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This book is dedicated to my sister, Becky Priest Santavicca. She didn’t have anything to do with writing it and none of the characters are inspired by her or anything like that. I don’t even know if she likes mysteries. But the other day I complained about running out of people to dedicate books to, and she called dibs on this one, so I told her I’d do it.

I bet she thought I was joking.






1.

Leda Foley of Foley’s Far-Fetched Flights of Fancy cringed at her phone screen. Grady Merritt’s name flashed like an accusation.

“Mr. Merritt, I was just about to call you regarding your—”

He stopped her right there. “You changed my flight?”

“Yes, sir, I changed your flight. Please let me explain—”

“I was supposed to connect in LAX and be home in time for dinner. I promised my kid! Now you’ve got me routing through…” He trailed off, checking his own phone for the updated flight notification. “Hartsfield? Why am I going to Atlanta?”

“Mr. Merritt, if you die and go to hell in the South, you have to stop in Atlanta first. I’m very sorry, but this was the next best option.”

“Next to what? The original flight isn’t canceled,” he protested, and then the background noise drowned him out. He was hustling through some crowded corridor of Orlando International Airport, scrambling to come home from a convention.

“The LAX flight wasn’t canceled, but it’ll be… it has been… there were… difficulties.”

“This is ridiculous. I know I’m running really late, but I’m almost to the gate. The original gate,” he emphasized, “for my original flight. I think I can still make it. I’m sorry, but I don’t want to go through Atlanta. Maybe they’ll let me change it back.”

“Sir, please—if you want to get home this evening, you have to take the rebooked flight. Please, Mr. Merritt.”

But he continued wheezing into the phone, jogging to a backbeat of someone repeatedly paged to security for a lost item.

Then she felt it: a little “pop” in the back of her head. An option had closed, and now Leda knew it in her bones—he would officially, certainly, absolutely miss that first flight. Maybe the boarding door had shut, maybe the plane had left the gate. Whatever had happened, she’d successfully run out the clock.

She exhaled, kind of relieved and kind of depressed. Maybe this guy would never hire her again, but he’d get home safely before midnight.

“Mr. Merritt, there’s no way you’re going to make the original flight. But that’s okay! You’re safely booked on the next one out, leaving in a couple of hours. I apologize for the unforeseen traffic delay and the inconvenience of rebooking.”

“Delay? Inconvenience? You changed the flight I approved last week. It’s not like you knew I’d get stuck in traffic on the way to the airport.”

“No, sir, I did not know… that.”

If she wanted to be completely honest with him—and she didn’t, so she wouldn’t be—she’d admit that she didn’t know why she’d changed his flight. It’d been a feeling, hard as a fist in her stomach. Leda had tried ignoring those feelings in the past, but doing that had often come around to bite her in the ass. Now she didn’t ignore them anymore.

He sighed. His feet quit squeaking against the floor. He was breathing hard, and he sounded wholly defeated when he asked, “So why’d you do it?”

But she’d already decided not to answer that question. “Did you make it to the original gate?”

“I’m standing right in front of it. Watching the plane pull away. Dammit, now I have to call Molly.”

“I can call her for you, if you’d prefer. Give me her number, and I’ll do it. You can blame it all on me.”

“I do blame this all on you.”

“It’s not my fault you were stuck in traffic, sir.”

“Well, not that part.”

She worked hard to sound upbeat. “Let’s look at the big picture, shall we? You would’ve missed the flight anyway, and you would’ve been rebooked regardless. I assure you, I’ve put you on the first confirmed seat assignment back to the West Coast. I even scored you an upgrade to Comfort Plus!”

He didn’t fight her. Either he didn’t have the energy or he sensed that it’d be useless. He’d lost this round, whatever it was. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

Leda was touched. Usually the next step after getting yelled at was getting hung up on, so all things considered, this was going quite well. “Aw, you didn’t really yell. Travel is stressful for everyone, even under the best of circumstances.”

“I mean, you did rebook me before I even knew I needed… to be rebooked. I guess we would’ve had this conversation anyway.”

“That’s the spirit, sir.”

He sighed again, and she tried to feel less terrible. He was really making the best of it, and she appreciated that.

“Oh, hell,” he mumbled, half to Leda and half to the empty gate. “Would you look at that—they’re first in line for takeoff. Those lucky sons of bitches.”

She cleared her throat, and, since he was being such a mensch, she took a chance. “Sir, maybe your luck is about to change.”

“For the better, I hope. I’m not sure I can take any more bad luck today.”

“For the better, yes. Any minute, Mr. Merritt. I apologize again about not contacting you before I made the alterations, but I grabbed the last upgraded seat assignment on flight 3422. More leg room and free booze is lucky, right? I promised you’d be home in Seattle today, and I intend to fulfill that promise. Please believe me when I tell you this: You would have never made it home tonight. Not if you’d caught that flight.”

“What do you mean, I wouldn’t have made it home?”

“I don’t know exactly. It’s just a feeling I had. A very strong feeling.”

“You changed my flight… because you had a feeling.”

She nodded, like he could hear her head rattle over the cell connection. “A very strong feeling, I think I’ve made that clear.”

A muffled thump suggested that he’d dropped himself into a seat to catch his breath. He had ninety minutes before boarding would begin for his next flight. “As long as I’m home tonight, everything will be okay. Even if I have to detour through Atlanta.”

“Atlanta isn’t that bad, sir. You have enough time during your layover for a massage, a drink, even a mani-pedi—if you’re into that kind of thing.”

He was calming down, resigned to his southbound-connecting fate. “Drink, yes. Massage, maybe. The mani-pedis, I’ll leave to my daughter. She’s seventeen, home alone for the first time.”

“She must be a very responsible young woman.”

“Generally. She has a dozen emergency phone numbers, a key to our neighbor’s place, some cash, a credit card, and the dog. This was an act of faith. A leap of faith?”

“Gesture of faith?” Leda suggested.

“Sure, that works.”

“I have no doubt that she’s fine, sir.”

He snorted. “Like you had no doubt that I should skip the LAX connection?”

“Yes, just like that.”

“That makes me feel better. Kind of. I don’t know why.”

“I don’t know why, either. But I appreciate the vote of confidence, and—”

She stopped. She’d heard something, loud and very close to where Grady Merritt was sitting—a hard, fast noise that echoed through the cell phone’s connection. In the background, people started shouting.

An alarm went off. Then another.

“Mr. Merritt?”

He said something, a single syllable. She thought it was “God.”

“Mr. Merritt? Are you all right? Is everything okay?”

With his mouth a little too close to the microphone, he breathed, “I gotta go.”

“Wait—was I right? Is something wrong? Did something happen? Mr. Merritt? Are you okay?”

The call dropped.

Leda held the phone out and stared at it, blinking at her own reflection in the screen. She spun half a circle in her office chair, all the better to face her best friend. Then she said, “He hung up on me. I mean, I hope that’s what happened.”

Niki Nelson didn’t look up. She smiled, though. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

In high school, Niki had been Nicole-Marie, then Nickie, then Nicki, then Nikk, and then Niki—partly because she liked the look of it and partly because none of the other two dozen Nicoles at school ever spelled it that way.

Together, Leda and Niki had been the two most semi-famous weirdos at South Lake High. Not the only weirdos by any means, but the only girls who got suspended for breaking into the abandoned boathouse of an old yacht club because they’d heard it was haunted. They hadn’t done any damage. They hadn’t done anything at all except get inside, trip over a family of raccoons, and run into the cops as they fled the scene screaming.

No charges filed. No raccoons harmed, merely startled. Best-friends-forever status, cemented. Fifteen years later, plenty of other things had changed—but not that.

A couple of weeks previously, Niki had slipped on an errant lime garnish at work, so she was on medical leave from the bar at the top of the Smith Tower downtown. Her plastic bootie was propped on the edge of Leda’s desk, where it took up a lot of space and frankly smelled a little weird.

When Leda’s phone rang again, a chorus of chipmunks singing Sia’s “Chandelier,” Niki laughed. “You need a new ringtone.”

“I do not. But, hey, look. It’s Mr. Merritt again.” She accepted the call. “There you are, sir. I’m sorry, but we seem to have gotten disconnected. Are you all right? Please tell me you’re all right.”

In reply, she heard sirens, and people hollering, and something that sounded like radio static—but wasn’t. After waiting another minute or two, she ended the call.

“I think he butt-dialed me.”

“Where did you say he is?”

“Orlando International.”

“Um. Leda.” Niki frowned and refreshed her timeline. “Hang on. There’s a…”

“What? Give me your… What are you looking at?” She reached for Niki’s phone, but Niki swatted her hand away.

“You’re not going to believe this. A plane in Orlando skidded off the runway on takeoff just now. It… it’s on fire. Everything’s on fire.” She turned her phone around to show Leda a grainy video shot by somebody in the airport.

“Holy shit,” Leda said. She closed the booking site on her laptop and opened a new window. Five seconds of searching and there it was, flight 2661 to LAX. No doubt delayed indefinitely due to its giant fireball status. Leda leaned back in her chair and put her hands over her mouth. “Oh my God.”

“That was his flight, wasn’t it? The one he was supposed to be on in the first place?”

Leda nodded. “Yup.”

“Did you know that was going to happen?”

“No! Obviously!” She pushed her chair back until it hit the wall behind her, but it wasn’t far enough to escape the live footage of the burning plane. “If I’d known, I would’ve told everybody. I would’ve spray-painted it on the side of the airport, I would’ve gotten a bullhorn, I would’ve maxed out my credit card with skywriting!”

“No. You wouldn’t have.” Niki knew Leda was only talking. Her friend had learned the hard way that warning people about tragic misfortune could lead to restraining orders, at best—and at worst (just the one time), a ride in the back seat of a cop car. Because sometimes a frantic heads-up sounds like a threat. Apparently.

“I would’ve at least called in a fake bomb threat or something.”

“Now you’re talking. Keep it low-key.” Niki put down her phone and put her heavy, plastic-bound foot back on the floor with a thud. “So what happens next? What are you going to do?”

“What can I do? The plane’s already crashed. I can’t undo it; I can’t fix it; I can’t save anybody.”

“You saved that dude.”

“Accidentally!”

“Still counts,” Niki insisted. “You did a good thing. Stop freaking out.”

“But hundreds of other people might be dead because I’m ninety-nine percent worthless as a psychic!”

“And one percent super useful. If it weren’t for you, this Merritt guy would have been on that plane. I bet he’s feeling pretty good about being in the one percent right now.”

“Oh God, what if he tells people that I saved him? What if he goes on TV to talk about his close call and the cops come arrest me because they think I did something to the plane? What if somebody calls Homeland Security? What if they think I’m some kind of domestic terrorist? They’re going to send me to Guantánamo.” She scooted her chair forward again, all the better to collapse facedown onto her desk.

“I don’t know if Guantánamo is even open anymore, and you need to calm the hell down.” Niki knew better than to try a more formal intervention; Leda’s freak-outs ran hot and loud, but they burned out quick. “You haven’t been anywhere near a plane in the last two months. I’m sure somebody, someplace, can prove it.”

Leda raised her head. “I sure as hell haven’t been anywhere near Florida,” she said thoughtfully. “I haven’t even talked to anybody in Florida, except for the rental-car place. Mr. Merritt’s boss wanted him to have a rental car so he could come and go from the event without running up an Uber bill. Mostly I dealt with someone on this end from”—and here Leda’s voice ticked back up again—“the crime lab. Oh my God, I think he’s a cop. He must have hired me with cop money.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.” Her hands fluttered over her desk. “But that conference had something to do with modern forensic methods in law enforcement.”

“Okay, so he might be a cop. The question is, did he sound like a crazy person to you? Because if he goes on TV and tells the world that a psychic travel agent saved his life, he’s going to sound like a crazy person to literally everybody else—and he will not be a cop for long.”

“Even though it’s true?” Leda squeaked hopefully.

“Especially because it’s true. Untwist your knickers, babe.”

Niki hauled her purse up from the floor. It was a big purse, the kind you could carry a toddler in, if you really had to. “I have a suggestion.” She reached over and smacked a button to turn off the monitor. “Log off and look away, would you? Let’s call it a day. We can get poké around the corner. First bowl’s on me.”

“I have to stay here and work.”

“Work on what? Do your other clients need anything right now?”

“No.” Leda sulked. “The other two are on their Alaskan cruise. They should be fine.”

Niki frowned. “Three clients total? That’s all you’ve got?”

“Small business is hard, Nik.”

“A small travel business even harder, I guess,” she said in a pointed fashion. “In this day and age where anyone can do anything on the internet.”

Leda sighed. “Not everyone does everything on the internet. Corporations use travel agents. Conventions and conferences use travel agents—and so do people who attend them, like Mr. Merritt. Older people who hate the internet and couldn’t use Expedia if you held a gun to their heads… they use travel agents. But real-life human travel agents are getting harder and harder to find.” Then she added, halfway between defiance and surrender: “It sounded like a good idea at the time.”

“Then you’ve really got to scare up a few more of those, and fast. How much does this office cost you every month?”

Leda reached down and picked up her own purse. It was stashed under the desk, next to her feet. “So much money, you don’t even know.”

“I could help.”

“You can barely keep yourself afloat, and I’m supposed to be the responsible one,” she said, except neither of those things was exactly true. “I cashed out my 401(k) from that couple of years I worked at Amazon, got a small-business grant, and took out a loan. Don’t worry about it. I can keep the lights on for another three months, at least, before I default and the bank takes… whatever it can.”

“You don’t have a house. Your car is a thousand years old. What will they come for, your fish?”

“God help them if they come for Brutus,” she said solemnly. “I will lay waste to them.”

“You spoil that fish.”

“Yeah, well. Maybe in my next life, someone will spoil me.” Leda slung her bag over her shoulder. “Screw this, you’re right. I can’t deal right now. It’s too late for breakfast, it’s too early for lunch, and I don’t want poké anyway. I can’t tell if I’m hungry or nauseous, and I’m too freaked out to go home and take a nap.”

“Does that mean it’s alcohol time?” Niki stood on her good foot and let her busted foot hang like an anchor. “Because, honey, this day was made for mimosas. Let’s go to Geraldine’s for calories and adult orange juice. We’ll pretend that none of this ever happened, until we can’t remember that it did.”

“You’re terrible, and I love you.”

Niki grinned and held the door open. “Yeah, well. That’s what friends are for.”






2.

Detective Grady Merritt of the Seattle PD stood by the window at gate thirty-six, staring at the giant marshmallow roast at the end of the runway. The fire was bright, but the smoke was dark as it billowed across the tarmac. Visibility was low and sketchy for the wailing emergency vehicles, the scrambling luggage carts, the men and women in vests with neon orange guide cones in hand, the security personnel, and everybody else who had some reason to be running back and forth outside the safe, smoke-free confines of the terminal.

He watched as sooty ex-passengers careened down the emergency chutes. Some tumbled like dolls. Some were carried. One guy clutched a pet carrier, checking its contents repeatedly.

A twinge of concern for the mystery pet penetrated Grady’s stunned, baffled fugue. His own dog was home with his daughter, and he would’ve never fit inside that little carrier. Note to self, he thought, never fly with Cairo in the cargo hold.

The dog’s name was Molly’s fault. She was the one who claimed the yellow mutt they’d found in a Target parking lot. At the time, Molly was thirteen years old and the pup was maybe six months of gangly, dirty, lost, adorable puppy. It was love at first sight. Now she was a senior in high school, and the dog was four. They were both at home in Seattle, in the north end neighborhood of Ballard.

Safe.

Waiting for him to come home.

On cue, his phone began to ring, and Molly’s junior-class picture appeared, demanding a response.

“Oh shit.” He fumbled for his phone. “Hey, baby,” he told her, before she could get a word in edgewise. “I was just about to call you.”

“Dad!” she shrieked. “I saw the news! From the airport! The plane blew up! Dad, it’s all over the news!”

“Yeah.” He struggled to sound cool and unharmed. Unrattled, even. Thank God she wasn’t standing right there in front of him. He’d never pull off the bluff that way. With his best and most practiced calm, responsible, authoritative law-enforcement voice, he said, “Honey, I missed the flight. I made it to the airport just in time to see it explode without me.”

Just this once, Molly was not trying to sound cool. She was chattering on the razor’s edge of hysteria. “You weren’t on board? You didn’t even get inside it? You didn’t escape down the big yellow slide? I’m watching it on the news, Dad. I was looking for you, but I didn’t see you come down the slide—you didn’t come down the slide. Where are you? What happened? Are you dead? Oh God, please tell me you’re not dead.”

Before she could cram in another question, he said, “This is not a recording, and I am not dead. I swear to God, I missed all the action. I don’t even smell like smoke, all right? Anyway, it only just now happened. How did you even hear about it so fast?”

“A friend of mine got a news alert on her phone. She said there was a plane crash in Orlando, and you were flying back from Orlando today… and then I got my phone out to check your schedule, and…”

She was about to start crying. He could hear it in her voice. “I know, I know. But don’t worry, okay? I never made it to the plane, and hey—I can see the whole thing from here. A bunch of people survived. Maybe everybody.”

“Everybody?”

“Don’t quote me on that, but I’m watching them take people away. There are ambulances and everything. I’ve seen plenty of people coughing, and a few limping, but I haven’t seen any bodies yet.”

“They’re probably still inside the plane! Dead people don’t get to ride on the big yellow slide, Dad!”

Jesus, sometimes he wished she wasn’t quite so smart. “Like I said, I see a bunch of people who are definitely alive. Don’t panic, all right? Stay cool, and I’ll be home as soon as I can. Listen, I’m already booked on another flight, connecting out of Atlanta later this afternoon.”

“Atlanta?”

“Apparently, if you die and go to hell in the South, you have to stop in Atlanta first.”

She laughed, short and too loud. “Who’d you steal that joke from?”

“The travel agent. And the point is, I’m safe. I will do my absolute best to be home tonight. It’ll probably be late. I might not get in until after midnight, I don’t know. But I will get home. I’ll forward you my new flight info when we get off the phone, and if anything changes—if my outbound flight is canceled because of the crash, or anything like that—I’ll call you immediately.”

“Immediately?”

“Yes. Immediately.” His eyes were damp. He wiped them with the back of his hand. “Now I should go check in at my new gate. You can go ahead and get back to work, and don’t worry. I’m safe, you’re safe, we’re all safe.”

“I already clocked out.”

“What?”

“I told them my dad was in a plane crash and I had to leave. I’m on the bus, headed home.”

“You heard that my plane blew up, so you left work and caught a bus, and then tried calling my phone?”

“In my defense,” she told him, “I saw the bus coming, right when I threw my apron down on the counter. I started crying, and my boss Krista started crying, too, and she sent me home. I mean, by then I was running out the door, so it was either cut me loose for the day or fire me.”

“She’s a good manager. You owe her a pickup shift, or something.”

Molly laughed again, still wound up tight and a little sniffly, but calming down the longer he kept her on the phone. “I’ll cover for part of her honeymoon. Dad?”

“Yes, baby?”

“I’m super glad you’re not super dead.”

“Me too,” he agreed. “Go home, take a hot bath, watch some Netflix, whatever. Order some food. There’s extra petty cash in my closet.”

“In the shoebox on the top shelf?”

They both were quiet for a few seconds.

Then he said, “Yes. There should be cash in there, if you need it. If you left any.”

“I only took a few bucks, just one time! I had to tip a pizza guy.”

“Right.” He was flashing her the unibrow of deepest suspicion, even though she couldn’t see it. “What were you doing in my closet?”

She didn’t answer right away. “You remember when we had that junior-senior prom last year, and I got the Betsey Johnson dress, and you said it looked like one that Mom used to wear? Well, if Mom had a dress like mine, she probably had shoes that looked good with it, right? I wear about the same size she did.”

His throat was almost too tight to squeeze out a single word, but he managed. “Right.”

“That box in the closet was made for ladies’ shoes, so I opened it. I wasn’t looking to steal anything. You said you put some of her things in storage, but I didn’t want to bother you about it.” She sniffed hard and coughed to cover the sound.

“It wouldn’t… you never bother me. You can ask me anything you want, whenever you want. About your mother or anything else.”

“It seemed too hard.” Whether she meant it was hard for him or hard for her, she didn’t say. Candice Merritt had been gone for almost four years. Sometimes it felt like a long time ago. Sometimes it didn’t.

Great. Now they were both crying.

“Hey,” he said, trying to say something else and not knowing how to begin it. He tried again. “Hey, I know I had a close call today. I’m so sorry I didn’t call you the moment the plane caught fire. I should have. I screwed that up, and I’m really sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. I bet there was a lot of stuff going on.”

“Yeah,” he said with the world’s grimmest laugh. “It was just so sudden, you know? I’d been stuck in traffic, and I knew I was cutting it close, so I was running to the gate as fast as I could. But I got here just in time to watch the plane leave and I was so mad about it.”

It was her turn to laugh. She did it with a snort, followed by the loud honking of a world-class nose-blow. “That traffic saved your life, Dad.”

“Either the traffic or the travel agent.” Now that he’d said it out loud, he turned the thought over in his head.

“The one with better dad jokes than you?” Molly asked.

“Yeah, her. She changed my flight, before I got here. I don’t know why,” he added before she could ask.

“Hell of a coincidence.”

Or something else, but he couldn’t say what. “Hell of a coincidence,” he echoed. He heard the bus creak to a stop and the doors squeal open. If that wasn’t Molly’s stop, it’d be coming up soon. They didn’t live far from the Starbucks where she worked, and if the weather wasn’t too bad, she usually walked. “I’ll text you when I hear something, okay? I love you, and I’ll see you soon, and… and… just help yourself to whatever’s in the shoebox and go buy something trashy and delicious. Call me if you need anything, or even if… if you just want to talk.”

“I will. All of those things, I will. I love you, too, Dad. Please be careful.”

“I always am.”

Then he hung up, feeling somewhat less shaken but no less eager to get home.

He thought about what’s-her-name. Foley. The travel agent who’d had “a very strong feeling.” A very strong feeling… what did that even mean?






3.

Niki was a little hungover, and Leda was trying to work, ignoring the intermittent moans and the occasional rustle as her friend shifted, rolled over, and tried to get comfortable on the secondhand IKEA love seat that sat along one wall of the tiny office. It wasn’t made for sleeping—it was barely made for sitting—and Niki’s plastic-bound foot kept falling off the arm, landing with a thunk on the floor.

“Oof. Ow.”

“Stop doing that,” Leda grumbled. “You’re going to hurt yourself even worse.”

“Worse than the Jägermeister?”

“Nothing hurts worse than Jäger, but that was your own damn fault.”

“They had dollar shots. In test tubes. It was amazing. Some dude was just… passing them out. What was I supposed to do?” she asked, sitting up with no small degree of effort. “Not drink any?”

“Abstinence might’ve been the right call, considering,” Leda mused.

“It’s not like I’m bothering you. You’re not even working.”

“I am too working.”

“On what?” Niki asked.

“Targeted Facebook ads. I’m trying to research and… um… budget. I’m also thinking about Craigslist and the newspaper, but is that too—I don’t know—tacky? Does it make me sound sketchy? How else do people even find travel agents these days? I’m already in the phone book, and I have a web page and everything. I’m easy to find! Hire me!”

Niki pointed her encased toes at the entrance. “Tacky, sketchy. Whatever gets people through that door.”

On cue, a shadow darkened the frosted glass that made up the top half of the agency’s door. After a brief hesitation, somebody knocked.

Both women sat upright with a start.

“Client!” Leda hissed. “Look professional, or something.”

Without giving Niki time to do anything but put her other foot down on the floor beside the busted one, she called out, “Come in!”

The knob turned, and the door cracked open slowly, revealing an ordinary-looking gent in the regional uniform of casual clothes topped off with a puffy vest. He was in his mid-forties, Leda guessed. Average build. Clean-cut, with dark hair and light eyes. Something about his posture suggested military or law enforcement, unless he just had a full-time stick up his ass.

“Hello!” Leda said brightly. “Welcome to Foley’s Far-Fetched Flights of Fancy. I’m Leda Foley. How can I help you?”

Her guest froze, one hand still on the doorknob. “I… um. Hello.”

“Please, come in and have a seat. What can I do for you today?” She waved at the pair of mid-century office chairs she’d found at the Fremont Fair for ten bucks apiece the year before. They were positioned across from her desk, looking reasonably official.

The man peered around the small office, taking in the framed travel posters, the struggling succulents, the blue curtains that were patterned with little yellow pineapples, the coffee cup that read I’D RATHER BE TRAVELING THE WORLD full of mismatched pens… and the random brunette in a cast who was sitting on a love seat against the wall.

He cleared his throat and said, “Hello, Ms. Foley. We’ve never exactly met—but we’ve spoken on the phone and exchanged a few emails. I’m Grady Merritt, from the other day?” The question mark at the end said either he wasn’t sure how long it’d been since they’d spoken, or he wasn’t sure what he was doing there.

Leda’s stomach sank. It didn’t know what else to do.

Because holy shit, it was the guy from Orlando International.

She tried to stay chipper. “Mr. Merritt! I’m so glad to see you made it home safely.”

“Yeah, well. You had something to do with that, didn’t you?” He closed the door and took a seat in one of the Knoll knockoffs. “I was hoping we could talk about… about what happened on Tuesday.”

Leda and Niki exchanged the briefest, most panicked glance. “Absolutely, we can talk about Tuesday. Oh, I’m sorry—I almost forgot.” She stalled by gesturing at Niki, who clearly would’ve rather been left out of the conversation. “This is my friend and associate, Niki Nelson.”

He bobbed his head at her and said, “Nice to meet you.”

“She helps around the office when she’s not busy at her own job, you know how it goes. Since she broke her foot, she’s been keeping me company here.” Leda was rambling. She knew she was rambling. She still couldn’t stop herself. “I really appreciate it, to be honest. This little business is my first time working alone, and I’m not sure I care for it much. Maybe one day I’ll just hire Niki outright, or get myself an assistant if she gets the cast removed and wants to go back to bartending. There’s probably more money in bartending, come to think of it.”

He glanced at Niki again, like he was sizing her up. “Okay,” he said. “I guess this isn’t a particularly… private conversation. Just a weird one.”

Niki laughed, and Leda forced herself to smile. This was her nightmare scenario, wasn’t it? The man had shown up at her office, probably to accuse her of witchcraft or something. He could call the local news, go viral on Twitter, and get articles written about the nut with the travel agency who kept him off an exploding plane. She’d be laughed out of Puget Sound.

She took a deep breath through her nostrils, past the rigid smile. “All right, hit me! What exactly would you like to talk about?”

He took a deep breath, too.

Then he got right to the point. “The plane crash, Tuesday morning.”

“Oh, yes, that terrible accident. Some kind of mechanical failure, I heard? It’s a wonder more people weren’t killed, instead of just a handful. Not that a handful of people dying isn’t a tragedy!” she added quickly. “Only that it could’ve been so much worse, and I’m so glad that it wasn’t. Also, I’m glad you weren’t on board. What a lucky coincidence that was, am I right?”

“Yeah, five people didn’t make it out, but everybody else was safe. Even the only dog on the flight got out okay.”

“Dogs are awesome! Do you have any?” she asked, on the off chance it might derail the whole thing and they could sit around sharing pictures of their pets. Brutus was a very attractive fish. She had a number of piscine portraits in her phone, just waiting to be shown to random semi-strangers.

“One.”

“What kind?”

“Yellow mutt,” he said with a crisp note of finality that said he was finished with this particular line of conversation.

“Not me. My apartment’s barely big enough for me and a fish. I do have a fish…” she tried one last time.

“Fish are great. Not dying in a plane crash is even better, and that’s why I’m here.”

Leda swallowed. “Right.”

“Here’s the thing,” he said, gesturing. His fingers were long and slender, and they moved like he was accustomed to holding things when he talked. A pen, or a notebook, maybe. “I’ve played that day over and over in my head. One thing stands out above everything else that happened.”

“What’s that?”

“You.”

“Me?”

“You. I don’t know how, but you knew about the crash. You knew it all along, and that’s why you changed my flight.”

“Mr. Merritt!” Leda exclaimed. “I certainly did not know about—”

He stopped her right there. “Yeah, you did. Maybe you didn’t know exactly what was going to happen, but when you went on about having a bad feeling and not having any concrete reason for changing the flight for me… you knew something bad was on the horizon.”

Leda had a bit of experience protesting this sort of accusation. It was familiar turf, and it almost made her more comfortable with the conversation, now that it’d arrived. Leda slid into “nuh-uh mode.”

“Sir, I assure you I had no idea. More likely, as I was clicking around on the internet I saw something, somewhere, out of the corner of my eye about the big truck that jackknifed on the interstate in Orlando and my subconscious filled in the blanks. People do that kind of thing all the time, and they call it intuition. I’ve been booking travel for many years,” she exaggerated wildly, considering it’d been only a month or two, “and after a while you… you get a feel for it.”

He shook his head and locked his hands together, letting them sit atop his thighs. “Nope. That’s not what happened. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was. You weren’t working on intuition—you were too confident for that. You changed a customer’s approved reservations against his will, and you’re not an idiot. It could’ve cost you business in the future, and you’re too meticulous for that.”

“Meticulous?” Niki was incredulous. “She’s a one-woman crapshoot.”

“Not when I talked to her on the phone, after the lab put me in touch with her.” Then, to Leda, he added, “When I first called to set up the trip, you asked all the right questions.” He kept Leda’s eyes fixed with his own. “You steered me away from layovers that were too short, and made sure that I had a seat near the front of the plane to shave a few seconds off my connection. You were the picture of professionalism. You were not the kind of woman to throw caution to the wind and drop a grenade into a guy’s travel plans.”

Niki laughed out loud. “That’s where you’re wrong, my dude. I mean, um, sir.”

He turned around, leaning one elbow on the back of the chair so he could see her better. “How’s that?”

“All I’m saying is, you think Professional Leda is the real Leda, when in fact, Crapshoot Leda is usually the one running point.”

Leda narrowed her eyes. “Thanks, Nik.”

“I’m here for you, babe. I mean, um. Ma’am.”

Grady rotated back to Leda and gave her the ol’ stink-eye. “I don’t buy it. You took action deliberately and thoughtfully, even though you knew it might upset me. You acted on information that you didn’t want to share, and I want to know what it was.”

“Mr. Merritt… or… or… Detective Merritt… I…”

“Call me Grady.”

Leda opened her mouth. She closed it. She opened it again, sucked in a deep breath. “Mr…. Grady. Did you make it home that night, like I promised you would?”

“Barely, but yes. You were right about that, too. The Uber pulled up to my house at eleven fifty-seven p.m. My daughter was on the front porch in her bathrobe and bunny slippers, waiting for me.”

“Okay.” She held out her hands and then pressed them flat upon her desk, hard enough to hold it down in case of an earthquake. “Since you want the truth, and I have the truth, and it all worked out in the end… I changed your flight because I did know something was wrong—but I swear to you, I didn’t know what it was. I might’ve been vibing off the traffic you were stuck in, or I might’ve been vibing off the cosmic certainty of the plane crashing. Either way, I knew that you couldn’t get on that plane because if you tried, you wouldn’t make it home that day.”

“Wait. Vibing? Like… psychic vibes.”

It was almost a relief when he said it first. She exhaled all the deep breaths she’d taken for a week, all over her desk. “Yes. Exactly like psychic vibes. It’s not something I tell the whole world about, and it’s not very precise or reliable, but I’ve learned the hard way over the years that I can’t just ignore it when I feel it. When I ignore my feelings, bad things happen.”

“Like customers dying in plane crashes?”

She hesitated. “Well, that’s never happened before.”

“Then what?” he pressed.

“Then people get hurt in other ways,” she snapped. “Man, you really are a cop, aren’t you? I said, ‘bad things.’ Isn’t that clear enough?”

“I’ve been a detective with the Seattle PD for more than a decade.”

Leda felt her neck go warm and her ears go hot. “I haven’t broken any laws.”

“I never said you did. This is a social call, more or less.”

“You’re not here to arrest me?”

“For what? Keeping me out of a burning plane?”

She chuckled weakly. “When you put it that way…”

“I’m just here to have a lighthearted conversation with my friendly neighborhood psychic travel agent.”

Niki snorted. “Just a lighthearted conversation about people dying inside airplanes, got it. Or are you just looking for reassurance that your next flight won’t go down in flames?”

“Not now, Nik.”

Grady smiled. “Oh, I’m not flying again anytime soon. But next time I do… yeah, I’ll probably check with you first. I think you might be my travel agent for life.”

Frustrated, worried, and ready to get this over with—whatever it was—Leda finally put her foot down. “But that’s not why you’re here, so what do you want? Why did you really come today?”

He sat back in the chair and seemed thoughtful, like he was considering how much to tell her, or how much to ask her. Then he crossed his arms and started talking.

“When my daughter was born, my wife and I thought it was an honest-to-God miracle. Candice was in a bad accident back in college, and some doctor told her she’d never have kids. Molly was born anyway, and we never took it for granted. Every now and again I’d wake up at night and my wife would be gone from the bed. I’d get up and go looking for her and find her in the nursery, either holding Molly or feeding her, or just looking down at her with… this light in her eyes, you know?”

Leda glanced down at his left hand and didn’t see a ring.

He saw the glance. “I took the ring off a year after she died, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that. Wow, you notice everything.”

“Yeah, so do you. Anyway, you want a detective who notices everything,” he said offhandedly. “So one night I got up to use the restroom, and when I was done, I noticed a light in the baby’s room. I figured Candy must’ve gotten up to check on her, but when I got back to bed… she was right there, dead asleep.

“Something about the light in the nursery bugged me, so I went back to see Molly. Just to check. Just to see.” He stopped, staring into space.

“What did you find?” Leda asked, very nearly in a whisper.

“I saw a woman standing over the crib. She was small and thin, and the light… it was… not coming from her, exactly. But it was around her, it was part of her. I don’t know what I’m trying to say,” he said quickly, trying to move on. “But she was looking at the baby and making little cooing noises, so soft you could hardly hear her.”

Niki asked, “Well, who was it?”

“My mother,” he said. “She died when I was in the police academy twenty-odd years ago, but there she was. Standing in my house. Cooing at her granddaughter. After a few seconds, she looked up and saw me. She winked, and she was gone.”

Leda said, “Just like that?”

“Just like that. I suppose she wanted to see the baby, and she came all the way back from the other side to do it.”

He was quiet for a minute, but Leda had always had trouble with silence. “Detective Merritt… Grady… I’m not that kind of psychic. I can’t talk to the dead, if that’s why you’re here.”

If he was disappointed, he didn’t show it. The look on his face said he’d either expected that much or he was fine with it. “I’m not looking for a séance, Ms. Foley. I’m just telling you that I know there’s more to the world than what we can always see right in front of us. And I believe you when you tell me that you had a premonition, or a bad feeling, or a bad certainty—if that’s more like it. I believe you saved my life. Saved me a hell of a story and some smoke inhalation, that’s for damn sure. And now I want to hire you. Not to book any travel, and not to talk to my dead mother. I’ve got a case I’ve been beating my head against for a couple of years, and I’m all out of leads. I’m ready to try anything, which means I’m willing to try a psychic. Ms. Foley, I want you to help me solve a murder.”






4.

Leda sat aghast behind her desk. She stared at the cop, who calmly unfolded his arms and assumed a relaxed position in the chair across from her. “You want my help? Like… psychic help?”

“Correct,” he informed her.

“Even though I just told you two minutes ago that whatever abilities I have are not very precise or reliable? I don’t know anything much about police work, but I’m reasonably confident that ‘precise’ and ‘reliable’ are two of the more important components.”

“In a perfect world, sure. Hell, in a perfect world I’d be able to pay you as a police consultant, but ‘we don’t do that, here.’ ” Something about the way he said it told Leda that he’d brought it up before and someone had shot it down.

“So when you said you want my help, you meant… you want my help for free.”

“I’d love to have your help for free, but I’m not an asshole. I don’t have a lot of money to throw around, but I can afford your agenting fee. We can call it a trip of a different sort, right? I’ll pay another booking fee, and you can kick around with me for an afternoon. What do you say?”

“This can’t possibly be legal, that’s what I say.”

“Why not? I won’t divulge any sensitive police information, you won’t tell anybody I invited you out for a consultation, and maybe we’re just a couple of pals, sightseeing around the greater Puget Sound area. Bring her, if you want.” He cocked a thumb at Niki. “If she helps, or if you just feel better with a friend present. I realize I’m some random dude you don’t know, and I won’t take it personally if you don’t want to be alone in a car with me.”

“Woo-hoo!” Niki chirped. “It’s a ride-along!”

But Leda wasn’t there yet. “No,” she protested, without really knowing why. “No, that’s a terrible idea. Sir. Detective. Mr. Merritt. Grady,” she tried at last. “You have to understand, this is not a science. It’s not even an art. Like Niki said, it’s a crapshoot. My time is a waste of your money.”

“This time it’s my own personal money, not precinct travel funds—and I’ll waste it however I want. I promise I won’t get mad if nothing pans out, and I’ll never say a word about this to anybody, ever. Believe me, I don’t want the rest of the guys at the precinct knowing I hired a psychic, no offense. They give me enough shit for being vegetarian.” He sat forward, a gleam in his eye. “What do you say?”

What could she say?

No was always an option, but did she really want to peeve a policeman? He didn’t seem like the petty sort, not that she was a particularly good judge of that kind of thing. She’d saved his life, hadn’t she? She could probably get away with telling him no.

Instead, she said, “I don’t want to look at any dead bodies.”

“No dead bodies, swear to God.”

“You know I’m probably going to get it wrong.”

“Your instincts are imprecise and unreliable, got it.”

“Then why do you even want them?” she asked, exasperated.

Firmly, insistently, he said, “Because this case has been driving me crazy. I have to believe that it’s solvable, but I need a hint, or a nudge, or a clue—and I’m willing to take any half-ass, foggy, wayward clue I can get.”

“Even if it comes from a psychic travel agent who’s never actually helped anybody, not even once, in her whole entire life?”

“You helped me.”

She sighed hard enough to blow out a birthday cake. “Okay, you got me there. But that was an accident! I’ve never done anybody any good before. Not on purpose. Not when it really counted.”

“Don’t you want to… I don’t know. Help your fellow man? Contribute to the net good in the world? Fight crime? Everybody likes to fight crime, right?”

Leda and Niki exchanged a look.

They were both thinking about the same thing: a guy who nobody saved and whose violent death had never been explained. Leda didn’t want to go anywhere near that subject, so she asked Grady a question instead.

“I am no fan of crime or criminals, but you’re not hearing me. Let me try to explain from another angle. Do you ever watch Saturday Night Live?”

He shrugged. “I used to, but I haven’t in years.”

“That’s okay. The skit I’m thinking of aired back in the nineties, I think.”

“Were you even alive back then?”

She smirked. “Flattery will get you nowhere. I saw the skit on YouTube when I was in college, and it stuck with me. Here’s why,” she added fast, keeping the anecdote moving before he could derail it. “I don’t know if it had an official name, but me and Nik always call it the ‘Inconsequential Psychic’ skit. There’s a psychic who goes around warning people about silly stuff. Tells them they’re going to spill coffee in their car on the way to work, that kind of thing.”

“Okay?”

“Well, I’m the real-life inconsequential psychic. Nothing I ever see or feel or whatever… none of it is actually very important. Usually my, um, flashes of insight, if you will, they’re super pointless.”

“For example?”

Nik interjected. “The gazpacho.”

Leda pointed at her. “Yes. The gazpacho. The other day we were headed to this lunch place we like, over on Capitol Hill. On the way there, I had this powerful feeling that there would be no gazpacho soup, and that was exactly what I wanted, so I said we should go someplace else. Nik wanted the polenta, though, and she was all, ‘Noooo… I want to do Shirley’s anyway….’ So that’s what we did.”

“And you were right?”

“I was stuck with the quiche, yes.”

Niki rolled her eyes. “It’s good freaking quiche, Leda. Jesus.”

“It’s not as good as the gazpacho!” Leda insisted. “What I’m trying to say is, even when my oddball clairvoyance is reliable, it isn’t useful to anybody. Ever. Except for you, that one time.”

He dug in his heels. “Maybe I’m special. Come on, what have you got to lose? You don’t look very busy…” he said, his eyes scanning the room for signs of other clientele. The phone didn’t ring, the email alert didn’t chime, and no text messages buzzed in to anybody’s cell. “I’ll pay you double your rate.”

Slowly, methodically, and with great drama, Leda began to bang her head up and down on her desk. “This. Is. The worst. Idea. Ever.”

“Great!” He reached into a pocket and pulled out his business card. “We’ll do it this weekend. Text me with whichever day and time work best, and we’ll meet wherever you like.”

“Castaways!” Niki suggested.

“No,” said Leda immediately. “Not Castaways.”

“What’s Castaways? And what’s wrong with it?” Grady wanted to know.

“It’s a bar. Or a venue. It’s… all things to everyone, but it’s closed on Sundays, and it doesn’t open until four on Saturdays.” Then to Grady, she said, “Listen, I’ll think about it, okay? Give me a day to decide.”

He rose to his feet and offered her his hand, now that she wasn’t banging her head on the desk anymore. “I can do that. Thanks for your time, Ms. Foley.”

She accepted the handshake and added wearily, “It’s Leda. Just Leda.”

“Leda, then. I hope to see you soon.”

When the door had shut behind him, and the last echo of his footsteps had faded down the stairs, both women flailed their arms at each other.

Leda’s voice was high enough to summon dolphins when she squeaked excitedly, “What am I going to do? A cop wants to take me clue-hunting!”

“You’re a bloodhound. You’ll be awesome!” Niki replied in kind. Then she took it down an octave to add, “You should totally do it. He’s a paying customer, and this is a travel agency without a surplus of travelers to agent. He’s already promised not to be mad if you suck at this.”

“Oh, I am going to suck at this.”

Niki grinned. “Is that a psychic prediction?”

“That’s a non-psychic certainty.” She put her head back down on her desk and left it there, her forehead smearing the surface with makeup. Her voice was muffled when she concluded, “But I don’t actually have a bad feeling about it.”

“You don’t?”

She picked her head up and pondered what she’d just said. “I don’t. I don’t know how useful I’ll be, but I don’t feel any apocalyptic doom or anything. At worst, I’ll be useless. Right? Even though… I mean… you know.”

Neither one of them wanted to say it out loud. Niki tiptoed around it. “I know, but maybe this is a good opportunity. You’re making friends with a cop—a cop who isn’t weirded out by your psychic stuff. Even if you can’t help him with his case, maybe he can help you with yours.”

“Don’t talk like that.”

“Like what? Like you’re not still looking for answers?”

Leda shot her a warning look. “Tod is gone. It’s been three years, and the police haven’t been ultra helpful so far.”

“It’s not like they had a lot to go on. You weren’t a lot of help.”

The warning look went sharp.

Niki walked it back. “No one knew why Tod was in the back seat of his own car, or why he was all the way out past Renton, or why anybody would want to hurt him. Not even you.”

“Stop it. Just stop talking.”

“All I’m saying,” Niki persisted, “is that it can’t hurt to be friendly with a police detective. He could dig up the case, take another look at the evidence. He seems pretty sharp; he might see something the other guys missed.”

“Nicole.”

It was like she’d used a safe word. Niki closed her trap and waited to see if this was going to turn into a fight or just a round of sad bickering.

Leda sat back in her chair. She pressed her hands flat on her desk, then used her palm to rub away the sweat smudge she’d left with her forehead. “One psych-curious cop with a stale cold case isn’t going to change what happened to Tod. It might not even be Grady’s jurisdiction, or however that works.”

Carefully, Niki said, “That’s no reason not to help him, if you can.”

Leda thought about it for a minute, and then waved a white flag. “Okay, fine. You’re right. If I can help, awesome. If I refuse to try, then I’m a jerk. Screw it. I’m in. But I don’t want to go alone. Are you in?”

“Yes, but not if you want to do it Saturday. Me and Matt have plans. We’re going to Snoqualmie for a train thing. You know Matt and trains.”

“Dammit. Saturday is the only day that makes sense for me.”

“Go on without me; you’ll be fine. No really bad feelings, right? Meet him for coffee, or meet him here, or whatever feels good to you.” Niki picked herself up off the IKEA love seat, adjusted her stance with the plastic boot, and said, “Come on, it’s almost five o’clock. Clock out or sign off. Now that I’ve said it out loud, I’m feeling Castaways.”

“You just want to go see Matt.” Her boyfriend was the manager there.

“Come on. Let’s get some drinks, and if you feel like a little klairvoyant karaoke, nobody will stop you.”

“Now’s really not the time.”

“I’m sorry I brought up Tod, but you know I’m right about this.” Niki picked an oversize sweater off the rack by the door. “You always feel better after you sing. It’s like exercise, or eating your vegetables, or mediation. But with glitter and the occasional high note.”

“I’m not doing any klairvoyant karaoke.”

She flung the sweater over her shoulders. “Suit yourself. Get a nice grown-up slushie and watch me do some karaoke of the non-psychic kind.”

“You have a terrible voice.”

“It’s Thursday. Nobody will be there to hear it, and I am not ashamed.”

Leda got up, too. There was no escaping Niki’s gravitational field of forced fun times, even when the afternoon had gone a little dark. “You sound like a crow being strangled.”

“Only until I’ve had a couple of drinks.”

“Then you sound like two crows being strangled.”

“I love you, too.” Niki collected Leda’s jacket, balled it up, and tossed it to her. “Get a move on, girlie. Rush-hour traffic is upon us.”

“Let’s take the light rail.”

“The station is four blocks from Castaways, and I’m not exactly in hiking shape at the moment. If you’ll recall.” She held up her booted foot for emphasis.

“Fine,” Leda sulked, feeling like a jerk because she hadn’t thought of Niki’s bum foot. She picked up her purse and fished out her car keys. “I’ll go get Jason.”

“Jason” was a baby-blue Accord that Leda had bought on a Friday the thirteenth. Sometimes Leda wondered if she shouldn’t have named it “Jamie Lee” instead, but it was too late to turn the habit around now. Grumpily, she stomped past Niki and down the corridor, then out the side door that promised an alarm if opened. There was no such alarm.

“I’ll bring the car around front.”

Niki promised, “I’ll be there!” and locked the door behind herself.
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