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GRETCHEN ACORN IS A BULLSHIT ARTIST.


The talent for it runs in her family—her daddy’s a bullshit artist, as was his daddy before him, and his before him. And so on, all the way back to Fritz Eichorn, who scammed his way into first class on the ship that carried him to the US by posing as a recently heartbroken Austrian count. But while great-great-great-grandpa Fritz and most of his male descendants gravitated toward the hasty brushstrokes of shell games and selling landmarks to tourists, Gretchen has found her own, more sophisticated medium.


No pun intended.


“Ah.” Gretchen presses two fingers to each of her temples. She winces as if her mental call to the spirit realm has conjured nothing except a headache. “I feel Ronald trying to be here with us, but the connection is fragile. Too fragile to make anything out, I’m afraid.”


“It’s my aura, isn’t it?” The elderly woman across the table unclasps her hands and sets them atop the plum brocade tablecloth. She still wears her platinum and diamond wedding set, the swell of her arthritic knuckle the only thing keeping the too-large rings in place. “I’ve been told before that it’s a problem, but no matter how many Reiki experts I’ve consulted—”


“No, no,” Gretchen interrupts. “You have a beautiful aura, Mrs. Easterly. The most gorgeous”—Pick a color, any color—“vermillion I’ve ever seen. Don’t let anyone do a thing to it.”


The idea of some opportunistic asshole swindling a nice old lady like Janice Easterly makes Gretchen’s jaw tense. Perhaps that seems hypocritical given that she herself relies upon dishonesty to make her living (and that she can’t even remember if vermillion is a shade of green or red). But the difference is that Gretchen only takes people’s money if she’s certain she can leave them better off than she found them. That’s the one Rule that governs everything she does. Her singular guiding principle. It transforms her work from a con into a business transaction, her morally gray impulses into something mutually beneficial. That’s why she turns away potential clients if she knows she won’t be able to provide what they need, and why she’s building up to telling Mrs. Easterly that her telephone line to the spirit world is currently generating nothing but a busy signal.


Her code of ethics may not win her a Nobel Peace Prize, but it’s been something of a compass since Gretchen struck out on her own almost seven years ago. She has the skills of her forefathers in her back pocket at all times—her father made sure she could lie, cheat, and steal with the best of them before she could even spell her own name—and it would be easy enough to fill the rest of Mrs. Easterly’s half-hour session with the cheap tricks that make up the bread and butter of most supposed spirit mediums and psychics. No doubt Mrs. Easterly would confirm, tears cutting through her caked-on face powder like an icebreaker navigating the Baltic, that the two-story house with a chimney Gretchen describes (not too specifically, of course) must be her husband’s childhood home. A woman with a name beginning with H? Well, her sister’s name was Harriett, could that be it? And oh my word, she does indeed own a heart-shaped piece of jewelry! A long-ago gift from her late husband, in fact, from before he made his fortune buying and selling laws or whatever it is people in this town do to get so damn rich.


But Gretchen Acorn didn’t become the most sought-after spirit medium among Northwest DC’s high-society set by throwing generic guesses at the wall, assuming something would be bound to stick. It takes extra effort—extra artistry—to win over the rich old ladies who reside in this part of the city. Gretchen’s clients know that when they come to her, they aren’t going to get the preschool crayon drawing version of a séance, where you have to squint and tilt your head to make out what the medium is telling you they see. No, they can rely on her to paint them a vivid picture, full of detail and symbolism that gives them permission to fully buy into the belief that they aren’t as alone as they feel. She’s the bullshit artist equivalent of a Renaissance master, and as long as what she produces is pretty and reassuring, her clients never think too deeply about the process that went into creating it.


Unfortunately, Mrs. Easterly barged in without an appointment, which Gretchen allowed only because the woman introduced herself using the magic words: “I’m a good friend of Deborah Van Alst.” So she went into this séance without the usual mental dossier of information that acts as her canvas.


She drops her chin as if the weight of summoning Mrs. Easterly’s dead husband has become too heavy for her mind to bear. Her head lolls for effect, which also has the added bonus of stretching out a little twinge in her neck. “I’m almost certain the problem is me,” she says wearily. “I’m feeling . . . weakened this afternoon.” Also hungry, according to the growl of her stomach. Mrs. Easterly’s unscheduled appearance at her little basement-level shop on MacArthur Boulevard interrupted Gretchen’s lunch plans. She thinks longingly of the Cup Noodles still sitting inside the microwave in the back room.


“I hope you’re not ill?” Suspicion sneaks into Mrs. Easterly’s voice, as if she’s now concerned that Gretchen may secretly be several infectious diseases masquerading as a spirit medium.


“No, nothing so mundane. There seems to be a disturbance in the veil.” Gretchen glances up as she speaks, but doesn’t meet Mrs. Easterly’s rheumy eyes. Instead, she stares slightly off into the distance, finding a cobweb in the corner that makes an excellent focal point for moments like this (the reason, she tells herself, she hasn’t cleaned it despite first noticing it weeks ago).


True Believers—of which Mrs. Easterly is clearly one—love this kind of drama, so Gretchen is unsurprised to see her lean forward and nod as if she’s all too familiar with the fickle whims of the veil between the living and spirit worlds.


“As a highly intuitive soul, I’m particularly sensitive to such fluctuations. Especially on Thursdays.” Thursdays don’t have any particular occult significance that Gretchen is aware of, but it sounds good.


“Oh. I see. Yes, now that you mention it, I also feel that something is quite out of alignment.”


“Out of alignment, exactly! Of course you sense it, given that lovely vermillion aura of yours.” The large emerald and diamond brooch at Mrs. Easterly’s throat twinkles in the candlelight, and the mink stole draped over the woman’s bony shoulders prompts Gretchen to add, “But it always falls right back into place in time. Perhaps we can try again next week?”


By then, Gretchen can gather enough information on Ronald Easterly to make this worth his widow’s two hundred bucks. Maybe she’ll even cultivate her as a long-term client. Because while her initial instinct might’ve been to turn Mrs. Easterly away (and only partially because she’s currently hangry), the old woman’s penchant for real fur and gaudy-but-fine jewelry acts like a siren song, calling to all of Gretchen’s . . . ahem, artistic instincts. Surely, she can find a way to make herself useful.


“Of course,” Mrs. Easterly says. “That sounds— Yes, next week. I’ll call to make an appointment.”


Calling ahead, Gretchen thinks. What a novel concept.


When the woman reaches for her vintage Chanel purse to pull out her wallet, Gretchen takes her hand to still the action. Mrs. Easterly’s skin is fragile and clammy, as if it’s made of half-dried papier-mâché.


“No charge for today, ma’am. I cannot accept payment when I was unable to provide you with the requested service,” Gretchen says, flashing a rueful smile.


An answering expression stretches across Mrs. Easterly’s thin lips, emphasizing the tiny estuaries of red lipstick traveling outward in every direction. “No wonder Deborah speaks so highly of you.” Gretchen allows her hand to be patted affectionately before she draws it away.


“I appreciate how many of Mrs. Van Alst’s friends trust me to assist them.” Considering Deborah Van Alst’s referrals make up almost a third of Gretchen’s business these days (and Mrs. Van Alst herself another third), this is not only sincere, but somewhat of an understatement. Gretchen allows her earnestness to show in her expression; it’s smart to lean into the truth whenever she can.


“Oh. Oh no, it is Thursday.” Mrs. Easterly’s smile falls, then transforms into a concerned purse of the lips. “Deborah is supposed to see you today, isn’t she? I hope the disturbance”—her voice drops to a whisper on the word as if trying not to offend the spirit realm—“doesn’t prevent her from speaking with Rachel.”


Gretchen guides Mrs. Easterly toward the doorway with a hand hovering over her back. “The veil to the spirit realm is notoriously capricious. But I’m certain if Rachel has anything to say to her mother this afternoon, she’ll find a way to come through. Those who pass young tend to be stronger spirits, and Rachel is even stronger than most. I barely need to exert any energy to get her chatting away most of the time.”


Rachel Van Alst died at age thirty-three in a skiing accident. She left behind Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter accounts, and never deleted the LiveJournal she kept from ages twelve to fifteen—a veritable buffet of personal information that’s made convincing her mother that her deceased daughter is communicating with her from the afterlife one of the easiest jobs Gretchen has ever pulled off.


“Yes, Rachel always was a big presence, you know.” Mrs. Easterly glances back over her shoulder as she shuffles forward. “Still had so much life ahead of her. Such a shame.”


Gretchen hums her agreement and at last wishes the old woman farewell. She retreats to the back room that serves as her office. It’s actually a closet with a beaded curtain for a door, but the size doesn’t matter as much as the fact that it’s somewhere she can be Gretchen Eichorn, twenty-nine-year-old (mostly) ethical bullshit artist, for brief moments in between being Gretchen Acorn, purported ghost microphone. Also somewhere she can finally reheat her Cup Noodles and shovel them into her mouth in peace before her next appointment.


While the container circles in the ancient microwave and Gretchen curses Mrs. Easterly’s interruption for making her pathetic lunch even more pathetic, she thumbs through the stack of mail that was piled under the front door’s slot when she showed the woman out. Bill, bill, bill. Swiss Colony catalog addressed to the accountant’s office on the house’s main floor. Envelope with a handwritten address . . .


The microwave beeps, but Gretchen’s stomach no longer growls so much as lurches.


Well. Her father was bound to track her down eventually. She just didn’t expect him to take so long. Then again, knowing Ned Eichorn, it’s all part of the plan. She originally braced herself for this moment fourteen months ago when she learned he was out on parole. But when no unknown numbers called and no letters like this one arrived, she slowly, slowly let her guard down until she forgot why she should have it up at all.


It’s the way she would have done it too, were she him. But she’s spent several years trying to prove to herself she isn’t. And she’s not. Her Rule makes sure of that. But there’s certainly a part of her that suspects that, without it, she wouldn’t be inclined to be much better.


Ned Eichorn is extremely skilled at spotting a person’s weaknesses, and hers are no exception. So she can predict with some accuracy what this letter says. Its arrival sends much more of a message than whatever words are inside. It’s pointing out her sloppiness, her complacency. It’s not a threat, exactly, but the suggestion of one. Yet instead of throwing it straight into the small trash can in the corner, Gretchen tucks it away under the bottom of the pile of bills before placing the whole stack of mail on the nearest horizontal surface.


As Gretchen twirls noodles around her fork, she forces her thoughts to turn from her father to her upcoming afternoon meeting with Deborah Van Alst—only a marginally less stressful topic. “Talking” to her daughter has been a crucial part of Mrs. Van Alst’s grieving process; Gretchen wouldn’t allow her to come in twice a week for the last nine months if she wasn’t convinced she was doing the woman some good in exchange for her money. But based on Yolanda’s reports, Mrs. Van Alst has turned a corner in her grief. The neighborhood chatter is that she’s come out of hiding, no longer only leaving her bijou mansion on Glen-brook Road to visit Gretchen’s shop. She’s been spotted at restaurants, charity events, the University Club. Then, this past weekend, according to the gossip Yolanda gathered for Gretchen at Salon Apolline, she participated in a bridge tournament in Potomac and was later seen getting drinks with a handsome (and much younger) man.


Getting the woman back out into the world was always the goal, but it’s a bittersweet development. It’s becoming more difficult to justify Mrs. Van Alst’s twice-weekly séances. Still, Gretchen keeps procrastinating on doing anything about it. Not because she’s learned to like the absurd woman or anything. It’s just that her landlord is unlikely to accept good deeds in lieu of rent on the basement space and the only slightly larger apartment on the converted house’s top floor, and without Mrs. Van Alst’s biweekly appointments, Gretchen’s monthly income will be reduced by several hundred dollars. Not exactly a drop in the bucket, especially in an expensive city like Washington.


Gretchen side-eyes the letter from her father hidden beneath the stack of bills. She can only see the corner of the envelope, the empty one where there should be a return address. Her father would advise her to keep up her current schedule with Mrs. Van Alst. Shit, he’d suggest she try to get her to come in more often. The woman has the money, and if she’s stupid enough to want to waste it like this . . .


Gretchen shakes her head. It’s certainly tempting, but that’s why she created her Rule in the first place. And said Rule dictates that it’s time to gently nudge Mrs. Van Alst into relying on her less.


Just maybe not so much less that Gretchen won’t be able to pay her bills.


The last time they spoke, her dad called her out for being on a high horse. But Gretchen’s always pictured it as more of a stubby-legged pony, elevated off the ground just enough to keep the worst of the dirt off. She’s above some things . . . but not all things . . . and even then, not by a significant margin.


So when the sixty-eight-year-old canned goods heiress-cum-ultra-wealthy divorcée arrives in the shop—her once gray-streaked hair now shiny, blonde, and meticulously coiffed—and takes her seat, Gretchen intends to call upon the Mother and the Father and the Heavens and her Spirit Guide to let Rachel come through like she has dozens of times before. Today, though, instead of reaching into the mental grab bag of information she’s compiled via Rachel’s amazingly thorough documentation of her life (the woman had recently started a podcast!), she fully intends to regale Mrs. Van Alst with the good news that her daughter has noticed her recent progress, and that now that she’s certain her mother will be okay, she’s going to go spend time enjoying everything the afterlife has to offer. She’ll be harder to reach from here on out, so Mrs. Van Alst shouldn’t take it personally if Gretchen can no longer deliver Rachel’s messages as regularly. In fact, might as well only come in once a month to preserve her strength and ensure the strongest chance of contact. No, better make it twice a month; Rachel will miss her too much otherwise (because, seriously: rent).


But, despite her intention to do the right—okay, rightish—thing, Gretchen doesn’t get further than greeting Mrs. Van Alst and making their usual small talk about the weather before the woman interrupts. “Instead of speaking with Rachel today, there’s something else I would like to discuss with you.”


“Oh?” Gretchen dabbles in palm reading, tarot, and the occasional psychic prediction when a client is amenable, but Mrs. Van Alst has never shown interest in anything except communicating with her daughter’s spirit. Unless . . . No. It’s unlikely Mrs. Van Alst has discovered she’s a fraud. Or who her father is. Gretchen’s heartbeat stutters at the thought.


Luckily, she isn’t left in anticipation for long. Mrs. Van Alst launches right in without further prompting. “I would like to hire you to help a friend with a particular . . . problem.”


The way she says it makes it sound like Gretchen’s about to be propositioned to cure someone’s impotence, and her eyebrows are hoisted by a mixture of curiosity and bemusement. Her interest is certainly piqued. “And the nature of this problem?”


“I would like you to perform . . . an exorcism.”


Well, that is certainly a less awkward request than where her mind initially went, but still not on Gretchen Acorn’s usual menu of services. Other than having seen The Exorcist (way too young, by the way, at one of the few sleepovers she ever attended), she doesn’t particularly have any experience with that sort of thing. Is an exorcism even something she could do? Or rather, pretend to do?


“You believe your friend is . . . possessed?” she asks, finding herself mimicking Mrs. Van Alst’s cadence. That pause does feel natural when discussing the topic. Obligatory, even.


“Goodness, no. As if I believe in that.” She says this dismissively, like she hasn’t paid Gretchen thousands upon thousands of dollars to channel her dead daughter. “My bridge partner, Charles Waybill, has a goat farm in Maryland. Historic little property that’s been in his family for eight generations. But personal and financial circumstances have convinced him it’s time to sell.”


“Ah, I see.” Gretchen isn’t entirely sure she does, but Mrs. Van Alst seems to be waiting for a response.


“He’s had several offers since he put it on the market in February, but they keep falling through at the last minute. There have been some . . . unexplained phenomena.” There’s that pause again. “Lights turning off during open houses, doors slamming in home inspectors’ faces, spots of extreme cold in otherwise warm rooms, a sense of being watched. It all points to a haunting. Wouldn’t you agree?”


Gretchen nods. That’s definitely some stereotypical ghost shit. Things for which there are also a million other, more rational explanations, of course. But it’s not really in her best interests to point that out when her business relies upon people believing in the afterlife.


“I told Charles about you and how you’ve been helping me communicate with Rachel since she passed. I assured him you would know how to rid the property of its spirits, or at least that you could speak with them to see if they have some issue with the farm’s sale and persuade them to allow it. That is something you could do?”


Could she? It’s been a long time since Gretchen used her skills outside the safety of her shop. Probably why she’s been feeling a bit stuck lately, like she’s just going through the motions. Maybe this is a chance to experience that excitement again, the feeling she fucking loves, the reason she does this instead of waiting tables or grooming poodles. The only way she can describe it is like the atoms that make up her body start a game of freeze dance, and when the music stops they’re in an entirely new arrangement that makes her feel a little bit invincible. Her father always called that high from successfully pulling off a con “gotcha euphoria.” And she hasn’t felt the full force of it in a long, long time.


If she can manage a convincing enough exorcism to help an old man sell his struggling farm? That just might be the pinnacle of her career as a bullshit artist. Her masterpiece. The gotcha euphoria would be overwhelming—a high she could ride for a good long while.


Also, she hasn’t forgotten the bills on the shelf in the back room. Those might begin to haunt her themselves soon, especially once she convinces Mrs. Van Alst to stop coming around as often. Which she really does still intend to do, just as soon as the right moment arises . . .


But then Gretchen also remembers the letter beneath those bills, the one she assumes says something like, We’re peas in a pod, kid, whether you want to admit it to yourself or not, and her selfish, mercenary thoughts make those words too close to the truth for her liking. So she clings to the resulting compunction, accepting it as a sign from her subconscious. “Mrs. Van Alst, I appreciate your faith in me, but I’m not sure if my schedule can accommodate such a—”


“Oh, but Charles is such a dear friend. If you don’t help him, I’m afraid he’ll never be able to move on with his life. He’s all alone now. It’s no way to live . . .” Mrs. Van Alst’s voice trails off, as if perhaps she’s unsure if she’s speaking about Charles Waybill or herself now.


A twinge of empathy makes Gretchen bow her head. Not that it’s the same, really. Gretchen is also alone, sure. But it’s by choice. Not having anyone is different from having them and losing them.


“I’ll of course compensate you for the trouble,” Mrs. Van Alst adds, reaching for her purse. Her instinct (like many other exorbitantly wealthy people’s, in Gretchen’s experience) is to throw money willy-nilly at every problem that arises, hoping the right amount of it will magically relieve her burden. And why not, when it nearly always works?


Except Gretchen’s supposed to be weaning Mrs. Van Alst off of her services. That is the right thing to do. And if she doesn’t do the right thing, then her dad wins the long, drawn-out battle that his letter reminded her is still quietly raging between them. “I’m not certain I’m—”


“I’d like you out there right away. I understand that it may take several days, and I know you usually have clients on the weekends. You’ll have to reschedule several appointments, find transportation and lodging.” She pauses a moment as if mentally calculating, then writes out a check. “I believe this will cover both your losses and expenses, as well as provide for your time and expertise.”


It’s slipped Gretchen’s mind that many of the people around here have an odd, detached relationship with the cost of things outside of property and fancy wine. So when Mrs. Van Alst slides the check over the brocade tablecloth toward her, she nearly chokes on the number she sees.


“Have I underestimated?” Mrs. Van Alst smiles, closemouthed, as if she’s uncomfortable with the vulgarity of speaking of money and would really rather be finished with this part of the conversation.


“No, you— That’s much too generous,” Gretchen forces herself to say through the odd combination of giddiness and nausea the number of zeros trailing the one inspires.


It could be nice to get away for a few days . . . give her time to think about how to handle her father before he comes barging into the life she’s so carefully constructed for herself. Time to get one more job in the books that she can point to as evidence that she’s able to survive without completely stomping on her moral compass.


“I assure you, Charles’s happiness is worth anything. He’s a dear friend.”


Well, then. If he’s that dear of a friend.


Gretchen starts making a mental packing list. Looks like she’s going to be spending her weekend in the countryside, making an old farmer very, very happy.
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MRS. VAN ALST WRITES DOWN THE FARM’S ADDRESS ON A sheet of personalized embossed stationery from her purse and hands it to Gretchen. “Now, Charles may be a tad reluctant when you arrive—he’s somewhat skeptical about these sorts of things—but I’m certain he’ll warm to the idea once he experiences your gifts for himself.”


When she tucked the check away and formally accepted the job, Gretchen didn’t consider that she might be performing this fake exorcism against the property owner’s will. Not that it will be a problem getting Mr. Waybill on her side. She’s convinced her share of skeptics over the five years since she set up her shop. In fact, she admires someone who is reluctant to believe; it shows intelligence. And she assumes the eventual gotcha euphoria when she wins the farmer over will be all the sweeter if she has to work a little harder for it.


“Thank you for agreeing to do this,” Mrs. Van Alst says, as if the amount of money she offered Gretchen really gave her any choice in the matter. “Oh, and I’m leaving for France tomorrow. I’ll be staying with friends in Provence for a few weeks, but I want to hold my spot in your schedule in case my plans change, so I’ll have Shruthi send your monthly payment as usual. Contact her if you need anything else. And please give Charles my regards.”


“Of course,” Gretchen answers as Mrs. Van Alst heads for the exit.


Provence? Well. That all but confirms that the bridge tournament and outings weren’t flukes. Mrs. Van Alst is fully back in the world (or, well, the extremely rich–person version of it). That means Gretchen has officially conned Mrs. Van Alst into being better off than when she first met her. A rousing success. She waits for the gotcha euphoria to hit but, once again, only gets a whisper of the old feeling. More like a gotcha wistful contentment.


Well, since their appointment finished early, she may as well get started on researching this guy and his goat farm. It’s been a long time since she’s had to rely solely upon the internet to get a feel for what she’s going into, having organized her business around the high-yielding local rumor mill and her roommate Yolanda Ortiz’s strategic positions within it. Hopefully, this Charles Waybill has a public Facebook page or something she can use, even if it does mean having to scroll through a bunch of highly artifacted chain letter graphics and bizarre political memes.


After Gretchen extinguishes the candles around the room and snuffs out the incense, she locks the door and heads up to her small apartment on the duplex’s second floor. Yolanda is in the kitchen, a can of cold brew in one hand and her keys in the other. Gretchen’s eyes rake over her roommate’s clothing for clues as to her destination. Off to one of her jobs, but Gretchen can’t be sure which, since black leggings and a black shirt is her uniform for working the front desk at both Salon Apolline and Balasana Yoga.


“I thought you weren’t scheduled until four today,” Gretchen says as she toes off her pointed flats.


“Wasn’t,” Yolanda answers, reaching for her bag—also black. “But Candy’s daughter needed to be picked up from school early, so I offered to fill in at the salon until my shift at the studio.”


“Well, before you head out, I had a potentially lucrative walk-in today. A woman named Janice Easterly. Wants to talk to her husband, Ronald. Ring any bells?”


“Easterly,” Yolanda repeats, glancing up at an old water stain on the ceiling that looks a little like a dinosaur. “White lady in her late seventies or early eighties, gigantic black-framed glasses, wears too much makeup and real fur year-round?”


“Yep, that’s her. She’s been to the salon, then?” The brittle woman she met today would no doubt snap in half if she tried to do a sun salutation, so it seems like the more likely option.


“She gets her nails done at Apolline when her usual ‘girl’ isn’t available to make a house call. Last time, she had on this fox coat that gave me the heebie-jeebies. Had the heads attached and everything. When she handed it to me to hang up for her I nearly dropped it and ran.” Yolanda shudders at the memory. “I think Lex was her tech. I’ll fish around and see if they know anything.”


“Excellent, thank you.” Gretchen pauses, stripping the teasing tone she wants to use from her next question before she asks it. “Penny’ll be there tonight?”


“I don’t know.” Yolanda fiddles with her keys to avoid making eye contact. “Probably.”


Gretchen knows Yolanda has the pretty yoga instructor’s schedule memorized down to the second, but doesn’t give in to the temptation to call her out. Instead, she takes a seat on one of the stools at the breakfast bar and opens up her laptop.


“She’s teaching a seven thirty and a nine,” Yolanda concedes almost immediately anyway. “And I think . . . I think I’m going to see how she feels about me coming over after.”


Gretchen’s response slips through her defenses like a rogue. “All right, I won’t wait up, then. Hope you have fun with your girlfriend.” It’s hard to regret the moment of weakness when Yolanda’s light bronze cheeks pinken ever so slightly.


“She’s not my— We’re not dating, it’s just a casual—”


“Yeah, yeah, sure. Mark my words, give it a month and you’ll be moving into her bungalow and adopting a cat together.”


“And what makes you such an expert on how this is going to play out, Miss Hasn’t Been on a Date the Entire Three Years I’ve Lived Here?”


“That’s way too long of a nickname. And I don’t need to date to know what’s going to happen between you and Penny. I have a gift, remember?” Gretchen places her fingers to her temples and flutters her eyes closed. “It’ll be a long-haired calico. Name her Mitsy. That’s her soul’s true name.”


Yolanda laughs. “Yeah, yeah. Save it for the paying customers. Hopefully, soon to include Madame Dead Fox. You’re going to be doing the planet’s soft and fluffy animals a big favor, taking that woman’s money.”


“That’s my good deed for the year already sorted, then,” Gretchen mutters. The urge to go back over and wrap her redwood tree of a roommate in a tight hug strikes as she watches Yolanda gather up her fleece jacket and tuck it under her arm. That’s enough to shake Gretchen out of this easy banter, to hastily rebuild the walls around her heart and remind her of the reasons they’re there.


Yolanda is someone Gretchen knows could easily become a friend. That’s why it’s so important to keep her emotional distance. Because when their relationship eventually comes to its end—which it will, because business transactions are always finite—it’s going to be hard enough to figure out what to do without the cornerstone of her operation. For Yolanda, collecting information for Gretchen is just another of her streams of income. In exchange for reporting back everything she hears at the salon and the yoga studio—jobs that each give her incredible access to all of the most gossipy wealthy women in Georgetown, the Palisades, and Spring Valley—she lives in the apartment’s den for the extremely low price of $300 a month. But one day this arrangement will no longer serve her, and she’ll leave. So if Gretchen allows herself to indulge in things like affection and loyalty . . .


Well, that generally has not worked out super for her in the past.


Yolanda’s dark brown eyes dart to the oven’s digital clock. “Shit, I better get going. I told them I’d be in by one thirty.”


“See you tomorrow.” While waiting for her spreadsheets to load, Gretchen types “Gilded Creek Goat Farm” into Google, prompting her to remember she’s about to spend the weekend elsewhere. “Oh, actually, I probably won’t. Deborah Van Alst hired me to go exorcise her bridge partner’s historic farm in Maryland. She’s convinced it’s haunted.”


“Exorcise it? Don’t you need, like, an old priest and a young priest for that?” Yolanda jokes, attempting to swipe a strand of her long black hair from her face with her shoulder since her hands are still full.


“I don’t expect to find any possessed, barfy children on this farm. Sounds like it’s just an old guy and a bunch of goats.” An assumption supported by the fact that Gilded Creek has zero internet presence.


“And a ghost, don’t forget.” Yolanda smiles, lips pressed hard together to suppress her laughter.


“Allegedly.”


“So how long will you be gone? Do I need to take care of anything with the shop?”


“Probably until Sunday or Monday.” With Mrs. Van Alst’s ample funds and her father’s letter sitting in the back room like a placeholder for his imminent arrival, it seems like a good idea to make this surprise job into a mini vacation. Give her a few days to strategize. But she’s not about to unload her daddy issues on Yolanda, so she says, “Mrs. Van Alst is paying me ten thousand dollars ‘to cover my lost business and expenses,’ so I figured I’ll find a nice hotel somewhere nearby and make a couple trips out to the farm over the course of the weekend. Put on a real show. That way she feels like she got her money’s worth when she hears about it. Probably wouldn’t hurt to have extra time to build some trust with this guy anyway. Mrs. Van Alst seemed to think he might be resistant to the whole thing. The way she talked, I doubt he even knows she hired me.”


“Whoa, whoa. Back up a sec. Ten thousand dollars?” Yolanda’s mouth drops open so wide Gretchen hears her jaw click. “Girl. That’s . . . an insane amount of cash for a weekend of you fucking around with some sage in a farmhouse.”


“Yeah, I know. Absurd, right? But Mrs. Van Alst insisted. And it’s not like I can’t use the money, especially since I plan to cut her down to twice a month . . . soon. It doesn’t go against the Rule, so . . .”


Yolanda knows about Gretchen Acorn’s Singular Rule for Bullshitting, though nothing about its origins. In fact, the Rule’s existence was one of the reasons Yolanda agreed to become Gretchen’s informant in the first place—she appreciated that the gossip she gathered would be put to use helping people more than harming them. Well, that and the fact that she really needed a place to live when her extremely religious parents kicked her out of their house after discovering that she had both a girlfriend and an OnlyFans account.


Yolanda shrugs her shoulder toward her ear in an attempt to adjust the purse strap there. “Okay, well, you be careful out there in the boonies. Don’t fall in love with the farmer and move to the countryside or anything.”


Gretchen wrinkles her nose. “I think Mrs. Van Alst would have something to say about that. She referred to him as a ‘dear friend,’ so there may be some history there. Besides, considering he’s her bridge partner, I’m pretty sure this guy has to be in his sixties at least.”


“So is Daniel Day-Lewis, though, and we both know how you feel about him.”


This time it’s Gretchen’s cheeks that turn pink—a rare occurrence, but one that never fails to happen whenever Yolanda brings this up. “How many times do I have to tell you, I wasn’t—”


“You were watching There Will Be Blood with your hand in your pants, Gretch. I know what I saw.”


“I was scratching an itch on my inner thigh,” Gretchen says, watching as Yolanda’s lips drain of color as she presses them even harder together. In these moments, teasing each other over crushes and (alleged) masturbatory habits, it’s so easy to see what it would be like to be friends instead of simply roommates and business associates. Tempting. Terrifying. “Also, I’m pretty sure he wasn’t in his sixties when that film was made.”


“Whatever. Just make sure you pack your vibrator. You know, in case the farmer’s got a big, bushy mustache and you can’t stop fantasizing about him drinking your milkshake . . .” After a burst of laughter, she adds, “Text me when you get there so I know you’re alive,” blows a kiss, then wiggles her fingers in farewell as she walks out the door.


The subsequent silence in the apartment brings Gretchen abruptly back to reality—that she’s alone. It’s almost reassuring, in a way. Because the other rule she lives by, the one that’s unwritten but perhaps more important, is that the beautiful, masterful pictures she paints are only for other people. Not for her.
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OF COURSE GRETCHEN EXPECTED HER DESTINATION TO BE rural. It’s a farm after all. But as the scenery shifts from the suburban sprawl of gas stations and fast-casual restaurants to long expanses of gently rolling pastures dotted with cows, freshly tilled fields, and still-shuttered-for-the-season roadside produce stands, it registers just how far from the hustle and bustle of DC she’s headed. When she looked up Derring Heights, Maryland, last night—the town in the farm’s address—she found one of those places so diminutive that Google Maps doesn’t even deign to label it until zoomed in almost to the street level. There isn’t much more than a church, a post office, a 7-Eleven, and a string of impressive old Victorians along the main thoroughfare. Gilded Creek Goat Farm is located another fifteen minutes west. Even though Gretchen spent her childhood moving around thanks to her father’s own bullshit artist career, she’s never lived anywhere that could be classified as remote (not a lot of worthwhile marks in these sorts of places). Now, so accustomed to the conveniences of city living, she can’t imagine willingly settling anywhere that it takes half an hour round trip just to get a Slurpee.


When her Lyft driver, Sulayman, pulls off the main road and onto a long dirt-and-gravel driveway, he meets Gretchen’s eyes in the rearview mirror. At first, the look is one of inquiry: Is she certain this is where she wants to go? Perhaps her finger slipped when entering her destination into the app and mistakenly entered Gilded Creek Goat Farm instead of Trader Joe’s? But as his previously spotless white Toyota Corolla gets flecked with mud thanks to last night’s storm leaving large puddles along the tire-worn path, Sulayman’s look transforms into an overtly annoyed one that warns Gretchen she should plan to tip enough to cover the cost of a car wash.


She grabs hold of her trusty canvas backpack’s strap, ready to make her getaway. “Thanks. You can just let me out here.” No need to make him drive all the way up to the house and completely tank her passenger rating.


Sulayman does a hasty three-point turn and speeds back down the driveway as soon as Gretchen is out of the car, more mud flying up in his wake. Hopefully Mr. Waybill doesn’t notice the tire tracks in the grass. Not that he seems to be particularly precious about appearances. Gretchen spots a broken-down, rusted, two-wheeled . . . thing parked beside a large tree stump off to the right, and the barn in the distance isn’t particularly photogenic with its walls overtaken by ivy and the white paint on the wooden areas faded and chipped off in a pattern that looks like a giant creature scratched its claws down each board.


Is she more likely to locate Charles Waybill inside said barn, or in the brick farmhouse at the end of the driveway?


If she were a farmer and it was close to noon on a Friday . . .


Unfortunately, her knowledge of farmwork is limited to having read Charlotte’s Web as a child, leaving her with very little practical information to help her finish that sentence (unless an unusually gifted spider is going to appear and spin her an answer). Well, the barn is slightly closer, so she might as well check there first.


Animal smells assault her nose as she approaches. When she walks around the side of the barn to what she presumes would be considered the front, a small herd of goats in the nearby pasture start up a chorus of aggressive mehhhing, startling her into taking several steps backward. Gretchen has never interacted with a goat—at least not as an adult. She vaguely recalls a field trip to a petting zoo at one of the six elementary schools she attended and assumes there could have been a goat involved then. Luckily, she’s here to deal with ghosts, not goats, and she’s much more familiar with pretending to understand the former. Because the animals she can see are, frankly, intimidating even from afar. Very . . . unpredictable-looking. And can’t they, like, eat your hair off or something?


Does that brown-and-white one by the side fence have . . . tennis balls stuck to its head?


A woman appears inside the barn, her silver-gray braid swinging against the back of her long-sleeved tie-dye T-shirt with every step. Gretchen calls out a greeting, and the woman turns around. With her forearm shielding her eyes from the sun since her gloves are covered in dirt (or worse, considering the variety of smells present in this space), she takes Gretchen in from head to toe. Then she frowns, adding a few more wrinkles to her heavily freckled, sun-worn face. “You lost, hon?”


Gretchen glances down at her outfit, reassessing the burgundy pleather jacket, short black swing dress, heeled suede boots, and layers of assorted dangly crystal necklaces. Maybe showing up to a goat farm looking like Alexis Rose gone goth wasn’t the most practical idea. Then again, it’s important to maintain the right vibe no matter the atmosphere; no one’s going to put their faith in a spirit medium wearing overalls.


“I’m actually looking for Mr. Waybill. Do you happen to know where he might be at the moment?”


“Oh.” The woman glances at the smartwatch on her wrist. “A little after noon? He usually breaks for lunch about this time,” she says. “Check the house first. But nice day like today, he could be by the creek.”


Gretchen already knows about the creek that gave the farm its name. The sale listing for the property—priced at $800,000, by the way, and the livestock and equipment all convey—included no less than twenty different photos of the narrow stream during different seasons and at various times of day (including at sunset in the summer, when it does admittedly take on a golden hue). She figures she can claim its presence as a potential reason why spirits are drawn to this place. That sounds like a thing.


“Thanks so much.” Gretchen gives a smile and a small wave that’s almost more of a salute, then turns and begins walking toward the brick house.


“Hey, hon, wait!” the woman calls out before Gretchen makes it more than a few steps.


She turns back around. “Yeah?”


“A bit of advice—stick to the paths.”


She says it like she’s an old local in a Yorkshire pub warning a young American tourist to keep off the moors and beware the moon. The side of Gretchen’s mouth slides up. “Well, that sure sounds ominous!” she says.


The woman reaches her forearm over her eyes again, but still has to squint with the bright sun directly above. “Nah, there’s just lots of dog shit in the grass and you’re wearing those fancy little shoes.”


“Oh. Right, thanks.”


Gretchen is careful where she steps as she continues following the driveway. As she approaches, she takes in the tiny details of the farmhouse the same way she studies each person who comes into her shop for a séance. Her daddy taught her the importance of noticing the little things—chewed fingernails, the imprint of a removed wedding ring, under-eye bags—that can tell a great deal about a person. It applies to places too. Like here: The roof looks to be on the older side, but the white of the porch and trim is vivid and clean as if it’s been repainted recently. A sign that Mr. Waybill has put some effort into the improvements he can afford in hopes it will help sell the property. Mrs. Van Alst subtly implied his financial situation is strained, which is why time is of the essence. Perhaps in his desperation, he’ll be glad to have Gretchen here after all, True Believer or not.


She wishes she knew more about what she’s getting herself into. But for someone usually quite chatty—Rachel must have gotten her penchant for oversharing from her mother—Mrs. Van Alst didn’t provide Gretchen with all that much information about Gilded Creek or her dear friend Charles Waybill. Two hours of internet research last night turned up only the basics: Charles R. Waybill is seventy-eight (over a decade older than Daniel Day-Lewis, for the record!), he lost his wife, Ellen, two years ago, and he’s lived in Derring Heights his entire life besides the year he served in the Navy during Vietnam.


Even without a ton to go on, Gretchen figures there are several different ways she could play this. Maybe she can claim the “ghost” preventing the sale is Ellen. Or an old war buddy. One of the prior generations of Waybills who ran the farm. A Union soldier who succumbed to illness on the property during the retreat from Antietam. Maybe it’s all of them, working in cahoots. An ensemble cast! Go big or go home, right?


Usually, for her séances, she prefers to work out her strategy ahead of time. But this particular job isn’t one she’s run before. There are variables she can’t anticipate. That’s actually kind of exhilarating. She’ll have to rely solely upon her instincts and people skills to convince Mr. Waybill to buy into the exorcism. Just like old times, with her dad. Except now she’s doing someone a favor instead of stealing from them. And she’s doing it alone, of course.


Which is for the better, really. She’s gotten used to flying solo over the past few years.


She shoves away the memory of the letter from her father buried under the bills back in DC by focusing on how the farmhouse’s front door is painted the same crisp, new white as the porch and the trim, with a rather charming old W-shaped brass door knocker. Before Gretchen can determine if there’s also a doorbell, a dog sitting in the grass just inside the fenced area holding the goats lets out a loud, deep bark that makes her heartbeat falter. It’s a huge white cloud of a dog—a fluffy marshmallow that could probably eat her in one bite. It lets out another bark, and she turns to knock frantically at the house’s door.


Please answer. Please answer. Please answer.


She keeps her eyes on the dog, as if she might warn it away with her gaze alone. It’s not that she’s afraid of animals, exactly; they just make her uneasy. Gretchen is good with people. They’re mostly predictable, and she’s spent her whole life observing them. She understands them. Animals . . . well, she’s pretty sure she once read an article about a monkey in a zoo biting the head off a seagull, Ozzy Osbourne–style.


The terror—no, not terror, because she’s not afraid—the unease she feels as the dog continues barking at her absorbs all of her attention momentarily. So when the door finally swings open, she startles and takes a step backward.


Oh.


The man standing in the doorway isn’t really that tall—several inches shorter than Yolanda’s six-one, for sure—but Gretchen’s petite stature and his slight elevation on the threshold contribute to the illusion that he towers over her. He stares down with hazel eyes that question who she is and why she’s here, though the scrutiny manages to come across as more curious than unfriendly. His blond-brown hair has shampoo-commercial body that gives it a spectacular wave, his beard is short and neat and a tiny bit darker, more like caramel but with strands of a cinnamon color that—


“Hi.” He looks left and right, as if searching for the source of what might have startled the strange woman at his door and then caused her to look at him silently for a truly uncomfortable amount of time. “Everything okay?”


“Is your dog going to eat me?” Gretchen blurts out.


The man peeks out from the doorway to stare at the dog, as if considering the question. When he looks at her again, he asks, “You an undercover pork chop by any chance?”


“Am I a . . . No. No, I’m a . . . human person.”


“Ah. Probably not, then.” He leans farther out of the doorway, causing Gretchen to take another step backward, and shouts, “Clyde! Get back to work, you bozo!” The fearsome giant cotton ball ignores the order and instead plops onto his side, tail thumping against the ground. “Useless,” the man says to himself, rolling his eyes fondly. Then he turns back to Gretchen. “Sorry about that. So . . .”


“So?” she repeats.


“Can I help you with something?”


Gretchen shakes her head as if to clear it, but then realizes she’s inadvertently implied that no, he can’t help her, and quickly pivots into a nod. This is, she admits, not the smoothest first impression she’s ever made. “Yes, actually. I’m looking for Charles Waybill?”


The man tucks a hand into his jeans pocket, and the movement draws Gretchen’s attention to a large hole in the shoulder seam of his extremely ugly sage-green and neon-pink sweater, revealing a white cotton T-shirt underneath. “Yeah, that’s me,” he says. “I’m Charlie Waybill. What can I do for you?”


This man is, in no universe, anywhere close to seventy-eight. Gretchen estimates him to be in his early thirties, tops. “Oh. And you’re sure there are no other Charles Waybills living here?” She glances past him, as if she might catch a glimpse of an elderly man hiding inside the foyer.


His eyes narrow slightly, and Gretchen suspects she’s already misstepped. Maybe she’s grown a bit rusty. When was the last time she met someone new anywhere that wasn’t within the safety of her shop? All the better that she came out here, then. She’s gotten too comfortable over the years—as her father’s letter was surely meant to remind her—and that’s no good. Gotta keep sharp.


“Yes,” he says. “I’m fairly certain I’m the only Charles Waybill currently living here. What is this about?”


“Sorry, that was a stupid question. It’s only that . . . Well, I’m looking for Deborah Van Alst’s bridge partner? And—”


“Right. That’s me.”


Gretchen is aware of Mrs. Van Alst’s tendency to avoid nicknames (Yolanda once reported her going on an absolute diatribe at the salon while relaying how a nurse at the dermatologist’s office dared call her Deb). So her not mentioning that Charles is actually a Charlie isn’t what’s unexpected about this. It’s more that Gretchen’s public records search last night said this farm is owned by a septuagenarian Vietnam vet, not a handsome man with great hair and concerning taste in sweaters.


Also, who would ever guess that the person in front of her with his youth, beard, and broad shoulders would be a member of a bridge club? Bridge isn’t exactly a stereotypical pastime for millennials; Gretchen had to watch two YouTube videos and read the Wikipedia page to even figure out what it was, and still ended up with a lot more questions than answers.


“You know Deborah?” Charlie—and Gretchen has to admit that the diminutive definitely fits him better than the staid and formal Charles, whatever Mrs. Van Alst’s opinion on such things—tilts his head and flashes a polite, pleasant almost-smile. There’s suspicion lurking behind his eyes now, and her instincts bristle in response.


She takes a deep breath through her nose, trying not to let on that the way he’s looking down at her makes her want to run in the opposite direction. Maybe even hide in a bush for good measure. It’s been a long time since she felt so . . . nervous? Is that what this clammy-hand, chest-tight feeling is? She’s decidedly not a fan.


“Yes. My name is Gretchen. Gretchen Acorn. Mrs. Van Alst sent me here to help you sell Gilded Creek.”


“Gretchen . . . Acorn.” He says her name as if hesitantly tasting an ice cream flavor that’s a little bit out there—olive oil, or sweet corn, maybe. Something he isn’t sure will be to his taste, but he feels compelled to sample anyway. “You’re a real estate agent, then? Sorry, I’m already working with someone at Coldwell—”


“No, I’m a spirit medium. Mrs. Van Alst told me you’re having some . . .”—she finds herself incorporating that pause again—“paranormal activity around here and that it’s affecting your farm’s salability. She asked me to cleanse the property for you.”


Charlie’s sigh is audible. His chin drops so he’s staring down at his bare feet. Gretchen takes a surreptitious glance at them too. They’re several shades lighter than his tanned face, a little bony. Strangely handsome, she decides, though she isn’t sure when she developed personal criteria for judging the attractiveness of men’s feet. She forces herself to focus on the hole in Charlie’s sweater instead, keeping her face neutral. But inside, her blood is buzzing, as if all of her Eichorn ancestors are chanting a warning: danger, danger, danger. Sure enough, when Charlie’s eyes meet hers again, the suspicion that was there before has morphed into something colder and harder. No longer curious. Definitely unfriendly.


“Ah. So you’re the charlatan,” he says, crossing his arms in front of his chest.


DANGER, DANGER, DANGER!


That quiet warning crescendos into a scream that bounces around her skull, and her heart races as if trying to get a head start on fleeing the scene. She’s able to keep the panic at bay enough to be vaguely surprised that it’s occurring at all. This isn’t the first time she’s been accused of being a fraud. Especially early on, when she first set out on her own and started playing around with mediumship, there were a few unhappy marks who began hurling accusations. But she was always able to keep her cool and smooth those over. None of them triggered the fight-or-flight response coursing through her now. Flight isn’t a real option, though. Not without looking guilty as hell. So, she decides, fight it will have to be.


Gretchen raises her eyebrows. “Sorry, I’m the what?”


“Oh, I think you heard me just fine,” he says, voice full of venom.


“Why don’t you say it again? Just so I can be sure.”


But Charlie doesn’t repeat the word that sent her into a tailspin. Instead he says, “You’re the . . . the . . . bullshitter taking Deborah’s money, making her think she’s been talking to Rachel.”


And that makes Gretchen’s heart do a weird little flip-flop. Because the way he’s described her is so close to how she views herself that she feels suddenly exposed. Like she’s standing naked on the porch in front of him. She should be frightened by how easily and quickly he’s seen right through her, seen to the very essence of what she does, but instead it makes her . . . perversely excited? He sees me.


Charlie presses his lips together and shakes his bowed head. “You should really be ashamed of yourself. Stealing from people when they’re grieving.”


Or maybe he doesn’t see anything after all if he thinks what she’s doing for Mrs. Van Alst is the equivalent of theft. Gretchen puts her hands on her hips and leans slightly forward. “Hey, what gives you the fucking right to—”


“What gives me the right?” he interrupts. He leans forward too, the scent of citrus and crisp spring air and something earthy that might be hay drifting over with the movement. Now he isn’t towering over Gretchen so much as . . . looming. “I’ve known Deborah practically my whole life. She’s like family to me. I care about her.”


“Yeah, whatever, sure you do.”


He leans in even closer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“If you care about her so much, where were you for the last nine months? Did you even visit her after the funeral? Because Mrs. Van Alst never once mentioned you, not until yesterday.” She moves an extra inch toward the threshold and maintains eye contact. It’s a little like staring into the eyes of a tiger while armed with nothing but a Nerf gun. “And Rachel’s never mentioned you at all.”


Such scant space separates them now that Gretchen has a front-row seat to the responding twitch in Charlie’s jaw. But then his eyes dart away from hers, and his head drops again, de-escalating everything so suddenly it’s almost more disorienting than an actual blow. “I’ve had my own stuff going on,” he says to the porch. “Deborah understands.”


“Excuses, excuses.” Gretchen’s instincts tell her she isn’t going to get anywhere with this stubborn man unless she can rebuild the momentum of their argument. And win it. “Well, whether you like it or not, I have been there for her. She was in a bad place when she lost Rachel, but I helped her find the way back. And yeah, she pays me. But that’s because she appreciates my gift, and that I use it to help people like her feel like they aren’t so alone during some of the darkest moments of their lives. A gift Mrs. Van Alst asked me to come out here and share with you, though it really doesn’t seem like you deserve my help, to be quite frank. If she hadn’t already paid me, I would’ve been out of here the minute you started in with the insults and accusations.”


Charlie’s eyes once again pierce hers. They really are beautiful, she thinks, forcing herself to look past the intensity of his glare. So many shades of brown and gold and green, all marbled together. They remind her of the rainforest jasper she recently added to her stock of crystals at the shop.


“Goddammit. She paid you for this scam already?” He runs a hand over his face, suddenly looking like someone whose already overflowing plate has been filled with another unasked-for helping of a vegetable he doesn’t even like. Gretchen almost feels sorry about it. “How much?” he asks, his voice quiet now in concession. “I’ll write you a check. You might need to hold it for a few days but . . . Use it to refund Deborah’s money. And then you have to tell her you can’t do readings or whatever for her anymore.”


“Ten thousand.”


“Excuse me?”


“Ten thousand dollars,” Gretchen repeats. “That’s what she paid me to come out here and rid you of your ghost.”


Charlie brings both hands to his head and pushes his fingers through his hair. “Jesus Christ, Deborah, what have you done?” he mutters, staring up at the place where the porch’s roof meets the brick of the house. The position makes his biceps bulge under his horrible sweater, and the dark gold strands of his hair fall right back into place as soon as he lets go.


It takes a moment for Gretchen to refocus on the matter at hand, her brain as reluctant to pull itself away from watching his movements as an extra strong magnet resisting removal from a refrigerator. “Plus, if I’m going to tell Mrs. Van Alst she can no longer be my client, I’ll lose . . . well, two hundred dollars twice a week . . .” He doesn’t need to know that she was already planning on persuading Deborah Van Alst to come see her less frequently. “That’s twenty thousand dollars for the year, rounded down. And a majority of my other business comes from her referrals, which I’m sure she’ll no longer provide if I cut her off all of a sudden with no explanation, so let’s make it forty to account for the harm to my reputation. Plus the original ten thousand. So sure, for fifty thousand dollars, I’ll leave right now, refund Mrs. Van Alst’s prepayment for this service, and cancel all her future appointments.”


That muscle in his jaw twitches again, this time joined by a vein throbbing in his neck. “This is extortion,” he says, voice so full of rage that Gretchen has to keep herself from flinching at the rawness of it.


“When it comes down to it, I run a business same as you, Mr. Waybill. And my time is valuable.” Gretchen waits, watching as Charlie’s hands clench into fists at his sides. She should probably be afraid of his anger, but instead finds it only emboldens her. “I also accept credit cards. If that’s more convenient.”


Then Charlie’s fury breaks into something else, something more subdued on the outside but with a barely leashed quality that does actually scare her. He clutches the doorframe in either hand and leans in as close as possible. He looks past her, out toward the road, as if he doesn’t trust himself to meet her eyes. “Get off my property,” he says, his warm, peppermint-scented breath against Gretchen’s forehead. “Right now, Ms. Acorn. Or I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.”


And the bright white door slams in her face.
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