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			Chapter 1

			Sadie bolted upright in bed and squinted into the dark. Someone was in her room. She could hear them breathe and felt the shift in the air as a shadowy figure came closer. Weighing her options, she decided on the most logical choice. Emitting a shrill, piercing scream as a distraction, she launched herself to the farthest side of the bed and scrambled in the drawer of the end table for her pepper spray.

			“Shut up already!” yelled a male voice in reply.

			Sadie flicked on her lamp and blinked rapidly as her eyes adjusted.

			“Detective Petrovich?” Sadie’s jaw dropped. “Dean?”

			He nodded sharply.

			She put a hand on her pounding heart.

			“You scared me half to death!”

			“Sorry to barge in on you like this, but I needed a place to stay.”

			“You didn’t exactly barge; you snuck into my room.” She looked at the bedside clock and groaned. “It’s five in the morning!” Sadie shook her head. “Why me? What about your fiancée? Wouldn’t she be the more logical choice?”

			“They’ll look for me there. I’ve got to lay low until this case blows over.” He paced the floor and wrung his hands nervously. “Staying with Jenny would put her in danger.”

			“But you’re okay putting me in danger?”

			He didn’t reply.

			Sadie sighed, then swung her legs out of bed and walked to the kitchen. She had raging heartburn. Dean followed her and watched as she dug out a roll of antacids from the drawer and popped two in her mouth before heading for the coffeemaker.

			The detective had the good sense to wait until Sadie was seated at her kitchen table with a mug of coffee in front of her before continuing the conversation.

			“I’m in trouble and need a place to say. I’m sure you’ve heard. I’ve got to lay low,” he began. He scrubbed his hand across the stubble of his regulation short hair. “They think I killed her.”

			Sadie hesitated and nodded. It was all over the news. Petrovich’s ex-wife, Jane, had been murdered and most reports had Dean as the shooter. SEATTLE DETECTIVE SHOOTS EX-WIFE. The papers hadn’t had this much fun since a certain senator was caught stepping out on his wife with a transvestite.

			“I have to ask,” Sadie said. “Did you do it?”

			“No!” Dean roared.

			“Okay.” Sadie held her hands up. “But I don’t know how I can help you.”

			“You can start by finding out who did it.”

			“Whoa. You know I’d do anything for you, but I do trauma cleaning. I’m not a police officer and I don’t even pretend to be one.”

			She got up and brought her mug to the sink, pouring out half the coffee. Her stomach felt unsettled. She decided on juice and toast.

			“Move aside,” Sadie told Dean when he followed her. She nodded with her chin. “I need to access my toaster.”

			Instead, Petrovich stepped closer until there were only a couple inches separating them.

			“I need you to do that thing you do.” His voice was quiet and pleading.

			“If you’re talking crime-scene cleanup, I turned down the chance to clean up that scene.” Her bottom lip quivered as she talked and she took a deep breath. “I couldn’t do it. It’s one thing to clean up the blood of strangers. It’s another when you have a personal connection.”

			“I’m talking about that other thing you do. Talking to dead people. I want you to ask Jane who killed her. She won’t even be surprised that you’re talking to her—one time, when we were on better terms, I told her all about what you do.”

			“You told her?” Sadie was annoyed. She’d assumed that information was just between the two of them.

			“Yeah, well, she was fascinated with that kind of shit. Psychics and stuff.”

			Sadie ignored the fact that he’d just called her way of life “shit” and walked around the detective to shove a piece of bread in the toaster.

			“I want to help you get answers, but first of all, you need to know it’s not a given that somebody’s spirit remains behind if they’ve been killed,” Sadie told him.

			“Really?” Petrovich frowned. “Sure as hell feels like it happens all the time with you.”

			It feels like that to me too.

			“Well, it doesn’t happen all the time. You only think that because you happened to be involved in a lot of those cases.” Sadie retrieved peanut butter and jelly from the fridge. “Couple weeks ago I had an unattended death. Guy had a massive heart attack and died alone at home. By the time his neighbors complained about the smell, he’d been gone about a week. You can imagine the state of his apartment.” The toast popped and she systematically slathered on peanut butter and jelly and then took a big bite. “I had to sweep up so many maggots that—”

			“How do you do that?” Petrovich shook his head.

			“Do what?” Sadie asked around a second mouthful of toast.

			“How do you talk about decomposing bodies and maggots while eating?”

			Sadie shrugged.

			“See!” He waggled a finger near her face. “You should’ve been a cop. You’ve got a stronger stomach than most rookies by far.”

			“My point is that there was no spirit lingering behind at that scene. It was nice and peaceful,” she told him.

			“Only you would describe an unattended death scene as peaceful.”

			Sadie drank some orange juice and winced as it caused the stomach acid in her belly to roar back to life.

			“I understand you not wanting to be labeled a killer, okay? But you’re always the first one to tell me that I need to let the cops do their job, Dean. No good will come from me poking around, trying to get your dead ex-wife to talk to me.”

			“My reputation’s on the line here!” His voice got louder. “I’ve been a detective for nearly twenty years! I can’t just stand back and listen to everyone saying I’m guilty without at least trying to get evidence to clear my name.” He put his hands on his hips. “I don’t want to say you owe me, but . . .”

			But she did. She owed Dean big-time. Petrovich had been the cop on the scene of her brother’s suicide. He’d gone above and beyond the call of duty to make sure she was okay then and had saved her sorry trauma-cleaning ass many times since that day. He’d also been a champion of her trauma-cleaning company, Scene-2-Clean, and had referred many families in need of her services over the years. And he’d always been her friend.

			Sadie closed her eyes, feeling suddenly unbearably exhausted, and swayed on her feet.

			“I’ll do whatever I can for you, Dean. I’ll think about how I can help, but right now I gotta go back to bed.”

			“Okay.” He nodded. “That’s good. You sleep on it and I’ll be right here whenever you want to talk.”

			Sadie looked him over and shook her head slowly as she left him in her kitchen and returned to the comfort of her tangled bedsheets.

			When Sadie woke up a second time it was to the doorbell. She glanced at her bedside clock, cursed, and ran for the door.

			Petrovich stopped her in the living room.

			“Don’t answer it. You don’t know who it is. It could be the cops coming to look for me.”

			“It’s Zack. We have a date. He’s taking me out for breakfast.”

			“What! You can’t let him in. I don’t want anyone to know I’m staying with you.”

			Sadie rolled her eyes.

			“Go away for a bit then,” Sadie said, making gentle shooing motions with her hands. “He doesn’t need to know you’re here.”

			“I thought you and Zack broke up.”

			“We did. Or not. It’s complicated.” Her stomach was a bundle of nerves partly because she was still in her pj’s, and there was the little matter of harboring a suspected murderer in her house.

			“If he’s taking you out on a date, even if it’s only breakfast, then you’re obviously back together.”

			“This is our first date since our breakup a couple months ago.”

			They’d started with stilted e-mails, moved on to upbeat texts, and recently had graduated to awkward phone calls, trying to test the waters of their relationship. Sadie was hoping a successful breakfast would pave a bridge across the river of poison that was their past. It might be too much to expect from eggs and bacon, but she was an optimist.

			The doorbell rang again and she waved her hands at Dean with annoyance. “Leave already! We’ll talk when I get back.”

			Sadie made for the door while Petrovich took off.

			“Hi,” Sadie said, smiling at Zack while running a nervous hand through her short-cropped hair. “Sorry, I’m running late.”

			She looked over at her on-again-off-again boyfriend of the last few years. He looked rugged and handsome in Dockers and a button-down shirt. He smelled lightly of cologne. She couldn’t remember Zack ever bothering with cologne before. He’d obviously made an effort. It made her heart do painful flip-flops in her chest and also made her slightly queasy. She was beginning to think she shouldn’t have eaten the specialty taco from that food truck downtown yesterday.

			Zack looked her over without nearly the same appreciation.

			“You just woke you up, didn’t you?”

			“Yeah. Sorry. I had a rough night.” She tugged at the hem of her Mariner’s T-shirt that she wore as a nightgown. “Make yourself comfortable and I’ll be five minutes tops.”

			Zack bent and scooped up Sadie’s pet bunny, Hairy, and stroked the rabbit’s fur.

			“Take your time.”

			Sadie ran to her bedroom and threw on a pair of Levis and a new T-shirt, then hustled into the bathroom to brush her teeth and hair. She applied a little makeup and was ready for her big date.

			Sadie had Zack wait one more minute while she topped off Hairy’s fresh kibble with his favorite yogurt yummy treat. Then they were on their way. Zack opened the passenger door to his Mustang for her, and when she sat down he reached over and buckled her belt. When he started the car he had the radio station tuned to her favorite soft-rock station. He was being so nice it bordered on weirdness.

			They talked about the weather, and basically in Seattle that meant they discussed the various forms of precipitation. It had rained, but now it was just misting, and by the time they reached their destination it had ramped up to a drizzle. Their conversation positively sparkled with moisture.

			Zack had chosen Beth’s Cafe. It was a blast from the past. They’d eagerly shared grease and carbs here after nights of shared passion in Sadie’s bed. Except, it felt different now. Strained.

			“Just like old times,” she quipped with a smile. What she really wanted to say was, Why is this so weird when we’ve known each other so long?

			They walked inside and slipped into one of the small booths. Sadie felt assaulted by the thick, greasy smell of bacon in the air. Her usual iron stomach was betraying her. Must be nerves. She took a calming breath as the waitress came over and filled their coffee cups.

			“I’ll have the country fried steak and eggs over easy. She’ll have the breakfast burrito,” Zack told the waitress.

			“Hold on.” Sadie shook her head. “Not the breakfast burrito.”

			“But you always get the breakfast burrito.” Zack frowned and his tone sounded hurt. He was trying so hard.

			 “You’re right. I love the breakfast burrito.” Why did she want to bungle his hard attempts to please her on this first date? “What was I thinking?”

			Raising his steaming mug of coffee to his face, Zack smiled warmly at her.

			“I thought for a second you were going to tell me you were on a diet or something.” He chuckled. “You’re as skinny as ever.”

			“Um. Thanks.”

			“In a good way,” he said hastily. “Not too skinny. Just that you’ve always had a great appetite and never worried about weight. Not like some women who wouldn’t set foot in this place.”

			Beth’s was famous for twelve-egg omelettes and all-you-can-eat hash browns. It was not a diner for dieters or the faint of heart.

			“Me? On a diet?” Sadie forced a giggle as she sipped her coffee and they fell into an uncomfortable silence. Finally Sadie just blurted, “So I’ve been wanting to ask you about what happened a couple weeks ago at the spa.” Sadie leaned in on her elbows. “What can you tell me?”

			Since Zack was an ex-cop she knew she could trust his instincts when it came to the shooting of Dean’s ex-wife. Even though he was no longer on the force due to a regrettable bullet wound that had created an even more unfortunate addiction to Vicodin, Zack still had a network of friends and fellow boys in blue. She needed to know whether the situation was as dire as Dean Petrovich suggested.

			“Do we really need to talk about this?” Zack asked. He reached out a hand and placed it over hers on top of the table. “I know you’ve had a rough couple weeks. It’s hard to think of Dean slipping over the edge . . . but you’re just going to have to put this behind you.”

			That was easy for him to say. He didn’t have Petrovich hiding out at his place.

			“Just tell me the truth. Do you think he did it?”

			“Sadie, everyone thinks he did it.”

			Sadie frowned.

			“That’s unfair. How can they be sure?”

			She pulled her hand from under his and nervously nibbled the cuticle of her thumb. Taking another sip of her coffee, she struggled with the uneasiness in her stomach and waved the waitress over to ask for some water.

			“Let’s review what we know. It was no secret that Jane and Dean had been squabbling for weeks.” Zack leaned in. “He was seen fighting with her right inside the spa before she was going for her massage. An hour before she was killed. Not to mention the fact that the shooter killed Jane using Dean’s gun and—”

			Sadie put up a hand to stop him.

			“There is a heaping, smelly pile of evidence against him. I know that.” She blew a breath out between pursed lips. “But we’re talking about Dean Petrovich here . . . all round good guy . . . not a bad-ass criminal. What does your gut tell you?”

			The waitress delivered Sadie’s water and she chugged from the glass but didn’t take her eyes off Zack’s. He was the first to break away with a long sigh.

			“You think he did it,” Sadie concluded.

			“I wish there was another suspect in this. I really do. Sometimes, no matter how much you want the evidence to point another way, you gotta go with the facts.”

			Sadie’s heart dropped.

			When the food arrived she stared at the tortilla oozing sour cream, eggs, and cheese onto her plate and immediately thought of the shotgun suicide she’d cleaned the week before. Her stomach made a mysterious gurgling noise. She had no problem chowing down on a smelly tuna sandwich just minutes after cleaning up body decomp. Sadie figured this momentary aversion must be anxiousness over this date with Zack.

			She cut off a large bite of the burrito and stuffed it in her mouth. It was just as gooey and delicious as it had always been.

			“A toast,” Zack said, raising his coffee cup. “To the first date of many.”

			Sadie laughed as she clunked her mug against his.

			When he had to quit the force, Sadie had hired Zack at Scene-2-Clean to help her do trauma cleaning. They’d started off working together, ended up living together, and had never, officially, done the dating thing. Once he’d gone to rehab for a second time and blew her off while turning his entire life around, she’d thought they were done. Now they wanted to try again and they’d agreed to start things off in the right order. Regardless how awkward the date felt, Sadie was cautiously optimistic about their future. Things would get easier. They’d be comfortable together again soon.

			They finished eating and talked about the Seahawks and Zack’s new job as a security advisor. Both were safer subjects than Dean Petrovich. Sadie’s stomach still protested the cheese and eggs, but she ignored it. After breakfast, Zack paid the bill. They walked back to his car and he reached for her hand and held it snugly in his.

			“I wish I didn’t have to go to work,” he said wistfully. “I’d suggest we go for a walk in Discovery Park or something.”

			“That would be nice. Maybe next time?” She smiled up at him.

			“As far as first dates go, I think this went pretty well, don’t you?” he asked.

			Sadie looked up into Zack’s smiling face and he bent to kiss her. Suddenly the breakfast burrito in her stomach roared to life. Before she could stop herself, she threw up all over his shoes.

			“I’m so-o-o sorry!” Sadie exclaimed sorrowfully. “I don’t know where that came from.”

			“Your stomach, apparently,” Zack said dryly. “If you weren’t feeling good this morning you could’ve just said so.” He cringed, looking at his shoes. “I would’ve understood. Really.”

			Zack reached into the backseat of his car and pulled out a couple of warm water bottles. He handed her one to drink and used the other to rinse off his shoes. Sadie swished a mouthful of water in her mouth and spat. Then, while Zack continued to clean his runners, she climbed into the passenger seat of his car, feeling disconcerted and ashamed. The last time she’d felt this embarrassed it had involved a prom date and the unexpected arrival of her period. It was nice to know that at thirty she wasn’t above humiliating herself in front of men.

			“I must be coming down with the flu or something,” she told Zack as he slipped into the driver’s seat. “I wasn’t feeling great first thing this morning and went back to bed.”

			“Hey, it’s okay,” he said, looking over at her and winking. “As long as it wasn’t the company you found repulsive.”

			As Zack drove Sadie back home she checked her phone and noticed she had multiple texts from her good friend, Maeva, wondering how the breakfast date had gone. Although Maeva was a psychic by trade, her abilities didn’t allow her to read much into Sadie’s love life. That was probably a good thing.

			When they pulled into her driveway things became awkward again. They should’ve ended their date with at least a kiss, but instead Sadie got a friendly pat on her knee. What the knee rub lacked in passion it made up for in good intentions.

			“Thanks for breakfast,” she said. “Sorry about throwing it up all over your shoes.”

			“Rest today. I’ll call you tomorrow,” he promised. “Feel better.”

			Once back inside her house Sadie locked the door behind her and then slumped onto her sofa.

			“How’d it go?” Petrovich asked.

			Sadie jumped.

			“Could you announce yourself or something instead of just appearing out of nowhere?”

			Petrovich ignored her complaint.

			“Must’ve been some kind of hot date,” he commented. “The guy doesn’t even come inside afterward.”

			“It was fine. He has to work.” She looked up at him. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

			He put his hands up. “You’re right. So what did he have to say about me?”

			Sadie raised her eyebrows. “We were on a date. What makes you think we talked about you? You didn’t want anyone to know you were here, remember?”

			Sadie rubbed at her sternum where acid was bubbling up from her stomach.

			“Oh c’mon, you mean you didn’t even ask Bowman about the case? You could’ve asked his opinion without telling him where I was.” Petrovich began to pace. “I need help here, Sadie. I need you to be my ears and find out what everyone is saying. You gotta help me find out who really did this and—”

			Sadie’s office phone rang from her den down the hall and she was grateful for the interruption.

			“Hold that thought,” she told Dean and ran down the hall to pick up the business line.

			She answered the call in her most businesslike tone.

			“Scene-2-Clean. How can I help you?” She dug in her desk drawer and found an old roll of antacids and popped one in her mouth.

			“I’m Harrison and I manage an apartment block up by Northgate Mall. Last week they found a body in one of our apartments. Tenant was killed by her boyfriend but nobody knew about it until the neighbors started smelling something.”

			“Yes, I heard about the incident on the news,” Sadie said sympathetically. “Very sad.”

			“Yeah, well, I called the police and asked when they were going to come and clean up the mess at this place so I can put an ad in the paper and get it rented out, you know?” Harrison said, sounding agitated. “But they tell me they don’t even do the cleaning. Said I’ve gotta call a trauma cleaner so I Googled and found you.”

			“Yes, you’re correct. Once the police have retrieved all their evidence from a scene the cleanup is the owner’s responsibility. The good news is that insurance will usually cover my costs.”

			“That’s great to know ’cause I’m just in charge of renting out the apartments, you know? I’m not paid enough to go in there and wipe up after somebody dies.”

			“I’m certified to handle decomp and blood-borne pathogens, so you were right to call a professional,” she told him. “I can be there for an initial walk-through early this afternoon.”

			Harrison was thrilled to have her start so soon. Sadie got the address from him and promised to be there in a couple hours.

			“Please gather the insurance information in the meantime,” Sadie told him, and they ended the call.

			Sadie smiled and the grin turned into a yawn. She’d had a solid night’s sleep and still felt like she could go back to bed. She was definitely coming down with something.

			“Sorry about that,” she said to Dean as she returned to the living room. “Got a job to do over by Northgate Mall. So, what were you saying?”

			“I was saying that I need your help to do some investigating into Jane’s death. Find out what really happened so everyone stops putting the blame on me.” He was tossing his hands in the air with agitation and walking back and forth across the room.

			Sadie could think of a thousand reasons to avoid this mess like the plague. But she knew that if Dean really needed her, she had to be there for him. Sometimes being a good friend sucked pond water.

			“Dean, you’re a cop. You must’ve told me a thousand times to leave the investigating to the police. What if I start nosing around and make things worse? Don’t you see the advantage of leaving the investigation into Jane’s death to the detectives to handle?”

			“I’m a cop so I know exactly how they are handling it. They’ve pinned it on me and nobody’s looking any further.” He stopped pacing just a couple inches away. “Just see if you can talk to Jane.”

			“That means I’d have to go to where she was killed.”

			“She was murdered at a spa!” he shouted. “Make yourself an appointment for something girly and maybe Jane’ll show up and talk to you. Geez, do I have to think of everything? I thought you loved talking to the dead?”

			“I don’t ever remember saying I love it,” Sadie replied. “I’m going to try and help you without messing up the investigation, okay?”

			The doorbell rang and Petrovich rolled his eyes. “This place is like Grand Central frickin’ station!”

			He grumbled to himself and headed down the hall while Sadie answered the door.

			“I’m back, baby!” Maeva exclaimed when Sadie opened the door.

			“You’re back from where?” Sadie asked her best friend.

			Maeva pushed through the door. She was a vision in a flowing gauzy peasant dress and a jangle of gold chains.

			“I’m back from limbo land. Now that Osbert is completely weaned, I decided it was time to test my psychic prowess and went back to work.”

			“I didn’t know you were going back to Madam Maeva’s so soon,” Sadie said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“It isn’t soon. Between pregnancy, birthing, and nursing I’ve been off nearly a year. I didn’t tell anyone besides Terry about trying to go back to work.”

			“Nice to tell your husband but not your best friend,” Sadie smirked.

			“I didn’t want to tell anyone I was going back until I was sure my abilities had returned,” Maeva explained. “I had a session this morning and it was like all my psychicness is back—bigger and better than ever. Saw a woman’s dead father and she got to make peace with him. It was a beautiful moment.”

			“That’s awesome,” Sadie said, glancing distractedly over her shoulder.

			“Is there a reason we’re standing at your front door?” Maeva asked, then her eyes got big and round and she whispered, “Oh my God, you had your breakfast date with Zack this morning! How did it go?” She lowered her voice even more. “Is he in the bedroom? Did I interrupt something?”

			“No, he’s not here.” Sadie laughed. “Let’s go for a walk. I just need some fresh air.”

			She stuffed her feet into her Nikes and pushed Maeva out the front door.

			“What’s going on? Why are you acting so weird?”

			Sadie ignored Maeva’s questions until they were at the end of the driveway, and then she said out of the side of her mouth, “Petrovich is holed up inside my house.”

			Maeva was quiet a moment, then muttered “Wow” under her breath.

			“Exactly,” Sadie continued as they picked up speed on their walk. “Apparently he wants me to find out who really killed his ex-wife.”

			“But I thought he killed her,” Maeva said. “That’s what every TV channel and newspaper has said all along.”

			“I know. That’s what everyone thinks. Except Dean.” Sadie slowed her walking pace and stuffed her hands in her jeans. “I can’t even think straight because I’m so damn tired.”

			“He kept you up all night?” Maeva asked.

			“No, but he woke me up early, and even though I went back to bed for a couple hours, I’m beat. Even my hair feels tired. Don’t stand too close. I might be coming down with the flu.”

			“I’m betting it’s just stress over renewing your relationship with Zack,” Maeva said with a smirk. “Speaking of that, how did the breakfast date go?”

			“About as poorly as it possibly could.”

			“I doubt it was as bad as you think.”

			“I threw up on him.”

			Maeva stopped walking and stared. “You’re kidding.”

			“I wish I was.”

			Suddenly Maeva tilted her head and looked Sadie over from head to toe. “Hold up your hands. Let me see if I can get a reading off of you.”

			Maeva was touch-sensitive and couldn’t physically contact Sadie. Due to the fact that Sadie connected so strongly with the dead, Maeva had a physical reaction to Sadie’s touch that was much like Sadie’s reaction to her breakfast burrito. To give her friend a reading, Maeva merely hovered her hands very closely to Sadie’s fingers and somehow felt the vibe.

			“Hurry up. The neighbors are liable to call the cops and tell them there’s a couple of weirdos doing a strange dance on the sidewalk.”

			Maeva shushed her and frowned seriously before dropping her hands and turning on her heel. She began jogging back in the direction they’d just come, with Sadie panting after her.

			“Where are you going?” Sadie asked. “Aren’t we going for a walk?”

			“No. We’re going back to get my car and then we’re going to the store.”

			“Why?” Sadie demanded, running after her.

			“To buy a pregnancy test.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“I am not pregnant!” Sadie shouted.

			A neighbor across the street glanced over at Sadie and smirked.

			“I’m not,” Sadie insisted on a whisper.

			“You threw up, you’re exhausted, and I’m betting you’re late.” Maeva counted the offenses on her fingers. “Remember I just told you how my psychic powers have returned bigger and better? Well, I just got a distinct vibe off of you that screamed momma!”

			“I’m sure your vibrations have been wrong before, and late shmate.” She shook her head. “If I think hard about it I’m sure I am a little late, but I’ve never had a regular cycle so that doesn’t matter.” Sadie stomped angrily as they walked up the driveway to her house. “So what if I’m tired. So what if I threw up. None of that matters.”

			Maeva stopped next to her car and pointed a finger at Sadie’s belly.

			“It matters if it means you’re growing a baby inside of you.”

			“This would have to be an immaculate conception because, news flash, Zack and I haven’t even had sex!” Sadie hissed.

			“Who said anything about Zack?”

			“Who then . . .” Sadie’s mind raced. Abruptly her jaw went slack and she leaned on the hood of Maeva’s car. “Not Owen!” She realized she was shouting when the same neighbor across the street gave her the evil stink eye. Sadie waved in return and then lowered her voice. “We slept together one time. Once! And that was weeks ago!”

			“Last time I checked, all it ever took was one time. Have you had your period since then?”

			“I must have.” Sadie rubbed the creases between her eyes as she tried to concentrate.

			Maeva pressed the key fob to unlock her car.

			“Get in. It’ll take five minutes to pick up a test at the store.”

			“B-but I can’t be pregnant. We were careful,” Sadie explained, and then she cringed. “Most of the time.”

			“Most of the time?” Maeva’s eyebrows went up in question as she climbed into the driver’s seat. “I thought you said it was a onetime thing.”

			“I guess what I should’ve said was that it was a one night thing.” Sadie nervously dragged her fingers through her hair. “It’s possible that one of the times that night we weren’t careful.”

			“Get in the car.”

			“No.” Sadie stuck out her bottom lip. “This is ridiculous.”

			“Fine. You don’t have to come. I’ll go to the store and be back in a few minutes.”

			Maeva closed the car door and backed out of the driveway. Sadie watched her go and then grumbled to herself as she walked toward the front door.

			“I’m not pregnant. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!”

			She thought about Owen Sorkin and her face grew hot. She’d helped out at an investment property he’d owned. That had been right around the time Zack had told her that they were officially on a break. Sadie had been needy and Owen had been both sexy and persistent. There was no relationship. In the end she told him she didn’t want to pursue anything because she wanted to repair things with Zack. Then Owen had left to attend to his life and she’d gone back to hers.

			Sadie let herself back inside her house. Hairy scampered over to greet her by twitching his whiskers. She scooped up her bunny and sat down on the sofa.

			“Your lunatic friend gone?” Dean asked from down the hall.

			“She’s not a lunatic,” Sadie mumbled. “And she’ll be back soon.”

			“You think she’s normal? That Maeva’s about five gallons of crazy in a one-quart container.” He chuckled at his comment.

			“Want to know what crazy is? Crazy is having sex with someone and getting accidentally knocked up like a teenager! Now that’s ten shades of crazy!”

			She was screaming. Hairy squirmed in her lap and Sadie put him down on the floor.

			“Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Are you going to have a baby?”

			Sadie folded her arms across her chest angrily and didn’t respond.

			Dean walked around the front of the sofa and faced her.

			“It’s not such a bad thing. You and Zack always knew you’d end up together anyway, right?”

			“I need to have a couple minutes to myself. Give me a second, okay?” Sadie got up and went to the kitchen. She poured herself a tall glass of water and drank it down while she looked over the calendar she had pinned to a wall. The last few months had been a roller-coaster ride of instability in her life. She’d been concentrating on saving her business and keeping her house from going into foreclosure. She’d worked her ass off, taking on all sorts of jobs that she’d normally turn down. She’d been so busy and stressed it would be no wonder if her cycle was even more off than usual. She took a relieved breath. It was all stress. She was sure of it.

			By the time Maeva returned with a small white box in her hand, Sadie waved her away dismissively.

			“It’s stress. I’ve been thinking about it, and yeah, I’ve just been working too hard. Things’ll get better soon. Now that business is better I’ve paid off some debt and got my mortgage back under control, so I’m back to living the American dream.”

			“Take the test.”

			Maeva dropped the box on the kitchen table.

			“It’s stress.”

			“Then it’s no big deal. Just do it to appease me. Do it so you can tell me I told you so, and then we can have a big laugh about it later.”

			“Fine.” Sadie snatched up the box. “Be prepared to laugh your butt off in a couple minutes because this is going to be freakin’ hilarious.”

			But a few minutes later when Sadie returned to the kitchen with the plastic stick in her hand her eyes were wild and filled with tears.

			“Maybe I need to do another one. I’ve never been good at taking tests.”

			Sadie showed Maeva the test stick with the two distinct pink lines.

			“Oh, hon, I’m so sorry but it’ll be okay. You’ll see. Things will work out. . . .”

			Sadie dropped onto a kitchen chair next to her friend. Her mind raced in circles and she could feel Maeva’s concerned eyes on her. Finally, she couldn’t stand it anymore.

			“I’ve got to go.” Sadie got up so abruptly she had to stop her chair from keeling over. “I told a client I’d be out to do a walk-through at a job and . . .” She glanced at her watch. “It’s already noon.” She made shooing motions with her hands. “I’ll talk to you later. I have to get ready.”

			“The land of denial is a very inviting place but eventually you’ve got to return to the here and now,” Maeva told her wisely. “I’m here for you whenever you want to talk.”

			“Just be here for me somewhere else.”

			Sadie walked her friend to the door. When Maeva left she made Sadie promise to call her later. Sadie locked the door and then leaned against it for a moment with her eyes closed. When she opened them Dean Petrovich was watching her from the hallway. She held up a hand.

			“I do not want to talk about it.” She made her way down the hall to the mudroom that led to her garage door and slipped her feet inside her Nikes. Petrovich followed her. With her hand on the door Sadie turned to him. “Look, I know you’re hell-bent on having me help you clear your name and I’m going to be there for you any way that I can, but right now I’ve got a business to run and I need to scream hysterically in my car to clear my head.”

			“Fine. I’ll just talk to you later,” he said, wisely backing off.

			Sadie walked into her garage. Her Corolla was parked beside the Scene-2-Clean van. Since she was doing only an initial walk-through, she’d need only a hazmat suit and a camera, so she’d be taking the car that was already stocked with those supplies. She climbed behind the wheel and pressed the button on the garage door remote. While the door rumbled and rattled open, Sadie dropped her head to the steering wheel and cried.

			She cried most of the way to her appointment. When she pulled to the curb in front of the four-level concrete building that was her destination, Sadie glanced at her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her eyes were puffy and red-rimmed.

			“Great. I look like shit.”

			She got out of the car and grabbed a tote bag from the trunk that held her supplies. The air was cool and in the mid-fifties with a touch of drizzle. She took deep breaths as she walked toward the building and felt a lot calmer by the time she was pressing the building manager’s buzzer.

			“Wait in the lobby and I’ll come down,” Harrison told her after he buzzed her inside.

			Harrison was a tall, twentysomething redhead who looked like he was in over his head managing a building where people got murdered. He looked Sadie over and frowned.

			“Are you okay?” he asked.

			“Allergies.” She cleared her throat and rubbed her eyes.

			“I hear you.” He nodded knowingly. “It’s apartment 211. Next to the laundry room.” He handed her the key and a sheet of paper. “That’s the insurance information and the contact info for the guy who owns the building. Do you need me to come inside the apartment with you?”

			“No. I can take it from here.”

			“Thank God.” He shook his head, relieved. “People at that end of the hall are ready to move out because of the smell. It has gotten much better since they pulled Yolanda’s body outta there, but still . . . it reeks.”

			“Not for long. I’ll take care of it. I’m just doing a walk-through now to take pictures for insurance purposes and to see what will be required.” She lifted her tote bag that contained her hazmat suit and camera. “Next, I’ll gather all my equipment and start cleaning. Probably tomorrow. I promise you that by the time I’m done, it’ll smell like daisies.”

			Harrison looked skeptical about the concept that body decomposition could end up smelling like fresh flowers, but he was willing to hope for the best.

			“Right.” He nodded. “Have at it then.”

			Sadie took the stairs up to the second floor and was out of breath by the time she reached the apartment. She had a vision of trying to do that same simple walk nine months pregnant and shook her head violently. She didn’t want to think about that now.

			The distinct smell of decomp permeated the hallway. Normally it had little effect on her, but today it seemed to reach up inside her sinuses and tug on her gag reflex. She decided to use the laundry room next door as a safe zone. She stepped inside and pulled the disposable hazmat suit out of her tote bag. An older woman folding laundry in the corner eyed Sadie curiously. Sadie offered her a halfhearted wave as she slipped into gear complete with booties, gloves, and a full facial respirator. She breathed easier with the respirator blocking out the bad smell. Carrying her camera, she stepped into the hall and plugged the apartment key into the lock, turning the deadbolt.

			Once inside she began snapping photos of the living room. It was clear that Yolanda’s body had rested where there was now a sticky puddle of bodily fluids and sloughed skin. Maggots were having a heyday too. Cleaning up scenes of unattended death was nothing new to Sadie. While her finger clicked the shutter button on the camera, her mind listed supplies needed to clean the mess and the number of hours required.

			Once she had all the photos she needed, she turned to leave and came face-to-face with a thin black woman who looked dazed and confused. The marks around her neck told Sadie this was the ghost of Yolanda, the woman who’d been strangled in this apartment.

			Abruptly, Sadie’s heart began to race and she felt a tightening around her own neck. She tried to gasp for air but it was as though a noose was around her neck. She dropped her camera as she clawed desperately at her throat. The invisible grip tightened. Her lungs burned and her eyes began to bulge. Sadie grabbed at her throat and the ghost of Yolanda tilted her head and, with openmouthed confusion, watched Sadie struggle.

			In desperation, Sadie bolted from the apartment. As soon as she was in the hall the grip around her throat disappeared. She ripped off her respirator and drew in a hoarse, ragged breath and coughed repeatedly. She bent at the waist and sucked air into her lungs.

			“You okay?” The woman who’d been folding laundry was in the hall with her basket of towels balanced on one hip.

			“Peachy,” Sadie replied and coughed again. “Thanks.”

			Sadie straightened and turned to look at the apartment door. What the hell was that all about? She’d never experienced anything like that. Her camera was in there. She needed to go back inside but she couldn’t bring herself to do it alone.

			She returned to the laundry room, dug her cell phone out of her tote, and dialed Zack’s number.

			“I know you’re probably really busy at that big security and safety director job you do now, but I was wondering if you got any kind of a lunch break or anything?” Sadie asked.

			“Sure. I was just about to go for a bite. Are you feeling better? Do you want to join me?”

			“I’m just at a job and I could use a little help.” Sadie described a little of what was going on and about being scared to go inside for her camera. Zack had worked with her. He knew about her supernatural abilities and, even though he didn’t talk about it much, he accepted it as just another weird Sadie trait.

			“Let me get this straight; you’re scared of a ghost? You?” There was laughter in his voice. “My Sadie . . . the gal who deals with this kind of talking to the dead thing all the time?”

			She smiled a little at his use of “my Sadie.”

			“Yes. Well, maybe I’m just having a bad day all round.” She laughed herself. “As you know, I’m not feeling my best today.”

			“My shoes remember it well,” Zack said. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

			Sadie greeted Zack at his Mustang at the curb and retrieved a hazmat suit from the trunk of her car and handed it to him.

			“Oh my God. What happened to your throat?” he asked, running a finger gently on her neck. “You’re all bruised.”

			Sadie opened her mouth to speak then shut it again and simply shrugged. She didn’t want to get into the fact that something had somehow tried to strangle her. As an ex-cop, Zack liked to deal with things he could see in the here and now. Although he’d come to accept her so-called talent, she didn’t like to shove his face in it and add more strain to their already tentative relationship by stating she was now having to wrestle with spirits.

			They walked into the building and made their way to the laundry room, where Zack donned a hazmat suit just as Sadie had. They’d worked together for a couple years. Even though he’d left trauma cleaning for the comparative thrills of security consultation, he still knew the drill. Sadie opened the apartment door for him and Zack slipped inside. He was back in the hall only seconds later and tossed her the camera.

			“Thanks!” Sadie smiled. “And sorry for taking up your lunch hour on such a stupid quest.”

			“No big deal. I’m always there for you. You know that.”

			Sadie felt tears prick her eyes and she nodded.

			Zack lifted her chin with the tip of his finger and frowned.

			“What’s up?”

			She shook her head.

			“Just off my game.” She offered him a brave smile. “I think I need to go home and sleep this day away and start fresh tomorrow.”

			He put his hand to her forehead.

			“No fever but you’re definitely not yourself.”

			They walked back to their cars and he pulled her into a hug.

			“Straight home to bed,” he whispered into her hair.

			Sadie agreed and waved good-bye as Zack took off down the street. Once back in her car she put her Bluetooth in her ear and dialed Maeva’s number as she steered away from the curb.

			“Something weird is happening to me,” Sadie started.

			“It’s not weird. It’s perfectly natural. Pregnancy brings on many changes and—”

			“I’m not talking about being p-p – . . .” Sadie licked her lips.

			“You can’t even say it!”

			“First of all, just because some dumb window on a plastic stick turned into two pink lines does not mean I have a not mean I have a human being growing inside my uterus.”

			“Yes, that’s exactly what it means.”

			“But I can’t be pregnant!”

			“You can. We already discussed the who and the when, remember? I’m telling you like it is. Those tiny little sperm are sneaky suckers.” Maeva took a deep breath. “So . . . have you called him yet?”

			“Who?”

			“Owen Sorkin! Your baby’s father!”

			“Oh God.” Sadie swallowed bile. “I just threw up a little in my mouth.”

			“First trimester sucks,” Maeva said. “I strongly encourage you to start carrying an extra-large Ziploc bag in your purse for those times you’re feeling sick and aren’t near a bathroom.”

			“Shut up!” Sadie shuddered with revulsion. “I can’t deal with that right now. Just let me tell you the real reason why I called.”

			“Fine. Go ahead.”

			Sadie explained to Maeva about what happened in the apartment and her voice shook a little as she described how she felt like her windpipe was being crushed.

			“So this Yolanda ghost attacked you?”

			“Yes. No.” Sadie thought about it. “I don’t know. Actually, the whole time she just sort of stood there looking confused.”

			“So it was another ghost that tried to choke you?”

			“I didn’t see another ghost.” Sadie rubbed the tender marks around her throat and sighed. “It was just me and Yolanda.”

			“Huh.” Maeva paused a minute. “I’ve got an idea. . . . You’re not far from my place, so why don’t you stop in for a cup of coffee and we can talk about it. Unless you’d rather I come to your place?”

			Sadie thought about Dean Petrovich waiting at her place and told Maeva, “I’ll be at your house in five.”

			When Sadie arrived at Maeva’s place she was immediately handed her godson, Osbert.

			“Take him for a second,” Maeva said, holding her house phone to her chest to cover the receiver. “I’m just talking to my neighbor.”

			Sadie looked at the seven-month-old boy in her arms and cringed. He had yellow snot running from his nose and crusted to his cheeks.

			“Hello, Ozzie my boy,” Sadie cooed. “You’re looking particularly unappealing today.” She whispered to Maeva, “Is there a tissue box around here somewhere?”

			Sadie followed the direction Maeva pointed across the kitchen, where a box of Kleenex sat on the counter. Sadie grabbed numerous tissues and tried to wipe down Osbert’s face, but he squirmed and cried out in protest. Pudgy arms kept blocking Sadie’s attempts to clean him up, until finally the little guy buried his face against Sadie’s chest and wiped the mess on her shirt.

			“Nice. I’ll remember this sixteen years from now when you want to borrow my car.”

			Maeva hung up the phone and took back her son.

			“Sorry about that. I’ve been feeding the neighbor’s cat and collecting her mail while she’s out of town and she was just calling to check up on Mr. Mike,” Maeva explained.

			“Mr. Mike?”

			“The cat.”

			“Is that the elderly neighbor whose husband just died a couple weeks ago?” Sadie asked.

			“Yes. She decided to visit her daughters in Portland after the funeral.”

			Maeva brought Osbert over to the kitchen sink and turned on the tap. Digging out a rag, she soaked it then scrubbed down the boy’s face while he screamed in indignation. Then she got a new wet rag out for Sadie to use on her shirt.

			“Sorry, he’s got a bit of a cold and flu. It’s affecting both ends.”

			“What does that mean?”

			The words were no sooner out of her mouth when the putrid smell reached her.

			“Oh God.” Sadie clamped a hand over her mouth and nose. “That’s coming from him?”

			“Oh c’mon.” Maeva rolled her eyes. “You smell worse things than that in your line of work.”

			Sadie thought about the smell of body decomp earlier in the day and felt it was a pretty close call.

			Maeva handed Sadie a mug of coffee, then left the room to clean her boy. She was back in less than two minutes.

			“That was fast,” Sadie remarked.

			“What can I say? I’ve got it down to a fine art. You’ll be surprised how quickly you adapt.” She put Osbert down on a blanket on the floor and then sat down at the table next to Sadie and lowered her voice to a soft, empathetic tone. “Have you decided how to handle this?” She pointed at Sadie’s stomach.

			“You’re wrong. I don’t feel pregnant. I think the test was a dud.”

			“They’re supposed to be ninety-nine percent accurate.”

			“Right. So I’m the one percent.”

			“Not likely.”

			“What percentage of women can see and talk to the dead? Would you say that figure is over one percent? I don’t think so.” Sadie smiled triumphantly at Maeva. “If I can be special in one way, I can be special in another.”

			Sadie lifted the coffee mug to her lips, took a big gulp, and then made a sour face.

			“That’s horrible.” Sadie put the cup down. “Since when do you serve bad coffee?”

			“It’s organic decaf. It’s what I drank while pregnant and nursing.”

			Sadie pushed the mug away. “I know you want to harp on this pregnancy thing, but I called my doctor on my way over and made an appointment for tomorrow. Until I hear it from his mouth, I don’t want to deal with it. Let’s not use the word pregnant until then, okay?”

			“Fine.” Maeva’s mouth turned up in a tiny smirk. “Let’s talk about what happened to your neck and how you got strangled by someone or something at this job.”

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do about that.” Sadie rubbed the back of her neck. “I guess I could turn the job down. Make an excuse and refer him to another trauma-cleaning company.”

			“But business has just been improving. You finally got on top of bills and are back to making a profit. Turning away work is not an easy option. Especially now that you’re—” Maeva stopped herself.

			Sadie gave her a warning glance. “As my go-to expert on psychic phenomena, how do you suggest I handle this situation?”

			“Well, first I think you should come with me to my neighbor’s house to feed her cat.”

			Sadie offered to carry the new, cleaner version of Osbert as they walked to the small ranch house next door. Normally she’d be blowing raspberries against Osbert’s pudgy cheeks and bouncing him around. Not wanting to take a chance on either end releasing noxious substances, she opted to hold him like a sack of potatoes on her hip.

			Maeva unlocked the neighbor’s front door and called for the cat.

			“Mr. Mike? Here kitty, kitty!”

			Sadie sat down in a nearby living room armchair with Osbert on her lap.

			“What are you doing?” Maeva asked.

			“Sitting.”

			“Well don’t,” Maeva admonished. “Come with me in the kitchen. I, um, might need your help.”

			“To open a can of cat food?” Sadie grumbled but got up and followed anyway.

			In the kitchen, Maeva took Osbert from Sadie’s arms and pointed to the door to a walk-in pantry.

			“Grab a can of the seafood feast. That’s his favorite.”

			Sadie opened the door to the pantry and the first thing she saw was at least a dozen neatly stacked cans of cat food on the first shelf. She reached for a can of seafood feast just as a bald elderly man with large liver spots on his head appeared in the pantry with her. Inadvertently, Sadie’s hand touched the ghost and she shuddered with revulsion. Coming in physical contact with the dead gave her the heebie-jeebies.

			Sadie acknowledged the ghost with a nod.

			“How ya doing?” she asked as she backed out of the pantry with the cat food.

			Suddenly Sadie felt an excruciating pain in her chest. She stumbled backward and dropped the cat food.

			“Argh!”

			The pain caused Sadie to drop to her knees, and she clutched her chest as wave after wave of white-hot agony ripped through her.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Maeva jumped in front of Sadie and slammed the pantry door shut.

			“Look at me!” Maeva shouted and knelt to Sadie’s level. “You are fine! Do you hear me? You are not having a heart attack.”

			Sadie couldn’t bring herself to speak, but slowly she got to her feet.

			“Let’s get outside,” Maeva said.

			Sadie staggered and dragged herself out of the house. Once outside, the pain evaporated and she slumped onto the steps.

			“I need to go to the hospital.”

			“No. There’s nothing wrong with you,” Maeva assured her with a small laugh as she balanced Osbert on her hip.

			“My heart just about exploded in there!” Sadie’s fingers bit into her arms as she hugged herself. “Obviously, there is something seriously wrong, and why the hell are you laughing?”

			“The job you had at that apartment today, how did the woman die?” Maeva demanded through a fit of giggles.

			“Yolanda?” Sadie shrugged. “I don’t remember. In the paper it said her body was discovered after neighbors began complaining of the smell. Basically, all I needed to know was that it was a decomp scene. I try not to get too much info on the victims.”

			“So that’s as far as you read because you were hoping to get the cleanup call,” Maeva added.

			“And I did get the call. Not that it’s done me a lot of good,” Sadie grumbled. “I don’t know how the hell I’m going to go back to that apartment if there’s a ghost trying to choke me.”

			“I looked it up after I talked to you on the phone. That Yolanda woman was strangled by her old boyfriend.”

			“Strangled?” Sadie touched the tender area around her throat and winced. “So the boyfriend’s ghost came back to try and choke me?”

			“No!” Maeva cried with exasperation. She moved Osbert to her other hip and snapped her fingers in Sadie’s face. “Think about it. What just happened to you inside my neighbor’s house?”

			“I felt like I got hit in the chest by a ton of bricks. Like I was having a heart attack or something.”

			“Right. And it happened after you saw my neighbor’s ghost. The man who had a heart attack inside that pantry two weeks ago while reaching for a box of Twinkies.”

			Sadie let the weight of that information settle inside her head, and then she got angry.

			“You set me up!” Sadie got to her feet and pointed an accusing finger at her friend. “You knew what was going to happen to me and that’s why you wanted me to open the pantry.”

			“I didn’t know for sure but I figured it was the easiest way to find out.”

			“That was mean.”

			Maeva just laughed and handed Sadie her godson. “Hold him, will ya? I still gotta feed Mr. Mike.”

			Sadie remained on the step with Osbert while her friend went back into the house.

			“No offense, Ozzie, but I didn’t sign up for motherhood and I’m hoping this is just an elaborate practical joke or an allergic reaction to my new fabric softener. Not that I don’t hope to have kids one day, but hopefully I’ll be married. Or at least seriously dating someone who is the father of the child, know what I mean?”

			Osbert gurgled happily and shoved his entire fist in his mouth in reply and then blew a huge snotty bubble out of his nose.

			When Maeva returned a few minutes later they walked back to her house.

			“I think I’ve figured all this out.” Sadie moved Osbert to her other hip and gestured as she spoke. “All of this stuff . . . the feeling like I’m being choked, the pain in my chest when I’m here, and my missed periods . . . I’m not pregnant, right? I’m just having some kind of supernatural flu.”

			“Remember what happened to me when I was pregnant? My hormones played havoc on my abilities. All of my psychic skills pretty much dried up and disappeared throughout my pregnancy and it stayed that way until after I’d finished nursing Osbert and—”

			“Exactly!” Sadie exclaimed as they walked inside Maeva’s house. “I can’t be pregnant because I’m still seeing ghosts. I saw Yolanda inside her apartment and, just now, I saw your dead neighbor in his pantry. If I was pregnant I’d be losing my abilities, like you did, but I’m still seeing ghosts!”

			Maeva exhaled a world-weary sigh that sounded like the kind often produced by Sadie’s own mother.

			“Look, being pregnant messes with your psychic capabilities but not everyone reacts the same way. For some, their powers diminish. For others, they increase or take on an entirely new level. Since your brother died and you began working as a trauma cleaner, you’ve been able to see and talk to the dead and help them move on to the next dimension, and now . . .” She took Osbert from Sadie’s arms and offered her friend a sympathetic look. “And now you can also feel what killed them. Your pain is what they experienced when they died.”

			Sadie blinked rapidly and her mouth opened and closed like a goldfish.

			“What?” Sadie shrieked when she finally found words. She scrubbed her palms against her face. “No, no, no! That is not possible! My livelihood has me cleaning up after traumatic death . . . murders . . . unattended deaths . . . friggin’ stabbings and shootings!” She threw her hands up in the air. “There is no way I can work if I’m experiencing that level of pain!”

			“Go home. Rest. See your doctor tomorrow to confirm we are talking about pregnancy here and, in the meantime, let me think about this situation.”

			“I can’t rest at home. I’ve got Detective Petrovich hiding out at my house, remember?”

			“Well, maybe talking to him about his situation will help get your mind off your own,” Maeva suggested.

			“That’s the worst advice ever,” Sadie complained as she stuffed her feet into her shoes.

			Her arms and legs felt like they were weighted down by lead, or like all her worries were adding a hundred pounds of water weight. It was the PMS from hell.

			She drove toward home with her mind on cruise control. Abruptly a thought became front and center in her mind. She had to deal with the apartment near Northgate Mall, or she’d lose all credibility with her client. She could handle a lot of distractions on the job, but there was no way in hell she could handle being strangled all day while scrubbing away body decomp.

			Plugging her Bluetooth in her ear, Sadie scrolled through her phone until she found the number she wanted—Joe, who’d worked part-time for her before the economy went south and dragged her bank account with it.

			“This is Joe,” came the slightly effeminate voice in her ear.

			“Hi, Joe. Sadie Novak.”

			“Sadie? Well, hello-o-o-o blast from my past. How are things hanging for my favorite blood-’n’-guts girl?”

			“Good. Things are good,” Sadie lied, and propped up her vocals to a happy level. “So good, in fact, I’m looking for a relief pitcher.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, I’m swamped and I’ve got a couple jobs on the go at the same time. I’ve got this decomp scene at an apartment near Northgate Mall, and of course, I immediately thought of you.”

			“I’m flattered that the smell of rotting corpses makes you think of me.” He giggled and then she could hear him suck on a cigarette. “When do you need it?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“Oh c’mon! I’ve got a life, you know? I can’t drop everything on so short notice. I’m working all week helping to clean a grow-op in Renton.”

			“This will only take a day, and besides, we both know grow-ops are boring work. It’ll still be there when you get back, and the poor neighbors in this building are suffering from the stench.”

			He sighed and Sadie rolled her eyes, knowing she had to make it worth his while and sweeten the deal.

			“Tell you what—if you use all your own equipment, I’ll pay you up front so you don’t have to wait for the insurance money to come in,” Sadie offered. “Plus, I’ll only take twenty percent for myself instead of my usual thirty.”

			“Make it ten percent for you and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

			“Ten!” Sadie tightened her grip on the steering wheel and snarled, “You wouldn’t even be getting the job if it weren’t for Scene-2-Clean’s name!”

			“And you wouldn’t be calling unless you’d bitten off more than you could chew and were in a bind.” She heard him as he sucked more cancer into his lungs. Finally, he relented. “Fine. You can have fifteen percent but I want to get paid as soon as the job’s done.”

			Sadie gritted her teeth.

			“Deal.”

			Ten minutes later Sadie pulled up to Joe’s dilapidated bungalow. It was a good thing he cleaned crime scenes better than he cleaned up after himself. Joe was a slob. He answered the door with a few days’ straggly growth on his pointy twenty-five-year-old chin and multiple stains on a faded T-shirt. Sadie handed off the key to Yolanda’s building, along with a paper listing the address and firm instructions to work all day tomorrow and get the job done.

			“So I can count on you?” she asked.

			“Of course.” He straightened. “I am a professional.”

			“Good. Call me when you’re done and I’ll swing by and drop off your check.”

			“You got it, girlfriend.”

			He fist-bumped Sadie’s knuckles and then she went back to her car. Before she drove away Sadie dialed the landlord’s number. She told Harrison she’d have an employee over to clean the apartment first thing in the morning. He told her he didn’t care who cleaned the place as long as the smell was gone when they were done.

			“I want it fresh as a baby by the time you guys are finished,” Harrison said.

			Sadie thought about Osbert oozing putrid liquids from either end.

			“It’ll be cleaner than a baby,” Sadie promised. “And it’ll smell better too.”

			Sadie steered her car in the direction of home, but when she drove past a Rite Aid drugstore she found herself cutting off traffic to a cacophony of car horns as she pulled to the curb. When she entered the store it took her only a few seconds to locate what she was looking for but the selection was vast. And confusing. In the end, she gathered eight different pregnancy tests and a large bottled water. She headed to the checkout.

			“Guess you can never be too sure,” the green-haired checkout girl told Sadie. She smirked as she handed Sadie the purchase. “Good luck.”

			Sadie didn’t reply. She was anxious to just get home and deal with this once and for all. She guzzled the bottled water on the way, and by the time Sadie steered her Corolla into her home garage her eyes were beginning to float.

			She rushed inside the door from the garage.

			“Get out of the way,” she told Dean Petrovich when he appeared. “I gotta pee.”

			Petrovich rolled his eyes and stepped aside in time for Sadie to rush past him into the bathroom. A few minutes later she had eight white plastic pregnancy sticks with various plus signs and pink lines in the positive window. One test stick was so bold and advanced that it actually spelled out the word PREGNANT.

			Sadie spent five minutes sitting on the toilet seat crying. When she emerged from the bathroom, Petrovich wasn’t around but her bunny, Hairy, sat in the hallway looking up at her with his whiskers twitching expectantly.

			“It’s official,” Sadie told him. “The rabbit not only died but somebody slaughtered it in its sleep eight times over.” She scooped up Hairy and nuzzled his fuzziness against her face. “Sorry about that. You don’t have to worry. They don’t kill bunnies for pregnancy tests anymore.”

			She put down her rabbit and followed him as he hopped to his bowl in the kitchen. She topped off the remaining kibble bits in his food dish with a carrot stick and then returned to her fridge, where her hands circled an ice-cold bottle of beer, and then she caught herself and sighed.

			With a cup of water in her hand, Sadie walked into her den and started up her computer. She dealt with spam promising to enhance her male genitalia and then replied to various questions from insurance companies and clientele over the last few days. Finally, she scrolled down through her messages until she stopped at one that she’d received a couple weeks ago. The message was from Owen Sorkin. It was a brief couple of lines saying that he was still in Albuquerque waiting for an investment property to sell. He joked about her flying down for a weekend getaway. Sadie hadn’t replied to his message, or the half-dozen nearly identical ones he’d sent over the last number of weeks, and sure as hell hadn’t opened any of the picture attachments he’d included in his messages. But she opened them now.

			After a couple more minutes she’d opened five pictures that he’d sent to her in the weeks since he’d been gone. Each photo showed Owen with his tousled dirty blond hair and Matthew McConaughey, bad-boy good looks. He had his right arm extended, taking a picture of himself in front of various Albuquerque sites: an old adobe-style church, buildings in historic Nob Hill, and, this newest one, Owen standing in front of a sign for a restaurant named Sadie’s. In his e-mail he claimed it had the best salsa and chili in the world, and Owen challenged her to come for a visit and find out. It’s just enough spice: just like its namesake.

			Sadie chewed her lower lip as she thought back to their brief time together. Owen had been sexy and fun, but in the end she’d traded him in for the hope of rekindling her relationship with Zack. Her hand went to her abdomen. Apparently, God had a sense of humor.

			Sadie enlarged the most recent photo and stared into Owen’s eyes, which were the color of Seattle skies when the clouds parted.

			“Hello, baby daddy.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Sadie hit reply to Owen’s most recent e-mail that he’d sent a couple weeks ago. She said simply, Thanks for the picture. If you get a chance, we need to talk.

			She hit send, then closed her e-mail. Sadie was just opening a game of solitaire when her cell phone rang. She nearly hit the ceiling. Was it possible Owen was sitting at his computer and picked up the phone already? She was trying to compose herself when she saw the caller was not Owen, but Zack.

			“Hi! How are you?” she answered with false cheerfulness.

			“The bigger question is, how are you? Do you still have that flu bug?”

			“Um, no . . . No, I think it’s safe to say that I dodged an infection.” Except the nine-month kind caused by one persistent sperm.

			“Glad to hear it. I was hoping I could take you to a movie on the weekend.”

			Her stomach rolled at the thought of popcorn dripping with butter.

			“Oh sure . . .”

			“Great! You pick the show. I’ll call you in a couple days.”

			She ended the call and pinched her eyes shut wearily. How would she begin to tell Zack she was expecting another man’s baby?

			“You okay? You don’t look so good.”

			Sadie looked up at Dean Petrovich and sighed.

			“I’m not okay. I’m pregnant.”

			“Yeah, I saw all those test strips in the bathroom.” He offered her a sympathetic smile. “But you’re giving this far too much thought. Zack will be thrilled. He’ll probably ask you to marry him again and—this time—you should probably say yes. A baby should grow up with both a mom and a dad, and besides, you know you love him. You’re just scared and that’s normal, but—”

			“Zack’s not the father.”

			She looked into the detective’s shocked face. In all her years knowing him, she’d never seen Petrovich speechless.

			“Hold that thought. I have to pee.” Sadie rushed to the bathroom and when she returned to her den, Petrovich was still standing there dumbstruck. She rubbed her sternum as acid burned from her stomach.

			“Look, when I was with the other guy, Zack and I were on a break. It was Zack who actually ended it. He broke up with me.” She threw her hands up in the air as she scooted back behind her desk to sit down. She opened a drawer and found a roll of antacids. Popping one in her mouth, she continued. “Then all I did was spend one night with this guy . . . just one . . . and we ended up—”

			“Please.” He held up his hands. “I don’t need to know the details.” He shook his head. “What are you going to do? Have you told the other guy? You gotta tell him. And Zack. Zack needs to know too.” He was pacing now. “You gotta get a handle on this and the sooner the better. The longer you wait, the harder it’ll be on everyone.”

			He left then as if it was all too much to take. Sadie shouted after him, “I know, I know!”

			Lucky for Sadie the office phone began to ring.

			“Scene-2-Clean,” she answered. “How may I help you?”

			The call was from a woman needing her home cleaned on Forest Ridge Drive in Auburn. It was about forty minutes away. Far enough for Sadie to get some much-needed alone time to think about her situation. Best of all, it was a suicide.

			Although Sadie talked to ghosts during trauma cleans, her past experiences had shown her that suicides weren’t included on the list of her chattering specters. For some reason, people who took their own lives never appeared to her. Sadie believed it was partly because she helped spirits move on to the next dimension, and suicides didn’t linger in this world because they’d already made their choice to leave. Either that or it was part of a sick joke. Sadie had never been able to communicate with the ghost of her brother who’d taken his own life years before.

			Today Sadie was a little excited about the prospect of getting some work done and not having to worry about feeling someone else’s pain from their passing, or not having to make polite chitchat with a delusional ethereal being. There were definitely days when that got a little old.

			After Sadie took down the particulars from the caller, she hung up and headed for the door.

			“I’m going out on a job,” she called over her shoulder.

			Dean didn’t bother to respond. Most likely he was still in shock over Sadie’s slutty past behavior.

			She packed up her Scene-2-Clean work van and pointed the nose of her vehicle south toward Auburn. On the way, she took a call from Maeva.

			“How are you holding up?” her friend asked.

			“As good as can be expected. I’ve concluded I’m definitely pregnant.”

			“You saw your doctor?”

			“That’s tomorrow. After I left your place I bought out the pregnancy test selection at Rite Aid. Eight different ones said I was pregnant. If even one had wavered slightly I could’ve ridden the denial train a little longer.” She paused. “Besides, my boobs hurt like crazy, I’m simultaneously nauseous and starving, and I have to pee every five minutes.”

			“Look, I know this isn’t what you bargained for, but I’ve seen the way you look at Osbert and you’re amazing with him. You wanted kids one day, right?”

			“Sure. One day. When I was married and, you know, had nothing else to do.” She changed lanes and sped into traffic on the highway. “Truth is, once Dawn had a baby it took a lot of pressure off me. Mom was thrilled at least one of her daughters gave her a grandbaby, so she stopped asking when I’d be jumping on the marriage train and pumping one out.”

			“So when are you going to tell Owen?”

			“I e-mailed him that we should talk.”

			“Are you going to tell him over the phone? Don’t you think this would be better done in person?”

			“I’ll ask when he’s coming back to Seattle. If he has no plans to return in the near future, then I guess I can either tell him over the phone or wait until he does come back and then just hand him a five-year-old.”

			“And Zack?” Maeva’s voice got quiet.

			“I don’t know what to do about that,” Sadie replied truthfully. “I was just getting my hopes up that we’d started dating. He’s making a real effort and acting like a complete gentleman. We’re supposed to see a movie this weekend. Once I tell him I’ve got a bun in the oven and he does the math and realizes how long it’s been since we’ve had sex, I’m guessing I’ll never hear from him again.” Her throat tightened.

			“You don’t know that. Maybe he’ll be supportive.”

			“And maybe pigs will fly,” Sadie murmured. “What kind of guy says, ‘Oh, you’re pregnant with somebody else’s kid? That’s okay, how about dinner tomorrow night?’” Sadie forced a laugh. “Anyway, I’m on my way to Auburn to meet a client, so I should go.”

			“I thought you weren’t going to meet up with anyone until we figured out what to do about your increased talent?”

			“Increased talent? Is that what we’re calling it?” Sadie guffawed. “I was thinking of it as more of a pain in the ass, or the supernatural’s way to sabotage my already messed-up life.” She drew her lips into a tight smile. “Anyway, it’s a suicide so—yay for me—that means no ghosts.”

			“All right, but do me a favor and call me when you’re done so I know you’re okay.”

			Sadie agreed and then ended the call and concentrated on driving. She was meeting the client at a coffee shop a couple blocks from the house that needed cleaning. Finally she located the place and found parking out front. When she walked inside, Sadie scanned the crowded room and zoomed in on an older woman who had grief written all over her sunken eyes and wringing hands. Sadie spent a few minutes listening to the woman’s tale of woe, offering her a sympathetic ear. Then she explained how her business worked and got the name of the woman’s insurance company as well as a key to the house. The poor woman had been away on a monthlong vacation and had allowed her niece to stay in the house. Unfortunately, the majority of the time she’d “stayed,” the niece had not been alive. Heartbroken over a recent breakup, she’d taken a bottle of pills and left a note. She obviously hadn’t given much thought to the damage that would be caused to the home and to her aunt when her body went undiscovered for a couple of weeks.

			Once she was back in her vehicle, Sadie made her way directly to Forest Ridge Drive. At least, she meant to go directly. She started feeling queasy and thought a little food might help. She stopped at a McDonald’s a couple blocks away from her destination. She was inside trying to decide what to eat when the burger smell caused her queasiness to turn into full-fledged nausea. Sadie bolted to the washroom just in time to empty her stomach into the toilet. Her cell phone rang as she was getting to her feet. Instinctively she tugged the phone from her pocket, and caller ID told her the person calling was Owen Sorkin. Startled, Sadie fumbled the phone and promptly dropped her BlackBerry into the toilet.

			“Damn,” she muttered as she gazed at the phone sinking to the bottom of the contaminated bowl.

			In that moment Sadie was acutely relieved that she’d dodged the bullet of an extremely uncomfortable conversation with Owen. She wasn’t looking forward to telling him that one of his swimmers was an overachiever. She was also saddened by this unexpected and grody end to her cell phone.

			She stared into the toilet bowl for a second before simply hitting flush. Once outside the washroom the burger smells hit her again, but this time she discovered she was famished. Sadie got a burger and a milkshake to go.

			It wasn’t long before she pulled up to the Forest Ridge Drive home. True to form, the house appeared to live on the edge of a forest, or at least a lot of trees. It was a simple bungalow with an attached drive and nicely landscaped shrubbery. The air smelled of the thick, damp foliage in the area, but she knew from experience the aroma inside the house wouldn’t be nearly as fresh and the biggest pine air freshener in the world couldn’t cover up eau de rotting corpse.

			Sadie rolled up the back door of her van and pulled out a hazmat suit and her camera. She walked to the front door and paused on the stoop with the key in the lock before pulling on her respirator. Even from outside she could smell the decomposition. She opened the door and stepped inside. The décor was very 1980s, with a color scheme of gray and rose throughout. The short shag carpet had lasted well the last twenty-five years, but sadly it would not survive the pungent bouquet that now saturated the rose-colored pile.

			Sadie snapped a couple routine pictures of the living room, but the area where the body had been discovered was in a guest bedroom, so she made her way down the hall. Even though the body had been removed over a week ago, flies were thick at this end of the house, telling Sadie that the sticky fluids and remnants would cause her ample work.

			She opened doors in the hall as she walked, taking pictures of the main bathroom and master bedroom before opening a smaller room at the end of the hall. There was no mistaking what had occurred here. Sadie nonchalantly photographed the outline of sloughed skin on the floor where the body must have lain. Abruptly, she began to feel light-headed. Sadie straightened, rolled her shoulders, and took a deep breath through her respirator.

			“You can do this.”

			She walked to the back of the room, swatting flies away from her mask as she went. Although she began to feel dazed and groggy, she also had an odd mellow sensation envelop her.

			“It’s fi-i-ine,” she told herself. “You’re oka-a-ay.”

			But she stumbled around the room and smacked her head on the wall, becoming instantly aware that she was definitely not okay. Suddenly all she wanted to do was lie down on the carpet in the exact location the young woman had died. She wanted to close her eyes and sleep forever.

			Somewhere deep inside Sadie found the strength to put one foot in front of the other and bring herself outside the house. Once she’d left the building, she pulled off her respirator and took in deep, cleansing breaths. The drugged feeling was gone but a new feeling of utter despair encompassed her. She’d felt like she’d swallowed a handful of nighty-night pills. Exactly like the woman who’d died inside the house. Even though she couldn’t see the ghost, apparently her new pregnant self could still feel how she died.

			“This sucks!” she screamed.

			Her outburst startled a couple of crows from a nearby cedar hedge. Sadie doffed her gear and bagged it before climbing inside her van and driving back toward home. The sun was setting and it had begun to rain. She turned on her lights and wipers and concentrated on driving and also focused on sulking about her life situation. How the hell could she make a living if she was going to pawn off her jobs to other trauma cleaners? More than ever she needed to be banking funds. Who knew how long she could physically work in her condition? Sadie made a mental note to check with her supplier and order larger hazmat suits. Did they come in supersize, jumbo with expandable prego bellies?

			Her mind was a whirl of questions with no answers. When she returned home it was early evening, and she planned to call Maeva to update her about being able to feel the deaths of suicides as well. Maybe her friend could offer some advice. Sadie shuffled inside her house and was thrilled not to be greeted by Detective Petrovich. She needed to think things through. She needed a plan of attack.

			She needed a nap.

			Sadie lay down on her bed fully clothed with the idea of resting her eyes for just a few minutes. When she woke up light was streaming in through her blinds.

			“I was beginning to think you were dead.”

			Sadie sat up and blinked at Petrovich.

			“What time is it?” she asked.

			“Ten in the morning. If you hadn’t been snoring so loudly I would’ve thought you were dead for sure. I tried talking to you but you didn’t move a muscle. The phone’s been going off like crazy next to your head, but it didn’t even make you flinch.”

			Sadie sat up and stretched. She felt much better. Hairy sat on the floor of the bedroom looking up at her.

			“Guess I needed the rest.” She picked up her bunny and stroked his softness. The home phone handset had a blinking red light indicating missed calls. She dialed her voice mail and listened to a message from Owen.

			“Hey, got your e-mail about talking but I’ve had no luck reaching you on your cell phone. By the dozens of unanswered e-mails I’ve sent you, you’ve probably guessed I’m a persistent guy. So call me back.” He left a throaty chuckle followed by his phone number.

			Sadie blushed to her roots just listening to his voice. He wouldn’t sound nearly so happy-go-lucky when she told him their little romp around her house had slipped one by the goalie. She hung up the phone and sighed.

			“Well, I’m glad you’re awake because I’ve been thinking about how you can help me clear my name,” Petrovich told her. “I’ve got the perfect plan.”

			Sadie cringed at the idea of doing detective work, but truth was, she owed it to the detective. She placed Hairy back on the floor and then got up from her bed.

			“Fine. I’ll listen to your plan, but can I shower first?”

			She didn’t wait for his response but snagged her housecoat from the hook on the back of her bedroom door and walked to the bathroom. Stripping off the clothes she had fallen asleep in, Sadie stepped into the hot spray. She lathered shampoo into her hair, rinsed, and squirted on conditioner. While she waited for the conditioner to fix what a hundred dye jobs had damaged, she began to think about Zack. Then Owen. Her hand went protectively to her stomach and she burst into tears.

			When she got out of the shower her face was puffy and her eyes were pink and red-rimmed. Wrapping the housecoat around her body, she opened the bathroom door and shrieked in surprise.

			“Oh my God! You scared the shit out of me!” Sadie cried at the sight of Maeva standing outside the hall. “We really need to talk about the proper use of an emergency spare key.” She waggled a finger in Maeva’s face. “Here’s a hint: It’s for emergencies.”

			“This is an emergency,” Maeva exclaimed with hands on her hips. “I’ve been calling your cell and home phone all night and you haven’t answered either! You promised to call me after your job last night. I’ve been worried sick!”

			“Oh.” Sadie dragged her fingers through her wet hair. “Sorry about that. I fell asleep. Before that my cell phone ended up in a McDonald’s toilet somewhere near Auburn.”

			Sadie made her way to the kitchen and poured herself some orange juice. Maeva helped herself to a glass of water and they sat together at the kitchen table.

			“So, apparently, my new so-called talents aren’t giving me a free ride with suicides either,” Sadie grumbled as she slurped her juice.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, usually it’s a quiet cleanup time for me around a suicide clean. You know that. But this time, I began getting woozy and feeling stoned. Luckily I got the hell out of Dodge before the victim’s overdose totally did me in.”

			“Oh no.” Maeva looked seriously at Sadie. “I guess that settles it. You’re off work for a while.”

			Sadie tilted her head and regarded her friend coolly.

			“Maeva, in a few months I’m going to be a single mom. If anything, I need to be working my ass off just to be able to afford a couple months off.” She put her glass down.

			“Then we definitely need a plan,” Maeva announced firmly. “Have you done the math?”

			“In my head. I last had sex ten weeks, two days and four hours ago.”

			“You did that in your head?”

			“What can I say?” Sadie shrugged. “I’ve been in a bit of a dry spell and I don’t see that changing anytime soon. My doctor appointment is in an hour.”

			Maeva’s phone chirped and she glanced at the text message.

			“I should’ve thought of this before,” she said, hitting her forehead with the palm of her hand. “I should take you to see Rudie.”

			“Who’s Rudie?”

			“Rudie Hernon. He’s a friend of mine and also kind of a mentor to Seattle psychics and mediums.”

			Sadie walked over to the cupboard and took out Hairy’s kibble. She filled his bowl with food and his other with fresh water. Hairy hopped over and sniffed his food but seemed less than impressed.

			“How come I’ve never heard you mention him before?”

			“Well . . . Rudie is different. Kind of an odd duck. Still, if anybody will be able to help you, it’ll be him.” Maeva made shooing motions. “Go get ready and I’ll make you a piece of toast to munch on the way.”

			Sadie thought about all of Maeva’s misfit friends and associates, and now she was extremely curious to see what kind of person Maeva considered to be an “odd duck.”

			Sadie left Maeva in the kitchen and made her way to her bedroom, followed by Hairy. When she entered the room Dean appeared shortly after, looking pissed.

			“I wanted to talk to you about the idea I had for helping me get out of this mess,” he said.

			Sadie opened drawers and pulled out jeans, a T-shirt, and under things.

			“I know, but Maeva has an idea for someone who can help me with my situation.”

			“You’re not going to see some back-alley doctor, are you? I mean, I’m all for women’s rights and all but—”

			Sadie frowned at him.

			“No, that’s not what I meant.” Her hand went protectively to her belly. “Since this new hormonal situation has developed, I’ve had difficulty speaking to the dead, and actually, I physically experience the pain of how the person died. When that feeling takes over, I can’t communicate with the dead and I can’t help them go over.”

			“That’s weird.”

			Sadie sighed.

			“My life is weird.”

			“So given your current state you couldn’t even go to that Jonelle’s Day Spa and talk to Jane, could you?”

			“I don’t see how I can talk to your dead ex-wife in my current state,” Sadie admitted. She put a fist to her stomach as acid crawled up her throat.

			Hairy was hopping around Dean, obviously wanting some attention.

			“Fine.” He nodded. “You go and try and fix that and I’ll share my idea with you when you get back.”

			“She’s also bringing me to my doctor appointment—afterward you can tell me about your idea. Meanwhile, share your idea with Hairy. He’s a real good listener.”

			Dean glanced down at the rabbit with a pained look on his face.

			“This is what things have come to. I’m hiding out in a psychic’s house while wanted for the murder of my ex-wife and the only one I have to listen to me is a bunny rabbit.”

			Sadie did feel sorry for Dean, but at the moment her life wasn’t exactly rainbows and buttercream frosting either.

			After chomping down some antacids, Sadie left the house. Maeva drove with Sadie in the passenger seat nibbling peanut butter on toast and wishing it was birthday cake.

			“There’s a lot of pressure to eat right when you’re pregnant,” Sadie said, eyeing the last bite of toast critically. “How do you totally change your habits for nine months?”

			“If you’re nursing, it’s even longer than nine months,” Maeva remarked, stopping for a red light.

			Sadie groaned. “I never thought of that. How did you do it?”

			“You just keep telling yourself that you’re growing a little human being inside your body and that everything you consume has to help them grow.”

			“You kept telling yourself that and it worked?”

			“Not all the time, but Terry was really supportive too. Being a caterer, he would make me tons of really healthy meals. Sometimes I’d fall off the wagon and I’d tell Terry I was on my way to visit you, but I’d drive to 7-Eleven instead. I’d sit in my car drinking a Slurpee and devouring M&M’s and an entire canister of Pringles by myself.”

			“So you screwed up once in a while. You’re still pretty perfect.”

			“It was a weekly ritual.” Maeva steered into a parking spot in front of Sadie’s doctor’s office and put the car in park. “Sometimes twice a week.” Maeva nodded toward the door to the building. “You ready?”

			Sadie thought she was ready, but by the time she’d finished the physical examination by her doctor she felt like he owed her dinner at a French restaurant. Also, she had so much information in paper form in her hands and floating around inside her head that she thought she was going to explode.

			“It’s a lot to absorb at first,” Maeva told her when they got back to her car. “But it’ll all be fine. You’ll see.”

			Next, Maeva took Sadie to the mall.

			“Before we visit Rudie, we need to replace your cell phone so you can join the rest of dysfunctional society.”

			Half an hour later they left the mall with her new phone set up under her old account. Text messages and e-mails began to roll in, and as Sadie buckled up into the passenger seat, she cursed.

			“That’s another thing you’ll have to give up,” Maeva pointed out. “Swearing is a big no-no. Good thing you have a lot of time to change your vocabularly before the baby starts to talk. You can wait a year or so before you start replacing shit for ship.”

			“I’ve got three missed calls from Owen,” Sadie said.

			“Shit,” Maeva said. “You’d better call him.” She began to drive toward their next destination.

			“I can’t just call him up on the phone and say, ‘You know that time you came over and we had sex multiple times? Well, remember that one time you didn’t use a condom?’”

			“Just start by calling him up and asking when he’s coming into town next, and then you can decide exactly how and when to tell him.”

			“Good plan. But I’ll just text him instead of calling.” Sadie began texting away and then hit send.

			“So what did you say?” Maeva asked.

			“I said I’m really busy with work this week and I’ll talk to him in a few days.”

			“Chicken.”

			“Got that right.”

			Sadie’s phone chimed twice and Maeva raised her eyebrows.

			“One message is from Owen saying he’ll call me later. He’s very persistent.” Sadie sighed. “The next message is from Zack saying he’s looking forward to our movie date and asking if I’ve decided on a show yet.”

			“You can’t be dating Zack while you know you’re pregnant with another man’s baby!” Maeva shouted. Then she added in a calmer voice, “You need to tell him immediately; then give him time to absorb the news before you go on another date with him.”

			“So who gets told first then? Zack or Owen?”

			“Both. Preferably in the next twenty-four hours.” She accelerated into traffic and shook her head. “Today we’re going to see what we can do to help out with your psychic dilemma, and tomorrow I’m going to help you to tell people. And when I say people, I mean everyone: Zack, Owen, your sister, and your mom.”

			“What!”

			“This is a rip-the-bandage-off-quick situation,” Maeva advised wisely. “You’ll feel better once everyone knows.”

			Sadie used up every curse word in her vocabulary and then said, “I doubt that’ll make anything better.”

			Soon Maeva steered her car to the curb near the corner of Thomas Street and First Avenue downtown. They got out of the car and Sadie glanced warily at the sign.

			KING CITY POTTERY HUT. Underneath in script it said, Unleash Your Creativity!

			“I really don’t need anything ceramic. The last time I tried to make something out of clay it was an ashtray in first grade that looked more like a deformed pancake.”

			“We’re not here for pottery,” Maeva replied. “Rudie Hernon owns this place and he’s someone who might be able to help you. He helps all kinds of psychics, mediums, and sensitives when they’re having skill troubles.”

			“How does he do that?”

			“Every case is different.”

			Once inside Sadie and Maeva stopped short. There were five or six rectangular tables crammed with a couple dozen shrieking ten-year-olds. The room smelled of wet clay, paint, and the sweat of prepubescent youths. The noise level was deafening.

			Maeva waved to someone across the room. When she headed in that direction Sadie followed. They stopped at a wall of floor-to-ceiling shelving where a very short man was stocking vases in various colors.

			“Rudie,” Maeva called out over the sound of children’s squeals.

			The guy straightened to his full height, which was about four foot eleven. He wore Coke-bottle-thick glasses and had a black mole on his cheek that had a long thick hair growing from it.

			“Maeva!” the man exclaimed. He stepped forward and hugged Maeva around the waist and then reached up and punched her playfully on the shoulder. “You were supposed to bring little Osbert here so I could meet him. I’ve only seen the pictures you’ve posted on Facebook.”

			“I’ll bring him by soon,” Maeva promised. She turned and introduced Sadie and had to raise her voice to be heard over the excited squeals from the tables behind them.

			 “My friend’s been having some trouble and I told her you're the man,” Maeva explained to Rudie.

			“As you can see”—he waved his stubby arms at the mass of children—“right now I’m a busy man. You should’ve made an appointment.” Over his shoulder he shouted, “No throwing clay!” And then to an older woman chatting on her cell phone in the corner, he added, “Hey! Supervise them, will ya?”

			Sulkily the older woman stuffed her phone into the pocket of her stretchy pants and snapped a wad of gum as she shuffled over to the kids and did her best to keep them under control.

			“You’re absolutely right,” Maeva agreed. “And we wouldn’t’ve bothered you if it wasn’t an emergency.”

			“This is your emergency?” He eyed Sadie up and down.

			“Yes, that’s her.”

			Sadie shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other while Rudie looked her over. Abruptly the short mole man snaked his hand out and grabbed Sadie’s fingers in his. He enveloped one of her hands in both of his, which were cool, clammy, and covered in bits of clay. At least Sadie hoped it was clay and not some kind of flaking skin infection. She shuddered.

			“Let go of her hand, Rudie,” Maeva instructed.

			“It’s okay,” Sadie said. “If he needs to hold my hand to get some kind of a reading off me, I’m okay with it.”

			Rudie still held her hand in both of his and was staring up at her intently. Sadie looked down into his eyes and tried not to stare at the hairy mole.

			“Rudie doesn’t read people. He’s just getting his rocks off by holding your hand,” Maeva said dryly.

			“Eww!” Sadie squealed, retracting her fingers.

			“It was worth a shot.” Rudie shrugged.

			Rudie took off to the other side of the room, weaving between tables of giggling kids to reach the old lady. He talked to her a minute and she looked over Rudie’s shoulder toward Maeva and Sadie and offered them a curious stare.

			“That’s Rudie’s mother,” Maeva said quietly. “She works with him here.”

			Rudie returned and nodded to a door in the back.

			“Okay, let’s head upstairs while Momma is handling the rug rats down here.”

			They went through the door and entered a stockroom with floor-to-ceiling shelves on three sides. Each shelf was jammed with ceramic pieces in various stages of readiness. At the back of the room they turned and went up a steep set of stairs that opened into an apartment on the second level.

			The apartment was small and had an odd medicinal smell. They went to a kitchen nook in the front room and all sat down at a square table so small their knees touched beneath.

			“Okay, lay it on me,” Rudie said.

			“Well, Sadie’s a psychic medium who helps spirits move on when they’re stuck here after passing,” Maeva explained.

			“Okay.” Rudie turned to Sadie. “These ghosts just show up to you and say ‘help’ and you go ‘okay’ and wave a magic wand, or what?”

			“Um. No. That would be weird.” Sadie shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She wasn’t used to sharing her so-called talent with others. She preferred to keep it under wraps like the fact that she was suddenly craving a bacon and peanut butter sandwich. “I run a trauma-cleanup company and I get calls to clean up after deaths of all kinds, and occasionally there are lingering spirits. If they talk to me I’ll try and help them move on.”

			“How do you help them?” he asked.

			“If they have a reason for staying behind—like unfinished business or something—I’ll help with that, and then I just convince them to let go of this world, and usually it just happens.”

			“And you’ve done this all your life?”

			“No,” Maeva answered on Sadie’s behalf. “It started when her brother took his own life a few years ago. She was a grade school teacher before then and nobly accepted the calling of running a company called Scene-2-Clean to purify the physical and spiritual remains after someone passes from the physical world.”

			“Thanks,” Sadie said. “That’s a really nice way to put it.”

			“Sounds like a great way to make a living and still answer your calling,” Rudie said.

			“It is.” Sadie nodded. “At least, it was.” She sighed. “Now things have gotten weird.”

			Because talking to the dead really wasn’t weird to her anymore, but feeling them was—and that was the strangest thing of all.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Maeva went on to explain Sadie’s situation to Rudie.

			“Sadie’s pregnant and it’s messing with her senses. Now, in addition to seeing the spirits she also feels the pain of their demise. Obviously that’s a real drawback when you make your living cleaning up after the dead.”

			“That must suck,” Rudie said, his eyebrows shooting upward.

			“You have no idea the degree of suckage,” Sadie assured him. “Maeva tells me that this is basically a temporary situation due to pregnancy hormones, but I can’t afford to take time off work until this passes. I’ve gotta make hay while the sun shines and all that.”

			“But in your case the hay is dead people and, sometimes, their ghosts?” Rudie stated. “Would anybody like tea?” He got up and filled up a kettle with water.

			Maeva said she’d like a cup but Sadie passed because she hated tea and considered it the beverage of grief and despair. Rudie offered Maeva a choice of multiple flavors of teas and they discussed their favorites. Sadie got impatient and brought the conversation back to her own selfish motives.

			“I don’t mean to interrupt, but Maeva tells me you might be able to help with my problem. I’ve got a suicide to clean up and I’d love to be able to do it without experiencing a drug overdose myself.”

			Rudie poured hot water into a teapot. “Fine,” he said curtly. “We’ll get the show on the road while the tea steeps.”

			He got to his feet and straightened to his not-so-full height of four foot eleven, then crossed the room. He glanced over his shoulder at them.

			“Well? Aren’t you coming?”

			Sadie and Maeva got to their feet and followed Rudie down a short hall, where he used a key to open what Sadie assumed was the door to a bedroom.

			“You’re very lucky to be invited into the inner sanctum,” Maeva whispered in Sadie’s ear as they stepped inside a pitch-black room. “Few ever have this kind of opportunity.”

			Once inside the room Rudie flicked on a light that did little to brighten the dark gray flooring banked by equally near-black walls.

			Sadie let out a low whistle as she stepped toward the middle of the room. She looked around at the floor-to-ceiling narrow shelving buried three and four deep with bottles and canisters of various sizes, shapes, and colors. The room was heavy with a musty, pungent stench that was a cross between expired luncheon meat and Hairy’s litter box. There was one small window in the room, but it was covered in room darkening curtains and only a small finger of light was able to sneak through.

			In the center of the area was an island counter holding a large black cast-iron cauldron embossed with a pentagram.

			“This room is like every horror movie I’ve ever seen,” Sadie commented, and her voice came out nasally as she pinched her nose against the strong aromas in the room.

			Rudie rolled his eyes.

			“Don’t say that,” Maeva said, chastising her. “The smell is only herbs and potions.”

			“Maybe, but it smells like dog poo.”

			“Sorry,” Maeva said to Rudie. “When you’re pregnant your sense of smell is heightened.”

			“Never mind that.” Rudie waved a hand in the air as if Sadie’s opinion of the pungency of the room mattered diddly-squat. “Let’s get down to business.” He placed his hands on his hips and eyed Sadie up and down. “What do you think, Maeva? A ghost-expunging conjure bag? Like mine?”

			“I don’t know. . . .” Maeva shook her head slowly. “Isn’t there some way that we can still allow her to see and talk to spirits? That way she could still help them go over. Could you just eliminate the intense feeling she gets experiencing their pain at death?”

			“It might be possible,” Rudie said, climbing a metal step stool. While looking directly at Maeva, he reached up and behind him and precisely snagged a jar on the top shelf. “But something that specific could take days or even weeks to develop. I don’t got nothing like that just hanging around. I’d have to experiment.”

			He hopped off the stool and placed the jar on the table next to the cauldron.

			“I don’t have days or weeks!” Sadie exclaimed. “I’ve just recently pulled myself out of financial ruin. A few months ago I was behind in my mortgage payments and I was barely keeping food on my table. Luckily business picked up when Seattle had a rash of serial killers and gang shootings. Finally I’m ahead of the game. Now a fetus the size of a prune is threatening to drag me back to the poorhouse.”

			She folded her arms across her chest and bit back tears. Then she drew in a deep, calming breath and watched Maeva and Rudie exchange concerned looks.

			“I’ve just gotta be able to work,” Sadie begged.

			“Well, then good thing Maeva brought you here because I can help. I might not be able to create something personalized but I can whip up a familiar spell pouch, and hopefully it will do the trick.”

			“So no pain while I’m around the dead?” Sadie asked, her face brightening with the thought.

			“Yup. It should eliminate all of your abilities as long as you’re wearing it.”

			Rudie dragged his step stool across the room and climbed it again. He appeared to know where everything was without even having to look through the bottles and cans. He looked at Sadie while his fingers snaked behind him deep into the back of a shelf without disturbing a single one of the tightly packed bottles or jars. Once Rudie’s fingers grasped what they delved for, he pulled forward his prize: a red, square metal canister. He placed the tiny capsule next to the cauldron as well.

			“So you said it will eliminate all my abilities. Does that mean no ghosts at all with this, um, spell or whatever?” Sadie asked.

			“That’s the best I can do,” Rudie admitted. “With such little notice it would be difficult for me to concoct a specific potion and spell that would only remove your ability to feel the way that ghosts died. Lucky for you that I’ve done a banishing spell a number of times. I can whip this one up quicker than you can say Schizonepeta tenuifolia.”

			Gee, I hope so. . . .

			“You mean I’ll be able to work in peace and quiet for once? No supernatural beings vying for my attention? No more prattling poltergeists or babbling apparitions?” Sadie’s face lit up. “Count me in.”

			“It’s not right to get rid of all your powers,” Maeva grumbled. “You were chosen to receive these talents for a reason. You serve a greater purpose . . . helping spirits move on.”

			“I know that but everyone needs a vacation once in a while,” Sadie said.

			“I guess it’s the best we can do while you come up with something better,” Maeva told Rudie. “And we’re grateful.”

			“Absolutely! And, hey, if it takes you months or a year or two to come up with something more specific to my situation that’s fine with me,” Sadie added. “Take your time.”

			“It shouldn’t take that long. It’s not like it’s Samhain or Beltain. Spirit stuff is kind of slow. Check in with me on a weekly basis and I can let you know how it’s coming. I’ll probably need you to test-drive a new potion for me to see if it works.” Rudie bent to retrieve a large bottle on a bottom shelf and put it with the others. “There could be some trial and error. It’s not like this is an exact science.”

			“But in the meantime you’re going to make me one like yours? So if you’ve already got one of these conjure thingamajigs and it works for you then I’m good using the same one, right?”

			“Doesn’t work that way,” Maeva said. “Rudie’s situation is . . . much different than yours.”

			“Sure, because you have to deal with every ghost on your job that you come across. Could mean dozens each year, right?” Rudie said. “And I’ve gotta deal with one single powerful, but evil, bitch.”

			Sadie looked confused.

			“It’s my ex-wife, or as I like to call her my Hex of Strife.” Rudie smirked. “Long and short of it is, we had a bitter divorce that lasted longer than our marriage. In the end, I got the business and she was pissed about that. Then she ended up with a particularly aggressive kind of cancer and was dead a few weeks after our divorce was final.”

			“That’s very sad,” Sadie said.

			“Not really. She was, and still is, a vindictive whore. The only sad part is that on her death bed she vowed to haunt me for the rest of my life,” Rudie continued. “She wasn’t wicked in real life, but as a malevolent spirit she’s about as spiteful and vexed as they come.” He reached inside his shirt and pulled out a pale blue flannel pouch that he wore dangling from a fine leather string around his neck. “Without this conjure bag for protection, she would’ve either killed me or found a way to drive me into the nuthouse by now.”

			Then Rudie threw back his head and giggled maniacally, making Sadie believe he was already traveling down that road to an asylum regardless of his little baggie.

			Swiftly, Rudie became all business. He rubbed his hands together and, with an eager smile, went to work over his cauldron.

			“It’s a simple potion, really.” He poured in green flakey leaves that remind Sadie of the stuff she smoked in college. “This is frogwort.”

			He put the bottle down and picked up the jar that contained a black powdery substance. After unscrewing the lid of the vessel, he reached inside and pulled out a tiny metal shovel. Next he used the shovel and scooped up three helpings of the black powder and added it to the other powder, announcing, “This is graveyard dirt.”

			“Like, from a cemetery?” Sadie asked.

			“Not just any cemetery,” Rudie said. “This dirt is from the grave of a known witch buried in Highgate Cemetery in London.”

			“You went all the way to England for that?” Sadie asked, awed.

			“No. I don’t have time to go gallivanting all over the world for ingredients. I ordered it and had it shipped by FedEx.”

			Rudie put aside the jar of black dirt and picked up the remaining container. He put on rubber gloves and then, using his thumbs, he popped the lid off the small metal canister and retrieved an even smaller corked bottle from inside. It took some wriggling but he managed to remove the cork. Immediately a putrid stench filled the air.

			“Oh my God!” Sadie pinched her nose and blinked her eyes. “What the hell is that?”

			“Devil’s dung,” he replied matter-of-factly. Rudie shook out a small amount of golden powder from the bottle on top of the other herbs in the cauldron. “That ought to do it.”

			He recorked the bottle and placed it back inside its can and pushed the metal lid firmly back in place. He removed his gloves and chucked them into a nearby wastebasket. The smell in the room had lessened only slightly by his closing the herb bottle. Next, Rudie used a large wood spoon to stir the small amount of herbs. While he stirred he murmured something softly under his breath.

			“I understand that lots of people believe herbs serve a medicinal purpose, but I don’t see how mixing frogwort, graveyard dirt, and devil’s dung will solve my problems,” Sadie said, struggling to keep the cynicism out of her voice.

			“They won’t do anything on their own,” Maeva said. “If that was the case, anyone with an herb garden would be making potions. The ingredients need to be empowered.”

			“That’s right,” Rudie said. He nodded to Maeva. “Will you help?”

			“Of course.”

			Maeva stepped forward and held her hands over the cauldron of mixed greenery and stinky stuff. Then she began to hum the theme song to The Wizard of Oz because apparently show tunes helped the medium get in touch with her inner talents. As often as Sadie had seen Maeva in action, she still couldn’t quite get used to it.

			Rudie held his hands above Maeva’s and closed his eyes. As Maeva continued to hum, Rudie began to chant. Abruptly he stopped and opened one eye to regard Sadie.

			“Are you feeling left out? I could totally write out the spell for you and you could recite it along with me,” he offered. “The more the merrier and all that.”

			“I’m good,” Sadie responded quickly. “You go ahead and do your thing. I’m happy to watch.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			Rudie resumed chanting, Maeva continued humming, and Sadie inched a little closer to the door in case lightning was about to strike or flames began to shoot up from the cauldron or in case the spirit of some long-dead witch appeared and demanded the return of the topsoil from her grave.

			Maeva stopped her humming but began moving her hands in a fluid, circular motion over top of the cauldron.

			Then Rudie began to recite:

			“The presence that stands upon the stairs,

			The unseen hands that move the chairs,

			The lights that play across the wall,

			The stains that stay,

			The plates that fall,

			The mist, the chill, the wandering scents,

			This gentle spell must speed them hence.

			What is dark be filled with light, remove all spirits from Sadie’s sight,

			Allow this enchanted protection purse,

			To keep her talent from being her curse.”

			Rudie and Maeva clapped their hands loudly and simultaneously at the end, causing Sadie to jump nearly five feet in the air. After congratulatory high-fives between Rudie and Maeva, the two concluded that all had gone well. Sadie stood there looking and feeling uncomfortable and having no idea how they could tell what had gone well. All she knew was that the smell of the devil’s dung had permeated her sinuses and suddenly she had a craving for sushi.

			Sadie watched as Rudie scooped the contents from the cauldron into a black flannel bag and then pulled the drawstring tightly closed. Next he went to a shelf and withdrew a long dark nylon cord from a shoe box. He tethered the cord around the pouch and tied it necklace-style around Sadie’s neck. It fell just between her breasts, so that a distinct and foul odor rose up to her nostrils.

			“I can’t wear this around my neck,” she insisted, her eyes beginning to water. “It reeks!”

			“Well, you don’t have to wear it all the time,” Rudie said with a shrug. “Not like me. I have to wear my banishing charm all the time or my Hex of Strife would drive me around the bend, but that’s me. You’re luckier. You can just wear yours whenever you expect to encounter a ghost at work.”

			“So when I’m on the job I can wear it and everything is kosher, but the rest of the time I’m good to go without it?”

			“Yup.”

			“Thank God!” Sadie took the pouch from around her neck and stuffed it in her purse. “Not that I don’t appreciate your hard work of course, but it won’t help my reputation for cleaning crime scenes if I smell like a cross between the worst body odor ever, rotting trash, and something a sick dog left on the carpet.”

			They left the room and Sadie again thanked Rudie for his help.

			“No problem, but I’ve got to get down to the little demons having the birthday.” He went to a corner of the room and picked up a large invoice pad. “I’ll give you a discount since any friend of Maeva’s is a friend of mine.”

			“Wait a second.” Sadie blinked hard. “I didn’t realize this was going to cost me money.”

			“Sadie . . . ,” Maeva warned. “He’s just done you a tremendous favor by seeing you on such short notice. Seeing you at all, in fact.”

			“Well, sure, but you didn’t even tell me where we were going or what we were doing, so I guess I’m just surprised. . . .”

			Rudie placed his hands on his hips. “No freebies. If I had a dead body to mop up I wouldn’t expect you to clean up for free, and if I wanted to get in touch with the dead I wouldn’t expect Maeva to help me at Madam Maeva’s Psychic Café for free either. Herbs cost money too. Not to mention my time and knowledge.”

			“Well, I guess when you put it that way . . .”

			Rudie wrote up the bill and handed it to Sadie.

			“Two hundred and fifty bucks!” she cried. “I don’t even know if it works!”

			Maeva and Rudie gasped together and looked so offended that Sadie immediately backpedaled.

			“What I mean is that you said yourself my situation is different than yours. What if my pregnancy hormones make it go all funky and, through no fault of your own, the purse thingy doesn’t work?”

			“If it requires any tweaking whatsoever,” Rudie said, narrowing his eyes, “then come back and I will adjust the spell accordingly.”

			His hard look told Sadie that she’d better pay up and shut up, so she cut him a check. A few minutes later they were back in Maeva’s car.

			“Well, that was certainly embarrassing,” Maeva grumbled as she started the car.

			“I know! Can you believe that guy charging me two hundred and fifty smackers for a potion without even giving me a chance to see if it works?” Sadie shook her head.

			“Are you kidding me?” Maeva’s voice went up an octave and she paused with her hand on the gearshift. “You’ve just been given a gift here! Rudie sees very few people and he never sees anyone without an appointment. Do you know why he saw you today?”

			“I’m sorry,” Sadie began. “I didn’t mean to be ungrateful. I just—”

			“He saw you today because I brought you. Because you were with me,” Maeva continued, ignoring Sadie’s hasty apology. “He knows I’m very serious about what I do. He’s been to Madam Maeva’s Psychic Café and he knows that I’m not some shyster selling pie-in-the-sky guesses, looking into a fake ball of cut glass. We’re peers. And professionals. He trusted that if I was bringing someone to him directly at the last minute without an appointment that it was important to me. He was doing me a huge favor.”

			“And then I went and insulted him.” Sadie cringed. “I’m so-o-o sorry.”

			Maeva sighed, put the car in drive, and steered away from the curb.

			“I’ll cut you some slack this time because your life is in the eye of the tornado right now.”

			“You mean, my life is in the toilet.” And she meant that literally since she smelled of dung.

			“The hormones and nausea can make you crazy those first few months.” She cut her gaze sideways to Sadie while she turned a corner. “Would it make you feel better if we went to test-drive the potion to see if it works?”

			“How will we do that?”

			“I’ve gotta feed my neighbor’s cat again. You can tag along and take a look inside the pantry.”

			Sadie thought that was a good idea, and fifteen minutes later they were inside Maeva’s neighbor’s kitchen and Sadie was wearing the stinky sack around her throat.

			“Here goes nothing,” she announced, then walked inside the pantry. She stood inside the small space and turned around a couple times. “I’m feeling good. No chest pains.” She faced Maeva, who was standing in the kitchen outside the pantry. “But maybe he didn’t even show up this time.”

			“Oh he’s there.” Maeva nodded. “Although spirits don’t appear in full shape to me, I can often see a wispy outline if an apparition is present, and I can see one now.”

			Sadie left the pantry and closed the door behind her.

			“Well, that was awesome.” She rubbed her hands together and smiled. “I feel like sushi for lunch.”

			“You can’t have sushi. No raw fish while you’re pregnant.”

			“What? That’s a rip-off!”

			Sadie followed her friend back to her house, where Maeva handed her a book on pregnancy. It was open to a list of foods to avoid.

			“This should help.”

			Sadie looked over the list. It didn’t help at all. Now she was craving raw shellfish and unpasteurized cheeses.

			“You can keep the book,” Maeva told her.

			Maeva’s husband, Terry, had to head off to a catering job, so Maeva hoisted Osbert in one arm and a heavy diaper bag in the other and they headed out the door to drive Sadie home.

			“Do you really need to bring that much stuff with you wherever you go when you have a kid?” Sadie asked.

			She helped Maeva buckle in Osbert, who was fussing about being restrained.

			“You try forgetting the diaper bag one time and that’ll be the time the kid will atomic poop up his back, all over the car seat, and all over you. Or else he’ll projectile vomit strained peas. And it’s not unusual for both those things to happen at once. That bag is a lifesaver. In there are the usual diapers, wipes, and creams plus multiple changes of clothes for both of us and the phone number to an emergency help line.”

			Sadie snapped on her seatbelt.

			“I think I need the number for that emergency help line,” she told Maeva.

			“The help line is the only thing I was joking about.”

			Just then Osbert went from fussing to screaming at an operatic soprano note meant to burst the ears of trauma cleaners. Sadie began to seriously consider if she should ask Rudie to make her temporarily deaf as well.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			By the time Maeva pulled up to Sadie’s house Osbert had screamed himself hoarse and then fallen fast asleep in the backseat.

			“Do you want to come in for a while?” Sadie asked.

			“No. I need to keep the car moving or he’ll wake up and start screaming again. He’s going through a fussy stage.”

			In Sadie’s opinion Osbert had been born fussy, but usually her godson was relatively good when she was around.

			“Just as well,” Sadie said. “I need to try out my ghost-banishing potion at that suicide clean I delayed. Thanks for everything. Sorry again if I embarrassed you in front of Rudie.”

			“No problem. Once you become a mom you’ll realize that humiliation is another one of life’s perks.”

			Oh joy.

			Once inside the house Sadie dropped her purse and pregnancy book on the coffee table and then said hello to Hairy and Dean Petrovich.

			“I’ve been waiting around for you for hours,” Dean grumbled.

			“Sorry. Ghost problems.” She eyeballed him warily.

			“What’s that smell?” He sniffed the air. “Did you step in something?”

			“It’s a potion in my purse.” Sadie yawned and stretched. “Forget about that, last we talked you were going to tell me about your great idea. Tell me about it while I fix myself a sandwich. I’m starved.”

			Dean followed Sadie into the kitchen. “First, let’s review what we know. My ex-wife, Jane, was shot to death, by someone who used my gun to kill her while she was getting a massage at Jonelle’s Day Spa downtown.”

			“Right.” Sadie took out a loaf of bread and jars of peanut butter and jelly. “And employees of the spa saw you there having an angry conversation with Jane. Don’t leave out that part. Every reporter in Seattle interviewed spa employees about your argument and those workers were quite convincing. What were you doing confronting your ex at a spa anyway?”

			“I followed her there.”

			“That doesn’t exactly make you look innocent.”

			“We were supposed to meet for coffee that morning but she ditched me with some excuse and then wouldn’t answer my calls,” Dean explained. “I decided to drive straight to her place and meet her in person. When I got a couple blocks from her place she blew past me going the other way. I followed her.”

			“So you followed her inside a spa and yelled at her in a confrontational manner just because she canceled a coffee date?”

			Sadie cut her sandwich into quarters and then got a glass of milk and brought both to the table.

			“She’d been canceling out on me for months. We needed to renegotiate the amount of spousal support I was paying her and we were trying to do it without involving the frickin’ lawyers because they’d gouge us both.”

			“Sounds like you wanted to stop paying support and she didn’t want to let you off the hook,” Sadie said around a mouthful of her gooey sandwich.

			“The support was supposed to be only until she got on her feet. She made more than me last year!” he shouted. “She’d already agreed about the money but then she kept cashing the damn postdated checks I’d given her last year.”

			“Why didn’t you just put a stop payment on the checks at your bank?” Sadie asked reasonably.

			“Because it looks bad in the courts if you put a stop on alimony payments,” Dean explained. “We were meeting so she could turn over the last three checks. That was it. No biggie. But when she took off to the spa, getting her massage on my dime . . .” He clenched and unclenched his fists. “Well, I admit I was pissed.”

			“So mad that you blew her brains out on the massage table?” Sadie asked.

			“No!” Dean said, aggravated. “That’s the thing. I didn’t do that. After I told her off in the reception area, I left the place.”

			“The employees were quoted in the papers as saying they believed you snuck back inside while she was in the massage room, waited until her masseuse left the room to get more aromatic oils, and then walked in and shot her.”

			“I know that’s what they said.” He eyed Sadie seriously. “Do you really think I’d kill Jane for a few hundred bucks?”

			Sadie didn’t answer that question but she had one of her own. “What happened to my sandwich?”

			“You ate it.” It was Dean’s turn to roll his eyes. “You inhaled it, actually.”

			“Huh. Guess I was hungry.” She got up to make another one. “I still don’t know what I can do to help. They gotta have a dozen officers working the case.”

			“I think the people at the massage place know something they aren’t saying. I want you to go there and talk to the people and find out what you can. Maybe even get a massage with the same guy who did Jane’s.”

			Sadie tilted her head back and sighed.

			“A massage sounds great.” She smiled. Actually, it sounded divine. “But I can’t afford to be spending money wastefully. I’ve got to bank every penny for when I’m take time off work to be with my baby.”

			It was the first time she’d used the words “my baby,” and her voice choked up.

			“Jesus, are you going to cry?”

			“No!” Sadie stuffed more peanut butter and jelly sandwich into her mouth to keep from sobbing. After she’d washed down her second sandwich with milk and felt like her emotions were somewhat in check, she started talking again.

			“Look, I want your permission to talk to Zack about this. He’d know the best way to approach this and—”

			“No. Absolutely not.” Petrovich shook his head violently. “He used to be a cop and if he knew I was holed up with you, he’d feel obligated to turn us both in.”

			Sadie opened her mouth to say something and then shut it again.

			“Plus, you promised you wouldn’t tell anyone.”

			“I already told Maeva.”

			“What!” Dean began pacing. “Why’d you do that?”

			“Look, she’s my best friend and I’ve got lots on my plate right now. She’s not going to be telling anybody anything about you. It’s not high on her priority list right now.”

			“Guess I’ll just have to trust you with that one,” he grumbled.

			“How about I talk to Zack about your case in general, though? He’d probably find it odd if I didn’t talk about it. I can just ask him what he’s heard about it.”

			“That’s probably a good idea,” he said reluctantly.

			“And I’ll find a way to go down to the spa and scope things out. I can just go down and ask about their services and stuff, for a start.”

			“That would be great,” Dean gushed. “You can ask about their prices and then maybe go on a tour or something and casually say you heard about what happened and—”

			Sadie held up her hand.

			“Just let me see what I can do. Don’t go writing me a script on what to say.”

			Sadie’s new cell phone chimed. She’d been ignoring it all day. One glance at the screen told her why. Another text from Owen. She was about to tuck the phone back in her pocket when it chimed again. This time the message was from Zack.

			“Sweet Jesus I can’t seem to get a break,” she muttered to herself. “I’m going out for the better part of the day to clean up a suicide,” she told Dean. “You’ll be happy to know that I’ll be taking my stinky purse with me so things should go well.”

			“I don’t know what to say about that,” he replied. “Good luck, I guess.”

			“Thanks. I’m going to need it.”

			Sadie piled everything she needed to clean an unattended death decomp scene into her Scene-2-Clean van. Then she drove twenty minutes to Bellevue to Jonelle’s Spa. She didn’t want to pay for parking in the back public lot but she did anyway because she wanted to see the rear exit of Jonelle’s where the shooter would’ve entered. She backed the van into a slot at the very rear of the lot and then put a couple dollars’ worth of coins in a machine to cover the cost of the half hour she expected to be there.

			She walked across the concrete toward the back of Jonelle’s. The spa looked like any other business from the back. There was a concrete stairway with five or six steps going up to a slate-gray metal door that had Jonelle’s Day Spa Exit Only in purple script. There was no handle on the outside of the door but there was a key lock. With nothing else to look at in the back of the building, Sadie walked around to the front. She was dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt, which was her normal work attire, but Sadie felt immediately out of place when she stepped inside Jonelle’s opulent reception area. The sweet fragrance of lavender reached her nostrils as Sadie walked up to the front desk, her runners squeaking noisily on the shiny marble floor.

			“May I help you?” asked a perfectly coiffed blond woman with impeccable makeup.

			“I hope so, Zenia,” Sadie said, reading the woman’s red name tag on her white lab coat. “I’d like to get some information about your establishment and the services you offer.”

			“Of course! I’m the owner of Jonelle’s and I’m thrilled to answer any questions you may have.”

			The first question she wanted to ask was why it was called Jonelle’s if the owner’s name was Zenia. Instead, Sadie smiled in a friendly way and took the glossy brochure Zenia handed to her. The woman’s perfect little nose wrinkled up and she sniffed the air. She frowned at Sadie and Sadie blushed in return.

			Damned devil’s dung!

			“So, um, you sure have a lot of services.” Sadie glanced over the menu of treatments offered and wondered what the hell a detoxifying thalassotherapy bath entailed. It sounded painful.

			“Yes. We have nine treatment rooms,” she said proudly. “And as you can see”—she indicated glass shelving behind her—“we have an entire line of products from shampoos and oils to fragrances all created and designed specifically for Jonelle’s.”

			“Would it be possible to have a tour?” Sadie asked.

			“We usually require an appointment for a full tour. . . .”

			“I understand, and I’m sorry for just popping in. You see, my sister is getting married and I’m maid of honor, so I’m charged with finding the perfect spa for the pre-wedding treatments for my sister and all seven bridesmaids,” Sadie lied hurriedly. “I’ve been busy and thought I’d drop in on my way to work.”

			“Well, of course. I can show you around the rooms that aren’t in use.” She smiled broadly and buzzed someone on the intercom to watch the desk.

			When another slim, perfectly coiffed blonde around the same age as Zenia showed up to answer the phones, Sadie began to wonder if there was a cloning machine that produced blond estheticians in the back as well. Before they started off on the grand tour, Zenia showed off some of the product line on the front shelves. She once again wrinkled her nose and Sadie found herself wishing she’d left her purse containing the conjure bag back in her car.

			“You know, before the tour I’d like to introduce you to one of our most popular products.” Zenia took down a small bright blue bottle and held it up. “It’s our signature fragrance. It has notes of peony and magnolia.”

			She spritzed a little in the air and Sadie leaned in.

			“That’s very nice.” But a little strong.

			“May I?” She grabbed Sadie’s wrist and squirted a large amount of the perfume there and then pumped a couple more squirts on Sadie’s clothes. “Oops! Sorry!”

			Sadie coughed.

			Great. Now I smell like devil’s dung dipped in flowers.

			“I think you’ll be quite impressed with our premises,” Zenia said, motioning for Sadie to follow her around the corner and through an etched-glass door.

			They slipped down a long hallway painted in a warm brown color. Gold filigree wall sconces provided just enough lighting that you didn’t walk into a wall. The hall opened into what Zenia called the Relaxation Room, where clients waited for their treatments. The Relaxation Room was huge. There was a fountain in the center surrounded by golden-colored plush chairs. Classical music played in the background and a table in the corner held assorted dried fruits, nuts, and pitchers of filtered water with cucumber slices. A few women in white robes lounged, reading magazines. Sadie snagged a handful of nuts as they went by.

			“I wanted to ask about what happened here a couple weeks ago,” Sadie said.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Zenia replied, her voice now at a mere whisper. “These rooms are our massage rooms.” She pointed to a row of closed doors and paused to open one. Centered in the room was a massage table draped in pristine white sheets. A pink orchid was centered on the pillow. Sadie wanted to crawl onto that table and nap for a year.

			“We use aromatic eye pillows and scented essential therapy oils. You’re offered a heated pillow for your neck as well. Our massages restore balance to mind and body,” Zenia said, her voice singsong.

			“I guess. . . .” Sadie added doubt to her tone. “But I’m sure that woman who was killed here didn’t exactly find balance to her mind and body.”

			All of a sudden Sadie was dragged inside a massage room, and Zenia shut the door firmly behind them.

			“Are you a reporter?” she hissed, grabbing Sadie by the arms and shaking her.

			“N-no.” Sadie’s teeth clanged together and she pulled herself free. “My sister is getting married and I’m in charge of choosing the spa. Like I said.” Sadie cleared her throat and straightened her spine and raised her voice. “My sister insisted that I check out Jonelle’s as one of the options because she wants an upper-end spa; however, some of the other bridesmaids were concerned because of that woman who was shot to death while having a massage.”

			“Shh!” Zenia cleared her throat and straightened the lapels of her lab coat with shaky hands. “Sorry about grabbing you. We can’t be too careful. Business is down seventy-five percent since that incident.” She patted down a few wayward strands of hair. “Yesterday I had some tabloid journalist show up as a client and she had a tiny camera hiding under her robe. People are canceling left, right, and center. At this rate, Jonelle’s will have to shut its doors.” She pinched together her perfectly pink lips and still a small sob escaped. “This place is my magnum opus!” She waved her arms around.

			Sadie thought that was a high accolade to apply to a place that basically polished toenails and rubbed shoulders, but as someone who mopped blood for a living, she wasn’t about to knock Zenia’s achievements.

			“I’m sure business will pick up.” Sadie patted her on the back. “After all, what happened wasn’t the spa’s fault . . . was it?”

			“No!” Zenia stuffed her hands into her lab coat. “Some crazy old man snuck in here and killed his ex. This is a spa for God’s sake! We shouldn’t have to have armed security protecting our clientele!”

			“True. It would definitely mess with the ambiance,” Sadie agreed. “So did the masseuse get hurt? The one who was doing the woman’s massage when she was shot?”

			“Emilio? No. He’d completed the massage and told the woman he’d meet her up front when she was ready.” She ran French-manicured nails through her hair. “Jonelle’s policy is to allow the client relaxation time after their massage. Some people fall asleep. We give them half an hour before we check on them.”

			“I don’t understand how this crazy ex could sneak by everyone at the front desk and wander past the relaxation area to barge into a massage room.”

			“She was in the last treatment room at the end of the hall. Number nine. Next to the emergency exit. He must’ve come in through there. It’s usually locked but it’s not alarmed, so if a guest was exiting that way into the parking lot . . .” Zenia glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry but I’m going to bring you back to the front. I have an appointment in a few minutes and I have to get going.”

			Zenia led the way, and when they passed by a swarthy young man in black yoga pants and a clingy brown tee she nodded hello. He smiled back and his eyes scraped over Sadie in a way that made her get all warm and tingly. When they were a few feet away Zenia leaned in and whispered, “That’s Emilio.”

			“Wow,” Sadie whispered back. “I imagine he has an impressive list of regular clients.”

			“You have no idea.”

			Zenia ducked behind the counter, where the receptionist was on the phone. She reached into a drawer for a piece of paper and handed it to Sadie.

			“I hope you will consider Jonelle’s for the wedding. This coupon is good for fifty percent off a thirty-minute massage.” She offered Sadie a pleading smile. “Oh! And please take a sample tube of our lavender body cream.”

			She handed Sadie a tiny silver tube.

			“Did I hear the word wedding?” All of a sudden Emilio appeared from around a corner to join Sadie at the desk. “Don’t tell me another one of our clientele is being whisked away into married life?”

			Sadie stood there grinning stupidly, obviously dumbstruck by the sexy masseur. Zenia stepped in to help.

			“She’s scoping out spas for her sister’s wedding. She’s the maid of honor and I was offering her a coupon for half off a thirty-minute massage so she or her sister could try our marvelous services here at Jonelle’s. Once they try it, they’ll insist on having the entire wedding party here.”

			“Absolutely! You and your sister and the whole family should come for treatments,” he gushed. His mocha eyes locked on Sadie’s and he wet his lips seductively before continuing. “We are the best spa in the area. No other competition even comes close. So you will be back. I insist!”

			As blinded as Sadie was by the guy’s appeal, she gathered her wits about her and remembered why she was here.

			“Our biggest concern is, of course”—she leaned forward and lowered her voice to just above a whisper—“the incident that happened here a couple weeks ago. That’s why my sister wanted me to check out the place first. To make sure it’s safe.”

			Emilio’s eyes darkened, and the swarthy good looks weren’t dampened even by his sorrowful frown.

			“Horribly sad and an absolute tragedy!” He clucked his tongue and brought a hand to his heart. “But I assure you a catastrophe such as that would never happen again in a million years.”

			Zenia beamed her approval at Emilio’s praise as she lifted her purse from behind the counter and hooked it over her shoulder. After a brief smile in Sadie’s direction, she disappeared into the back of the spa. There seemed to be nothing more to add so Sadie said good-bye to Emilio, who took Sadie’s hand in his to say farewell. Sadie half expected he would kiss the top of her hand in his over-the-top Don Juan demeanor, but he simply shook her hand warmly, allowing his palm to linger slightly longer than necessary.

			“You must really love your job,” Sadie said, taking her hand back.

			“It can be . . .” He glanced furtively over his shoulder and then back at Sadie. “It can be challenging, but I enjoy the clientele. Please come back soon with your family.”

			Sadie promised she would, and then once outside she fanned herself.

			It had been a while since she’d gotten so hot and bothered about a man. Then, as if thinking about her trouble with men attracted them, her phone chirped with a message from Zack.

			Thinking of you.

			Sadie’s heart ached in her chest. She replied by text, telling him that she was on her way to Auburn to do a cleanup job. She walked around back and headed to her van. She put her mind out of spa mode and into the trauma-clean zone as she started up the van and pulled out of her space. Just as she passed by the rear exit of Jonelle’s, the door opened and Emilio and Zenia stepped outside. As Sadie steered out of the lot she caught a glimpse of the two embroiled in what looked like a very heated conversation. No matter what Zenia and Emilio claimed, things at Jonelle’s Spa were not as rosy and perfect as it smelled.

			As she drove slowly toward the exit, Emilio and Zenia both glanced over and caught her eye—but Sadie quickly looked away as if she were looking for an opening in traffic. She eased the large van out onto the road and then tried to refocus her mind on the next few hours and on the house she had to clean. No matter how hard she tried to think of trauma clean and work, her mind kept drifting back to the gathering of cells called a fetus growing inside her belly and how that nearly two-inch bundle of DNA had forever changed her life. She was alternately dismayed and delighted and, by turns, nauseated and starving.

			She went to a convenience store and stared with longing at all the items that were off-limits. Just the thought of a massage/snooze had worked up her appetite. Deciding on a compromise, she got both a healthy vitamin water and a not-so-healthy chocolate bar.

			By the time she was dressed in a hazmat suit and hauling equipment out of her van on Forest Ridge Drive, the sun was beginning to set. She was all ready to go inside and start work when she remembered the conjure bag in her purse. She ran back to the vehicle and retrieved the smelly necklace. Pulling it over her head, Sadie tucked it inside the disposable Tyvek suit and prayed that Rudie’s little spell would do its part. The last thing Sadie needed was to once again feel like she’d taken an overdose.

			She was fully clothed in hazmat gear from the top of her head to her bootie-clad feet when she let herself inside the house. So, of course, now she had to pee. After she managed to doff enough gear to relieve herself, and then re-dress, Sadie went to work. She cut away carpeting damaged by sloughed skin and bodily fluids and placed those pieces into large Stericycle bins to be hauled away. She scrubbed and wiped down surfaces until every part of her body ached and she was covered in a thin sheen of sweat. Next, she swept up maggots and dead flies, flushing them down the toilet. The entire process was time-consuming and tedious work, but at least she was doing it without any interference from the spirit world.

			Her perspiration odor mingled with the dung around her neck, assuring Sadie that she’d never have man trouble again because nobody within a mile radius would ever be able to stand her. It was around one in the morning when she loaded the last of the bins into the back of the van and rolled down and locked the back door. She’d already set up the ozone generators in the house to clean the air and would need to come back to get that equipment after a couple days. Her body was so tired that her legs were rubber as she climbed into the driver’s seat and started up the van.

			Before putting the vehicle in drive she took the conjure bag from around her neck and stuffed it back in her purse. Either the thing no longer smelled as bad or she was getting used to having the aroma of excrement and spice and all things not nice dangling around her throat.

			She checked her cell phone to see all the calls and texts she missed while hunkered down at work. There were two missed calls and two texts. Zack and Owen. Punchy from fatigue and pregnancy hormones, she began to drive while belting out a less than enthusiastic rendition of “It’s Raining Men.”

			Feeling sorry for herself and, once again, a little hungry, she went through a TacoTime drive-thru and ordered a couple tacos for the ride back home. About halfway to Seattle and exiting onto the I-405, Sadie was momentarily blinded by someone driving close behind her with their high beams on.

			“Asshole,” she muttered.

			Stuffing the last bit of taco into her mouth, Sadie moved to the right lane to allow the vehicle to pass. She caught a glimpse of the dark pickup as it zipped back behind her in the slow lane. Sadie frowned but wasn’t concerned. Although Seattle had some of the most patient drivers in America, it also tended to have a higher percentage of crazies. Sadie blamed the rain.

			Although there was hardly anybody else on the road, the truck continued to tail the Scene-2-Clean van into town. She thought she lost him when she hopped on exit 164A for Dearborn Street, but she caught him a couple vehicles back at a red light when she was just a block from home. Now she was getting scared.

			It was hard to perform any evasive driving moves in a large, lumbering cube van loaded with supplies. However, she’d learned a trick or two riding with Zack and she knew her neighborhood well. She wasn’t about to be followed home by some loony tune who’d followed her from Auburn. As soon as she got the opportunity, Sadie took a sharp right at a light when the pickup was still a couple cars behind. Then she dodged down a lane around the corner and zipped into the back entrance of a 7-Eleven parking lot. Leaving the vehicle in the dark against the building, Sadie hopped out and went inside.

			Watching from inside the store, she waited until she was convinced she hadn’t been followed. Then she got herself some peanut butter cups and headed back to the van.

			A couple blocks over, Sadie opened her mouth and yawned loudly as she drove up her driveway and her yawn turned into startled squeak when she noticed someone lurking in the shadows by her front door. A flash of her brights put the man in light, and out of the shadows stepped Owen Sorkin.

			“Double damn.”

			Sadie pressed the button on her garage door and tucked the large vehicle in next to her smaller car. When she climbed out of the van, Owen was standing right there.

			“Hi there.” He grinned his movie-star smile and Sadie scowled back in return.

			“It’s two in the morning.”

			“Exactly!” He folded his arms across his chest. “I might add, ‘Where have you been all night, young lady?’ But since you’re out in the company van I’ll assume you were working and not just ignoring all my calls and texts.”

			“I told you I was working. I told you I’d call you in a few days.” Sadie reached into the van and snagged her purse.

			“And I drove all the way up from Albuquerque to surprise you.” He opened his arms wide. “Surprise!”

			Sadie tried to look annoyed, but the corners of her mouth began to turn up in a smile despite herself.

			“That’s better.” Owen winked. “How about a hug.”

			He stepped forward as if to hug her then quickly stepped back.

			“No offense, sweetheart, but you stink.”

			“I know. I smell like shit.” She nodded toward the door. “You might as well come in.”

			“Did you step in dog crap or something?” Owen asked as he followed her inside. “You smell like poop and then, strangely, like tacos and peanut butter.”

			“It’s a long story.”

			She locked the door behind them and then scanned the house for Detective Petrovich. If he was here, he was hiding.

			“Make yourself comfortable in the living room. There’s beer in the fridge,” she told him. “I’m going to shower.”

			She nodded to the shower near the garage door entrance in the mudroom. When she worked, she usually stripped at the door and had a shower there so as not to transfer decomp with her into the rest of her house.

			“Are you sure you don’t want me to wait in your bedroom? I have fond memories of that room.”

			“No!” she exclaimed sharply and then softened her voice. “Wait in the living room.”

			“That’s all right. Come to think of it, I have fond memories of your sofa too . . . and your kitchen counter.”

			Sadie went crimson.

			“I won’t be long,” she told him. Her bunny had hopped up to Owen and was twitching his nose at him. “Hairy will show you the way in case you’ve forgotten.”

			“Come on then, Hairy.” Owen scooped up the rabbit and petted him enthusiastically. “You can tell me all you’ve been up to while we wait for your mistress.”

			Sadie lathered up under the hot spray using industrial-strength shampoos, conditioners, and soaps to try and rid herself of her eau de toilette. The entire time she talked herself through various dialogues she could have with Owen.

			Dialogue number one: Hey, you know that time you ended up staying the night and we did it in the kitchen, the living room, and the bedroom . . . ? Well, one of those times we didn’t use a condom.

			Dialogue number two: I know we only had one night together and after that I told you I was going to stand by Zack and try and get together with him, but turns out, you and I will always have something connecting us.

			Dialogue number three: How about we grab a tape measure and see if a baby seat fits in the back of your snazzy little BMW M6 coupe?

			She decided number two was the least offensive. To be sure, she lathered herself up a third time and then rinsed and toweled off while practicing the sentence in her head. Finally she couldn’t delay any longer, and she was as de-stinkified as she could be. She wrapped a robe around her body and stepped out into the hall to find Owen standing right outside the door.

			“Oh my God! You scared me!” she gasped.

			“What’s this?” He held up the book on pregnancy she’d left on the living room coffee table earlier that day.

			“It’s a book.” She swallowed thickly. “On pregnancy.”

			“I can see that.” His eyes had darkened angrily.

			“I’m going to get changed,” she told him.

			When she tried to step around Owen he blocked her path.

			“Are you pregnant?”

			She bit her lip and closed her eyes before murmuring, “Yes.”

			Tears blurred her vision but she didn’t want him to see her upset. She pushed past him and made her way down the hall toward the living room and then went straight to the kitchen. She opened the fridge and, frustrated at the lack of choices, she slammed it shut.

			“Well, you and Zack must be very happy. Where is he? Didn’t he zip you off to the altar? I’m surprised he’s not at least here taking care of you.” Owen’s voice dripped with acid.

			“He doesn’t know.”

			“Doesn’t know?” He shook his head in confusion as he leaned one hip against her kitchen counter. “Why the hell haven’t you told him? Did you break up again? Is that why?”

			She reopened the fridge and handed Owen a beer. He stood there dumbly holding it without unscrewing the cap. Just staring at Sadie expectantly.

			“Well?” he demanded.

			“Apparently I’m not as in tune with my own body as I should be. I just found out that I’m pregnant. Yesterday as a matter of fact. So, I haven’t had a chance to tell him yet.”

			She sat down at the kitchen table with a glass of water. He joined her with his still unopened bottle of beer.

			She added in a small voice, “Besides, I thought it would be best to tell the baby’s father first.”

			He blinked at her with his lips moving wordlessly and a puzzled look on his face. Sadie stared pointedly back at him, waiting for him to connect the dots. Suddenly Owen was on his feet.

			“Oh no, no, no! Not me. We were careful!” he shouted. “I made sure. I always make sure!”

			“Not every time,” she pointed out.

			He froze, and she could practically hear the memory gears clunking into place inside his brain. Then he began to pace while waving his hands in the air.

			“One time out of what . . . five?”

			“Stop bragging,” Sadie joked. “It was four. And one time is all it takes.”

			“Oh come on!” He sat back down with his elbows on the table, leaning his chin in his hands. A minute later he put his palms together and made pleading motions.. “This is all a joke. It’s got to be, right? I mean, when I left Seattle you told me you and Zack were together. You were going to try and make it work. We had no contact; you didn’t return a single e-mail until a couple days ago. There is no way that kid is mine.”

			Sadie clenched her teeth together angrily and wished she had enough energy to throw herself into a rage. Or at least kick him in his baby-making nuts. But at the moment, the only thing that really appealed to her was the thought of throwing herself into bed. She was completely drained. It was the middle of the night and she’d busted her ass cleaning a suicide for the last few hours while wearing poop around her neck as a guardian. She was not in the mood to have this conversation, or any other, with Owen Sorkin.

			“You’re right. You got me. This is all just an elaborate prank. Ha ha,” she said, without even a hint of a smile. “You’ve been punked. Now you need to go because I’m dead on my feet.” She stood up and began making shooing motions with her hands. “I mean it. Get the hell out.”

			Owen blinked at her with a confused look on his face but he walked to the door. Sadie folded her arms over her chest and waited for him to change his mind, but he just left. She watched through her blinds as he walked to his BMW parked a few houses down. Once he’d started up his car and driven away, she headed for her bedroom. Hairy followed her, his bunny toenails click-clacking on the laminate floor as he went.

			Heartburn bubbled in her throat and when she opened the bedroom door she was only somewhat surprised to find Dean there.

			“Well, that went well,” he said. “You couldn’t think of a better way to break it to the guy?”

			“Stop eavesdropping on my conversations!”

			“I hid in the bedroom. Granted that may not have been the best choice. Next time you’re bringing a guy home, you need to give me a heads-up.”

			“I didn’t invite him over. He just showed up. Now get out of my bedroom. I need to sleep.”

			“But I’ve been waiting all night to hear about how things went at the spa. Did you talk to the employees?”

			“Yes.” She yawned. “And basically they all think you snuck in through the back exit and shot Jane while she was in relaxation mode after her massage.”

			He threw back his head and moaned loudly. When he glanced back at Sadie she saw that his eyes looked utterly dejected. She couldn’t help but feel sad for him.

			“The good news is that when I left I saw the masseuse, Emilio, and the owner having a heated conversation outside. So maybe there is something they’re hiding—if they’re so upset that I was asking about it.” She offered Dean a smile. “Maybe I’ll have to pay them another visit.”

			“Emilio . . .” Dean looked thoughtful. “I’m positive I heard Jane talk about Emilio. Last time we talked she said Car Boy was ticked off with someone and I’m sure the name she used was Emilio.”

			“Who’s Car Boy?”

			“The boyfriend. The guy she dumped me for.”

			“Okay.” Sadie tugged her extra-large Mariner’s T-shirt out of a drawer to wear as pj’s and then went to a second drawer and pulled out a roll of antacids. She popped one in her mouth and told him, “I got a coupon for half off a massage, so maybe I’ll book one with Emilio and see if I can get more information out of him.”

			“Good idea. And I’ll try to remember the name of Car Boy. . . . I know he works selling cars. . . . The name will come to me.”

			“Yeah, you think about that outside my bedroom. Good night.”

			She followed Dean to the bedroom door and closed it after him. Hairy stretched out his full bunny length on a small dog bed that sat in the corner of the room. Sadie dropped her robe and pulled her Mariner’s tee over her head. She had barely tucked the blankets up under her chin when she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

			When Sadie woke up at the crack of noon the next day she was positively starving and nauseous at the same time. She was beginning to think that pregnancy was just an elaborate joke played on women by God. She stumbled to the kitchen and made herself a piece of toast, then ran to the bathroom and tossed it in the toilet. She showered, got dressed, and then tackled a handful of crackers and water while she checked her e-mails and played a few rounds of solitaire.

			Maeva called to see how she was feeling and Sadie told her all about the surprise visit from Owen.

			“So he didn’t believe the baby was his? What an asshole!”

			“Yeah, except who can blame him? Half the time, I don’t even believe I’m pregnant.” Sadie clicked the cards on her computer screen. “We didn’t even have a real relationship. I helped with his haunted real estate and we ended up having a roll in the hay. For all he knows about me, I’m an accomplished liar.”

			“Anybody who’s spent more than five minutes with you knows that you’re honest and down-to-earth.”

			“Thanks, but as a friend you have to say that. Owen probably just thinks I’m a gold digger out to cheat him into marrying me so I can have half his bountiful riches.”

			“Huh. That’s right. I forgot the guy had a few bucks,” Maeva said thoughtfully. “Well, that’ll certainly come in handy for child support.”

			“Now that does make me feel like a gold digger. I don’t think I can accept any money from him.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Maeva shouted. “You have no choice here, Sadie. It’s one thing for you to be stupid all on your own, but you have to think of your child here. That baby deserves to live an existence better than just scraping by because his or her mom is too stupid or too proud to accept the child support the law demands Owen to pay!”

			Sadie was beginning to feel overwhelmed and not just because she was losing at solitaire.

			“I’m going to have to think about it.”

			“Yeah, you think about it, and while you’re thinking about that I want you to think about the luxurious, vibrating baby swing that’s set up in my living room.”

			Sadie frowned. “What about it?”

			“You remember how colicky and miserable Osbert was those first few months? We went through three different baby swings before we found one that soothed him long enough for me to be able to eat a hot meal. It cost over two hundred dollars.”

			“What? Two hundred for a swing?”

			“Not just any swing. The luxury vibrating swing that gently jostles in multiple directions to more effectively simulate the womb,” she told Sadie. “And before you say you’d never spend that much on a swing, I’ll tell you that until I’d gone a month without sleep I said the same thing. Baby stuff is expensive, Sadie.”

			“You’ve made your point. I’ve gotta get back to work or the only swinging this baby will be doing is when Auntie Maeva babysits.”

			Her phone remained completely void of any more texts or calls from anyone. Particularly Owen. No doubt he’d burned rubber all the way home to Albuquerque. Sadie was both relieved and sad about how things had turned out. Why couldn’t she be a normal woman with a job she hated, a husband that annoyed her, and two point five kids that drove her crazy?

			Sadie played more solitaire on her computer while she delayed the inevitable. Zack had sent her a couple messages and she owed him a reply. Sadie thought she might as well scare off both men in her life and get on with the lonely, harrowing life of single motherhood that was ahead of her. She picked up her phone.

			“One down. One to go,” she muttered to herself.

			“What does that mean?” Petrovich asked her from the hallway.

			“It means, stop eavesdropping on my conversations.”

			“It’s not a conversation if you’re just talking to yourself.”

			“Fine. Hold that thought while I finish this message.”

			She replied to Zack’s texts about arranging a movie date by suggesting that, instead, they spend a quiet evening at her place. She even offered to cook him dinner. She hit send, and while she was walking to the kitchen to find something to alleviate her heartburn, her phone chirped Zack’s reply: Sounds great! I’ll bring the wine.

			Sadie exhaled sorrowfully as she stared at his response.

			“It can’t be that bad,” Dean said.

			“It is,” she announced to Dean, putting down her cell phone. “I just invited Zack over tomorrow night. I’m going to feed him dinner and then tell him about the baby.”

			“So he’s coming over here thinking a romantic dinner with a pretty woman might lead to getting back together, and you’re going to stab him in the back?” Dean’s eyes were huge. “Geez, there’s gotta be a better way to go about it!”

			“What do you propose I do, wait a few months and just tell him I’ve been consuming too many Oreos? I think he might notice I’m putting on some pounds, and if he doesn’t, he’ll definitely notice when I’ve got a baby latched to my nipples.”

			“Argh! Don’t talk about your nipples.” He shook his head with revulsion. “All I meant is that this is going to be tough on a guy like Zack . . . getting slammed like that.”

			“This isn’t exactly a party with Jell-O shots and confetti for me either,” Sadie grumbled. “I’m puking daily and my boobs hurt. I have stretch marks and hemorrhoids to look forward to, and don’t forget labor pains followed by twenty years of real labor raising the kid.”

			“Have you thought about maybe this isn’t the best time? Lots of families can’t have kids. Maybe you should consider giving it up.”

			“Let’s talk about something else.”

			“Okay. I remembered the name of Jane’s boyfriend—Martin. Don’t know his last name but he works selling cars at that dealership on Eighth and Blanchard. Whoever killed Jane, it was personal. They didn’t take her purse or anything, so we need to look at those closest to her.”

			“You mean, like you?”

			“No. Like Martin. Go talk to him.”

			“And say what exactly? Sorry for your loss, but your dead girlfriend’s ex-husband is a friend of mine and I’m trying to prove it was you who killed her instead of him?”

			“No. Definitely don’t say that.” He scowled. “You’re not very good at this, are you?”

			“That’s why I became a grade school teacher and then a trauma cleaner instead of a cop.”

			“He’s never met you and doesn’t know you from Adam. You go to where he works and tell him some kind of story. . . . You can say you’re an old friend of Jane’s and ask to buy him lunch. You’ve done this kind of thing before. You know how to get guys to talk. Just make polite conversation and pick at their relationship a bit. Maybe you can say you and Jane just hooked up on Facebook or something and that Jane hinted her relationship with him wasn’t perfect. See the kind of reaction you get.”

			“I don’t know. . . .” Sadie shuffled junk mail on her kitchen counter. “What if Martin knows all her Facebook friends and has access to her computer? Any story I give him could totally blow up in my face and then if he is the killer, I’ve done nothing but make him want to cover his ass even more by, say, shooting me in the head like Jane!”

			“The guy is a dinosaur,” Dean assured her. “He doesn’t know Facebook from Myspace. Jane would joke that she had to read his work e-mails to him because he didn’t own a computer and didn’t know how to use one but he didn’t want his bosses to know that.”

			“Fine. Whatever. I’ll talk to the guy.” Sadie’s office phone began to ring and she took off back to her den.

			“Don’t forget to go for that massage too!” Dean called after her.

			Being a good friend to the detective and repaying him for all his kindness in the past was turning out to be a huge pain in the ass.

			She ran into her office and snatched up the cordless phone on her desk.

			“Scene-2-Clean. How may I help you?”

			“My name is Bill. I own a property on Southwest Brandon Street that had a crime take place a couple weeks ago.” Bill had a low, gravelly voice. “So the police said I can go back in the house now, but the detective mentioned we gotta get it cleaned properly. And your company does that kind of thing, right?”

			Sadie fist-pumped the air and said a silent yes!

			“That’s right, Bill. I heard about the unfortunate incident in the newspapers. If the residents were your friends, I’m sorry for your loss,” she said seriously.

			“They were only my tenants but good folks as far as I know,” Bill continued. He cleared his throat. “I don’t live down that way; I’m over in Capitol Hill. Do I need to meet you at the house, or what?”

			“There’s no reason you should have to leave your place. I can come to your home, get a key for the rental house, and go over my contract. Do you have the insurance information?”

			Bill told her that he did. Sadie took down the address in Capitol Hill and arranged to be at his house in a couple hours. When she hung up the phone she started rubbing her hands together gleefully and whistling to herself.

			“Good news?” Dean asked.

			“Not for the victims but for me, yes.” Sadie smiled. “Detectives released a house that was the scene of a home invasion in West Seattle. Multiple gunshot victims. Four, I think, so bi-i-ig job. More than enough to buy both a baby swing and possibly a car seat.”

			“Perfect! You’ll be going right past the car dealership, so you can go and talk to Martin.”

			“Not today.”

			She got to her feet and headed for the kitchen, bent on whipping up scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast with raspberry jam.

			Dean followed her.

			“But I heard you say you weren’t meeting him for a couple hours, so you’ve got time,” he pointed out.

			“First of all, the client lives in Capitol Hill, so it’s not on the way. I have to go to his place first and get the key. Second, I’ll be taking the company van. A little hard to pull up to talk to Martin all incognito driving my large cube van with ‘Scene-2-Clean trauma clean specialists’ emblazoned on the sides.”

			Dean narrowed his eyes. “You’re smarter than this. You know enough to park a block away and walk in.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Why is this like pulling teeth getting you to help me out?”

			She knew why. For the first time she was scared. And not just for herself. For that oversized comma growing in her uterus.

			“I know you’re anxious to get this cleared up. I want nothing more for you than to find out who really killed Jane. But I’m going to be busting my ass all day, most likely for two or three very full days, to get this job done. I’m working alone right now. No employees helping me out. Just me and I’m going to be exhausted.”

			“Okay. I get it. Your body’s really going to take a beating, so you know what you need? A massage. Today would be a perfect day to squeeze in a massage before you start work. You can question that masseuse . . . what’s his name? Emilio! Right. He was the last person to see Jane alive. Maybe she said something to him.”

			She looked at Dean and thought, You’re a real pain in the ass. But his eyes were desperate and there’d been many a time over the last few years when she’d been desperate and he’d helped her out. When her brother took his own life, Dean was there for her. When she started Scene-2-Clean he sent jobs her way when victims’ families needed clean up at trauma scenes, even though he could’ve just as easily sent the work to other companies.

			“Fine, I’ll call the spa, but it’s the last minute, and they might be fully booked.”

			Sadie dug out the brochure from her purse and dialed the number for Jonelle’s Spa. It wasn’t Zenia who answered so she mentioned her coupon and asked if they had any openings for a massage today with Emilio.

			“Usually he’s booked weeks in advance, but there’s been an opening in his schedule. If you can be here within the hour I can squeeze you in with Emilio.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			Sadie put down her phone.

			“I have to be there in an hour.” At his excited face Sadie told Dean, “Don’t get your hopes up. From what I already learned, this Emilio guy gave Jane her massage and then left her in a relaxed state, allowing her half an hour before he’d hurry her out the door. It was during that time that someone snuck in and shot her with your gun.” Sadie massaged her acidic belly with her fingertips. “And I don’t suppose you know how someone ended up with your gun?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“An experienced homicide detective like yourself wouldn’t just leave your gun lying around. Every time I ever saw you it was in a holster under your jacket.”

			“What can I tell you? I seriously don’t remember what happened.” He put his palms up. “I remember following Jane to the spa and fighting with her in the entranceway, and then the manager kicked me out.” He shrugged. “After that, I vaguely remember thinking Jane’s bitching gave me a headache and maybe I should go wait for her at her apartment.”

			“So what happened?”

			“Someone must’ve overpowered me and taken my gun. Maybe knocked me unconscious or something. It’s the only explanation, right?”

			There was another explanation that Sadie needed to explore. Maybe her good old friend Dean Petrovich actually murdered his ex-wife in cold blood.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			When Sadie pulled up to Jonelle’s Day Spa for her massage she spent a few minutes in her car talking to her conjure bag.

			“If I bring you inside the spa everyone there will think I’ve pooped my pants,” she told the bag. “If I don’t wear you around my neck, there’s a good chance I’ll have to deal with the ghost of Dean’s ex-wife, who was shot in the head. I don’t want that kind of headache.”

			She frowned at the bag and it gave no response, so she called Maeva and explained the problem.

			“Wear the damn thing. That’s what it’s there for. Hold on. . . .”

			Sadie listened while Maeva dealt with Osbert, who was shrieking hysterically.

			“As I was saying,” Maeva continued. “Wear the bag so you don’t have to feel Jane’s pain.”

			“How did you do that?” Sadie asked. “How’d you get Osbert to go from screaming like a maniac to complete silence? I know he used to always stop crying when I held him, but you seem to have worked it out yourself. Maybe you should write down parenting tips for me.”

			“He hasn’t stopped crying,” Maeva said. “I put him in his crib and I went downstairs to finish our call. I don’t usually let him cry, but there are days when parenting is sink or swim and survival of the fittest. The nanny will be here soon and I’ll get to go to work, where it’s sane and people don’t scream unless I charge them too much for a reading.”

			“Oh.” Sadie felt the weight of dealing of a screaming baby on her shoulders. She didn’t know if she was cut out for motherhood.

			“He doesn’t scream all the time,” Maeva said. “Don’t worry. Babies are totally worth it.”

			Sadie wasn’t convinced.

			“Any word from Owen?”

			“No,” Sadie replied. “I’m sure he’s gone back to Albuquerque. Now back to this conjure bag.” She held up the black flannel sack and stared at it. “How do I explain it? Don’t I have to strip for my massage?”

			“Good point.” Maeva thought for a second. “Well, you don’t have to take off everything; you can keep on your undies, and yes, you can keep the bag around your neck. Apologize for the smell and tell everyone that it’s a medicinal healing bag given to you by a shaman in your religious faith. Explain that you’re required to wear it for two weeks and, if you remove it even once, it’s a sign of disrespecting your religion.”

			“Wow. That’s good. You’re like a professional liar or something.”

			“Thanks. Have fun at your massage. Wish it was me, except for the part about asking questions about Jane getting killed there. I’ve tried asking spirits the truth about the situation, but nobody has stepped up to give me an answer. Although my gut says Detective Petrovich didn’t do it, all the evidence they talk about on the news sure points that way.”

			“Yeah, that’s the problem.”

			She told Maeva she’d call her later and then Sadie slipped the flannel bag over her head and inside her shirt. She tried to ignore the smell. She closed her eyes and imagined she was on a ranch in Wyoming and told herself the aroma was simply a part of nature. Then she opened her eyes to a homeless man climbing up the side of a Dumpster across the road and it slammed her back home.

			With determination she hopped out of the van and hoofed it a couple blocks to the spa. Once inside she was greeted by the Zenia clone, who wore a white lab coat and had identical bottled-blond hair. Sadie gave her name and was ushered to a changing room and told to slip into a robe and wait for Emilio in the Relaxation Room.

			“Place your clothes in a locker and keep the key with you,” said the clone. “And you may want this for your shoes.” She handed Sadie a plastic grocery bag. “I think you may have stepped in something on your way in.”

			“Oh no, I didn’t step in dog doo or anything. That’s just the healing bag given to me by my spiritual shaman.”

			Sadie pulled it out from under her shirt and the smell propelled off the bag, causing the girl to wince.

			“I, uh, admire your dedication.” She handed Sadie a clipboard with a sheet of paper on it. “While you’re waiting for Emilio, complete this form on the state of your health and hand it to him when he comes to collect you.”

			“I’m a little nervous,” Sadie told her. “Were you working here the day that woman was killed?”

			“No, but you have nothing at all to worry about. That was a onetime thing and it wouldn’t happen again in a million years.” She flashed Sadie a reassuring smile.

			“So you like working here?” Sadie pressed, trying to get more information. “Zenia seems like a pretty organized owner. I bet she runs a tight ship.”

			“It’s a very competitive business, and it takes someone with an iron fist to keep a business above water in these tough economic times.” She cleared her throat nervously as if she’d said too much and jabbed a finger at the clipboard. “Finish the questionnaire and Emilio will collect you soon.”

			Sadie stripped down to her bra, panties, and conjure bag and tugged on the thick, plush robe and slippers left in the locker. Then she took the clipboard with her out to the relaxation area. She retrieved a small plate of almonds and dried fruit, then got a cucumber water and brought it all to a lavish golden armchair near the fountain. With her snack on a small table at her elbow, Sadie began ticking off the questions on the medical form. She paused over the pregnancy question and then ticked YES, blowing out a breath of resignation as she did so. In the spot for ANY ADDITIONAL INFORMATION WE NEED TO KNOW? Sadie almost wrote down, My psychic talents are in flux due to a hormonal shift so pardon the smell of manure arising from my conjure bag.

			Instead, she opted to leave it blank.

			A couple other women took up a love seat across from Sadie. They looked well manicured, perfectly coiffed, and not at all like they needed spa treatments. In fact, they looked like the kind of women who relaxed at spas on a regular basis. They giggled and whispered to each other as they sipped herbal tea. When Sadie heard Emilio’s name crop up in their conversation she couldn’t help but interject.

			“That’s who I’m seeing for my massage today. Emilio. Is he good?” she asked.

			“Good?” One of the women, a slim brunette, winked at Sadie. “Oh yes. He’s definitely good.”

			“We tried to get in to see him today but he was fully booked,” said her friend. “He’s got his regulars, but unless one of them cancels, there’s a waiting list.”

			“I just called today so I guess I was lucky.”

			The brunette looked annoyed. “I’ve been calling daily for a month and I’ve never had a break. I thought after that woman died he’d at least have one regular space open up. Guess there was a waiting list.”

			“That woman who was killed . . . she was a regular client of his?” Sadie asked.

			“Oh yes,” said the friend. “She was here at least a couple times a week and always with Emilio.”

			The brunette giggled and then covered her laughter by sipping her tea.

			“Wow. That’s quite an expensive hobby,” Sadie remarked. “I mean, I have a half-off coupon; otherwise I couldn’t afford it. It’s over a hundred dollars for an hour massage. If she was here twice a week she’d be spending close to a thousand dollars a month.”

			“Honey, some things are just worth it,” the brunette stated enthusiastically. She lowered her voice and leaned in. “This is your first time with Emilio? I’d bet you big bucks we’ll be seeing you again.”

			“Even without a coupon,” her friend added.

			The two went off into a tangent of hushed giggles that ended abruptly when Emilio entered the room.

			“Sadie Novak?” He stuck out his hand. “I’m so glad you were able to give Jonelle’s a try after all.”

			Sadie got to her feet and shook his hand and then handed him the clipboard.

			“Right this way,” he said, pointing down the hall. As they left, Emilio paused and smiled at the other two women. “Ladies, nice to see you again.”

			They just looked back at him and sighed.

			Good God. It’s like high school all over again with the cheerleaders fawning over the quarterback.

			Personally, Sadie had been more attracted to the bad boys with a key to their parents’ liquor cabinet than to jocks. As Emilio led the way and Sadie stared at the taut muscles in his gluteus maximus, she wondered if she should’ve been pursuing physically fit men all along. They stopped and Emilio opened the door for treatment room eight. It was second to last in the hall and Jane had been killed in number nine. Only a few feet away was a wood-paneled door labeled EXIT. If the door had been unlocked, it would’ve been only a couple steps to enter the room where Jane had her massage.

			Emilio cleared his throat and Sadie returned her gaze to him and the door he held open for her.

			“Hang your robe on the back of the door and slip under the sheets and onto your stomach.” He paused. “I meant to ask you yesterday why there is the smell of asafetida around you?”

			“Um . . .”

			“It’s a spice otherwise known as devil’s dung,” he said. “I love to cook. I’m quite the foodie actually.” He blinded Sadie with his smile.

			Was he born with perfect teeth, or did an orthodontist do exceptional work?

			“I use asafetida occasionally myself,” Emilio continued. “You know, once it’s cooked it loses that strong smell but adds a wonderfully savory flavor to dishes.”

			“Oh that!” Sadie pulled the flannel bag out from under her robe. “My, um, healing bag from my shaman. It’s a religion thing.” She added quite hastily, “And I have to keep it on. For religious reasons. All the time. So, um, sorry but I can’t take it off for the massage.”

			Emilio frowned, which for some reason actually made him better looking, if that was even possible. He tilted his head and stared at the flannel bag until Sadie tucked it back inside her robe. He walked around the cozy massage room and lit a number of scented candles.

			“That should do it. I’ll wait outside the door until you’ve made yourself comfortable under the sheet. Call when you’re ready.”

			The moment the door was closed Sadie speedily disrobed, hung the housecoat with key in pocket on the back of the door, and dove under the sheets on the table. The table was warm, as if it was heated, and the area where she rested her head smelled like lavender. She’d never had a massage before—unless you counted the ones that Zack used to give her, which only included two-minute shoulder rubs that always led to much more intense rubbing of their privates.

			“I’m, uh, ready!” she called out.

			Sadie’s face squished down in a cushioned donut opening at the head of the table, the conjure bag pressing between her breasts. She felt vulnerable and nervous. She was thinking she was definitely not ready at all to have this good-looking man’s hands all over her body. In fact, she didn’t think she should let any man near her. Look what happened last time! And they’d been careful. Sheesh.

			Emilio walked into the room and lowered the dim lighting to only a vague degree above darkness.

			“I read over your medical sheet. How far along are you in your pregnancy, Sadie?” His voice was a murmur just above a whisper as he went to a sink and washed his hands.

			“About ten weeks.” Her voice was muffled as she spoke through the horseshoe-shaped pad where her forehead rested.

			“Have you experienced any nausea? Sore breasts? Fatigue?”

			“Um. Yes, yes, and yes.”

			“It’s a good thing that you asked for me personally. I’m the only masseuse at Jonelle’s who is also certified in prenatal massage.”

			“Oh. Good.”

			“Yes. Many massage places won’t even offer services to a woman in their first trimester, but you and your unborn baby are perfectly safe in my hands.”

			And with those words he took the sheet and bared one leg, tucking the edges of the fold under her panties in a way that was both professional and intimate. She stiffened.

			“So, um, I’m still curious about that woman who died. . . . Jane? Was that her name?”

			Emilio didn’t answer. His only response was to place his hands on her legs and rub warm oil into her skin.

			“This Jane woman . . . she was a regular of yours, wasn’t she? That must make you feel horrible that she died here and—”

			“Shh,” Emilio said in a very soft voice. “You are so tense. It is not good for you or your baby to be so stressed. Just relax. Take deep, calming breaths.”

			“Zenia must have freaked out at you since the murder happened to one of your clients.”

			Emilio’s hands tightened painfully on her calf for a moment and Sadie let out a squeak of surprise.

			“She wasn’t pleased,” Emilio admitted. His hands relaxed their grip. “If you have any more questions, we can talk about them later,” he assured her. “Right now, you need to allow all anxiety and worries to leave your mind and your body.”

			Sadie was determined to hang on to all those worries in order to make a list of questions to ask Emilio at the end of the massage. Then somewhere between the lavender scents, the warm oils, and the musical notes of waves lapping on a distant shore, she fell into deep slumber. She was jolted awake by a persistent knocking at the door.

			“Go away,” Sadie murmured sleepily.

			Zenia popped her head inside, smiled, and turned up the lights.

			“Wakey-wakey.”

			“Huh? What?” Sadie sat up, tugging the sheet with her. “I, um, guess I fell asleep.”

			“No worries. Happens all the time, but we do need this room in a few minutes for our next guest. I’ll meet you at the front desk.”

			“Oh. Where’s Emilio?”

			Zenia stiffened. “He’s with another client down the hall. He was done with your massage half an hour ago.”

			She snagged Sadie’s housecoat off the hook on the door, then tossed it on her sheet-covered legs and closed the door behind her.

			“Damn!”

			Sadie hustled into her robe and then hurried to the changing room. She didn’t get any answers out of Emilio and now she was running late for her meeting with Bill in Capitol Hill. She quickly dialed the client from the changing room, explaining she was a few minutes behind schedule but would be there shortly. He sounded less than impressed.

			When Sadie arrived out front, she overheard Zenia murmuring angrily to an esthetician about cutting back on the amount of free samples she gave out.

			“Every little bottle costs me money,” Zenia stated.

			When they spotted Sadie, the other employee took off to the back and Sadie walked up to the counter to pay. She offered up her coupon and then used her debit card to pay the balance, adding a twenty percent tip to Emilio.

			“Can I schedule you and your sister and the other bridesmaids in for a session?” Zenia asked.

			“I’ll definitely talk to my sister about it,” Sadie assured her, glancing at her watch. “Right now I’m late for work.”

			“Perhaps you could book a tour or massage for your sister to try. I’m sure she’d be convinced after only a few minutes.”

			Sadie smiled back and promised to talk her sister into it.

			Detective Petrovich wasn’t going to be thrilled that Sadie used her massage time to actually get a massage and had the nerve to get so relaxed she fell completely asleep without getting any questions answered.

			Sadie jogged through the rain to her van. She quickly stuffed the conjure bag in her purse and spritzed a light cologne she’d brought from home. Deftly driving in and out of traffic over to her client’s house, she made good time. In the end she was a mere ten minutes late from the time promised. Bill had a sterile home with modern metal and glass décor. The balding middle-aged man with a sizable paunch had invited her in, and they sat together at a glass kitchen table going over paperwork.

			He grumbled as he read over the contract, underlining points and firing questions off to Sadie about everything from the legalese to punctuation. Sadie answered all his questions quickly and assuredly, but she didn’t like Bill—not one bit. Luckily she didn’t need to like a client to clean for him.

			He signed the paperwork with a flourish then pushed the documents across the table to Sadie, who placed them inside a personalized file folder.

			“So how do you go in and clean up such a huge mess?” Bill asked. “From what the officers told me, there’s blood everywhere.”

			“Well, it’s a systematic process,” Sadie explained. “It takes a lot of cleaning products, and anything that can’t be cleaned properly has to be disposed of. There’s a very good chance your insurance company may end up having to pay to replace sections of drywall and carpeting and—”

			“No. I mean how do you possibly do it all? You personally. How do you go into such a gruesome situation and just clean as if it was spilled orange juice?”

			Sadie took a deep breath.

			“Well, Bill, I used to be a grade school teacher. Then my brother took his own life and I found out from the police that families are responsible for cleaning up that kind of thing. It didn’t feel right to me. So I took all the blood-borne pathogens training and became a trauma-clean specialist. I like to think I’m saving people from being traumatized twice.”

			“Really. Huh. How about that.”

			His tone was derisive, and she could tell he didn’t exactly see her line of work as the noble calling that it was. Although, it wasn’t even Sadie’s true calling. Her real reason for doing what she did, as she found out after she started, was so that she could help answer last requests and help spirits move on. But now she couldn’t even perform that service because she didn’t want to feel the pain of their deaths. Now she was like a grotesque version of Molly Maid.

			Bill gave her the keys to the house and asked when he could expect completion.

			“Later today, after I’ve been through the house, I will be able to provide you with an approximate time frame. I wish I could get to it sooner, but I have another job this evening.” The job of telling Zack about the baby and watching him burn rubber out of my driveway and out of my life. “But I’ll get a few hours accomplished this afternoon, and I’ll call you with a time for completion. You’ll probably need to arrange for drywallers, painters, and flooring people to come in after I’m done.”

			“The faster the better,” Bill grumped. “I don’t want the house standing empty longer than necessary. The longer it goes without tenants, the more money I lose.”

			Sadie bit her tongue from reminding him that the tenants hadn’t exactly willingly moved out.

			“I’ll be as fast as I can.”

			“Good. Even faster would be nice,” he said. “I’m hoping to have the place available to show by the end of the month.”

			Sadie wondered if he planned on offering people a cheaper rent for living in a house that was recently the location of a home invasion and the massacre of its four previous tenants. A bloodbath discount or something.

			Sadie left Bill’s and headed straight to a fast-food outlet for a burger and shake. Back in the Scene-2-Clean van, she checked her phone when it chirped a message from Zack.

			Looking forward to our dinner tonight.

			Sadie just sighed. Then she texted a reply, letting him know she had something important to talk to him about.

			She wondered if she should go all out and make Zack his favorite home-cooked meal, or if she should order pizza. Her mouth watered at the thought of pizza and then just as quickly she felt a wave of nausea and had to roll down her windows for fresh air.

			As she headed to West Seattle, she plugged in her Bluetooth and made phone calls. First she called Maeva.

			“How are you doing?” her friend asked.

			“Keeping busy,” Sadie said. “Could you get me Rudie’s phone number? I’m going to call him and thank him for the great job on the conjure bag. Went to Jonelle’s Day Spa and didn’t have to deal with Jane’s head pain. Also, I’m going to push him to see if he’s been able to come up with a spell that will only block the pain of spirits passing and not the actual spirits themselves.”

			“I’m glad to hear you still want to help spirits move on,” Maeva said seriously. “I was worried you’d be too relieved about working in peace and quiet to remember your actual purpose.”

			“I’m thinking my actual purpose might help to distract me from the hell that is otherwise known as my love life. Speaking of that, Zack’s coming over to my house tonight for what he thinks is a date where I’m making him dinner.”

			“And you’re going to drop the bomb?”

			“Yeah.” Sadie chewed the inside of her cheek nervously and let out a slow breath. “Maeva, I screwed up big-time, didn’t I?”

			“No,” Maeva replied emphatically. “He screwed up. You were doing good and then when he got hurt on the job, he got hooked on pain pills and ended up shacking up with his ex. Even then you stood by him until he came to his senses, remember?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And then when he got out of rehab and he kept saying he needed time to get his life together, you gave him all the time he needed. But when you asked him to give you an idea about where you stood, he panicked and broke it off.”

			“You’re right.”

			“Of course I’m right. It’s not your fault Owen happened to be there to catch you when you fell and to gather you up when you were feeling needy and weak from lack of sex. After all, how were you to know Zack was ever going to come back and want to be with you?”

			“All true,” Sadie said, pulling the van to a stop at a red light. “So why do I feel like an absolute asshole?”

			“Because you’re human and because you still love him.”

			Sadie’s eyes filled with tears. She ended the call with Maeva as she backed up into the driveway of a small split-level house on Southwest Brandon Street. It looked like any other house in any other middle-class neighborhood where people cut their lawns, cleaned their gutters, and worked nine-to-five jobs to pay the mortgage or rent. Except this particular house was where four people had been tied up and gunned down in what the newspapers said was an attempted robbery.

			Bill had given Sadie the garage door opener and she pressed it now as she unloaded her supplies. The garage would be the perfect safe zone in which to don and doff her hazmat gear and to store her supplies. As the garage door went up, a swarm of fat flies poured out. Sadie knew it was just a symptom of what was on the other side of the door leading into the house. Four bodies shot up would’ve sent out a notice of a smorgasbord to flies from miles around.

			As Sadie geared up in the hazmat suit, which made her look more spaceman than pregnant trauma cleaner, her phone chimed. It was a text from Maeva passing along Rudie’s cell phone number. She decided to call him before pulling on her respirator.

			“Rudie here.”

			“Hi, Rudie. This is Sadie Novak. I want to thank you for the baggie you sold me yesterday.”

			Just then Sadie noticed a neighbor walking his dog at the end of the driveway, and by the look on the old gal’s face, Sadie’s voice was probably amplified from inside the garage. She hastily added, “The wonderful bag of healing herbs you sold me.”

			The old woman sniffed and kept walking. That sounded no better.

			“You’re welcome. I presume the banishment spell worked and you’re not calling to ask for your money back.”

			Sadie picked up on his sarcastic tone and ate crow.

			“It’s great and I’m very sorry for ever doubting you. I am calling to see if there’s any chance you can work on the specific bag we talked about.” She lowered her voice. “One that would allow me to still see spirits and help them move on, just block out the pain they felt at their death?”

			“You’re asking for something very specific and unique, and the only way I could create such a thing would be through trial and error. If you’re willing to try new spell bags and report back to me on where there needs to be improvement, then I’m willing to dedicate myself to helping you.”

			“Okay. I’m willing.”

			“It could cost up to double the price of your last conjure bag.”

			Five hundred dollars?

			“Um . . .” She cringed. “Fine.”

			“The good news is that if we create this spell and herb mixture specific to your situation, it goes into the encyclopedia of spells,” he said.

			“There’s an encyclopedia?”

			“Oh sure. Of course it’s mostly online now,” he said. “Good news is that we could even use your name in this spell. We could call it the Sadie Pain Begone Potion.”

			“Huh.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and forced herself not to say anything offensive in return. “So you’ll call me when you have something I can try?”

			“Yup.”

			With Rudie’s odd yet comforting assurance of her future, Sadie finished suiting up in her hazmat gear and prepared to enter the house and begin cleaning. In addition to the physical preparation with her gear, Sadie took a moment to mentally prepare. She had to slam down the door to her feelings and enter a mental state that was strictly business without emotion. It was the only way anyone could do her job. Unless, of course, you were completely crazy or devoid of human emotion—and yes, she’d met some blood-’n’-guts people who were both.

			Once Sadie was inside she could’ve pointed exactly to where the bodies had been, even though the corpses had long since been bagged and tagged. The remaining sloughed skin and congealed blood pools lay testament to where the victims had dropped and remained until their bodies had been found. However, the fact that the walls were riddled with shotgun holes told her they’d tried to run. She registered none of this on an emotional level as she sprayed emulsifiers on dried tissue and brain matter that clung to walls and furniture like petrified oatmeal.

			The first stage of cleaning was always the most difficult, partly because of the amount of protective gear she had to wear. It was easier to work without gloves, booties, and respirators, but bone fragments could be razor-sharp and blood carried disease-causing microorganisms. For the first time ever that realization carried with it an even higher level of fear. If she picked up a disease from her job, so would her baby. She was never careless at work but now she was infallible, exquisitely faultless, and . . . slowwww.

			My God if I work any slower this job will take a week!

			Sadie had been working on one end of the living room for a couple hours, and she got to her feet and stretched. She wanted a nap and food and not necessarily in that order. Glancing at a wall clock dappled with blood spatter, she cringed. She didn’t have much time before she’d have to leave if she planned on being on time for her dinner with Zack.

			As she reached overhead to stretch her aching arms, she caught a glimpse to the street outside through the parted blinds. Frowning, she leaned forward and stared. A dark pickup sat across the street, the driver hidden in shadow. As she moved closer to the window and opened the blinds more fully, the truck roared to life and slowly passed by the house.

			Her nerves pinged at the thought it could be the same driver that followed her from Auburn yesterday. Then again, it could also just be a curious driver and the dark pickup could’ve been one of the cajillion trucks on Seattle roads. She made a mental note that it was a newer, black Dodge Ram. That narrowed it down from a cajillion in Seattle to only a million. Hold the phone! A slight dent in the rear quarter panel with a white scrape of paint. So now she’d narrowed it down to a few thousand.

			She chided herself for being paranoid and went back to work. The area where she was working was littered with significant bone fragments and blood spatter in the drywall. There’d be no cleaning away all the blood soaked into the wall or the slivers of pulverized bone. She’d have to cut the drywall and have it disposed of later as hazmat waste to be removed from her storage unit. Deciding she’d do just this one section of wall and then head home, Sadie went to work, slicing through the drywall and thinking it was a shame—because the smell beneath the odor of decomp was of fresh paint. Someone had taken the time to choose a dove-gray color for the wall and white on the baseboards and moldings to brighten the small living room.

			Once Sadie’s knife had cut through a four-by-three-foot rectangle into the wall around the damage, she used the tip of the blade to pop the section of wall partway off. She tugged the piece the rest of the way and then momentarily stopped breathing at what she saw hidden away next to the insulation.

			Wads of cash.

			Dozens of bundles in tight bricks banded with thick elastic.

			This clean job had just gotten a whole lot messier.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Sadie jumped to her feet and it was a good thing her respirator muffled her scream.

			Her mind raced. She knew what she had to do. Call the cops. It was a no-brainer. However, for a very brief second she considered stuffing her bra with a bundle or two to help with baby expenses. She’d never once before considered taking something valuable from a scene.

			“You’re leading me into a life of crime,” Sadie murmured as she petted her stomach.

			The worst part about the entire situation was that now Seattle PD would take over the house and her cleanup would grind to a halt. With resignation she left the room and peeled off her hazmat gear in the garage. Next, she plunked her tired body down onto a plastic lawn chair and called Seattle police to tell them of her discovery. Previously, the number she’d dial for police-related business was always Detective Petrovich’s. It saddened her that he wouldn’t be the one helping her out here. Her call was put through to the detective handling this particular homicide, and Sadie assured her that she’d be waiting on scene until she showed up. As she sat in the lawn chair getting fresh air from the rolled-up garage door, she saw the same Dodge Ram slowly drive by.

			“And hurry please,” Sadie told the detective.

			While she waited for the police to arrive, Sadie dialed Zack. She talked to him about the delay. As a former cop, he knew the situation was beyond her control.

			“You can’t help it,” Zack said. “So call once you’re done giving your report to the detective and you’re on your way home. No need to worry about cooking. I’ll just pick up a pizza for us and meet you at your place.”

			It was good to hear his voice. It felt natural that he was the one she’d talk to when things went wrong on a job. She’d missed that.

			Zack added in a throaty whisper, “Since you’ve had such a rough day, I’ll throw in a massage once we’re done eating.”

			She knew that massage implied something a lot lustier and a lot more fun than the one she’d had earlier in the day. Unfortunately, she also knew chances were slim she’d be in line for any carnal rewards once she told him about her prego situation.

			“After we’re done eating, we need to have a talk,” she warned and then hurriedly ended the call.

			After the Dodge Ram’s last drive-by, she’d gone to wait inside the Scene-2-Clean van for Detective Maureen Downey. The van was toasty-warm and Sadie’s body was tired, so naturally she dozed a little. When the detective arrived and rapped on the van window, Sadie nearly jumped out of her skin.

			She opened the door and hopped out, with her heart still pounding in her chest.

			“You’re Sadie Novak, right? So tell me again what you found on this job,” the detective asked, getting right to the point.

			Sadie and Maureen Downey had never met, but Detective Petrovich had referred to her as a flaming ballbuster. Whatever the hell that meant. The detective’s streaked hair was tied back in a tight ponytail and her fortysomething face was devoid of makeup or a smile. She was business with a capital B—the kind that made women get called another name that started with B.

			“I was cutting away blood-soaked drywall, and when I popped out a section in the living room, it was jammed with bundles of cash,” Sadie told her.

			“Damn skippy,” Detective Downey muttered under her breath. “I’m guessing we found what the assailant was looking for.” She leveled a gaze at Sadie. “You touch the bills at all?”

			“Nope.”

			She punched Sadie lightly on the shoulder. “Good job, Novak.”

			Sadie felt simultaneously disconcerted and strangely proud. Then Detective Downey tilted her head one way and sniffed the air, then tilted her head the other way and sniffed again.

			“Gawd, what the hell is that?” She looked down at her shoes and lifted each one.

			“Oh thaaat,” Sadie said hurriedly. “Neighbor’s dog took a big dump in the bushes. Just a second ago.”

			“Wow. That dog must be seriously ill.” The detective rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. “Okay, just wait here a minute.”

			The detective went to the trunk of her car and retrieved disposable booties, gloves, and a camera and then went inside the house. Sadie tore the conjure bag from around her neck and tossed it into her van. Then she leaned casually against her vehicle and waited. Ten minutes later the detective was back.

			She let out a low whistle.

			“I’m guessing there might be a couple hundred thousand there.”

			“Do you think it’s drug money?” Sadie asked. “Or did the previous tenants just like to store their savings in the walls?”

			“I can’t get into the details of our investigation here,” she said seriously. “But it’s been my experience that whenever someone hides cash inside their walls there’s a good chance it represents ill-gotten gains.”

			“Sooo, I guess I have to leave all my equipment inside and you’ll let me know when I can return to clean up the place?”

			“Leave me your business card,” the detective said. “And as soon as we’ve done our thing here, you’ll be the first to know.”

			Sadie opened her van and pulled a business card out of the side pocket of the door and handed it over.

			“I appreciate you calling promptly and not messing with the cash,” Detective Downey said, pocketing the card and offering Sadie the closest thing she had to a smile. “Petrovich always said you were aces, so I’m glad to see he was right.”

			“Speaking of Dean,” Sadie began, unable to help herself. “What happened at Jonelle’s Spa . . . ?”

			“It’s still under investigation and I’m not handling it.” She put her hands up. “And I’m thrilled I’m not the one having to work that case. It’s a dog’s breakfast.”

			“It’s surreal to think a hard-ass cop and all-round rule follower like Petrovich would go nutso and just off his ex-wife at a spa, right?” Sadie pushed. “It just doesn’t sound right, does it? What’s your gut say about it? What do you personally feel happened?” Sadie asked, pressing harder. “Do you think Petrovich lost his marbles and shot his ex-wife in cold blood?”

			The detective pursed her lips and rocked back and forth on her heels for a few seconds.

			“Petrovich and I butted heads on investigations a lot over the years. It was no secret we didn’t always see eye to eye. If he was ever off base I’d call him on it.”

			Sadie had a feeling that’s why Petrovich coined the phrase “flaming ballbuster” when referring to Downey.

			“That said,” the detective continued, “I have a hard time believing he cared enough about Jane to work up a sweat, never mind a bullet, over her.”

			“Thanks.” Sadie nodded, feeling somewhat relieved.

			“Still, it’s like this situation here.” She nodded toward the house behind them. “Someone might say to me that the people who lived here were honest, upright citizens. Good people. Great neighbors. I would definitely take all of that into consideration when putting together my case, but in the end, the evidence speaks and the evidence doesn’t lie.”

			With that hard statement, Detective Downey turned away to make a phone call. Sadie climbed into her van with a renewed sense of fatigue and a roaring hunger. She texted Zack to come over in about an hour. That would give her enough time to get cleaned up and prepare what she wanted to say.

			As she drove home, she called Bill and explained to him that there was a slight delay in her cleaning of his investment property.

			“I, unfortunately, uncovered some additional evidence that the police needed to collect,” she told him, being careful not to reveal anything the police wouldn’t want her to release.

			“Are you kidding me?” he sputtered angrily. “But the damn cops already told me that I could go ahead and have the place cleaned!” he protested. “This is typical Seattle Police Department bullshit! They didn’t do it right the first time, and now someone I hired had to collect their evidence for them,” he growled. “That figures.”

			Sadie wasn’t surprised by his annoyance, but she disliked his overheated reaction. Obviously renting the property out was a priority. Maybe he was hurting financially like half the population. Still, four people had been killed and there was such a thing as priorities.

			“I don’t think the detective will hold up the job long,” Sadie assured him. “And I did manage quite a bit in the time I was there. If you want to line up tradespeople to come in after I’m done, that would be a wise idea.”

			“So you don’t think they’ll be in there messing around for days?” he asked, sounding somewhat mollified.

			“I’m pretty sure this is a simple thing,” Sadie said. After all, how long does it take to remove stacks of money from a wall? “And once I’m back in there, I’ll need about a day and a half of cleaning, and then it’ll just be a matter of leaving some air cleaners operating like fans for another day or two.”

			Bill sounded okay with it and now Sadie hoped that Detective Downey would do her part and act quickly. Sadie didn’t need a pissed-off client to add to her list of troubles.

			When she squeezed the Scene-2-Clean van into her garage and bolted inside the house, Sadie had forgotten about Detective Petrovich and nearly had a heart attack when he greeted her at the door.

			“Zack’s on his way over,” she told him breathlessly. “I’ve got to shower, change, and somehow prepare myself to ruin his life. And possibly my own too.”

			“Okay, but speaking about ruined lives,” Petrovich said dryly, “how’d it go?”

			Sadie stared at him blankly.

			“At the massage place? Talking to the masseuse.” He waved his hands impatiently in the air.

			“Oh!” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, that feels like a lifetime ago—but no, it didn’t really go well.” Because I fell asleep immediately. “Because apparently the masseuse didn’t see or hear anything until everyone heard the gunshot.”

			“Damn!”

			“There is a small bit of good news, though,” Sadie added. “I talked to Detective Maureen Downey a little while ago and she doesn’t think you did it.”

			“Excuse me? You talked to that flaming ballbuster about me?”

			“Calm down!” Sadie launched into a quick explanation about the cash she found at the West Seattle house and Detective Downey coming to take over the scene.

			“And she just casually mentions that she doesn’t think I did it?” Detective Petrovich snorted.

			“I guess because she knew we were friends, she just thought it would make me feel better.”

			“Well gee, as long as you feel better I guess that’s what’s important.”

			Sadie planted her hands on her hips and stared him down.

			“Could you puh-leeease save your sarcasm and guilt-throwing for later tonight? Because I promise you that in a couple hours, Zack will storm out of here forever and I will be a weak hot mess and you can freak out all you want!” She realized her voice was shrill and she was dangerously close to sounding like she was having a mental breakdown. She put up her hands in a stopping motion. “I’m getting in the shower. When I get out, you need to be gone. You can’t hide here anymore. Find somewhere else. At least for a couple days.”

			Sadie walked into her bedroom and slammed the door. She took the conjure bag and put it in her purse, then put the entire pocketbook into an airtight Ziploc bag. Next, she took a shower, blow-dried her hair, and put on a little makeup and a small touch of perfume to her wrists. Then she pulled on her jeans and changed her shirt three times as she debated how much cleavage was appropriate to show when you were about to kick a guy in the balls. She decided on a navy crewneck tee.

			Sadie was just feeding Hairy when the doorbell rang.

			“Wish me luck,” she told the bunny, then answered the door.

			“Heey,” Zack said, holding out a Pagliacci pizza in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other.

			Sadie gave him a huge smile and closed the door behind him.

			“You sit down and chill on the couch,” he said. “You’ve had a rough day. I’ll go get a couple plates and wineglasses.”

			Sadie sat literally on the edge of her seat on the sofa. Her spine was straight and her eyes were huge. Anyone looking at her through the picture window might think she was watching a horror movie on her TV, but instead, the scary scene she was watching was her life.

			When Zack walked back in the living room, Sadie jumped.

			“Wow, you are tense,” Zack commented. He flipped open the pizza box on the coffee table. “Dig in.”

			It was Sadie’s favorite, the Brooklyn Bridge pizza at Pagliacci’s, but as she took a big bite the pepperoni, sausage, and mushrooms had no flavor because fear had tainted her taste buds.

			“I’m just going to get a glass of water,” Sadie announced, and nearly ran into the kitchen.

			As she filled her glass, she took a couple of big breaths and told herself to smarten up. Time to put on her big-girl panties, which were definitely only going to get bigger.

			Back in the living room Zack spoke to her around a mouthful of pizza.

			“What’s up? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this jumpy.”

			He eyed her critically with eyes that had seen a lot. Even though he resigned from the Seattle PD before Sadie ever met him, he never quite lost that piercing cop gaze that could look right through you and see your spleen.

			“I’ve had a lot on my mind,” Sadie said.

			She sat down and forced herself to nibble some more pizza. They ate in silence for a couple minutes and after his third slice of pizza Zack filled up the wineglasses.

			Sadie just stared at the glass he put in front of her.

			“You know that I’ve been working my ass off for my firm for months now.”

			“Yes.” Sadie nodded, relieved the focus would be on something other than her. After Zack left his job at Scene-2-Clean as a trauma cleaner, he’d done various gigs in security and private investigation and finally got on with a big security firm. “How’s that going?”

			“Good.” He grinned. “Great, in fact. Today the boss promoted me to lead background investigator for our biggest client.”

			“That’s nice,” Sadie said.

			“Nice?” Zack’s eyebrows went up. “It’s more than nice. It’s huge. I’ll be working a nine-to-five job. No more weekends and nights. Plus, there’s a huge leap in pay, and the benefits were already pretty good but now they’re great.”

			She offered him a more sincere smile. “That’s awesome. I’m thrilled for you.”

			“For us,” he said, inching closer to her on the couch and lowering his voice. “It’s good for both of us, Sadie.”

			He put a wineglass in her hand and picked up his own. “So I’d like to propose a toast. We went through a difficult chapter in our relationship, but now we’re finally on the right track. It’s all gravy.” He raised his glass. “To us.”

			Sadie froze. She didn’t raise her glass and she didn’t meet his gaze, but a sidelong glance showed her he went from confused to angry in a millisecond.

			“What’s up?” he demanded, putting his glass down on the table so firmly that a little sloshed onto the table.

			She got up from the sofa and began to pace.

			“Nearly three months ago you called it off,” Sadie told him. “You ended it between us.”

			“I know. What can I say? You were looking for answers that I didn’t have,” he explained.

			“I was looking for reassurance that we were still together! I wanted you to say that sure things are tough right now, but we’re still us.”

			“I’d only been out of rehab a few weeks. I was confused and trying to stay focused on my sobriety,” he said reasonably.

			He got to his feet and walked over to her, putting his hands on her waist.

			“I’m saying it now. We’re still us. We’re just trying for a new and better us.”

			She stepped back and his hands fell to his sides.

			“Except now it’s complicated.” She drew in a breath and said, “I thought we were done and . . .” She swallowed thickly. “I was with someone else.”

			She watched him close his eyes, and his entire face hardened as he processed that information. After a few moments he nodded slowly.

			“Okay. It happens. We can put that behind us, unless . . .” He tilted his head and his voice grew hard. “Are you still together with this guy? Is that what this is all about?”

			“It was a one-night thing, but—”

			“But nothing. It was one night and what’s done is done. I never should’ve told you it was over. I was a complete ass for doing that.” He stepped forward and hooked his finger in the waistband of her jeans and pulled her close. In a smoky voice he said, “Give me a chance to make you forget that guy.”

			She allowed herself to be pulled close, feeling the stubble of his chin on her cheek. She breathed in the clean, soapy smell of him and felt a huge ball of despair well up inside.

			“I’m pregnant.”

			His arms dropped to his sides and he stepped back.

			“Excuse me?”

			Hurt and fury raced across his face, and Zack’s words were pure ice.

			“I think you need to repeat that.”

			“Yes, it was just a onetime thing and I thought we’d been careful, but apparently not careful enough—and now . . .” She threw her hands in the air and tears filled her eyes. “I just found out.”

			He turned away from her and walked to the door. She watched helplessly as he slipped his feet inside his runners.

			“I am so sorry,” she said weakly. “Please . . . Zack . . . don’t go.”

			Zack flung the door open and then froze in midstep and simply stared down the driveway.

			“So this is what you’re doing? Just queuing us up like an assembly line?” His words held a kind of cruelty she’d never heard before.

			“What?” Sadie went to the door and watched in horror as Owen Sorkin climbed out of his BMW, parked in front of her house. “I never . . . I didn’t know . . . ,” she babbled.

			Zack strode down the driveway, propelled by fury. The two men stopped inches away from each other halfway up Sadie’s driveway. She didn’t hear what Zack said, but she saw the punctuation of his words when Zack’s fist connected with Owen’s nose.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Sadie fell asleep with dried tears on her face and was woken up in the morning by a powerful need to pee and then a burning desire to just get on with her life. She was tired of worrying about Zack, Owen, and the baby and, mostly, she was just tired of being tired.

			After she used the washroom she went for a quiet jog around her neighborhood. She noticed for the first time all the moms pushing strollers, carting infants in packs strapped to their bodies, and holding the hands of toddlers.

			“I can do this,” she told herself. And she almost believed it.

			When she got back home she checked her phone for messages. Detective Downey had called to say that they’d be done later that day and she was welcome to return to cleaning the house on Brandon Street any time after five. That was good news. The next message was from her sister reminding her of the family dinner at her mom’s that evening. That was bad news.

			She dealt with business first by calling Bill and telling him she’d be back cleaning his place later in the day.

			“The detective told me any time after five, so I’ll get a few hours in this evening.”

			“Better than nothing,” he grumped. “Let me know when you’re done.”

			He hung up in her ear.

			Sadie was beginning to hate Bill, but she didn’t have to like the guy to get paid by his insurance company. The money was the same color either way. She’d woken up with a renewed sense of energy, determined to work longer and harder right up until the time she gave birth so she could afford to take time off when the baby was born.

			She wrote out a strict budget and planned to stick to it. When Hairy hopped by she told him, “Sorry, but it’ll be no-name kibble from now on.”

			She felt good. So good that she took a nap so that she didn’t lose that sense of her energetic self. She woke up this time feeling disoriented and famished.

			She’d refrigerated the pizza Zack brought over the night before and ate a slice cold while she checked her e-mails. Her sister called again just as Sadie was debating another slice of pizza.

			“I’m sorry,” Sadie told Dawn. “I’m not going to be able to make it to Mom’s for dinner. I’ve got to work.”

			“That’s a drag,” Dawn said. “We had big news we wanted to share with everyone, and now you won’t be there.”

			“Oh my God. . . . You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

			“Yes!” Dawn squealed. “How’d you guess?”

			“Congratulations. You told me months ago you guys were trying for another baby,” Sadie said. “And I hear this pregnancy thing is really going around.”

			“What?”

			“Never mind.”

			Sadie didn’t want to steal Dawn’s thunder. There’d be time enough for her mom and sister to freak out about Sadie becoming a single mom. Sadie felt herself wondering if she could effectively dodge family dinners for the next millennium. She became aware that Dawn had asked her a question, and Sadie asked her to repeat it.

			“I was just asking how you were doing with the whole Petrovich and his ex-wife thing?”

			Sadie rubbed at the crease between her eyebrows.

			“Well, it would be easier if I knew the truth.”

			Sadie sipped from the glass of water her at her elbow and wished it was a double shot of espresso instead.

			“You mean it’s not like they’re saying in the papers? That he barged into a spa while she was having a massage and shot her?”

			Dawn lived in a world where newspapers told the truth and where good girls grew up and married doctors like she did. She was quite happy living that dream.

			“Just because he was seen there fighting with her and his gun was used as the murder weapon doesn’t mean he definitely did it,” Sadie stated evenly.

			Although saying it out loud like that made Sadie question her own reasoning.

			“I don’t know about that, but I do know that the masseuse at Jonelle’s has quite the reputation,” she said with a whisper and a small giggle.

			“What do you mean?”

			“One of the ladies in my yoga class says she goes to Jonelle’s once a week. She sees a particular masseuse there because if you’re a regular and he likes you, he’ll give you a happy ending.”

			“What!” Sadie spewed a mouthful of water across her desk. She spent a moment coughing and then gasping for air. Once she recovered, she blurted, “But—but Jonelle’s is a hoity-toity spa, not some seedy red-light-district massage parlor!”

			“I know! That’s exactly what makes this work. Husbands think their wives are going there to deal with stress, lower back pain, and enlarged pores. Meanwhile they’re also getting a little diddle and—”

			“Okay, I get the picture.” In fact, she got more visual than she ever wanted, and suddenly Sadie thought she might also have a motive. “And if someone’s husband or boyfriend did find out what was happening, things could really hit the fan. A boyfriend might even feel threatened. Maybe even enough to freak out and kill them, right?”

			“Freak out, yes. But kill them? That’s a little extreme.”

			“Hmmm.”

			They made small talk about the weather until Sadie told her sister she had to get to work.

			Once she was off the phone Sadie looked up the website for the car dealership Petrovich mentioned. The website had a page that showed the grinning faces of their salesmen. Sadie clicked on the one labeled MARTIN BRUN. He was early fifties, wearing the typical salesman uniform of a dark suit with a white shirt and navy striped tie. He had tufts of brown hair on the sides but none on top and visible nose hairs. This was the guy Jane left Dean for? Sure, Petrovich was no Owen Sorkin, but at least his face wouldn’t scare off small children.

			Sadie decided to take her Corolla instead of the Scene-2-Clean van, even though it would mean doubling back home later before going to work. When she pulled into the dealership, she chose a parking spot around back near the service entrance. The lot was empty of car shoppers. It was tough economic times to be in sales.

			She walked inside and asked an older woman at the counter for Martin Brun.

			“You just missed him. He went out for his coffee break. Can I get one of our other fine salesmen to help you?”

			“I was really hoping to speak to Martin,” Sadie told her. “Does he go for coffee anywhere special?”

			“Wheelhouse around the corner.”

			Sadie thanked her and hoofed it a block and a half to Wheelhouse Coffee. When she opened the door the aroma of fresh espresso just about knocked her over. She began drooling like a Pavlovian dog.

			She stepped forward to the counter and debated her choices.

			“What can I get started for you?” asked a young, very pregnant woman in her midthirties.

			Sadie stared at the woman’s enormous belly and thought, Holy crap I’m going to look like a whale!

			“Don’t worry, I’m not due for a few weeks. I won’t drop the kid right here,” the woman said.

			“Oh no, it’s not that.” Not just that. “I just found out I’m pregnant too, and I love coffee and don’t know what to have.”

			“First, congratulations. Second, how about I make you our organic decaf?”

			“Seems like a cruel joke that I’m so exhausted but can’t have caffeine,” Sadie grumbled.

			“Oh hon, that’s just one of the many cruel jokes this prego trip has in store for you.” She hustled off and returned with Sadie’s coffee in a large white mug.

			Sadie also ordered a slice of pumpkin banana bread. She looked around and spotted Martin sitting at a counter stool that faced the street. His head was down and his shoulders were slumped. Even from the back he looked depressed. Since Sadie had been working with Petrovich on and off for a number of years, there was the chance Jane would’ve mentioned her name to Martin, so she came up with an alias.

			Sadie took her mug of coffee and banana bread then hopped up on the stool next to Martin. He didn’t even glance over until Sadie said his name, and then he eyed her critically.

			“Do I know you?”

			“No. My name is Liz. I’m an old friend of Jane’s. The dealership told me I could find you here. I just wanted to say I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“Thanks.” He tilted his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember Jane ever mentioning anyone named Liz.”

			“We reconnected recently on Facebook. I’m in California now. We knew each other in high school.”

			“Wow. You look really good for someone who went to school with Jane. I don’t do the Facebook thing.”

			Sadie had forgotten to allow for the fifteen-year-plus age difference.

			“Yeah, well, Jane hung out with my older sisters more than me. Anyway, we’d formed quite an online friendship in the last couple months and we’d arranged to get together when I came up to Seattle, but then this, um, unfortunate thing happened.”

			Martin wrapped his hands around his coffee cup and went to drink from it, then looked surprised that it was empty.

			“Why don’t you let me buy you a cup of coffee?” Sadie offered. Martin hungrily eyed her slice of bread so she added, “And some pumpkin banana bread too.”

			“Sure,” Martin said happily and asked for an Americano.

			When Sadie returned with the coffee and treat, Martin thanked her.

			“When I got the news about Jane I was just getting home from work,” Sadie told him. “It must’ve been horrible for you to get the news. Where were you when poor Jane was killed?”

			“I was in my car on my way home when I heard about the shooting on the radio.”

			“Did you race right over to the spa?”

			“No. What’s the point? I wasn’t going to get anywhere near the place. They probably had every street a mile around blocked off.”

			Sadie just frowned.

			“Anyway,” Martin continued, “I went home and called Jonelle’s, but no answer, so I phoned the cops and told them who I was and they confirmed that Jane was the one hit.” He shook his head. “It was tough all right.”

			“I’m hoping you can shed some light on how poor Jane was doing the last few weeks,” Sadie began. “We’d been having some long chats on Skype and she didn’t sound happy.”

			“Not that it matters now, but she was definitely happier in some areas of her life than others,” he said cryptically.

			Martin tore off a piece of banana bread and stuffed it in his mouth. Sadie did the same.

			“What do you mean she was happier in some areas?”

			Martin shrugged. “It’s no secret that car sales suck right now. Things were tight. She was earning okay money but—”

			He stopped himself short and looked at Sadie hopefully. “By the way, what are you driving these days?”

			“A 2005 Corolla.”

			“I can put you into a newer model for pennies a day,” he said enthusiastically.

			“Wish I could, Martin, but times are tough.”

			“Tell me about it.” He slurped his coffee.

			“Maybe we can talk about that another time.” And by “another time” she meant never. “So you were saying things were tight, but since Jane was earning good money, you must’ve been doing okay?”

			“We would’ve done fine. Great even. She just liked to spend more than she earned.”

			“I know she mentioned she liked to go for spa treatments,” Sadie said, dangling the bait.

			“Got that right.” Martin cursed colorfully under his breath as he chomped on that bait. “You know what? Dean got it wrong. He never should’ve shot Jane. He should’ve shot that masseuse.”

			“Emilio?”

			His eyebrows went up. “So she even talked about him?” He shook his head. “No shame whatsoever.”

			“She just told me that she enjoyed her massages and that Emilio was the name of her masseuse. From what she told me, though, I kind of thought it may have been more than a massage. Am I right?”

			“If I had proof I’d shut that place down,” Martin growled, and he stabbed the countertop with the tip of his finger as he spoke. “It’s disgusting!” He lowered his voice to just over a whisper and leaned in. “I mean, if I was going and getting finished off at some seedy massage parlor people would think I was a pervert!”

			“True. So how did you find out about it?” Sadie asked.

			“She told me like it was no big deal. I was having, erm . . . issues in that department. Problems with my high blood pressure meds. I was working on it with my doctor but Jane said, in the meantime, she was taking matters into her own hands. So to speak. Isn’t that awful?”

			Actually, Sadie thought it was pretty hilarious, but she didn’t say so. She did, however, give Jane a spiritual high five.

			The pregnant woman from behind the counter came close and wiped down a nearby table. In addition to her belly, the woman’s ankles also were massive. Sadie tore her eyes away and refocused on Martin.

			“You must’ve been furious with Jane for betraying you that way.” Sadie leaned in. “So how did you do it? Did you sneak in through the back door of the spa?”

			Martin sat back on his stool so abruptly he had to grab the counter to steady himself.

			“What are you talking about? It wasn’t me! It was that crazy detective ex-husband of hers! He killed her because she kept cashing the damn support checks to pay for her massage addiction.”

			“That sounds like a pretty lame reason to kill someone,” Sadie said. “Also, Jane seemed to think you were angry enough to hurt her.”

			“What! We had one big argument about it. One. I never laid a hand on her.” Martin hopped off his stool and stared Sadie down. “My break is over. Come see me if you want to buy a car.”

			That sure didn’t go very well.

			Sadie gave Martin a few minutes’ head start, and then she got a pumpkin banana loaf for the road.

			“I couldn’t help but hear what you were saying to Marty,” Prego said to Sadie. “This Jane was a good friend of yours?”

			“We hadn’t seen each other in a while, but yeah, we’d recently reconnected.”

			Sadie felt awful lying to the woman. Like she was betraying some secret pregnant woman code or something.

			“Well, Marty comes in here all the time. Every day. And personally, I don’t trust him. If your friend thought he’d hurt her, she’s probably right. I witnessed him having a huge argument with his old lady. It got so loud the manager had to ask them to leave.”

			“Really? Wow.” Sadie grew thoughtful. “Does he strike you as the type of guy who’d kill his girlfriend?”

			“I don’t know about that,” Prego said. “All I know is that day after she was shot and killed he was here sipping coffee on his break like usual. Like it was no big deal.” She shook her head. “Seems pretty cold and heartless to me.”

			“You’re right. Thanks for the information.”

			Sadie nibbled her pumpkin banana loaf as she walked back to her car. She began to wonder if it was time she had a chat with the detective running Jane’s murder investigation. Glancing at her watch, she decided that would have to wait because she needed to get to work on that home invasion house on Brandon Street.

			When she got home she played with Hairy for a few minutes before checking her answering machine. Her heart skipped a beat upon seeing the message light blinking, but it was only Zenia from Jonelle’s Spa asking how her massage went and following up with her about the bridesmaids thing. Sadie hit delete.

			Her phone chirped and again her heart did a thumpity-thump. This time it was Owen and the text said, My timing was bad. Again. Sorry for just dropping in on you. We still need to talk.

			He attached a picture of himself with a taped-up nose and bruising under his eyes. Sadie flinched in empathetic pain but she didn’t reply. What was the point? Her doctor had confirmed her pregnancy and Owen would have to wait until the baby was born to do a paternity test.

			She was slipping her feet into her Nikes and getting ready to leave when she decided to change out of her jeans. There was no denying the fact that the tight waistband was beginning to cut off circulation to the rest of her body. It could be the first trimester of pregnancy, but it was more likely the effect of all the extra calories she’d been consuming lately. Slipping into yoga pants, she grabbed a pillow and stuffed it under her shirt, then looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror on the door. She groaned.

			When Dawn was pregnant she had carried the baby all up front so that you couldn’t even tell she was with child if you stood behind her. But Sadie was a full four inches shorter than her sister. She had a feeling she’d very quickly look like a cross between the Pillsbury Doughboy and the Michelin Man. Especially if she continued eating the way she had been. She made a mental note to buy fresh fruit and stock her fridge with healthier choices.

			“And more carrots too,” she told Hairy. “They aren’t just good for rabbits, you know.”

			Sadie hit the road and was in West Seattle after an hour of sitting in extended traffic caused by a number of accidents.

			When she suited up and walked in the house, she immediately returned to the living room. The wall had a much larger hole now and the money was gone. Sadie wished in this case that “finders keepers, losers weepers” would hold true, but sadly, the money would sit in an evidence locker instead of her bank account.

			No cleaning fairy had come in the twenty-four hours while she was gone, so Sadie went to work. She missed the old days when a number of them would work together on a scene. Working alone sucked and took twice as long. On the upside, though, all the money came to her and she wasn’t doling out salaries. Soon that would change and she’d have to hire someone. A trauma cleaner she could trust who would run the show when she was birthing baby and doing the momma thing for a while.

			As she sprayed emulsifiers on petrified gray matter on the fireplace mantel, her mind drifted to Zack, the baby, and then Owen. When her cheeks were becoming damp with tears behind her respirator, she told herself to suck it up.

			It was eerily quiet inside the house. As the sun set and darkness settled in, Sadie found herself missing conversation from the great beyond. Although tempted to remove it, she kept the conjure bag around her neck. Ghosts might freak out others, but Sadie knew the real monsters were usually among the living.

			The first stage of cleaning was done at just past ten. The next stage could be done with just gloves and, of course, her conjure bag. That would wait until tomorrow. Her back was screaming from bending and her stomach was protesting the lack of dinner.

			She doffed her gear inside the garage and placed the used hazmat suit inside one of the Stericycle biohazard waste bins. She’d left her purse and phone in the locked garage too. Neither could come inside the main part of the house due to contamination issues. Her phone was blinking frantically. A quick scroll said she’d missed five calls and had numerous texts. She determined they were all from Maeva and Dawn, which caused her to wonder, but she didn’t want to slow down now. If she stayed still for a second, she was worried she’d fall asleep standing up.

			Sadie loaded the large plastic tubs in the back of her van and rolled down the back door. Then she paused, tilted her head, and frowned at the vehicle. It was leaning to the right. A quick glance told her she had a flat tire. Damn! Racing around to the passenger side, she ran her fingers roughly through her short-cropped hair and swore under her breath. Both tires on that side were not only flat, but they’d been slashed beyond repair and the passenger window was broken.

			She looked around nervously. It could’ve been teens. It also could’ve been whoever murdered the people inside this house. Maybe it had even been both. A group effort. Sadie knew from experience that just because you were paranoid didn’t mean hell and damnation wasn’t about to shake you down.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			A small whimper escaped her throat and she sat down in the driveway and cried for a full minute. Then her phone rang in her hand. It was Maeva.

			“How are you?” she asked without benefit of a hello.

			“The shits. Just came out of my job on Brandon Street to find the window on my van got broken and two tires slashed while I was working, so I’m stuck at the house. Guess I’ll have to call the cops and then call a cab.”

			“Oh! Do you need a ride? Because Terry is willing and able to watch Osbert while I come right down there and give you a lift home.” Then away from the phone she shouted, “Aren’t you, Terry?”

			“That seems a lot to ask. It’s late. You’ve both gotta work tomorrow. I’ll call it in to the cops in case it’s got something to do with what happened at this house. Then I’ll take a cab home and have someone deal with the van in the morning.”

			“Trust me when I say it’s no trouble. As a matter of fact, I’m putting you on speaker in a minute because I’m walking to my car,” Maeva said quickly. “Give me the address.”

			Sadie thanked her friend and gave her the Southwest Brandon Street house number.

			“Okay, go and lock yourself up somewhere until I get there,” Maeva told her. “By the way, have you talked to Dawn at all?”

			“Yes, earlier today. Guess you heard the news? She’s pregnant.”

			“Yeah, um, don’t take any calls from her before I get there, okay?”

			Sadie held the phone away for a second and stared at it. Maeva was behaving strangely and when a flamboyant psychic medium acted odd, you knew something was up.

			“Is there something you want to tell me?” Sadie asked.

			“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Maeva said and hung up.

			Sadie was too tired and pissed off to deal with Maeva’s drama. She dialed the Seattle police and reported what happened to her van. There was a patrol car in the neighborhood so he stopped by and took a look right around the time Maeva was pulling to the curb.

			“So do you think that whoever killed the four people who lived here also returned to vandalize my van?” Sadie asked.

			“Nah. I can’t see a murderer taking a chance of being seen like that,” the officer said.

			“So probably teens or crackheads looking to steal anything in my vehicle?”

			“That would be my normal guess but they wouldn’t usually slash your tires then; they’d just try for a quick smash and grab.” The cop scratched his head distractedly. “Feels more like someone who’s pissed at you.”

			Sadie groaned and waved to Maeva, who was waiting in her car.

			“But I could be wrong. If they’re popped up on drugs, they could’ve thought your tires were serpents out to eat their toes or something.” He chuckled.

			“That’s only slightly more comforting,” Sadie told him. “My ride’s here. I’m going to deal with the van in the morning.”

			He helped her tape a plastic bag over the passenger window to keep out the wet in case it rained. Then Sadie dragged her dejected body over to Maeva’s car and climbed in.

			“Thanks for getting me.” She buckled up, then leaned back and closed her eyes as Maeva pulled away.

			“Does the cop have any idea who vandalized your van?”

			“Either a gang of marauding teens or paranoid druggies who thought my tires were out to get them.” Sadie yawned. “I’m starved but I’m too tired to chew. Could we go through a drive-thru so I can get a milk shake?”

			“Sure. Anything for you because you’re my best friend and I would never do anything to hurt you.”

			Sadie cracked open one eye and stole a sidelong gaze at Maeva.

			“You’re acting weird. Even for you.”

			Sadie’s phone chirped and she dug it out of her pocket and read the text message from Dawn. I can’t believe you told Maeva you’re pregnant but didn’t tell your own sister!

			“You told her?” Sadie shouted. “How could you?”

			“It wasn’t me!” Maeva protested. “It was stupid Terry. I had a late-night reading tonight so he took Osbert to his Gymboree Play and Learn class,” she said talking in hyperspeed. “And you know Dawn takes Dylan to the same class, right? Well, Terry saw Dawn there and she tells him that she’s expecting her second baby and Terry blurts out that it’s so cool that you and she will be having babies so close together.”

			“Terry has a big fat mouth,” Sadie said with a pout.

			“He is a big fat loser and I will never, ever tell him anything again. Ever.”

			“You will so. You have to. He’s your husband so it’s kind of like part of the marriage law or something.” Sadie rubbed her tired eyes.

			“Well, I’m breaking the law. He no longer deserves to know anything,” Maeva said angrily. “He’s going to live so much in the dark he’ll start to grow mushrooms out of his ass.”

			Sadie burst out laughing.

			“Okay. What’s done is done. Terry didn’t know he was adding rocket fuel to the flames engulfing my life, so I forgive him. And you. Especially if you buy me that milk shake.”

			Sadie pointed to a McDonald’s up ahead. She ended up getting a cheeseburger and fries along with the shake.

			“You’re going to have to start eating healthier. More fruits and veggies and less crap,” Maeva told her as she reached over and stole a French fry.

			“It’s on my to-do list,” Sadie promised. “Do you think Dawn told my mom?”

			“No. Absolutely not,” Maeva said adamantly. “Once Terry realized his mistake he made her swear on Dylan’s life.”

			Sadie took out her phone and texted her sister. She apologized for not telling her right away and used the excuse that she didn’t want to trump Dawn’s own good news.

			When she tucked the phone back inside her pocket Maeva asked, “So is everything good?”

			“Oh sure. For now,” Sadie replied. “She’s over-the-moon excited that we’ll be having babies who’ll grow up together. She thinks Mom will be equally thrilled.” Sadie took a deep breath. “Of course she also thinks Zack and I should get married now.”

			“So you didn’t tell her about Owen being your baby daddy?”

			“No. I told her I’d talk to her tomorrow. That kind of story can’t be told in a text.”

			“And you haven’t heard from Owen or Zack?”

			“No word from Zack. Truthfully, I don’t know if I’ll ever hear from him again.” Sadie sucked hard on her milk shake straw, trying to ice over the pain in her chest caused by her broken heart. “Owen, on the other hand, sent me a picture of his face. His nose appears broken. He said we need to talk.”

			“He’s right. You do need to talk.”

			“Maybe,” Sadie agreed. “But first I need to sleep.”

			As they pulled up Sadie’s driveway, she thanked her friend for the ride.

			Maeva turned in the driver’s seat to face Sadie.

			“I just want you to know that I will be there for you through all of this baby stuff. I’ll even be in the delivery room with you if you want. You’re not alone.”

			“Thanks.”

			Sadie smiled at Maeva but as she walked toward her dark house, empty except for one lone rabbit, she felt totally and completely alone. Just as she was putting her key in the lock, though, the front door burst open and Sadie was knocked backward to the ground by someone hauling ass out her house.

			“Hey!”

			Sadie jumped to her feet and was tempted to chase but then remembered she wasn’t a superhero. Whoever had broken into her house was through the hedge and down the street in a blur of dark clothing.

			“Are you okay?” Maeva was at her side. “Who the hell was that?”

			“I have no idea.” Sadie’s hands shook as she dusted herself off. “Average build and average height wearing black pants and a dark hoodie with the hood up. Could’ve been the pope for all I know.”

			“I don’t think it was the pope,” Maeva said dryly. She had her phone in her hand and was dialing 911. A minute later she told Sadie, “The cops are on their way.”

			“Well, let’s go inside and check out the damage,” Sadie suggested.

			“Uh-uh, no way.” Maeva shook her head. “We wait until the police arrive.” Then she waggled her finger in Sadie’s face. “Don’t you have a house alarm?”

			“Yes. I just don’t always remember to use it.”

			“Honey, it’s like a condom. It’s only got a chance of working if you actually use it.”

			“We both know my track record there isn’t so good either.” Sadie cursed under her breath. “I’ve had a crappy day so I’d prefer if you saved the lecture for another time.”

			It took two officers less than five minutes to get to Sadie’s house. They took down her description of the person in black.

			“And you should know this is the second time I was targeted tonight,” Sadie said. “I was working over in West Seattle and had my company van broken into and tires slashed.” She nodded to Maeva. “My friend just drove me home.”

			“What time was your vehicle broken into?” one officer asked while the other went inside the house.

			“I don’t know the time. I discovered it about an hour ago, but I was working there for about five hours.”

			He nodded.

			“We see this kind of thing all the time. Whoever did the smash on your van would’ve taken down your address from your registration papers and hopped on over here to get your valuables. They slashed your tires to slow you down.” He shrugged. “We’ve had half a dozen of these kinds of calls in the last few weeks. Sorry you had to be another victim.”

			“Actually, hearing that kind of makes me feel better,” Sadie told him.

			“Yeah, at least you now know somebody isn’t out to get you,” Maeva added. “Just your stuff.”

			“It’s all clear,” the other officer announced. He was walking out of Sadie’s house holding Hairy in his arms. “Found this little guy shaking like a leaf in your bedroom.”

			Sadie took Hairy and nuzzled his fur.

			“You may want to consider trading that rabbit in for a dog. Or at least turn on your alarm when you go out,” the other officer said.

			“Yeah. I know. Can I go inside now?” she asked.

			“Go ahead and give it the once-over to see if anything was taken.”

			Sadie, Maeva, and Hairy walked through the house. Her TV and Blu-ray player were still in the living room and her old laptop still sat in her den.

			“I think the burglar hit rock bottom here,” Sadie told Maeva. “Unless he took my pint of rocky road ice cream, it’s safe to say nothing was taken.”

			“What about jewelry?” Maeva asked.

			“Have you ever seen me wear anything besides a watch?”

			“No, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have a family heirloom stashed away.”

			“The most expensive things in the house are probably some of the crates of cleaning supplies I have in the garage,” Sadie commented. She walked down the hall and flipped on the light in the garage.

			“Nothing looks disturbed here either,” Maeva said, looking over her shoulder.

			“Just a sec.” Sadie walked down the steps into the garage and swore under her breath as she saw her car. “More tire damage.”

			“Oh no!” Maeva clucked her tongue in sympathy.

			Sadie rolled up the garage door and they exited there to join the officers outside the house. The police weren’t particularly helpful about her second set of slashed tires in one night. They were anxious to get a move on to catch real crooks or, possibly, head to Krispy Kreme.

			“So you still don’t think I’ve got a target on my back?” Sadie asked.

			“On your vehicles, yes,” one officer said. “On your back, I don’t think so. You said the guy busted out of here like the devil was on his tail when you got to the door, right? So you scared him off before he could take anything.”

			“We’ll drive around the neighborhood and see if we spot anyone matching the description you gave us,” said his partner.

			Sadie thanked them. Once they were gone Maeva also needed to be on her way.

			“I have to work in the morning, but you’re welcome to come to my place and stay the night,” Maeva said.

			“No thanks. I’m fine.”

			“Okay then.” Maeva pursed her lips. “Set your alarm as soon as you get inside and then call me when you’re up and I’ll make Terry drive you down to the house you’re working on.”

			“I’m sure he has other things to do.”

			“Consider it penance.”

			“That’s okay. I’m sure Dawn will be chomping at the bit to have a sit-down with me. I’ll get her to drive me.”

			“True. If you change your mind, you know how to reach me.”

			Sadie went inside and snuggled on the sofa with her bunny for a while. Then she went to bed and crawled under her covers, curled up with the pregnancy book Maeva had loaned her. She fell asleep reading about how her baby was the size of a plum and her uterus the size of a grapefruit. No wonder she always had to pee. In her dreams she was being chased by an army of giant grapefruits. She’d poke them with a fork-like sword and then they’d deflate and look like car tires.

			“A burger and shake might not be the best choice to eat for peaceful dreams,” she said as she yawned and stretched in the morning.

			Sadie felt so good that morning she decided to go for a jog around the neighborhood. She forgot about the house alarm and accidentally set it off when she was going out the door. She waited around to talk to the monitor station and assure them it was only her and not the tire slasher from the night before. Then the phone rang and it was her doctor’s office advising her of the time and date for her ultrasound appointment. Next, she called Dawn and fended off all her interrogations. She only got off that call by asking her sister to drive her to Brandon Street and promising to give her information on the way. Dawn excitedly agreed to pick her up in two hours.

			The next call was to her mechanic, who was an old family friend. Sadie told him where the van was parked and that it needed two new tires and then said the same about her Corolla. He agreed to drive out to the van in a few hours and replace the tires while she worked on cleaning that house. Then she’d give him a spare key so he could swing by her house and also take care of fixing the tires on her Corolla.

			“Aren’t you going to ask why I had tires slashed on both my vehicles in one evening?” she asked him.

			“Sadie, I stopped asking those kinds of questions about you long ago.”

			It didn’t make her feel any better that even her mechanic saw her as a magnet for trouble.

			By the time she was off the phone she was no longer in the mood for an enthusiastic jog and settled for a somewhat dispassionate, meandering stroll around the neighborhood.

			When she returned and walked in the side door she was startled by Dean.

			“If you want me to go again, I’ll go,” he said, holding up his hands.

			Sadie didn’t reply, just walked past him to the kitchen and guzzled down a glass of water.

			“The house was broken into yesterday and all they did was slash the tires of my car. Before that my van was broken into while I was at a job, and they slashed those tires too. What I’m saying is maybe having you here is a good thing.”

			“How’d he get into the house?” Dean asked.

			“I’m not sure.”

			She picked up the phone and called the locksmith to come change the locks at her house. While they waited for him to come, Sadie talked to Dean about his situation.

			“I met up with Martin yesterday,” Sadie told him as she leaned casually against her kitchen counter.

			“Really? I appreciate that. How’d it go? Did he look guilty as sin?”

			“There was definitely trouble in paradise, but he also believes you’re the one that killed Jane.”

			“Of course he’s going to say that! While the police are busy pinning it on someone else, why would he step forward and confess?” He crossed his arms. “So, what kind of trouble? Was he smacking her around?”

			“No, at least not that I know of, but apparently he had a little trouble performing his husbandly duties.”

			“No shit.” Dean guffawed and puffed out his chest. “I’m sure that went over like a lead balloon with Jane. After you’ve had the stallion you get stuck with a jackass.” He strutted around like he alone was responsible for sexually satisfying the women of the world. “How about that? She left me for a dud with a limp noodle.” His toothy smile broadened.

			Sadie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I get it. That’s not the good part.”

			“There’s more?”

			“Jane was apparently getting more from Jonelle’s than a luxurious spa experience.”

			“You don’t mean . . .”

			“Yup.” Sadie nodded. “Apparently she was one of Emilio’s regulars, and if you’re one of his regulars he gives you a little bonus to make sure every inch of your body receives some special treatment.”

			Dean’s mouth dropped in shock, and for the first time since Sadie had known the detective, words couldn’t seem to find their way out of his mouth.

			Sadie allowed Dean a moment to absorb that information, and then she continued. “Regardless, just because Martin wasn’t a sex machine like yourself, that doesn’t mean he killed her.”

			“What’s his alibi? Where was he when it happened?”

			“He says he was on his way home from work when he heard about the shooting on the radio.” Sadie refilled her water glass and drank some more. “He went home and called the cops to see if it involved Jane.”

			“He went home?”

			“Yup.”

			Dean had an eager look on his face and Sadie knew why. If it had been her, or anyone else, they would’ve gone straight over to the spa. Regardless of traffic and roadblocks, if you knew your loved one was inside a place where there was a shooting, you would rush over there instinctively. Doesn’t matter that you wouldn’t be able to get close to the crime scene . . . you’d want to be there. If it had been her, and Zack was inside that spa, she sure as hell wouldn’t’ve gone home and phoned in her concern.

			“He admitted to arguing with Jane about her going to the spa and spending so much money.”

			“It was my money she was spending too,” grumped Dean. “Martin’s just a momma’s boy who barely made enough to put food on the table.”

			“When I met up with Martin he was having a coffee around the corner from the dealership. After we talked, the woman who ran the coffee shop told me that she witnessed a heated discussion between Jane and Martin and the manager actually had to ask them to leave. She also said that the day after news broke about Jane’s death, Martin was there sipping coffee like always, like it was no big deal.”

			“Not home grieving like a normal boyfriend? Jane deserved better than that.” Dean’s face was dark. “Martin did it. He shot Jane.”

			“You don’t know that. If you actually worked this case like a detective instead of . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“Instead of what?” He threw his hands in the air.

			“Instead of being a pain in the ass!” Sadie said. “Then you wouldn’t be so quick to jump to conclusions.”

			Dean pointed a finger in her face.

			“Don’t give me that; I can tell just by looking at you that you think the guy is guilty too.”

			“I’m on your side here but so far Martin’s only guilty of being a horrible boyfriend. It’s not enough to convince anyone he’s a killer.”

			Although, Sadie was beginning to think it was a definite possibility, and she sure as hell would rather the killer be Martin Brun than Dean Petrovich.

			“So what’s next?” Sadie asked him just as the doorbell rang.

			“I’ll think about that while you’re at work,” he replied. “That is, if you don’t mind me hanging out here.”

			“I think it’s safe to say you’re the only guy who’ll be coming around my house anymore,” Sadie said, looking through the drapes to see who was here. “Besides the locksmith.”

			She let the locksmith in to do his job. Within forty-five minutes he rekeyed all the locks, and she paid him with a credit card. He’d only been gone a few minutes when Dawn texted her that she was in front of the house. Sadie replied that she’d be right out.

			“Dawn’s giving me a ride to my job house,” Sadie told Dean.

			“That’s nice of her.”

			“She’s only doing it because she found out I was pregnant and she’s dying to know all the details.”

			“I can’t speak about the other guy, but Zack’s an ass if he’s going to let you go over something small like this.”

			Sadie raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You think having another guy’s baby is something small?”

			“I think that today families are built on whoever can come together and love each other. If you can find someone who loves you, then you put aside the roadblocks and you make it work. Life’s too short not to be with the one you love.”

			“Wow. That’s really profound.”

			“Sure. For example, Jane and I would’ve still been together if she hadn’t been bent on finding a guy who was more interested in solving her G-spot mystery rather than one who caught murderers.”

			“Too much information, Dean. You should’ve quit when you were being profound.”

			And on that note Sadie stepped into Seattle rain and ran down the driveway to her sister’s car.

			“Nice new vehicle,” Sadie remarked, appreciating the smooth leather seats and the glossy red exterior of the fancy crossover SUV. “When did you get it?”

			“Just a couple days ago. John was so thrilled about the new baby he just ran out and bought it. He said now that we have another baby on the way, he wanted me in something more substantial than a car.”

			Sadie really hoped her future child didn’t mind cruising around in her old Corolla, because there was no way she’d be keeping up with Dawn and her doctor husband. She gave Dawn the address of the house, and because Dawn couldn’t find her way out of her own driveway without a GPS, Sadie waited patiently while her sister plugged the address into her navigation system. Sadie didn’t even have her seat belt on before the machine-gun fire of questions assaulted her.

			“So when did you find out? When are you due? Have you told Zack? Are you going to get married?” Dawn paused. “And oh my God, why do you stink?”

			Sadie ticked off the answers on her fingers: “Couple days ago, don’t know exactly, yes, no, and devil’s dung.”

			She allowed Dawn time to start the car and to process those answers, and soon her sister zeroed in on the reply she found most substantial.

			“What do you mean, no? If Zack still wants to marry you, I really think you should say yes. You don’t want to be a single mom, Sadie. It’s not as glamorous as you think. Hell, John and I barely survived those first few months and there’s two of us!”

			“I am doing it on my own. Zack’s out of the picture,” Sadie said.

			“That selfish bastard!” Dawn snarled.

			“It’s not his baby.”

			“You stupid slut!” Dawn glanced apologetically at Sadie. “Sorry. That kind of slipped out.”

			“That’s all right. I’m sure Zack was thinking those exact same words.”

			Dawn pulled up behind a row of cars at a red light and turned to face her sister.

			“So who is this mystery man? I didn’t even know you were dating anyone else.”

			“I wasn’t and I’m not. It was a onetime thing. I was lonely and needy and he was sexy and available . . . right after Zack dumped me.”

			“And you just forgot about birth control?”

			“We were careful. Just not careful enough.”

			Sadie waited a moment while the voice on the GPS gave Dawn instructions.

			“Does this new guy know?” Dawn asked, sliding her a sympathetic glance.

			“I’ve told both the men involved and let’s just say it didn’t go well.”

			“I’m so sorry.” Dawn leaned over and put her hand on Sadie’s arm. “I will do everything in my power to help you. Anything you want or need, I’m there for you.”

			“Great. You can tell Mom for me.”

			“Not even for a million dollars. As a matter of fact, I want to be out of state when you tell her. The good news is that she’s so over the moon about me having a second baby that she won’t be at all focused on you, so you’ve got time to break the news.”

			It was true. Sadie’s mom hadn’t even called Sadie to blast her for missing dinner. There was a good chance she could walk into her mom’s house sporting a face tattoo or a seven-month-prego belly and her mom wouldn’t notice at all. That was a relief.

			“Now explain the smell,” Dawn said, rubbing a finger under her nose. “Because you are rank.”

			Sadie did her best to explain the ghost problem that had blown up due to pregnancy hormones. Dawn was one of the few people on the planet who knew about Sadie’s talents. As a friend of Maeva’s, Dawn was also familiar with how hormones had played a role in that pregnancy situation too. She was a little too eager about Sadie’s so-called skill and believed that her sister should hit the talk show circuit or, at the very least, have her own reality show.

			While Sadie talked and explained things to Dawn, she pulled out the small silver tube of complimentary lavender cream she received from Zenia at Jonelle’s. She lathered on the hand cream and Dawn’s nose sniffed the air.

			“We really need to talk more often. I can tell that you’ve gone to a spa too,” Dawn said. “The smell of Jonelle’s lavender cream is one of my absolute favorites. I’ve never gone there but I’ve received the hand cream as a gift and it feels so luxurious.”

			“Speaking of luxurious, how much did that contraption in the backseat set you back?” Sadie asked.

			“The car seat? About a hundred fifty.”

			“Holy smokes! My first car only cost a little more than that!” Sadie rubbed the back of her neck. How was she ever going to afford all the stuff this future baby required?

			“You can get cheaper ones, but when we read about the Air Protect side-impact technology and the harness adjustment system, we just couldn’t scrimp.”

			“I never expected you to turn into the spa type,” Dawn said, returning the conversation to something that interested her. “But now that you’re enjoying spas, we’ll have to do spa days as a pregnant sister bonding thing. Maybe we can even convince Mom to come along.”

			Sadie thought she’d rather pour hot sauce in her eyeballs.

			“The spa thing has been a recent development. I haven’t turned into a rich lady of leisure. I’m just trying to clear Detective Petrovich’s name.”

			“Oh, that’s right!” Dawn clucked her tongue. “I forgot that Jonelle’s was where it happened. I’m so sorry about that whole situation. I know Detective Petrovich was always there for you. Wow . . . killing his ex-wife . . . who could’ve known that was going to happen?”

			“Certainly not him,” Sadie said, blowing out a breath. “He claims he didn’t do it.”

			“He said that? When?”

			Sadie went on to explain all she knew about Emilio’s extra service to Jane and Martin’s cold demeanor about his ex’s murder.

			“Sounds like you made up your mind that Dean didn’t do it,” Dawn remarked.

			Sadie thought about that. Had she fully decided on his innocence? She sure wanted Dean to be innocent. But did she want it so badly she wasn’t willing to consider the obvious? She shook her head.

			“I guess here’s the thing. Petrovich has never lied to me, Dawn. Not ever,” Sadie stated firmly. “And I feel like I owe it to him to at least believe in him as much as he always believed in me.”

			Dawn nodded and made a sharp turn at the next light, ignoring the voice on her GPS advising her that it now had to recalculate her route.

			“Um . . .” Sadie pointed in the direction they should be going. “Where are you going?”

			“We need to go to Jonelle’s and figure this thing out. You told them your sister was thinking of the place for her wedding, right? Well, I’m your sister and if you’re going to use me in a lie you should at least let me have the fun with you.”

			“But—but I have to get to work,” Sadie protested.

			“Work can wait. This is important.”

			“More important than saving up to buy a car seat with side-impact technology?”

			“You got months to worry about that.” Dawn laughed. “We’ll go to Jonelle’s for just a few minutes. I’ll just do what you did and ask for a tour; only I’ll ask if Emilio is available to give me the look around.”

			Dawn looked at Sadie and winked, and then Sadie knew for certain that her sister had lost her ever-loving mind. Since Dawn was officially crazy now, Sadie just grumbled about this cutting into her work time but she didn’t try to convince Dawn to change her plans.

			Dawn parked her sporty new vehicle in a spot near the rear exit of Jonelle’s. They paid for parking and when they walked into the spa, Zenia was working the counter and talking on the phone. She looked startled at the sight of them but offered a bright smile and held up one finger to indicate she’d be just a minute.

			Dawn went straight to a shelf in the corner where a sign proclaimed the small colorful bottles as PREMIUM NAIL TREATMENTS instead of just polish.

			Dawn oohed and aahed over the colors while Sadie breathed in the smell of lavender and immediately felt like having a nap.

			“You must be Sadie’s sister,” Zenia said, coming around the desk to shake Dawn’s hand.

			“Yes,” Dawn confirmed. “Sadie has talked up your place, so I just had to see it for myself.”

			“How nice! I’ll be happy to take you on a tour of our treatment rooms.”

			“Actually, I was kind of hoping that Emilio was available to give the tour,” Dawn said. “Sadie was telling me about him and I’d really like to include him in any treatment plan for me and my bridesmaids.”

			Zenia’s perfect smile faltered.

			“Of course. But Emilio’s not due to start for another half hour.”

			“Oh, that’s too bad. . . .” Dawn pouted.

			“How about I’ll check the staff lounge to see if he’s made an early appearance?” Zenia offered.

			“Great!” Dawn gushed.

			Zenia disappeared into the back and within seconds her clone in a white lab coat and blond hair appeared with cucumber waters and asked them to have a seat.

			They relaxed in a couple of high-back white leather chairs, sipping their water.

			“You don’t expect having a green vegetable floating in your water will make it taste good,” Sadie remarked, downing her glass. “But it’s actually quite tasty. I think I’ll start doing this at home. Especially since I need to come up with a coffee substitute.”

			“Oh, I never stopped drinking coffee. Caffeine is the only thing that saved me from falling asleep in the middle of the day,” Dawn remarked with a wave of her hand.

			“But I thought it was a pregnancy rule . . . no caffeine?”

			“First thing you realize is that there are no rules,” Dawn said.

			“In that case, I’d love to have sushi for dinner,” Sadie said, licking her lips.

			“No sushi. That is a rule.” Dawn tilted her head. “So how should I be handling this? Should I ask to see the room where Jane was killed?”

			Before Sadie could reply, Emilio appeared from the back hall. He was wearing a skintight V-neck tee—with enough Lycra so that it clung to his washboard abs—and drawstring yoga pants. The pants would’ve looked too feminine on any other man but somehow only enhanced Emilio’s substantial package.

			“Hello again, Sadie. I hope you are well.” He turned to Dawn. “This must be your sister and the beautiful bride-to-be. Men all over the world must be in mourning at losing a chance to take you as their bride.”

			Dawn’s jaw dropped and Sadie thought she actually swooned.

			“I would love to give you a full tour of this fine establishment,” he said, linking his arm in Dawn’s. “But I already have a client waiting for me in a treatment room. I will bring you ladies as far as the Relaxation Room, and then I’ll turn you over to one of the other capable estheticians.”

			“I’ll wait here,” Sadie told him. “I’ve already done the tour.”

			Half an hour later Sadie was getting antsy and glancing at her watch. She didn’t have all day to sit around sipping cucumber water, and she’d already used the bathroom twice.

			She dug out her cell phone and texted her sister to hurry up. Seconds later Dawn walked back into the reception area with another lab coat cloned blonde. There must have been a Stepford Esthetician Factory in the back. Dawn thanked the woman for the tour and accepted a brochure listing services.

			“What the heck took so long?” Sadie demanded as they left the building.

			“I demanded to see treatment room nine, the room where Jane was killed. I just said I wouldn’t be comfortable booking treatments for the wedding party until I knew for certain that room didn’t look like a battle scene. Room nine was being used, so we spent a lot of time going over the facial products until it was ready.”

			“And did the room show any sign that someone had been killed there?” Sadie asked curiously.

			She never got her answer because they rounded the corner into the back parking lot just in time to see flames shooting out of Dawn’s new SUV. They screamed but their sounds were muffled by an explosion that sent shiny bits of red metal flying through the air.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Though many yards away, Sadie instinctively yanked Dawn back from the heat of the explosion. She pulled her sister around the corner of the building, where Dawn began hyperventilating and then freaking out, running in small circles and waving her arms around in the air like she was signaling planes to land.

			“Sit,” Sadie ordered, and Dawn plopped down on the sidewalk, holding her head between her hands.

			“Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod!”

			“It’s okay. Take deep breaths,” Sadie told her. “You’re fine. At least nobody was hurt.”

			Sadie took a deep gulp of air herself and looked up to see a dark Dodge Ram truck with white paint on its rear panel taking a speedy corner about a block down.

			“Wait here,” Sadie told Dawn, and then she broke into a dead run.

			Unsurprisingly, even fueled by anger and the power of cucumber water, Sadie found she still wasn’t able to catch up with the over three-hundred-horsepower truck. Her goal had been to at least read the plate, but she only managed to watch it zoom away and get lost in traffic.

			It took the Seattle police less than two minutes to respond to the explosion in Jonelle’s parking lot. It took her brother-in-law, John, about fifteen.

			When John arrived he leapt from his sedan at the curb and ran to Dawn. He drew her into a bear hug and she sobbed against his chest, causing Sadie to ache with sadness for Dawn and self-pity for herself. Nobody would be hugging her anytime soon.

			Sadie was busy talking to an officer, but she saw Dawn get the clear to leave and then noticed John tuck her safely into the passenger seat of his car. Then her brother-in-law scanned the crowd, fixed his gaze on Sadie, and stormed over. His jaw was set, his eyes were slits, and his hands fisted at his sides as he stalked over to her and stepped in front of the officer who was questioning Sadie.

			“You are a menace!” he seethed, pointing an angry finger at Sadie.

			She flinched at his words.

			“It—it wasn’t my fault,” she protested lamely.

			“It’s never your fault!” He threw his hands up. “I know we are supposed to be family, but let me make one thing perfectly clear: You stay away from my wife until shit like this stops happening to you or until you start living a normal life!”

			Sadie swallowed and nodded weakly, then watched as he walked back to his car and drove away.

			“He’s just scared,” the officer said. “He’ll cool off.”

			Sadie sighed and shook her head. She’d met this particular police officer before, just like she’d gotten to know many of the Seattle PD because of various dangerous incidents she’d been involved in over the years.

			“Thing is,” Sadie said, “he’s right. I am a menace.” Her hand went protectively to her stomach. “Maybe it’s time to go back to teaching second graders.”

			“Surrounded by seven-year-olds all day?” The officer shuddered. “Give me crooks and murderers any day.”

			She told him about the dark Dodge Ram that had followed her a few times and that she suspected the same person of slashing her tires on both vehicles and breaking into her house.

			“The truck was right over there.” She pointed to the street corner.

			“For sure it was the same vehicle?”

			“I know there are thousands of Dodge Rams, but it has white paint scraped along the driver’s side rear quarter panel. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to get the plate.”

			He wrote down what she told him, but the look on his face said that he’d need a helluva lot more than the description she’d given him.

			“And you weren’t able to catch a glimpse of the driver?”

			“No.”

			“If he followed you from Auburn and vandalized your van, your car, your home, and now, possibly, has blown up your sister’s car, then you need to be extra careful. If you see the vehicle again, call us right away. And try and make note of the plate number.”

			Sadie told him she would and then left the parking lot and the officers and firefighters, who were dealing with what was left of Dawn’s vehicle. Then she realized that on top of everything else, she still needed to get to work. She called for a cab and when it started to rain she went inside Jonelle’s to wait.

			“Wow. What the heck happened out there?” Zenia asked her.

			“My sister’s car blew up. Very lucky we weren’t inside it at the time.”

			“That’s horrible!”

			“Definitely not the highlight of my day,” Sadie agreed.

			She saw the taxi pull up to the door and started to leave. At the last minute she asked Zenia over her shoulder, “What kind of vehicle does Emilio drive?”

			“I think he drives a Prius. Why?”

			“Just curious.”

			Sadie thanked Zenia for making sure Dawn got a tour of the spa and promised to be in touch soon about booking that imaginary spa day for all the bridesmaids. Then she walked out the door and jumped into her waiting taxi and gave the driver the house number on Brandon Street.

			“You’re lucky I was able to get here so quick,” the driver told Sadie as he pulled into traffic. “Something exploded behind the building and now traffic is blocked for a mile around.”

			“It was a car that blew up,” Sadie replied.

			“A car explosion?” The driver laughed himself into a smoker’s cough. Once he regained control of his lungs and voice he added, “Must’ve been some drug dealer or pimpmobile someone wanted to put out of business.”

			Sadie knew for certain Dawn was neither pimping nor selling crack. She was only guilty of hanging out with her sister, the trouble magnet.

			By the time she was dropped off at the split level on Brandon Street, Sadie was anxious to bury her troubles by cleaning up after the slaughter of four people. Some women might choose a different way to unwind instead, like reading a book or having a hot bath.

			Second-stage cleaning meant very little protective gear since dangerous bodily fluids had been mopped and sponged away and bone fragments and brain spatter had also been picked up, cut up, or hauled out. However, there was still lots to accomplish and Bill, the owner of the house, had left her a couple of pestering messages about her progress. She wanted to return the calls only when she could tell him she was officially done.

			The mechanic came and replaced Sadie’s destroyed tires with gently used ones at a fraction of the cost, and he gave her the name of a place to get the window fixed that would also be less pricey. His bill was still expensive since he also had to stop by her house. He’d use the spare key she gave him to enter the side entrance to the garage and fix the tires on the Corolla.

			Once the mechanic was on his way to her house, Sadie locked up the Brandon Street house and took the Scene-2-Clean van to the nearest fast-food place for lunch. She returned to the house and put in four more hours with no breaks, except to pee, and then she officially declared the house completed. The only thing left would be allowing the ozone generators to clean the air, but first she needed to retrieve them from the suicide house in Auburn.

			She called Bill and notified him that her work was done but the ozone generators would remain on for a couple days to make the house smell as clean as it looked.

			“You can have workers come to replace the drywall and carpeting that I had to remove. It’s perfectly safe for them to work in there now. The ozone generators will be set up tomorrow, and then I’ll just pull them in a couple days.”

			“Finally!” Bill grumped. He was obviously pissed about having the SPD delay her cleaning by a day. “Are the cops still going to be snooping around the house too?” he asked. “Or did they take their cut of the money and run?”

			“I’m sure all that cash went straight into an evidence locker.”

			“If you’d called me, we could’ve split it,” he remarked. “It’s doing nobody any good being locked up as evidence.”

			“I don’t take things that don’t belong to me,” Sadie said coolly.

			“Is that kind of the trauma cleaner’s oath or something?”

			“No. It’s personal ethics.” She didn’t like Bill and was sick to death of him. “I’ll be sending my invoice to your insurance company, and once I’ve picked up the last of my equipment in a few days I’ll drop off the key to your house. Have a nice day.”

			Sadie hung up without waiting for Bill to reply because she was worried she might lose her cool and suggest he do something anatomically impossible.

			She packed her remaining supplies into the van and paused in the entrance of the house before she locked up. In her gut she knew there were spirits here who might be stuck at this house because Sadie wasn’t able to help them move on. Ghosts who had final requests or messages for loved ones. Her fingers clutched the conjure bag. For a second she debated pulling it off to see if she could help the ghosts left behind. Then she thought about the gruesome way they’d been shot up and knew she wouldn’t be able to endure that kind of pain.

			“If I can figure out a way to help you move on to the next dimension, I’ll be back,” she declared to the empty house. “You were killed violently and I would experience that myself if I tried to help you right now. I’ll try and find a way. I promise. If you’d all been taken down by, like, an ingrown toenail or something, I’d be all over this.”

			Once she’d locked up the house, Sadie drove to her storage unit and unloaded all the bins containing hazardous waste. She had a company come to collect the bins and dispose of their contents on a monthly basis. It was the cost of doing business. She stopped herself short as she hoisted a particularly heavy bin from the van. She couldn’t remember if the pregnancy book had said lifting was a bad idea or if it was a myth that it could hurt the fetus. She played it safe and shuffled and dragged the container across the floor.

			She was grimy and sweaty when she climbed back inside her vehicle and headed for Auburn to collect the air purifiers. Because the glass-repair shop recommended to her was on the way, she stopped and had the window fixed on her van just in time for the Seattle skies to do what they do best. It rained all the way to Auburn, where she got the air cleaners and continued all the way back to the house on Brandon Street.

			She set up the purifiers to help deal with the smell of decomp, and when she was leaving Bill showed up with a crew of workers.

			“Drywallers,” he said, nodding to the vehicle parked on the street behind his. Out came three large dudes wearing wifebeaters and sleeve tats, with looks that said trouble with a capital T, not drywall with a capital D.

			Sadie didn’t know what Bill was up to with his sleazy-looking gang and she didn’t want to find out. She left him to his house and made a hasty exit. She stopped at Safeway for groceries and loaded up on fruits, vegetables, and whole grains that she hoped would cancel out the extra-large bag of Doritos and huge can of soda that she consumed on the drive home.

			She had just pulled the van into her garage when she got a phone call from Rudie Hernon.

			“I’ve put together a new conjure bag for you and was wondering if you wanted to take it for a spin,” he said.

			“A spin?”

			“Yeah. Test-drive it to see if it works for your intended purpose.”

			“You mean this one might allow me to go back to helping spirits while blocking out the pain of their deaths?” Sadie asked, excited.

			“That’s the plan, but of course nobody can tell if it works except you.”

			“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

			Sadie raced inside the house and found Dean sulking in the kitchen.

			“Here’s the scoop,” she told him. “Dawn’s brand-new SUV got blown up while we were making inquiries about Jane inside Jonelle’s Spa. I don’t know if that has something to do with you and Jane, or if this is strictly my own shit storm. I suspect whoever was drives a Dodge Ram pickup, and that isn’t Emilio because his car is a Prius. Maybe it’s about the suicide in Auburn. Or the home invasion on Brandon Street. All I know is that I’m off to see the wizard about a spell that will hopefully let me talk to spirits and not feel their deaths.”

			Dean waited a beat. “I have no idea what you just said,” he told her.

			“I’ll explain more to you later.”

			Sadie used the bathroom, then fed her rabbit and changed her clothes. She was parking directly outside the Pottery Hut twenty minutes later. She walked inside and once again there was a birthday party—and like before, it felt like the place was controlled chaos with short stuff Rudie running the show.

			Sadie waved at Rudie and he wove his way between the chairs and tables of twenty five-year-olds and their parents to meet with her.

			“Give me five minutes and they’ll all be packing up their stuff and heading home,” Rudie told her.

			Sadie looked over at a nearby table of children bent at artistically painting vases and plates.

			“No problem,” Sadie told him. “I used to be a grade school teacher. I’ll blend in.”

			A clump of wet clay sailed across the room and hit Sadie on the cheek with a thwack.

			“Or maybe I’ll just wait in my car,” she told him. “Text me when you’re done.”

			Sadie walked outside just as a dark Dodge Ram rumbled past. Her nerves pinged and when the vehicle turned the corner she could see white paint on the fender. She jumped into her car and took off after the truck. She was on his bumper and reciting the digits on the plate out loud to try and memorize them. Just a block over the truck cornered onto Second and pulled to the curb in front of Sacred Heart Catholic Church. Sadie pulled right in behind the truck. She began rummaging in her purse for her can of pepper spray, and once she had it Sadie climbed out of her car and slowly approached the truck. Suddenly the driver opened the door and Sadie watched while a short, round woman in her eighties hopped out. The woman moved slowly and painfully like someone whose knees had seen better days. She went around to the other side of the truck and opened the passenger door for a boy of about ten. The two walked hand in hand up the sidewalk and at one point the woman looked over her shoulder at Sadie, who was still holding a can of pepper spray in her hand. Sheepishly Sadie stuffed the can back in her purse and climbed back inside her car.

			“I’m losing my mind,” Sadie muttered to herself. “I was about to pepper spray a grandma while she took her grandson to church. First I’m going crazy and then I’m going to hell.”

			She got back in her Corolla and composed herself. Then she made a U-turn and drove back to the Pottery Hut. She waited in her car for Rudie to let her know the parents and brats had left the party. Her cell phone chirped twice. First message was from Owen. If you won’t meet with me at least call me.

			The second message was from Rudie, texting her that the coast was clear.

			Sadie thought for a second and then replied to Owen with I’ll call you later.

			She went inside the Pottery Hut and found Rudie wiping down the little tables. Sadie grabbed a damp rag and began to help out.

			“I don’t know how you handle having birthday parties in here all the time,” she remarked. “Don’t they all drive you crazy?”

			“A little, but then I remember that the parents are paying me a couple hundred dollars plus the price of pottery to allow the hooligans to torture me and I feel a lot better.” He scraped a clump of clay off a shelf. “I still hold private classes for adults on occasion, but when the economy is tight people spend more money on their kids than they do on themselves.” He straightened to his full short stature and pointed in the direction of the back. “Let’s head upstairs.”

			Once they were up in his apartment he wasted no time bringing Sadie into the small room. The large black cauldron on the table had been replaced by a horrific table mirror that had a pewter frame with a carved female face in an openmouthed scream and hundreds of writhing snakes decorating the edges.

			“Whoa,” Sadie said, pointing. “What the hell kind of mirror is that and why would you even want to look into something that scary?” She shuddered.

			“It’s my Medusa scrying mirror.” He shrugged. “I guess it’s not everyone’s taste.”

			Rudie opened a box on one of the shelves and pulled out a pink flannel bag and handed it to her.

			“I’ve already enchanted it with power. What I’ve tried to do here is to combine herbs for banishment and pain but also a spell to allow vision.”

			“It smells like Christmas.”

			“That would be the cinnamon and cloves, but make no mistake—it’s strong enough to kill you,” Rudie warned.

			Sadie dropped it on the table next to the ugly mirror.

			“I’m pregnant, remember,” she stated. “I don’t want anything that will hurt me or the baby.”

			“It’s strong enough to kill you only if you eat it,” he corrected. “It’s not going to hurt anyone unless the herbs are ingested.”

			“Why would I eat it?”

			“I have no idea why my clients do what they do. You won’t believe the kind of stuff that some people try. Just last week I had a troll who routinely uses austromancy come to me for a potion to relieve his cold, but instead of rubbing it on his chest he snorted it and now he’s got a wart the size of an apple on the end of his nose. He thinks it’s all my fault.” Rudie shook his head.

			Sadie just stared at him openmouthed.

			“I know, right?” Rudie laughed. “What a crazy thing for him to do! Like I’m supposed to guess that he’d snort a potion.”

			“So, um, is your ex-wife always around you, like, twenty-four/seven?”

			“I don’t really know. I never take my conjure bag off because I don’t want to take the chance.”

			“But what if she’s long since left you alone and you’re wearing it for nothing?” she asked.

			“It’s a chance I’m willing to take,” Rudie said.

			He picked up Sadie’s new conjure bag and tossed it to her.

			“So just to be on the safe side, you’ll want to wear both of your conjure bags together. Unless you’re feeling edgy and want to go just with this one?”

			“I’m edgy enough these days.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			Rudie led the way back out of the room and locked it behind them.

			“How much do I owe you?” Sadie asked.

			“Nothing yet. This one isn’t proven, so no charge unless it works. If it does, five hundred. If it doesn’t, you bring it back and I’ll tweak it.”

			“That’s fair. Thank you.”

			“So, you got a ghost you can check on?”

			She told him there was no lack of ghosts to check on in her line of work, and when Sadie left, she called Maeva to ask if they could hang out in her neighbor’s pantry for a few minutes. If she was going to test-drive a ghost repellent, she needed to have a psychic nearby in case things went wrong.

			“You can stop by but it can’t be a long visit,” Maeva told her. “I just got Osbert to bed and I’m planning on an early night myself.”

			Sadie agreed to keep it short, and it wasn’t long before the two of them were standing in the neighbor’s kitchen. Sadie wore two conjure bags around her neck and smelled like Christmas gone horribly wrong.

			“Go for it,” Maeva told her, pointing to the pantry door.

			Sadie took a deep breath and stepped inside. It took a while but finally the old man appeared and Sadie was delighted. He smiled and began talking to Sadie but his lips blurred and there was no sound.

			With a frown Sadie told him, “I’m so sorry but I can’t hear you.”

			She said the words out loud but no vocal sounds left her mouth either. She shook her head and tried again, but try as she might her lips moved and formed the words but the air around her seemed to swallow the sound.

			She walked out of the pantry and looked at Maeva, who’d been watching the entire thing.

			“What the hell was that?” Maeva asked.

			“I couldn’t hear him and he couldn’t hear me,” Sadie said, relieved that now her voice had returned. “It was like a giant voice sponge was in the room with us, soaking up our words.”

			“Weird.” Maeva yawned and stretched. “Call Rudie tomorrow and let him know so he can make some adjustments.”

			“What’s he going to do,” Sadie grumbled, “add eye of toad and hair of newt?”

			“If necessary,” Maeva said. “I know you’re stressed about everything that’s happened.”

			Sadie had told Maeva about Dawn’s visit to Jonelle’s and the subsequent vehicle explosion.

			“Just lie low right now,” Maeva told her. “Go home and relax. Things will come together. You’ll see.”

			Sadie hoped Maeva was right about things coming together. Right now it felt like her entire world was unraveling quicker than a dollar-store scarf. She went home longing for her own cool, almost-clean sheets and the love of a good bunny. Maybe a woman didn’t need more than that.

			When she dragged herself inside, she informed Dean she was heading straight to bed and then closed her bedroom door firmly behind her. After she dropped her clothes on the floor she pulled on her oversized Mariner’s tee and crawled into bed. She was plugging her cell phone into the charger next to her bed when her phone chirped an incoming text message.

			It was Zack: Are you and that guy still together?

			She bit the inside of her cheek as she carefully replied: No.

			After Sadie hit send she wanted to text more. She wanted to call him and launch into a huge explanation about how she’d slept with Owen because he was sexy and kind during a time when Zack was cold and aloof. She wanted to scream at Zack and remind him that he’d turned his back on her and their relationship. Instead, she stretched the cord so that the phone was next to her pillow and lay there staring at her bedroom ceiling for an hour, hoping he’d send another message. He didn’t.

			In the morning, she once again woke up feeling simultaneously nauseated, ravenous, and heartburnish. She drank some juice, ate a piece of dry toast, and chewed a Tums for dessert. Afterward she went for a jog that was more of a quick-step walk. She was a block away when a sleek BMW pulled to the curb beside her. Owen rolled down the window.

			“Get in.”

			She glanced at him with his nose taped and his eyes blackened, and she continued to walk-jog without responding. His car slowly kept pace with her. He wasn’t giving up and she was about to collapse from exhaustion.

			“I can do this all day,” he told her.

			She thought about that and gave in. Ever so casually Sadie sauntered over and hopped inside his car.

			“Do you always just show up without calling?” she demanded.

			“You texted that you’d call me but you didn’t,” he replied unapologetically. “I figured if Zack’s Mustang was in your driveway this time, I’d keep on going.”

			She glanced at his battered face and burst out laughing.

			“I’m so sorry. It isn’t funny at all . . . but it is.”

			“Glad to know you’re still in there somewhere.” He reached over and poked Sadie in the arm. “I was beginning to wonder where the real Sadie went.”

			“This is the real me,” she insisted. “It’s just the scared and worried version.”

			“I know,” he said softly.

			Instead of going to Sadie’s house, he drove to a Starbucks drive-thru and got himself a coffee and Sadie a water, and then they sat inside his car and sipped their beverages in a long silence. It was Owen who finally spoke.

			“I’m moving back to Seattle.”

			“No!” she shouted, and because she spewed water she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Don’t do that. You moved down to Albuquerque for a reason.”

			“The move to Albuquerque was a temporary one. You knew that. I was waiting for some investment properties to sell down there and most already have. I don’t have to be there for it to happen. I have a house here and I’ve already arranged to move back.”

			“Look, Owen, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea here, but—”

			“You’re uncertain about us and I get that,” Owen finished. “But that doesn’t change the situation. I’m still the father of your baby.” He paused and looked at her pointedly. “You did say it was a for-sure thing, right?”

			“Yes,” she said curtly.

			He held up his hands.

			“Good enough for me. I thought about it and realized it would’ve been a helluva lot easier for you just to pretend the kid was Zack’s or just to leave me out of the loop entirely. I appreciate that you didn’t do either of those things.” He drank some more of his coffee. “But like it or not, I am going to be there for you any way that I can. I can do those birthing classes with you. . . .”

			“Lamaze?” Sadie asked with a smirk.

			“Yeah. Those.” He nodded. “And of course, I’ll cover your expenses and pay child support.”

			“I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves here, and I don’t know who I want to be my birthing coach yet, but I’ll keep your offer in mind.”

			“I want to be part of the kid’s life, and if you let me, I’ll be part of your life,” he said firmly.

			The very real thought that this man was now connected to her forever and for always hit her like a smack upside the head and she swallowed thickly.

			“We could try and make it work,” he continued. “Think about it and I promise I’ll respect your choice . . . even if that choice throws a mean right hook.”

			She didn’t tell him that she and Zack were done and buried; she just nodded and thanked him. Then another thought occurred to her.

			“You were with someone else in Albuquerque, right? This shouldn’t interfere with that either,” Sadie told him quickly.

			He didn’t respond, which Sadie took to mean she’d hit the nail on the head. After a few more minutes he drove her home and in the driveway he said, “I know you’re Miss Independent, but I want to be kept in the loop. So when you see doctors and get those ultrasound things, I want to know about it. And if we end up being a couple—hey, I’ll do all that kind of stuff with you even.” He cleared his throat. “And about the money situation . . .”

			“I’m doing okay,” she stated evenly.

			“Sure, but even if you have suddenly won the lottery, it doesn’t matter.” He put the car in park and turned and looked at her. “The cost is half mine. I don’t renege on my debts. You send me the bills and I’ll pay up. There’s no way this is all on you.”

			He laughed quietly and Sadie looked over.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“You. Us.” He waved his hands. “This.” He chuckled some more. “Even though it wasn’t planned, I bet we made ourselves a kick-ass kid.” He poked her in the belly.

			Sadie burst out laughing and then thanked him for taking the time to make sure they talked.

			“I want a decision about the you and me thing,” he said seriously. “I’ll be back for your thoughts on that. I’m not giving up.”

			Sadie just nodded. She still felt overwhelmed by the journey ahead, but at least she knew she had the option of having someone to turn to if things got even rockier than they were now. It was pouring now and she hopped out of his car and hustled up the sidewalk to her front door, grateful she didn’t slip and fall on the slippery pavement.

			Once inside she was grateful that Dean wasn’t around to ask her questions. She got into the shower and then burst into tears. The worst part was that she didn’t know why she was crying. Once she finished being a big baby, she checked her voice mail and listened to a lengthy message from an attorney’s office.

			Turns out the lawyer was representing the estate of an elderly woman who died alone in her Redmond home. Her body went undiscovered for a week until her newspapers piled up. She had no family and had left the house and all its contents to charity in her will. Now the lawyer was in charge of following through with her bequest. Part of that involved cleaning up the mess left behind—namely her own bodily decomp fluids as well as the mess of her half-dozen dogs, who’d all been placed in loving foster homes.

			Sadie called the lawyer back and made arrangements to come by his office after lunch to have him complete the contract and get the necessary keys. She disconnected the call and debated how to spend the next couple hours.

			“I could do laundry, or clean Hairy’s litter box,” she said to herself.

			“I have a better idea,” Dean spoke up from the entrance to her office.

			“Have a nap?” Sadie asked hopefully. “Make French toast? Bake cookies? Yummm . . .” She began to salivate at the thought.

			“You keep eating like that and you’re going to have a lot more than baby weight to lose in a few months,” he warned.

			“Thanks.” Sadie leaned back in her office chair. “As usual, your powerful motivational talks have inspired me to do more.” She stretched. “I’m going to nap and then bake cookies and then go to work. I have a very full day planned out. I might squeeze in a little solitaire, if I have time.”

			“Last I heard, Dawn’s new car got blown up. Have you found out who’s responsible? Don’t you even care?”

			That stung. Of course she cared.

			“Isn’t it the job of the police to find out who did it? Why does it fall on me?”

			“Because, Sadie Novak, sometimes you’re more powerful than an overworked cop!” Dean shouted, waving his hands in the air. “You’ve got curiosity and tenacity and I’ve seen you blow a case wide open just by your own persistence!” Detective Petrovich added, “You know the only way to solve all the stuff that’s happening to you is to pull your head out of your ass and work on it!”

			“Well, thanks, Dean. That almost makes me want to forgive you for calling me fat.” Sadie pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes for a minute. “Fine. I’m going to do a little more research on sleazy old Martin Brun the car salesman.”

			His motivational speech sunk in and Sadie knew that her life had become a lot of loose ends that could only be tied up by her own blood, sweat, and tears.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Petrovich left her alone to do some research, but first she texted Dawn: Love you Sis. So sorry about what happened to your new car.

			There was no response.

			Next she Googled the car dealership site and clicked on Martin’s smiling business photo. A new page opened that talked about how long Martin Brun had been hocking cars and relieving the public of any extra cash. There was a link to Martin’s personal e-mail where web surfers were invited to send him their car inquiries. She’d already been told by Dean that the car salesman wasn’t tech savvy and had used Jane to handle e-mails. Sadie wondered who was taking care of those e-mails now.

			She logged in to a generic e-mail account that belonged to her but had no connection to her own name or business. She’d opened the e-mail strictly for contests, spam, and for doing sneaky things like this. From this account she sent Martin a message. She told him that she was a friend of Jane’s who knew her from Jonelle’s Spa. After telling him she was sorry for his loss, she added she was in the market for a car. If he had anyone at all taking care of his e-mails, or had educated himself recently on how to use e-mail, Sadie was certain it wouldn’t take the salesman long to bite.

			Next, she copied Martin’s e-mail address into her search engine to see if anything else cropped up. Lo and behold, she found herself scrolling through a list of old Craigslist ads. Based on every item that he’d sold over the last few months, she was betting he really was hard up for cash. Of the more recent items listed were his and hers bicycles, and in the ad Martin had given out an address for people to swing by and have a look during his garage sale two weeks ago.

			Sadie jotted down the address and got up from her desk to find Dean.

			“Didn’t Jane and Martin live together?”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			“He was selling stuff on Craigslist and the address he gave a couple weeks ago is in Bellevue.”

			“Bellevue? The loser lived in Bellevue with his mother before he shacked up with Jane. I’m guessing that’s good ol’ mom’s address.”

			“Did Jane own her condo?”

			Dean nodded. “She bought it with the settlement from our divorce.”

			“I thought so.” Sadie tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Do you think she left it to Martin in her will?”

			“No.” The detective clenched his jaw and a small vein popped out on his forehead. “She left it to me.”

			“Hold the phone.” Sadie tilted her head. “You mean to tell me she divorced you, moved in with her boyfriend, and never redid her will?”

			“She redid it,” he explained. “She just kept me as beneficiary.”

			“Why on earth would she do that? This doesn’t look good for you at all!”

			“Do you think I don’t know that?” He tossed his hands in the air. “She’d been having second thoughts, okay? About me and her.”

			“But she was the one who left you.” Sadie shook her head. “And she was living with Martin and you were marrying Jen. . . . Don’t tell me you two were thinking of getting back together.”

			“I wasn’t. She was.” He offered her a wry grin. “What can I say? I’m a catch.”

			“God, Dean. This makes things even worse! I mean, she kept cashing your support checks and she left you in her will? She should’ve just left a note in her apartment saying, ‘If I wind up dead then my ex did it for the money.’”

			“I know it looks bad and that’s why nobody is bothering to look at anyone else on this!” Petrovich snarled. “That’s why I’m all over you to help me out here!”

			Sadie blew out a long breath and told him she was going to shower and then take a drive to Bellevue to check out the address listed in the ad for the bikes—Martin’s mother’s place—after she dropped in at the lawyer’s office that called her earlier.

			“Maybe I’ll even pop in and talk to Martin’s mom and see if he was up to anything suspicious.”

			Dean was grateful that she was on his side, but Sadie got the impression he was starting to lose hope. If the situation were reversed, she knew the detective would do everything in his power to clear her name. Then again, he actually knew what he was doing when it came to detecting and she was just flying by the seat of her too-tight pants.

			The lawyer was located in a congested strip mall between a QFC grocery store and a shoe outlet place. The receptionist for the lawyer had wildly teased hair and rocket-sized breasts that rested on her desk as she talked on the phone. After a few minutes, Sadie was ushered into a board room, where she explained her contract to a disheveled lawyer who looked a dozen hard years past retirement. He signed with a bored flourish before handing over the keys.

			“Good luck,” he said to her. “I was out there once last year and the place smelled like a pile of dog crap and that was before she . . . you know. I hope you have nose plugs or something.”

			“I use a filtered respirator for decomp scenes. It’s like a nose plug, only better.”

			“Then you’re good to go.” He got to his feet and handed her a business card. “Once the place is spic-and-span, you give me a buzz and I’ll be happy to write you a check on behalf of my client’s estate.”

			Sadie climbed back in her Scene-2-Clean van. She decided to go to the closest address first, and that was Martin’s mommy’s house in Bellevue. So as not to draw more attention to herself than necessary, she parked down the road. School must’ve been out for a professional development day because there were kids playing in yards and driveways up and down the street. She passed by a couple girls jumping rope and wondered if her child would be like those girls, energetic with pretty pigtails. Then she caught site of a girl sitting cross-legged on the grass picking her nose and realized it may be luck of the draw when it came to kids.

			She walked up a weed-choked sidewalk to the front door of a brick two-story and rang the bell. The woman who answered wore a tent-sized purple muumuu and looked about ninety.

			“What?” she croaked at Sadie.

			“Um. I’m here about the ad for the bicycles.”

			“They’re sold.”

			The woman went to close the door. Sadie jutted her foot inside and stopped it.

			“Mrs. Brun, I’m also an old friend of Jane’s.”

			The woman pursed her lips and her face pruned into a hundred more lines. Then she opened the door wide.

			“You can come in for a second.”

			“Thank you,” Sadie said.

			The living room smelled of mothballs and stale cigarette smoke. Mrs. Brun snatched up the TV remote and paused an episode of The Young and Restless.

			“I never met any of Jane’s friends. Don’t know if that’s because she didn’t have any, or if it’s ’cause she was too embarrassed to bring them around.”

			Mrs. Brun grunted as she lowered herself slowly onto the couch. Sadie took up a nearby chair.

			“Jane was a, um, private person. I’d just recently reconnected with her online. We spoke mostly by Skype and e-mail.”

			The old woman nodded to a laptop set up on a table not far away.

			“Jane got me started on e-mail and Facebook. Martin still won’t use the thing. I even put the Craigslist ad online for him. It’s not so hard once you know how.”

			“Well, I’m in town from California and missed the funeral so I guess I’m just looking for answers as to what happened.”

			“What did you say your name was?”

			“Liz,” Sadie said, deciding to go with the same alias she used with Martin. “I knew Jane from high school and last we talked she seemed really unhappy about something, so I planned this trip up to visit her and then she ends up dead.”

			“I loved that girl like a daughter.” Mrs. Brun snatched up a tissue and dabbed at the tears sliding into the crevices on her face. “Loved her more than that lazy, no-good son of mine. What she ever saw in him I’ll never know.”

			Sadie agreed wholeheartedly with that statement.

			“I’m sure this has been hard on Martin too,” Sadie offered. “He loved her, right? Where was he when Jane was killed?”

			“I’m guessing he was at work, sitting on his ass there doing nothing as usual.” Then she stopped herself. “Wait a second; maybe he wasn’t there. He called that stupid cell phone he bought me, but I never know how to answer the damn thing.” She dug the offending item out of a drawer in the end table and held it up to Sadie as proof. “By the time I find it in my bag, it always stops ringing and then I never know how to get the messages. Jane was going to show me how to text and stuff but that was before . . .” She sniffed and dabbed her eyes. “So that afternoon I was with my knitting group like I am every Thursday evening. Heard my phone go off in my bag and then one of my lady friends helped me by looking up who called. The number said he was at home. I called him back there and he told me about Jane.”

			“So he was at home when he heard about her death?”

			“Yes, but not here home. At Jane’s place, where he lived the majority of the time.”

			“So he called you from Jane’s condo?”

			“Yes, I think so.” She picked up the phone and started pushing buttons. “It would say on this phone if I even knew how to do that.”

			“I can help you with that.” Sadie took the phone and scrolled through the history. There were very few calls listed and only one on the day Jane was killed. She read the number out to Mrs. Brun. “Was that Jane’s number?”

			“Yes. So there you go. That’s where he called from. I guess he was waiting for her to come home. Of course, me and the knitters, we’d already heard about it on the radio. We didn’t know it was Jane, of course, but we heard about the shooting. That’s why I gave him hell for not calling me earlier. He said he was too overwhelmed by grief.” She rolled her eyes. “Too overwhelmed to share his grief with his own mother. Can you imagine? Such a dimwit that boy.”

			Got that right.

			“Everything I read said it was Jane’s ex who killed her. The cop.” Sadie shook her head. “That doesn’t sound right to me because she never seemed to have any hard feelings against him. I met Dean years ago and he seemed to treat her well.”

			“True.” Mrs. Brun balled up the tissue in her fist. “She spoke fondly of him even to me. Guess we’ll never know what causes some people to snap. It was just a real shame things turned out the way they did.” She sighed. “I’m moving into a care home next month. I just can’t keep up with the place anymore. Jane was the kind of woman who would’ve come to visit me. Brought me chocolates. Had tea . . .” Fat tears leaked from her eyes. “Now I’m all alone.”

			“But you have your son; surely he’ll come visit?”

			“That boy can’t hardly wait for the dust to settle under my feet. All he wants is for me to be outta here so he can have the place to himself. Don’t know who’ll do his laundry for him then. I do it now. Jane did it before. The man is useless.” She shook her head ruefully. “He still stays at Jane’s some of the time, but that’ll be over soon enough.”

			“Why doesn’t he just stay at Jane’s condo all the time? Is it too hard for him to be there now that she’s gone?” Sadie tried to sound sympathetic.

			“Nah, that’s not it. Jane never got around to changing her will and she left the damn place to her detective ex.” She clucked her tongue. “Don’t know what’s going to happen to it now.” She opened the drawer to deposit the cell phone. “And look here.” She pulled out a key ring with a large brass letter J on it. “These here are Jane’s spare keys. She gave them to me to keep so I could water her plants when she and Martin went to Vegas last year. I guess I should turn them over to someone, but God knows who. . . .”

			“Actually,” Sadie said quickly. “I could take care of that for you. The lawyer taking care of Jane’s estate is an old friend of mine and I was going to see him anyway, so I can give him the keys.”

			“Oh. Okay.” The old woman handed them over to Sadie. “Guess a lawyer would know best what to do with them.”

			Sadie quickly pocketed the keys.

			“I’m just trying to wrap my head around the idea that she was killed by her ex.” Sadie shook her head. “Maybe all the reporters are wrong. Is there anyone else who’d kill her? Anyone else who she had a beef with?”

			“Nobody I know of.”

			“And she and Martin were doing okay together?”

			“I know what you’re implying, and don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind too,” Mrs. Brun said evenly. “But Martin has no balls and wouldn’t hurt a flea. And not because he doesn’t get angry, because he does. He’s all hot air and bluster and no gusto. Best thing he ever did was get hooked up with Jane. She was good to him. Made him a better man. A better son.”

			Sadie thanked Mrs. Brun for her time and let herself out. The door had just closed behind her when the music from Young and the Restless cranked up. Although she felt sorry for Mrs. Brun, Sadie still hoped that she was wrong. She hoped Martin did have big enough balls to hurt Jane. Sadie was counting on it.

			Spending time with Mrs. Brun made Sadie think about her own mom. She felt bad for blowing off dinner the other day. As she drove to her next stop, Sadie put her Bluetooth in her ear and dialed her mom at home.

			“Hi, Mom. Just wanted to say sorry about not coming for dinner the other day. I’ve been working like crazy.”

			“That’s what Dawn said. She also said you were feeling a little sick. Do you have the flu?”

			“Um . . . maybe.”

			“Well you heard your sister’s expecting again, right?” Mom demanded.

			“Yes.”

			“Don’t be going around her if you’re sick. It’s no fun being in your first trimester and coming down with a virus.”

			“Yes, Mom.”

			“And don’t visit me either because I’m helping Dawn out with little Dylan so she can get a few hours’ extra sleep each day.”

			“Okay, Mom.”

			“Did you hear that brand-new SUV John bought her actually burned to the ground? I tell you, they make things like crap these days! Thank God she wasn’t hurt!”

			“Yeah.”

			“Once you’re feeling better maybe you can chip in and help your sister too. It would be good for you to spend time with your nephew.”

			“Yes, Mom.”

			“I’ve gotta go. I’m on my way to Safeway,” Mom added.

			“Okay, Mom. Have a nice day.”

			“You too, dear.”

			Sadie disconnected the call, feeling like she’d done her daughterly duty and now could safely avoid her mother for a couple more weeks. Next on her agenda was to call Rudie. Her call went to voice mail and she explained to him that the second conjure bag allowed her to see the ghost but not communicate at all. She added that she was off to a job site and would check in with him later.

			Sadie drove to Redmond and could smell the small ranch house the minute she got within a couple yards of the place. She had her camera to take before and after photos, and she completely suited up before going inside.

			The house was thick with flies and you could tell the woman had never been a good housekeeper. If she’d had a subscription to Good Housekeeping it would’ve been revoked had any of the editors stood downwind of the place. The furniture was sparse, but the rooms were littered with piles of dog excrement in every corner. The walls were lined with photos of dogs in all shapes and sizes. The woman had obviously loved her dogs, but not enough to give them a decent life that involved allowing them to do their business outdoors and having clean beds or water bowls.

			The woman had died of natural causes while sitting at her kitchen table. Sadie could tell that by the level of decomposition fluids and remains at that location. Sadie snapped photos of that area specifically and then took general pictures of the two-bedroom house, grateful that it was just over nine hundred square feet.

			There was a covered back deck that was a helluva lot cleaner than any area inside the house. After the photos, Sadie set up all her bins and cleaning supplies on the deck area and designated it her safe zone. Then she went to Subway and bought a sandwich, a yogurt, and a bottled water. While she sat in her van eating, she got a call from Rudie.

			“It might just need a minor adjustment,” he told her. “Maybe I should add more bloodroot and less toadflax.”

			“Okay. I don’t know when I’ll be able to drop off the bag you gave because I’m cleaning up a crappy dog house today.”

			“A dog house? As in, a small house made for dogs?” he asked, confused.

			“No, a person’s house that she turned into a large doghouse with crap everywhere.”

			“Oh. Give me clay and paint messes any day,” he said. “Well, you know where I am. Come by when you have time and I’ll see if I can add a few ingredients and take some away.”

			“You know, I might need to be looking at the bigger picture here,” she told him. “Maybe all this isn’t just about having a conjure bag that keeps me from feeling the pain of spirits. What if what I really need is a paranormal and life-sized makeover? Something that’ll fix my love life, my spiritual life, and my business all in one fell swoop.”

			“I’m not God,” he snapped. “For that kind of makeover you need to see a priest.”

			“Okay. Guess I’ll settle for whatever you’re able to work up for me.”

			“It could be worse. I’m stuck with my Hex of Strife forever. I’ll be wearing a conjure bag up until I’m dead and maybe even after that. The only peace I might get is if I come back in my next life as a goat. At least for you there’s an excellent chance your abilities will return, either once the baby is born or once it’s weaned.”

			He made a good point. Sadie decided to stop feeling sorry for herself and go back to work.

			It took Sadie three hours just to take dog excrement from the house. After that she focused on the kitchen and specifically the location where the body had been. She opened the windows to allow in fresh air and to give the flies a chance to save themselves before Sadie began sweeping and vacuuming maggots. The lawyer had told her that all the flooring in the entire house would have to be removed, and he wasn’t exaggerating.

			The ozone generators were still at the site of the home invasion and Sadie made a mental note to pick them up the next day when she returned for the next stage of cleaning. A little after eight p.m. Sadie decided to call it a day. She was slick with sweat and distracted by the niggling recollection that she had Jane’s keys in her purse. She wanted to know if the woman’s condo would yield any information about her death.

			When Sadie had the van loaded up, she headed home to discuss the situation with Dean. She showered first and then told him her idea.

			“You got the keys off old lady Brun?” He clapped his hands excitedly. “Chances are good the cops have taken some of her stuff for evidence. Her laptop, address book . . . those kinds of things.”

			“I have no idea what I’ll even be looking for. Signs she was being overly massaged? What will it matter?”

			“You need to find her diary. She’s kept one since she was a little girl, and very few people know about it. She loved to write things down. Hell, I only found out about it when I started searching for evidence that she was cheating on me with Car Boy.”

			“But wouldn’t detectives have taken a diary too?”

			“If she’d left it out or in a side table, sure, but she wouldn’t.” He grinned wickedly. “Chances are good even Martin didn’t know about it. When I say she wrote down everything, I mean everything. The woman would write down how she felt about comments I made about a meal I didn’t even remember eating.”

			Sadie had always thought keeping a journal would be cathartic and powerful but the idea of writing about her day only appealed to her once she was in bed and winding down to sleep. At that point she always lacked the three ingredients necessary: pen, paper, and a desire to get up from a warm bed to get a pen and paper.

			“So once you found her diary and confirmed she was cheating, she probably stopped hiding it in the same location,” Sadie replied.

			“I never told her I found the journal, because I wanted to keep reading her entries,” he confessed. “Once I read about her sneaking around with Car Boy I kept hoping she’d end it with him. I wanted to give her the chance to choose me. I gave her more attention. Took her away for a weekend to a stupid bed and breakfast upstate. All that kind of BS. But she was tired of playing second fiddle to my job, and there was nothing I could do about people being killed in Seattle.”

			She saw the pain in his eyes and felt sorry for Dean.

			“So eventually she told you about Martin and that was that?” Sadie asked gently.

			“No. I read in her journal that she loved Car Boy and was going to ask me for a divorce. I beat her to the punch. Told her I didn’t love her anymore and that I wanted her to move out.”

			He’d wanted to save his pride and Sadie got that, but she knew it must’ve been a painful kick to his manhood to have his wife leave him for another man.

			“And she never suspected you were reading her journal entries?”

			“Not until recently. I told her about it over coffee and I guess that’s what got her thinking about wanting to get back with me, because she knew what I said wasn’t true. I did love her. Always had.” He cleared his throat noisily. “Anyway, she kept her journal hidden in a big Tampax box in the cupboard under the bathroom sink. Every evening she had a long, hot bath and while the water was running, she wrote about her day.”

			“I guess when you’re married for a while you get to know someone’s routine.”

			“Yes, but I never figured out the writing thing until I suspected her of cheating. Then I began watching and listening more closely. I heard that bathroom cupboard door open and close every evening and investigated. As far as detectives go, I was slow on the uptake. If I’d known she was writing down everything in our marriage, I could’ve been more proactive years before.” He shrugged with resignation and then pointed a finger at Sadie. “You go to her apartment and you find that diary and bring it back to me. I’m sure we’ll find her killer in those pages.”

			Sadie had a feeling it wouldn’t be that easy.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Jane’s condo was located in an older wood building on Cougar Mountain Way in Bellevue. The good news was that it was a ground-level unit with its own entrance, so Sadie didn’t need to go through the building to gain entry. The bad news was that she had no idea if she was going to encounter Martin hunkered down for the night or if he’d gone home to momma. She wasn’t about to take the chance of using Mrs. Brun’s keys and walking in on him, so she decided to do a little surveillance first.

			After driving around the maze of tight roads within the crowded complex, she backed her Corolla into a visitor parking stall between a Prius and a minivan. From her vantage point she had a clear view of the front door of Jane’s condo. There were two driveways side-by-side with entrances to each unit next to its own drive. Sadie opened the glove box and pulled out her Mariner’s ball cap and put it on. It was about as covert as she knew how to be.

			Sadie cut the engine, then sunk down in her seat and watched for any sign of activity inside. The complex was eerily quiet. Filled with hardworking people who had to get up and rush the kids out the door to school and then fight traffic to get to jobs they hated. Sadie daydreamed about what it would be like to have a baby. To be a working mom trying to make ends meet and still have enough energy to help with homework and read bedtime stories.

			A light suddenly flickered on in an upstairs bedroom inside Jane’s condo. Damn. If Martin was home chances were good he was there for the night. At least she knew he’d be at work the next day, so she’d simply have to swing by once he was at the auto dealership. As the upstairs light flicked off in the condo, Sadie started up her car. She was just putting on her seat belt when the front door opened. Speedily, Sadie turned off her engine and slouched down lower in her seat.

			He stepped out of the condo, locked the door, and then walked down the sidewalk. Sadie’s eyes bugged out of her head. It wasn’t Martin but Emilio, the sexy yet perverted masseuse, and he was walking directly toward her!

			Sadie yanked the ball cap over her face and slouched as low as she could in her seat. She held her breath when Emilio climbed into the Prius parked next to her and didn’t breathe again until he’d zipped out of the parking lot.

			“Holy shit!” she gasped, sitting upright.

			Sadie tugged the baseball cap off her head and ran shaky fingers through her hair as she debated what to do. She felt like peeling out of the lot and following Emilio but realized that she still needed to get inside the condo and find that diary.

			With the condo keys in her hands, Sadie walked purposefully toward the unit as if she had every right to go inside. After all, if the woman’s esthetician could gain entry, why not the trauma cleaner that worked with her ex-husband? Each separate unit had its own sidewalk and a very short drive that led to a single-car garage. Sadie walked up to the front door, let herself inside the unit, and waited while her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She didn’t dare turn on a light. After a while she made her way up to the second floor.

			A glow from the parking lot lights illuminated the master bedroom enough that Sadie could see the bed was neatly made with no signs anyone had slept there recently. Some dresser drawers stood open, though, with tufts of panties and T-shirts dangling out. Sadie wondered if it was Emilio rifling through the drawers or if Seattle PD had done it before him.

			Wasting no time, Sadie hustled into the en suite bath and stopped short. It was a tiny three-piece bathroom with a shower stall, toilet, and pedestal sink. An extra roll of toilet tissue sat on the back of the toilet but there was no other place to stash a Tampax box. With a frown, Sadie headed out of the master bedroom and into another bathroom across the hall. It had a tiny vanity that held an extra set of towels and a couple bottles of shampoo. Nothing else.

			Cursing quietly to herself, Sadie headed back down the stairs to the main floor, where there was a tiny two-piece bathroom with a toilet and, again, only a pedestal sink. Where the hell was a woman supposed to keep her hygiene supplies?

			“Think, think,” she muttered to herself, tapping the side of her head.

			She ran back up the stairs and decided to check out a linen cupboard. There she hit the jackpot of pads, liners, and tampons all in tight little packaging incapable of housing even the smallest of journals. Still, Sadie rooted around the packaging and all the surrounding area but came up empty.

			Sadie began to consider the possibility that Jane had given up on the whole journal-writing thing. After all, it was a huge time commitment. The more she thought about it, though, the more Sadie considered that if Jane had been journaling her entire life, she wasn’t about to stop now with such excitement as a diddling masseuse to write about. And maybe that’s why Emilio had been there. Was it possible he’d found out about the journal and came to retrieve it?

			Sadie returned to the master bedroom and began going through drawers, but the only thing she discovered was that Jane had a helluva lot of yoga wear. She went to the closet next and discovered the dead woman’s fondness for sandals and boots, but still no journal. Sadie plunked herself down on the edge of the bed and pursed her lips in serious thought.

			“If I was a woman wanting to hide stuff from my man, I’d keep it somewhere he’d never think to go,” she said, tapping her fingers on her knee. Abruptly an idea hit. “Got it!”

			She hit her forehead with the palm of her hand and hustled down the stairs again, making her way toward the back of the unit to where a large closet doubled as a storage and laundry facility. This small room had no windows so Sadie turned on an inside light and closed herself inside. Mrs. Brun said that it had always been either Jane or herself doing Martin’s laundry, so if Jane was bent on hiding a journal from her man, the laundry room would be a pretty safe bet. She opened a high cupboard above the washer and moved around the detergent boxes and bottles. One out of many of the boxes of Tide powder detergent slid far too effortlessly to be heavy with detergent. Sadie hoisted it down, noting the lid of the box was entirely cut away, and inside was a Ziploc bag containing a black spiral book and a pen.

			“Bingo!”

			Sadie took out the bag and was about to leave the room when she heard a key in the front door lock. Her heart jumped as she quickly flicked off the light and crept into the corner of the small space behind the door. Holding her breath, she listened intently as the front door opened and someone came inside. Whoever it was went directly upstairs. Sadie heard banging around as if drawers and cupboards were opened and closed in a big hurry. Next the person was racing back down the stairs and then walking around the main floor, opening cupboards in the kitchen. A light was flicked on and Sadie could see a shadow as someone walked past the room she was in. Maybe it was Emilio returning to search the house again. Or it could be Martin and he was here for the night. Whoever it was, they were doing a thorough job of searching for something and that meant it was just a matter of time before she was discovered.

			With trepidation, Sadie closed her eyes and tried to devise a plan. Unfortunately, she realized her purse containing her pepper spray was in the car. If she was closer to the laundry cupboard, she could at least make a play for the bleach and toss it in someone’s face if she felt threatened, but she was too terrified to move. Instead, she prayed silently and made silent promises to God as she watched the doorknob turn, and the door to her hiding place opened a fraction of an inch just before Jane’s doorbell rang. Sadie had to cover her mouth to stop herself from squeaking in surprise.

			The person hesitated, then shut the laundry room door and walked to the front door, hastily opening it.

			“You’re blocking my driveway,” the person outside the door said. “Could I get you to move?”

			Sadie strained but couldn’t hear a word from whoever opened the door, but the mysterious person did leave the condo to presumably move the vehicle. Sadie didn’t waste any time. She left her hiding place, went to the back living room area, and slid open the patio doors and snuck outside into the darkness, clutching the Ziplocked diary in her hands. The postage-stamp backyards were open without any dividing fences, so she was able to easily dash across the backs of a number of units and circle around to the front lot and to her car. She turned the key in the ignition and rocketed out of the parking lot before she even had her seat belt on. Once she was a couple blocks away, Sadie pulled to the curb and paused to catch her breath.

			“That was just too damned close,” she gasped.

			Glaring at the journal now taking up space in its Ziploc bag on the passenger seat, Sadie added, “You’d better be worth it.”

			Feeling a little calmer, she pulled out onto Lakemont Boulevard and then took the right at Forest Drive to get home. It was a quiet night with hardly anyone on the road. She was no more than half a mile down the tree-lined street when someone’s brights blinded her in her rearview mirror. Sadie adjusted her mirror and saw with horror that it was a dark Ram pickup truck that was nearly on her bumper.

			She told herself it could be a coincidence and that she didn’t need to panic every time she saw a truck. As that thought formed in her mind, though, the truck sped up and rammed her bumper. Sadie went from trying to remain calm to frenzied hysteria in one pounding heartbeat.

			Sadie pressed down on the accelerator to get away. She considered turning onto a residential street, but the truck was so close that if she slowed enough to make the turn he would intentionally slam into her. She thought longingly about her cell phone at the bottom of her purse on the floor of the passenger seat, but she didn’t have time to consider reaching for it because the faster she went, the faster the truck came up behind her. The speed limit was thirty and Sadie’s speedometer was inching up to seventy. The normally peaceful stretch of tree-lined residential road now felt desolate and terrifying. She knew her Corolla was no match for the Ram, and her hope was that the police who often patrolled this road for speeders would pull her over for an infraction and also catch the Ram for either attempted murder or terrorizing a trauma worker, whichever carried the longer jail time.

			Sadie saw a vehicle approaching in the other direction and decided to lean on her horn to attract attention. Just as she honked she was again slammed from the back and her car lurched forward. She struggled to regain control of her car on the rain-slicked curve and managed to straighten the Corolla’s fishtail easily.

			“Ha!” she shouted. “I’m not going down that easy!”

			She sneered at the truck in her rearview mirror and tried desperately to see the driver but was only blinded by the headlights as they forcibly pounded into the back of her car once more. This time the jolt of being hit from behind caused her hands to slide from the wheel long enough to lose control. Her Corolla went careening up the embankment and through someone’s backyard fence. She yelled in fear until the force of the airbag punched her in the face and muffled her screams.

			“Owww,” she cried in a shaky voice as the car settled on an odd angle.

			The next hour was a blur of police, ambulance, and Zack, who was called by the responding officer who was an old pal of his. The friend thought they were still a couple, and sometimes the old boys in blue network was a mighty speedy communication line.

			Sadie just looked at Zack with a mixture of shock and sadness when he showed up.

			“He just assumed I’d want to know,” Zack told her.

			“Oh.” Sadie rubbed her sore chin, which was bruised from the airbag. “Sorry about that.”

			“Don’t be sorry. He assumed right.” He cleared his throat. “You need to go to the hospital and get checked out.”

			“I’m fine. Just a little banged up.” Then her hand went to her abdomen. “But I want to make sure everything’s okay.”

			“I’ll go with you.”

			“No!” Sadie said, and when Zack looked away with a hurt expression on his face she added, “I’ll go in the ambulance. I want you to search for the damn Dodge Ram that’s been following me and just ran me off the road.”

			“Can you narrow that description down a bit?” he asked.

			Sadie told him about the paint on the fender, and when she closed her eyes she remembered the license plate number had a couple eights in it.

			“Any idea who it could be?”

			“The vehicle started following me after I cleaned a suicide in Auburn, and my tires were slashed when I was working a home-invasion clean on Southwest Brandon Street. I saw the truck then too.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m not positive, but there’s a chance it could be Martin Brun, Jane Petrovich’s boyfriend. I don’t know what he drives, but when I was inside Jane’s condo someone came inside and then left the building to move a vehicle. I didn’t see who but it was after that the truck followed me on this road.”

			“Just for once it would be nice if you made friends instead of enemies!” Zack threw his hands up in the air with frustration.

			“I know.”

			“And you’re sneaking around and investigating a homicide that you have no business looking into! You broke into the victim’s house?” His voice was tight.

			“When you put it that way it makes it sound like I was doing a bad thing. I had keys to Jane’s house.” Sadie pushed a finger in Zack’s chest. “And I’d like to point out that I’m not the only one who should be looking into this. Petrovich was always good to you too. I’m not the only one who should be trying to clear his name!”

			Zack thrust out his chin and nodded.

			“Maybe I just have faith that the SPD are doing a good job and don’t need me messing around in their investigation.”

			“That’s a cop-out and we both know it,” she said quietly.

			“Fine.” Zack nodded. “I’ll look into it. You get your ass to the hospital and make sure everything’s okay.” He waved the paramedics over. “Call me if you need a ride home when you’re done.”

			Sadie glanced over at her car, which was up on two wheels and half through a fence.

			“My purse and a bag with a book were all on the passenger side.” She nodded to the car. “Would you . . .”

			He walked over and spent a few minutes climbing through brush and broken fencing to access the car and then rummaged through the wreck before returning with her handbag and the Ziploc bag containing Jane’s diary.

			“Do I even want to know what the book is all about?” he asked her, handing it over.

			“Probably not.”

			On the way to the hospital, Sadie called Maeva and explained the situation. By the time she was at the ER, her friend was already there with an expression of dismay and worry.

			“You shouldn’t be sneaking around trying to solve murders. You should be doing your job and going home to rest. That’s it,” Maeva admonished her.

			“You sound like Zack.” Sadie sighed.

			“You talked to Zack?”

			Sadie explained how one of the officers who attended the accident thought Sadie and Zack were still together and had called the ex-cop to let him know.

			“The fact that he showed up is a good sign,” Maeva said. “He hasn’t been able to just forget about you because you’ve got someone else’s baby inside of you. He still yearns for you.”

			Sadie smirked. “I think yearns is too strong a word. It’s probably more accurate to say I’m a thorn in his side that he hasn’t been able to remove yet.”

			But Sadie liked the idea of the word. Zack “yearning” made her feel a tiny nugget of sparkling hope.

			An ob-gyn came in to examine Sadie, and Maeva waited beyond the curtain until they were done.

			Afterward Sadie told her friend, “They’re going to do an ultrasound just to make sure everything’s okay.” She swallowed nervously. “Do you think I hurt the baby?”

			“I think that baby is probably just as stubborn and tough as you are,” Maeva said with an encouraging smile.

			“Thanks.” Sadie sniffed.

			Sadie went off to have jelly spread all over her belly, and for the first time she heard the baby’s heartbeat. It sounded a lot like galloping horses and almost caused her own heart to stop beating.

			It was a couple hours before she was released into Maeva’s capable hands. Her friend was more than happy to take her straight home after a brief stop for tacos.

			When she pulled into the driveway, Maeva offered to come inside for a while.

			“It’s late and you should get home to your family,” Sadie said. “Besides, I still have to deal with Petrovich.”

			“He’s still hanging around?” Maeva frowned. “You need to leave investigations to the police and Zack now. Once you explain to him everything that just happened to you and how you’ve been risking your life and that of your unborn baby, I’m sure he’s going to realize you’ve done more than enough.”

			“Sure,” Sadie said, still feeling like she hadn’t done enough. “If you get a chance tomorrow, do you want to come with me to see Rudie? He’s gotta tweak my new conjure bag.”

			Maeva agreed to call her in the morning after she knew what her schedule was like at work.

			Sadie walked inside and scooped up her bunny rabbit for some cuddle time. Hairy squirmed in her arms and was much more interested in hopping to the kitchen, where he thumped his hind legs impatiently for yogurt yummy treats.

			“You look like hell,” Petrovich told her. “Did someone punch you on the chin? You’re all bruised.”

			“No. There was a disagreement between my car and a big truck. The pickup won.”

			The soreness was beginning to settle into her neck and shoulders. Although the doctor had assured her she could take over-the-counter pain medications, Sadie opted for an ice pack from her freezer and a couple antacids from a roll on the counter. She sat down at the kitchen table with the ice on the back of her neck and dropped her purse to the table with a thud.

			“I got the journal,” she told him, chomping on the antacids. “I’ll read through it tomorrow. Jane’s place was like Grand Central. First, Emilio was inside but he left in his Prius. Someone else went through the place, also using a key, but I was hiding in the laundry room. Could’ve been Emilio coming back, but I don’t think so.”

			“The truck followed you after you left Jane’s place?” Petrovich asked. “That’s gotta be the killer covering his tracks!”

			“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Sherlock,” Sadie grumbled. “I know you’ve been detecting for decades but you’re a little too close to this situation to see clearly.”

			“Then what’s your take on it?”

			“The truck guy followed me from that suicide clean in Auburn first. After that, I saw the truck at the home-invasion cleanup too, remember? I suspect he was the one who slashed the tires on my van and the car.” Sadie blew out a tired breath. “So my conclusion is, sure, it’s probably whoever killed Jane or whoever hates me at this very moment. I’m hoping that’s Martin Brun. I asked Zack to look into it and, at the very least, find out what Martin drives.”

			“He works at a car lot,” Petrovich reminded her. “Chances are good he could get his hands on any vehicle he wanted.”

			“A very good point, but for now that’s all I got. I’m going to bed.” She got up from the table and took the journal with her.

			Sadie crawled under the covers, closed her eyes, and thought about babies, ghosts, lunatic car salesmen, and deviant estheticians. Then she thought about making herself a smoothie. To distract herself from all those thoughts she opened the plastic bag on her bedside table and took out the journal. She flipped through the thick book and saw that Jane was meticulous about putting dates in the upper-right corner of each new entry. Some days she’d written a page or two, while other times there were only a few lines.

			The first entries in this journal had been written two months earlier. Sadie read the first few pages. Jane’s writing documented her feelings of unhappiness with Martin, calling him lazy and complaining that even though he’d never been helpful around the house, at least before he’d been a good lover—but now even that area of their life was limp. She appeared to have been indecisive about breaking up with him. One day she was sure it was time to let him go and the next she held hope things might get better between them. Jane was every woman in the world stuck in the limbo of an ambivalent love life.

			Early on in the journal Jane mentioned going to Jonelle’s Spa for a back massage after receiving a gift card from a friend for her birthday.

			“Aha!” Sadie proclaimed.

			She eagerly read about Jane’s first spa visit . . . the lavender-scented oils and Jane’s aching, knotted muscles that were untied under the masseuse’s expert ministrations. And then . . . nothing. Emilio failed to make any special deliveries to Jane’s lady garden. Jane described in flowery prose every aspect of her birthday, including how much she was looking forward to her evening with boyfriend Martin. She’d been hoping Martin would go all out to make her birthday celebration special. She wrote that the massage was relaxing, but she’d been revved up to spend time with her boyfriend.

			“I just bet she was,” Sadie smirked.

			In bold capitals, Jane wrote that Martin gave her a coupon to get her oil changed and had his mother bake her a cake. Then he’d sat on the sofa and watched a ball game.

			“Loser,” Sadie muttered.

			Jane had ended that day’s entry with a frowny face.

			With a sigh that turned into a yawn, Sadie turned the page, hoping the next entry described a brighter day in Jane’s life.

			It didn’t. The next couple days were all about her work, and the only excitement was a coffee date with Dean where she’d agreed to stop cashing his alimony checks. She’d even mentioned Sadie’s name, writing that she’d been surprised to learn from Dean that Sadie was some kind of psychic.

			A couple pages later, Sadie hit pay dirt in the journal. The page was an endless doodle of rainbows, happy faces, and flowers all surrounding one name in beautiful, loopy cursive: Emilio!!!

			At the bottom of the page under the decorative drawings were just a couple sentences where Jane described receiving a call from the masseuse, offering her half off her next massage. She’d taken him up on his offer and booked a time that very day to help make up for Martin’s crappy birthday celebration. Jane had been rewarded by Emilio’s attentions and wrote, Emilio said he couldn’t keep his hands off me!!!

			Jane had continued onto the second page, describing a few details with many more exclamation marks that caused Sadie to blush.

			“Okayyy.”

			The weeks went into months and it was obvious that Jane was spending a helluva lot on those Jonelle massages and also tipping Emilio quite heftily. Toward the end of the entries, Jane had begun to describe a relationship with the masseuse outside the spa. Although she was still seeing and paying Emilio at Jonelle’s, they’d taken their relationship beyond the spa. Dean was annoyed with her about continuing to cash checks and Martin had no money coming in. Jane described her and Emilio sneaking around and hiding their affair so as not to be caught by Martin. Sadie opted to skip ahead in the journal to the last entry that Jane had written the day before she was killed:

			Is it possible to be in love with three men?

			Jane had ended one day asking her journal that question, but it was the next day when she proceeded to answer it:

			I love parts of both Martin and Emilio, but I think it’s Dean who is my fish that got away. He’s the one I think of the most. I want him back but he’s going to kill me!

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Sadie didn’t sleep much after that. Her mind was racing as if she’d consumed a box of chocolates and washed it down with a dozen shots of espresso. She sprang from her bed, thinking she should talk to Dean about all that she’d read, but there were obvious problems with that. She couldn’t very well tell Dean that Jane wrote in her diary that she thought Dean would kill her. Especially when she read through the rest of the diary and realized Jane’s concern mostly surrounded the fact that she wanted to break it off with Martin and Emilio and, hopefully, reunite with Dean. If she turned the diary over to the police, they might read that Dean felt threatened by the fact that Jane wanted to reunite with him.

			Finally, her rambling thoughts drifted away from Jane’s murder and toward the counting of livestock and she fell into a fitful sleep. The next morning Maeva called and told Sadie she’d get her early to head down to the Pottery Hut. Sadie’s body was achy and sore from the car accident. She had a hot shower to soothe her bruised body and then sat with Dean in the kitchen and talked about reading the journal.

			“So does she say she was afraid of Martin?” Dean asked.

			“No. Not really. She did say he was a jerk and that part of her loved both him and Emilio. Lots of entries said she was torn between wanting to make things better with Martin or breaking it off.”

			“Damn.”

			“A bigger part of her seemed to want to get back together with you, but she was worried how you’d take it.” Sadie watched Dean’s face and the detective scowled.

			“I was pissed.” Dean folded his arms across his chest. “I was done . . . long done with the two of us being together. I’d asked Jen to marry me, for God’s sake. Jane and I had our time together and she opted to play hide the salami with Car Boy.” He shook his head and blew out a breath. “She was one confused woman,” said Sadie.

			“Are we back at square one then?”

			“Maybe . . .” Sadie tried to sound noncommittal. “I’ll need to read it some more. There are lots of details in there. She was pretty wordy.”

			“Got that right.” He laughed. “It was the way she described Martin doing it to her that drove me crazy.”

			“I can’t believe you didn’t confront her about her affair at the time,” Sadie said. “Reading about it must’ve hurt like hell.”

			“Yeah, it did. It made my head want to explode.”

			Sadie was grateful Maeva rang the doorbell at that moment. She didn’t want to think about exploding heads. Particularly when, in the end, it had been Jane’s head that had exploded all over that treatment room at Jonelle’s Spa.

			“This was on your front step,” Maeva told Sadie when she opened the door. She handed Sadie a potted plant thick with pink flowers. “The note is from Zack.”

			“You read the note?” Sadie shot her friend an annoyed look.

			Maeva shrugged. “You took a while to answer the door.”

			Sadie frowned at the plant. “I understand red roses mean love and yellow mean friendship. What does it mean when you’re on-again-off-again boyfriend brings you a potted plant?”

			“It’s an azalea,” Maeva said. “I think it means roses will wilt and die within days but this is a plant that will live forever and bloom like our love.”

			“You are so making that up.”

			Sadie laughed anyway and she brought the pot inside, placing it on her coffee table. She took the small card from the envelope.

			Thinking about you. Zack

			She left the house with Maeva.

			“He didn’t exactly profess his love, did he?” Sadie grumbled as she climbed into her friend’s car.

			“No. But he came to get you when you were hurt in an accident and then took the time to drop off flowers,” Maeva pointed out. “That’s a helluva lot more than most men would do for a woman after finding another gardener had planted a seed in what he considered his personal fertile soil.”

			“That’s a disgusting analogy,” Sadie said, buckling her belt.

			“Sorry. I have a group reading at a gardening club this afternoon. I’m trying to get in the mood.”

			They arrived at the Pottery Hut to find the blinds drawn and a crooked CLOSED sign hanging in the window.

			“Huh. That’s weird.” Maeva glanced at her watch. “He opens at ten. It’s ten thirty.”

			Sadie didn’t think it was weird at all. If she spent her day selling ceramic bowls and vases she’d probably try to liven things up by sleeping in once in a while too.

			“I’ll just call him,” Sadie told her.

			She dug around in her purse for her cell phone and then, suddenly, a loud commotion sounded from inside the shop. There were shouts followed by the sound of breaking glass.

			Maeva began pounding on the door.

			“Rudie! Are you okay in there?” she demanded.

			Sadie glanced through the slits in the blinds just as a large colorful bowl sailed across the room and smashed against the window in the spot she was looking in. She jumped back.

			“Maybe this isn’t a good time.”

			Maeva banged even harder on the door.

			“Rudie! Open up!”

			And then the door did open and little Rudie zipped outside and snatched it shut behind him just as a ceramic cup smashed against the glass.

			They jolted in shock.

			“Are you under attack? What the hell’s going on in there?” Maeva demanded.

			“Should we call the police?” Sadie asked.

			Rudie ran a shaky hand through his hair and hooked his thumb in the direction of his shop.

			“It’s the hex.” He swallowed audibly. “I misplaced my banishment conjure bag and she—she appeared.”

			“Wow, she’s pissed,” Sadie said, her eyes wide.

			“She’s going to kill me!” Rudie cried. “And destroy my store!”

			Maeva whirled to face Sadie. “You’re good at dealing with spirits and making them move on. You need to go in,” she told her.

			“Whoa. No way. First of all, I don’t want to get knocked out by a flying soup bowl. Second, I’ve got that problem, remember? Whatever killed her will knock me on my ass before I can help her.”

			“It was cancer.” Rudie took an uncertain step toward Sadie. “You can’t catch cancer just by talking to her, and she was feisty right up until the end. She was talking about killing me with her last breath and, I was told, she never looked like she was in pain. Just pissed off. You wouldn’t have to worry about feeling pain.” He nodded and a slow smile crept across his face. “This might work. If you could convince her to move on, I’d owe you big-time for the rest of my life.”

			Sadie figured you could never tell when it would help to have a potter who dabbled in voodoo Wiccan magic indebted to you for an eternity. She reluctantly agreed to try and talk to the Hex of Strife.

			“I need a name,” Sadie told Rudie. “I can’t very well go in there calling her the Hex of Strife.”

			“It’s Polly.”

			“Okay. Fine.” Sadie nodded and took a big gulp of air. “I’m going in but you’re my backup.” She pointed at each of them. “If things start to go sideways, you gotta get me out.”

			Maeva and Rudie nodded in agreement.

			When she stepped inside the Pottery Hut everything was still. Not a spirit was stirring and not a pot was whirring to smash against her head. Sadie whistled softly as she stepped across broken bits of ceramics until she was in the middle of the room.

			“Hello, Polly.” Sadie cleared her throat. “You don’t know me, but I understand we have a lot in common.”

			There were a few beats of silence and then a womanly shape appeared across the room leaning casually against the wall. Once the shape fully emerged from the spirit side, Sadie couldn’t believe her eyes. She may have been the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen: tall with a sheet of dark hair that fell midway down her back, pale skin, and amazing big eyes that watched Sadie with a mixture of fire, brimstone, and laughter.

			“Oh really? What is it that we have in common?” the spirit asked with a throaty chuckle. “Do you hate Rudie too?”

			“Wow. I don’t mean to stare.” Sadie shook her head. “I’m sorry but I guess I’m a little surprised because you’re so beautiful.”

			Polly threw back her head and laughed.

			“Was,” the spirit corrected. “I was beautiful and now I’m just . . .” She stepped backward until her shape was absorbed by the wall and disappeared. A moment later she was back in the room. “And now I’m just nothingness. A vague wisp of air to some. A cold chill to others. How come you can see me? Are you one of my ex-husband’s many metaphysically enhanced clients?”

			“Yes, I guess I am.”

			She tilted her head. “So if you don’t hate Rudie, what do we have in common?”

			“Man troubles.” Sadie sighed and took a seat at one of the kiddie tables. “I’m pregnant but I’m not in love with the child’s father. It was a onetime thing and we thought we were careful, but we weren’t careful enough, so one energetic sperm changed my life. Then there’s Zack. I love him . . .” She frowned. “At least I think I love him but I’m pregnant with another man’s baby, so that’s going nowhere and—”

			“Is this going to be all about you?” Polly asked with a world-weary moan. “Because I’d rather just think of ways to murder Rudie in his sleep. I was thinking of slicing his throat with a shard from one of his favorite ceramic pieces that we received as a wedding gift. Poetic justice, don’t you think?”

			“I don’t get it. Why are you doing this?”

			“Because he’s an asshole who dumped me.” She looked pointedly at Sadie. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to have the love of your life look at you like you’re something he stepped in? Treat you like you’re a heap of last week’s trash? Do you have any idea what that did to my ego?”

			“Yes. I think I have a pretty good idea.” Sadie tilted her head and stared. “I know the heart wants what the heart wants, but I’ve just gotta say this: You’re stunning. You could’ve had anyone. Sooo . . .”

			“I know!” she shrieked. “You’ve met Rudie so you know the man is a frickin’ troll! A pint-sized version of a circus freak!” Her voice had taken on an ethereal power that caused the remaining dishes in the room to vibrate. “But I loved him. He made me feel beautiful on the inside. When we met, it was like he saw beyond what I looked like on the outside to see the real me.” Polly was flying around the room with agitation, and then abruptly she stopped and said, “You know what he said to me once?”

			“What?”

			“He told me that he could imagine kissing every wrinkle on my face when I was a hundred years old and that I would be even more beautiful to him then.” Her voice shook with emotion.

			“What happened to change that?”

			“That’s what I’d like to know!” she yelled. “One minute we’re living happily ever after and the next he dumped me!”

			Sadie was beginning to feel achy and fatigued and knew it was only a portion of what Polly had felt toward the end as cancer took its toll on her body. She didn’t want to feel the rest. She needed to speed this up.

			“Aren’t you curious about what’s beyond?” Sadie asked, trying to gain control. “I mean, this whole thing with Rudie must be getting old by now.”

			“Nope. I’ve got nothing better to do.” She checked her manicure nonchalantly. “Besides, he broke my heart. He deserves to die, and then we’ll be together. It’s quite simple really.”

			“Ohhh.” Sadie nodded. “You still love him.”

			“No I don’t!” Polly shouted. “I despise the man. I hate the very air he breathes!”

			“But you just said you want him to die so you can be together.”

			“Well, sure. So I can torture him on the same level. This way it’s not fair at all. He just puts a stupid sack around his neck and voila, I can bluster ’til the cows come home and he feels nothing. It’s like I’m not even there!”

			“Hmmm.” Sadie tapped her finger on the little table in front of her. “You know what might be better than him coming over to your level? What if he was to live his entire life, and at the end he discovers that the biggest mistake he ever made was letting you go and not spending every second with you before you passed away? Wouldn’t that be better? Then on his death bed his biggest regret is not being with you and his dying wish would be that you would appear to help him go over to the other side, and then you could be together for an eternity on the same level spiritually and romantically.”

			“Wow.” Polly nodded appreciatively. “You’re good.”

			“So you’ll go with that plan?”

			“You’re not that good.”

			“It was worth a shot,” Sadie said. “Let’s forget about Rudie for a minute. Tell me what I can do to help you. It’s gotta suck being so angry all the time.”

			Polly began pacing back and forth.

			“You know what I really want? I want to know why. I never got a straight answer out of the guy about why he wanted a divorce. He said things weren’t working out and he didn’t want to be married anymore. That’s all he said!” She grabbed the end of a table and heaved it over so that it flipped on its side with a crash. “That’s not an answer.”

			“You’re right.” Sadie glanced around and went to a front window. She unlatched the lock and cranked the window open, then told Polly, “You stay here and listen. I’ll be right back.”

			Sadie went out the front door, thinking this could all go horribly wrong.

			“Well?” Rudie and Maeva asked together.

			Sadie waved them both over to the side of the building near the open window.

			“Polly wants to know the real reason why you divorced her.”

			Rudie rolled his eyes. “She knows why.”

			“I don’t think she does. You just said things weren’t working out. For a woman in love, that’s not a real reason. Simply telling her you don’t want to be married anymore isn’t a real reason.”

			“That’s what you told her?” Maeva punched Rudie in the shoulder.

			“Ow!” Rudie rubbed his bicep. “Well, it was the truth.”

			“There’s gotta be more to it than that,” Sadie said. “Was there someone else? Did Polly snore? Do you like guys?”

			“What? No, no, and no!”

			Sadie fisted her hands on her hips. “Then explain to my why a guy like you leaves a woman like that?” Sadie turned to Maeva. “Polly is movie-star beautiful.”

			“I know; I was at their wedding.” Maeva frowned at Rudie. “And everybody there said you were the luckiest guy in the world. I was stunned when I heard you were divorcing her. She adored you.”

			“You don’t get it. I just beat her to the punch, okay?” Rudie threw his hands up. “I mean, look at me!” He indicated his body from head to toe with a wave of his short, stubby arms. “Everywhere we went people stared at Polly, both men and women. And everyone was thinking the same thing: What the hell is a woman like that doing with such a big little loser?”

			“You have a point,” Sadie said.

			“Sadie!” Maeva cried. “That’s just mean.”

			Sadie shrugged. “Well, obviously she just married Rudie as part of some elaborate plan. It couldn’t’ve been love. Maybe she was after your money. Are you rich?”

			“I live in an apartment over my shop,” he said dryly. “Of course I’m not rich.”

			“Oh, so you had some kind of powerful voodoo Wiccan spell you put over her to make her marry you.”

			“Of course not!”

			“Then why on earth did Polly ever agree to marry a short, ugly guy like you if there was nothing for her to gain and you didn’t have some magic spell on her?” Sadie demanded.

			“I thought she might, you know, just feel sorry for me.”

			“Women adopt puppies because they feel sorry for them. They suffer through bad dates because they feel sorry for a guy. Maybe even a second date. They don’t marry the guy and pledge ’til death do us part!” Sadie lowered her voice. “Did you ever stop and think that maybe she loved you as much as you love her?”

			“I just wanted her to be happy!” Rudie shouted in reply. “I wanted her to find a movie-star handsome guy and have perfect children.”

			“That’s the lamest thing I’ve ever heard,” Maeva said. Then she nudged Rudie’s shoulder and pointed at the window.

			The ghost of Polly was drawing on the window using spilled ceramic paint. A large red heart appeared on the glass and inside she wrote, Rudie + Polly.

			“Awww,” Sadie sniffed and swiped at her nose. “Damn pregnancy hormones.”

			They went inside the shop and Sadie acted as mediator between Polly and Rudie, helping them to communicate back and forth. And when all was forgiven and the time seemed right, Sadie offered to help Polly move on.

			“I want you to close your eyes and imagine the most peaceful and relaxing time of your life,” Sadie told Polly.

			The spirit did as she was told.

			“I’m thinking about the time we took a drive down the Oregon coast and stayed at the B and B,” Polly told Rudie.

			“That was a perfect weekend,” Rudie agreed.

			Polly sighed and closed her eyes.

			“Release your hold on this world and realize that the time will come when the two of you will be together,” Sadie told her. “For now, you can do more good waiting for him on the other side than clinging half to this world and half to the other.”

			Polly nodded, but tears leaked beneath her lashes.

			“And I’ll always love you,” Rudie said.

			“If anyone in your family passed before you, they are there now waiting for you with outstretched arms,” Sadie said.

			“My dad,” Polly said.

			Her arms reached out and her shape began to dissipate until there was hardly more than a wisp of smoke in the room. Then the edges of the shape began to sparkle and shimmer before the entire shape flickered and all was gone.

			Maeva hugged Rudie but Sadie stood separate with a big smile on her face. She had an overwhelming surge of joy fill her heart. The energy she felt when she helped a spirit move on was unmatched by any other feeling she’d ever had, and she’d missed it even more than she missed her double espresso lattes.

			“That felt so good,” Sadie said honestly, and then sadly added, “It’s a shame I have to go back to mopping blood without helping spirits just because I’m pregnant.”

			“Bring me your conjure bags,” Rudie instructed her. “I’ll go upstairs right now and try and whip something up for you, like I promised.”

			“Really?” Sadie felt hopeful and she dug into her purse for both the conjure bags and tossed them to Rudie. “I’d really appreciate having some area of my life back to normal.”

			“And by normal you mean helping ghosts like Polly?” Rudie asked.

			“I know it sounds weird, but yeah, that’s what I mean.”

			Rudie ran upstairs to his apartment. Maeva and Sadie busied themselves sweeping up smashed ceramics and mopping up spilled paint. By the time Rudie had returned to the main floor of the store an hour later, the Pottery Hut had regained some of its dignity, although it was still missing a lot of inventory.

			“Okay, I’m hoping this is the perfect mixture for you,” Rudie said, holding out a small aqua-colored flannel bag and placing it in Sadie’s hand. “I added agrimony, bearberry, and mullein.”

			“Whatever that means, if it works, I’m happy to take it,” Sadie said. “What about the other black bag? Don’t I have to wear the two together?”

			“No. This is a more potent potion that’ll hopefully allow you to be back to your old self . . . speaking to the dead and helping them move on.” He turned then and handed a bright red flannel bag to Maeva. “This one contains mistletoe, pennyroyal, and orrisroot. I think you might be able to put it to good use.”

			Maeva thanked him and with a mischievous smile she tucked her own conjure bag inside her purse.

			“Thanks for this.” Sadie had her conjure bag in both hands and looked at it seriously. “I really hope this works. It would be beyond awesome to have some normalcy in my life.”

			“It’s my best work.” Rudie puffed out his chest proudly. “And you’ve given me my life back, so it’s the least I can do. If you ever need anything at all, please call me.”

			“Actually, there’s one favor I could really use. . . .”

			“Anything at all,” he repeated seriously.

			“Rudie, when was the last time you had a really good back massage?”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			“I’ve never had a professional massage, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Rudie told her, looking confused.

			“Rudie, my boy, you’re in for a real treat,” Sadie said, draping an arm across his shoulders as she began hatching a plan.

			The first stop on her journey was Maeva’s neighbor’s—to check out the pantry to see if the Rudie’s new potion would work. They let themselves inside the house, and while Maeva fed the cat Sadie went straight to the pantry. When she opened the door she was greeted by the spirit of a bald old man with liver spots on his head trying desperately to grab a box of Twinkies, but his hand kept dropping straight through the shelf.

			“Would you be a dear?” the old neighbor asked, pointing to the box. “I seem to be having an uncoordinated day.” He smiled brightly.

			“Forget the Twinkies; we need to talk.”

			She explained to the elderly man that he had a heart attack in that very location a couple weeks ago and his spirit had yet to move on.

			“Is there any unfinished business you have to attend to?” Sadie asked. “Any last requests I can help you take care of? Because most of the time, spirits remain when they still have something they need to accomplish in this world.”

			He rubbed the liver spots on top of his head and gave it some serious thought. Then he snapped his fingers excitedly.

			“I’ve got it!” he announced. “In my toolbox in the garage is the key to our safety-deposit box. I know Gigi may not even remember it, but we put some gold in that box at the bank forty years ago when we first bought this house. She won’t be a millionaire, but she’ll have enough to stay in the house and live comfortably.”

			Sadie promised him that she’d make sure Gigi got the key, and then she helped the man make peace with his own passing. When the edges around his shape shimmered, she knew he’d gone on to the next world, and Sadie was thrilled to be back on target.

			“You all done?” Maeva asked when Sadie stepped out of the pantry.

			“Yup.” She pointed to the door to the garage off the kitchen. “There’s a safety-deposit key in a toolbox in there. It’s important Gigi get that key.”

			Maeva disappeared inside the garage and then came back a couple minutes later with the key.

			“Gigi returns tomorrow. I’ll be sure she gets it.” Maeva winked. “You’re back, baby!”

			“And it feels great,” Sadie said. “I’m so glad that conjure bag worked. Now I’d really like to make good with the others I’ve missed this week.” She glanced at her watch. “I should be able to squeeze all that in before Rudie’s noontime massage tomorrow.”

			Maeva drove Sadie home, and when they pulled into the driveway Owen’s BMW was parked on the street.

			“You have to deal with the here and now and not just ghosts,” Maeva reminded her. “You might as well start with him.”

			“What do I say?” Sadie chewed her lip nervously.

			“You tell him the truth.”

			Sometimes the truth was good, but other times it was a pain in the ass.

			Sadie left Maeva’s car and walked through the light rain over to Owen’s vehicle. She tapped on the passenger window and he unlocked the door for her to climb inside.

			“You should really learn to call,” she told him.

			“You don’t always return my calls,” he said, reaching over and placing a hand on her knee. “I don’t know how to handle this. If I push, you pull away. If I don’t push, maybe you think I’m not interested.”

			“Owen, we’ll always be connected through this baby,” Sadie said, moving his hand off her knee. “But that doesn’t mean we’re going to be together. You can be in the baby’s life and we have months to figure out how that’s going to work, but I’m not going to be romantically involved with you.”

			He nodded slowly and looked somewhat relieved.

			“Does that mean you and Zack . . .”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know if that’ll ever go anywhere, but it doesn’t change things between us.”

			“Sure it does,” Owen said. “Because you love him.”

			Sadie leaned over and kissed Owen chastely on the cheek and told him she’d be in touch.

			Then she walked inside her house, where she polished off a late-night snack of popcorn and carrot sticks while explaining her plan for the next day with Dean.

			“I don’t want to get my hopes up,” the detective told her. “But that scheme of yours sounds like a pretty damn good plan. It’ll be great to clear my name and get on with my life.”

			Sadie looked over and smiled wearily at him. She shared a carrot stick with Hairy and ate a Tums for her heartburn, then headed off to bed.

			The alarm went off early in the morning. Sadie had a big day planned and was anxious to get started. After she showered and had a breakfast of antacids and toast, she made a call to Harrison. The apartment manager was a little confused as to why Sadie needed to get back inside Yolanda’s apartment.

			“The place has been cleaned, like you promised. Your employee, Joe, did a great job,” Harrison told her.

			“I’m glad,” Sadie said. “But I neglected to have Joe take the after photos I need for my file.” Which was the truth—Sadie always wanted both before and after pictures for a client’s file and for insurance purposes. Harrison agreed she could come by, and soon Sadie was on her way. The landlord greeted her at the front door and gave her the key for Yolanda’s apartment.

			“It’ll just take me a few minutes,” Sadie told him, holding up her camera. “And then I’ll drop the keys back at your apartment.”

			Sadie took the stairs up to the second floor and let herself inside the apartment. At first there was no sign of Yolanda, and Sadie began to wonder if the woman had made peace with her passing and moved on. She hoped so. However, just as Sadie was taking the last of the after photos, she caught movement in the corner of her eye. She lowered the camera lens and faced the thin black woman with the angry welts around her neck.

			“Hello, Yolanda,” Sadie said.

			The woman started, obviously surprised that Sadie could see her.

			“I guess you’ve come to realize that you’re dead. Your boyfriend strangled you,” Sadie said evenly. “I am so sorry, but I do want you to know that I heard he was arrested, and hopefully he’ll be in jail forever.”

			“I was so stupid.” Yolanda shook her head. “Everybody told me the guy was bad news, but every time he smacked me around I took him back. What a fool . . .”

			Sadie agreed but she didn’t tell Yolanda that. Instead she told her, “You’re not the first woman to listen to your heart instead of your head. When it comes to love, we’re all entitled to make mistakes. I’m here to help you move on, and I’m wondering if there’s anything that might be keeping you here. Any last requests?”

			Yolanda wasn’t sure but after some prompting by Sadie she did have a thought.

			“I pawned my mother’s locket. She passed away a few years ago and left it to me. My sister was looking all over the apartment for it when Harrison let her in to collect my things.” Yolanda looked sad. “I was going to get it out of hock when I got my next paycheck. Could you call my sister and tell her where it is?”

			Sadie took down the name of the pawn shop and her sister’s phone number and then helped Yolanda move on to the waiting arms of her mother’s spirit, who was there to greet her.

			Sadie returned the apartment key to the landlord, and when she left the building it was with a smile on her face, a sense of accomplishment, and a powerful craving for a bacon cheeseburger. She also had a sense of dread because she knew her next stop wasn’t going to be so easy. Sadie curbed the burger craving by munching on some almonds as she drove the Scene-2-Clean van over to Southwest Brandon Street.

			She still had her ozone generators inside the house, so her first step was to load that equipment into her waiting van. When she went back inside, four spirits were waiting for her. They were all in various mangled states. Since they appeared to Sadie as they’d passed, she was very glad she didn’t need to deal with the pain they must’ve felt from those shotgun blasts.

			“She doesn’t see us,” a young woman with half her head missing stated to the man next to her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“But she’s looking right at us,” said a man with a gaping chest wound.

			The other two victims also chimed in and an angry discussion ensued about whether or not they were visible to Sadie. After a while Sadie just held up her hands and silenced them.

			“Yes. I can see you.”

			This led to a riot of shouts and everyone trying to talk to her at once. They were cousins. They’d sold crack out of the house, and the guy who’d killed them had discovered their business and had been shaking them down for months. Finally they’d had enough, told him they’d gone out of business and begun stashing money in the wall. The killer had let it ride for a while and then showed up with a shotgun, tied them up, and demanded to know where the money was. Unfortunately, he’d lost his temper before he could get the information out of them.

			“Did they catch him?” asked the lady with half her head missing.

			“Yeah,” said a middle-aged man with his shoulder blown away. “Did they lock him up?”

			“Detective Maureen Downey is working on the case,” Sadie told them.

			“But they gotta lock him up!” shrieked the youngest, a boy no older than seventeen who’d taken a hit in the femoral artery in his thigh and bled out quickly.

			“I’m sure they’ll catch whoever did this. I’m not a cop. I just do trauma cleanup and I speak to the dead to help them move on,” Sadie told the disappointed crowd. “But if you know who shot you, I could certainly tell Detective Downey.”

			“Bill!” they screamed.

			Sadie was taken aback.

			“Not the Bill. The slimy guy who owns the house?” she asked.

			“Yup. It was Bill who did us in,” the teenage boy said. “He had people watching the house and he knew we were still in the business. He waited until we’d been at it awhile and was sure there was a lot of money here; then he showed up to collect.”

			“I knew there was a reason I hated that guy,” Sadie said, seething.

			“Yeah, he’s an ass all right,” said the man wth the chest wound. “Supposed to just collect the rent but he’d show up and demand his cut. We’d give him enough off the top to keep him happy. Or so we thought. Should’ve just kept giving him some cash and then we’d all be alive.”

			“Or you could have just stopped selling drugs, gotten real jobs, and lived like good citizens in the community,” Sadie suggested and then she could’ve heard crickets in the room. “I guess when the cops dusted for fingerprints they would’ve thought nothing about finding ones belonging to Bill, since he owned the place,” Sadie told them. “And neighbors wouldn’t have found it unusual seeing him driving around here the night you were killed.”

			“I got it on video!” shouted the teenage boy. “On my phone. You could use that!”

			“You recorded the shooting?” Sadie asked, shocked.

			“No.” He shook his head. “Not that time, but one of the times he came to shake us down for his cut. I stood in the kitchen and recorded him while he was here. He never saw me.”

			“If your cell phones were in the house, they would’ve been gathered by police. I’m sure they’ll find that video.”

			“Thing is, my phone was left in my car and my car got towed by a wrecker day we got shot. My car died around the corner, so I had it hauled to the garage and forgot my cell phone was in the console.”

			Before any of the foursome would relax enough for Sadie to help them over to the other side, they insisted on hearing Sadie place the call to Detective Downey. Sadie put her cell phone on speaker so the entire room could hear the conversation.

			“We already have the owner of the house, that Bill guy, on our short list of suspects,” Detective Downey told Sadie. “But if what you’re saying is true and there’s a video of him coercing money from the tenants just days before they were killed, it’ll go a long way toward helping my case.”

			Sadie shared with Downey the name of the garage where she’d find the car and let her know that the cell phone should still be in the console.

			“Do I want to know how you came across this information?” the detective asked.

			“Let’s just say a little birdie told me. If you want, you can tell others that you heard it from an anonymous witness that the vehicle was towed to the garage.”

			After she disconnected the call, the cousins all talked at once. They were thrilled Bill would be going to jail and, realizing there was no going back from their own demise, they were also moved to tears. Glancing at her watch, Sadie was moved by a deadline.

			She encouraged the group of four to stand in a circle and hold hands. Then one by one she had them say what they were looking forward to on the other side.

			“I’m looking forward to no more money troubles,” said one.

			“Amen to that,” said another.

			“And not having to deal with evil in the world, like Bill,” said the third.

			“And seeing my grandma again,” said the teen.

			He turned to Sadie. “Will she be there . . . on the other side?”

			Sadie smiled and told them all to close their eyes and picture the woman and she would help them over. One by one their images faded and then the shimmer occurred around their edges, which told Sadie they’d made the journey safely.

			“And that’s that.”

			Sadie dusted her hands off and mentally patted herself on the back for a job well done. Back in her van, she rewarded herself with a drive-thru trip for a bacon cheeseburger. A trauma cleaner can’t live on almonds alone.

			Once she was done eating she called Rudie. He was good to go and was on his way to Jonelle’s. The plan was very simple, but they went over it one more time.

			“I’m going in for a massage that I booked with nobody in particular,” Rudie said. “But when I made the appointment I informed them that I was into numerology and would like treatment room nine because that was my lucky number.”

			“Right,” Sadie said. “And once you’re left alone in the room to recoup after your back rub, you’re going to open the back exit and let me inside, and I’m going to have a chat with Jane to find out who killed her.”

			“It’s simple enough,” Rudie said. “I can’t think of anything that could go wrong.”

			Sadie disagreed. She could come up with a hundred things that could spoil the plan but she tried to remain positive.

			On her way to Jonelle’s she stopped at a convenience store and got a bottled water and a chocolate bar to eat on the way. She parked a block away because parking the Scene-2-Clean van in the lot wasn’t exactly discreet. She put her Mariner’s cap on and zipped up her dark hoodie. Then she walked to the rear entrance of Jonelle’s and settled in to wait on the steps. Rudie had gone for an hour-long complete-body therapeutic massage. Sadie hoped he didn’t fall asleep like she had and forget his mission. She glanced at her watch—twenty more minutes to go.

			Zack texted that he had something important to talk to her about and he wanted to know if she was free for dinner. Did a guy break your heart and tell you that you’re a screwup over a good meal? Did he tell you he never wanted to see you again before or after dessert? Sadly, Sadie wasn’t proficient in the world of dating and didn’t know the answer. Hoping for the best, but fearing the worst, she replied: Okay.

			She had just hit send when a dark Dodge Ram pulled up to the steps, blocking her escape. Spa owner and esthetician Zenia rolled down the driver’s window and pointed a gun at Sadie.

			“Get in the truck.”

			Sadie gulped. “N-no.”

			“Get in or I’ll shoot you where you stand and then go inside and shoot your little friend Rudie too.”

			Reluctantly Sadie walked around the side of the truck and climbed inside. She knew all the safety rules that said never let an assailant take you to a second location, but the safety rules didn’t apply when you didn’t want your little voodoo Wiccan friend to get blown up too.

			“Where are you taking me?”

			“Give me your phone, then get down on the floor and shut up!” Zenia hissed.

			Sadie did as she was told. Zenia drove in a reasonable and subdued fashion so as not to attract any attention but at a quick enough pace that Sadie knew she’d be killed if she chose to make a jump from the moving truck. It felt like they were driving forever. Sadie kept going through her mind how she would overpower Zenia and save herself and her baby. Unfortunately, the only thing that had overpowered her was fear. For once in her life Sadie was out of ideas.

			“I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered, patting her stomach with hands covered in a cold sweat.

			“Oh, be quiet,” Zenia said. “If you think I’m going to go easy on you because you’re knocked up, think again. All I wanted was for Emilio to love me and only me. Is that too much to ask? Then I find out he’s screwing half the clientele and pocketing thousands without even cutting me in.” She looked at Sadie. “Do you believe that man?”

			“I’m really the wrong person to talk to about boyfriend stuff,” Sadie grumbled.

			“Yeah, well, I would’ve forgiven him for screwing clients. After all, he’d drastically improved my bottom line. I figured, hey, he’s just trying to make a living, and since things were going great between us, I let it go. Then—bam! He’s not only screwing Jane but claims he’s in love with her! He tells me he only wants her and nobody else.” She snapped her fingers. “Do you believe that guy? So I followed him to Jane’s place after work one night. She’d given him a key because they were in lo-o-ove. Oh, I pretended there were no hard feelings when Emilio told me. After all, I still needed all the ladies booked as his regulars.” Zenia threw back her head and laughed harshly. “I even congratulated Emilio and told him the next time Jane came in for a massage, it was on the house.” She growled. “Stupid men! He was all over the moon about Jane. Told me all about how the poor woman had a good-for-nothing boyfriend and a cop ex-husband who hung around with a trauma cleaner who talked to dead people.” She looked pointedly at Sadie. “I thought it was a load of bullshit.”

			“Oh, ha ha. Yeah, sounds ridiculous.” Sadie’s heart was pounding viciously in her chest.

			“I thought it was all just some kind of crazy ploy, but the minute I saw you in that company van the first time, I knew you were trouble. Even if your psychic stuff is all crap, I didn’t want you drawing attention to the spa. But you just wouldn’t leave well enough alone.” An angry vein stood out on the side of Zenia’s neck and her hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Worst part was that Emilio was trying to convince me to welcome your talents into the spa and cleanse the area of Jane’s spirit.” She shook her head. “He loves all that woo-doo out-there crap and he would’ve outed you and asked you about Jane, but I told him if he turned Jonelle’s into a three-ring circus I’d fire him. Then I followed you around, slashed your tires, broke into your place, and even blew up your sister’s car—but you wouldn’t butt out!”

			“You really didn’t have to blow up my sister’s car.”

			“I was trying to send you a message! It’s not exactly easy building a pipe bomb from a recipe on the Internet. I destroyed my manicure all for nothing because you just wouldn’t stop!”

			“I’ll stop now,” Sadie promised. “Seriously. You can drop me off anywhere and you’ll never see my face again.”

			“Got that right,” Zenia said sinisterly. “I got it all planned out.”

			She put the truck in park at their destination and looked over at her captive.

			“You know it was only when Jane actually had the nerve to show up and take advantage of my offer for a free massage that I totally lost it. The nerve of her—screws my man and then screws my business!” she spat. “I keep a gun in my office at the spa. I thought of shooting her and blaming it on Emilio. Then that detective handed me the perfect cover. Emilio was so distraught he didn’t even notice when I took his keys for a while and made a copy of Jane’s key.” She held up her key ring as proof and then pointed the gun at Sadie. “We’re going inside now. My gun might be in my pocket but it’ll be pointed at your back the entire time, so if you try and make a run for it I’ll shoot you on the spot. Got it?”

			Sadie nodded and climbed out of the truck. They were parked across the two driveways that ran beside each other in front of the entrance to Jane’s condo. Not good. Nobody would think to look for her here. As they walked toward the condo, all Sadie could think of was to keep Zenia talking and hopefully buy herself some much-needed time.

			“I really got to pee,” Sadie said.

			“I’m not falling for that,” Zenia said, shoving Sadie forward with the gun.

			Sadie wished that had been a ploy, but unfortunately she really did need to use the bathroom. Zenia used a key to open the front door of Jane’s condo and then pushed Sadie inside.

			“So how did you get Jane’s ex’s gun?” she asked. “Dean Petrovich is a pretty tough guy. It couldn’t’ve been easy to relieve him of his weapon.”

			“That was a total fluke,” Zenia said, laughing to herself as she locked the door behind them. “First of all, Jane walks in and is all excited for her free massage. Then her ex walks in and blows a gasket right there because, apparently, she owed him money or something. So they start screaming at each other right in the middle of the reception area.” Zenia waved the gun in the air wildly. “It’s a spa for God’s sake! It’s supposed to be all Zen and relaxation and there they are starting World War III in my reception area!”

			“Um. That was really tacky,” Sadie sputtered.

			“Yes, and as much as I loved watching Jane get a tongue-lashing from her ex, Emilio insisted I throw the guy out. So I did.” She shrugged. “Then I had to go out to the parking lot and meet up with my mother. She was dropping off this truck for me to use because my car was repossessed. Business has been tight, you know. Anyway, so I’m in the parking lot getting the keys from my mom and I see that Petrovich detective guy going around to the back entrance of Jonelle’s!” She pushed Sadie deeper inside the condo and kept talking. “I guess he planned to wait for Jane and resume their fight. Then, as I’m walking across the parking lot, I see him just keel over and pass out!” Zenia beamed at Sadie. “Is that luck or what?”

			Sadie felt sick at the thought that poor Detective Petrovich had toppled over there on the pavement and Zenia happened to be around only to make things worse.

			“And you didn’t think to help him?”

			“Do I look like the helping kind?” she demanded.

			“Well, you do run a therapeutic spa,” Sadie said weakly. “Isn’t there some kind of oath to help people out or something?”

			“No.” Zenia giggled heartily at that.

			“Well, there should be,” Sadie mumbled.

			Zenia grinned wickedly. “Yeah, well, a gal’s gotta do what she can to make a living, right? So once I saw the detective just lying there right in front of me with a holster exposed, all I could think about was how I could go in through the back door and shoot Jane with his gun while she was lying on the massage table in post-coital bliss. Everyone saw the two of them fighting, so nobody would think it was anybody except him who killed Jane.” A crazy crooked smile spread across her face. “Easy-peasy lemon squeezy.” Then she turned to Sadie and pointed a gun at her face. “At least it would’ve been easy-peasy if you hadn’t started coming around. Everyone thought the cop did it! They’d had a big fight in front of a ton of witnesses and nobody suspected a thing.” She kicked the laundry room door open. “Get in.”

			Sadie shook her head no.

			“This is where you were hiding before, right? You should feel right at home here.”

			“Why were you in the town house before when I was here?” Sadie asked, trying to keep her talking. “I saw Emilio leave when I came, but you were here after him.”

			“Emilio mumbled something about wanting to get over here and get Jane’s diary to prove the problems she was having with her ex. Of course when he told me that, he didn’t realize I was the one who’d taken care of Jane. As soon as I heard the bitch had a diary, I came looking for it in case she’d written something about me. Now get in!” Zenia pushed her.

			Sadie stumbled inside the tight space and Zenia shoved her face against the wall and yanked her arms behind her back. Sadie struggled against her assailant, but Zenia was either studying yoga or energized by her own craziness, while Sadie was only fueled by a chocolate bar and a powerful need not to pee her pants.

			“You don’t want to do this,” Sadie said hastily. “Right now, nobody thinks you’re involved. Leave things alone and everybody will continue to believe it was Dean Petrovich who killed Jane. If you kill me, they will definitely start digging and—”

			“Shut up!”

			Zenia screamed and cracked Sadie on the side of the head with the gun. Sadie’s knees buckled beneath her and she saw stars. Using a thin nylon rope, Zenia roughly tied Sadie’s wrists behind her, then pushed her face-first on the floor and bound her ankles.

			“Sheesh, forgot the duct tape,” Zenia murmured and began rummaging through a nearby laundry hamper. “This’ll do.”

			Sadie opened her lips to scream but it only helped Zenia to stuff a dirty T-shirt inside her mouth.

			Suddenly the doorbell rang and someone was shouting out front.

			“Hey, lady, move your goddamn truck! I gotta get to work!”

			“They have so many stupid rules about parking in this complex!” Zenia complained. She straightened, then opened the laundry room door and shouted back, “Sorry! I’ll be right there.”

			“Now, you just relax and count your blessings,” Zenia whispered through the closed door. “I’m going to park the truck around the block and then I’ll come back. Don’t worry. I’ll make your death quick and painless. A shot to the temple ought to be enough to make people think the crazy trauma cleaner killed herself. Once you’re dead, I put the gun in your right hand and untie you. Easy-peasy.”

			A couple seconds later Sadie heard something being pushed in front of the laundry room door to block it.

			Sadie knew there was no way her friends would believe she’d commit suicide in Jane’s laundry room. There’d be an investigation, and there was a good chance Zenia would eventually be locked up for good. Unfortunately, the problem with that scenario was that Sadie would already be dead.

			Once Sadie heard the front door shut, she sent up a silent prayer for super powers to give her strength and to eliminate her exploding bladder. Then she rolled onto her back and slid like a worm closer to the door of the tight space. She brought her knees up to her chest and kicked as hard as she could. The door flew open, pushing aside the small chair that Zenia had placed there. Obviously she didn’t expect that Sadie would attempt to escape.

			Sadie writhed against the door frame to struggle to her feet. The rope cut into her ankles but she didn’t care. She hopped like a bunny as fast as she could toward the back patio door, planning to escape just as she’d done before. As she hopped, one of her running shoes flew off and then the rope slid off like magic! She ran freely to the back door and whirled around to unlock the latch with her hands still tied behind her and her mouth still stuffed with the gross T-shirt.

			Within seconds she pushed the door open and began running as fast as she could with her hands bound behind her back. She rubbed her mouth against her shoulder, dislodging the filthy shirt, and began screaming like a maniac. Sadie was rounding a corner when she heard Zenia shout a curse from Jane’s backyard.

			“Stop!” Zenia screamed, but Sadie kept on running.

			She heard the whiz of a bullet as it zipped by her head and prayed and begged and swore she’d never tell another lie or miss an opportunity to help the homeless if she could make it out of the situation alive. Sadie leaped over a tricycle in a neighboring yard just as the next shot was fired, and then God—testing her promises to the max—directed a bullet directly into her right buttock. Excruciating pain brought her to her knees. She tried to drag herself over to a corner of the small yard and hide next to a sandbox, but crazy Zenia was on top of her in a split second.

			Zenia stood over her, clucking her tongue and pointing the revolver down at Sadie’s head.

			“The cops are on their way,” Sadie said, certain she heard sirens in the distance.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Zenia said. “I’m shooting you and then myself. What’s there to live for anyway?”

			“Your spa?” Sadie asked. Using her feet, she scooted her body away but Zenia followed.

			“The spa is leveraged up to the rafters. Even with massages twenty-four/seven and Emilio cutting me in on some of his extras now, I wouldn’t make enough to get it out of debt for another twenty years. I’m tired,” Zenia said, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “I’m just sooo damn tired.”

			Sadie brought back her knee and kicked Zenia hard in the shin, causing her to stumble backward.

			“I said don’t move!” she shrieked. “Don’t you ever listen?”

			“No. She doesn’t,” said Zack, coming around the corner of the row of town houses.

			Zenia lifted her gun to aim at Zack, but he fired his gun first, taking out her right shoulder and causing Zenia to drop to her knees in agony.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Zenia clutched her shoulder where she was shot. When she dropped her gun, she lunged for it, but Sadie scrabbled forward on her knees and got to it first. Zack tackled Zenia and she hit the ground with a solid thwump!

			“Stay where you are!” Zack shouted. Over his shoulder he asked Sadie, “You okay?”

			“I’m not going anywhere fast,” Sadie replied, wincing as she tried to roll onto her side. “But I’ll live.” When she’d wished to lose an inch or two off her ass, this was never the way she imagined it would happen.

			The sirens she heard were real, thank God, and Zack was soon replaced by officers, who cuffed Zenia.

			“It’s all her fault!” Zenia shrieked, pointing an accusing finger at Sadie.

			Zack walked over and crouched down to put a comforting arm around Sadie’s shoulders.

			“Thanks for coming to the rescue,” Sadie said. “How did you know where I was?”

			“I got a call from Detective Downey telling me that you’d just given her a big lead on a multiple-homicide home invasion. She expressed concern that there might be some retaliation and suggested I might want to keep a close eye on you.” He shrugged.

			“So you were following me?”

			“Yeah. Guess I should’ve told you.”

			“You’re not getting any complaints out of me,” she said. “Feel free to follow me anytime you feel like I might be in danger of even so much as a hangnail,” she joked, and then added, “Seriously, thank you. Detective Downey probably assumed we’re still a couple. She didn’t know she was asking you to go above and beyond the call of, um, friendship.”

			“Is that what we are? Friends?” he asked.

			“I know what I am. . . . I’m a pain in the ass.” Sadie rolled more onto her good hip and reached behind her to feel the wound. Her hand came away damp with blood.

			“I thought you fell. I didn’t know you were hit!” Zack exclaimed.

			He rolled her on her side roughly to examine her wound.

			“You’ll live. It looks like it just grazed you.”

			“Hurts like hell.”

			“Well, you’ve always been a pain in the ass,” he grumped. “Think of this as karma.”

			Zack chuckled and that brought on a full-fledged belly laugh until his eyes were damp with tears. Sadie couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard his laugh, and at that moment she thought she’d give up everything she had to hear it on a regular basis. Too bad she’d screwed that up by sleeping with Owen.

			The paramedics were busy with Zenia, who’d lost a lot of blood, but they were told another ambulance was on its way for Sadie.

			“Can you walk?” Zack asked.

			“I don’t think so,” Sadie said. She lay back down on the hard-packed grass. “But that’s okay. I think I’ll just stay here awhile and count my blessings.”

			He smiled and scooped Sadie up off the ground and into his arms.

			“Umph,” Zack groaned. “You’ve gained weight.”

			“Hey!” she protested.

			He carried her around to the front of the complex, where the second ambulance was just pulling in.

			“You need to tell them that Zenia killed Jane. It wasn’t Dean.” Sadie nodded toward the officers as Zack handed her over to the EMTs. “Make sure they know that it wasn’t Dean.”

			“They know. All the coroner results came back, so they’ve now got a pretty good idea of exactly how it all went down. I can talk to you about that later.” He pushed a weary hand through his thick dark hair and shook his head. “Sometimes you should have enough faith in the police and let them do their job. They were already tailing Zenia. You were only in the way.”

			“I couldn’t just stand by and let Dean take the rap for it. I owed him more than that.”

			“I know. You’re a good friend.” He placed the palm of his hand on her cheek and looked at her sadly. “This was a close one. I don’t ever want to be that close to losing you again.”

			He turned and walked away, leaving Sadie in the capable hands of the paramedics, who knew how to bandage her butt but who were no help at all in sorting out her love life.

			***

			After receiving a half-dozen stitches in her rear end, Sadie was waiting to be released, lying on her stomach on a gurney in a curtained-off area, when she was mobbed. The emergency room was suddenly filled with familiar faces: Dawn, Maeva, and her mother. She looked past them all, hoping for Zack, but he wasn’t there.

			“Oh my God. You’re going to give me twelve heart attacks!” her mother cried as she wrapped Sadie in a big hug. “And why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant? I had to hear it from your sister!”

			Sadie shot Dawn an angry glare.

			“Sorry, but I panicked when I heard you’d been shot. Zack called me and I was at Mom’s at the time,” Dawn protested. “It just slipped out.”

			“It’s not the kind of secret you can keep forever,” Maeva said with a smile. “Eventually everyone is either going to think you’re pregnant or that you’ve eaten a helluva lot of cookies.”

			“I know, but I didn’t want to steal Dawn’s thunder,” Sadie told her mother. “And . . .”

			“And you thought I’d be ticked off with you because you’re not married.” Her mom folded her arms tightly across her chest and scowled. “A baby is always a blessing. Of course, I’m not thrilled you’re not married. It’s ridiculous. You two should’ve tied the knot years ago.” She threw her hands up. “I really don’t know what you’re waiting for, but now, no more excuses. Zack will just have to make an honest woman out of you.”

			“You’re right.” Zack stepped through the curtain with a big bouquet of red roses.

			Sadie was still on her stomach, and she hoisted herself up on her elbows. “Sorry about that.” She nodded toward her mom. “She doesn’t know the situation, so—”

			“What’s to know?” Zack said.

			“Zack . . .” Sadie whispered. “Don’t say anything you’ll regret. Owen’s going to want to be a part of the child’s life. He’s going to be visiting and calling and writing and—”

			“Do you love him?” Zack asked.

			“Who’s Owen?” Sadie’s mom asked, but she was shushed into silence by Maeva and Dawn.

			“No.” Sadie shook her head. “I don’t love him and I told him we’d never be a couple, but—”

			“No buts,” Zack said sternly.

			He got down on one knee and grabbed Sadie’s hand in his.

			“The most important thing is that I love you, Sadie Novak, and I want us to be together.” His eyes were warm and his voice pleading. “If you let me, I want to make a mixed-up, messed-up family with you and this baby. What do you say, will you marry me?”

			Sadie looked over at her sister, her friend, and her mother, who all held their breaths and had a combined look of hope for her future. Then she looked Zack in the eyes and saw the truth there. He meant it. He did love her. She closed her eyes and listened to her own heart.

			“Yes.”

			There was much whooping and hollering and Sadie would’ve gotten up and done a dance except for the fact that her butt was so sore she could hardly walk.

			Maeva leaned in and whispered in Sadie’s ear, “Guess I won’t be needing the red conjure bag I got from Rudie. It was a love potion I was planning on giving to Zack.”

			Sadie could only laugh so hard it hurt.

			When they left the hospital, Zack bundled Sadie into the passenger seat of his Mustang so that she could comfortably lean against the window and not rest on the right sore half of her bottom.

			“Before we go home, there’s something I need to do first,” she told him. “I’ve got unfinished business at Jonelle’s Spa.”

			To his credit Zack never asked and never argued. Maybe that was the best part of being with someone who truly got you and everything messed up that you stood for.

			When they arrived at Jonelle’s they did some fast-talking to allow Sadie into treatment room nine. The entire spa was in a state of confused chaos because news had spread about Zenia going to jail. It was Emilio who waved Sadie and Zack inside. The sexy masseuse had lost some of the spring in his step and now just looked like what he was: an aging, over-tanned, over-muscled man who tried too hard.

			“I’ll take it from here,” Zack told Emilio.

			The masseuse shrugged and went on his way. Zack stayed outside the treatment room while Sadie stepped inside, slipping the new aqua conjure bag over her head as she did so.

			Almost immediately, Jane’s spirit appeared.

			“Hi, Jane,” Sadie said, offering the woman a tight smile.

			“Finally!” Jane let out a long breath. “You’d been here so many times before that I was beginning to wonder if all those stories Dean told me about you were true!” She smiled. “I guess they are. . . . You do talk to ghosts.”

			“It’s true, but I was just having some, um, issues before.”

			“Well, you’re here now so that’s what’s important!” Jane smiled at Sadie, even though a large portion of the spirit’s head was missing. Then her smile faltered as she became serious. “You need to know that this wasn’t Dean’s fault. It was my fault for getting a little extra on the side with Emilio.” She shook her head. “I’m embarrassed about that, but it’s the truth.”

			“It wasn’t your fault,” Sadie protested. “It’s all on Zenia because she’s a dozen degrees of crazy.”

			“That’s true, but it’s so sad it had to end this way.” Jane sniffed morosely.

			“I know, but you can’t undo what’s happened.” Sadie spread her arms wide. “And it’s time for you to move on. There’s no use in you hanging around the spa like this.”

			“Yeah, what kind of ghost wants to haunt a spa anyway?” Jane sniffed through tears. “But I don’t know if I can leave. . . . I don’t know how.”

			“You’ve got some unfinished business that’s keeping you here, and I’m going to help you with that,” Sadie promised. “You just have to trust me.”

			Jane’s spirit was tired of hanging on to this dimension. It took little help from Sadie to assure her that she’d be happier on the other side. Before long, Jane’s spirit had shimmered and then faded for good.

			When Sadie left Jonelle’s Spa for the last time, she felt empowered that she was able to help Jane move on. However, there was still one more person on her agenda.

			“Tell me everything you know about what happened to Dean,” Sadie said to Zack as he steered his Mustang up her street.

			When they reached her driveway she turned to Zack, carefully avoiding sliding on the sore side of her rump. She listened intently to everything Zack had to say regarding police information and coroner’s reports and it all fell into place.

			“Are you sure that you want to come inside while I take care of this? You can always just let me deal with Dean on my own and then come back in a while,” Sadie suggested.

			“I’m coming in,” Zack answered firmly. “This is part of you so that makes it part of me. The good, the bad, the ugly . . .” He muttered under his breath, “And the dead.”

			So they walked inside Sadie’s house together, and Zack picked up Hairy and settled on the sofa with the rabbit. Sadie called out for Dean but he didn’t appear to be around. She walked into the kitchen and found him there.

			“It’s taken care of,” she told him. “The killer was Zenia, who co-owned the spa. She was pissed that Emilio bonded with Jane and when you were there fighting she saw an opportunity and took it, but she’d already blown a gasket. She would’ve killed Jane anyway.”

			“So that’s the end?” Petrovich exhaled with relief.

			“It’s over.”

			Sadie went to the drawer and withdrew the roll of antacids and popped one in her mouth.

			“Why are you walking like you’ve been riding a horse for a week straight?” Petrovich asked.

			“Zenia shot me in the ass when I was running away from her. Zack took her down with a bullet to the shoulder.” She chewed the chalky tablet. “It could’ve been much worse.”

			“I appreciate all you did to clear my name.” He looked puzzled. “But how did she get my gun?”

			“Remember when you went around to the back of the spa to wait for Jane? I’m guessing you weren’t done with your argument. You were hell-bent to wait for her to come out so you could finish and settle things once and for all.”

			“Sure.” Petrovich nodded. “Jane had been avoiding me and I was done tracking her down.”

			“Right. Well, you passed out there on the back concrete steps. Then Zenia saw you there, saw your holster, and took it upon herself to relieve you of your weapon while you lay there dying.”

			“Dying?” His eyes got big and he took a step back. As he backed up his image was briefly absorbed by the kitchen cupboards. Then he stepped forward and shook a finger at Sadie. “You’re wrong. Here I am.” He waved a hand down his translucent body as if that was proof. “Besides, I don’t remember passing out.”

			“There’s a reason why you chose to come here and hang out with me,” Sadie told him softly. “I’m the only one that can see you, Dean. You know that.”

			His eyes were wild as he stalked around the room and angrily tried to thump a fist against her kitchen counter, but it simply dropped right through, failing to make contact.

			“What . . . why . . .” He turned to face Sadie and his shoulders slumped in resignation. “How did this happen?”

			Tears pricked her eyes and a lump formed in her throat. “You should’ve gone to see a doctor.”

			“Why? I’ve always been fit as a fiddle! No hanging out at donut shops for this old cop.”

			“No. You’re not fit as a fiddle, Dean, and you haven’t been for a while. All that heartburn you’ve been having for weeks?” She pressed a fist to her own sternum, where she could feel the pain that he had at his death. She sighed. “That pain in your gut? A bleeding gastric ulcer. Serious stuff. It caused you to faint.”

			“How would you know that?” he asked, pacing the floor while wringing his hands.

			“Zack told me. He got a look at the autopsy report. You passed out because the bleeding in your belly had caused you to be so anemic you just collapsed, hit your head on the concrete steps when you went down, and cracked your skull.” Sadie rubbed the back of her neck. “Guess I only felt the heartburn because you were already unconscious before you hit your head.”

			“An autopsy report? So it’s true then. . . . I’m . . . dead.”

			“As a doornail,” Sadie said firmly and evenly, even though she was fighting back tears.

			She watched the emotions cross over his face: fear, disbelief, and finally, resignation.

			“You know I wouldn’t lie to you about something like this,” Sadie told him. “The second you first appeared to me I knew I’d have to help you clear your name before I could tell you the truth about your situation. You wouldn’t have been able to move on to the next dimension until your name was cleared. It should be easier for you now.”

			Petrovich panicked and disappeared, but there was no fading, and no shimmer, so Sadie knew he’d be back—just like he’d kept coming back and forth for the last week. Eventually he’d be ready to move on and she would be ready and able to help him.

			Sadie walked into the living room, sat on the sofa next to Zack, and put her feet up on the coffee table.

			“Is it done?” he asked.

			“No. He panicked,” Sadie told him. “But he’ll be back.”

			“So you’ll just live with him in your place until he’s ready to move on?” Zack asked.

			“Yes. Are you okay with all this?”

			She slid closer to him on the sofa and winced as she tried to get comfortable without hurting her sore rear end.

			“Because this is me. This is my life. I’m always going to either have a pain in the ass, or be one. And before long there’ll be more than just me.” She rested her hand across her stomach. “So if you need to hightail it out of here and never look back, I’ll try and understand. I’ll be okay.”

			Zack turned and lifted her chin with the tip of his finger. “Well, I’m not okay with that,” he told her firmly, and then he continued formally, “I, Zack Bowman, hereby take you, Sadie Novak, to be my wife forever and for always. In sickness and in health. With ghosts to dust up and move on and with a baby. . . .” He put his hand on her stomach. “The complete package. I take it all.”

			Zack kissed her slowly, deeply, and thoroughly. Sadie felt the heat of pure joy well up in her chest.

			As they kissed, she opened one eye and regarded Dean Petrovich’s ghost watching them from across the room.

			Sadie closed her eyes and kissed some more.

			Ghosts could wait.

			They always did.
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