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      The caller ID on my desk phone read Unavailable, but the number was from a local area code and I needed a client so I picked up.

      And heard the voice of a ghost.

      “Ursula,” he said in his voice too high for his straight-backed body, “are you still as bodacious as you used to be?”

      I sagged back in my pivoting chair, suddenly thankful for the black mesh letting cool air touch my back. The view outside showed blue skies, gleaming office midrises, trees, the fountain in the roundabout, all in all a gorgeous summer day. But the cold sweat gluing my blouse to my spine was like the dead of winter.

      “Who is this?”

      “Who else ever called you bodacious?”

      Ranger. Not his real name. As a kid, years before I met him in high school, he’d told everyone he was going to join the elite army unit when he grew up and the nickname stuck long after his army aspirations petered out in the juvenile court system.

      A shiver ran down my back. But how?

      “Hey, I thought you were dead,” I said, trying to make a joke of it.

      “I am.”

      “Get the hell out of town.” My voice came quickly and lively while a black pit grew in my stomach.

      “That’s where I am, turns out.”

      “In town? When did you get back—”

      “In hell.”

      Black spots swam in my vision. I leaned forward so that my brow was inches from the empty yellow pads stacked on the glass top. “I don’t do immigration law and I didn’t even know they have phones there.”

      “It’s like the joint. You can get privileges.”

      “You’re learning big words in the prison library?” I said.

      What the hell is happening? Your first boyfriend who you know is dead calls you up and you banter with him?

      “You get time to think, down here.” His voice shifted into a thoughtful register. Maybe it wasn’t him after all, Ranger and thougthful were two words that never went together. “Time to think about everything you did wrong. Time to think about how to make amends.”

      “What’s that got to do with me?” Lightly, but a hollow feeling that always lurked near my awareness leaked through.

      “You were a good girl and you deserved a lot better than me. I want you to have the loot from my last job.”

      My reeling mind found a lifeline. “I’m a member of the state bar. Makes me an officer of the court. I can’t take stolen property.”

      “Twenty years, bodacious U. The statute of limitations expired. Says a lawyer I ran into down here. And I stole it from a meth dealer and he’s down here too. No one else deserves it. You ought to have it.”

      I angled my head to pinch the handset between my shoulder and ear. A pivot to my desk. I pulled a pen out of the cup and clicked it, slid a yellow pad off the stack. First thing, I copied over his phone number from the caller ID. “And where is the loot?”

      “You remember the place we called Heiny’s farm, off state road QQ?”

      The black pit in my stomach grew into a chasm. The lurking feeling oozed out. For once, I was at a loss for words. “Tough to forget.” Tough to forget parking in the woods, miles past the last subdivision. Tough to forget fumbling in the back seat of his dad’s extended cab pickup, him working his hips for ten seconds and me thinking what’s in this for me?

      A missed period, that’s what. And a trip to the clinic to take care of it. Ranger drove me there and back, and he paid for the abortion, I’ll give him that.

      The hollow where the baby had been got worse when Ranger got arrested. Turned out he’d paid for the abortion with money from a convenience store robbery.

      He kept talking. “….halfway between the tallest sycamore and the fence line. Got it?”

      I scratched notes. “Sycamore. Fence.”

      “Weren’t you listening? In the back field, away from the creek.” Something clanked in the background. Really did sound like he called from jail. “Look, they’re going to cut me off. I won’t get another call for a century and the phone lines don’t go through to where you’ll be then. Go out there with a shovel. Let me think I did something good for once.”

      A click. A dial tone.

      I dropped the handset back in its cradle. Then I stared at the yellow pad. None of this can be real.

      
      I got home to my condo five minutes after six. The early summer sun was high and dappled by the branches of the oak in the courtyard. The curtains in the front window shaded my living room. My flats clacked on the engineered wood floor and my purse thumped on the engineered stone countertop in the kitchen. Mr. Meow kept himself hidden under some piece of furniture while I microwaved a keto bowl.

      While the microwave hummed, I pulled out the yellow pad and my laptop. Laptop, because even with reading glasses my eyes aren’t good enough to work off tablet screens anymore.

      I started with the phone number he’d called from. One site—thick with ads and stilted written English from some third-world country—said the phone number belonged to a mechanic specializing in Japanese imports. Another site, one I’d had better luck with in the past, said it belonged to a brewpub in a minimall near the interstate.

      I called the number. Three tones blatted in my ear. I jerked the phone away from the voice saying This number is out of service. Please check the number and-

      Unease crawled down my back. That didn’t prove the caller had called from Hell. Software could spoof the phone numbers showing up on caller ID.

      But it couldn’t spoof his voice. And his pet word for me.

      One of his buddies from one of his jail stints. Bodacious Ursula. Yeah, I hit that. She’s a lawyer now.

      Though what would an inmate gain by sending me to dig up a farm fifteen miles out in the sticks? And why now? Ranger had been dead almost two decades.

      Unless he wasn’t dead. I heard about it second-hand from a high school friend, my first year out of law school, when I worked for big firm in a highrise downtown. Some drug deal gone bad. Hey, didn’t you use to run around with him?

      I searched up obituaries and news stories. Zach Cantrell, aged 27, found dead in the back parking lot of a donut shop in south city. Shot once in the head, gangland style. His wallet in his pocket and the keyfob in the console of his rusted Corolla fifty feet from his body. Robbery not a motive.

      Mistaken identity? I shook my head. City cops would have lifted the dead man’s prints and taken DNA samples. Ranger’s records had been in state and federal databases for years by that point. The dead man had been Ranger.

      The smell of steamed protein reminded me the microwave had finished cooking my dinner minutes ago. I ate cold glazed salmon and kale and frowned at the yellow pad and laptop screen.

      I shivered. Ranger couldn’t have called me from Hell. I couldn’t think of who faked his voice and why they called me.

      Look at it from the other side. Why Heiny’s farm on QQ highway?

      I went to the tax office’s website for that county. No Heiny owned real estate there, but lots of folks named Heine, Heinrichs, and Heintzelmann did.

      None of whom currently owned any farmland on QQ highway.

      Did we call it Heiny’s farm because someone with a name like that formerly owned it? I scrunched up my face. It would take a while to trawl through the county recorder’s website, looking for real estate sales going back, good lord, how many decades?

      It was that or watch yet another rom-com streaming on the living room TV, so I got back to work.

      Hours later, I found a sale forty years back. About 120 acres sold by a Heintzelmann to someone named Abbott. I skimmed through the legalese description of the property to its postal address.

      I opened up another browser window and typed the address into a maps site. Up popped a satellite image. A patchwork palette of greens crossed by a curving gray line. An orange location pin marked a mailbox and entry gate on the highway. A gravel lane meandered to a small house and a barn with a sheet metal roof. The satellite didn’t show but I remembered boarded-up windows on the house and heaps of empty beer cans along the side of the barn.

      Mr. Meow emerged from his hiding spot to nuzzle my ankles and mrow at me for his dinner. Aloof until he wanted his needs met, like one ex-boyfriend from my years in the big firm downtown. After I petted him and fed him, I jostled my head around. My neck crackled and my eyes were bleary.

      Find there’s no sycamore, let some guy in prison laugh at you for wasting your evening on his prank, and then go to bed.

      It didn’t help my bleary eyes when I had to read the legalese on the property sale to figure out which fields and clumps of trees belonged to the farm. But finally I laid out the boundaries with mouse clicks, then zoomed in.

      There, the back field, pale green with darker splotches. There, the creek. And there, alone in a field about a hundred feet from the rear fence, were the spreading branches of what could be a tall sycamore.

      I centered the satellite view on a spot about halfway between the sycamore and the rear fence, then zoomed in. The pallete of greens turned pixelated. No sign of hidden loot.

      Ranger’s old buddy in prison is having a big laugh at you right now, but I still wrote down the GPS coordinates before I closed the laptop lid.

      
      Mid-morning Saturday found me at a big box sporting goods store. Faded denim shorts, a concert T-shirt some ex-boyfriend had left behind years ago, hair pulled back into a ponytail. I dawdled in the aisle for fifteen minutes, flipping through websites, dithering about which model of metal detector to get. Finally I decided and manhandled a long, bulky box into the cart.

      Time was when a passing man would have volunteered to help, but not that morning.

      I wheeled to the checkout. Long lines of old guys buying golf balls and moms buying soccer gear while their kids tried to sneak pouches of sunflower seeds and protein goo into their carts.

      No line at the return counter. A middle-aged guy behind the counter said, “Ma’am, I can check you out.”

      Ma’am? Did I look like my mother? But the sooner I checked out the sooner I’d get to the bottom of the whole Ranger phone call business.

      I rolled my cart over and tried to figure out how to lift the metal detector out. The clerk came around the counter with a handheld scanner. “You can leave it in the cart.” He found the barcode and scanned. When the register beeped, he said, “Looking for some buried treasure?”

      While waving my phone at the payment scanner, I frosted my voice a little. “Want to add to my beer can collection.”

      He grinned. “Playing it close to the vest? Buried treasure it is. After you find it, come on by, I’ll help you spend it.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him. A face with some creases, and his hairline receded around a tuft of brown hair in front, and gray salted the sides of his beard… but hair and beard were trimmed, and his blue uniform polo draped nicely enough over his arms and torso, and when was the last time a man had bantered with me? A live man, not in Hell.

      “I have to find it first,” I said, and wheeled my new purchase into the warm sunshine of the parking lot. I wrestled it into the hatchback with the help of a ten-year-old boy in a Blues T-shirt who dragged his dad into helping. Maybe they noticed the new, made-in-China shovel next to it, but they didn’t make any wisecracks.

      Off I went, cold air roaring out of the vents. I took a roundabout route, checking my mirrors more than usual for cars behind me. Maybe it wasn’t a prank played by a guy in prison. Maybe my caller had just gotten out of prison, and knew where Ranger had hidden the money but couldn’t get to it himself. Bodacious Ursula digs it up, drives back to her condo, and gets carjacked in the parking lot.

      The stream of cars thinned out as the subdivisions and minimalls thinned out. I abruptly shifted lanes to take the exit for QQ highway. No one came down the ramp behind me. I pulled into the parking lot of a convenience store—the one Ranger had robbed to pay for—the one he’d robbed, no less. Checked the
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