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Chapter 1



Oh look, another glorious morning. Makes me sick!

Winifred Sanderson, Hocus Pocus





The day Felicia White went missing, I was unhappily oblivious. In fact, I was drowning in my unwanted new life, so it was impossible for me to notice much of anything.

For the past two weeks, I had been running the familys business, which was a bookstore soup shop. (Or a soup shop bookstore, whichever way you wanted to think of it.) My Auntie Prudence had died two weeks and one day ago under suspicious circumstances, and I had been thrust into the role of her replacement.

It was a bad fit. I wasnt a reader, and I didnt know how to cook.

I was also most definitely not a morning person. I had run the lighthousea nighttime activityfor so many years that I had practically turned into Dracula. But now the alarm rang at 3:30 in the morning, and I had to drag myself up and get to work.

This cant be happening, I moaned, slapping at the alarm to shut it up. The house was dark, and I turned on the gaslight by my bed. The blue flame lit up the shadows in the corners of my large bedroom. My aunts didnt trust electricity, so we had never updated the house attached to the lighthouse from gas.

I waited for the sounds of mysterious bumps in the night or the hint of ghostly apparitions, but our Victorian house seemed like it was sleeping in this morning.

Lucky, I complained, envious. I didnt think I could ever become a morning person. It just wasnt in my DNA. I yawned and padded my way barefoot to the bathroom down the hall. I turned on the tap in the sink and washed my face with cold water. I combed my long black hair with my fingers and lavender oil and tamed it into a thick braid that hung down my back to my waist. I took my nightgown off and slipped on a long flowy baby-blue dress and belted it with a golden cord.

Damn it. I forgot, I said out loud and took the dress off again. Since I was now working in public and not alone in the house all the time with my aunts, I had been informed that I had to wear a bra. I took the white bra that I had bought at JCPenney off the hook on the bathroom door and hooked myself into it. 

Why do women do this to themselves? I asked my reflection in the mirror. I leaned forward and squinted, looking deeper into the corners of the mirror. There was nothing there but the reflection of the white wall behind me and two towel racks. Fine. I dont need you, anyway, I told the empty room.

Once I was dressed and my breasts were secure, I walked downstairs. I gathered my purse off the hook by the front door and slipped into leather flip-flops with purple tassels that I had left there the night before.

There you are, Auntie Ida said, making me jump slightly in surprise. She was already dressed in her overalls, and her hair was tied up in a bandana, like she was Rosie the Riveter. She handed me a large basket. I made a double batch of muffins and croissants for the morning crowd, just in case you cant get it moving in time.

I took the heavy basket from her. Its a soup shop. Why do we serve breakfast?

Auntie Ida shrugged. Folks got used to Prudences homemade breads with their soups and then they wanted them in the morning, too. And once they had the breads, they needed coffee and tea to go with it.

Ugh, coffee, I complained. Its like a religion with these people. They want me to make pictures with cream in their cups. The next person who asks for a damned cream picture in their coffee, Im going curdle their cream and give them the runs for three days.

Yes, I had a bad attitude, but getting drafted and forced to change my whole life had given me a bad attitude. I had been perfectly nice when I had been left to my own devices running the lighthouse.

You cant do that, Auntie Ida said, chewing on her lower lip.

Dont worry. I wont, I said. The Bright family had to be careful about stuff like that. Historically, when we got in trouble, we got in trouble big time. Trouble had cost my mother her life when I was only just born, and my aunts had been warning me against trouble ever since.

I kissed Auntie Ida on the forehead, and she opened the door for me. Be careful of the wind. Its changing, she warned.

It already changed, I muttered under my breath, thinking of Auntie Prudence.

The changes arent done yet.

Whats next? I asked, looking over my shoulder at her. Auntie Ida had a sense for bad things, whereas I lived in the dark for most everything.

Something big.

I walked down the steep hill from the house toward Sea Breeze Avenue. This road was private and not well kept, mainly because we didnt normally welcome guests, so we liked to keep the road difficult to navigate.

And it was definitely difficult to navigate. Unlit, I was careful to lift my feet high when I walked so that I wouldnt trip over the large, mismatched cobblestones that had been set wide apart at irregular intervals.

Down below me, the town of Sea Breeze, California, was dark. It was that awkward time between night and day when the streetlights werent on. There wasnt a sign of a car or any movement at all. In the near distance, I could hear the waves crashing on shore, and I breathed the scent of the salt air in deep.

Ah, thats better, I thought. This is what I like the best, the sea air and solitude. I was not exactly a people person. It wasnt that I was anti-social. It was just that I wasnt used to being around folks very much.

Making it down the hill, I turned right onto Sea Breeze Avenue toward the shop. Auntie Prudence had opened the shop here in Sea Breeze before Sea Breeze was even a town. We had moved here to the border of Mexico to find sanctuary all those years ago. Auntie Ida, Auntie Prudence, Auntie Tilly, and I lived in the Victorian house that was attached to the lighthouse, which we had built overlooking Sea Breeze. Auntie Prudence had insisted on opening the shop and making actual money.

It had worked. I ran the lighthouse, Auntie Ida did her experiments, Auntie Tilly wandered away and didnt come back, and Auntie Prudence worked at the shop. So, Auntie Ida, Auntie Prudence, and I had fallen into a content life together.

But that was then. This was now.

I paused a moment and fought the urge to turn around and return to the house. I had gotten the same urge every day since Auntie Prudence died and I started running her shop.

Dread.

There was nothing worse than dread.

It was worse than fear. At least I thought it was worse. I had never been afraid of anything, so I didnt know for sure.

I closed my eyes, and in a moment of lunacy, I sent a prayer to the heavens that I would be scared of something. Something big. 

If I got a big scare, I could forget about dread, I figured. And boredom.

And soup. 

Soup was very hard to make. It seemed simple, but there was nothing simple about it.

I opened my eyes and gave a little shout in surprise. Down the street, a blue glow was moving from side to side.

Like the Blue Fairy, I thought. But fairies didnt exist.

As I walked, I kept an eye on the blue glow. By the time that I walked a block, it had turned toward the beach and vanished. By the time that I walked the second block and arrived at the shop, there was still no sign of it.

The soup shop was in a large one-story building, with three-story-high ceilings. It was made of mahogany and looked out of place among the squat buildings in the seaside town. Two of the shops regulars, Irving and Doris Lansing, were waiting by the front door for me.

Oh, good. There you are. Prudence was always open by now, Doris said.

I put the basket down and fished the shops skeleton key out of my purse. My alarm didnt go off, I lied, not wanting to tell them about my dread.

Whats that you brought? Irving asked, taking a gander at the basket on the ground. It smells like the day I won the winning touchdown in college. Best day of my life.

My aunt made some baked goods for the breakfast crowd, I said.

Thats us. Were the breakfast crowd, Doris said, as if she was thrilled to be the breakfast crowd.

I opened the door and was greeted by a musty cloud. It was the quintessential smell of old buildings. Give me a second to light the lights, I said.

Let me. Prudence showed me how to do it years ago, Irving said and marched into the shop. Doris followed him, and I was right behind her.

There were six assorted tables in the center of the shop and twenty-five rows of bookshelves to the right when you walked inside. Behind the stacks were another three tables, and they had been dubbed the stacks tables. To the left were four fireplaces of different sizes and depths. There was a cauldron in each.

Four soups of the day. Leave it to Auntie Prudence to be an overachiever.

At the far wall was a little kitchen that was open to the customers and a cash register from 1890 on a butcher block counter.

The ceilings were crisscrossed with thick, mahogany beams. Just like the house, there were no shortage of shadows in the corners when Irving lit up the gas lights.

I put the basket on the counter next to the cash register and my purse down behind it. I wrapped a white apron around me and filled the large coffeepot with coffee grounds and water.

Look what an old prospector gave me! Auntie Prudence had told me years and years before, showing me the ugly pot. It had been used to make coffee outside over countless fires during countless cattle runs, and she had been thrilled that it was now hers. She had taken great care with it, and it didnt have a spot of rust. Somehow, the old pot made delicious coffee, and it made twenty cups of it at a time, which was a blessing.

Irving and Doris took a seat in the center of the shop, and I set their table with cutlery and plates.

Im not a misogynist, Doris. I just hate women, Irving was telling Doris, as I put his plate down in front of him.

Thats what misogynist means, Doris insisted.

No, it doesnt. Youre mixing up misogynist with racist, Irving said, spitting as he spoke.

Racist is when you hate people who arent white, Doris insisted.

Thats ridiculous. Todd is my best friend, and he has Crohns disease. His face is as red as a beet. So I cant be racist, Irving said, spitting more.

Doris slapped her forehead and shook her head. Not Crohns disease. Rosacea. He has rosacea. Thats why hes red. And I dont think that counts as not being white.

Well, now youre not making any sense at all, Doris, Irving said, deflated.

The door opened, and Rocky Montana walked in. Since I had lived a good portion of my life locked up in the lighthouse, I didnt know too many townspeople, but Rocky had a mobile knife sharpening business, and my family had used his services at the house on more than one occasion. Auntie Prudence used him regularly since she only owned two knives, and she cut a crapload of vegetables for her soups.

Hey there, Agatha, Rocky greeted me with a salute and a smile. He was somewhere in his sixties. His face was leathered from years of a deep tan, and wrinkles crisscrossed his skin like it was a treasure map. From experience, I knew that Rocky had a hearty appetite, but the calories didnt attach themselves to him. He was rail-thin, and his clothes hung on him like they were trying to escape.

I could smell your coffee from outside. I had to stop in early for a cup, he said.

Sure thing. Itll just be a minute, I said. It had turned out that coffee was the one thing that I could make as well as Auntie Prudence. The rest was hit or miss.

Rocky waved at Irving and Doris and took a seat at the table next to them.

See? Irving said to Doris, as he gestured wildly in Rockys direction. Im not a misogynist. Rockys browner than a shoe and just as leathery.

I keep forgetting to use sunscreen, Rocky said, touching his face.

Misogynist means you hate women! Doris exclaimed, obviously exasperated.

I fetched the coffee and poured three cups. Then, I served assorted baked goods and returned to the little kitchen. On the back wall, there was a safe behind a picture of dogs playing poker. I opened it and took out Auntie Prudences cookbook. The book was bound in cracked black leather, and the pages were yellow with age and stained with food. Auntie Prudence had put notes in the margins. All I had to do was follow the directions, and I would be fine, one of the notes explained.

Since today was Wednesday, the soups of the day were carrot, spicy chicken tortilla, lentil, and million-year soup, which was supposed to make folks live a million years, according to my aunt. I snickered. Nobody in Sea Breeze was going to live for a million years, no matter how much million-year soup they ate. I was older than dirt, and I never ate a drop.

I looked a lot younger than my age. Folks around town told me I looked about thirty years old, but I was a lot older than that, and my aunts were a lot older than I was. Older-than-Methuselah kind of old.

I lit large fires in the four fireplaces. Outside, the sun was starting to rise, and muted light began to filter in through the windows. Even with the front windows and the fireplaces going every day, the shop stayed cool and dark all year long. 

Through the windows, I could just make out Sea Breeze starting to come to life. Across the street, morning walkers were heading to the beach, through the small park. A couple of musclebound men were working out at the workout stations next to the doughnut shop.

Turning back to the kitchen, I set to work on the carrot soup. The secret to this soup was the brie cheese, according to Auntie Prudence. And the butter. Gobs and gobs of butter imported from the Swiss Alps. I was halfway through chopping ten pounds of carrots when Mouse Mably walked in. Mouse worked at the shop, mostly baking bread, but she helped out in other ways as well. I thanked the universe every day for Mouses help. There was no way I could have handled the shop without her.

Im so sorry! she squeaked loudly, jogging through the shop toward me in the kitchen. I broke my shoe and had to walk the rest of the way in bare feet. And then I stepped in dog poop!

She looked around at the diners and lowered her voice. Dog poop, she repeated in a whisper when she reached me. Dont worry. I cleaned it up.

Mouse was not quite four-foot-ten, and she had mousy brown hair, cut in a pixie cut. Her round eyes seemed to take up most of her face, and her lips were set in a permanent pink pout. She was wearing cutoffs and a mans t-shirt.

Ill get the bread going, pronto. Did your aunt make muffins again? she asked, looking at Auntie Idas basket.

And croissants.

Yum! she announced and took one out of the basket.

I prepared the rest of the ingredients for the carrot soup and set it to simmer in one of the cauldrons. It was time to start on the million-year soup, which had the most ingredients.

Let me sharpen those knives for you, Rocky said, opening his toolbox on the kitchen counter. I could see you struggling with the carrots from over there.

I didnt want to admit that my hands were the problem and not the knives, so I passed them over to him. As he started to work on the knives, the door opened and a large man walked in.

As soon as he entered, time seemed to stop, and it was like the rest of the world vanished, leaving only him and me.

I froze in place. I couldnt take my eyes off of him, and there was a humming in my ears. I rubbed at them and realized that my mouth was open. He was tall, very tall. He was wearing jeans that fit him perfectly and a V-neck long-sleeved shirt that was pulled in every direction by his wide chest. He had big glasses, brown eyes, and a thick head of curly hair. He took my breath away.

Either that or I was having an aneurysm.

What does an aneurysm feel like? I asked Mouse as she kneaded dough.

What did you say? she asked, looking up. I noticed the second she saw him because she made a squeaking noise, and she threw up her hands, sending the dough flying through the air, narrowly missing Rockys head.

What the heck? Rocky demanded, and thats when he saw the man too. Criminy. Whos that?

There was a loud crash, and Doris shouted Oh, my! sending her coffee mug to the floor as she clutched at her chest.

Everyones mouths were open. I worried that a fly would fly into mine, but I was powerless to close my mouth. It was all I could do not to take a running leap at him, wrap my legs around him and go to town.

Big ideas for a virgin.

The man smiled and locked eyes with me.

Oh my God. Hes looking at me. Hes looking at me.

What am I wearing? 

Am I naked?

Why am I not naked?

A whole slew of crazy thoughts flew through my mind. Thoughts that I had never thought about a living man before.

By the reactions of Mouse and Doris, I knew that I wasnt the only person having those naughty thoughts.

The man reached the kitchen counter. I hear you make a mean cup of coffee, he said.

His breath smelled of Twinkies and something I couldnt place that made my insides grow tight and hot.

You look just like The Rock, Rocky said. Is that your name? The Rock? My names Rocky. Were kind of twins.

Im not The Rock, but I get that a lot, the man said.

Except for your hair, Mouse said, beaming at him like he was the second coming. Your hair is all Bruno Mars. And your glasses are amazing. Really amazing! She squeaked the last sentence and then covered her mouth with her hand as her face turned bright red in embarrassment.

Sonofabitch! Rocky yelled and held up his hand. Blood dripped from it, where he had accidentally cut into his flesh while handling one of my knives. Ive never done that before. Oh, no. Blood.

His face drained completely of color, as he stared in horror, transfixed by his bleeding hand. B…b…b…blood, he moaned and his eyes rolled back in his head.

Not so fast, the man said calmly and caught Rocky as he fainted dead away. The big man laid Rocky on the floor and raised his feet. It did the trick. Rockys eyes fluttered as he came to. There you go. Youre coming back now.

Hes like Superman and Marcus Welby all at the same time, Doris gushed, still clutching her chest at her table.

What the hells going on? Irving demanded. What the hells happening? What the hell…holy crap. What the hell is that?

With all of the commotion surrounding the beautiful stranger and the bleeding, I hadnt noticed that the door had opened again. This time another man walked in. He was wild-eyed and obviously in some kind of distress.

And he was naked.

And he was glowing.

He was glowing a nice sky blue color.

Area 38! he yelled.

The man who looked like The Rock cocked his head to the side and smiled. Now theres something you dont see every day.

Area 38! the glowing man yelled, again, lunging forward. I backed up against the wall in an effort at self-preservation. He didnt seem to be armed, but he was naked and glowing, and that didnt scream safe to me.

The man who looked like The Rock approached the glowing man. He had an easygoing way about him, and the glowing man relaxed visibly around him, as if The Rock was a criminal whisperer. 

Let me help you, man, he said. His voice was deep and silky smooth. A warm wave of wonderful washed through me. I wondered if he recorded the tapes that people used to tame their anxiety attacks and get a good nights sleep. Im here for you, bro.

The glowing man blinked rapidly, like he was waking from anesthesia and had forgotten that he had gone in for surgery in the first place. Hey, I recognize you. He pointed a glowing finger at The Rock and smiled. Youre a fighter, right? Remington Cumberbatch. Remington the Death Clutch Cumberbatch.

Remington Cumberbatch. It was a mouthful of a name, I thought. Then, I felt myself blush at the thought of him being a mouthful. Wow, I had never had so many dirty thoughts in my life.

Well, almost never.

Remington smiled again, showing his beautiful white teeth. Death Clutch is my old fighter name. I go by Remington Knockout Cumberbatch, now. And Im only part-time in the octagon these days. Im a detective for the Sea Breeze Police Department.

A detective for the Sea Breeze Police Department? He must have just arrived, or for sure, someone would have noticed him before. The headquarters were only a block away from the shop. Remington Knockout Cumberbatch would only be a block away. The thought made me hot all over.

I need a glass of cold water, I said out loud.

Me, too, Mouse squeaked, fanning herself with her floury hand.

Help. Blood. Help, Rocky moaned on the floor. He tried to get up, but he fell back down in slow motion, as if someone had removed his bones.

I got you there, brother, Remington announced and dove for him. 

He made it to Rocky, but the glowing man took that moment to shout, Area 38! again and made a beeline for the door.

The glowing, naked man was faster than one would expect, since he was barefoot, and I would have thought he would have to be careful about his swinging private parts. Remington took a second to make sure Rocky was still alive and then he bolted for the door after the glowing man. 

When they were gone, the shop fell into an unnatural quiet.

What the hell is going on? Irving demanded loudly after a moment. Blue men shouldnt be allowed to just walk around wherever they want with their peckers in the wind! He wagged his finger at his wife. And dont tell me Im misogynist just because I dont like blue people!

Thats not misogynist, Irving! she yelled back at him, exasperated. Thats racist!




Chapter 2



Double, double, toil, and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble.

William Shakespeare, Macbeth





I didnt see Remington or the glowing man again that morning. After a couple of hours of normalcy, I had almost convinced myself that it had all been some kind of delusion, brought on by the trauma of my forced career change. But since Remington and the glowing man were both the talk of the shop, I knew that they had been real.

Ill have a bowl of carrot soup and a couple slices of Mouses sourdough, Amy Hawthorne ordered at around 11:30. And a couple saucers of milk for the cats, she added.

Amy was a professional cat walker in Sea Breeze, and she had brought three cats into the shop on leashes. The leashes were attached to a custom-made belt on Amys waist. The cats wandered around the table legs, getting tangled in the leashes. They didnt seem particularly happy to be walked, but Amy didnt seem particularly worried about that.

Wheres the man? she asked me.

The man who glowed?

No, the man. The man.

Oh, Remington. Hes a new detective in town.

Amys eyes grew wide. Hes a local? He moved here? I heard that hes six-foot-eight, and he looks like The Rock.

Six-foot-eight might be a stretch.

I heard that Mouse nearly swallowed her tongue when she saw him, and you had to drive an EpiPen into her thigh for her to survive, Amy continued, over the moon with the idea at Mouses almost demise at the sight of Remington.

I dont remember an EpiPen, but she had to make a second batch of multi-grain, I explained.

The shop was bustling with customers. Outside, Sea Breeze was a hive of activity. We had very little tourism in town because the water was infected with sewage from Tijuana. So, no one was in the water, and only a few were on the beach. But the long pier across the street that ran far into the ocean was packed with fishermen catching their lunch, unafraid of sewage in their fish and chips. There were also runners getting their steps in, and mothers pushing baby strollers. 

At the end of the pier, the tackle shop was doing bang-up business. Back at the start of the pier and to the right was a workout area, and a handful of muscle-bound folks were pumping iron. The doughnut shop was doing a bang-up business, and there was no shortage of weed smokers in the park. No sign of hot cops or glowing men. 

I recognized several of the people coming and going, but the Bright family had kept to ourselves for years, and we didnt get out much. Auntie Prudence was different, though. She loved her shop, and she loved meeting and knowing as many people as she could from Sea Breeze. And then everything had ended for Auntie Prudence in a sudden and tragic way. The Bright women were used to injustice, but losing Auntie Prudence hit us all hard.

I poured soup into a bowl for Amy and served her. The door opened, and three young men entered. Two of them were wearing cargo shorts, and the third was wearing baggy jeans. They all wore t-shirts with writing on them. Two were about Star Wars and the third was about Star Trek.

I directed them to a table, but they made it clear that they hadnt come in to eat. Were gathering intel, one of the men told me. Area 38, he added in a conspiratorial whisper.

There was a man here before, talking about Area 38, I said.

Shhh! one of them hissed. This is top secret.

Are you with the government? They didnt look like they were with the government. They looked like they had escaped from Comic-Con.

One of them laughed. Were not from the government. Were blowing the lid off the government.

Were going to reveal all about Area 38, another one said.

I leaned forward. Whats Area 38? Does it make people glow?

So, its true. The man really did glow, one of the men said. Brothers, its true!

His brothers slapped hands, like they had just discovered penicillin. I was sort of curious, too. After all, in all my many years on this Earth, I had never seen a man glow before. 

Whats Area 38? I asked, keeping my voice low.

Secret government experiments. Damned fascist Nazis, one of the brothers explained.

Fascist Nazis are bad, I agreed. What kind of experiments?

Experiments that make men glow, for one. And worse. Much worse, another brother said.

Worse sounds bad, I breathed.

What did the glowing man do when he was here? one of them asked me.

He was agitated. And naked. He yelled a lot about Area 38. Then, he ran out of the shop, and a police detective ran after him. He might have arrested him, but I dont know. I didnt hear from either of them, again.

One of the brothers slapped his chest and sucked in air. Do you hear that? The local police are in on it. The conspiracy is locked and loaded in Sea Breeze. This is big. Ill take the carrot soup, by the way. And some of your homemade cinnamon bread.

I took their orders. We were deep in the lunch rush now, the busiest time of the day. The door opened again, and a couple came in. They were deep in conversation and walked directly to one of the tables behind the stacks. I recognized them as semi-regulars. They didnt come in every day, but they came in at least once a week. Normally, they sat at a table in the center of the shop, but whatever they were talking about seemed serious, and I assumed they wanted the privacy that the stacks tables afforded. I didnt know their names, but they looked like they were married and in their forties. They were attractive and well-dressed, which in this town, meant that they were wearing closed-toed shoes.

Todays soups are carrot, spicy chicken tortilla, lentil, and million-year, I told them as they sat down.

Ill have the chicken tortilla and some baguette, the man ordered.

Ill have the million-year. I plan on living forever, the woman said. Something passed unsaid between them, but I didnt know what.

I turned around to get their meals when Frances Finkelstein approached their table. She was one of the few people in Sea Breeze who I knew. Frances was a regular and ran the local real estate office and fudge shop. There wasnt much demand for property in Sea Breeze because of the sewage problem, so Frances had to branch out to sweets to make a living.

But that didnt stop her from trying. She was always working, trying to sell a house. She had even braved visiting our house on more than one occasion.

Folks from San Diego would be chomping at the bit to get their hands on this historical wonder, she told Auntie Ida one day, standing on our front porch. Auntie Ida didnt let her into the house, of course, let alone let her sell it. We were planning on living there until we died, if that ever happened, or when the tide would turn against us, again, and we would have to move.

Today, Frances was wearing a cheap business suit and pantyhose with beige pumps. Her hair was sprayed so that it hovered around her head like a brown shower cap. She had blue eye shadow on her eyelids and red lipstick on her lips, which had been smeared slightly from the lentil soup she had ordered for lunch.

Felicia, she sang at the woman who planned on living forever. Im so glad we ran into each other. I wanted to talk to you about…

Felicia cut her off with a wave of her hand. Not interested right now, Frances. Cant you see were trying to have a private conversation?

Of course, Frances said, never losing her smile. This will only take a minute. We really need to talk about…

No, Felicia interrupted, sternly. Go back to your table. Were busy. If we want to talk to you, we know your number.

But… Frances said.

No, Felicia said, sternly. I wont get into this with you today. Read the room, bitch.

Francess jaw clenched, and then she smiled, again. Sure thing, she said, brightly.

She turned around and walked back to her table. She threw me a look and put her hands out, palms up, as if to say, Whatcha gonna do?

I got back to work, serving lunch with Mouse. Most of the tables were full of diners, and we were almost out of carrot soup. I made a mental note to prepare more of that one next time. It was the brie in the soup that sold them. It got them every time.

I carried a pitcher of water around the shop and filled glasses and a bowl for Amys cats. When I got to the stacks tables, Felicia put her hand over her glass. Youre not serving me from that when you just served the cats, she spat, loudly.

I looked at the pitcher. I didnt touch the cat bowl with it.

I dont care. Im not drinking from the same container that served those filthy cats. She stood and walked around the stacks. She pointed at Amy, who was also standing and looking around, as if she was searching for the person who had insulted her feline clients. Walking cats is stupid! Insane! Why dont you get a real job and stop torturing us with your stupid, filthy cats?

The shop grew quiet. At least half of a dozen diners stopped eating, and their soup spoons hovered halfway between their bowls and their mouths. I could practically see smoke come out of Amys nose, but her cats seemed perfectly content at being insulted. I wondered if I was going to have to stop a fight between Felicia and Amy.

What a crazy day I was having. Life in my lighthouse was so much more relaxing. I sighed again and wondered at the injustice of Auntie Prudences death.

Ill have you know that cats enjoy being walked! Amy yelled at Felicia from across the room. You take that back right now, or Ill…

Or youll do nothing! Felicia yelled back. She returned to her chair and sat down, hiding once again in the stacks. She and her husband resumed their hushed conversation.

Mouse gave Amy a hug. I just took a batch of scones out of the oven. Ill bring you two. On the house, she said to her.

With clotted cream? Amy asked, hopefully.

The door opened again, and another couple walked in. I didnt know their names, but they were regulars. They came in every day after pumping iron, outside across the street. They were both in perfect shape. The woman was in even better shape than the man. She had muscles everywhere. Even her neck looked like it could do damage. He was muscle-bound too, but he looked more relaxed about it. Maybe because his shirt was looser than hers.

Mouse took their orders, and I wasnt surprised when I heard them order the million-year soup and refuse the carb-laden bread. The lunch rush was slowing down. Most of the diners were finishing up and paying their bills. I rang up a few of them and cleared the tables. When I was washing down one of them, the door opened, again.

An older man wearing skinny jeans, biker boots, a t-shirt, leather jacket, and a spiky gray Mohawk with more than a little gel. He wore chains, too. The real kind of chains, the kind used to chain things, and he was carrying an armful of posters.

As soon as he entered, he stopped and did a rock n roll pose. A couple of middle-aged women in the shop screamed, and a few older men stood and cheered him. Eddie Acid! a woman screamed, and a man fanned her with his hand.

Its me! Eddie Acid! the rocker announced. He bowed to the diners in the shop and walked directly toward me. You must be Prudences replacement. She probably talked to you about me. Eddie Acid.

I had never heard of him before, but Auntie Prudence didnt talk much about her work. When she was home, she talked about home things.

I nodded. Of course she did, I lied. Youre Eddie Acid.

He pointed at me, as if his finger was a gun. The first punk rocker. The greatest punk rocker. The number one citizen of Sea Breeze.

Eddie Acid! a woman screamed and lunged for him, but her husband dragged her away and out the door.

Eddie posed again and showed me one of his posters. Do I have your permission to put one of these in the window?

Sure, I said. There were already a handful of posters on the windows, so I didnt think another one would hurt. Whats the Punk Rock Knitting Championship? I asked, reading the poster.

Glad you asked, sweetheart. Eddie cleared his throat and faced the diners in the shop, like he was running for Congress. Ladies and gentlemen, Im happy to announce that Sea Breeze will be hosting the first annual Punk Rock Knitting Championship next week. Its like a dance-a-thon but with knitting. So, get to practicing. There will be a sign-up table at the lifeguard tower. Im putting up the prize money. Two thousand dollars!

There was a general murmur of excitement and awe. Eddie walked around the shop, answering questions about the knitting championship.

Oh, I love to knit, Mouse told me. Im going to win that two thousand dollars and buy an electric bicycle. Itll change my life. Are you going to enter the competition?

I dont know how to knit, I told her. I also didnt know how to ride a bicycle, and I didnt know what I would spend two thousand dollars on. I had everything I wanted, and if we ever needed something, it sort of showed up, like the time the oven broke and a new one appeared in its place the next day.

We have such a thoughtful house, Auntie Prudence said that day, looking at the new oven in our kitchen. It always knows just what we need. And look, the oven has six burners. What luxury!

Mouse and I closed the shop at four oclock in the afternoon. Are you sure you dont want me to clean up? Mouse asked me as I shut the door behind us.

No, itll get done, I said.

Thats what Prudence always said, and she was right. Every morning, the shop was spic-and-span. You guys must have a great cleanup crew.

The best. I never have to tell them what to do, I said. The cleanup crew wasnt exactly what Mouse thought it was, but if I told her the truth, she would probably get me locked up. 

We left the shop, and I locked the door with the skeleton key. Mouse went to the right, and I went to the left down Sea Breeze Avenue. As I got closer to home, I felt a familiar feeling of relief, and when I turned onto our long dirt road up to the house, I took a deep, healing breath. Working in the soup shop wasnt bad, but I still felt out of place, like I was invading Prudences space. And I so missed my lighthouse. Although today had more than its share of excitement. Between Remington, the glowing man, Area 38, Felicia and her fights, and Rockys accident, I had forgotten about my dread for a good part of the day.

Finally walking up the steps to the front porch of our house, the door opened before I had a chance to touch the doorknob.

Get in, quick, Auntie Ida said, pulling me inside by the hand.

Whats wrong? Did something happen to the house?

Auntie Idas face had drained of color, and her eyes were wild. Her hair had escaped her bandana and was flying every which way, and her overalls were undone, revealing her checked shirt.

Not the house. The wind. The winds changed. Big time changed. Not changed like I said it was changed. But really changed. And you know what that means, Auntie Ida said.

I had no idea what that meant. What does that mean? I breathed, afraid of the answer.

At that moment, the doorbell rang. Auntie Ida and I jumped a foot in the air and clutched onto each other for support.

Dont answer it, Auntie Ida ordered. I could feel her tremble against me.

The doorbell rang again, and it was followed by pounding on the door. We have to open it, I said. What if the shop burned down? 

What was that? Auntie Ida said, pointing at my face.

I touched my face. What?

That. You want the shop to burn down.

No, I dont, I lied.

She pointed at me, again. There. You did it again. You want the shop to burn down. Listen, the shop is your thing now. Prudence said so.

When did she say that?

The doorbell rang again. I ignored Auntie Ida and opened it, just to change the topic of conversation.

Outside, a woman was standing on the front porch, and she looked royally pissed off at having been kept waiting. I knew her face well. I had grown up with her face. 

But I thought her face was dead.

Prudence? I asked her.




Chapter 3


Man produces evil as a bee produces honey.

William Golding



Auntie Prudence? I repeated, dumbstruck. It was all I could do not to pass out. It was all I could do to keep breathing. My beloved Auntie Prudence was standing in front of me, even though she had died two weeks and one day ago under mysterious circumstances. I had seen her body after she died. Auntie Ida and I had buried her in the backyard in a coffin that Auntie Ida made for her out of driftwood and hand-fashioned copper nails. We had mourned her loss. We had packed away her clothes. I had taken over her shop.

But here she was, standing on the front porch. Breathing. She didnt look like a ghost. She looked real and alive. Her skin was lightly tanned. Her cheeks were pink. I stuck my index finger out and poked her middle. Yep, she felt like herself. Trim but slightly soft from a life of fresh-baked bread and Auntie Idas homemade midnight treats.

But after a couple seconds of staring at her, I realized that Auntie Prudence didnt exactly look like herself. She was slightly different, like one of those puzzles in a kids magazine that asks to notice the differences in a picture. 

Her hair was tied up high on her head when she normally wore it tied low. And her clothes looked like they came out of Katharine Hepburns wardrobe, not Auntie Prudences closet. 

And there was something else. Something about her demeanor. Where Auntie Prudence was sweet and patient, this woman gave off a distinct ballbreaker stink. Then, it dawned on me. I knew who she was, and she wasnt Auntie Prudence.

I squinted at her and took a closer look. Auntie Tilly? I breathed.

Of course its your Auntie Tilly, she spat, pushing me aside so she could enter the house. Who the hell do you think I am? Ida, make me some of your terrible pancakes. Ive come all the way from New Mexico, and my dogs are barking.

Auntie Ida and I trotted behind her, as she marched into the kitchen. Auntie Tilly and Auntie Prudence were twins, but I hadnt seen Auntie Tilly in years. Lots of years. Lots and lots and lots of years. She had gone wandering and didnt bother coming back.

But now she was back.

You walked all the way here? Auntie Ida asked, breathless, as she gathered the ingredients to make Auntie Tilly pancakes. 

No, thats just an expression. I took Southwest Airlines, but nobody bothered to pick me up at the airport, so I had to take a taxi here and lug my bags up the road myself because the cabbie got goosebumps when he got near, Auntie Tilly explained.

Auntie Ida and I nodded. The house was different things to different people. It had a few tricks to ward off unwanted visitors. For example, the five stairs up the porch could turn into a hundred for someone who was really unwanted.

That reminds me. Bring in my luggage, Agatha, Auntie Tilly ordered.

Wait a second. Whatre you doing here? I asked.

The wind, Auntie Ida answered for her.

Yep. Big change of wind. Big, Auntie Tilly said. Im here for a while. Im going to take care of the lighthouse.

What? I said. No! Now that youre here, you can take over the shop, and I can go back to my lighthouse.

Auntie Tilly and Auntie Ida shook their heads in unison as if they were being pulled by the same string. The shops yours now. Prudence said so, Auntie Ida said.

I put my hands on my hips. When? When did she say so? This doesnt make sense. Tomorrow I have to make chili. Do you know how much pressure that is? Truckers come in from all over for Auntie Prudences chili. Auntie Tilly could make that without a moments thought.

Thats true. I make a mean chili, Auntie Tilly said. But Prudence was crystal clear about this. The shop is yours. Its your destiny. Your destiny starts with the wind change. You cant get clearer than that.

I stomped my foot on the tile floor. Its not clear at all, I exclaimed. It doesnt make any sense. Why is cooking soup my destiny?

Do you want syrup with your pancakes, or do you want some of my gooseberry jam? Auntie Ida asked Auntie Tilly, changing the subject. I just put some up last week. Its so good, youll want to slap someone.

I always want to slap someone. But give me some of that jam, anyway, Auntie Tilly said.

I would have picked you up from the airport, if you had bothered to inform us that you were arriving, Auntie Ida told Auntie Tilly.

Auntie Tilly shook her head, vehemently. No way. You cant drive, and any other means of transportation would have garnered too much unwanted attention.

Ive been meaning to get that Uber thing, Auntie Ida said, stirring the pancake batter.

You need a phone for that, Auntie Tilly said.

Oh, I definitely dont want a phone, Auntie Ida said.

Whats happening here? I demanded. Is the conversation about me over? What about my destiny? What about my lighthouse?

There was a creaking sound from the other side of the house, as if someone was walking on the old floorboards. Immediately, we shut up and listened, craning our heads to see if there was something to be seen. But the sound wasnt followed by another one, and there was nothing to see except for our old, beloved home.

Whats going on? Awfully quiet around here, Auntie Tilly said, looking straight at me.

Its been quiet for nearly a year, Auntie Ida answered for me, as she flipped a pancake on the stove. 

Why? What happened? Auntie Tilly asked, looking at me, again.

Im being saved from heartache, I said and fought back tears that were stinging my eyes. I didnt want to go into detail. The details were way too painful.

I should have come home earlier, Auntie Tilly said. Obviously, everythings gone to hell in a handbasket. Its not right. It shouldnt be this quiet. My niece shouldnt be lonely. But I was needed in Goodnight. They couldnt have gotten along without me, you know.

We ate pancakes with gooseberry jam for dinner and caught up with Auntie Tilly. I brought in her luggage and set her up in her old room. I checked on the lighthouse to make sure everything was being taken care of in my absence. Then, I went to bed early.

I took a shower, brushed my teeth, and dressed in my nightgown. I turned the lights off in my room and laid down in my bed, pulling the covers up under my chin. What a day. The wind had changed, all right. The soup shop had turned into a circuss center ring. It might have been the focus of a government conspiracy. I still didnt know what Area 38 was, and what it had to do with a glowing man.

And then there was Auntie Tilly. The wind must have really changed if she had come back to stay. 

I turned over in bed and fluffed my pillow to try and get comfortable. I wanted to talk about all this with someone. I used to have someone to talk to about my days and about my feelings. But that someone had disappeared, went away supposedly to save me from heartbreak.

But his disappearance had left me heartbroken. 

Where are you? I said out loud, but there wasnt an answer.
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Chili was not invented in Chile, Irving, Doris told her husband, as I handed them their second bowl of chili. It had turned out good today. Not as good as Auntie Prudences, but good enough to make diners ask for seconds. It was eleven oclock, and the shop was packed with the lunch crowd.

Of course, it was. Chili. Chile. Theyre the same word. Why do you think that is, genius? Irving said with his mouth full of chili.

Its not the same word. Theyre spelled differently, Doris said. Chilis from Texas. Everyone knows that.

Chile is not in Texas, Doris. Its a completely different country, Irving insisted.

Doris pointed at him with her fork. I wonder if this fork could go right through your face.

A table of truckers paid, and I cleared off their table. The door opened, and the workout couple came in. I had seen the woman earlier in the day, doing her jumping jacks outside across the street, but her husband hadnt been with her. Now, he was wearing a suit that was a little too big for him, and she was still in her workout clothes. I sat them at the truckers old table.

Todays soups are beef and barley, vegetable, chili, and loaded potato. Mouse made cornbread thats going fast, if youre interested, I told them.

We dont eat bread, the woman informed me.

I could go for some cornbread, the man countered. Do you have that good butter from Switzerland that Prudence always went on about?

Yes. Of course, I said. The woman shot him a death stare, a stare that only a woman who worked out every day of her life could.

Well both take the vegetable soup, she said, and he nodded. 

Phew. People were so weird about food. This one wouldnt eat gluten. That one didnt eat dairy. The other one was on a low carb diet. Another one was vegan. It made me crazy. I should have changed the menu to one soup per day and made them all love it or leave it.

I went back to the kitchen and cut the man a large slab of cornbread and spooned a big dollop of butter on top. The front door opened, and even before I looked up, I knew that Remington was back.

I could feel his presence. My arms sprouted goosebumps, and I felt younger. Schoolgirl younger. I was surprised to realize that I was fighting off a case of the giggles. Oh, geez. Why was I getting this reaction to a man?

I lifted my head and saw him. He was just as sexy as he was yesterday, but he was wearing a fitted suit now. He nodded at me and walked my way with a definite purpose. My body clenched in some weird turned-on exercise, and I got giddy with the possible reasons for his visit.

Are you going to ask me out? Are you going to ask me to marry you? I should have worn earrings. I look good in earrings. 

Once again, the sight of Remington provoked a whole litany of crazy thoughts in my head. I willed myself not to giggle or throw myself on top of him or flip my hair back, like I was Farrah Fawcett. Just act normal. Act like you dont care. Act like hes not sexy at all.

Were full up, but if you want to wait a few minutes, a table should clear, I told him when he reached me. My voice came out like I had a frog in my throat. I tried to clear it, but I sounded like I was choking.

Are you all right? he asked me.

I grabbed a glass of water and gulped half of it down. Yes. Sorry about that.

Im not here to eat. Im here on professional business.

The noise in the shop died down, and more than one head turned in our direction. Is this about the glowing man? I whispered to him.

No. He got away and hasnt been seen since. This is more serious than that.

Area 38? I whispered, leaning toward him.

No. Ive come to ask you a few questions about a disappearance, he said seriously. He never lost eye contact with me. I felt naked under his gaze. I was sure that my pupils were dilated and my face was bright red, but I was too embarrassed to break eye contact and look away.

Look, its the detective, Mouse squeaked loudly. She was walking out of the stacks with an armful of dirty plates, and when she saw Remington, her hands flew to her face, like she was starring in Home Alone. The plates went flying. 

Incoming! Remington shouted, and half of the diners covered their heads in an act of self-preservation. The dishes rained down and crashed on the floor, narrowly missing Irvings head.

Sorry! I announced. Just a slight mishap!

Its him! Its him! Mouse continued, walking in Remingtons direction, like she was a zombie with a big craving for Remington brains.

Why dont you look like that in a suit? Doris asked Irving.

Nobody looks like that in a suit, Doris, he replied. Not even the cop. Its an optical illusion. Probably done with mirrors.

The shop cleared out of a few diners, who werent thrilled that dishes were raining down on their lunches, and I helped Mouse clean up her mess. When we were done, she went to the kitchen to drink ice water.

May we talk privately? Remington asked me.

I pointed at myself. Me?

And me, he said.

Uh, I managed and pointed at the stacks. He followed me behind the books, and we sat at a stacks table. We were all alone behind the bookshelves. Just him and me. Me and him. His muscles and my virginity. He smiled at me, and I realized that my mouth was open. Uh, I said, again.

A womans disappeared, he said, finally.

A womans disappeared, I repeated.

Felicia White.

Felicia White.

She was last seen here at your shop.

She was last seen here at your shop.

Remington laid his hand on mine on the table. Are you all right? Youre repeating everything I say.

Im repeating everything you say? I asked and closed my mouth again. I retracted my hand from under his. Im sorry. Its been a long day. What were you saying?

Felicia White. Shes disappeared.

Felicia, I said, rolling the name around in my mouth. I didnt know her last name. She and her husband are semi-regulars. She ordered the million-year soup, and there was something else I cant remember.

Remington took a small notebook and pen out of his jackets inside pocket and took notes. Did she seem agitated? Nervous?

I shook my head. She seemed mean.

Mean to you?

Mean to everyone. But I dont think thats out of character for her. Im not sure. Ive only been running the shop for two weeks. I havent paid that much attention.

Whats the name of the shop? Remington asked. Theres nothing written outside, and nobody seems to know.

What do you want to call it?

Excuse me?

You can call it whatever you want. Its that kind of shop.

He smiled at me and nodded. Cool, he said. A warm wave of wonderful rolled up my back at the sound of his voice. I like your style.

Oh, I breathed. He was awfully handsome. He was rough and tumble in The Rock kind of way, yet dashing and charming in a James Bond kind of way. He was sexy in all kinds of ways.

Anything else? Who was she mean to?

I told him about Felicias conversations with Frances and Amy. She doesnt like cats.

Im a dog guy, myself, Remington said. What about her better half? Did you get a read on the husband?

I dont think I heard him say anything, but they came back here to talk. Its not their regular table.

They wanted privacy.

I nodded. Remington was studying my face. Maybe he was trying to detect if I was lying and I had poisoned Felicias meal and had buried her in the alley behind the shop. But then he pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose and smiled at me.

You have an eye for people, he said and winked.

My hand flew to my chest, and it was all I could do not to say, Oh my.

Anything else? Something that made you feel off? Something uncool?

No, I said but then remembered something. Actually, there was something. Something she said. When she ordered the million-year soup, she said she planned to live forever. I got the chills, and I shivered. Do you think something bad happened to her?

Remington cocked his head to the side. Folks sometimes leave town and dont tell anyone. Maybe she got into a fight with her husband. Maybe she went with a girlfriend to get Botox and didnt bother to tell anyone. Well probably find her, but…

But you think something bad happened to her.

The woman vanished from a small town. Im thinkin thats not chill. Im thinkin the mean girl maybe got too mean for her own health. You get me, Aggie?

I get you, I breathed. He knew my name, and not only did he know my name, he felt comfortable enough to give me a nickname. It was the first time anyone had ever called me by a nickname.

How mean was she to you? he asked and studied me, again. This time, it was definitely the suspicious kind of studying.

She was fine. I get customers like that. It doesnt bother me.

Remington scratched the back of his neck and leaned back in his chair, stretching his long legs out in front of him. Good because folks have been talking smack about you and your family.

Define smack.

Weird stuff. Im a Trekkie and a big Star Wars fan. Stuff like that.

My spine stiffened, and I crossed my arms in front of me. Like I have a spaceship, and I talk to little green men? Stuff like that?

More like the Jedi mind trick stuff. More like the unexplainable stuff.

He was still studying my face. Damn it. My aunts and I had been very careful to lead quiet lives. I wonder just how much unexplainable stuff he was talking about.

I laughed. Unmarried women sure get attention, I said, waving my hand.

I heard more than one whisper that maybe you put something more in your soup than soup.

Are you accusing me of something, Detective? I demanded, crossing my arms in front of myself, again.

Remington raised his hands in surrender. Nope. Im just asking questions. Just doing my job.

Good. I have nothing to hide. Yes, I lied about having something to hide, but I wasnt lying about having nothing to hide about Felicias disappearance.

By the time we walked out from behind the bookshelves, word had gotten around the shop that Felicia had disappeared. Remington winked at me and left the shop on his way to find Frances and Amy, in order to interview them about Felicia.

What happened back there? Mouse asked me urgently when Remington left. Did he touch you?

I showed her my arm. Right above the wrist.

She focused on the spot. Lucky, she breathed. Did he accuse you of murdering Felicia?

Sort of. Was she murdered? What have you heard?

Thousands of things. A couple truckers said she must have been taken by terrorists. Irving said she probably got colitis and had to go to the hospital because that happened to him last year.

I weighed the possibilities. Colitis seemed more likely than terrorists, but anything was possible. For the next hour, I heard all kinds of possibilities. News of Felicias disappearance had spread like wildfire. It was the most exciting thing that had happened in Sea Breeze since the two for one special at the tackle shop last January.

I had to admit that the excitement was contagious. I fielded each conspiracy theory that entered the shop with boundless enthusiasm. I was filled with a crazy desire to know what had happened to Felicia White, the mean girl and semi-regular. 

When a local woman brought in posters about Felicias disappearance, I took one and put it in the shop window. Missing. Have you seen this woman? Felicia White was last seen on Wednesday. Please call if you have any information. Reward offered. There was a phone number and a picture of Felicia riding a horse. I wondered how often she rode a horse. Did she own the horse? Did she compete?

There was a lot I didnt know about Felicia, but suddenly I wanted to know everything about her. And I wanted to solve the mystery of her disappearance. I wanted it more than I wanted to go back to my lighthouse and never come out again. I also needed to clear the Bright name before Remington nosed around us and found out something we didnt want him to find out.

But how could I solve the mystery? I didnt know a thing about mysteries.

I slapped my forehead. Duh. I owned a bookstore. I must have owned hundreds of mysteries.

Do you know anything about mystery novels? I asked Mouse.

Im not much of a reader. Im more of a Netflix binger.

Im an avid mystery reader, Doris announced, overhearing me. She bounded up from her seat. Ill get you started.

She took my hand and tugged me toward the stacks. She gestured to a shelf. Most people make the mistake of going for something modern, she said. Current. Those people are morons. Nothing good has been written since the 1950s. You agree?

She gave me a pointed look, and I figured I should agree. Yes. Nothing after 1950.

Good girl. Now, most amateurs would point you to Agatha Christie, Doris explained. Her voice amped up, and she was talking faster than normal. Theyre not wrong. She is the queen of crime, the maven of murder. So, you cant go wrong with Agatha. Hey, she has the same name as you! I just realized that.

So, should I read her?

Not yet. Let me finish, she said, sternly. Other people would steer you to Arthur Conan Doyle. We both know that would be a mistake. Am I right?

Yes? I said like a question. I was getting lost in the names. Genre fiction was a tough nut to crack.

Yes! So, heres what youre going to do. She took four books off a shelf and handed them to me. Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. Noir. These books will get you into mystery, good and fast. When youre done with those, well start you on Agatha. Doris barked laughter. 
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