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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Bridget?”  
 
    I heard the voice but it was coming from so far, far away and I was enjoying my day too much to listen. I was lying back on the most comfortable sun lounger I had ever known on a blissfully deserted beach. My right arm hung off the lounger, my fingers dangling into the tantalisingly warm ocean that lapped all the way up the white sand around me. I was in Acapulco. Or was it Aruba? Or somewhere else that began with “a”. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. The breeze was warm enough to cool the feel of the blistering sun on my skin but not too much to chill me. This was what Heaven felt like. I had finally died properly and this was my reward for enduring the heinousness that was the afterlife. Even real life hadn’t been that bad. 
 
    “Bridget.” The voice came again. More insistently this time. Maybe it was God and he wanted my attention. Maybe to utilise my awesome event planning skills to throw a party. But what type of party would they throw in Heaven? And I could’ve sworn the voice had an Australian accent. Maybe God was Australian. Something about that struck me as wrong but I was too comfortable to care. And not to perpetuate the stereotype but Australians had barbecues a lot, right? How much work could they be to organise? He might be male but surely God could manage that. He was God, after all. 
 
    “Bridget!” 
 
    I threw my arm over my face, my forearm covering my eyes. The voice was like a determined mosquito. Someone lifted my arm from my eyes and the beach faded into darkness. Surely that should’ve been the reverse. The sun should’ve blinded me. It took a moment for my eyes to become accustomed to the dark. There was just enough moonlight coming through the gap in the curtains to make out a handsome, tanned face with a strong jaw covered in stubble and ocean blue-green eyes staring down at me.  
 
    I squinted at him. “God? Why did you turn the sun off?” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” God asked, heavy disapproval in his Australian-accented voice. 
 
    “No. I’m tired.” I pulled my arm out of his grip and covered my face again. “Please turn the sun back on.” 
 
    God lifted my arm from my face, placed it by my side and shook my shoulders gently. “Bridget.” 
 
    “What? What? What?” I snapped. Admittedly, that probably wasn’t the best tone to take with an omniscient being, but he’d disappeared my sunny beach and replaced it with a dark room. That made me grumpy. I batted his hands away and sat up, rubbing my face and blinking my eyes open, my beach already only a vague memory. 
 
    I yawned and looked around. Oz, my parole officer, was standing by the side of the bed, hands on his hips, frown on his face. He looked much bigger in the dark. Or maybe that was just because he was standing over me. He had the broad-shouldered physique of someone who was actively fit rather than a gym goer – I wasn’t exactly sure how I could tell the difference but I could.  
 
    I watched him watching me, groaned and flopped back down, covering my eyes with my arm again. I wasn’t doubly dead, I was just plain old one-time dead. My beach had just been a beautiful dream. I was still trapped in this dismal afterlife with a job, with a nightly Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting, with over a century of community service, with housemates like barnacles, with Oz, until I died again. 
 
    “You stole my beach.” I pulled the duvet over my head. 
 
    “You’ve stolen my bed.” 
 
    I spoke from under the duvet. “I didn’t steal it. I’m sleeping in it. Or I was.”  
 
    He didn’t sigh exactly, it was more a long exhalation. That was a sign he was trying very hard not to lose his temper. I was very accustomed to those signs.  
 
    “Why are you sleeping in it?” 
 
    “Because everyone else is sleeping in mine.” 
 
    He pulled the duvet down from over my face. “You can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Then get everyone out of my bed,” I said and pulled the duvet back up over my head. 
 
    He pulled the duvet down again. “I thought you were getting along.” 
 
    “We are getting along. We’d get along a lot better, though, if they didn’t climb into my bed every other night.” 
 
    “They just—” 
 
    “Want to be my friends. I know. What they don’t understand is that friends don’t have sleepovers every other night.” 
 
    “Okay.” Oz nodded slowly as he stepped back from the bed and folded his arms. I hated it when he did that because it always made me focus on his biceps. “So, what do you want to do?” he asked, calling my attention away from his biceps and back to the problem. 
 
    I rolled over and pulled the duvet back up. “I want to get back to my dream.” Which, due to Oz’s interruption, was now likely to feature a hunky, scantily clad waiter that might resemble a certain parole officer. I tried very hard not to think about that, though. As my parole officer, Oz had some sort of supernatural connection to me which meant he could sense my emotions. I called it illegal surveillance. He called it a handy tool to help gauge my adjustment. 
 
    “You can’t stay in here,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s my room.” 
 
    “You’re letting them sleep in my room.” 
 
    “Yes.” Oz yanked the duvet from the bottom of the bed so I couldn’t pull it back over my head and ignore him. I rolled onto my back and propped myself up on my elbows to see him staring down at me. “But this is inappropriate.” 
 
    “Right, me sleeping in your empty bed is inappropriate but me sleeping in a bed with three women is perfectly acceptable.” I pointed a finger at him. “You have odd standards of acceptability.” 
 
    “Bridget—” 
 
    “Look.” I pushed myself upright since it was hard to argue with any type of authority while lying down. “I just want a good night’s sleep. That’s all. So the way I see it you have three choices here. One: You can oust the others from my room so I can go back in there. Two: You can sleep in here as long as you promise not to get frisky. Or three: You can sleep on the sofa.” 
 
    Oz inclined his head in a nod. “Four: I could drag you out and dump you in the hallway.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I bite.”  
 
    Oz blew out another breath. This time he covered his eyes. Yep, definitely holding his temper by a thread. 
 
    Officer Leonard appeared behind Oz and took in the scene. He was clad in his usual black jumpsuit with black burglar mask to match. The white, embroidered “GB” stood out in sharp contrast on both the bottom right corner of his mask and the right breast pocket of his jumpsuit. He’d combed his dark hair back and his muddy brown eyes appeared almost black in the dim light. 
 
    He was nearly as tall as Oz but had more of an average build. I figured that all GBs had a nondescript physicality which helped them remain unidentifiable and give the impression the Ghosting Busters worked as one organism rather than individuals who could be singled out and manipulated. That said, I always managed to recognise Officer Leonard. Maybe it was his perpetual amiable smile. Or maybe it was because I had more interaction with him than the average afterlife citizen. 
 
    Officer Leonard folded his arms, that amiable smile a little wider than usual. “Well, isn’t this inappropriate?” 
 
    I pointed to Oz. “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Officer Leonard said without looking at Oz. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t say things like that. I’ll never hear the end of it.”  
 
    “What do you want?” Oz turned to face Officer Leonard and moved slightly to block Officer Leonard from my view. Though I think Oz’s intention was to block me from Officer Leonard’s view. But then Oz was my parole officer/guardian angel, so he could be a little overprotective/suffocating/downright unreasonable at times.  
 
    That said, his concern was almost understandable, not that I’d ever admit that to his face, since a little while ago I’d been involved in a couple of dead ghost-finding sprees. Detective Johnson, of the general afterlife police, had wanted to arrest me both times, but Officer Leonard had presumed my innocence. At least that’s how I saw it. Oz saw it as Officer Leonard using me as bait to find the killers, hence Oz’s general disobliging attitude where Officer Leonard was concerned. 
 
    I pulled the duvet all the way back up over me as I lay down and rolled over. “If you’re going to chat can you please do it elsewhere? I’m trying to sleep.”               
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt …” Officer Leonard said and I could hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    “You’re not. Bridget?” That was Oz’s serious tone.  
 
    I rolled over and gave Oz my best puppy dog eyes. “But I’m comfy.” Oz didn’t say anything, he just waited. I sighed and threw the covers back. “Fine, but don’t expect me to be all shiny and happy in the morning.” 
 
    I climbed out of the bed trying to maintain some dignity, which was difficult since the oversized T-shirt I was wearing rode up my thighs as I shuffled to the edge of the bed. And because I was pretty sure after the duvet-tugging discussion with Oz my bright red hair was puffed up around my head like a pom-pom.  
 
    Oz’s eyes narrowed on my choice of bed wear, thankfully not mentioning my case of pom-pom head. “Is that—” 
 
    “Are you wearing your parole officer’s T-shirt to bed, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “Yep.” I looked down at the faded, black Rolling Stones T-shirt. It was very comfy. I could see why Oz wore them all the time. 
 
    “And why are you sleeping in his bed? In his T-shirt?” Officer Leonard asked, making no attempt to hide his amusement. 
 
    I shrugged. “I have nothing to sleep in, or wear really, other than my uniform, so I stole this from him. And my housemates want to sleep with me but I don’t want to sleep with them, so I’m hiding in here.”  
 
    “She means her three female housemates,” Oz clarified with a pointed look at me. “And they would like to stay in her room with her because they are still trying to befriend her.” 
 
    “Is that an accurate statement?” Officer Leonard asked me. 
 
    I shrugged again. “Depends on your perspective, I guess.” 
 
    “Doesn’t everything?” Office Leonard asked and then gestured to the nearly healed bullet wound on my thigh. “That looks like it’s healing well.” 
 
    Oz stepped directly in front of me and blocked Officer Leonard from my vision. And, again, I think it was more to do with blocking me from Officer Leonard’s sight. 
 
    I placed my hands on Oz’s broad back and stretched up onto my tiptoes so I could peer over his shoulder at our guest. “Can I get you some tea or coffee, Officer Leonard? Maybe some cake?” 
 
    “That’s very kind, Ms Sway, but I really just need a moment with Officer Salier.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll head on up to my overcrowded bed then,” I said as I let go of Oz and moved toward the door. “If you hear screaming, don’t worry, I’m just murdering the trespassers.” 
 
    “Bridget,” Oz warned, flicking his eyes toward Officer Leonard. 
 
    Officer Leonard checked his watch. “If that’s really the case, Ms Sway, I’ll give you an hour’s head start.” 
 
    I pointed to Officer Leonard but spoke to Oz. “Told you he was my friend.” Oz didn’t say anything. He just waited for me to leave. “Fine, I’m going,” I said and held up a hand in surrender as I opened the door. I closed it behind me and briefly hovered in the corridor outside. It would be wrong to eavesdrop. It would. It totally would. But then the fact that Officer Leonard had tunnelled directly into Oz’s room in the dead of night for a private conversation practically screamed to be eavesdropped on.  
 
    Tunnelling was the ghost version of transport. Homes and all bureau-related buildings were blocked to regular ghosts like me so we could only tunnel outside the building and walk in, or to designated tunnelling areas. Oz could tunnel anywhere in our house but another parole officer couldn’t. Just like Oz couldn’t tunnel directly into another domicile he wasn’t responsible for. But when on duty everywhere was blocked to GBs, so Officer Leonard must have had to file a flight plan and get permission. And why wouldn’t he just tunnel outside and walk in? Unless he didn’t want anyone to see him. But why wouldn’t he want anyone to see him? 
 
    I heard movement from inside the room and scurried, on my tiptoes, several steps along the corridor before the door opened again. I did my best to look casual as I turned at the sound. Officer Leonard stuck his head out and checked both ways along the corridor. 
 
    “Did you change your mind about the tea?” I asked. 
 
    “No, thank you, Ms Sway, I thought I heard somebody knock,” Officer Leonard said and ducked back inside the room. 
 
    “Heard somebody knock,” I scoffed quietly. I hadn’t made a sound. He was checking to see if I was listening in on their conversation. 
 
    Admittedly, I’d been considering eavesdropping, but now Officer Leonard had checked that I wasn’t eavesdropping totally convinced me I should be. Then again, he might have been playing me and trying to get me to eavesdrop and catch me in the act for some reason. Or maybe he genuinely didn’t want me to hear what he had to say. Those GBs were tricksy at the best of times. Or at least Officer Leonard was. 
 
    Before I had made up my mind whether I wanted to eavesdrop or not, Oz’s door opened again and I scurried the rest of the way along the corridor and dived into the stairwell. 
 
    “I just thought you should know.” That was the last thing Officer Leonard said before the pop of his departure echoed faintly on the corridor walls.  
 
    Before I could go up to my room or down for some cake, since offering it to Officer Leonard had made me crave it, Oz stepped into the stairwell. He didn’t seem all that surprised to find me there. 
 
    “Were you eavesdropping?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head and he arched an eyebrow. “I wasn’t. Honest.” 
 
    “Then why are you standing here?” 
 
    “I was trying to decide if I wanted to eavesdrop or not. I got the impression that Officer Leonard wanted me to, so I figured I probably shouldn’t.” 
 
    “That’s sound reasoning. I have to go out so you can sleep in my bed for tonight.” Oz raised a finger in warning. “Tonight only. This is a one-off.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a grateful dip of my head. “So what’s he giving you fair warning about?” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t eavesdropping?” 
 
    “He waited until he was out in the corridor before he said it and he made sure his voice carried.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about it, okay? Just go to bed.” Oz put his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face the archway leading to the boys’ floor. 
 
    “I wasn’t worrying about it until you just told me not to worry about it,” I said, turning all the way around, the movement forcing him to lift his hands from my shoulders. “But now you mention it, covert late-night visits from a GB do seem a touch concerning. And this honesty thing goes both ways,” I said, gesturing between us.  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, it’s annoying when people just won’t tell you the truth, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, pointing to him, “I’ll take that on the chin but, if you remember, we have a deal in place where I’ve promised to tell you the truth so—” 
 
    “No, you’ve promised to tell me the truth in exchange for something. That’s bribery, not honesty.”  
 
    “Why do you need to label it?” I asked, dusting some imaginary dirt from his oh-so-broad shoulder. “Why can’t you think of it as a mutually beneficial arrangement?” 
 
    “Because it’s illegal, unethical, immoral—” 
 
    “Advantageous to us both,” I finished for him. “Soooooo, what did Officer Leonard want?” 
 
    “Look,” Oz said and placed his hands on my shoulders again, adding a softness to his voice that wasn’t mirrored in his posture. “It’s nothing you need to worry about, okay? Go to bed.” He tried to turn me back to face the archway to the boys’ corridor, but I kept turning until I faced him and his hands dropped to his sides again. I hoped he wouldn’t try to spin me around again – I was getting dizzy.  
 
    “If it’s nothing to worry about, then why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because it’s nothing for—” 
 
    “Me to worry about. I got that part but, y’know, I wouldn’t worry if I knew what it was. It’s uncertainty that causes anxiety.” I stood and waited. Oz said nothing. The seconds ticked by. Oz still said nothing. “Okay. Fine. Keep your secrets. I hope you and Officer Leonard will be very happy together.”  
 
    Oz blinked at me, his face blank. “What?”  
 
    “For what it’s worth, despite the whole GB thing, I think he’s a nice guy.” I patted Oz’s bicep. “I’m happy for you. Really. The rest of the girls will be too. You don’t need to hide this from people who care about you.”  
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” he said, his tone flat, and pointed behind me. “Now go to bed.” He didn’t wait to see if I’d go. He turned and headed downstairs. 
 
    I hovered in the stairwell. Was it worth trying to pursue him and the topic? Probably not. I’d ask Sabrina, my super snooper of a best friend, what she knew about it in the morning. She was a coordinator of pre- and post-life affairs, which basically meant she was an office dogsbody who filed reports all day. Handily, though, pretty much everything in the afterlife had to be documented, so she had access to heaps of information. She’d probably know more than Oz anyway. Since there was no point antagonising him further. I turned to head back to his bed. I made it three steps along the corridor and stopped. I was wide awake now and offering Officer Leonard tea and cake had settled the idea in my brain. A large dose of sugar was just what I needed to help me sleep. 
 
    I turned and headed downstairs. Oz was checking the bolts on the front door as I made it to the foot of the stairs. I watched him silently. He checked them over once, rattled the door and checked them again. Just watching him raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Something about his movements told me it was more than just a repeat of his routine nightly check. Once satisfied in their security he turned and seemed surprised to find me watching him.  
 
    “I thought I told you to go to bed?” 
 
    “You did,” I said, staying where I was. “You also told me that I look good without makeup.” 
 
    Oz’s frown deepened. “What?” 
 
    “I’m explaining why I don’t listen to you.” I pointed to the front door as he moved into the lounge. “Why are you double-checking the locks?” 
 
    “I always check the locks at night.” He moved into the lounge. I followed him and watched from the lounge doorway as he checked the fastenings on the windows.  
 
    “Yes, but you check them before you come to bed. So this is you checking them again. After Officer Leonard’s visit.” 
 
    Oz turned to face me, his arms out to the sides. “I’m checking the house is secure. The safety of everyone in it is my responsibility. What’s your problem with that?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Is it my imagination or are you extra touchy tonight?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to do my job here, Bridget. That’s all,” Oz said and there was a hardness to his expression I’d not seen before. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and drew the word out while I adjusted my fringe and finger-combed the rest of my pom-pom hair. “I’ll just leave you to it, then.” 
 
    I backed out of the room since I didn’t really want to turn my back on Oz at that particular moment and headed into the kitchen. 
 
    Mark and Clem, two of our housemates, had completed their ten years of parole and graduated into well-adjusted members of afterlife society, which meant they had moved out. Mark had given us a huge chocolate cake as a goodbye present. Clem had just left. I had the chocolate cake on the counter, about to cut myself a very modest slice and then I remembered calories didn’t count anymore. I felt a ridiculously huge smile spread over my face and I cut a large slice, not quite a quarter, because I wasn’t greedy, but it was close.  
 
    In life, it would’ve taken me a week to come back from this sort of indulgence; in death, I could eat the whole thing and my clothes would still fit me in the morning. Or they would if I’d had any. My limited wardrobe momentarily dimmed my joy, but then I forked a piece of cake into my mouth and everything was okay again.  
 
    Nearly all of my cake was gone when I felt eyes on me. I turned to find Oz leaning against the door frame, watching me. I looked from him to my cake and back again. I gestured with my fork to the cake, asking if he would like some. Maybe he wouldn’t be so grumpy with me if I shared my food with him. And there really wasn’t much left anyway. 
 
    His lips kicked up into a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes and he shook his head. Something was wrong, really wrong, if cake couldn’t fix it. 
 
    “I’m heading out for a while,” he said and moved across the kitchen to the back door. “Lock this behind me?” 
 
    “With the deadbolts?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep, I can tunnel directly into the kitchen, remember?” Oz said and stepped outside. 
 
    I walked over and secured the three deadbolts. Oz had his body turned sideways to the door so he could see the garden as well as me. A heavy unease settled in my stomach, and it had nothing to do with the pound of chocolate cake I’d just devoured. It was the way his eyes swept across the shadowed lawn, not looking for something exactly, more like checking something wasn’t there. Oz turned back and gave me what I was pretty sure he thought was a reassuring smile. It wasn’t.  
 
    “Everything is okay, Bridget. Don’t worry,” Oz said before he tunnelled away. 
 
    “Y’know,” I wagged a finger at the empty garden, “no one ever says that unless there’s something really bad that you need to be worried about.” 
 
    Obviously, none of the inanimate objects in the kitchen challenged that statement, so I quickly polished off the last of my cake, washed my plate and then headed back upstairs to bed. I paused at the boys’ floor and briefly considered hiding out in Oz’s room for the rest of the night, but Oz’s completely unreassuring smile flashed up in my memory. The tea and cake churned together in my tummy. I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I was wide awake now. Maybe the sugar hadn’t been the best idea, after all. 
 
    I carried on up the stairs. My three housemates would be awake. They usually required a lot of energy. They’d use up my excess sugar and have me ready for bed again in no time.  
 
    “No, the bathroom’s empty.” Petal’s voice came clearly through the door. 
 
    “She’s not going to be in there.” Lucy’s voice was heavy with scorn. She must have been talking to Pam. She wouldn’t have spoken to Petal like that. Petal could be fragile. “Why would she be hiding in her own wardrobe?” 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me, young lady.” Pam’s voice sounded muffled. I assumed because she had her head stuck inside my empty wardrobe. 
 
    I opened the bedroom door. Petal’s head poked around the bathroom doorway, her teenage expression hopeful and the cloud of blonde candy floss she called hair floating around her head like a halo. Pam’s head popped out from inside the wardrobe. She’d tied her grey hair up in something that had once resembled a bun. Combined with her pale blue and flowery nighty, which looked more like a sundress than sleeping attire, she gave the impression she was just coming home from a stroll by the river. Lucy stood on top of my dresser, hands on hips and bare foot tapping, scowling at everyone. She’d recently had waist-length hair extensions added to her dark hair and by the way she kept tossing her head she hadn’t quite become accustomed to the extra weight yet. 
 
    “We were just looking for you.” Lucy’s tone made it sound like an accusation. 
 
    I watched Pam step out of my wardrobe and Petal move into the bedroom. Lucy, however, made no move to step down from my dresser.  
 
    “No kidding,” I said. 
 
    “You have cobwebs up here,” Lucy informed me. 
 
    “And you thought I’d be hiding in them?” I asked. 
 
    “No, silly, Lucy’s scared,” Pam said. 
 
    I looked at Lucy. She was wearing red pyjama shorts and a cherry patterned T-shirt, both of which she kept adjusting as though they itched her. I glanced over to Petal, who had the sleeves and legs of her purple-and-green check pyjamas rolled up like she was going paddling, and Pam had accessorised her nightie with a pair of green wellies. 
 
    “Okay, what’s going on?” I asked, folding my arms. There was drama everywhere tonight, it seemed. 
 
    “We think you have some sort of insect infestation,” Pam said. 
 
    “What?” I retreated out of the room so fast I nearly tripped over myself. I didn’t stop until my back was pressed against the opposite wall of the landing. I stared into the sliver of the room I could see through the doorway. I was not a fan of bugs. Except bees. I liked bees. I liked their fashionable stripes and their “don’t hurt me and I won’t hurt you” mentality. “What makes you think I’m infested?” I scanned the bedroom floor from the hallway. 
 
    “There’s this intermittent buzzing,” Pam said. “It starts and then—” Pam stopped speaking and angled her head. “There it is again.” 
 
    Lucy squealed and stamped her feet on my dresser while Pam and Petal darted around the room, heads tilted like dogs hearing a high-pitched whistle in an open space and trying to work out which direction it was coming from. Tentatively, I stepped forward and leaned through the doorway to listen. 
 
    I sighed, in part happy I wasn’t infested, in larger part unhappy at what could possibly be causing Sabrina to call me at this time. 
 
    I walked into the room and across the floor to the wardrobe. It had four ornate feet which supported the bottom roughly four inches off the floor, which meant I could, on my hands and knees, reach directly under the centre of it and pull up a small section of floorboard that I’d taken a lot of sneaky time and energy to loosen. 
 
    Lucy squealed as I reached inside the hole. “Don’t Bridget! You might lose a hand! Wait,” she said, and her tone changed, “are you wearing one of Oz’s T-shirts?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, ignoring her dramatics and pulling out a mobile phone just as it stopped vibrating.  
 
    “He’s never offered me one of his T-shirts to sleep in,” Petal said, her voice thick with hurt at the perceived slight. 
 
    “I don’t think he offered it to Bridget either.” Pam’s voice almost cooed comfort. “I think she probably stole it to make a point about her lack of clothes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Petal sounded sufficiently mollified. “Well, she does have a point. And very nice legs. Even with the scar. It gives her an air of mystery.”  
 
    “Thanks, Petal.” I gave her shoulder an appreciative squeeze as I moved past her to sit on the bed and check the missed calls. 
 
    Since I’d managed to get myself in a bit of trouble in my first few weeks of being dead Oz had thought it a good idea to hire an adjustment companion for me. And because said adjustment companion would just not let me have a private conversation, I’d “borrowed” three mobile phones, one each for me, Sabrina and Edith, which we topped up regularly when Edith “borrowed” top-up cards from supermarkets. I purposely didn’t think about the repercussions when Oz found out. We’d just deal with it when it happened. And I had no doubt that, at some point, he would find out. 
 
    Edith was the third point in the triangle of our illegal behaviour. Sabrina and I had met her when Madame Zorina, who probably made our triangle of illegal behaviour into a square, had dragged me into her life to help her clear her name as a murder suspect. Sabrina and I had helped her and been paying for it ever since. Madame Zorina was still alive and a medium. Edith was dead and an outlaw. Neither were company a well-adjusted dead person should’ve been keeping. Pretty sure that was one of the many reasons I had an adjustment companion. 
 
    Pam pressed herself to the floor and angled her face, trying to peer beneath the wardrobe and inside the hole. “I don’t think there’s anything else in there.” Pam’s arm snaked out and reached under the wardrobe. 
 
    “No, Pam!” Lucy screeched, her hands covering her face. “No!”  
 
    “Such a drama queen,” Pam muttered and dipped her hand into the hole. She pulled it back out a few seconds later and pushed herself into a cross-legged position on the floor next to Petal, shaking her head. “It was just a phone.” 
 
    “Oh.” Petal’s shoulders sagged in what looked like disappointment.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you two?” I asked, Petal’s dismay catching my attention. “You actually wanted the house to be infected with some sort of vibrating bugs?” 
 
    “No,” Petal dragged the word out, implying the opposite. “But it would’ve been a little exciting.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at Petal. “A bug infestation is exciting to you?” 
 
    Petal nodded energetically. “Bugs are fascinating.”  
 
    I looked to Pam, who shrugged, and then to Lucy, who rolled her eyes and shook her head in response. 
 
    “Are you coming down now?” I asked Lucy. “Now you know we’re bug-free.” 
 
    “I’m good for the moment,” Lucy said, sitting down on top of the dresser, her legs dangling over the side.  
 
    “Why do you have a phone?” Petal asked, climbing up next to me on the bed. 
 
    “Life,” I said with a shrug and called Sabrina back. At least now I could ask her to check on the reason for Officer Leonard’s visit. 
 
    “But we’re dead,” Petal said with a childlike confusion. 
 
    If someone else had made that comment I’d have made some sarcastic remark about how shocked I was to learn that I was dead, but that would’ve hurt Petal’s feelings and then I’d have had to spend the night apologising, so I just patted her knee instead. 
 
    “Finally!” Sabrina’s exasperated tone came clearly and very loudly through the speaker on the phone. I jerked it away from my ear to turn the volume down. She was talking before I had it back to my ear. “Where have you been? I’ve been calling for an hour.” 
 
    “I was sleeping. And eating cake,” I said. “Y’know, the things you normally do at night. What’s up?” I asked and noticed that my housemates were inching oh-so-subtly closer so they could hear Sabrina’s side of the conversation. 
 
    “Oh nothing, really,” Sabrina snapped. “I was just worrying myself sick thinking you’d been bludgeoned to death and shoved in your own locker.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice. Any particular reason why?” 
 
    “Because that’s how people kill other people here. They have no imagination. Initially, I had envisioned that you’d been shoved into a combine harvester and your remains used to fertilise a field, but then I realised that no one here has the brainpower to think up that kind of body disposal,” Sabrina explained. Pam and Petal, who had been crowding around me, pulled back a little and grimaced at each other. 
 
    “As lovely as that imagery was, I meant why would I be dead?” I asked. There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. “Sabrina?” 
 
    “Oz must know by now …” Sabrina said and left the sentence hanging. 
 
    “Know what?” I asked and as soon as I had I was pretty sure I didn’t actually want to know. If it required a late night call from Sabrina it couldn’t be anything good. But I doubted she’d let me get away with pretending the connection was breaking up and just going to bed. 
 
    Sabrina hesitated a moment longer, as if we were living in a sitcom and the director had told her to milk the silence for dramatic effect. “He must know that Katie has escaped.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “You were serious about the cake?” Pam said as she watched me get four plates from the cupboard and the large knife from the wooden block by the kettle. 
 
    After the panicked screeching over Sabrina’s revelation had finally ended I’d convinced them we needed to share information, which was code for them to tell me everything they knew about Katie, since I knew pretty much nothing and their reaction was a touch excessive for the little info I did have.  
 
    All I knew was that she had been one of Oz’s previous wards before she’d failed to adjust to the afterlife, had gone crazy and then been locked away. To me, that didn’t necessitate lots of panicked screaming on finding she’d escaped, but then I didn’t find bugs fascinating either. Even with all the screaming and Sabrina’s call I still wouldn’t have been all that concerned about Katie’s escape except Officer Leonard had considered her dangerous enough to pay a late-night visit to Oz. At least that’s what I was assuming the visit had been about. Then again, Oz had gone out and left us alone in the house so we must have been pretty safe. So was Katie dangerous or not? Something about this situation just wasn’t adding all the way up. 
 
    If Sabrina hadn’t stressed how crazy people always return home to murder everyone they used to know I’d probably have just gone to bed. I seriously doubted Sabrina was right about Katie coming back to murder us all. I figured she had some sort of plan to find Katie and was just trying to goad me into some more illegal behaviour – but after Sabrina had painted an overly gruesome picture of me waking up amongst the dismembered limbs of my housemates I just couldn’t go back to sleep. 
 
    “There’s never a wrong time for cake,” Petal said as she climbed onto a stool at the breakfast bar and began swinging her legs while she waited. 
 
    “Thank you.” I waved my large knife in the air as I placed the plates on the centre island next to the cake. “Finally, someone who gets me.” 
 
    “I think I’ll take that.” Pam slid from her stool and removed the knife from my hand. She positioned it over the cake ready to cut what looked, to me, like a slither. You wouldn’t even get a proper taste of it from that. I couldn’t bear to watch so I left them to it and returned to my tea making. And then I had to glance back in morbid fascination to see if she really was going to cut the tiniest slice. 
 
    “Do you mind if Bridget cuts my piece?” Petal asked just as Pam pressed the knife into the chocolate frosting.  
 
    “Why?” Pam asked in a tone that said she did mind. 
 
    Lucy settled herself onto the stool next to Petal. “You cut healthy slices of cake whereas Bridget cuts healthy slices of cake.” 
 
    Pam pointed the knife at Lucy. “You mean slabs.”  
 
    I placed the four mugs of tea on the island countertop and slid the knife from Pam’s hand. “I think I’ll take that.” 
 
    Once everyone had their tea and slab of cake I got right to the point. I didn’t feel subtlety was necessary. Everyone had tea and cake after all. “So what’s the big deal about Katie?” 
 
    All three of them choked. I watched them all struggle for air and slap each other on the back. I would remember this for future. Apparently, tea and cake did not negate the need for subtlety. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about Katie,” Petal said when everyone had got their breath back. She jabbed at her cake with her fork, tears already brimming in her eyes. I handed her a tissue. I was ready for the tears and I was not letting them deter me. 
 
    “We’re going to have to.” I gave Petal’s hand a squeeze. She seemed to find those types of gestures reassuring. Apart from the occasional hug I got from Sabrina when my afterlife was in danger, which was usually on any day that ended in “y”, I wasn’t really up on the touchy-feely stuff. I actually found being touched quite offensive, so it confused me when other people were happy about it. Even welcomed it.  
 
    Petal glanced up at me with wide, watery blue eyes. “Okay.” 
 
    Before I knew what I was doing I climbed off my stool and quickly put my arms around Petal. Only super quick. The contact lasted less than a second. I pulled back more in shock that I’d done it than anything else. I had no idea what had come over me. It must’ve been the sugar. Too much sugar can make people act strange. Petal smiled at me as I sat back down and it was like the sun was shining out of her face. 
 
    “I told you we just needed to wear her down.” Petal wiggled happily in her seat in a similar fashion to Sabrina when she was overexcited. Though Sabrina was usually excited about murders and lawbreaking, not hugs. 
 
    Lucy shook her head at me in disgust. “Being dead has changed you. You used to be mean.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “There’s nothing like nearly being murdered every day of your afterlife to change your perspective.” 
 
    I’d been dead nearly three weeks and pretty much for the first fortnight I’d found a dead body every other day. Most of the time they’d been stuffed in my locker and stained my work uniforms, but now I had a new locker that only Sabrina knew about. Hopefully that meant no more stained uniforms and no more being a murder suspect. 
 
    “Suppose.” Lucy inclined her head, her curtain of dark hair extensions falling forward over her shoulder. She heaved them back and out of her way in annoyance. “I just liked mean you better.”  
 
    “Yeah, me too.” I nodded, though I wasn’t actually sure if that was true. “Now, tell me everything you know about Katie. What’s the big deal? What was with all the screaming?” 
 
    “Didn’t Oz tell you?” Pam asked. 
 
    “Oz told me she failed her assessment and was sent to a readjustment centre. She failed that process too, which I didn’t think was possible, and is now classed as a poltergeist – a ghost serial killer.” I paused and thought about that for a moment. “And now I’m saying it out loud it seems like an odd leap to make. You fail a couple of assessments and you’re branded a serial killer. I assumed he meant potential serial killer, but that wasn’t what he said. Which is weird. He also made me promise not to talk to any of you about it because he said you’d all get upset, but now I’m getting the feeling there was an ulterior motive.” I looked around the table at the shifty expressions. “Is that what happened?” 
 
    “If that’s what Oz told you …” Pam shrugged and let the sentence trail off, still not meeting my eyes. 
 
    I looked around the counter. Nobody would meet my eyes. “Oh, come on, guys, give me something.” 
 
    “She tried to kill Petal,” Lucy said with a matter-of-fact tone usually reserved for stating something innocuous, like the fact it was going to rain tomorrow.  
 
    I blinked, as if that would somehow help my brain process that comment faster. “I’m sorry, Lucy. What did you say?” 
 
    Petal lifted her gaze from the table and looked me square in the eyes. “She said Katie nearly murdered me.” 
 
    I blinked again. It still didn’t help with the brain processing speed. I looked between the three of them, waiting for someone to say “Gotcha”. Nobody did. I opened my mouth to speak but it took several seconds for the words to actually find their way out. “She tried to murder you? She tried to murder Petal? Are you serious right now?” 
 
    A flurry of tears rolled over Petal’s cheeks as if it were a race and they were all desperate to win. 
 
    “No.” I gestured for Pam to sit back down when she moved to comfort Petal. “Petal, you tell me right this second what happened.” 
 
    Pam hesitated and then climbed down off her stool and reached for Petal again. “She’s upset—” 
 
    I pointed to Pam’s vacant seat. “Pam. Sit back down. Petal. Explain that last comment. Cry if you need to, but explain.” I handed her a tissue and waited. 
 
    “I think mean Bridget is back,” Lucy mumbled. 
 
    I didn’t respond. I gave her my best quelling look. One, in my old life as an event planner, I usually reserved for Bridezillas who were getting on my last nerve.  
 
    Lucy looked back down at her untouched cake. “Yep, she’s definitely back.” 
 
    “You did say you liked her better,” Pam mumbled as she hopped back up onto her stool with more agility than I’d ever known. Pam reached across the counter and patted Petal’s hand, giving her an encouraging nod. “Tell Bridget what happened.”  
 
    Petal swiped at her tear-crowded cheek. “I was in Katie’s room waiting for her to get home. She’d only just scraped through her adjustment assessment and it was the end of her first week back at work—” 
 
    “Oz told me she failed her assessment.” I looked around at the three faces. Again, not one would meet my eyes. “Right. So he lied. I’m sorry to interrupt, Petal, carry on.”  
 
    “I wanted her to have a happy face to come home to. I was waiting a while so I thought I’d be helpful and rearrange all her lipsticks for her. They were all red but slightly different shades. I was trying to put them in an order for her, like light to dark. I thought that would be helpful. But she was upset when she found me in there. She said some really mean things to me … and I told her it was okay and that I knew she didn’t mean it, and then … and then …” Petal pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to cover a sob and Pam was once again up and out of her seat. I didn’t say anything. I just snapped my fingers and pointed back at her stool. Pam paused, scowled at me, but sat back down. 
 
    “And then what, Petal?” I asked. 
 
    Petal swiped at her tears. She looked up at me, her eyes red and swollen. It was all I could do not to wince at the sight. See, this is why I was reluctant to cry. Yeah, you might get your own way in an argument, but it took so long for the puffiness around the eyes to lessen. 
 
    “And then she tried to strangle me.” 
 
    “She tried to strangle you?” I dropped my fork. The clatter as it hit my plate was the only sound around the kitchen. I’d assumed the whole “she tried to murder Petal” thing had been an exaggeration and Katie had just thrown a cup at Petal or shoved her really hard and Petal had tripped down the last three stairs or something. Not a “she wrapped her hands around my neck and tried to choke the afterlife out of me” type deal. 
 
    Petal shook her head quickly. “She wasn’t trying to kill me or anything. Katie was a nice person. I think she was just tired and I was talking too much. I was messing with her makeup. It was really my fault. I felt so bad when Oz sent her away.” 
 
    I got up from my seat and grabbed the chopping board, a clean knife and the cucumber from the fridge. “Okay, Petal, this is not your fault. It’s the fault of the crazy person who tried to strangle you.” I cut several slices and put them on a plate before returning the cucumber back to the fridge. 
 
    Petal shook her head. “No, it was. If—” 
 
    “Be quiet,” I said, pointing the knife at her before tossing it in the sink with the chopping board. “I can learn to tolerate your eternal peppiness, your fondness of hugs, your unwavering enthusiasm, your reciting dialogue from films, your perpetual happiness, yada yada yada. However, I absolutely will not tolerate you assuming blame for the actions of other people. Do you understand me? Everyone must be held accountable for their own actions. I mean, do you hear me whining about my community service?”  
 
    “You do whine about it a bit,” Lucy said quietly. 
 
    “Maybe to you,” Pam mumbled. “She whines about it a lot to me.” 
 
    “Actually, she whines about it a lot to me too but I didn’t want to undermine her because she was sort of making a good point,” Lucy mumbled back. 
 
    “Hey!” I slapped the cucumber plate on the tabletop to get everyone’s attention. “The point here, Petal, is that if someone, anyone, wraps their hands around your throat you have numerous options. You can beat the afterlife out of them until they take their unwelcome hands off you. If you can’t do that then you scream for us and we’ll beat the afterlife out of them. If you’re not happy with either of those choices you could, of course, call Oz or the police, or even the GBs. But there is absolutely no option here for you to blame yourself. Am I clear?” 
 
    Petal jumped off her stool and threw her arms around me and hugged me so tightly I was sure I felt a rib crack. “I love you, Bridget.” 
 
    I patted her back. “I love you too, now get off me.” 
 
    Petal sat back in her seat and a munching caught my attention.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked Pam.  
 
    Pam looked down at her cucumber-topped chocolate cake. “What?” 
 
    “Why is there cucumber on top of your cake?”  
 
    “I thought you’d cut them to make our cake healthier.” Pam looked from me to her cake and then back again. “Didn’t you?” 
 
    I stared at Pam, thinking she was joking. She wasn’t. “They were to reduce the puffiness and soothe her eyes,” I said, pointing to Petal’s face.  
 
    “Oh.” Pam bit her lip and pulled a slice of cucumber from her cake, one side smothered in chocolate frosting, and handed it to Petal. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What world did you people live in before you died?” I asked in horror as Petal licked the chocolate frosting off the cucumber slice before placing it over her left eye. “How do you not know this stuff?” 
 
    Pam shrugged, pulled off a second piece of cucumber, licked the frosting off and then handed it to Petal. 
 
    “Do not put that on your face,” I said, taking it from her hand and dropping it back on the plate. I plucked the other slice from her eye. It had left an almost-perfect ring of chocolate from the edge of the cucumber slice.  
 
    I looked at my three housemates, Petal with her chocolate eye ring happily eating her cake, Pam hungrily staring at the sliced cucumber and Lucy trying to sneak a chunk of Pam’s cake while she wasn’t looking, despite still having plenty of her own left. These were my housemates. I adjusted my fringe and wondered if this was what being a parent was like. I was sure I never gave my mam this much trouble. 
 
    “Okay, so Katie attempted to strangle Petal but she didn’t actually kill anyone?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, she killed a whole heap of people.” Lucy gestured to me with a fork heaped with cake. “She started with her best friend, then a couple of people from her GA group, then some messenger guy and then—” 
 
    Pam shook her head. “No, the messenger guy was a rumour.” 
 
    “No. She totally killed him.” Lucy corrected. 
 
    Petal shook her head. “I thought it was—” 
 
    “Hey!” I slapped the countertop to get their attention. 
 
    “What?” Lucy asked before shovelling some more cake in her mouth. 
 
    “How many people did she kill?” I asked. 
 
    “Nine,” said Lucy. 
 
    “One,” said Petal. 
 
    “Three and a half. The half being Petal,” Pam explained. “Nine was a rumour and Petal’s trying to be nice.” 
 
    I exhaled slowly, regaining my patience. Finally, a straight answer. Not an answer I particularly wanted but beggars couldn’t be choosy. “How did they catch her?” 
 
    Lucy pointed her fork at me. “That detective that’s always trying to arrest you for something caught her.” 
 
    “Oz said they’d suspected her of the other three murders but didn’t have enough proof until she tried to kill Petal,” Pam added. 
 
    “And Oz just let her continue living here when the police suspected her of murdering people?” I asked. 
 
    “He lets you live here,” Pam pointed out. 
 
    I thought about that for a moment and then nodded. “Touché. But how was her attacking Petal proof of the other murders?” 
 
    “We’re not detectives,” Lucy said. “And have you tried to get information out of Oz that he doesn’t want to tell you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Once again, touché.” 
 
    Before I could try to extract any other nuggets of information, the phone vibrated on the counter. I checked the text and moved to peer out of the kitchen window at the long garden. There was definite movement by the weeping willow tree at the far end.  
 
    “Sabrina’s here.” I moved to unlock the bolts from the back door. 
 
    On discovering a homicidal crazy person who used to live in our house had escaped, and after watching Oz double-check all the window and door locks, and after Sabrina’s colourful imagery of our gruesome demises, I’d thought it wise to have some way to defend ourselves so I’d asked Sabrina to bring over some of the non-lethal kind of self-defence stuff. 
 
    Lucy darted over to the door and grabbed my wrists before I could open it. “Are you sure it’s her?” 
 
    I jerked my head in the direction of the tree since Lucy had my hands accounted for. “Well, there’s a figure where she said she was waiting, so, yeah.”  
 
    “That might be Katie.” Pam shuffled behind Lucy, adding another layer of human barricade to the doorway.  
 
    “Okay. Let’s not get overexcited,” I said, extricating my wrists from Lucy’s hold. I placed my hands on Pam’s upper arms and shuffled her to the side so I could get through the door. 
 
    Pam jabbed a finger in the direction of the weeping willow. “That could be Katie in disguise. Here to murder us in our beds.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s a good job we’re not in our beds. And there’s four of us and one of her,” I said and gestured at all of us. “If it is Katie and not Sabrina I’m pretty sure we can take her. Even if she is crazy.” 
 
    “I’m with you, Bridget.” Petal put her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go get her.” 
 
    We all turned to stare at Petal. Lucy snapped her fingers to get my attention and pointed to Petal. “Did you inject her with something when you hugged her?” 
 
    The phone vibrated on the counter. I read the text. “It’s Sabrina. Let’s go.” 
 
    Lucy gripped my wrist. “It could still be Katie. She could have put Sabrina in that wood chipper to fertilise that farm and stolen her phone.” 
 
    I removed Lucy’s grip from my hand. “It’s Sabrina.” 
 
    “But how can you be sure?” Pam persisted. 
 
    “I’m sure, okay?” I said. 
 
    “But how?” Lucy grabbed both of my wrists and shook them, her red talons digging into my skin. “It could still be a trap!” 
 
    “Okay.” I was losing my temper and fast. Mean Bridget was about to come back out any second. I prised Lucy’s hands off me and rubbed my wrists. “You stay here. I’ll go on my own.”  
 
    Petal stood behind me. “I’m coming. I’ve got your back, Bridget.” 
 
    Pam blocked the doorway again and pointed to Petal. “What did you do to her?”  
 
    Petal lifted her chin and the fluffy blonde mane she called hair floated around her head like a cloud. “She accepted me. Let’s go, Bridget.” 
 
    I gave Pam a shrug. I had no clue what was going on with Petal but as long as she wasn’t standing in my way I was good with it. 
 
    Lucy plastered herself across the doorway, effectively pinning Pam between her and the door and nearly suffocating Pam with her hair. “I’m pretty sure she’s accepted us all but that’s no reason to run blindly into Katie’s evil clutches so she can stab us all to death with a twig.” 
 
    The phone vibrated in my hand again. I read the text. 
 
    “What now? Is fake Sabrina still trying to lure us outside?” Lucy crossed her arms, still blocking the doorway, oblivious to Pam suffocating under her wall of hair. I held the phone up so she could read the message. Her eyes widened. “Well, that’s just rude.” 
 
    “What did it say?” Pam asked as Lucy moved away from the doorway. 
 
    Lucy flipped her long hair. “I don’t feel comfortable repeating it.” 
 
    Pam edged away, following Lucy, and I undid the bolts. I stepped onto the patio. I was about to turn around and tell them to keep the door locked if they were staying inside but then I felt all three of them crowding my back.  
 
    “Please tell me one of you closed the door?” I asked, without looking back. 
 
    The click of the door closing echoed in the stillness of the night. We crept as a group along the garden. The grass was dry and, despite the time of night, the air was warm and still. Scarborough was a seaside town and usually had good summers, but in England you could never really guarantee anything when it came to the weather. 
 
    We made it all the way to the weeping willow to find an irritated Sabrina waiting, arms folded and scowling. It would have been an intimidating sight if she’d not been wearing blue pyjama bottoms patterned with pink unicorns and a grey T-shirt, stretched a little too tightly over her ample chest, with a unicorn jumping over a rainbow. Her usually neat blonde bob was slightly dishevelled from sleep and she had a duffle bag at her bare feet.  
 
    Pam gestured to Sabrina’s attire and opened her mouth to comment.  
 
    Sabrina shook her head slowly. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “I like them,” I said. “They match your knife.” 
 
    “Shut up.” She patted her pyjama trouser pocket as if reassuring herself her unicorn-handled knife was still there. No, I didn’t know why she had a knife that boasted a unicorn handle. A smile stretched across her face as she noticed what I was wearing. “Is this part of your plan for getting new clothes?” 
 
    “That and so I have something to sleep in that’s not my work uniform or my birthday suit.”  
 
    Sabrina nodded. “Good plan. So I brought what you asked for and … a little extra.” Sabrina covered her mouth with the back of her hand to stifle a yawn and then reached for the bag by her feet. 
 
    “What’s the extra?” asked Lucy as she crouched down and reached for the zip of Sabrina’s bag before Sabrina could.  
 
    Sabrina grabbed Lucy’s hands and lifted them away. “Never touch another woman’s weapons cache.” 
 
    I pulled Lucy up by the back of her T-shirt. “I’m sorry. She has personal boundaries issues.” 
 
    “I can see that!” snapped Lucy, flipping her monstrous amount of hair over her shoulder again and narrowly missing hitting me in the face. 
 
    I turned to Lucy. “I meant you.” 
 
    “I do not have personal boundary issues.” Lucy tossed her head like a five-year-old, making sure her extensions rippled down her back. 
 
    Petal snuck her hand through Lucy’s folded arms and cuddled up to her side. “We love you anyway.” 
 
    “I don’t have personal boundary issues,” Lucy insisted. 
 
    Pam raised her eyebrows at me and subtly nodded in Lucy’s direction. I was fairly sure she was implying I should apologise. 
 
    I sighed. This was why I didn’t like being around people. You express an opinion and they get upset. You tell the truth and they get upset. You fire them for incompetence and they get upset. Then you have to apologise whether you mean it or not and the whole cycle starts over. If I was going to survive this cohabitation, and I was thinking it might be touch-and-go, I’d have to find a way to toughen them up. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lucy,” I said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    Lucy eyed me and spoke grudgingly. “That’s okay, I forgive you.”  
 
    I turned back to find Sabrina grinning at me. I pursed my lips at her. “Just open the bag.” 
 
    Sabrina did as I bid and pulled out three pink stun guns. They were shaped like knuckle dusters and conveniently pocket-sized. She handed one to each of my housemates with its accompanying charger. 
 
    “Are these illegal?” Lucy waggled her finger through the holes and threw some punches on the air in front of her. 
 
    I shook my head. “In the real world? No. Here? Isn’t everything?” 
 
    “I like it.” Petal somehow managed to wear hers like a really big, multi-finger ring. 
 
    “Please, please be careful with them. Don’t stun yourselves and don’t let the ‘o’ word find them,” I said. Pretty much all three of them ignored me in favour of admiring their new accessories. 
 
    “What else do you got?” Lucy crouched back down and pulled the bag open wider so she could peer inside. 
 
    Sabrina looked up at me, holding her hands out to the sides, her expression clearly saying “what the hell?”. 
 
    “Like I said, personal boundary issues.” I grabbed the back of Lucy’s top to yank her up once again and turned to Lucy before she could complain. “Yes, I’m sorry. Now please stop looking in Sabrina’s bag-o-destruction uninvited.”  
 
    “I’m going to get that embroidered on the front,” Sabrina said, pulling out a baseball bat and handing it to me. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked, holding the bat up. 
 
    “I use mine for feeding my goldfish,” Sabrina said and bent down to dig into her bag again. 
 
    “Ooooh, you have goldfish?” Petal asked and couched down opposite Sabrina so she could look straight into her face. “What are their names? How many do you have? What colours are they?”  
 
    Lucy took the bat from my hands and examined it end to end. She scratched the tip of it with her nail. “You feed your goldfish wood?” 
 
    “No,” Pam peered over Lucy’s shoulder at the bat. “It’s the varnish. You can get vitamin varnish. I didn’t know it was edible, though.” 
 
    Lucy held her hand out in front of her, admiring her red talons. “Could I get that for my nails?”  
 
    Sabrina looked to each of my housemates in turn and then glanced up at me. I shrugged. “They’ve not had anyone to keep them mentally agile until I got here.” 
 
    “You just asked me what to do with a baseball bat. I’m not sure you’re going to help them any,” Sabrina scoffed. 
 
    I pointed to the considerable length of wood Lucy was still fondling. “I meant that it wasn’t a concealable weapon.” 
 
    “It’s not meant to be concealed. You keep it by your bed,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “Great. Because I’m always getting attacked in my bedroom. Can’t I just have one of those?” I gestured to the knuckle duster stun gun Petal was still admiring. 
 
    “I only have three. Sorry,” Sabrina said.  
 
    “You could just tape the baseball bat to your leg,” Lucy suggested and swung it. The motion carried her round and Pam ducked just in time so the bat whistled above her head. Pam straightened up and gave Lucy one of the best flat looks I’d ever seen. Pam held her hand out for the bat. Lucy gave it up without a fight.  
 
    “What part of her leg would she tape it to?” Petal asked, taking the bat from Pam’s hands to measure it against my leg. “Her shins are far too short, really, so it would have to be her thigh. Though it’s still too long,” Petal said, measuring the bat against my thigh. 
 
    “Also, when she’s in her jumpsuit uniform it will be awkward if she needs to go to the toilet,” Pam pointed out. 
 
    “And she’d have to completely strip out of her jumpsuit if she wanted use it,” Lucy added. 
 
    “That could be a good distraction, though.” Pam nodded to Lucy. “Her attacker gets caught up in Bridget stripping and then she whips out the bat and knocks him out.” 
 
    “But he’ll see the bat while she was stripping,” Lucy pointed out. 
 
    Pam moved behind me. “Maybe we could tape it to the back of her leg.” 
 
    Lucy nodded. “That would be better.” 
 
    “I just …” Sabrina threw an amazed glance my way and then returned her attention to my housemates. “I can’t even …”  
 
    Lucy took the bat back from Petal and rested it diagonally against her own back. “What if she wears it like a sword? That way she could just whip it out if she needed too. It wouldn’t impede any toilet visits and it would be concealed while she strips.” Lucy whipped the bat over her head from behind her back in a circular motion, once again causing Pam to duck, and held it in front of her like a sword. 
 
    “But it would hurt to just yank it out if it was taped to her back,” Petal pointed out as Pam removed the bat from Lucy’s hands. 
 
    “It would hurt if she just pulled it off when it was taped to her leg,” Lucy said and took the bat back from Pam. 
 
    “If it was attached to her back why would she still need to strip?” Petal asked. 
 
    Lucy shrugged. “As a distraction. Didn’t we already cover this?” 
 
    “Oh! I could make a sheath for it!” Pam exclaimed, eyes alight with excitement as her attention danced between Petal and Lucy. 
 
    “We could all have one!” Lucy said, hopping from foot to foot in excitement. 
 
    “Okay, now, I assume when you say ‘all’, you’re including me in that, right?” Sabrina asked. “Because, I definitely need a baseball bat sheath.” 
 
    “Hey!” I clapped to get everyone’s attention. “No one is having a baseball bat sheath.” 
 
    “But it would be so handy,” Petal whined. 
 
    “And awesome,” Sabrina agreed, nodding far too eagerly. “We could name our bats — ” 
 
    “And Pam can embroider the names on the sheaths!” Lucy bounced up and down on the spot. 
 
    “No!” I swiped my hands through the air as if trying to waft the idea out of existence. “We are not having baseball bat sheaths. We are not carrying baseball bats around with us as we go about our daily lives. We are not naming chunks of wood. And we are not stripping as a distraction.” I pointed at Sabrina’s face as she was about to frame a response. “No.” 
 
    “You’re such a spoilsport,” Sabrina grumbled. 
 
    “More like the voice of reason,” I said, pursing my lips at her in an expression that reminded me of my mam. “You three head on inside, please. I just need to talk to Sabrina for a moment.” I took the bat from Lucy’s hands and used it to direct my housemates to the house. 
 
    Lucy paused, her fingers twitching as though she were going to snatch the bat back before then glancing at the bag as if she expected something to come climbing out. “Are you getting something better that you don’t want us to see?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t really need a weapon – I have an adjustment companion.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s really a match for Katie,” Petal said, a slight frown marring her young face. 
 
    “No, I meant if Crazy Katie comes for me I can throw Evil Barbie at her as a distraction and make my escape.” 
 
    “Oh.” Petal thought about that and then a smile lit her face and she nodded. “Okay. But I’m not happy about that name-calling.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Petal,” I said, appearing properly chastised. Every other sentence out of my mouth was an apology lately. Maybe I could tape myself apologising, with ten minute intervals of silence, and then constantly play it on a loop. 
 
    “Good. Will you be okay out here? I don’t mind staying,” Petal said. 
 
    I shook my head and lowered my voice. “I need someone to look after the other two.” 
 
    “Okay.” Petal nodded and skipped up the garden, Pam and Lucy in tow, faux boxing each other as they went. 
 
    “Who are you?” Sabrina asked as she eyed my three housemates as they entered the kitchen and left the door wide open behind them. 
 
    “Don’t stress me out over it, okay? They’re nice to me. I have to be nice back,” I said, staring at the wide open kitchen door. I was tempted to cross the lawn to close it but then I realised the futility. I turned back to Sabrina. She was facing the door and I was facing her, together we pretty much had the whole garden covered. And even if I closed it all Crazy Katie would have to do was open it again. Hardly a challenge. 
 
    Sabrina arched an eyebrow. “Do you have to be nice or do you want to be nice?” 
 
    “I want you to shut up,” I snapped and she laughed.  
 
    Sabrina tilted her head and eyed me. “Funny how your heart stopping has actually made you less heartless.” 
 
    “If Katie kills them, Oz will likely get three new wards. Who knows what they might be like. At least I know what I’m getting with those three,” I said and jerked my thumb over my shoulder.  
 
    “Uh-huh, it’s all just self-preservation.” Sabrina said with a nod.  
 
    “With Mark and Clem graduating to fully functioning members of society we’re already due two new housemates.” I did my best to suppress the shiver of anxiety over what drama the two new housemates would bring. 
 
    “Was that today?” Sabrina asked and I nodded. “Was there some sort of ceremony or anything?” 
 
    “Nope. Oz took them both to the bureau with their suitcases, signed them out of his care and that was that. Pretty anticlimactic, really. Mark did give us a chocolate cake, though.” 
 
    “Huh. So what did you want talk about?” 
 
    “Katie tried to strangle Petal,” I said. 
 
    Sabrina opened her mouth to speak, paused and then closed it again.  
 
    I nodded. “I know, right?”  
 
    “Wow. Okay, I’ll see what else I can find out about Katie at work tomorrow.” 
 
    I checked over my shoulder to ensure my housemates hadn’t snuck back out. “Well, I have some information that might be helpful.” 
 
    Sabrina’s eyebrows raised as she sensed something interesting. “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, so you know how Oz told me Katie had failed her assessment, was sent to a rehab facility, then failed that programme too, which meant she was classified as a poltergeist?” 
 
    Sabrina gave a slow nod. “I remember.” 
 
    “He lied. Apparently, she killed a bunch of people, including her best friend.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Sabrina’s voice jumped in pitch, in what I assumed was excitement. 
 
    “Yep, Johnson arrested her.” Straightaway I knew where this was going.  
 
    “Already I’m doubting her guilt. We should totally look into this. To, y’know, make sure your housemates are safe.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” I said with a nod. “Let’s get ourselves involved in an old, resolved murder spree to make sure my housemates are safe.” 
 
    “Just because it’s resolved doesn’t mean it’s solved.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure it does.” 
 
    Sabrina crouched down to zip up her bag-o-destruction. “And there’s no need for that tone.” 
 
    “Well, I’m annoyed.”  
 
    “Because Oz lied to you?” 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    Sabrina looked up at me. “That’s pretty hypocritical. You lie to him all the time.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” I snapped. 
 
    “Yours. Always.” Sabrina stood and heaved her bag over her shoulder. “I always thought it was a bit weird that someone would be classified as a poltergeist if they failed the assessments. Maybe a potential but not certified. How could you be classed as a serial killer without actually killing anyone? I couldn’t find any examples of anyone else being classified the same. Now I know why.” 
 
    “Because he lied,” I snapped. “He told me she was certified as a poltergeist after failing the assessment, thinking I’d try harder to pass it. And, so if you looked up her record, we wouldn’t be curious about her being a poltergeist because he’d already explained how she became one.” 
 
    “And he knew you wouldn’t talk to your housemates about it because he asked you not to since the topic clearly upsets them and he knows somewhere deep down that your care.” Sabrina sucked some air through her teeth. “He played you like a fiddle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “There you are, sleepyhead,” Anna, my adjustment companion, cheered at me from the breakfast bar as I walked into the kitchen the next morning. “We were beginning to think you weren’t getting up today, hon.”  
 
    Anna, or Evil Barbie as I liked to think of her because of her long blonde full-bodied hair, tiny waist and considerable chest, had one arm around Pam’s shoulders and the other around Petal’s. Neither housemate looked particularly happy about it. Maybe because Anna’s hair was hanging loose and looked far too close to their breakfast plates. Anna shook her head and it reminded me of a horse tossing its mane. Petal and Pam exchanged a disgusted glance and turned their bodies away from her, protecting their food.  
 
    It was one thing having to deal with her all day at work, it was quite another having her in my kitchen first thing in the morning, draped all over my housemates. I needed tea. I couldn’t deal with the woman without some tea in my system. 
 
    I walked past Oz, who was silently cooking over the hob, and grabbed a mug from the cupboard.  
 
    “Who’s we?” I asked as I filled the kettle. 
 
    “All of us,” Anna said. 
 
    “I didn’t think that, Bridget,” Petal said before eating a small piece of what looked like a very tasty sausage and mushroom omelette. 
 
    “Me either,” said Lucy without glancing up from filing her nails. 
 
    “Or me.” Pam shot Anna a pointed look and Anna stiffly removed her arms from both Pam’s and Petal’s shoulders and dusted off her hands. 
 
    “I guess it was just Oz and me then,” Anna said and stepped around the side of the breakfast bar. I noticed Oz didn’t disagree but really he couldn’t. He couldn’t side with me over my adjustment companion or I’d never respect her. Not that I respected her now. 
 
    I reached for a teabag to find the tin empty. I turned to face the kitchen and held up the empty tin. “Can someone please explain this?” 
 
    “Oh, that was me, hon,” Anna said, resting her hip on the side of the centre island. She was wearing black, wide leg, high-waisted trousers with a crisp white blouse tucked into them. If someone else had been wearing it I’ve have commented that it was a great outfit. Since it was Anna I said nothing. Anna gestured to Oz with her mug. “Oz said it was okay.” 
 
    And that was when I knew I had to get out of there before I lost my mind and beat her to her second death with the empty teabag tin. Or a teaspoon. Or anything that wasn’t nailed down. I couldn’t take this woman on a tea-free system. I just couldn’t. And I wasn’t up for dealing with Oz right now either. I wasn’t entirely sure I wouldn’t attack him with the teaspoon after I’d dealt with Anna. I placed the empty tin on the counter and headed for the kitchen door. 
 
    “Whoa, where are you going?” Oz said asked. 
 
    “Canteen.” One-word answers were the best I could do. And he was lucky they were polite-ish. I was mad. He’d not told me Crazy Katie was a multi-murderer or that she’d attempted to kill Petal or that she’d escaped. And he’d deliberately fed me misinformation as a way to control my behaviour. That was so not cool. I’d spent the night lying awake getting more and more angry about it. True, I might lie to him all the time but this was a totally different thing. I didn’t try to manipulate him – I simply lied to his face. Just plain, straight up, honest deception. 
 
    And then, then, he’d let Evil Barbie have the last teabag? What type of idiot let some interloper use the last teabag? It was all just too much. 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t been up until all hours eating cake and drinking tea maybe there would’ve been some left this morning.” Oz gestured to the dirty plates and mugs in the sink before he turned back to his cooking. “And I want everybody to eat here.” 
 
    “Well, I want a cup of tea,” I said, frowning at the dirty dishes in the sink. I should’ve washed up again to hide the evidence but I’d already washed up once and my hands were far too delicate to keep doing those sorts of manual labour intensive tasks.  
 
    “I’ll get you one, just stay here and eat your breakfast.” Oz flipped the omelette he was cooking out onto a plate and offered it to me. Automatically, I took a step back. In life, whenever anyone hands you food like that you know they hate you. They’re either trying to kill you by clogging up your arteries or make you do at least a dozen spin classes to work it off.  
 
    Or they’re just plain trying to bribe you. Whatever. When someone offers you really good food for no obviously innocent reason they never have a good motive. Never. 
 
    I didn’t take the plate but looked around the kitchen instead. “I don’t want to eat here.” 
 
    “What you want really doesn’t matter, hon,” Anna said and sipped her tea. My tea. 
 
    I opened my mouth to explain to Evil Barbie, in the tone my mam used when the neighbour’s dog was about to do his business on our lawn, that what I wanted was all that mattered to me. And then I’d maybe roll up a newspaper and whack her on the nose to reinforce my point. Perhaps more than once. 
 
    “You don’t want to eat with us?” Petal asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to eat with us?” Lucy asked. 
 
    I sighed. This friend thing was just so hard. “There’s no tea in this house.” 
 
    “Do you want mine?” Lucy offered me her half-drunk mug of tea.  
 
    I sighed again. It was a really kind gesture, a little gross, but kind. I wouldn’t have shared my tea with anyone. “Thanks, that’s really generous, Lucy, but you keep it.” 
 
    “Bridget.” Oz offered me the plate again. It smelled so good. Crispy bacon and sausages with mushrooms, topped with melted cheese. I had to scratch a fake itch on my chin to make sure I wasn’t drooling.  
 
    Oz glanced down at the plate and then back up at me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m a vegetarian.” It was the lamest excuse ever but I needed him to take that food away. He’d totally played me by omitting some truths when he told me about Crazy Katie, and then, knowing full well she was a serial killer hadn’t bothered to mention her escape. Let’s not even touch the whole letting Evil Barbie use the last teabag. However, staring into the plate of breakfasty goodness, being annoyed about all that suddenly seemed just so petty. 
 
    “Since when?” Oz asked. 
 
    “Well, if it’s just going to go to waste …” Anna swiped the plate from Oz’s hands. She sat at the breakfast bar like she was welcome and tucked in. Oz didn’t look at her, he kept looking at me. I had an urge to snatch it back and smash her in the face with the plate. My utter hatred of her might have been a little irrational, and I might have known it was a little irrational, but that didn’t stop me from feeling it. 
 
    “I need tea,” I said. My supreme hatred of her would simmer down to major dislike when I had enough tea in my system. I turned toward the door and Oz gently wrapped his hand around my bicep to stop me from moving. The comfortable warmth from his fingers seeped through the sleeve of my jumpsuit. It was all I could do not to snatch my arm out of his hold.  
 
    “If you want tea I’ll get you some,” he said quietly. “But you still need to stay here.” 
 
    “Can you also get me some conversation with Sabrina?” I asked.  
 
    Oz opened his mouth to speak and I had the impression it wasn’t going to be a compliment about Sabrina that came out. Instead, he closed it, exhaled slowly through his nose and disappeared. Before I could even react to his disappearance he was back with a box of teabags in his hands. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll stay,” I said, taking the teabags, “but I have questions.” 
 
    “About what?” he asked. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at him. “Really?” 
 
    “Tell you what – I’ll answer yours as fully as you answer mine,” he said. 
 
    “I thought that already was how you answered them,” I said. 
 
    “Oooh, is that tea?” Lucy called across the kitchen before Oz could reply.  
 
    “Yes, would you like a fresh cup?” I asked, turning my back on Oz and reaching into the cupboard for the bread to make some toast. 
 
    “Two slices?” Oz asked quietly, taking the loaf from my hands and dropping the brown bread in the toaster. I was so very tempted to snatch the bread back off him and tell him I could damn well make my own toast but that seemed extremely petty. If it had just been a little petty I’d have totally snatched it back.  
 
    “Please. Anna doesn’t make it very well,” Lucy whispered and suddenly it made sense why she’d offered it so readily. 
 
    “And me,” Petal said. 
 
    “And me,” Pam joined in. 
 
    “What am I? The tea lady?” I asked, banging another three mugs on the counter probably harder than I should have but I still hadn’t had any tea yet, damn it.  
 
    “Since you’re making …” Oz said, placing his mug at the end of the line. 
 
    “Me too, please, hon.” Anna placed her cup next to Oz’s mug, her red lipstick on the rim. 
 
    I pointed to her cup. “I’m not putting tea anywhere near that until you wash it.” 
 
    She looked inside, quickly rinsed it and put it back. “Is it okay now, hon?” 
 
    I looked from her to the still lipstick-stained mug and back to her. She genuinely didn’t see a problem with it. I swear dying seemed to suck all the common sense out of people.  
 
    “Are you having toast?” Lucy asked and I nodded. 
 
    “You’d be better with an omelette, hon,” Anna said, passing me the milk from the fridge. “The wholemeal will make you bloat.” 
 
    “Can I have a slice too, please?” Lucy asked. 
 
    Oz dropped another piece of bread in the toaster. “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Can I have white bread please?” Pam asked and Oz obliged. 
 
    “Isn’t this fun?” Petal asked as she came up and hugged me from behind while I was adding teabags to the cups. I stood there. With her arms wrapped around my waist and her head pressed against my shoulder blade. There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t abandon my tea station. I needed my tea. She gave me a gentle squeeze. “We should all have breakfast together all the time.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea, Petal,” said Pam. 
 
    “We should ask Mark,” Lucy suggested. “I’m not bothered about inviting Clem, though.” 
 
    “How do you think they’re settling into their new lives?” Petal asked no one in particular. 
 
    “I think they’re doing just fine, Petal,” Oz said. “And you can invite them back for breakfast any time you like.” 
 
    Lucy snorted. “I don’t see why we have to. They don’t live here now so I don’t have to pretend to be nice anymore.” 
 
    I doubted that Lucy had pretended to be nice when they actually lived here but I didn’t say anything. 
 
    Petal and Pam began telling Lucy off for not being inclusive of our two male ex-housemates and Anna joined in. I couldn’t take this every morning. I just couldn’t. There was absolutely no reason to believe that Crazy Katie was out to kill me other than she was crazy and my general bad luck – but if she was, another of these breakfasts would save her the trouble. 
 
    Oz nudged my hand. I turned to see him grinning at me. I frowned at him for a long moment, then turned my back on him to finish making the tea. Why did everyone find my discomfort so entertaining? I imagined stabbing him to death with the butter knife he was using, but there was no way I could do that and not get myself covered in blood. And I was running short on unstained uniforms. 
 
    “So, my questions,” I said once we were all seated around the centre island and everyone had their tea and toast.  
 
    “Do you have some questions, hon?” Anna asked, leaning her elbows on the counter while noisily sipping her tea. Did the woman have no class? 
 
    “Me?” I asked her, shaking my head. “No, I don’t have any questions. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because …” Her forehead wrinkled in confusion and she let the sentence hang as she looked around the group. 
 
    “So, my questions,” I repeated, trying to squish down my annoyance. Tea only had so much power. “Since we all know that Crazy Katie, the serial killer who offed three and a half people, escaped last night, I’d like—” 
 
    Oz choked on his tea. Anna rushed straight over to him and began alternately rubbing and patting his back. I waited until his coughing fit had finished. What was it about this Katie girl that caused that reaction in everyone? She was only a crazy serial killer, for heaven’s sake! Who hadn’t faced down one of those before?  
 
    “I’d like to know exactly how much of a threat she poses to us,” I continued, undeterred by Oz’s reaction.  
 
    “I don’t think we should talk about this, hon,” Anna said, still rubbing Oz’s back, though he’d quite clearly gotten over his choking. “It’s not really any of your concern. It’s best to leave it to the people who have all the facts to deal with how best to approach this situation.” 
 
    “Do you agree with that sentiment?” I asked Oz. “That only the people with all of the facts should deal with the situation?”  
 
    “Of course he does, hon,” Anna said. Her rubbing of Oz’s back had turned into more of a stroking motion. 
 
    Oz moved out of Anna’s reach and across the kitchen. He grabbed a glass and drew some water from the tap, his broad back to us all. I wasn’t sure if it was an excuse to get away from Anna’s stroking, because he really needed a drink of water or because he was stalling in answering. Maybe it was all three. 
 
    “Oz?” I pressed.  
 
    He turned. He looked at each of us, though his gaze rested a little longer on Petal. “Katie escaped last night.”  
 
    I waited for him to elaborate. He didn’t. “I believe we’ve already ascertained that without your help. I asked how much of a threat she poses to us.” 
 
    “Hon, you don’t need to worry about this,” Anna said. “You’re with me all day and I am fully briefed on how to deal with agitated situations.” 
 
    “The very fact that you think meeting a serial killer could be described as an ‘agitated situation’ tells me just how unequipped you are to deal with this,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I’m trained to not let it become anything more than an ‘agitated situation’,” Anna said with a sugary sweetness that implied I had no idea what I was talking about. It was almost enough to hope that Crazy Katie was trying to kill me so I could throw Evil Barbie at her and observe her dealing with it. “As for the other girls, they work in incredibly secure environments, so you’re all perfectly safe.”  
 
    “Whoa, wait a minute,” I said, waving a hand at Anna to quieten her and turning to my housemates. “Your departments are ‘incredibly secure environments’? What do you guys do?” 
 
    Petal opened her mouth to tell me but Anna clapped her hands above her head before windmilling her arms around. “No! You are not allowed to discuss this. Enough questions. I think it’s time for work now, so—” Anna motioned for everyone to clear the table.  
 
    “I’ve not finished,” I said, lifting up the piece of toast I’d taken one bite out of. Never mind the list of questions I still had. 
 
    “It’s for the best, hon,” she whispered and gave me a knowing smile. She clapped again and motioned for the others to move. “Let’s go, dishes in the sink and off to work.” 
 
    Grudgingly, all three of my housemates cleared their plates under her supervision. I watched as Petal and Pam pottered around the kitchen and for the first time realised I’d never seen either of them in a uniform. They wore their own clothes all the time. I’d thought that had just been the effect of years of badgering Oz for shopping rights. Oh, we were so having that conversation later. 
 
    Oz moved to the table to grab some of the dishes. “Everyone is perfectly safe. The only person I’m worried about is you.” Oz spoke so quietly it was barely audible over the clattering of the dishes into the sink.  
 
    “Why me? Katie doesn’t know me. I’ve done nothing to her. Why would I be on her ‘to murder’ list?” I asked. Oz moved to join the melee tidying the kitchen without answering but I grabbed his sleeve before he could join in. “Hey. Why me?” 
 
    “Because you’re you,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “Well, maybe if you had told me the whole truth in the first place I’d be better equipped.” 
 
    “How?” Oz asked. Which really was a fair question. I’d have been no better prepared for her escape by knowing she was a serial killer weeks ago, but I was still annoyed that he played me so easily, damn it. 
 
    “I’d have been mentally prepared,” I snapped. It was a poor comeback but since I didn’t really have a leg to stand on it would have to do. 
 
    “Or maybe you’d have told Sabrina and then gotten yourself in more trouble looking into that instead of focusing on passing your assessment.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it was okay for you to lie to me.” 
 
    “Okay, well how about when you voluntarily start telling me the whole truth I’ll return the courtesy?” 
 
    And once again I had no better comeback than “touché”. Which I was absolutely not giving him, so I just scowled in silence. 
 
    “Thanks so much for making me breakfast, hon. And don’t worry, I’ll keep us both safe,” Anna said, coming up behind Oz and kissing him on the cheek, her bright red lipstick clearly marking out her territory. “Are you ready, Bridget?”  
 
    Something clicked in my head. I turned to Oz but jabbed my piece of toast, which I was absolutely not surrendering, at Evil Barbie. “She knew?” I asked, and I felt very proud of myself for keeping my tone level. “Before us. You told her?” 
 
    “About Katie?” Anna asked with a smug smile and small shake of her head. “Of course I knew, hon.” 
 
    I didn’t acknowledge her response. I stared at Oz and waited. 
 
    “As your adjustment companion she needed to know,” Oz said.  
 
    “You told a stranger before you told us?” Lucy asked, moving to stand next to me and face Oz. “We had way more right to know than her.” 
 
    “I’m not a stranger to Oz, hon,” Anna said and stepped subtly closer so that no one missed that implication. No one spoke as Anna let everyone draw whatever conclusion they wanted. The awkward silence lingered. 
 
    “I think we should all get to work,” Pam said finally and took Petal’s hand. Pam pulled Petal past Oz and Anna, giving them an awesome dirty look as she went. It wasn’t as good as mine but it was enough for Oz to take the hint. 
 
    “I’m taking you three to work,” Oz said. With his long-legged stride, he was at the back door ahead of them. 
 
    “No, thank you.” Lucy folded her arms and arched an eyebrow at him. “I’d rather not ride the chariot of Judas Iscariot to work.” 
 
    “Oh, that was a really good comeback,” I complimented Lucy. I didn’t even try to hide the envy in my voice. “I might have to borrow that.” 
 
    “Feel free,” she said with a regal hand gesture. 
 
    “I’m taking you three to work,” Oz repeated as though Lucy hadn’t spoken and opened the door. He didn’t say anything else, he just waited for them to move. 
 
    It was the shortest standoff in history. Maybe two seconds passed before my housemates filed outside. They all had their arms folded and scowls on their faces, but they went. I followed, with Anna tailing me. 
 
    “Just be careful today, okay?” Oz called to me as he stepped out of the kitchen after Anna. 
 
    I gestured to Anna without looking at Oz. “I think he was talking to you.”  
 
    “I love mean Bridget,” Lucy mumbled. 
 
    I smiled at her, gave the three of them a finger wave and tunnelled to the bureau without checking what either Oz or Anna were doing. 
 
    Evil Barbie appeared a few seconds after me. I moved off the tunnelling circle and headed to reception to get my assignment sheet. My job title was a fancy sounding facilitator of pre- and post-life affairs, which basically meant I collected a piece of paper from reception each morning with a list of places I had to go and a list of things I had to move at those locations. Things like glasses and keys and mugs. I had no idea why I had to move these items and no one had been forthcoming with an explanation. 
 
    “Stay on your circle, hon,” Anna said, flipping through her pink notebook patterned with red hearts. 
 
    “I need my assignment sheet before we start,” I said, not even bothering to hide my eye-roll at the notebook. I mean, she was an adult, for god’s sake. 
 
    “We’re going on a field trip this morning.” Anna beckoned me back without looking up from her flipping. 
 
    I didn’t move. “Where?”  
 
    “Somewhere that will help with your adjustment.” 
 
    I folded my arms. “Does Oz know about this?” 
 
    Anna glanced up from her notebook to look at me for the first time. “Oz has entrusted your adjustment to me. I have his full support in how I choose to help you acclimatise.” 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a ‘no’,” I said without moving any closer to her. 
 
    Anna snapped her notebook closed and tucked it away in her trouser pocket. It completely ruined the line of her trousers. If I’d liked her I’d have told her. She beckoned me to her again. “Come on, hon, we don’t have all day.” 
 
    “You’re cutting it a bit fine, aren’t you, Bridge?” Pete, another facilitator, called as he walked into the room, his own assignment clipboard in hand.  
 
    Pete was mid-fifties at a guess and had a buzz cut of grey hair that, I assumed, he wore that way to hide his receding hairline. He had the type of hard, weathered face that, if you met him in a dark alley, or even a brightly lit street, you’d cross the road to avoid him. But he was actually a pretty friendly guy. Mega-opinionated, but friendly. And I was pretty sure he was nursing a crush on Sabrina. 
 
    “Apparently, I’m not working today,” I said and stepped onto the circle next to Anna. It wasn’t like I thought Anna was going to drag me off into the woods and dismember me or anything, but somehow having someone I knew, and liked, know I was going to be elsewhere made me feel a little more secure. 
 
    “Oh?” Pete’s attention jumped to Anna and then back to me. “What are you doing then?” 
 
    I looked to Anna and gestured for her to explain to Pete. And me. 
 
    “Something else,” she said and then took hold of my wrist and tunnelled us. 
 
     We landed in a heavily populated room no larger than my bedroom with no windows and a very low ceiling. Oz, at his six feet and change, would probably be able to stand up but the top of his head would’ve been grazing the ceiling. The walls, ceiling and floor looked like they were metal and I had a very silly vision of being cooped up in a metal matchbox. And then a scene from a film, whose title I couldn’t remember, where the main characters were stuck in a rubbish crusher and the walls closed in on them, flitted through my mind. I’d never suffered with claustrophobia, but suddenly I was feeling a little short of breath.  
 
    It didn’t help the matchbox was filled with at least thirty other people. All the faces I could see wore either expressions of varying degrees of panic or something that bordered on indifference. I didn’t care that Evil Barbie had “sanctioned” this. My internal panic response said this was not a good situation to be in. Just in case the metal walls, floor and ceiling hadn’t alerted me to that fact. 
 
    “Bridget!” I whirled around and came face-to-face with a man in his late fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and a kind face. He grinned at me and held his arms out wide for a hug. “Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
    “Tommy!” I said and stepped into his embrace. In other circumstances, I wouldn’t have hugged him. In other circumstances, I wouldn’t have hugged anyone. But Tommy and I had survived an acclimatisation assessment together. I’d previously suspected him of murder until he’d hinted that he might be some sort of law enforcement agent. But since he wasn’t a police officer or GB, I wasn’t exactly clear on what he was. Still, it was nice to have a friend in the possibly crushing metal matchbox of death. 
 
    “I was hoping I might see you here,” he said, holding me at arm’s length so he could look me over. “How’s the leg?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s nearly healed up, thank you.”  
 
    “Who’s this, hon?” Anna appeared at my side and looked Tommy over. 
 
    “He’s a fellow maladjust,” I said and Tommy barked out a laugh that echoed loudly back at us from the metal walls and made the rest of the room’s inhabitants cringe away. Not necessarily a bad thing. 
 
    “Is that right, hon?” Anna asked, her forehead wrinkled up, clearly not impressed. “And how do you know each other?” 
 
    “I suspected him of murder,” I said and everyone took another step back from us. Weird how that happened when you mentioned murder. In all fairness to Evil Barbie, though, she didn’t step back. She stayed exactly where she was. I think she might have subtly even squared her shoulders. Maybe she considered this one of the “agitated situations” she’d been fully trained to deal with. 
 
    “I’m Tommy.” He extended his hand which Anna shook without hesitation. 
 
    “I’m Anna, Bridget’s adjustment companion.”  
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you, Anna, and it’s really good to see you, Bridget,” Tommy said, still grinning. “Like I said, I was hoping I’d see you here.” 
 
    “I’d say the same but I don’t know where here is.” 
 
    “Ah-ah.” Anna waggled a finger at Tommy when he opened his mouth. “I’d prefer Bridget receives all the information in the proper briefing.” 
 
    Tommy’s attention flicked to Anna and then back to me. He held his hands up in surrender, a grin spreading over his face. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m so not liking the expression on your face right now,” I said, scowling at him. 
 
    “I’m just complying with the lady’s request.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I scanned the room again. Those with indifferent expressions were in professional dress, much like Evil Barbie, and those in varying stages of panic were wearing the different coloured jumpsuits of their professions. I turned back to Tommy and checked out his jumpsuit. It was mauve, the same as mine. I gestured to it. “So, you’re a facilitator?” 
 
    The room collectively sucked down a shocked breath and took yet another step back for us. Obviously, all our metal matchbox compatriots were fully briefed on the paradoxical rule of not talking about your job role despite being clad in a jumpsuit whose colour declared what your job was. Ah, the rules of the afterlife.  
 
    “Bridget, how many times, hon?” Anna hissed and checked over her shoulders, throwing apologetic glances in all directions. 
 
    “Ah, I’ve missed you, Bridget,” Tommy said, his smile stretching wider. 
 
    The screech of metal against metal echoed around the room. It took me a few seconds to realise it was someone sliding bolts open and not the walls closing in. There was no one doing that on the inside that I could see, so it had to be on the other side of the door. We’d been bolted in the metal matchbox room? First no tea and then this? It was just not a good start to the day.  
 
    A red light flashed above us in the centre of the ceiling and a man in a black-and-white checked jumpsuit, who had been hovering silently by the door, began undoing all the bolts on this side. I had an urge to shout for him to stop. If we were going somewhere that needed bolts on both sides of the doors I didn’t think that was exactly the type of place I wanted to be. 
 
    The door opened inward and a guard on the inside of the room stepped into the doorway, blocking our way out. He motioned people forward and checked the slips of paper they handed him. Only then did he inch slightly to the side to allow them to upright limbo past him. People moved towards him. I stayed where I was, like a rock in the ocean. Anna walked a few steps and turned, motioning me to follow. I didn’t. 
 
    “Come on, Bridget,” Tommy mumbled as he walked past. “How bad can it be?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I followed Tommy out with Anna’s insistent urging. The metal matchbox opened into a wall-to-ceiling beige corridor. Despite it being wide enough for four people to walk comfortably abreast, everyone walked in pairs, the maladjusts with their responsible adults. It reminded me of school trips. If Anna tried to make me hold her hand if we had to cross a road it would not end well for her. Then again, maybe I should, since I did get run over by a bus. 
 
    At the dull clang of the metal door slamming closed behind us, the whole procession jerked to a halt. As one, we all turned to look behind us. The guard who had checked our papers and let us out of the metal matchbox of death was oblivious to our attention. He headed into a small room off the corridor that looked distinctly like a guardhouse.  
 
    “Come on, folks. Let’s keep this moving.” Another guard in the same black-and-white checked jumpsuit called from the head of our column and waved us on. 
 
    I don’t know why I assumed they were guards. They didn’t have weapons or Kevlar vests or anything else that would make me think that. It was just the way they moved that gave me that impression. And the way they wore their jumpsuits. In the alive world, black-and-white checked uniforms usually meant chefs, but there was something a little more ominous about these guys. 
 
    With one more glance over my shoulder I turned back and followed the shuffling procession into a small room at the end of the corridor. It was the size of our kitchen. Unlike our kitchen, though, it had a projector screen at the front of the room and four rows of chairs facing it. At the back of the room sat a projector. All the responsible adults ushered their maladjusts into the seats and then hovered around the perimeter of the room. It was just like school. But then I was beginning to understand that so much of the afterlife was.  
 
    Tommy motioned me to a seat next to him at the left end of the second row from the front but Anna, obviously having decided he was a bad influence, guided me to the right-hand side of the row. I looked at the nervous middle-aged man twisting his fingers together, his left knee bouncing and sweat beading on his upper lip. I was absolutely not sitting next to him.  
 
    “Excuse me, can I just squeeze past, please?” I asked and shuffled along the row until I made it all the way to Tommy.  
 
    “Your adjustment companion doesn’t look too happy with you,” Tommy said as he moved up a seat and gave me his so I wouldn’t have to squeeze past him too. 
 
    “Well, she ate my omelette this morning so I don’t really care,” I said with shrug. Yes, I knew she’d taken it because I’d refused it but that was totally not the point. And I still wasn’t over her using the last teabag, but I wasn’t sure Tommy would appreciate that point. 
 
    “I hate it when people steal your food,” Tommy agreed and leaned around me to get a better look at Anna, who was pouting at me from across the room. “I’d have thought you’d be safe from all this stuff since you passed the assessment.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing to you.” I adjusted my fringe. It had become a nervous twitch. I knew since I was dead it couldn’t grow but I could’ve sworn it was getting longer. “Unless, of course, this is to do with your super-secret identity.” 
 
    Even Sabrina hadn’t been able to find anything out about this possibly super-secret police force but, whatever Tommy was, I was convinced he was definitely not just your run-of-the-mill newly dead person who wasn’t adjusting to his newly dead life.  
 
    “I’m beginning to think you might have a similar super-secret identity since you keep showing up in these places,” he said, gesturing around the room. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, I’m just unlucky. And poorly adjusted.” 
 
    “Can I have your attention please?” A willowy man with closely cropped dark hair in a red-and-white checked jumpsuit clapped his hands to get mainly Tommy’s and my attention, since everyone else was already focused on him. “My name is Galen Mendall and I’m the head physician here at Mendall Asylum.” 
 
    “I’m guessing from the way your whole body just stiffened no one told you this was a loony bin?” Tommy whispered in my ear. 
 
    I turned to glare at Anna, who was watching me. She did that super annoying double finger pointy thing to her own eyes and then to Dr Mendall. I assumed that meant she wanted me to pay attention.  
 
    “No,” I mumbled back to Tommy, but continued to stare at Anna for a moment longer. “No one mentioned that to me.” 
 
    “First of all,” Dr Mendall said, “I want to make it clear that you have nothing to worry about. You’re all here because you’re having some trouble adjusting to your new lives, that’s all. This is absolutely normal and absolutely nothing to worry about. It can be a difficult and confusing time for some of us. The rules can feel confining and perhaps, for some of you, worrisome. Some of you may also feel as though your job is pointless or unfulfilling. If that’s how you feel please don’t worry. Dying is a big change and it can be incredibly stressful. The important thing here, though, is that you don’t worry about it. Worrying will only make the situation more frustrating, and you might feel even more anxious and worried about it.” 
 
    I felt Tommy turn to look at me but I kept my eyes focused on Mendall. If I looked at Tommy he would make me laugh and then I’d be in trouble. Whether I was worried about it or not.  
 
    “If you get to a point where your parole officer and your adjustment companion collectively don’t feel that they’re making the right impact or able to guide you appropriately,” Dr Mendall continued, ensuring he made eye contact with all audience members, trying to convey his sincerity, “then your parole officer will discuss your options with you. Now, if this happens, the most important thing is not to worry. The likelihood is you’ll come and stay here with us for a while so we can focus on helping you adjust properly.” 
 
    “We’re probably going to admit you all to this mental asylum,” Tommy whispered, unable to mask the laughter in his voice, “but the important thing is—” 
 
    “Not to worry?” I whispered back. 
 
    Anna coughed loudly, pointedly, from the other side of the room.  
 
    “How exactly are you going to help us?” asked a male voice. I looked around but couldn’t see the speaker. And then he helpfully stood up.  
 
    Everyone’s attention fell on him. I gave him a quick once over and guessed he was used to that reaction. And purposely cultivated it. Tall, adequately built, not particularly muscular but not skinny, and incredibly well groomed. Not in a clean-shaven way but in more of a girlish buffed, polished and manicured sort of way. His lime green jumpsuit of the trainee coordinators was open to halfway down his chest, exposing a tanned and totally hairless torso. How was he getting away with that? The open jumpsuit, not the hairless torso. He reminded me of a Ken doll.  
 
    “What are we talking here? Electroshock? Medication? Cognitive therapy? A combination?” he asked. 
 
    Although he was asking Dr Mendall, he was twisting back and forth, talking to the whole room. I might’ve been curious about how Dr Mendall was going to “help” us too if we were admitted, but I wasn’t stupid enough to voice it so openly or quite so caustically. 
 
    The doctor laughed but there was an edge to it. “We have a selection of very varied and individually tailored programmes. None of which utilises electroshock.” The doctor stressed the words with the implication that was the equivalent to asking if unicorns existed. 
 
    “What do you do, then?” the Ken doll asked. 
 
    The doctor pressed his hands together as though he were praying and then pointed them in the direction of the Ken doll. “Why don’t you sit back down, young man, and let me explain?”  
 
    “So long as you do explain,” the Ken doll said as he sat down.  
 
    “I’m going to,” the doctor said with a slightly bemused frown that added a silently “obviously” at the end of his sentence. 
 
    The Ken doll folded his arms and nodded at the doctor. “See that you do.” 
 
    The doctor flicked his eyes to one of the appropriate adults at the side of the room and then back to the man. “That’s the reason I’m standing up here.” 
 
    “Good.” The Ken doll motioned with his hand for the doctor to carry on. “Get on with it, then.” 
 
    The doctor laughed and threw his hands up in an helpless gesture. “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Try harder,” the Ken doll said. Clearly, he was one of these people who always liked to have the last word. Not an easy thing to do when you’re arguing with the person giving the presentation.  
 
    I spared an amazed glance at Tommy. He had one hand covering his eyes while his chin rested on his chest and his shoulders shook as though he were laughing silently.  
 
    “Would you care to make any further comments or am I free to continue?” the doctor asked the Ken doll.  
 
    “I’ll interject when I need to.” The Ken doll dismissed the doctor with a wave. “Until then you’re free to continue.” 
 
    “I think they might reconsider the use of electroshock treatment for him,” Tommy whispered. 
 
    I stole a glance at the Ken doll. “I know the doc said not to worry but I would definitely be worried if I were him.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” Dr Mendall continued with a pointed glance at the Ken doll, “we tailor adjustment programmes to suit each individual. Some are short. Some are long. Some are longer.” 
 
    “How long exactly?” the Ken doll interrupted again. 
 
    “How long is a piece of string?” the doctor returned. 
 
    “That depends on how long you cut it,” the Ken doll said. 
 
    “Is it just me or does he seem pretty rational to you?” Tommy whispered. “Annoying, but rational.” 
 
    I nodded. “Worryingly so.” 
 
    Apart from the irritating case of having the last word, so far I was in agreement with pretty much all of the Ken doll’s questions.  
 
    “And who decides on the length of the programmes?” Ken doll continued. 
 
    “We have a small team of doctors who discuss each case and weigh the individual needs of the patient and then decide on the best possible treatment,” Mendall said. “We have numerous discussions with the patient and come to a mutually agreeable solution.”  
 
    “We’re not being admitted here, right?” I whispered to Tommy. “Like, all of us, right now?” 
 
    Tommy shook his head. “They’re just trying to scare us straight. Showing you where you’ll come if you don’t behave.” 
 
    Dr Mendall held up his hands and patted at the air the same way Eleanor, my Ghostly Acclimatisation session leader, did when she was trying to quieten us down. “Let’s hold off on any more questions for the moment so I can explain how today is going to go. This morning will consist of three presentations. One very brief one from me, which will mainly be an introduction into the facility, what we do here and who we treat. Then Timothy, who is an incredibly experienced GA leader, will talk to you for a while about the therapy we do.” Dr Mendall gestured to a man in his late sixties standing at the side of the room. He had a bushy grey beard, had slicked his thick grey hair back and was wearing what reminded me of cricket whites. White trousers, white loafers, white shirt, white jumper.  
 
    “Hi everyone,” Timothy said and waved at us while all the responsible adults clapped him. His voice was much softer than I’d expected and his attire reminded me of the white suit I’d died in. I’d loved that suit. I’d had to get rid of it after it had been stained with several different people’s blood from when they’d been stuffed in my locker. I felt an irrational surge of dislike for the man for reminding me about it. 
 
    “And then Jason, who is one of our longest-serving nurses, will talk about the day-to-day schedules of patients,” Dr Mendall said and gestured to the man standing next to Timothy. Jason reminded me of Oz, physically speaking. He was tall, broad, had the same short dark blond hair. But when he smiled there was an arrogance in it. He gave the group a salute and a wink. And right there, that was another one I didn’t like. Again, the responsible adults clapped him. I wasn’t sure why, at that moment, I chose to look at Anna but I did. She was clapping like everyone else but the stiffness in her posture said it was under sufferance. He nodded generally at everyone applauding and then winked at her specifically before turning back to Mendall. Anna’s face spasmed. Wasn’t that interesting? 
 
    “After that,” Mendall continued, “we’ll break for lunch and then you’ll come back here for a tour of the facility and get to meet some of our patients.” 
 
    “This is a whole day type deal?” I mumbled to Tommy, who nodded. I tried to suffocate a sigh. This was the type of thing, in the alive world, you managed to get through because you knew you were getting paid to be there. Since, in the afterlife, I didn’t get paid for my job I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to get paid for this. Somehow that just made the day already seem so much longer. 
 
    “Shall we get started?” Mendall asked and all of the appropriate adults clapped again in what I assumed was agreement. What was wrong with these people? Why did they need to clap at everything? Mendall motioned to someone at the back of the room and all of the lights went out. An image of a laughing man and woman appeared on the projection screen, the kind of image you’d usually see on a dental advertisement.  
 
    “This is not normally an image most of you would associate with being dead,” Mendall said and gestured to the screen before patting his pockets. Jason stepped forward and offered the doctor a thick stick about a foot in length. “Ah, thank you, Jason,” Mendall said and with a snap of his wrist the footlong stick extended to almost three feet. 
 
    “Is that a baton?” I whispered to Tommy, who wore a similar surprised expression. “Do the nurses have batons?”  
 
    Tommy pulled an I-don’t-know expression and shook his head, but he didn’t look happy about that revelation either. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Dr Mendall pointed to the picture with his borrowed baton, “this is probably not the image you have when you think of being dead.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Two and a half hours later Dr Mendall had finally finished his “very brief” presentation. He announced we would have a short respite before jumping back into the next two presentations. He directed us to the tea and coffee at the back of the room. Because we’d been sitting at the front, the rest of the room beat Tommy and me to the tea and biscuit station.  
 
    “Well, that was something,” Tommy mumbled. 
 
    “It was definitely something,” I agreed. 
 
    “I think my bum’s gone to sleep,” the woman in front of us complained to the man next to her. 
 
    “I think my brain’s gone to sleep,” the Ken doll said as he leaned past her to grab a handful of sugar sachets. I wasn’t surprised to find him heavily aftershaved, though I did wonder how he’d managed to get some. Was everybody able to get stuff apart from me?  
 
    “You’ll want to keep that part of you awake while you’re here,” she said. 
 
    The Ken doll waved his fistful of sugar sachets at her. “I’m trying.” 
 
    I edged forward so I was just behind her left shoulder. “Why would you say that?” I asked. I don’t know if Suspicious Sabrina was rubbing off on me, but something about the way the woman said it told me it was more than just a quip. 
 
    “Well, they’ve just had someone escape from here.” The lady didn’t turn her head when she spoke. I assumed that was to camouflage the fact we were talking. I had no idea why she would do that, but I realised I’d done exactly the same by asking over her shoulder rather than directly engaging her. “I bet they don’t put that in the brochure.” 
 
    “Last night?” I asked and she gave a single nod, then moved away to get some biscuits. Well, that had to be Katie, right? How many escapee mental patients could be running around the afterlife at one time? I turned to Tommy, whose expression told me he’d overheard our conversation. So, I was having a tour of the facility that my murderous previous housemate had escaped from, the day after she’d escaped. And Tommy was here as well. Well, that just couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
    Tommy and I moved away from the table and stood with our backs to the far right wall so we could see everything. Anna was scowling after the nurse, Jason, while another man I hadn’t seen in the room at the start of the “brief” presentation stood close to her, trying to capture her full attention. 
 
    Mendall was talking to a tall, blond man in a navy suit who had the same self-important arrogant vibe that Anna occasionally gave off. Since both men were throwing glances at the Ken doll I figured Navy Suit was the Ken doll’s responsible adult. It didn’t look like things were boding well for Kenny boy. 
 
    Timothy, the GA leader, was laughing with a slightly overweight man of average height in his late twenties who wore the same black-and-white check jumpsuit as Jason. Another nurse? The GA’s companion lifted a cup to his mouth and even from across the room I could see he had excessively hairy wrists. He caught me looking and smiled at me before I could look away. His eyes looked grey in the light but brimmed with kindness. So much so it made me feel like a bad person because I wasn’t as smiley. 
 
    “So, how do you want to approach this?” Tommy said before sipping his coffee and giving me a reason to look away from the hairy wrist guy. 
 
    “Approach what?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re not even slightly interested in how your previous housemate escaped? Or in catching her?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised that you know this was where they imprisoned Crazy Katie or that she escaped?” I asked, taking a sip of my tea and grimacing. Why did non-tea drinkers think it was okay to leave the teabags to stew in the water instead of just giving you hot water and tea bags to make your own? 
 
    “Because you’re smart,” Tommy said and raised his cup of coffee in a cheers motion. “So? You interested in finding out how she escaped? Why she escaped?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not even slightly. Unless someone can tell me how to find her and get her locked back up in here I’m just going to quietly mock everyone while finishing the tour and go home to bed.” 
 
    “You know the best way to find her and get her locked back up would be to work out why she escaped, right?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “You’re as bad as Sabrina.” I took another sip of my tea, hoping that maybe it wasn’t as bad as I remembered. It was. 
 
    “I like Sabrina. I think she’s a smart lady, so I’m going to take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “It wasn’t meant as one,” I said and he laughed. 
 
    “Okay, divide and conquer then?” Tommy asked and grinned at me, obviously not taking no for an answer.  
 
    I shook my head again and sighed. “Whatever.”  
 
    “Once more into the breach, dear friend.” He clinked his mug with mine before he sauntered over to a small group of tour participants who included the lady who’d told me about Katie’s escape. 
 
    “I thought he was never going to leave,” the hairy wrist guy said as he sidled up next to me almost immediately. “I’m Gary.” He extended his hand. I twisted it slightly as I shook it, trying to casually examine the hair on the back of his wrists. It was so thick it was almost like fur. It thinned dramatically as it reached down onto the back of his hand and up into his forearm. It was like someone had glued a swatch of fur to the top of each wrist. I was morbidly fascinated. I had so many questions about it and was trying to think how to politely bring it up when the implication from his first comment registered. 
 
    “Oh, I’m newly dead,” I said, almost apologetically. I was aware he hadn’t asked me that question but I figured it was best to make it clear that I had absolutely no legal way to date him and his hairy wrists. You had to be ten years dead to even be able to apply for a relationship licence. 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said with a smile. “What’s your name?” 
 
    I hesitated. “Bridget.” 
 
    He was the kind of guy who, in life, I’d have given a false name. But since there was a pretty good chance he’d hear my real name at some point during the day it seemed like a pointless deception. And I was oddly concerned about hurting his feelings. Oz must have been drugging my tea with some sort of niceness drug. In life I just wouldn’t have cared.  
 
    “Such a pretty name for a pretty girl,” he said and I very much had the impression that would’ve been his response whatever I’d told him my name was. 
 
    “Thanks. So, I heard a girl escaped from here last night.” I saw no point in being coy. 
 
    His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “How did that happen?” 
 
     “Gary, there’s been a little trouble in the games room. Will you please go and help Janie sort it out?” Jason spoke from my other side and almost made me jump. As he moved in front of me I had the very faintest whiff of his aftershave. Maybe he could explain to the Ken doll how it should be applied when the Ken doll was incarcerated. Would they still allow the Ken doll to use it if he were admitted?  
 
    “I’m sure Janie can handle it.” Gary spoke to Jason but grinned at me. I felt a little bit like a bone two dogs were fighting over. 
 
    “Now, Gary,” Jason said and Gary’s smile hardened. 
 
    “Sure thing. We can talk later,” Gary said to me and raised his eyebrow suggestively before he backed up and headed to the door. He threw a dirty look over his shoulder at Jason, who was oblivious. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” Jason gave me a wide smile that didn’t really match up with his words. “He can get a little overfriendly sometimes. He doesn’t always understand where the line is.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, since I was pretty sure the kettle had just called the pot black. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” he said with a nod. “So what were you talking about?" 
 
    “He was telling me about your recent escapee patient.” 
 
    “Ah, Gary.” Jason shook his head with an indulgent smile. “I’ll have to have a chat with him about his storytelling. There haven’t been any successful escapes from here. Ever.” Jason was oddly convincing. If I hadn’t known that Katie had definitely escaped from somewhere he might have sold me. 
 
    “Huh. Maybe you should let the GBs know that because they think someone escaped from here.” 
 
    The smile dropped from Jason’s face. “How do you know what the GBs think?” 
 
    I shrugged. “So, hypothetically, if someone had escaped from here—” 
 
    “No one has escaped from here,” Jason repeated. 
 
    “Hmm, doesn’t bode well that you haven’t noticed you’re down a crazy person, does it?” I asked. 
 
    Jason leaned his face into mine. “Are you deaf? No one has escaped from here.” 
 
    “No, I hear you fine. You’re just wrong,” I said without backing away. I had no idea how I’d gone from pumping him for information to antagonising him.  
 
    A small group of tour participants threw a couple of furtive glances our way. Almost like they wanted to eavesdrop but figured that would be the maladjusted thing to do and didn’t want to give themselves away. 
 
    “That’s quite the attitude you’ve got on you,” he said with a sneer. “I’ll need to speak to your adjustment companion about it.” I think he meant it as a threat but I just shrugged.  
 
    “Go ahead. I got the impression she doesn’t like you anymore than I do.” 
 
    “That just proves how wrong you are,” he said and flashed me a humourless grin.  
 
    “I think we’re starting up again,” Tommy said as he came up behind Jason, casually looking Jason over as if taking his measure. If it came to a fight I was betting on Tommy.  
 
    “Excellent, shall we take our seats?” I offered Tommy my arm and let him guide me back. 
 
    “That was an interesting information gathering technique,” Tommy said, throwing a glance over his shoulder at Jason, who had moved to the side of the room, preparing for his presentation. “I’d have gone with flirting if I’d been you.” 
 
    “He annoyed me, okay, Mr Judgey Pants? He claimed no one had escaped.” 
 
    Tommy raised his eyebrows. “You asked him outright?” 
 
    “Yeah, why? How do you do it?” 
 
    “A little more tactfully than that!” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll give the flirting a try next time. Just don’t leave me alone while we’re here, okay?”  
 
    Tommy raised his eyebrows at me. “You’re worried he could get violent?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but since we just had a semi-public spat I’m worried someone will kill him and I won’t have an alibi.” 
 
    “Why would someone kill him?” Tommy asked, watching Jason prepare. 
 
    “So they could frame me for his murder.” 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” Tommy asked, turning back to me. 
 
    I huffed a laugh as we returned to our seats. “I have no idea. It’s just the way the afterlife goes.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get to this morning, Bridge?” Pete asked as I sat next to Sabrina in the canteen at lunch. 
 
    “You can’t answer that, hon,” Anna said. She placed her tray at the head of the table and grabbed a chair from beside Sabrina. Anna was basically sitting in the walkway, but since that was the only way she could sit next to me, and apparently she had to sit next to me, that’s what she’d taken to doing. In her defence, I did purposely sit at the end of the table with Sabrina on my other side. It was petty of me but it always felt like a small victory. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Charlie. He was the opposite of Pete in pretty much every way. Charlie was bigger than Pete, not fat but sturdy, with a full head of grey hair and a happy face littered with laughter lines. 
 
    “It’s confidential,” Anna said, stirring a large pot of cream into her tomato soup. 
 
    “Won’t that make it cold?” Sabrina mumbled to me, utter disgust all over her face as she watched Anna. 
 
    “That’s your main problem with that? The temperature?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, no one likes tepid soup,” Sabrina said and turned back to her chicken burger and chips. 
 
    “Was it like therapy or something?” Pete asked me. 
 
    “Whoa, why is your first thought therapy?” I asked. Pete didn’t say anything, just grinned at me. 
 
    “It was, Pete, after a fashion,” Anna said, placing the empty tub of cream on the table, still stirring her now pale orange soup. 
 
    “Because that worked out so well last time,” Sabrina said. “What type of therapy was it?” 
 
    “You can’t answer that, hon,” Anna said before gesturing to Sabrina with her spoon. “And you shouldn’t have asked, since I’ve just explained to Pete that it’s confidential.” 
 
    Pete, Charlie and I all stared at Sabrina. Waiting. Anna slurped her soup from her spoon, totally unaware of the hornets’ nest she had just battered with a meat tenderiser. Sabrina reached for her fork and Pete tensed as though he was about to launch over the table and tackle her for it at the first sign of movement toward Anna. 
 
    “Just to be clear,” Sabrina said as she forked up one of her chips and dipped the end in some ketchup at the edge of her plate. “When Pete asked Bridget where she was you told Bridget she couldn’t say. Then you told him it was therapy despite the fact I’m pretty sure Bridget’s attendance to therapy should be confidential unless she wishes to share it. But when I ask what type of therapy it was that’s confidential?” 
 
    “Exactly. I’m glad you understand, hon,” Anna said. She was quiet clearly the only person who missed Sabrina’s point. Anna slurped some more soup and then smacked her lips together. “I think it needs salt. Sabrina, hon, can you pass it over please?” 
 
    Sabrina passed the salt. “Y’know, Anna, there’s a reason why hypocrisy and bureaucracy sound so similar.” 
 
    “Really? What is it?” Anna asked as she looked up from salting her soup. 
 
    I looked over at Charlie, whose eyebrows had inched up while he stared down at his plate. Pete was scratching his earlobe and examining the ceiling.  
 
    “I forget,” Sabrina said. Once again, her point was lost on Anna. Sabrina turned to me. “So what type of therapy was it?” 
 
    “Sabrina!” Anna snapped and nearly choked on the mouthful of soup. There was a lot of choking going around lately.  
 
    “Are you okay, Anna? Do you need some water?” the man Anna had been talking to at Mendall Asylum asked as he walked up to our table.  
 
    “I’m fine, Burt, thank you,” Anna said, dabbing her mouth with her napkin. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I had to file some forms at reception. I thought you’d be at the meeting.”  
 
    “It was cancelled, wasn’t it?” she asked, spoon halfway to her mouth. Not even nearly choking could stop her eating.  
 
    “It was, then it wasn’t, then it was, then it wasn’t,” the man said and shook his head with a smile. “By the time you get there it’ll probably be cancelled again, but as far as I know right now, it’s on.” 
 
    She pointed to me but spoke to him. “I haven’t arranged cover.” 
 
    “I can cover her for you,” he offered. 
 
    “Oh, Burt, that would be so helpful.” Anna jumped up from her seat and quickly threw her arms around his neck to give him a full body hug. 
 
    I turned to glance at Sabrina, who was watching with a raised eyebrow. I wasn’t sure if that was in response to the hug, the covering me comment or the fact that Anna seemed to have a friend. 
 
    Anna released the man and pointed to me. “Behave. I don’t want to hear you’ve played up for Burt.” 
 
    I gave Anna my professional smile. “I’m sorry, Anna. I can see you’re pointing to me but I know you’re not talking to me. Not with that tone.” 
 
    “Or those words,” Sabrina added. 
 
    “And I’ve no idea who Burt is,” I said, gesturing around us. “You haven’t introduced me to anyone by that name. Nor do I know if he has the relevant experience to ‘cover’ me. And what happens if the situation becomes agitated?” I leaned toward her and lowered my voice into a stage whisper. “Will he cope?” 
 
    “Just go, Anna,” Burt said. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What do you mean by agitated?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Anna believes that being attacked by Crazy Katie would constitute an ‘agitated situation’,” I explained. 
 
    “Who’s Crazy Katie?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “And why is she attacking you?” Pete added. 
 
    Anna hesitated, her attention jumping between all four of us. “Maybe I should just …” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Anna.” Burt took hold of Anna’s upper arms and bent slightly so he could look into her face. “Trust me.” 
 
    Sabrina and I sucked down a breath in unison. Pete barked out a laugh and pointed between Sabrina’s face and mine. I turned to see she was wearing the same expression. You never trusted someone that said “trust me”. Ever. If someone needs to ask for your trust they are absolutely not worthy of it. It was like declaring you were a people person. If people can’t see that on their own and you have to tell them, then you’re not really a people person. 
 
    Sabrina gestured between us. “See? This is why we’re best friends.” 
 
    “I think the foundation of your friendship is troublemaking, not cynicism,” Charlie said, smiling as he sipped some of his coffee. 
 
    “Hey!” Anna tapped the tabletop to get our attention. “I’m serious, hon.” 
 
    “Yes, Anna. That thick vein pulsing in your forehead is letting everyone know you’re serious,” I said and turned back to my lasagne. 
 
    “I’ve got this. Just go,” Burt said and handed Anna her lunch tray before she could say anything. 
 
    “I’ll meet you back at the asylum,” Anna said and dashed off without looking back. Burt watched her go. I very much got the feeling that Burt was sweet on Anna, but since Anna was leaving lipstick stains all over Oz, as well as our mugs, I was assuming the feeling wasn’t returned. 
 
    “I’m Burt.” Burt extended his hand. I shook it on good manners autopilot.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Burt. I’m Bridget. This is Sabrina, Charlie and Pete,” I said, gesturing at everyone in turn. 
 
    They all exchanged polite platitudes and Burt sat in Anna’s relinquished seat. 
 
    “And, in case you were worried about these ‘agitated situations’, I used to be an adjustment companion so I’m fully qualified to handle any agitation.” 
 
    “So how come you work at the asylum now?” I asked. “I didn’t think you could switch jobs.” 
 
    Sabrina pressed the back of her hand to her forehead. “Oh my god, my brain is about to explode from questions. Did Anna actually say ‘asylum’? I thought I’d just misheard because—” Sabrina cut herself off, I assumed because she was about to acknowledge she’d been doing some illegal snooping about Crazy Katie. 
 
    “Because why?” Burt asked with a slight frown. 
 
    Sabrina shrugged with a heavy dose of nonchalance. “Because this whole place is like an asylum.”  
 
    Burt’s frowned deepened. “Right.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been Mendall Asylum, would it?” Sabrina asked, not making eye contact and moving her chips around her plate with her fork. 
 
    “Yep, I was—” I started and Sabrina grabbed my arm and tried to spin me to face her while I was still in my seat. 
 
    “Tell me everything!” Sabrina’s wide eyes had a touch of crazy in them.  
 
    I pulled my wrist from her hand and rubbed it. “Okay, now you know it creeps me out when you get like this. Just rein it in and we’ll talk.” 
 
    “That’s where you were this morning?” Pete asked. 
 
    “Did Oz sanction that?” Charlie chimed in and then turned to Pete. “Isn’t that where Katie is?” 
 
    Pete nodded and turned to me. “Is that who you meant by Crazy Katie? Is that why you were worried about being attacked by her?” 
 
    “No, I meant a different Crazy Katie,” I said with a flat tone. Pete and Charlie exchanged a confused look and I sighed, exasperated. “Yes, it’s the same person.” 
 
    “C’mon, guys,” Burt said, relaxing back in his chair. “You know you can’t talk about this. You’re putting me in an awkward position here.” 
 
    “Burt, my tea’s cold. Will you get me a refill please?” I asked and fluttered my eyelashes at him. “Anna does it for me all the time. I’m so accident prone she worries I’ll burn myself.” I handed him my mug but he didn’t look convinced. “You don’t want me to burn myself on your watch, do you?” 
 
    Burt blew out a breath and then took my mug. “You’ve got the time it takes me to refill this mug. Talk fast.” He got up and headed to the tea station on the far side of the canteen. Not too fast either. So far, despite his poor taste in woman, I liked Burt. 
 
    “Crazy Katie escaped last night,” I said for Pete and Charlie’s benefit. “Anna took me to Mendall Asylum this morning for a tour. Tommy was there. I spoke to one of the nurses, Gary. He had really hairy wrists. He didn’t know anything about Crazy Katie’s escape. Then another nurse called Jason, total douche, came along and shooed Gary off before I could get anything good. Jason denied that Crazy Katie had escaped. In fact, he denied anyone had ever escaped. And I think he and Anna know each other.” I glanced over my shoulder to see Burt still at the tea table and then turned back to the three stunned faces staring at me. “Questions?” 
 
    “I have one,” Pete said. “How do you keep managing to get yourself into these situations?” 
 
    “It’s so funny, Pete. I was about to ask the same question but I was going to use a completely different tone,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “That’s because you’re as bad as her,” Pete said, gesturing to me. 
 
    I pointed to Pete with my fork. “To be fair, Pete, I didn’t make Katie crazy. I didn’t tell her to escape. I didn’t decide to have a tour of the mental institution she escaped from. None of this is on me.” 
 
    “I researched Mendall Asylum a bit but there was nothing of interest in the records,” Sabrina said. “Is Tommy trying to investigate how she escaped?” 
 
    “And, here’s your tea.” Burt placed the mug in front of me and sat down. He looked around the table. “All good?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep, thank you for the tea.” 
 
    Burt smiled at me. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “How long have you had Anna as a companion?” Pete asked. “It’s only been a few weeks, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because these types of tours have to be booked months in advance,” Charlie said and then turned to Burt. “You work at Mendall, right? Did you pull some strings to get Bridget on a tour ahead of the queue?” 
 
    “Guys, please,” Burt said. “Anna is going to ask me how this went and I want to be able to tell her it went well. That Bridget didn’t talk about things she shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Bridget’s not asking the questions. I am,” Charlie said with an uncharacteristic authoritative tone that had both Sabrina and me raising our eyebrows.  
 
    Burt shook his head. “I didn’t pull any strings. I can’t. I’m just a nurse.” 
 
    “How do you know Anna?” I asked. He seemed so nice and normal. And nice. I had no idea how or why he’d be friends with Evil Barbie. 
 
    “We’re housemates,” Burt said. 
 
    “Ah,” Sabrina and I said in unison. Obviously, we’d had the same thought. 
 
    “So what was up with Anna and that Jason guy?” I asked. 
 
    Burt shook his head. “I don’t really—” 
 
    “I thought Anna was after Oz,” Sabrina said and then held up her hand. “Actually, I don’t care. Burt, tell me more about Mendall Asylum. About the crazy girl who escaped.” 
 
    Burt sighed heavily and leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “What is wrong with you people?” 
 
    Pete tapped his temple. “I have a list. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “I think Burt might be a little sweet on Anna,” Sabrina said as we walked to the kitchen hatch to dump our trays at the end of lunch. I frowned at her. She frowned back. “What?” 
 
    I held out my hand for her to shake. “Oh, hi there, Mrs States-the-Obvious. I’m Bridget.” 
 
    Sabrina pulled a face at me and knocked my hand away. “I didn’t think it was that obvious.” 
 
    “Oh, it was,” I said, nodding. “It was also obvious that she didn’t seem to know, which I thought was pretty odd since she’s the type of person who enjoys that sort of attention.” 
 
    “And because he seems like such a nice guy,” Sabrina added. 
 
    “He does, doesn’t he,” I agreed. “Maybe Anna has hidden depths. Like, really hidden.” 
 
    “Like you’d need an excavation team working overnight in shifts hidden,” Sabrina agreed. 
 
    After roughly five minutes of conversation over lunch it had become apparent that Burt was the type of person that everyone liked. There was literally nothing offensive about him. Not his appearance, not his accent, not his sense of humour, nothing. Since he’d been so worried about having to explain to Anna about how he’d failed her, we spent the rest of lunch talking about utterly benign things like favourite foods. It had come as no surprise to me, or anyone, that Pete couldn’t pick a favourite food. The way he shovelled it down his throat I’d have been more surprised if he tasted it enough to choose one. 
 
    “Okay. Find out what you can about Crazy Katie while you’re at the asylum,” Sabrina reminded me. “I’ll see what I can find out about her victims and you getting on that tour.” 
 
    “You good to go?” Burt asked as he walked up behind us. 
 
    “Yep, thanks for waiting.” If it had been Anna I’d have had a snappy, slightly mean comeback ready for that comment, but Burt hadn’t really done anything to deserve that. At least, not yet. I reached over and gave Sabrina a quick hug. 
 
    “Still freaks me out when you voluntarily do this,” she said. 
 
    “Just shut up and take it,” I said before pulling away and following Burt out of the room. 
 
    Burt tunnelled us back into the metal matchbox where everybody else was already assembled. We passed through the same process as before and as Burt handed our papers to the guard I noticed a tattoo on his wrist. It looked like a squiggly, loopy signature. It was like a Magic Eye picture. Every time I almost grasped what it was my eyes refocused and I lost it again.  
 
    “It’s a pair of doves,” he said when he saw me looking and traced the outline of the overlapping birds. If he’d not told me I’d never have worked it out. But once he’d shown me, it was so obvious. “It’s a bit girly, I know,” he said, reading my expression. 
 
    “Little bit,” I said with a grimace. “But as long as you like it.” 
 
    “I had it done a long time ago when I was struggling. It symbolises hope to me.” 
 
    To me it symbolised the importance of going to a properly licensed tattoo artist but that was something mean Bridget would say and Burt had been nothing but nice to me, so I just nodded and lined up in the hallway with everyone else. 
 
    “Did everyone have a good lunch?” Dr Mendall asked and was greeted with a mumbled assent. “Excellent. We’re going to start this afternoon with a tour of the facility in which you’ll get to meet some of our patients. Now please remember these people are under our care, so be respectful.” 
 
    Anna appeared at the other end of the corridor. She looked slightly dishevelled. Not in a state of disarray but just not as perfectly pristine as she had been before lunch. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. She approached our group and Burt left to meet her halfway without so much as a “nice to meet you” to me.  
 
    She gave Burt a wide smile when she saw him. He returned it. His was genuine. Hers was not. They had a brief, whispered exchange with more than one glance thrown my way, and then Anna hurried along the corridor to stand beside me.  
 
    “Any questions?” Mendall asked. I hadn’t realised he’d still been speaking, I’d been focusing on Anna and Burt too much to listen.  
 
    “Burt said you behaved yourself,” Anna whispered. “I hope you didn’t take advantage of him.” 
 
    “We’re going where the inmates are?” the Ken doll asked.  
 
    “Yes, we’ll visit some of the common areas where the patients are,” Dr Mendall said. 
 
    “Is this safe?” asked the Ken doll, plucking the question from my mind once again. 
 
    “Perfectly.” Dr Mendall smiled along our column. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I wish he’d stop telling us not to worry,” Tommy mumbled from behind me. I hadn’t even realised he was there. 
 
    “Worrying, isn’t it?” I asked with a nod. 
 
    “Shush, hon. I’d like you to focus here, okay? It’s for your benefit,” Anna said and I looked over my shoulder to give Tommy a flat stare. He dipped his head to cover his laugh but his responsible adult nodded ahead of us, implying I should turn focus ahead. Briefly, I wondered if Tommy’s responsible adult was his sleuthing partner since I’d not seen him reprimand Tommy once. 
 
    Burt was motioning us forward and the column started to shuffle after him. Dr Mendall stood to the side so we could pass, nodding at each pair as they went. When the Ken doll passed his responsible adult peeled off to talk to Mendall. I don’t think the Ken doll even noticed. This was not boding well for the Ken doll, but by the confidence in his walk I doubted he even realised. 
 
    The column snaked around several more corners before coming to a halt at a very secure-looking metal door. Mendall waved his hand in the air like a tour guide to get our attention while he walked to the head of the column and Navy Suit moved back to the Ken doll.  
 
    “We’re about to go into the common area,” Dr Mendall said, standing in front of the metal door. “All patients who are responding well to treatment are allowed in here. This is their home, so please be respectful. You can talk to anyone who is happy to talk to you but please don’t force conversation on anyone.” Mendall turned his back to us. The sound of jangling keys echoed along the corridor. The door creaked loudly, ominously, as it swung open and he gestured for those at the front to go inside. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked Anna. “Be respectful? That’s the only instruction he’s giving us as we walk into a room of possibly very crazy people?” 
 
    “Do you need more instruction than that?” Anna hissed at me as the adjustment companion of the guy in front turned around and gave Anna a sympathetic look. 
 
    I turned around to Tommy. “Is it me or is this backward?” 
 
    Anna clicked her fingers in front of my face before Tommy could answer.  
 
    “Yes, Anna, hon, I do need more instruction than that!” I snapped. “I need to know if someone is likely to attack me if I walk too fast or breathe too heavily or gesture too quickly or just exist.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t perfectly safe we wouldn’t be allowed in,” Anna said in a tone you would use to explain something really simple to a child. 
 
    “Well, if it’s perfectly safe and these people aren’t likely to attack us, why are they in here?” I asked. 
 
    “Because they ask too many questions!” Anna snapped back. 
 
    I was about to think of an amazing comeback when it occurred that she was probably telling the truth. She’d mostly likely thought of it as a jibe to get me to be quiet but apparently maladjusted people asked a lot of questions because the afterlife just didn’t make any logical sense. And if it didn’t make sense to you then you were classed as maladjusted. I bit my tongue and shuffled toward the door in silence, only slightly annoyed that Anna had taken my lack of a response to mean she’d won. I could accept that for the moment, since that hopefully would mean I wouldn’t be admitted to the afterlife’s mad house. Which was quite possibly where all the sane people lived. 
 
    The room beyond the door looked like every psychiatric ward I’d seen on TV. The room was beige. There were several couches and armchairs on one side of the room, all beige, and table and chair sets spread out on the other side. The patients were all in pyjamas. Beige pyjamas. Or grey sweatpants and sweatshirts. They moved around the room slowly and with no real direction or motive. Everything about their movements felt sluggish. It made me wonder if they were drugged or if they’d been here so long they’d just lost all sense of purpose. Just like general afterlife people. 
 
    I followed the column into the centre of the room. We were like a wall of people.  
 
    “Well, isn’t this disturbing?” Tommy said quietly behind me as he scanned the room over my shoulder. 
 
    Before I could answer, Anna yanked me to the side and stepped between Tommy and me, scowling at him the whole time.  
 
    “I’m not a rag doll, Anna,” I said and pulled my arm out of her hold. “Don’t ever touch me like that again.” 
 
    “Well, do as I say,” she snapped at me. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me to do anything!” I snapped back. 
 
    “That’s not the point,” she said and, before I could even challenge that ridiculous statement, she turned to Tommy. “I’d appreciate it if you’d stop talking to my responsibility.” 
 
    Tommy grinned at her. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.” 
 
    Anna tossed her head and faced forward, I assumed feeling mollified by Tommy’s obsequiousness. I threw him a disgusted look but he just grinned at me and nodded at something ahead of us. I turned and saw the Ken doll walking amongst the patients. I say walking but he was really more of a strutter. He might have been the first one out of the safety of our column but he wasn’t exactly talking to anyone. All fur coat and no knickers, as my mam would say. 
 
    The column began breaking apart as people tentatively stepped away from the safety of their responsible adults and into the room. The adjustment companions stayed where they were, notebooks out and pens poised, waiting for their maladjusts to do something worthy of writing down.  
 
    “Go on, hon,” Anna said and urged me forward. I went. Only because it would be five minutes out of her company and, really, those who’d been incarcerated were more likely to be my type of people anyway. 
 
    I wandered around the room. No patient made eye contact with me. Not like they were so busy doing their own thing they hadn’t noticed me. More like they all purposely avoided looking directly at me. And when they thought I wasn’t looking they would cast furtive looks my way. I scanned the room. They weren’t doing it to anyone else. 
 
    “Well, that’s weird,” Tommy said as he came to stand next to me. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not the only one who noticed it,” I said. “I wonder why they won’t look at me.” 
 
    “It might have something to do with that.” Tommy gestured to the far side of the room. 
 
    “What the hell …?” I walked across the room to get a better look. On a door hung a painting of me. Or a version of me. If the pillar-box red hair didn’t give that away, then you could sort of make out my features. Though they had a harsh almost devilish twist to them. It was decidedly unflattering. I felt someone behind me and assumed it was Tommy. “Not exactly my best angle.” 
 
    “I was angry when I painted it. That was what you looked like to me,” said a familiar voice that was definitely not Tommy. 
 
    I whirled around. Alex. Alex, who’d tried to kill me not so long ago, was standing homicidally close. I don’t know what expression was on my face but he stepped back straightaway. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I thought you’d seen me.” 
 
    “How? My back was to the room.” And wasn’t that a lesson learned? 
 
    Alex jerked his head in the direction of the door we’d come through. “I meant when you came in.” 
 
    “No. I did not see you,” I said with a sharp shake of my head. He said nothing. I said nothing. I waited for him to launch at me. He didn’t. I waited for him to shout abuse at me. He didn’t. I stared at his face for a long moment and then pointed at each of his eyes in turn. “You seem … rational.” 
 
    He laughed. It was actually quite a pleasant sound. Not brittle or bitter like I’d have expected. Not exactly full of humour either but it definitely wasn’t a psychopathic laugh. 
 
    He gave a self-conscious nod. “I feel rational.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. That’s good then,” I said, not really sure of the etiquette for talking to the man who held you at gunpoint. 
 
    “I’m sorry for,” Alex fashioned his hand into a gun and shot at me, “y’know.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” I nodded and then shrugged, lost for sensible words. “It’s—I mean—y’know—I’m glad you’re feeling better.” 
 
    “Bridget, hon?” Anna called from her safe spot across the room. She drew a circle in the air with her finger and I assumed that meant she wanted me to mingle. Again, normally I’d have ignored her but it was all a bit weird talking to someone who’d just apologised for attempting to kill you. 
 
    What was weirder was that I wasn’t even really angry with him for it. He’d been upset and manipulated. He’d not been thinking clearly. Even when he had the gun aimed at me some part of my brain was sure he wasn’t going to shoot. Still. 
 
    “I have to …” I jerked my head in the direction of the centre of the room. I took a step away and then turned back to the painting. “I’m not exactly vain but …” 
 
    Alex gestured to it. “You can take it down. I have a new one to put up anyway.” 
 
    “Of me?” I asked, shuffling back a step. I was getting a heavy crazy stalker vibe. 
 
    “No.” Alex lifted the piece of thick paper in his hands and turned it around.  
 
    It was a painting of Bertha. She had worked on the reception desk at the bureau with Alex before a whole heap of murderous stuff happened, which she hadn’t survived, and Alex had been sent here. 
 
    “That’s a really good likeness,” I said as I stepped a little closer to get a better look. In my honest opinion he’d been as overly flattering to her image as he’d been unflattering to mine. But I wasn’t about to say that. Better not to provoke the recovering possibly homicidal person. And he actually had a little talent in the artistic arena, even if he’d made me look demonic. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, turning the painting back around to look at it. “I’m being released, Bridget.” 
 
    “Oh.” My hand paused as I reached for the demon me painting. I glanced back over my shoulder at Alex, who was admiring his painting of Bertha. I wasn’t really sure what to say about that. He’d pointed a gun at me. He’d said he was sorry. I was pretty sure that meant he’d feel like he owed me. Maybe I could work this to my advantage. “Alex, did you know the girl who escaped?” 
 
    Alex’s head jerked up. “Someone escaped from here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding at him. Why was everyone denying it? I turned back and yanked at the painting on the door. It didn’t budge. 
 
    “Who?” He stepped closer and then turned to survey the room as if trying to spot the missing patient. 
 
    “Someone called Katie,” I said and yanked at the painting on the door again. “Jeez, Alex, what did you attach this with?” 
 
    “Sticky Velcro strips. We’re not allowed anything sharp. When did she escape?” 
 
    “Last night, I think.”  
 
    “No, she couldn’t have. I saw her this morning.” 
 
    “What? No, she escaped last night. The GBs came to warn Oz. Where did you see her?” I said, still pulling at the painting. Whatever the hell type of Velcro strips Alex had attached this painting with I was getting some for … something. They were amazing. 
 
    “In the corridor this morning. She was …” Alex trailed off as if something occurred to him.  
 
    “She was what?” I asked. I placed a foot on the wall beside the door and tugged diagonally. I was rewarded with the ripping sound of Velcro separating. I was vaguely aware of a faint click as the door unlocked but, victorious, I turned to Alex and held the devil Bridget painting aloft. “A-ha!” 
 
    Everyone in the room turned at my shout. At least, those who weren’t already staring at me. And then, much to my immense dismay, there was a creak of a door slowly opening and a very familiar thud behind me.  
 
    Oh so slowly I turned around to see a body sprawled on the floor. I assumed it had fallen from the cupboard when I’d yanked the door open trying to get the painting off since it definitely had not been there a moment ago. 
 
    I twisted to get a better look to see if I recognised who it was. I did. I also recognised the small smudge of red lipstick on his collar, almost behind his ear. 
 
    I straightened up and faced the room, pointing behind me at the body. “To be really clear, I am absolutely not taking responsibility for this.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Maladjusts, partnered with their responsible adult and a patient, were sitting on couches and chairs, spread out around the room a good distance away from each other, and Jason’s dead body, while Detective Johnson spoke to the huddle of staff. I assumed the logic was that the responsible adult would keep both their maladjust and the patient in line while the distance was to prevent everyone from talking and coordinating our alibis.  
 
    Detective Johnson had demanded the segregation when he arrived. I didn’t see the point in it myself. We’d all already given our initial statements to the first constables on the scene. It was a bit late to worry about us organising our alibis now.  
 
    I was relaxed back in an armchair with Alex and Anna sitting on the sofa facing me. I was waiting patiently for Detective Johnson to come over and accuse me. Anna was twisting her fingers together in her lap. She’d stop when she realised what she was doing and place her hands on her knees, but then she’d start tapping and gradually the motion would work back into the finger twisting. Alex stared at the floor with his left knee bouncing. When he realised what he was doing he stopped, but that’s when the opposite knee started bouncing. It was interesting to watch. I understood why Alex would be nervous. He’d tried to kill me, so he already had an attempted murder on his record. Or maybe he was nervous because he was guilty. 
 
    As for Anna, maybe she was worried about what Oz would say when she had to explain I’d found another dead body on her watch. Or maybe it had something to do with the lipstick smudge on Jason’s collar, which looked suspiciously like hers. Maybe she was nervous because she killed him. 
 
    No! What if they were in it together and they were going to try and frame me. I looked at the knee-bouncing, finger-twisting pair. I doubted they had the nerve for it. Unless they were putting on a great show. I covered my eyes with my hand. I had to stop listening to Sabrina. She was going to make me as crazy suspicious as her. 
 
    “Miss Sway!” Detective Johnson said, pulling me out of my cynical daydream in which everyone was out to frame me. I dropped my hand from my eyes to see him standing in from of me, his arms spread wide as if he were happy to see me. I guessed he was. I guessed he was thinking third time lucky for pinning a murder on me. I don’t think it even mattered to him if I’d actually done it anymore.  
 
    Okay, so maybe he hadn’t pulled me that far out of my “everyone’s out to frame me” mindset. 
 
    “Are you the only detective the police force has?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but I am the best,” he said, flipping through his notebook. I was going to comment on that but really, it would’ve been just too easy. “So, how did you do it this time, Miss Sway?”  
 
    “Don’t answer that, hon,” Anna said and I was pretty sure there was a quaver in her voice. Maybe the finger twisting wasn’t guilt. Maybe it was because she’d known Jason and was upset. 
 
    “I didn’t do it this time. Just like I didn’t do it the last two times,” I said, ignoring Anna. 
 
    “So you didn’t cry out ‘a-ha’ after you killed him right in front of everyone?” Johnson asked. 
 
    “Don’t answer that, hon,” Anna repeated. “Detective Johnson, as Bridget’s adjustment companion, you need to direct your questions to me.” 
 
    “No, I cried ‘a-ha’ because I’d finally managed to pull this off the door.” I held up the painting for Johnson to see. “Alex tried to say he’d used Velcro strips to attach it but I think he lied.” 
 
    “Bridget! Stop speaking,” Anna snapped. 
 
    “It was Velcro! Why would I lie?” Alex exclaimed, like accusing him of lying about that was the worst thing that could’ve happened today. 
 
    “It’s a good likeness,” Johnson said as he leaned forward to look at the painting. “So you and Alex were in it together then? That’s what you’re saying?” 
 
    Anna leapt to her feet and stood directly in front of me. “Detective Johnson, I have told you! Direct your questions to me.” 
 
    “Why did your client murder the nurse and shove his dead body in the cupboard only to open it up again and reveal her guilt?” Johnson asked her.  
 
    “I—well—she—,” Anna stammered. I don’t know if it was because he’d listened to her and behaved as she’d asked or she’d not expected such a direct question. Or maybe she just wasn’t used to murder accusations being thrown around so freely to have a snappy comeback ready. I was just grateful she didn’t consider this an “agitated situation” or I was pretty sure I’d have been in real trouble. 
 
    “She found him,” Johnson continued, not waiting for a reply. “Nothing says ‘I’m guilty’ like publicly finding your victim with the intention of diverting blame from yourself.” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “No what? No, it doesn’t divert blame? Or no, she didn’t find him? I have a room full of witnesses who say she did. Ohhhh, are all three of you in on it?” Johnson asked, pointing at each of us in turn. 
 
    “I’m not in on anything,” Alex jumped in. 
 
    “Aren’t you? But you have a history of attempted murder,” Johnson said.  
 
    “No, I—” Alex looked to me for help. I had no idea what he thought I was going to do. I was the person he’d attempted to murder. What was I supposed to say? I’d intended to keep quiet since Johnson wasn’t attacking me at that particular moment but the panic on Alex’s face forced a response from me. 
 
    “Don’t say anything, Alex. He’s just playing with you. He’s waiting for you to incriminate me somehow.” It was the best I had to offer. 
 
    “So you admit you did it? He wouldn’t be able to incriminate you otherwise. Well, that’s you and Alex bang to rights.” Johnson slapped his notebook on his open palm and turned to Anna. “What about you? Did you do it too?” 
 
    Anna squared her shoulders. “I refuse to answer that.” 
 
    Johnson laughed. “You refuse to answer?” 
 
    “Wait, I didn’t admit to anything,” Alex rushed in. “Bridget, tell him.” 
 
    Johnson leaned forward and patted Alex on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Alex, I know this was all Miss Sway’s idea. We’ll go easy on you.” 
 
    I rested my head on the back of the armchair and closed my eyes. This was not going well. 
 
    “Did I just hear you publicly accuse my ward of murder, Detective Johnson? Again.” Oz’s voice carried across the room. I breathed a sigh of relief and opened my eyes to watch Oz approach us. I wasn’t sure what it was exactly but he always seemed a tiny bit more attractive when he was rescuing me from something. Or maybe he was always that attractive and it was only when I wasn’t preoccupied with being annoyed at him I could fully appreciate the whole package. 
 
    “Well, well. You must have pulled some strings to get in here, Salier.” Johnson stepped to the side so he could keep Oz, Alex, Anna and me in his field of vision. “Just as well you don’t trust Miss Sway’s adjustment companion to handle this situation on her own. She was about to give her up.” 
 
    “I wasn’t—I didn’t—” Anna shook her head frantically at Oz. 
 
    “I trust Anna implicitly,” Oz said and I very much hoped he was just sticking it to Johnson because I didn’t trust her as far as I could throw her. Especially with the lipstick smudge on Jason’s collar that looked suspiciously like Anna’s colour. And why had nobody noticed this but me? It wasn’t like it was a subtle, matte nude shade, for heaven’s sake. 
 
    “More fool you,” Johnson said.  
 
    “Talking of professional ineptitude, is there a particular reason that you’ve positioned my ward next to a man who attempted to kill her less than a month ago.” Oz jerked his head in Alex’s direction. Alex quickly sat back down and stared at the floor, hunching his shoulders in what looked like shame. 
 
    “But he painted her such a pretty picture,” Johnson said as he leaned over and attempted to grab it from my hands. 
 
    I moved the painting out of his reach and carefully rolled it up. “Didn’t your mother teach you it was rude to snatch?” 
 
    Oz held his hand out for the painting without speaking or moving closer. If I were to give it to him, it would mean I would have to get up and I was comfy in my armchair. But one look at Oz’s expression told me it was a non-negotiable request. I supposed he was pretty much the only thing preventing Johnson from locking me up for the rest of my afterlife, since my innocence never seemed to matter to the detective. I stood, handed Oz the painting and returned to my seat. He unravelled it. His face didn’t show any reaction but the fever in his eyes as he looked at Alex could’ve melted metal. Just as well Alex was staring at the floor. 
 
    “You’re done here, Johnson,” Oz said and waited for him to move. 
 
    Johnson grinned and then tapped his notebook with his pen as he backed away from our little group. “I’ve got what I need for now.”  
 
    “Anna, I need you to sign Bridget out of here,” Oz said as he watched Johnson move to the far side of the room, without once looking back at us. Oz pointed to me. “Don’t move. I need to speak to Dr Mendall. And don’t even think about talking to her,” he said to Alex. Alex glanced up at Oz, gave him a single nod and returned his focus to the floor.  
 
    I gave Oz a mock salute, which made the muscles in his jaw jump as he clenched his teeth, and then he and Anna moved away, several glances thrown back in our direction from each of them. 
 
    I covered my mouth with my hand as if I were just leaning on it. I still hadn’t mastered that speaking without moving my lips thing. I really needed to practice that because it seemed like such an important skill.  
 
    “What were you saying about Katie?” I whispered. Alex’s shoulders tensed and he looked toward Oz, who was watching us. I gave an internal eye-roll. “Don’t look at him. It’s like announcing we’re doing exactly what he told us not to do. You said you saw her in the corridor but you couldn’t have because she escaped last night.”  
 
    Alex flicked his eyes toward Oz again and made a non-committal grunting noise.  
 
    “For god’s sake man, you held me at gunpoint, then drew a devil picture of me and stuck it on the door for everyone to see, then you let me tug it down so the dead body fell out. You owe me.” I was hoping that it didn’t come through in my tone but I was so much more bothered about the unflattering painting than the attempted murder thing. Once you’d been held a gunpoint a couple of times it didn’t seem like such a big deal anymore. 
 
    “I didn’t know the body was in there,” Alex hissed.  
 
    It was my turn to make a non-committal noise. I didn’t not believe him, I just didn’t quite believe him either. “Tell me about Katie.” 
 
    “I thought I saw her this morning.” Alex looked over his shoulder. “Did you see the lipstick on Jason’s collar?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. My imaginary self danced a jig to know that someone else had seen it. I was beginning to think my dislike of Anna had made me hallucinate it. 
 
    “Looks a lot like the shade your adjustment companion is wearing,” Alex mumbled and my jig turned into a full-on victory dance.  
 
    “I thought so too.” I chanced a glance in Oz’s direction and saw him edging our way while still speaking to a nurse. “Tell me more about Katie. When you saw her this morning what was she doing?” 
 
    “She was heading away from the breakfast room. She was at the other end of the corridor and when she saw me she put her finger to her lips as if to shush me. I just assumed she wanted five minutes’ peace.” 
 
    “But it was definitely her?” 
 
    “I’ve lived with her for a month, Bridget.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I pressed. “Did she have all her usual mannerisms or was there something off about her? Maybe something you couldn’t put your finger on?” 
 
    “It was her. Why are you asking about mannerisms?” 
 
    “People can morph into other people, Alex.”  
 
    Alex blinked slowly, as if having difficulty understanding what I’d said. “Are you on some sort of medication?” 
 
    “No, people can change their faces to look like other people,” I said. 
 
    “Like clones? Is the bureau cloning us?” Alex’s eyes darted around the room, I assumed looking for clones. 
 
    I opened my mouth but found there were no words coming out, so I closed it again. All pretence of not talking to him was long gone. Alex didn’t know about the whole face morphing thing? How did everyone not know about it? I’d run into it a couple of times and I was still very newly dead. Maybe I just ran in the wrong circles. Or the right circles, depending on your perspective. 
 
    “Let’s go, Bridget,” Oz called, still a short distance away. He waved me over. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Alex.” 
 
    “You too, Bridget,” Alex said before I stood and headed toward Oz and a very twitchy Anna. 
 
    “Can I have my painting back, please?” I asked Oz as he led Anna and me out of the common room. The nurse guarding the door waved us through and locked it behind us. 
 
    Oz gave me a measuring look. “Why?”  
 
    “I want to put it on my bedroom door with a ‘keep out’ warning,” I said. Not that it would keep anyone out, but the idea made me feel like I was more in control. 
 
    “No,” he said and pointed to a door on the left of the corridor. It had a small green square drawn above the door handle. Anna tried it and to my surprise it opened. No wonder Katie escaped if that was their level of security. I peered into the room. It was a cleaning closet. All manner of cleaning products filled the shelves that encircled the small room. Three brooms and two hoovers took up most of the floor space but there was just enough room for two people to stand inside, three if you huddled. Okay, so maybe they just had low security on cleaning products. 
 
    “Why not? It’s a picture of me and Alex said I could have it,” I said and watched Anna step into the room. What was going on here? Were we going to steal some washing up liquid from a mental asylum? That just didn’t seem right. On so many levels. 
 
    Oz gestured for me to follow Anna into the cleaning closet. “What were you talking about after I told him not to talk to you? And don’t say nothing because you were obviously talking about something.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him that Alex thought he’d seen Katie after she’d supposedly escaped but closed it again. Maybe Alex had been mistaken. And why would the staff and GBs assume she’d escaped if she hadn’t? Surely they had searched everywhere before declaring her missing. Although Jason had seemed pretty adamant that no one had escaped. Maybe Officer Leonard was wrong. And was now the moment to mention it looked like it was Anna’s lipstick on Jason’s collar? With Anna right there listening in? Probably not. Would he believe me anyway? Would he just think I was trying to get rid of her? 
 
    Oz lowered his voice and leaned closer, his eyes narrowing on my expression. “You feel confused.”  
 
    I pointed in his face and stepped back, almost bumping into Anna, as if I could move out of his emotional radar snooping range. “You said you were going to stop doing that.” 
 
    “And you said you were going to be honest with me.” 
 
    “You didn’t give me a chance.” 
 
    “You took too long.” 
 
    “Why are you directing us into a broom closet? Are we hiding?” I asked, changing subject to give me a minute to think. 
 
    “Places like this have emergency protocols,” Oz said, stepping inside the closet and closing the door after him. It was such a tight fit if I’d folded my arms they would have been touching his chest. “In certain circumstances, the block on tunnelling is automatically dropped in specific areas.” 
 
    “Is that what the green square above the handle meant?” I asked.  
 
    “She’s like this all the time. The questions just never stop,” Anna said defensively, her head protruding over my shoulder as she leaned forward, her front touching my back. With her this uncomfortably close I could detect the faintest scent of aftershave. I was pretty sure it was the same one Jason had been wearing. Or had I smelled it on the Ken doll? Anna wouldn’t have been messing with the Ken doll though, would she? He had doused himself in it, so maybe she’d just walked past him. But then it was most likely Jason’s, since her lipstick was on his collar. I leaned to the side and twisted around to stare at her mouth. Was that the same colour red? Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure. Had anyone else been wearing lipstick in the group? Didn’t Petal say Katie had used red lipstick? What if it was Katie’s lipstick? Would they let her wear it while she was imprisoned here? What if Alex was right and he had seen her in the morning? What if it was Katie that Jason had tousled with and she’d killed him? 
 
    “There’s that confusion again,” Oz said, pointing to my face.  
 
    “Who would know about this protocol?” I asked. 
 
    “You see?” Anna threw up her hands in frustration but the space was so small she knocked a shelf and toppled a couple of bottles of window cleaner onto me. 
 
    “Thanks, Anna,” I said and considered bending down to pick them up but that would’ve meant shoving my bum into Anna and putting my face at roughly waist height to Oz. Neither was something I was in the mood to do. 
 
    “Staff members,” Oz said, pulling my attention back to the moment. “People in positions where they are responsible for others. They would’ve informed Anna when she registered you for the tour.” 
 
    Anna? How long had Anna known about this tour? Maybe another responsible adult was helping Katie? 
 
    “We need to go and find a policeman. Preferably not Johnson.” I pointed to the door Oz was standing in front of and had the briefest thought that he always seemed to be standing in front of doors I wanted to get through. Literally and metaphorically.  
 
    “Why?” Oz asked and I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination but he seemed to straighten up or square his shoulders or something, because suddenly I could see a lot less of the door.  
 
    “Alex saw Katie this morning. What if she somehow knew about the protocol and killed Jason so she could escape?” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Anna snapped. “Why would you listen to someone who’s been committed here? He’s probably on a cocktail of drugs. Or he thinks that’s what you wanted to hear so he told you that.” 
 
    I raised my arms in the widest shrug the small room would allow and spoke to Oz. “She could still be in here. We could catch her before she escapes.” 
 
    “She’s already escaped!” Anna snapped. 
 
    “Has she? Just because they can’t find her doesn’t mean she’s not still on the premises,” I said. I wanted to whirl around to face her but because of the limited space I had to shuffle. It wasn’t exactly the dramatic effect I was going for. “Exactly how did she get past those guards at the metal matchbox of death and open the bolts on both sides of the door to escape without being noticed? All she would need to do is find somewhere to hide overnight and wait until the tour came through here today, kill someone and then tunnel out through one of these escape closets.” 
 
    “You’re not listening to this?” Anna asked. I glanced over my shoulder to see Oz backing out of the room.  
 
    He pointed to me but spoke to Anna. “Take her home. If I’m not back in time, please take her to her GA meeting as well.”  
 
    “Oz?” Anna yelled as he closed the door and his footsteps retreated along the corridor in what I was pretty sure was a sprint. Anna focused her annoyance back on me. “He’s going to look like a fool! Are you happy now?” 
 
    “Really? Is that a fool for catching Katie before she escapes or for hiring a murderous adjustment companion?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How did your meeting at lunch go? It was cancelled, right?” I had no clue whether it had been cancelled or not, but seeing as how she was wafting aftershave at me every time she moved and it was possibly her lipstick on Jason’s collar it seemed like a good guess that was how she’d spent her lunch. “Is that how Jason ended up with your lipstick on his collar?” 
 
    “Actually, the meeting went fine, hon,” Anna said and pulled her notebook from her pocket, flipping through the back pages. “We covered a great deal of new methods to help with adjustment. And I have no idea how Jason got lipstick on his collar. Mine or someone else’s.” 
 
    “Really? Is that what you’ll say when Johnson asks you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” There wasn’t really much more I could say to that. “Who was at the meeting?” 
 
    “You mean who’ll provide me with an alibi?” Anna asked. 
 
    Before I could continue with my super awesome interrogation technique someone knocked on the door. Anna and I froze. Were we supposed to open it? It wasn’t like they couldn’t open it from the other side. And if we were inside the cupboard we should be able to tunnel away in the event of an emergency. I twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open. 
 
    “Ms Sway. Fancy seeing you here,” Officer Leonard said with his usual amiable smile. 
 
    “Were you just waiting around outside?” I asked. 
 
    “Actually, I was eavesdropping,” he said with an apologetic nod. “I’ll need a private moment with your adjustment companion. I trust you can get yourself home?” 
 
    “Okay, but I just need to let Oz know,” I said.  
 
    “That’s awfully forthright of you, Ms Sway.” 
 
    “I’m trying to be a better person,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “I’ll only need but a moment with Miss Rivers. She’ll be back with you before you even realise she was gone. How about you get yourself home and I’ll tell Officer Salier if I see him before I’m done? He’s running around at the moment trying to find a patient we all thought had escaped. He had an interesting theory that she was possibly still here.” I knew Oz would claim the idea as his so as not to draw any more necessary attention to me, but Officer Leonard’s expression said he suspected the idea had come from me. I didn’t know how or why he’d think that, though. Or why he wasn’t joining the search. 
 
    “Oh. Okay, well, I’ll just be on my way then,” I said but Officer Leonard stepped forward and placed a hand on my arm before I could go. 
 
    “Actually, I was hoping to use this cupboard for a chat with Miss Rivers. There’s another cupboard a few corridors over. Second right then first left.” Officer Leonard used hand signals in case I didn’t know what left and right meant. 
 
    “Can’t I just use this one before you have your chat?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d prefer you to use that one. You know to look for the green square?” he asked and I nodded. “Second right then first left,” he said, doing the hand signals again. 
 
    “Fine.” I sighed and stepped out of the cupboard. 
 
    “That’s a lovely shade of lipstick, Miss Rivers,” I heard Officer Leonard say as I headed along the corridor away from them and before the click of the cupboard door closing echoed off the walls.  
 
    “Guess we weren’t the only ones who noticed that, after all,” I mumbled to myself, as I turned down the second corridor on the right and paused. There were doors on either side of the corridor, each with a little peep window. Underneath each window was a name.  
 
    “Are these people’s rooms?” I had no idea who I was asking since there was no one around to answer me. I wandered along the corridor reading the names on the doors. “Maybe Officer Leonard directed me the wrong—” I paused outside a door with a name I recognised. Katie.  
 
    Okay. Now. The place was crawling with police because of the dead nurse I’d just pulled out of a closet. How bad of an idea would it be to search Katie’s room? With Johnson circling like a vulture to arrest me for something, anything, it would be a terrible idea. It would be an awful idea. And, really, the police would’ve already searched it, right? So what could I find that they hadn’t? And what would I even be looking for? It would just be stupid. And pointless. And yet my hand still reached out for the handle. 
 
    “It’ll be locked,” I whispered, trying to convince myself not to try. I turned the doorknob. It twisted under my request. I let go and the door swung open. I shut my eyes. “Please, please, don’t let there be a dead body in here.”  
 
    I squinted my eyes open and quickly scanned the room. Happily, there was no dead body waiting for me. It said something about my afterlife that I had to say that quick prayer before I opened every door. I checked over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching and quickly stepped inside. I pushed the door to without actually closing it. It had been unlocked but maybe the rooms automatically locked at a certain time or some magical afterlife voodoo knew when someone was inside. I did not want to get locked in a crazy woman’s room. How would I explain that to Oz? 
 
    I stood in the centre of the room and turned in a circle. There was a single bed with a grey blanket against the left wall. Against the back wall stood a three-shelf bookcase filled with romance novels and flush against the right-hand wall was a tall, single wardrobe. That was it. There was nothing else in the room. I crouched down and dragged my fingers across the spines of the books, scanning the titles as I went. Now that I was in the room I didn’t really have a clue what I was looking for. It wasn’t like she was going to have left a detailed escape plan for me to find with a list of her accomplices and people she intended to kill. I searched through the books as well as around and under the bed. Nothing. 
 
    I turned to the wardrobe. It was relatively empty but even then, it was still fuller than mine. I swiped the clothes to one side and began searching for hidden compartments. Nothing. Then I remembered where I hid my mobile phone. Maybe she hid something under her wardrobe too. On my hands and knees, I peered underneath. The flooring was linoleum and there were no cuts in it that I could see, so she’d not made a flap to conceal something. But there was what looked like a little sprinkling of plaster dust on the floor right against the skirting board. 
 
    It wasn’t a major discovery but it was more than the nothing I’d found everywhere else. I stood up and inched the wardrobe out slightly. 
 
    “Oh, score!”  
 
    Two words were gouged into the plaster on the section of the wall the wardrobe hid. They were different sizes and by the discolouration and depth of the gouges they’d been made at different times. “Remember Lily.”  
 
    I moved the wardrobe back and checked behind the bookcase. Same deal. I had no idea what it meant but it definitely meant something. And who was Lily? 
 
    There was nowhere else to search so I poked my head out of the door and made sure the coast was clear. I darted out of the room and pulled the door closed behind me. Which way had Officer Leonard said? Second right then first left? I continued along the corridor and took the first left. Just as I turned the corner I heard footsteps coming from the other end of the corridor. Thinking it might be Officer Leonard and maybe I’d gotten my left and right confused after all, I peered back around the corner. It wasn’t Officer Leonard; it was Burt. I straightened up and pulled back around the corner out of sight. I wasn’t technically doing anything wrong at that precise moment. Officer Leonard had told me to come this way, but it was still probably best not to advertise the fact I was wandering around a mental asylum unattended.  
 
    I was about to scurry away and try to find the green squared door before Burt caught up with me when his footsteps faltered. I paused. Should I check what he was doing? Why would he be doing anything worthy of being spied on? He worked here. Sabrina had just infected my brain with her curiosity. I peered around the corner. Burt hovered outside a door with his back to me. He checked both ways along the corridor and I reared back just in time before he caught me spying.  
 
    There was a faint creak, a pause and then another creak. I looked back around the corner. Now that he wasn’t blocking the way I could see the name on the door of the room he’d sneaked into. It was Katie’s room. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that interesting?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I was waiting in the grounds of the fort for Sabrina to show up for our Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting. The purpose of the nightly meetings was for us to learn all about our new ghostly abilities and how to be better ghosts. Mainly I went for the free tea and biscuits. And to see Sabrina. Oh, and because they were mandatory. 
 
    After waiting to see how long Burt had stayed in Katie’s room I’d hotfooted it to the green squared door and tunnelled straight to the fort. I’d thought about going home but then I’d decided, since it was only half an hour until the start of the meeting, if I tunnelled straight to the fort I could bathe in the evening sunshine. I know Oz had said to go home but, well, I had no good excuse other than I wanted a few minutes’ peace. 
 
    “You’re here early,” Sabrina said when she’d finished tunnelling and became a fully solid version of herself. She stepped away from the stone marker and turned in a circle as she crossed the grass to my patch of sun. “And alone. How did that happen?” 
 
    I gave her my best flat look as she sat down on the grass next to me. “Can’t you guess?” 
 
    Sabrina’s eyes darted to the horizon while she thought about it, then turned back to me, excitement shining out of her face. She covered her heart with one hand. “I love you so much. I would die of boredom here without you.” 
 
    “You’ll probably die of a blow to the head here with me,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Is that how they died? Again?” Sabrina asked and her mouth twisted in disgust. “Why do they keep killing each other like that? What is wrong with these people? Wait, who died? Was it at the asylum?” 
 
    Sabrina sat quietly as I filled her in on all the events of the afternoon. And the bits from the morning that I hadn’t had a chance to tell her. We watched other members of our GA group appear and head inside the fort.  
 
    “That sounds like quite the eventful afternoon,” Sabrina said when I was done. Since the majority of our group had arrived, we got up, followed them inside and headed straight to the tea and coffee station at the back of the hall. “I have a few problems with your theory of Katie hiding somewhere inside the facility, waiting for the opportunity to kill someone and then waiting until their body was found as a diversion to escape.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I asked, loading up my plate with custard creams and heading toward the back row of seats. I nudged the chairs with my foot so we’d be in a better position to catch the sea breeze from the back door. 
 
    “It just feels a little easy,” Sabrina said, sitting next to me. “Especially with Alex seeing her that morning. Maybe Alex killed Jason and is subtly blaming it on Katie.” 
 
    “Why would Alex kill him and blame it on Katie? Subtly or otherwise?” I asked and then the expression on Sabrina’s face told me I shouldn’t have asked. 
 
    “Well, now, that’s what we have to find out, isn’t it?” she said and gave me a pointed look before nibbling on her digestive. 
 
    “Why do we have to find this out? Why can we leave it to the police?” I asked and as soon as the words were out of my mouth I knew why. “Because the police are inept.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sabrina said and pointed a digestive at me. “Although, I do think it’s more likely that Katie was simply hiding with the intention of somehow sneaking out with you guys when the tour left. The tour happens on the last Wednesday of every month so she’d know the routine.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Yeah, but it was like the maladjusted version of Noah’s ark. It was all two by two. There’s no way she’d have been able to sneak out with us. The guards check your visitor pass on the way out as well as in, which she wouldn’t have, and they’d likely recognise her.” 
 
    “Well, that puts her squarely back in the frame,” Sabrina agreed.  
 
    “So, can we agree the homicidal escaped mental patient is our killer?” I asked, daring to get my hopes up that this was just going to be open-and-shut. Easy. All we had to do was catch her. 
 
    “I hope not,” Sabrina mumbled. “And remember Jason had Anna’s lipstick on his neck.” 
 
    “Katie used to wear red lipstick. Could’ve been hers,” I said and sipped some of my tea.  
 
    “Did you see any in her room?”  
 
    I hesitated. “No, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t have any and it doesn’t mean she didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “You used to be fun.” Sabrina nibbled on her digestive, sticking her bottom lip out like a child who wasn’t getting their own way.  
 
    I sighed. “Don’t you think it makes more sense? She’d gouged ‘remember Lily’ over and over into the walls. Maybe when she ran out of space she decided to escape to find a new wall to gouge her memory list in to. So, she kills Jason because she knows that will initiate the emergency protocol when someone finds him and off she goes. In search of a new wall. Or a head to bludgeon.” 
 
    “But I don’t want that to be true,” Sabrina said, still pouting at me. 
 
    I patted her knee. “I know.” 
 
    “But you have to admit Burt sneaking into Crazy Katie’s room is weird. And you said Anna and Alex were really nervous when the body was found. And that the other nurse, Gary, had been angry at Jason. And that Officer Leonard wanted to speak to Anna.”  
 
    “Do you need an elastic band for all those straws you’re grasping at?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re relevant points!” Sabrina snapped at me. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I nodded while taking a bite of my custard cream. 
 
    “Fine. But I’m going to see what I can find out about this Lily person tomorrow. And if it’s good then we’ll reopen the investigation.” 
 
    “‘Reopen the investigation’?” I arched an eyebrow at her. “How are you not marked as a maladjust?” 
 
    “I’m really sneaky,” Sabrina said with a nod. “Oh, and I checked on your tour request. It was put in, processed and approved in a matter of minutes this morning.” 
 
    “So the approval department is just efficient,” I said with a shrug. “No big deal.” 
 
    Sabrina grinned. “The approval department? I know you know nothing happens that fast unless it’s specifically fast-tracked.” 
 
    “But there’s not a way to prove that, right?” I asked. “So, really, it could just be a reeeeally efficient worker bee.” 
 
    “Unlikely, but possible, until you consider both yours and Tommy’s requests were fast-tracked. Was the tour Anna’s idea? I doubt she has that kind of pull. And if Burt didn’t help then someone else arranged it.” 
 
    I sighed. “So, basically, what you’re saying is someone wanted both Tommy and me there.” 
 
    “Yeah, basically, that’s what I’m saying.” Sabrina nudged my shoulder with hers. “I couldn’t find any info on who but it’s a tiny bit cool, though. You have to admit that.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a tiny bit cool that someone wanted me at a mental asylum, ready to find a body.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s look at the reasons why that’s unlikely. One: No one knew the body would be there except the killer and how would they know that you, specifically, would find it? They couldn’t,” Sabrina said before I could respond. “Two: Even if someone did want you there to find the body they would have had to be planning on killing the nurse and be able to fast-track your tour, which means at the very minimum they’d have to be a GB. Whole thing is unlikely. No, I think it’s more probable that someone fast-tracked yours and Tommy’s tour passes so you could investigate Katie’s escape and you finding the body was purely a lucky coincidence.”  
 
    I stared at her. “A lucky coincidence?” 
 
    “Unfortunate.” She frowned at me. “I said unfortunate, didn’t I?” 
 
    I pursed my lips at her. “You have issues.” 
 
    “I wonder why they would specifically want you there, though,” Sabrina said. “Maybe it’s another covert adjustment test. I think you might have to take more care about what you get involved in.” 
 
    I nodded at her. “Oh, yes, I’ll definitely have to take more care about what I get myself involved in.”  
 
    “There you are, hon,” Anna exclaimed as if I were an errant child who had gotten lost in the supermarket. She strode across the hall and stood in front of me, hands on her hips, and stared down at my saucer of biscuits. “Really? Do you think those extra calories are wise, hon?” 
 
    “Says the woman who poured a tub of cream into her soup,” I said. 
 
    “Bridget! What on earth is going on here?” Eleanor snapped as she strode over to us. Whenever Eleanor was annoyed her southern belle accent intensified to the point where I could barely understand it. Eleanor shook her head and gestured to Anna. “You can’t just bring your friends along to a meeting, Bridget. These are private.”  
 
    “Oh, she’s not my friend.” I shook my head so vehemently my ponytail touched each shoulder in turn with the movement. “She’s my adjustment companion. If I could tie her to the railing outside and leave her there until the meeting was done I totally would.” In all honesty, I might not even untie her after the meeting was done. 
 
    Eleanor’s eyes roved over Anna. Anna extended her hand. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Anna Rivers.” 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you, Anna,” Eleanor responded in what I was pretty sure was the automatic way her mam had taught her and not her genuine feelings on the matter. Funny how Anna brought out everyone’s “polite” voice. “However, you can’t stay here. You may wait for Bridget outside.” 
 
    My eyes stretched so wide I had to remind myself to blink so they wouldn’t fall out of their sockets.  
 
    “No.” Anna laughed lightly. Obviously her fake polite laugh. “I’m her adjustment companion. I’m allowed to be at these meetings. I’m her responsible adult. I can’t just leave her unsupervised.” 
 
    Now, I have no idea whether there was any sort of interdepartmental conflict or competition or whatnot, but I was pretty sure that Anna had implied that Eleanor wasn’t capable to being responsible for me. Let’s sidestep the fact that I felt pretty responsible for myself, and I’d been unsupervised for at least half an hour already and managed just fine, I was pretty sure that was a bit of a slap in Eleanor’s face. And if it came to a cat fight, I was betting on Eleanor. Despite her prim and proper southern belle ways, something about her attitude just told me should could get scrappy if need be. 
 
    “I act in the stead of her parole officer when she is in my care. She is my responsibility,” Eleanor said and I had the briefest notion that both women had forgotten Sabrina and I were there.  
 
    Sabrina leaned in and whispered, “Ten pounds on Eleanor.” 
 
    “We don’t have money,” I reminded her very quietly, not to draw their attention our way. “And surely it would be more like a hundred pounds. Let’s make the bet worthwhile.” 
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “You’d bet against Eleanor?” 
 
    “No, we’d bet someone else,” I whispered back. “But we’d bet big.” 
 
    Sabrina gestured around the hall. “Who would we bet with?” 
 
    I looked around at our GA members. No one here would take that bet because it was likely a maladjusted or illegal thing to do and most of our group were just so disgusting well adjusted. Except for Warren, a teenage goth boy. But I doubted even he’d be dumb enough to bet against Eleanor. “Good point.” 
 
    “I’m allowed to be here,” Anna repeated with a level of patronising I just didn’t think I would use on anyone. Ever. “Do you need me to find the relevant article in the afterlife handbook to enlighten you?” 
 
    “You are absolutely right,” Eleanor said. Anna smiled. Eleanor smiled. Anna’s smile said Anna thought she’d won. Eleanor’s smile said Eleanor knew she’d won. “You are allowed to be here … on my grace. I have the authority to ask you to leave. And I’d like you to leave.” 
 
    After a brief pause Anna shook her head. “No, no, I—” 
 
    “My only concern is the welfare and adjustment of my group. Bridget is struggling. We all know this. But she is also quite obviously feeling overwhelmed by you. Perhaps a break from you in a safe environment will prove helpful to her. Please leave.” Eleanor made a very elegant sweeping gesture in the direction of the doors. 
 
    After several seconds of huffing Anna turned to me. “I’ll wait for you in the sunshine, hon.” 
 
    We all watched her leave. When she had disappeared through the doors Eleanor turned back to us. 
 
    “Bridget, I’m—” Eleanor began but cut herself off when I shoved my tea and biscuits on an empty chair, jumped up from my seat and threw my arms around her, giving her a full body hug. “Oh,” she said, initially taken aback. She patted my back a few times and then gave it a little rub, the way I did to my housemates when they jumped on me. 
 
    I broke out of the hug and held her at arm’s length so I could look directly into her face and she could see my absolute immense genuine gratitude. “Thank you, Eleanor. So much.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re welcome,” she said, a little flustered and pushed up the bottom of her grey bob. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re starting to adjust just fine.” She smiled and walked away. 
 
    “What is wrong with you and all this hugging?” Sabrina asked, watching Eleanor, who I was pretty sure had a little more bounce in her step, walk away. “You’re really freaking me out.” 
 
    “She just got rid of Evil Barbie for a few hours. She’s damn lucky I didn’t kiss her!” 
 
    “Okay, fair point,” Sabrina said with a nod. “You know you’re going to have to be fully active in tonight’s session now, though?” 
 
    “Small price to pay,” I said as Eleanor tapped the podium at the front of the hall and called for everyone’s attention. 
 
    A couple of hours, and an incredible amount of group participation from me, later Eleanor called an end to the meeting. Instead of practising ghosty stuff, it’d been more of a “talking about our feelings” type of meeting. Which Sabrina had found hilarious due to the sheer volume of my contribution. I felt oddly lighter for talking about how difficult it was to keep finding dead ghosts and the group had been enthralled. Warren had asked the odd gory question, which Eleanor had chastised him for, but ultimately it had gone well. 
 
    Eleanor stopped me by the wooden doors as we were leaving and pulled me slightly to the side, out of the walkway. Sabrina followed. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing so freely tonight, Bridget,” Eleanor said and her voice brimmed with so much appreciation it made my stomach clench. “I know you’ve had a really tough start and I’m so glad you’re beginning to feel secure enough with us, with me, to share your struggles. I know that’s not something that comes easily to you, so I wanted you to know that I’ve noticed and I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, adjusting my fringe, not really sure what to say. “Okay, thanks, Eleanor.” 
 
    “I hope you know that I’m always available to you should you need to talk,” she said and placed her hand on my arm. Her emotions just leaked all over me and, once again, I reached out and hugged her. This time she wasn’t so surprised and gave me a brief squeeze in return. She turned to walk away without saying anything else but I was pretty sure she wiped a tear from her eye.  
 
    “Okay.” Sabrina pulled me to face her. “What’s wrong with you? Are you terminally ill or something? Is this your attempt to get into Heaven the next time you die?” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “What’s with the hugging and the nicey-niceness? It’s freaking me out.” Sabrina leaned back to get a better look at me. “Is Oz drugging your tea?” 
 
    “I don’t think I was a very nice person in life.”  
 
    “So you’re trying to make up for it here?” 
 
    I shook my head and checked over my shoulder at Eleanor, who was chatting with other members of our group. “No, I’m just trying to be nicer to those people who are nice to me.” 
 
    Sabrina wore her suspicion all over her face. “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why not? It costs me nothing.” 
 
    “You still hate Evil Barbie, right?” 
 
    “Look, I think we should start calling her by name,” I said with a small shake of my head. “There’s no real reason for us to be mean to her. She’s only doing her job.” 
 
    Sabrina stared at me, assessing, and then rolled her shoulders back several times as if she were limbering up. 
 
    I gestured to her still jiggling shoulders. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I think you’re possessed. I’m getting ready to slap the demon out of you.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t think exorcisms quite work that way. And you know I was joking about Evil Barbie.” 
 
    Sabrina leaned in and looked into my pupils. “That’s exactly what a demon would say.” 
 
    “Stop making fun of me. I’m trying to be a better person is all. I’ve not lost my mind,” I said as I stepped out into the evening air, Sabrina in tow.  
 
    “A demon would say that too,” Sabrina pointed out. 
 
    Summer was coming to an end and the nights had already started to close in earlier, but even in the dim light I could still see my housemates from across the grounds. 
 
    Petal was cartwheeling in circles while Lucy, not-so-subtly, pointed to other members of my GA group and, I assumed from Pam’s face, made derogatory comments about them. Oz stood next to them, talking to Anna. Even across the distance I could see his attention was more focused on his surroundings than whatever Anna was saying. 
 
    “Wow, look at your escort home,” Sabrina said as her eyes lit on the group.  
 
    “Bridget!” Pam called loudly and waved her arms around to get my attention. Lucy waggled her finger in her ear as if Pam had shouted right down it.  
 
    Petal faltered in her cartwheel when Pam called to me and fell on her bottom. She sprang up to her feet and skipped over. She threw her arms around me in a hug which I briefly, and somewhat awkwardly, returned. It was all still new to me. Sabrina was grinning when Petal released me. And then Petal leapt on Sabrina and hugged her too. In all fairness to Sabrina she took it much better than I would have in her position. 
 
    “Hi, Petal,” Sabrina said while gently stepping back from the hug to find Lucy and Pam hovering in front of her. 
 
    “Hi Sabrina,” Pam said. 
 
    “You got anything good for me?” Lucy asked, her eyes roving over Sabrina’s jumpsuit. 
 
    “How’s the stun gun working out for you?” Sabrina asked pointedly. 
 
    Lucy pouted. “I’ve not had a chance to use it on anyone yet.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, Lucy,” I said and the look she gave me said she very much disagreed. 
 
    Sabrina laughed. “It’s been a pleasure, ladies. I’ll see you at breakfast,” Sabrina said and disappeared to a chorus of goodbyes from my housemates and a measured look from Oz. 
 
    “How was the meeting?” Oz asked as he approached. 
 
    “It was good. What’s with the group reception?” I asked, gesturing to my housemates and Anna. 
 
    “He didn’t want to leave us home alone,” Pam said, her tone explaining how unhappy she was about that. 
 
    “It’s not because I don’t trust you, I just want to know that you’re all safe. That’s all.” Oz’s tone said they’d had this discussion numerous times already. “Anna, I think we’ll be good from here, so you can get off home. Thanks for today,” Oz said. 
 
    “Don’t you need me to stay?” she asked. “I don’t mind.”  
 
    “I think we’ll be fine. I’ll talk to Bridget about the meeting,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, thanks, hon,” she said and kissed him on the cheek, leaving another red lipstick stain, before tunnelling away. 
 
    Petal reached out for mine and Lucy’s hand. Oz took hold of Lucy’s other hand and one of Pam’s hands. 
 
    “I can tunnel myself home,” I said. 
 
    “Humour me,” Oz said and before I could say anything else we were in the back garden of our house. Right at the end of it, which I thought was weird. Until I realised that the only thing behind us was the fence so we could see the whole garden the moment we appeared. That just did not seem like a happy error. The others didn’t notice and headed toward the house. Lucy picking her way carefully as if she were trying not to dirty her shoes, Petal cartwheeling back and forth and Pam picking daisies as she went. Oz placed a hand on my forearm to hold me back. 
 
    “You can’t exclude Anna from your GA meeting,” Oz said quietly. “It’s her job to help you.” 
 
    “She’s not helping. Ask Eleanor.” I moved to walk away but his hand encircled my wrist gently to prevent me from walking away. 
 
    “Bridget, help me out here. I thought you were going to try to fly below the radar.” Oz stepped closer and looked into my eyes. His thumb stroked over the inside of my wrist and my stomach flip-flopped all over the place like it was a fish out of water.  
 
    “Not taking Anna into my GA meeting is hardly shooting up a flare,” I said and pulled my hand out of his hold, rubbing my wrist to try to erase the feeling of his touch. It did nothing to ease my jittery stomach fish, though. “And anyway, Eleanor asked her to leave. I didn’t even know it was an option.” 
 
    “How did you end up at Mendall today?” Oz asked.  
 
    I hesitated. “I think Anna arranged it.”  
 
    “Tell me whatever it is you don’t want to tell me,” he said, his voice low, not demanding. More gently imploring. 
 
    I hesitated again. I had no idea why I was even considering telling him my super-secret information. “Promise you won’t question how I know it?” 
 
    It was Oz’s turn to hesitate. “I promise.” 
 
    “I was fast-tracked onto the tour.” 
 
    Oz nodded, lips pressed together. “Do you know who authorised that?” 
 
    “I’m assuming that it was Officer Leonard. When he spoke to Anna while we were at Mendall he sent me to a different room to tunnel from. The directions he gave me sent me past Katie’s room.” The truth just poured out of my mouth before I could even think about stopping. Maybe Sabrina was right and I was possessed. 
 
    “Did you search it?” he asked.  
 
    I threw my hands up. “Oh, come on, now. He sent me that way. He could’ve let me tunnel from that cupboard before he spoke to Anna but he didn’t.” 
 
    “Which should be all the more reason not to search it,” Oz said, staring at me like I was an idiot. One hand was on his hip, the other rubbing the back of his neck. “Did you find anything?” he asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Sort of. Someone had gouged ‘remember Lily’ into the wall behind the wardrobe and bookcase. Like, a lot.” Oz closed his eyes and bowed his head. “Does that mean something to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” He nodded slowly and then lifted his head so he could look into my eyes. “Lily was a girl in Katie’s GA group. They were friends. She died.” 
 
    “Died or was murdered?” I asked.  
 
    “Murdered.” 
 
    “Wait, is this the girl she was meant to have killed?” 
 
    Oz hesitated again. “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you sure Katie killed her because, to my mind, you don’t gouge the name of one of your victims into a wall over and over again. Especially if you killed more than one person, which she supposedly did, right? You’d do, like, a tally or something. That type of wall gouging? That’s someone-else-killed-her-then-blamed-it-on-me-and-I’m-going-to-avenge-her-type stuff.” 
 
    “Katie’s GA leader witnessed several arguments between them leading up to Lily’s death. Katie had a temper. And after the altercation with Petal …” Oz didn’t say anything else but I very much got the vibe that he wasn’t wholly convinced on the official version of what happened. 
 
    “You don’t think Katie did it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to think that she was capable of it … but I had to pull her off Petal. She wouldn’t let go. I had to prise her hands from Petal’s neck. Petal nearly died.” Oz was looking along the garden but his attention was focused inwards as he relived the memory. “She’d argued with the two other members of her GA group who were murdered. One she’d actually had a physical fight with. Her GA leader had kept that information from me, from everyone, because meetings are confidential and he thought he could help her.” 
 
    The pain on Oz’s face made my stomach churn. He blamed himself for the murders but there was something else there too.  
 
    “Are you—?” I dipped my head to catch his gaze so I could read the expression in his eyes. “You’re not sure she did it, are you?” 
 
    “The evidence was overwhelming,” Oz said softly. “She had the temper. She would’ve killed Petal if I hadn’t been there.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I asked.”  
 
    “Why are you being so honest with me right now?” he asked, pulling himself back into the present. 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” I said with a shake of my head. Maybe it had something to do with sharing at the GA meeting. It had loosened my honesty mouth muscles. Or he was drugging me. “Just with a homicidal ex-housemate on the loose it seems like the right thing to do,” I said, though I’d already thought of a way to catch Katie. 
 
    A slow smile spread over Oz’s face. “I like this less defensive version of you. Maybe I should stop trying to catch her.”  
 
    Before I could even think of an awesome comeback about my defensiveness Petal screeched Oz’s name. Oz grabbed my hand and dragged me behind him toward the house. I barely kept up as we sprinted across the grass and into the kitchen.  
 
    “Petal?” he yelled out, still dragging me behind him as he raced through the kitchen.  
 
    “Up here!” Lucy shouted. 
 
    He didn’t even let go of me as he charged up the stairs. He took two at a time and my legs were Road-Runnering as I tried to keep up. I think I could probably have stopped trying and he would’ve just dragged me behind but then, I was a little panicked about Petal too. 
 
    “Petal? Lucy?” he yelled again as we reached the first floor. 
 
    “Here!” they shouted in unison.  
 
    Oz dragged me up two more flights of stairs to a landing outside my room and came to an abrupt stop. Lucy and Petal were hovering by my open bedroom door. 
 
    “Where’s Pam?” I asked.  
 
    Petal pointed inside. “I wasn’t snooping. It was open when I came up.” 
 
    Pam? Something had happened to Pam? Oz looked between them and then stepped forward to push my door open. He didn’t let go of me. 
 
    “I don’t think much of this will be salvageable,” Pam said from the far corner of the room, holding up my stolen bed T-shirt that was now more slashes than material. “I wanted to tidy it before you saw it. I didn’t want you to be upset.”  
 
    “How were you planning to tidy this before I saw it?” I asked Pam as I looked around the room. 
 
    Ripped sheets and towels were scattered all over the floor. All of the bedding had been shredded. Strips of purple material were all that was left of my uniforms. Tufts of mattress stuffing protruded up from underneath the destroyed bedding like little volcanoes. The walls had deep gouges in them. The wardrobe was lying face down, its doors lying detached either side of it. The chest of drawers was also face down but someone had pulled out all of the drawers first and stomped on them.  
 
    Pam held up a piece of shredded denim. “What’s this?” 
 
    Oz turned to me and said, “Do you remember those shorts you were pestering me for?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming to breakfast again this morning,” Sabrina said as I joined her, Pete and Charlie in the canteen. “You look tired.” 
 
    “I had an eventful evening,” I said and flopped down in the seat next to her. 
 
    “That sounds promising. Where’s Evil Barbie?” Sabrina asked, looking over my shoulder and then to the food line at the other end of the hall. 
 
    I shrugged. “Off stealing someone’s firstborn child to cook for supper probably.” 
 
    “You mean like a Lamia?” Sabrina shook her head. “The way she is with food I see her as more of a harpy, myself.” 
 
    “I’d agree with you on the harpy,” Charlie said with a nod. 
 
    I looked to Pete, who didn’t even pause in the devouring of his porridge to shrug at me. 
 
    “Okaaaay, and back here at the none University Challenge table …” 
 
    “Aren’t you familiar with Greek mythology?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “No, I had boyfriends,” I said, pressing my lips together apologetically. “But the harpy is in the corridor, so we’ve only got a short while to be uncensored. How about we use that time to talk about illegal things?” 
 
    “I prefer Greek mythology,” Charlie mumbled. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re not interested in hearing that my room was ransacked last night?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone ransacked your room?” Sabrina asked and I could’ve sworn I heard excitement in her voice. 
 
    Pete tapped the table to get my attention. “Was anyone hurt?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Oz had done a round robin and collected everyone from their GA meetings so everyone was out when it happened.” 
 
    “Who would know that?” Sabrina asked but I got the feeling she was talking more to herself than me. 
 
    “Did they take anything?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “I have nothing to steal.” I wasn’t quite up to talking about the death of the shorts that I very nearly owned. And I doubted Charlie would properly understand my grief. 
 
    “Morning,” Anna said as she placed her bowl of porridge at the head of the table and moved a chair like usual. 
 
    Pete and Charlie acknowledged her and Sabrina gave her a grudging head nod. 
 
    “Did you call the police?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Is Charlie referring to the incident last night, because you can’t talk about that, hon,” Anna said, stirring half a jar of raspberry jam into her porridge. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “It’s not job-related, it’s not adjustment-related, it’s just something that happened last night.” 
 
    Anna looked up from her porridge for a moment as if trying to think of a decent reason. 
 
    “She’s got you there, hon,” Sabrina said to Anna before turning to me. “So what happened?” 
 
    “Do you know who did it?” Pete asked.  
 
    “I think the general consensus is the escaped crazy person,” I said, getting up. 
 
    “Where are you going, hon?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I’m going to get more tea.” I showed her my empty cup. “I wasn’t aware I needed permission for that.” 
 
    “Just be quick,” Anna said and pointed in the direction of the tea station. As if I didn’t know where it was. 
 
    I left Sabrina gulping down her coffee so she’d be able to follow me over. I was just filling my cup when I felt someone behind me. 
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” Gary said as he moved beside me. He took a sachet of sugar and stirred it into his tea. 
 
    There was so many ways I could answer but all of them were unnecessarily mean and Gary had an oddly likeable quality about him. It was in his eyes. I still got a bit of a sleazy vibe from him, but a kind sleazy vibe. It was very confusing. 
 
    I nodded. “Fancy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d be here today,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I thought your PO might have been keeping tighter tabs on you with the whole drama yesterday.” 
 
    “I still have the barnacle adjustment companion so thankfully he considers that enough. How’s everything at the asylum?” I asked and he inclined his head in a non-committal response. 
 
    “An escaped patient and a dead nurse in a matter of days? Not great.” 
 
    “Do they have any suspects for the murder?” I asked, silently noting he’d admitted to Katie’s escape. 
 
    “The escaped patient,” he said. “They think she hid somewhere around the asylum for the night, waited for a chance, killed him and escaped during the confusion. Do you want to go out sometime?” 
 
    “Oh. I’m newly dead,” I reminded him, the abrupt change of topic catching me off guard. I focused back on the part of the conversation I was most interested in. “So they’re admitting she escaped now?”  
 
    “I don’t mind,” he said with a shrug, obviously focusing on the part of the conversation he was most interested in. 
 
    “Where do they think she hid? Surely everywhere was searched.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Who knows? If you’re determined enough to hide you find somewhere. So, dinner?” 
 
    “Dating for me is illegal, right?” I asked. I couldn’t think of a decent excuse and swearing at him seemed so rude. 
 
    “We could just talk,” he said with a grin that told me talking was not what he had planned.  
 
    I was about to revisit my take on swearing and then my tired brain realised, since he worked at the asylum, he might come in handy. Information wise. I gave him my best, coy smile. “I guess that would be okay. Everyone needs someone to talk to. Speaking of, did Katie ever talk about someone named Lily?” 
 
    Gary rolled his eyes. “Did she ever.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    He grinned at me like I was a sure thing. “Give me a call and I’ll tell you the whole story.” 
 
    Gary pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and handed it to me. It had his name and a mobile phone number written on it. In the real world, if the hairy wrists hadn’t been enough of a red flag, when he’d whipped out a pre-written phone number I’d have been running for the hills.  
 
    “Can’t you just give me the highlights now?” I asked, tucking his number away in my pocket and trying very hard not to grab him and shake the information out of him. 
 
    “I’d be happy to give you the highlights. We’d need to go somewhere more private, though,” he said and I was pretty sure he was using the term “the highlights” as a euphemism for sex. Which was not something I wanted from him. Ever.  
 
    “I can’t right now.” I jerked my head in Anna’s direction. 
 
    “Later, then.” He picked up his mug and waggled his eyebrows at me before he moved away. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have picked him as your type,” Sabrina said as she took his place. 
 
    “He’s a nurse at the asylum. Katie talked to him about Lily,” I said, turning back to see Anna staring at us. She pointed to me and then the empty seat next to her. I nodded and smiled but didn’t move. 
 
    “And you just let him walk away?” Sabrina asked in a tone that called me a disappointment to the sleuthing profession. 
 
    “He wants to give me ‘the highlights’ over dinner.” 
 
    “That sounds like a euphemism for sex. But we need to know so I’m happy for you to make that sacrifice.” Sabrina patted me on the arm. “Go team.” 
 
    “So my choices are have sex with a hairy wristed man to find out information on an escapee homicidal mental patient or possibly be murdered by said escapee homicidal mental patient?” 
 
    Sabrina laughed and filled her mug full of coffee. “Sucks to be you. So what didn’t you want to say in front of Anna?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “Specifically.” Sabrina rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    I turned my back on Anna and added a tiny bit more milk to my tea. “I think whoever trashed my room was looking for something.” 
 
    Sabrina paused in stirring her coffee. “Why?” 
 
    “It was weird. The wardrobe had been moved forward, the doors pulled off and then tipped over. Same with the chest of drawers. If I’m a crazy person in a crazy frenzy then would I take the time to move the wardrobe forward, rip the doors off and then tip it? Wouldn’t I just destroy it where it was?” 
 
    “Look at you.” Sabrina nudged my shoulder with her own. “That’s some good observations. Do you think they found whatever it was?”  
 
    “I’ve no idea. They found my hiding spot but I couldn’t see any new ones they’d uncovered.” 
 
    “Maybe ask your housemates if they know what someone might have been looking for,” Sabrina suggested.  
 
    “Worth a try, I guess. Also, it only just occurred to me while speaking to Gary but why would Katie hide the night before the escape? Why wouldn’t she just escape that morning? And why specifically this week?” I stirred my second sugar into my tea. “And, I realised last night, why don’t we just get Madame Zorina to summon Crazy Katie?” 
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “I don’t know why any of that didn’t occur to me. I think I’m turning into a mush-for-brains dead person.” 
 
    I shook my head at her. “I’m just not that lucky.” 
 
    “Hey!” she said, nudging me with her elbow. “So, I’ll find out what I can—” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree. I think they’re definitely making the coffee from instant,” I said. 
 
    “Fresh coffee has such a different smell,” she agreed without missing a beat.  
 
    “Alright, ladies, stand down. I come in peace,” Burt said as he approached from behind Sabrina.  
 
    I affected my most innocent voice. “I’m quite sure I don’t know what you mean.”  
 
    “I’m quite sure you don’t,” he said and grinned at us both before focusing on me. “I couldn’t help but notice you talking to Gary.” 
 
    “You couldn’t help but notice?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “All right. I was purposely watching as he came over to talk to you.” Burt smiled self-consciously.  
 
    “Why?” I asked when he made no move to explain.  
 
    “Gary is …” Burt hesitated as though searching for the right word. “He’s a nice guy, don’t get me wrong,” 
 
    “He’s just not a good guy?” I asked. 
 
    Burt pointed to me. “Exactly. Just watch yourself around him, okay? Or better yet, just don’t be around him.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw Sabrina’s internal bloodhound twitch. “Why? What makes you say that?” she asked, oh-so-casually. 
 
    “I work with him so I know what he’s like with women and I don’t want Bridget to get in trouble. Or more trouble,” he added, throwing a small smile my way.  
 
    “Well, I appreciate the heads-up, Burt,” I said, completing ignoring the fact that he thought the trouble I was in was my fault. “Have you heard anything else about the girl who escaped?”  
 
    Burt glanced over his shoulder and stepped closer to us. “The detective investigating Jason’s murder found a timetable of the nurses’ shifts in the escaped patient’s room when he searched it so I think the working theory is she killed him to escape.” He raised his eyebrows and pressed his lips together. “Scary stuff.” 
 
    “When was this?” I asked. 
 
    Burt looked between Sabrina and me, as if confused by the question. “When did he find the timetable?” 
 
    I nodded. “Is that why he took so long getting around to interviewing us? He searched her room beforehand?” 
 
    Burt shook his head, his attention still jumping between us. “I guess.” 
 
    “Didn’t anyone search her room when you initially thought she’d escaped?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Of course, but apparently the timetable was taped to the underside of one of her drawers. I guess none of us thought to look there.” Burt shrugged. “What’s with all the questions?” 
 
    “Johnson’s a glory hog. I just thought you’d found it and he’d taken credit for it, that’s all,” I explained. 
 
    Burt narrowed his eyes at me. “Why would you think I’d found it?”  
 
    I waved away his question. “Oh, I just saw you go in Katie’s room as I was leaving. That was all.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “I was hiding,” I said with an apologetic wince. “Anna and I were supposed to tunnel home together but Officer Leonard asked me to use a different exit so he could talk to Anna alone. I got a little lost on the way and I didn’t want anyone thinking I was snooping.”  
 
    Burt nodded with a smile. “I can understand that. No, after your parole officer voiced a concern that maybe Katie was still on the premises I wanted to double-check her room. I thought maybe she’d think it was safe to hide there while we searched everywhere else again. She used to like sleeping under her bed so I thought it was worth checking.” 
 
    “Did you find anything else?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Burt’s smile widened as he emphasised the word. “Now, I’m just going to talk to Anna before work. You two take care of yourselves and stay away from Gary.” 
 
    “Will do,” I said. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Sabrina said, watching Burt catch Anna on her way to us. “I thought you searched her room.” 
 
    “I did. And I ran my hand across the underside of each drawer. I’m telling you, that timetable was not taped to them. I’d have felt it.” 
 
    “So either Johnson found it before interviewing you or Burt hid it after you’d searched it,” Sabrina concluded. “But what reason would Burt have for hiding that timetable? Unless he killed Jason. He is fond of Anna and you said her lipstick was on Jason’s collar.” 
 
    “I said it looked like her lipstick but she was pretty convincing when she denied it was hers.” 
 
    “But then why would Burt kill Jason or frame Katie?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Maybe he did neither. Maybe he was checking Katie’s room like he said and Johnson found it beforehand,” I suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” Sabrina agreed, reluctantly. 
 
    I shook my head at her. “Is there anyone you’re not suspicious of?” 
 
    “Me. You.” Sabrina glanced around the canteen. “Yep, that’s it.” 
 
    “I assume you’re done with breakfast, hon?” Anna asked me, coming up behind Sabrina and waving at Burt at the same time. 
 
    I pointedly looked from her to my mug of tea. “No.” 
 
    “Too bad. It’s time for work.” Anna took the tea from my hands and placed it on the table next to me. I was about an inch away from picking it back up and smashing it in her face when I caught Sabrina grinning at me from behind her own mug. It brought a little sanity back to me. I had no idea what it was about Anna that always made me want to smash things in her face. Oh wait, that’s right, it was because I didn’t like her. 
 
    “Have a good day, Bridge,” Sabrina said and escaped back to the table, I assumed before Anna could take her mug away as well. 
 
    “Come on, hon.” Anna ushered me out of the canteen and practically shooed me all the way to reception. 
 
    “Bridget!” Alexander greeted me with his wide and oh-so-perfect smile. “I missed you yesterday. Where were you?” 
 
    Alexander, or Alex version 2.0 as I liked to call him, was a devastatingly handsome man that I’d once considered less handsome because he was so handsome, if you follow me? But he had actually turned out to be a nice person. Admittedly, he had an irrational fear of dead people, but otherwise he was nice.  
 
    He’d taken over the original Alex’s job on reception when the original Alex had tried to kill me and was incarcerated. That’s why homicidal Alex was the original Alex and Alexander was Alex version 2.0. The afterlife could get very confusing. And it didn’t help that they looked alike. 
 
    “Someone,” I said, casting a pointed look in Anna’s direction, “thought it would be a good idea to take me to a mental asylum.” 
 
    Alexander’s perfectly pouty lips stretched over his teeth, directing a grimace in Anna’s direction. Anna waved at him as if to dispel his dislike.  
 
    “It wasn’t a mental asylum,” Anna stressed. Alexander flipped his glance to me and I nodded. 
 
    “Bridget said it was. So it was,” Alexander stated simply and then tossed his head, completely dismissing her. He placed my clipboard on the counter with the signing out book and pen on top of it. 
 
    “Do you have a tissue back there anywhere, Alexander?” I asked and finger waved at him. “I touched things while I was there yesterday and although I’ve washed my hands several times since …” 
 
    Alexander wasn’t good with germs. Real or imaginary. He ducked behind the counter for a moment and then came up with a tissue. When he handed it to me I was careful not to touch him. 
 
    “I appreciate your thoughtfulness, Bridget,” he said and gave me his toothpaste-advertisement-tooth-pinging smile. This friends thing wasn’t so hard. It was so strange that it had never seemed that important in life, but now small things like this made me happy. The alive Bridget wouldn’t have tolerated his imaginary germ phobia. She wouldn’t have asked for a tissue to hold the pen. She probably wouldn’t have even spoken to him all that much. I was beginning to think that maybe the alive Bridget hadn’t been the nicest person. 
 
    “You have antibacterial wipes, right?” I asked, as I offered Alexander back his pen without letting the now infected tissue touch his hand. “For the clipboard when I come back? Or do you need me to get some while I’m out?” 
 
    “I have some, but thank you.” Alexander motioned for me to hold out my hands palms up before touching the clipboard. “I’m not sure how potent crazy people germs are but every little helps,” he said and squirted some very expensive looking hand sanitiser on my palms, some on his own and then demonstrated how to rub it in. I copied what he did. 
 
    Anna watched in silent fascination. I imagined that she’d never been ignored in her life, or afterlife, at any point. It was so strange that in a way she reminded me of me. I’d have to make a conscious effort to be nicer to her. 
 
    Anna snapped her fingers in front of my face several times. “We don’t have time for this foolishness. This isn’t helping your adjustment any more than his.” 
 
    And then that resolution evaporated and I was once again fighting the urge to smash something into her in face.  
 
    “You are so rude. Rudeness is ugly.” Alexander peered down his perfectly aquiline nose at her before turning to me. “Have a lovely day, Bridget.” 
 
    “And you, Alexander,” I said. He gave me another tooth-pinging smile and then retreated into the back room.  
 
    “He was extremely rude,” Anna mumbled. 
 
    “Well, I think he’s delightful,” I said, feeling extra smug as I led the way to the tunnelling room. 
 
    Anna and I made it to the first assignment without issue. We landed in the hallway of a house. The excited chatter of children drifted down the stairs to us. I checked the sheet for instructions on what to do, made sure no alive person was around to see, then moved a child’s red raincoat from resting over the banister to hanging on the coat peg by the door as the sheet said. Anna fussed with the coat, arranging the way it hung while I ticked the assignment off.  
 
    She had a habit of readjusting everything I moved. At first I’d found it irritating, now it nearly drove me out of my mind. The assignment sheet said “move the red raincoat from the banister and hang it up by its hood on the third coat peg from the left”. It didn’t say “fuss with it until it looks like a piece of modern art” or “angle it so the light hits it a certain way and amplifies the colour”. It just said “move it” so I just moved it. 
 
    I tunnelled without waiting for her. It was bad enough that she had to accompany me, I wasn’t waiting for her to finish faffing. I landed in a neatly manicured garden. It was about half the size of ours at home but immaculately kept. The vibrant and evenly green grass was trimmed close to the soil and completely devoid of any imperfections. There was a border of blooming plants roughly three feet wide around the grass. An elderly lady was kneeling on the grass, bending over a section of the border. I’d have said she was weeding but there didn’t look like there were any weeds in sight. She wore bright yellow gardening gloves patterned with sunflowers and a straw hat with matching blooms decorating the brim. She was humming while she worked. She seemed happy. 
 
    “How many times, hon?” Anna appeared to my left. “You can’t just disappear whenever you feel like it. I’m supposed to supervise you.” 
 
    “Then you should keep up,” I said, checking my sheet for the assignment. “This is my job. My job isn’t to wait on you. My job has a schedule.”  
 
    Anna pulled out her notebook and jotted something down. Probably about my attitude. A lot of people seemed to have a problem with my attitude. 
 
    I left Anna scribbling away and headed in the lady’s direction. The assignment was to move her trowel from pointing downward, so the prongs were directed into the grass, to upward, so the prongs were pointing to the sky.  
 
    I looked down and saw the trowel. It wasn’t just the rubbishy plastic kind my mam had for the odd occasion she’d thought about doing something to our garden, it was a professional looking thing. Professional with three excessively sharp claws. Why did they need to be that sharp? You only used it to scrape mud. The morning sun glinted of one of the wickedly curved prongs. They were metal.  
 
    The toast I’d had for breakfast started to churn up with the copious volume of tea I’d consumed. Most of my assignments required me to move keys, a mug, a raincoat. Something innocuous. And I liked to believe that mostly my actions had no greater effect than the subject of my assignments just thinking they were forgetful. Turning this velociraptor claw of a trowel prongs up just did not have that same type of vibe. 
 
    Anna stood with her arms folded and foot tapping. So many people did that in the afterlife when they were annoyed. It was like they’d all forgotten how to be real people and that there was a huge range of ways to show annoyance. Like slapping someone hard across the head with a clipboard, for example. Yeah, that would be a good change to the status quo. Suddenly all the blow-to-the-head deaths made much more sense. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I don’t think I can do this one,” I said. I looked over at the lady, who was obliviously still humming to herself while plucking tiny weeds from the flower beds.  
 
    “What do you mean, hon?” Anna peered over my shoulder. “Just flip the trowel over.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Don’t want to? What do you mean you don’t want to? Just move the damn trowel. We have a schedule to keep, remember?” 
 
    I turned to face her. “Do you know what will happen if I flip it over?” 
 
    She arched a thin, pencilled eyebrow at me. “Do you know what will happen if you don’t?” 
 
    “What will happen if I don’t?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll have no choice but to report you for non-compliance on your assignment to the bureau. The bureau will then investigate and determine a course of action.” 
 
    “Which would likely be …?” 
 
    “Re-education. Something your parole officer is trying incredibly hard to save you from though I have no idea why. I think it would be the best thing for you.” Anna expelled an enormous sigh when I made no attempt to flip the trowel. “You complete an assignment and you move on. You flip it over and move on. What’s the problem here?” 
 
    “Once I moved a lady’s handbag and she tripped over the strap and stabbed herself with a fork.”  
 
    Anna opened her mouth, paused and closed it again without speaking. Obviously deciding that my part in the previous accidental homicide was no matter to her, she pointed to the trowel. “This is your job. You need to complete this assignment so we can move on. Complete the assignment.” 
 
    “No.” I clutched the clipboard to my chest and stepped back. 
 
    Anna’s attention jumped from me to the trowel and back again. “Move the damn trowel.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Move the damn trowel!” 
 
    “You move it.” 
 
    “Fine.” Anna bent down and flipped the trowel over. Instead of just nudging it over she did her artful arranging again. She carefully lifted it a foot off the ground, using both hands to turn it over and place it back down. She stepped back, angled her head as she looked at it, then crouched down and moved it an inch to the right. 
 
    “Karl? Karl? Is that you?” The lady spoke with such longing in her voice it made the churning in my stomach speed up like a washing machine on a spin cycle. I was so glad I hadn’t eaten much today yet or I’d have been throwing up all over the lovely blooms.  
 
    Some part of my brain wondered if the lady would be able to see ghost vomit or if she’d sense something if she put her hands in it. The other was wondering when the GBs would show up and exactly who they would be carting off. Me for not doing my job or Anna for doing it for me and unintentionally haunting someone. Maybe it was just better to get out of Dodge before they showed up. Would they know we had been responsible or just that the lady had been haunted? But then I was supposed to be haunting her so would it flag up at all? This stupid afterlife was so complicated. 
 
    The lady climbed stiffly to her feet and stepped toward Anna with her hand outstretched, as though she were reaching for something she couldn’t see. I wasn’t sure what the lady would feel if her hand went through Anna. I’d been walked through more than once and the alive people hadn’t seemed any worse off for it then. 
 
    I grabbed Anna’s arm and tunnelled to the next location before anyone caught us. It was a noisy arcade on the seafront. We landed outside on the pavement and I dragged Anna to the side and pressed her back to the wall so we’d be out of thoroughfare.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, peering into Anna’s dazed face. She didn’t respond so I gave her cheek several light taps. I could have slapped her really hard. It would’ve been completely legitimate. This would’ve been the perfect excuse, but somehow that just didn’t seem right. She blinked rapidly and finally focused on my face. 
 
    “You are in so much trouble,” she whispered. “They’ll lock you away for this. Forever.” 
 
    “Me?” I shrieked at her. “You were the one who haunted her.” I knew I should’ve slapped her when I had the chance. 
 
    She shook her head at me. “I don’t know if I can keep this kind of secret.” 
 
    “What kind of secret?” Officer Leonard asked from behind me. Startled, I whirled around to face him. He smiled his amiable smile at me and inclined his head. “Ms Sway.” 
 
    I folded my arms and frowned at him. “Why don’t you make that popping sound all the time when you tunnel?” 
 
    “It gets tiresome to make it all the time. It’s the same with the smoke,” Officer Leonard said with a small shrug. “And sometimes it’s helpful if you don’t announce your presence.” 
 
    “Why would that be helpful?” Anna asked in a voice at least one octave higher than her usual pitch and in a tone that couldn’t have said “we’ve just done something super illegal” any clearer than if she had actually used those words. Or if the flashing neon lights of the arcade signs above us had spelled it out. 
 
    “So you can catch people doing things they shouldn’t be,” Oz said as he sauntered out of the arcade. 
 
    I glanced between the smiling GB and my scowling parole officer and wondered how bad of a person it would make me to throw Anna under the proverbial bus. I’d been super nice to my housemates and to Alexander today, so that would keep my karma in balance, right? Before I could decide Anna pushed me first. 
 
    She pointed a finger at me. “It was Bridget!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I stared at Anna, my mouth ajar. Oh, it was on now! She was going to try to blame it all on me? I hadn’t even done anything! Okay, so that was sort of the problem, but still, that was not going to fly.  
 
    “What was Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked Anna. 
 
    “What can we help you with, Officer Leonard?” Oz stepped forward and practically in front of me. Normally I found it a little annoying when he did that, but if he was going to prevent Officer Leonard carting me off for dereliction of duty I was more than happy to hide behind him at that moment. 
 
    Officer Leonard gestured around us. “Oh, I was just taking a stroll on the promenade and saw Ms Sway, so I thought I’d come and say hello. What are you doing here?”  
 
    “My job,” Oz said. 
 
    “Your job now includes random checks on your wards?” Office Leonard asked. 
 
    “It’s in my purview to check on her whenever I feel the need,” Oz reminded him. 
 
    “I’m aware of what rests within your purview, Officer Salier, but why would you feel the need to check on her right at this moment?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “You startled her,” Oz said simply. “I felt it through our bond so I came to check everything was okay.” 
 
    “Really?” Faux surprise laced Officer Leonard’s tone. “Oh, I’m sorry, Ms Sway. I had thought you were made of sterner stuff.”  
 
     “I’ve had a stressful couple of days,” I said with a small shrug. I wasn’t happy that Oz was making me out to be jumpy, but it wasn’t like I could just contradict him in front of Officer Leonard. And I supposed the illegal haunting hiccup had hitched up my adrenaline levels a bit. 
 
    “Still, I must have startled you quite badly for your parole officer to feel it through your bond.” Officer Leonard gave me what I was pretty sure was a reproachful look. 
 
    “I’m a delicate flower,” I said with another shrug. In for a penny … 
 
    “Have you finished saying hello?” Oz asked.  
 
    “I hadn’t actually started but I believe I’m needed elsewhere.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked Officer Leonard and both men turned to me, Officer Leonard with a smile and Oz with a be-quiet frown.  
 
    “How do I know what, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “How do you know you’re needed elsewhere? You didn’t check any sort of gadget. You didn’t do the head tilt thing that you all do when you’re listening for something. So how do you know?” 
 
    Officer Leonard’s smile widened. “I didn’t. I was making a polite excuse to leave.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” I said.  
 
    “It’s always a pleasure, Ms Sway. Hopefully I’ll see you soon.” Officer Leonard inclined his head. 
 
    “The only way you’ll see her is if she finds another dead body and gets dragged back into the interrogation room,” Oz said. “And that’s not going to happen. So unless you’re planning on requesting an official meeting through official channels …” 
 
    “Again, I was just being polite,” Officer Leonard said and then disappeared. 
 
    I punched the back of Oz’s shoulder, which very much felt like punching a brick wall. He turned. He didn’t even have the good manners to pretend it had hurt.  
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    I punched his shoulder again. “You just jinxed me! Why do people keep doing this to me?” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “You just said I won’t find another dead body, which practically guarantees I’ll find another dead body.” 
 
    Oz looked at me as though I was speaking another language. “What logic are you using?” 
 
    “Afterlife logic. The next dead body I find is on you,” I said, pointing a finger right in his face. 
 
    “I’ll bear that in—” Oz tilted his head, his eyes focusing on the horizon but his attention turned inward. And then he disappeared.  
 
    “It’s super annoying when you do that!” I scolded the place where he’d just been standing. 
 
    “He can’t hear you, hon,” Anna said, stepping away from the wall now the danger had passed. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “And you!” I rounded on Anna. In all the GB/parole officer drama I’d completely forgotten she was there. 
 
    Anna stepped back and had the gall to look shocked. “Me? What?” 
 
    “What?” I stepped toward her and closed the gap, only just pulling short of jabbing an accusing finger into her chest. “Not only did you illegally haunt that lady but then you tried to push it on to me—” 
 
    “I didn’t illegally haunt anyone. You refused to do your job and I helped you out—” Anna’s voice jumped up at least two octaves. Any higher and all the glass in a five-mile radius would’ve shattered. 
 
    “No. I’m a facilitator. Not you. If you do it that makes it illegal haunting. Not to mention,” I said, speaking over her objections, “you should’ve reported the fact I refused an assignment, which you didn’t, so that means you’re in significantly more trouble than me. Twice over. I’ll just go into therapy for my issues, but you?” I shook my head and gave her my best pitying look. “Who knows what they’ll do to you?”  
 
    “Who knows what who will do to her?” Officer Leonard asked from behind me, making me jump. Again.  
 
    I whirled around to face him. “Stop sneaking up on me!” I said with a little more screech than probably should’ve been directed at an officer of the afterlife über police. 
 
    Officer Leonard smiled politely, unperturbed at my outburst. “My apologies, Ms Sway. You are obviously the delicate flower you professed to be.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m very fragile,” I said and gave him my best flat expression and he laughed. “Is there something I can help you with now?” 
 
    “I merely forgot something the last time I was here,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    Officer Leonard placed a hand on Anna’s shoulder and disappeared. Taking a startled Anna with him. 
 
    “Ohhh.” I pointed to the spot where they’d just been standing and shook my head. “This is not good. This is very not good.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Gary asked from behind me and made me drop my clipboard as I whirled around once again.  
 
    I inhaled a long breath and blew it out slowly in an attempt to calm myself before speaking to him. Otherwise, it would not have been friendly Bridget that was driving. I bent to pick my clipboard up and he wolf-whistled.  
 
    “That’s a good angle for you. Shows off one of your best assets.”  
 
    “You mean my disinterest?” I mumbled as I dusted the sand from my clipboard. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked, moving closer. 
 
    “I said it was nice to see you.” 
 
    “You say that but you didn’t call,” he said. 
 
    “You gave me your number this morning!” I couldn’t quite keep the surprise, or annoyance, out of my voice. 
 
    “Ohhh, are you one of those girls?” he asked with knowing smile. 
 
    “What girls?” 
 
    “The kind who like to play hard to get?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod because it was the easiest way out of that conversation. “Are you here to talk about Lily?” 
 
    “I told you, we can talk about that over dinner. I’m actually here on business but seeing you is always a pleasure.” He gave me what I assumed he thought was a winning smile and handed me a letter. 
 
    “Thanks.” I flipped the envelope over in my hands, looking for anything to identify the sender and waiting for him to leave before I opened it. “I’ll call you later,” I said when it looked like he wasn’t going to leave.  
 
    “I’ll keep my phone close.” 
 
    “You do that,” I said, giving him my most professional smile and then returning my focus to my assignment sheet. It was the politest way I could dismiss him without outright telling him to leave. 
 
    “Actually,” he said and stepped even closer, and it was all I could do not to lean back, “I’m about to take a break. If you’re so desperate to hear about Katie and Lily, why don’t you keep me company?”  
 
    I hesitated. I really did want to find out what Katie had said about Lily. But if Oz was paying extra attention to my emotions and Gary got handsy during this break, which was pretty much a given, it would get awkward. I didn’t really want Oz to turn up while I was trying to beat some respect for women into Gary and information out of him.  
 
    “All my assignments are time specific. Sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for your call then. Have a great day,” he said and then tunnelled away.  
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice,” I said to the place where he’d been standing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Oz asked from behind me. “Who are you talking to? And why are you freaking out?” 
 
    “I’m freaking out because people keep popping up behind me!” I snapped. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Popping up behind you because I can feel you freaking out.” Oz shrugged and took the letter from me, turning it over in his hands. “Who’s the letter from?” 
 
    “Is it open and in my hands?” I asked. 
 
    Oz looked down at the letter. “No.” 
 
    “Then how would I know?” 
 
    Oz flipped the envelope over and began to open it. 
 
    “Whoa! What are you doing?” I snatched it back and pressed it to my chest. “It’s addressed to me. You can’t just go around opening other people’s post.” 
 
    He held his hand out. “I’m your parole officer. I get to see all your post. You know this.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said and ripped the envelope open. “I’ll allow you to see it after I’ve read it.” 
 
    “Why does everything have to be the hard way with you?” 
 
    “It’s not the hard way, it’s just a way you don’t like.” 
 
    Oz placed a hand on my wrist to pull my attention from the letter. “For today can we do it in a way I like?”  
 
    I squinted at him from the corner of my eyes. “Just today?” 
 
    “How about we start today and see how we go?” 
 
    “Because that sounds like a slippery slope into dictatorial oppression to me.” 
 
    Oz sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. He didn’t have bags under his eyes and he wasn’t slouching but the vibe he gave off was “tired”. I sighed. One day wouldn’t kill me. I offered him the letter. He eyed it like I was about to snatch it back if he reached for it. I waggled it at him. Oz took it and turned it over in his hands twice before looking back up at me. 
 
    “Why are you giving this to me?” 
 
    “You’re not happy when I don’t do what you say, you’re not happy when I do do what you say. How’s a girl supposed to win?” I asked. Oz said nothing and I shrugged, feeling a little self-conscious under his gaze. “Because you look like you could use an easy victory today. So this is it,” I said, gesturing to the envelope in his hands. 
 
     “Thank you,” he said as he looked me square in the eyes. My stomach did that flip that sometimes happens when he catches me off guard. If he felt anything through the bond it didn’t show on his face. 
 
    “So, where did you disappear off to?” 
 
    “You all seem a little jumpy today,” Oz said, opening the envelope.  
 
    “Wonder why,” I mumbled. “Everyone’s okay, though?” 
 
    “Petal just had a bit of an upset,” Oz said and pulled several sheets of paper out of the envelope. 
 
    “Is she okay?” I asked when he stopped speaking to scan the letter. 
 
    “She’s fine. Unhappy that one of her colleagues made fun of her hair but in one piece.” 
 
    “Whoa. Who made fun of her hair? You hit them, right?” I grabbed his hand that was holding the letter and shook it to get his attention. “Damaged them in some way? That is just not an acceptable thing to do.” 
 
    Oz glanced up at me from the letter. “Do you remember the conversation we had about how you were going to try to keep your head down and fly under the radar? Violent outbursts aren’t going to help with that.” 
 
    “Someone insulted her hair! And it was you who was going to be doing the violence. As her parole officer it’s your duty.” 
 
    “Doing the violence?” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I said, but I’d already decided to help Petal plan her revenge on this hair insulter later. Without Oz’s disapproving scowl. 
 
    Oz returned his attention to the letter. He flipped a couple of pages over, cursed under his breath and covered his eyes with one hand. That just did not look like a response to a good news letter. I was guessing it wasn’t a notification that I’d won the afterlife version of the lottery. 
 
    “I’m not getting assessed again, right?” I asked. 
 
    Oz waved the letter at me. “I thought you were getting better at communicating with me.” 
 
    “Okay, well, aside from the fact I don’t like your tone or that you’re implying our communication problem is completely one-sided, specifically my side, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “If you wanted to go and see Alex why wouldn’t you have just come and spoken to me about it?” 
 
    “Alex?” I asked. “As in the crazy person who pointed a gun at me who’s not really crazy anymore? The one who painted a not so nice picture of me, that you still haven’t given me back yet, by the way. That Alex? Why would I want to go and see him?” 
 
    Oz’s voice had dropped to growl mode. “Don’t answer a question with another question. Answer me with an answer.” 
 
    “Okay, well, technically a question is an answer—” 
 
    “No, it’s a response. Not an answer. Just for today, Bridget, help me out today.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine. I haven’t spoken to you about it because I have no intention of going to see him.” 
 
    “No?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why are you applying for a visitor’s pass to see him?” Oz waved the letter at me. 
 
    “What?” I snatched it from his hands to read it. The letter was dated today. Somewhere in the back of my mind I had thought it was weird that Gary was delivering letters, but then I’d gotten sidetracked about how to pump him for information. “Maybe he applied to see me.” I scanned further down the letter. “Except this says I applied to see him. Huh.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s all you’ve got to say about this?” Oz asked. 
 
    “What else do you want me to say? I didn’t apply for the pass. I don’t know why they’ve sent me the pass. I have no intention of using the pass.” Oz tilted his head to the side as though he were listening to his internal lie detector. I arched an eyebrow at him and folded my arms. “Really? You need to check if I’m being truthful about this?” 
 
    “I have an urge to check if you’re being truthful when you tell me you want a cup of tea.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks. I appreciate the support.” I handed him back the letter.  
 
    Oz held up the letter. “So, you don’t want this?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t really have anything to say to him.” 
 
    “Anna said he approached you yesterday.” 
 
    “He came over to say hi.” 
 
    “A man who tried to kill you only weeks ago, who had painted a less than flattering picture of you and stuck it to a door in the common room of a mental asylum for everyone to see, who is still under rehabilitation, came over just to say ‘hi’.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep. Can I get back to doing my job now?”  
 
    Oz waved the letter at me. “You’re not using this.” 
 
    I nodded again. “Okay.” 
 
    His eyes searched my face. “Come straight home after work.” 
 
    “I have my GA meeting.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ll take you so I know you’re there.” 
 
    “Nooooo, that’s not overbearing at all. Are you going to be taking everyone to their GA meetings?” 
 
    Oz shook his head. “Just you.” 
 
    “Why just me?” 
 
    Oz lifted the letter. “Because of things like this. Because your room was ransacked. Because I said so.” Oz scanned our surroundings. “Did you mention that to Leonard?” 
 
    “What? About my room?” I shook my head. “I don’t really want the police or GBs swarming all over our home. And I definitely don’t want Johnson anywhere near Petal. I don’t want him upsetting her.” 
 
    “Me either,” Oz agreed. “I’d also rather not draw any more attention to you. I’ve already taken precautions to make sure everyone will be safe at home.” 
 
    “What type of precautions?” I had visions of steel inner doors, panic rooms, bars on windows, CCTV. 
 
    “Adequate ones. Come straight home after work,” he reminded me, then disappeared. 
 
    “That’s really annoying when you do that!” I yelled into the busy street. 
 
    I turned to the arcade and took a step toward the entrance when Oz appeared in front of me again. I may have made yet another startled sound that was definitely not a shriek as I jumped back. I stared at the floor as I took a few deep breaths and regained my composure. 
 
    I looked up at Oz and spoke through gritted teeth. “I would very much appreciate it if you would all stop doing that to me.” 
 
    “Where’s Anna?” Oz asked, scanning the surroundings. 
 
    “Oh.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder to where we’d been standing moments earlier. “Officer Leonard took her.” 
 
    “When?” Oz’s eyes darted around as though he thought I was lying or he expected Officer Leonard to still be around. “He left before me.”  
 
    I shrugged. “He came back.” 
 
    Oz pinned me with an unhappy glare. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”  
 
    “Gee, I don’t know. Maybe because I can’t think straight with people popping up behind me every two seconds.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Oz asked.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “He didn’t say anything? Not one word? Pure silence?” Oz pressed. 
 
    “Look. I’ve had a very stressful morning and you’re not helping me right now. I can’t remember word for word what he said. Just something along the lines of he’d forgotten something on his first visit and then he disappeared with Anna.” 
 
    “That was it? He’d forgotten something?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah.” 
 
    Oz scowled at me. “Do you have your pepper spray?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. Was this a trick question? How did he know about that? I briefly considered feigning ignorance but the intensity of his expression told me absolute honesty was necessary, consequences be what they may. So I nodded. 
 
    Oz held out his hand. “Let me see it.” 
 
    With no argument I pulled the pepper spray from my pocket and showed it to him. Oz took it from me and turned it over. He twisted the top until something clicked.  
 
    “Use this with the slightest provocation,” he said, handing it back. 
 
    “You’re giving me permission to pepper spray people?” I asked, taking it back and sniffing the nozzle. I don’t know what I expected but it just smelled like plastic.  
 
    “Not people. Katie. Or anyone who you feel threatens your well-being. Then you tunnel home and blow the whistle,” he said and I nodded, eyes wide and innocent. He pointed his finger directly in my face. “Not. People.” 
 
    “Okay, jeez. Not people. I get it.” 
 
    “Behave,” Oz said and raised his eyebrows in warning before disappearing. 
 
    I lifted the pepper spray to my face and examined at the depressor. I should probably test it so I’d know how far the spray would range. That way I would know how close I’d have to let the homicidal escapee mental patient get before I could spritz her. I checked around. The coast was clear so I sprayed a stream out of the pepper spray. The breeze helped with the range but it was roughly a metre or so in front of me.  
 
    “Huh.” I nodded to myself, happy with that. And then a small group of teenagers walked out of the arcade and directly into my pepper spray cloud.  
 
    They started coughing, choking and wiping at their eyes. I quickly checked over my shoulder for Officer Leonard and then dived inside the arcade to complete my assignment and get out of the way before anyone could pop up behind me and arrest me for illegal pepper-spraying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Have you been left unsupervised again?” Sabrina asked in a scandalised tone as I sat next to her at lunch. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not even the half of it!” I said and quickly filled her in on the morning’s events before Pete and Charlie joined us and we couldn’t gossip properly. Or before Anna showed up. Or before some other disaster struck. 
 
    “That is quite the morning you’ve had.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, salting my corn beef hash. “Did you manage to find anything good in your files?” 
 
    “Well, first off, there’s no record of Jason’s relationship with Anna and, if it was official, there should’ve been. There are all sorts of forms you have to fill out.” 
 
    “There was definitely something going on between them,” I said, loading my fork and checking over my shoulder for eavesdroppers.  
 
    “I believe you but there were several reprimands on his record regarding romantic entanglements, so maybe it wasn’t necessarily Anna’s lipstick. Was anyone else wearing red lipstick at the asylum?” Sabrina asked, eyeing my lunch. 
 
    “I can’t remember. Do you want to try some?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m just trying to work out what it is.” 
 
    “It’s delicious is what it is,” Pete said, joining us at the table with a plate of corn beef hash heaped super high. He’d added a puddle of gravy in the concave summit making it look like a food volcano. 
 
    “You two look like you’re deep in mischief-making mode,” Charlie said as he joined us and then scanned the room. “No Anna?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not right now.”  
 
    Charlie heaved a relieved sigh. “Oh, thank goodness for that. I can’t take all the ‘hon’ing. I find it so irritating.” 
 
    “You should be around it all day,” I said. 
 
    Charlie shook his head. “No thanks!” 
 
    “Where is she?” Pete spoke around his mouthful as though there was no food in there at all. I still hadn’t worked out how he did it.  
 
    “Officer Leonard borrowed her earlier,” I said, loading my fork up. 
 
    Charlie and Pete paused in their eating. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘borrowed her’?” Pete asked. 
 
    “Officer Leonard, three times in one day!” I greeted him as he walked up behind Pete. I couldn’t help feeling a little smug when Pete nearly choked on his food. 
 
    “Ms Sway.” He inclined his head and smiled. “I trust the rest of your morning was uneventful?”  
 
    “It was, y’know. Are you joining us for lunch?” 
 
    “Alas, Ms Sway, I’m working.” 
 
    “You really need to start taking some time for yourself, Officer Leonard,” I said. “You’ll burn yourself out if you carry on like this.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, Ms Sway.” He dipped his head at me.  
 
    “So what can we help you with?” I asked. 
 
    “Miss Rivers asked me to pass on a message to you. There’s a GA meeting that you were scheduled to attend over lunch and I said I would escort you, as she’s otherwise engaged.”  
 
    “Did she cop to it?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Officer Leonard raised an eyebrow. “Cop to it?” 
 
    “Yeah, the nurse’s murder,” Sabrina said, ignoring the evil eye Pete was aiming at her as a covert ‘be quiet’ sign. 
 
    “And why would you think she murdered him?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    Sabrina feigned surprise. “Oh, do you have a better suspect?”  
 
    “Do you?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “No, I’m well-adjusted and well-adjusted people don’t make those sorts of assumptions.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Officer Leonard asked and Sabrina nodded. Officer Leonard gestured between Sabrina and me. “So you won’t be accompanying Ms Sway to her lunchtime GA meeting?” 
 
    Sabrina looked at each of us in turn. Charlie’s face didn’t give much away but Pete’s eyes were practically popping out of his head as he tried his best to silently communicate that she should decline. Sabrina turned back to Officer Leonard. 
 
    “Of course I’ll be accompanying her, Officer Leonard. That’s what friends do. They support each other through difficult times.” 
 
    “You’re of the opinion Ms Sway is having a difficult time?” Officer Leonard asked and Pete covered his face with his hands. 
 
    Sabrina leaned forward and lowered her voice as though she were about to share a secret. “A dead body fell out at her yesterday. That’s hardly a day made up of sunshine and unicorns now, is it?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” Officer Leonard gave Sabrina his amiable smile and moved to stand behind us. “I assume I can count on you gentlemen to dispose of their trays.” 
 
    Officer Leonard didn’t wait for an answer. He just tunnelled us and it was one of the smoothest experiences I’d ever had. We landed in the garden of a stately home. I’d visited it a billion times on school trips, it had always been the last school excursion before we broke up for summer holidays, but the beauty of the gardens still took my breath away.  
 
    The lawns were littered with flower beds and huge gnarled tress. The house stood tall and grand just behind us, set in the centre of flowers and ponds and bees and trees and gardeny things. It was almost like cultivated wilderness, not quite wild but not quite tame either. In the distance I could see the privet hedge maze that my schoolmates and I had tried, and failed, to complete every year.  
 
    “You’re expected so I’ll leave you to it,” Officer Leonard said and then disappeared. 
 
    “Did he mean we’re expected or you’re expected?” Sabrina asked me. 
 
    I grabbed her arm. “Oh my god! Haven’t I told you?” 
 
    “Told me what?” she asked, her eyes darting over our surroundings as though she were already planning an escape for us from whatever drama I was about to reveal. 
 
    “I’ve lost my telepathic powers.” 
 
    Sabrina removed my grip from her arm. “You could have just said you didn’t know what he meant.” 
 
    I nodded. “I could have, couldn’t I?” 
 
    “Do you think we need to register with someone?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. We need to register with the tall guy who limps,” I said. 
 
    Sabrina frowned at me for a second and then her face smoothed out. “Again, you could’ve just said you didn’t know.” 
 
    “I could have, couldn’t I? Hey, how’s your hay fever?” I asked, since I didn’t even feel the slightest tickle. 
 
    She gave a tentative sniff. And then another. Nothing happened. “Okay, I guess. I must be becoming a better adjusted dead person.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That’s definitely what’s happening.”  
 
    Things like migraines, hay fever, stomach bugs were all signs that you were clinging to your alive life, since ghosts weren’t supposed to be troubled by those things. 
 
    “It’s beautiful here. What a view,” Sabrina said, gazing out over the acres of greenery. 
 
    “Just got better,” I said and pointed over her shoulder at the refreshment table. Tea and biscuits were a pretty decent substitute for a proper meal, right? 
 
    We picked our way through the small, spread out crowd of people, nodding politely as we went, and made it to the refreshment table. There was the usual tea and coffee but also a small selection of sandwiches. I picked up a paper plate and helped myself. 
 
    “Do you know why Anna wanted you to attend this?” Sabrina asked as she scanned the group. 
 
    “You are killing me with your questions right now. If I knew, don’t you think I’d have told you?” I took a bite of a triangular tuna and cucumber sandwich. 
 
    “I just thought you might have forgotten.” 
 
    I covered my mouth with my hand and spoke with my mouthful. “I haven’t. What else did you find out from the omniscient files?”  
 
    “Not really anything we don’t know,” Sabrina said as she picked up a paper plate and suspiciously eyed the tower of triangular sandwiches. I grabbed several and slapped them onto her plate. She frowned at me and peeled the top piece of bread up to peer inside one. “Jason, the dead nurse, was in charge of outward processing, which means that anyone being released would have to get his sign-off.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that come from Dr Mendall?” 
 
    “Yeah, but the patients have to jump through a few nurse hoops first. If he didn’t recommend their release their cases wouldn’t even have been put in front of Mendall to be considered. And he could revoke his approval at any time. The only person set for release was Alex, and I checked to make sure no one had had their approval pulled. They hadn’t.” 
 
    “So, if Alex was worried Jason might pull his approval then that means Alex has just waded into our suspect pool,” I said. “Though I don’t know why Alex would be worried about that. It seemed like he was doing okay.” 
 
    Sabrina made a noncommittal noise. “Well, if Jason and Anna were at it illegally, maybe Jason threatened her or tried to bribe her and she had to kill him. Or maybe she killed him because he was at it with several other people.” 
 
    “Well, Officer Leonard seems to have taken quite the interest in her,” I reasoned. “Maybe he thinks it’s her.” 
 
    “Maybe. I’ll check after lunch to see if he’s filed any reports about it. If he suspects her he would have to.” Sabrina surveyed the group. “Don’t you think it’s weird he offered to bring you here?” 
 
    “I feel there’s a theory behind that comment which is going to put me off my lunch.” I shoved the rest of my small sandwich into my mouth and picked up another ready to stuff in after it before she could tell me. 
 
    “Officer Leonard wanted to speak to Anna at the asylum but wouldn’t let you tunnel home from that cupboard. Instead, he directed you past Katie’s room. Now he’s relieved you of Anna yet again and dropped you here …” Sabrina let the sentence trail off as she scanned our surroundings as if looking for sign with an explanation for that action. “And then there’s that mysterious pass to see Alex that you didn’t apply for.” 
 
    I slapped the sandwich back onto the plate. “I knew it.” 
 
    “I think he wants you to solve this murder and Katie’s escape.” 
 
    “I think that’s your wishful thinking.” 
 
    “Partially, maybe,” Sabrina admitted. “But I definitely think he’s moving you around the chessboard.” 
 
    “No! You think Officer Leonard has an ulterior motive?” I gasped and covered my mouth in faux surprise. 
 
    “Where’s the nicey-nice Bridget that everyone else gets? How come I never see her?” 
 
    “Because you’re my best friend, which means you’re the only person I can be my true self around without worrying you’re going to cry.” 
 
    “I’m taking that as a compliment.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good for you.” 
 
    “Oh!” Sabrina snapped her fingers at me. “I also checked out that Lily person. It was her birthday a few days ago, so that might be what spurred on Crazy Katie’s escape. And I checked the evidence that put Katie away. Initially it seemed like a lot, but when you get down to brass tacks it’s all pretty much circumstantial. Katie’s GA leader was the only witness to her arguing with the two other members of her GA group that she allegedly killed, although several other members of the group had witnessed her arguing with Lily for weeks before she died.” 
 
    “And Oz had to pull her off Petal,” I added. 
 
    Sabrina pointed a sandwich at me. “That too. Interestingly, though, Jason was working as a GA asset with her GA group during that period. An asset is like an assistant GA leader,” Sabrina explained before I could ask. “They get drafted to help GA leaders if that have a particularly difficult group. And her GA leader is the resident GA consultant at Mendall Asylum.” 
 
    “Isn’t that interesting? All roads lead back to Mendall. What did you find out about the other two people she killed? Were there any other suspects?” 
 
    “There wasn’t much on them. No other suspects. No connection between them. One was a woman in her mid-forties and the other a guy in his early thirties. Blow to the head like usual.” 
 
    “Do you think she did it?” I asked. I was getting the same not-totally-guilty vibe from Sabrina that I’d gotten from Oz. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Do you think she didn’t do it because you want to keep investigating or do you genuinely think she didn’t do it? Oz had to pull her hands from around Petal’s neck, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, I totally believe she tried to strangle Petal. I just don’t believe she killed everyone else. And not because I want to investigate but because the whole thing doesn’t feel right. And that whole ‘remember Lily’ wall gouging? Totally not what you do when you’ve killed someone.” 
 
    I picked up my sandwich and then slapped it back on the plate again. “Yeah, I agree.” 
 
    “I thought maybe we could go and have a chat with her GA leader when we’re done here. See if he knows anything.” 
 
    “And how exactly is that going to work out?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, you’ve already met him at Mendall Asylum, right? So I thought maybe you could strike up a conversation with him about that.”  
 
    “You want me to just drop in on a GA leader and strike up a conversation about a mental asylum?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “So much.” 
 
    “Worth a try though, right? He holds like a drop-in type of GA meeting at a place called Monolith House. It’s here in Scarborough. I was hoping you’d know it. What?” Sabrina asked when she saw all expression drop from my face. I gestured around us and her mouth dropped open. “No!” 
 
    “Something tells me this just isn’t a happy coincidence,” I said. 
 
    “Huh. So, first you get an expedited tour around Mendall Asylum, then a surprise visitor’s pass and then Officer Leonard brings you here? I wonder if Anna really had planned for you to attend this meeting? I bet she didn’t.” Sabrina slapped my bicep with the back of her hand. “Isn’t this exciting?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s very exciting.” 
 
    “There’s no need for the attitude,” Sabrina picked at the salmon and cucumber sandwich on her plate without even attempting to eat it. “Do you think Officer Leonard knew about the writing on the walls in Katie’s room?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s a whole lot of anything that man doesn’t know. Just like Oz. Who knew about my pepper spray, by the way.” 
 
    “Did he take it off you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something. At least he’s coming around to your way of thinking.” 
 
    I seriously doubted that was happening. I was about to argue the point when a small group approached the refreshment table. 
 
    “Well, I heard that she left a heap of dead people in her wake,” said a short rotund man with ginger hair and a lengthy beard who practically jostled me out of the way to get to the plate of mini sausage rolls. He reminded me of a red-headed Santa, only more gossipy than jolly. 
 
    “No, she massacred her housemates,” a professional looking lady in her mid-thirties said, also a redhead, as she poured herself some coffee. “Over breakfast. And they still didn’t arrest her. It wasn’t until she strangled a livie with her stockings that they put her away.” 
 
    “You’d think they’d have kept someone so dangerous a little more closely guarded,” piped up an elderly man who still had a full head of thick, gingery curls. He leaned over Ginger Santa to grab a fistful of the sausage rolls. 
 
    What was wrong with this group? Were they separating people by hair colour now?  
 
    “How do you all know about this?” Sabrina interrupted, and they all turned to stare at her, clearly not happy about her eavesdropping. Sabrina lowered her voice and checked over her shoulder as though she were going to share some secret knowledge. Whether they realised it or not the rest of the group all leaned in to hear. “You’re talking about the girl who escaped from Mendall Asylum, right? I only ask because I know someone who lives with her parole officer.” 
 
    “No!” Ginger Santa gasped and edged away from the snacks. I dived back in and saved a couple of sausage rolls for Sabrina and me.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sabrina said with a nod. “Obviously, I’m worried about her. Is there anything you can tell me? I thought this was all hush-hush.” 
 
    The professional looking redhead glanced around the group and then over her shoulder. “We only know because our GA leader used to be her GA leader.” 
 
    “No!” Sabrina gasped. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “The GBs came by to question him this morning just before our meeting.” 
 
    “You have your meetings in the mornings?” I asked, which won me a “be quiet” frown from Sabrina and a suspicious glare from the other three. It seemed as though everyone was telling me to be quiet lately. 
 
    After a long moment of judging me, the professional redhead spoke. “We have one in the morning before work—” 
 
    “It’s really more of a powwow really,” Ginger Santa interrupted. 
 
    “—our lunchtime get-together, which is an open drop-in session, and then our proper one after work.” 
 
    “Isn’t it the same for you?” asked the older man. 
 
    Sabrina and I exchanged a glance. Were we allowed to say? Should we say? 
 
    “Wow, so he was her GA leader?” Sabrina said, deciding just to ignore the whole thing. “I wonder what they asked him.” 
 
    Ginger Santa waved away Sabrina’s question. “Nothing interesting. Just standard TV questions.”  
 
    “TV questions?” Sabrina asked and I was glad she didn’t get it either. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ginger Santa said as he dusted some pastry crumbs from his jumpsuit. “Things that TV detectives ask. Like what they talked about when he’d visited her, how had she seemed, where she would go now she was out, that type of thing.” 
 
    “Did you hear the whole conversation?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Pretty much. I was …” Ginger Santa let the sentence hang as though he were searching for a good explanation and then shrugged. “I was eavesdropping.”  
 
    “He visited her while she was locked away?” I asked. 
 
    Ginger Santa nodded. “That’s what the GB man said but Timothy didn’t really tell him anything.”  
 
    “What else did he say?” Sabrina tried to keep her voice casual but I could hear the desperate-to-know tone seeping in. I think the others heard it too because they straightened up out of the huddle and began fiddling and fussing with their clothes. “Did he mention that she might return home? Does my friend need to worry?” 
 
    The reminder that Sabrina was asking out of concern for her friend seemed to pull them back in a little. 
 
    “I think that whenever a mass murderer escapes there’s always cause for concern,” Ginger Santa said. “There was no mention of her going home, though, so your friend should be as safe as anyone.” 
 
    Sabrina made a show of looking relieved. “Really? Well, that’s something at least. Do any of you know who she murdered?” 
 
    They all looked at each other, waiting for someone else to speak. I was taking that as a no.  
 
    “People,” the professionally attired woman said. 
 
    “I heard that she went crazy because someone murdered her friend,” I said. I figured if Sabrina could do it then I could too. 
 
    Ginger Santa wagged a finger at me. “I heard something about that.” 
 
    “Did you know her?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Ginger Santa shook his head. “She was before our time.” 
 
    “Bridget, isn’t it?” a voice asked from behind me. I turned to find Timothy smiling a polite but confused smile. “You were at the tour of Mendall Asylum yesterday.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is, and I was,” I said, offering him my hand. He took it and shook it delicately, as though I were made of tin foil. The redheads we’d been talking to drifted away from us as one and I gestured to Sabrina. “And this is Sabrina.” 
 
    “I’m Timothy. I’m the GA leader here. It’s lovely to meet you both. Is Anna not with you?” he asked, looking around the gathering. 
 
    “She was otherwise engaged but I knew I was supposed to be here so I thought it would be all right to turn up without her. It is, isn’t it?” I asked. I don’t know why I didn’t want to mention she was with Officer Leonard or that he had brought us, but something told me it wouldn’t be wise to say.  
 
    “Of course. The more the merrier,” he said and gestured around the group. “This is more of an open get-together than an actual meeting, so there are no issues with confidentiality.” 
 
    “I’m just going to use the facilities,” Sabrina announced and darted away before Timothy could object. Behind his back she made and gesture that looked as if she were squeezing an invisible beach ball. I took that to mean she wanted me to pump him for information. Or she was going to pump someone for information. Or she wanted to go to the beach. 
 
    “How do these meetings work?” I asked Timothy while giving Sabrina a subtle nod. Yes, I wanted to go to the beach too. 
 
    “The morning and lunch meetings aren’t really structured. Not like the evening meetings. It’s more about socialising and support,” he said as we wandered around the flowerbeds. “You were meant to be in my group, Bridget, but your parole officer had you reassigned. Did you know that?” 
 
    “No, but I’m sure he does lots of things I don’t know about.” I’d meant it in an off-the-cuff type of way but Timothy nodded solemnly. 
 
    “I’m sure he does. I was just wondering if he’d spoken with you about why he requested you be reallocated.” 
 
    “Surely people get moved around all the time,” I said. I wasn’t getting a very positive vibe from his questions. They made me feel a lot less forthright than usual. And considering I wasn’t an open person in general he couldn’t have crowbarred information out of me. 
 
    “Not really.” Timothy shook his head and stared into the distance for a moment before turning back with a small smile. “Don’t tell him but it hurt my feelings a little.” 
 
    “Don’t be offended but I’m much better off with a female GA leader. Men are far too easy to manipulate and my parole officer is very astute about those types of things.” I gave him a self-deprecating smile. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to give him a solid reason for Oz changing my group but my gut told me it was important. As disgustingly overbearing as Oz could be, I trusted him and his judgement. 
 
    “Ah.” Timothy smiled back and nodded. “Now that makes more sense as to why he chose Anna as your adjustment companion. Speaking of Anna, she didn’t actually mention you’d be coming by.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. I couldn’t think of any sort of intelligent response. Hadn’t Officer Leonard specifically said that Anna had arranged this? Had he been mistaken? Did I want to mention that Officer Leonard had dropped me off? Or that Anna was still somehow helping him with his enquires? “Must have slipped her mind,” I said. It was the best I could do. 
 
    “Must have. How did you find the tour of the asylum? Helpful?” Timothy asked, changing the topic.  
 
    “Interesting. Until, y’know, the whole dead body thing happened,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Rumour has it you’re quite au fait with those now,” he said and gave me a pleasant smile. 
 
    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Since he’d opened the subject by addressing my familiarity with murderers I saw no problem asking what I wanted to know. “Do you think Katie killed him to create a distraction to escape?” 
 
    Timothy startled. “That’s a pretty direct question.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You brought it up. And you were her GA leader so you’d have a pretty good idea if she was capable of it or not.” 
 
    “As would your parole officer. I believe she was his ward,” Timothy deflected neatly. 
 
    “But he didn’t visit her, you did.”  
 
    Timothy sighed. “I’d say no. But then I didn’t think she’d have tried to strangle her housemate either, so …” Timothy let the sentence trail off as he turned to survey his group, his attention jumping around the gathering like a parent making sure all his children were behaving. “You’re a lot like her, I think. Same attitude, same directness, same unwillingness to adjust.”  
 
    I didn’t know why but I suddenly felt annoyed at being compared to her. And I couldn’t even tell if it was a favourable comparison or not. 
 
    “Yeah, but I bet she didn’t have dead people falling out at her every time she opened a door.” 
 
    “We all have our skeletons, Bridget,” Timothy reproached me gently. 
 
    “Maybe, but mine stay in my closet. They’re not jumping out at other people and bleeding all over their uniforms.” 
 
    Timothy pressed his lips together and sighed heavily. “I’d have thought you’d have had more compassion for Katie. She struggled with many of the things I think you’re struggling with.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I’m not putting my hands around my housemates’ necks when they’re trying to be nice to me or bludgeoning my friends to death.” 
 
    Timothy regarded me as if weighing my worth. I very much got the feeling he found me wanting. “Enjoy the meeting, Bridget,” he said before walking away. 
 
    “Did you ask him if Katie killed Lily?” Sabrina asked, coming up behind me and watching Timothy join a small group near the refreshments table. 
 
    “He didn’t give me a definitive answer. But he said I was supposed to be in this GA group and Oz requested a change.” 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting.” Sabrina said. “Funny how no one will definitely say that they think Katie killed those people. What we need is an inside source. Someone to question the patients, snoop through the patient files, generally gather useful information without raising suspicion.” 
 
    “We’ve still got Gary,” I reminder her. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s true but I don’t see him snooping through Katie’s patient file for us unless you really do have sex with him.” 
 
    “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sabrina asked and I wasn’t entirely sure she was joking. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure.” 
 
    “You’ve still got that visitor pass, right? So you could be our snooper.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Oz took it off me and frankly I’d much rather not go back there if at all possible.” 
 
    “But we need information,” Sabrina persisted. 
 
    “Hi, Bridget,” Alex said and both Sabrina and I spun around to face him. Sabrina’s hand went straight to her pocket and whatever weapon she was keeping in there these days. Alex immediately stepped back, hands up in the air. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I thought you’d heard me. Hi, Sabrina.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked more calmly than I felt. It was one thing seeing him in the asylum, but quite another seeing him free range and loose. 
 
    “I’m … I told you. I’m being released,” Alex said. When he realised neither of us were going to speak he rushed on into an explanation. “I was originally assessed by Dr Watson but after that whole mess of trouble I was reassessed a few days ago. Apparently, they found me well adjusted enough to be released.” He almost sounded embarrassed and gave a small shrug that looked awkward on his big frame. Or maybe it was the emotion behind it that forced the awkwardness. “Part of the reintegration process is that I attend the GA meetings here.” Still neither of us spoke. Alex continued as if he needed to fill the silence. “Sabrina, I owe you an apology, too.” 
 
    “You owe me so much more than that,” Sabrina nodded. “You really do. I still can’t sleep. I had nightmares. Nightmares, Alex. I’m jumping at my own shadow. I’m having a really, really bad time.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at her. She was up to something. 
 
    “I really am so sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight at the time.” Alex held out his hands entreatingly to Sabrina. “What can I do to make it right?” 
 
    Sabrina rubbed her hands together, not even trying to conceal her glee at having found our snooper. “Well, Alex, I’m so glad you asked.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been, hon?” Anna asked as I walked into reception. “You know you’re not allowed to go wandering off by yourself.”  
 
    “I didn’t. I went with Sabrina,” I said as I leaned over the counter and peered through the open door to the back room to see if I could see Alexander. 
 
    “Hon!” Anna slapped her hand on the counter, making me jump. “You can’t just do that. You should’ve gone home. Or found Burt, at least.” 
 
    “Well, Officer Leonard took us so we didn’t just do anything.”  
 
    Alexander rushed up to the counter from along the corridor. “Bridget, I’m so sorry. Have you been waiting long?”  
 
    I waved off his apology. “It’s fine, Alexander, take your time.” 
 
    “Why weren’t you behind your desk?” Anna snapped. “This post is supposed to be manned at all times.” 
 
    Alexander’s eyes flicked to me and then back to Anna. I glanced back in the direction he’d come. Had he been on a bathroom break? Alexander preferred to use the ladies’ toilets because they were cleaner than the men’s toilets. Couldn’t really blame him. 
 
    “He gets stiff from sitting here all day so sometimes he does lunges along the corridor. The desk is never out of his sight,” I said. I had no idea why I was lying for him. Or why I wanted to lie but it just came out. 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” Alexander said, in the stiffest attempt at agreement I had ever seen. 
 
    Anna shook her head. “Still, I think—” 
 
    “Do you have my assignment sheet please, Alexander?” I asked, cutting Anna off. 
 
    “Absolutely!” Alexander snapped to attention and grabbed a clipboard from behind the counter and the sign-out book. I signed in all the places I was supposed to sign and handed the book back to him. “Thank you, Bridget,” he said and I heard a thank you for lying for him in there too. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Alexander.” I gave him a genuine smile and received his tooth-pinger in return. 
 
    “Have a great day, Bridget,” he said as I turned and began walking up the corridor with Anna in tow. “And I hope you don’t find anymore dead bodies.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said over my shoulder, resisting the urge to tell him that now he’d just jinxed me and I probably would find a dead body. He was trying to be nice. It didn’t seem fair to be rude in return. I turned back to Anna. “I’m assuming that since you’re free that Officer Leonard didn’t have enough proof to arrest you for the unauthorised haunting or for murdering Jason.” 
 
    “Of course not. I didn’t do either of those things.” 
 
    “What did he want to talk to you about then?” I asked. I wasn’t going to argue the toss of the haunting or the murder. Mainly because I knew she’d been the one who committed the unauthorised haunting and I was also mostly-fairly-almost certain she hadn’t committed the murder. Not completely certain, mind, just mostly-fairly-almost certain. 
 
    “That’s confidential, hon,” she said with a pitying smile at me as we walked into the tunnelling room. 
 
    “So it had nothing to do with your illegal affair with the deceased?” I asked and had a certain sense of satisfaction as Anna gaped for something to say. “I’d have thought he’d want to talk to you about that.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you think you know—” 
 
    “I’ve just told you what I know,” I said, positioning myself on a tunnelling circle. “I’m pretty sure Officer Leonard knows too, so I’d have thought he would’ve mentioned it.” 
 
    “Look, hon, I know it must be really frustrating for you to not know absolutely everything that’s going on, but some things are just too complicated for you to understand. So, how about you don’t worry about what information Officer Leonard needed from me and get on with your job, okay?” 
 
    Before I could argue the point Anna placed her hand on my arm and tunnelled us to the first assignment.  
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Anna!” Sabrina said when she saw us appear near the stone marker after work, ready for our GA meeting. “How lovely to see you free. I thought for sure you’d be locked up for eternity.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sabrina, but I’m not a criminal,” Anna said with a glance in my direction. I was going to challenge it but really, all I wanted was to get to the Anna-free part of my day, the part when I wasn’t sleeping.  
 
    “He didn’t ask you about the dead body that just happened to be your illegal boyfriend who died with a smudge of your lipstick on his collar at all?” Sabrina asked, putting on her best shocked face.  
 
    Anna pressed her lips together. “He wasn’t my boyfriend, illegal or otherwise, and I have no idea what you mean about the lipstick.” 
 
    Sabrina purposely cast a worried glance my way before turning back to Anna. “But if he didn’t ask you about it, how can they rule you out?” Sabrina gasped and covered her heart with both hands. “You don’t think they might truly suspect you, do you? And by pulling you in but not actually asking you anything they’re trying to lure you into a false sense of security so you’ll start to make mistakes. Or that you’ll feel the need to double-check your alibi or whatever and catch you that way?” 
 
    “But I have nothing to hide,” Anna said in a tone that implied she definitely had something to hide. 
 
    And in that moment I understood why Sabrina should always be in charge of suspect questioning. She was so much better at it than me it was embarrassing.  
 
    “So, they didn’t ask you about it at all? Not even in a sneaky Columbo way?” Sabrina pressed. 
 
    “In a what way?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Y’know, when he finishes questioning a suspect and then goes to leave, only to turn back at the last moment with the killer question. No pun intended.” 
 
    Anna shook her head, worry creasing her eyes. “No, he left me alone for a while and then when he came back he didn’t even really question me.” 
 
    “Oh, Anna, not at all?” Sabrina covered her mouth with her hand in a huge show of concern. 
 
    “No, no, he only asked me about Bridget’s adjustment.” 
 
    “He started with your work ethic? Your work accomplishments?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Yes. No. Sort of. All he was concerned with was how Bridget was adjusting.” 
 
    “Think carefully, Anna. What type of questions?” Sabrina took hold of Anna’s upper arms so she could peer into her face. “This is important.” 
 
    “Things like how she dealt with assignments. How she got along with her housemates, other GA group members, you. How she dealt with unexpected situations.” 
 
    “Did he write any of it down?” 
 
    Anna shook her head. Sabrina let go of Anna’s arms and stepped back, sucking some air through her teeth. “Did he at least ask you about the lipstick?” 
 
    “It—we—we had to demonstrate how to physically restrain someone at the lunchtime meeting. Jason was the volunteer. It happened then. People saw. Officer Leonard had already asked me about that.” 
 
    “So, he only asked about Bridget and didn’t write any of it down? Did he at least say he’d confirmed the lipstick story?” Sabrina asked again. 
 
    Anna shook her head. “He only wanted to talk about Bridget.” 
 
    Before anyone could say anything else Eleanor called to us from the doorway of the fort. 
 
    “Ladies, if you will.” Eleanor made an ever so graceful gesture toward the door, inviting us inside. 
 
    “Wait, Sabrina, what does that mean?” Anna asked, grabbing Sabrina’s arm to pull her to a stop. 
 
    Sabrina patted Anna’s hand. “Nothing good, Anna. Nothing good.” 
 
    We made our way to the fort with Anna in tow. Sabrina and I headed inside and Eleanor stepped into the doorway as Anna tried to follow. “Anna, how lovely to see you again. Please feel free to wait out here for Bridget again.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eleanor,” I whispered as she passed by us on the way into the hall. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome. I hope you feel up to participating again tonight,” she said and gave my hand a little squeeze as she scurried away. It was odd but I found it really reassuring. 
 
    “So, Officer Leonard’s interested in your adjustment?” Sabrina shook her head. “That doesn’t bode well.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he didn’t ask her about her boyfriend.”  
 
    “He probably already checked out her alibi and I think we should be more concerned with his interest in you.” Sabrina checked over her shoulder. “After what Anna said I’m convinced he’s bringing her in for questioning to give you more freedom to snoop. I’m just not sure why.” 
 
    “Maybe he has a quota of how many community service years he has to give out and he’s banking on me filling it. But then—” We were making our way to the refreshments at the back of the hall on autopilot when I realised there were no refreshments. I pointed to the space where they should’ve been. “Where are my biscuits?” 
 
    Sabrina scanned the room and turned back, shaking her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, they can’t have just gotten up and walked away,” I said. Even with my newfound tolerance I could not get through this meeting without tea and biscuits. I just couldn’t. 
 
    Warren tutted as he walked up behind me. “What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “Do you know where my biscuits are?” 
 
    “Why did you ask her that?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Warren gestured to me. “Death shroud.” 
 
    “Oh, seriously?” My shoulders dropped. “Where are my biscuits? I need my biscuits.” 
 
    “So that means there’ll be more bodies,” Sabrina mused, tapping her chin. “I wonder who’ll be next.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” Warren asked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I yanked Warren’s T-shirt and pointed to the empty table. “Biscuits?” 
 
    “Why do you think there’ll be more?” he asked Sabrina while removing my hand from his top and ignoring my question. 
 
    “Aren’t there always more?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Also—” I gestured around myself. “Death shroud.”  
 
    He nodded at me. “Guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “Great. Now can we talk about the missing tea and biscuits?” I asked. 
 
    “Field trip tonight,” Warren said and gestured to Eleanor, who was ushering everyone back outside in semi-frantic motions. “Talking to newly dead folks about how awesome it is to be dead.” 
 
    “She didn’t mention this yesterday, did she?” I asked, watching Eleanor consult a piece of paper in her hand and then look back up and around the group. 
 
    Warren shook his head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Hey, do I have a death shroud?” Sabrina asked Warren, who shook his head. Sabrina threw her hands up at me in what I assumed was disappointment.  
 
    I moved quickly in front of Warren to block his escape and pointed at Sabrina. “Check again.” 
 
    “It’s not a test you can take a resit on,” Warren hissed at me. “If she had one I’d see it and I don’t see it.” 
 
    “You don’t see it or it’s not there?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if I don’t see it how would I know if it was there or not?” he asked, which I supposed was a valid point. “All I know is that I don’t see it.” He darted past me before I could question him further. 
 
    “How come I always get them?” I said, aware it sounded somewhat sulky. 
 
    “Same reason you always find the bodies,” Sabrina said and it sounded equally sulky. “You’re just lucky.” 
 
    “Out, out, out!” Eleanor called from the front of the hall, wafting her arms toward the doors. 
 
    “What about our group makes us good candidates for this?” I whispered to Sabrina as we followed everyone back outside.  
 
    “Nothing. Every group has to do it. Remember when that group came and spoke to us?” 
 
    “No,” I said. Admittedly, I didn’t pay as much attention to Eleanor as I should have but I was pretty sure I’d have remembered that. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, you were being assessed.”  
 
    I snapped my fingers and pointed to her, “The locusts that were eating my biscuits.” 
 
    “Everyone?” Eleanor clapped several times to capture the attention of the group, most of whom were chatting excitedly amongst themselves at the thought of a field trip. “Tonight we’re going on a little excursion. We’re going to visit another GA group who have only just transitioned a week or so ago so you can tell them how fun it is to be dead.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be a naysayer, Eleanor, but we’ve not been dead a whole lot longer than that,” the shorter and blonde half of the Alison and Debbie duo, which I could never individually identify, spoke up. 
 
    “Then you’ll have some relatable experiences to share,” Eleanor said in a tone that closed the matter. 
 
    “She seem a little on edge to you tonight?” Sabrina asked. “Unprepared?” 
 
    I stared at Sabrina. “What’s your point?” 
 
    Her lips turned down at the corners as she shook her head. “Just observing.” 
 
    “The group we’re visiting with have their meetings in the grounds of a stately home.” Eleanor spoke loudly over the murmuring of chatter. “They have extensive and beautiful gardens. There’s a maze and several ponds. When we’re done with the meeting you’ll have a chance to explore a little.”  
 
    The murmuring picked up in appreciation of that. 
 
    “That sounds really nice, Eleanor,” I called over the chatter.  
 
    Eleanor smiled. “Yes, Bridget, I hope you’ll enjoy it. It’s important to me that you’re all happy and enjoy coming here. I feel that’s the best way to help you all adjust.” 
 
    I gave her my best professional smile since I had nothing I could really say to that. She gave me an appreciative nod of her head and returned her attention to the group, issuing instructions for how we would travel there. 
 
    “You know where we’re going, right?” Sabrina asked.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So, we’re going back there a for second time. The first time we weren’t expected and tonight, which I’m pretty certain was unplanned.” Sabrina glanced around the group. “I feel fairly confident in saying someone wants us there to investigate.” 
 
    “I agree with the first half of that but I think you added the ‘to investigate’ all by yourself.” 
 
    “Why else would they want us there?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I dread to think. Maybe they have another dead body for me to find. Maybe they want me to be the next dead body found.” 
 
    Eleanor divided us up into groups of five and made everyone hold hands and transported us. We were in the second group because, I assumed, Eleanor thought that might make Anna stop questioning her if I was out of sight. We landed in almost the exact same spot that Officer Leonard had dropped us off in at lunch. 
 
    “Damn it. We should’ve asked Anna if she arranged for you to attend this at lunchtime,” Sabrina said and snapped her fingers. “Okay. Never mind that now, let’s find someone new to pump for information and remember to ask her later.” 
 
    “Bridget. Sabrina. I’m surprised to see both of you back here,” Alex said as he walked up to us. 
 
    “Did you manage to find out anything at the asylum?” Sabrina asked and Alex cast a startled glance my way. 
 
    “She’s not being rude. She’s always like this,” I said. 
 
    “What?” she asked, gesturing to him. “He has access to information we need.” 
 
    “Well, I did manage to get into Mendall’s office and look through Katie’s file.” Alex said it as though it were a peace offering. 
 
    Sabrina was almost salivating. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Nothing really. Katie was on some pretty intense tranquillisers for her violent tendencies but that was it. There was only a passing mention to her fixation on Lily’s death.” 
 
    Sabrina glanced from Alex to me and back again. “That’s it?” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “There wasn’t that much there.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Her obsession with Lily’s death only got a passing mention? Gouging her name into a wall seems like it should be worth more than that.” 
 
    “Maybe she just hid it really well,” Sabrina offered. “And if she could hide that, maybe she was hiding other things too.” 
 
    “Like what?” Alex asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Who knows?” 
 
    “Well, clearly not us, because people can’t conduct a thorough search,” Sabrina mumbled.  
 
    “How did you get into Mendall’s office so easily?” I asked before Alex could retort. 
 
    “They let one of their patients escape. I don’t think heavy security is really one of their strengths,” Sabrina pointed out before turning back to Alex. “But still, it’s a valid question.” 
 
    “He has group therapy in the afternoons. I spilled some coffee down myself and left the group to change. I searched it in that time.” 
 
    “That sounds like a quick search to me,” Sabrina said. And she might have said “quick” but I heard “poor”. By the expression on Alex’s face, he did too. 
 
    “Well, I might not have managed to find anything useful during this quick search but I did overhear Mendall and Timothy talking about your adjustment companion. Timothy was considering filing a grievance with the bureau because he didn’t think she was performing to the required standard after seeing the way she behaved with you on the tour. And for forgetting to notify him you were coming to our meeting this afternoon.” 
 
    “Does Anna know about that?” I asked, throwing a glance Sabrina’s way.  
 
    Alex nodded. “Timothy said he was going to express his concerns to her about it at the end of lunch today.”  
 
    “Well, it didn’t show in her attitude,” I said. “Was anything mentioned about her relationship with Jason?” 
 
    Alex hesitated. He scanned the surroundings and focused on the horizon. Sabrina tugged on his sleeve to get his attention. 
 
    “You held us both at gunpoint. You chased us through a forest in the pitch black. You owe us.” 
 
    “I’ve apologised for that.” Alex frowned at both of us, his voice laced with hurt. 
 
    “And we’ve accepted your apology but it doesn’t mean you don’t owe us,” Sabrina said. “Now tell us what you don’t want to tell us.” 
 
    Alex sighed. “Look, Jason was a good guy, really he was.” 
 
    “And now he’s doubly dead so his reputation doesn’t really matter anymore,” Sabrina oh-so-tactfully pointed out. 
 
    I whistled low. “Harsh.” 
 
    “But true. Alex?” 
 
    Alex sighed again. He hesitated again. And then Sabrina fashioned her hand into a gun and fake shot at him. He winced. “Jason was a very friendly guy.” 
 
    “Please do not tell me he was putting it around because we just don’t need more suspects.” 
 
    “First you say tell you, then you don’t want to know.” Alex shook his head. “Women are so difficult.” 
 
    I turned to Sabrina. “Just don’t hit him anywhere casually visible, okay?” 
 
    “Look. He put it about. Whether you want to hear that or not,” Alex said. 
 
    “With the nurses? The patients?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “The nurses and visitors,” Alex said with a shocked expression. “Anything like that with the patients would be inappropriate.” 
 
    “Did all the participants know about the other participants?” I asked. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “I have no idea. I wasn’t privy to the minute details of all of his relationships. But I don’t think your adjustment companion knew. At least not until the tour. I don’t know what was said or how she found out but I caught the end of their argument.” 
 
    Sabrina and I exchanged a glance, obviously thinking the same thing. Suddenly Anna was looking pretty good for the murder again. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why she looked so flustered after lunch. Because they’d been arguing, not doing something else. Maybe she was telling the truth about how he got the lipstick on his collar,” I said. 
 
    “What did she say?” Alex asked. 
 
    “That they had to practice restraining people during their lunch meeting yesterday,” Sabrina said. 
 
    Alex nodded. “I don’t know if that’s how he got the lipstick on his collar but that’s true. I heard one of the adjustment companions complaining about it. I also heard that Detective Johnson found a timetable of the nurses’ shifts and the murder weapon in Katie’s room,” he said. 
 
    “So, Katie killed Jason and then went back to her room to conveniently leave the murder weapon and timetable for somebody to find?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Alex shrugged. “That’s what I overheard.” 
 
    “When did Johnson find them?” I asked. There was a chance I might have missed the timetable but I was pretty darn sure I would have seen a bloodstained murder weapon. 
 
    “Before he questioned us, I think.” Alex glanced between us. “Why?” 
 
    “You think? You don’t know for sure?” Sabrina pressed. If it was before, we were still nowhere with our suspects. If it was after, Burt was looking good for planting the timetable and murder weapon. Maybe he and Anna were in it together. Or maybe he’d done it for Anna. Or maybe it was Alex and he was diverting the blame. 
 
    Alex was quiet for a moment. “He must have searched it before. He left after questioning everyone.” 
 
    Sabrina pursed her lips at me and I nodded. So back to the suspect drawing board. I had no motive for Burt anyway, just him going into Katie’s room. Which he’d already explained. I was getting as bad as Johnson, assuming someone’s guilt with no evidence. 
 
    “What was the murder weapon?” I asked. 
 
    “It was a small, metal bust of Plato that used to sit in the group therapy room.” Alex glanced between us again. “What?” 
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Nothing. So—” 
 
    “Hey, I might have held you at gunpoint and chased you through a dark forest but I said I was sorry for that,” Alex said. “Now I’ve broken into, and searched, the office of the head medical practitioner of an asylum I have a chance to be released from, so the least you can do is answer my questions.” 
 
    “He’s kinda got a point,” I said to Sabrina.  
 
    “Oh, really? Does he?” she asked. “Perhaps he killed Jason because Jason wasn’t going to recommend his release and now he’s pushing the blame on Anna.” 
 
    “Jason filed his report with Dr Mendall,” Alex said. 
 
    “That does not mean that Jason didn’t change his mind,” Sabrina retorted. 
 
    Alex shook his head as if disappointed in our lack of trust. “I’m trying to help. Jason was a good guy.” 
 
    “I searched Katie’s room when Detective Johnson let me go. There was nothing in there, but I saw Burt go in after me so if it was found before it crosses Burt off our suspect list.” 
 
    Sabrina slapped my bicep with the back of her hand. “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Dying has made me soft,” I said with a shake of my head and then gestured to Alex. “Anyway, you already checked Jason’s recommendation for Alex.” 
 
    “So, I’m in the clear?” Alex asked, looking between us. 
 
    Sabrina gave him a grudging nod. “As much as someone who once tried to murder us can be, I suppose.” 
 
    “Okay, so who are our suspects?” Alex asked, watching the back and forth between Sabrina and me. 
 
    “Still you, because I’m not as forgiving as the weird new version of Bridget. Timothy, Katie, Mendall, Burt, Anna, Jason’s other special friends whose identities we’ll have to find out—” 
 
    “I can make a list of the ones I know,” Alex offered quickly. 
 
    “See?” I said, gesturing to him. “Helpful.”  
 
    “Unless he killed Jason and is trying to cover his tracks,” Sabrina said in a tone that added a silent “stupid” at the end. 
 
    “Yes, unless I’m doing that,” Alex agreed with exaggerated patience. “Hang on, why is Timothy a suspect?” 
 
    “He dresses in all white,” Sabrina said. “No one who isn’t trying to hide something dresses in such innocent clothing.” 
 
    Alex blinked at her. “He’s a suspect because of his choice in clothing?” 
 
    “Yes. And just because we don’t have a motive for him yet didn’t mean he didn’t do it,” Sabrina explained. 
 
    “You know that sounds ridiculous, right?” Alex asked. 
 
    “And he was the only person who saw Katie argue with the two other GA members she was supposed to have killed,” I added.  
 
    “And Dr Mendall?” Alex looked between us. “He’s a suspect because …?” 
 
    “Because if Katie is gouging ‘remember Lily’ into her walls then that’s worth more than a passing mention in her therapy notes unless Mendall is hiding something or is a bad doctor,” I explained. 
 
    “Or you’re lying about what was in the notes,” Sabrina added. 
 
    “Why is Burt a suspect?” Alex asked, blatantly ignoring Sabrina’s dig. 
 
    “He has a crush on Anna. If Jason and Anna had a fling or something and now Jason’s dead, Burt has a motive,” Sabrina explained. 
 
    Alex looked between us. “I thought you just said Burt didn’t plant the evidence?”  
 
    I patted Alex’s shoulder. “Suspecting people is a complicated business.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure that Jason must have had affairs with plenty of woman who other men had crushes on. Why aren’t they all suspects?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Because we don’t know all of their names,” Sabrina replied. 
 
    “Also, they don’t all work at Mendall Asylum,” I added. 
 
    “Okay, that’s a fair point,” Alex said after a moment’s thought. 
 
    Eleanor clapped to get everyone’s attention. “I’m going to call this meeting to order. I fear that Timothy might be running a little late tonight, so we’ll have to start without him.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s off killing someone,” Sabrina mumbled. 
 
    “Maybe he’s off being killed,” Alex countered and Sabrina and I turned to stare at him. He looked between us. “What?” 
 
    I sighed. “Why do you people not understand how this jinxing thing goes? I’ve got a death shroud and everything.” 
 
    “What’s a death shroud?” Alex asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t want to go down that road, Alex. It leads nowhere good.” 
 
    “This is Dr Mendall,” Eleanor gestured to Mendall, who I’d somehow not noticed was present until then. “He has made himself available tonight, so if you have any concerns about adjusting he is full of easy tips to help you. And this is Gary. He is also here to help.” 
 
    “Was there a doctor and nurse when the other group came to see us?” I asked Sabrina, who nodded.  
 
    “Now, since we don’t know each other I thought we’d start with a quick icebreaker. Form a circle.” Eleanor drew a circle in the air. 
 
    “Do you really think she thinks we don’t know what a circle looks like?” Sabrina whispered as we joined in and tried to form a circle.  
 
    “They did it in the assessment. I think they think we’re stupid,” I whispered back.  
 
    Nearly two minutes later our circle still looked like more of a squished egg type deal. Sabrina and I watched as Eleanor went around each person and moved them into place. Dr Mendall watched over us from a short distance away. 
 
    “Huh,” Sabrina said, looking around our not-circle. “Maybe she should have given some verbal instruction with her diagram.” 
 
    Once everyone was in place Eleanor picked up a tennis ball and joined the circle.  
 
    “Okay, for the first part of this game you shout your own name before you throw the ball. My name’s Eleanor so that’s what I’ll shout. You can throw the ball to anyone in the circle but try not to throw it to people who have already caught it before everyone has introduced themselves, okay?” 
 
    Everyone murmured their agreement. Eleanor shouted her own name and threw the tennis ball to a short, brunette girl in her early twenties. The girl caught it, shouted Eleanor’s name and threw the ball back to Eleanor. Sabrina turned to me, disbelief all over her face.  
 
    “What’s your name, sweetie?” Eleanor asked the girl whom she’d thrown the ball to. 
 
    “Jayde,” the girl said. 
 
    “Okay, Jayde, you need to call out your own name and then throw the ball to someone who hasn’t had it before, okay?” Eleanor explained. “Let’s try that again.” 
 
    Eleanor called out her own name and threw the ball to Jayde, who once again threw it back to Eleanor, shouting Eleanor’s name. 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Alex whispered from my other side, frowning at Jayde. 
 
    Sabrina leaned around me to talk to him. “Clearly you’re not the only one.” 
 
    Eleanor explained the rules again but this time she threw the ball to me, an expression of desperation on her face that quite clearly said she hoped I’d understood. I gave her a small nod and threw the ball to Ginger Santa from the other group. The relief on Eleanor’s face when the ball didn’t come sailing back to her would’ve been funny if it wasn’t a sad example of how mentally sluggish the average dead person was. 
 
    And then Ginger Santa threw the ball back to me, shouting my name.  
 
    I watched as the ball sailed over my head and rolled into the shrubs. I turned back to Eleanor. “Maybe we should try a different game.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Eleanor agreed. “Would you mind retrieving the ball for me, Bridget?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Eleanor,” I said. Normally I’d have had a different response for a request like that but I just felt sorry for Eleanor. And I was trying to be a better person and all. I walked over to the rose bushes and crouched down to reach for the tennis ball. “Well, isn’t that just perfect?” 
 
    “What’s up?” Sabrina asked as she drifted over while Eleanor was rearranging everyone into two lines facing each other. “The ball is just there. I can see it through the leaves.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “I know. I’m just trying to work out whether I should say anything or pretend I’ve not seen it.” 
 
    “The ball is right there. You walked over specifically to get it.” Sabrina shook her head at me. “How can you pretend you’ve not seen it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t talking about the ball,” I said. 
 
    Several emotions rippled over Sabrina’s face until she controlled them into mild curiosity. She walked the rest of the way over to me and peered behind the rose bush at the dead body just hidden from view. 
 
    She rounded on me like it was my fault. “Why is it always a blow to the head?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I was sitting on a very nice bench with Sabrina on one side and a cup of tea and stash of biscuits on the other. Oz was fending off Detective Johnson while other suited members of the police force combed the grounds. I watched a constable get down on his hands and knees and peer underneath a rose bush. 
 
    “Yes, because the perfect place to hide would be inside a thorny rose bush that isn’t dense enough to hide a cat,” Sabrina mumbled as she watched him too. “I find it so disturbing these people are in charge of our safety.” 
 
    “Probably why people keep killing each other,” I said before nibbling on something like my ninth custard cream. Good job Anna wasn’t around to keep count. 
 
    The police had appeared pretty quickly after I’d found Timothy’s body and we’d given our statements, as usual, so we were really just waiting to go home. Or I was waiting to get dragged into an interrogation, as usual, while Sabrina waited to go home. 
 
    “Suspect options?” Sabrina asked.  
 
    “Crazy Katie,” I said with a shrug. “And Anna, if he really did have that chat with her about her competency. And maybe Alex, who fed us that story about Timothy doubting Anna’s competence. Maybe Jason was thinking about retracting his recommendation that Alex should be released and spoke to Timothy about it and Alex found out.” 
 
    “I agree. I can’t think why anyone else would kill him.” Sabrina sipped some of her coffee as we stared out over the gardens. GA members from both groups had splintered off into small groups and were throwing furtive glances our way. “Mendall’s totally still a suspect. And now Gary too, because he’s here. And Burt because he’s not.” 
 
    “You are aware you’ve just included them as suspects for contradictory reasons?”  
 
    Sabrina nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Okay.” I wasn’t going to argue with that since I doubted there was a way I could win. I placed my mostly empty mug of tea down on the bench since my bladder was letting me know there wasn’t space for anymore. 
 
    We sat in silence as Sabrina tapped her digestive on the rim of her mug. 
 
    After over a minute of the biscuit tapping tune I reached and and grabbed her wrist. “That’s really annoying.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She dunked her biscuit in her coffee then took a bite, chewing slowly. “Something about this whole thing feels off. You know what I mean?” 
 
    “People are getting murdered. I’m pretty sure it should feel off.” 
 
    “No, I mean about who’s being murdered. For example, why would Crazy Katie hide the night before her escape to make everyone think she’d already escaped, then kill the nurse, and shove him in a cupboard, then put the murder weapon back in her room, then escape to come here and kill her old GA leader?” Sabrina shook her head again.  
 
    “She hid early to distract people? Maybe she had to nip back to her room to get something before she escaped and just accidentally took the murder weapon back to her room with her and left it there,” I suggested. “Or maybe she meant to take it with her and accidentally left it behind in her room when she escaped.” 
 
    Sabrina jabbed her half-eaten digestive at me. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. It’s all so easy to explain away. Even if it wasn’t Crazy Katie, Anna or Alex could’ve placed the murder weapon in her room. Or Gary. Or Burt. All have valid-ish motives to kill both people. It’s all so logical, but I just can’t get behind it.” 
 
    “What about Mendall?”  
 
    “Maybe he and Jason disagreed.” Sabrina snapped her fingers and pointed at me. “Jason’s indiscretions were reflecting negatively on the asylum so Mendall killed him to maintain its reputation.” 
 
    “Incredibly tenuous but not outside the realm of possibility,” I admitted. 
 
    “Exactly! That’s why I don’t think any of them did it.” 
 
    “Right, so what you’re saying is you don’t believe anyone we suspect is a viable suspect.” 
 
    “Yes. No. It could be anyone.”  
 
    “Except the people we suspect?” I clarified. 
 
    Sabrina nodded as she scanned the crowd. “Everybody’s a suspect.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a pleasant thought?” I mumbled and watched as the police moved around the grounds. “Also, I think you may need intense therapy for your pathologically suspicious nature.” 
 
    “I have a theory about you,” Warren said, moving to sit next to me and forcing me to scoop my biscuits out of the way of his rapidly descending bottom. “I think you’re secretly an assassin.” 
 
    “If she were an assassin she wouldn’t keep hitting people over the head,” Sabrina scoffed and leaned forward to talk to Warren across me. “She’d use a variety of methods so no one would connect the bodies by type of death. That was if the bodies were found at all.” 
 
    “Notice she doesn’t say that type of violence isn’t in me,” I pointed out to Warren. “Especially when someone takes up my biscuits’ bench space.” 
 
    Warren stole one from my plate. I slapped at his hand but he kept hold of it. I’d taken a few too many so I was really secretly happy for him to help me clear the plate. 
 
    “Who’s your take on the murderer if it isn’t you?” Warren asked Sabrina. “And don’t say me.” 
 
    “It’s funny you should ask. I was just saying to Bridge that the Debbison duo—” 
 
    “Alibie,” I corrected. 
 
    “Who are the Debbison duo?” Warren asked. 
 
    “Alibie,” I corrected again, pointing blatantly at Alison and Debbie, two members of our GA group. 
 
    “The Debbison duo are looking pretty shifty,” Sabrina finished. 
 
    Warren searched the crowd despite the fact I’d clearly pointed them out. His eyebrows inched up when he found them. He looked to Sabrina, then to me and back to Sabrina. “They’re crying.” 
 
    Sabrina nodded. “I know, right? They didn’t find him. They didn’t know him and yet they’re crying? Very suspicious.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if she’s joking or not,” Warren said to me. 
 
    I patted his shoulder. “Your life must be so hard.”  
 
    “We could feasibly be both suspects and victims here and you two are joking around.” Warren sounded a little panicked. 
 
    “It’s not like that’s a new experience for us,” I said. “And why would you be a suspect or victim?” 
 
    He leaned closer. “I have a death shadow!”  
 
    “What?” Sabrina asked with a quick glance at me but I shook my head. I didn’t know either.  
 
    “Do you mean ‘shroud’ ’cause join the club,” I said, gesturing around myself as if to remind him. 
 
    “No, a shadow,” Warren hissed and checked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, just to be clear, there are death shrouds, death clouds and death shadows?” I asked. 
 
    “There are also death shards, death hazes, death drifts, death blankets, death forecasts, death—” 
 
    “Is this because we’re dead?” I asked. “Are all these different type of death things only visible here?” 
 
    Warren shook his head. “They exist all the time.” 
 
    “Okay, so what does a death shadow mean?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “It means death is close,” Warren said and checked over both of his shoulders again as though he expected to find a blunt object whizzing toward his head. 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “No,” Warren hissed. 
 
    “He’s an idiot. An idiot,” Sabrina said, shaking her head at me. “Warren, you do realise that you’re surrounded by dead people and someone has just been murdered. It’d be amazing if all of us didn’t have shadows.” 
 
    “Then why is it just me?” Warren asked. 
 
    “Just lucky, I guess,” I said and turned to Sabrina when I noticed Oz was heading our way. “Are we going to do that thing tonight with you-know-who?” 
 
    “Do you think you can get out?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Not a clue but will you do it if I can’t get there?” I said and Sabrina nodded. 
 
    “Do what?” Warren asked. 
 
    “You good to go?” Oz slowed as he approached out bench. 
 
    “No one wants to interrogate me?” I asked, almost disappointed in my dip in popularity. 
 
    “Officer Leonard overruled Johnson and deemed your initial statement enough. Let’s go before he changes his mind.” Oz offered me his hand. “How are you doing, Sabrina? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Mr Salier, I’m fine.” Sabrina used her professional voice, which I assumed meant Oz’s check on her welfare had caught her off guard. 
 
    “Mr Salier? You’re such a suck up,” I mumbled as I stood and gave him my hand. 
 
    He tunnelled us before she could reply and we landed, once again, at the far end of the garden. 
 
    “What’s your relationship with Anna?” I asked as we slowly headed toward the house. 
 
    “Where did that come from?”  
 
    “Just curious. She has motive to kill both of the victims but you don’t seem to even consider that she might have been involved. I was just wondering if that was because you knew her so well that you knew there was no possible way she could do something like that or because you were blind to it because you were sleeping with her.” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping period,” Oz said.  
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Oz stared out over the grass. “We’re not in a romantic relationship, no, and I fully trust that she didn’t have anything to do with either of these murders.” 
 
    “So, you think it was Katie?” I asked. 
 
    “Stop, Bridget.” Oz reached out and wrapped his warm fingers around my wrist and pulled me to a stop. “Don’t investigate this. Not in any way, okay?” It wasn’t a command; it was more of a request. 
 
    “Who do you think it was?” I pressed.  
 
    “What did I just say?” Oz asked. 
 
    “I heard you but, see, I think we both know I can’t pick a murderer out at twenty paces, so really I’m just trying to look out for myself here. If you have any suspects, then I’ll be more cautious around them.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let anyone I suspected of murder anywhere near you. Or your housemates. Or inside our home. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Is that why you had me moved from Timothy’s GA group?” 
 
    Oz’s shoulders stiffened and the expression on his face shuttered down to blank. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “Timothy told me.” 
 
    “When? I thought he was dead when you found him.” 
 
    “He told me this afternoon,” I said and Oz sighed heavily. He let go of my wrist and placed one hand on his hip while the other rubbed the back of his neck as he stared at the grass. It was becoming his signature stance. I figured he wanted an explanation so I quickly whizzed through the excitement of the afternoon. 
 
    “Leonard abducted you and then abandoned you at one of Timothy’s meetings?” Oz’s voice was doing that scary calm thing that always put me on edge. I never understood that type of temper control. If you were mad it was much healthier to just let it out. 
 
    “Abduct is a strong word,” I said. “And it wasn’t as if he threw me into an arena with him and shouted ‘choose your weapons’.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. Timothy told you I had you transferred from his group? He actually told you that?” 
 
    “Yep. And I told him that was because you knew I wouldn’t be able to manipulate Eleanor as I could have him.” I patted Oz’s shoulder. “I didn’t tell him it was really because you didn’t trust him with my adjustment. That was why, right? Because Katie was struggling and he didn’t tell you?” 
 
    Oz didn’t answer, which I took to mean yes. He placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face the house, keeping his hands in place for a moment as he urged me forward. I squinted at the windows. 
 
    “Are there—did you put bars on the windows?” 
 
    “Not personally, but I had them added, yes. There are also extra locks on the doors, even the internal doors, and an alarm system.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, surveying the changes. “You don’t think this is maybe overkill?” 
 
    “Nope. Someone broke into our home and shredded your things. What if you’d walked in on them? Or Lucy had? Or Pam? Or Petal?”  
 
    “Fair point, I guess,” I said.  
 
    “For now, work with me, okay?” Oz handed me a set of keys and I nodded. 
 
    All the keys were labelled. I used the one that said “back door” to open the back door. I’d barely stepped inside when all three of my housemates jumped me and wrapped me up in a hug, all chattering at once.  
 
    “Ladies, I need to go out for a while,” Oz said over the chatter. “So pick a film and get settled in the lounge, okay?” 
 
    They replied with a chorus of agreement. Oz stepped out of the room and waited for me to close and lock the back door before he disappeared. 
 
    I waited a few minutes until I was sure he wasn’t going to pop back for anything and then turned back to my housemates, who were arguing over what film to watch. 
 
    “I need to nip out for a minute as well,” I said and all three heads turned my way.  
 
    “Why?” asked Pam. 
 
    “Where?” asked Petal. 
 
    “Okay,” Lucy said with a shrug. “But let’s be quick because I want to get settled into our film before Oz gets back.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you guys need to stay here and keep all the doors locked.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just not going to happen,” Pam said.  
 
    “Who would keep you safe?” Petal asked and it sounded like she meant it seriously. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere. You guys need to stay here and be safe. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 
 
    “Well, then we might as well come,” Pam said. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head like somehow it would add enough weight to the word to make them all agree. It didn’t. 
 
    Lucy pointed a bright red talon at me. “I think what Pam meant to say was ‘take us with you or we’ll set the alarm off, which will call Oz back and we’ll tell him you were sneaking off’.” 
 
    “Okay, but when the GBs find out and imprison us for eternity it’ll be all of your own faults,” I warned. 
 
    “But we’d be imprisoned together, so every night would be like a sleepover,” Petal said. 
 
    I looked around at the three hopeful faces staring back at me. That hadn’t been quite the deterrent I’d thought it would be. “Right.” 
 
    After making sure the house was locked up behind us I tunnelled everyone to Madame Zorina’s office. I’d managed to send Madame Zorina a sneaky text earlier in the day asking her to wait for us because we needed her help with something. Happily, not only was Madame Zorina there but so was Edith. They were hunched over Madame Zorina’s desk, focused on the screen of a laptop and deep in conversation. Both looked up when we appeared. Neither spoke.  
 
    “Okay, so I can see Sabrina hasn’t arrived yet and explained the situation,” I said into the silence. 
 
    “Will she be able to explain this, dear?” Edith asked, gesturing to my three housemates, who were suddenly huddling behind me like shy children. 
 
    “I couldn’t leave them at home,” I said.  
 
    “Why?” Edith asked, stepping from behind the desk to get a better look at all three. 
 
    Edith was late sixties, tall, slim and dressed in a classic grey suit. With her hair swept up in a perfect chignon she reminded me of Anjelica Huston. With a wonkily cut fringe. 
 
    “They blackmailed me,” I said. 
 
    “Well, are you going to introduce us, dear?” Edith smiled. It wasn’t quite her mother shark smile but I felt my housemates cringe further down behind me. 
 
    “Have you not—” My attention ping-ponged between them. “Have you all not met?” 
 
    “We were all at your funeral but you didn’t actually introduce us, dear,” Edith said, which very much sounded like a rebuke on my manners. 
 
    “Well, if you’d gotten there on time …” I mumbled and Edith gave me a flat look. “This is Lucy, Petal and Pam,” I said, gesturing to each housemate in turn.  
 
    I stepped out of the way so Edith could shake hands with each of them.  
 
    “Can I borrow your suit?” Lucy asked, her eyes roving enviously over Edith’s outfit. 
 
    “And this is Madame Zorina,” I added quickly, rescuing Lucy from Edith’s reply. 
 
    “Hi,” Petal said, giving her a shy wave. “I like your hair.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” Madame Zorina fluffed up her dark curls, her numerous bangles clinking together with the movement.  
 
    I could see why Petal liked it. It was very similar to her own hair. “I’m glad everyone is suddenly getting along.”  
 
    Just as all of the nice-to-meet-you’s finished Sabrina appeared. She took one look at my housemates and grinned.  
 
    “Family outing?” she asked.  
 
    “We need you to do something for us,” I said, ignoring Sabrina and turning to Madame Zorina. 
 
    “Oh, you do, do you?” she asked, folding her arms and leaning back in her chair. 
 
    “Yes. We need you to summon someone called Katie,” I said. And then everyone started talking at once. 
 
    Once we’d managed to shush everyone long enough to explain the summon-her-and-tie-her-up-and-hand-her-over-to-the-authorities plan everyone was onboard. Well, nearly everyone. 
 
    “So, you want me to summon a crazy, possibly serial killer of a ghost?” Madame Zorina asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Sabrina said, helping herself to some coffee and holding the pot up around the room to ask if anyone else wanted any. Edith nodded and so did my housemates. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said, making a slashing motion with my hand. “You are not having coffee before bed.” 
 
    “But it settles my tummy,” Petal said, giving me a blast of her puppy dog eyes. “And it’s all churny right now.” 
 
    I covered my face with my hands for a moment before dropping them. “Okay, fine. Everyone can have coffee.” 
 
    “Where are the biscuits?” Lucy asked and Sabrina handed over a packet of chocolate digestives. 
 
    Madame Zorina leapt up from behind her desk and grabbed the biscuits out of Lucy’s hands. “We’re not having a picnic here!” 
 
    “Wow, she’s rude,” Petal mumbled. “And I complimented her hair and everything.” 
 
    “There you go, dear,” Edith said, slipping the biscuits from Madame Zorina’s hands and passing them to Petal. 
 
    “They’re for clients,” Madame Zorina snapped. 
 
    “We are clients right now,” Sabrina said. 
 
    Madame Zorina folded her arms and arched her eyebrow in challenge as she glanced between Sabrina and I. “And how are you going to pay me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “How about you just take it out of our wages?” 
 
    Edith barked a laugh. “She’s got you there.” 
 
    “Fine. This one time. I’ll help you this one time.” Madame Zorina held out her hand, palm up. 
 
    I looked from her palm back to her face. “What?” 
 
    “I know you don’t think I can summon someone with their first name and nothing else. I’m good but nobody is that good,” Madame Zorina said while she fluffed her hair. 
 
    I glanced to Sabrina, who shook her head, and then back to Madame Zorina. “But that’s how you summon me.” 
 
    “I’ve met you.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So I can envisage you. I know the feel of your essence,” Madame Zorina said and Sabrina spluttered into her coffee.  
 
    I ignored her. “Okay, what do you need to summon Katie?” 
 
    “An item of her clothing. Something that was important to her. Something she touched a lot. Anything that was hers, really.” 
 
    Sabrina snapped her fingers and pointed to me. “Alex.” 
 
    Madame Zorina shook her head. “No, it can’t be another person. Their essence will cloud my vision.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when are we going to see him again?” I asked. 
 
    “Didn’t you get a visitor’s pass?” 
 
    “I told you. The ‘o’ word kept it.” 
 
    “You could apply for another one,” Sabrina suggested. 
 
    Madame Zorina raised her voice. “Didn’t you hear me? It can’t be another person.” 
 
    I nodded at Sabrina. “Right, because I’m so desperate to get back into Mendall.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Sabrina said, waving my concerns away. “I’ll draw up a request and drop it on the top of the stack to be processed.” 
 
    “It can’t be a person,” Madame Zorina repeated. 
 
    I frowned at Sabrina. “I thought you said processing took ages.” 
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Not for something as simple as a visitor’s pass if you know your way around the system.” 
 
    “It can’t be a person!” Madame Zorina screeched, throwing her hands up toward the ceiling. 
 
    “We’re not deaf. We’re just rude,” I said. “We were working out how to get you an item of hers.” I turned my attention back to Sabrina. “Will the ‘o’ word be notified?” 
 
     “Who’s the ‘o’ word?” Madame Zorina asked. 
 
    “Our parole officer,” I said, gesturing to me and my housemates, who were sitting quietly eating their biscuits and drinking their coffee like good children. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be the ‘p o’ words?” Madame Zorina asked. 
 
    “No, it—never mind,” I said, cutting myself off before we got lost in that topic. I turned back to Sabrina. “Would he find out?”  
 
    She winced. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you using your parole officer’s name, dear?” Edith asked. 
 
    I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “They don’t like to use it when we’re doing something hinky.” 
 
    Edith’s eyebrows inched up. “Hinky.” 
 
    I jerked my thumb over my shoulder again. “Their word, not mine.” 
 
    “I have her diary. Would that help?” Petal asked. The whole room turned to stare at her. 
 
    “You have Katie’s diary?” I asked and Petal nodded. “Okay, didn’t you think that might’ve been worth mentioning when she escaped?” 
 
    Petal shook her head. “No. Why?” 
 
    “She might have written places she liked to go or something that would’ve given us a clue how to find her.” Sabrina’s voice was calm but it had the forced calm tone to it. The kind she used when she didn’t want to terrify someone by how excited she was.  
 
    Petal gasped. “You can’t read it! They’re her most sacred thoughts!” 
 
    “Would that work?” I asked Madame Zorina. 
 
    She nodded and used her best condescending tone. “I should be able to summon her with her most scared thoughts, yes.” 
 
    I straightened up and held a warning finger in her direction. “We appreciate your help in this but don’t mock my housemate.” 
 
    “Don’t mock—” Madame Zorina blinked in shock and turned to Sabrina. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “She’s trying to be a better person. It’s ridiculous and I’ve made fun of her all day for it, but I have to agree with her here. You should probably apologise.” Sabrina gestured to Petal, in case Madame Zorina didn’t know who she was apologising to. 
 
    Madame Zorina’s attention jumped around the room and she backed up so she could see us all without turning her head. “Have you all lost your minds?” 
 
    “Where’s the diary, Petal?” I asked. 
 
    “In the bottom of my wardrobe underneath a stack of textbooks.” 
 
    “Do I have your permission to go and get it?” I asked. 
 
    “Promise you won’t read it?” she asked and I crossed my heart with my finger and held up my hand. She nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Two minutes later I was back in Madame Zorina’s office holding the diary. It was more like a fancy notebook than a diary. It was navy with diagonal turquoise stripes and a peacock embroidered on the front with a tail made of sequins. Admittedly, I knew very little about Katie but from what I did know she just did not strike me as a sequinned peacock diary type of girl. 
 
    “Okay.” Madame Zorina perched on the front of her desk and waved us back out of the way. “Is everybody ready?” 
 
    Everybody nodded.  
 
    “I feel weirdly nervous,” Sabrina mumbled to me when Madame Zorina started chanting something under her breath. 
 
    I nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    “I feel like our murder mystery shouldn’t end like this.” 
 
    I nodded again. “Me too.” 
 
    Before Sabrina could say anything else a small, very thin cloud of mist began to appear in the centre of the room. It gradually got thicker and thicker. 
 
    “Is this normal?” I asked and Edith shook her head. I had the impression that Edith knew what was happening but was reluctant to say. Or at least to interrupt. 
 
    It was almost a whole five minutes before the mist solidified into a person. It was a girl in her mid-twenties with her pale blonde hair fashioned in a fancy fishtail braid that hung heavily over her shoulder. She was dressed in a grey lacy camisole and shorts set which I assumed was bed wear, yet she still had fake eyelashes, lashings of mascara and thick eyeliner on. Had no one ever told her you had to take that off before bed? Being dead was simply no excuse for having a poor skincare regime. 
 
    This was not what I expected Katie to look like. The moment she was fully solid there was that familiar thump of a body hitting the floor, and Edith rushed to aid Madame Zorina, who I was pretty sure was out cold. 
 
    “That’s not Katie,” Sabrina whispered to me. 
 
    “How do you know?” I whispered back. 
 
    “Everyone has detailed files, remember? Even if they’re on loan there’s still a file jacket with your picture on the front.”  
 
    “So who is it then?” I asked. 
 
    Sabrina turned to me and grinned. “It’s Lily.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on? Where am I?” Lily asked. 
 
    Sabrina stepped forward. “Hi, Lily, my name’s Sabrina and we’re trying to solve your murder.” 
 
    “Oh my god! I was murdered?” Lily asked. And then she screamed. Really loudly. And really shrill. And then she stopped. And then she laughed. “You should see your faces. Oooh, biscuits.”  
 
    Lily walked over and snatched the biscuits from the coffee table and flopped in one of the visitors’ chairs.  
 
    Pam, Petal and Lucy edged away from the possibly crazy two times dead woman. 
 
    “So who killed you?” Sabrina continued with the same lack of tack as she moved to sit next to Lily in the other chair. 
 
    Lily shrugged. “Don’t know. Can’t remember.” 
 
    “Okay, what were you doing when you died?” Sabrina pressed. 
 
    Lily shrugged. “Don’t know. Can’t remember.” 
 
    “You can’t remember what you were doing when someone murdered you?” I asked. 
 
    “Check the attitude on you,” she cooed at me. 
 
    I strode forward and snatched the half eaten biscuit out of her hand and pointed the packet in her face. “Your friend tried to strangle my friend. That’s who we thought we were summoning so we could lock her back up in the mental institution where she belongs so she can’t hurt my friends, or anyone else’s friends, again. So, yes, I do have an attitude right now.”  
 
    “I love mean Bridget,” Lucy whispered off to the side. 
 
    Lily’s smarmy expression dropped from her face. “Do you mean Kate? Kate tried to kill someone?” 
 
    “I thought her name was Katie,” I said with a glance at Sabrina and all her file knowledge. Sabrina shrugged. 
 
    “She hated being called Katie but that was what was on her file so no one listened to her,” Lily said. “Is she okay? Who did she try and kill? Did she work out who killed me?” Lily’s attention was jumping around the room to anyone who could possibly give her answers. She was so in the wrong place for that. 
 
    “She killed you.” Sabrina said. “Katie, or Kate, was admitted to a mental institution where she gouged ‘remember Lily’ into her walls. She escaped a couple of days ago. Now some other people are dead.” 
 
    “You have to help her.” Lily leaned forward and grabbed my wrist. I don’t know why she was making that demand of me in particular. Despite trying to strangle my housemate, I was holding Katie partly responsible for the death of my shorts. She might not have trashed my room herself but if she hadn’t escaped I was pretty sure my shorts would’ve survived. I was in no mood to help Katie. 
 
    “Absolutely, we will. We’ll bring her to justice for you,” Sabrina said and carefully removed Lily’s hand from my wrist after a quick glance at my expression. “But we need your help. We need you to tell us where she’s likely to be hiding so we can find her before she hurts anyone else and so your soul can be at peace.” 
 
    Lily’s attention jumped around the room. “Kate didn’t kill me.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know who killed you,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t remember exactly but I know it wouldn’t be Kate.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because she was my friend.” 
 
    “You are more likely to be murdered by someone close to you,” Sabrina offered. 
 
    Lily shook her head. “Not Kate, though. She—” 
 
    “Okay, Lily, I’ll be honest with you.” I crouched down in front of her so I could have her whole attention and she could see the honesty on my face. “I don’t care about Katie, or Kate or you for that matter. I just want to stop her before she hurts someone I do care about. Once that’s done and everyone is safe, if you give us something that will help us find her, I promise I will try and help her.” 
 
    Lily stared at me for a long moment and then finally nodded. “I guess that’s fair.” 
 
    “So give us something useful,” I prompted. 
 
    “She didn’t have many friends other than me so I don’t know who she’d turn to for help. And she was from Birmingham so she didn’t know Scarborough all that well. She’d never been here until she died, so it’s not like she had favourite places around here. Maybe she’d go back to Birmingham to hide out, but I couldn’t point you to any place in particular.” 
 
    “Assuming she didn’t kill you who do you think she’d blame for your death?” Sabrina asked, since Lily listing all the things she didn’t know wasn’t really a productive use of our time. 
 
    “Whoever killed me?” Lily asked with a shrug. 
 
    “So who do you think killed you?” Sabrina pressed. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Lily snapped. 
 
    “Okay.” Sabrina took Lily’s hand and squeezed it like I’d seen Eleanor do to people. The difference was Eleanor did it reassuringly whereas Sabrina looked as if she was using it Lily’s hand as a stress ball. “You were at your GA meeting. You stayed late to talk to Timothy, right? It’s a spring evening. It’s probably only just getting dark. There’s a chill in the air …” Sabrina let the sentence hang, since up until that point Lily had been nodding along. Suddenly, her focus turned inward. Lily was still for maybe ten seconds and then her eyes darted all over the room as if she were remembering something. She sat bolt upright. She looked me straight in the eyes. Icicles formed in my bones. Her eyes were full of betrayal, which quickly gave way to fear.  
 
    “No …” She breathed and reached out a hand to me. “Kate.” 
 
    And then she disappeared. Silence held around the room. My legs gave out and I dropped heavily onto my bottom.  
 
    “Well, that was probably one of the most horrific things I’ve ever experienced,” I announced. 
 
    “I think she remembered her last moments,” Sabrina said. I turned to look at her. There was no colour in her face. In another situation I’d have made the “white as a ghost” joke but right now it just didn’t seem all that funny.  
 
    Edith shook her head. “I hope not, dear, because that won’t end well for her. Nothing good comes from remembering that type of trauma.” 
 
    “What type of nothing good?” I asked. I was sure I didn’t want to know but it was better to be prepared, right? 
 
    “Why do you think poltergeists become poltergeists?” Edith asked. 
 
    “Because they have trouble adjusting,” I said, feeling very self-conscious all of a sudden. 
 
    “And most people have trouble adjusting to their new lives because they were murdered in their previous life,” Edith explained in a come-on-now-join-the-dots tone. 
 
    “Was I murdered?” I asked the room. Not that they would know. I remembered being hit by a bus. It had felt like an accidence. 
 
    Edith shook her head. “No, you just have an attitude problem.” 
 
    “Oh.” I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful or worried. 
 
    “How come you didn’t think to mention this whole turning into a poltergeist earlier?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Edith gestured to my housemates. “Because we needed information and family comes first, dear.” 
 
    I turned to see Petal sobbing into Pam’s shoulder. Lucy was staring at me. I thought she was judging me. Suddenly, their opinions of me mattered. 
 
    “I’d have scrambled her brain like eggs if it meant getting something that could help us catch Crazy Katie and keep us all safe,” Lucy said with a pointed look in Petal’s direction.  
 
    Pam nodded. “I’m sorry Lily was murdered and that she remembers who did it now, but life is hard for everyone.”  
 
    “What happened?” Madame Zorina groaned, pushing herself up from the floor and holding her head. 
 
    I’d completely forgotten she’d dropped like a stone after pulling Lily. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as Edith helped her into her desk chair. 
 
    “No. I’m not. And that’s the last favour I do for you.” 
 
    Edith half pulled a tracking device she’d stolen from a messenger during my funeral from her jacket pocket and checked the screen. It was like a police radio of sorts. GB tunnelling plans showed up on there so she was always one escape-step ahead of them. She shoved a mug of coffee and some biscuits in Madame Zorina’s hands. “GBs are en route. Time to go, ladies. Dears, it was lovely to have met you properly.” Edith inclined her head to my housemates, who responded en masse with similar platitudes. And then we all fled the scene of the crime. 
 
    I grabbed hold of all three of my housemates and tunnelled them back home. We landed in the garden and Pam headed for the back door, her keys jangling while she tried to find the right one. Lucy and Petal followed, chatting happily out all the adventures they were going to have with Madame Zorina. I tuned it out. I very much did not want to hear them planning that kind of stuff. I took a step toward the house, then paused and threw a quick glance over my shoulder at the rest of the garden. I didn’t know why but I felt like we were being watched. Maybe it was because we’re were doing something hinky, or because Katie was on the loose, or maybe I heard one of the shrubs rustle, or perhaps it was just plain old paranoia.  
 
    My attention fixed on one of the shadows the moonlight cast. It stretched across the garden, almost looking like an elongated person growing out of a tree trunk. I could make out a slightly distorted head, neck, shoulders and torso. I was about to dismiss it as a trick of the light and then the shadow jerked and melted into the tree trunk shadow. My stupid feet were scurrying across the grass toward the tree in question and taking the rest of my body with it before I could make any sort of argument as to why that would be foolish.  
 
    With my pepper spray in hand I stepped around the tree ready to do I didn’t know what but there was no one there. I was about to give myself a mental slap when I noticed the footprints in the soil around the back of the tree trunk. They were pretty scuffed but I placed my own foot by the clearest print. It was slightly smaller than mine. Crazy Katie? And why did it bother me her feet were smaller than mine? 
 
    “Bridget?” Petal asked, sticking her head around the side of the tree, making me jump back, pepper spray held at face height. Petal stumbled back when she saw it. “Don’t shoot!”  
 
    “I won’t. I’m sorry, Petal, you startled me.” I lowered my spray but kept it in my hand as I ushered her out of the shrubbery and back across the garden. “Come on, let’s go back inside.” 
 
    Petal didn’t argue and I did some very subtle and ungainly pirouettes, with Petal trying to adjust my posture, as I tried to keep the whole garden in view as we headed to the back door. Thankfully, Lucy and Pam had been hovering by it so I was fairly sure that if no one was in the kitchen, because of our new locked door policy, they wouldn’t be anywhere else in the house. I ushered them all inside and locked the door behind us, peering out through the barred windows. 
 
    And then a horrible thought occurred. What if Katie could pick locks? There was no reason to assume she could but equally there was no reason to assume she couldn’t.  
 
    “Everyone get your stuff. We’re sleeping in the lounge again,” I said. 
 
    My housemates exchanged a look and then Petal cheered. “Yay! Sleepover.” 
 
    The next morning, which actually felt like ten minutes later, I walked into the kitchen to find my housemates chattering like overexcited birds. How could they be so chirpy at this time of the morning with so little sleep? It just wasn’t right. 
 
    “Morning,” Oz said and I grunted in response. 
 
    “I can’t live like this anymore,” I whispered as I passed him. 
 
    He caught me by a belt loop of my jumpsuit and pulled me back. “I heard the sleepover was your idea,” he said, still smiling. 
 
    “Yeah, because some small-footed person was spying on us from the garden and I didn’t want anyone to be bludgeoned to their second death in their sleep.”  
 
    Oz paused in his cooking to gape at me. As soon as I saw his expression I realised what I’d said. I rolled my eyes at myself and felt my shoulders slump. There was no way out of this without landing myself right in it. 
 
    “What are you two whispering about?” Anna asked from the other side of the kitchen. 
 
    “Apparently one of the taps in Bridget’s bathroom is leaking. Petal, can you take over for a moment?” Oz asked without taking his eyes from me. 
 
    “But I’m eating,” she whined as Pam got up from her stool and held out her hand for the spatula. 
 
    “Thanks, Pam.” Oz handed over the kitchen utensil. “We’ll be quick.” 
 
    Oz left the kitchen and I dragged my feet as I followed him, like a woman on her way to the gallows. It wasn’t like I hadn’t planned to tell him. It was just that I’d wanted to tell him in a manner that wouldn’t incriminate me. If I’d had tea first that would’ve helped. I was still working on climbing the first few stairs but I could already hear him pacing on the landing. I wondered if I could just turn tail and head back into the kitchen and out of the door before he could catch me. I hesitated and glanced up the stairs. Oz loomed at the top. He pointed to me and then to his feet. Yeah, I wasn’t getting out of this. I sighed again and forced myself up the stairs. 
 
    “What makes you think someone was spying on you from the garden?” he asked when I was still three stairs from the summit. 
 
    What to say? What to say? I climbed the last stairs slowly because everyone knows you can’t climb stairs and talk at same time. During the four seconds it took me to climb the last of the stairs I had a loose plan in place. 
 
    “I saw a shadow so I went outside to check it out. There was no one there but there were imprints from shoes, roughly my size, scuffed in the dirt.” I gave myself a mental pat on the back for not incriminating myself. And I flat out wasn’t telling him Crazy Katie’s feet were more dainty than mine. 
 
    Oz put one hand on his hip, covered his mouth with his other and stared at the floor. I waited. Finally, he straightened up. 
 
    From the tightness in his expression I was pretty sure he was working super hard to keep his tone even. “Why would you go outside to check?” 
 
     “I don’t know.” Which was true – the checking, not the being outside. “I just, I guess I thought if it was Crazy Katie and I could catch her then everything would go back to normal.” 
 
    “And what if it wasn’t?” Oz asked. 
 
    “What do you mean? Who else would be spying on us?” And in that moment I remembered I didn’t know for certain who the murderer was. Lily had said Katie had killed her. Actually, she hadn’t said that exactly, I’d just assumed that was what she’d meant. Even then, that didn’t mean that she was the one doing all the murdering now. “Oh.” 
 
    Oz nodded. “Yeah, oh.” 
 
    “I had my pepper spray,” I said. 
 
    “Great. You could season them while they kill you.” 
 
    I pointed in his face. “Hey, it’s effective.” 
 
    “You’ve never had a reason to use it, so how would you know?” 
 
    Oh, damn it. See, this is what happens when you get interrogated before tea. Maybe Oz would let me get a kettle for my room so I could be fortified before I even went downstairs. 
 
    “I may have accidentally discharged it,” I admitted quietly. 
 
    Oz stared at me. For a reeeeeally long time. “Okay, I’m going to assume that no one was severely injured by that accident or you’d have told me about it, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “Okay. What else can you tell me about whoever was spying on you?” 
 
    “Nothing, really. I just saw a shadow and went out to investigate. All I saw were shoe prints in the soil. It might not even have been from last night. Maybe they’ve been there a while.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell your housemates, right?” 
 
    “Of course not, I’m not stupid,” I snapped. Oz arched an eyebrow as if to question that but since I had rushed toward a possible murderer I was letting it go.  
 
    I hovered in the stairwell, equally split between going back down and telling him in super broad strokes about what we’d learned from Lily. He watched me doing my awkward stop-and-go dance for a few moments and then reached out for my hand. He narrowed his eyes on me. I did my best to not look away. “Do you want to tell me something?” He watched me carefully as he asked, like he couldn’t quite believe it. 
 
    I made a non-committal noise and pulled a face that I was pretty sure made me look constipated. The constipation face was me trying to get the words out and keep them in at the same time. 
 
    “Okay, if you volunteer this up, I promise I won’t be mad,” he encouraged, his eyes still searching my face. 
 
    I winced. “Pretty sure you will be.” 
 
    Oz gave my hand a small tug. “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder at the stairwell. Why hadn’t I just told him about the footprints and gone to get some breakfast? Why did I hesitate? I turned back with a sigh. 
 
    “So, you know that medium that I know,” I said and Oz’s whole body tensed. I was pretty sure even his fingers twitched against my hand.  
 
    “Go on …” 
 
    “Well, we—I—thought it would be a smart idea to get her to summon Crazy Katie so we—I—could apprehend her and get back to our lives.”  
 
    “Since Katie is still at large I’m guessing that didn’t go quite to plan.” 
 
    “Not exactly. It turned out that it was Lily’s diary, not Katie’s, so that was who showed up.”  
 
    “What diary?” 
 
    “Oh, we—I—found a diary in my room and I thought it was Katie’s. I gave it to the medium because she needs something that belongs to the person she’s trying to summon if she’s not met them before.” I thought about that for a second. “Maybe that was what whoever was looking for when they searched my room.” 
 
    “Okay. What you’re telling me is that last night you found a diary, sneaked out of the house, illegally haunted your medium friend, got her to summon a murder victim back from a different plane of the afterlife, came home, found someone spying on you from the garden, then tried to chase them down before coming inside and having a sleepover. Is that about right?” Oz’s voice was so very level and so very calm. His hand holding mine was still gentle. Maybe everything would be okay. Or maybe he was lulling me into a false sense of security before deciding that murdering me and burying me in our garden would solve most of his problems. 
 
    “She remembered who killed her,” I offered quickly. 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “Katie.” 
 
    “Katie? She said Katie killed her? She actually said those words?” 
 
    I hesitated. “Not those exact words, no. She more, sort of, implied Katie killed her.” 
 
    “People who’ve been murdered don’t always have the clearest recall of those situations. Just because that’s who she accused doesn’t mean that’s who did it.” 
 
    “You let them imprison Katie in an asylum for eternity even though you weren’t sure whether she was guilty?” 
 
    “The welfare of everyone in this house is my responsibly. Katie wasn’t stable enough to stay here. I thought re-education would help her.” Oz looked directly into my eyes as he spoke. I wasn’t sure if I heard a challenge in his tone. As though he were waiting for me to tell him he’d been wrong to do that. 
 
    “I’m not judging. I just want to be clear we’re on the same page.” 
 
    Oz nodded. “In this instance, I think we are.” 
 
    “Why did you think re-education would work for her but not for me?” 
 
    “Because as far as I’m aware you’ve not attempted to murder any of your housemates,” Oz said. I was about to say it had been touch and go for a while but I doubted Oz would appreciate that exaggeration. 
 
    “So …” I dragged the word out and eyed my escape route down the stairs. “We’re okay?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re okay. But today, how about you go to work, do your job and then come home without doing anything illegal. Just for today, okay? Let’s try that.” 
 
    I made a non-committal noise and turned to head downstairs. Oz pulled on my hand to get my attention.  
 
    “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “I expect more shorts in exchange. Maybe some T-shirts too. And please can I have some new underwear?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “I get to choose my own underwear, right?” I asked as we headed back downstairs. It was his turn to make a non-committal noise.  
 
    Anna was making tea when we emerged into the kitchen. Not for everyone, just herself.  
 
    “Did you manage to fix it?” she asked, leaving another red lipstick mark on the already lipstick-stained cup as she sipped.  
 
    “Yep, disaster averted,” Oz said and thanked Pam as he returned to his cooking. 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief. Personal hygiene is important. Especially if you sweat a lot,” Anna said with a nod to me.  
 
    “You would know,” I agreed. 
 
    “I would and now I’m glad we won’t have to have that conversation.”  
 
    I really should have thought of a comeback to that, but I just couldn’t stop staring at the lipstick stains on the opposite side of the mug she was drinking from. Why wouldn’t you drink from the same side? Was she trying to mark all of our mugs? Oz handed me a plate with four small American pancakes on it and gestured to the huge jar of Nutella sitting in the centre of the breakfast bar. Petal placed a mug of tea next to me as I scooped a huge dollop of Nutella onto my pancakes and everything was right with the world. I ate in silence while everyone chatted around me.  
 
    I still had one pancake left when Anna ushered me out of the door, claiming we were going to be late. We weren’t but I got up and left anyway, mainly because I was able to take my chocolatey pancake with me. I collected my assignment sheet from Alexander, who made a show of ignoring Anna, which gave me a small thrill of delight, and then headed to the tunnelling room.  
 
    The first hour of assignments was easy. Simple things like move a pen, pick a flower, move a pair of glasses, leave fridge door ajar. Nothing to cause me any panic. I tunnelled to a supermarket to move some cereal but the supermarket had been redecorated and someone had taken all the aisle signs down. Anna went one way and I went the other to cut down on the time it would take to find it. I found it on the second aisle I checked and I really should’ve called to Anna to let her know but I just wanted to enjoy a few moments free of snide “hon” remarks.  
 
    I bent low to move one cereal packet in front of another on the bottom shelf when someone wolf-whistled. I turned more to check I wasn’t being observed than because I thought it was at me. 
 
    “I always seem to catch you at a great time,” Gary said with a grin. “I’m still waiting for your call.” 
 
    “What do you think of Burt?” I asked, completely ignoring Gary’s comments. 
 
    Gary wagged his finger at me. “Ah, I see your game. Throwing up a little competition for me, eh?” 
 
    “Exactly. He asked me out as well. He says he knows way more about Lily than anyone so I should have dinner with him instead.” I figured that might be the best way to get some info out of Gary without having dinner with him. And this was merely me making the most of an opportunity that had presented itself. There was no way I could get in trouble with Oz for this. No way. Probably no way. 
 
    Gary snorted. “That wouldn’t surprise me. Burt is a snoop. He’s a goody-goody-two-shoes. Always ready to drop you in it unless you have something better to offer. You said he asked you out?” Gary clicked his tongue at me. “Maybe he just wants you alone so he can blackmail you. I’m a much better bet.” Gary flashed me a grin.  
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    “Right here? Now? That’s my kind of girl.” Gary checked over his shoulder and then stepped forward. 
 
    “No!” I exclaimed and held up my hand to stop him from getting any closer. “I meant tell me something about Lily.”  
 
    Gary licked his lips. “You’re such a tease. I love it.” 
 
     “Focus.”  
 
    He shrugged. “She was having an affair with someone she shouldn’t have been.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that’s the definition of ‘affair’,” I mumbled. “Do you know who with?” 
 
    “Yep. Meet me later and I’ll let you tease it out of me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed with a nod. Oz had said to go to work and come home without doing anything illegal. He’d mentioned nothing about going back out afterwards to do something illegal. So, technically, I was doing what he’d asked.  
 
    “Great.” Gary’s grin almost split his face into two. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t last when I turned up with Sabrina, her stun gun and my pepper spray to “tease” the information out of him. “You’ve got my number. Call me later so we can arrange.” 
 
    I forced my face into a smile. “Will do.” 
 
    “Oh! This is for you.” Gary handed me a letter. “You were getting me sidetracked.” 
 
    “I thought you were a nurse.” I took the letter and turned it over in my hands. The envelope was bare of anything but my name. I’d learned that good news did not come in that type of envelope.  
 
    “I am but if you request visitation, a tour or anything that requires approval, we usually deal with it in house.”  
 
    “Ohhh,” I said, opening the envelope and finding another visitor’s pass inside. Sabrina worked fast! Although did we still need something of Katie’s? Summoning her still did make the most sense. Maybe now Alex was sort of fully on our team he could get something of Katie’s. Yes, we could have Alex smuggle an item that belong to a crazy, possibly murderous, escapee mental patient out of a mental asylum rather than me go back inside and do it. That was definitely my preference. 
 
    “So, you’ll be coming back to visit us?” he asked and then grinned. “Great. If you’re nice to me later maybe I’ll buy you lunch while you’re there.” 
 
    “Wow, that sounds really special,” I said, giving him my most professional smile and returning my focus to my assignment sheet.  
 
    “Actually, I’m about to take a quick break. I don’t suppose you fancy keeping my company?”  
 
    I held up my assignment sheet. “Time specific assignments, remember? Sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll just wait until later then,” he said, licking his lips as he looked me over before tunnelling away. 
 
    I shuddered as I turned back to check my cereal was correctly positioned. How could someone be so sleazy but simultaneously likeable? I opened my mouth to shout for Anna and then closed it again. Did I really need to hurry that reunion along? She’d come back and find me in a minute. The woman was like a mosquito.  
 
    I was browsing the boxes of cereal in glorious peace when Gary popped up in front of me again. I was about to explain that I didn’t have time to talk but there was something about the slack expression on his face that caused the words to get stuck in my throat. He reached out a hand to me and stumbled forward. I dropped my clipboard and reached out to catch him. He was too heavy. His legs gave out and I couldn’t hold him up. He flopped to the floor, trapping my feet between his side and the floor. I shuffled back to free my feet.  
 
    And then I saw the bloody mess that was the back of his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I spun around in case whoever had used his head as batting practice had followed him and tried to treat me to the same brutality. I looked for my clipboard to use as the most basic of weapons but Gary had fallen on it. I dropped to the floor with my back to the opposite shelves and blew Oz’s whistle. 
 
    Oz appeared in under five seconds. He took in the scene, pulled me to my feet and checked me over. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. 
 
    “Where’s Anna?” 
 
    “She’s looking for cereal,” I said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I had to move a box of cereal but someone took the aisle signs down so we split up to look for the cereal aisle.” 
 
    Oz took a quick look at Gary and then turned back to me. “What’s your next assignment?” 
 
    “What? Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because you’re going to carry on with your day and pretend this didn’t happen. Just go and find Anna and carry on with your day.” Oz lifted my arms as if searching me while he spoke. “Where’s your clipboard with your assignments on it?” 
 
    I shook my head, staring at poor Gary’s prone form. “We can’t just leave him.” 
 
    “Bridget?” Oz stood directly in front of Gary’s body and took my face in his hands. “You can’t keep finding bodies. This isn’t flying below the radar. We have a chance to get out of the way of this so let’s do that, okay?” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Bridget,” Oz said, his voice soothing and calm. “Where’s your clipboard?” 
 
    I pointed around Oz to the corner of the clipboard poking out from under Gary’s hip. “Under dead Gary.” 
 
    Oz cursed. He let go of my face. It felt oddly cold without the warmth of his hands. He crouched by Gary and tugged at the clipboard. 
 
    “I hope you’re not tampering with evidence, Officer Salier,” Officer Leonard spoke from the end of the aisle. How did he get here so fast? Was he following me? Or Gary? Or Oz? 
 
    “I was retrieving Bridget’s assignment sheet,” Oz said, waving the clipboard at Officer Leonard. “She was worried that she’d get into trouble if anyone saw it. Her assignments are supposed to be confidential, after all.” 
 
    “But she wasn’t worried about the dead nurse?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “Of course she was,” Oz said and moved to stand in front of me as Officer Leonard walked slowly along the aisle toward us. 
 
    Officer Leonard crouched down over dead Gary and inspected his head wound. “What was he doing here, Ms Sway?” 
 
    I hesitated. Oz turned to look at me with an expression that said please let it be nothing illegal. Even Officer Leonard looked up from the body at my pause. 
 
    “He was delivering a visitor’s pass to Mendall Asylum,” I said. I didn’t even need to look at Oz to know that I was in trouble. 
 
    “Did you know about this, Officer Salier?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Oz said, looking Officer Leonard in the eye while he lied to him.  
 
    “And who was she visiting?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “Alex Monroe. We’d discussed it and decided that it would be good for them to clear the air properly before he was released,” Oz said. 
 
    “You weren’t going to accompany her while they ‘cleared the air’?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “No, I wanted Bridget to know that I trusted her,” Oz said. And wasn’t that just lemon juice over a cut. 
 
    “So, what happened here, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “He delivered the letter and then moments later tunnelled back in front of me with his head bashed in.” 
 
    “Why would he tunnel back here?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Why would I know?” 
 
    Detective Johnson popped up behind Officer Leonard and sighed happily when he saw me. “Who’ve you killed this time, Miss Sway?” 
 
    “She’s not killed anyone, detective,” Oz said, the stress on his job title implying, to me at least, that he was anything but. “I was performing my routine daily check-in and the nurse tunnelled here with those injuries.” 
 
    “So, you’re covering for her now?” Detective Johnson raised an eyebrow at Oz. “I suppose it was only a matter of time.”  
 
    Oz shook his head. “I’m explaining what happened.” 
 
    Detective Johnson crouched down over the body and examined Gary’s face. “What were you doing here, Miss Sway?” 
 
    “My job,” I said. 
 
    “What was he doing here?” Detective Johnson asked, gesturing to dead Gary. 
 
    “His job,” I said. 
 
    “He’s a nurse. This is a supermarket.” Johnson whirled his finger in the air as if I didn’t realise what the big building stocked full of food available for purchase was called. 
 
    “He was delivering Bridget a visitor’s pass,” Oz offered with a brief glance in my direction that quite clearly said “stay quiet and don’t antagonising the stupid policeman who wants to arrest you”. 
 
    Johnson stood up and turned his back on Gary’s body to face me. “Can I see the letter?” 
 
    I reached into my pocket, pulled out the letter and handed it to him. He looked inside.  
 
    “This is a request for a visitor pass to see Alex Monroe.” 
 
    “I am literate,” I said.  
 
    “Why would you request a visitor pass to see a man who you claim tried to kill you?” Johnson asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, pointing to dead Gary. “Can you see the dead man on the floor? Do you not think that focusing on solving a murder might be a better use of your time than querying my decision?” 
 
    “Well, that depends if your decision led to you murdering the dead man,” Johnson countered. “Ah, constable,” Johnson said to a boy barely out of his teens, who’d just appeared a few feet away, before I could even challenge his statement. “Can you accompany Mr Salier to the police station?” 
 
    “I think I remember where it is,” Oz said. “We’ll wait for you there.” 
 
    Smiling, Johnson shook his head. “No, you’ll accompany Constable Lawrence and Miss Sway will come with me. You’re both witnesses so I know you know you can’t be interviewed together. And you can’t tunnel together.” 
 
    “What’s going on, hon?” Anna asked as she walked up the aisle to our little group. Her eyes lit on Gary and she gasped, her hand covering her mouth. 
 
    “Anna, will you accompany Bridget to the station, please?” Oz asked. She nodded and then he turned to me, blocking everyone else out and lowering his voice. “No smart mouth attitude. Let Anna speak for you. I’ll wait for you there. If you’re out first tunnel straight home with Anna.” I nodded. Oz held out his arm to the constable without taking his eyes from me. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Oz disappeared with the constable and Detective Johnson turned to me. “Ah, alone at last.” 
 
    “You’re not alone, detective,” Anna said but Johnson didn’t even glance her way. 
 
    Detective Johnson pointed to Gary. “Would you like to admit to killing this poor man now or shall we dance around it a bit first?” 
 
    “Can you dance, detective?” I frowned as I looked him over. “You don’t strike me as someone with a whole lot of rhythm. And personally, I think dancing around a corpse seems a little uncouth.” So much for not using my smart mouth.  
 
    “I believe mine is the first name on Ms Sway’s dance card this afternoon,” Officer Leonard said before Johnson could reply. He offered me his arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    It was early evening by the time everyone had finished questioning me. I mean, there are only so many ways you can say “he appeared in front of me with his head bashed in” before the words start to lose all meaning. Oz had been waiting outside the interrogation room when they’d finally turned me loose and we’d tunnelled straight to my GA meeting with Anna in tow. 
 
    We appeared near the outer ruins of the fort, not far from the stone marker where Sabrina was waiting for me.  
 
    “I know,” I said, holding up my hands before he could say anything, “we’re going to talk about this later.” 
 
    “We very much are. And since I just covered for you, you need to do me a favour now.” I tried to step back as if I could distance myself from it but he anticipated and stepped with me. “I’d like you to let Anna come into your GA meeting with you.” 
 
    “Seriously? That’s the only peace I get,” I said a little more whiney than I’d intended and he gave me a reproachful look. “Fine.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll see you at home.” 
 
    Oz disappeared and a smug looking Anna walked with me to greet Sabrina. Sabrina’s attention jumped from me to Anna.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Sabrina pointed to Anna. “Why does her face look like that?” 
 
    “Good genes,” Anna said with a smile that oozed so much smugness Sabrina’s mouth curled in disgust. 
 
    “I promised Oz she could come in with us tonight.” 
 
    Sabrina stared as if I’d lost my mind. “Why? Why would you do that?” 
 
    “One of the nurses from Mendall—” 
 
    Anna tutted at me. “That’s an open police investigation, hon. You can’t talk about that.” 
 
    “Oh my god!” Sabrina exclaimed. “You found another body?” 
 
    “Bridget can’t talk about it, hon, so please stop asking her,” Anna said. Sabrina smiled at her and then moved between Anna and me, her back to Anna, forcing Anna to step back. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Sabrina said, taking hold of my upper arms and shaking me gently, as if that would shake the information loose. “Everything!” 
 
    “Now, hon, I’ve just said,” Anna stepped around from behind Sabrina and tried to get in between us and break us apart, as if we were children wrestling each other. “Bridget can’t talk about this.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said and stepped back from Sabrina, which had both women staring at me with stunned expressions.  
 
    Anna recovered first and straightened her blouse with a huge dollop of self-importance. “Thank you, hon.” 
 
    “You better be kidding,” Sabrina mouthed at me while Anna turned to face the fort. 
 
    I nodded and mouthed back, “Obviously.”  
 
    “Let’s get inside,” Anna said. She wasn’t skipping in reality but I was pretty sure in her mind she was Julie-Andrews-in-The-Sound-of-Music-ing it down the hill toward the fort.  
 
    “Eleanor isn’t going to be happy about this,” Sabrina whispered as we followed behind Anna. 
 
    “Eleanor will just have to respect Bridget’s needs,” Anna called over her shoulder as we approached the front doors. Anna waltzed into the fort ahead of us. I assumed she was eager to rub Eleanor’s face in it.  
 
    “Where’s Eleanor?” I scanned around the hall as we followed Anna inside but I couldn’t see Eleanor anywhere. I wanted to get to her before Evil Barbie did, or at least at the same time. 
 
    “Maybe she’s not here yet,” Sabrina suggested.  
 
    “Who isn’t? And who is this?” Warren asked, coming up behind us. His tone sounded more confused than admiring. 
 
    Anna flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’m Anna, Bridget’s adjustment companion.”  
 
    Warren nodded as he looked her over. “Yep, you’re definitely related to Bridget.” 
 
    Sabrina and I exchanged a look. Did that mean she had a death shroud? Or shadow? Or cloud? Or whatever? 
 
    “What about me?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Warren shook his head and backed away, grinning at Sabrina. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Sabrina jabbed a finger in Warren’s direction.  
 
    I patted Sabrina’s arm. “He’s just messing with you. I’m sure you do have one.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Have what?” Anna asked, looking between us for an explanation. 
 
    We both shook our heads and spoke in unison. “Nothing.”  
 
    I wasn’t about to give away Warren’s death-shroud-seeing secret. Or the fact we had death shrouds.  
 
    “What’s going on here?” Eleanor asked as she came through the doors behind us. “Anna, you can’t be in here.” 
 
    “Actually, I can,” Anna said, folding her arms and dripping smug all over the place. “Bridget wants me here.” 
 
    “Bridget?” The hurt on Eleanor’s face almost stole my breath away. This whole friend thing really sucked sometimes. 
 
    “I don’t want her here, Eleanor. At all. But I promised my parole officer that I would ask you if it was okay for her to come in.”  
 
    “Your parole officer wants her in here with you?” Eleanor asked, obviously taking that to mean that Oz found her lacking which only deepened the hurt on her face. 
 
    “I found another dead body this morning—” 
 
    “Shush, Bridget, hon, we only just spoke about this,” Anna scolded. 
 
    I rounded on Anna. “I understand why you don’t want me to talk to Sabrina about it but Eleanor is my GA leader. If she doesn’t have all the facts of my situation, then she can’t be as effective in her job. And if you shush me one more time, me asking Eleanor to throw you out will be the least of your problems.” I turned back to Eleanor and resumed my calm explanation. “As I was saying, I found a dead body this morning so my parole officer would like me to keep Anna close. I think he would just like an extra layer of protection around me. He has absolutely no concerns about your abilities here, Eleanor. You do know he requested I be placed in this group, don’t you?” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, Bridget, and I appreciate you telling me.” Eleanor’s face brimmed with gratitude as she took both of my hands in hers and gave them a quick squeeze. “She can stay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eleanor,” I said and my chest did that weird swelling thing that it did when I made someone else happy.  
 
    “We’re returning to that other GA group tonight to do some team building exercises, which she won’t be able to participate in, but she can come.” 
 
    “I really appreciate that, Eleanor, thank you,” I said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Bridget,” Eleanor said. She gave Anna what I was pretty sure counted as a victory smile and then moved further into the room. She began rounding up the other members of our group and ushering them toward the doors.  
 
    We got caught up in the mass migration and headed back outside. Once everyone was assembled Eleanor clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Now, I know all of us are still reeling from the devastating loss of Timothy, the GA leader from the group we visited yesterday, so tonight we’re going to share our group with them. We’re going to hold a brief memorial and then do something fun.” 
 
    “I always worry when someone well-adjusted thinks something is going to be fun,” Sabrina whispered, pulling a face. 
 
    “Who knows?” I whispered as Eleanor explained further about plans for the evening. “It could be fun.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Sabrina reared back as though she’d smelled something disgusting and was trying to get upwind of it. 
 
    Eleanor went through the same process as she had the previous night of transporting us in small groups. Again, we were in the second group and the grounds of the stately home were just as beautiful as they had been the day before. We were in a different part of the gardens, I assumed because the usual spot would still be classified as a crime scene. We were on the south lawn, which was manicured and gave the impression of being designed. 
 
    Off to the left was the huge privet maze that the landscapers somehow managed to change every year. At least I thought they did because as a child I could never get to the centre. I’d even used Google maps one year and copied the pattern yet still hadn’t been able to get to the centre. I called the landscapers on it and then they’d reported me to the teachers for cheating. I’d got into a bit of a debate with my teachers about it and then been sent home with a letter to say I’d been expelled. My mam had been unhappy I’d tried to cheat. My dad had been unhappy the landscapers hadn’t respected my ingenuity and tried to help me out. I’d have to check in on them soon, see how they were coping without me. My parents not the landscapers. 
 
    “You think that might be the ‘fun’ Eleanor was talking about?” Sabrina jerked her head in the direction of the maze. 
 
    “Ugh, I hope not,” I said. 
 
    “I sense there’s some history there other than you just not liking mazes,” Sabrina said, laughing at my expression of abhorrence. 
 
    “Let’s just get some biscuits and tea, okay?” I said and headed straight for the biscuits table with Anna in tow.  
 
    “They don’t seem all that worse for wear at having their GA leader found dead in a shrub yesterday, do they?” Sabrina asked as she surveyed the group. 
 
    I shook my head. “Maybe they didn’t like him.” 
 
    “Everyone liked Timothy,” Anna pipped up, loading a plate with every type of biscuit that was available. 
 
    “Even you?” Sabrina asked. “Even after he told you that you were doing a terrible job as an adjustment companion?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” Anna asked, nearly dropping her heaving plate of biscuits as she whirled around to face Sabrina. Sabrina just shrugged in response. Anna placed her plate of biscuits back down on the table and poured herself some coffee. “He gave me some advice about how I could develop in my calling. He was very supportive.” 
 
    “Anna, can I have your help with something, please?” Eleanor asked, coming up beside us. 
 
    “Why, of course, Eleanor,” Anna said, placing her coffee back on the table. “I’m more than happy to help you run your meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Eleanor said. “Could you make a list of everyone who wants to speak and make a running order for me?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Eleanor.” Anna pulled her notebook and headed off into the crowd with a quick reminder that I should behave myself. 
 
    “That’s the best I can do for you.” Eleanor gave my hand a quick squeeze and followed Anna back into the crowd. 
 
    “Did Eleanor just suffer a couple of insults from Anna to get rid of her for you?” Sabrina asked as if she’d misunderstood what had just happened. 
 
    “I think so,” I said with a nod. I was a little surprised by it myself. “See, this is what happens when you’re nice to people.”  
 
    “I might have to try that,” Sabrina said, watching as Anna moved around the group. “So tell me about the body.” 
 
    “What body?” Alex asked as he moved up next to us. 
 
    “Don’t you know yet?” I asked and then realised obviously he didn’t or he wouldn’t have asked. 
 
    I explained what had happened with Gary to them both at the same time and then backtracked to explain the night before for Alex and added in the footprints in the dirt for Sabrina. I omitted the part about telling Oz. 
 
    “I’m not sure what part of that to tackle first,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “Well, I’ve had some time to think on it so here’s my working theory,” I said as we sat down in the back row of the arranged chairs. “I think if Lily was having an affair, like Gary said, she likely wrote about it in her diary. I’m not sure how Katie got hold of the diary or why she wouldn’t have read it, and I haven’t asked Petal yet how she managed to be in possession of it, but maybe that was what the person who searched my room, Katie’s old room, was looking for. Maybe that was what Katie came back to the house last night to get.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Sabrina said with a slow nod. “So someone killed Lily to keep her quiet about their affair and then killed Gary because he knew about it. Then that same person killed Timothy because maybe he knew, or suspected. Or because they thought Katie would go to Timothy for help and they couldn’t risk her telling him what she knew.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers. “That’s why Katie hid the night before. She was hiding from someone at the asylum in case they tried to kill her before she could escape,” I said. 
 
    “So, something happened to make Katie realise who killed Lily?” Alex asked. “I don’t remember anything weird happening in the run-up. And I don’t remember Katie being worried or anxious. She did have a session with Jason and Dr Mendall the day before she escaped, so maybe that triggered a memory or helped her put some pieces of information together.”  
 
    “Who are we settling on as the killer?” Sabrina asked. “If we’re using the affair as the motive and her hiding from that person that leaves us with Jason, Gary, Burt, Dr Mendall and Timothy. Three of whom are dead. So it’s Mendall or Burt?” 
 
    Alex moved his head in some form of motion that was neither a nod or a shake, and I sipped my tea in silence. 
 
    “What?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Mendall was having an affair with Lily?” Alex asked. “I just don’t see it. Both Gary and Jason are much more likely suspects for that type of behaviour. And Burt is more snoopy than anything else. If Burt were dead I’d be able to get behind the whole killed-because-he-knows-something but the others …” Alex shook his head and let the sentence hang. 
 
    “Except the others are the ones who’re dead,” Sabrina pointed out. 
 
    “Why don’t you see Mendall or Burt as the affair guy?” I asked. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “I don’t know. Mendall always seems so distant, professional. He doesn’t spend extra time talking to the female patients. Or nurses. And Burt is the same.” 
 
    “Maybe they both just hide it really well,” Sabrina suggested. 
 
    “We’re making one big assumption here,” I reminded them both. “That Katie didn’t kill Lily or those other two members of her GA group. What if she did? What if she killed them? I mean, she attacked Petal, so we know she has that violent streak in her. And, Alex, you said her file highlighted her violent tendencies. Maybe this set of murders is about something totally different.” 
 
    “Like what?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Maybe one of the nurses at Mendall is supplying drugs to the black market and the dead guys found out about it,” I suggested. 
 
    “What would this drug baron be getting in return for the drugs?” Sabrina asked. “And couldn’t said drug baron just tunnel into a drug den in the alive world and steal all the drugs from them and sort out a distribution process through a network of facilitators? That would be much easier than trying to steal from a mental asylum.”  
 
    I shook my head at Sabrina. “You would make such an amazing supervillain.” 
 
    Sabrina waved me off. “You’re such a flatterer.” 
 
    “What if Lily remembered her death wrong? Or we misinterpreted what she meant by saying Katie’s name?” I asked. “Didn’t you say that Timothy had reported arguments between Katie and Lily before Lily’s death?”  
 
    “You’re thinking that maybe Katie followed Lily to try to talk her out of the affair or something and just found her. Maybe it was more like ‘Oh, Katie, please help me.’ Rather than ‘Oh, no, Katie, please don’t kill me’,” Sabrina suggested.  
 
    “But isn’t that coming back to the assumption that Katie isn’t responsible for the first rash of murders?” Alex asked, rubbing his eyes. “Is anyone else getting dizzy?” 
 
    “Gary said he knew who Lily was having an affair with,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t know the whole time. Maybe he only just found out and that’s why he’s dead now instead of being dead then,” Sabrina offered. “Or maybe he didn’t know at all and was just saying that to get you alone but the killer assumed that he did.” 
 
    “Okay, how about we get this information to the police and let them untangle it?” Alex asked and suddenly I became very interested in my biscuits. 
 
    Sabrina watched me picking at the corner of my custard cream and sighed. “When did you tell him?” 
 
    “You’ve already told the police?” Alex asked. 
 
    “No, she’s told her parole officer.” Sabrina shook her head at me. I got the feeling it was more out of pity than annoyance. 
 
    “I was telling him about the footprints in the garden. I figured he should probably know about that and then …” I made a circular motion with my hand near my mouth, implying that the words had tumbled out. 
 
    “What’s he doing about it?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I imagine he’s trying to work out a way to tell the police without getting Bridget in trouble.” Sabrina shook her head and mumbled something about how emotions cloud good judgement. 
 
    “But what’s he going to tell them?” Alex asked. 
 
    “This looks intense,” Dr Mendall said almost in my ear and all three of us jumped.  
 
    “Dr Mendall,” Alex said by way of greeting and the words couldn’t have sounded more like a guilty conscience if Alex had just volunteered the fact we’d been discussing his probability of murdering people.  
 
    “Hey guys,” Burt said with a nod as he headed past us in Anna’s direction. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you three are getting along,” Mendall said. I was pretty sure from the smile on his face he heard Alex’s guilty conscience but I guessed most of his patients who were slated for release would’ve reacted the same way. “I was disappointed that we haven’t seen you these past two days, Bridget. I signed off on both of your visitor requests. Any particular reason for not coming back?” 
 
    I gave him my best professional smile. “Time constraints.” 
 
    He nodded. “I imagine finding all those dead bodies must be time consuming. If you were to find some space in your schedule it would be lovely to have you back. We could perhaps schedule a joint therapy session for you and Alex to work through any lingering issues.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, doctor, but I think Alex and I are on manageable terms.” 
 
    “You might want to mention that to your friend, Officer Leonard.” Mendall leaned in and lowered his voice. “He fast-tracked both requests for you. Which was really unnecessary. All you had to do was ask.” 
 
    I focused very hard on Dr Mendall’s face and pretended I hadn’t seen Sabrina nearly swallow her tongue at the revelation. “I wasn’t aware of that, doctor. Next time I see him I will absolutely let him know. And thank you for your kind offer.” 
 
    “Initially, it did make me think you were an undercover GB,” he admitted, “and then I saw you with your adjustment companion.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, his comment about Anna bringing me back to where we were and why. “You and Timothy looked like good friends.” 
 
    “We were.” Mendall nodded and glanced around the group. “I do hope they catch Katie before she hurts someone else. I blame myself for not seeing the signs earlier.” 
 
    “What signs?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “I thought we were getting through to her but I don’t think she has ever really admitted her part in Lily’s death.” Mendall smiled sadly. 
 
    “Maybe because she wasn’t responsible for Lily’s death,” Sabrina suggested. 
 
    Mendall focused on Sabrina as if seeing her for the first time. “Maybe you should join Alex and Bridget for a session. What was your name?” 
 
    “Everyone?” Eleanor called from the front of the group. “Can I have your attention, please? We’re about to start.” 
 
    “We’re about to start,” Sabrina repeated and turned back around to face the front like a good well-adjusted person. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you three later.” Mendall backed up a step and moved toward the front of the gathering. 
 
    “Nearly outed yourself as a fellow maladjust there,” I mumbled to Sabrina. 
 
    Before we could talk any further Eleanor called the meeting to order. We sat quietly as a few people got up and said nice things about Timothy, but by the sound of the platitudes they either didn’t know him that well or they didn’t like him that much. Then we had a minute of silence with bowed heads. I could feel Sabrina using that time to scan the crowd for anyone acting suspiciously. Like maybe someone scanning the crowd. 
 
    “Now, we get to do something fun. Everyone up.” Eleanor wafted her hands in an upward motion to encourage people to get up. “To the maze!” she said and gestured dramatically to the mass of privet.  
 
    Everyone seemed excited by this prospect. Everyone but me. And Sabrina. Even Alex seemed somewhat sceptical about it. 
 
    “Is it just me,” he said as we followed the excited horde toward the green monstrosity, “or does it seem a touch foolish to send a whole group of people into a maze when there’s a killer on the loose?” 
 
    Sabrina and I exchanged a glance.  
 
    “Is it just me,” Sabrina said, looking Alex over before turning back to me, “or is he starting to talk like us?” 
 
    I gestured between them. “I agree with both of you.”  
 
    “I’m a-maz-ing at mazes. Get it?” said the blonde one of the Alibie duo as they entered the maze ahead of us, and I couldn’t help but snarl at her back. She must have felt it somehow because she turned around. She looked from me to Sabrina and then to Alex. “Hey, why don’t you come with us?” she asked Alex and reached out to him to pull him along before he could argue. 
 
    “You don’t want to go with her,” the brunette whispered to Alex as they dragged him along the privet corridor, casting numerous backward glances our way. “She finds dead bodies everywhere she goes.” 
 
    Alex threw an impeaching look our way but Sabrina and I just waved him off. 
 
    “Should we have explained to them they would’ve stood a better chance of survival if they were with you?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I already have Anna stuck on me like a leech. I don’t need those two dogging my every step so no one murders them. If they were around me all the time I might murder them.” 
 
    Someone gasped behind me and I turned to see another member of our GA group whose name I didn’t know scurrying away in the opposite direction. He cast furtive glances over his shoulder as he went, as if I were suddenly going to pull out a meat cleaver and chase him down. 
 
    I touched a branch of the privet hedge. It was spindly but it was also technically wood. Sabrina peered into the hedge where I’d stuck my hand. 
 
    “Are you reaching for a secret lever or something?” 
 
    “I’m touching wood that nobody murders Alibie,” I explained. 
 
    “I’m sure Debbison will be just fine,” she said and pointed ahead of us, implying that was the way to go. “Are we going to talk about how Alex is technically a suspect?” 
 
    “Is he, though?” I asked. “I don’t think he was involved with Lily in any way. And we still need to ask him to sneak out something that belong to Katie so we can summon her, capture her, save the day and be adequately punished for it.” 
 
    Sabrina pointed to me. “That’s true, we do. But none of that means he’s not a suspect for these new murders.”  
 
    I pulled Sabrina to a stop. “So, are you saying these new murders are connected to the previous murders or not?’ 
 
    “I’m saying, y’know, maybe.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad we cleared that up,” I mumbled, following Sabrina along the privet corridor and turning right. Then left. Then left. Then right. The way she was turning corners without deliberating other avenues gave me the sense she knew where we were going. I followed Sabrina for maybe two whole minutes of turns until we walked into a dead end corridor. She stopped abruptly and threw her hands in the air. 
 
    “Someone’s broken the maze.” Sabrina looked around at the privet on every side except for the way we’d come. “This place is like Hogwarts.” 
 
    “Okay, I don’t know what that means,” I said, watching her investigate the hedge in front of us to see if there was a way through. 
 
    Sabrina turned back, her mouth hanging ajar. “You’ve never read Harry Potter?” 
 
    “No, I had a life,” I retorted. “The longer I’m dead the more I realise maybe it wasn’t a great life but it was definitely one too full to spend time reading about an orphan boy with a funny shaped scar on his face who was rescued from his mean muggle family to live in a magical school castle.” 
 
    Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “But you never read the books?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I may have accidentally seen the films.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Sabrina nodded and turned back to studying the privet walls, trying to peer through the one on the right. “I just don’t understand this. This should’ve led to another T-junction.” 
 
    “Did you Google map this maze?” Suddenly, her decisive corner turning made sense. 
 
    She turned back to me. “How many times have I told you? You always need to have an escape plan.” 
 
    “How did you know we’d be in here tonight?” I asked. 
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “I didn’t but I saw it last time we were here and thought it might be a great place to tunnel to and hide, should we get stalked by a crazy murderer again. Or, it might be handy to know a way out in case we somehow ended up in here.” 
 
    “Okay, well, if you’d mentioned this was your plan I could’ve told you they somehow manage to change this maze every year, so Google maps don’t work.” 
 
    “That sounds like experience talking.” 
 
    “It is. I did this maze every year for my five years in high school. No one ever completed it.” 
 
    “Really?” Sabrina asked. “What’s the point of having a maze you can’t complete?” 
 
    “To mock people as they try?” I offered. “Besides, we only ever had an hour to do it and most kids used it as a chance for some end of term privacy.” 
 
    “Well, since that doesn’t apply to us, how about we try the old two lefts and a right tactic?”  
 
    “Sure.” I’d never heard of it but it sounded a little more scientific than plain guessing.  
 
    Two lefts and a right later she pulled me to a stop.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” She tilted her head to the side, much like Oz did when he was trying to identify whether I was being truthful or not. 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t really hear anything. The privet worked to insulate sound. 
 
    “It sounded like …” Sabrina darted off around the corner ahead. I followed. She stopped abruptly and I ran right into the back of her.  
 
    I peered over her shoulder. “To be super clear you found the body this time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I followed Sabrina to the prone form lying face down on the grass. Sabrina jerked to a stop when we were still a few metres away. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I moved around her to get a better look. “Oh. Maybe you were right. Maybe it is Alibie after all.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s faking?” Sabrina suggested as she stepped closer and peered along the back of Alex’s body. “There’s no blood.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s been stabbed in the chest and is right now bleeding out,” I suggested. 
 
    Sabrina bent to the side to try to look underneath him. “Doesn’t look like it to me.” 
 
    “Okay, so what do you want to do?” I asked, resting my hands on my hips. “Just stand here and wait to see if he attacks us?” 
 
    Sabrina gave a half-hearted shrug and made a non-committal sound that sounded a lot like a yes to me.  
 
    “Why would he attack us?” I asked. “He’s helped us.” 
 
    “Realistically, how much help has he actually been? And maybe he’s not forgiven you for killing Bertha,” Sabrina suggested.  
 
    “I didn’t kill Bertha!”  
 
    “Maybe he’s not convinced of that. Maybe he’s been playing the long game to get out of the asylum and wait for the perfect moment to attack you. Maybe he’s been the killer all along, just taking out random people to deflect suspicion from himself so we’d trust him and he could get us alone and brutally murder us.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s speeding toward his second death right now.”  
 
    “I’m not a fan of this new Bridget.” Sabrina stepped back and looked me over. “She seems a little cavalier with her safety.” 
 
    “Are you going to help me or just stand there and criticise?” I asked as I moved to hover by the side of Alex’s head.  
 
    “Pretty sure I can do both at the same time,” Sabrina mumbled as she pulled a stun gun from her pocket. 
 
    “Alex. Fair warning. If you’re faking right now and you try to kill me, you and I are going to have a serious falling out. And Sabrina will likely stun you. Severely. Okay?” I asked. He didn’t respond. I glanced back to Sabrina. She shrugged then aimed the stun gun at him, ready to shoot him if he moved. 
 
    I crouched down by his head and shook his shoulder. “Alex?” No response. I shook it again. “Alex?” Still nothing. “Do you think it would be okay if I tried to turn him over?” 
 
    “Either he’s dead or he’s about to jump up and try and kill you. I don’t think flipping him onto his back is going to be that big of an issue.” 
 
    I spared Alex a quick glance before turning back to Sabrina. “I don’t want to cripple him, though.” 
 
    “Well, your options are to leave him face down or flip him, so what do you want to do?”  
 
    I reached out to push him on to his back and then stopped. I was sure I’d read somewhere that moving someone who’d been in an accident could cause serious harm. Though being stabbed in the chest was hardly an accident. That was if he’d been stabbed in the chest which I had no reason to believe he had. Sabrina sighed heavily at my indecision. She bent down, stun gun still in hand, nodded at me and we rolled him onto his back. 
 
    We both jumped quickly away but he made no move to murder us. We waited. We exchanged a glance and then waited some more. I turned to Sabrina and she shrugged again. I moved to crouch back over him. I couldn’t see anything that looked like a wound. 
 
    “Maybe he just fainted,” I said. 
 
    “So wake him up,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “How?” I asked and Sabrina mimed slapping him. I stared at her. “You want me to slap a possibly dead person?” 
 
    “How is that worse than slapping an alive person? If he’s dead, he won’t feel it. If he’s alive it will wake him up.” 
 
    “Suppose that does make a sort of sense.”  
 
    “Get slapping.” Sabrina affected a ready stance with both hands on her stun gun. 
 
    I stood to the side and reached down to gently tap Alex’s cheek. Nothing happened. I tried again. Still nothing. 
 
    “For god’s sake, do it properly!” Sabrina exclaimed. “That wouldn’t wake him up if he was just sleeping.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, throwing a scowl over my shoulder at her. I planted a foot either side of his shoulder. I pulled my arm back and let my hand fly. My hand struck his cheek with a thick sound and Alex’s head bounced off the floor. I peered into his face. His eyes twitched, but stayed closed. With one hand, he reached up as he gingerly lifted his head off the ground so he could touch the back of it.  
 
    I turned to grin at Sabrina, who rolled her eyes at me. When I turned back I stared right into Alex’s open eyes. Startled, I reared back. Several thoughts twitched across Alex’s face. And then he launched at me. He grabbed me by my waist and had me flat on the floor with his hands around my neck before I even realised what was happening. 
 
    A whole heap of self-defence instincts kicked in and I jerked my knee up and into his groin while making a sharp punch to his throat. It was enough to startle him into loosening his hold. Sabrina’s foot connected with his ribs. The impact knocked him off me. I scrambled backward and stood several feet away from a gasping Alex as he pushed himself to his feet. Still breathing heavily, he stared at us. The whole episode took seconds. 
 
    “Why?” he coughed out.  
 
    “What do you mean why?” I screeched. “Why wouldn’t I let you strangle me?” 
 
    “Kinda feel that’s self-explanatory, if you ask me,” Sabrina said and then turned to me. “I told you.” 
 
    “Yes, you were right.” I gave her a congratulatory pat on the shoulder. “Well done. But do you think you can be smug about that later when we’ve dealt with this situation? Would that be okay?” 
 
    “That condescending tone doesn’t sound like you’re grateful to me,” Sabrina mumbled. 
 
    “Deal with what situation?” Alex asked, his voice still hoarse.  
 
    “The situation of you trying to kill us,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “You tried to kill me!” Alex cried but it came out more like a hiss. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You just had your hands around my neck,” I said, rubbing where his fingers had gripped me. “How is that me trying to kill you? What was I going to do? Break your arms with my neck?” 
 
    “You hit me!” Alex cried. 
 
    “To wake you up. You were lying on the floor when we found you.” I jabbed my finger to the place where he’d been laying for extra effect. 
 
    “I told you we should’ve just left him,” Sabrina said, disapproval heavy in her voice. “Maybe next time you’ll listen to me.” 
 
    Alex’s attention jumped between Sabrina and me. He looked at the stun gun in her hands, then to my neck, which I was pretty sure was starting to bruise. He’d grabbed me really hard. His head swivelled from side to side as he looked along the privet avenue. 
 
    “You didn’t knock me out?” Alex sounded a lot more uncertain. 
 
    “Okay, Alex, think about this for a moment.” Sabrina lowered the stun gun to her side but didn’t put it away. “First, why would we try and kill you? What would our motive be? Or why would we knock you out and wait for you to come back around?” 
 
    “I just …” Alex’s voice came out as a whisper and trailed off into nothing. He stared at the floor. “I’m so sorry, Bridget. I just thought …” 
 
    “These things happen,” I said, waving him off. I felt oddly glad Alex had been homicidally mistaken and not just plain old homicidal.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Sabrina exclaimed, wafting a hand in his direction. “He tried to strangle you.” 
 
    “And you’ve never accidentally stunned anyone,” I retorted. 
 
    “I haven’t. I have, on occasion, probably stunned some people who didn’t necessarily deserve to be stunned but that’s totally different.” Sabrina turned back to Alex. “So what happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Those two women dragged me off, then I bumped into Anna, who was monitoring one of the corners. She made a comment about me being released from Mendall and the two women scurried off.” 
 
    “Anna’s inside the maze?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t you listen?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Obviously not enough,” I said. 
 
    “Anna, Burt, Dr Mendall, Eleanor. They’re all stationed at different points inside the maze in case anyone gets lost,” Alex explained. 
 
    “It’s a maze. Isn’t that kind of the point?” Sabrina asked. “So, you’ve just been wandering around on your own?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was trying to find the centre and then I think someone must have hit me over the back of the head because the next thing I know Bridget’s standing over me, slapping me, and my head’s throbbing.” 
 
    “You didn’t see who hit you?” Sabrina asked and Alex shook his head ever so slightly as if the movement hurt. “Huh. Convenient.” 
 
    “Okay,” I interrupted before Sabrina accused him of faking again. Or hitting himself over the head. “Let’s say Alex hasn’t returned to his murdering ways and someone did attack him, who is that someone? And why would they do that? What would they get from knocking him out but not killing him?” 
 
    “Maybe whoever it is knows Alex is helping us,” Sabrina suggested. “Jason, Gary and Timothy all worked at Mendall, Alex is a patient there. Maybe this is nothing to do with Lily’s murder, after all, and all about the asylum. Maybe it is something to do with your drug baron theory.” 
 
    “The drug baron was an example, not a theory, and will you please stop flipping back and forth with your assumptions?” I asked. 
 
    “But I haven’t found one that fits yet,” Sabrina said. “You’re a patient there, Alex. Is there something hinky going on?” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “For the second time, not that I know of.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s discuss as we move,” Sabrina said and motioned Alex to walk ahead of us. “And less of the attitude.” 
 
    He hesitated, as if he didn’t trust having us at his back. I could understand, but there was no way I was having him at my back. He seemed to weigh the situation and come to that conclusion himself.  
 
    “Which way?” he asked and Sabrina pointed in the direction we’d been heading when we came across him. He nodded and walked slowly in that direction. 
 
    “Maybe Burt or Mendall, or both, were trying to frame Alex to cover something up,” I offered. “Since everyone else works there it could look like Alex maybe had a vendetta against them. Alex already has a history of almost homicidal violence, so he’d be a good scapegoat.” 
 
    “But then why would they knock me out?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Maybe they were going to hide you until they’d killed someone else and then plant the evidence on you or in your room. Go left,” Sabrina said as we came to a T-junction.  
 
    “I think it’s this way,” Alex said, pointing to the sky. “We need to head northeast to the centre.” 
 
    Sabrina hesitated and I clearly heard the suspicion in her silence. “I think we should go left.” 
 
    Alex turned back around to face us. “I was in the navy. I know how to navigate from the sky.” 
 
    “Is that something they teach in the navy?” I asked. It wasn’t so much suspicion as genuine interest. “I thought they used precision instruments.”  
 
    “It’s still daytime,” Sabrina said, pointing at the setting sun.  
 
    “I can see the stars,” Alex countered, pointing to the faint twinkles in the rapidly darkening sky. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to go left?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to go right?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Because I want to go left.” 
 
    I stepped in between them before they resorted to name calling and slap fighting. “How about we—” 
 
    “Split up?” Alex asked. “That doesn’t seem like the smartest idea.” 
 
    “Actually, I was going to say flip a coin.” I checked my pockets for loose change despite knowing I’d not actually handled any money in well over a month. “But since we don’t have money how about a round of rock, paper, scissors?” 
 
    Sabrina won the best of five games so we turned left. I was pretty sure she’d cheated but I couldn’t see how. Alex stopped just after rounding the corner, causing Sabrina and me to walk into him. We peered around either side of him to see what was happening.  
 
    Ginger Curls, one of the guys who’d given us some information at the lunchtime GA meeting, was lying on the ground, bleeding from a head wound. And Anna was standing over him. Holding what looked like a tyre iron. Blood dripping from one end. 
 
    She held up her hands in surrender and stepped back from the body, tyre iron still in hand. “This isn’t what it looks like.”  
 
    “Really?” Sabrina pointed to the tyre iron Anna was still clinging to. “Because right now it looks like you beat him to death.” 
 
    “I found him like this,” Anna screeched, her hands visibly shaking as she held them in the air, blood dripping from the tyre iron with the movement. 
 
    Alex turned and jabbed an accusatory finger in Sabrina’s direction as he backed up to put some space in between us. “You wanted to go this way!” 
 
    “You didn’t want to go this way,” Sabrina countered calmly. “Why was that, Alex? Didn’t want us to run into yet another person you’d killed? Were you luring us away? Drawing us into a false sense of security so we’d let our guard down and you could try to kill us again?” 
 
    “I didn’t try to kill you before!” Alex cried. 
 
    “The fact you had your hands wrapped pretty tightly around Bridget’s neck would imply the opposite,” Sabrina snapped. 
 
    “Oh my god! You tried to kill Bridget?” screeched Anna, pointing the tyre iron at Alex. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to kill her,” Alex cried as his head swished side to side like a windscreen wiper as he tried to divide his attention between all three of us. 
 
    “I could’ve lost my job! At the least they’d have put me on probation if she’d died on my watch.” Anna pressed the hand not holding the murder weapon to her head as if she were dizzy from panic. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s good to know she’s got her priorities straight,” I said to Sabrina. How no one was hearing her screeching and coming a-running was beyond me. The privet didn’t absorb sound that well. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’ll lose more than your job when the police find out you killed Ginger Curls,” Sabrina pointed out. 
 
    “I didn’t kill him.” Anna’s attention jumped around to each of us, clearly looking for someone to blame. She waggled the bloody tyre iron in Alex’s direction. “Alex did it. Alex killed him.” 
 
    “What?” Alex jerked back. “I killed him? You’re holding the murder weapon!” 
 
    “I picked it up after you dropped it,” Anna said, finding her stride in the blame game. 
 
    “I didn’t kill him,” Alex stressed again. “Why would I kill him? I have no motive.” 
 
    Anna pointed the tyre iron at Alex much more calmly now she had someone to blame. “And that’s exactly what the murderer would say.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him!” Alex held his hands up and turned from Anna to me and Sabrina. “Bridget, you believe me, right?” 
 
    “No offence, Alex, but I didn’t suspect you the first time you tried to kill me. Fool me once an’ all,” I said with a shrug. “And you did just try to strangle me.” 
 
    “I thought we’d gotten past that,” he said quietly and his shoulders drooped in what looked like disappointment. “I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Er,” I said, holding up a finger to halt any sort of guilt tripping from him, “do you remember me telling you I didn’t kill Bertha?” 
 
    Sabrina snapped her fingers and pointed to me. “Touché.”  
 
    “Come on, Alex, you do have to admit it was convenient that you didn’t see who attacked you and that they left you alive when they killed everyone else,” I said. “See it from our perspective. I’m not saying that you did it but …” 
 
    Alex nodded slowly as he worked that through. And then he frowned. “How do I know it wasn’t you two who knocked me out and you were trying to finish the job when I came to?”  
 
    “You don’t,” Sabrina said simply.  
 
    “Oh, that’s reassuring.” I pursed my lips at Sabrina when she didn’t add any sort of denial after the statement. 
 
    “And it easily could’ve been Anna,” Sabrina said, gesturing to Anna. 
 
    Anna shook her head. “But it wasn’t.”  
 
    “How do we know that?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Okay, this is getting us nowhere,” I said. “We can accuse each other all day long. It’s not going to solve anything. Let’s get to the centre of the maze and call for help.” 
 
    “You want to finish the maze first?” Anna asked, her voice inching even higher in disbelief. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really but Eleanor’s put a block on the maze so nobody can cheat by tunnelling to the centre or misting through the hedges. We either have to find our way back to the beginning or to the centre so we can call for help. Don’t you listen?” I tutted. 
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” Alex asked, pointing to Ginger Curls. 
 
    “Take off his shoes,” Sabrina directed Anna. 
 
    Anna stepped back and stared at Ginger Curls’ shoes as if they were going to bite her. “Why?” 
 
    “I need the shoelaces,” Sabrina said, handing me her stun gun. 
 
    “You’re robbing a dead man?” Alex asked, shock stretching his brown eyes wide. 
 
    “Are you going to do what I think you’re going to do?” I asked Sabrina as we sidestepped toward Ginger Curls, keeping both Anna and Alex in front of us. 
 
    “Look, we have no way of telling if he’s really dead and I don’t particularly want to leave him free to get back up and kill us,” Sabrina said as she bent over him to examine his head wound. 
 
    “What about if you just stun him?” I asked. 
 
    Sabrina looked up at me. “That is a good idea. He wouldn’t be able to fake being dead through that.” 
 
    “You two are sick in the head,” Anna said, her mouth twisting in disgust. 
 
    “As opposed to being sick in the foot?” I asked and turned to Sabrina. “How is she better adjusted than me?” 
 
    “I’m not going to stun a dead man,” Anna snapped. 
 
    “That doesn’t make you well adjusted, hon,” Sabrina said over her shoulder. “It makes you foolish. Unless we stun him we won’t know if he’s really dead,” Sabrina explained with more patience than I would have.  
 
    “Why would he be faking being dead?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Don’t waste your time,” I said to Sabrina before she could explain. “Let’s just stun him and find out if he’s the killer or the killee.” 
 
    “Okay.” Sabrina stepped back and gestured to Ginger Curls. 
 
    “Whoa, why do I have to do it?” I asked, offering her the stun gun back. 
 
    “Because you’re already holding it and it was your idea,” Sabrina said, taking another step back. 
 
    I looked from Sabrina to Ginger Curls and then back again. If he was dead he wouldn’t feel it and if he was faking dead then he deserved to be stunned, even if he wasn’t the killer because faking dead was just not a cool thing to do.  
 
    I sighed heavily. “Fine, what do I press?” 
 
    Sabrina pointed to the trigger. I aimed and pressed it. Two little darts flew from the stun gun and hit Ginger Curls in the side. He twitched. We all jumped back. Laughter floated on the air somewhere close by. And then the Alibie duo walked around the corner. It took them several seconds to take in the whole scene and then, somewhat predictably, they both screamed, turned and fled. 
 
    “So, I think he might be genuinely doubly dead,” I said to Sabrina, totally ignoring the whole Alibie interlude. 
 
    “I agree.” Sabrina took the stun gun from me and popped in a new cartridge. She turned to Alex and Anna, who were both staring at us in varying degrees of horror. “Okay, shall we go?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you two crazy people,” Anna said, backing away into the privet. 
 
    “You either come with us or I’ll hog-tie you and leave you here,” Sabrina said with a simplicity that made me smile. “What is it going to be?” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Alex said.  
 
    “Great. Anna?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Just keep your distance from me,” Anna brandished the tyre iron in our direction and then at Alex. “All of you.” 
 
    “Oh, Anna, I’ve been trying,” I said and gestured for them to go first, following in the direction Alibie had taken off in.  
 
    “So, explain his death to me,” Sabrina whispered as we followed Anna and Alex along the privet avenues. 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t. Maybe he saw whoever hit Alex?” 
 
    “Okay, that would make sense as to why they left Alex alive,” Sabrina agreed. “Especially if they heard us coming. They had to deal with Ginger Curls first and then thought they could deal with Alex later. Alex was unconscious. He hadn’t seen them attack him. He wasn’t as imminent a threat to the killer’s exposure as Ginger Curls. But then that implies that Alex knows something for them to try and kill him in the first place.” 
 
    “So who’s the killer?”  
 
    “Katie, maybe. Maybe Burt. Maybe Mendall. Maybe Anna. Maybe one or both or all of them,” Sabrina said, nodding at the arguing pair ahead of us. Both of whom kept checking over their shoulders at us. 
 
    “Er,” Alex said as we rounded the corner and happened upon Ginger Curls’ body for the second time. 
 
    “I hate mazes,” I mumbled.  
 
    “You brought us back here on purpose!” snapped Anna, shaking the tyre iron at me. “You’re such a maladjust!” 
 
    “Wow,” said a familiar voice from behind me. “This looks tense.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” Sabrina asked Warren. 
 
    “Um, Eleanor tunnelled me here same as you so we could find our way to the centre of the maze.” Warren peered around Sabrina and saw Ginger Curls lying on the floor. “Oh my god! Who did you kill now?” Warren cried and stumbled back. 
 
    “Why do you always think it’s me?” I asked. “I’m not even the one holding the bloody tyre iron.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t kill him!” Anna snapped. 
 
    “So who did?” Warren asked, checking over his shoulder and moving away from the corner to put his back against the privet hedge. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Sabrina said, turning her body to watch both Warren and Alex and Anna at the same time. “Don’t suppose you have any ideas?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me,” Warren said with a shrug. 
 
    I nodded. “Great. Thanks for that in-depth input, Warren. Helpful as always.” 
 
    “Hey.” Sabrina gestured around herself and then gestured to the rest of us. I assumed she was asking if we had death shrouds or shadows or something else ominous. 
 
    Warren took a moment to scan around the group. “Full house.” 
 
    “Whose house is full?” asked Anna. 
 
    “Think I’ll be on my way,” Warren said, edging back around the corner. 
 
    “Warren, I don’t think you should be wandering around alone …” I let the sentence trail off since Warren had already disappeared around the corner. “So what are we going to do now?”  
 
    “We can’t tunnel. We can’t mist.” Sabrina turned in circle evaluating the hedges. “Anna? Eleanor’s usually pretty thorough. Didn’t she give you any instructions on what to do in an emergency?” 
 
    “Quite clearly she isn’t that thorough since she didn’t,” Anna self with a self-important toss of her head. I very much got the impression she was making a mental note to highlight this to Eleanor when we finally escaped. 
 
    “We could shout really loudly for help,” I suggested. “Maybe that would draw enough attention to us.” 
 
    “And possibly the killer,” Sabrina pointed out. “Which in most situations would be ideal, except—” 
 
    “Heeeeeeeeeeeeeelp!” a voice yelled. 
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “Was that—” 
 
    “Warren?” I yelled and was rewarded with an answering call. 
 
    “Briiiiiiiiidget!” 
 
    We didn’t even need to discuss it. Sabrina and I barrelled back along the privet corridor turning left then right then left, blindly trying to follow Warren’s voice.  
 
    “Why is he shouting for you?” Sabrina asked, her head swivelling back and forth at the end of the avenue, trying to work out which way to go. 
 
    “Who knows?” I shook my head and shouted Warren’s name again. I got nothing back. “Which way?” I asked Sabrina. 
 
    Sabrina darted left and I followed. She jerked to a stop just as we rounded the corner and I ran right into the back of her again.  
 
    “What?” I peered over her shoulder, expecting Warren’s dead body to be blocking our way. The avenue ahead was clear. 
 
    “Are we sure that Warren isn’t the murderer and he isn’t trying to lure us to our doom?” Sabrina half turned to ask me. 
 
    “You think Warren’s a murderer?” I asked, unable to keep the scepticism out of my voice. 
 
    “It’s not like it’s an impossible option,” Sabrina said and then shook her head. “The only people who I’m absolutely sure aren’t killing people are you and me.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’m mostly sure it’s not Warren. And although I don’t really like him all that much, the thought of someone attacking him makes me feel a little violent,” I said. 
 
    “I know, it’s very confusing, isn’t it?” Sabrina agreed. “Fine, regardless of whether he might be the murderer or not, let’s go and save the day and hope he doesn’t kill us for our trouble.” 
 
    After our brief interlude and seven avenues, including three backtracks and much calling out, we turned into a narrow corridor to see Warren trying to climb one of the privet walls. Unsuccessfully. He was about a foot from the floor and the hedge was swaying with his every movement. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He’s a dangerous criminal,” I said, nodding. “I hope we’ll be able to take him.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Sabrina asked, staring at him. 
 
    “I think he’s trying to climb the hedge,” I said, stating the super obvious. 
 
    “Yes, I can see what he’s physically doing. I meant in a more mental-process-behind-the-action type deal.” 
 
    “Not being privy to his internal conversations I wouldn’t know,” I said, and raised my voice to speak to Warren. “This does not look worthy of a scream for help.” 
 
    Warren twisted around so fast he fell from the hedge and landed in a heap on the ground. From a one-foot drop.  
 
    “Finally!” he exclaimed as he pushed himself to his feet and dusted his clothes off. “I’ve been calling you for ages. You were only a corridor away. How did it take you this long to find me?” 
 
    “It’s a maze,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “Don’t you have a map? I’d have thought you’d have had a map.” Warren stood in front of us, his arms out to the sides. “How do we get out?” 
 
    “This is why you were screaming for help? Because you want out of the maze?” I asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t screaming. I was calling out,” Warren corrected me. “And, yes, I want out of this stupid, confining maze.” 
 
    I snapped my finger and pointed at his paler than usual pale face. “You’re claustrophobic.” 
 
    “Yes, I am, thank you for remembering,” he said and wiped a glistening of sweat from his forehead. “And my claustrophobia is amplified knowing there’s a murderer wandering around so can we leave now, please?” 
 
    “We thought you’d been murdered,” Sabrina said, folding her arms as she stared at him. “We thought we were going to find your body crumpled on the floor with your head caved in.” 
 
    “Good job I wasn’t, took you ages to get here.” Warren moved to the side and peered behind us. “Did you work out who’s bumping people off?” 
 
    “In the two minutes since you left? No,” Sabrina said. “We abandoned that plan to come and save you. Why were you climbing up the fence?” 
 
    “I was trying to see over the maze and get my bearings.” Warren gestured over his shoulder back at the hedge he’d been trying to climb. “This is such a stupid activity.” 
 
    “Unless you’re the killer. And you have a map,” I said.  
 
    Sabrina turned to stare at me. “You don’t think that Eleanor’s the one who’s killing everyone?” 
 
    “No. I don’t, Little Miss Let’s Suspect Everyone,” I said. “I’d suspect Warren before I suspected her.” 
 
    “Thanks?” Warren asked, clearly unsure if that was a compliment or not. 
 
    “That’s why she’s perfect!” Sabrina slapped my bicep with the back of her hand. 
 
    “Except this wasn’t her idea,” Warren said, gesturing around us at the privet walls. 
 
    “Whose idea was it?” I asked.  
 
    “And how do you know?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “It was your annoying adjustment companion,” Warren said. “Eleanor wanted to do a tour of the gardens. Apparently there’s a huge stream you can paddle in or something, but your stupid companion suggested the maze. She was waffling on, some rubbish about parallels between finding your way through a maze and the maze of the afterlife complications.” 
 
    I shook my head. “So that makes it look like Anna’s bumping people off. Is that who we suspect now? I just can’t keep all this straight in my head.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s tricky when people keep lying and dying,” Sabrina agreed. “Do you really think it’s Anna?” 
 
    I adjusted my fringe and stared at the darkening sky. “Not really. But I’m so sick of not knowing who’s going to try to kill me next.” 
 
    “Must be tough to be you,” Warren said with a nod. 
 
    I pointed my finger in his face. “Don’t push me.” 
 
    “Would it help if I said it wasn’t me?” Warren asked. 
 
    “No,” I snapped at him. “It wouldn’t help. I’m already pretty sure it’s not you or we wouldn’t have come to rescue you from the evil privet hedge monster.”  
 
    “Then get me out of here,” Warren said, pulling a map from his pocket and handing it to Sabrina. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” I asked. 
 
    “Found it on the floor a couple of avenues over.” 
 
    “You just found it on the floor?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” Warren asked, glancing between Sabrina and me. 
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “I’d say it’s worth reassessing his guilt but—”  
 
    “I know,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Know what?” Warren asked. “Actually, I don’t care. Just get me out of here.” 
 
    “Okay, where are we right now?” Sabrina asked opening the map for Warren to point out our position. 
 
    Warren gestured behind him. “Why do you think I was climbing the hedge?” 
 
    “So the map’s pointless?” I asked. 
 
    Sabrina nodded, rotating the map. “Little bit, yeah.” 
 
    “That’s just because women can’t read maps,” Warren said. 
 
    “Says the boy trying to scale a privet hedge!” Sabrina folded the map back up and jabbed a corner in Warren’s direction. “The next time you scream like a little girl for help I’m not rushing to your rescue.” 
 
    “Wasn’t exactly like you rushed this time, was it?” Warren mumbled. 
 
    “Okay. Before you two start pulling each other’s hair can we decide what we’re doing, please?” I asked. 
 
    “I think we should find a way out and if that takes us back past Anna and Alex we can just collect them up as we pass,” Sabrina suggested.  
 
    I turned to Warren. “You good with that?”  
 
    Warren nodded. “Sure. Let’s just collect up all the people you suspect of murder and have them accompany us around the maze.” 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a yes,” I said and made a shooing motion for Sabrina and Warren to start moving. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “For your information, you are much better off to have the potential murderers where you can see them. That way they can’t jump out at you,” Sabrina told Warren as they walked to the end of the privet corridor. 
 
    “Yeah, unless the people you think are murderers aren’t actually the people who are killing everyone,” Warren countered. 
 
    “There’s a flaw in every plan,” Sabrina said with a shrug. 
 
    “Seems like a pretty big flaw to me,” Warren said as we turned left. 
 
    “Okay, Sherlock, what would you do?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    Warren shrugged. “I just wouldn’t get involved in the first place.” 
 
    “That’s a little bit difficult when the bodies just fall out at you,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged. “You still chose to get involved.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Sabrina agreed. “I didn’t have to convince you or anything this time.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because—” I stopped speaking as a familiar sensation spread through my body. Not a pleasant sensation, mind, but a convenient one.  
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Warren asked as I turned to face them both with a huge smile. 
 
    “I have a way out of the maze,” I said. “But I’m not taking you, Warren, unless you swear on everything that’s important to you not to tell anyone how we got out.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Warren asked, taking a sceptical step back. 
 
    “Do you want out or not? I need an answer quick,” I said, offering him my hand. 
 
    Sabrina slapped her hand into mine, which meant she suspected what was happening. “I’m in.”  
 
    Warren grimaced but offered me his hand. “I’m going to regret this.” 
 
    “Yes, Warren. I feel fairly confident that will be the outcome,” I said with a nod and let Madame Zorina’s summoning connect. 
 
    We landed on the floor of her office. Madame Zorina was leaning against her desk looking a little pale but otherwise okay. Sabrina and I climbed to our feet while Warren vomited into the wastepaper bin Edith had shoved into his face. I felt pretty okay considering being summoned was the worst form of transport known to man.  
 
    “Please don’t let extra people hitch a ride without notifying me first,” Madame Zorina said, sipping some of the coffee Edith handed to her. “I’m not a fairground ride.” 
 
    “Says you,” I said, steadying myself against the desk while Sabrina flopped into a visitor’s chair with her head between her knees. “Feels remarkably similar to me.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with your neck, dear?” Edith asked as she took the wastepaper basket from Warren and handed him a glass of water. 
 
    “Oh, Alex just tried to strangle me because he thought I was going to kill him. No big deal,” I said with a shrug. “Is everyone ready to go?” 
 
    Warren mumbled something that sounded like a curse laden request for a moment’s respite.  
 
    “What do you mean go?” Madame Zorina snapped. “I just summoned you.”  
 
    “I know and I appreciate that because we were stuck in the maze-o-murder with no way out. Now we can tunnel back and alert the authorities about the dead guy.” 
 
    “Who’s dead now?” Edith asked. 
 
    “Ginger Curls,” Sabrina said, pushing herself to her feet and stretching out her neck. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    “Who’s Ginger Curls?” Edith asked. 
 
    “Ah, no!” Madame Zorina grabbed Lily’s diary from her desk. “That’s why I was summoning you. I know who the killer is.” 
 
    “Whose killer?” Sabrina asked. “Lily’s killer or the person killing everyone now?” 
 
    Madame Zorina hesitated. “Well, Lily’s killer, for sure. Maybe it’s the same person trying to cover their tracks.” 
 
    “So?” I asked. 
 
    “Lily was having a relationship with someone she referred to as ‘Gal’.” Madame Zorina pointed to a page in the diary as if we wouldn’t believe her. “Maybe he killed her to keep her quiet. She said he was having affairs with other women he was supposed to be taking care of and she was going to report him.” 
 
    “Gal?” I asked. “Who’s Gal?” 
 
    “Could it be G A L? As in Ghostly Acclimatisation Leader?” Sabrina asked, reaching for the diary but Madame Zorina pulled it closer to her chest.  
 
    “Her GA leader was Timothy and he’s dead,” I said. 
 
    “What if he’s not?” Sabrina asked. “What if he was faking dead to throw everyone off his trail so he could continue his murder spree?” 
 
    My shoulders slumped and I felt like stamping my foot in a tantrum. “Why can’t people just stay dead the second time they die? Why do they have to keep coming back?” 
 
    “I’m not listening to any of this,” Warren said, not taking his eyes from the floor. “I’m not looking at anyone. I don’t want to know anything about this.”  
 
    “It could be initials, I suppose,” Madame Zorina said, opening the diary and examining a page. 
 
    “Well, does she write it as initials?” I asked. “Because that would be a dead giveaway.” 
 
    Madame Zorina shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe what? She either writes it as initials or she doesn’t. Which is it?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Ah, I see the problem,” Edith said, peering over Madame Zorina’s shoulder. “Lily wrote in uppercase.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “It means capital letters,” Warren said from the floor. “You know, you have the big letters and the little letters? She wrote using only the big letters.” 
 
    I stared down at him. “I knew I should’ve let the privet monster eat you.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to get back,” Sabrina said, reaching to take the diary from Madame Zorina but Madame Zorina closed it and pulled it back to her chest. 
 
    “I’d actually like to keep it.” 
 
    “You want to keep a dead woman’s diary?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “No, I want to keep the diary of a women from the afterlife. And I’ve not got to the end of it yet.” 
 
    I gave Madame Zorina a flat stare and held out my hand for the book. “She dies at the end.” 
 
    “And we kind of need it to prove Timothy’s guilt,” Sabrina said. 
 
    I dropped my hand and turned to Sabrina. “Do we, though? Timothy’s dead, hopefully, so it’s not him that’s killing people. What if we leave it here with Madame Zorina? She can read it, make notes and then tell us everything that’s in there.” 
 
    “She might miss something, though,” Sabrina said. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Sabrina. “Tell me you’re not one of those people who watches reality TV.”  
 
    “It’s a form of social experiments. To see how individuals react differently when being filmed and how viewers form opinions on what they see,” Sabrina explained in a tone that almost made it sound believable. 
 
    “Okay, new plan. It stays with Madame Zorina for now. Is everyone happy with that?” I asked and both Madame Zorina and Sabrina nodded. “Good. Let’s go.” 
 
    Warren waved off Sabrina’s offered hand. “I’d rather tunnel myself, thanks.” 
 
    “Okay. You go first then.” Sabrina gestured for him to stand and tunnel. 
 
    He frowned at her. “Why can’t we go at the same time?” 
 
    “Because Sabrina has a fear of morphing into a multi-person mutant from that one time, ages ago, when she had that minor tunnelling mishap in which she nearly bonded on a molecular level with Martin from our GA group,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I remember that,” Warren said with a grin. “That was gross.” 
 
    Sabrina didn’t say anything. She just pulled her stun gun from her pocket and shot Warren with it. He dropped to the floor with a thud and lay curled in on himself for a moment. 
 
    Madame Zorina stared at Sabrina in horror while Edith looked on impassively. 
 
    “Do you not think that was a slight overreaction, dear?” Edith asked. 
 
    “I had a man’s torso taking up the same space as mine for several seconds,” Sabrina said as she put away her stun gun. “I think that Warren will now understand the horrendous nature of that experience. And it was on the lowest possible voltage, he’s just being a crybaby.” 
 
    “You tasered me!” Warren yelped from the floor. “Again!” 
 
    “Yeah, well.” Sabrina reached down and grabbed his ankle while holding my hand and tunnelled us back to the stately home. We landed in one of the flower beds not too far from the maze.  
 
    “Ohhhh, no,” I said as I looked around the gardens. The peaceful greenery was dotted with police officers and GBs.  
 
    “Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard said from behind me, “I was just looking for you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “When the blocking came down and everyone tunnelled out of the maze you weren’t with them.” Officer Leonard gestured to our GA group and the home team GA group, who were sitting in small groups close to the maze. Some were huddled in those tinfoil blankets, as if they were likely to go into shock at any moment. “Your parole officer was extremely concerned.” 
 
    “But not you?” I asked. 
 
    Officer Leonard looked over at Sabrina and Warren. Sabrina was trying to help Warren look like he hadn’t just been summoned, party to a hefty whack of illegalness and stunned, by forcibly straightening his jumper while he was trying to knock her hands away. 
 
    Officer Leonard’s attention finally jumped back to me. “I’m of the opinion you’re a little more resourceful than he gives you credit for.” 
 
    I was of the opinion Oz had a good idea exactly how resourceful I could be and that was why he worried. I didn’t think it was appropriate to explain that to Officer Leonard, though. 
 
    I shrugged. “He worries. It’s his job.” 
 
    “So the delay in tunnelling out was due to …” Officer Leonard motioned with his hand for me to finish the sentence. 
 
    “Warren has claustrophobia,” I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder in his direction. “He was having a panic attack, so we had to calm him down before we could leave.” 
 
    “You haven’t asked why you all needed to tunnel out of the maze,” Officer Leonard said, his attention catching on Oz, who was striding across the grass toward us. 
 
    “I assumed it had something to do with Ginger Curls,” I said and Officer Leonard arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ginger Curls,” I repeated. “The guy who’s dead.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Officer Leonard nodded. “You wouldn’t happen to have any idea who could be responsible, would you?” 
 
    “All our suspects are dead,” I scoffed and then realised what I’d said. “I mean, if we were wondering in an abstract, purely hypothetical and totally uninvolved type of way who could possibly be responsible for such heinous acts.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said with a nod. “Did you happen across Katie’s body as well?” 
 
    “Katie’s dead?” I asked and felt Sabrina pause in her fussing of Warren to listen without distraction. 
 
    “Yes. Did you kill her?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “That’s offensive,” I said, and pointed directly into his face. “You take that back. You should know better. Alex tried to kill both Sabrina and me. Do you see him lying dead with his head caved in?” Officer Leonard didn’t say anything. “Please tell me he’s not dead.” 
 
    “Would it upset you?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    “Yes! Of course it would,” I snapped at him. 
 
    “I didn’t realise you and he had become close.” 
 
    “We haven’t but if both he and Crazy Katie are dead then that makes me a pretty good suspect.” 
 
    “It does,” Officer Leonard agreed with a nod. “Do you have anyone else who can corroborate your alibi for the last ten minutes?” 
 
    “Is my word not good enough, Officer Leonard?” Sabrina asked. “I’ll have you know that I’m an exemplary member of the afterlife community.”  
 
    “I’m well aware of what you are, Ms Shaw,” Officer Leonard said and I was pretty sure he didn’t mean that Sabrina was an exemplary member of the afterlife community. “Why didn’t you alert your GA leader when you found the body?” 
 
    “We had no way to,” I said. 
 
    “Your GA leader gave you instructions on what to do if there was an emergency while you were inside the maze at the beginning of the activity.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Sabrina, who shook her head. She hadn’t heard that either. And neither had Anna. Or Alex. Unless they simply hadn’t wanted us to get out of the maze. The expression on Sabrina’s face said she’d just made that leap too. 
 
    Warren tutted at us. “You two never listen.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you explaining how to call an end to it,” I said. 
 
    “I was having a panic attack. Remember?” Warren said, with a hint of scorn that told me he wasn’t all that happy I’d used that as our excuse.  
 
    “Officer Leonard?” Oz called as he jogged over. He was speaking to the GB but he was checking me over for damages as he spoke.  
 
    “We were just catching up,” Officer Leonard said before Oz could throw any threats of impropriety his way. Officer Leonard held his hands up and backed away. “I’m needed elsewhere but we can do this officially later.” Officer Leonard inclined his head and walked toward the group of very distraught looking GA members. 
 
    “Sabrina, are you okay?” Oz asked and she nodded. Oz pointed to Warren. “And him?”  
 
    Sabrina nodded again. “We’re both fine. We’re going to get some coffee and biscuits. I’ll bring you something.” Sabrina dragged a still complaining Warren off and away from Oz’s unhappiness. 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” he asked and I opened my mouth to tell him but he shook his head. “Don’t give me the excuse you just gave Leonard. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I was going to,” I snapped at him and he arched an eyebrow at me. “I was!” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Y’know, you’re incredibly hard to please. Not happy when I lie, not happy when I tell the truth, not happy when I don’t say anything,” I said and Oz simply stood there waiting for me to explain. “Okay, now, you asked me for the truth, so just remember that when you hear something you don’t like.” 
 
    “I’ve become accustomed to that since there’s very little you tell me that I do like.” 
 
    “My medium friend was reading Lily’s diary and summoned me out of the maze to tell me that Lily had been having an affair with Timothy, her GA leader.” I examined Oz’s face for clues as to his emotional state. His face gave none away. 
 
    “Uh-huh. And at what point during that did someone try to strangle you?” Oz asked as he reached forward to move the collar of my jumpsuit out of the way so he could get a better look at my neck. 
 
    “That was in the maze. We found Alex on the floor. We thought he was dead. I tried to wake him up. He thought I was trying to kill him.” 
 
    “So he tried to strangle you and you just left this out of the story?” 
 
    “Well, it had nothing to do with how we got out of the maze and it was an accident anyway,” I said. 
 
    “He accidentally tried to strangle you?” 
 
    “I live for these moments, Miss Sway!” Johnson said as he came over and stood close to Oz. Immediately, Oz moved to stand opposite him and slightly in front of me.  
 
    “What do you want, Johnson?” he asked. 
 
    “So many things,” Johnson said, shaking his head and smiling at the sky. “But I’d settle with a statement from each of you.” 
 
    “Why do you need a statement from me?” Oz asked. 
 
    “How about you come right this way and I’ll explain?” Detective Johnson gestured for Oz to follow him.  
 
    “I’ll look after Ms Sway while you’re gone,” Officer Leonard volunteered as he walked back over to us. 
 
    “Come on, Salier. Chop chop.” Johnson beckoned Oz after him, already walking away.  
 
    “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute, okay?” Oz said and I nodded. 
 
    “She’ll be perfectly safe with me,” Officer Leonard said and Oz threw him a look that plainly said he doubted that. 
 
    “What’s that about?” I asked Officer Leonard as Oz, with his long-legged stride, easily caught up with Johnson and they headed to a makeshift interrogation area on the far side of the grounds. 
 
    “Has no one told you?” Officer Leonard asked. 
 
    Nothing good ever followed that question. “Told me what?” 
 
    “There wasn’t just one body in the maze. There were two.” 
 
    “Who was the other?” I asked. 
 
    “Katie, Officer Salier’s previous ward.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    An hour later, when I had finished giving my statement to a regular officer and was waiting for Johnson to come back and accuse me of something else, I flopped onto the ground next to Sabrina. 
 
    “So.” Sabrina stared out over the gardens filled with police and GA members. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “My preference would be home,” I said and she gave me a flat stare. “I told Oz about Lily and her murderer.” 
 
    “Figured you would,” Sabrina said. “There’s not really much we can do about that anyway really, other than pass it along. Is that what Oz’s going to do?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea what he’s going to do. I didn’t get to speak to him about it much before Johnson whisked him away to question him about Crazy Katie.” 
 
    “Yeah, they asked me a few dead questions about her. It was weird,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “What are dead questions?” I asked. We were all dead. What sense did that make. 
 
    “Like if I’d seen her in the maze. Did I know if she had any enemies. Would anyone want to harm her.” 
 
    I grabbed Sabrina’s arm. “You know she’s dead, right?” 
 
    “What?” Sabrina screeched. “You’ve been with Oz, Officer Leonard or a constable since I left you. How did you manage to find another body?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t find her. Officer Leonard told me they’d found her body in the maze.” 
 
    “So who found her?” Sabrina asked as she scanned the crowd. “I didn’t notice the police or GBs paying special attention to anyone but you.” 
 
    “Ms Sway, there you are,” Officer Leonard said as he walked over to me. “I thought I might accompany you home.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I have to wait for Oz. But thank you,” I said. 
 
    “He’ll be a while, I think. There’s no point you staying here. Ms Shaw, you’re free to go as well, I believe. I’ll drop you off on the way.” Officer Leonard offered me his hand. 
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “Is it just me, or are you getting a stranger danger vibe right now?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not just you.” 
 
    “Ladies, I’m a member of law enforcement. I’m trustworthy.” 
 
    Sabrina barked out a laugh. 
 
    “Y’know, if you really were trustworthy, you wouldn’t need to tell us because we’d already know,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t find me trustworthy, Ms Sway?” 
 
    “No. Don’t get me wrong, I like you, but I don’t trust you.” 
 
    Officer Leonard smiled like I’d just given him the right answer to a question he hadn’t asked. “I can insist, ladies, but I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Let me just tell Oz,” I said. 
 
    “He’s being interviewed. He won’t be able to speak to you.” Officer Leonard looked between us. “And it’s not as if you ladies are defenceless.”  
 
    Sabrina and I exchanged a glance and silently agreed. Officer Leonard tunnelled us to Sabrina’s house first. Her house was eerily similar to my own. We waited until she’d gone inside and then Officer Leonard tunnelled us again. I was expecting to land in my garden but instead we landed in an average-sized room with metal walls. It definitely wasn’t my garden. 
 
    “This isn’t …” I spun in a circle, pointing at the metal matchbox walls as I went. A sudden and very heavy weight pulled my stomach to the floor. “This is Mendall Asylum.” 
 
    “Yes, Ms Sway, it is.” Officer Leonard walked over and knocked three times on the metal door. “You’ve experienced a number of highly stressful situations in recent times. I thought you might benefit from talking to someone about them.” 
 
    I folded my arms and scowled at him. “Last time I talked to someone about it she tried to kill me.” 
 
    “You do make a very good point.” Officer Leonard nodded. “Still, maybe a break from the trials of everyday living might be helpful for you.” 
 
    “Do you know what would be helpful?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not finding dead bodies anymore.”  
 
    “But then we would never get to spend any time together,” Officer Leonard said. 
 
    “Okay, if this is you hitting on me, I’m very flattered but I think it’s somewhat inappropriate.” 
 
    Officer Leonard laughed and it echoed ominously back at me from all four metal walls. If I blew Oz’s whistle would he be able to come and save me from this? 
 
    The metal door swung open and Officer Leonard flashed his badge at the guard. The guard stepped aside and gestured for him to go through the door. Officer Leonard turned to me. “After you, Ms Sway.” 
 
    I walked over, looked the guard in the face and pulled the metal door closed, shutting Officer Leonard and I back in the metal matchbox. Officer Leonard watched me with an amused expression. The guard on the other side of the door yanked it open. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, scowling at me. His hand rested on a leather pouch clipped to his waistband. Great. He was armed and ready to use his extendable stick on me. 
 
    “I think we just need a moment,” Officer Leonard said and pulled the door closed again before the guard could say anything else. Officer Leonard motioned for me to speak. 
 
    “Are you admitting me here?”  
 
    “Temporarily,” Officer Leonard said. 
 
    “How temporary is ‘temporarily’?” 
 
    “We’ll see how it goes.” 
 
    “How what goes?” I asked. “My therapy? Are you putting me into therapy?” 
 
    “Do you feel like you need therapy?” he asked. 
 
    “How can you admit me?” I asked. “Don’t you need—” I gasped and stepped back, pointing at him. “You got Anna to admit me!” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Officer Leonard lowered my accusing finger to point to the floor. “It was more like she suggested a break might do you good. As your adjustment companion she can make those recommendations. Usually, they need a parole officer to co-sign unless we feel there is a pressing case.” 
 
    “You think someone here is killing everyone?” I frowned at him. “Are you using me as bait in here?” 
 
    “Bait?” Officer Leonard raised an eyebrow at me. “No, I believe you’re much higher up the food chain than bait,” he said, then he opened the door and walked through. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked and followed him out of the metal matchbox. “Like, the exact definition.” He didn’t answer, just kept walking along the corridor, expecting me to follow. “Officer Leonard? Officer Leonard!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “So, I know it’s a little late in the day and you’ve had a very eventful couple of hours,” Dr Mendall said, closing his office door behind him as he came into the room and handed me a mug of tea, taking his own coffee to his desk and settling back behind it, “but I like to do an intake evaluation with all new patients so we can gauge where you are in terms of adjustment.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I said, wrapping my hands around my drink and allowing the comforting warmth to seep into my palms.  
 
    I was still far too annoyed at Officer Leonard to really focus on what Mendall was saying. I knew I should be paying attention but really I was just hoping Oz was going to show up any second and save the day. 
 
    Dr Mendall’s office was small, clean and OCD tidy. None of my rooms have ever looked this tidy. Not even my office at work when I’d been alive and I had been obsessively tidy. Several different certificates hung on the walls like every other doctor’s office but that was the only decoration. Apart from his desk, two visitors’ chairs, a filing cabinet and a wastepaper bin, there was no other furniture around. Except for the potted plant in the right-hand corner on my side of his desk. The walls were an off white, giving the impression of clean but not clinical. 
 
    “Bridget?” Mendall asked. “It would be nice if I could have your attention.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, sitting straighter in the chair. “I’m just—” 
 
    “Annoyed that you’re here?” Mendall said with an understanding nod. “I can see how you might be. I was aware of the tension between you and your adjustment companion during the tour. Try not to focus on that. Try to focus on how to get the most from this experience. This is only a forty-eight-hour observation hold and during that time I’m hoping we can equip you with the most necessary tools to start easing your adjustment.” 
 
    “This is only for forty-eight hours?” I asked. 
 
    Mendall laughed. “I guess I have your full attention now.” 
 
    “You do,” I said and sipped some of my tea and gagged. It had the bitterness when the teabag had been left to steep too long. Non-tea drinker error. It was all I could do not to spit it back in the mug. But that would have been impolite, as well as uncouth, so I swallowed it and hoped the disgust didn’t show on my face. 
 
    Mendall placed his hand on a manila folder on his desk that looked distinctly like the police murder folders. “This is your file. I haven’t read it yet. I prefer to see new patients with an open mind. Why don’t you tell me what’s in it?” 
 
    “I have no clue what’s in it,” I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    “Okay, let’s start at home. How’s your relationship with your parole officer?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “And your housemates?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “My relationships with them are fine. There’s no elaboration needed.” 
 
    “Okay, so which one of your housemates do you think trashed your room?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    Dr Mendall leaned forward and repeated the question more slowly. “Which one of your housemates do you think was responsible for destroying your room?” 
 
    “I don’t think any of them were.” 
 
    “Well, it’s either your housemates or your parole officer.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right. It couldn’t possibly have been anyone else?” 
 
    “Okay then, you tell me who you think it was.” 
 
    Who did I think it was? I’d thought it was Katie but why would Katie have been looking for Lily’s diary, other than to bring Timothy down. And Katie would have known where she had hidden it. Unless Lily had managed to hide it in Katie’s room without Katie’s knowledge, but then how would Katie know to look for it? Or Petal had stolen it from Katie’s room. Which was probably the most unlikely of all the scenarios. 
 
    “I think it was whoever the killer is,” I said. 
 
    “You think it was Alex?”  
 
    “Alex? No, the killer,” I stressed. “The person who killed Jason and Gary and Ginger Curls and Timothy and Katie.” 
 
    “Alex killed those people,” Mendall said. 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Mendall said in an almost cajoling tone. “The police have arrested him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So you think Alex broke into your room and trashed it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “But you just said you thought it was the killer and Alex is the killer,” Mendall reasoned and I opened and closed my mouth without anything actually coming out. “So why would he do that? He would have no reason to do that, would he?” 
 
    Had there been any mention of Alex in the diary? Why hadn’t I taken the diary home and read it myself? I cursed my own short attention span for emotional drivel. I needed to check in with Madame Zorina. I sipped some more of my tea, stalling for time and having forgotten the tea was terrible.  
 
    “Bridget?” 
 
    “Has Alex really been arrested?” 
 
    “He has.” 
 
    “What was his motive?” 
 
    Mendall leaned back in his chair. “I think we’re getting a little off-track here.” 
 
    “You tell me his motive and I’ll tell you which of my housemates would be the most likely to trash my room.” 
 
    Mendall thought about that for a moment. “Okay. His motive was simple. He was deeply traumatised by Bertha’s death. He made a friend in Katie and moved his fixation of his hatred of you to adoration of her. He killed Jason to create a diversion so she could escape. He killed Gary, Timothy and Greg because they worked out his involvement and tried to help him and return Katie to us. In fact,” Mendall said and pointed to me, “you might be right. Maybe Alex did trash your room. He could’ve seen you as replacing Katie in her old life and deemed you as a threat to her new one.” 
 
    “Then why did he kill Katie?” I asked, a little disturbed by how logical Mendall’s explanation sounded.  
 
    Mendall shrugged. “She rejected him.” 
 
    “And who’s Greg?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe that’s who you refer to as Ginger Curls,” Mendall said, checking the file in front of him. 
 
    “Did you have to give a statement to the police?”  
 
    Mendall nodded. “I was inside the maze the same as you. I had to tell them what I saw the same as you.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, nothing. How about you tell me what you saw?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t see anything either.” 
 
    “Did you manage to see who gave you that bruise?” Mendall gestured to my neck. 
 
    “It was accidental,” I said adjusting my jumpsuit to cover it.  
 
    Mendall pressed his lips together and nodded. “Accidental?” 
 
    I made a non-committal noise and sipped some more of that damn tea. I doubted Alex would be good at taking rejection. Maybe this had nothing to do with Lily’s death, after all. Maybe these were two separate instances and we had just assumed they were related. Maybe Lily and Timothy’s affair was one thing. Timothy had killed her before she could out him and that had been that. And Katie suspected. Timothy had said something before Katie escaped to incriminate himself and Katie had found him and killed him in retaliation for killing her friend. Then, completely unrelated, Alex had killed Katie for rejecting him. I could almost buy it. Almost. But I just couldn’t get behind Alex as the murderer. He couldn’t even shoot me when he was convinced I’d killed Bertha. And he’d been genuinely in love with Bertha. 
 
    “I can see you’re working that through, but you owe me a name.” 
 
    “A name for what?” I asked. 
 
    “The housemate that could possibly have trashed your room.” 
 
    “Oh. Lucy.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mendall smiled at me and gave me a small nod as though he considered that progress. He got up and briefly turned his back on me and opened the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet. I took the opportunity to pour the ghastly tea into his potted plant. The aftertaste alone would keep me up all night. I wished non-tea drinkers wouldn’t try to make tea. He turned back with a notepad and sat back at his desk, taking a sip of his coffee. “Now, I want to delve into your life, your alive life. I’m aware from observing you on the tour that you have some issues with authority. I’d like to go all the way back and talk about your relationship with your parents.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “You want to talk about my childhood?” 
 
    Mendall smiled a self-deprecating smile. “It’s cliched, I know, but those years are our most impressionable. We learn how we form relationships, what’s acceptable, what’s expected, it informs how we act as adults.”  
 
    “Uh-huh, yeah, are you actually qualified for this?” I asked. “What did you do in life?” 
 
    “I was a psychiatrist with an interest in cognitive and behavioural therapy.” Mendall gestured to the certifications on the walls. “Examine them. I’m fully qualified to ask you about your childhood.” There was humour in his voice. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet and headed over to examine his certificates. “I’ve been to therapy before. Turned out she was an actor in real life.” 
 
    “Interesting that you determine your alive life as your ‘real’ life,” Mendall commented. 
 
    “Wow, Oxford, hey?” I pointed to the first certificate and moved along the wall of qualifications. “Degree. Degree. Degree. Master’s. Master’s.” I turned back to him. “How old are you? Like mid-forties? You died before you paid off your student debts, right?” 
 
    “Long before. But I died very qualified,” Mendall said. 
 
    “You did,” I agreed and turned back to examine the certificate in front of me to see what year it was issued. If it was in the early nineteen hundreds I was retracting that statement. I was pretty sure they still used leeches to draw out the demonic presence that supposedly caused epilepsy back then. 
 
    “Will you answer my questions about your childhood now you’re satisfied I’m eminently qualified?” 
 
    I nodded and was about to turn back and sit down when something on the certificate caught my eye. I leaned in closer to make sure I’d read it right. All of the pieces and confusing nuggets of information reshuffled in my head and then fell neatly into place.  
 
    “Bridget?” Mendall asked and I turned around. 
 
    “Your first name’s Galen.” 
 
    He nodded. “My mother had some Irish ancestry.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I said and backed up as casually as possible to put the desk and my chair between us. 
 
    Despite my attempt at casual, all of Mendall’s degrees in recognising behaviour paid off. He watched as I stood behind my chair. He looked from his achievement wall and back to me. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, making my eyes as wide and innocent as possible. 
 
    Mendall pointed to the wall. “I thought we’d just determined I was qualified.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Yep. You’re definitely qualified.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you—” Before Mendall finished his proposal someone knocked at the door. He called for them to come in. 
 
    Burt stuck his head around the door. “Sorry to interrupt but you’re needed in the common room.” 
 
    “Urgently?” Mendall asked, his tone clearly explaining he was unhappy at the interruption. 
 
    Burt nodded. “Sorry.” 
 
    Mendall sighed but stood. He walked around the side of his desk and I edged around the opposite side of my chair, keeping something in between us. Mendall watched me.  
 
    “Burt, will you stay here with Bridget until I return, please?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Burt nodded and stepped into the room as Mendall stepped out. 
 
    Mendall reached to close the door after him, and focused on me for a long moment before turning to Burt. “It’s important she stays here until I return,” he said, to which Burt nodded, and then closed the door. 
 
    Burt dropped into the chair next to the one I was using as a shield. “That felt intense. I didn’t think holdover interviews were that in-depth.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I moved a little closer to the door and strained to hear Mendall’s footsteps tapping away along the corridor. “Burt, can you get me out of here?” 
 
    Burt laughed. “It’s a forty-eight-hour hold, Bridget. You’ll be out of here before you know it.” 
 
    I tore my attention from the door and sat down in the chair next to him. “I think Mendall killed everyone.” 
 
    Burt searched my face and then laughed. “Bridget. It’s forty-eight hours! Two days. That’s all. But if anyone else hears you making those accusations it might be a lot longer.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Burt.” 
 
    “Bridget, come on. Alex was the one killing everyone. The police have arrested him. They have evidence. It’s all over. You’re safe here.”  
 
    “What evidence?” I asked. 
 
    “They didn’t share that information with me but since they’ve arrested him it must be pretty solid.” 
 
    “Yeah, like the evidence against Crazy Katie,” I retorted. 
 
    Burt narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I was getting no help from this quarter. It was time to try a different tactic. I rubbed my eyes and slouched in my seat. “You know, you’re right. It probably was Alex. I’m just tired and used to suspecting everyone.” 
 
    Burt’s expression softened. “Sounds like two days’ rest in here would do you some good.”  
 
    “I guess. But you know what would help me settle in here?” 
 
    “Ice cream? We have chocolate.” 
 
    Yes, because chocolate ice cream would stop the homicidal doctor from murdering me in my sleep. Although there were worse ways to go than with a tummy full of chocolate ice cream. 
 
    “It would help me if I could hear it’s only a forty-eight hour hold from my parole officer.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bridget, I can’t do that. This is an isolation hold.” 
 
    “Okay.” I leaned back in my chair and scanned the room for something I could use to incapacitate Burt. I liked him and didn’t want to permanently damage him, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t above knocking him out to escape a murderer. I turned back to find Burt watching me.  
 
    “You’re looking for something to knock me out with so you can escape?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I—” 
 
    Burt shushed me. “You’re not the first patient we’ve had on a forty-eight-hour isolation hold who doesn’t want to be here. I can read the signs.” He sighed and then relaxed back in the chair and motioned with his hand for me to speak. “Okay, let’s work it through. Why did Dr Mendall kill all these people?” 
 
    Did I trust Burt enough to tell him? I’d already told him Mendall was the killer – what difference did explaining how I’d gotten there make? And I had to get out of this place before Mendall came back. What were my other options? Maybe I could convince him? Or maybe, as soon as he got back, he’d tell Mendall I was delusional. Mendall would drug me and I’d have some sort of mortal accident. Would it still be a “mortal” accident if I was already dead? 
 
    “Bridget?” 
 
    “We found Lily’s diary. She was having an affair with someone she referred to as Gal. We thought, because she wrote in uppercase, that meant G A L. As in her Ghostly Acclimatisation Leader, but I think it meant Gal as in Galen. Galen Mendall.” I pointed to the certificates on the wall. 
 
    “Mendall killed Lily to silence her and the two other members of her GA group, either because they saw something or he suspected they knew something. Katie suspected it was him and Mendall thought that she might go to Timothy for help so killed him before she could.” 
 
    Burt nodded slowly, as if he was processing the information. “So what about Jason? Gary? The other guy in the maze?” 
 
    “Maybe they all saw something too?” I suggested. 
 
    Burt’s attention made a circuit of the room as he looked like he was working that back through. “So what you’re saying is Mendall killed the person he was having an affair with and then another” – Burt paused to count the tally on his fingers – “seven people to cover it up?” 
 
    “In for a penny …” I said with a shrug, though it did seem like quite a high number. But, then, what price could you put on freedom? 
 
    “Is it not more reasonable that Katie killed Lily and the two other members of her GA group? And attempted to murder her housemate? Then, separately, Alex killed Jason, Gary, Timothy, Katie and the other guy for his own reasons?” 
 
    “But why would he kill any of them? Including Katie?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, Katie wasn’t the most stable of people either. The police said they fought.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “The police told you that?” 
 
    “Not specifically but they did ask about Katie’s temper. About how she and Alex got along.” Burt leaned forward in the chair. “Look, Bridget, I know you don’t want to believe it was Alex, but remember he tried to kill you once already. Really, you should be grateful he didn’t try again. Although, from the bruise on your neck, maybe he did try.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to defend Alex but closed it again without saying anything. I hadn’t won Burt over. Maybe it wasn’t Mendall. Maybe I’d gotten the whole thing wrong. All I was sure of was that it wasn’t Alex. Admittedly, he had tried to kill me twice but something in my gut just told me it wasn’t him. Burt wasn’t going to trust my gut. There was no point in further discussion on this. I could do a two-day hold and act like a well-adjusted normal dead person. I’d make no accusations. I’d get through it, get out and Sabrina and I would work out who the real killer was. Maybe Oz would even help. No, maybe “help” was pushing too far. But maybe he wouldn’t hinder so much. 
 
    “You make sense, I guess,” I admittedly as convincingly as I could. 
 
    “Really?” Burt asked, almost like he didn’t believe me. “No more talk of other suspects? No more hurling accusations at Dr Mendall?” 
 
    “Yep. No more accusation hurling. Now, you mentioned ice cream,” I said and Burt’s frown turned into a smile.  
 
    “I did.” Burt got up from his seat and offered me his hand so he could pull me up. “I’ll even take the heat from Dr Mendall for interrupting your intake meeting to fill you full of sugar.” 
 
    “That’s very chivalrous of you.” I accepted his hand and let him pull me to my feet. Maybe the sugar would speed up the process of my brain untangling the murders. Worth a try. 
 
    “It’s not so bad here, Bridget,” Burt said with a smile and gestured to the door of the office. The cuff of his jumpsuit rode up slightly with the movement, exposing the tattoo on his inside wrist. I smiled at it. It was such a girly thing to have but then a reminder that things would be okay suddenly didn’t seem so silly. Maybe I could get a small something done. Could ghosts get tattoos? And then it was like I was looking at a Magic Eye picture again. Suddenly, the doves morphed into a word. A word written in the most cursive handwriting ever. But a word nonetheless. Gal. No matter how I looked at it the images wouldn’t shift back to the doves. 
 
    My attention jumped to Burt’s face as I dropped his hand and backed up, putting the visitor chairs between us. 
 
    Confusion flitted over Burt’s face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It was you who was having the affair with Lily. That’s why she wrote it so openly because who would see that?” I pointed to his wrist. “What does that even mean? Who’s Gal?” 
 
    “No one. It’s two doves, like I told you. Badly done, it’s true.” Burt pulled the cuff back to trace the outline of the doves. “See?” 
 
    The image reformed briefly into two doves but as soon as he finished tracing the outline it flipped back to the word “Gal”.  
 
    “Look, Bridget, this is getting silly. First it’s Mendall, now it’s me. Suddenly, it’s a lot clearer why they’ve put you on this hold.” 
 
    “It’s you.” I had no idea how I was certain about it but I was. “I know it is. But who is Gal? An ex-girlfriend? Someone else you killed?” 
 
    Burt focused on the ceiling and blew out a long breath. “Honestly, you’re as bad as Lily was. It really is just two doves. She didn’t believe me any more than you do so I made up this story about how people used to call me that when I was younger. Somehow she knew that was a lie and from that assumed I was cheating on her. I had this tattoo before I died. I had it when she met me. And still she thought it was proof that I was cheating.” 
 
    “Were you cheating?” I asked. For some reason it seemed important.  
 
    “Yeah, but not with someone called Gal.” 
 
    I gasped and jabbed a finger at him. “You were cheating with Katie! That’s what she and Lily were arguing about. No, they can’t have known they were both seeing you. If she and Katie had realised you were cheating on them with the other they would’ve dropped you right in it. So you killed Lily because she was threatening to expose you. But your relationship with Katie was still going on while she was in here until she somehow realised that you were Gal. She guessed that you killed Lily and hid. Did Jason find out about your relationship? Was he going to report you? Is that why you killed him? And then Katie used that opportunity to escape.” 
 
    “Where was the diary?” Burt asked. “I looked everywhere.” 
 
    “I was looking for a hiding place and found it.” I was absolutely not dropping Petal in it. 
 
    “Where is it now?” Burt asked as he moved around the back of the chairs so he was between me and the door.  
 
    “Somewhere safe,” I said backing up so the back of my thighs were pressing against the desk. Since I’d already checked the room for anything I could use to incapacitate Burt the first time around I was sure the plant pot was my best option. “How did you know Katie was going to be in the maze tonight?” 
 
    Burt shook his head. “I didn’t. I didn’t kill Katie. I think your buddy Alex did me a genuine favour there. So, now there’s only you.” 
 
    “Okay, so explain the rest to me,” I said. 
 
    “You got it pretty much right.” Burt pulled a syringe from his pocket and uncapped it. “Katie had convinced Jason that Lily had been murdered. She, like you, thought it was Timothy. Jason brought it to me, helpfully pointing out that Mendall’s first name could be easily confused with the GAL and that we should look into Timothy and Mendall, just in case. I couldn’t risk him realising it was me.” He delivered the explanation in a matter-of-fact way while squirting a tiny fountain of liquid from the syringe. Wouldn’t want to accidentally kill me with an air bubble to my heart, would we?  
 
    “Then it turns out that Katie had been talking to everyone about this Gal. Gary knew. Killing him was pure luck. He’d just delivered your visitation and just appeared at his favourite skiving location. I was waiting for him. I was going to try to pin it on Mendall but the moment he saw me, he knew. I’ve no idea how. I just managed to catch him before he tunnelled away. That was close.” Burt nodded, almost like he was talking to himself as he moved through the chairs toward me. I edged one way and he countered, blocking my escape.  
 
    “It was only a matter of time until Katie managed to get to Timothy. Of course he would be on her side. He never believed that she was guilty so he had to go before she could get to him. Then that guy in the maze saw me knocking Alex out. I had planned to frame him for it but then I heard you and your friend talking about it and realised I could just as easily pin it on Mendall since I figured most people would make the same leaps you did.” 
 
    “What about the two people from Katie’s GA group?” 
 
    “Well, they overheard Lily’s and my discussion when they were having an illegal intimate moment after their meeting. When she was found dead they thought they could blackmail me so they had to go. How stupid do you have to be to try to blackmail someone you think has murdered someone else. I was doing the afterlife a favour there.” 
 
    “Great. I really appreciate you clearing all that up for me,” I said, as I moved around the back of Mendall’s desk. “How about you just sit back down and get comfortable while we wait for Mendall to get back and you can explain all this to him? I’m sure he’ll be incredibly understanding. Maybe you’ll only get a forty-eight-hour hold too,” I said encouragingly. I was pretty sure that was unlikely, but this was the afterlife – the rules never applied like you thought they would. 
 
    Burt nodded his head sadly and then checked his watch. “Actually, he’ll be occupied for a little while. One of the patients in the common room is having an episode.” 
 
    “How could you know how long he’d be?” 
 
    “Well, I needed some time with you to make sure you didn’t suspect me or, if you did, to—” Burt waved the syringe at me. 
 
    “Yeah, but you can’t just kill me,” I said. “That would be super obvious it was you.” 
 
    “I guess,” Burt said, lifting up my empty teacup to look inside. “Unless he drugged you.” It was almost like that gave me permission to suddenly feel a little woozy. He waved the syringe at me. “I put quite a bit in. I’m surprised you’re still upright at this point, to be honest. The tea here tastes so terrible I knew you wouldn’t notice. And really, I was hoping I wouldn’t have to kill you. I was hoping you’d be happy to let Alex take the fall. I’d be able to tell Mendall you’d fallen asleep while waiting for him to get back and I’d put you to bed. Then tomorrow you’d wake up none the wiser.” 
 
    I clung to the back of the chair. The room was swaying but I was still upright. I took several deep breaths. I was fairly sure I could run. But who would I shout for? Would Oz even be able to feel me here? First things first, how was I going to get past Burt to the door? 
 
    “So what’s the plan here, Burt?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to explain to Mendall how you tried to escape and I had to sedate you but you tripped and hit your head as you fell.” Burt shrugged. “Accidents happen.” 
 
    “You will never get away with that.” I shook my head in disgust at his appalling excuse and the room sluggishly followed the movement, like it was just ever so slightly out of sync. I moved to the side of Mendall’s chair and felt something tap against my thigh as the jumpsuit brushed against the chair. What was in my pocket?  
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe I’ll tell the police that I heard a scuffle and I came in here and found you with your head bashed in. Blame it all on Mendall after all.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I said and stepped forward to make a dart for the door. He grabbed me by my jumpsuit and pulled me back. I pulled my hand from my pocket, held my pepper spray up, poised in his face. I sprayed it. Liberally. He stumbled backward, covering his face, and I stumbled forward, following him and still spraying despite the stinging in my eyes. I dropped the pepper spray and grabbed the potted plant from the edge of the desk. 
 
    Burt took his hands away from his face, his eyes watering and red. Maybe the pepper spray had impaired his vision because he mustn’t have seen the plant pot in my hands. Or maybe he did. Either way he lunged at me with his syringe. I felt the prick as the needle jabbed into my upper arm just as I brought the plant pot down on his head.  
 
    My arms reverberated with the impact. Burt landed face first on the desk and then slid off onto the floor. It was almost cartoonish. I rolled him onto his back and sat there for a moment. I grabbed the syringe from my arm and yanked it out. He’d not managed to empty the lot into me but whatever he’d had in it must’ve been strong enough to have knocked out a horse. I’d only taken maybe a quarter of it and I was already woozy as a drunk at closing time. I looked down at him as the room started to swim. I had nothing to tie him up with. I briefly considered leaving him but what if he came after me again? Or I could wait for Mendall to get back and try and explain. I wasn’t a fan of either of those options. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to focus. “Okay, think, Bridget. Think. What would Sabrina do?” I nodded to myself. “That’s easy. Sabrina would have stunned him before he could get near her.” I shook my head. “Not helpful, Bridget. Focus.” 
 
    His shoes were similar to mine so there were no shoelaces. All I really had was his jumpsuit or my jumpsuit. I didn’t really fancy trying to get his jumpsuit off. And what if he woke up while I was struggling to do it? Or if he were naked underneath and Mendall came back in and found me stripping an unconscious nurse? That would be way more awkward than him trying to kill me. With a little stumbling around I managed to strip out of my jumpsuit and hog-tie him. It wasn’t pretty but it was secure. 
 
    “Now what?” I stood up and stumbled to the door. “I need to find a nurse. But what if a nurse doesn’t believe me?”  
 
    I peeked out. The coast was clear. I supported myself on the wall as I tried to find my way back to the metal matchbox. It was late. Maybe the guards would be tired. Maybe I could unbolt the doors and dart through and tunnel away before they caught me. Maybe the sight of me in my underwear would have them entranced enough for me to escape. I was totally getting Pam to make me a baseball bat sheath when I got home.  
 
    I heard raised voices around what I was pretty sure was the corridor to the metal matchbox. One was familiar. I peered around the corner. 
 
    The door to the tunnelling room was only open a crack but I could hear the conversation. 
 
    “You’re not allowed in without authorisation.” The guard sounded annoyed.  
 
    “I’ve already shown you my ID,” Oz said, his voice at a hundred percent growl. I was glad I wasn’t that guard. 
 
    “That’s not authorisation, it’s identification,” the guard said with a tone that implied they’d already been through this. “You need to get clearance.” 
 
    “Oz?” I called, as I stumbled around the corner and headed toward the voices. 
 
    The guard turned to stare at me. I liked to think it was because I looked amazing in my underwear and not because I was a nearly naked woman staggering along the corridor like a drunk in a mental institution. 
 
    “Bridget!” Something metal clanged. There was a grunt followed by the familiar sound of a body hitting the floor. And then there was Oz. Three of him. Running at me in slow motion. Flip-flops slapping in a pleasant rhythm that had me swaying along. And then a wall of linoleum rushed up and hit me in the face.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    My first thought was that I was warm. Snugly warm. As though I were on a beach. Was I back in Aruba? Wait, I’d never been to Aruba. That had been a dream. Where had I dreamt that dream? At home. In Oz’s bed. Was I in Oz’s bed again?  
 
    “Oz?” 
 
    “I’m here, Bridget,” Oz whispered and the bed dipped on one side as he sat next to me. I could just make out his silhouette in the darkness. I frowned at him. He was a little fuzzy. And somehow managing to sit sideways. As though someone had turned the bed from horizontal to vertical. 
 
    “How are you sitting sideways?” I asked. My tongue felt thick and heavy in my mouth. As if it didn’t fit. Maybe I had someone else’s tongue. Why would I have someone else’s tongue in my mouth? Something was very wrong here. “Do I have your tongue in my mouth?”  
 
    Oz paused. “No …” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, feeling in my mouth for my tongue and trying to grab the end of it while speaking. “It doesn’t feel like mine.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Oz said, taking my hand from my mouth. He carefully rolled me onto my back and then gently sat me upright. He moved away across the room. I watched him. 
 
    “Hey, you’re not horizontal anymore.” I gestured to his slightly less fuzzy outline. “How did that happen?”  
 
    “I wasn’t horizontal, you were,” Oz said and sat back on the edge of the bed, offering me a tumbler of water. When I tried for it and missed a second time he moved my hands away and pressed it to my lips. It was cool. And lovely. And made whoever’s tongue I had in my mouth shrink back to normal size. It seemed to fit quite neatly. Maybe it was mine, after all. 
 
    “Better?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said and he offered me a damp flannel. I’m not a fan of them, per se, as I personally don’t think they’re super hygienic, but I flopped the thing over my whole face. It was oddly refreshing. We sat in silence for a few moments as my cognitive functions returned. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, finally taking the flannel from my face and folding it up, using the more manageable size to press to different sections of my face in turn. My face felt really warm, almost sunburnt, and the coolness was soothing. 
 
    “What do you remember?” he asked. 
 
    “Why do my eyes sting?” I asked, reaching to rub my eyes with my free hand. Oz caught it and pulled it away.  
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Why won’t you let me touch my face? And why does it sting?” I asked, trying to frown at him but stopping because my face burned. Oz’s eyes darted all over my face and a horrific thought occurred to me. “Did I have an accident? Am I hideous?” 
 
    “You’re still beautiful,” Oz said and I was fairly sure it was indulgence I heard in his voice rather than genuine flattery. “But you managed to get a face full of pepper spray so your eyes and your face are a little too tender for you to go poking at them right now, okay?” 
 
    “It’s my face, I’ll poke it if I want to,” I mumbled but honestly my eyes were stinging enough just being open so maybe I shouldn’t be prodding them.  
 
    “What do you remember, Bridget?” 
 
    “I remember finding the bodies in the maze, or body since Alex wasn’t actually dead, and then—” I had a flashback of Officer Leonard admitting me to Mendall. “That no good snake of a GB put me in Mendall Asylum! That’ll be the last time I offer him cake.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Oz pressed. 
 
    I tried to remember and then it all came rushing back in a huge deluge. I grabbed Oz’s arm and shook it. “It was Burt. I thought it was Mendall but it was Burt. Burt killed everyone. Even Lily. It wasn’t Katie. It was him. He’s tied up in Mendall’s office. You have to get someone to arrest him before he escapes.” 
 
    “Hey, hey,” Oz shushed as he loosened my grip on his arm but kept hold of my hand. “That no good snake of a GB arrested him. He seemed highly amused by your choice of restraints. I was not.” 
 
    “I was limited in my options.” I motioned for some water and Oz pressed the glass to my mouth again and I sipped. “Did they release Alex?” 
 
    “I don’t think Leonard ever actually suspected him. I think he used him like he used you. Again.” Oz sighed heavily and looked at his hand holding mine. He brushed his thumb across my knuckles. “We can’t carry on like this, Bridget. I know you mostly tried to keep your head down. I know that trouble comes looking for you. But you’re going to get yourself into something that you won’t be able to get out of. Leonard will get you into something you won’t be able to get out of.” 
 
    “Like something that would damage my hair? Or leave unsightly suntan lines?” 
 
    “Or a scar on your thigh. Or a scar on your face.” 
 
    “Whoa! My face is going to be scarred?” I wriggled in the bed trying to get up and get to a mirror. Oz placed a hand on my shoulder and gently pushed me back down.  
 
    “No. But it’ll take a few days for the redness to ease.” 
 
    “A few days? How bad is it? You said I was still pretty.” I didn’t try and hide the accusation in my tone. 
 
    “Can you focus for a second?” 
 
    “I am focusing!” I snapped. 
 
    “Not on what’s important,” Oz said and I scowled at him.  
 
    “My face is important to me.” 
 
    Oz tugged on my hand to get my attention. “I’ve told you, you’re beautiful. A weird mottled red, but if you overlook that then …” 
 
    “You just wait until it’s my turn to cook tea.” I wanted to scowl but the skin around my eyes told me in very tender terms that expression was going to be out of bounds for a while. 
 
    “What are we going to do about you and your adjustment?” Oz asked, holding my gaze until I became uncomfortable and had to look away. 
 
    I gave a small shrug. “You know I can’t live like this. I can’t get up and go to a job where I move stuff and come home for eternity. I can’t. I have no purpose.” 
 
    Oz nodded as if he already knew this. “So what do you want to do?” 
 
    “I want to be useful. I want to do something that means something.”  
 
    “Your job does mean something. You have to give it time.” 
 
    “I move things. Maybe there is a grander purpose but I can’t see it. I need to be able to see it. I need to feel …” I left the sentence hanging because I couldn’t believe I was actually going to say it.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Useful. I want to be useful. I want to help people. Organise stuff. Be productive. I want an organiser. I want to need an organiser. One that I can colour code.” 
 
    Oz didn’t say anything. He looked down at me but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. A soft rustling came from the door and Oz glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “I told them you’d need a good night’s sleep and they could see you in the morning,” Oz said and I assumed he was referring to my housemates. “I thought you might want some peace tonight.” 
 
    I gave another small shrug. “They can come in and say goodnight.” 
 
    Oz raised his eyebrows at me. “Are you sure?” 
 
    When I nodded he got up and opened the door. My housemates literally tumbled over each other on their way in, ending up in a tangle of limbs on the floor. Petal was the first up. She was crying before she even made it to the bed. She scrambled over the duvet, wrapped her hands around my waist and cried into my shoulder. 
 
    “You didn’t give her a mirror, did you?” Lucy asked Oz as she pointed to me. He shook his head and she nodded in approval. “Good, because nobody needs to see that. I don’t even want to see that.” 
 
    Pam elbowed Lucy in the ribs. “It’s really not that bad, Bridget.” 
 
    “Not that bad?” Lucy screeched. “Where are you looking? She looks like she’s wearing a Halloween mask.” 
 
    “Okay, ladies,” Oz said, “you’ve seen she’s okay. Now let her get some sleep.” 
 
    “Can’t we sleep in here?” Petal asked, blinking her watery eyes at Oz. Oz looked to me and waited. I nodded.  
 
    “I’ll bring you up some hot chocolate,” he said and I was pretty sure he was smiling to himself as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    Everyone waited until his footsteps retreated and then Lucy sat on the end of the bed while Pam came over and examined my face. She dug in her pocket and pulled out two thick wedges of cucumber. They were covered in clothing fibres from being in her pocket and one had a small bite out of the side. “For your eyes,” she said and offered them to me. 
 
    “Thanks, Pam. Put them on the nightstand for me and I’ll use them later.” I had no intention of using them ever but I saw no need to hurt her feelings when she’d done something nice for me. 
 
    “Okay, Bridget,” Lucy said, grabbing hold of my foot from on top of the covers. “Tell us everything!” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “And that’s everything?” Officer Leonard asked the next morning as he stood in his usual position, his back pressed against the two-way mirror. Detective Johnson sat across the table from me and Oz was next to me. It was like every other time I’d been interviewed about a murder. 
 
    “That’s everything,” I said. Obviously, Oz and I had discussed exactly what was going to constitute “everything” before the interview. Or, more accurately, he’d told me and since my entire face burned from maintaining even a neutral expression I couldn’t argue. 
 
    Johnson snatched the brown file and signed witness statement from in front of me and stormed out of the room. He slammed the door behind him and it echoed in the silence of the room. 
 
    “Surely he’s not that upset just because once again there was a slew of murders and he didn’t get to pin any on me?” I looked between Officer Leonard and Oz. “Right?” 
 
    Officer Leonard shook his head. “No, that’s not why he’s upset, Ms Sway.” 
 
    “Then why?” I looked back and forth between them. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay, Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard said as he pushed away from the two-way mirror.  
 
    “I’d have been better if you hadn’t admitted me to a mental asylum,” I called after him, ignoring the burning in my cheeks as my face stretched to shout. 
 
    “The GBs are grateful for your assistance, Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard called over his shoulder as the door closed behind him. 
 
    “I think he means for my solving the murder for them,” I mumbled to Oz, whose expression told me he was unhappy about the reminder. “So what was Johnson unhappy about?” I asked before Oz could comment on my involvement with the GBs. 
 
    Oz pushed to his feet and I got up with him. He walked across the room and opened the door, gesturing for me to walk through. “You overturned his murder conviction of Katie.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” I said. “So, he’s out to get me now?”  
 
    “Won’t that make a nice change?” Oz asked.  
 
    “Aren’t we going home?” I asked as Oz guided me out of the interrogation room. Instead of turning in the usual direction of the tunnelling area, he had gestured to the right.  
 
    “Do you remember what you said last night?” 
 
    “My critiquing of your hot chocolate making?” I asked. He’d put the marshmallows on top of the drink instead of putting them in the bottom of the mug and pouring the hot chocolate over them. Who did that? 
 
    “In terms of your employment.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. I wasn’t sure where this conversation was going. “Divulging my desperation for an organiser, I remember.” 
 
    “About feeling useful,” he reminded me. 
 
    I slowed my pace as if that would somehow stall the conversation. I was pretty sure I didn’t like the direction we were heading in, literally or figuratively. He placed his hand on my lower back and urged me forward, forcing me to keep up with him as we walked along the side of the police department.  
 
    “To be clear, I absolutely do not want a career in law enforcement.” 
 
    Oz’s eyebrows drew together as he turned to look at me. “I don’t think they’d take you.” 
 
    “Why not?” I snapped, my voice hitching up an octave in offence. “I just solved an old murder case and cleared Katie’s name. I think I’d be an excellent policewoman.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to be,” Oz said with a confused shake of his head. 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact I would be excellent at it,” I informed him, squaring my shoulders. I’d have done the head toss motion as well but my face was stinging enough from talking – I didn’t want to pull the skin any tighter over it. “So, where are we going?” 
 
    Oz gestured to the set of double doors ahead of us. Emblazoned across them in bright red, uppercase letters were the words “restricted access”.  
 
    “Er?” I pointed at the words as Oz pushed one door open. He held it open for me and motioned me through. I paused, waiting for an alarm to sound. It didn’t so I stepped through. I glanced around the floor-to-ceiling beige corridor looking for some type of security check or a way to enforce the “restricted access” but the corridor was empty. 
 
    “The sign is enough for most people,” Oz said when he saw me looking around. 
 
    I shook my head at him. “That just does not seem secure.” 
 
    He gave me a small shrug and jerked his head in the direction of the corridor. “Come on.” 
 
    “Where are we going? I’m not sure I want to be somewhere that requires special access.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” Oz asked as he offered me his hand. I made a non-committal noise and he arched an eyebrow at me. “Seriously?” 
 
    I grumbled to myself but placed my hand in his and let him lead me down the restricted access rabbit hole. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “So, did you spray yourself in the face before or after you incapacitated Burt?” Sabrina asked as she sat next to me on the grass the next evening as we waited for our GA meeting to start. 
 
    “I didn’t spray myself in the face at all,” I snapped. The soreness had eased after I’d made a quick trip to Madame Zorina’s office and asked Edith for advice. She knew all about ghost remedies so I figured she was probably the best person to ask. 
 
    Sabrina leaned over to get a better look at my face. “Well, it looks like you sprayed yourself in the face.” She sniffed me and leaned back, frowning. “Why do you smell like—” She leaned forward, sniffed and then leaned back again. “Like something not very nice.” 
 
    “Because you didn’t explain how to use the stupid pepper spray properly and you didn’t figure out who the murderer was!” 
 
    Sabrina did that thing where she pulled her head back as though she were a turtle retreating into her shell in an attempt to deflect my accusations. “Okay, you didn’t work out who the murderer was either until he tried to kill you. And I didn’t think I needed to explain that you shouldn’t walk into the cloud of pepper spray you’ve just discharged into your attacker’s face. I kind of thought that was common sense. And neither of those things explain why you smell like you’ve spent the afternoon with livestock.” 
 
    “For your information, I managed to work out that Burt was the killer before he tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sabrina said and pulled a length of ribbon from her pocket. “For future use.” 
 
    “You want me to start wearing ribbons in my hair?” I asked, taking it from her. “I’m not really that sort of girl.” 
 
    “I was thinking it might work better for hog-tying than your jumpsuit.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?”  
 
    “Since you weren’t at breakfast to give me all the details I read the police report. My favourite part was how you trussed Burt up with your jumpsuit and ran around the halls of a mental institution in your underwear shouting for Oz.” 
 
    “I’m so glad my third near-death experience was so entertaining for you,” I mumbled. 
 
    Sabrina turned her body to face me. “You know that I love you. You know that I’d be topping myself in a heartbeat if Burt had succeeding in killing you. And you know that I’d hug you to physically express that, since you seem to be into that lately, but you stink.” 
 
    “Edith gave me some stuff for my face that would stop it from hurting,” I said, somewhat mollified by Sabrina’s statements. 
 
    “What kind of stuff?” Sabrina leaned forward and sniffed my face.  
 
    I put my hand on her shoulder and gently shoved her back. “Will you please stop sniffing me?”  
 
    “What was in it?” Sabrina asked again. 
 
    “I didn’t ask and the way Edith was trying to hold back her grimace as she handed me the pot told me I didn’t want to know.” 
 
    “You just put some unknown concoction on your face that you assumed would make it all better?” Disbelief was thick in Sabrina’s voice. “That just does not sound like you at all. I think all this nicey-niceness has rotted your brain.” 
 
    I grabbed her wrist and shook her hand in the direction of my face. “It was really sore. I had to sit through all of Anna’s smug insults this morning without so much as a facial twitch because it hurt so much. Oz made me eat runny porridge through a straw because I couldn’t open my mouth wide enough for a spoon. I’m pretty sure he thinks it’s the best injury ever because I can’t argue. So, no, I didn’t ask what was in it. I just put it on and prayed that my skin wouldn’t slide off my face.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a delightful image.” Sabrina inclined her head. “Wait, why was Anna at breakfast? She’s not your adjustment companion anymore.” 
 
    “Is that a statement or a question?” I asked. I hadn’t questioned her presence. I was so used to her being around it hadn’t occurred to me that it was odd. 
 
    “It’s a statement. Her probation has been reinstated.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “It was listed as one of the repercussions of the incident and a copy of the request for her probation to be reinstated was one of the forms in the case file.” 
 
    “So, she’s not my adjustment companion anymore?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then why was she having breakfast at our house?” 
 
    “Because she has no friends now Burt turned out to be a un-monogamous serial killer?” Sabrina shrugged. “So, what punishment did you get? Time added to your community service? The file didn’t say.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. They didn’t mention that anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t know? Didn’t they tell you?” Sabrina stared at me out of the corner of her eyes.  
 
    “Nope, which I assume means I’ve escaped this time. You didn’t get any form of punishment either, right?” 
 
    “Nope. So where were you today?” 
 
    “Filling out paperwork for my new job.” 
 
    Sabrina made several noises that sounded like they might be the beginnings of a sentence but none came to fruition. It was quite enjoyable to watch. She stopped trying to speak, inhaled deeply, then exhaled.  
 
    “Can you explain that for me, please?” she asked in a calm and even tone that I assumed took a great deal of effort. 
 
    “Not really. I told Oz I wasn’t happy in my job and the next thing I know I’m filling out paperwork for enrolment in something called the Vocational Training Programme. If I were still alive I’d say it sounded like an internship-type deal where they make people work for free, but since everyone here works for free—” 
 
    “You’re applying for the VTP?” Sabrina looked like she was about to swallow her tongue. 
 
    I sighed. “Why am I not surprised you know about this?”  
 
    “Because you trust in my snooping abilities,” Sabrina said with a grin. 
 
    “So, is it an internship-type deal?” I asked. 
 
    Sabrina nodded. “You do each role for about three to six months before you move on. Usually, participants rotate around for a hundred or so years before they settle into a role.” 
 
    “Wait. So I’ll learn a heap of different jobs and switch back and forth between them for a hundred years?” 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot like I’m a temp.” 
 
    “Basically. But at least you won’t get bored.” 
 
    “No, I’ll just be that inept worker that everyone hates because they don’t understand their job,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Ladies?” Eleanor called across the grounds from the doorway of the fort. 
 
    Sabrina and I got up and headed in her direction. Eleanor checked over her shoulder when we got closer, stepped outside and enveloped me in a warm hug, patting my back. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay, Bridget.” She leaned back and looked at my face. “What are we going to do with you, hmm? You can’t keep getting yourself into these situations.” 
 
    “It’s Sabrina’s fault,” I said without missing a beat. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that.” Eleanor gave Sabrina a good-natured frown before releasing me and pulling her into a hug. Sabrina hugged Eleanor back, not as awkwardly as I’d expected either. “I’m glad you’re okay too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eleanor,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “Since you two have had yet another dramatic experience I thought it might be interesting for the group if you were to share your experiences. Not to encourage bad behaviour, but because it would save the weeks of whispered gossiping and I think the group would like to hear about it directly from you both.” Eleanor’s gaze lingered on Sabrina.  
 
    Sabrina paused, almost as though she were checking to see if there was a trick in there somewhere, but finally she nodded. “Okay.”  
 
    From where I stood it looked a lot like compromise to me. From the smile on Eleanor’s face I was pretty sure that was her interpretation too.  
 
    We followed Eleanor inside and she addressed the group, explaining how the meeting would go. To my surprise the group seemed pretty receptive to it. But then, who doesn’t love a good murder mystery story? I let Sabrina tell most of it because she omitted all the illegalities without tripping herself up. Also, I figured I’d shared a lot with the group over the previous few days so it was her turn.  
 
    Apart from Warren, who kept interrupting to add or correct Sabrina, the group listened with rapt attention. We took some questions afterward about how we’d worked out the murderer and stuff but that was all. And then the meeting was over. 
 
    I was sneaking a couple of custard creams in my pocket when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I hesitated before turning around. It wasn’t theft since they were there for us, right? 
 
    “Bridget?” 
 
    I turned to see the blonde and the brunette who made up the Alibie duo. I still couldn’t work out which was which. I hesitated, looking between them, my attention settling on the brunette.  
 
    “Yes, Alison?” 
 
    Several expressions chased each other across the brunette’s face before what looked like an apology settled into place. She extended her hand to me. “I’m Debbie. This is Alison,” she said, gesturing to the blonde. “We should’ve introduced ourselves properly weeks ago.” 
 
    I shook each of their hands in turn. “I’m at fault here, too. I should’ve made a point to learn everyone’s names.”  
 
    “You were a little distracted with all the dead bodies,” Alison offered, making excuses for me. 
 
    “Still, I don’t think my mam would consider that an acceptable reason for being rude,” I said.  
 
    “You haven’t been rude, exactly. More like self-absorbed,” Alison offered in a considered tone. 
 
    “Let’s draw a line under it and move forward,” brunette Debbie added quickly, I think before I could be offended by Alison’s comment. “We just wanted to come over and offer our support.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Debbie,” I said, making a point to use her name in the hope it would drill it into my brain. 
 
    “We’re all in the same situation. We have to support each other,” Alison agreed. 
 
    “Thank you, Alison,” I said, echoing the name in my head. Blonde was Alison. Brunette was Debbie. I could remember that. We stood looking at each other for a moment. Awkwardly.  
 
    “We just wanted to say that. We should probably …” Debbie gestured over her shoulder and they both moved back in unison, turned and headed across the hall. 
 
    “What was that about?” Sabrina asked as she came up next to me and frowned in the direction of the duo. 
 
    “They came over to say hi,” I said and then laughed at the suspicion on Sabrina’s face. 
 
    “You find out which was which?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say and nothing came out. I’d forgotten. In the minute since they’d told me their names I’d forgotten. How was that possible? 
 
    Sabrina laughed at the dumbstruck expression on my face. I shook my head and stared at the duo as we headed toward the door. The brunette was Debbie?  
 
    Eleanor grabbed hold of Sabrina’s arm as we passed her. “Thank you, Sabrina. I feel like this was the first time you actually joined the group. I hope you’ll keep it up.” There was a huge dollop of hope mixed in with the uncertainty in Eleanor’s voice. 
 
    Sabrina made a non-committal noise and gave a small shrug. Eleanor placed a hand on Sabrina’s arm. “Just a comment or two, every now and then, that’s all.” 
 
    The raw hope on Eleanor’s face stung me to look at.  
 
    Sabrina coughed. “I could probably manage that.” 
 
    Eleanor’s face split into a huge grin and Sabrina edged closer to me. Eleanor noticed and tamed her expression. She nodded and moved to speak to another member of our group without saying anything further.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you? A comment or two won’t kill you,” I said, as we headed out into the evening air. 
 
    Sabrina glanced behind us, her face screwed up like a prune. “It’s not that.” 
 
    “What’s up then?” 
 
    “I feel … better.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You were feeling ill? I told you to stop sniffing my face.” 
 
    “No, about Eleanor.” 
 
    “Ohhh, you mean that wholesome, soaring feeling of satisfaction that makes your chest swell when you make someone else happy?” I asked and Sabrina nodded. “I know. It’s disgusting, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I do not like it at all,” Sabrina agreed and then jerked her head in Oz’s direction. “Looks like your chaperon’s here. I thought since all the murdering is temporarily over he’d give you a little more freedom.” 
 
    “I don’t think he knows what that word means.” I snorted in response. “And what do you mean temporarily over?” 
 
    “This is the third spate in a couple of months. I just don’t see the murdery nature of the afterlife stopping any time soon.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That sounds a lot like your wishful thinking to me.” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea what you mean,” Sabrina said with a smile. 
 
    “Sabrina, nice to see you,” Oz said as he walked toward us. 
 
    Sabrina gave him a professional nod of acquaintance. “You too.” 
 
    “Ready to go?” Oz asked me and I nodded. 
 
    “See you at breakfast.” Sabrina gave me a quick hug and tunnelled away. 
 
    Oz offered me his hand. I took it and he tunnelled us back. We landed in the garden. 
 
    “Good meeting?” he asked as we wandered up the garden to the patio. 
 
    I gave him a shrug. “Yeah, it was okay.” 
 
    “Anything you want to talk about?” he asked, slowing as we got closer to the patio. 
 
    “Nope. Anything you want to talk about?” I asked. There was no reason to think there was anything wrong, and yet … 
 
    “Actually, there is something I need to talk to you about.” He gestured to the deck chairs set up on the patio. I was pretty sure they hadn’t been there when I left for the GA meeting. Did that mean he’d set them specifically for this talk? 
 
    “I’m not going to like this, am I?” I asked as I sat down. 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Well at least you’re not sugar coating it.” 
 
    He didn’t sit down in the chair next to me. He crouched down in front of me, his folded arms resting across my knees, steadying him. To an outsider it might have looked like an affectionate gesture, and I was pretty sure there was some affection involved, but I also got the feeling it was a way to keep me in place. 
 
    “Spit it out,” I said when he made no move to speak. 
 
    “You know that both Clem and Mark have graduated into fully functioning, well-adjusted members of the afterlife and no longer have to live here?” 
 
    “We have two new housemates?” I didn’t even bother to try to hide the disgust in my tone. “I’ve just gotten used to those three.” 
 
    “I know. And I’m really pleased with how well you’re all getting along. They take their cue from you on a lot of things, so it’s really important that you’re welcoming to our new housemates, okay?” 
 
    I grimaced. “What if I don’t like them, though?” 
 
    “That’s a childish attitude.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And when was the last time you woke up with someone’s feet on your face?” 
 
    “Will you do this for me?”  
 
    I sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    Oz angled his head, using his emotion surveillance radar to check I was telling the truth. “You’re not going to argue or try to barter?” 
 
    “What’s the point? I’m still waiting on mascara you promised me weeks ago. I don’t even want to mention the fact that the one set of underwear I have is still on a wash and wear cycle. I was considering going commando but that whole Mendall thing highlighted what a bad idea that would’ve been.” 
 
    Oz paused, his face frozen in an expression I couldn’t quiet read. He swallowed and nodded. “Okay. We’ll go shopping tomorrow and get you some underwear.” 
 
    “Will we, though?” I asked. 
 
    “If you promise to give your new housemates a chance.” 
 
    “So you’re bribing me, now?” 
 
    “No. You’ve already agreed to be welcoming. This is just me reminding you that you’ve agreed and separately offering to buy you underwear.” Oz paused and gave his head a slight shake. Obviously hearing the craziness of his statement.  
 
    “I’m assuming I get to choose where we get it from?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” I jiggled my knees to signal he should move his arms. He stood and I offered him my hands so he could pull me up. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Bridget—” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be nice!” I said, a little exasperated. “How many times?” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise. Can we go inside now?” 
 
    Oz gestured for me to lead the way. I took a deep breath, hitched my professional smile into place. I could be nice. These people had just died, after all. They were going through a tough time. I could relate to that. I squared my shoulders and opened the door. I glanced around at the faces inside and closed the door again. I turned to face Oz.  
 
    “Keep your underwear. It’s summer. I’ll go commando.” 
 
    Oz pointed a finger directly in my face. “You promised.” 
 
    “I lied.” 
 
    “Sucks to be you then because they’re still your housemates.” Oz reached around me and opened the kitchen door. I didn’t make a move to step inside. “Do you remember your first night here? Do you want a repeat of that?” he asked me quietly. He was referring to the time he slung me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and dumped me in my room before locking the door. 
 
    “What I remember is you snapping the heel off an amazing pair of shoes. I also remember we never fully discussed that.” 
 
    Oz smiled at me. He placed his hands on my shoulders, spun me around to face the doorway, dropped his hand to my lower back and all but shoved me through the door. “Ladies, I hope you’re all getting along.” The expressions on Pam’s, Petal’s and Lucy’s faces said they were not all getting along. 
 
    Anna was oblivious, eating a pot of ice cream and flicking through a magazine on the centre island. A brunette lady with birdlike features was standing on the opposite side of the kitchen. Her expression reminded me of a caged animal in dangerous surroundings trying to watch everything and everyone at the same time. 
 
    I turned to Oz. “Anna’s eating my ice cream.” 
 
    “I’m doing you a favour, hon,” Anna said, faux concern in her voice, and briefly looked up from her magazine and gestured to my hips with her spoon. “I thought we’d talked about this?”  
 
    “Bridget. I know you already know Anna but I’m not sure you actually managed to meet Katie,” Oz said, gesturing to the brunette. 
 
    “Katie? Crazy Katie?” I asked, my voice, hitching up. 
 
    “Bridget—” Oz started. 
 
    I pointed to the woman who was supposedly Katie. “She’s dead.” 
 
    “We’re all dead, hon,” Anna said in a tired voice without looking up from her magazine. 
 
    “No, like dead dead,” I stressed. 
 
    “Who told you that?” Oz asked, frowning between Katie and me. 
 
    I groaned. “Oh, that snake!” 
 
    “Leonard told you she was dead?” Oz asked. 
 
    I slapped the back of my hand into Oz’s chest in realisation. “Of course he did. That way Burt would think he’d tidied up all his loose ends but me.” 
 
    Oz clamped his mouth shut, the muscles along his jaw clenched. “Right.”  
 
    “And how is this happening? Who thought this would be a good idea? Housing an attempted murderer with her attempted murderee?” I asked, pointing to Katie. 
 
    “It was decided that it would help her to reacclimatise to life outside of the asylum more quickly if she returned to her previous home,” Oz said. There was no inflection on his words whatsoever. I couldn’t decide if that meant he felt guilty about her being locked up when she hadn’t killed anyone or that he wasn’t happy to have her back home.  
 
    “Decided by whom?” I was pretty sure it hadn’t been Oz. 
 
    Before Oz could explain someone knocked on the kitchen door. Oz hesitated in stepping away from me to answer it. I had no idea what he thought I was going to do. 
 
    “Come in,” he called over his shoulder without moving. 
 
    Tommy stepped inside. He glanced around the kitchen and whistled. “This looks like an old-fashioned Mexican standoff. I’m not surprised to find you in the middle of it,” he said to me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “You have six female wards?” Tommy asked Oz in a low voice, as though it wouldn’t antagonise us crazy females. Oz didn’t say anything. Smart man. 
 
    “What’s wrong with having six female wards?” I asked. 
 
    Tommy laughed. “I had three sisters. My dad was so tightly wrapped around their collective little finger he used to have back problems! And the fights?” Tommy whistled and shook his head again. He slapped Oz on the shoulder. “Best of luck to you.” 
 
    “You do realise how sexist that is?” 
 
    “It’s not sexist – it’s how I grew up.” Tommy jerked his head in the direction of the kitchen door. “Time to go.” 
 
    “Go where?” I asked. 
 
    “Work.” 
 
    I looked around the kitchen, desperately hoping he was talking to someone else. “Now? Me? With you?” 
 
    “Yep, to all of those questions.” Tommy offered me his hand. “Shall we?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
      
 
    So, that’s it! You made it through the three book challenge and survived! You did survive, right? Good. Yes, I am going to ask you for a review—let’s just get this out of the way. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/review/B06XDNNQTK 
 
      
 
    Now! For some exciting stuff! I don’t know if you have already or not, hopefully you have, but you gotta go join The Dead Beat (my newsletter). You can sign up on the link below. 
 
    http://www.JordainaSydneyRobinson.com  
 
      
 
    First, you’ll get a free novella called Just a Touch Dead, like, straightaway! And then, in the following weeks, you’ll get loads more good stuff.  
 
    I hope this isn’t the end for us—I do hope you decide to come and hang out with me and the other Dead Beaters. I would very much like that. 
 
      
 
    Until we meet again … 
 
      
 
    Jordaina :) 
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