do. And on Sundays, I usually go grocery shopping. If Lina is taking her medication, she's fine to be left alone. She's just like any other kid, except maybe a bit more introverted than most."

"And she was fine that day?"

"Oh yes! Everything was normal. So I left for the grocery store, and when I came back…"

She paused. I nudged her a little. "Mrs. Mercier?"

"Sorry. I can't stop thinking that if I hadn't gone to the store—"

"You have no reason to feel guilty. You just said everything was normal that day, so you had no way of suspecting what would happen next."

She sniffed hard, dabbing the corner of her eyes with a tissue. "You're right. I'm sorry, I blubber." She sniffed again and regained a bit of countenance. "So, like I said, I went to the store, and when I came back, everything looked fine until I entered the house and noticed the back door was wide open."

"No signs of struggle?"

"None at all."

"And Lina was gone?"

She nodded. "Just like that." The tears came again and drowned her voice. I couldn't help but feel uncomfortable. I wasn't the best at saying the right thing in these situations. Somehow, it had never entered my mind when I decided to look for missing people that I would need some people skills. All I could do was rehash the same old platitudes that were served to my family back in the day when Paris disappeared. I leaned forward and patted her knee.

"It's all right. Everything's gonna be all right. We'll find Lina."

She sniffed and smiled at me through her tears.

"Is there anything else I can do?" she asked, wiping down her cheeks.

"Actually, would it be all right to see her room?"


      [image: ]We went up the stairs, but I didn't have time to snoop as we passed no other rooms before Mrs. Mercier invited me to enter Lina's bedroom.

I was a little surprised by the decor: the room was incredibly neat. 

I remembered my teenage years' bedroom, and it did not look like that. The only times I would tidy up were when there'd be so many dirty clothes on the floor that I couldn't open the door anymore. It used to drive my mom crazy.

I smiled at the thought.

Of course, that was all before Paris's disappearance. After that, she didn't really care about the state of my room. Or about anything I did, for that matter.

I took a few steps into Lina's bedroom.

There was all the regular furniture—a bookcase, a desk, a dresser, two nightstands, all arranged around a twin bed displaying an old-fashioned flowery bedspread. Everything showed signs of age but remained well-maintained and stylish, like some kind of heirloom passed down from generation to generation.

"Okay to look around?" I asked.

"Of course. Please," she said with a graceful movement of her hand, inviting me in. "You'll notice the bottle of pills on the end table. That's her medication," she added.

I picked up the bottle and read the label. Carolina Mercier's name was indeed on the label. As for the name of the medication, I forgot it almost as soon as I put the bottle back.

"Is it alright if I take pictures? I got the memory of a goldfish."

"Help yourself."

I took a photo of the bottle of pills, then walked around the room, making a mental inventory.

The bookcase displayed a mint green Instax camera, novels of the sweet romance genre, and a collection of owl figurines painted in soft pastel colors. The dresser and the two windowsills displayed some more of these cute owls lined up. There were only a couple of plushes in the room, sitting on the shelves like trophies, which was normal for a girl of Lina's age. Teenage girls didn't want to be seen with plushes, but that didn't mean they could bring themselves to getting rid of their old pals either. Heck, I still had my old teddy bear, Mr. Hashbrown, in my room at the farm.

I opened the closet doors and found clothes hanging nicely. The floor was devoid of the usual mess I thought came with all closets. There weren't many items of clothing, but from what I understood, this girl had no social life, so the occasions for dressing up were few.

The desk was tidy and well-organized. Not a pen astray. There was a desk organizer, and everything sat in its proper place. The neatness of it all mesmerized me.

"I gotta say, I've never seen a teenager's room so tidy." And it was true: I never did! Even Paris's room had a bit of an orderly mess in it.

"I'm afraid that's my doing. I make Lina tidy up every night before dinner or she gets no dessert. And she loves sweets."

"I see." A blank spot on the desk drew my attention. "Where is Lina's computer?"

"Downstairs, in the family room. It's a clunky old thing, not a laptop. I would never allow my daughter to have a computer in her room. Too dangerous."

"But wouldn't her phone be just as dangerous?"

"Lina doesn't have a cellular phone. We have a landline, and that's more than enough."

"That's…wise," I said, but I was maybe beginning to understand why Lina would want to run away.

A corkboard hung above the desk with some memorabilia pinned to it—printed quotes, a shell necklace, tickets to a book fair, and some postcards from Greece, Egypt, and Italy.

"Places you've been?" I asked, pointing to a postcard.

"I wish! No, I think they're goals Lina set for herself. Like a bucket list? They're not even real postcards."

She took one off the corkboard, and I could see the back was blank, without the usual lines and notes that occupy the back of a postcard. These were probably just printouts of postcards she'd found on the internet.

"Well, goals are good to have," I said, pinning the card back to the board. I had trouble coming up with things to say to the poor mother. It looked more and more like the girl might have simply run away…

I slid a sideways glance at Mrs. Mercier. I wanted to ask if Lina had a passport, but I figured I had to be more careful about it. Mrs. Mercier looked high-strung already, and what if I was wrong? I didn't want to send her into a full-blown panic at the idea that her overprotected and unmedicated fifteen years old mildly schizophrenic daughter might be on her way to Greece right now.

I had gone full circle around the room and came back into the hallway again.

"Any thoughts?" Mrs. Mercier asked.

"Still working on it. Did you notice if anything was missing anywhere in the house?"

"Hmm, no, I don't think so."

"No money? Clothes? Bags? …Important papers?"

"Come to think of it, a backpack is indeed gone, but I might have just misplaced it. As for her clothes, I wouldn't know if a shirt or two were missing."

"Hmm. Well, if she did bring anything, she clearly didn't pack in a panic." I gave the room one more surveying glance, but noticed nothing I hadn't already seen. "I guess I'm done for now, then."

"All right," she said, glancing at her watch. "I'm sorry, I'm going to have to cut this short; I have a meeting in a few minutes."

"Oh? Do you work from home?"

"I do."

"Can I ask what you do?"

"How silly of me! I was sure I told you. But yes, of course you can ask. It's no secret. I am…a counselor. A sort of life coach, really."

"Wow! And there's a lot of money in that?"

"Excuse me?"

"I mean, your house is—"

"Oh! Well, I inherited the house from my parents, but I make a good salary, so don't you worry about getting paid."

"I wasn't—"

"It's all right; no harm done. Now, call me if you need anything else, have more questions, or need another look around. I'm usually pretty busy, but I'd do anything for Lina."

"That's good to know." She had already walked me back to the front of the house and was now holding the door open for me.

"You can call me anytime," she emphasized. "The slightest news, I'd like to know. And like I said, if you do find her, please call me first. I don't think it would end well for Lina if you came to harm at her hand."

"I'll stay in touch," I said as I shook her hand. "Thanks for all your help, Mrs. Mercier."

"It was nice meeting you, Miss Baker."

She smiled a tight smile and closed the door. When I climbed into the truck, my thoughts were about as clear as mud on this one except for one very sharp thought: to solve this case, I might have to enter the dreams of a schizophrenic mind.

I suppressed a wave of panic at the idea.
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