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Chapter One
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“Tell me again what the problem is, Ms. Smith?”

The small, white-haired octogenarian in front of me draws in a breath and leans a little closer across the table, taking my hand in hers in a gesture of sincerity.

“I think my next-door-neighbor’s house is haunted.”

Yes. I swallow. That’s what I thought you said.

“Right.” The pen in my hand twitches and I glance over the blank page of my notebook which had looked so crisp and inviting when I first turned it over. My first meeting with a prospective new client, the promise of a really juicy case, and possibly - finally - earning back some of the capital I’ve already sunk into my newly minted Private Investigation business. 

Vera Smith tilts her bespectacled head to the side, surveying me quizzically.

“Don’t you want to write any of this down, dear?”

I mechanically scratch out the words neighbor’s house haunted and try to summon up a little bit of interest. A case is a case, after all.

“It’s just one ghost, I think. I mean, I’ve only heard one voice, apart from my neighbor’s.” Vera takes a noisy sip of her coffee that makes her gag. “Oh dear, this has gone cold! I’ll just run up to the counter and order a fresh cup, dear. Would you like anything?”

“Let me go!” I jump to my feet and almost snatch Vera’s mug out of her hand in my eagerness to be of service. “You think about any other information you can offer me about...about...”

“The haunting?”

“The haunting.” I nod, then catch sight of my friend and the owner of the Slice of Life diner where our meeting is taking place. Matt Taylor smirks at me.

“Haunting?” He takes Vera’s cup out of my hands. “I didn’t realize you were expanding into paranormal investigation, Ronnie. Let me guess, you’re running a sideline in vampire slaying?”

“Ha ha,” I say, bitterly. “Vera wants a fresh cup of coffee before she gives me all the juicy - by which I mean probably imaginary - details.” I sigh. “I’ll take one too, if you can add it to my tab.”

Matt rolls his eyes but obediently grabs two clean cups.

“Have this one on the house,” he says, passing two steaming fresh coffees over the counter to me. “I know Vera’s on a budget, and I don’t think ghost-busting is going to put you over the top financially, either. I can run to the odd cup of coffee.” He lowers his voice so that it only carries as far as my ears. “And if you need an extra shift or two to tide you over...”

“Thanks, but I’ll be just fine.” My response sounds a bit snappy even to me and I soften it with a smile. “You know what it’s like starting a new business. You have to build from the ground up. It’s slow at first, but once word of mouth gets working I’ll soon have plenty of paying cases.” I weave my way through the crowded cafe back to the table I left Vera sitting at and pray that’s true. I’m going to need something more than lonely old ladies with wild imaginations if I’m going to make any kind of profit at this private investigation thing. I bite my lip. I know more than a few people who can’t wait to see me fail - one of whom being Matt’s new wife and my old high-school nemesis, Anna Chambers. She hasn’t stopped joking about my Agatha Christie career change yet. I haven’t had the stomach to point out that Agatha Christie wrote mysteries. She didn’t solve them. And neither am I, at the moment. 

I suppose I should be grateful. Vera is actually coming to me with a story, rather than just a one-step problem to solve. So far my books boast two missing cats found (up a tree and in a neighbor’s living room, respectively) and proof positive that Steve Humphreys is hiding a secret second job from his wife, not an entire second family. That one was actually kind of sweet, even if it did lead to Steve confessing that he’d taken the job to cover the cost of a holiday he’d booked as a surprise to celebrate his wife’s upcoming milestone birthday. The ruin of that surprise almost led to their holiday getting canceled, and I ended up forfeiting part of my fees to make up for it. Ok, all of my fees. I haven’t actually managed to collect on a single job yet, and it doesn’t look like I’m going to have the heart to charge Vera Smith, either. Haunted next-door neighbor? I sigh. If spending an hour telling me ghost stories is going to make her feel happier about the long hours she spends at home alone then it’s the least I can do, even if it is taking up time I could spend finding actual paying clients.

“Here we are, two fresh cups of coffee!” I fix a cheery smile on my face as I ease into the chair opposite the older lady and take a hasty sip of my drink. “Now, where were we?”

“Hauntings.” Vera taps the word in my notebook. “I was just about to start telling you all my suspicions about what’s really going on in number twenty-seven’s house when she’s not around.” She purses her lips. “Or perhaps it’s happening when she is around. I haven’t thought to ask her.”

“What sort of things?” I ask, patiently picking up my pen and readying myself to write down the details Vera wants to share.

“Well...voices. Often more than one. Almost as if there’s two of them, having a conversation.”

“Do you think...” I try to keep my voice as calm and nonchalant as possible, hoping Vera won’t take offense to my next question. “Do you think, perhaps, that maybe you are hearing a conversation between two - two people, I mean? Maybe your neighbor has a guest staying with her.”

“Maybe.” Vera’s features wrinkle dubiously. “But this is sometimes rather late at night. And you know Maeve Stewart lives alone. Always has done! Well, I mean, there was that one little romance she had ever so many years ago, oh, before you were born, dear, but then...”

Vera launches into a long-ago story and I take advantage of her distraction to finish my coffee. I give these ghosts about as much credence as I do most sinister stories of the supernatural, which is not very much. Maeve probably falls asleep with the TV on, I think. I bet the voices Vera can hear are characters from a late-night soap opera.

“And then there’s the crash I heard this morning. Ever so early it was. It was still dark outside. And I padded around to her front door in my nightdress just to check everything was alright but do you know, she never even answered! No matter how often I rang the bell!”

“Well, as you say, it was very early. Perhaps she was still getting dressed and ready for the day. Maybe she knocked something over and wanted to pick the pieces up rather than answer the door to -” I just manage to clamp my mouth shut before I finish my sentence with the words a nosy neighbor. Somehow I don’t think Vera would like to be called nosy even though I think that’s all she is. 

Takes one to know one. I hear a sardonic voice in my head and frown. The last person to call me nosy was Westhaven’s sheriff, and he didn’t exactly mean it as a compliment either. He’s just sour because I didn’t take him up on his offer of a job. When he suggested I might consider applying for a role at the sheriff’s department as a deputy, I promptly ran in the opposite direction and got my private investigator’s license. Now, I’m starting to wonder if that was the right decision after all...

“Well, if she hadn’t up and vanished I could maybe ask her about it!”

“Who?” My mind has been wandering, and Vera frowns. “Sorry.” I flip my notebook closed and smile. “Honestly, Vera, I don’t think this is anything to worry about. I certainly don’t think it’s a ghost.”

“Are you sure?”

“Completely.” I nod and see Vera reach into her purse. “And you don’t owe me a penny.” I wink. “The first consultation is on the house.”

“Really?” Vera beams at me. “Well, that’s very nice of you, Veronica. But you know, I don’t think that’s any way to run a business. How would poor Matthew manage if he kept giving his coffee away for free?” She takes a big slurp of her drink and I decide not to mention that Matt did just that for both of us this morning.

“I’ll tell you what, Vera. If you find me a case that needs some actual honest-to-god investigating, then I’ll let you pay me. Deal?”

“Deal!” She takes another sip of her coffee and then catches sight of the gold watch that hangs loose on my wrist. “Goodness me, is that the time? I have to run, dear! I’m due at the pawn shop!”

The coffee I’m swallowing catches in my throat and it takes me a minute of unladylike coughing and spluttering before I can venture the question my mind is screaming at me not to ask.

“The what shop...?”

“The pawn shop. William Poole’s Antiques Store.” I feel my cheeks redden and see Vera’s face pale as she sees where my mind has wandered. “P-A-W-N, Veronica!” She ties a scarf tightly around her thin neck and I worry for a moment that I’ve offended her. Then I see her lips quirking into a grin. “Get your mind out of the gutter. I’m certainly not lonely enough to resort to...well!” She sniffs. “No, I have a meeting with Mr. Poole to see what he’ll give me for an old pearl brooch that belonged to my Aunt Edna. It’s a hideous thing, really, and she doesn’t need it where she is now, but I could certainly do with some quick cash and William pays well when the goods are worth his investment.” She pats my hand gently as she gets ready to leave. “Not something I think you’ll ever have to worry about, dear. Not with your exciting new investigation business!”

She jumps to her feet, looking more spry than a lot of people half her age, and dashes to the exit, pausing just long enough to give me a cheery wave.

I keep smiling until the door swings closed behind her, then let my arm drop back to my side, surveying my barely-touched notebook with disdain.

“Looks like business is going well.” 

I stiffen at the sly voice and turn my head to see Matt surreptitiously wiping a table only a few feet away. If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he deliberately picked that one to clean just so he could eavesdrop on my meeting with Vera. 

“It’s all about word of mouth,” I tell him, with a sniff. “Proving myself. One happy client’s testimonial now will lead to all sorts of work down the road.”

“And is your client happy?”

“She’s not...unhappy.” I sigh into my coffee cup. “Me, on the other hand...”

“You know, you might have more success as a professional private investigator if you held your client meetings in an actual office.” Matt pauses to stack a couple of dirty plates and wipes underneath them. Almost as soon as he straightens an eager customer slides into the chair opposite him and claims the space. “Rather than in the middle of a busy diner. I’m just saying.” He’s just saying that I’ve hogged the one empty table in the whole of the Slice too long to just be nursing a single cup of free coffee. I take a noisy sip, then grimace as I feel my stomach rumble. I pull up the banking app on my phone and take a wary look at my bank balance before deciding that I can just about swing a panini for lunch, and after my fruitless morning’s meeting, I’ve earned something hot and crunchy and dripping with cheese. Vera’s words come back to me. I could certainly do with some quick cash...not something you’ll ever have to worry about... I wince, tugging at the loose gold band of my watch. William pays well when the goods are worth his investment...

“Veronica! I’m so glad I found you!”

I snatch my hand away from my watch strap, fighting a guilty flush at even entertaining the thought of pawning it for some quick cash. I’m not a very sentimental person, but this watch was one of the few things of value my mother ever gave me. It deserves better than that. 

I turn my head and am surprised to see Melissa Barnes, once my favorite high-school teacher, now a very dear friend, fighting through the cafe toward my table. She drops into the chair opposite me and that’s when I notice just how pale and anxious she looks. I’ve barely time to say good morning before she leans over and grabs me tightly by the arm.

“You have to help me. I think you’re the only one who can!”

***
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“WHAT MAKES YOU THINK your friend is missing?”

“Not just a friend.” Melissa shakes her head. “Colleague. Client? Co-volunteer?” She frowns. “I don’t know what to call her. But this is why it’s so important that I find her. Because I’m sort of responsible for her, you know, and she’s sort of responsible for...” She pauses theatrically to bite a nail and in the end, I can’t bear the suspense.

“Responsible for what?”

“A cat.”

“A cat?” I can feel a groan of annoyance that yet again I’m about to put my hard-earned qualifications to use locating a stray pet and try, unsuccessfully, to turn it into some kind of cough. Melissa is so caught up in concern for her feline friend that she doesn’t seem to notice.

“Mephistopheles.”

“Excuse me?” I frown at her. 

“The cat. Mephistopheles. He belongs to - that is, he used to belong to - my friend Janetta. Only she and her husband were going through a difficult patch, you know? She had taken to staying in their airstream trailer while he remodeled the house, and Mephistopheles couldn’t handle the enclosed space. I mean, who would? I certainly couldn’t live in a tiny little trailer like that, so I...”

“Melissa...” I don’t even try to modulate the warning note in my voice, and my friend makes a little yip of anxiety before obediently curtailing her story to just the key pieces of information.

“I offered to take him in, only that’s before I introduced him to my cat Bojangles. Do you remember Bo? Such a sweetheart. Except for when he’s around Mephistopheles, who brings out the devil in him if you can pardon the pun.” She laughs wearily and draws in a breath. “Maeve offered to look after Mephistopheles for me, which I really needed, you know, to stop my own house getting destroyed by two cats both trying to be king of the carpet.” She sighs. “Only I went to drop off another bag of Meph’s favorite cat food - very nice, all organic and locally sourced, quite pricey, but you know, a worthwhile investment, I think...” She catches sight of my raised eyebrows and hurries to the end. “She’s disappeared. Maeve, I mean. She isn’t answering her phone, she isn’t answering her door and when I called by her store just now it’s all closed up. No sign on the door or anything, just...shut.”

“Maybe she got called away,” I suggest. “A family emergency?”

“She
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