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      It was a sultry day for June, even by Tennessee standards, and my sundress stuck to my back as I bent down to place a slice of fresh strawberry on the back porch for Lucy. Satisfied, I propped open the screened door behind me and grabbed a bite for myself. “Mmm,” I murmured at the flavor of the summer fruit, perfectly ripe and juicy.

      “Come on, sweetie,” I said to my pet skunk, who cowered inside my kitchen, huddled next to the island. “I’ll bet you want this yummy strawberry.”

      I placed another slice of strawberry on the white-painted porch, a foot or so closer to the steps leading from my cozy antebellum home to the lush grass and the pond out back.

      Fat honeybees dipped and swayed among the blue hydrangeas at the edge of the stairs, and wind chimes tinkled in the breeze.

      “Fresh-cut strawberries. All yours,” I coaxed, placing the bowl on the porch swing, giving my full attention to the creature whose claws clicked hesitantly on the linoleum floor just inside. “You just gotta be brave.”

      Lucy peeked out from the doorway and blinked at the bright, perfectly lovely summer day. I smiled at her, and she hesitated only a moment before pouncing on the first slice of fruit. She stuffed it in her mouth, chewing fast, and her eyes closed briefly, which was skunk for you had me at strawberry.

      I clapped my hands with joy and she froze.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, baby,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Lucy was never this jumpy except when the ghost on our property decided to make an appearance. Frankie particularly liked the porch, but I didn’t see any sign of him right then.

      My skunk rolled her back as if she could dislodge the brand-new pink and white ruffled harness I’d bought for her this afternoon. “Is that your problem?” I asked gently. “It’s darling, I promise.” It was supposed to be a special treat. The lady at the pet store assured me it would be comfortable and an easy adjustment for my skunk, although at this point I wasn’t convinced Lucy agreed.

      The ruffles at her waist stuck out like a little tutu, which had to feel a little strange for anyone not used to wearing a dress.

      Still, being the practical Southern girl that she was, Lucy turned in a circle, regained her composure, and toddled for the second strawberry. She just about had it when the ghost of a 1920s gangster shimmered into view behind her.

      Frankie appeared in black and white, wearing the same pin-striped suit he’d died in. He stared down at the skunk as if I’d dressed her in his mother’s pearls.

      Lucy scrambled past the berry and dashed straight off the porch and into the yard.

      “Frankie!” He had no business sneaking up on her. “Lucy is afraid of you and you know it.”

      The hardened gangster appeared flustered for the moment he took to straighten his tie, and then the moment was gone. “What? Was I supposed to knock first?” He glanced from the retreating skunk to me again. “Is that animal wearing a dancing dress?”

      “Absolutely not.” Although I could see where he’d gotten the impression. “It’s the latest in ergonomic, stylish pet harnesses.” I drew up to my full height and pretended not to care when the skunk shimmied under the dirty old woodpile, wearing her new fashion statement. “I’m going to teach Lucy to walk on a leash.”

      “How’s that working out?” Frankie chuckled.

      “She’s not quite used to it yet,” I admitted. “We’ll add the leash later.” And I wouldn’t press if she truly ended up despising it. “I’d just like to be able to take her for walks into town. She loves to socialize.”

      Lucy had a way of making people smile, and it would do her good to get some exercise as well.

      “Right…” Frankie said, removing his white Panama hat and scratching his head. In doing so, he exposed the neat round bullet hole in his forehead that had killed him. He caught me staring and shoved the hat back down on his head. “If you go to town, I’m going too.”

      Frankie’s spirit was trapped on my property, but a small amount of his ashes still remained in the urn I kept on my mantel. He could leave the house only if I took his urn, and those ashes, with me.

      “Let me get this straight. You want me to stroll down Main Street with a skunk on a leash and an urn in my purse?” I asked.

      The gangster spread his arms wide. “It’s either that or figure out how to free me.”

      We’d tried. Unfortunately for both of us, nothing had worked so far. We’d tackle that another day.

      I popped a strawberry into my mouth. “Would you mind disappearing for a bit so I can get Lucy out of the woodpile?”

      He glanced at the bit of her poufy tail barely visible among last winter’s fire logs. “I don’t know why that animal don’t like me.”

      “There’s no accounting for taste,” I mused. Although when it got right down to it, he had a point. Frankie had been nothing but kind to her.

      “I got more pressing business anyhow,” the gangster said, directing his attention to my back driveway. “A special guest just rolled up.”

      I followed his gaze, but saw only my 1978 Cadillac parked in its usual spot.

      Frankie was the only spirit I could see on my own, since he was tied to my property. From time to time, he lent me his energy so that I could see and interact with the ghosts on the other side. But it drained him to do it, and we limited my ghost-seeing abilities to when I needed to solve a mystery around town, or occasionally when Frankie had a point to prove.

      All told, I didn’t always want to know what kind of characters he invited to my ancestral home. I liked it quiet and Frankie’s flapper girlfriends and mobster buddies partied like it was 1929.

      “Sticky Pete!” Frankie called. He clapped the unseen presence on the back. “Let’s head out to the shed.” He shot me a glance. “The boys from Chicago are already setting up.”

      I placed my hands on my hips. This was what I got for letting a mobster live in my home. Not that I had much of a choice. I watched as Frankie strode out to the shed, talking animatedly with no one I could see.

      At least he wasn’t bringing ghosts into my house.

      I grabbed my bowl of strawberries and headed for the woodpile. I’d probably need every last one of them to coax Lucy out this time.

      I was searching for that tuft of tail when I heard a car crunching down the side driveway.

      Interesting. I wasn’t expecting anyone.

      Then again, this was Sugarland, where friends and neighbors felt free to drop by anytime. It was one of the things I loved about this place.

      But I didn’t recognize the gray Honda Civic that pulled up on the opposite side of the ghost car, or at least where I believed it to be. It was interesting how the living instinctively tended to avoid the dead.

      An African American girl with natural hair and cat-eye glasses slid out of the car. I tried to place her and knew I recognized her from town.

      She smiled at me and slammed the door, showing off thin arms and a honey badger tattoo. “Hiya!” she said by way of introduction. “I hope I’m not interrupting. I’m Bree LaMont.”

      Now I remembered her. She was friends with the woman who owned the New For You resale shop downtown. I’d solved a haunting there a while back.

      I lifted my bowl and then glanced at the woodpile. “I’ve got a little critter I’m trying to catch.”

      Her gaze darted to the logs. “Friendly or feisty?” she asked, growing serious, careful.

      “Both,” I said, smiling. “It’s my pet skunk, Lucy. We were trying out a harness for the first time and she got spooked.” I’d leave out the part about the ghost.

      Bree crouched in front of the woodpile as if she’d done this before, which was…impossible. She tilted her head. “I see little Lucy,” she said, her tone warming.

      Bree smacked her lips. Once. Twice. It didn’t make any sense.

      I saw the flash of a tail.

      “That’s it, love,” she murmured, graduating to a harsh purr that sounded like part skunk, part cat.

      Lucy’s nose poked out from under a log.

      Bree purred deeper, and Lucy wriggled out from under the woodpile. A grin tickled the side of Bree’s lips as my little skunk toddled straight into her arms. “That’s it,” she said, embracing her, “Good girl.”

      “How did you do that?” I asked, crouching next to her to pet my skunk.

      Bree stroked Lucy’s silky fur, stopping to flick out the occasional piece of tree bark. “I called her like her mamma would. It helps that Lucy’s the adventurous sort.” She stroked the soft spot behind her ear. “You’re a curious one, aren’t you?”

      “And you’re the skunk whisperer,” I told her, amazed to see them both perfectly content.

      Believe it or not, some folks in town had issue with Lucy being a skunk. They labeled her as a menace before they even bothered to get to know her.

      “I work for the Sugarland Animal Sanctuary,” Bree said, standing, with Lucy in her arms. “But in college, I volunteered with the Smoky Mountains Wildlife Rescue Center in Gatlinburg. We saw a fair number of Lucy’s country cousins.”

      “Let’s sit up on the porch,” I suggested. Lucy was going to get heavy in a second and Bree showed no sign of putting her down. “I don’t have any sweet tea brewed.” In fact, I didn’t have any tea or sugar in the house. I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. Southern hospitality called for me to have something to offer my guest, but the money for extras this month had gone toward securing Lucy a bit of exercise. “I can get you a big glass of iced water.”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” she said, joining me on the porch. She winced a bit and seemed to hesitate for a moment. “What I really need is a favor.”

      “All right,” I said, sitting on the swing with her. I’d do my best.

      She drew Lucy a bit closer to her chest and the skunk snuggled in tight. “We have a dangerous situation at the animal sanctuary. A ghost. Word around town is that you handle that sort of thing.”

      “I do. In fact, I just started a new ghost-hunting business,” I told her. Even before I’d gone pro, Frankie and I had done a lot of good. We’d caught more than one killer, we’d reunited a World War Two soldier with his sweetheart, and we’d even solved a decades-old mystery at a haunted mansion.

      “My boss forbade me to call you,” she admitted, her fingers twining in Lucy’s fur. “We don’t have the money for this sort of thing and he doesn’t even believe in ghosts. But I saw something last night that needs fixing, no matter what he thinks.”

      “You can tell me,” I assured her.

      Lucy curled her soft tail around Bree’s arm and the woman stroked it. “We’ve had trouble this past week with animals getting out of their cages at night. Dogs, mostly. But sometimes cats and rabbits. We had a guinea pig go loose last night and that’s dangerous. The animals could hurt themselves or each other. My boss thinks it’s the cages or that we’re not locking them tight enough, but it’s not. Someone or something is letting the animals out.”

      I believed her. Bree didn’t seem like the type to forget to lock the cages. “What did you see last night?” I pressed.

      She drew tight and then blew out a breath. “I brought a sleeping bag to work last night and I stayed. I’ve done it before for sick animals or for an animal that’s having trouble adjusting.” She seemed unsure and I nodded for her to continue. “We have a separate area for the dogs. I set up in the hallway outside the dog kennels. I kept the lights on and even managed to get a few hours’ sleep. But at about three in the morning, the kennels started opening by themselves. It was as if someone was unlatching them, but I didn’t see anybody.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, placing a hand over her trembling one. “I believe you.”

      Her eyes had gone glassy. “You’re probably the only one who would. It was freaky. And it’s bad for our animals and I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’ll help you,” I assured her.

      “I know this is your business and I don’t even know what you charge—” she began, clearly overwhelmed.

      “Consider it a donation.” If I could help her and those animals, I would.

      She choked out a sigh of relief. “I can help you with your skunk,” she said quickly. “I’d be glad to see if she’s a candidate for leash training.” She ran a finger under the flouncy harness. “I assume that’s what you were doing.”

      “She may take some convincing,” I conceded.

      Bree gave a watery smile. “Skunks love to explore. If she’s up for it, it’s a great idea.”

      “Then it’s a deal,” I said. “Skunk training for ghost hunting.”

      From the way she beamed, I could tell I’d found a kindred soul. Now I just had to explain our deal to Frankie. The mobster tended to favor cash he could no longer spend and gold he could no longer touch.

      “Can you come by tonight?” she asked. “We’re on the north side of town, on the DeWitt Ferry property just past the cemetery. Everyone is usually gone by ten, including my boss. I can keep Lucy up front and work on her leash training and you can…” she trailed off.

      “Hang out in the haunted part,” I finished for her. “It’s okay. It’s what I do.”

      I just wondered what I’d find tonight.
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      Later that day, Frankie glared at me from across the kitchen island.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said, pacing. He hadn’t stopped pacing since I told him about our plans for the evening. “You made a deal without consulting me.”

      “If you hadn’t been busy with the Chicago mob, we could have talked it over,” I explained. “I realize this is a partnership, but it’s not like I could have turned Bree down.” It wouldn’t have been right.

      “You need my power, my life energy,” he gritted out, waving his arms like an Italian grandmother, “for skunk training?”

      “I know how it sounds,” I said, holding my ground.

      “Obviously…you don’t,” the gangster shot back.

      I heard the jingle of Lucy’s collar as she retreated up the front staircase to the second floor. “This is probably why she doesn’t like you.”

      Frankie opened his mouth and then closed it. Lucy’s aversion bothered him more than he was willing to admit. He turned away from me. “I may be a crook, but I always got paid. You’ve got to charge for your services.”

      “We’ve made some money,” I told him. It was how I afforded Lucy’s pet harness and a trip to the resale shop for the pretty green sundress I was wearing.

      The gangster frowned. “Not enough. You don’t make people pay. We cleared a killer ghost out of a haunted mansion filled with Egyptian artifacts and you didn’t get nothing.”

      “We brought peace to the spirits living inside.” And he’d reunited with his old gang.

      He planted his hands on the counter. “We figured out the murder in the library and we got squat.”

      “We solved a Civil War mystery and changed an old widow’s life.”

      “Now, we’re rescuing puppies?” he entreated, as if it were the worst idea ever.

      “You could stand to do a little selfless good in your life,” I told him. “The old DeWitt property isn’t far and it’s only one night out of your infinite afterlife.”

      At least I hoped that was all it would take. I was rooting for an open-and-shut case.

      “Wait.” Frankie stopped his pacing. “You’re talking about the DeWitt Ferry dock,” he said, his tone changing.

      Oh no. I knew how he thought. “We’re not transporting stolen goods or digging up lost mob stashes.” The twinkle in his eye told me he knew something or he was planning something. Either way, I didn’t like it. “There’s a small privately run no-kill animal shelter on that land now and I’m sure there’s nothing illegal happening.”

      “I’ll go,” he said, bemused in a way that made me worry more than forcing him did.

      “To help,” I clarified.

      The corner of his lip curled into a smirk. “Sure.”

      I didn’t believe him for a second. “Okay, then.” It would only be for one night. I’d just have to finish quickly, before Frankie and—heaven help me—his gang got any big ideas.
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      It didn’t relieve my worry when Frankie spent the afternoon out by the backyard shed, ushering in heaven knew how many gangsters and thugs. And I really didn’t like how he was already waiting in the passenger seat of my car when it was time to leave.

      Darkness had fallen, and a chorus of crickets and bullfrogs lent their voices to the balmy night.

      “This will not be fun for you,” I said, sliding into the driver’s seat.

      “All right,” he acknowledged, with a slight grin.

      Lucy curled in a carrier in the backseat, as far as she could get from the mobster. She’d stuffed her blanket over the opening, as if she could block him out entirely.

      She was a smart skunk.

      The land yacht lurched as I took a hard turn on Gladiola Street and I felt every inch of the worn shocks. My grandmother had bought this car new, and while I was glad to have inherited it, along with my house, it was clear the sputtering relic had seen better days. Perhaps Frankie had been right about working for spending money. But I wasn’t going to take money from an animal shelter. If anything, once I had something in the bank, I should start donating.

      We passed the old cemetery with its wrought-iron gate, and I couldn’t help but glance toward the silent stones, gray in the moonlight, trying to catch a glimpse of a ghost.

      “You don’t have my power yet,” Frankie mused, trailing an arm out the closed car window, letting the breeze pass straight through him.

      The DeWitt property stood about a half mile farther down the road, on a wide bend of the river that cut through the west side of town. The water flowed slower there and it had been a busy river crossing back in the day.

      “What happened at that dock that interests you so much?” I asked.

      Frankie surveyed me with hooded eyes. “It was a good place to run whiskey down the river,” he said simply. Prohibition had seemed so long ago, until I met Frankie.

      We pulled into the gravel drive and my headlights caught the remains of a dock at the back of the property. Windows blazed in a simple stone house to the right. It had to be a hundred years old. Outdoor bulbs illuminated a long cinderblock building attached off the back. It appeared newer and sported a dozen covered dog runs.

      “I’ve always wanted to see what they did to this place,” I said, grabbing my purse.

      About twenty years ago, Edna DeWitt had left her life savings and this property to start the Sugarland Animal Sanctuary. I’d never been by. Lucy had found me on her own.

      I opened the door to retrieve my skunk from the backseat as Frankie’s power settled over me. It shouldn’t have startled me, but it did—the suddenness of the prickling energy as it pierced my muscles and bones, settling deep inside.

      “Thanks,” I said, adjusting. I let my gaze travel over the house. When I had Frankie’s power, I saw things as the dominant ghost on the property did. I was both disappointed and relieved to see that the house appeared the same.

      Frankie glided away, toward the dock, where a ghostly boat bobbed gently, glowing silver against the darkness of the water.

      “Frankie?” I called after him.

      “Quiet,” his voice hissed in my ear.

      “He’d better not be getting into trouble,” I murmured, gathering Lucy from her cage. She felt warm from being curled up on her blanket. I held her close, grabbed her harness from the backseat, and headed for the old house.

      A weathered porch light illuminated a wood door that had been painted white and sported the red and black paw and heart logo of the Sugarland Animal Sanctuary. I turned the knob and ventured inside.

      “Bree?”

      She didn’t answer.

      A small waiting room greeted me. Benches hugged the simple white walls next to racks with brochures for various animal groups. Above hung corkboards full of photos of happy adopted pets and their families. But over that, I saw the ghostly plane in shades of gray and black.

      “There’s nothing to be worried about,” I said to my skunk. And myself.

      Yes, this place was clearly haunted, but I could assume—for now—that the ghosts meant me no harm.

      A semitransparent gray stone mantel stood against the wall, with a fire blazing in the hearth and a pot of stew hanging above it. I smelled the rich broth, with a hint of garlic and sage. A pair of ghostly cats lounged by the fire, under an empty rocking chair.

      “Well, hey, fellas,” I said, glad for the distraction. Hoping, perhaps, for a bit of friendly company.

      They stared straight past me.

      Perhaps Lucy and I were invisible to them. More likely, their feline natures didn’t inspire them to greet us at the moment. But we’d give them the benefit of the doubt.

      I stroked Lucy, who didn’t seem to be bothered by the cats. I’d only encountered one ghostly animal before, a horse I’d met on my first adventure. Her deceased owner had let me feed her carrots.

      A low chuckle floated toward me and I stiffened as a figure glided through the wall near the fireplace. Her long hair floated out behind her, and cunning eyes assessed me. She appeared to be in her nineties and acted like she owned the place.

      “Mrs. DeWitt,” I said, taking a chance.

      “Another one skulking in after dark,” she observed, sizing me up. “We see your kind a lot—people sneaking in to dump off their animals.”

      “I would never do that,” I said, hugging Lucy tighter. “I’m here to help stop the nightly animal escapes. Do you know anything about them?”

      She stared at me. “Some animals go to the light. Others…stay,” she added as the cats from the fireplace curled around the bare, bony legs sticking out from under her dressing gown. “They don’t want to leave you.”

      I was trying to decide what to make of that when Bree bustled through the door, carrying two manila folders with a cell phone on top. “Verity! I thought I heard you talking out here.” She stopped in her tracks. “Wait.” She searched around her. “Did you see a ghost?”

      “Mrs. DeWitt was kind enough to greet me,” I said, searching for the former owner of the house. She’d faded. But her cats stalked in circles, watching me.

      Bree’s breath caught. “I thought she might be here.” She glanced around the waiting room, as if the ghost would pop out at her. “Sometimes, when I’m in the back alone, I feel as if someone is watching me. Others have too. We call her Edna.”

      “I think she likes to keep an eye on the place,” I said.

      Bree nodded. “When we get new animals, ones that are lost or lonely, we do all we can to comfort them. But sometimes, they’ll look at the old rocking chair in the common room, and they’ll calm down. I’ve even caught the cats playing with someone I can’t see.”

      “She cares,” I said. That much was clear. “But is she letting them out of their cages at night?” I asked, testing the ghost.

      “I don’t think so,” Bree said, assuming I’d posed the question to her. “Edna has been with us since the shelter opened. The trouble we’re having is new.”

      “Show me.”

      She led me through the door at the back. “We divided the main living area into the waiting room you just saw and this common area where guests can spend time with the animals.”

      We passed the physical version of the ghostly rocking chair I’d seen in the foyer. “This is hers,” I said, running a hand over the armrest.

      Bree paused, her brows drawn together. “How did you know?”

      I merely smiled.

      Bree led me to the small-animal section in the back, where half a dozen kitties snoozed in their cages. A few lifted their heads at our approach, curious. “We’ve had problems in here,” she said, pausing when I stopped in front of an empty cage. “You don’t need to worry about that one. Kermit the rabbit was adopted out this afternoon.” She led me to a pair of cages on the opposite wall from the cats. “We have a guinea pig named Ninja and five mice—all brothers—if you know anyone who wants them as pets.”

      “Tempting fate a bit, aren’t you?” I asked, half joking. Ninja, the black and brown guinea pig, sniffed the bars and seemed content enough. Two of the white mice even had their backs to the cats as they ran madly on their wheel.

      “We’re pressed for space,” Bree said. “Our vet recommended this setup. It was never a problem until…”

      Until someone began opening the cages.

      “Show me where you were when it happened,” I told her.

      She nodded and opened a door at the back.

      We stepped outside for a moment, under a covered walkway. My eyes had barely adjusted to the dark when we entered the cement-block building I’d seen earlier. We were greeted by a cacophony of dog barks and Lucy startled.

      “It’s okay,” I said, stroking her. “They’re just saying hello.”

      We stood at the beginning of a long hallway with fenced-in play yards to the right, eight in all. Most had dog noses pressed against them. I reached through the nearest one and stroked the wet, quivering nose of the small gray mutt who leapt for joy in between pets. She wriggled under my hand, licking me as I tried to stroke her head, her shoulders, whatever I could reach.

      “That’s Glenda,” Bree said. “I was sleeping here,” she added, standing halfway down the hallway, “when Glenda’s cage just opened.”

      “Was she scared?” I asked, taking a break from the Glenda lovefest to check the latch. It appeared sturdy.

      “Glenda was overjoyed,” Bree said, “as were Marvin and Shep—both bassets—and Boomer. We’re not sure what he is.” Her voice caught. “Then I heard a crash in the small-animal room. I rushed in to find Ninja the guinea pig running from Stripe the cat and then Glenda followed me and brought in the hounds.”

      “Calm down.” She sounded overwhelmed again. “We’ll fix it.”

      The latch was the kind that lifted. I tested it. It wasn’t heavy, but it also wasn’t something that could be knocked loose.

      Bree joined me, wrapping her arms around her chest. “Something’s in here.”

      “Not yet.” But I had a feeling there would be.

      “Why don’t you and Lucy watch over the main shelter?” I asked, easing my skunk into Bree’s arms. Lucy grunted and bonked her head against Bree’s upper chest. That was skunk for pet me now.

      A portion of Bree’s tension lifted as she stroked Lucy’s fur. “Be careful. Call me if you need me.”

      “Go,” I told her. I’d done this before.

      “Thank you,” she said, before leaving me in the dog house.
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      Yes, I probably should have sat in a quiet corner until the dogs calmed down, or at least not encouraged them. But I found them too sweet to resist. One by one, I entered their kennels and visited with each of them. The dogs loved the attention, the belly rubs, the games of take-away with balls, ropes, plastic bones, the hem of my sundress, and whatever else we could find.

      By the time I’d made it down to Boomer, the mystery mutt, I almost forgot what I’d come to the shelter to do.

      And so it came to be that Boomer lay on his back, with me snuggled next to him on the concrete floor of his pen, his tummy thrust out while I gave him rubs. “You’ve got to be part German shepherd,” I cooed. “They’re very brave. No doubt you have some terrier in you as well.” He had that barrel chest. “Terriers are good at sniffing and they never give up, even when things are hard.”

      Boomer lolled his head back, basking in the praise. And the petting.

      Then the lights flickered.

      My body stiffened and my hand stilled.

      Boomer wriggled impatiently. He thrust his belly against my palm even as I withdrew it. The energy in the air sharpened and pushed against the power I’d borrowed from my ghost friend.

      I glanced down at my watch. It was just after midnight and I was willing to bet someone or something had joined us.

      The air hung silent as I listened for any sign of the ghost.

      A single footstep echoed on the floor. The hair on my arms prickled and I willed myself to breathe steadily, to remain still.

      If that were Bree, she would have called to me. At the very least, she would have opened the door. This was definitely a spirit.

      I waited, unwilling to give away my location or any hint of my ability.

      Not yet.

      If a ghost had indeed manifested, this was my chance to observe it in action.

      The lights flickered and then went out.

      I shivered in the darkness.

      Relax. It’s just a spirit.

      One that might or might not be friendly.

      A weak, high voice floated in the air. “Baaaaey…”

      My throat went dry. Breathe in, breathe out.

      A footstep echoed. Then another as the visitor drew closer to me.

      “Baaailey…”

      The latch on the dog pen next to me jiggled. The spirit was just outside Marvin’s cage—one of the basset hounds. Marvin woofed, his collar jingling. Boomer joined in, his entire butt wagging. I used the distraction to ease out of his cage and into the haunted hallway.

      The ghost was so close I could have touched him.

      The spirit was that of a young boy. He leaned over Marvin, with his back turned to me, seemingly unaware of my presence. The boy wore blue jeans and a T-shirt with the number 11 ironed onto the back. I watched as he reached between the wires of the dog pen instead of straight through. Marvin tried desperately to lick him, but the dog’s muzzle passed straight through the boy’s hand.

      The boy giggled. “That’s wet,” he said, his voice stronger than before.

      He appeared in black and white, but his form was more solid than Frankie’s. This spirit hadn’t been on the other side for very long.

      And while any ghost—even a child—could be quite dangerous, I decided to take a chance.

      “Hello,” I said, hoping I didn’t startle him. “Are you the one letting the dogs out?”

      He turned toward me, and when I saw his face, I gasped.

      I knew him.

      “You’re Parker McKenzie. Age nine.” He’d disappeared nearly a decade ago on the way home from school. Police had found no trace of him. His parents, his church, everyone in Sugarland had hoped against hope that we’d see him again someday.

      And now I had.

      He had that same uncombed little-boy hair. He wore the same T-shirt he’d been wearing when he disappeared, the one from all the news reports. It was gray, with the Sugarland Tornadoes soccer team logo emblazoned on the front.

      He didn’t seem to mind my presence or notice my shock. “Have you seen my dog?” he asked.

      A dog? Little Parker might have been kidnapped. Murdered. Stolen away and buried in an unmarked grave. And he was worried about a dog?

      I took a deep breath and let it out. Stay calm.

      His poor parents would never see him again, never speak to him like this. They’d never hear his voice or learn what had happened. Maybe I could.

      But ghosts could be skittish. We needed to take it slow if I wanted Parker to trust me, and this dog was obviously important to him.

      “My name is Verity. I’d like to help. What does your dog look like?” I asked, as if this were a conversation between two people in a park or on a street corner.

      “He’s about this high,” Parker said, holding a hand down to his knees, his image growing stronger as he thought about the animal he loved. “Bailey is part pug dog, part other dog. But she looks like a pug.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I said. I knew the importance of having someone to love and care for.

      “Now is Bailey—” there was no delicate way to put it “—alive?”

      “She died last week,” Parker said, giddy. “I felt it happen. I can’t wait to hold her again and play with her, but I can’t find her anywhere.”

      “So you lost your ghost dog,” I said, glad to have an answer, although not quite sure what to do about that one.

      “We got her here when I was in kindergarten,” the boy said proudly. “My parents wanted a big dog, but Bailey followed me all around and she wanted me. I found her here, so I thought she might come back,” Parker concluded.

      The image of the child glowed softly in the moonlight. “I’d be glad to help you find Bailey. She sounds like a great dog.” And if I had to guess, I’d say Parker was looking in the wrong spot. Ghosts tended to return to the places where they were happiest. While Parker had been happy to find his dog here, Bailey had probably been happy to leave. Still, it was as good a place as any to start. “Let’s look around,” I suggested.

      “Okay!” he said, flipping open Marvin’s cage. “This dog can help!”

      “No, he can’t,” I said, rushing to close the door as Marvin pushed on the other side. While I did that, Parker opened Shep’s cage. “Stop it!” I called.

      But it was as if Parker didn’t hear a word I said. He zoomed back toward the shelter, opening Glenda’s cage along the way.

      “Sorry,” he called after he’d done it.

      Heavens. “Wait for me by the door!” I called while Shep danced in circles and Glenda jumped on me. I hefted Shep up and deposited him in his cage and then did the same to Glenda. Her tail wagged nonstop even after I locked her back up.

      “Hurry up!” Parker said, passing straight through the door toward the main shelter. “Have you seen the cats?”

      “Don’t let anybody else out,” I called.

      “Aww…” Parker’s voice echoed down the hall.

      I chased after him. “I mean it.” He had the attention span and the energy of…well, a nine-year-old.

      I didn’t see Parker outside. He’d made it to the other part of the shelter ahead of me.

      I arrived in the cat room just in time to see a gray tabby hiss at the ghost. Several others stared. But there was no Bailey. And Parker hadn’t let any cats out.

      “Good boy,” I said, still a bit breathless.

      We checked the shelter’s kitchen and the office. Parker and I entered the visiting area and found Lucy sniffing the leash that Bree held out to her.

      The skunk took one look at the ghost and ran under the rocking chair.

      “She was doing so well,” Bree said, confused at Lucy’s change of heart.

      “I think she’s just surprised,” I said, glancing at Parker next to me. “I have a boy here who is looking for his lost dog,” I said to her.

      “She’s not lost. She’s dead,” Parker said, as if I’d explained it wrong.

      Bree followed my gaze. She couldn’t see Parker, but I was willing to bet she felt the chill in the air. Ghosts tended to run cold.

      “I’d love to help,” she said, standing shakily. “When did he last see his dog?”

      “When I was dying,” Parker said.

      My heart stuttered. That poor, sweet baby. “Can you show me where?” I asked, glad that my voice held out.

      They’d never found a body. His parents still held candlelight vigils on the anniversary of his disappearance. If I could at least tell them what happened, where to look for Parker’s remains, give them closure, I’d do it.

      He shook his head firmly. “I’m not supposed to go there.”

      “I understand.” Something terrible must have happened. I tamped down the urge to hug little Parker tight. He was so small, so alone. Still, any sort of touch between us would be cold, watery, and distinctly uncomfortable for both of us.

      “You said you’d help me find Bailey,” Parker said, no doubt clinging to the only comfort he had.

      “I will,” I promised. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll take care of Lucy,” Bree assured me as I left the shelter with the boy.

      We stepped into the night and I scanned the property for the grayish-white glow of spirits. I didn’t see any dogs, but I did spot two men down by the dock.

      “Maybe they’ve seen Bailey,” Parker said.

      “Let me do the talking,” I told him, walking as fast as I could, trying not to trip over the ruts in the gravel drive.

      We crossed the soft, grassy expanse to the tree line beyond and down to the dock. As we drew closer, I recognized one of the men: Frankie. He stood with his head bent close to a lanky, unshaven man with a potbelly pushing against his wife-beater undershirt.

      Frankie saw me first and tried to wave me away.

      Not happening. “Hi, Frankie.”

      The other ghost turned. “You bring your old lady with you?”

      “No,” both Frankie and I said in unison. Although he didn’t have to look that horrified.

      “I need your help,” I said to the ghosts. “Parker and I are looking for his ghost dog.”

      The potbellied ghost gave Frankie a dubious glance. “You gave her your power so she could do that?”

      “I know,” Frankie said, removing his hat, running his fingers through his hair. “It’s embarrassing.”

      “I’m not asking for opinions,” I told them. “I’m looking for a dog.”

      “I don’t know what you expect me and Floats to do,” Frankie balked. “It’s not like you can put up signs around the neighborhood.”

      The other ghost guffawed. I gave him my steeliest look as his laugh trailed away. “You know, I saw a dog last night, down the river a ways. Near Convict’s Bend. Had one of them smushy faces.”

      “I bet that’s Bailey,” Parker said, jumping up and down.

      “Maybe. Maybe not,” I cautioned. No telling how common ghost dogs were, but there had to be more than one in Sugarland, and legend had it Convict’s Bend was haunted by the ghosts of escaped prisoners. When I was tuned into the other side, I could be seized, shot, or killed by the spirits I encountered. Let’s just say I liked to avoid the criminal types.

      Well, except for Frankie.

      “It has to be her,” Parker insisted, reaching for me. I dodged out of his grip, afraid of the shock my touch would give him, but he persisted. “Bailey was with me when it happened.”

      I didn’t understand. “When what happened?”

      Parker dropped his hands. “I died on Convict’s Bend.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “I thought you said you can’t go there,” I told the ghost.

      “It’s forbidden,” he said, eyes wide, “but I have to go if Bailey’s there.”

      “I don’t even like to go to Convict’s Bend,” Frankie cautioned.

      This was sounding like a worse idea all the time. “If we do this, I’ll need you with us,” I told Frankie. The gangster might be a lot of things, but I trusted him to have my back.

      “We’re meeting a shipment,” Frankie barked, then snapped his mouth shut, as if he realized what he’d just admitted.

      Lucky for him, I didn’t care anymore.

      Floats held up his hands. “I ain’t fronting you the cash,” he said to Frankie. “If you ditch this, the boat sails on.”

      Whatever deal he had going couldn’t be more important than this. “You know what it’s like to feel trapped,” I said to Frankie, “but at least you have your gang. You have people who know you exist and who care about you. This poor boy has lost his only companion. He’s completely alone unless we can find his dog.”

      Frankie glared at me, his nostrils flaring. Then he threw his head back and yelled, “Arrrgh!”

      Parker startled and I put a reflexive hand up to block him from Frankie, who might or might not have lost his mind.

      “Frankie—” I began.

      “Fine!” He threw up his hands. “You win! We’re leaving. I’m leaving.” He walked two steps away and then spun to face me. “I’m about to walk out on the first solid smuggling deal I’ve made in eight decades.”

      The potbellied ghost eyed Frankie like he’d set a briefcase full of C-notes on fire right there on the dock.

      “You’re doing the right thing,” I assured my ghost.

      “I’m insane,” he said, “and it’s your fault.” He brushed past Floats to the shadow of a small boat bobbing off the dock. “Get in,” he told me, “before I change my mind.”

      “Yay!” Parker jumped right into the boat, setting it lurching from side to side.

      “Watch out!” I called to the boy. Water sloshed over the side of the boat. At this rate, he was going to sink it before we got started.

      I pulled the keychain flashlight out of my purse.

      The rowboat, tied with a frayed bit of twine to the dock, was old, small, and not very steady. For a moment, its gray hue made me think it might even be a ghost boat, but a touch revealed very old, very brittle wood.

      “Sit in the front,” I said to the boy, “calmly,” I added when he made a hard scramble and the nose of the boat dipped. Oh my word. “This thing shouldn’t even be floating,” I said, watching it pitch hard in the water.

      “You in or you out?” Frankie asked.

      I turned and smiled brightly at Parker. “I’m in.”
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      And so I floated down the river that night in an antique boat with a little ghost boy at the helm, Frankie in the back, and the potbellied ghost glowing smaller and smaller in the distance.

      “Heading to Convict’s Bend,” Frankie mused, as if he couldn’t quite believe I’d talked him into it.

      “We made the right choice,” I said.

      As long as the boat stayed afloat.

      I knew better than to make a big deal out of my favorite ghost’s change of heart. It would only make him uncomfortable. So I focused on the issue at hand. “It sure would be nice to have a paddle.”

      “We’ll get there,” Frankie grumbled. “Sooner or later, everything floating on the river ends up in the bend.”

      I tried using my hands. The water felt cold despite the heat of the summer night. “It’s just that I’ve never been up a creek without a paddle,” I joked.

      Yes, it was a lame joke, but I thought it was kind of funny. And it warmed my heart when Parker laughed.

      The boy fidgeted in his seat, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Do you know why Batman and Robin quit going fishing together?”

      “No. Why?” I asked, despite Frankie’s groan.

      “Because Robin ate all the worms!” Parker giggled.

      “I like it,” I said, using my arm as a rudder as we steered around the first curve in the river.

      “I chose this,” Frankie muttered behind me. “I said, ‘Let’s get in a boat. Together. Me and a kid and a dame.’”

      “Thank you, Frankie,” I said, serious as I glanced over my shoulder at him. He appeared more unsettled than angry. “You did the right thing.”

      “Keep paddling,” he ground out.

      We floated downriver about a mile to where it took a sharp left, twining into the first hook of Convict’s Bend.

      “Get your hand back in the boat,” Frankie said. “The river up here is fast.”

      “It’s not like it’s going to suck me down,” I told him. Still, I did as he’d suggested, if only to be on the safe side.

      The current sped up and took us with it.

      “Steady,” Frankie said as we hit a narrow patch and the trees overhead blocked out the moonlight. I lost all sense of where we were in the dark. My stomach lurched as the boat went light and seemed to lose gravity. The water rushed around the curve, taking us with it.

      We popped out on the other side, and just as I was about to let out a sigh of relief, Parker screamed.

      “Row!” the boy hollered. “Row!”

      “I don’t have a paddle,” I protested, struggling to see around the not-quite-transparent ghost.

      “I see it,” Frankie barked.

      Moonlight poured down on the water as the current swept around the bend and carried our boat toward a dark, swirling mass of rocks.

      “Oh, no, no,” I said, leaning out of the boat to try to paddle us out of the current.

      The ruined bow of another rowboat rose out of the abyss, and a long-dead hand clutched at the rocks. It wore a manacle and I could see the spiraling soul traces that always marked a death spot. The spiraling strands I’d seen before were white. These were almost black.

      “Lean right!” Frankie ordered.

      I did. I was the only weight in the boat.

      The current swept us straight past the rocks and out of the reach of the grasping hand. We glided into a gentle spin sideways just beyond.

      “Is that it?” I struggled to see if we were about to hit more rocks, or the shore, or some long-forgotten wreck.

      Frankie had lost his hat and was breathing hard, even though he didn’t need to breathe at all anymore. “We’re light. We skated right past the rocks.”

      “Yay!” Parker said, as if this were a grand adventure.

      “Are we out of danger?” I asked as the boat ground up against the shore.

      “No,” Frankie said, standing up in the boat.

      “It’s him,” Parker cried, scrambling back toward me.

      “Who?” I asked, still not seeing anyone.

      I darned near capsized the boat when Parker slipped into the seat next to me.

      “That man,” he said, pointing to a figure in the trees. “I wanted to look for my dog down here, but every time I came close, he chased me away. He’s really scary.”

      I saw the glow of a ghost in the shadows. “All right,” I said, wondering just what we were getting ourselves into. “We’ll make it right,” I promised.

      The current began dragging our boat away from the shore. “We gotta get in or out,” Frankie warned.

      “In,” I said, going over the side. The cool water soaked me up to the hem of my dress, shocking me almost as much as my impulsive tumble off the side had. There was no turning back now. I took hold of the ragged twine boat tie and secured it to a tree branch stretching out toward the water. Parker had died here. His dog had been seen around here.

      I sloshed out of the water, keeping both eyes on the stranger fading in and out of the wood.

      “Run, Verity!” Parker squealed.

      I’d definitely keep that advice in mind, I decided as the bearded ghost stepped out of the trees.

      He wore a striped prison jumpsuit with the chest gaping open. His hands clenched into fists, and when I heard the drag of metal, I saw he wore a manacle and chain around one ankle.

      “Hi,” I said, unable to think of anything else remotely coherent.

      “Get off my river,” he snarled, with a heavy Southern twang.

      “Ah,” I said, refusing to give ground as he approached. “Technically we aren’t on the river.” The air chilled and I had the distinct impression he meant me harm.

      “Are you nuts?” Frankie’s voice hissed in my ear. “This guy might have killed the kid!”

      “He didn’t,” I whispered, my heart pounding. I could see through the prisoner to the trees beyond. “He’s too dead.” Parker was a newer ghost. He wasn’t entirely see-through yet. This ghost could hurt me because I was tuned in. But he couldn’t have hurt a live boy on the other side.

      Frankie cursed under his breath. “You and the kid: figure things out. Fast,” he said before gliding past me toward the menacing prisoner.

      “So this is your river, eh?” Frankie asked, as if he’d run into the guy at the local pool hall. “You must know Muddy John at the dock a ways down.”

      I had no idea what Frankie thought he was doing, but the prisoner didn’t attack him. He didn’t speak to him, but he did let Frankie lead him back into the trees, the gangster talking the whole way.

      “Move, sweetheart,” Frankie’s voice sounded in my ear. I hated when he did that.

      “All right,” I turned to Parker, staying alert in case the prisoner came back using Frankie’s head as a soccer ball. The boy glanced around, as if he were waiting for an attack. “This is a safe place now,” I assured him, ignoring the disembodied arm reaching out of the water by the rocks. “I know this might be difficult, but can you tell me what happened to you?”

      He swallowed hard. “I just want my dog.”

      I didn’t hold out too much hope, not with the ghost prisoner prowling the banks and heaven knew what in the water, but all right. “Let’s try.” I smiled at Parker before calling to his dog. “Bailey!” I shouted, walking along the tree line by the bank.

      “Bailey!” Parker echoed, keeping close to me.

      “I have a treat,” I said, knowing that word always got Lucy’s attention.

      “Treat!” Parker repeated. The boy was a quick study. “Look!” he shouted.

      A glow of light appeared between two trees up ahead.

      “Hold on a minute,” I said, getting ahead of him. It might be another unfriendly ghost. “Bailey?” I called.
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      A dog burst out of the trees up ahead. It glowed with an unearthly gray pallor and lolled out its tongue, like every other dog in the universe.

      “Bailey!” Parker exclaimed, rushing for the little pug mix.

      Parker dropped to his knees as the dog jumped all over him, licking and barking, her body radiating pure doggie joy.

      “Were you waiting here?” he asked, rubbing Bailey’s back, her head, any part of the dog he could reach. Bailey jammed her smushed face against Parker’s chest, then flopped backward into the boy’s lap for belly rubs, then couldn’t stand it and had to jump up and start snuggling the boy’s neck, his cheek, his ear. “What were you doing here, girl?”

      I knew exactly why the dog had lingered. This was Parker’s death spot.

      “It was the last place she saw you,” I said gently, fighting the urge to hug Bailey myself. “She’s a good dog. She knew you’d come back.”

      Parker held Bailey tight. The dog snuggled into his shoulder, and Parker began to cry.

      “Hey.” I crouched down next to him. “It’s okay. You did it! You have Bailey back. Everything is going to be fine now.”

      Parker lifted his head, his eyes shining. “I didn’t listen to my mom.”

      I’d figured that much. I sat down in the grass next to him. “Tell me what happened.”

      He returned his attention to his dog, stroking her ears.

      “I won’t be mad,” I told him. “And I won’t tattle on you, I promise. Whatever you did, you can tell me.”

      Bailey sniffed at my hand and I felt the unsettling, watery touch of the other side.

      “She likes you,” Parker mumbled.

      “I like you both,” I told him, letting the dog’s nose brush over my skin once more.

      It felt very intimate and way too personal to let a ghost’s touch sink into me like that. When Frankie and I had accidentally touched, it sent us both skittering away. But with the dog, it wasn’t so bad. Perhaps Bailey had less to hide from me, and I could be less guarded around her as well.

      Parker drew Bailey close. “Mom told me not to swim in the river,” he said quietly, “but I was bored and it was hot. Plus, how great would it be to tell my friends I’d been to Convict’s Bend. They were all too chicken to go. But I had Bailey with me. And I’m a real good swimmer.”

      I glanced toward the river. “The undertow is really strong here,” I said. “The current that caught our boat sure scared me.”

      He held his dog tighter. “I was only going to walk around in the water. It wasn’t a big deal. Bailey stayed on the bank. She doesn’t like to get wet. But I stepped in a hole and went under water.” Panic edged his voice. He began rocking back and forth. “I tried to swim out and I couldn’t.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, trying to calm him.

      But it hadn’t been okay. He’d made a deadly mistake.

      Parker clutched the dog until Bailey wriggled out of his grasp. “Bailey started to swim in after me,” he said as the dog nosed him and settled back into his lap. “I couldn’t get out and she’s just a little dog. There’s no way she could get out.” He drew the dog into his arms. “I ordered her. I told her sit.”

      The dog immediately dropped her rear into Parker’s lap.

      “I told her to sit and she can’t sit in the water. But Bailey is a good dog and she listens, and when I told her to sit, sit, sit, she went and sat on the bank. And she was safe, and I saved my dog.”

      The last thing he’d seen was his dog sitting on the bank of the river. Parker had lost his own life, but he’d saved his dog.

      “I wish you could have been okay too,” I said. He was a noble soul. We needed more of those in the world.

      He stroked Bailey’s ears. “It’s not so bad,” he said, looking at me sideways. “The light is really pretty. I’ve been wanting to go. I just needed to get my dog.”

      And now he had.

      He stood, with Bailey in his arms. “We should probably move on now.”

      “Wait,” I said, climbing to my feet, brushing away the dead grass.

      “Oh, yeah,” he said quickly. “Thank you,” he added quite formally. “My mom always taught me to say that.”

      “That’s good,” I said. But that wasn’t it. “Your parents still don’t know what happened to you.” Every year, when they held their candlelight vigil, they stressed that they hadn’t given up hope. “Parker, I’ve never done this before, and I’m sure you haven’t either, but it seems right.” I clasped my hands in front of me. “Will you go with me to your parents’ house, just to talk to them and tell them you’re all right?”

      He tilted his head. “I’m afraid to go back. My mom will be really mad at me.”

      “She loves you,” I said.

      He nodded, still appearing lost. “I went back once, looking for Bailey after she died. My parents are really sad.”

      “Yes,” I said, drawing closer, “but I think this will make them feel better.”

      He thought about that for a moment. “All right,” he said simply.

      “You live close?” I asked as he began walking up the hill.

      I remembered from the news reports that his home was by the river. Authorities and volunteers had made a thorough search.

      “Just up the hill,” he said, moving through the trees above the bank.

      I stuck close in case we ran across that escaped prisoner. Frankie couldn’t hold him back forever.

      Bailey passed straight through a downed tree trunk, nosing at leaves and sticks as she did. Parker and I stepped over it.

      “Are you dead too?” he asked.

      “No,” I said casually. “Not yet.”

      “Cool,” he replied.

      We crested the hill and I saw a tidy green house with a large deck out back. A tree house perched in a tall, old oak. I recognized it from the news reports. Parker smiled when he saw it. Bailey dashed for home.

      “Wait up!” Parker hollered, tearing straight up onto the deck and through the back wall after his dog.

      At least they were both home. Now came the hard part.

      I stood outside the darkened house. It was well past midnight and I wouldn’t blame Parker’s parents if they answered the door with a shotgun, but I went around front and knocked.

      It wasn’t the sort of news I knew how to deliver. I hoped I was doing the right thing.

      I could hear the river rushing below as I knocked once more.

      A yellow porch light clicked on.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. and Mrs. McKenzie,” I called through the closed door. “It’s Verity Long. I have information about your son and—” the door opened and a man in a large T-shirt and pajama pants stood on the other side “—I didn’t think it could wait until morning.”

      He wore at least a week’s worth of stubble and his hair skewed in every which direction.

      “Who is it?” A blonde woman looked out from behind him, the circles under her eyes evident even in the weak porch light. She straightened when she saw me. “It’s the ghost whisperer.”

      “Of a sort,” I said, not quite sure how to explain who I was or what I was about to do. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I met your son’s ghost tonight.”

      Kim McKenzie began to cry.

      Her husband, Ron, looked at me hard, but he opened the door anyway.

      “Thanks,” I said, slipping inside a simple, but welcoming family room. “I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you.”

      Parker’s mother stood motionless. “I knew,” she said. “I didn’t want to believe it.” She looked to her husband. “In our hearts, we knew.”

      Their son appeared to my right, clutching Bailey, looking scared.

      “He’s here,” I told them, “with Bailey. And he has a few things he wants to say to you.”

      I moved toward a plaid couch in the center of the room, hoping they’d follow. If Kim didn’t sit, she was going to fall down.

      She sat on the edge of the couch next to me and Ron took the seat behind her.

      Parker sat on the coffee table in front of us, with Bailey in his lap. He clearly wasn’t thinking, but that was all right. It was a strange night for all of us and I doubted he could scratch the table anymore. Even if he could, his parents probably would have welcomed it.

      “Tell Mom I’m sorry I didn’t listen,” he said.

      I did. I also told his parents what had happened on that hot August day ten years ago.

      “I told him.” His father began to cry. “I told him he could play with the rocks as long as he stayed on the shore.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I told him. “Parker knows that.”

      “Where is he?” Kim asked, searching as if she could see him.

      “Sitting on the coffee table.”

      She laughed, and then she cried.

      Her husband joined her on the edge of the couch and enveloped her in a hug. “Never could get the kid to stop sitting on the coffee table,” he murmured into her hair.

      Parker stood. “Tell them I’m all right,” he insisted. “Tell cousin Joe I’m smarter now and it’s okay if he comes over and plays with my Hot Wheels.” I didn’t mention that cousin Joe was probably old enough now to go to college. “Tell my parents I forgive cousin Jean for breaking the step on my tree house. And that I love them soooo much.”

      I did. I repeated it word-for-word. And if I ever had any doubts as to whether I could do good with this power to see ghosts, well, they were gone now.

      “He wants you to know he’s not alone,” I told them. “He has Bailey.”

      Kim nodded. “Bailey died last week. It about killed us. That dog was all we had left of our son.”

      “He was waiting for Bailey to go to heaven with him,” I told her gently.

      “I also have a joke for them,” Parker added.

      I wasn’t sure this was the time, but, “He wants to tell you a joke.” I listened for it and then couldn’t help but smile. “What do they serve at birthday parties in heaven?” I asked Parker’s parents as he danced in a circle and delivered the punch line.

      “Angel food cake!” he squealed.

      I couldn’t possibly deliver the line with as much gusto, but his parents got the message.

      They both laughed, and cried. “That was his favorite joke,” his dad said, wiping his eyes.

      Kim took her husband’s hand. “Parker is going to be all right.”

      “Will he come back to visit?” Ron asked.

      He’d been afraid before. I didn’t want to say that.

      “I’ll be here for your birthday next month,” Parker promised. “I haven’t been to a birthday in ages,” he said, his butt bouncing on the coffee table. “I like it when Uncle Mike plays the piano.” Parker turned to me. “We all sing real loud.” His smile faltered. “But now I’m really ready to go. I’ve been waiting so, so long.”

      I stood by while his parents said their not-so-final goodbyes.

      “It’s time,” Parker said, gathering the little dog in his arms. Parker looked up and so did his dog. Bailey gave a loud bark.

      Kim lifted her head, as if she could almost hear the ghost dog. Ron’s brow furrowed.

      I didn’t see what captured their attention. But then the image of the little boy and his dog began to glow a glorious white.

      “It’s so pretty,” Parker said. “This is awesome.”

      His image glowed brighter until he and his dog were shimmering with it. Parker turned to me and smiled before he and Bailey glimmered away and became one with the light.

      I stood in the quiet dark with Parker’s parents, humbled and thankful. Grateful to have found Parker and been privileged enough to help him on his way.

      “He’s gone,” I told his parents, “for now.”

      Bailey too.

      I said a silent prayer of thanksgiving for that dog, and for the bond that withstood time and death to bring them back together.

      They say not all dogs go to heaven, and I think that’s probably true. But if they are loved enough, you can certainly take them with you.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Lucy walked in circles in the soft grass of my front yard while Bree attempted to attach her leash.

      “Are you sure she’s ready?” I asked, watching Bree fasten the clip.

      She grinned while she did it. “It’ll take practice. But let’s just see.”

      Lucy glanced up at her trainer before edging a single paw forward. She took one step, then another.

      “Good girl!” I clapped.

      Frankie shimmered into view next to me, and the skunk sat down.

      “Baby steps,” Bree assured me, unclipping Lucy’s leash and harness. “We can try again tomorrow.”

      “She’s making incredible progress,” I said to Bree. Lucy appeared pleased as well. She sat on the grass, soaking up the sunshine. “Look,” I said to Frankie. “She’s not running.”

      “Yet,” the gangster said.

      He needed to open up and show his soft side. Pets were a good place to start. “Did you ever have a dog?”

      “Yeah, right.” The gangster huffed. “Shoot-outs and puppy cuddling.”

      “Even when you were a little boy?” I prodded, watching Lucy stretch out in the grass. “You weren’t always a gangster, Frankie.”

      He grunted under his breath and bent down to hold a finger out toward the skunk.

      She perked up, and after a moment’s hesitation, Lucy toddled over to give him a quick sniff on his fingertip. She ducked away quickly and hurried over to Bree, who was at her car, packing up her bag of training equipment.

      Frankie tried to keep a stone face, but I saw a hint of a smile.

      “That was a start,” I said.

      His smile faded.

      “Thanks again for last night,” I added. He hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near Convict’s Bend, but he’d done it anyway.

      He frowned. “I can’t decide who’s nuttier. Me or that escaped prisoner.”

      That guy had been creepy. “How’d you get away?”

      “You just gotta know the type,” he said, with a shrug of the shoulder. “In my line of work, you meet all kinds.”

      He’d helped Parker just as much as I did, by lending his power, by drawing off the scary ghost. “You made a real difference for Parker and his family. You did good.”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      Hearing him admit it warmed my heart. “Feels nice, doesn’t it?”

      His brow furrowed. “Don’t push it.”

      “I won’t.” I smiled. At least not today.

      Tomorrow was another matter.

      

      Note from Angie Fox:

      An old neighbor of mine used to walk her cat on a leash. She and Charlie, the cat loved exploring the neighborhood and greeting everyone. I wish the same for Lucy and Verity.

      Thanks so much for reading and I’m pleased to report that the next full-length novel in the series, Sweet Tea and Spirits, is available now.

      If you'd like an email when each new book releases, sign up for new release updates. The emails go out for new releases only and your information will be kept safe by Lucy and a pack of highly-trained guard skunks.

      Also, follow me on BookBub and you’ll always get an email for special sales.

      Happy reading,

      Angie

      
        
        Sweet Tea and Spirits

        Southern Ghost Hunter mysteries, book #5

        By Angie Fox

      

      

      Southern girl Verity Long is about as high society as her pet skunk. Which is why she’s surprised as anyone when the new head of the Sugarland social set invites her to join the "it" girls. But this is no social call. Verity’s new client needs her to go in undercover and investigate strange happenings at the group’s historic headquarters. 

      

      But while spirits are whispering hints of murder, the socialites are more focused on Verity’s 1978, avocado-green Cadillac. And when Verity stumbles upon a fresh body, she's going to need the long-dead citizens of Sugarland to help her solve the crime. Good thing she has the handsome deputy sheriff Ellis Wydell on hand, as well as her ghostly sidekick Frankie. The bad thing is, the ghosts are now whispering about the end of a certain ghost hunter.

      

      Enjoy the following excerpt from Sweet Tea and Spirits…

      They say you know a ghost is near when bloodhounds howl in the night or when you see a flickering shadow out of the corner of your eye. But as I leaned against the white painted rail of my back porch, I knew a ghost lingered behind me because he couldn’t stop talking about his poker hand.

      “Four of a kind, aces,” Frankie crowed, laying his cards out on the table for his three gangster buddies, who would have been green with envy if they hadn’t shimmered in black and white.

      The snub-nosed ghost across from Frankie tossed his cards down onto the table. “You’re cheating!” he declared, but he said it halfheartedly. He knew as well as I did that Frankie couldn’t be hiding an ace up his sleeve. Spirits could only own what they’d died with and Frankie hadn’t been holding any cards on that hot summer night back in 1933.

      “Lucky at cards, unlucky at love,” I teased, gaining a bemused glance from my boyfriend of several months, the handsome deputy sheriff, Ellis Wydell. I drew close enough to smell his spicy aftershave. “I’m talking about Frankie.”

      “I figured,” Ellis said, wrapping an arm around me. “You need to find him a girlfriend.”

      “I think that’s beyond my pay grade.” I was still getting used to the fact that I could see spirits and talk to them. And that I occasionally hosted poker night. Ghostly matchmaking was a whole other level of weird.

      Ellis and I shared a grin and I was just about to lean up and kiss him when the phone in my pocket vibrated.

      “I wonder who that could be,” I said, not recognizing the number. If the call wasn’t from a friend or family member, maybe it was a potential client. I’d been trying to get my ghost-hunting business started. “Oh, Ellis. I think this could be it.” I stepped away from him and answered. “Hello?” I asked, over the croak of bullfrogs and the chirping of crickets.

      Static clouded the other end of the line. A woman’s voice crackled in the midst of it. “We need you.” Her words sounded hollow, far away.

      “Who is this?” I pulled the phone away to take a second look at the caller ID.

      “I recognize that number,” Ellis said. “It’s the main line for the Sugarland Heritage Society.”

      The group oversaw historic preservation and resided in one of the town’s most treasured old properties. It shouldn’t be open this late at night, on a Friday no less.

      The screen on the phone flickered as I brought it to my ear again. “Sorry. I didn’t catch your name.” When there was no response, I added, “What can I do for you?”

      The caller didn’t respond, and for a second, I thought I’d lost her. Then the voice came through. “There’s been a murder.”

      Almost simultaneously, the police radio on Ellis’s belt went off.

      Break-in at the Sugarland Heritage Society. All available officers report to the scene.

      We exchanged a worried glance. Before I could tell him what I’d heard, a harsh click echoed in my ear and the line went dead. “Hello?” I demanded. “Hello?”

      “I have to go,” Ellis said, backing up a few steps as he unhooked the radio from his belt.

      “Woah! Hey!” the gangsters protested as my non-ghost-seeing boyfriend walked straight through their poker game.

      He spoke into the radio. “This is Officer Wydell. I’ll be there in five.” He headed for the porch steps. “Sorry, Verity.”

      “I’m going with you,” I said, hurrying after him, making sure to bypass the ghosts.

      Ellis stopped at the edge of the porch and planted a quick kiss on top of my head. “Not this time. Break-ins can be dangerous.” He gave my hand a squeeze and then took to the stairs. “Let me do my job.”

      “It’s a murder,” I said, following him down. “That’s the call I just got. A woman reported a murder. The call came from inside the house.”

      He drew his radio out again and cursed under his breath. “Watch your backs. Verity Long just received a call from inside the Sugarland Heritage Society. Caller reported a murder.”

      I gave it ten seconds before that was all over town.

      “You see why I’m going with you,” I said, trailing him to his police cruiser. Dang. I needed to get my purse.

      “Not yet,” Ellis said, turning to me. “The police will be swarming all over the place.” He dug in his pocket for his keys. “This is the biggest thing since the bank murder.”

      “Which I solved,” I pointed out.

      “You know I think you’re amazing,” he said, with the kind of pride that made me go a bit melty, “but let the police do their job, mortal methods only. I’ll tell you what we find and bring you in as soon as we can.”

      “But a murder?” I protested, unwilling to let it go.

      “I’ll check it out,” he assured me.

      Yes, well, he couldn’t see everything.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I have something to tell you,” he said, opening the door and hitting the lights on the cruiser.

      He’d better.
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