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Penny grabbed the mail and walked Plato up the walk to their door. The contents didn’t glow or sizzle or alert her to the trouble they would bring to her life. As she dug in her pocket for her keys, juggling the mail and the leash, one letter slid from the stack and landed face up at her feet. Penny’s heart sank as she saw the familiar handwriting and return address. Midland State Penitentiary. What did her father want now?

Sighing, she pulled her keys free, unlocked the door and unhooked Plato. He ran into the house, nails clicking on the wood floor, in search of her sister, Dora. Penny dropped the leash on the small table next to the door and bent to pick up her father’s letter. She held it gingerly between two fingers as if it were a bomb about to explode.

She dutifully visited her father in prison twice a year, but neither of them were good correspondents. If he was writing her, something must be wrong. Something he thought she could help him with.

Warily, she checked to make sure she had locked the door behind her and then made her way to the kitchen. Dora was at school, so Plato gave up looking for her and lapped water from his bowl. He looked up, one ear cocked and the other at half-mast. He was a rescue dog. Dora had found him wandering in their backyard. She’d chipped away at Penny’s reluctance to take on the responsibility of a pet. He was now a valued member of the household.

Penny gave the dog a treat and stacked the mail in the basket on the counter. Although she had placed the letter from her father on the bottom, a corner of the envelope stuck out, mocking her.

“Fine,” she muttered, pulling the troublesome letter free. Might as well read it. If Dora came home to find it in the basket, she might get upset.

Penny would have poured herself a glass of wine, but she had to work soon. Instead, she popped the top off a soda, curled up on the couch, and tore open the envelope.

A pair of colorful tickets fell onto her lap as she unfolded the paper. They were for a play, this weekend, on the Sunflower Showboat, a historic old showboat which now called Little Hills its home. Why would her father be sending her tickets to a show? And where would he have gotten the money to pay for them?

Dear Penelope,

Pandora told me you had a new man in your life, so I traded in some favors and got you and your fella prime seats at this show. I hear it’s a winner. Even if it stinks, it’s worth going just to see the Sunflower. Did I ever tell you about the time I went to the Sunflower when it was in St. Louis? I don’t remember what show they performed, but the boat itself is a real beauty. Wish I could have seen it when it still traveled the rivers.

Enjoy yourself and don’t worry too much about your old man. I’m doing okay for living in a cage like a wild animal. You know I would never hurt anybody, but some guys I’m locked up with, well, let’s just say they would shank you without a second thought. 

I don’t belong here and am still trying to get a transfer or early parole, but my lawyer’s an idiot.

Enjoy yourself on your dad’s dime. I know I didn’t always provide well for you and your sister, but I did my best.

Burn bright,

Dad

Penny’s hand tightened on the letter, wrinkling the paper. She smoothed it out, mind racing. Her father insisted on using their full given names, but he sometimes referred to her bright auburn hair. She pressed her lips together. Even though he was a criminal, he had the uncanny ability to pull on her heartstrings. Now here she was feeling sorry for him, when it was his own actions that landed him in jail. She wished they wouldn’t house him with dangerous criminals, but he was guilty of the crime for which the court convicted him. He hurt people, just not physically. He was a thief and con artist. But she would contact his lawyer and see if they could get him moved somewhere safer. He deserved to be in prison, but she didn’t think he deserved to live his life in fear.

Would she go to the play? It sounded fun. Reviews for the boat were good, but tickets were pricey and she and her sister had a hard enough time making ends meet on her server’s salary, the stipend Dora received from her college, and a small allowance sent by their grandmother.

She thought Ben, the new boyfriend her father referred to, would enjoy it. He was working to establish his photography business and also had to watch his pennies. Still, gifts from her father came with strings attached.

What bothered her, however, was his claim that he had heard about Ben from Dora. Unlike Penny, Dora refused to visit their dad in prison and as far as Penny knew, she didn’t write. Maybe her dad had meant that he heard it from his mother, who had heard it from Dora. That made sense, but since she and Ben had only just started dating, she wasn’t happy with her sister sharing their relationship with anyone.

She glanced at her watch. Time to go to work. No time to do a reading. When she consulted her tarot cards, she liked an environment of tranquility. She could pull a single card to get a general read on her day, but needed to take her time on readings involving her dad. Still, she didn’t want Dora seeing the letter, so she carried it upstairs to the hobby room, where she kept her cards and did client readings.

The girls split the room, with half given over to Dora and her salves and creams, while Penny filled the other half with books, crystals, and tarot decks. Penny’s favorite and most used deck, a colorful set of cards in the Ryder-Waite-Smith tradition, lay in a bag on top of the table where she did her readings. She slipped the letter under the bag. Dora might use the room, but was unlikely to mess with her sister’s cards. Penny hesitated, considering doing her daily draw, but deciding against it. Not because she was afraid of what she might see. Unlike some tarot readers, she didn’t draw a card every day, only when she wanted to do so.

She needed to get going. Her boss, Gage, wouldn’t yell at her if she was a few minutes late, but he’d rake her with his cool slate-blue eyes, making her aware of his disappointment.

She could read the cards later when she had time for a full spread.  
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Penny power walked to the Carriage House Cafe, arriving in plenty of time. Susan stood at the register, banging rolls of coins against the cash drawer to split them open. Marjory bustled around the kitchen, stirring pots of soup and pulling fresh loaves of bread out of the oven. The new kid, a skinny guy with a scruffy beard, chopped vegetables for the sandwiches and salads. Buried in his office, the door half open, Gage fiddled with his books and stacks of paper. He dealt with the business side of the restaurant and spent his spare time researching the supernatural. It might seem a strange hobby, but his knowledge had come in handy several weeks ago when they had run afoul of a ghost at Sycamore House, a bed-and-breakfast which backed to the cafe. She suspected there was more to his obsession than mere curiosity.

Penny stuck her head around the door and gave him a quick greeting before moving into the dining room and checking the salt and pepper shakers at the tables. It was part of the closer’s job to make sure they were ready for the next day, but sometimes details were overlooked when whoever was closing was in a hurry to get home. Most of the staff didn’t enjoy being at the restaurant by themselves because that’s when they were more likely to see the image of the hanged girl. Charlene.

Penny had never encountered Charlene’s spirit at the cafe, but she’d dreamed of her and seen her shadowy figure. She’d looked into Dora’s eyes and seen Charlene’s consciousness looking back at her when the troubled ghost had taken possession of her sister. Gage assured all his employees that the specter of Charlene hanging from the rafters was harmless, merely a residual haunting. Her violent death had left a permanent impression on the place. Thanks to Penny and her friends, Charlene had moved on and was no longer trapped within the walls of Sycamore House, her scream echoing through the night.

Penny believed the sightings were harmless, but had seen enough of Charlene to hope to never see her again.

It was Monday, their slowest day of the week, but they still expected a good lunch crowd. Gage avoided waiting tables, but he filled in at the register and sometimes even allowed Marjory to boss him around in the kitchen.

Soon Penny was busy taking orders and bringing food to the customers. She’d been waitressing for years and could handle the rush. She could even turn on her charm at will, knowing it would influence her tips.

When business dwindled, Penny and Susan covered for each other, so each could grab a quick lunch. Gage gave them one free meal per shift and a good employee discount, so Penny always ate there, sitting outside when the weather was nice. There was too much of a nip in the air today for her, so she took her soup and sandwich to the employee break room.

The new kid, she thought his name was Todd, was cramming a sandwich into his mouth, but left after her arrival, leaving her in peace. She dipped her ham sandwich in the cheesy broccoli soup, savoring the rich flavor. Gage provided the recipes, but Marjory was a superb cook, something Penny never had the patience for.

She had only taken a few bites when Gage came in to refill his coffee. They had a few fancy coffee drinks available for customers, but even the break room coffee was top quality, using the same basic brew without the fancy add-ons. He leaned against the refrigerator as he blew on the coffee, studying her over the rim of the cup.

“What?” she asked.

“Something is bothering you.”

“Yeah, you. I was fine until you started staring at me.” She would never have talked to any of her previous bosses like that, but she and Gage had been through a lot together. He had saved her sister’s life.

“No, it started before that. You were off your game today.”

Penny shoved her plate aside. “I didn’t mess up a single order. I got people their food in a timely manner and even delivered it with a smile.”

Gage raised a hand. “I’m not complaining. Even on an off day you do twice the job of the waitress we had before you came. But I’ve been monitoring you since...you know.”

“Since a ghost tried to jump to her death, taking my sister’s body with her?” She forced a smile, knowing that if it wasn’t for Gage, Dora might have died that day. “You don’t need to babysit me. I’m fine and so is Dora.”

He pushed himself away from the fridge. “Then I guess I was wrong. I’ll leave you to enjoy your lunch.”

Penny felt guilty. Gage had only asked because he cared about her. She’d worked at a handful of other restaurants, and most of her bosses had been jerks. Gage expected a lot from his employees, but he treated them well. She liked to think they had become friends since circumstances had dragged them into the suspicious death investigation involving Paul, the former owner of Sycamore House. The Carriage House Cafe had once been part of the Sycamore House estate. Financial pressures had forced the family to sell off the old carriage house, which Gage had turned into a restaurant.

“I got a letter today,” she said to Gage’s back. He paused on the threshold and swung around.

“I don’t get many of those anymore. Most people send emails or text.”

“My dad has limited access to computers.” Gage knew her dad was in prison and had some idea of their strained relationship.

“Was it bad news?”

“Not really. Well, he seems afraid of his fellow inmates. Prison isn’t the best place to make friends.” She glanced at her watch and spooned some soup into her mouth. Her lunch break was almost over and she’d barely touched her food.

Gage nodded, expressionless.

“He sent me tickets for a show at the Sunflower.”

“Cool. I’ve been wanting to check that place out.”

Penny dipped her sandwich back into the soup. Gage didn’t strike her as a musical type.

“You gonna go?”

“I'm not sure. I'm suspicious because Dad doesn't do things without a reason. If he sent the tickets, he may want something in return.”

Gage slid into the chair across from hers and stuck his legs out in front of him. He was a good-looking man despite being several years older than her. Today he wore cowboy boots, which surprised her because she had never taken him for a cowboy type either.

“Might as well use them. No reason for them to go to waste.”

Penny hadn’t considered that. She should either use them or give them away. After all, they were expensive. “You're right. It doesn't hurt to use them. If my dad wants something, he’s going to ask for it, anyway. I'll ask Ben tonight.”

“Ben?”

A hurt expression flickered across Gage’s face, and Penny realized to her dismay he had thought she was going to ask him. “We’ve been going out since, well, the incident at Sycamore House.” If she had realized Gage enjoyed the theater, she might have asked him, but it was best for her to keep her personal and professional lives separate.

“Brooke mentioned you guys were dating. Hey, I've already taken too much of your time and I know your boss is a stickler for punctuality.” He shoved up from his chair and headed back towards his office, coffee cup in hand.

Penny scrunched up her nose. She hadn’t meant to mislead him, and hoped he didn't see it that way. After all, if she was going out with Ben, she couldn’t be asking other guys to some show even if she didn’t want to go. She stuffed the last bite of sandwich in her mouth and scooped up the dregs of the soup. It was lukewarm by now, but still good. She dumped the dishes on the tray and headed back to her station.

Business was still slow, but Susan smiled to have her back. The afternoon hours dragged until the dinner crowd arrived. Lunch was busier than dinner, but they still had a crowd.

By the time she clocked out, Penny’s feet ached, but she decided she might as well call Ben and ask him if he wanted to go to the show. As she walked home, she scrolled through her contacts and placed the call.

He answered after one ring. “How's my babe?”

Penny didn’t care to be called “babe,” but she let it slide. “Doing all right. Just got off work.”

“I’m still at the studio. I've got one more appointment tonight, then I've got some stuff to finish up before I can head home. Did you want to get together?”

“Not tonight, but I got a couple tickets to Friday night’s show at the Sunflower. Would you like to come with me?”

“Sure, that would be great. It's a gorgeous place, and I'd love to photograph it.”

“I suppose you can take some shots when we go. I don't know if you can film the play though, that might be against the rules.”

“I don't want to film the play. I just want to get some shots of the interior. It was a fancy boat in the day, or so I hear.”

Penny nodded, realized he couldn’t see her, and made a slight sound of affirmation. “I’ll let you go since you still have to handle a client and I'm almost home.”

“Sure thing. See you Friday.”

Penny put the phone back into her pocket. When she reached the house, she found the front door unlocked. She needed to talk to Dora about keeping the doors locked at all times. Plato scampered over and jumped up on her. He was a small dog and wouldn’t hurt her, but he needed to learn some manners. She pushed him down. “Sit.”

He obeyed, wagging his tail and gazing at her with adoring eyes. Unable to be stern any longer, she scratched him behind the ears. Dora was sitting in the family room, the TV on but with the volume low. She was typing on her laptop.

“Working on homework?”

“Always. College isn't as easy as high school.”

“Did you expect it would be?” Penny had only gone to community college and sometimes she felt envious of Dora’s opportunity. When those feelings came, however, she pushed them down and reminded herself that she could always go back to school later if she wanted to. She didn't mind waiting tables, but wasn’t sure she wanted to do it her whole life. She spent a lot of time on her feet, which would only get harder as she aged.

“How were things at the cafe?”

“Fine.”

Dora must've heard a note in Penny’s voice, for she slid the laptop to one side and looked up. “What happened?”

“I got a letter today from Dad.”

“Dad?” Dora’s brows rose. She hopped off the couch and wandered into the kitchen. “I’m going to make hot chocolate. Want any?”

Penny winced. Ever since Charlene, in her sister’s body, messed with Brooke’s hot chocolate mix, hot chocolate was not her favorite beverage. Still, she agreed and followed her sister into the kitchen.

Dora poured milk into a couple mugs and stuck them in the microwave.

“He said you told him about Ben. I guess he means you told Mimi, and she told him.”

Dora dumped spoonfuls of mix into each cup and stirred. She passed one to Penny before blowing on her own. “I told him, but I might have mentioned it to Mimi, too.

“When? I mean you don't visit him.”

“No, but we write.”

Dora might as well have punched her in the gut. “You write to him, but refuse to visit? I don’t get it.”

Dora took her hot chocolate back into the family room and curled back up on the couch. Penny’s feet hurt, so she set her mug on the coffee table and plopped down on a chair.

“I don’t want to see Dad in such a horrible place.”

“I thought you were mad at him.”

“I am, though not as angry as you are.” Dora pulled the computer back onto her lap, but didn’t touch the keys.

“I thought I was being the dutiful daughter by going to visit him.”

“You are. I wouldn’t do it even if I had forgiven him for dragging us around the country. And then getting caught in the end.” She made a sound of disgust.

Penny dredged up a weak smile. “You make it sound like you’re more mad at him for getting caught than cheating people.”

Dora shrugged. “If he’d never gotten caught, he wouldn’t have had to go to jail and we wouldn’t have had to go live with Mimi.”

“I thought you liked living with Mimi. You got to go to the same school for all of high school. And there was always plenty of food in the house, even if Mimi’s not a stereotypical cookie-baking grandmother.”

“That was the bright side,” Dora agreed. “But I still missed Dad.”

Penny curled her toes inside her shoes. Dad didn’t deserve Dora’s devotion. He didn’t have Penny’s. She still loved him. He was her father, after all. But she wasn’t sure she could ever forgive him for dragging them down into his sordid world. Her foot cramped, and she stood up and hopped on it to keep it from seizing up altogether. When she sat down again, she took off her shoes, drew the offending foot into her lap and massaged it lightly.

“Feet hurt? Drink your hot chocolate. It will help you sleep.”

Penny took a small sip. The image of Dora placing the herbs to induce a miscarriage in Brooke’s hot chocolate mix still haunted her, even though it wasn’t really Dora who had done it. It was Charlene, who had taken possession of Dora’s body. “I’d prefer if you didn’t tell Dad anything about my love life. Ben and I have only just started going out. It may not amount to anything.”

“Dad’s just happy you are seeing someone. He thought that jerk Mickey might have scared you off men altogether.”

Penny grunted and switched feet. When her high school sweetheart had abandoned her in the wake of Dora’s accident, it had only sealed her already poor opinion of men. An opinion formed largely from her dad’s actions. “Just don’t talk about me, okay? Let him know how you’re doing at school, but leave me out of it.”

Dora pressed a key to wake her sleeping computer. “Then you should write him yourself.”

Penny noticed she hadn’t promised to keep quiet about Penny’s activities. “I’m going to go check my website. I’ll leave you to your homework.”

Dora nodded, engrossed in the screen in front of her. Penny climbed the stairs to the second floor. She visited her website every day to see if she’d gotten any new appointments. But both she and Dora knew she needed some space. The events at Sycamore House had strained their relationship. And going upstairs would give her the chance to consult her tarot cards.
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Penny chose not to turn on the light. She felt her way across the room until she bumped into her chair. The inability to see left her vulnerable. When the doctors had first realized that the accident had damaged Dora’s hearing, she had experimented with ear plugs, trying to get a sense for what Dora was going through by muffling her own hearing. But she had never really understood until she dreamed of Charlene. Trapped inside Charlene’s body, she comprehended the isolation of not being able to hear anything going on around her. Of not being able to communicate with those she loved.

Scientific advances made Dora’s life far better than Charlene’s had been. Still, she knew her sister struggled and every night when she took out her hearing aids she faced a world of silence. It was no wonder Dora had drawn Charlene to her.

Penny ran her hands over the items on her desk, finding the candle and the lighter. She pulled the trigger and lit her primary candle, a slim pink pillar which smelled of cotton candy and sunshine. She lit several more so she would have enough light to read the cards.

She took several deep breaths and rubbed her tiger’s eye crystal. Then she shuffled and laid out three cards. She often did three card spreads. She could always draw more if she needed clarification.

She drew the Six of Wands for her situation, a card of victory. She didn’t feel victorious. But she had taken a step forward in her relationship with Ben by inviting him to go to the play with her. A victory in her eyes. Her second card, the Four of Swords, portrayed an obstacle. The picture showed a knight lying on a tomb in a church. Although the card had always seemed a bit death-like to her, she knew traditionally tarot readers associated it with rest and relaxation. There was another card for death, although it rarely signified actual death.

Perhaps she should be careful of taking things too easy. No problem there. She had plenty to do working at the cafe, reading for clients, and taking care of Dora and Plato. No room in her life for taking naps on tombs. The last card, the advice card, was the Eight of Pentacles. The card showed a man hard at work at his forge. Her shoulders slumped. Well, the cards had given her an obvious message. She needed to resist rest and work hard. Nothing new there except the hint of victory. But victory had showed up as her current situation, not her future. She supposed she could take it as a reminder to be grateful. Things could have been so much worse. If Ben, allowing Henri to speak through him, had been unable to convince Charlene to move on to the other side, she would have attempted to take possession of Penny.

Would Penny have been strong enough to maintain control? Despite liking Brooke and wishing her no harm, Dora could not keep Charlene from doctoring Brooke’s hot chocolate. They were lucky Brooke understood what had happened and never filed charges. Kendra had admitted to pushing Paul against the banister, sending him over it and allowing him to plunge to the marble floor below, killing him instantly. There was a warrant out for her arrest, but so far the police had not found her. 

Penny hoped they would never find her. Kendra was selfish, but she hadn’t meant to kill Paul. Penny believed anything other than manslaughter would be a miscarriage of justice, but Brooke’s husband, Paul, was dead, and Kendra was responsible. Of course, if Paul had never gambled away his fortune, he wouldn’t have had to consider selling his family home or turning it into a bed-and-breakfast. Kendra would never have had the chance to hurt him.

Enough waffling. She’d read the cards, and they told her to get to work. She’d check her website, write a blog post, and then treat herself to a soak in the tub in defiance of the Four of Swords.

***
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PENNY TRADED HOURS with another server, freeing up Friday evening. Then she took the tarot’s advice and poured herself into her work, giving each of her customers a high level of service. When she wasn’t working at the cafe, she did several email readings from her website and an in-person reading at a coffee shop. She never held first-time readings in her studio, wanting to get a sense of her customer before inviting them into her home.

Being busy made the days pass quickly, and before she knew it, it was Thursday. In less than twenty-four hours, Ben would pick her up at the house and take her to the showboat where they would enjoy a meal while they watched the show. Penny faced the eternal feminine dilemma of wondering what she should wear.

She’d spied a cute outfit in a store window on her way home from work, but hoped to find something suitable in her own closet. Dora was walking Plato when she got home, so Penny went upstairs and pulled out possibilities. Her bed was strewn with tops, pants, and even a few dresses by the time Dora returned home.

“What’s going on? Are you moving out?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m trying to decide what to wear on Friday.”

“What happens Friday?”

Penny realized that while she had told Dora about getting the letter from their father, she had not mentioned the tickets. She shoved the clothes aside and sank onto the bed. “I’m going out with Ben.”

Dora eyed the clothes-strewn bed. “You’ve gone out with Ben before. Why so girly this time?”

“We have tickets to see a play at the Sunflower.”

“No. Way.” Dora stepped over a pile of shoes, came into the room, and settled into a chair. “Ben must want to make an impression.”

“Actually, I invited him.”

“Tips must be good. Why Ben? Why not bring me?”

“I didn’t know you were that interested in musicals.” Dora liked music. When her doctors fitted her for a hearing aid, enjoying music had been one of her top criteria. But Dora listened to popular and up-and-coming bands.

“I’m not, but do you know who’s starring in this production?”

Penny shook her head.

“Adam Reed, the lead singer of the band Out of Eden.”

“That’s clever,” Penny said. “Going with the biblical Adam and Eve theme.”

Dora rolled her eyes. “You don’t get it, do you? They’re all over the radio. Adam has a pure voice, and he writes many of their songs. Can you buy another ticket? I’d really like to go.”

“The show is tomorrow night. It may sell out. But we could probably get you a ticket on a different day.” No new clothes if she had to scrape up the money for a ticket.

Dora sighed. “I don’t want to go alone, but it’d be worth it to see Adam. Maybe I could invite Julie.”

“Only if she can pay for her own ticket.”

“Sure, I know money is tight. You must really like Ben to spring for show tickets. And to stress about what to wear.”

“Ben’s a great guy, but I didn’t buy the tickets. Dad sent them.”

“Dad sent you tickets to the Sunflower? How did he get them?”

“He said he called in some favors. He wanted to treat me and my new guy to something special.”

“So it was his suggestion that you ask Ben. Why didn’t he send three tickets?”

“Maybe his favors didn’t stretch that far. But he probably didn’t know you were a big Adam Reed fan. I didn’t, and we live together.”

“Hmmph.”

“I’ll call the box office and check on available tickets. Meanwhile, sort through this mess and find me something to wear.” Although neither girl followed fashion trends, Dora had a gift for adding just the right accessory to make an outfit pop.

Penny took her phone downstairs to make the call. Best to give Dora some space. She seemed hurt that their dad had given Penny the tickets without including her.

Plato sat on the couch and wagged his tail when he saw her. The girls had given up on trying to keep him off the furniture. Penny grabbed her purse and sat next to him. She dug out the tickets and dialed the number on the back.

Plato followed Penny upstairs when she went to deliver the bad news. “They’re sold out for tomorrow and Saturday, but have plenty of seats for future shows. Talk to Julie and let me know.”

“Will you get to go backstage and meet Adam?”

“No. I have regular tickets, not VIP. I don’t know if there is a VIP option. But the Sunflower is a smaller venue. We should have an excellent view from any seat.”

“If you get the opportunity to get his autograph—”

“No, I’m not going after his autograph for you. Do that yourself if you’re such a fangirl.”

“Just you wait. You’ll be a fangirl, too, after tomorrow. I can’t believe you haven’t heard of him before.”

Penny doubted it. She liked music, but never obsessed over it. She’d been too busy trying to take care of herself and her sister since her dad was doing such a lousy job of it. “What should I wear to see this music maven?”

Dora’s lips curved up. “You’ve got some good basics. I’ll lend you my scarf, which you can wear with this black tunic and your skinny jeans. I’m not sure about your shoes.”

“I’ll wear my ankle boots.” Penny remembered the scuffed and worn cowboy boots Gage had worn on Monday morning. She had seen little of him the last few days. She wondered if he was sulking because she hadn’t asked him to the show. Her dad’s gift was a double-edged sword. Ben was happy, but she had disappointed Dora and Gage. Worse, she expected her dad wanted something in return.  
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Penny was ready when Ben arrived to pick her up.

“I like a girl who’s prompt,” he said as they left the house. The boat was moored along the river, close enough to walk.

“I can’t stand to fuss, but I took more trouble than usual tonight.” She liked the feel of the silky tunic against her skin, and the skinny jeans made her legs look long despite her short stature. The pop of color provided by Dora’s bright orange and yellow scarf set just the right tone. She always applied blush and foundation to her pale skin, but had added eye shadow and mascara and a deeper shade of lipstick than she usually wore.

“It’s worth it. You look beautiful.”

Penny hoped he didn’t think she had been fishing for compliments. She sometimes wondered why he’d shown an interest in her when his friend Juniper clearly had a crush on him. She guessed it was because he’d known Juniper for ages, and Penny was someone new. Her skill with the tarot didn’t hurt either. Ben was interested in the occult and had discovered during the Sycamore House incident that he had innate abilities as a medium.

“Dora really wanted to come. Seems the lead is a pop star.”

“Yes, Adam Reed. I assumed that is why you bought the tickets.”

“No, they were a gift from my father.”

Ben whistled. “How did he get tickets in prison?”

“Not sure.”

“You never mention your mom. Is she still around?”

“My mom abandoned the family when Dora and I were little. Dad tried his best, but he wasn’t much of a parent. Eventually we ended up with Mimi.” The words stuck in Penny’s throat. It was hard to admit that her mother hadn’t cared enough about her daughters to stay. Penny could see leaving her husband, but why not take her girls with her?

Ben draped his arm around her shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “Sorry. That must have been rough.”

“We turned out okay.” Penny had not yet met Ben’s parents, but got the impression he was close to them, although they disapproved of his choice of career. He must think her family quite dysfunctional.

“Sounds like your dad is trying to make up for past mistakes.”

“Maybe.” Penny supposed she should give her dad the benefit of the doubt, even though she knew she could not trust him. She allowed herself to relax into Ben’s loose embrace. It was a chilly night. She wore a jacket, but still appreciated the warmth of Ben’s body pressed against her own.

A crowd had already gathered by the time they arrived at the boat. They joined the queue on the gangplank where a man wearing a brown coat and black pants scanned their tickets. A hostess, dressed like a flapper, showed them to their table.

“This is great. I wonder what they are serving for dinner.” Ben
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