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      PROLOGUE

      
      When I was a kid, my life seemed to be run by other people’s designs and not by mine. Once the time was ripe, I escaped from
         the life other people pushed me into and made my own. Or so I thought. Now it appears I was wrong about … well, everything.
         But I’ll get to that later.
      

      
      Two years ago, I died for a couple of minutes. When I woke up, things had changed: I could see ghosts and magic and things
         that go bump in the night. You see, there is a thin space between the normal and the paranormal—the Grey—where things that
         aren’t quite one or the other roam. It’s not a place most people can visit; even witches and psychics only reach into the
         surging tide of power and the uncanny and haul out what they need. But once in a while there’s someone like me: a Greywalker,
         with a foot on each side of the line and fully immersed in the weird.
      

      
      Sounds cool? Not so much. Some of my friends in the know are fascinated by it, but to me it’s more frequently a royal pain
         in the ass. Because when I can see the monsters, they can see me, and if they have problems, I’m the go-to girl. I’ve been
         a professional private investigator for ten years, and it’s a job I’ve come to practice on both sides of the vale because ghosts, vampires, and witches just don’t take no for an answer.
      

      
      Since I’d died, I’d made my accommodation with the Grey and I thought I had it pretty well figured, even if some things were
         still a mystery to me, like, “why me” and “how does this stuff work?” It just did, and I did my best to get along. Until May
         of this year, when things got rather personal, starting with strange dreams and a phone call from the dead.
      

   



      
      
      ONE

      
      It started just like it had in real life: The man belts me in the temple and it feels like my head is caving in. I tumble out
         of the chair, onto the hardwood floor. In the dream I can see its pattern of dark and light wood making a ribbon around the
         edge of the room, like a magic circle to contain the terror.
      

      
      I grope for my purse, for the gun, for anything that will stop him from beating me to death this time. I am still too slow.
         He rounds the edge of the desk and comes after me. I roll up onto my knees and try to hit him below the belt.
      

      
      He dodges, swings, and connects with the back of my head. Then he kicks me in the ribs as I collapse again. This time I don’t
         shriek—I don’t have the air—and that’s how I know something’s changed. It’s not just a memory; it’s a nightmare.
      

      
      The man’s foot swings for my face and I push it up, over my head, tipping him backward. As he falls, I scramble for the door
         into the hall. This time I’ll get out. This time I won’t die. …
      

      
      But he catches up and grabs on to my ponytail—an impossible rope of hair a yard, a mile long and easy to grip. Was it really
         so long? I can’t even remember it down to my hips like that. But in the dream it’s a lariat that loops around my neck and hauls my head back until I’m looking into the man’s face.
      

      
      But it’s my father, not the man who beat my head in. Not the square-jawed, furious face of a killer, but the bland, doe-eyed
         face that winked like the moon when I was tucked into my childhood bed. He read me Babar books and kissed my cheek when I
         was young. Now he calls me “little girl,” and slams my skull into the doorpost.
      

      
      I don’t fight back this time. I just wrench loose, leaving my long hair in his hand. He lets me go and I stumble toward the
         ancient brass elevator, my legs wobbling and my pace ragged. I feel tears flooding down my cheeks, and the world spins into
         a narrowing tunnel.
      

      
      I see the elegant old elevator at the end of the tunnel, the gleaming metal grillwork shuffling itself into shape, as if it
         is formed from the magical grid of the Grey. There’s a vague human figure inside, beyond the half-formed doors. There never
         was anyone there before. …
      

      
      I stagger and fall to my knees at the elevator door. The ornate brass gates slide open and I tumble into the lift, sprawling
         like a broken toy at someone’s feet.
      

      
      He’s much too tall from my position down on the floor: a giant blue denim tree crowned with silvery hair. My dream vision
         zooms up and in, and something tightens in my chest until I can feel it strain to the breaking point.
      

      
      Will Novak, my ex-boyfriend, looks down at me with a cool glance. “Oh. It’s you,” he says.

      
      The too-tight thing in my chest pings and breaks. Pain lashes through me like the unwinding mainspring of a broken clock.

      
      I woke up with a scream in my mouth that twisted into shuddering tears. I huddled into my bed and cried, feeling that something
         had been wrecked or wrenched apart in a way I didn’t understand. I wished I was cuddled up with Quinton in his safe little
         hole under the streets and not alone with the lingering desolation of my nightmare.
      

      
      I’m not much for emotional outbursts. They’re counterproductive  and ugly and they tend to put someone at a disadvantage. Even alone in my condo I felt a little ashamed of weeping like a
         brat, and I was glad the ferret wasn’t going to tell anyone. But I still felt bad about it.
      

      
      The dream was a bad start to a bad day filled with unpaid bills, lying clients, dead-end investigations, and ghosts behaving
         badly. So with the past and my death on my mind, I guess it wasn’t such a surprise that I got a phone call from a dead boyfriend.
         The dead seem to have a thing about phones.
      

      
      I didn’t recognize the number, but that never stops me. I answered the phone, “Harper Blaine,” like usual.

      
      “Hiya, Slim.”

      
      “I think you have the wrong number.”

      
      “Ahhh … no. I had to whistle pretty hard, but I think I got it right.”

      
      Whistle? What the—?

      
      “Hey,” the voice continued, “you know how to whistle, don’t ya?”

      
      I couldn’t stop myself from finishing the quote. “You just put your lips together … and blow.” That was Slim Browning’s line
         from To Have and Have Not. Lauren Bacall to Humphrey Bogart. My favorite film. It was someone else’s favorite film, too. …
      

      
      He laughed. “I knew you wouldn’t forget.”

      
      A chill ran over me. “Who is this?”

      
      “You’re disappointing me, Slim. It’s Cary.”

      
      “Cary …?” I echoed, feeling queasy.

      
      “Malloy. From LA.”

      
      Cary Malloy had mentored me through my first two years as a professional investigator. We’d broken the rules about interoffice
         romances. Then he’d died in a car accident on Mulholland Drive. Two fast cars racing on the twisty road with a distracting
         view across the nighttime basin of lights; a bad curve; Cary’s car parked on the shoulder as he observed a subject’s house,
         pretending to admire the view; one car swinging a little too wide, sliding out the side of the curve … I hadn’t been there, but I always felt as if I had, as if I’d heard the sound of the cars colliding, scraping across the road
         in showers of sparks and the screech of metal. The two cars had tumbled over the cliff, milling down the canyon side as the
         third rushed away into the darkness.
      

      
      The subject had called it in. After all, it had happened right across the street, and the small fire started in the dry chaparral
         by hot metal and spilling gas was a menace. The entangled state of the burning cars made it plain both drivers were long dead
         by the time LA County Fire arrived. The residents of the canyon had simply stood at the edge of the road and watched. There
         was nothing else they could do.
      

      
      My silence gave my thoughts away, I suppose. Cary’s voice said, “Yeah … dying really bit.”

      
      My own voice shook a little when I replied, “That’s what I hear. Umm … why did you call?”

      
      “It’s complicated.” I could almost hear him shrug. “But, look, I have to tell you—” He choked and coughed, his voice straining
         now. “Have to say, it’s not what you think.”
      

      
      I could hear a noise, a crackling sound.

      
      “You don’t know what you really are, Slim. You need to come here and look into the past,” he muttered, his voice fading as
         if he was moving away from the phone. “There’re things … waiting for you. …”
      

      
      “Cary? What things? Cary!” I shouted at the phone, feeling tears building and trembling over my eyelids.

      
      But he’d already faded away, and the flat, dull hum of the dial tone was the only sound from the phone. I put the receiver
         down and pressed my hand over my mouth, squeezing my eyes shut against the burning of saltwater tears. Coming on the heels
         of the nightmare, this was too much. But I wasn’t going to cry. Not over Cary Malloy. Not again and after so much time. I
         wasn’t twelve anymore, and blubbering wasn’t going to help anything.
      

      
      I wasn’t crying when Quinton came tapping at my office door a few minutes later, but I must have looked pretty horrible. He
         glanced at me and slid in, locking the door behind himself as he dropped his backpack on the floor. He crouched down beside my chair
         and tried to catch my eye.
      

      
      “Is the ferret OK?”

      
      I frowned in confusion. “What? Why are you asking that?”
      

      
      “Because you look like your best friend just died. What’s wrong?”

      
      “I just got a phone call from a guy who’s been dead for eight years.”

      
      “That’s never bothered you before.”

      
      “I used to date him. He died in a car wreck.”

      
      Quinton straightened and leaned on the edge of my desk. “That is a little weirder than normal. What did he want?”

      
      “I’m not sure. He wasn’t very clear. He wanted me to come … someplace and look into the past. He said things aren’t what I
         think—he said I’m not what I think. And then he faded out.”
      

      
      “Was he always a cryptic pain in the ass, or is that new since his death?”

      
      I had to snort a laugh—it was kind of funny imagining clean-cut, preppy Cary in the role of oracular spirit. “No! He loved
         spy novels, but he himself was about as cryptic as a bowl of cereal. He didn’t hide information; he just kept his mouth shut
         if he didn’t want things to get out.”
      

      
      “But he called you. After eight years. Maybe I have some competition here. …”

      
      I made a face. “I don’t think so. But that’s not the only weird thing. I dreamed about my death last night.”

      
      Quinton looked uncomfortable and sat down on the edge of my desk so he could avoid looking me straight in the eye. “You mean
         … in the future?” Some things still freak out even Quinton, I guess.
      

      
      “No, I mean when this all started two years ago; when I died in that elevator,” I explained. “I don’t see the future.”

      
      He gnawed on his lower lip and thought a bit, holding my hands in both of his. His grip was warm and comforting, loosening
         a tension in my shoulders I hadn’t noticed until it slid away. “It’s an interesting coincidence. Do you think it’s more than that?”
      

      
      I made a face and shook my head, slightly disgusted with the direction my thoughts were turning. “I have decreasing confidence
         in coincidence. Freaky Grey events almost never ‘just happen’ together. It’s like a pond where the ripples of one event can
         set off a whole series of others.”
      

      
      Quinton raised his eyebrows expectantly but said nothing.

      
      I sighed. “All right. I have the feeling that something’s building up. There’s a lot happening around here lately with the
         ghosts and vampires and magical things. I have three open cases right now involving ghosts, and Edward’s been sending more
         invitations—of various kinds—for me to come to work for him. You know how much he wants to control me.”
      

      
      “Yeah. The vampires have been kind of restless lately here in Pioneer Square,” Quinton added. “Do you think that’s something
         Edward’s doing to get to you?”
      

      
      Edward Kammerling was the leader of Seattle’s vampire pack; he was also the founder of TPM, one of Seattle’s biggest development
         groups in a city historically run by developers of various stripes.
      

      
      “I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t see how he’d benefit from drawing attention, do you?”

      
      “No,” Quinton confirmed, shaking his head with a grim set to his mouth. “But even with the stunners I gave to some of the
         homeless to drive the bloodsuckers away, there’s definitely more biting going on. But it’s kind of hit and run—I’m not seeing
         a pattern, just an increasing frequency of attacks.”
      

      
      Quinton had developed cheap, battery-operated shock prods that he called “stunners” that incapacitated vampires for a few
         minutes. The jolt was not strong enough to kill them but enough to give the near-victim a head start on running away. He’d
         distributed them to some of the more stable of Pioneer Square’s indigent population to reduce their chance of being an unwilling
         vampire lunch. Most of the “undergrounders,” as we called them—the homeless who lived in the hidden spaces under the city or simply preferred life below
         the rest of the world’s radar—didn’t always know their assailants were undead and they didn’t care. They just wanted to be
         left alone, like Quinton himself. He was their personal mad scientist.
      

      
      “It could be another faction war …” I suggested. When I’d first fallen into the Grey, I’d discovered that vampires jockey
         for position constantly. At the time there’d been at least three individuals who wanted Edward’s head on a plate and were
         looking for ways to get it. One was now dead—or re-dead if you prefer—one was apparently biding his time, and the other was
         currently holding to an uneasy agreement I’d helped to hammer out.
      

      
      “Could be,” Quinton admitted. “But who knows?” Still knitting his brows, he muttered to himself, “I wish I knew when ghosts
         were more active. If there’s a rise in paranormal activity …”
      

      
      “Then what?” I asked.

      
      “Huh?” he grunted, jerking out of his thoughts. “I’m not sure, but I’d like to know. Maybe there’s a correlation between ghost
         activity and vampire activity, or maybe there’s something more personal here. I mean, if your dead boyfriend thinks there
         are things you should know and if there’s a rise in paranormal activity at the same time, I’d think that’s significant. But
         we don’t know what it’s indicative of. I wish I had some more equipment. …”
      

      
      Quinton was having a geek moment—that sort of glazed-eyed mental gymnastics session that ends in the discovery of penicillin
         or the invention of the Super Soaker and the resulting battalion of wet cats. I left him to it while I pondered what he’d
         just said.
      

      
      There was a lot more going on in the paranormal than usual. Cary’s strange call only highlighted the fact that the activity
         seemed higher around me, something I’d been either missing or ignoring. It was unwise for me to turn a cold shoulder or blind
         eye to that sort of thing. Usually I don’t put a lot of trust in the words of ghosts—they tend to lie or know only a fractured,
         incomplete version of the truth, just like live people. But Cary had more weight with me when alive than most people, and his sudden call had come with the
         freight train impact of the dream that preceded it. If that was a coincidence I’d eat the proverbial hat.
      

      
      “I’m going to Los Angeles,” I announced.

      
      Quinton twitched from his reverie and raised his eyebrows at me. “Why?”

      
      “Because I can’t think of any place else Cary could mean by ‘here’ when he said I needed to ‘come here and look into the past.’
         There’s too much of my past coming up all at once, too much strangeness, for his call to be meaningless. I know this isn’t
         the best time to go,” I added, stopping Quinton before whatever words forming on his lips dropped into the air, “but if there’s
         really something going on that will affect me, maybe I should get a jump on it first.”
      

      
      “You sound like you think I’m going to argue with you.”

      
      “Well …”

      
      He shook his head. “Oh no, Harper. I’m not getting between you and a case. I know better.”

      
      “A case? This isn’t a case. It’s me.”

      
      “Even worse. If you think there really is an answer in your past to what’s going on now, or to why you are what you are or
         how you got that way, I know nothing will stop you from pursuing it. I’m not going to throw myself in front of a runaway train.
         I’ll hold the fort here and I’ll look after the ferret, and we’ll take on whatever’s going on in Seattle when you get back.
         I think Chaos and I can manage that.”
      

      
      Chaos, my pet ferret, adored Quinton and his many pockets. Quinton was more than capable of keeping tabs on the strange and
         otherworldly while I was away. He couldn’t do much more, but unless hell literally broke loose and rose to the surface of
         Seattle’s streets, I didn’t think he’d have to.
      

      
      I bit my lip, uncomfortable about heading back to the place I’d escaped from and not sure I liked the idea of being a “case,”
         or having to look at my past, or tracking down an old, dead boyfriend to find out what he was talking about, or dealing—as I would have to—with my mother, either.
      

      
      Maybe all that showed on my face. Quinton gave me a crooked smile and leaned forward to kiss my cheek, murmuring, “The sooner
         you’re started, the sooner you’re done, right? And then you’re back with me, and whatever’s wrong, we’ll fix it.”
      

      
      That did put me over the edge, and I clutched him close and kissed him back very hard. I could feel the pent-up tears flow
         down my cheeks and a juddering sensation shook my chest. Why does love feel like hiccups? I snuggled into the warm sensation
         for a moment before I got back to the drudgery.
      

      
      I’d have to rearrange my schedule, but no matter how much I didn’t like the idea, it appeared Los Angeles and my mother were
         inevitable.
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      Two days later I was on a plane to Los Angeles and sharing my row with a dripping-wet dead teenager. She was pissed. I almost
         wished I’d driven down from Seattle, but the temptation to dawdle might have been overwhelming. So instead my sleep-deprived
         self was wedged up against the window seat to avoid the creep on the aisle and the glowering ghost in the middle.
      

      
      She was about thirteen years old, I’d guess, and soaking wet. Her very long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail so
         her angry face was unobscured. She’d appeared somewhere over Oregon and didn’t say anything for a while; she just scowled.
         I wanted to talk to her and get her story, but the man on the aisle was already giving me more attention than I wanted and
         might take it as an invitation. Instead, I got up and went back to the lavatories. The dripping specter followed me.
      

      
      “What do you want?” I asked when we got to the back of the plane.

      
      “It’s all your fault,” she hissed back.

      
      “What’s my fault?”

      
      “It’s your fault, Harper.”

      
      
      She didn’t tell me what was my fault. She only repeated her accusation over and over for the rest of the flight. Even retreating
         to the mindless noise of in-flight music couldn’t block her out of my head, since ghosts seem to have an affinity for electronic
         equipment and her uncanny voice seeped into the headphones to harry me.
      

      
      There are a lot of types of ghosts, from the nearly alive to the merely present. Repeaters—ghosts that are essentially memory
         loops on endless play—are among the least annoying most of the time. They don’t interact with anyone. This dreadful drowned
         child was something a bit more than that, but not a lot. She annoyed the hell out of me while instilling the discomforting
         sensation that I’d done something wrong. But I couldn’t recall having anything to do with any drowning victims, so I didn’t
         know why I should feel guilty, though for some reason I did. The ghost disappeared somewhere over Santa Barbara, but by then
         it was too late to rest.
      

      
      After my unpleasant flight, I was not in a good mood when I arrived at LA International. The baggage people at LAX added to
         my irritation by refusing to hand back my bag. It seemed that the X-ray tag that let them know there was a properly inspected
         and secured firearm in the case had gotten buried, and someone had freaked out when they saw the shadow of my pistol in the
         scanner. I had a long, boring, and circular discussion with everyone at the baggage office about handing it back. When they
         wanted to read me the riot act because they’d bungled the tagging and given some poor monkey on the X-ray machine a fit, I
         got a little testy, and that’s not a good idea with security people. By the time the luggage supervisor was involved, everyone
         was beyond pissy and I’d spent an extra forty minutes just trying to get my property back.
      

      
      Therefore I was a bit short with the car rental clerk. It was nearly nine o’clock in the evening and I had very little tolerance
         left, so when he smirked at my chest, I snapped at him.
      

      
      “What?” I demanded.

      
      “Umm … your shirt’s funny. …”

      
      
      I looked down, having forgotten what I’d thrown on under my Seattle-necessary leather jacket for the flight to the warmer
         climes of Los Angeles in mid-May. It was a dark blue T-shirt with van Gogh’s famous evening sky above a picture of a giant,
         gore-fanged bunny menacing a tiny human figure. “Starry Starry Night … of the Lepus!” it read. My bookstore-owning friend Phoebe
         had given it to me for my birthday on the principle that if you won’t shop for yourself, your friends have carte blanche to
         give you things they think you should wear.
      

      
      “Oh, gods,” I groaned. The shirt was too conspicuous. I’d have to dump it at my first opportunity and hope Phoebe would forgive
         me.
      

      
      “I wasn’t checking you out, I swear!” the young man objected. “I’m just kind of into schlock film,” he added, pink-faced and
         defending his casual glance at my chest.
      

      
      “Right.”

      
      “Hey, it’s Night of the Lepus! One of the worst films ever made—mutant rabbits attack Arizona. It’s—umm …” He could see me losing interest and patience.
         He shifted back to business, and I wouldn’t have thought anyone’s face could have gone that shade of red without makeup. “So
         … would you like to upgrade to a midsize car for only six dollars more per day?”
      

      
      “No. Thank you.” We wrangled for a while longer before he let me have the compact car I’d reserved and I set out into the
         spring twilight looking for my hotel.
      

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      Most people visiting out-of-town relatives will stay with said relatives—especially if they live in a house like my mother’s
         four-bedroom cliff residence. But my mother’s ideas about my life and my own aren’t exactly in sync, and it’s better that
         we not occupy the same house—or the same state—for long. The prospect of interrogating Mother about my past was already about
         as attractive as swimming in razor blades; I didn’t need to live with her while I did it. By the time I’d checked into my
         hotel, it was after eleven and late enough to ignore any urge to call and let my mother know I had arrived.
      

      
      But morning was inevitable and I made the call as soon as I was up and dressed—which wasn’t that early.

      
      A sultry female voice answered the phone. “Hello?” Mother was feeling femme fatale–ish.

      
      “Hi, Mother,” I said. “I got in late last night, and this was my first chance to call you.”

      
      Her voice swooped up in theatrical delight. “Snippet!” In spite of the fact that I tower over her by five inches, that’s been
         my mother’s nickname for me since I was five and suddenly a real human in her eyes, instead of a parasite. “I’m just having breakfast. You have to come up and join us.”
      

      
      “Us?”

      
      She ignored that. “Come up, sweetie! See you in a few!”

      
      And, having issued her orders, she hung up. As much as I hated feeling summoned, I wanted to get it over with, so I headed
         down to the ghost-stuffed lobby of my once-grand Hollywood hotel.
      

      
      The building was like something out of a Stephen King novel to me—ghosts, murders, crimes, and monstrosities lurked in every
         shadow—but at least I could see them first. I considered that I should have booked a more boring venue, but the haunting ratio
         isn’t a lot lower in most newer buildings—people just want to think it is—and I’d loved looking at the crazy California rococo
         facade back when I’d never seen a ghost. It tickled me a bit to finally be a guest. A dead flapper scurried, blood-spattered,
         down the hall, things watched me as I passed down the staircase of painted tile, and a tragically beautiful face gazed at
         me from a mirror. I didn’t stop to find out what any of them wanted. I didn’t need another mystery right now. I just retrieved
         the rental car and drove.
      

      
      My mother’s house clung to a hillside far from the site of Cary Malloy’s death—I wasn’t ready to face that twisting bit of
         road yet. I stopped the car for a moment at the bottom of the street, peering out the side window at the curvaceous white
         plaster building hanging from the steep canyon walls like a hornets’ nest buzzing with orange and yellow energy clouds. She
         had one part of her dream, at least—she’d always wanted a house in the canyons. Judging by the colors around the place, I
         figured it hadn’t mellowed her out much, but I guessed I’d find out for sure in a few minutes. I hadn’t seen my mother since
         acquiring my Grey sight and I wasn’t sure if the manic flares of energy around her home were better than what she’d have shown
         me a few years ago. I shoved the car back into gear and growled up the twisty, eucalyptus-lined road.
      

      
      The smell of the dusty trees, cholla, and canyon weeds reminded me of long treks up the ridges as a kid and of baking-hot days on “ego duty” with Cary—watching the houses of minor celebrities
         for suspected stalkers and known exes with grudges. It was the scent of the seemingly endless summer of southern California
         childhood. It should have made me smile, but I felt my brow creasing into a frown. Something nagged in the back of my head,
         making the memory bitter beyond the remembered misery of sweltering hours of dance rehearsals and auditions wearing fake smiles
         and unbroken shoes that raised bleeding blisters for the sake of five minutes’ beauty. That particular sunshine made me morose.
      

      
      The house didn’t seem any more restful when I got closer to it, in spite of the architect’s best efforts. It was still too
         active in the Grey for my comfort. I pulled past a gate that shut behind me and into the narrow, trellis-covered shelf that
         served as a carport, between an older, forest green Jaguar convertible and a spanking-new Mercedes coupe. That brought my
         eyebrows up, but the thought that prompted it got no further as I was hailed by my mother’s voice from a speaker set in the
         creamy white wall.
      

      
      “Sweetie, come through the gate to the terrace. It’s on the left.”

      
      I left my bag in the car—who was going to steal it?—but I kept my jacket on. I walked through the rustic gate in the plastered
         wall, which was as white and perfect as wedding cake frosting. My boots clacked onto a bed of smooth indigo stones pretending
         to be an oxbow surrounding the white marble island of the terrace. The view spread beyond the wall in the perpetual canyon
         haze of blue eucalyptus dust as if the pebble watercourse had widened into a river of sky. It would have been a restful haven
         if only my mother hadn’t lived in it.
      

      
      My mother and a man who looked like an accessory to the fake-Mediterranean decor sat at a round redwood table facing the view
         over the scattered remains of the morning meal. So much for “join us for breakfast.”
      

      
      Mother smiled and waved like Princess Grace. I admit she looked great, if too thin. She’d given up the battle against gray
         hair and embraced a dramatic sweep of silver through her chestnut mane. Makeup and artfully casual clothes added to her morning polish.
         It would have looked better without her apple green aura—possessiveness? Jealousy? I wasn’t sure.
      

      
      The man stood up, bending to give her a quick kiss on the lips before walking toward me. He put out his hand as he got close.
         He was Hollywood’s idea of sixty-five and dressed like a 1940s gangster on vacation. I smothered a snicker.
      

      
      “So, you’re Ronnie’s Snippet. I’ve heard all about you. I’m Damon.”

      
      I took his hand, but I didn’t shake. His palm was warm and dry, but the gleam of energy around his body in the Grey was sickly
         olive green. Mother’s complementary green energy trailed after him like a thread raveling from his sleeve. I guessed he was
         the owner of the quarter million dollars’ worth of Mercedes in the carport.
      

      
      My mother’s name was currently Veronica Geary, and she’d always hated the nickname Ronnie, so I had to assume that she was
         angling to make Damon into husband number five, or she would have chilled him to the bone for calling her by the despised
         moniker. I wondered if she knew there was something wrong with him, though whether it was physical or mental, inward or outward
         directed, I didn’t know. I only knew the size and color of his aura weren’t good. I didn’t like seeing my mother’s energy
         tied up to his that way; there was something squick-worthy about it.
      

      
      “I’m sure you haven’t heard it all just yet. And I’d prefer ‘Harper,’” I replied. “I think I’m a bit tall to be a snippet.”
         And “Snippet” hadn’t always been an endearment, either.
      

      
      His hand fell away from mine. “Ah. Well. I was on my way out, so I’ll let you two have some privacy, then,” Damon said, not
         quite frowning.
      

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      My mother waved and blew him a kiss. “Be good, Damon! Dinner at Marmont—don’t forget!”

      
      
      “Of course not, bunny,” he answered, waving as he passed through the gate.

      
      I just stood still until I heard the Mercedes purr to life and crunch away across the eucalyptus pods scattered on the pavement.
         I walked over to the table and stood beside Damon’s vacated chair—all the others were up against the cool white wall.
      

      
      My mother looked me over, scowling. It didn’t become her. “Good God, baby, aren’t you sweltering in that jacket? Take it off;
         you’re making me sweat just looking at you,” she added, flicking her hand airily at me. Queen Veronica.
      

      
      “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      
      She glared and leaned forward, all trace of the royal charm wiped away. “I said take it off, Harper.”

      
      I shrugged and slipped out of the jacket, dropping it onto the back of Damon’s chair before I sat down on the seat.

      
      My mother stared, aghast, at the holster tucked into my jeans. “Jesus, Harper! You bring a gun into my home? Into my home,” she repeated. She clasped a hand to her chest like someone from a silent film. I didn’t think it was the gun that
         offended her so much as my having it on my person.
      

      
      “I bring a gun everywhere, Mother. I have a license for it.”

      
      “But this is my home! How could you possibly think you’d need a gun in my house? This is a safe place! Not a … a barrio pool hall.”
      

      
      “I was killed in a ‘safe place’ two years ago.”

      
      “Don’t be so dramatic, Harper. You’re not dead.”

      
      “How would you know? You’re listed as my next of kin, but I never saw you at the hospital, Mother. If you’d bothered to show
         up, they’d have told you I died for two minutes.”
      

      
      “You were fine! I called.”

      
      “Not while I was conscious.”

      
      She waved my words away. “How did I raise such a drama queen?”

      
      “Because that’s what you wanted. Twelve years of professional dance and every audition and road show you could get me into was kind of a hint. I’m sure you remember it as well as I do.
         Like, when I was ten and instead of summer vacation, I did fifty-four performances of Annie.”
      

      
      “In the chorus! And if you’d only lost a little weight, you’d have been first understudy!”

      
      “I am not fat and I never have been. But I was much too tall to play a ten-year-old orphan. I’m five ten, for heaven’s sake!”

      
      “Well, you weren’t then.” She looked me over and snorted. “And you could stand to lose five pounds. …”

      
      Since I’d worked hard to put on that five pounds of muscle, I disagreed, but I didn’t say so. Instead I answered quietly,
         “And, if we’re slinging personal criticisms, you could stand to gain a few.” A woman in her late fifties shouldn’t have the
         body of a heroin-addicted teenager. I didn’t like my mother, but that didn’t mean I wished her ill.
      

      
      She glared at me and kept her mouth shut—score one for me. She picked at the pineapple rind that sat on her plate and sighed,
         exasperated. “You don’t know how hard it is to compete in this town, sweetie. …”
      

      
      I shook my head and rolled my eyes.

      
      “You don’t,” she insisted.

      
      “Do we have to have this conversation?”

      
      “It’s entirely your choice.”

      
      I’d heard that before—usually before emotional blackmail. “Then my choice is that we don’t.”

      
      “Fine.”

      
      We sat there in silence for a minute as birds called and traffic grumbled in the canyon below. Finally, I leaned forward and
         said, “Look, Mother, I need to know some things about the past—things about me. And maybe you and Dad, too.”
      

      
      “What? You have a medical condition or something? I assure you, sweetie, no one in our family—”

      
      “That’s not it. I’m not dying of cancer or anything screenplay-worthy. There have just been a few … things lately that indicate something creepy or bad happened sometime in the past. Do you have
         any idea what that could be?”
      

      
      She looked surprised. “Well, dear, of course! Your father killed himself.”

   



      
      
      FOUR

      
      Sitting in the sunny perfection of her tiny mock-Mediterranean villa, I stared at my mother. “What?” I felt like someone had
         punched me in the chest and pushed me off a cliff and I was hanging in the air like Wile E. Coyote, waiting to fall. I stammered,
         shook my head, and kept repeating myself. “What, what, what?” It just didn’t make sense. My mind rejected it and everything
         sensible screamed in my head that it wasn’t—couldn’t be—true.
      

      
      My mother grabbed my nearest arm and shook me. “Baby, stop that! You’re a trouper—we just go on; we don’t go to pieces over
         this sort of … thing.”
      

      
      “‘This sort of thing’?” I shouted, yanking my arm out of her grip. “What sort of thing? Suicide? Holy shit, Mother!”

      
      She slapped me. “Don’t you talk like that, Snippet! I won’t have it! You’re not a filthy little street urchin to be using
         words like that. Buck up!”
      

      
      I knew that phrase, that tone. What she meant was “Shut up and don’t embarrass me,” but I didn’t see anyone around who needed
         to be impressed by my restraint. I articulated with venom and care through my confusion and a sudden flare of rage. “I will not buck the fuck up, Mother. This is not an audition. I don’t need to be
         a little lady. You just said my father killed himself! Don’t you think that deserves a bit more explanation than ‘buck up’?
         You always told me Dad’s death was an accident!”
      

      
      She rolled her eyes and waved my upset away. “Drama, drama, drama … He was a dentist. Dentists don’t have accidents. What
         would they do? Slip with a drill? Die from a leak in the laughing gas? He blew his brains out. It was just so … nasty, I never
         wanted to tell you. There. Is that awful enough for you?”
      

      
      I just kept gaping at her. “What the hell …? My God, Mother. Do you know why? Did he say? Did he leave a note? Something?”

      
      “He left a note, but it didn’t make any sense, and I don’t know why he did it. He was depressed. All dentists are depressed.
         If I’d known, I’d have married a plastic surgeon.”
      

      
      I was flabbergasted. What could I say? I didn’t remind her that husband number three had been a plastic surgeon. No doubt a contributor to the fact she looked closer to forty-nine than fifty-nine. I didn’t scream
         or throw things, even though they both sounded like more reasonable reactions than her unreal calm.
      

      
      “He had nightmares,” she went on. “Your father was losing his mind. I should have seen it coming. …”

      
      I was still staring, shaking my head, and not sure what to think, but my investigator instincts started kicking in. “How?”
         I asked in a quivering voice. “What did he do?”
      

      
      “He stopped talking to me.”

      
      I couldn’t fault him for that. I’d stopped talking to her for years.

      
      “He got quieter and quieter and sometimes he’d just … leave.”

      
      “Go out of town without telling you, go on benders … what?”

      
      “No, I mean he’d sneak away. He’d just leave the house and I didn’t know he’d gone. Then he’d come back and sometimes I didn’t
         know he’d come home. He was so odd … spooky even, by then.”
      

      
      
      “He wasn’t always odd?”

      
      “Oh, yes, but I thought it was kind of charming at first. Like the way Lyle was charming—you remember Lyle?”

      
      “The guy with the dogs? The TV writer?”

      
      “Yes. That Lyle.” At least she hadn’t married him.

      
      He had been a very funny guy—he’d made me laugh even when I was still crying over my dad and on the days my whole body ached
         from dance classes and dieting—and he’d had two ridiculous retrievers he’d called “the labradork twins.” We’d moved in with
         Lyle and the labradorks about six months after my father died. Normally the dogs had the run of the house, but Mother had
         put the dogs in the yard when one of them started using the carpet as a toilet, and that, for some reason, had been inexcusable
         to Lyle—the expulsion, not the piddling. When he’d come home from work and seen the dogs in the yard, he’d hauled back and
         smacked her hard enough to knock out one of her front teeth. She’d packed both our bags and we were gone within fifteen minutes,
         me carrying her knocked-out tooth in a glass of water while Lyle ran after us, babbling, “I didn’t mean it, Verry! I’m sorry,
         Verry!” She’d mailed the glass back in one of my tap shoe boxes two days later. The Lyle incident had cemented her aversion
         to pets; we never had another dog, cat, bird, or even a fish after that.
      

      
      It had been the first time we’d lived with a man who wasn’t my father, but it wasn’t the last, though she’d held off on marrying
         any of them until I was in high school. I’d always been a better judge of their characters than my mother had, which hadn’t
         made our relationship any easier. But no matter how rough it had gotten or how horrible the man-of-the-moment had been, I’d
         stuck it out. And to give her credit, she never let any of them physically abuse her or me again.
      

      
      Then it hit me like a brick that I’d fallen into a similar pattern with boyfriends for a while myself, not drawing the line
         until one finally belted me. At least I’d stopped putting up with that. Mother didn’t seem to have learned to stand on her
         own feet and refuse to take that treatment just so she could have someone around. Even as I steamed at her, I felt terrible and even more confused and upset. Was I supposed to feel better or worse at discovering our mutual
         flaw? Enlightened? I didn’t feel better, that was for sure. I was still angry and I still didn’t like her.
      

      
      While we’d been staring at each other and remembering the past, the sun had moved higher into the sky. Now its rays hit the
         glittering white stone of the terrace from a harsher angle, reflecting glare into our eyes and doing unkind things to my mother’s
         face. She cupped her hands over her brow and glanced around as if searching for shade, pursing her lips in disapproval at
         the sun’s temerity.
      

      
      “Let’s go inside,” she said. “I think I have some of your father’s things still, down in the junk room. We can talk while
         you go through them.”
      

      
      I glared at her. She ignored me as she flitted out of her chair. I hadn’t come to help her clear out her collection of boxes.
         I hadn’t come to help her at all, and I wasn’t feeling any more generous now than when I’d arrived—maybe less. I wasn’t just
         bewildered by this revelation; I was pissed off at being lied to for years. I longed to tell her off, but I was piqued by
         the thought that there might be clues inside the dusty cartons in the basement—such as it was. Dad committing suicide, while
         it was shocking and upsetting, didn’t seem like much of a triggering event for what had happened to me. How were they connected,
         if at all? And what had he been doing in my dream? Suicide couldn’t be the deciding factor—could it?—but what about the motive?
         Or perhaps some other event associated with it was the key …? Those might be worth discovering, even if it meant a day or
         two sifting through the accumulation of castoffs. It couldn’t be any worse than the days I spent in the County Recorder’s
         Office, trolling for information on witnesses or other people’s prospective spouses and employees. Except that I would have
         to deal with my mother while I did it.
      

      
      I trailed her inside and down a switchback staircase to a small room at the bottom of the house. It was almost isolated from
         the rest of the structure, stuck on like an afterthought that had been cobbled up and jammed on at the last minute when someone realized
         they desperately needed a place to put the construction supplies. It was such an oddly shaped space that I couldn’t imagine
         it had ever had any other purpose than being a place to stash unused items. Or overworked maids. Mother unlocked the door
         and groped for the light switch, leaning in through the doorway as if something inside would leap at her if she stepped over
         the threshold.
      

      
      The light snapped on with a pop, revealing several dozen heavy-duty cardboard boxes. They were stacked a bit haphazardly from
         wall to wall, two or three high, taking up most of the room except for a ragged triangle starting at the door.
      

      
      My mother made a vague wave of her hand at the room. “Your father’s things are in here someplace.”

      
      I sighed with irritation. She acted like he wasn’t a person, like he was nothing but this collection of junk that she’d shoved
         down here and forgotten. I was being irrational, I knew. Dad had been gone for twenty-two years and this really was just a
         load of things, not a human being. I told myself to let go and start digging.
      

      
      I hung my jacket on a hook beside the door and walked deeper into the room, taking mental stock of the piles and labels on
         the boxes while I scanned for any sign of something Grey and gleaming among the heaps. Mother walked out and returned with
         a handful of white cloth towels. She used one to dust off a small stepladder, which she then unfolded and perched on, setting
         the rest of the towels on the top platform beside her. She put her elbows on her knees and rested her chin on her hands like
         Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. All she needed was a long cigarette holder and a little black dress.
      

      
      I kept turning my head side to side, looking for the telltale gleam from the corner of my eye that would indicate something
         Grey in one of the boxes. I saw something blink and die out and then blink again. I pushed deeper into the maze until I found
         a stash of three old boxes shimmering with an edge of Grey. Two of them were marked PHOTOS. The other was marked rob’s office. That was my father’s stuff, I thought, and felt a quiver of indecision. There was
         no guarantee that whatever had winked at me was important—lots of things have a trace of Grey—but I had to start somewhere,
         and this looked more likely than most of the boxes, if I really wanted to know. And I did, didn’t I? Cary had said I should
         look. …
      

      
      “You know,” my mother suddenly declared, “your father was an odd duck.”

      
      “Yeah, you said,” I replied, flipping open my pocketknife to cut the tape on the box of office paraphernalia. “If he was so
         weird, why did you marry him?”
      

      
      I could almost feel her frown before she dismissed my hostile tone as flippancy.

      
      “Why? Sweetie, I lived in Montana! I wanted out of that place so badly I’d have married a serial killer to get away. Your
         father—who adored me—had a professional degree and was heading somewhere far away from three hundred acres of cow flop. I
         have never been one to look gift horses in the mouth.”
      

      
      “Until they clock you one,” I muttered.

      
      “What was that?” she snapped, narrowing her eyes to glare at me from her perch.

      
      “Seems kind of mercenary. If you thought he was a freak and only saw him as a meal ticket, why’d you stick around?”

      
      “That’s not what I meant. I liked your father. But he had strange ideas sometimes and they got stranger after you were born.
         That’s when he started being mysterious and sneaking off. And what was I supposed to do with a baby to care for? I had to
         quit dancing when I got pregnant and I didn’t have a fancy education like he did. I had nothing!”
      

      
      “Cry me a river.”

      
      “Don’t smart mouth me, Snippet.”

      
      “Then don’t play the martyr,” I replied, looking up. “You seem to be doing pretty well for a woman who claims she had nothing
         and was practically a prisoner at home with a baby. You did everything you could to have the career you wanted through me, and
         I don’t recall you being so broken up over my dad’s death that you didn’t find someone else to promote your dreams as soon
         as he was gone.”
      

      
      She looked shocked. “Baby, how can you say that? Everything I did was for you! You needed help, direction, discipline. I got
         that for you. I got you a career. I got you a place!”
      

      
      “You got me your place! You got me what you wanted, not what I wanted. I was a doormat. A doll for you to wind up and set onstage.”
      

      
      “You were happy—!”

      
      I barked over her, drowning her voice under mine. “About ten percent of the time. The rest was hell. Why do you think I ditched
         the dance gig at my first opportunity?”
      

      
      “Because you’re an ungrateful brat!”

      
      That was enough. I picked up the box and started toward the door. “Then I’ll take this and get my ungrateful self out of your
         house.”
      

      
      She jumped down from the ladder and blocked the door, spreading out her arms in a rage of red fury. “Don’t you dare! Don’t
         you dare talk to me like that. And don’t you dare take my things!”
      

      
      I fought to make my voice calm and reasonable. “Mother, it’s not yours. It’s Dad’s. And you clearly don’t want it. Nor do
         you seem to want me—at least not as I really am. You want a Shirley Temple doll.”
      

      
      “I—I want a daughter … who won’t get herself killed by some idiot. I just want …” She trailed off, shrugging helplessly.

      
      “Hollywood. You want glamour and movie magic. I just want to go back to my job.”

      
      “Oh! I just don’t understand you.” She stomped her designer-clad foot. “How can you do that? It’s such an awful job.”

      
      “Not to me,” I replied. As I said it, I felt better, because it was true and I wasn’t unsure or bewildered for the first time
         since I’d entered her house. “I love doing what I do and I love being the person in charge of my life.” The box was poking into my hip, but I’d be damned if I’d put it down. “When I was a kid, I wasn’t in
         charge of anything. Even when I went to college, I was someone’s student or someone’s girlfriend or some director’s chorus
         girl. Someone’s whipping girl. Someone’s doll. I was Veronica’s daughter. I wasn’t Harper Blaine.”
      

      
      My mother let out a scream and lashed her fists at the box, knocking it out of my hands. “How can you say that?”

      
      The box went down like a sack of flour, sending up a cloud of paper and small objects and the smell of dust. Grey whorls spun
         from it as it struck the floor, gushing its contents from split sides.
      

      
      “Look what you’ve done!” Mother shouted, sweeping her arms around.

      
      I sighed and crouched down to pick up the pieces. A piece of paper glimmered like silver and floated in the air, drifting
         with unearthly languor toward the ground. I reached for it, feeling the buzz of Grey before I even closed my fingers on its
         yellowed surface.
      

      
      It was old. Twenty-two years old, in fact. The cream-colored paper was stained with splatters of brown and the writing had
         faded to a dirty spiderweb scrawl. “There must be no more,” it read. “I’m sorry, Harper.” It was signed “Robert.” Not “Dad,”
         though it was clearly him.
      

      
      I felt sucker punched once again—he wrote it to me? Signed his name as if I were an adult? Why? I’d been twelve! I gaped up
         at my mother. Unable to say anything else, I blurted, “You kept the suicide note?”
      

      
      She glanced aside and shrugged. “Everything was just shoved in a box when we moved.”

      
      “Bullshit. The cops would have kept it with the file unless you requested it. Why did you ask for it back?” And why didn’t
         I remember any of it? There must have been cops around, asking questions. They must have asked why he’d apologized to me,
         but I had no memory of any of that. It was as if there were a yawning hole around everything connected to my father’s death, and I could not recall
         anything of the time or the circumstances.
      

      
      My mother flapped her hands in the air, as if distancing herself physically from the sheet of paper. “I didn’t ask for that.
         I just wanted the property they took. When I asked, they just gave me everything.”
      

      
      “The gun, too?”

      
      She didn’t reply; she just looked away, wan faced.

      
      I pawed through the heap the box had spilled forth, stirring and sorting until I found it: an old-school Smith & Wesson revolver.
         It was still in an evidence bag, gritty and smeared. No one had cleaned it off. I felt sick and swallowed bile. But the gun
         had no glimmer of Grey to it. It was just a dead object, less active than most. The note was Grey, but not the instrument
         my father had used to end his life. That was strange.
      

      
      “Was this his?” I asked.

      
      My mother shook her head and didn’t look in my eyes. “No. Rob never owned a gun that I knew of.”

      
      So where had it come from? I had a lunatic thought and asked, “Was it yours?” My mother had grown up on a cattle ranch, after
         all. She’d been around guns and horses and hard men from the cradle. She’d flipped out because I had a pistol on me, but she’d
         been more upset that I’d brought a gun into her house than that it was a firearm per se. Was she just being a dramatic hypocrite
         or did she have some particular problem with the idea of guns now? Or was it me and guns?
      

      
      She sighed. “Yes. It’s mine.” Her shoulders slumped as if the admission had taken something from her.

      
      “Ah.” Once the case was determined to be a clear suicide, and not a homicide, the cops had given her the note as part of his
         belongings. But they’d given her the gun because it was hers.
      

      
      My mother’s gun. My father’s death. And a dead boyfriend telling me it was time to figure out how it all made me what I was. Cold tripped down my spine. This just kept getting freakier.
      

      
      I stared into the mess around my feet, searching for other glimmers of Grey. A general haze of silver mist lay over the pile
         like dryice fog. There was a lot of stuff to sort through, but whether any of it would present a clue or not, as a body, it
         already told me Dad had had something Grey going on. I’d have to find him, too, if I could. I didn’t relish the idea of hunting
         through the Grey, through layers of time and memory and horrors, until I found his ghost—if he had one. I shuddered.
      

      
      “This room is always so chilly,” my mother said.

      
      “What?”

      
      “You shivered, sweetie. It’s because the room is cold.”

      
      I let that pass. If my mother believed that, she was less canny than I’d given her credit for.

      
      “Do you have another box I could put this stuff in? I want to sort through it at the hotel.”

      
      “But you can do that here!”

      
      “I’d rather take it somewhere else, out of your way,” I replied. I knew my tone was cold, but I didn’t care. Fear was creeping
         in and I wasn’t going to give in to it, not in front of her.
      

      
      My mother frowned but surprised me by just going away to fetch another box and not arguing. Maybe she realized that it wasn’t
         an activity she was going to enjoy. She handed the flat-folded box to me along with a roll of tape and climbed back up on
         her ladder to watch while I repacked the contents of the split carton.
      

      
      “You’ll bring the rest back when you’re done, won’t you?” she asked as I hefted the box up into my arms.

      
      “Yeah. Tomorrow probably. There are a few other boxes I’d like to take a look at, if you don’t mind.”

      
      “No, I don’t mind.” She sounded eager in spite of my frosty manner, and I supposed she was a little lonely—or just bored—during
         the day, while Damon was off doing whatever he did until dinnertime. I couldn’t imagine what she did all day. I knew she didn’t
         have a job; she lived on the proceeds of divorce and widowhood and whatever man she was clinging to at the time. Judging by
         her earlier comments, she saw other women as “the competition,” so I didn’t imagine she spent her days hanging out with them,
         lest she come off the worse by comparison.
      

      
      I forced myself to unbend a bit. “Mother, what do you do all day?” I asked as she followed me back up the stairs.

      
      “What do you mean, sweetie?”

      
      “What I said. What do you do all day? You don’t work; you don’t cook and clean—or you never did after Dad died. How do you
         kill the time all day?”
      

      
      “I play golf. I go to my yoga class. I shop. That sort of thing.”

      
      I don’t know why her reply surprised me, but it did. “You don’t dance anymore? At all?”

      
      “Oh, no, not other than socially. It’s just too painful to see all those skinny little girls prancing around the studio like
         dogs in heat.”
      

      
      Another exasperated sigh escaped me. You just couldn’t win with my mother: you were either too fat to be pretty or too pretty
         to be borne. The philosophical aspects of yoga seemed not to have taken root in her angry little soul. Had she always been
         like that? I thought so, but I was not objective.
      

      
      We walked up to the carport, and I put the box into the backseat of my rental car. I turned back to look at my mother, feeling
         strange at how much larger I was than this diminutive tyrant of my childhood.
      

      
      “I’ll bring these back tomorrow, if you want them.”

      
      “Of course, sweetie!”

      
      “I may have questions. …”

      
      “That’ll be fine. I’m just … so happy to see you!” she added, forcing a hug around my chest.

      
      
      I didn’t know how to respond to this mercurial monster. Was she crazy or just controlling? I didn’t know. I squirmed away.
         “I may want to look in other boxes,” I reminded her.
      

      
      “I don’t mind,” she said. “Call before you come, though—I might be out.”

      
      I didn’t ask what she’d be doing. I didn’t care except that it might slow me from getting what I wanted and getting out of
         that smog-bound lotus land and specifically away from her.
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      I thought I might regret it, but I drove away from my mother’s house and around the backs of the Hollywood hills toward Mulholland
         Drive. I wasn’t looking forward to this meeting, either, but I had to try to talk to Cary one more time before I got any deeper
         into the mystery of my own past. I wanted to know why he’d popped up now and what he’d meant by “things waiting” for me.
      

      
      No matter what a ghost tells you, there’s always the possibility that it’s a lie or just plain wrong. They aren’t omniscient
         or instantly truthful just because they’re dead. They’re as stupid and opinionated as they were in life, and even more limited
         in knowledge most of the time. Once in a while, they get hold of information that exists only in the Grey, and then things
         get a lot more complicated. I was betting that Cary had remained, in death, a lot like he’d been in life: curious, stubborn,
         cautious, and foolishly romantic.
      

      
      I took the grumbling little car up the twisty roads of the hills until I reached the saddle where Mulholland crests the ridge
         from the southeast and starts down into the valley on the northwest, crossing Coldwater Canyon Road above the reservoir. I
         parked the car in the overlook—no more than a dusty, extra wide bit of shoulder to accommodate the desire of drivers to stop and stare at the view spreading on both sides of the road.
      

      
      Just behind my car was an odd little hump where the roads met and a lone house perched at the top of the rise, glimmering
         through the brushy chaparral at the top of a gated road. On the other side of the turnout was the place Cary had parked the
         night he died so he could watch that house. I didn’t want to put my car there, so I left it where it was and stepped out,
         being careful of the blind traffic coming across the ridge. I walked along the crumbling edge of the packed dirt. The scent
         of the dust and the plants swelled in the warming afternoon air, poisoned with the acid of exhaust.
      

      
      To the south I could look down into the steep, storm-forged canyons of Los Angeles and its colony of rich and famous recluses
         and Spanish revival houses set in the twists of the arroyo walls. To the north the broader, rolling floodplain of the San
         Fernando Valley offered its more sanitized and spreading estates in the descending hills of Sherman Oaks and Studio City before
         the valley turned into an endless bowl of suburbia smothered in smog.
      

      
      I came to a boulder that had been shoved and wedged at the edge of the turnout by the last big landslide, and I sat on it,
         waiting. If Cary was going to show up, I figured this was the place: about a hundred feet straight up from where he’d died.
      

      
      After a while of sitting in the sun and staring into the Grey, I saw him, trudging up the canyon side, trailing uncanny flame
         and smoke. Cary didn’t quite levitate, though his feet made no impression on the ground or plants he passed over. He reached
         me and stopped, swirled in fire that crackled and stunk of burning creosote and charring flesh.
      

      
      I gagged, but held it down with difficulty. A desire to shake and scream and cry and hide my face crawled beneath my skin.
         It wasn’t just the smell but the presence of the man I used to love amid the flame and the sunshine and the odor of past and
         present warring in my senses. I’d never seen a ghost so horrible.
      

      
      
      “Hiya, Slim,” he said, staying a few feet away from me as if he thought he might set me alight if he drew closer. I wasn’t
         sure he wouldn’t.
      

      
      “Hi,” I faltered back.

      
      “You look sad. What’s wrong?” he asked.

      
      “I don’t know. You called me and now … things are crazy. My dad killed himself. Did you know that? Is that what you wanted
         me to discover about my past?” It sounded angry and accusatory, and I don’t know why I said it that way—it just came out.
      

      
      “No. I don’t know what you need to find out. I just know … We’re not like you. Dead is like being locked in a room in the
         loony bin with only a cruddy little window some tree’s grown in front of. Sometimes you get out on the ward floor, but usually
         you’re just in your room. You can’t see much and you can’t go out unless someone opens the door.”
      



OEBPS/images/9781405525602.jpg
YANISHED

A (R}\\\-\IKI-R NOVEL

TANYA HUFF

F KAT RICHARDSON |






