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      “Did you hear what happened last night?” My cab driver asked as we pulled up to the three-story Victorian Manor. “Someone died.”

      “What?” I asked, my thoughts consumed by my aunt Lula, who had lived here. It was well after midnight, and after finding out what had happened I got on the first flight to Moon’s Landing.

      “Yeah, I heard peacocks killed an old lady or something like that.”

      I cleared my throat, deciding not to tell him anything about the matter. It was my aunt Lula Dixon he was talking about. I never would have believed for one moment a peacock had caused her death. But that’s what Sheriff Lomack told me had happened.

      “Is this alright?” My cab driver asked as the light smoke from his cigarette filled the cab. He casually rolled down the window, his eyes locking with mine in the rearview mirror.

      I took a moment before answering, dabbing my eyes with a tissue. “Sure,” my voice cracked with tears.

      The old house stood prominent and angry. I wrapped my jacket tightly around me to keep myself warm from the chilly October weather.

      A week before Halloween, the sleepy coastal Northern California town of Moon’s Landing is beginning its slumber season.

      My driver’s coughing had drawn my attention from the house to him. He was the last taxi at the airport, leaving only the choice of taking his cab or staying at a hotel until morning.

      But I was in a hurry to get here, here, to a now empty house.

      “Can I help you with your bags?” The driver asked. He tossed his cigarette outside the window, its fiery ashes dissipating as it flew.

      I stepped out of the cab and immediately sunk into thick mud, ruining my favorite shoes. The driver rushed to the trunk and deposited my luggage before leaving.

      Halloween decorations and lights adorned the front yard and near a haunted cemetery underneath a maple tree. Lights twinkling in purples, greens, and reds on the porch.

      I remembered my aunt’s warm smile, calling me inside for coffee and fresh walnut muffins.

      Red Maple trees surrounded the house as though they stood guard— from what? Glass bulbs of different shapes and sizes hung from the trees, illuminated by lights shining up from the ground.

      Since I was eight, my parents have sent me to stay with my aunt every summer, and those visits have been extremely memorable. The adventures we had! The secrets we kept!

      She was the first person to show me how to use a film camera. Aunt Lula didn’t care for digital ones. She said they couldn’t capture the essence of the subject. The heart. Grain made a photograph magical. The manor's basement has a well-working darkroom that made me feel like an alchemist.

      My aunt's absence made the house feel like a stranger to me, and I hesitated to enter.

      How would it feel with her gone?

      I found my luggage—all four vintage green suitcases from the 1940s—left sitting half on the curb and half in the mud, waiting for my attention. My hands planted on my hips as I took in their now poor condition. I loved vintage, including my clothing. Ever since I was sixteen, I had dressed in vintage clothing, some authentic and others reproductions. My aunt believed it was a fleeting interest, but my love for vintage clothing from the 1930s and ‘40s persisted.

      Pkwaaak, Pkwaaak! A peacock called out to me from the roof of the house. They fly up there nightly to stay safe from predators.

      Before approaching the old Victorian Manor, I cleared my throat as it tightened with nerves.

      Aunt Lula named her home Magnolia’s Bloom after her favorite flower, which grew wild there. Her back garden was a favorite place of mine to unwind and relax.

      Did she still have the old witch’s cauldron we used for smoking s’mores? Without a doubt, I’m sure it was here somewhere.

      Leaving my suitcases on the curb, I walked up the path to the front door. Having the key in my purse saved me from searching for the spare one under the flowerpot.

      A dog howled. My aunt’s white hound, Butterscotch, joyfully greeted me as she ran out from the shadows. I couldn’t believe my eyes! She had been missing since my aunt’s accident, relief flooding me as I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” I said as I embraced her tightly.

      Tense, she growled at something in the shadows she had come from.

      “Is someone there?” I asked Butterscotch as though she could answer.

      She whined, sensing something out there. Her sharp eyes darted as they seemed to follow something as it moved toward the street.

      “What is it?” I asked her before yelling out, “Who’s out there?”

      A peacock flew out of a maple tree and Butterscotch began barking as it flew overhead.

      A man wearing a dark trench coat and wide-brimmed hat, similar to the thief depicted on Neighborhood Watch signs, hurriedly absconded with a small suitcase. I screamed for him to stop, but he vanished into a neighbor’s yard, running towards the back. “Wait!” I shouted. “Stop!”

      Another growl escaped Butterscotch as she stayed close to me. Her haunches cooled as she slightly relaxed once he was out of sight.

      “Who was that?” I asked. My heart skipped with fright.

      Lights from neighboring houses flicked on as the ones who lived there woke from the noise of my yells.

      My shoulders sank in defeat as I stared at my remaining suitcases. The thief took my camera case! “Well, I better get these inside before I call the police.”

      Butterscotch tilted her head up at me inquisitively. I patted her on the head. “What a welcome this has been,” As I heaved a sigh, I grabbed my suitcase and grinned at Butterscotch. “But at least I got you back.”

      Butterscotch pawed at my suitcase with her front paw, and that’s when I caught sight of the blood on her foot!

      Despite the poor light from the street lamp, I spotted a blood streak on her right paw. “What happened?” I asked as I examined her. I couldn't see any cut, but her right paw had dried blood on it.

      “What happened out here?” A male voice shouted as he ran toward us.

      I nearly fell back from the surprise of his voice, but he leaned down, catching me before I did. He pulled me to my feet and steadied me before letting go. He held me with his steely gray eyes. His hair was a mess, partly covering his eyes, and he smelled of vanilla and whisky.

      Butterscotch began prancing around us, barking, but it was a friendly sound. A couple hurried out of their house. “What happened?” One of them shouted. “We heard shouting and called the police!”

      “Who are you?” Asked the other, his eyes wide. “Wait are you⁠—”

      "Birdie," I said, letting go of the man who caught me. “Birdie Lopez.”

      “Oh lord, save us,” an old familiar voice said in disproval. “Not that troubling girl.”
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      Deputy Lomack eyed me curiously, waiting for me to answer his question. His bored gaze cut through my thoughts. His dark hair, combed to the side, caught the Halloween decorations' light, shifting the color from orange to purple and back again. Seeing his polished appearance made me nervous and reminded me of my troubles in Los Angeles. I cleared my throat, trying to focus on his question.

      “Did you get a good look at the thief?” he asked.

      I hesitated, feeling all eyes on me, from Lomack to my aunt’s neighbors and the other deputies. All waiting to hear what had happened for a second time. I know it sounded crazy, but I told them what I had seen and I didn’t think describing it again was going to make a difference.

      “Go on,” Deputy Lomack encouraged, ready to jot down my description.

      “Well,” I began, touching the collar of my jacket. “He was wearing a dark trench coat with the collar pulled up to cover his jaw, and he had a wide-brim hat.” I was flustered from losing my luggage and tired from the long day of travel to my aunt’s home. I know how it sounded, but it’s what I saw. “And the thief took off with my camera case. I hope I get it back. I had my lenses inside.”

      “What?” Deputy Lomack’s eyes narrowed as if I had said something absurd. “Do you know who you just described?”

      Jeremy Jones, one of my neighbors, chimed in, pointing to a signpost across the street. “You just described that man.”

      Deputy Lomack looked at me with a puzzled expression. “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked. His incredulous look was one as if I had horns growing out of my head, causing me to touch a hand to my dark hair out of nervousness.

      “I know what I saw,” I replied, tugging at the morganite pendant I wore around my neck.

      “It doesn’t sound any stranger than what happened with her aunt and that peacock,” Jeremy whispered. Jeremy, a young man about twenty-something is a bit of a busybody. Traits he had in common with his mother; Lois. “It was a tragic accident. I’m so sorry for your loss,” his eyes downcast before moving away. He must have realized he’d put his foot in his mouth.

      After writing notes in his notepad, Deputy Griffins chimed in. “She kept feeding those dangerous peacocks.” His blonde hair appeared nearly white under the light. Not that he had much, as it was in a buzz cut. He tapped his pen against the pad as though gathering his thoughts. “She was told repeatedly to stop feeding them from the H.O.A.”

      According to the sheriff, a peacock caused her death. I shook my head. “But a peacock? Really?” It just didn’t sit right with me.

      “Have you ever seen one up close?” Deputy Griffins eyed me with a smirk. “They jump
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